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IT & telecommunications company. It provides an explanation of how sensemaking serves as a driver for
decision making. The identities of the participant also come into play as they use their epistemic authority
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area of system software development working in a large multinational company. The findings draw light
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they lead to long-winded discussion or argumentation, whereas the practices through which the
participants pursue mutual sharing of knowledge lead to collaborative acts of sensemaking. Additionally,
the closing phase of each topical discussion in the meetings formed a transition phase in which the past
discussion is integrated with future actions, and this becomes labelled as decision. Sensemaking precedes
as well as follows decision making at the point of discussion in which collaborative acknowledgement is
expressed.
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1. Introduction

Sensemaking and decision making are central activities for organizations, as
they form the purpose and direction for their primary business activities. Meet-
ings are a typical forum for managing these activities in collaboration. This is a
study of professional meetings as a stage for sensemaking and decision making.
These organizational activities are seen to be connected in the way they realize
themselves in the meeting interaction. The identities of the participant also
come into play as they use their epistemic authority to influence the evolving
meanings and decisions. The focus is on the various ways that epistemic author-
ity is displayed and how it influences the trajectories of talk towards collabora-
tive sensemaking, and in that way supports or disrupts possibilities for a com-
mon understanding and decisions.

The data is comprised of the video-recordings of naturally occurring meeting
talk. This material is used to describe the social interaction taking place in face-
to-face meetings among software experts who convene regularly to make deci-
sions for a complex telecommunication product. (The actual meetings and the
organization where they take place are described in more detail in chapter 6.)

1.1 Meetings as a context of study

Meetings abound and fill up the calendars of not only managers but also other
professionals. Having worked for years in a software research and development
department of a large multinational company, I have come to experience that
too often, meetings are a source of frustration. At times people come out of
meetings somewhat puzzled and unsure about what was decided, or if anything
was decided. Similar comments came to my knowledge about the specific type
of recurring meeting from which the data for this study was gathered; although
its primary purpose was, to come up with a decision regarding a particular tech-
nical topic each time. I had learned that the discussions that took place in these
particular meetings had often been highly conflictual in nature. This aroused my
curiosity to explore what really happens in these meetings. What, based on the
actual meeting talk, would seem to be the essence of the decision-making pro-
cess? What seems to create the feeling of ambiguity? How do the participants
display their understanding if a decision has come about or not?

The frustration and confusion so often expressed about meetings notwith-
standing, professionals cannot deny the importance of meetings. Meetings are
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important in knowledge-intensive organizations where opportunities for shar-
ing knowledge are the essence of daily work. Professionals make individual de-
cisions in their domain of responsibility, but more often than not decisions re-
quire networking and agreement with other experts. The most natural place for
such interaction to take place is in a meeting of some sort. The need for such
opportunities increases as the technologies become more complex. As Weick
(1990/2001, p. 156) rightly states, technologies within the products are becom-
ing more abstract and ambiguous. Hence the developers, as well as managers,
sense increased cognitive demands for inference, imagination, integration,
problem solving and mental maps that enable them to monitor and understand
abstract phenomena. The practical place for sharing this type of knowledge is a
meeting. For the technology-driven and knowledge-intensive companies such
as the one studied here, this complexity also means that decisions do not fall
into the hands of managers only, but also technical experts assume more and
more responsibility for the decisions which are critical for business. It is essen-
tial for them to learn how to convert their technical skills into profitable results
(Baird, 1989), by expressing their opinions through talk.

Meetings have naturally become an interesting topic for communication re-
search as well (AsmuB & Svennevig, 2009; Svennevig, 2012 and Discourse Stud-
ies in 2012, volume 14, issue 1). The studies by Boden (1994, 1995) have worked
as an inspiration for many to follow. There is an increasing amount of studies
on meeting interaction based on naturally occurring data (Bargiela-Chiappini &
Harris, 1995, 1996, 1997 a,b; Nikko, 2009; Poncini, 2004; Whittle, Housley,
Gilchrist, Mueller, & Lenney, 2015; Wodak, Kwon, & Clarke, 2011). In essence,
meetings are viewed in these studies as social events the goals of which become
interactional joint achievements (Holmes & Stubbe, 2003; Huttunen, 2010;
Kangasharju, 2002, 2004; Nikko, 2009, etc.).

So far, the studies on meeting interaction have focused mainly on managerial
interaction, or the chairperson. Relatively little work has been done on interac-
tion between professional peers, or about the system of turn-taking in multipro-
fessional teams. This is not surprising since it can be difficult to get access to
company-internal material that would feature employees’ involvement in deci-
sion making. One study on this aspect is that by Huttunen (2010) which de-
scribes the emergence of understanding from an interactional point of view,
among a team of technical experts in an Information Technology Research &
Development (R&D) environment. Her study is concerned with practices of un-
derstanding, knowing and sensemaking in problematic situations in meetings,
in terms of determinacy and power (Huttunen 2010). This study can be seen as
an extension on that, but sensemaking is approached more specifically from the
point of view of epistemic interactional resources as enablers or constraints to
organizational sensemaking and decision making.

1.1.1  Sensemaking in meetings

Sensemaking is one of the central functions of meetings. Sensemaking, in short,
is “the process by which people construct, interpret, and recognize meaningful
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features of the world” (Gephart, Topal & Zhang, 2010, p. 275). Traditionally it
has been seen as an act of removing ambiguity. Sensemaking is required when
there is a bigger change in the organization or an unexpected situation which
interrupts the normal course of events. This is what Weick, Sutcliffe and Ob-
stfield (2005, p. 413) call “disruptive ambiguity”. Verbal and non-verbal activi-
ties are used to make sense of situations and actions that deviate from the norm.
In such a situation, reasoning and decisions are needed to amend the situation.

Sensemaking as an approach to study organizations has largely been estab-
lished around the framework provided by Weick (1990/2001, 1993a/2001,
1995) who describes it as the shared way of knowing and seeing things that are
essential for organizational existence and development. Sensemaking is under-
stood as an ongoing accomplishment through which people make sense of the
situations and attempt to make them “rationally accountable to themselves and
others” (Weick, 1993a/2001, p. 11). In case of ambiguous situations, people are
triggered to construct meaning through discussion. This study explores how
sensemaking becomes a highly integral part of the decision-making process in a
knowledge-intensive organization. Sensemaking is seen as a means of sharing
an understanding about the available knowledge base based on which decisions
can be made.

Although research into organizational sensemaking has been interested in the
design and practices of communication-based systems and activities, research
on the actual use of interaction and language as the dynamic arena of sensemak-
ing are surprisingly rare. Some exceptions are the studies by Cooren (2004,
2007) which aim to integrate the macro level ideas of sensemaking with the
methods of conversation analysis. Another example is a study by Rovio-Johans-
son (2007) which looks at sensemaking as a collective activity where language
is used as a tool for understanding social reality. Cornelissen (2012) uses a the-
oretical model to describe how individuals make and create sense, through lan-
guage, while being accountable to others. He describes the language of commu-
nication professionals and how they use metaphors as accounts through which
they make sense of anomalous circumstances. He maintains that metaphors are
used by the communication professionals to align themselves with the assumed
social expectations and to mark particular roles for themselves in order to meet
those expectations.

The fact that sensemaking is a relatively theoretical and abstract phenomenon
may explain the absence of analytical focus on communication and language in
the sensemaking literature. For instance Cooren (2004) has been criticized for
using too little data (a few interactional sequences taken from one managerial
board meeting) to be able to draw any meaningful conclusions about the consti-
tutive force of interaction to organization as a whole (e.g. Fairhurst & Putnam,
2004; McPhee, Myers & Trethewey, 2006). More deductive approaches are
claimed to be better suited for describing the link between communication and
organizational structure.

Despite the kind of criticism mentioned above, this study will follow the track
opened by Cooren (2004, 2006, 2007), and it accords with his argument that
“it is possible to study the detail of organizational interaction while accounting
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for the sequential dimension that is so characteristic of organizational pro-
cesses” (Cooren, 2006, p. 329). In other words, the underlying assumption here
is that it is possible to study the organization of interaction in organizations -as
it happens while keeping the wide-angle lens on how the organization of inter-
action “scales up” to the larger questions about the organization (Taylor & Van
Every, 2000) such as sensemaking. This study applies sensemaking as an ana-
lytic resource to describe the link between the micro processes of meeting inter-
action and the macro level organizational activities. These two processes are at
play in the participant’s actions and they work as a common frame for infor-
mation sharing and decisions.

Through the analysis of this study, a distinction is drawn between collective
and collaborative sensemaking. Collective sensemaking is the term most often
used in organizational studies. It is described as an event carried out by multiple
actors, and it relates to the shared way of understanding and seeing things (e.g.
Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). It implies orientation to the outcome of the sense-
making process, and thus relates well to the pursuit of collective decisions. This
study focuses more specifically on the interactive process of collaborative sense-
making which triggers an active participation framework and can realize itself
through argumentation or confirmatory creation of explanations for unclear
events or concepts. The study shows how the collectiveness and collaborative-
ness of sensemaking is directly linked to the underlying goal of the meeting, i.e.
the decision, and the interactional practices are seen as a means to construct
this decision by making mutual sense of the topic at hand.

1.1.2 Decision making in meetings

Meetings are the primary forum for making decisions in organizations. Even if
not all meetings are meant for decision making, they are a way to get the neces-
sary people together to look at the same problem at the same time, and to create
a common view about the status (Boden, 1995).

Ample research on decision making exists within the disciplines of sociology
and social sciences. However, these studies are often occupied with the outcome
in light of some chosen parameters affecting decision making. Individuals are
treated simply as “problem solvers rather than as political and personal beings”
(Putnam, 2007, p. 95). Some studies have given consideration to interpersonal,
organizational and group nature of decision making. It is understood that or-
ganizations form “socially shared frames for events” (Beach & Connolly, 2005,
p- 124). Thus they take into account such processes as power and negotiation
over the unitary pursuit of goals (Pfeffer, 1981). Some studies also recognize that
decision making requires sociolinguistic and sociopragmatic competencies. For
instance Holmes & Stubbe (2003) focus on interpersonal and pragmatic fea-
tures of talk, such as politeness, while treating decision-making as a problem-
solving activity.

The procedural and emergent nature of decision making, i.e. what really hap-
pens during the decision-making process interaction-wise, is seldom consid-
ered. Boden (1995) is one of the first and most cited studies in which decision
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making is approached as a socially situated activity shaped by the conversa-
tional practices. So far few studies have applied conversation analysis for the
study of decision making as an interactional achievement. In her study, Huis-
man (2001) describes decisions as interactional and linguistic constructs that
are used for the collaborative creation of commitment to future course of ac-
tions. She identifies decision-making episodes as turns of talk during which par-
ticipants first exchange information and share opinions about the current state
of affairs, and then the decision emerges.

Samra-Fredericks (2005) treats decision making as a strategic practice of the
organizations, involving strategic talk during which the decision emerges (see
also Boden 1995). In a similar vein, Kwon, Clarke, & Wodak (2014) describe
various discursive strategies that are used by team members in a board meeting
to create shared views for strategically important topics. Various studies also
consider the effect of identity and roles on the decision making. Drawing on the
discussion of various institutional activity types by Levinson (1992), decision-
making episodes have been described as speech activities during which partici-
pants orient to what they consider to be allowable contributions according to
the identities that they can make relevant to talk (Jabs, 2005; Clifton, 2009).
This is advanced to cover intricate power dynamics by Kwon et al. (2009) who
provide a longitudinal ethnographic view to decision-making episodes of a sen-
ior management team meeting in a multinational company.

This study aims to explore decision making as an interactional achievement
among professional experts for whom the meeting serves as the arena for shar-
ing the required knowledge and understanding about the technical solution that
is to be chosen as a baseline for software development. The perspective taken
here is that decision emerges as a result of collective sensemaking. Decision
making is the underlying goal of the meeting although it does not surface itself
explicitly at all times in the meeting interaction. Epistemic positions are dynam-
ically displayed and negotiated during the activity.

1.1.3 Epistemics as an interactional phenomena in meetings

When considering meetings among professional, it is natural that the ways in
which epistemic authority is used to influence the emerging decision. Epistem-
ics is a term from philosophy, often used interchangeably with knowledge. It
refers to an interdisciplinary study of knowledge and human information-pro-
cessing using the formal techniques of logic, linguistics, philosophy, and psy-
chology. It is mainly concerned with the forms, nature, and preconditions of
knowledge. Knowledge can be defined as “a cognitive entity, a commodity pos-
sessed in tacit or explicit form” (Maier, Prange & von Rosenstiel, 2001). Epis-
temics is concerned with the systems, rules, and ideas for forming knowledge.
Knowledge is one of the most valuable assets of a business company and its pro-
fessionals. Knowledge has become a productive force in itself, in many ways re-
placing capital, labor and natural resources as primary sources of creating value
and wealth (Knorr Cetina, 1999). Sharing knowledge is central for the develop-
ment of an organization and its professionals. It is naturally also something that
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is constantly visible and enacted in any organizational encounters, including
meetings.

Epistemics has become a topic of interest for the study of social relations re-
cently also within the discipline of conversation analysis (for more, see Stivers,
Mondada, & Steensig, 2011). It refers to the “members’ methods for managing
rights to (identity-bound) knowledge in self-other relationships”, i.e. in “epis-
temics of social life” (Raymond & Heritage, 2006, p. 678). It is also related to
entitlement: who is allowed to have or evaluate specific types of knowledge. En-
titlement is not a predefined category, but it is oriented to and negotiated by
participants in interaction (Asmufl & Oshima, 2012, p. 72).

Most of the existing studies on identities take epistemic asymmetry as their
point of departure and focus on expert-lay communication. Many studies have
described different institutional settings such as medical care (Lindholm, 2003;
Perikyla, 2002; Stivers & Heritage, 2001), therapy (Arminen, 2005), judiciary
(Atkinson 1992), or educational (McHoul, 1978, 1990). There are also studies
within media, such as televised interviews of politicians (Clayman & Heritage,
2002a; Heritage & Clayman, 2010). These studies focus specifically on the in-
stitutional roles of one professional against a member of another professional
group. These studies aim to show how the identity of the (professional) expert
is enhanced and maintained rather than achieved through talk. The present
study addresses meetings in which most of the participants are peers who have
an equal expert identity. There is one system architect (from now on referred to
as “architect” *) who has studied the specific topic of the meeting in more detail
and presents the solution to the colleagues. Thus the presenting architect - as
well as the colleagues - work on positioning themselves as experts and aim to
achieve this identity. The expertise is not exclusively with the presenter, but
other participants act as “critical interrogators” (Ekstrom & Kroon Lundell,
2011; Heritage & Clayman, 2010). As a result, the whole act of knowledge shar-
ing becomes a local enactment of epistemic positions and a process of collective
sensemaking through interaction. By this kind of enactment the participants
“implant that which they later discover and call ‘knowledge’” or “understanding
of their environment™ (Weick, 1977, p. 267).

In this study, epistemics (as knowledge) is treated as a phenomenon which
becomes demonstrated through the epistemic stances taken in interaction (Her-
itage, 2012a; Karkkainen, 2003, 2006). Epistemics is seen as a feature which
pertains to the organization of institutional talk and the realization of profes-
sional identity. Epistemic stance is the intersubjective and interactional expres-
sion epistemic status concerning the topic at hand (e.g. Heritage, 2012a; Kei-
sanen, 2006). It refers to the interactional practices through which speakers ne-
gotiate and evaluate their epistemic position towards the issue at hand. Epis-
temic authority for this study as it will provide the lens through which to con-
sider how it is exercised by all participants, the institutionally given roles not-
withstanding.

A social constructionist view to epistemics on macro level is taken by Samra-
Fredericks (2003) who distinguishes two kinds of knowledge: firstly,

L A more detailed description of the role of the system architect is given in Chapter 6.
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“knowledge of “ organizationally relevant categories (Berger & Luckman, 1967)
and secondly, the “knowing how” to utilize e.g. the system or turn-taking for
gaining support for one’s opinion. This is tied with epistemic authority and com-
petition over whose definition of organizational reality — whether concerned
with strategy, process, or a product — will prevail. Participants may invoke
“taken-for-granted ways” to contest knowledge (Samra-Fredericks, 2003, p.
154). Tacit cultural knowledge, expertise and know-how is claimed and disputed
in meetings (Samra-Fredericks, 2005).

In this study epistemic authority is studied to see how it influences the sense-
making process. It is shown how epistemic authority as a resource can become
an enabling or constraining factor for sensemaking and decision making. Epis-
temic authority is understood to be embedded in sensemaking which will be ex-
plained in chapter 4. Not only is epistemic authority taken to establish common
understanding, but it can also be used to convince others about one’s opinion.

1.2 Research methodology

The analysis is based on ethnomethodological perspective which focuses on the
practical reasoning that is used by participants to portray a social activity as ac-
countable and orderly (Heritage & Watson, 1979). Conversation Analysis (CA)
is used as a method to identify those interactions which characterize how sense-
making and epistemics are played out in organizations. CA also makes it possi-
ble to show how these notions relate to decision making. CA is a study of social
practice, where talk is seen as an organized activity, governed by sociocultural
norms. It provides means to see how participants construct their social world
through and during interaction. The participants interpret what is said and by
doing so construct meaning to what is said and meant by each move during the
conversation. In so doing, the participants also create meaning to their mutual
relations.

The orderliness of talk in institutional settings, such as meetings, has three
general characteristics (Drew & Heritage, 1992). Firstly, the participants orient
to some specific identity or role, for instance that of a chairperson or presenter.
Secondly, the interaction meetings has some specific goal, for instance a deci-
sion. Thirdly, the interaction reflects and orients to the peculiarities of the par-
ticular context in which it takes place.

CA is a way to see how sequences of turns at talk become the means through
which social activates get done (Schegloff, 2007a). This kind of analysis of each
minute action makes CA particularly suited for investigating interaction in
meetings. CA also provides a view to sensemaking as a path through incremen-
tally constructed actions to the final decision. CA also makes it possible to ex-
plore how people interact and position themselves during conversation. The po-
sitioning is related to the professional identities and to the activities used for
constructing knowledge. Lyotard (1985) claims that earning the identity of a
knowledgeable requires a display of competence which never an accomplished
fact, but it always depends on the peer group’s judgment while they evaluate the
truth of the statement. “Each language partner, when a “move” pertaining to
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him is made, undergoes a “displacement”, an alteration of some kind that not
only affects him in his capacity as addressee and referent, but also as sender”
(Lyotard, 1985, p. 16).

CA has traditionally concentrated on uniform and sequential structures of
mundane talk, such questions and responses, or greetings to greetings. CA does
not provide similar means to identify uniform structures which could be labeled
as activities belonging to the groups of sensemaking or decision making. How-
ever, CA does allow us to identify the linguistic constructs which are at play in
the process through which sensemaking and decision making emerges. For
sensemaking, CA provides a perspective to analyze how meanings are expressed
by participants in talk and thus used for knowledge construction. Knowledge
creation becomes a joint activity and the practices used also reveal whose
knowledge is considered relevant, i.e. who is considered to have epistemic au-
thority. The epistemic positioning is tightly related to institutional aspects of
interaction, the professional identity of the participants, the goal of the meeting,
and the overall organizational context. The framework of epistemic engine by
Heritage (2012b) is applied to identify the degrees of epistemics e.g. in ques-
tions. This framework is applied by Heritage (2012b) for dyadic conversation,
whereas in this study it will be applied for multiparty conversation. Thus se-
quential positioning will be used as a relevant additional indicator of epistemic
status and authority.

This study also falls into the tradition of social constructionism, a perspective
to communication which is grounded to a significant degree on works of
Goffman (1959), Garfinkel (1967) and Berger & Luckman (1967). In this ap-
proach, it is seen that participants construct their social world through and dur-
ing interaction. Meaning is constructed by each move during the conversation.
While constructing the social world, they construct organizational reality and
their roles. Consequently, language has both a constituting as well as a consti-
tutive role. With reference to Berger & Luckmann (1967), Maitlis (2005) de-
scribes sensemaking as a process of social construction in which “organization
members interpret their environment in and through interactions with each
other, constructing accounts that allow them to comprehend the world and act
collectively” (Maitlis, 2005, p.21). However, she later (in Maitlis & Christianson,
2014) makes a more refined distinction and narrows down the concept of sense-
making in organizations by returning to its Weickian roots and seeing it as a
process triggered by violated expectations that needed clarification. This study,
as well, explores how violations, or what will be called dispreferred actions in
meetings, in the terms of conversation analysis. However. This study also ex-
plores the wider notion of sensemaking, as a collaborative process of meaning
making.

Both the epistemological as well as the ontological perspective in this study
are social constructionist. Meeting talk is viewed as a social phenomenon by
which common understanding is linguistically generated, thereby also generat-
ing meaning and purpose to the decision per se. Social constructionism includes
the methods of CA (Maynard, 2003) and therefore it also provides a framework
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for approaching both sensemaking and decision making as interactional phe-
nomena of meetings. Interaction shows how sensemaking and decision making
are built on common knowledge about organizationally relevant categories
(Berger & Luckman, 1967; Boden 1994, p. 134, Samra-Fredericks, 2003). This
constructionist approach forms the basis of the conceptual framework under
which the research questions are formed.

1.3 The conceptual framework and research questions

The concepts and notions that were described in the preceding sections together
form a framework that is applied to analyze meeting interaction in more detail.
The position taken in this study that sensemaking, decision making and epis-
temic authority are observable behaviors as interactionally accomplished social
activities which are intertwined and influencing one another in meetings. These
concepts are used analytically to demonstrate how they become consequential
for the organizational activities by making acceptance or rejection the relevant
next action. It is believed that these actions can lead to both affiliative and col-
laborative management of organizational activities or to disaffiliation and con-
flict which needs to be worked out with more effort.

For the purpose of establishing an analysis that can explore organizational
sensemaking, as it happens, the primary research question is formed as follows:

» How is collective sensemaking produced in conversational interaction in pro-
fessional meetings?

The more detailed questions are:

« How is epistemic authority used as a resource for building agendas for sense-
making and decision making in meetings?

» How are acts of collective sensemaking used for the accomplishment of deci-
sions?

By answering the empirical questions above, the study explains how the par-
ticipants manage to create understanding and make decisions while maintain-
ing the identity of a professional practitioner.

In this study, conversation analysis is used to analyze the constant flow of
sensemaking in interaction, and disaffiliative actions and dispreferred re-
sponses are viewed as disruptions which trigger the sensemaking process in in-
teractive terms. The participants instinctively interpret such interactional situ-
ations as disruptions in the social relationships, and it is particularly important
to maintain social relationships intact in organizational surroundings.

Sensemaking is regarded an activity the purpose of which is to reach a mutual
understanding of divergent or contradictory interpretations. Within organiza-
tional studies this concept has been applied to investigate people’s notions
about organizational decision making, change and performance (Choo, 1998;
Whittle et al., 2015). Gioia & Chittipeddi (1991, p. 442) describe sensemaking as
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“meaning construction and reconstruction by the involved parties as they at-
tempt to develop a meaningful framework for understanding the nature of the
intended event or topic”.

Since the data for this study comes from meetings where the discussions are
highly technical in nature, this study must also draw light on the peculiarities of
the nature of technical communication and the understanding of knowledge in
technology overall. However, it is understood that the resources used for deci-
sion making or epistemics are generally the same as in any organizational or
institutional setting of similar kind, or even in mundane situation where a deci-
sion needs to be made or knowledge shared.

1.4 Contribution of the study

This study adds to the existing theory of sensemaking and decision making in a
unique way by integration of the notion of epistemic authority as an enabler or
constraint to the accomplishment of these activities in situ. The analytic focus is
on the sequential organization of these activities.

There are studies which consider decision making as an aspect of sensemaking
but real-time data for explaining this phenomenon is scarce. This study draws
specific light on the sensemakers and how their activities construct the sense as
they interact. This is different from the mainstream of sensemaking literature
which tends to focus more on the occasions of sensemaking than sensemakers
(Hernes & Maitlis, 2010). Real-time view to sensemaking practices of the indi-
viduals is rare (Brown, 2000; Hindmarsh & Pilnick, 2007; Liu & Maitlis, 2014).
The data and the context of this study provides an additional perspective to the
sensemaking efforts which are not only about organizing the biases in the or-
ganization but about constructing a view for the product’s future features that
do not yet exist except as abstract constructs of software components and inter-
faces on the drawing board of the architect.

By incorporating epistemics and epistemic authority this study draws light on
the real-time management of power in professional meetings. The study shows
how epistemic authority as given or achieved in interaction, and whose view is
in this way becomes more significant or authoritative. Aspects of power are also
explored from the point of view of sensemaking.

This study is a conversation analytic inquiry into the peer participation in the
construction of mutual organizational sense and decisions in meetings. In this
way the data adds to the understanding of institutional interaction and satisfies
for its part the increasing interest in meeting interaction within CA research.
The professional peer setting provides a new angle to the management of power
in the construction of sense and decisions.

As for practical contributions, managers of today are becoming more and
more trained to communication and even aspiring managers understand the
commonly repeated mantra: (all that) leadership and management is commu-
nication. The often missed point is that also other professionals in knowledge-
intensive industries need to understand the traits of effective communication as
well. Hence, this study aims to increase engineers’ understanding of the purpose
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of meeting interaction by drawing light on the various linguistic resources and
their effects on achieving common goals. It is important for them to be aware of
the potential of making a difference through skillful interactional or rhetoric
practices, and in particular of how the expressions of knowledge matter and be-
come consequential for the meanings and decision that are achieved. While
wishing to enhance engineers’ sensitivity to the linguistic resources available to
them, the attempt is not, however, to provide any normative rules.

1.5 Structure of the study

This study is divided into eleven chapters. This introductory chapter is followed
by chapter 2 which introduces the literature on sensemaking and discusses its
role in interaction in particular. Chapter 3 explores aspects of decision making
as an interactive process. Chapter 4 establishes the theoretical background for
professional identity and epistemic authority and discusses the role of power
and influence in meetings. Chapter 5 introduces conversation analysis as a re-
search methodology. Chapter 6 describes the environment from which the data
is gathered and the method used for analyzing the data and places it in the wider
context of software engineering. Chapters 7 to 9 form the analyses. Chapter 7
focuses on sequences which pursue individual agendas, whereas chapter 8 de-
scribes sequences which strive for collaboratively constructed understandings.
Chapter 9 describe the closing phases of the meetings in which sensemaking is
specifically enacted for the purpose of decision making. Chapter 10 discusses
the findings more generally, and chapter 11 describes the contributions and lim-
itations of the study.
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2. Sensemaking

This chapter discusses the various perspective to sensemaking within organiza-
tion studies. As a concept, sensemaking has been used for a broad range of
meanings and purposes (Holt & Cornelissen, 2014; Maitlis & Christianson,
2014). The theoretical notions of sensemaking vary widely and cannot be de-
fined as one single theory (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014) but rather as "a set of
ideas with explanatory possibilities" (Weick, 1995, p. ix). Lately the literature
has drawn more on the social-constructionist and phenomenological ap-
proaches (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015). In essence,
sensemaking has become to be seen as a collective effort accomplished in coop-
eration and dialogue between the participants. Hence, collective sensemaking
as an approach suits well to the framework of studying how organizations and
people in meetings construct meanings and make decisions. It provides a wider
social context for theorizing on meeting talk, by integrating the macro level as-
pirations of the participant with what they say and how they say it.

This chapter focuses on the collective and intersubjective aspect of sensemak-
ing (section 2.1). The ontological variations in the theoretical perspective to
sensemaking with regard to its temporal nature are descried in section 2.2., and
section 2.3 explains the notion of disruptiveness. The concept of sensegiving is
then discussed in section 2.4 before arguing that there is a relative absence of
interaction in the sensemaking literature (section 2.5) despite the increasing
number of studies on sensemaking in meetings (section 2.6). A summary is
drawn in section 2.7.

2.1 Collective and intersubjective nature of sensemaking

Collective sensemaking, quite simply, refers to understandings of events that
are carried out by multiple actors. It is the concept used in the majority of or-
ganizational literature as reference to “the process through which people work
to understand issues or events that are novel, ambiguous, confusing, or in some
other way violate expectations” (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014, p. 57). Seeing
sensemaking as collective phenomenon is quite different from the original
Weickian tradition which focuses on the individual’s cognitive processes of
sensemaking rather than the interactive process of doing so (Maitlis & Chris-
tianson, 2014).
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In the current ethnomethodological approaches sensemaking is conceptual-
ized as an intersubjective process rather than an individual one (Llewellyn &
Spence, 2009; Bolander & Sandberg, 2013). Organizations are described as “col-
lections of people trying to make sense of what is happening around them”
(Weick 1993a/2001, p. 5). According to Boden (1994, pp. 188-98), there is a lo-
cal logic in the organizational rationality which is intersubjectively understood
by the participants. Events become the springboard for the creation of intersub-
jective meaning (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014)2. Sensemaking concerns the ac-
tive engagement of people in the construction of understanding of events and
actions while they experience that very same event or action (Maitlis & Chris-
tianson 2014; Weick, 1995).

From CA point of view, intersubjectivity is achieved through the methods used
for displaying understanding in interaction (Schegloff, 1992a). The procedural
sense of shared understanding is demonstrated in the ways utterances are un-
derstood and taken up (Heritage, 19844a; Sacks, 1992a,b). Intersubjectivity is the
reflexive accomplishment of the participants. Speakers display their under-
standing of the preceding talk as being of a particular kind (for instance a ques-
tion which is addressed specifically to some participant), either explicitly or tac-
itly (Schegloff, 1992a). In doing so they create mutual understanding and inter-
subjectivity by showing responsiveness to prior talk. Through confirmation this
becomes mutual understanding through “sequential architecture of intersubjec-
tivity” (Heritage 1984a). CA is therefore in essence an analysis of the specific
interplay between action, context management and intersubjectivity because
“all three of these features are simultaneously, but not always consciously, the
objects of the participants’ actions” (Heritage, 1997, p. 163).

When sensemaking is considered to emerge as a result of one individual’s cog-
nitive process, for collective purposes.

“If sensemaking occurs within a person’s head, then collec-
tive sensemaking in organizations becomes a process
through which more influential individuals episodically per-
suade others to think as they do. Collective sensemaking
may pause when enough members hold the same under-
standing to act together. If sensemaking takes place in the
conversations between people, collective sense is generated
in an ongoing, iterative manner, as actors shape each other’s
meanings in repeated cycles of sensemaking. Collective
sensemaking may pause when enough members engage in a
discourse that allows them to act together” (Maitlis & Chris-
tianson, 2014, pp. 95-96).

2|t is worth noting that there are ontological differences in the ways intersubjectivity is per-
ceived in the various approaches to sensemaking. Largely, sensemaking is seen as an intersub-
jective and interactive process, but some regard it as a primarily cognitive process that takes
place largely in individuals’ heads (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). Collective sensemaking as-
sumes that collective understanding is constructed, even if it would be a result of more influ-
ential persons persuading others to think the way they do.
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When sensemaking is triggered within individuals, collective meaning making
becomes a process during which individuals aim to influence and shape one an-
other’s understandings in favor of one’s own. This may lead into a “framing con-
test” between peers. Frames are the means by which sense is made of ambiguous
information (Kaplan, 2008). The term is based on Goffman (1974) who intro-
duced framing as a way interactants use to conceptualize and interpret phenom-
enon. This does not necessarily lead to collaborative sensemaking but eventually
someone’s position emerges as dominant (Kaplan, 2008; Maitlis & Christian-
son, 2014). On the other hand, when sensemaking is triggered between individ-
uals, the construction of meaning becomes a more intersubjective and mutually
co-constituted process (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014, p. 78). Interaction comes
into play when members choose the information or topic which they regard sig-
nificant and therefore worthy of attention (Choo, 1998, p. 3), and such an issue
may become a topic of its own in a meeting.

Schegloff (1991a) describes intersubjectivity as the common ground which is
constructed through interaction, to display socially shared cognition. Socially
shared cognition is a term used in psychology similarly to what is called as
shared or mutual knowledge in classical epistemology, and shared or mutual
culture in anthropology. However, Schegloff draws on Garfinkel (1967) and
problematizes the notion of “shared” or “common”, as they have been applied
in computer science to describe equal copies of content in different memory
storage. This, naturally, is not how human cognition works: despite surface level
intersubjectivity, or “shared” understanding, the understanding can inevitably
never be exactly the same in different human minds. Therefore he emphasizes
“the procedural nature of social sharedness” which aims for “the maintenance
of a world (including the developing course of the interaction itself) mutually
understood by the participants as some same world” (highlights in the original;
Schegloff (1991a, p. 151). Socially shared cognition comes into play on micro
level of interaction when for instance repair is needed during conversation for
removing misunderstanding or mishearing.

The intersubjective process of sensemaking is close to what is described in CA
as “understanding-display device” (Sacks, Schegloff, & Jefferson, 1974), or the
socially shared cognition. It is the meaning through which “speakers almost nec-
essarily reveal their understanding of that to which their talk is addressed,
whether that is prior talk, other conduct, or events and occurrences “scenic” to
the interaction” (Schegloff, 1991a, p. 167). Understanding is not absolute or
static but something created progressively through negotiation. It is con-
structed and demonstrated in various kinds of turns at talk, including the most
minute speech tokens, hesitation and even pauses, but also the most elaborate
explanations and descriptions (Schegloff, 1991a; Maynard, 2003). All these fea-
tures are players in the creation of sequential context of interaction which ac-
commodates for the accomplishment of the mutual understanding of and ori-
entation to what is going on during conversation (Maynard, 2003, p. 73). In this
respect, all communication and conversations can be seen as rather mundane
processes of sensemaking caused by someone saying something and the copar-
ticipant making an interpretation of what the utterance means. Sensemaking is
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as relevant for everyday interaction and events as it is for “big things” (Patriotta
& Brown, 2011; Patriotta & Spedale, 2009). These types of mundane sensemak-
ing practices often go unnoticed because the participants in interaction usually
take them for granted (ten Have, 2004).

In the present study, intersubjectivity concerns the ways participants con-
struct meanings and share understandings of what is being talked about and
how. However, the “shared” understanding which is achieved and signaled in
interactional terms does not necessarily mean a shared opinion on the actual
substance being discussed (Jacoby & Ochs, 1995; Nikko, 2009). As Maitlis &
Christianson (2014, pp. 66-67) say, instead of having reached a completely uni-
fied understanding, it is assumed that an agreement on a meaning that enables
coordinated action to take place based on this intersubjective understanding has
been reached. Furthermore, as persuasion is a way of influencing other partici-
pants’ understandings, this study will draw on one sub-notion of sensemaking,
namely sensegiving, which is reviewed in section 2.4.

2.2 Temporal aspects of sensemaking

The process of sensemaking is often viewed temporally as either retrospective
or prospective. Retrospective nature of sensemaking is often seen as one of the
core properties of sensemaking as a way of discovery by looking back at earlier
observations (Weick, 1995; Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld, 2005). It is believed that
there always is some past action or event which triggers the need for assessing
a situation. Reality becomes an ongoing accomplishment when people make an
effort to understand what occurs by creating order through retrospective reflec-
tions (Weick, 1993b, p. 635).

Recent studies believe in the prospective process of sensemaking (Maitlis &
Christianson, 2014; Gephart et al., 2010). From the point of view of organiza-
tional decision making this means that the outcome is often known before the
decision, not vice versa, as is the view in traditional theories of decision making.
Outcome develops some prior definition. Cooren (2004) and Huttunen (2010)
exemplify how past interactions (in prior meetings or with experts or other or-
ganizations) are referred to in meetings to increase common understanding
through a common frame of reference. Cooren (2004) calls this translocaliza-
tion and Huttunen (2010) tagging. The organization realizes what its activities
are about by making sense of its own past actions (Weick 1977).

More studies are emerging which point to a wider temporal perspective to
sensemaking, as it realizes itself in language. Wiebe (2010) maintains that see-
ing sensemaking as retrospective process ignores the present which is the mo-
ment at which sensemaking takes place; the conception of sensemaking in the
present involves drawing on all three dimensions of temporality. Future-ori-
ented, prospective sensemaking involves “the conscious and intentional consid-
eration of the probable future impact of certain actions, and especially nonac-
tions” by the social actors (Gioia, Thomas, Clark, & Chittipeddi, 1994, p. 378).
Weick (1969/1979) and later e.g. Gioia, Corley, & Fabbri (2002, p. 623) argue
that forward-looking sensemaking creates an illusion of a perfect future and the
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most desired expectation of the sequence of events and then start acting as if
that event has already transpired, which enables a "retrospective interpretation
of the imagined event”.

This study contends in accord with Gephart et al. (2010) that future-oriented
sensemaking (constructing meanings that create images of the future) is em-
bedded in past and present temporal states and uses past and present temporal
orientations to provide contexts for proposed future entities. Future-oriented
sensemaking does indeed occur when people seek “to construct intersubjective
meanings, images, and schemes in conversation where these meanings and in-
terpretations create or project images of future objects and phenomena”
(Gephart et al., 2010, p. 285). This is the essence of any decision which presumes
future actions. Also, it would be impossible to invent anything new without a
forward-looking mental fabrication; inventions as new features in a software
product rely on known cues and behaviors as they do not yet exist in the phase
when decision are made to go forward with them except on paper.

Literature also takes different stands on whether sensemaking takes place in
an episodic fashion or continuously (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). Episodic na-
ture of sensemaking refers to the Weickian way of sensemaking which consists
of episodes broken down by the various inputs from the organization (Weick et
al., 2005). This means that events are looked at retrospectively and from the
outside (Taylor & Van Every, 2000). In ethnomethodological approaches,
sensemaking is seen as an act of continuous adjustment. Gephart et al. (2010,
p- 281) describe it as follows: “The sensemaking practices and the production of
social reality are ongoing and continually enacted . . . there is no time out for
sensemaking.” To make sense, through talk, people not only transmit infor-
mation but also transform it (Boden, 1994). They reflexively tie past to future
through present orientation (Boden, 1994, p. 48). Viewing sensemaking in such
continuous fashion differs from the Weickian tradition which focuses on the
streams of events as they become explained by the actors, in retrospect. How-
ever, to be able to make any sense in the constant flow of inputs and outputs,
the members in social interaction do design their interaction around episodes
which may or may not be linked to one another. Hendry & Seidl (2003) lean on
Luhmann's (1990) notion of episode as a sequence of communication that is
structured in terms of its beginning and ending. In this view, episodes

“provide opportunities for the normal constraints of commu-
nicative practice to be suspended and alternative communi-
cative practices explored. They thus provide a social mecha-
nism by which reflective discourses can be pursued within
the social system, but without necessarily disrupting the
practices and routines by which that system is maintained”
(Hendry & Seidl 2003, p. 180).

It is the beginning and ending of an episode that create a difference between
the inside and outside perspective to the sequence of communications within an
episode and the communications that take place before and after it. In this ap-
proach an episode is seen as a wider generic structural feature of any kind of
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social system. A meeting can be seen as a larger episode which consists of
smaller episodes such as decision-making episodes (Clifton, 2009; Huisman,
2001). The participants in a meeting understand that a meeting has a certain
structure and limitations of time. Sense is generated by referring to external or-
ganizational constraints or enablers, which in part influences how the sense is
made during the meeting. Also, these types of constraints are not necessarily
mentioned during meeting interaction although they influence the sensemaking
processes.

To take an ongoing, real-time view, Hatch (1999) uses a jazz performance as a
metaphor for fluid organizational structures: jazz musicians do have certain
common structures around which the performance is built. However, these
structures are not accepted as a given (Hatch, 1999, p. 83) but they improvise in
real time; the “unexpected” improvisation becomes the expected as it builds on
common structures. It is the same with interaction: we expect certain structures
while we at the same time being prepared and responsive to the unique turns of
talk of the coparticipants. In a wider organizational perspective, one could say
the meeting interaction provides the raison d’étre for such events: we expect
some common structures to be followed in the meetings, but if everything was
known beforehand there would be no point in having the meeting. The moments
when the expected structures are broken become the focal points for new un-
derstanding.

The continuous fashion of sensemaking seems apt for considering the context
of meeting interactions and how decision become made in such circumstances.
The discussion which happens here and now draws on past experiences and
opinions to reflect on the future possibilities of actions.

2.3 Disruptive nature of sensemaking

Sensemaking is often seen as the process triggered by something out of the or-
dinary or expected which individuals strive to understand. The purpose of
sensemaking efforts, then, is to get the world back into order.

There is another important track of research which focuses on sensemaking
as an enabler of other organizational processes such as organizational learning,
strategic change, innovations — and decision making. These studies discuss how
sensemaking can become an intentional disruption of order instead of just being
an ordering force triggered by some unexpected crisis (Maitlis & Christianson,
2014). This allows us to see that it is important especially for knowledge-inten-
sive organizations to intentionally push themselves into doing sensemaking in
order to grow. One can already see that meetings, when skillfully managed, also
have the potential to be forums for such sensemaking. Meetings, as an arena for
sharing information, draw on the intersubjective nature of sensemaking.

Whether bringing order to an unexpected situation, or an explanation of an
intentional disruption of the state of events is needed, both call for a process of
collective sensemaking to achieve a more unified understanding. Sensemaking
becomes “the process by which people construct, interpret, and recognize mean-
ingful features of the world” (Gephart et al., 2010, p. 275). For this practice to

25



Sensemaking

become “collective”, it takes on the characteristic of an event that must take
place between people. This in itself means that “sense is not an object to be
passed on but a skillful activity to be engaged in” (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015).
Collective nature of sensemaking focuses on the social dynamics of sensemaking
in organizations rather than on individual level of interpretive acts. Maitlis &
Christianson (2014, p. 67) define sensemaking as

"a process, prompted by violated expectations, that involves
attending to and bracketing cues in the environment, creat-
ing intersubjective meaning through cycles of interpretation
and action, and thereby enacting a more ordered environ-
ment from which further cues can be drawn."

Organizational sensemaking is concerned with how something comes to be
understood as a relevant event for organizational members (Weick et al., 2005,
p- 410). The event, by and large, may refer to some process or activity which may
vary in size. The most typical point of interest in sensemaking literature is a ma-
jor event which, according to Sandberg & Tsoukas (2015), can refer either to a
planned event (such as organizational change or strategy) or an unplanned one
(such as a crisis or disaster). However, they point out that there are also minor
planned events which can similarly interrupt the normal flow of organizational
activities and thus require the actors to restore meaning through sensemaking
efforts. Minor planned events can be policy adjustments or upgrading of a soft-
ware program. Meetings, too, can become minor events of sensemaking when
the participants get engaged in pointing out their various views on the specific
task at hand.

Organizational sensemaking literature is also interested in how information is
exchanged during the event. Choo (1998), for instance, integrates organization
theory and information science as a framework for exploring the information
use in organizations. In this framework sensemaking provides the overall con-
text for interpreting meanings and changes in the context of the organization.
Sensemaking becomes the necessary step for generating new information and
for evaluating this information in order to make decisions.

There are further issues to be considered regarding the unexpectedness of
sensemaking, especially with regard to their emotional effects. Unexpected
events do not necessarily trigger sensemaking. Ocasio (2011) has noted that an
event must first catch our attention in order to trigger sensemaking. Sensemak-
ing occurs when the discrepancy between what one expects and what one expe-
riences is great enough, and important enough, to cause individuals (or groups)
to ask what is going on, and what one should do next. This experience of a dis-
crepancy or violation is subjective. How significant it feels will be influenced by
a variety of factors, including its impact on individual, social, or organizational
identity (Corley & Gioia, 2004; Pratt, Rockmann, & Kaufmann, 2006) and per-
sonal or strategic goals (Balogun & Johnson, 2004; Maitlis, Vogus, & Lawrence,
2013). It is natural that when negative emotions come at play, they trigger the
need for reasoning, arguing and more elaborate sensemaking in organizations
(Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). However, Liu & Maitlis (2014) also show, in
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their study of top management team meetings, that the discussions which are
positive in tone enable deeper sensemaking and greater agreement about an ap-
propriate course of action between the participants, while negatively laden dis-
cussions lead to superficial sensemaking and a failure to act collectively. They
show that emotional dynamics generated in team meetings increase or diminish
the relational distance between people, and in so doing, affect the shape and
outcome of strategic conversations. This is shown by predefined roles and epis-
temic resources as well as by more transient, dynamic relational shifts that oc-
cur through the emotions expressed in discourse.

There are two aspects to the disruptiveness in meetings. Firstly, there is the
actual topic which is discussed, which is not really a disruption but more of a
self-induced problem for which a solution is needed, through sensemaking. The
solution in essence becomes more of an invention than a disruption. Secondly,
from the perspective of pure interaction, there are the turns of talk which pre-
sent reactions and counteractions to the turns of the other coparticipants, for
the purpose of making sense of what the other participants mean.

2.4 Sensegiving

Sensegiving is the ability to shape the way others make sense (Whittle et al.,
2015), and as such important when considering aspects of sensemaking in in-
teraction. Sensegiving is “an interpretive process in which actors influence each
other through persuasive and evocative language (Maitlis & Lawrence, 2007, p.
57). It describes the practices used by a speaker to take authority to create
meaning for or on behalf of a larger audience, “the process of attempting to in-
fluence the sensemaking and meaning construction of others toward a preferred
redefinition of organizational reality” (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991, p. 442). Gioia
& Chittipeddi (1991) use the term sensegiving to describe the future-oriented
nature of sensemaking: it occurs when managers try to communicate what an
organizational change means to their stakeholders. As distinct from sensemak-
ing, sensegiving seems to have a persuasive function, whereas sensemaking is
more like a cognitive function. In the literature on strategic change, sensegiving
is regarded as complementary and reciprocal with sensemaking.

Sensegiving is often connected with the role of the leader, as the leader is often
the one who has the final word as sense-giver (Weick, 1995). Shotter (1993, p.
152) describes good managers as authors who “give a sharable linguistic formu-
lation to already shared feelings, arising out of shared circumstance... The
leader is a “sense-giver” who “embodies the possibilities of escape from what
might otherwise appear to us to be incomprehensible (Shotter, 1993, p. 254).
Citing Gioia & Thomas (1996), Rouleau explains:

“sensemaking has to do with the way managers understand,
interpret, and create sense for themselves based on the in-
formation surrounding the strategic change. Sensegiving is
concerned with their attempts to influence the outcome, to
communicate their thoughts about the change to others, and
to gain their support. Although these processes appear to be
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conceptually different, the boundaries of each are perme-
ated by the other.” (Rouleau, 2005, p. 1415)

When viewing these processes as discourse and action, sensemaking and
sensegiving become even less distinct domains but rather two sides of the same
coin — one implies the other and cannot exist without it (Hopkinson, 2001; Rou-
leau, 2005, p. 1415). Hopkinson (2001) establishes a narrative study of narra-
tors’ interpretation of their position as actors in a social network. She supports
the commonly held view in sensemaking theories that person’s actions in any
situation are shaped more by his or her understanding of the situation than the
objective properties of a situation. Thus, as sensegiving is a means of enforcing
influence on one’s way of seeing the world, the degree of influence that the mem-
bers in a social network seek is associated with the way the members in the net-
work make sense of this social network (Hopkinson 2001, p. 435). Furthermore,
just like sensemaking, also sensegiving is not simply a top-down process, be-
cause those who are the recipients of sensegiving can make their own interpre-
tations and resist those of the original sensegiver (Maitlis & Sonenschein, 2010;
Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). There are various conditions which trigger
sensegiving and which enable it. In their study, Maitlis & Lawrence (2007) show
that basically anyone in the organization can use discursive resources to make
persuasive accounts or to make sense of organizational routines and practices.
This means that having or taking an expert in substance matter enables and
even sets expectations for sensegiving.

Polanyi (1967) uses terms sensegiving and sense-reading to explain how par-
ticipants furnish language with meaning and make sense of speech. Sandberg &
Tsoukas (2015), quite aptly point out that, although sensegiving would seem to
provide forward-looking perspective to sense, the “making” and “giving” of
sense cannot be separated but are simultaneous efforts in the process of sense-
making.

Sensegiving cannot be fully separated from sensemaking, and these should be
seen as simultaneous and complementary activities (Sandberg & Tsoukas 2014).
Yet sensegiving is useful for studying decision making in meetings, as it is tightly
intertwined with decision making as a way of justifying a course of action (Gar-
finkel, 1967). This is particularly true for decisions which include a distinct ele-
ment of choice. People justify the choice by enhancing the positive features of
the chosen alternative and the more negative features of the rejected alternative
(Weick, 1995). Also, sensegiving acts are reflections of epistemic authority.

For the purpose of this study, the following distinction will be made: sense-
making is something that is collectively achieved, in collaboration, during inter-
action, whereas sensegiving is an attempted verbal interpretation of common
sense on behalf of the team, typically made by an influential person. This means
that sensegiving is in fact related with the notion of epistemic authority, as it
becomes the tool for the more knowing person, or the one with epistemic status,
to give sense on behalf of the others. Temporally, also sensegiving can be the
outcome to conclude more or less successful sensemaking efforts of a team.
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2.5 Absence of interaction in sensemaking literature

Most theorists give credit to the fact that communication — words and language
- is central for sensemaking; so much so that the chapter “Substance of sense-
making” in Weick (1995), for instance, is all about the importance of words and
language that actors use to describe unclear surroundings or events. Sensemak-
ing is afforded by a “network of intersubjectively shared meanings that are sus-
tained through the development and use of a common language and everyday
social interaction” (Weick, 1995, pp. 38-39). Or as Maitlis (2005, p. 21) states:
“organizational sensemaking is a fundamentally social process: organization
members interpret their environment in and through interactions with others,
constructing accounts that allow them to comprehend the world and act collec-
tively”. Moreover, in citing Mills (2003), Weick et al. (2010, p. 409) explain how
language plays a central role in the creation of sensemaking because it is “the
primary site where meanings materialize” (Mills 2003, p. 35). “When we say
that meanings materialize, we mean that sensemaking is, importantly, an issue
of language, talk, and communication. Situations, organizations, and environ-
ments are talked into existence” (Weick et al., 2010, p. 409).

Weick also refers to Garfinkel’s (1967) ethnomethodology as providing back-
ground to the notions of organizational sensemaking. Organizations structure
and are structured by sensemaking processes for which language is used (Weick,
1995). “Sensemaking involves turning circumstances into a situation that is
comprehended explicitly in words and that serves as a springboard into action.”
(Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld, 2005, p. 409). Further, they state that “sensemak-
ing occurs when a flow of organizational circumstances is turned into words and
salient categories” (Weick et al., 2005, p. 409). This definition supports the so-
cial constructionist perspective which builds on the assumption that situations
and organizations are talked into existence. These statements notwithstanding,
Weick does not come up with a concrete notion of what the role of communica-
tion might be in the sensemaking process (Taylor, 2011; Taylor & Van Every,
2000).

The more recent studies have taken language rather than cognition as the focal
point of sensemaking (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Colville, Brown, & Pye,
2012; Weick, 2012). In the same vein with Taylor &Van Every (2000, p. 40), it
is seen in these studies that “sensemaking involves turning circumstances into
a situation that is comprehended explicitly in words”. These studies explain how
sensemaking is produced by the individuals as they produce discursive ac-
counts, narratives, and stories (Brown, 2000). Gephart (1993, p. 1485) defines
sensemaking as “the discursive process of constructing and interpreting the so-
cial world”. Many of these studies, however, fail to focus on the collective pro-
duction of sense, as talk-in-interaction; rather they give an account of one indi-
vidual’s account of the event at a time.

Several of the studies that have taken the role of language in sensemaking as
a topic of inquiry describe storytelling as a feature of sensemaking. Colville et al
(2012, p. 8), for instance, state that stories provide a scheme of interpretation
(i.e. the meaning of the situation) while at the same time serving as a scheme
for action (i.e. what should be done next). Boyce (1995) describes stories and
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storytelling as a way of constructing shared meaning. Shared meaning is the or-
ganizational reality that emerges from the collective sensemaking. Collective
sensemaking is “the process whereby groups interactively create social reality,
which becomes organizational reality.... The shared meaning may appear as the
interaction and/or overlap of several different perspectives co-existing within a
group or as dominant shared sense of meaning” (Boyce, 1995, p. 109). Hill &
Levenhagen (1995) describe how entrepreneurs apply metaphors as mental
models to make sense of novel concepts for new product development. Articu-
lation of that model is an act of sensegiving, for the purpose of motivating others
of innovation.

O’Leary & Chia (2007) observe how meaning, order and regularity are accom-
plished by using language in the sensemaking process by resorting to commonly
understood epistemes. Epistemes refer to the commonly known rules and con-
ventions which need to be adhered to in order to establish common sense among
the participants in the situation. Epistemes are the verbalized forms of what
Weick (1995) calls salient cues.

Wiebe (2010) and Gephart et al. (2010) as well examine conversational data
to make their point. Wiebe (2010) studies managers’ perceptions about organi-
zational change in semistructured interviews. This type of approach is likely to
focus on individual cognitive perception, not describing how sense is con-
structed in interaction. Similarly, Gephart et al. (2010) study how future-ori-
ented sensemaking is produced in conversational interaction in public hearings.
This is a quasi-judicial event in which participation is quite restricted as what
comes to setting agenda items or influencing actual decision making (Farkas,
2013) and the conversation is likely to be rather unidirectional.

Considering the above, the scant availability of literature about organizational
sensemaking that would devote analytical attention to interaction as a local act
of sensemaking is surprising. Weick himself, for instance, has not operational-
ized it in any systematic way (Taylor & Van Every, 2000). There are studies that
attempt to fill this gap by approaching sensemaking from the traditional field of
communication. Taylor & Van Every describe sensemaking as a socially con-
structed and coordinated system of action which draws on the resources of lan-
guage to create “symbolically encoded representations of these circumstances”
(Taylor & Van Every, 2000, p. 58). Interactive talk is used for sensemaking, and
the circumstances are “talked into existence and the basis is laid for action to
deal with it” (Taylor & Van Every, 2000, p. 58,). Hindmarsh & Pilnick (2007)
apply ethnomethodology and methods of conversation analysis in an interesting
way to show how the embodied conducts of medical experts are used to collab-
oratively construct order and sense in the activities anesthetic rooms and oper-
ating theaters in a hospital.

Pomerantz & Fehr (1997) point out the centrality of interaction in the process
of sensemaking, from CA point of view: although CA as an approach is con-
cerned with the organization of talk as interaction, it is even more concerned
with how social actions, events and objects are made meaningful through talk.
Language is an enactment of social actions rather than simple representation of
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the world. Language is used for the mutual effort of sensemaking and sensegiv-
ing.

This gap in the focused treatment of language and interaction as an essential
enabler of sensemaking leaves room for comparing and integrating the aspects
of sensemaking and interaction in more detail by using authentic organizational
material. This study will aim to bridge this gap by building on the tradition of
ethnomethodology in which it is believed that the social constitution of
knowledge cannot be analyzed without paying attention to the context of insti-
tutional activity in which it takes place (Heritage, 1984a, p. 6). In this study, the
context for the social constitution of knowledge in a meeting is established as a
practice of sensemaking, and literature concerning this is reviewed in the fol-
lowing section.

2.6 Meeting as a place for sensemaking

This study takes a stand that meetings are essentially places for the sensemaking
processes. Their purpose is to make sense of problems and decisional choices
rather than to resolve them (Schwartzman, 1987). Topically, the talk in meetings
has to do with making sense about realities external to the meeting (Schwartz-
man, 1987). Meetings operate as sensemaking devices and identities are at play
when constructing organizational realities (Karreman & Alvesson, 2001). They
are as much places for socialization as they are for achieving a shared vision and
individual commitment (Poncini, 2004). Meetings do not only produce deci-
sions but they act as forums for producing cultural talk: what the members feel
and believe about the company and the decisions (Moisander & Valtonen,
2006). This section reviews some previous studies which hone in on meetings
from a similar perspective.

Starting with Bargiela-Chiappini & Harris (1997a, p. 37) who draw on the core
aspect of sensemaking in their statement that a meeting can become “a deliber-
ate attempt to impose order on the confusing and confused variety of experience
that characterizes much of organizational life”. By focusing specifically in how
language is used in meetings, they see sensemaking as a process which relates
to both speakers and listeners who in the meetings enable emergence of intra-
textual and inter-textual connectedness (Bargiela-Chiappini & Harris, 1997a, p.
69). Sensemaking “with its textual realizations is the essential abstract link be-
tween the dimensions of the interpretive framework (contextual, situational,
linguistic), a major variable cutting across all three aspects of the framework of
power” (Bargiela-Chiappini & Harris, 1997a, p. 76).

Cooren (2004) studies managerial board meetings as a place for sensemaking,
using CA as a methodology. He shows how talk in these meetings becomes con-
stitutive of the solutions and decisions that are enacted. From a theoretical per-
spective, he aims to close the gap between micro and macro by integrating the
notion of intersubjectivity with sensemaking. He maintains that intersubjectiv-
ity reveals the orientation to the shared body of knowledge through conversa-
tion (Cooren 2004), making cognition also shared among the participants. As
Cooren (2004, p. 529) puts it: “some of the interactional mechanisms identified
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and analyzed by conversational analysts should be used as a direct illustration
of the phenomenon of collective minding as enacted in decision making or so-
lution-finding processes”. He explores how references to past interactions, such
as earlier meetings, have an effect on the sensemaking among the meeting par-
ticipants. Rovio-Johansson (2007), also, describes how sensemaking is consti-
tuted as a collective activity in a management team meeting. She focuses on the
various discursive tools such as rhetorical strategies, frames and categories
which are mobilized by the participants for establishing mutual understanding
about the organizational needs

The approach taken by Cooren (2004) gives a springboard for exploring how
sensemaking as a practice can be procedurally discerned on both macro and mi-
cro level of the meeting context. The sensemaking on macro level is concerned
with the primary goal of the meeting, i.e. the collective understanding and deci-
sion on the technical solution which is being reviewed and discussed. Micro
events of sensemaking concern the minute repairs, corrections and disaffilia-
tions which realize themselves and need to be settled on the spot, in the imme-
diacy of the turn-taking and turn-making. These micro processes of interaction
are also what underlie the macro processes of the organization, such as making
sense of the ensuing decision, for instance. This interplay between micro and
macro works vice versa as well: the micro processes of interaction draw on the
macro scripts of decision (Brown, Colville, & Pye, 2015; Cooren, 2004).

The degree and intensity of sensemaking required in meetings varies depend-
ing on the complexity of the topics handled as well the degree to which the opin-
ions among the participants vary. This becomes evident in the material of this
study as well. Similarly, the diversity of identities and professions that are in-
volved also generate a higher need for sensemaking. Meetings of multiprofes-
sional teams and people who do not know one another need to spend more time
constructing common ground. An example of this is a study by Patriotta &
Spedale (2009) which shows how different experts who are from different or-
ganizations had to make an effort to construct a shared sense of their actual
common designated task at hand. The experts have a common designated task
but they need to engage in intensive sensemaking efforts to construct a shared
sense of their task before they are able to carry it out in a series of consecutive
meetings. Another similar example is the study by Huttunen (2010) which gives
a longitudinal account of how a more unified understanding evolves over time
for an expert project group as they become more familiar with the topic at hand
and the organization. The need for constructing common understanding dimin-
ishes as a project team becomes more established.

2.7 Summary

In this chapter sensemaking has been reviewed for the purpose of identifying a
link towards its meaning in the context of organizational meetings. Drawing on
Weick et al. (2005, p. 409), this study builds on the perspective that sensemak-
ing is the central component of meetings, as it is “the primary site where mean-
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ings materialize that inform and constrain identity and action”. The role of in-
teraction as an integral part of the ongoing process of collective sensemaking in
organizations is still an unexplored area, and this study aims to devote some
attention to this gap by looking at the practices used by the participants in meet-
ings as supportive of this organizational endeavor.

In the Weickian (1995) tradition, sensemaking refers to the effort of construct-
ing common meaning for events. With this statement he does not imply that
sensemaking would or could strive to achieve some accurate or commonly be-
lieved meaning as a result, for whatever the issue might be. The act of sense-
making simply provides the possibility for some common meaning to be
achieved (Huttunen, 2010). A distinction is worth making in terms of intersub-
jectivity. In CA terms, intersubjectivity is achieved through the construction of
sequences of talk that form an understandable whole. This is different from the
intersubjectivity or shared understanding about the actual topic or decision that
needs to be made: the participants may not as individuals agree about the deci-
sion although they endorse it for organizational purposes. As a group, people
label some generally acceptable meaning as common although everyone might
not have stated their understanding or opinion. Decision become accepted by
majority rule or the opinion of the most powerful, as labeled as outcomes of col-
lective sense.

As said, sensemaking in itself is a process which has an impact on larger or-
ganizational processes such as decision making. Organizing is achieved to the
degree that sensemaking is accomplished (Sandberg & Tsoukas 2015). Next
chapter will discuss the linkages between these two notions in more detail. Fur-
thermore, it seems reasonable to apply ethnomethodology and CA for investi-
gating sensemaking as they are all interested in meaning construction and or-
ganizing. This methodology will be discussed in more detail in chapter 5. Chap-
ter 3 elaborates on one particular organizational activity, decision making, as an
act of sensemaking.
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3. Decision making as sensemaking

This chapter builds a framework for viewing decision making and sensemaking
as highly integrated processes in meetings. Meetings afford a relevant context
in which to consider this framework as they are often considered the forum
where decision making takes place. It is clear, of course, that decisions can be
made — and are made — outside meetings. It is clear that not all meetings are for
decision making. Meetings often gain the status for legitimizing decisions (see
e.g. Boden, 1995). They are a way to get the necessary people together to look at
the same problem at the same time and to get their formal approval. Especially
in today’s knowledge-intensive, professional organizations, any decisions re-
quiring commitment typically require a meeting of some sort between at least
two people. If no decision is expected, most definitely some sort of sensemaking
is expected to take place in meetings. Most often, these activities are more or
less intertwined. Weick (1995, p. 8) summarizes this idea by referring to the
perception of March (1984) in saying that sensemaking as a part of organiza-
tional life is “as much about interpretation, intellect, metaphors of theory, and
fitting our history into an understanding of life as it is about decision and coping
with the environment".

This chapter is divided into five sections and a summary. First, this chapter
discusses the concept of decision and decision making in general. Second, deci-
sion making is described as an enactment of decision making. Third, temporal
aspects of decision making are discussed and a link is drawn to the temporality
of sensemaking, which was discussed in more detail in section 2.2. Finally, de-
cision making as problem solving is elaborated before drawing a conclusion of
decision making as an interactional process.

3.1 Defining decisions and decision making

How decisions get made has naturally been a topic of great interest in organiza-
tional studies. A need for decision making arises when there is a problem or a
choice to be made. One could claim that if no alternatives exist it is not possible
to make a choice and therefore no actual decision can be made. Decision making
is easy if one alternative among many clearly strikes out as the best. However,
decision situations in organizations are often more complex than that, although
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the making of choice is often presented as being the crucial factor (March & Ol-
sen, 1976). People are not only rational decision makers who aim to maximize
profit, but contextual factors matter although they seem unrelated to the actual
topic of decision (March, 1988). The decisions are adjusted to the contextual
factors.

Mintzberg & Waters (1990) claim that decisions in organizations cannot be
isolated to a particular point in time when some choice and commitment to this
choice is made. They maintain that this is also fruitless, as “preoccupation with
the decision runs the risk of imputing a direct relationship between the abstrac-
tion of mental intention at the individual or small group level and the concrete-
ness of realized action at the organizational level. A great deal of real-world be-
haviour can get lost in between” (Mintzberg & Waters, 1990, p.4).

March & Olsen (1976) point out the difference between a decision, which is a
set of outcomes, and decision making, which is a process, and the link between
the two is by no means simple. Boden (1994) and Mintzberg (1973, p. 58, in
Boden 1994, p. 16) describe the nature of organizational decision making as
“fluid and staged exercise in ‘commitment to action’ in which communication
flow plays a vital role”. Or, as Mintzberg, Raisinghani, & Théorét (1976, p. 246)
explain, while decision means commitment to action, decision process is “a set
of actions and dynamic factors that begins with the identification of a stimulus
for action and ends with the specific commitment to action”. The aim of this
procedural exercise is to let the opinions of the participants come closer during
the process (Boden, 1994, 1995). This procedural perspective to decision making
suites well for the purposes of analyzing the type of meetings and decision mak-
ing in the meetings of this study.

March (1988, p. 14) also concludes that decision making is a highly contextu-
alized, sacred activity, surrounded by myth and ritual, and as much concerned
with the interpretive order as with the specifics of particular choices”. Action
selection is often done through feeling along and interpretations instead of be-
ing based on a formal and rational (best) choice at some point in time. Boden
(1994, p. 21) sees decisions as “accountable ways of solving some immediate
problem so that the solution stands the test of organizational needs and goals”.

Decision making in professional settings is largely about sharing knowledge
and planning to act on it. Dant & Francis (1998) elaborate on decision making
as an act of organizational planning during which the participants formulate
and organize their knowledge for some specific purpose. They identify a link
between knowledge and action, both being constrained by the organizational
circumstances; uncertainty of future means that whatever is formulated as a de-
cision may need to be revisited later. Not surprisingly, similar tendencies are
obvious in the rapidly moving business in which the organization researched in
this study operates.

3.2 Sensemaking as an enactment of decision making

A wide variety of literature conceives organizational decision making as being
largely about management of meaning (see March, 1997; Smircich & Morgan,
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1985). The process of decision making is viewed as a meaning-making process
the purpose of which is to reassure the decision makers, not only about the par-
ticular decision at hand, but also about the reasoning for the existence and func-
tioning of the organization. In essence, the organizations are more concerned
with forming interpretations which support the strategic directions of the com-
pany than with the making of actual choices (March, 1997). In this way sense-
making turns into a core enabler of decision making, as people rely on routine
ways to rationalize and shape the premises of decision making. The rationality
of decision-making process is formed by preferences, identities, rules and ex-
pectations are formed during the decision-making process (March, 1997). Deci-
sion outcomes are the primary product of the decision-making process, and
sensemaking is used to create rationale for these decision outcomes. Decisions
become reasoned by rearticulating some plausible story or chain of events. This
kind of plausible story is created for the purpose of sustaining motivation at
least for the group in the process. Thus, sensemaking is not a premise of decision
making but the result of it. Decision making is retrospectively assessed as an act
of sensemaking to achieve organizational rationality (Weick, 1995). Organiza-
tional rationality becomes “a retrospective scheme of observation, dealing with
the contingency and the paradox of decision making process” (Nassehi, 2005,
p- 186).

Overall, sensemaking is understood to be a wider notion than decision making
as it is concerned with the interplay between action and its interpretation rather
than with evaluation of choice (Weick et al., 2005). It is an attempt to find mean-
ing for an action rather than deciding about an action. Sensemaking is more a
matter of ongoing interpretation or reasoning about what one should do in a
particular event rather than an evaluation in hindsight whether the decision was
right or wrong. “It is more about continued redrafting of an emerging story so
that it becomes more comprehensive, incorporates more of the observed data,
and is more resilient in the face of criticism” (Weick et al., 2005, p.415).

Decision making is bounded by the situation in which it takes place ((Huis-
man, 2001; Simon, 1945, 1955). In Chia’s (1994, p. 781) terms, “decision is better
understood as a series of interlocking pre-definitive acts of punctuating the flow
of human experiences in order to facilitate sense-making”. This process may
lead to a decision or non-decision. Gephart et al. (2010) suggest that in order
for sense to be accomplished through conversation and social interaction it is
enough that the messages are being understood, which does not by default man-
date or assume substantive agreement with others (cf. Jacoby & Ochs, 1995;
Nikko, 2009). A decision is therefore not a necessary outcome or factor in the
act of sensemaking.

In knowledge-intensive organizations, decision making creates the occasions
for sensemaking as the whole process of decision making is stimulated by ques-
tions arising from confusing or complex situations which call for answers (Mait-
lis, 2005, p. 21; Weick 1993, p. 636). This ties decision making with one of the
core properties of sensemaking which is that sensemaking is driven by plausi-
bility rather than accuracy (Weick, 1995). Plausibility is linked with the ephem-
eral nature of decision making. Organizations are open for multiple and even
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conflicting interpretations, which all seem plausible (Weick, 1993a/2001). As
O’Leary & Chia (2007, pp. 392-3) mention, the main task in sensemaking is “to
create a coherent and plausible account of what is going on without ever really
seeking a one true and final picture of how the world actually is”. Sensemaking
“allows people to deal with uncertainty and ambiguity by creating rational ac-
counts of the world that enable action. Sensemaking thus both precedes deci-
sion making and follows it” (Maitlis, 2005, p. 21). Thus, sensemaking and deci-
sion making are intertwined also in terms of their temporal enactment and re-
alization.

3.3 Temporality of decision making

Similarly to sensemaking, decision-making situations are also temporal in na-
ture. The temporal effects of decision making are based on the social expecta-
tions that divide the world into that which exists before and that which exists
after the decision (Andersen, 2003). The choice implies that a different decision
could have been reached. Other alternatives exist before and until the decision
is made. Garfinkel (1967) proposes that decisions that are made in everyday sit-
uations are defined retrospectively, i.e. the outcome comes before the decision
(Garfinkel, 1967, p. 114). He uses court jurors as an example to explore how they
retrospectively elaborate on the actions that made their decisions correct ones,
and describe the reasoning which lead to the outcomes, and by this way legiti-
mize and make the decision official. Thus decision becomes an act of justifying
the course of action which has already been taken. “The rules of decision making
in more or less socially routinized and respected situations, may be much more
preoccupied with the problem of assigning outcomes their legitimate history
than with the question of deciding before the actual occasions of choice the con-
ditions under which one, among a set of alternative possible courses of action,
will be elected” (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 114).

The notions above imply that there is a point in time or in the decision-making
process which is marked by some reasoning for the choice or agreed upon solu-
tion. The decision is made to conclude the process of making the decision. To
describe this phenomenon, Clifton (2009) makes a distinction between decision
making and decision announcing. Decision making refers to the sensemaking
process during which all participants are able to participate, whereas decision
announcing is a retrospective, role-bound activity possible only by the partici-
pant with correct identity or role. Decision announcing is usually reserved for
the chairperson who has the right to formulate the outcome of the discussion as
a decision. By retrospectively formulating the preceding discussion as a decision
the announcement at the same time projects future actions. Clifton also distin-
guishes between decision-making talk from other types of problem-solving by
highlighting the future-oriented nature of decision making: “for talk to be ori-
ented to as decision-making talk (as opposed to, for example, reflecting on a
problem), future action must be projected by somebody incumbent of the cor-
rect identity” (Clifton, 2009, p. 61). Announcing is thus an act of leadership but
it makes agreement by the coparticipants relevant (Clifton, 2009).
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Despite the retrospective reasoning that is used during the decision-making
process, the decisions concern future, or the decision-making process overall is
an act of assessing, and trying to influence the future state of affairs. Decision
making becomes an interactional linguistic construct which builds on an assess-
ment and formulation of the current states of affair for which a change is desired
(Huisman, 2001). The desired change is a description of “virtual” future reality.
The formulation builds the springboard for commitment to future. As the for-
mulation represents the conceptualization and categorization of the speaker, it
is inherently subjective, situational and interpretive (Huisman, 2001, p. 83).
The speakers can choose how they conceptualize and evaluate the situation. By
making subjective formulations which emphasize the problems in the current
or past situation they can project certain more positive outcomes. Thus, decision
making is a socially situated activity which is not confined simply by rationality
but also by social and linguistic factors (Huisman, 2001). This kind of approach
illustrates well how decision making is embedded in the practices of sensemak-
ing, and very close to what Whittle et al. (2015) describe as an act of sensemak-
ing accomplished through framing. The participants in meetings use commonly
known categories of organization to problematize the current state of affairs and
to argue for the required change. In this way the speakers work towards a certain
decision although the act of decision making remains implicit.

Huisman (2001) further maintains that different teams have different norms
for interpreting that a decision has been made, and these norms affect the way
the participants relate to one another and how they generally participate in the
decision-making process. She builds on recursive formulation of states of affairs
as they are at the time when a decision about future actions needs to be made.
Decision-makers formulate situations and events into decisions recursively dur-
ing the decision making episode by reflecting on the past, present and future
state of affairs (Huisman, 2001, p. 83). The participants strive to create a future
reality, shaping the future of the organization. During a decision-making epi-
sode, both the past and future states of affair are described. The interpretation
of what the decision actually is depends on the orientation and culture of the
group as what comes to procedures (Huisman, 2001, p. 83). Furthermore, the
formulation of the state of affairs is always subjective, selective, and dependent
on the relative position of the participants as speakers (Huisman, 2001, p. 83).
Hence, decision is always interpreted in situ, and always prone to become fluid
and vague.

The way in which sensemaking and decision making are enacted through ret-
rospective-prospective reasoning is described by Bolander & Sandberg (2013)
in their study of meetings in which employee selections are made by the hiring
managers and HR after job interviews. The selectors use "practical delibera-
tions" to discursively construct versions of the candidates to rationalize their
selection decisions. The meeting situation does not reveal the actual point of
time when the selectors may have made their individual decisions; the meeting
brings out each selectors’ ex post facto rationalization of their decision. The con-
struction of the candidate takes place in the meeting between the coparticipants
and it may precede or follow the final selection decision. In the vein of Garfinkel

38



Decision making as sensemaking

(1967), Bolander & Sandberg (2013) posit that it is not the decision itself which
is important, but the way it is accounted for and framed in a morally acceptable
way. Interestingly, they also realized that differences in the decision outcome
(to hire or not to hire) did not lead to any meaningful differences with respect
to how the selectors made sense of and made decisions about candidates. In
other words, the sensemaking practices were essentially the same regardless of
the outcome. This study exemplifies how decision making in situated contexts
is a practical and deliberate affair, and in that way a consequence of dynamic
and social sensemaking processes. And more importantly, it exemplifies how
what is said is consequential to what is decided.

3.4 Decision making as problem solving

In literature, decision making is often presented as a problem solving activity
(e.g. Angouri & Bargiela-Chiappini, 2011; Sarangi & Roberts, 1999a): it includes
the construction of a problem and its solution. For Weick (1995, p. 9) this is
more of a cognitive process of problem setting. Citing Schon (1983), Weick
(1995, pp. 8-9) describes problem setting as a key component of professional
work: "a process in which, interactively, we name the thing to which we will at-
tend and frame the context in which we will attend to them". This means that
one of the core tasks of professionals is to identify what the problem is before
actual problem solving can begin. Angouri & Bargiela-Chiappini (2011), on the
other hand, see problem solving as a fluid, social process constructed locally
through discourse. Angouri & Bargiela-Chiappini (2011) explore two phases in
professional meetings in multinational companies: 1) the identification of a
problem (what the problem is, its diagnosis) and 2) its ownership (whose prob-
lem it is, as a resolution). In order for a problem to become resolved in a meet-
ing, a common understanding needs to be established first for what the problem
is. Ratifying a situation as a ‘problem’ is a discursive process negotiated among
the participants. Angouri & Bargiela-Chiappini (2011) also explain how partici-
pants’ status, expertise and shared local histories play a role in shaping the in-
teraction.

Different types of problems call for different ways of solving the problem.
Fisher (1974, p. 128), for instance, makes a distinction between two types of
problem solving. Firstly, there are problems for which there is one “best” or
“correct” answer that can be externally validated, such as mathematical prob-
lems. These problems can be solved by any knowledgeable individual alone,
even on behalf of a group. Secondly, there are problems which require group
acceptance, i.e. the willingness of group members to commit and implement the
solution. This second type is seen as “the outcome of group interaction”, “a
choice made by group members from among alternative proposals available to
them” (Fisher, 1974, p. 128). Decision making as a group task is “the process of
choosing among alternatives for which no “best” or “correct” answer can be val-
idated by any means other than group consensus” (Fisher, 1974, p. 332). A con-
sensus decision is of the kind on which the members more or less agree, alt-
hough agreement is necessary but not a sufficient condition for consensus
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(Fisher, 1974, p. 129). As explained before, decision making is not always about
making a choice, and this is particularly true when there is a problem to be
solved.

The processes of decision making and problem solving are often discursively
dispersed and fragmented, as is shown in the study of Atkinson (1999). In his
data of collegial medical talk, decision making as such does not seem to be the
most apparent function of interaction at all; rather interaction is about displays
and distribution of authority (Atkinson, 1999, p. 97). According to Sarangi &
Roberts (19994, p. 34), this is important for the aspects of knowledge and power
relations of institutional life: how the information is distributed, the way in
which knowledge or the problem (and its potential solution) are presented, and
the reconfiguration of the occupational status.

As the above literature has shown, problem solving is an integral part of pro-
fessional work and decision making. A problem and its diagnosis is a marked
phenomenon (Angouri & Bargiela-Chiappini, 2011, p. 217) in workplace meet-
ings which provide the context against which issues are raised and discussed.
Raising a topic as a problem does not necessarily lead to its ratification as such.
Therefore it follows that by its non-ratification the problem loses the status of
requiring common decision or sensemaking actions. In fact, decisions can only
be made on the problems that are known at the moment of decision, but unper-
ceived problems cannot be covered (Clegg, Carter & Kornberger, 2004). One can
easily draw on this for the analysis of the meetings in this study in which soft-
ware architecture solutions are agreed. The solution which is presented for the
audience to decide on, is a solution to a problem which the presenting architect
has cognitively processed beforehand, and the meeting is the place where the
collaborative diagnosis and decision making merge.

3.5 Decision making as an interactional process

When considering decision making as an interactional process it is generally
conceptualized as a socially situated activity which is shaped by conversational
practices (Barnes, 2007; Boden, 1994; Clifton, 2009; Huisman, 2001). Deci-
sions are social facts of workplace life; they are not given, and they are not
simply the product of some external variables, but they are interactionally ac-
complished. (Sarangi & Roberts, 1999a, p. 7).

The study by Boden (1994) is one of the most often cited works of decision
making from the perspective of interaction. She describes the diffuse and incre-
mental nature of decisions: members create them from within in collaborative
stages during the speech event. Decisions also have an ephemeral quality which
can be explained by the assumption that future is by nature uncertain, and
therefore decision making is fundamentally a contingent activity (Boden, 1994).
Contingency refers to the set of intended or arbitrary circumstances that affect
action (Dant & Francis, 1998). Organizations need to act and make decisions in
the midst of constant changes and uncertainty, and therefore decisions are not
necessarily expected to have lasting effects.
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Decisions can rarely be identified by looking at single utterances or turns of
talk because explicit, concrete utterances indicating that a decision has been
reached are quite rare. There is no single moment or concrete utterance to ex-
plicate when a decision is made (Boden, 1994; Huisman, 2001). It is not even
obvious always that a decision has been made (Boden, 1994; Huisman, 2001).
The decision emerges through talk and the participants depict from the context
that a decision has been reached. Thus it is not the decision that is made explicit
in talk but the actual process and phases of decision making is (Boden, 1994, p.
22).

The overall process of decision making is more difficult to depict on micro
level. The process of decision making can be described as episodes, i.e. larger
units of talk, or interactional linguistic constructs to which the participants ori-
ent to as involving a goal of decision. Huisman identifies decision-making epi-
sodes as “snapshots of developing and constantly renewing courses of action in
organizations” (Huisman, 2001, p. 76). They consist of turns during which par-
ticipants first exchange information and share opinions about the state of affairs
after which the decision emerges. Certain phases are usually more explicit, such
as the decision summary phase during which agreement is sought (Kan-
gasharju, 2007).

Huisman (2001) claims that the actual processes of decision making are inter-
action-wise similar, regardless of the complexity of the topic. She suggests that
the more complex issues simply involve longer stretches of talk and more parties
involved, and therefore her findings would be applicable to decisions on both
minor topics (such as a decision to buy a printer for the office) and major topics
(such as decisions on organizational strategy). As the decisions made by the pro-
fessionals in knowledge-based industries are becoming more and more com-
plex, and bounded by various interdependencies, such as the context of the
meetings in the current study, it will be interesting to explore whether this claim
holds true under more complex decision-making circumstances.

Decision-making episodes are seen by Clifton (2009, p. 60) as “speech activi-
ties in which participants orient to what they consider to be allowable contribu-
tions according to the identities that they can make relevant to talk”. The mem-
bers in a decision-making situation consider communicative rules to interpret
how they are expected or allowed to contribute and act accordingly. The profes-
sional identities and social dynamics between the participants affect the various
phases of decision making (Atkinson, 1999; Sarangi & Roberts, 1999a). Decision
making is “not just a bureaucratic process, rather it functions strategically to
maintain certain types of professional role, face and status in the workplace”
(Sarangi & Roberts, 1999b, p. 66). Jabs (2005) illustrates this with the most
dramatic case of the notorious failure in the launch of the space shuttle Chal-
lenger: based on her retrospective analysis of the transcribed presidential hear-
ings concerning the events leading to the accident, it seemed that at least during
their retrospective reasoning about the events, the participants involved relied
on implicit communicative rules: the managers were the ones who were ex-
pected to make the final decisions and the engineers thought they were simply
to provide the technical data without contributing actively and explicitly to the
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final decision. The behavior seemed to be based on the epistemological assump-
tion and communicative rules that engineering claims are expected to be sup-
ported by valid data which is preferably technical and quantitative (Jabs, 2005,
p- 286).

3.6 Summary

The purpose of this chapter has been to describe the theoretical approaches to-
ward decision making and to describe its interconnectedness with sensemaking.
This provides the theoretical framework to study how decision making and
sensemaking are enacted through meeting talk. These terms are partly inter-
twined, especially when considering their role in meeting talk. However, all
sensemaking activities do not necessitate decisions, but all decision making ac-
tions do involve a degree of sensemaking or sensegiving. Also, both of these ac-
tivities are complex and their episodic emergence in meeting talk cannot be eas-
ily identified without looking at longer sequences of talk. The review thus gives
reason to challenge Huisman (2001) claims that decision-making episodes
would be interaction-wise similar, regardless of the complexity of the episode or
the topic concerned. It is worth analyzing if a similar conclusion can be made
based on the meeting data in this study, which can be regarded as consisting of
“major topics” for that organization.

For the purpose of this study decision making is about sensemaking which
involves negotiation and lengthy discussions. Decision making is a process, and
each sequence or episode of the meeting builds towards an agreement or deci-
sion on the final solution. This is what will be described as collaborative decision
making in the analysis of this study.

Furthermore, the reviewed literature shows that decision making — as an act
of sensemaking — is tightly bound to the context and available resources. In ad-
dition to contextual factors, decision making and sensemaking are enabled - or
constrained — by the identities and roles involved in the process. The following
chapter will therefore review existing literature about professional identities in
the construction of epistemic authority.
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4. Professional role and identity at play
in the construction of epistemic au-
thority

This chapter draws on the multidimensional aspects of role, identity and epis-
temic authority. Role and identity are widely used concepts in social studies,
and they often mean more or less the same. Both are important when consider-
ing epistemic authority in the context of professional meetings. This chapter will
describe these concepts generally and then tie them into the context of meetings.
Moreover, identity is also an important aspect from sensemaking perspective,
sensemaking is grounded on identity (Weick, 2001): who people think they are
in their context influences how they act and interpret events (Weick, Sutcliffe,
& Obstfield, 2005). To explain briefly what is meant by these concepts in this
study, and how they relate to one another, a short definition is given here.

Role is something that one possesses for a particular period of time. It can be
that of a teacher, software architect, or a chairperson. Role is also associated
with fixed expectations and responsibilities, and identity can be seen as a reflex-
ive enactment of that role in social interaction (Hall, Sarangi & Slembrouk,
1991). Identity as a communicative practice is situated within specific locales
(Kuhn, 2009). As an example, being a chairperson is a role which can be enacted
in various ways: one can be active and participatory, or refrain from comment-
ing on substance matter and simply regulate the agenda. Both role and identity
are resources which participants draw on to carry out their business (Hall et al.,
1991, p. 293). They form the social condition for epistemics and epistemic au-
thority. Epistemics is a field of social study concerned with the forms, nature,
and preconditions of knowledge. Epistemic authority builds on the assumption
that interaction is essentially a display of asymmetry of knowledge between the
interactants, otherwise there would be no point in discussing or sharing
knowledge. The asymmetries are made relevant by the interactants. Someone
(or some) of the interactants can be assumed to possess substantive knowledge
over the issue that is being talked about, and this know-how entitles the speaker
to use this knowledge. The right to articulate certain knowledge may also be re-
lated to the context in which it is embedded, e.g. the organization, or the organ-
izational role of the speaker (Drew, 1991; Heritage, 2013). It is therefore relevant
to consider issues of power as well.
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Section 4.1. introduces the concept of membership categorization as a method
for integrating role and identity with the expectations and entitlements it estab-
lishes for the epistemic authority (Sacks, 1972). In section 4.2. the interplay be-
tween role and identity in meetings is reviewed. Section 4.3. theorizes on the
concept of epistemic authority and this concept is aligned with the notions of
participation framework in section 4.4. Finally, aspects of power in relation to
epistemic authority are reviewed in sections 4.5, and section 4.6 draws light on
some of the methodological issues concerning power. Section 4.7. summarizes
the relevant aspects of this literature review.

4.1 Membership categories as professional signifiers

Membership categories are classifications or social types used to describe per-
sons or things (Sacks, 1972). In professional contexts, membership categories
are most prominently related to institutional roles. Members of organizations
categorize each other by naming their actual roles, professions or domains of
knowledge as recipients or as external parties. Whittle et al. (2015) study how
various organizational categories are used to imply what certain categories of
people can or should do. Speakers can also use membership categories to refer
to themselves as representatives of a social or organizational category (profes-
sion or domain of knowledge) to which they belong. This can be a way to sepa-
rate between professional identity and that of a friend. To take an example from
an imagined situation, a doctor would say to a patient who is also a friend that
As a doctor I would recommend you do x but as a friend I would suggest you
also consider y.

Direct person references can also be used interchangeably with the member-
ship categories by using person names, personal pronouns, or some other ded-
icated terms (Schegloff, 2007b). Bargiela-Chiappini & Harris (1997a, p. 138) ex-
plore pronominal references and forms of address as indicators of the process
of identity creation and positioning in the interactive setting of internal meet-
ings. When a speaker uses “we” instead of “I”, or “you” instead of “we”, these
pronouns can transfer the ownership of the topic or problem that is being dis-
cussed either onto the group or some particular participant in the group. “We”
is a collaborative utterance which unite the participants in interaction into one
common membership category (Schegloff, 1992b). In this way personal pro-
nouns work as a resource for constituting identity, task and setting for a partic-
ular institution (Drew & Sorjonen, 1997). Rovio-Johansson (2007, p. 7) ap-
proaches a similar idea based on her discussion on usage of rhetoric devices,
when she states that the usage of these devices create a sense that participants
in a meetings are accountable for the group, as well as a group, for the actions
taken by the group.

Several of Sacks’s studies (1972/1986, 1992) concerned the reflexive link be-
tween identity, membership category and sequences of talk. His studies were
concerned with how the researcher as the analyst could apply any category with-
out making a presumptuous note of its importance as s researcher, or how could
the references used by the speakers be conceived as true. Schegloff (1992a) takes
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a more restricted stand on this by pointing out that this reflexive link can be
analytically demonstrated only if relevance of identity is explicitly oriented to by
the participants in talk, and that is the satisfactory condition for the analytic
truth claim. There are also several studies which demonstrate how speakers ori-
ent to membership categories although they are not explicitly mentioned in the
talk by the participants. Sometimes even a gaze is enough to indicate that some-
one is called upon to enact based on his role (e.g. Markaki & Mondada, 2012).
The relevance of epistemic status, rights and obligations of certain membership
categories can be inferred by other means.

The relevance of membership categories in corporate meetings is exemplified
in Markaki & Mondada (2012) who study how representatives of the same func-
tional organization from different countries convene and become constructed
as representatives of that country for the company in that meeting. The repre-
sentatives are called upon and expected to respond when their particular coun-
try is mentioned. In addition to verbal reference, the national identities of the
participants are made relevant through various multimodal actions, for instance
a gaze. They are selected as next speakers based on their membership category,
thereby labeled as having epistemic authority for issues regarding that country.
The particular fields of expertise can become marked as locally and organiza-
tionally relevant in the way the turns are designed. When a proposition contains
an assumption that the selected category-bound respondent has epistemic au-
thority or primacy, it is enough for the respondent to confirm, refuse or correct
that proposition (Markaki & Mondada, 2012). The category-bound referencing
indexes the epistemic authority or primacy. This can also be visible when there
is competition over whose knowledge or expertise counts, or as Samra-Freder-
icks (2003, p. 156) explores, how the “knowledge of” is exercised in terms of
membership categories (Sacks, 1992).

The use of membership categories in professional contexts is largely driven by
epistemic authority and status, which is either given or taken, based on the cat-
egories to which the participants belong. Membership categories signify persons
to whom it is proper or improper to turn to by reference to knowledge (Scheg-
loff, 2007b). Any member of a category is taken to be a proper representative of
that category of people, and they are allowed to make category-bound activities
of displaying knowledge on behalf of that category. Belonging to a membership
category also creates an incumbency to act in a specific way (ten Have, 1999).
Membership category gives relevance to what the person in that category is sup-
posed to know or is obliged to know when the topics in talk concern that partic-
ular profession or domain of knowledge (Ford, 2008; Raymond & Heritage,
2006; Stivers et al., 2011). The category determines the epistemic status which
entails entitlements (what one may do), responsibilities (what one must do) and
enablements (what one can do) at a given moment, relative to other members
of the social group (Enfield, 2011, p. 291-293).
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4.2 Professional roles and identities in meetings

Interaction provides a scene for the local achievement of various kinds of iden-
tities in situ. Identity takes on various forms continually even during a single
conversation (Goffman. 1967).

The concepts of institutional role and identity are used in literature somewhat
interchangeably. For the purpose of this study it will suffice to say that institu-
tional or professional roles are internalized by their owners and they come with
certain expectations. They are enacted as identities which are dynamically con-
structed during interaction (Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998). Identity construction
is a dynamic process and therefore identities are relevant both in local and
global context (Sacks, 1992). From the strict analytical point of view, identities
are of interest when and (only) if they are made procedurally relevant in inter-
action by the participants (Schegloff, 1999).

The institutional roles and identities of the participants become intertwined
and negotiated in meetings (AsmuB & Oshima, 2012). Even such a predeter-
mined role as that of a chairperson takes on different dimensions, and in formal
meetings it can be limited to that of a facilitator and not a stance-taking partic-
ipant (Boden, 1994, p. 101). More often the identity of the chairperson becomes
“omnirelevant” (Sacks, 1992). This means that the chairperson performs the ac-
tivities that are typically expected to be performed by someone in that role, i.e.
he or she opens the meeting and keeps track of the agenda and progress, while
at the same time participates in discussing the substance at hand as an equal
with the other participants.

The various ways in which the chairperson’s role can be enacted is described
by Pomerantz & Denvir (2007) who identify two different types of practices that
signify different roles (or identities) taken by chairpersons: the facilitative and
the deferential. A chairperson who took a facilitative role encouraged group par-
ticipation and negotiation of the meeting’s procedures, in this way doing “facil-
itative chairing” rather than defining them himself/herself. This kind of a facil-
itative role was taken by the chairperson who was not in a senior position and
therefore displayed himself as more of a colleague than a manager. A different
set of practices was used by a chairperson doing “deferential chairing” who
closely monitored the progress and procedures of the meeting, and who sanc-
tioned inappropriate behavior. An example of deferential chairing is a situation
in which the chairperson sanctions meeting conduct as inappropriate and at-
tends to progress of the meeting, e.g. in saying I bring this back on course... or
Would you please speak one at a time. Consequently, chair’s authority is at time
taken for granted, sometimes it is subject to explicit legitimizing (Svennevig,
2012).

Chairperson is naturally only one identity present in meetings. Other people
are invited to meetings because they have, and are expected to represent, some
specific institutional or professional role. The identities enacted in those roles
do not remain static during the meeting event. The participants manage their
identities and entitlements especially while disaligning or disaffiliating with the
proposals, and their degree of certainty regarding who is allowed to make pro-
posals can differ (cf. Asmuf3 & Oshima, 2012).

46



Professional role and identity at play in the construction of epistemic authority

All participants in meetings can use various practices to influence the meeting
event and to display their level authority. Clifton (2009), for instance, has
shown how other participants in meetings in subtle ways confront or maintain
the authority of the chairperson to announce decisions on behalf of the group.
The sequential and category-bound resources are used by participants as tools
by which the participants can influence the emerging decision. In his material,
chairpersons utilize the category-bound resources, i.e. those resources that they
are entitled to by their role, whereas subordinates then are more sensitive to the
sequential resources made available to them, i.e. the different opportunities
provided by the ongoing talk in situ (Clifton, 2009). In his earlier studies, as
well, Clifton (2006a) explains how managers use discursive resources as lead-
ers’ management practice of influence and epistemic authority while at the same
time making sense of the organizational reality and identities. In the case of this
study, this is done by using formulations, and in so doing take the authority to
describe how things are. In another study (Clifton, 2006b), he describes how
the identity of the knowledgeable is constructed through interactive practices in
management team meeting in which junior members of a management team
claim identity of a competent member by using backchannels, aiding in word
search. In this way they basically align with more senior members to appear as
competent members in the team (Clifton, 2006b). By aligning with group opin-
ion they claim group membership.

4.3 The interactional construction of epistemic authority

CA has been interested in the conversational practices that are used for manag-
ing domains of knowledge in social interaction for some time. It is believed that
the way we deploy or rely on our epistemic resources in social situations is nor-
matively governed (Drew, 1991). The participants have presuppositions about
the level of one another’s knowledge, and these presuppositions provide the ba-
sis for assessing the knowable at hand. The articles by Heritage & Raymond
(Heritage & Raymond, 2005; Raymond & Heritage, 2006) can be regarded sem-
inal articles driving CA towards epistemics (Drew, 2012). These have led to the
general assumption that interaction is to a large degree driven by epistemics.

Epistemic authority is concerned with the relative control over rights to infor-
mation as an object of linguistic and interactional management (Heritage &
Raymond, 2005). It is a way to control whose view is more significant or author-
itative. This authority is largely governed by the epistemic status and displayed
in the epistemic stance. Epistemic status, in short, refers to the relative degree
of knowledge each participant has or is assumed to have in a particular situa-
tion. Epistemic stance is an expression of epistemic position in the local and
ongoing interaction as afforded by the relationship between the epistemic status
and domain (Heritage, 2012a).

This section will explain the various aspects of theorizing on epistemic author-
ity, as they present a relevant point of inquiry for analyzing professional col-
leagues in meetings, and to identify the various ways they employ for making
their knowledge and opinion matter. This section will first introduce the notion
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of epistemic status and its gradients. Then the category-bound epistemic au-
thority will be discussed before explaining the various ways of taking an epis-
temic stance.

4.3.1 Epistemic status and gradients

Epistemic status refers to the participants’ relative access to the required do-
mains of knowledge at some point in time. Epistemic status is something that
leads to knowledge, whereas authority derives from it (Enfield, 2011, p. 300).
Labov & Fanshel (1977) speak of territories of knowledge as they are expressed
in turns at talk. They distinguish between A-events, which are in the speaker’s
(A) domain of knowledge, and B-events, which are in the recipient’s (B) domain
of knowledge. Questions are typical B-events when made by A as requests for
information about issues in B’s territory of knowledge. Pomerantz (1980, p. 187)
distinguishes two types of knowables: those that the subject-actor as a subject-
actor has the right and responsibility to know (type 1), and those to which the
subject-actor is assumed to have access to by virtue of the knowing being occa-
sioned (type 2). Type 1 knowledge refers to firsthand information such as know-
ing one’s name or knowing what one is doing. Type 2 knowledge refers to deriv-
ative information about events that have been reported by someone else, and
the knowledge is based on these reports or hearsay.

Epistemic status is relative and interactively organized. The speakers position
themselves as being knowing (K+) or unknowing (K-) relative to coparticipants.
Heritage & Raymond (2005) use an abbreviation “K+” to describe an assess-
ment which implies a claim of primary epistemic rights to assess the state of
affairs. “K-“, respectively, is used for the speaker who has lesser epistemic rights
to assess the same state of affairs. In ordinary conversation, the speaker in first
position typically has the K+ status and seldom needs to upgrade the assess-
ment. If the assessment is downgraded, the speaker in second position typically
provides an upgraded assessment as response. If an assessment is made as K-
in first position, this typically implies lesser socioepistemic rights to assess, and
K+ assessments are produces by speakers who appear to have higher epistemic
rights to evaluate, relative to other participants. In situations where equal epis-
temic rights are assumed, the assessment that is produced in first position is
often accompanied by a tag question (that cake is marvelous, isn’t it), and the
response is typically produced as a simple declarative. Heritage & Raymond
(2005) propose that this kind of distribution of epistemic claims suggests a need
for social balance.

Heritage (2012b) and Heritage & Raymond (2012) express this polar notion
of knowing and not knowing on an epistemic gradient (K+ and K-) on which
participants position themselves based on their epistemic access to the domain
of knowledge. Each question establishes a distinctive gap in knowledge, a dis-
tinctive epistemic gradient, between questioner and respondent, and the slope
of the gradient can vary from shallow to deep. When the speakers have equal
access to knowledge, the gradient is flat (Heritage, 2012a; Heritage & Raymond,
2012). However, as Heritage (2012a) points out, even simultaneous experience
of something does not necessarily guarantee epistemic equality. Heritage
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(2012a) gives an example of a doctor and patient looking at the same X-ray, and
it can be assumed that most likely the doctor can claim higher epistemic status
to interpret the X-ray, based on his experience and training.

Participants typically recognize one another as being more or less knowledge-
able regarding some domain of knowledge (Heritage, 2012a,b), and they
acknowledge this while determining the types of actions that are taken by the
coparticipants. Based on the inferences made about the epistemic status of
someone producing a question (in interrogative form), for instance, it is deter-
mined whether that question is meant to be taken as a request for information
(indicating low K- by the questioner) or as a statement for which a simple con-
firmation is enough (indicating some degree of K+ by the questioner, yet placing
the recipient on higher K+) (Heritage, 2012a).

Heritage (2012a, pp. 6-7) gives the following examples to illustrate how epis-
temic stance is designed:

1) Are you married
2) You are married, aren’t you?
3) You're married.

All these utterances express the same basic propositional content, but the ep-
istemic stance varies. All assume the recipient as the primary knowing partici-
pant (high in K+), but they express a different degree of epistemic gradient on
the part of the questioner. Example 1 displays the questioner as unknowing (low
K-), whereas example 2 and 3 display an increasing confidence in the likelihood
that the questioner also knows the answer and just seeks for confirmation in-
stead of information, example 3 being higher on K+ side than example 2.

Epistemic status can be seen as a more or less permanent feature of social re-
lationships vis-a-vis a specific domain (Heritage, 2012a). However, the epis-
temic status of the participants relative to one another can vary from domain to
domain, as well as over time. Epistemic stance, on the other hand, refers to “the
moment-by-moment expression of these relationships as managed through the
design of turns at talk” (Heritage, 2012a: 6). Participants in talk invoke back-
ground knowledge (Garfinkel, 1967) about one another’s epistemic status as a
means of determine the kind of actions that are executed in turns at talk. Natu-
rally participants use other factors besides each other’s epistemic status for de-
termining this kind of meaning but Heritage (2012a) claims that epistemic sta-
tus takes precedence over form when participants determine the social action
that is performed. Epistemic status is deployed to determine if an utterance that
is formulated as an interrogative, for instance, is really designed to do question-
ing, or if it is meant for some other social purpose (Heritage, 2012a).

The examples of Heritage (2012a) and Heritage &Raymond (2012) are from
dyadic conversations. They focus on questions and the questioner’s epistemic
status relative to the respondent who is assumed to have primary access to in-
formation. The response is expected to close the gap in the level of knowledge.
The notion gives reason to consider how the dynamics of epistemic status estab-
lish themselves in multiparty conversations. Furthermore, as epistemic author-
ity is at play in almost any conversation, it is also worth considering how gaps
in epistemic status are displayed, not only in how questions are designed, but in

49



Professional role and identity at play in the construction of epistemic authority

other types of utterances as well. This type of extension gives reason to believe
that the equilibrium on the epistemic scale could be reversed as well: the first
speaker can express higher epistemic status relative to the coparticipants and
therefore not even expect any response, affirmation or rejection. The analysis in
this study aims to extend the use of epistemic gradients to this direction.

A specific organizational role, or belonging to some organizational member-
ship category, provides privilege to certain type of knowledge or experience.
Raymond & Heritage (2006) describe how for instance the identity of a grand-
parent is made relevant and consequential by the methods the speakers use to
display their primary rights to evaluate their grandchildren. They have rights to
identity-bound knowledge about their grandchildren, relative to the co-partici-
pant who is not as close to these children. Similar practices are used by members
in various organizations. Ten Have (1995; 1999) and Heath (1992) describe how
for instance doctors maintain an asymmetric distribution of knowledge, and
how their authority is accepted by patients. To summarize, for the purposes of
analyzing epistemic status in a context of a professional meeting, the role car-
ried by the professional as such provided a certain privileges and obligations
regarding the knowledge. The identity of a knowledgeable professional is estab-
lished through interaction, and it is displayed as in the epistemic stances taken.

4.3.2 Epistemic stance and stancetaking

Epistemic stance is the speakers’ expression of how they position themselves in
terms of epistemic status in and through the design of their turns at talk (Herit-
age, 2012b, p. 33; Heritage, 2012a). The formulation of epistemic stance demon-
strates speakers’ level of certainty or doubt toward the matter being talked
about, in this way establishing authority to the speaker. It marks the degree of
commitment and attitude towards the knowledge (Kiarkkainen, 2006, p. 705).
Epistemic stance markers such as I think express both the mode of knowing as
well as the attitude toward that knowledge (Ekstrom & Kroon Lundell, 2011,
p.674).

While stance is a subjective notion, stancetaking is the deliberate display of
understanding or knowledge for others and therefore intersubjective.
Stancetaking is a socially situated and consequential activity (Du Bois, 2007;
Jaffe, 2009; Keisanen 2007). It is not a stable possession but enacted; when
taking a stance people calibrate alignment and invoke presuppositions of soci-
ocultural values in a dialogical manner by intersubjective interpretation of pre-
vious utterances (Du Bois, 2007). In this way stancetaking concerns the “align-
ment or disalignment between discourse participants with respect to the pro-
jected course of action or of the sequence” (Keisanen, 2007, p.277). It is the
means through which the participants take up a position with respect to the
form or content of their own utterance or that of another speaker (Schegloff
1991a, Jaffe 2009). Even when taking a seemingly neutral position one is taking
a stance, and in this way all utterances invoke an evaluation at some level (Du
Bois, 2007; Jaffe, 2009).

Speakers index their epistemic authority relative to others by taking a stance
(Clift, 2006). Stivers et al. (2011) describe two types of stancetaking in which
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epistemic alignment and affiliation is sought due to an asymmetry in stance.
Firstly, there may be a difference in the epistemic stance of the participants, and
this difference in the epistemics status needs to be managed through talk. Sec-
ondly, the difference may concern evaluative stance, which means that differing
opinions need to be resolved, and even in this case the participants mainly at-
tempt to work out the difference of opinion by resorting to rational and "factual"
reasoning, not as emotional or subjective reasoning.

There is a need to negotiate the rights and access to knowledge in order to
reach common understanding (Asmuf} 2011, p. 207), and this is achieved dy-
namically through the epistemic positions that are displayed and acknowledged
during the conversation (Mondada, 2011). It is accepted that asymmetry in
knowledge will remain, but the participants nevertheless need to reach common
understanding. According to Stivers et al. (2011, p. 9), participants in talk exer-
cise social norms for the management of epistemic status and authority, and
these norms influence and are influenced by social alignment and affiliation
(Stivers et al., 2011).The participants may seek for consensus about their respec-
tive epistemic status and authority. Congruence is reached if the speakers agree
on who has higher authority, i.e. access and rights to knowledge. Incongruence,
conversely, leads to disagreement about who has greater authority (Stivers et
al., 2011).

In conversation, epistemic authority is also reflected in the sequential posi-
tioning of the epistemic statements. First position statements are designed for
stronger epistemic primacy than those taken in second position (Heritage,
2002c¢). Heritage & Raymond (2005) distinguish between first position assess-
ments and responsive second position assessments. First position assessments
are statements which establish a field for the second speaker to take a position
through agreeing, disagreeing or adjustment (Heritage, 2002c; Pomerantz,
1984a). First positioned assessments, for instance, are on-record and explicit;
they do not agree or disagree with anything that has been said previously (Her-
itage & Raymond, 2005, p. 16). Second positions, then, are designed to be re-
sponsive to the first position statements (Heritage & Raymond, 2005). Position-
ing is nevertheless not solely confined to temporal order; the positions can be
renegotiated reflexively as the conversation continues (Heritage & Raymond,
2005, p. 30).

Heritage & Raymond (2005) draw on the concept of face by Goffman: “when
a person volunteers a statement or message, however trivial or commonplace,
he commits himself and those he addresses, and in a sense places everyone pre-
sent in jeopardy (Goffman, 1955/1972, p. 340). By saying something, the
speaker opens himself to the possibility that the intended recipients will insult
him by not listening or they will think him forward, foolish, or offensive in what
he has said” (Goffman, 1967, p. 37). This study will take this argument further
by saying that also the others, who are put in the second position, or giving the
alternative of going second, also put themselves into jeopardy either by aligning
or confronting with the first position, or doing so by silence.
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There is also the moral aspect to epistemic authority which is demonstrated in
the way participants hold one another strictly accountable for matters concern-
ing who has the right to know what and when, and with which degree of epis-
temic priority relative to others participating in interaction (Heritage, 2005a, p.
200). Consequently, epistemic authority is tightly related to the inferences
about who has power. When speakers, for instance, have similar access to the
source of knowledge, for instance to the company as its employees, the one who
has worked there longer can claim higher rights to knowledge about issues re-
lated to the company based on his or her longer experience. As has been men-
tioned, other, more junior participants with less experience can still find the in-
teractional means to challenge or support the knowledge displays of the seniors.
This will be seen in the analysis of the meetings in this study as well. In the cur-
rent study, epistemic stancetaking and positioning is seen as necessary for social
organization of cooperation. These resources that are used as contributions to
challenge or support the opinions expressed are visible in the use of the availa-
ble participation framework in the meetings. Stance which is essentially subjec-
tive in nature is turned into intersubjective sense through talk. The degree to
which the participants hold on to their subjective positions is consequential to
the organizational sense and development.

4.4 Participation framework

Epistemic authority and stance are associated with participation framework, a
concept developed by Goffman (1981); it refers to the different roles that the
participants can take during interaction, and to the relationship participants as-
sume towards the situation and utterance. Participant status can be given or
taken, or avoided. In taking epistemic positions the speakers display if they are
inviting other participants to be the source of knowledge or if they are position-
ing themselves as the primary or sole owners of the information at hand. Par-
ticipation framework is closely related to Goffman’s understanding of footing,
as it is considered who is presented as the original source of the statement: the
speaker, the hearer, or some third party. If the speaker is the source of infor-
mation, the speaker takes epistemic authority. If the hearer or recipient is called
upon as source of knowledge, epistemic authority is granted for him or her. If
some third party is referenced, this non-present party is made a participant and
a powerful source of information. The absence of this third party makes it also
harder to challenge the information possessed by said party. In an organiza-
tional setup, the identity of the organization itself can become a relevant actor
in the identity work and sensemaking process (Weick, 1995).

Participation framework involves the management of interaction among the
participants in ways which include both the recipients of the talk as well as the
speaker. The expressions can be quite subtle. Goodwin (1987), for instance, ex-
plores how glance can be used to change the participation framework. The
speaker can select by glance one of the recipients to respond when knowing that
the respondent has access to the needed information. The shift in activity
changes the participation framework of the moment, the ways in which those
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present are aligned towards each other, and the behavior in which they are en-
gaged (Goodwin, 1987).

Sensemaking is influenced by the presence of others as well as the perception
of self (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015). As Weick (1995, p. 24) puts it:

“what the [interrupted] situation means is defined by who |
become while dealing with it or what and who | represent. |
derive cues as to what the situation means from the self that
feels most appropriate to deal with it, and much less from
what is going on out there”.

Most studies focus on how identity is constructed through sensemaking. Wat-
son & Bargiela-Chiappini (1998), on the other hand, show how identities influ-
ence sensemaking. They explain how occupational roles create dilemmas which
have implications for their self-understanding and the choices that individuals
make. The resources individuals use to make sense of their identities and their
work vary by national culture, corporate culture, and occupational culture (Wat-
son & Bargiela-Chiappini, 1998).

When dealing with identities, sensemaking literature often focuses the atten-
tion to the role of managers or other organizational leaders in the act of sense-
making and sensegiving. Maitlis (2005) compares four different forms of organ-
izational sensemaking as they occur in multiparty negotiations between leaders
of symphony orchestras and their stakeholders: guided, fragmented, restricted,
and minimal. These forms describe the degree to which participants engage in
sensemaking during the negotiations (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). “Guided”
sensemaking occurs when leaders take an active role of a sensegiver in con-
structing and promoting certain understandings of events, and stakeholders
also participate actively in the shaping of beliefs about the issues. Several par-
ties take the opportunity to drive sensemaking by displaying their legitimacy
and expertise to be engaged (Maitlis & Lawrence, 2007). “Fragmented” sense-
making occurs when stakeholders are actively involved in raising issues, formu-
lating accounts of a situation, and arguing for potential solutions and leaders do
not try to organize or control discussions. “Restricted” sensemaking ensues
while leaders promote overarching accounts of issues they encounter and stake-
holders accept them with relatively few attempts to provide alternative under-
standings. "Minimal" sensemaking occurs when there are no particular at-
tempts to influence others' understandings and participants rely on others’ in-
terpretations of an issue or some external trigger. Based on their review of
sensemaking literature, Maitlis & Christianson (2014) say that organizational
sensemaking is most often restricted in nature, which means that leaders tend
to control the sensemaking processes.

In the current study, participation framework is concerned with who is in-
volved in the discussion, and whose presence or statement is made relevant.
Participation framework is at play when speakers specifically invite other par-
ticipants to contribute when that other participant has the necessary knowledge
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to shape the merging sense or decision (Goodwin, 1987). Participation frame-
work thus shows how participants in meeting are aligned towards each other:
who are engaged in the activity of sensemaking, and how.

4.5 Epistemic authority and power in meetings

This section draws light on some of the aspects of epistemic authority as power,
as it goes without saying that power and influence are factors which pertain to
organizations and meetings in which the participant have specific roles. Meet-
ings are “the most important and visible sites of organizational power” (Mumby,
1988, p. 68). While being for decision making and for accomplishing goals, they
are also scenes for power. “ As such, meetings can be viewed as important not
so much by virtue of what they accomplish, but because they provide a context
in which various organizational issues can be played out between those mem-
bers and interest groups that structure organizational agendas” (Mumby, 1988,
p- 68). “Meetings provide symbolic contexts in which organization members can
dramatize their superiority over others by virtue of their positioning in the or-
ganizational hierarchy” (Mumby, 1988, p. 68).

While negotiating power relations, the participants in talk construct certain
aspects of their professional identities (Holmes, Stubbe & Vine, 1999, p. 351).
More importantly, power is something that can be gained by the actions taken
in a meeting, regardless of the organizational position or status. The speakers
have other discursive resources that they can use to influence the interaction.

Cunliffe (2001, pp. 352-353) discusses the matters of influence in the con-
struction of meaning between meeting participants: “no one person is wholly in
control of meaning, rather meaning (as a verb) is a complex back and forth, un-
folding process of mutual construction. In short, it is a question of influence as
members of the team try to influence each other”. This aspect is of particular
interest in meetings where professionals are equals from status point of view
and need to resort to other means of influencing.

There are formal, category-bound resources which restrict or give affordance
to the kind of actions that are possible for certain (organizational) identities (At-
kinson, 1982, p. 103). A manager, for instance, can take the authority to formu-
late the outcome of discussion, or give the speaker rights to someone (Clifton,
2006a). The general ability to use linguistic resources and rhetorical skills, is
relevant for anyone, regardless of the role or identity, when wishing to influence
the outcome of social activities. The one able to utilize the linguistic resources
most efficiently can exercise power in ways which surpass the power defined by
the formal roles.

This study will view aspects of power as a feature of epistemic authority. More-
over, power is also explored from the point of view of sensemaking, as “the cre-
ation of new understandings is not free of power issues and self-interested be-
havior” (Vlaar, Van den Bosch, and Volberda, 2006, p. 1629). This is an aspect
that has not been studied in any major degree before (Weick et al., 2005).
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4.6 Methodological issues with power

Power is one of the primary concepts of sociological interest which is also rec-
ognized in sensemaking literature although it has not received much attention
in sensemaking research into organizations until recently. Identity threats, in
particular, are seen as powerful triggers for sensemaking. Weick (1995, p. 23)
observes that “sensemaking is triggered by a failure to confirm one’s self”.

Epistemic authority is concerned with control and management of knowledge
contributions, thus tightly associated with demonstration of power. In the latest
literature, “discursive leadership” has gained ground (Clifton 2006a; Fairhurst,
2007; Svennevig, 2008; Whittle et al., 2015; Wodak et al., 2011). Leadership, in
this social constructionist view, refers to the management of meaning (Clifton,
2012; Smircich & Morgan, 1982). It is a language game during which the rights
to assess or to define organizational issues as right or factual, are negotiated in
talk (Clifton, 2012, p. 150). Leadership is not predefined, nor is it based on or-
ganizational status, but emerges during the talk.

Weick et al. (2005, p. 418) point out several potential ways in which power
might become a factor of organizational sensemaking: valued/derogated iden-
tities, encouraged/discouraged social relations and updatings, accepted/re-
jected (retrospective) meanings, highlighted/suppressed cues, accepted/re-
jected plausibilities. Helms Mills (2003) describes how interpersonal, sociocul-
tural, and institutional contexts come into play during sensemaking. Her study
concerns strategic change initiatives at a Canadian utility company and how the
accounts of the same events by different participants vary and how the power
differentials among individuals who participate in the creation of a common
view impact the sensemaking process. The accounts that dominate and the prac-
tices that become accepted are products of negotiations but privilege some ac-
tors over others. Maitlis & Sonenshein (2010, p. 571) discuss how competing
accounts in organizations lead to a situation in which some interpretations be-
come legitimate while others “evaporate”.

CA, as well, has been criticized for not being able to take up the topics of power
into consideration because it does not necessarily surface in the talk. It is
claimed that micro-level phenomena that CA is interested in do not link easily
with macro-level social constructs such as power. In critical discourse analysis,
power is treated as a predetermined social construct. CA makes it possible to
explore how power is achieved in interaction as a means to display epistemic
authority. CA can also display what the participants take to be relevant during
the ongoing interaction, in how they orient to the rights, obligation and oppor-
tunities to talk (Sacks et al., 1974; Schegloff, 1999). Also, it is possible to look at
the communicative techniques that participants use to achieve their personal
agendas, to present their knowledge claims, or to achieve a decision. Personal
agendas can be enacted as topical shifts which refer to the changes in the themes
or sequences of events from one utterance to another (McLaughlin, 1984, in
Putnam & Fairhurst, 2001, p. 85).

There are studies in the field of organizational communication which point
out issues of power as they appear in talk. Bargiela-Chiappini & Harris (1997a)
explore how the roles of the powerful and powerless are acted out and thus made
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analyzable in meeting interaction. Although the chair is attributed the instru-
mental power to control the meeting interaction based on the official agenda,
the other participants, even if subordinates of the chair, are not immediately
regarded as powerless. They can refer to the knowledge held by other partici-
pants or non-participants, for instance, to argue their point. Often issues of
power are embedded and implied without explicit mention. Heritage (1997, p.
179) contradicts this by drawing a link between the conception of power in the
Foucauldian tradition (knowledge is socially constructed in discourse) and in
ethnomethodology:

“The view that power inheres in institutional knowledge,
classifications, knowhow and normative arrangements is
compatible with the conversation analytic view that it is cre-
ated, renewed and operationalized in many disparate but in-
terlocking facets of the organization of interaction. Both per-
spectives converge in the idea that this power inheres both
in the knowledge, classificatory and interactional practices of
institutions and their incumbents, and in the discretionary
freedoms which those practices permit for the incumbents of
institutional roles” (Heritage, 1997, p. 179).

Heritage claims further that in institutional settings, knowledge as such is not
enough. Through examples he shows how e.g. doctors, when attending pediatric
consultation together with their own child, hold back their medical expertise, as
it is the pediatrician who is entitled to knowledge in that specific situation.

4.7 Summary

This chapter has explained, through literature review, the relationship between
status and role, and the discursive rights and obligations that they bring. The
theory invites for an analysis in which multiple social dimensions are considered
to see how epistemic authority is played out. A variety of conversational prac-
tices are used for managing epistemic authority. Questions are commonly seen
as a channel for invoking relevance to who has knowledge, or who is the most
or least knowledgeable. Even with respect to epistemics, a question is typically
seen to indicate a need of knowledge and therefore a lack of it, on part of the
questioner. The analysis will demonstrate that it can equally well be used to ex-
hibit a high degree of knowledge.

There is plenty of research about the various ways in which professional roles
and identities are constructed through interactional sequences (Hall et al.,
1999). These studies are mostly concerned with situations in which the identi-
ties of the participants are socially distinct: they focus on practices taken by the
doctor with patients, interviewers with interviewees, etc. These studies are con-
ditioned by the epistemic asymmetry determined by the distinct institutional
roles. For this reason, Raymond & Heritage (2006) claim that exploring identity
is much more interesting in everyday talk than in institutional settings, because
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the roles are not as self-evident and therefore need to be worked out more ex-
plicitly by the participants. For this same reason, this study maintains that it is
worth studying how identities come into play in institutional settings in which
professional peers make decisions, as it is the scene where professional roles
need to be reinforced and therefore also issues with power, among colleagues,
becomes visible.

This chapter has described the distinct ways in which epistemic authority is
constructed and how epistemic stances, in particular, influence the ensuing un-
derstandings. This approach provides an interesting framework for analyzing
the kind of meetings in this study in which the participants are professional ex-
perts of mainly equal status but at the same time have their particular domains
of expertise. It creates a different scene in terms of who holds control. The ex-
plicit and implied ways of enacting power have been explained. The purpose of
this literature review has been to create a bridge towards an analysis that will
demonstrate the interplay between the professional identity and professional
epistemic authority as ways of enacting power.
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5. Conversation analysis (CA)

This chapter provides an overview of conversation analysis (CA) as a research
method. It describes the basic concepts, features and forms of CA in order to
place this study in the framework of institutional interaction and meeting inter-
action in particular. CA is concerned with social actions, and the present re-
search will draw on studies that feature a set of social actions which are preva-
lent in both mundane and institutional settings, namely evaluations, proposals,
formulations and questions. CA literature provides the analytic tools for identi-
fying how these specific language practices can be associated with social prac-
tices such as sensemaking, decision making, and epistemic authority.

5.1 CA as aresearch methodology

CA, in its essence, is a study of social practice in which conversation is seen as
socially organized activity. It is concerned with interactional accomplishment of
particular social tasks. “Conversational interaction may be thought of as a form
of social organization through which most, if not all, the major institutions — the
economy, the polity, the family, and the reproduction and socialization of the
population — get their work done” (Schegloff, 1991a, p. 154). “Conversation” of
analytic interest takes place in mundane situations as well as in more formal
institutional settings such as meetings.

CA has its roots in sociology, phenomenology, and especially ethnomethodol-
ogy. From sociology it derives the general interest in human behavior. The phe-
nomenological perspective provides the understanding that communication is
essentially an intentional activity by which we make sense of everyday world.
The ethnomethodological perspective builds generally on the idea that social or-
der is contingently accomplished through the actions by the subjects who use
various tactics to coordinate their relationships with others (Heritage, 1987).
Ethnomethodology is “a study of a particular subject matter: the body of com-
mon-sense knowledge and the range of procedures and consideration by means
of which the ordinary members of society make sense of, find their way about
in, and act on the circumstances in which they find themselves” (Heritage,
1984a, p. 4).

Ethnomethodology is not a research methodology, but rather a study of meth-
ods used in everyday life. It is interested in studying how actors define and react
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to the social action. CA is also concerned with meaning and social action but is
focuses specifically on talk-in-interaction. Both approaches are concerned with
sensemaking although the specific analytic object of study may differ.

Both ethnomethodology and CA are strictly concerned with studying events in
situ. Both approach social actions as jointly established contingent accomplish-
ments of the participants in real time (Garfinkel, 1967). Furthermore, both see
that utterances are indexical: their understanding depends on who is speaking,
the time and place of their production (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 4-5). In other words,
the meaning of any social action depends on the context in which it takes place.
More importantly, both approach the topic of inquiry from the members’ per-
spective and how they orient to the construction of meaning to social situations.
Participants in interaction pay attention to how the turns at talk enact some in-
tended function or some business at hand by their coherent and meaningful se-
quential placement.

The core analytic question in doing CA is “why this now”; i.e. why, what hap-
pens in the micro level of interaction, happens right then and there (Schegloff &
Sacks, 1973, p. 299). The analysis is also done by using “next-turn proof proce-
dure” (Sacks et al., 1974) which means that the next turn indicates the partici-
pants’ orientation to the prior turn. Speakers are responsive to what has been
said, in that way looking back, while they also orient to what is expected from
them as a response. In CA, the “why this now” question concerns the researcher
in particular:

“This placement of meaning within activity streams of par-
ticipants’ overt and mutually-oriented conduct, rather than
within heads or consciousness as such, is very compatible
with the EM/CA attention to vocal and nonvocal behavioral
displays and eschewal of reference to internalized values,
rules, attitudes, and the like" (Maynard & Clayman, 2003, pp.
173-174).

CA in its strictest form draws solely on conversation or multimodal activities
related to conversation, and it avoids making any analytical claims based on
other contextual factors of the situation. Ethnomethodology, on the other hand,
applies a wider variety of contextual factors in the analysis.

Methodologically, CA belongs in the theoretical orientations of social con-
structionism (Maynard, 2003, p. 68). This approach suits well for the current
study. The social constructionist framework which builds on the idea that lan-
guage does not simply reflect reality but constitutes it (Fairhurst, 2007). This
approach is part of the linguistic turn that has gained ground within the fields
of business communication research and organization research. It is acknowl-
edged that how language is used to describe things is not only a reflection of
organizational reality but constructs and maintains the organizational reality
(Hardy, Lawrence, & Grant, 2005, p. 60). According to McPhee & Zaug (2000),
all communication in organizations has a constitutive force. This is not to claim
that all communication as such would be directly organizational, nor related to
the decision making. However, communication is related to the self-structuring,
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membership negotiation, activity coordination and institutional positioning
(McPhee & Zaug, 2000). In this tradition of constructivist epistemology, sense-
making and decision making are treated as social practices that are context-
bound to the situation at hand (Berger & Luckmann, 1967). To a certain degree,
Foucault’s philosophy about knowledge being constructed through discourse
also suits the approach taken in this study.

The language, or talk, that takes place in meetings, is seen as both constituting
and constitutive. As language is socially constructed, organizations are shaped
by language (e.g. Boden, 1994, 1995). Organizations are talked into being, and
participants construct their social world and their social roles during interaction
as a way to construct meaning to the organization and culture (Arminen, 2005;
Heritage, 1984a, p. 290). Social construction is therefore central in meetings as
well, as they are essentially places for constructing, maintaining, and modifying
interpersonal relationships between the participants.

This study explains how conversation analysis can be used for the study of
sensemaking practices. In CA, conversation is viewed as the way of organizing
meaningful conduct; it is not concerned with conversation as an analytically
separate phenomenon. Rather, CA is concerned with how people in society pro-
duce activities that make sense of the world around them (Pomerantz & Fehr,
1997, p. 65). This means that the analysis concerns how actions, events, and ob-
jects are understood by the participants. Language is used to accomplish social
actions.

5.2 Sequential organization and action formation

CA is concerned with sequential organization of talk which refers generally to
the types of temporal organization concerning the relative positioning of utter-
ances or actions in talk (Schegloff, 2007a, p. 2). The meaning of an utterance
depends on its sequential position (Sacks, 1992). Sequential analysis focuses on
the ways consecutive turns are related to one another to form a meaningful se-
quence. That is, it is concerned with units larger than a sentence or utterance or
one turn at talk. It covers the system of turn-taking, repair, sequence organiza-
tion, and overall structural organization. Moreover, the notion that interaction
is recipient designed is intrinsic to CA. These concepts will be shortly introduced
in this section.

The system of turn-taking refers to the ways people use to take up and allocate
turns at talk and to the ways they manage overlap and interruptions (Sacks et
al., 1974). Utterances are not measured as sentences or paragraphs, but as
moves and turns. A move is the minimal interactional unit, and turns at talk can
contain one or several moves. Change of speaker typically happens at transition
relevant places (Sacks et al., 1974). Turn size, i.e. the length of turn by one
speaker, may vary between utterances like uh to turns extending over several
moves.

Repair refers to the practices used by the participants in talk to address prob-
lems of speaking, hearing, or understanding. They mark potential sources of
emerging trouble (Sacks et al., 1974; Schegloff, Jefferson, & Sacks, 1977) which
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relates them closely with sensemaking. Repairs enhance intersubjective under-
standing as they clarify what is said and talked about (Schegloff, 1991a).

The meaning of sequence organization often overlaps with sequential organi-
zation. Schegloff (2007a) makes a distinction between the two. He defines se-
quence organization as a type of sequential organization which is more con-
cerned with the action that is performed by the sequence (Schegloff, 2007a).
There are patterned actions which people take “to co-produce and track an or-
derly stretch of talk and other conduct in which some course of action gets ini-
tiated, worked through, and brought to closure” (Schegloff, 2007a, p. 3). At min-
imum a conversational sequence is comprised of related turns at talk such as
greetings: the occurrence of the first greeting by one party in conversations es-
tablishes an expectation for the occurrence of a second greeting by another. An-
other example is a question which opens up a new sequence during which some
response or solution is sought: the expectation is that a question which is given
in first position will be followed by a response in the second position, and often,
and acknowledgement (such as okay or thank you) in third position (Schegloff
& Sacks, 1973). Sequences therefore organize and provide sense for social ac-
tions and thereby manage intersubjectivity (Schegloff 1992a, 2007a).

The overall structural organization is concerned with the positioning of utter-
ances or actions in conversation. As an example, greetings are positioned early
in conversation. Meeting often have a fairly standard structure of larger se-
quences such opening, stating the agenda, etc. This structure is patterned more
formally than ordinary talk (Drew & Heritage, 1992, p. 43).

Recipient design is a term adapted by Sacks et al. (1974) from Garfinkel (1967)
which means that speakers use language in a way which enables their recipients
to understand the intent (Heritage, 2013). This is displayed in the word and
topic selection as well as in the ordering of sequences, and the options and ob-
ligations for starting and terminating a conversation (Sacks et al., 1974). CA
draws on the reflexive nature of conversation; the participants orient to both
common sense knowledge and recipient-designed mutual understanding
(Schegloff, 1988). Interaction is a reciprocal activity in which the participants
orient towards the topic as well as towards the intended meanings of each turn
at talk.

In addition to considering the interactional adjacency pairs such as questions
and responses, CA is concerned with how turns at talk are designed to produce
utterances that are recognized as doing particular social actions such as evalua-
tion, challenging or doing questioning. It is less concerned with topicality of the
interaction. To use a simple example by Schegloff (20074, p. 3): when someone
says Would someone like some more ice tea, this is treated as an action of doing
an offer rather than being a conversation topically about ice tea.

In more formal institutional settings which have a specific goal, the interact-
ants treat each unit of talk as one component of a larger sequence-in-progress,
such as decision making in a meeting. They "orient to that larger sequence-in-
progress on a moment-by-moment basis", which facilitates the "realization of
the sequence as an accomplished fact" (Maynard & Clayman, 2003, p. 191). Se-
quential analysis offers the means to analyze sequences of meeting talk in an

61



Conversation analysis (CA)

episodic fashion, and identify those sequences and turns at talk which seem to
have implications to the sensemaking process or decision making. Sensemaking
and decision making are collaborative efforts which in interaction are realized
through affiliation and alignment, which is the topic of next section.

5.3 Affiliation and alignment in interaction

Affiliation refers to responses which operate on the social and affective level of
cooperation in interaction (Heritage, 1984a; Heritage & Raymond 2005). An af-
filiative response is a solidary one which aligns with the mood of the evaluative
stance taken by the coparticipants and the preference that is set by the prior
action (Stivers, 2008; Stivers et al., 2011). Affiliation frames the interactive role
of the stance as agreement or disagreement. Agreements and acceptances are
affiliative responses to proposals, evaluations, or invitations. Affiliation is a be-
havior by which the speaker “displays support of or endorses” the stance of the
other coparticipants (Stivers, 2008, p. 36,). On a wider organizational level, a
commitment to an organizational decision could be seen as an affiliative act.
Disagreements, rejections and corrections are considered disaffiliative social
acts. They are also accountable actions as the speaker is expected to offer an
account to acknowledge that he or she is deviating from the norm (Sacks,
1973/1987, Pomerantz, 1984a). In addition, disagreements are typically pref-
aced by hesitations and delays relative to the action to which they respond. Turn
beginnings that are framed e.g. with hedges or other epistemic downgrades,
project disaffiliative actions (Ford, 2008, p. 76). Other signs of disagreement
are the use of passive voice, generalizations, or moral questions.

Compared to affiliation, which is a social phenomenon, alignment is a struc-
tural one. Alignment operates at the level of organizing talk and responds to the
sequential expectations of interaction (Stivers, 2008). By aligning, the speaker
acknowledges the formal design of the prior activity that is being performed and
its sequential preference order (Asmuf} & Oshima, 2012). In conversation align-
ment becomes a sensemaking device which buffers or anticipates disruptions in
interaction and understandings (Stokes & Hewitt, 1976). Aligning action is a
verbal effort “to restore or assure meaningful interaction in the face of problem-
atic situations" (Stokes & Hewitt, 1976, p. 838, cited in Putnam & Fairhurst,
2001). Alignment also refers to situations in which a participant seeks the recip-
ient’s participation in some projected activity (Keisanen, 2006, p. 14). The na-
ture of alignment is exhibited as an affiliative act for example by positioning
oneself as knowing or not knowing vis-a-vis the preceding utterance, or by act-
ing surprised.

Heritage & Raymond (2005) point out that from epistemic perspective agree-
ment requires more than just adjusting an evaluation in interaction so that it
becomes aligned. The participants also seek to establish independence of access
to state of affairs as a basis for agreement. In doing so they consider the entitle-
ments they have to evaluate while agreeing or disagreeing (cf. AsmuB3 & Oshima,
2012).
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Several studies have demonstrated that the way epistemic resources are used
is consequential for the affiliation and alignment with respect to epistemic au-
thority (whole volume of articles in Stivers et al., 2011). This approach provides
a useful analytic point of view for exploring affiliation and alignment as phe-
nomena of epistemic authority in a collegial meeting context. It establishes the
grounds for analyzing material in which professional identities and knowledge
about the subject matter are the focus of attention. Affiliation and alignment
will be applied in the analysis to see how they affect sensemaking and decision
making. As collaborative social efforts, they play a role in the creation of ac-
countability and preference among the coparticipants. These concepts will be
discussed in the following section.

5.4 Accountability

Accountability is a key concept of ethnomethodology and CA (Garfinkel 1967;
Heritage 1984a). It refers to those descriptions and explanations that people of-
fer when they explain what is going on. The account describes the actions people
engage in and thus provide a basis for social order and relevance. As Garfinkel
(1967, p. vii) describes it: “Ethnomethodological studies analyze everyday activ-
ities as members’ methods for making those same activities visibly-rational-
and-reportable-for-all-practical-purposes, i.e., ‘accountable’ as organizations of
commonplace everyday activities.”

Accountable action is something that is considered normal or expected. To
give an example, accountability inheres in adjacency pairs: a question as a first
pair part makes a response as a second pair part “accountably due”, because it
can be understood based on its sequential positioning and conversational prop-
erties (Heritage, 19844, p. 247). A non-accountable action, would be an atypical
reaction to the question, such as ignoring it and changing the subject, in place
of the expected response in the second pair part.

Accountability and accounts are related to the orderly nature of talk and pref-
erence (Atkinson & Heritage, 1984b; Sacks, 1973/1987). Preference means that
in conversational events speakers can typically choose how they will respond to
the preceding action: if they choose to accept an offer or agree with a preceding
statement, this is considered a socially preferred action. If they choose to disa-
gree with the preceding statements or to refuse an offer, for instance, this is con-
sidered a socially dispreferred action and therefore it is expected that the re-
spondent will provide a reason for the disagreement or refusal — an account.
Dispreferred actions are therefore “sequence-expansion relevant” (Schegloff,
2007a). Preference for agreement is the rule in “normal”, amicable conversa-
tions (Pomerantz, 1984a; Sacks, 1973/1987). A preferred response is a speaker’s
way of maintaining social solidarity and rapport (Heritage, 1984a). A preferred
response is unproblematic in a sense that it conforms to the normative expecta-
tions. It can therefore be performed directly and with minimal delay. Dispre-
ferred actions are socially more problematic and therefore often produced with
delay or in mitigated form (Pomerantz, 1984a).
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Accountability has a close relation to sensemaking. Garfinkel (1976) approach
focused on everyday practices of the participants and the actual explanations
produced in the moment for interpreting and accounting for their experience as
they interacted. This kind of approach is somewhat different from the Weickian
perspective. To generalize, ethnomethodology builds on accountability being
enacted in situ, whereas the Weickian tradition perceives it more like a practice
used in aftermath (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). Accountability relies on the
unspoken assumption about what is normal or typical in a certain situation. If
normality is breached, accountable actions are made relevant. Accounts are
used to explain or describe the world, in words, by making it meaningful based
on the previously unorderly external cues (Antaki, 1994; Potter & Wetherell,
1987; Maitlis 2005). Accounts build a reflexive link to the event or action that
they describe, as well as in relation to what, or what type of action, they are doing
(Potter, 1996, p. 66).

Accountability is also related to epistemics. People are made normatively and
morally accountable for what they do during interaction (Drew, 1998). The par-
ticipants are keen to hold one another within strict standards of accountability
concerning who has knowledge, what knowledge, and when, relative to the co-
participants (Heritage, 2005, p. 200). Moral accountability is an area of interest
for those engaged in discursive psychology (Edwards & Potter, 2005).

In institutional groups accountability also means that each member is respon-
sible for actions taken by that group (Rovio-Johansson, 2007, p. 7). In this re-
spect accountability is closely linked to the decision-making process and power
of the team to make decisions. The way accounts are used to justify decisions
can be described as acts of sensegiving, as described in section 2.4 of this study.

Accountability is a way of doing arguing. An account is a discursive act which
is used to excuse or justify a chosen course of action (Wooffitt, 2005, p. 79).
Arguing can have two different meanings. On the one hand, arguing refers to a
dispute or quarrel during which explanations and justifications are produced as
claims and counter-claims. On the other hand, arguing can simply refer to a
piece of reasoning given independently or as a part within a longer dispute for
the purpose of describing things (Antaki 1994, p. 140; Billig, 1989). Descriptions
of this kind are produced as parts of actions which are embedded in wider se-
quences of interaction (Potter, 1996, p. 47). Arguments are open for either ap-
preciation or rejection (Brockriede, 1974, p. 167). An argument carries potential
for disagreement but does not always lead to that. In this section, these different
meanings of arguing are described by relating them to accountability and pref-
erence, as well as to the degree of affiliation displayed.

Accountability aligns with politeness theory as the need for accounts is trig-
gered by the social preference for agreement (Brown & Levinson, 1987, p. 386).
However, when a context for arguing has been established, preference for agree-
ment is no longer valid and disagreement becomes the preferred action (Kan-
gasharju, 2009; Kotthoff, 1993). This is the case when accusations or complaints
are displayed as first position actions and the respondent in second position is
expected to defend his or her point.
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5.4.1 Accounts in conflictual situations

The need for accounts becomes apparent in conflictual situations in particular.
Disagreements are situations in which two or more participants consecutively
present views which differ from those proposed by a previous speaker (Coulter,
19904, p. 185; Kangasharju, 2002, p. 1450). People typically argue over topics,
or challenge the terms and definitions given to things or events (Antaki, 1994,
p. 160). While arguing over the content, they argue over the opinions by using
claims and counter-claims to align their epistemic positions. The scene is set for
dispreferred and disaffiliative statements which call for accounts. Accounts are
produced by the participants as explanations or justifications to argue or justify
their positions. They provide “the social reasoning that people go through to
make sense of their world, and (perhaps), impose that sense on other people”
(Antaki, 1994, p. 1). The participants resort to their earlier experience, to some
external party, or to something which is considered an objective fact.

Kangasharju (2009) uses disputes as a general term for the various levels of
disagreements. She puts disputes on a scale ranging from an ordinary disagree-
ment to an aggravated conflict. An aggravated conflict is constructed by refusing
the typical preference for the agreement mode. Kangasharju identifies specific
disagreement sequences, ranging from one turn or even a shorter time (e.g. a
headshake) to episodes that continue over the whole encounter (Kangasharju,
2002). One typical feature for aggravated disputes in multiparty discussions is
that they become dyadic, and other participants withdraw (Kangasharju, 2001,
2009). Disputes of all kinds need to be resolved by the participant in interaction.
A concession refers to the phase in which the participants are able to agree on
the central issue and thereby terminate the conflict (Kotthoff, 1993, p. 193). The
participants typically agree partially during the dispute, but these partial agree-
ments do not mean final concession yet. The final concession is an interactional
achievement of an affiliative state.

5.4.2 Factual accounts

Factual accounts are prevalent in meetings among professionals who strive to
create mutual understanding of issues that they are dealing with. In such situa-
tions accounts are also used in non-conflictual manner for the purpose of de-
scribing and classifying things. In professional institutional situations, accounts
are often designed as factual. Factual accounts imply truth or real occurrence
(Potter, 1996). They are made in a manner which makes them seem solid and
independent of the speaker (Potter, 1996, p. 97). When reporting facts or what
is assumed common knowledge, speakers assume the other participants see the
import of these facts for the topic or issue at hand.

One way of generating factual accounts, especially, is to use specific categories.
Categorization is an important aspect of ethnomethodology in the creation of
accountability and sense for any social encounter (Garfinkel, 1967). As discur-
sive entities categories are also important tools for the creation of sense among
the coparticipants as they are simple and useful ways to identify people, rela-
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tionships or things that are common to the interactants. Typifications for famil-
iar structures are created by categories of language (Taylor & Van Every, 2000).
As reference to people and their relationships, Sacks (1972, 1992) developed a
membership categorization device which refers to the resources used by the
speakers to connect certain members of a group or society with specific charac-
teristics, rights and obligations. These categories are also used to describe and
make sense of institution-specific events or categories that are not directly
linked with the persons interacting. They are context-dependent accounts that
are embedded in the professional language (Rovio-Johansson, 2007), but they
can also draw on the general categories that are specific to a particular profes-
sional group. This is also one of the essential properties for sensemaking which
is created using salient cues (Weick, 1995).

Factual accounts are used to build rationale also in affiliative situations in
which common understanding is pursued. They are also used extensively as jus-
tifications and counterclaims. Latour (1987) observed in his study of scientific
argumentation that when the conflict between the scientists became more obvi-
ous, they began to use more technical (i.e. factual) descriptions for arguing their
point.

In addition to factual accounts people may strive to mitigate their own ac-
countability by resorting to other sources as a basis of believing the nature of
affairs (Pomerantz, 1984c¢). Accounts can then be given in terms of membership
categories. Especially when there seems to be doubt about what is true, people
resort to using their direct experience, or they refer to something someone else
had said as an evidential (Pomerantz, 1984c). In reporting his or her experience,
the speaker is accountable for representing only his or her personal experience,
although it is implied that the experience is more or less typical. In reporting
what others have said, speakers are strictly accountable for citing accurately, but
not for the actual views cited (Pomerantz, 1984c). Interactionally, they may be
affiliating, disaffiliating, or leaving their positions on the cited views ambiguous
(Pomerantz, 1984c). This type of reasoning is used when there is a need to de-
fend viewpoints, to back away from positions, or to decide which versions are
credible. Thus accounts are evidently acts of sensemaking, and disaffiliative sit-
uations require more accounts as explanations than affiliative situations do.
From sensemaking perspective, accounts are a way for the participants to make
sense of conflicting points of view, and a way to reconcile their beliefs and ex-
pectations about the situation as they experience it (Maitlis & Christianson,
2014; Weick, 1967). Arguing by using factual accounts, in particular, is an act of
sensemaking.

5.4.3 Arguing as an act of sensemaking in conflictual situations

Arguing as such should be treated as a natural part of organizational life. Ex-
change of opinions should be the basis on which decisions are made and prob-
lems are solved. Thus even arguing which is conflictual in nature is not contra-
dictory to the effort of collective sensemaking but rather a central tool for
achieving it, because it helps the participants to collectively construct under-
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standing about a situation (Weick, 1995). Moreover, conflicts that are intention-
ally suppressed may lead to superficial consensus and agreement (Kotthoff,
1993). This is not to say that conflicts would not also be destructive when they
disrupt the functioning of the group. In a well-functioning team, conflicts can
be managed in a constructive manner so that they lead to a resolution through
an exchange of opinions which increases the overall understanding of the dif-
ferent perspectives. Differing opinions need to be encouraged to enhance com-
mon understanding. But if the general orientation is simply to disagree and the
disaffiliative state is not resolved, collective sense or decision cannot reached.
Thus, agreement needs to be locally achieved in interaction.

Brockriede (1974) makes a case for the value of confrontational arguments, as
explanatory accounts, over nonconfrontational (nonargumentative) or descrip-
tive accounts. According to him, nonargumentative descriptions are not useful
because they can only be responded to by acknowledging or disagreeing with
their accuracy, whereas argumentative explanations “create sense by concrete
experience and more general concepts (Brockriede, 1974, p. 170, in Weick 1995,
p- 139). If a recipient fails to confront the original statement, the intersubjective
reliability of the original argument is increased. If the original explanation that
isbeing criticized is also successfully disconfirmed by its recipient, the argument
contained in the original explanation must be abandoned or revised. Thus “the
product of the process of confrontation by argument and counterargument is a
more dependable understanding” (Brockriede, 1974, p. 139). Therefore expla-
nations or justifications as accounts enhance sensemaking more than descrip-
tions or classifications do (Weick, 1995, p. 139). It must be pointed out that the
act of sensemaking as such does not always need to rely on argumentation. In
fact Weick (1995, p. 138) describes how sensemaking occurs on a scale from
non-argument to argument. The sensemaking processes on the non-argumen-
tative end of the continuum are not belief-driven, whereas the practices used in
the argumentative end are oriented towards enhancing understanding.

From a sensemaking point of view, one can see that conflicts can have other
useful effects on the functioning of the group. They can make the group as a
whole more observant to the situation, which means that participants pay more
attention to the discussion than they might in fully consensual situations. Rovio-
Johansson (2007) noticed in her investigations of managerial meetings that if
the discussion did not involve the activity area of a particular manager, he or
she kept silent. However, they entered the discussion or at least became more
observant and active listeners when controversial issues were discussed (Rovio-
Johansson, 2007).

5.5 Characteristics of institutional interaction

The primary analytic interest of CA has been in the everyday mundane talk such
as talk between family members or friends. This is what is typically meant by
“conversation”. The analysis of conversation has been extended to institutional
talk to cover encounters that take place in some institution or organization for
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the purpose of accomplishing some organizational task. At least one of the par-
ticipants in talk in this type of setting represents some formal organization, and
the task, as well as an identity of a professional, which is made relevant through
talk (Drew & Heritage, 1992). The other participants or some of the participants
in this type of encounter are clients or users of that institution as laymen, and
the studies focus on the form and structure of everyday talk framed by the roles,
identities or occupational constraints (Putnam & Fairhurst, 2001, p. 81). To
cover both the “conversational” talk and the talk taking place for institutional
purposes, Schegloff (1987a) adopts the term “talk-in-interaction”. For the pur-
pose of the present study, it is sufficient to refer to meeting interaction or meet-
ing talk. The institutional nature of interaction is demonstrated by the relevance
the participants give to the goals, roles and context of conversation.

Similar conventions of turn-taking can be found in institutional interaction as
in ordinary conversation (Heritage, 2004). However, there are also certain dif-
ferences e.g. in the ways turns are designed. Topics, contributions and the order
of speakership can be constrained by the institutional context of situation.
Structure of turn-taking in meetings is different from ordinary conversation
(Goodwin, 1981). In some institutional settings, the specific roles can determine
the size and shape of turns of talk allowed for the participants (Drew & Heritage,
1992). Allowable contributions by all or some of the participants can be re-
stricted.

The local design of turns at talk is affected by the institution because the par-
ticipants deploy different inferential schemes to interpret the meaning of the
utterances, based on the context and the role of the speaker. These inferential
schemes define how speakers interpret, present, argue and elaborate their point
of view in a particular institutional context. A classic, often cited example of the
various inferential schemes is the following from the Heritage and Sefi health-
visitor corpus (Drew & Heritage, 1992, p. 33; Heritage & Sefi, 1992) in which the
parents of a new-born baby respond to a remark from a health visitor by per-
forming different actions;

Visitor: He’s enjoying it, [isn’t he

Father: [°Yes, he certainly is=°

Mother: =He’s not hungry ‘cus (h)he’s ju(h)st (h)has ‘iz bo:ttle .hhh
0.5

Visitor: You're feeding him on (.) Cow and Gate Premium

The father treats the health visitor’s remark as a sincere act of social rapport
and affiliates with it. The response by the mother is clearly defensive, and she
treats the visitor’s remark as an implication that the baby has been neglected or
that the mother is not competent enough to notice that the baby is hungry. In-
ferential schemes are involved also in ordinary interaction, but in institutional
settings they are more closely intertwined with the institutional context and
roles of the speakers.

68



Conversation analysis (CA)

Meetings are one forum of institutional talk where the identities of the partic-
ipants matter, the agenda constrains to larger or lesser degree the allowable con-
tributions, and the talk is governed by inferential frameworks. This makes it rel-
evant to review meetings as a context of institutional interaction.

5.6 Meeting as a context of institutional interaction

Meeting as a context can be defined as “a planned gathering ... in which the par-
ticipants have some perceived (if not guaranteed) role, have some forewarning
of the event, which has itself some purpose or reason” (Boden, 1994, p. 84). The
participants orient to achieving some goals, whether decisions or solutions
(Schwartzman, 1989).

In this section some general characteristics of a meeting as a context of study
in CA are outlined. CA focuses on some distinct characteristics of this notion.
According to Drew & Heritage (1992, p. 18), context is twofold. Firstly, it relates
to the sequential context of interaction and the local configuration and under-
standing of the preceding activity in which the talk occurs. This is the strictest
CA perspective to the social institution of interaction which views interaction as
an entity in its own right, and the focus is on elements similar to the ones found
in everyday conversation (Heritage, 1997, p. 162). Just like any other interac-
tional context, interaction in meetings has a sequential logic of turns at talk. Its
design and actions can be compared to other similar types of sequential struc-
tures and social actions in other contexts. Secondly, context provides a perspec-
tive to the larger social environment in which the talk takes place. In this per-
spective, context covers the time and place of the conversation, as well as the
identities of the interactants (Sacks et al., 1974). This type of study is specifically
concerned with the practices used for managing social institution as context for
interaction (Heritage, 1997, p. 162). Meeting per se provides a particular kind of
social context of talk which is characterized by multiparty talk and which is ep-
isodic in nature (Schwartzman, 1989, p. 7). It typically has a highly convention-
alized structure (Drew & Heritage, 1992), and an agenda governs the orientation
of the participants. The participants are sensitive to the expectations set by this
kind of meeting structure. However, although meetings have characteristics that
are common to them in general, for each meeting — even for a regular meeting
among the same participants — some particular and unique treatment is gener-
ated through the interaction in that specific moment in time.

In short, it is the participants who make the meeting as a context real by their
orientation (Arminen, 2005, p. 19). This means that context is not a simply a
static precondition or an external constraint to conversation but something that
is dynamically and locally produced and transformable at any moment by the
contributions of interactants (Drew & Heritage, 1992). This makes conversation
both “context-sensitive” and “context-renewing” (Heritage, 1984a, p. 242). Con-
text is treated as “both the project and product of the participants’ own actions
and therefore as inherently locally produced and transferable at any moment”
(Heritage & Greatbatch, 1991, pp. 94-95; Heritage 1997, p. 163).
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Context is an important aspect of study in both CA and sensemaking ap-
proaches. Next section will compare these perspectives to build a case for com-
bining these aspects in the analysis.

5.7 Comparing sensemaking and CA

This section proposes a comparison of the theories of sensemaking in organiza-
tional theories and the ethnomethodological perspective of conversation analy-
sis. There are distinctly similar ways of thinking, even on conceptual level, alt-
hough the level of detail is somewhat different. CA is about how participants
make sense of interaction moment-by-moment. It focuses on the minute details
of interaction Sensemaking literature tends to focus on macro level concepts,
such as decision making. The current study shows how the concrete focus on
authentic data, enabled by the methods of CA, can be a fruitful and practical
contribution also to sensemaking.

Similarly to CA, sensemaking is also closely linked with the social construc-
tionist approach. “Organizations structure and are structured by sensemaking
processes” (Weick, 1995, p. 64). Sensemaking is understood as an ongoing ac-
complishment through which people create their situations and actions and at-
tempt to make them rationally accountable to themselves and others (Weick,
1993a/2001, p. 11). Through “discussion, groping, trial and error and sounding
out”, people share perceptions among themselves and gradually define or create
meanings (Huber & Daft, 1987, p. 151) Weick, 1995, p. 99) that enable decisions
and actions. Sensemaking is seen as a discursive social process (Brown & Hum-
phreys, 2003; Watson & Bargiela-Chiappini, 1998; Hopkinson, 2001). The con-
structionists emphasize that sense and reality are formed within rather than
merely communicated through language (Hopkinson, 2001, p. 428). These
studies, however, focus on the discursive resources such as individual narratives
and textual analysis about how the individual or text uses discursive resources
to make sense of the world and their position in that world. They do not draw
on interactive construction of sense as a social means of constructing sense in
conversation. Brown & Humphreys (2003) discuss the socially constructed na-
ture of sensemaking in their narrative study of how the members of organiza-
tional groups make sense of major organizational change events. They analyze
narratives to see how individuals and groups interpret and make sense of
change events. They claim to be interested in the socially constructed nature of
sensemaking rather than observable actions. However, narratives draw light on
the cognitive explanations of events, not their collective or interactive nature.

One could say that the general analytic focus of sensemaking and CA is the
same: both see that language is used in order to make the intent recognizable
for the recipient (Heritage, 2013). It is the observable activities of the partici-
pants in interaction which provide the grounds for analytic claims to be made
about the participants’ sensemaking activities (Wooffitt, 2005, p. 33). In the
sensemaking perspective, the same question is treated as being in the domain
of the research subject while he or she strives to create order to ongoing talk and
activity.
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Sensemaking is often viewed as an event or process which is episodic in nature
(Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). The ethnomethodological approaches, in partic-
ular, focus on the ongoing and continuous nature of sensemaking: it is an act
that occurs and evolves continuously, in the moment (Gephart et al., 2010). In
CA events are the sequences of conversation or trajectories of talk that provide
the means of getting some activity done through talk (Schegloff 2007a).

5.8 Summary

The purpose of this chapter was to describe CA as methodology and the perspec-
tive it provides for observing meeting talk. Some social actions that are relatively
prevalent both in ordinary talk and in institutional meeting talk were presented.
The various types of accounts are seen as consequential for the organizational
tasks that are focused on in meetings. They exhibit the social moods and tenden-
cies of interaction, and it is suggested here that affiliative and disaffiliative ac-
tions have different consequences for the overall management and progress of
meetings. Affiliative actions lead to collaborative and mostly constructive man-
agement of topics of talk, whereas disaffiliative actions require more effort from
the participants, especially if they lead to disagreement and conflict. However,
they may also prove more constructive from the point of view of organizational
learning. Both agreement and disagreement are achieved in interaction.

The following conclusions are drawn from the partially controversial theoret-
ical perspectives as central for analyzing meeting interaction in this study.
Firstly, the analysis focuses on features that can be empirically determined. Sec-
ondly, a priori classifications are not used as such, but the roles or identities of
the participants in the meetings are described when they are made locally and
demonstrably relevant by the participants. For instance the chairperson for all
the meetings is the same person but his role as a chairperson is pointed out only
when it appears consequential from the analytical point of view. Thirdly, when
contextual matters are hearable, they cannot be ignored (cf. McHoul et al.,
2008). Some contextual knowledge that is not sequentially available may be
rendered meaningful for the situation and must be analyzed (McHoul et al.,
2008). These types of “supra-local matters” (cf. Schegloff, 1987a) may become
relevant when the participants in meetings refer to issues outside the scope of
meeting and the ongoing interaction. Although CA is typically focused on the
“micro-phenomena” of interaction and eschews making links to sociological
“macro-level” orders such as power (cf. Wooffitt, 2005, p. 186), the analysis in
this study aims to identify such links between organizational sensemaking and
decision making.

In the overall context of this study it is worth pointing out that studies in or-
ganizational sensemaking also build on the ethnomethodological approach by
stating that it accounts for “what one does in the presence of other people to
prove social competence and the rationality of actions” (Weick, 1995, p. 13). Eth-
nomethodology and CA are both interested in the forms of practical reasoning
and “embodied action”, and the deviations from normal states of affair
(Maynard & Clayman, 2003, p. 176). CA as a method makes it possible to
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demonstrate how the orderliness of ordinary talk is played out in various con-
texts while making sense of the specifics of that context. It is in the ordinary
actions that we see how people orient to a specific practice (Llewellyn & Spence,
2009). However, such practices come so intuitively to us that we do not pay at-
tention to them when everything goes according to expectation. It is the out of
the ordinary, the unexpected, which gets our attention. Sense is maintained
through orderly actions, but actual sensemaking is required when something
extraordinary happens or when the orderliness is broken.
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This chapter describes the case company and the meetings from which the ma-
terial has been gathered. Then the actual data for the analysis will be described.
As the meetings in this study are from the software engineering environment, it
is necessary to consider some of the peculiarities of the profession in order to
see how this culture demonstrates itself in the meeting interaction. This chapter
starts by describing this professional context before explaining the case com-
pany and data collection method. The method of analysis and its validity and
reliability will also be described.

6.1 The nature of software engineering and software architecture

Software engineering is one of the central fields of computer science (Bucci-
arelli, 2003). It is the application of systematic, disciplined and quantifiable
methods to develop, operate, and maintain software (Brey & Sgraker, 2009). It
involves the analysis of the requirements that should be satisfied by the soft-
ware, specification the overall design for the product, and the verification of the
software against the requirements. It also concerns the usability, security and
reliability of the software product. Thus, software engineering covers a wide
range of techniques and procedures that are relevant throughout the product
development process, and software programming is at the heart of it. Program-
ming is the central phase in the software development process. It involves the
actual writing, testing, debugging and maintenance of the software code. Pro-
gramming and the selection of programming language are elements belonging
to software engineering, but software engineering also involves all the complex-
ities of the creation of a software product. System software architecture is the
enabler, or the first step, towards programming.

Engineering design is deemed to be a rational process. This means that “many
of the decisions that are made regarding design — whether they concern the set-
up and execution of the design process or the object of design itself — can be
justified on the basis of factual reasons (arguments). These reasons are sup-
posed to show that, given the aim of the design process and given the various
possible courses of action, a specific course of action is to be preferred above all
possible other ones because it leads more directly or effectively to the aim pur-
sued” (Kroes, Franssen & Bucciarelli, 2009, p. 565).
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A fundamental element of engineering work is to engage with different points
of view and different ways of seeing the object of design, and then together cre-
ate, analyze and develop a new product according to given requirements and
goals (Bucciarelli, 2003, p. 9). However, the design and development is often
spread around different locations or departments which tends to increase am-
biguity.

One particular part of software engineering is system architecture which con-
cerns the overall structure of software systems. The architectural design pro-
vides an abstract view of a system “that distills away details of implementation,
algorithm, and data representation and concentrates on the behavior and inter-
action of black-box components” (Bass, Clements, & Kazman, 1998, p. 6). It de-
scribes the structures of the system, including the software components, their
externally visible properties, and the relationship among them (Bass et al,,
1998). It provides the blueprint for implementation.

Definition of the system architecture has a central role in enabling an organi-
zation to meet its business goals. It is therefore crucial to define the software
architecture early in the software product development process. “If a project has
not achieved a system architecture, including its rationale, the project should
not proceed to full-scale system development. Specifying the architecture as a
deliverable enables its use throughout the development and maintenance pro-
cess” (Boehm, 1995, in Bass et al.., 1998, p. 21). This dependency between the
system architecture work and the other phases of software engineering becomes
evident in the meeting discussions used for this study also.

The meetings in this study represent a mix of two cultures: that of the organi-
zation, and that of the profession of software engineering. Ulijn, who is inter-
ested in relationship of technology and culture, makes an important distinction
between organizational and professional culture by pointing out that profes-
sional culture is concerned with “the extent to which professionals (e.g. scien-
tists, engineers, and managers) identify with their professional discipline rather
than with their organization” (Ulijn, O’Hair, Weggeman, Ledlow, & Hall, 2000,
p- 299). The professional identity is also interesting from sensemaking point of
view. Some of the studies by Weick (1990/2001) are concerned with sensemak-
ing processes which are triggered by changes or interruptions caused by tech-
nology. In this study, which concerns the sensemaking processed by technical
experts, the perspective is somewhat different: their sensemaking efforts are fo-
cused first and foremost on constructing the technology instead of making sense
about the usage of it.

6.2 Case company and the organization

The data comes from in-house meetings of a software research and development
department (SW R&D) in a large multinational company headquartered in Fin-
land. This department, situated in in corporate headquarters, is responsible for
the development of platform software on top of which other company-internal
R&D organizations implement additional features to create the product for de-
livery. The department overall includes a product management team, system
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architecture team, as well as teams for software development and testing. The
size of the department at the time of data collection was 100 to 120.

The material is from technical meetings of the system architecture team within
this department (hereafter called AT for short). This team was responsible for
designing and specifying the system level software architecture for the product.
This architecture was described in documents which are called feasibility stud-
ies or specifications. These documents capture the requirements and needs of
the stakeholders (company-internal applications); they explain the functional-
ity, performance criteria, and the interoperability issues. They also lay out the
decomposition of the software into architectural entities and dependencies be-
tween those entities.

The purpose of these meetings was to make decisions on the system level soft-
ware architecture for the product. Process-wise, AT decisions are the first step
in the product development process, and further decisions regarding the sched-
uling and effort needed for the actual development depend on it. After the AT
decision, further analysis is made by the R&D teams concerned to capture the
effects of the decision on the software design on component level. Then product
management creates a product requirement proposal and seeks for preliminary
commitments for resources before the meeting of product decision board. The
product decision is a commitment to implement the agreed architectural change
and to deliver it as a part of some software release. Based on that decision, re-
lease program planning starts, including a more detailed agreement on the re-
sources and timing of implementation.

AT meetings were semi-open meetings. The primary participants in these
meetings were the system architects, the members of the AT team. System ar-
chitects were expected to participate in meetings even when the topic was not
directly related to the domain. At the time of this study, there were ten architects
in the team, and their team leader acted as the chairperson for the meetings.
Anyone else in the department who had an interest could also attend these meet-
ings. The R&D engineering organization was divided into teams based on par-
ticular technical areas, and product managers were assigned to responsible for
particular technical areas. Thus R&D line managers and senior engineers of the
R&D teams, as well as product managers, were expected to participate when the
architectural topic of the meeting concerned their area of responsibilitys. The
customers for this product came from inside the company and they were some-
times invited.

The primary professional and educational background for the participants was
in the field of software engineering. National cultural background varied. The
organization overall was highly multicultural, and English was used as a com-
mon lingua franca, although practically no one used English as a native language

3 As | was a practitioner (one of the interested parties) in this organization during the data col-
lection, my role in these meeting could be described as observer-as-semi-participant. | would
have participated in some of these meetings regardless of this study, but some of them |
joined just for the interest of collecting the material.
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(in the recorded meetings, none of the participants were native speakers of Eng-
lish). Most of the AT team members were already colleagues of long standing at
the time of the recording.

There was typically only one architectural item on the agenda per meeting.
The chairperson opened and closed the meeting. The presenting architect was
the one who can be expected to talk the most and who could legitimately have
longer monologues without interruption. It is particularly interesting to see
what kind of linguistic resources the other participants used when wishing to
contribute to the presented solution as their roles were not as clearly predefined
as that of the chairperson and the presenting architect. Instead, they had to work
harder to legitimize their contributions, or in CA terms, they need to take ac-
countable actions to make their participation relevant.

6.3 Data collection method

In this section, the data and data collection method is described. The core ma-
terial consists of the actual recorded meetings, described in section 6.3.1. The
other materials which are referred to during the meeting interaction are de-
scried in section 6.3.2.

6.3.1 Primary material

This study is based on authentic video-recordings of five meetings of the system
architecture team described above. The meetings were recorded in 2005 and
2006. At the time, the meetings took place weekly. The overall recorded material
amounts to 10 hours and 53 minutes. The total duration of each of the recorded
meetings varied between 1 h 40 minutes and 2 hours. The full length of each
meeting was video recorded, with one exception. In one of the meetings, about
16 minutes of talk was missed in the middle of the meeting due to magnetic dis-
turbance on the tape.

Four out of five meetings convened to cover one topic only. The fifth meeting
(and actually the first recorded one) included an extraordinary presentation
[EIA] by a program manager who was not a regular member of the AT team. The
purpose of his presentation was to introduce a procedural change that included
changes affecting the AT team. This meeting then continued with two other top-
ics ([AA] and [TPM]) that were presented by one of the architects.

The recordings are authentic but as research material they are still reproduc-
tions of the actual social events, the meetings (Hutchby & Wooffitt, 1998, p. 74).
They have been transcribed according to CA conventions (Atkinson & Heritage,
1984a; Sacks, Schegloff & Jefferson, 1974). A fairly detailed transcription exists
for the whole duration of each meeting, with a more detailed transcription
evolving during the analysis for the excerpts that were chosen as relevant repre-
sentations of the social situation described in the analysis sections. These tran-
scripts serve as detailed representations of the social interaction in meetings
and together with the recordings they form the base for the analysis. A confi-
dentiality agreement has been signed with the company. Pseudonyms replace
the names of the participants as well as product names and some other technical
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terms that are confidential in nature. The same pseudonym is used for the same
participant in each meeting.

The data consist of five SA meetings. The details of the meetings and the length
of the topical discussion are described in Table 1 below (* means that a couple
of minutes missing in the middle due to change of cassette):

Table 1 Meeting data

TOPIC | ID OF # OF PARTICIPANTS | DATE TOTAL DURATION OF | DURATION
MEETING MEETING (HH:MM) OF
/ RECORDING
TOPIC
1 EIA 16 2 Jun 2005 00:29 00:29
2 AA 16 2 Jun 2005 01:26 01:26
3 TPM 14 2 Jun 2005 01:10 00:59 *) ca 11
minutes miss-
ing from the
beginning af-
ter the coffee
break be-

tween topics

4 CLIF 11 10 Jun 2005 | 02:00 01:58 *)
5 HW 19 26 Apr 2006 | 02:31 02:29 *)
6 ErrMsg 15 3 May 2006 | 01:50 01:32 (*) + 16

min. magnetic
disturbance in
the beginning

7 WUIF 21 19 May 02:00 02:00
2006

TOTAL 11:26 10:53

The number of participants in the recorded meetings varied between 11 and
21. The architects formed the majority of participants in all meetings. All archi-
tects are men. One of the product managers (in one meeting), one line manager
(in two meetings) and one engineer (in one meeting) were female. The core team
remained the same over the period of time between the first and last recorded
meeting.

The video recording was done using a single camera which was set on a stand
at one end of the meeting room. The participants were typically sitting around
a long table in a type of meeting room which left little room to place the camera
far enough to catch all participants all the time. The attempt was to keep the
moving of the camera to the minimum, in order not to distract the attention of
the participants. The participants seemed to forget about the camera fairly
quickly and realized its presence after a few minutes. Also, I as a researcher did
not make a big fuss of the camera, nor explained in depth why it was in the
meeting room; the participants were simply instructed to act as if it was not
there.
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The fact that it was not possible to capture everyone in the picture all the time
means some limitations to the level of analysis. It was not always possible to
analyze what the effect of non-verbal actions such as gaze might have been for
example on the selection of the next speaker, why or how the one who responded
to questions became selected as next speaker. Thus reference to such actions is
made only if it is recorded and seems to be relevant for the analysis of the ongo-
ing activity.

By choosing the same meeting type for the analysis it was possible to address
the variations in the actions within the same team and eliminate potential ana-
Iytical considerations that might have arisen if each meeting under investigation
would have been from a completely different context or for a completely differ-
ent purpose. Each meeting in the material had its unique features even if the
majority of the participants were the same and the general purpose of the meet-
ing was the same. Thus it was possible to see what kind of issues might cause
interactional variations in this same meeting type.

6.3.2 Supplementary material

The technical topic which was handled in the meeting was presented in the form
of PowerPoint slides or a Word document. This material was sent to the partic-
ipants before the meeting so that they can familiarize themselves with it. The
material was also displayed on a screen during the meeting using a projector so
that all participants could see it together. (This is not visible through the camera
used for recording the meetings). The participants orientated to this material
during the discussion and it structured the progression of the meeting as they
referred to particular slides, figures or sections and chapters. In this way the
material formed a kind of agenda for each meeting. These figures were used to
describe the conceptual relationships or relationships between the product’s
software components. Indexical references were made to this material; for in-
stance, requests for going back on some specific slide or page caused some of
the longer pauses when the presenter started scrolling backward or forward. No
minutes were written of the meetings. Instead, a simple mail was sent to the
whole organization and other interested parties to communicate the decisions.
These materials are used for the analysis of this study only to support the details
and accuracy of the transcripts, not as a source for analysis.

6.4 Method of analysis

This is a qualitative case study. The research design is data-driven and induc-
tive. The main focus is in the ongoing analysis of the primary data, the tran-
scribed meeting talk. The transcriptions are done according to established con-
ventions CA (Atkinson & Heritage, 1984a). The transcriptions were done fully
by the researcher. Analytic induction as an approach peculiar to CA is discussed
in Silverman (1985: 122, 1993, p. 128; Heritage, 1995, p. 399).

The data gathering and first analysis and transcription were done in the spirit
of qualitative, ethnomethodological approach. The meetings were recorded and
the analysis was started as “unmotivated inquiry”, while transcribing, by looking
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into what is going on while the participants interact, and why some turns are
taken at a specific point in conversation. Although decision making was the ini-
tial point of interest, the analytic categories in the end arose from the actual data
(Wetherell, 1998). Thus the final categories for the data reflect the regularities
and peculiarities arising from these specific meetings.

The central theoretical concepts that provide the framework for the analysis,
using conversation analysis as a method of inquiry, are the following:

» Sensemaking as an act of collaboratively constructing understanding

« Decision making as a social accomplishment of collective and collaborative
sensemaking

« Identity and epistemic authority used as resource for affiliation and align-
ment to achieve the above

These analytic concepts were identified based on the organization of the par-
ticipants’ sense-making processes as they interacted. The concepts are empiri-
cally grounded on the analysis of the data (Pomerantz, 2005; Sacks et al., 1974;
Schegloff, 1988; Wetherell, 1998). The original idea prior to data analysis was
to address decision making only but that kind of predefined approach soon
proved unsatisfactory (more on this in chapter 10). The analysis is constructed
around sequences which initiate a new action or topic for the purpose of sense-
making or decision making or which exhibit a clear change of perspective for the
ongoing topic. Some of the sequences are long and therefore broken into more
than one excerpt, and in some cases topics which are side sequences to the main
topic are omitted.

6.5 Validity and reliability

Validity in the scope of qualitative research assumes truth and accuracy of the
representation in terms of generalizations that can be made about the phenom-
enon which is described (Hammersley, 1987; Moisander & Valtonen, 2006). It
is concerned with credibility of the findings in explaining the phenomenon. One
often claimed weakness of qualitative research is that it is based on data extracts
chosen by the researcher. Given the material gathered for this study, particular
sequences were selected as representative of the phenomenon that are investi-
gated as the concise material of close to 11 hours could not be described. Each
meeting and each sequence is by nature unique. The claims that are made are
generalizations about the macro processes. Unlike in more linguistically ori-
ented CA studies, no recurring linguistic phenomena or structures in this study
were picked for systematic investigation. The phenomena which represent such
organizational activities as sensemaking and decision making are always repre-
senting similarities in the interactional trajectories they construct.

The process of transcribing is selective also and modified to support the inter-
est of a particular research (Ochs, 1979). Selections are made about the level of
detail (Stubbe et al., 2003). The level of detail of the transcripts in the current
study is also selective: it was decided during the analysis which issues in the
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interaction were considered relevant for the analytic claims that were made. Se-
lections have been made with regard to the level of detail of what is hearable in
the recordings. As an example, all of the participants in the meeting are non-
native speakers of English, and some of them have a distinctly unique accent but
this is not shown in the transcription, as it is not a relevant feature for the cur-
rent analysis. Somewhat simplified transcripts have been used, but enough de-
tail maintained for the purpose of analysis.

Reliability refers to the systematic and transparent way of conducting re-
search. For qualitative research this means “the degree of consistency with
which instances are assigned to the same category by different observers or by
the same observer on different occasions” (Hammersley, 1992, p. 67). It con-
cerns the degree to which the findings can be generalized without letting too
much attention go to deviant cases (Moisander & Valtonen, 2006). This is often
seen as a weakness of qualitative research, where categorization can be difficult
or vague.

When using authentic data, the quality of the recordings is naturally im-
portant. The technical quality of the recordings, and the limitations of the video
recorded material were described in section 6.3.1. Minor pieces of meeting talk
were missed in most of the meetings while changing the tape, or due to technical
disturbances, which was also explained in 6.3.1. There were also some instances
where some of the participants were speaking so quietly that some of the words
could not be heard. However, the parts that were lacking did not have an effect
on expressing the main phenomena that are the concern of this study.

This study does not aim to build on statistical reliability. It is not easy to quan-
tify interactional conduct and its outcomes (Heritage, 2004). Although some re-
current patterns of interaction and language use have been identified in the
analysis, the units of talk are often multifunctional, thus they do not easily fall
into unambiguous categories. Therefore the categories used in the study are not
mutually exclusive and one-to-one quantitative mapping is not possible or rea-
sonable. The higher level activities of sensemaking and decision making overlap.
The results overall are therefore not quantitative but indicative.

It is often claimed that it is useful for the researcher to understand the insti-
tutional discourse and the institutional practices involved in social encounters
that are studied. It helps if the researcher has knowledge “from within”, “think-
ing-from-within” or “withness-thinking” (Shotter, 1993, p. 19, 20064, p. 585,
2006b). The context may be unfamiliar to the researcher although it is intersub-
jective for the participants (Edwards & Mercer, 1989, p. 92). The way knowledge
about the context is used by the participants may go unnoticed or even cause
misinterpretations if not understood. The ability of the researcher to act in dif-
ferent roles can enable sound contextualization of the research phenomenon
(Johns, 2001). Hutchins (1995) familiarized himself with the theory of marine
navigation for his anthropological research on a marine ship crew. He quite
rightly states that knowing the theory and knowing the nature of the practice in
a particular setting are two different things. Hutchins & Klausen (1996) state
about their study on the airline crew that it is difficult to transcribe discourse
from a technical domain without having some knowledge about the domain of
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discourse (Hutchins & Klausen, 1996, p. 18). The fact that I was a researcher
working in the company at the time when the material was collected and during
the analysis is naturally an issue that needs consideration. I have come to know
most of the participants on almost daily basis and I would have participated in
some of the meetings even without my research intentions, although most of
them I joined just for the sake of collecting the material. Knowing the context
and the topic helped in forming some preliminary assumptions as well as in un-
derstanding what was going on during the meeting. Since the conversation in
the meetings was highly technical in nature, containing an abundance of abbre-
viations that are very specific to the technologies or the company, even the tran-
scribing of the talk would have been difficult if not impossible for someone not
at all familiar with the field. CA makes a point of setting categories that are based
on member categories, not set by the researcher a priori (Wetherell, 1998). Alt-
hough the actual analysis is done according to the ethnomethodological belief
on emic perspective, I believe that knowledge about the context was however a
great asset to conducting the analysis.

6.6 Summary

In this chapter the general characteristics of software engineering were de-
scribed to explain the context and as explanation for the data which is dense
with software engineering terminology. The case company and the organization
from which the meeting data was collected was then described to enable better
understanding of the material under analysis. The data collection method and
the method of analysis were then described with reference to the main theoret-
ical concepts. Finally, the validity and reliability of the methodologies used was
explained. .
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7. Pursuing individual agendas

This chapter explores how participants pursue their personal agendas through
interaction in the meetings. The agendas are designed as epistemic stances
which express private opinions or personal preferences, and which aim to ex-
hibit the personal experience or expertise of the speaker. The research question
for the analysis in this chapter is: how do the acts of pursuing personal agendas
influence collaborative sensemaking?

The meetings in this study concern discussions and decisions on technical
software solutions which are, in all but one case, presented by one of the system
architects. In pursuing their personal agendas, the participants in the meetings
take epistemic authority to evaluate and challenge the sense of what is being
presented, documented or said earlier in the meeting. Such conversational
practices display epistemic certainty toward a proposition or doubt toward the
claim made in the prior turn for which the recipient is held accountable
(Keisanen, 2007, p. 253). The participants position themselves as having
authority to define what is — or is not - accurate or significant regarding the topic
which is under discussion. They express an epistemic stance in the design of
turns at talk by positioning themselves high (K+) on the epistemic gradient
relative to the coparticipants when asserting or requesting information
(Heritage, 2012b). This notion of gradient is also displayed by the degree of
certainty expressed in the epistemic stance taken. Positioning also relates to
sequential as well as topical positioning. Sequential positioning of an utterance
refers to the positioning of the turn of talk in which the epistemic utterance is
made relative to the adjoining turns: greater epistemic authority is taken in
going first rather than taking second position in a sequence. Sequence-initiating
epistemic claims display more epistemic authority, as they set a topical agenda
(Schegloff & Sacks, 1973). Second position statements are responsive to ongoing
talk and therefore weaker than first position statements which establish a new
topic. Sequential positioning reveals how the participants in interaction position
themselves as deliverers or receivers of knowledge. It is also related to the
speaker selection: higher epistemic stance is displayed by self-selecting, i.e. by
responding or going first without having been invited to do so.

The analysis explores how contests for epistemic authority influence
sensemaking among the participants. When the primary purpose is to promote
the opinion of the one who is claiming epistemic authority, it is often done
without considering the knowledge that is possessed by the participants in the
meeting. The patterns of stance taking in this chapter are mostly designed as
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disaffiliative actions. Disaligning can become an impediment to collective
sensemaking, and competitive situations are formed when the participants
introduce their preferences which are in contradiction with what has been
presented. Epistemic authority is played out and the conversation becomes
focused on whose knowledge matters. This imbalance in the relationship
regarding the epistemic authority needs to be resolved.

This chapter focuses on three different types of conversational practices which
are deployed to promote the agendas of the speaker and challenge the
propositions by some other participant. These are expressed as 1) negative
evaluations and problem statements, 2) counterproposals and position
statements, and 3) challenging questions. The analysis explains the constative
and regulative nature of these conversational practices, or speech acts, in
multiparty situations.

7.1 Negative evaluations and problem statements

As explained earlier (in Chapter 4), all utterances contain an evaluation of some
degree, even when they are seemingly neutral. This analysis concerns evalua-
tions which involve moral and social orders, systems of accountability, respon-
sibility, and causality (Jaffe, 2009). The purpose of making this type of evalua-
tion is to claim knowledge about the issue being evaluated (Pomerantz, 1984a).
It is a practice of talk that is used to present a personal opinion or a more im-
personal assessment about a state of affairs (Pomerantz, 1984a). By offering
such an assessment the speaker expresses certainty, obligation or desirability of
the proposition that is made, in a form of account. Koskinen (1999) distin-
guishes between evaluations that are done in mundane conversation and those
that are done in institutional circumstances. He maintains that in mundane con-
versation, evaluations express an opinion from a personal perspective which can
be emotionally loaded. Evaluative activities in institutional settings, on the
other hand, are designed as more disciplined, impersonal, and non-emotional
(Koskinen, 1999, p. 45). The properties of evaluations in institutional settings
are not random, but grounded in the organizational processes that provide the
foundation for the evaluation. Evaluations are used for “sorting” people and ob-
jects and other targets in terms of their fit to the expectations, standards and
norms of the institution (Koskinen, 1999, p. 44). These targets are characterized
as x or not-x, and based on that characterization, subjects of some kind of treat-
ment (Agar, 1985; Koskinen, 1999, pp. 44-45).

The analysis in this section shows how self-initiated evaluations are designed
to establish the highest degree of epistemic authority. These kinds of voluntary
claims for epistemic authority are enhanced when evaluations are made in first
position, because by offering an assessment in first position the speaker claims
primary rights to evaluate (Raymond & Heritage, 2006). By going first in
evaluating something, the opinion is put out in the open for other participants
to challenge or acknowledge (Sacks, 1992a, p. 340-347). In particular, when
assessing something that is equally accessible to all recipients, the initial
assessment provides the relevance for second assessment (Pomerantz, 1984a).
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Two types of turns of talk involving negative evaluations are explored to
demonstrate the type of trajectory they lead to. In section 7.1.1 evaluations
which are designed by using evaluative verbs and adjectives are analyzed.
Section 7.1.2 analyzes the types of evaluations which classify issues as
problematic in a more elaborate manner. These evaluative statements concern
something that has been said before in the meeting, or the document or topic
that is being discussed. These evaluations shift the attention to some
problematic issue with the ongoing topic.

7.1.1  Deterministic negative evaluation

The excerpts in this section describe the most direct and categorically designed
negative evaluations. These types of evaluations threaten the face and epistemic
authority of the one whose statement or work is being evaluated. Therefore it is
not surprising that such evaluations lead to resistance, defense and long-winded
arguing. These two excerpts are from a meeting [CLIF] in which the participants
are reviewing a document written by Philip who is the presenting architect in
this meeting. The topic of the meeting concerns a design for a CLI framework
(CLI stands for command line interface). The episode is triggered by Paul’s eval-
uation of another study which is used as a reference in Philip’s document. Paul
initiates his evaluation while Philip is in the process of guiding the audience
through the chapters of the document that the participants are looking at, either
on the screen or on their paper copy. The evaluation leads to a lengthy sequence
of claims and counterclaims between Paul and Philip.

Excerpt 1 [CLIF] Worthless1

1 lJer-> then I've tried to introduce concepts ehm (.) related to command line
2 interface and and okay,
3 Paul-> Ehm,

4 Phi [Yes]

5 Paul-> [Have]you
6 (2.0) ((pointing with hands generally to the direction of other
7 participants))

8

9

have any of you looked at that state of the art study that you are
referring to

10 [because I] | consider

11 Joh [(no I haven’t)]

12 Paul-> itasa<worthless information source>.

13 ((Thomas walks in)) (0.5)

14  Phi But [this is] somehow

15 Paul-> [(about CLI)]

16 Phi Okay if you look bit only CLI things and

17 then it’s kind of missed that subject but (.) but there are definitely

18 some useful information at least they have compared all these kinds of
19 management interfaces and [and]

20 Pau22-> [Well] they have a study study about

21 different management interfaces and frameworks very superficial and
22 they are totally concentrating on the computer interfaces. This has
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23 absolutely nothing to do with CLI interfaces and standardization of
24 CLI concepts CLI implementation of CLI (0.3) NOthing

25  Phi [aa-a]

26 Pau3-> [it’s] worthless

27  Phi And with CLI you are assuming only interactive work or also

28 scripting which would mean then (.) computer interface.

29 Pau4-> Well computer interface (.) ((clearing throat)) on top of CLI is

30 basically the script. and of course you can you can build let’s say

31 SNMP interface or SOAP interface WBEM interface or any-any kind
32 of network or network element management standard interface but hh
33 it has no more anything to do with CLI (0.5) it is about object

34 modeling, (1.0) and (.) utilization of protocols and so on.

35 (1.0)

36 Phi 0O-okay so it’s about this state of the art study but ehm-

37 Pau5-> ldon’tunderstand how how they have accepted this kind of study
38 because

39 ((Moritz walks in))

40 ()

41 it has obviously been made by some-somebody

42 who hasn’t really understood the problem or [concept.]

43  Phi [Or]

A4 or probably maybe it was not enough precisely stated or-or they have
45 not [clear requirements] or-or

A6 Pau6-> [(I-l don't (-) it] ((shaking his head))

47 ()

48 Mar [(like in) this]

The episode is initiated when Paul interrupts Philip, using a minimal token
ehm (line 3) which indicates that he wants a turn. Ehm also projects that there
is something problematic coming up, which is also signaled by the long pause
(line 6) before he goes on after having been granted the floor by Philip (line 4).
Paul then sets his topical agenda by drawing attention to a particular detail in a
document that is being reviewed in this meeting by his pre-expansion question
(lines 5-9). The question formulation as such seems neutral and thus it works as
a seemingly open invitation to share opinions on another study which is used as
a reference in the document that is being reviewed in this meeting. John, for
instance, seems to take Paul’s question as a genuine one because he immediately
responds to this question (line 11). Paul, however, continues directly, in overlap
with John, to make a direct negative evaluation (starting in line 12 and
continuing in line 15), pointing out that in his opinion the reference is worthless.
At this phase it becomes evident that Paul’s initial question was designed merely
as a preface to establish and to soften the context for the evaluation to follow.
As Paul evaluates Philip’s primary domain of knowledge, he creates relevance
for second assessment by Philip. Philip acknowledges this and prefaces his next
turn with a responsive okay which signals understanding of Paul’s prior
criticism (line 16). However, he continues with a disagreement by qualifying
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that criticism (cf. Pomerantz, 1984a, p. 75) as defensive reasoning for his
position (lines 16-19) which is upgraded (definitely). Paul responds by making
his second evaluation (line 20), starting with well, and he also upgrades his
opinion with overstaters (totally, absolutely, in Watts, 2003, p. 184). Philip tries
to intervene (line 25) but Paul’s third evaluation (line 26, it’s worthless) further
upgrades the epistemic strength of his previous assessment. Philip also
continues in defensive mode (line 27) by downgrading Paul’s evaluation and by
formulating both Paul’s definition for CLI and complementing it with his own
in a factual manner.

Until this phase in the sequence, Paul has kept repeating evaluative statements
without much factual reasoning. In his fourth turn (line 29 onwards), he labels
Philip’s interpretation of computer interface as common knowledge (of course)
and then rejects its validity in the scope of the current with upgraded certainty
and repeats his evaluation once more. Philip’s response (line 36) is marked with
preferred agreement and hesitation (0-okay) but it is followed by a transition to
defensive disagreement (Pomerantz, 1984; Sacks, 1987) signaled by the contrast
conjunction but.

Paul’s 5th strong evaluation (line 37) draws explicitly on the asymmetry on
who is entitled to claim knowledge, and who is not. He uses understand as an
evaluative verb, not as a sensemaking verb. By making reference to an absent
3rd party (they) Paul externalizes the responsibility of the deficiencies in the
study that is being criticized. This makes the evaluation somewhat less hostile
and not a personal criticism towards the presenting architect Philip, as it is a
more indirect complaint about absent party (Jefferson, 1984b). He uses a strong
commitment by intensifying his high epistemic stance with obviously (Watts,
2003, p. 184). He produces that by downgrading the epistemic strength of
Philip’s evaluation. This type of contrastive second assessment is typically used
to claim knowledge about the topic which is being critically assessed
(Pomerantz, 1984a).

All through the sequence, Paul positions himself as having the primary rights
to evaluate the study which is mentioned as a useful reference in the primary
document under discussion in this meeting. Paul’s evaluations make a second
assessment (Pomerantz, 1984a) conditionally relevant, and since there is no
uptake by anyone else, Philip as the presenting architect is made accountable
for a response. The sequence overall has become distinctly combative at this
stage, and there is no or minimal mitigation of disagreement. This extended
exchange has developed into a duel between Paul and Philip, and Philip is put
in defensive mode while Paul keeps reinforcing his evaluation by repeating
claims it is worthless and it has nothing to do with CLI almost word by word
(bolded). The two points of view are pushed vehemently until Marco, the
chairperson attempts to intervene. Other participants refrain from commenting
and there is no sign that collective sensemaking would have been reached.

The episode above is followed by a short insertion sequence which is excluded
from here. Philip then resumes to the topic of the external reference over which
they have argued in Excerpt 1 and which they now refer to as “that study” in
Excerpt 2 (CLIF, Worthless2). The relevance of this study has been the main
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point of disagreement. Philip as the presenting architect actively renews his
epistemic stance and pursues the topic further. By taking the topic up again, he
shows that the issue has not been resolved yet. Paul, on the other hand,
continues to recycle strong, polar and non-hedged arguments by simply
repeating it is not CLI as justification. The arguments by both parties become
more pronounced.

Excerpt 2 [CLIF] Worthless2

1 Phi-> That study was okay the study was basically meant to find out what
2 would be the-the technology for the command line interfaces and,
3 Pau7-> Yeah but(h) (ha-ha) it-it really has it really has nothing to do with
4 comman-command line interfaces
5 Mar Is it are you discussing now about the study o:r let’s say (.) he
6 ((pointing at Philip)) he’s saying that he found the (study) valuable
7 Pau8-> Itcannotbe it cannot be valuable if you if you are doing study on
8 CLI. It is worthless.
9 (2.0)

10 Mar So (.) he says it has nothing to do with CLI. ((looking at Philip))

11 Pau9-> The study has nothing to do with CLI.

12 Mar Philip.=

13 Phi =0kay so it’s bigger than CLI and | just say there are some parts

14 which a:re (1.0) which are useful.

15 Pau 10-> It contains one chapter concerning CLI and it also has one paragraph

16 Phi concerning concerning shell-based interface where it says something

17 like ehm UNIX shell interface is probably state of state of the art CLI

18 (.) ha-ha-ha

19 ((common laughter))

20 Phi OkTay I can it's okay so no problem

21 [ha-hal]

22  Mar==> [l you] CAN maybe | propose that you tune down=

23 Phi =Yeah ((laughs)) good.

24 Ppau11-> ! wouldn’t accept that as a reference it is it cannot be used as a

25 reference because it is worthless.

26 (1.5)

27  Phi Okay | think | can keep it among (.) references

28 but | will okay [reduce its importance]

29  Joh [then say that] there is one sentence which

30 [is (-)]

31 Mar [Play it] down=

32 Phi =Yeah.

33 (5.0)

By taking the topic up again (in lines 1-3) Philip attempts to claim primary
rights for himself to assess the value of the study which has been criticized.
Paul’s yeah but (evaluation turn #7, lines 3-4) is uttered with laughter, which as
such ridicules what Philip is saying. Marco joins in and tries to formulate the
status of the discussion and Philip’s description of the study as valuable (line 6).
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Paul declines this in lines 7-8, using a complete contrast worthless. This is
followed by a longer break (line 9) after which Marco (line 10) formulates the
gist of Paul’s opinion about the study as having nothing to do with CLI and
expects Philip to respond. Paul reiterates this word by word again in his
evaluation (gth evaluation, line 11) before Philip responds, thereby enforcing his
opinion. Marco makes Philip accountable by requesting explicitly his response
(line 12). Philip does not reject Paul’s claim directly but uses a qualifier just
(line 13) to indicate the maximal property or intention for what is described in
the document (Drew, 1992). In his 10th evaluative turn (begins in line 15), Paul
finally applies another strategy and expresses yet another counterargument by
quoting directly the study that is being discussed. This is meant as an ironic
statement (Paul himself is smiling while saying it), and it is assumed to be
obvious to all technical experts that the technological substance is outdated. By
this change of footing (Goffman, 1981) Paul evokes taken-for-granted
commonly shared knowledge of the participants and undermines the value of
the original statement and even ridicules it. He succeeds in using the familiar
cues in a way which triggers common laughter. This sort of irony is close to a
type of idiomatic expression that typically appears in situations where the
speaker does not get support for a complaint that is being attempted, and the
figurative quality given to the expression makes it more difficult to challenge
(Drew & Holt, 1989, in Potter, 1996, pp. 63-64). Paul’s statement is also
recipient-designed for the purpose of making common sense. This puts Philip’s
expertise into jeopardy and to save his face he has to accept this - and laugh
together with the rest of the team. Marco (in line 22) makes a suggestion to
resolve the conflict and Philip accepts this. Paul, however, still refuses to
relinquish (I wouldn’t accept that as reference) and provides a dispreferred
expansion-relevant turn (Schegloff, 2007a). Philip produces a preferred
sequence-closing turn (Schegloff, 2007a) by which he commits to the change
although somewhat submissively.

The two extended excerpts above form an episode which is quite a unique in
terms of the strength, directness and length of the negative evaluations in the
material of this study overall. They also portray most distinct resistance and
conflict. The episodes reveal quite typical signs of aggravated dispute
(Kangasharju, 2009) which is signaled by the recycled arguments and pejorative
assessments such like the ones Paul is using: he keeps repeating evaluations it
is worthless and it has nothing to do with CLI several times throughout these
sequences. These are a resource for enforcing the effect of his argument.

It is interesting to consider this kind of disagreement sequence, with distinctly
opposing opinions, from sensemaking point of view. Paul expresses his opinions
without any hesitation, doubt or ambiguity. He practically rejects the claims
made by Philip and even ridicules the writers of the referenced study about
which they argue. They both need to maintain their point of view which could
ideally lead to overall accumulation of common sense. However, in this case
both parties refuse to give in and other participants in the meeting refrain from
commenting or from taking sides which is typical of disputes in multiparty
situation (Rovio-Johansson, 2007). It is therefore more likely that collective
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sensemaking is hampered rather than supported by this kind of oppositional
setting, and the atmosphere is certainly not collaborative. The episode
demonstrates that strong counterarguments can block the sharing of ideas and
leads to prolonged negotiations before any conclusion reached. The end result
is a compromise which means that the two arguing parties agree on the outcome
but not necessarily personally with the content.

One could also think that these kinds of blunt and direct negative evaluations
are possible because the actual document which is being criticized is not owned
by anyone in this team but it has been written in another department of the
company. Therefore the evaluation does not pose a direct threat to the face of
anyone present in this meeting. Additionally, Paul is claiming epistemic rights
to evaluate something for which all participants had equal epistemic access,
because everyone in the meeting basically had an opportunity to read the
document prior to the meeting. No one else takes a stand, however, and Philip,
being the one who has chosen to refer to this document, is now responsible for
defending his case. The episode also has an overall interactional effect on this
particular meeting: the episode is from the very beginning of the meeting, and
it seems to create a more contentious atmosphere for the meeting overall
compared to the other recorded meetings in this study.

7.1.2 Evaluative problem statements

Another way of taking an evaluative stance is to define a particular issue or topic
as problematic. This section explores the sequences which are initiated by some
sort of explicit problem statement which points to a shortcoming in the technical
solution or its effects on the organization and usability of the product. To prob-
lematize is a way to claim centrality to the topic, and to claim epistemic primacy
to make such an evaluation.

In Excerpt 3 (CLIF, UlAdapter1), Paul points out a problem in a figure in
which some of the basic concepts are described. He self-selects to produce an
elaborate factual and matter-of-fact description of a problem that he sees in the
way the concepts are used. Actually the excerpt consists of two sequences. The
first sequence is a flow of counterarguments between Paul and Philip, and a
transition happens in line 27 where Moritz steps in and opposing arguments
continue between him and Paul.

Excerpt 3 [CLIF] UlAdapter1

Pau Can you can you return to the figure where you discuss the basic
concepts.

Phi Uhu. ((searches the figure and then looks at Paul))
(7.0)

Pau->  There ((clears throat)) there’s one one pro:blem basically. (1.0) Ehm
typically CLI is utilized by by scripts so that (.) hhh there’s no Ul
adapter of any kind in that or there’s no (.) other type of scripts than

such that are ehm transferred >whether or not they are local or
remote< they are transferred (.) from @anywhere@ to a target system

O 00 N O U1 b W N -

and they are executed in the context of the target system and they (.)

=
o
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they directly interact with the CLI interface and there’s-there’s no Ul
adapter of any kind and that that that kind of Ul adapter is related to
ehm some kind of upper level management concept in which the CLI

is hidden (.) by some kind of management model or interface protocol.
Yeah-yes | got this comment from you but here the point is that
((clearing throat)) just to to enable this future unified (.) user interface
whatever it means so i-idea here would be that we don’t try to to

choose any technology which is (.) which is different than our most
natural and native UNIX command line interface. And one day when
when somebody comes up with something which we should follow on
kind of unified level then we have to adapt just to adapt to this (.)
choice.
But the adaptation as far as | can understand does not does not go
like that that you have some kind of external script but in that case you
are adapting also in network element ((Moritz raises his hand and
looks at Paul)) when you access the uniform interface via local scripts.
It’s not true what you are saying ((looking at Paul)) for example take
hhh perhaps one is the best example of ehm ehm scripting CLI
interface like ((commercial provider of networking systems)) 10s so
(.) Twe Tdon’t Tknow how basically what we can see is kind of user
interface adapter we don’t know what is inside [because]

[But (you can)]
we have the same adapters for we don't know what (-) for different
part but for them we can have scripts that manage | don’t know [(-)]
Yeah [but] script is not external
It's extTgrnaI
Script is executed in the network
element [(--)]

[Ehm] It’s external to network element.
Well it’s external to the network £element£ but but like any script it is
executed in the network element it is discussing with the CLI interface
interface provided by the network element. So it is executed there if it
is executed somehow externally then then you have some kind of
network management protocol
[OkTay]
[Does it] does it help if we mark this Ul adapters as let’s say optional
only if needed.
I think it’s an Tessence of proposal
[that] Ul adapter
[Yes so]
is kind of another level of abstraction.
()
But like it is=
=Yeah=
=not it’s not there let’s say in most of the cases it’s not there unless
there is really something to adapt to
Exactly so unless there is something (.) some syntax which we don’t

support | don't know then we have to adapt to it by by for example this
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Once Paul is granted the floor he describes the problem at length (lines 5-14).
He claims epistemic primacy in this domain of knowledge by providing factual
reasoning in an authoritative manner without any signs of hesitation and by us-
ing polar case formulations. His accounts are given as externalized facts. Philip
indicates that what Paul is saying is familiar information to him (Komter, 2001)
by repeating his acknowledgement (yeah-yes, line 15), and Paul is violating the
norm that one should not say what is already known to the recipient (Stivers et
al., 2011). Philip proceeds to provide a counter to Paul’s statement. Paul makes
another counter-argument, with slightly downgraded certainty in line 23 (as far
as I understand), i.e. his epistemic access.

There is a distinct interactional change in line 33 when Moritz self-selects to
disaffiliate with Paul by making an epistemic claim which bluntly rejects the ep-
istemic value of Paul’s statement. Polar counters continue between him and
Paul. Paul ridicules what Moritz is saying and shows frustration by laughing
while making factual statements (lines 40-44). The chairperson, Marco, finally
intervenes with his resolution proposal in line 46. This proposal is a first pair
part of a conversational sequence which projects agreement or disagreement as
response. He uses inclusive we, thereby creating a sense of collaborative reso-
lution. Moritz (in line 48) takes epistemic primacy to decide on the matter by
rushing to agree, despite the epistemically hedged version of agreement. The
presenting architect Philip is left out of this conversation until he attempts to
align with Marco and Moritz (line 50) and finally formulates a statement which
aligns strongly with Marco’s preceding statement, although it is designed with
hesitation (I don’t know).

This excerpt overall, and Paul’s reasoning in particular, is a prime example of
how epistemic and normative statements become intertwined and how they are
used to construct engineering issues as factual. Using fact construction
(Bolander & Sandberg, 2013; Potter, 1996,) which is based on factual
engineering knowledge and reasoning is a typical way for engineers to perceive
knowledge. From the point of view of sensemaking, however, this type of fact
construction can become interaction-wise problematic. Paul indeed provides
factual reasoning but he does not encourage other opinions but is more likely
constraining them. Moreover, there is no actual owner defined for the problem
that is identified in this excerpt (Angouri & Bargiela-Chiappini, 2011). Philip
does not receive acknowledgement for his final formulation and the issue is not
resolved during this excerpt. They have not been able to reach common
understanding and the sequence continues in Excerpt 8 (CLIF, UIAdapter2) in
section 7.3.1.

The excerpt below is another example of how evaluative problematic
statements are managed. This excerpt is again from meeting [CLIF]. The
participants have been discussing at length the meaning of the concept user
interface adapter, when Jeremy takes the floor to describe the problem from a
different perspective, i.e. that of product management.
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Excerpt 4 [CLIF] ProductMgmt

1 lJer-> Basically from product management point of view the problem
2 really is that we don’t have any clear rules or instructions how to write
3 CLls
4 Mor =But what does [it]
5 ler [and] and then okay we see the results the CLIs they
6 behave differently the syntaxes are very different, and some of them
7 may be considering (-) situations some not (.) and this is what we
8 wanted to improve that you have this kind of documentation when you
9 do CLIs you have to consider this and this then that’s it and Tthen that
10 way we can have CLIs that have the same look and feel (-) [(-)].
11  Mar [This] is
12 coming.=
13 Jer =Yes but that is the whole point I mean if then (.) or when the
14 operators want to build some systems utilizing these CLIs @that can
15 be anything@. But the problem is that if they have CLI or there is no
16 CLI framework and they get very different way it’s a lot of WORK to
17 do that kind of system.
18 Mor-> Butlthink even bigger question is who is Tuser of CLI. Because if
19 user is human ehm it’s very different if user is kind of script or
20 another application (they will) understand them differently different
21 design constrTaints

22  Mar==> May-maybe we can get Philip like present more

23 so that] the picture
24 Phi [uhu]

25  Mar comes [(-)]

26 Jer ()]

Jeremy uses self-categorization (from product management point of view) to
take explicit authorship on behalf of product management (cf. Goffman, 1979,
1981), and assesses the general state of affairs on behalf of that organization. As
a product manager, he is not a regular member in this meeting but an agenda-
based participant. This time the topic belongs to his area of responsibility in the
product management organization. Here, he brings in a new perspective to
preceding discussion around the problems of CLI syntax. He also takes the
epistemic authority to continue describing the problem (line 5), without
allowing Moritz to intervene. Marco, the chairperson, labels this comment as
irrelevant by stating that this has already been considered, as if there was also
commitment to future state of affairs. Jeremy continues to pursue his point
further (in line 13) and brings another new perspective to preceding discussion
around the problems of CLI syntax by speaking emphatically as a representative
of the end users, the operators. Moritz takes the opportunity to expand with his
candidate answer (lines 18-21), based on the different types of users, by this way
taking a wider architectural system as a user into consideration. He takes
epistemic authority to redefine the actual topic of importance. He claims higher
epistemic primacy as a member of the team of system architects and reframes
the problem (I think even a bigger question is). Marco as a chairperson then
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takes actions in line 22 to end the discussion on this topic and to proceed on the
agenda. He transfers the responsibility of the problem back to Philip who is the
owner of the topic in this meeting. However, the issue is left ambiguous in this
open-ended sequence, nullifying the immediacy of the problem.

The above episode shows how various organizational identities are played out
and used as a source of epistemic authority. Both Jeremy and Moritz pursue
their own agenda and claim epistemic primacy based on their respective roles.
The participants use category-bound resources to make accounts in terms of
their membership categories. There is no explicit disagreement as such, but
other opinions are not acknowledged either except in Philip’s short uhu (line 23)
towards the end of the sequence. However, the example shows how the
contributions, especially by secondary (optional) participants, can become
isolated and there is no active uptake by anyone. Here Marco as a chairperson
takes the role-based authority to control discussion and also to define what is
relevant and what not. From sensemaking point of view, however, expectations
are presented but the common view is suppressed at this stage of the meeting
conversation, and collaborative sensemaking is not pursued.

7.2 Counterproposals and position statements

In this section it is demonstrated how various ways of making counterproposals
are used to pursue personal preferences and ideas to expresses something coun-
ter to what has been presented or discussed prior to the proposal. The counter-
proposals are produced as alternative proposals in response to something which
is regarded as unacceptable or unsatisfactory. When designed this way, they be-
come topic-opening and they need to be rejected or endorsed only after lengthy
disagreement.

Proposals refer to a variety of actions such as suggestions, requests, and
invitations to do something (Houtkoop, 1987; Maynard, 1984). They can also be
considered as types of accounts whose purpose is to resolve some problem or to
propose some action to be taken. Maynard (1984) separates proposals that
suggest a solution (e.g. How about three months, in Maynard, 1984, p. 79) from
position reports which describe a personal perspective, idea, or preference (e.g.
I think she should be placed on probation and do jail time, in Maynard, 1984, p.
82). For both it is necessary that the recipient understands the function of the
utterance, and both are designed in ways which make an acceptance or rejection
by the recipient relevant. This distinction seems particularly interesting from
sensemaking point of view. A proposal that suggests a solution is designed more
generally and therefore it leaves the floor open for elaboration and discussion
on possible solutions when the position report constrains the range of possible
responses to mere acceptance or rejection.

As proposals are attempts to determine future actions, they have the potential
to initiate decision making. In his study, Stevanovic (2012) shows how proposals
lead to joint decisions, nondecisions or unilateral decisions in a framework
which shows the moves through which proposals are steered into a decision: the
required moves are access to subject matter, agreement about it, and a
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commitment. This demonstrates that proposals alone are not yet decisions; they
work as invitations to others to approve the proposals, which then can initiate a
decision-making episode. Proposals that are blocked are implicitly rejected or
marked as non-decisions. Stevanovic (2012) describes these events in dyad
situations which are sequentially different from multiparty situations where one
cannot expect commitment by all participants. Proposal needs to be approved
by the recipient in order to become a joint decision. Therefore proposals are also
different from simple information sharing in which case a decision has already
been made.

AsmuB & Oshima (2012) distinguish between actions that are proposed to be
taken in the meeting, and actions that are proposed to be taken later outside the
scope of the meeting. They demonstrate how the participants actively negotiate
one another’s entitlement to make proposals. The entitlements relate to their
institutional roles but the hierarchical roles (CEO vs. HR Manager of the
company) can also be rendered neutral. The different linguistic forms in which
proposals or requests are designed mark different entitlements: negative
interrogatives mark the speaker’s strong entitlement, while positive
interrogative or pure statements mark low entitlement (AsmuB, 2007; AsmuB &
Oshima, 2012). They claim that participants may choose to align and/or
disaffiliate with the terms of entitlement while at the same time disaligning
and/or disaffiliating with the actual proposal, or vice versa (AsmuB & Oshima,
2012: 69).

This section explores proposals as epistemically authoritative actions because
by self-selecting to propose something the speaker goes first and claims higher
rights to define what the state of affairs should look like. The kinds of proposals
that are explored here are designed to point out a problem, and the given
proposal thus expresses a solution. There is thus a negative undertone which
may explain the resistance by their receivers.

Excerpt 5 (CLIF, Remote4) below is an example of alternative proposals which
are produced collaboratively by several participants. The example is again from
meeting [CLIF] and the discussion concerns the concept of remote CLI. Paul has
questioned the overall relevance of this concept already earlier in the meeting,
and he begins this sequence by suggesting that the concept is removed from the
document completely. The excerpt includes suggestions by several parties.
However, the various suggestions create completely different trajectories.

Excerpt 5 [CLIF] Remote4

1 Pau->1 Yeahlstill ((clears throat)) I still suggest that you completely

2 remove this concept of remote CLI because it is a misunderstanding
3 and it is out of the scope of this document.

4 Phi It’s just an explanation of how we how we unify with unified

5 interface once it

6 (.)

7 Mar->2 Butdescribe itin [(two or three)]

8 Pau [But it] has nothing to do with CLI

9 Joh Yeah but if you want to des[cribe it]
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Phi
Joh ->3a

Pau
Joh ->3b

Pau

Joh
Pau
Joh

Pau

Phi

Pau

Phi

Pau

Phi

Pau

Phi
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Just put the Ul adapter like like here in out of the shell so it uses the
shell ((pointing to a picture on own print copy of the presentation
material))

[Yeah]
then [you] can say the user uses the adapter which uses the shell
which uses the command (.) [then]

[Yeah.] in this case the user can be
replaced by computer program be it script or whatever. it is (.) it is
th(h)at(h) what(h) situation what we have.

But from the CLI point of view it’s quite the same who uses it

Yeah

from system point of view it’s a different use case but

And and from the management point of view it is important to

recognize that if if the scripts (.) are accessing the CLI commands, if

the scripts belong to the software delivery software build the same

software build as as the CLI command it can acces then they are

always up to date ehm with the command versions that they access

()=

=Yeah=

=But if they are brought from somewhere else let’s say from

((proprietary product for network management)) or something like

that or from our testers then it is beneficial that the version of the CLI

is somehow indicated and managed in this interface so that if some

external thing is accessing CLI and it drops the shell script into our

box and starts talking with the CLI commands then it should be

somehow synchronized with the [version] of the CLI and so on.
[°Yeah?] ((nodding))

this is probably something that should be (discussed) but this is also

out of the scope of remote CLI it’s just a computer program that

accesses CLI and this computer program can be implemented by Tus

or by anyone else.

(3.5)

Okay.

(1.5)

If it is only implemented by Tus there is no versioning problem, if it is

defined by anyone else, there is a versioning need.

(3.0)

Okay so | will then put it somewhere else=

In his first turn (lines 1-3), Paul proposes that the concept is removed and
argues his point by voicing a highly evaluative stance which rejects the
description produced by Philip. The adverb still expresses that he is coming back
to an issue that he has proposed already before. Philip defends himself by
providing an account including a minimal condition (it’s just an example) as
reason for keeping the concept in the document. Marco then intervenes (line 77)
with an alternative proposal in directive form. His suggestion, however, is
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overtly and strongly rejected by Paul (line 8), in direct overlap. John picks up
on Marco’s proposal and shows affiliation although he at the same time
conditionally modifies it. Philip accepts this proposal end explains in overlap
how he plans to describe the concept. John (line 11) continues to explain his
proposal in more detail, as a collaborative act, and Paul acknowledges this in
overlap. Paul and John continue to complement each other’s understandings.
Paul (line 17, yeah in this case...) takes epistemic authority to define what is
important and relevant. John continues Paul’s statement with CLI point of view
and system point of view, and Paul collaboratively affiliates with his line of
reasoning by producing further explanations, using the same wording (point of
view). This becomes a rhetorical strategy by which the argument is strengthened
and common sense is enforced. This is a way of forming an alliance collective
production of counter-arguments which are not exactly oppositional
(Kangasharju 2002, p. 1448) but these participants begin to support the point
of view of one of the participants. In this case they do not do it solely to form an
oppositional alliance but to enforce the way of understanding the issue at hand,
and Philip is pressed to align with their view.

Paul continues with a post-expansion (lines 30-36 and 38-41) to reiterate his
individual judgment and to authenticate the agreement for which Philip keeps
providing minimal acknowledgements. The long pauses leave room for Paul
continue establishing his epistemic authority until Philip reinforces his
agreement by explaining the concrete actions he will take.

From sensemaking point of view, this sequence continues the discussion on
the meaning of remote CLI, a concept that has been made topical throughout
this meeting. From decision-making point of view, this is a discussion on
whether the concept of remote CLI is valid or not in the context of this
document. It becomes a matter of whose epistemic stance counts. The duel
between Paul and Philip is transformed into various accounts provided by John
and Paul, which to some degree increases the sense of common understanding.
However, the conclusion remains somewhat ambiguous. In this way, it is left up
to the author of the document and presenter to make final conclusions, and
Philip makes a decision on his own after the meeting to separate the point into
an appendix (as he says in line 48: I will then put it somewhere else). The
chairperson Marco stays out of this discussion after his proposal (line 7) is
rejected.

As a summary, the sequence starts out as conflictual because Paul exercises
high epistemic authority to define what is important and relevant and at the
same time makes a highly negative evaluation which is a threat to Philip’s face.
There is resistance towards Paul’s statements because he focuses on the negative
evaluation whereas John comes up with a solution; the proposal by John is
oriented to in an affiliative manner and it leads to collaborative reasoning and
resolution although John basically aligns with Paul that the definition needs to
be modified. However, the position statements are produced in alliance by
several participants, which increases their epistemic strength, and therefore
Philip needs to give in.
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Excerpt 6 (ErrMsg, DifferentOpinion) below describes a position statement
which is formulated in a more positive tone when compared to the previous one.
Here, Paul is describing the format of error logs when Moritz asks for a turn and
reiterates his earlier stance that it should be mandatory to include both a
number and a textual description to error codes. The participants are building
factual and epistemic grounds by membership category entitlement and
experiential witnessing, etc. (Frankel, 1989, in Edwards, 2007). By this way they
resort to epistemic primacy and access. Paul and Moritz both use various
membership categories to argue their stance based on epistemic primacy and
access.

Excerpt 6 [ErrMsg] DifferentOpinion

1 Pau this is ((refers to the slide which is displayed)) what an application
2 will write to the log here’s the error code and the text and the first part
3 of it contains the error text re-retrieved from from the error code
4 definition file or it can be retrieved from there
5 Mor-> ehm ((hand up)) basically if okay as we agreed <it should be
6 required not recommended> and in my opinion it would be nice to
7 provide some facilities which would make developer life easier
8 because if you will ask every developer to record this error description
9 text manually ££ we will make (subtle) [difference]
10 Pau [it's included]
11 Pau it's included there
12 Mor okay
13 Pau-> but Thomas said that it might be an overkill he had a different
14 opinion than you ££
15 (5.0)
16 Mor I just (2.0) remember my experience with logs from (.) at the (--)
17 operating systems where error code were recorded as numbers you
18 have to remember something like few thousand software or you
19 should have printed manuals around you just to understand what’s
20 really happened

Above, Moritz produces a position report and continues with an indirectly
formulated solution that he would want some mechanism which would make it
simpler for the developers to implement error codes (lines 5-9). Paul responds
by saying that what Moritz wants has already been changed in the document,
and Moritz accepts this. In a way, there is a decision embedded in Paul’s
response (lines 10 and 11), and it is acknowledged by Moritz. Paul then
continues, changes his footing, and builds a contrast between the position that
Moritz has taken and that of another architect Thomas, who is not present in
this particular meeting. In this way he signals that the stance presented by
Moritz is not the only valid one, and the identity of Thomas is made relevant
(although not consequential). By this way he gives credit to another party and
makes himself an animator of this epistemic stance (Goffman, 1979, 1981). This
way of attributing knowledge to someone else is also close to what Huttunen
(2010) calls “tactical tagging”, the references used (about the rest of the
organization or persons not participating in the meetings) by the participants in
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meetings to solve the problematic situations. Here, however, the tagging is used
to build contrast and by doing so gain epistemic authority, and not primarily to
create common sense and understanding. Moritz continues to argue his point
based on his personal experience, by this way attempts to enhance his epistemic
primacy (lines 16-20).

To summarize, the issue is resolved during the sequence interaction-wise, but
organization-wise from sensemaking point of view, the outcome remains
ambiguous: plausibility is expressed over accuracy, and it remains unclear
whether both views can be explained in the same document. Discussion on this
topic does not seem to lead anywhere, i.e. the different opinions are not
explicitly resolved and no actions are taken regarding the effects of it to the
contents of the document. This may be due to the fact that Thomas is not present
to defend his point and no one else sees the need to press this point further. The
episode ends here and Paul moves on to next topic.

Another example in which experience and professional role are used to argue
a point of view is explored in Excerpt 7 (EIA, SeparateMilestone1) below.
Professional roles and identities are important for establishing epistemic
authority in professional settings. The excerpt is from the meeting in which the
timing (milestone) of announcing SW changes of External Interface [EIA] can
be declared. The sequence starts as epistemic primacy is pursued by Paul’s self-
initiated proposal which opens up a new topic. The suggestion is not
immediately accepted which leads to lengthy accounts. Here Goffman’s (1979,
1981) concept of footing is useful: by referring to his colleagues (and including
himself) as experts, Paul claims authority as an animator. Jeffrey, on the other
hand, refers to business reasons and claims authorship on the basis of his role
as a program manager. Furthermore, Marco also refers to his dilemma as having
a dual role in the process of accepting the description which is being presented
here.

Excerpt 7 [EIA] SeparateMilestone1

1 Pau May I give a correction proposal
2 Jef Yes
3  Pau-> Would it be more appropriate to state the specific milestone instead
4 of M1 after which you need to use the change request.
5 Jef It is basically defined by our process at the moment but of course we
6 can make an exception here in external interface change if we want in
7 [this]
8 Pau [because]
9 Jef external interfaces approved milestone.
10 Pau-> Asall these £most of th(h)ese experts£ told to you ehm we don’t
11 have the interfaces declared at M1 it is a fact.
12 Jef Yes but but the business reason why why after M1 those change
13 requests should be used because those product items are frozed in in
14 M1 milestone
15 Mar but [actually]
16  Jef [and] then the external interface changes are approved also at that
17 point of time
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18 Mar Jeffrey we had it here we had the milestone El F-

19 Hel External int[erfaces freezed]

20 Mar [External interfaces] freezed which is after M1 after that

21 you start using change requests

22 Jef But basically if if you change (.) ehm okay when the product item

23 with the external interfaces changes are approved at M1 and frozen at
24 M1 then if something changes for example that also affects product
25 items (.) also

26 Mar But there is a fact although | have seen this material before but

27 Jef Uhu

28 Mar but the fact which is here like only (.) one to maximum two months
29 after M1 then we have the design at the level that we can say that this
30 is our interfaces. So the-this ehm El milestone ((pointing at slide)) is if
31 you want to be on the safe side it’s two months after M1 (.) and I think
32 that’s the natural place from after which to: (.) ehm to do the change
33 request process

34 Hel [How]

35 Mar [because] we don't have them at M1 ready that’s the problem

Paul produces a hybrid question to request for a floor. He then makes a
suggestion for a specific milestone to be defined. The proposal is formulated as
a yes/no question for which an agreement would be the preferred response.
However, Jeffrey rejects this by saying that it has been defined on higher level
but he is willing to affiliate. Paul pursues his point by making reference to
architects as an expert group and designs his argument as a position statement
on behalf of these experts. Jeffrey as a presenter in this specific meeting is not
however an architect but a program manager. In this role he is responsible for
agreeing on milestones with the company-internal customers, and therefore his
reference to business reasons is category-bound. Also, Paul characterizes his
arguments as epistemic facts, a characterization carried further by Marco.
Engineers tend to treat problems as something that can be scientifically and
objectively justified. They declare their stance as scientific or pragmatic facts.

After being rejected, Paul takes another approach (line 10) and uses category-
bound resources (experts’ experience) to justify his claim. Marco aligns himself
through several turns with Paul. He picks up the same term fact as a means to
rationalize and argue his position by reference to his experience-based
epistemic authority. Marco also makes explicit reference to his dual role in the
meeting (line 26). He introduced the topic in the beginning of the meeting by
saying that the purpose was to share the information with the AT team
members, about this topic on which a decision had been made in the product
management meeting a day before. Both Marco and the presenter Jeffrey had
participated in that meeting. Thus Marco identifies himself with the product
management team in which the decision was made, but at the same time he
should have been the representative of the architects’ opinions. Now, he is in a
difficult situation when he has to shift his opinions and identification from that
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of a manager in the PDB to that of a manager who is attentive to his team
members. This becomes visible in the way he begins to affiliate with Paul.

From sensemaking perspective, Excerpt 7 above exhibits a conflict between
action and expectation. Organizational events are framed as factual, and these
facts are argued retrospectively by implying that the way development has
proceeded before will also hold true in the future, i.e. the same organizational
constraints apply. Retrospective sensemaking is used to argue that things
cannot change in the organization: the milestone for the readiness of design
cannot be changed because it has always been that way. This is given as an
experimental factual evidential in a similar manner as engineers would use
technical engineering solutions as facts. The problem of defining a feasible time
for the milestone is still left open when the episode above ends. Discussion
continues in a more collaborative manner immediately after this sequence (see
Excerpt 14, EIA, SeparateMilestone2, in chapter 8).

7.3 Challenging questions

This section explores challenges which are designed as questions to negatively
evaluate or question the validity of what has been asserted (Pomerantz, 1984b).
Epistemologically, this practice challenges the social condition of knowledge of
the earlier turn or the topic at hand. Even when designed as an interrogative,
the primary action done by these questions is to challenge or point out a short-
coming in what has been discussed before. Despite the question form used,
these utterances express one’s own epistemic authority over the topic. Position-
wise, they are typically made in second position which means that they are re-
sponsive to the ongoing topic but at the same time reject the validity of previous
statements. Thus they align with the topic at hand but authority is taken to eval-
uate the state of affairs described in the preceding turns. The primary purpose
of questions is not to topicalize anything out of the topical agenda but rather to
challenge and shift the focus into the specifics of the ongoing topic. In this way
challenging questions become sequence-initiating actions. Thus, these se-
quences where the question sets the direction and scope for the developing topic
are not as strong as the first-position evaluations or proposals that were pre-
sented in the preceding sections.

Challenging is a way of overtly exposing a problem in what is being said or
discussed. They work as challenges toward preceding statements and expand on
the ongoing topic or on what has been said. When they are designed as
questions, it is the questioner who is in control of the turn-taking although the
floor must be given to the potential answerer (Komter, 1991, p. 177). The
questioner treats the issue as being in his or her domain of knowledge (Koshik,
2005). Therefore these kinds of questions display the knowledge of the
questioner and they set preference for agreement or acknowledgement of the
implied epistemic position.

Ford (2008) identifies three particular points in her study of women’s usage
of question forms as a practice to pursue topics in meetings. Firstly, questioning
actions served to bring the questioner, as well as other participants in multiparty
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situation, into participation. Through questioning the questioner takes an
opportunity in the subsequent turn to accept or expand upon the topic.
Secondly, questioning actions become a way to display expertise of the
questioner. Thirdly, questions were used to challenge or to indicate a problem
with what had been said before. The analysis here will show how similar
practices become treated in meetings represented predominantly by men. When
doing challenging, questions are designed as responses to extended stories or
other types of actions in prior turns (Keisanen, 2007). Such challenges can be
related to something exogenous or to something in the interaction (Koshik,
2005). Opinionated and assertive questions have an expectation for a specific
type of preferred or correct answer (Clayman & Heritage, 2002a, p. 15).

The challenges in this section represent two different topical orientations
although they have similar interactional consequences. In the first two excerpts
(8 and 9), described in section 7.3.1., the challenges concern issues that are in
the immediate context of discussion and they are thus second-position reactions
to the immediately preceding turn. This creates an immediate threat to the face
of the one whose turn is being challenged. The two excerpts described in section
7.3.2 (excerpts 10 and 11 challenge a wider context of discussion and in that way
confront the topical point in a more impersonal manner. The key for
categorizing these questions as challenging is that they are responded to as
doing such activity.

7.3.1 Immediate challenge to preceding turn or statement

The most prototypical way to challenge is to produce wh-questions. Wh-ques-
tions are questions which start with why, what, how, where, when or who (Clay-
man & Heritage 2002). The challenge is included in the question itself, and in
this way the epistemic and normative claims become intertwined.

Excerpt 8 (CLIF, UlAdapter2) below is from meeting [CLIF], and the episode
is a direct continuation of a discussion concerning the problematic nature of
concept UI Adapter in Excerpt 3, (CLIF, UlAdapter1) in section 7.1.2. Here,
Marco attempts to come up with a proposal which would satisfy everyone’s opin-
ion on how the concept of UI adapter should be presented in the architectural
figure they have been discussing. Henry quickly rejects Marco’s suggestion for
solution, making Philip and Marco accountable for a response.

Excerpt 8 [CLIF] UlAdapter2

1 Mar Maybe in the figure you can put the Ul adapter with <dashed line>
2 indicating that=
3  Hen-> =But where would we need that kind of adapter because we have only
4 this (.) single system.
5 Mor [Aaa)
6 Phi [Yeah] yes but if somebody in ((business unit))
7 level decides that we should provide for example web services
8 interface then then this would be
9 [web services]
10 Pau-> [It’s not] aCLl
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11 Phi TYes but web services are scriptable.

12 Mor Ehm-ehm-ehm I can imagine that for example our gateway customers
13 may want to have some ehm-ehm kind of ehm adapter that will adapt
14 not so native than ((the product)) tries to represent in form of let’s say
15 (.) tradition in ((another company-internal product))

16 (0.5)

17 Hen But that’s (-)

18 Phi So it’s always unified interface and since unified interface is not

19 defined unified means unified in ((company))

In Excerpt 8 above the participants engage in two overlapping issues that are
intertwined but both become challenged. Henry first challenges the proposition
that has been made earlier (by Philip and Marco) about the role of adapters, and
he motivates his question with an epistemic assessment of the current state of
affairs (we have only this single system). The question (where would we need
that kind of adapter) challenges the need for defining adapters as proposed in
the earlier turns. This effect is enhanced by the contrast marker but prior to the
question form. Henry does not select who should answer, and Moritz attempts
to comment simultaneously with the primary presenter (Philip). Philip
indicates that Henry’s interpretation is not new information to him (yeah yeah,
repeated). He then provides reasoning for his solution. Paul interrupts and
declines to engage with Philip’s reasoning in overlap. Philip continues to defend
his point with an interactionally consequential yes but (Schegloff, 2007a) in line
11. Moritz then provides another point of view with a hedged epistemic claim as
a response to Henry’s original question.

From the point of view of its grammatical form, it is worth noting that the
question form alone does not lead to Philip’s defensive mode; Henry could have
formulated his claim as a proposition, and the interactional effect would
presumably have been the same. This shows that context and mood seems to
matter. Also, it is not CLI is not enough of an argument to resolve the conflict.
The explanation given by Philip remains ambiguous, and it is unclear whether
collective sense has been reached. This is also indicated by the fact that there
remains a need to resume this topic time and again in the meeting (in Excerpt
12, CLIF, UIAdapter3).

In Excerpt 9 below (CLIF, UIAdapters), Oscar’s challenge is a direct and
immediate continuation of previous episode (see Excerpt 46, CLIF, UIlAdapter4
in section 9.4) in which Philip has been trying to conclude the discussion on UI
adapters. The excerpt is preceded by Paul’s account in which he calls the given
description of CLI and UI Adapter as recursive. Philip denies this and explains
that the purpose is to generalize the framework for potential future needs. He
tries to close the discussion on this topic by laughing and saying in humorous
tone we try to enable whatever is coming in the future (lines 2-4 repeated here).
The challenge is enhanced by oppositional alliance which is constructed by
Oscar and Paul against Philip.

Excerpt 9 [CLIF] UlAdapter5

1 Phi Aa (.) okay | would not say that this is recursive but (.) anyway here
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2 this we try to enable ehm (.) whatever is coming in the future.
3 [Ha-ha] ((common laughter))
4 Osc-> How can you enable [some]thing which
5 Mor [hhh]
6 Osc you don’t know.
7 (1.5)
8 Phi Just by putting this box here which can be
9 [(ha-ha)]
10 Pau-> [But it is] trivial you can you can implement anything on top of the
11 CLl it can be it can be a script that runs locally and it can be
12 something that adapts the network element to some other management
13 interface. But it doesn’t belong to the CLI framework
14 [it’s a management interface]
15  Phi [Okay TFINE so]
16 you are saying it’s more than CLI
17 I’m [just saying that]
18 Mar ==> [I-=1-1]  even suggest the Ul adapter the color can be
19 different so it’s to isolate them that it is not like you port we CLI
20 (problem) it’s something on top of for other purposes
21 Pau Yeah
22 Phi Yeah
23  Pau It’s out of the scope of this document.

The evaluative question by Oscar comes immediately after that statement and
ignores the humorous tone at the end of the preceding sequence. He sounds
serious when he challenges the relevance of the proposal, running counter to the
proposition about the future. The question type that is used here (how can you)
is almost accusing in nature (cf. Koshik, 2003) although it is less aggressive than
if a past tense (how could you) had been used (Clayman & Heritage, 2002b).
Philip defends his claim but continues to use the humorous tone. Paul joins in
oppositional alliance with Oscar, adding his unhedged evaluation which runs
counter to Philip’s defense. He also ignores Philip’s humorous tone and makes
his statement in a very matter-of-fact manner. Here Philip’s affective stance also
changes when he uses louder voice and higher pitch to defend his opinion (in
lines 15 and 17). The humorous tone in which he has attempted to conclude this
topic has failed (here and in Excerpt 46, UlAdapter4, preceding this sequence).
Marco makes a decision proposal as an attempt to resolve the conflict by making
a decision formulation to conclude the topic. This is accepted first by Paul, then
also by Philip. Paul then takes the last word to close the sequence. He uses
externalized facts for reasoning. As for collective sense, a resolution is found but
it does not happen in a very collaborative manner but rather through
maintaining an individualistic epistemic stance.

Overall, questions of the type presented in this section disrupt the consensus
that might be otherwise forming. Therefore the question is a way to seize the
moment and make the recipient accountable for the sensemaking.
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7.3.2 Topicalizing challenge as a question

Topical challenges are similar to the challenging questions of the previous sec-
tion by virtue of being typically designed as questions, and by doing so they cast
doubt on the topic at hand. However, compared to the challenging questions
discussed in the previous section, which were immediate and quick reactions to
what had been said in the preceding turn, the topical questions are formulated
by the questioner to challenge the topical issue in a wider context than just the
preceding turn. Therefore they exhibit more specifically the epistemic under-
standing of the questioner.

The excerpt below is a direct continuation of Excerpt 22 (EIA, Challenging)
and continues the discussion on the problem of having the two program
milestones so close to one another. The discussion concerns the timing of a
certain program milestone so early. It is an episode during which multiple
participants claim epistemic authority. However, the actual challenging
question is prefaced by Moritz himself when he requests a turn and explicitly
prefaces his question as challenging (lines 1-2). In that respect, this approach is
similar to challenging wh-questions but this challenge opens a new topic or
perspective in a more elaborate manner.

Excerpt 10 [EIA] Counterarguments

1 Mor==> |would like to ask or perhaps challenge ehm placing this milestone
2 close to M1. So what is the purpose of documenting change of
3 external interface as | understood basically it’s not allowed do not
4 allow breakage in customer application. (.) But=
5 Jef =((product))(customer)
6 Mor customer by our process=
7 Jef =users
8 Mor is not going to use our system at M1 milestone or it will not be
9 delivered to customers at that stage so it makes no sense in my
10 opinion to have this kind of external interface defined milestone
11 placed close to M1. In reality it’s it's much closer to module testing
12 [ready.]
13 Jef [1]-it was quite close M1 in ((program name)).
14 (.)
15 Mar [but actually]
16 Jef [like] I said in ((project)) we can when we are defining that milestone
17 schedule we need to know what are the changes that are expected
18 expected in that milestone
19 Mar-> Ther-there are also two counterarguments to to what you said So
20 you ((gazing at Moritz)) took you took you took the view of the (.)
21 ((product)) users and and you are absolutely right at which what is
22 the latest point in time when we can freeze our interfaces before they
23 start using it
24 ()
25 [but]
26 Pet [also] internal ones
27 Mar And yes this is one this is one like also these interfaces are used
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28 internally ehm by other let’s say other subdomains in our system so
29 let’s say if m+m interfaces the new interfaces is defined okay if they
30 say this is this one in TimesTen and they start to make assumptions

31 ((looking and pointing at Thomas)) and to use them in the load

32 balancers and then then in the middle of the process they change them
33 so then these guys ((pointing at Thomas)) have to rework so internally
34 we are we will be using the interfaces much sooner the second

35 argument also countering in favor of bringing it this close to M1 is

36 that before you implement you are supposed to design and the first
37 thing in the design is to design the interfaces (.) [and] then implement
38 them

Moritz takes the first position and makes a preliminary which overtly projects
his question to be meant as a challenge although it is designed in a mitigated
form. Without pausing to be granted the floor, he produces a post-question
expansion as reasoning for the problem. Marco directly reserves the epistemic
right to define at least two claims that are counters to the problem indicated by
Moritz although he first affiliates positively with the point of view regarding the
user needs. Marco takes the authority to formulate Moritz’s version of the state
of affairs and frames it as reflecting the membership category of end users.
Marco’s turn is designed in a way which might imply that he was prepared for
this challenge. Peter takes the opportunity to chip in that company-internal
customers (internal users) are just as important as end customers, which Marco
immediately accepts and formulates as being his second argument. It is Marco
who by his accounts gives sense to the necessity of keeping the timing of the
milestone as it has been described.

In the episode below (Excerpt 11, CLIF, Confusing) the participants are
discussing the conceptual categorization which is used in the document. The
tone of the question projects a problem and the description of concepts are
evaluated negatively as being confusing, which has similarities to the excerpt
presented in the previous chapter. However, the episode is constructed in a way
which displays effort towards collective sensemaking. Oscar takes more effort to
explain his evaluation and also the responsibility to propose an alternative
solution. The sequence-initiating question has led to expansion by several
participants, and epistemic authority and sensemaking are negotiated together
among five of the participants.

The episode begins when Oscar, another architect, takes epistemic authority
to assess the conceptual classification used in the document (as bullet points) as
confusing. In the end, he makes an effort to create common sense by giving an
alternative proposal which he explains in a factual manner. Oscar thus
continues on-topic talk but goes first in assessing a specific detail in the
document. He finds the classification of the terms confusing. Paul and Thomas
affiliate and their negative evaluation is designed in collaboration. However,
Oscar continues to reason his position in more detail and proposes an
alternative solution.

Excerpt 11 [CLIF] Confusing
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1 Osc-> [First] first bullet in this case is it the same thing as node-local CLI
2 Phi Ehm
3  Pau-> Yeah ((nodding))
4 Phi [but it can be]
5 Tho-> [(I don't” know)] actually how do you understand these things
6 Phi Yeah
7 Tho [(it’s a matter of)]
8 Osc-> [Anyway] this was very confusing | was not able to fully
9 follow the idea of these concepts so I think that it would be better if
10 you clearly separate the node-local CLI and cluster-local CLI here and
11 not have this kind of mixed thing so | would propose that in the node
12 local CLI just remove the other node there so the user gets gets logged
13 in one node and executes commands locally in that node and in
14 cluster-local CLI it is actually the second bullet which is the idea
15 Phi Yeah but=
16 Osc =You execute something in one node which might might
17 communicate with with the service agent in some other node
18 ()
19 Phi Yeah okay but in our physical (.) configuration it’s so that user
20 cannot login from from outside to [(-) node]
21 Osc [But that’s] that’s actually not relevant here=
22 Phi =Ahhah=
23  Osc when you are creating a script so it’s out of the scope of CLI so the
24 user somehow gets logged into the [node]
25 Phi [Okay] good good
26 Mar==> S0 we remove the second box,
27 Mor-> Butisit better to differentiate simply by (-) object of this operations or
28 by object of this command is it local on the same node or is it
29 somewhere else and | think this | don’t know why we need to
30 differentiate but this provides more than enough ehm
31 (1.0
32 Tho [Actually]
33  Phi [Maybe] | don’t have to differentiate [at all]

By using a question Oscar first claims not to be knowing and therefore appears
to be seeking to confirm his understanding. The sequence-initiating question
also provides Philip an opportunity for epistemic primacy to explain his point of
view. However, there is clearly a problem of understanding. The ambiguity is
enhanced in concert by Paul and Thomas who align with Oscar, even in overlap,
thereby nullifying Philip’s chance to respond. This topic is centralized as a
common problem, a sensemaking issue. These turns anticipate the negative
evaluation, and Oscar produces it in line 8 where he defines the contents as
confusing. He then proceeds immediately to initiate a proposal (line 9 onwards).
Philip attempts to reject the proposal (line 15) but Oscar continues to explain
his point. Philip acknowledges Oscar’s explanation but provides a counter (lines
19-20). Oscar rejects the counter by assessing it as not relevant. Philip’s ahhah
response is a display of a change of state token (Heritage, 1998) which means
that this was new information to him and his epistemic stance has been shifted
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from K- to K+ (Heritage 2012a). Oscar continues to argue his point with more
technical details (lines 23-25). Philip accepts this more emphatically. Marco
attempts to conclude the discussion on this topic by making a retrospective and
future-oriented decision announcement, using his mandate as a chairperson to
attempt to ratify the outcome. This is however not fully accepted by Moritz.
However, the sequence ends when Philip a change of stance by saying Maybe I
don’t need to differentiate at all (in line 33) before another sequence starts. The
discussion digresses from this particular topic and ambiguity regarding its
details remains.

One can see how the kind of interactional practices which are used here may
facilitate common agreement. Although Oscar begins with a negative
evaluation, that evaluation is softened by the preliminary question. Also, the
evaluation is accompanied by a proposal to solve the issue. In addition, the fact
that other participants affiliate with his evaluation here makes it harder for the
presenting architect Philip to reject the evaluation. Thus, while being combative,
this episode also shows a more explicit search for collaborative sensemaking.
Several participants agree that the terms are unclear and there is lack the
necessary cues that would help them to understand the conceptual scope of the
document. There is a desire to come up with a satisfactory classification system.

Simple requests for clarification may also signal potential disagreement
(Pomerantz, 1984a) and challenge the understandings. Excerpt 12 (CLIF,
UlAdapter3) below illustrates an episode in which Oscar and Paul
collaboratively request an example of UI adapter. They pursue a response to a
question (cf. Llewellyn, 2005). However, their question displays doubt and
disaffiliation with the preceding statements rather (or more) than genuine
request for an example.

Excerpt 12 [CLIF] UlAdapter3

1 Osc-> Do you have some Treference in your mind when you have specified
2 this UE-Ul adapter.
3 (1.0)
4 So (0.5) some example where this: approach (.) might might-might
5 have been applied previously.
6 Pau-> so that you actually have a CLI as remote. ((smiling))
7  Phi Yeah okay the-ehm (.) | don’t know by heart the-the-the-the exact
8 names but | saw some that the-they are going to kind of adapt syntax
9 of some network element to something else and they are going to
10 make adapters for kind of thin layer on top of their syntax to transfer it
11 to: to (.) required syntax. (0.5) This kind of
12 things  [(-)]
13 Pau-> Yeah  [but] this kind of this kind of adaptation is local to the
14 network element because we we could do an ((command name)) CLI
15 command on top of ((command name)) CLI and it would
16 reflect some [(-) ] andsoon
17  Phi [0Tkay]
18 Pau and it’s local=
19 Phi =Yeah TFINE it is inside here so you just provide a different interface
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20 for for for this network element so this U-Ul adapter is (.) here inside
21 network element

22  Pau Yeah [it] (.) we are not then talking about

23 Mar [(that)]

24  Pau external scripts they are they are still local=

Oscar formulates a question which, despite its seemingly neutral wording,
works in this context as a counterargument and challenges the relevance of
positions taken just before. His tone of voice is somewhat aggravated, displaying
doubt, which makes Philip highly accountable for answering the question
(Clayman & Heritage, 2002b). In other words, while orienting to the epistemic
right of Philip as a presenter and writer of the document to come up with an
example, he is implicitly casting doubt on the argument produced by Philip
earlier. In this way the seemingly genuine question becomes contextualized as a
challenge although the question as such does not explicitly include a challenge
(as in the examples given in how can you etc.).

Paul produces the second part to the question by elliptical collaborative
question design & completion, expansion to coauthoring question. He also
limits the substance of the type of possible answers. He is smiling, which
enhances the effect that there is doubt concerning the relevance. Oscar and Paul
establish together a counter-claim towards what has been proposed just before
(UIAdapter1). The collaborative construction of the counter-claim enhances the
level of aggravation, making their question a challenge. Philip hesitates but
acknowledges the in-built doubt in the question. His dispreferred response (I
don't know) disrupts the flow of question-answer preference although he
provides the best information he has available while downgrading certainty at
the same time. Paul takes the epistemic authority to define what is to be
regarded as the (factually) correct description (lines 13-16). Philip’s choice of
words in his response displays preference for alignment but higher pitch and
louder voice (okay, yeah fine in lines 17 and 19) shows that he is aggravated while
he continues to defend his position.

Throughout this sequence, engineering reasoning is used as normative factual
base for arguments. From sensemaking point of view, common understanding
of the issue is not reached. This becomes evident during the ensuing discussion
which is occupied by the conceptual meaning of UI Adapters several times.

7.4 Summary

This chapter has explored some of the ways in which participants in multiparty
meetings pursued personal agendas and how that influenced the collaborative
sensemaking among the participants. When pursuing personal agendas, the
speakers favored their individual epistemic stance and claimed strong epistemic
rights to influence the meaning that was being developed through interaction.
Often these agendas were designed to challenge some specific topical detail, but
in the end, they also had an impact on the organizational decisions made by the
team.
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It has been demonstrated how various linguistic resources such as negative
evaluations, counterproposals and challenging questions were used for the pur-
pose of driving individual opinions. All these practices projected an evaluative
epistemic stance and they were disaffiliative by nature. Challenges were de-
signed as extensive and elaborate statements, but also the shortest words such
as why or no were used to display doubt. As for the strength of the epistemic
stance expressed, direct negative evaluations demonstrated the strongest type
of epistemic stance. They were also the most disaffiliative and face-threatening
actions. Counterproposals were epistemically stronger than challenging ques-
tions which continued on-topic talk. By proposing something in first position,
the speaker claimed higher rights to define how things should be, whereas chal-
lenging questions were simply responsive: they rejected the statement made by
someone else without adding new information into the actual substance. Fur-
thermore, proposals not only presented a point of view but also aimed to change
or enhance the understanding that had existed so far. However, the level of re-
sistance compared to challenging questions was typically stronger. Negative
evaluations were furnished with one-sided opinions which tend to accommo-
date for competition and divergent understandings rather than an increase of
common understanding.

The analysis has drawn light on how the participants in a meeting orient to
acts of epistemic authority, and how authority is negotiated in the situation
rather than predefined by their institutional roles. The excerpts showed that the
roles of the participants did not seem to matter that much when negotiating the
epistemic status between the participants: anyone was allowed to express their
opinion and opinions of the presenter (particularly in Excerpts 1 and 2),
chairperson (for instance Excerpt 5) and colleagues (Excerpt 4) were equally
challenged. It also seems that the opinions expressed by those who were not
regular participants and members of the team were challenged more, and the
primary participants in the meeting were given more opportunities to assert
their epistemic stance. Also, if oppositional alliances were formed there was less
resistance by the presenter or the one whose proposal was opposed.

While being free to comment, the participants were attentive to the
professional identities of their coparticipants. Overt attempts to take over or
claim epistemic authority, especially on areas which were someone else’s
primary responsibility, tended to lead to some degree of disagreement and
conflict. These kinds of episodes became longer and required more effort from
the participants to reach a resolution. Collective sensemaking became vague at
best, which was evidenced in particular in the meeting CLIF, in which a specific
topical detail was revisited in several phases during the meeting. The
understanding of whose knowledge counts is a delicate matter among
professional peers. This chapter has demonstrated that strong
counterpositioning and strong expression of epistemic authority among
professional equals leads to a more competitive and lengthy path towards
common understanding. This is most prominent in meeting CLIF which
abounds with framing contests (this is about CLI vs. this is not about CLI). Also,
the sequences tend to become combative and the propositions that are possible
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about the topic become constrained, thus narrowing rather than expanding
opportunities for collective sensemaking.

The strongest and most direct claims of epistemic authority tended to lead to
overt conflict and disagreement before the issues were solved. Negative
evaluations are normally considered to be dispreferred actions by nature.
Similarly to findings in some earlier studies (Kangasharju, 2009; Kotthoff,
1993), the analysis of the meetings in this study also showed that when a context
for arguing was established, preference for agreement was no longer valid and
disagreement became the preferred action until the chairperson or someone else
intervened to resolve the conflict. This was the case when accusations or
complaints were displayed as first position actions, and the respondent in
second position was expected to defend his or her point.

The analysis also showed that disaffiliative episodes tended to pose threats to
the status of the one whose proposals were challenged which brought negative
emotions into surface. Negative emotions have implications to sensemaking. In
line with some earlier studies (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014), it seemed that
negative or moderately intense emotions may have triggered more active
sensemaking in organizations. However, this type of sensemaking could be seen
as more superficial and less collaborative than discussions which show more
positive emotions between the participants (Liu & Maitlis, 2014). Moreover, the
analysis here shows tendencies similar to those in the study of Rovio-Johansson
(2007): disaffiliative ad combative situations make other participants stay silent
although they still stay as active listeners. This, as such, conveys very little
information about reaching common sense about the actual substance matter
among the team.

Evaluations can be seen as a resource to trigger decision making by pointing
out a problem through evaluation and proposing a solution (Huisman, 2001).
Evaluations and other similar conversational practices pursue personal
agendas, which means that in multiparty situations they call for either
acknowledgement or rejection — a decision of sorts -by the coparticipants. In his
study, Koskinen (1999) placed evaluations in a larger workplace framework
using both talk and texts of different kinds as data. Most of the evaluations in
his data were done in formal “decisional” context of departmental meetings. In
these managerial meetings, the participants were aware that they had the duty
to make decisions and evaluations were used as a way to legitimize these
decisions. They also explicated the relationship of the evaluation to the overall
activity in the scope of their project’s overall status. During less formal
encounters the same participants used evaluations at the level of minor
sequences which oriented to other minor tasks (Koskinen, 1999, p. 48). The
excerpts of the current study also contained arguments which needed to be
resolved. The decisions mainly concerned specific details of the wider topic in
the meeting. Argumentation orients the sensemaking process into the present
moment rather than to the future effects, although the resolution as such might
have a larger than expected effect in the final overall decision on the wider
technical solution. The strongest negative evaluations concerned even minute
details of the presented topic, and their connections to higher level effects or the
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overall topic were merely implied. This could be seen as another indication that
accuracy of fact-based technical details are important for software architects.
Koskinen’s data concerned evaluations of people’s performance, which should
also be fact-based but are more subjective by nature as well. When the software
architects and the other participants in the meetings in this study were
problematizing more process-related issues (such as the topic in meeting EIA),
they did explicitly motivate their arguments by their implications to the larger
activity concerned.

In many respects the conflicts that surfaced in these excerpts could be
regarded as acts of sensemaking as they aimed to clarify and explain a point of
view. When speakers were preoccupied with getting their personal point of view
accepted, the act of sensemaking became limited as the possible understandings
were constrained rather than widened. The sequences did not lead to common
understanding or agreement of how things should be. Intersubjective
understanding may have been reached but no mentally oriented shared
understanding of the substance. The episodes become competitive and although
the arguing may include information which increases the general level of
knowledge, the focus is on holding on to one’s own perspective. Personal
perspective overrides the capacity to increase the common understanding, and
therefore topics are left hanging there as ambiguous, and clear decisions or
resolutions are not made. The shared way of seeing and understanding things
becomes subordinate to expressing personal epistemic stance.

To summarize, the methods discussed in this chapter demonstrated a self-
oriented focus of epistemic authority, and limited acts of collaborative
sensemaking. In all of the sequences in this chapter, there were at most three
coparticipants and the chairperson contributing to the handling of the topic. The
chairperson’s role was mainly to act as a mitigator. The following chapter takes
a different perspective and discusses the methods that are produced in a more
other-oriented or collaboratively oriented focus to epistemic equality.
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Previous chapter focused on practices by which the participants pursued per-
sonal agendas and self-proclaimed epistemic authority by taking a strong and
mostly disaffiliative epistemic stance towards the opinions expressed by the
other participants. On such occasions, sense became generated through struggle
and conflict, and common understanding or stance was not always achieved.
This chapter shall draw light on the interactional practices by which the partic-
ipants express an affiliative stance to constructing agendas collaboratively by
pursuing sharing of opinions and knowledge. This means that sensemaking is
treated as a collective effort, and epistemics is accomplished in cooperation and
collaborative dialogue between the participants. As far as epistemics is con-
cerned, the interactants position themselves as equally knowledgeable or less
knowledgeable than their coparticipants (Heritage, 2012a,b). The participants
in talk strive to align themselves with the knowledge and expectations of the
others. Common intelligibility is pursued by sharing opportunities for involve-
ment. Epistemic stance becomes an enabler of collective sensemaking, as the
participants construct themselves as co-experts The orientation in the se-
quences that are analyzed in this chapter is to enhance collective sense through
collaborative interaction. The primary research question to be explored in this
chapter is: how is sharing of knowledge used for achieving mutual sense or un-
derstanding?

The sensemaking practices in this study are deeply grounded on institution-
ally-defined or technically-defined categories that frame the discourse. The
sensemaking processes in the meetings concern technologies and technical de-
tails and their organizational effects. Sensemaking is regarded as a practice
whereby some topical issue is made relevant and treated as a joint problem.

The analysis in this chapter is divided according to the source of knowledge or
expertise that is used for sensemaking. Firstly, the chapter explores how the
knowledge of specified experts is called upon, or how experts self-select to con-
tribute to understandings. Secondly, the practices by which the participations
framework opened by inviting anyone to contribute are explored. Thirdly, it is
explained how self-selection is used to formulate understandings which invite
acknowledgement by others.
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8.1 Inviting and offering expertise knowledge

This section discusses the ways in which participants build on common organi-
zational cues such as organizational roles and other familiar organizational ele-
ments to create understanding of the topics under discussion. Organizational
cues, work as implicit category-bound references and common denominators
for sensemaking. These types of cues are used when specific persons are called
to participate, based on their role or area of expertise which is known to the rest
of the participant. Everyone or most of the participants recognize what — or
whom - is being referred to, and who is thereby made accountable to respond.
These persons are the source of knowledge and entitled to ratify or confirm a
final resolution for a topic that has been problematic or has caused disagree-
ment. Furthermore, participants can use their category-bound authority to self-
select ad offer their understanding of the issue based on their organizational
identity.

Category-bound epistemic authority refers to situations in which specific
identity is used as a resource of privileged knowledge or experience (e.g. Ray-
mond & Heritage, 2006). In this data, this is more specifically related to the
various roles and responsibility areas that the participants in the meeting have,
or the roles and responsibilities that pertain in the organization, and these cat-
egories are used as reference during the discussion regardless of the presence of
that particular role in the meeting. Both epistemic authority as well as respon-
sibility is assigned to particular people, based on their area of responsibility and
organizational role. Such responsibility can also be actively taken. In addition,
other people or groups of people who are affected by the decisions in the AT
meeting, are referred to as a way to reason one’s point of view.

Excerpt 13 (Python2) is from the meeting [CLIF]. Before this sequence, the
participants have discussed one particular programming language, Python.
Here the architects orient to their roles as experts in their particular areas of
responsibility and comment when referred to by that particular area while dis-
cussing the problems related to the usage of Python. Organizational knowledge
is used implicitly as a common frame of reference, and sense develops in har-
mony while everyone respects the epistemic authority of their colleagues for
their respective areas of responsibility.

Excerpt 13 [CLIF] Python2

Tho But if you write Python there we also need to make sure we have

developers who can write Python debug Python and understand

Python which means we have to send some of them on a course read a
book or whatever

But let’s say in ((product)) we have only shell scripts

Pau -> In the commissioning we use shell scripts and small amounts of Perl

and | have also seen pieces of Python

W ® N O VAW N R
<
Q
3

Mar Okay

Pau and [testers] testers use Perl quite extensively
10 Tho [who was writing them]
11 Pau I don’t know if they use Python at all
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12 Mar-> How is it in software management ((looking and pointing at Oscar))
13  Osc They have Bash scripts.
14 Mar Okay

15 (2.0)

16 Tho-> ((name of database)) it’s also Bash.

17 ()

18 Mar But I mean [it can be]

19 Tho-> [((name of operating system))] it's Python

Thomas begins this sequence by pointing out that developers might not be fa-
miliar enough with Python and they need to have training. In his response
Marco (lines 5) rejects this concern by suggesting that Python as a language is
not used but only shell scripts are used instead. Paul then self-selects to reaffirm
that Python is indeed used to some extent in his areas of responsibility but he
rejects responsibility for knowing the situation in the testing area. Marco then
asks about the software management and points and looks directly at Oscar who
is the responsible architect for that particular domain. Oscar responds immedi-
ately (line 13) by saying that another type of shell script (bash) is used, and
thereby acknowledges his epistemic responsibility for this particular domain.
Thomas then collaborates and elliptically self-selects to define the status in his
area, the database solutions. He also continues to explain the status in another
area, operating system.

The participants use both organizational roles (developers) and various soft-
ware areas of the product (commissioning, software management) as references
based on which they construct their reasoning and understanding of common
needs. The discussion runs smoothly and turns are taken in alignment, because
the references are common and known to everyone in the meeting. In his first
turn (line 5) Marco attempts to express higher level of knowledge on the types
of programming languages used in the product, but he then acknowledges the
imbalance and allows the experts to fill in the details. In the end the gap is filled
and the epistemic imbalance is equalized.

Excerpt 14 (EIA, SeparateMilestone2) below is an example in which organiza-
tional identities are used as category-bound resources for the purpose of making
sense of an issue regarding a suitable time for a milestone. This is a direct con-
tinuation of Excerpt 7 (SeparateMilestonet, in section 7.2) where the proposed
tight schedule and the limited time span between two program milestones were
criticized. This sequence begins when Helen asks the Program Manager Peter
to clarify how the schedule has been defined in the ongoing program. When Pe-
ter is unable to come up with an exact response, the sequence continues with
self-initiated contributions by other participants.

Excerpt 14 [EIA] SeparateMilestone2

1 Hel-> How is it currently is it one or two months ((looking at Peter))

2 Pet | don’t know how it has been (.)

3 Tho [It's MTR]

4 Pet [I know that] we have formal milestone and we can adjust of course in
5

the calendar time where we see it relevant
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6 Tho Currently it’s so that actually only when module testing is ready we
7 are sure relatively sure that the interfaces don’t change which means
8 that from then on we could employ the chage request procedure. And
9 what we are aiming now for is to: to have like one two or three

10 months earlier this this situation (.) before MTR which means two

11 months after M1.

12 Pet But MTR is is from the internal operations point of view it is

13 relateively late. That is from my point of view.

14 Tho Yeah=

15 Mar =0Okay. But it can be it can be like between M1 and the MTR that’s

16 this there is this milestone

17 Jef > Yes it is between between those milestones (.) Helen. what do you

18 think about [from] PDB point

19 Mor

20 Jef of view [product manage]ment point of view

21 Mor [I have]

22 Hel ((looking at Moritz)) For me at least the freezing point is okay

23 because in PDB decision we don’t have the technical specifications

24 for interfaces but (1.0) well (.) if there is a remarkable changes in

25 work estimations that affect then we should handle in PDB but

26 [for] me that external

27 Jef ()]

28 Hel interface freeze milestone is okay and we take change request after

29 that

30 Jef Only after that.

31 Hel Yeah that’s okay for me.

32 ()

Helen seeks for the epistemic experience of Peter, but his I don't know
acknowledges incongruence in the question directed to him by Helen but affili-
ates by coming up with the best knowledge available at the moment. He then
stresses further that whatever the milestone might be currently, it can now be
adjusted according to need. Thomas begins to explain in overlap with Peter
(lines 4 and 6) that change requests can be done with reasonable accuracy only
after module testing has been completed and not two months earlier, which is
being proposed. Peter then makes a counterargument, explaining that making
these change requests after module testing (MTR) is too late. Peter also intensi-
fies rather than downgrades his epistemic stance by referring to it as his per-
sonal point of view. Thomas acknowledges this comment which means that no
agreement has been reached and the timing remains a problem. Marco then
rushes to acknowledge this and comes up with a suggestion which is a compro-
mise (lines 15-16). This is approved by Jeffrey who goes on and seeks for Helen’s
opinion and addresses her specifically as a representative of product manage-
ment (PDB refers to Product Management) which implies that she in this role
has the authority to ratify the decision. Moritz interrupts this question/answer
sequence but he does not succeed in getting attention right away because he
breaks the rule 1a of Sacks et al (1974, p. 704): when current speaker selects the
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selected speaker (and no one else) should take the next turn. Helen, on the other
hand, aligns with this rule and proceeds to respond. Jeffrey then pursues addi-
tional confirmation (line 36) from Helen that she really accepts this practice. A
decision is constructed for this particular item through this confirmatory se-
quence.

In Excerpt 15 (WUIF, ConcurringThoughts), Marco makes a shift from general
discussion on the topic and orients to decision and conclusion of the meeting.
He selects Paul to state his opinion and makes a commitment by him an ac-
countable action.

Excerpt 15 [WUIF] ConcurringThoughts

Mar->  But | guess it’s not tested maybe one question also like to Paul. Paul
more than a year ago was hoping to see the direction of GUIs

1
2
3 towards visualization. So: is this concurring with your thoughts on

4 ()

5 Pau [Yeah] yes this framework is really a step a big step towards that

6 direction

7 Mar because | see like under each we are able to put like pictures maybe
8 video | don’t know

9 Pau Well of course there are lot of things to be specified yet because this
10 whole (.) look and feel area how we should provide let’s say this

11 kind of (.) data refresh for the users and so on how are these get and
12 (post) operations actually implemented and=

Marco makes Paul’s opinion relevant by mentioning the future ambitions that
Paul has expressed for the user interface framework. The purpose is to make
sure that he acknowledges that the current proposal supports those ambitions.
Paul affiliates and agrees that this solution is a step towards the overall vision.
Marco continues with further description of the vision. Paul responds by further
defining what is lacking in the current solution. Both admit that what is defined
at the moment is only a partial vision for the future but enough as a starting
point for the implementation.

The excerpts of this section show how particular people — or professional iden-
tities — are called upon and made accountable to ratify understandings for the
common good. Participants also self-select and offer their knowledge when they
feel accountable for doing so. There are also ways to open the participation
framework without calling anyone in particular. This type of open participation
is explored in section 8.2.

8.2 Open invitation to share knowledge

This section explores the kind of sequences which invite open sharing of
knowledge on common issues or problems. No particular person or role is se-
lected as having epistemic primacy but epistemic status is considered to be
shared equally among the participants. The topical issues are introduced in a
way that makes them more readily open for discussion and common problem-
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solving. This leads to more collective sensemaking, as recipients are treated as
having equal capacity, which is responded to as an affiliative act.

One typical way of opening topics for collective sensemaking is to formulate a
question which leaves room for diverse opinions. A common opener is a ques-
tion what about. Turn-initial what about implies that it is connected to earlier
talk and in this way continuation on the earlier topic and an attempt to solve it
collaboratively. This is a way of making the topic open for discussion and for
building understanding collectively. These types of open-ended questions aim
to solicit information and opinions of other participants.

In Excerpt 16 (CLIF, Wrappers1) several participants take the opportunity to
contribute to the collaborative definition of shell, a type of user interface. Six
participants contribute during 11 turns of talk to expand on this topic. The turns
of talk signal respect to other coparticipants and seek for their opinions. The
sequence is a concerted activity of collective sensemaking in which sharing of
special knowledge is enacted and invoked by the open what about question.

Excerpt 16 [CLIF] Wrappers1

1 Hen-> whatabout if the native client CLI is not UNIX like (.) (-) it for
2 example at the moment switch for (-) management
3 [it’s actually not UNIX like]
4  Pau [Yeah it has] sort of shell of its own
5 Joh Yeah it’s not (.) Cisco shell (.) (But what then if it is)
6 lJer but we can do it.
7 ha-ha-ha
8 Mar we Tcgn do actually we can
9 Phi we can do wrappers
10 Hen we can require but not with [existing]
11 Pau [we can] (-) wrappers
12 Mar and we can require in (--)=
13 Joh =actually we are going to have towards switches you can use hascli
14 for that quering the management status and operational status and then
15 we will have another tool which you can get the configuration so these
16 will be CLIs for for the switches

Jeremy makes a statement about what can be done as a joke, but Marco reaf-
firms by using a modified repeat in a more serious tone, and orients to his enti-
tlement to assess what should be done (Stivers, 2005a). Philip affiliates and pro-
vides further details (line 11). Henry tries to partly reject the idea but he is over-
ridden by others who continue in concert.

This is an example of shared voicing of terms or their definitions which are
used as a common knowledge base to upgrade the sense of common under-
standing. We can is repeated in concert by several participants six times. This
kind of choral completion (Lerner, 1993, 2002) during which participants re-
peat almost word by word what the other participant has said enhances the
sense of common understanding and emergence of mutual agreement.
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In the following excerpt (CLIF, User) Marco points out a potential problem in
how applications, i.e. other company-internal organizations that develop soft-
ware on top the framework which is defined in this meeting. He introduces the
problem for open discussion by designing a what about question. Furthermore,
epistemic verbs are used to emphasize the ongoing sensemaking.

Excerpt 17 [CLIF] User

Mar 1-> But what about application related CLls if they have their own CLIs

1
2 (--) cluster local.

3 ()

4 Mor2a-> It's again

5 Tho3-> It's a matter of who is the user of the CLI=

6 Mor 2b-> =who is the user so CLI most of the users are not humans for

7 example if application run on S node would need cluster local CLI it
8 definitely should be (-) without any fancy stuff on hhh specific

9 location just using one command

10 Phi4-> So onlyif you think that this is not cluster this is node-local

11 (.)

12 Joh5-> Yeah (-) is that you actually login to that node even though you are are
13 actually starting but from the CLI point of view it will be executed on
14 that remote node.

15 Mor But I think the confusion of this basically kind of explain where this
16 locality is not where target of action but there is kind of inititation of
17 action=

18 Phi =yeah=

19 Mor =(-) happens and if you go for kind of locality of target it would be
20 much easier to understand it is strictly on this node object to which
21 this command applies or is it somewhere else.

22 Pau6-> It's kind of SSH binding that makes it not not(h) very clear where this

23 concept of initiation
24 Mar Yeah actually [(-)]
25 Pau [does] it initiate any command on one node

26 Mar==> ifyoujust(-)the picture coming (--)

This excerpt is similar to the previous Excerpt 16 (Wrappersi) in the same
meeting. Marco’s open question orients to collective sensemaking and problem
solving (what about), leaving the floor open for knowledge demonstrations by
other participants. After a minimal pause Moritz begins to respond (line 4, it’s
again) and Thomas takes the floor before Moritz completes his utterance, using
a similar type of utterance (line 5, it’s a matter of who is the user). Moritz rushes
to expand on what Thomas has said. The repetition of Thomas’s claim word by
word (line 6, who is the user) demonstrates collaboration and the same degree
of evaluation, which expresses full agreement with Thomas’s statement (Pom-
erantz, 1984a). Hence the repetition has a reinforcing effect on this claim which
is made in alliance. In using the same wording as Thomas, Moritz not only aligns
with what Thomas is saying but also displays that what was said was something
he had been thinking himself as well.
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The topic in this excerpt is problematized but brought for common resolution
in a collaborative manner. Potential explanations are not given in first position
but they leave room for other opinions. This is different from the more direct
formulations of problems where the formulations are followed by a justification
for the claim, but not inviting common problem solving.

What about type of turns are also close to some of the proposals studied in
chapter 7 (e.g. Excerpt 7, EIA, SeparateMilestone1). However, the proposals ex-
plored in the previous chapter were more oriented to pointing out personal
wishes (position reports), whereas these what about turns invite other opinions.

In Excerpt 18 below (CLIF, MgmtInterface1), Henry’s question includes an in-
direct candidate proposal. However, if compared with the counterproposals that
were discussed in chapter 7, this one is more collaborative in tone. The question
is designed to solicit common resolution rather than present his personal opin-
ion.

Excerpt 18 [CLIF] Mgmtinterface1

1 Hen->  Butfor example in ((HW release)) should we now require that the
2 management interface in the switches is UNIX-like
3 Pau No.
4 Joh No [no no no no]
5 Pau [NO]
6 (.) we MUST require that it remains
7 [the same]
8 Hen [because]
9 Pau or backwards-fully backwards compatible because otherwise we are in
10 deep [trouble]
11 Hen [But] we can make a wrapper ((smiling))
12 Pau No [ha-ha-ha]

The sequence begins when Henry makes a proposal in a question form. This
question format works in a similar vein to the what about —type of questions in
the previous excerpts. However, it provides a narrower scope to sensemaking
than the more open what about above. When the proposal is designed as a
yes/no question, it limits the alternatives for response. Paul rejects the proposal
immediately. John also produces an upgraded rejection after Paul. Paul inten-
sifies his rejection by using an upgraded deontic modal (must), thereby claiming
epistemic authority. Interestingly, neither the presenter nor the chairperson is
involved in the conversation in the above episode; actually Philip as a presenter
completely cedes the floor.

The episode remains affiliative despite disalignment and intense rejection.
The participants find a common frame in which the sense is made. The rejection
is handled in a collaborative manner without actual conflict.

These open invitations are designed in a way that they express a certain epis-
temic proposition or proposal by the speaker while they at the same time invite
the knowledge and opinions of the recipients. They are designed to express and
invite equalizing of the knowledge among the participants. Thus the intent is
quite different from the counter-proposals that were discussed in section 7.2,
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the purpose of which was to promote personal propositions in a more determin-
istic manner.

8.3 Collaborative management of overt disagreement

There are several episodes in the meetings in this data during which disagree-
ment is explicitly verbalized (I disagree/agree with you) by the participants.
However, the nature of these disagreements, from interactional point of view, is
somewhat different from the ones explored in the previous section. The se-
quences in the previous section revealed general preference for disagreement,
whereas the episodes in this section display preference for agreement although
disagreement is brought up explicitly as a matter of opinion or knowledge on
the substance matter. This is a clear indication that the participants are treating
the meeting as a place for sharing opinions, and epistemic authority is equal.
Disagreement becomes a more collaborative route to sensemaking, and the par-
ticipants are oriented in finding a solution although through conflicting under-
standings.

In Excerpt 19 below (ErrMsg, Integer2) Paul makes an explicit remark that
Moritz may have a different opinion on the topic of using integers for the iden-
tification of error messages. The sequence overall, however, is oriented to col-
laborative resolution of potential disagreement in ways which invite collabora-
tive sharing of opinions.

Excerpt 19 [ErrMsg] Integer2

1 Pau-> Well anyway ehm (.) | understood Moritz
2 that you disagree with the practice
3 concerning usage of integers
4 as [error codes]
5 Mor-> [No 1] don’t disagree but basically ehm | there there are two
6 places one place where we have source of basically where we have
7 this log record being called to syslog or whatever log wrapper we're
8 writing this log record. And it’s perfectly fine and perhaps it’s even
9 better to use identifier for logs this makes things more formal but in
10 produced log records in syslog file these integers might be redundant
11 (.) or they should not be the only source of identifying ehm error ehm
12 description because this makes ehm reading of syslog impossible and
13 it's not self-contained anymore.
14 Pau But from the point of point of view of testers this £this kind off code
15 practice was explicitly requested because it it would make sense from
16 test automation point of view and so on.
17 (1.0)
18 Mor Aa-ehm as good compromise this in-information is as | said it should
19 not be only way of indicate getting information about log record .hh it
20 should be always (.) accompanied by textual ehm formal error
21 description.
22 Pau and so so it is in-in this suggestion.
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Paul resumes to the original topic which Moritz attempted to take up earlier
during the meeting. It was agreed then that the topic would be discussed later
in the meeting when Paul’s presentation would have progressed to that particu-
lar topic on the slide set. The presentation has now reached that phase and Paul
begins the sequence by formulating Moritz’s epistemic stance, which he formu-
lates as being in disagreement with what is proposed in Paul’s presentation ma-
terial. Moritz, however, denies Paul’s version and explains his point of view.
Paul makes another counterclaim but refers to another party, the testers, thus
making himself an animator of their requirement (Goffman, 1981) and not pre-
senting an epistemic stance of his own. In this way, he claims epistemic author-
ity based on having access to other organizational needs of other experts. Moritz
provides further reasoning, as a compromise, and Paul claims that this has been
considered in his document.

The episode continues in Excerpt 20 below when the chairperson Marco seeks
for agreement by selected participants (ErrMsg, Integer3). Respondents are in-
vited by referring to the respective area of responsibility on which they have ep-
istemic primacy. The knowledge is used to expand common understanding.
Questions are used in an affiliative manner for organizational purposes and
common agreement.

Excerpt 20 [ErrMsg] Integer3

1 Mar-> Does the operability front have and usability front have any comment.
2 ((looking at Philip))
3  Phi For me these numbers are quite fine and-and
4 actually [this is]
5 Mor-> [111 can explain the problem what
6 Mar [if you just (-)]
7 Phi [yes]
8 Mor-> [POTENTIALLY] it’s a usability problem you are getting let’s say
9 you as error reporter e-mail from testers or operator with syslog
10 attached. It has only numbers times [times ten]
11 Pau [yeah] ((nodding))
12 Mor numbers and so on but you CANNOT GET THIS INFORMATION
13 what is really happening without access to error description files
14 Pau [yeah]
15 Mor [THAT] are SPECIFIC TO SOFTWARE installed in operator premise
16 in particular release and so [on]
17 Pau [yeah]
18 Mor so you need a lot of a lot more context information than ehm this
19 syslog file provides [so its]
20 Phi [Paul] Paul is not suggesting that you have only error [numbers]
21 Pau [yea-] yeah as | as | mentioned | was | was myself totally £ignoramus
22 andf and | suggested originally a practice that you are opposed to but
23 the £HAS guys£ and ha-ha other guys with which I [discussed]
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Marco tries to engage other experts and invites Philip as the expert and archi-
tectural owner of usability and operability. This is a way to try to find a resolu-
tion and reach a decision on a particular topic. It is also a way to keep additional
disagreement at bay. Philip confirms that he accepts the solution and attempts
to elaborate on the topic. Moritz, however, ignores Marco’s selection of next
speaker and interrupts Philip, and challenges his expertise. Philip defends his
stance by taking epistemic authority to formulate Paul’s earlier stance, which
Paul accepts. However, Paul again makes himself accountable only for citing ac-
curately a third party opinion, resorting to testers opinions as evidence for his
claim (Pomerantz, 1984b), but he also adds his own position. Paul is also laugh-
ing while referring to the “other guys” used for expert evidence. This may be a
sign of him acknowledging a dilemma between the opinions of two different ex-
pert parties.

The episode continues further in the following Excerpt 21 (ErrMsg, Interger4)
in which Moritz proposes a compromise and Marco pursues Paul’s agreement.

Excerpt 21 [ErrMsg] Integer4

1 Mor [we are] going in rounds we already discussed that solution is
2 basically to change just single word recommended to required and
3 that’s [it].
4  Pau [So] so (.) so | think this presentation just uses one false word in
5 there.
6 Mor Yeah
7 Pau °Okay. ((quietly))
8 Mar==> So you agree that we change from recommended to required.
9 (0.5)
10 Pau Y:es | suppose so.

In the excerpt above, Moritz actually makes a decision formulation and Paul
produces a gist of it in his own words, and this is acknowledged by Moritz. Marco
formulates the gist of Paul’s acknowledgement for final agreement. Paul pro-
duces an agreement with some hesitation, and quietly, but that is enough to sig-
nal that the discussion on this topic is over, and the acknowledgement can be
considered a decision for this particular topic.

Excerpt 22 below (EIA, Challenging) begins with a more indirect implication
that there is some sort of problem. Paul presents a seemingly neutral and prac-
tical question which at the same time projects a problem and steers the discus-
sion to a topic he finds central.

Excerpt 22 [EIA] Challenging

1 Jef ((long multiunit turn deleted)).

2 ()

3 Pau-> | have one practical question.

4  Jef ((nods))

5 Pau-> Ehm do we assume that when we create a new feature (.) its interfaces
6 should be specified finally at M1 phase.
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7 (0.5)
8 Jef Ehm (.) okay finally in in external interface approved state but so
9 practically so those are so close that (.) that
10 ()
11  Pet-> Might be very challenging for the new ones as Paul mentioned
12 Jef Yes. It’s challenging but at some some point in time as early as
13 possible those should be specified
14 (.)
15 [and frozen]

16 Tho-> [At least] at least in the past we have not been able to do this never
17 ()

18 [never] ever

19 Joh [yeah].

20 Jef yes

21 Joh-> It might make things difficult because we might end up in a situation
22 that when we make a wrong decision in M1 phase it’s quite im-hard to
23 fix it. So we end up with quite bad designs and that kind of stuff. So if
24 this external interface freezing point would be close to more closer to
25 some module testing ready phase it would be okay | guess because if
26 interface change request doesn’t serve the purpose

27 Mor [Ehm] ((hand raised))
28 Mar==> [Well] I think this is this would be executed the first time in

29 ((program)) like more specifically in ((release name))

30 Joh Yeah=

31 Jef =Yes and when you are defining those milestone dates scheduled for
32 ((release)) then we just have to know what is the right phase for that
33 milestone but basically it means that after that change request should
34 be should be used

Paul pre-announces his question to reserve the floor in line 3. His second turn
(line 5) is initiated by a hesitation marker ehm, which as such projects that
something problematic is being expressed. The actual question (in lines 5-6) is
neutral in form but indeed seems to project a challenge. Paul actually implies
that it would be problematic to specify the interfaces in such an early phase of
the development (M1). Jeffrey’s response also begins with a hesitation marker
before he acknowledges the question but he then describes that and Peter then
aligns with the problematic nature of the issue and describes Paul’s statement
explicitly as challenging although the challenge was only implied by the way
Paul designed his turn. His formulation Do we assume is designed in a way
which involves others into the decision. However, Jeffrey’s hesitant response
indicates that some problem might be implied by Paul. Peter aligns himself with
the trajectory of a challenge insinuated by Paul’s question and formulates the
problem as challenging. Jeffrey agrees that it is challenging but defends his orig-
inal proposal and reiterates the need for a specified date for the milestone.
Thomas upgrades the challenge with an emphatic extreme case formulation
(Pomerantz, 1986) never ever which intensifies the problem. John then comes
up with a description of how things could go wrong if the interface is specified
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too early, and he then proposes a certain later date for the announcement. Mar-
cos’ well indicates that he does not agree, and he then announces the program
and software release in which this practice would be exercised. John accepts
this, and Jeffrey rushes to acknowledge the agreement as well and explains that
the milestone dates can be adjusted in the forthcoming releases according to
need.

From sensemaking point of view, the Excerpt 22 above highlights the must-
ness of future expectations, and the necessary organizational actions are topi-
calized. The arguments are based on temporal reasoning: what was never pos-
sible in the past cannot be possible in the future. This is similar to what the study
by Gephart et al. (2010) has shown: Thomas takes the expert authority to make
sense of the future, and his reasoning is grounded in past routines and struc-
tures to produce an image of an impossible future. He gets support from other
technical experts, which further legitimates these future-oriented projections.
Thus the problematic nature of the situation becomes constructed in collabora-
tion between six coparticipants and the chairperson.

The feature which is common for all the excerpts in this section is that differ-
ing opinions are expressed openly, with the intention of collaboratively seeking
for an understanding or compromise which is acceptable to all. The participants
orient to understanding each other’s opinions, which is different from the ex-
pressions of opinions in chapter 7 where the participants focused on gaining
support for their personal stance only.

8.4 Formulating understandings

This section explores the ways in which various types of formulations are ex-
pressed to clarify understanding or to fill existing knowledge gaps. The fact that
someone takes the opportunity to formulate the essence of preceding discussion
or argument is as such a claim of understanding and a display of epistemic au-
thority. However, formulations are at the same time conveyed for the purpose
of enhancing common understanding, and acknowledgement by other partici-
pants is expected.

Formulation is a method that speakers use, as conversation proceeds, to de-
scribe in other words what it is that has been said or negotiated during the pre-
ceding conversation (Heritage & Watson, 1979, p. 126): when formulating, con-
versation is treated as “an occasion to describe that conversation, to explain it,
or to characterize it, or explicate, or translate, or summarize, or furnish the gist
of it, or take note of its accordance with rules, or remark on its departure from
rules” a description of what is being done or talked about, by whom, or where,
or about who we are (Garfinkel & Sacks, 1970, pp. 350 & 351, in Heritage & Wat-
son, 1979, p. 124). According to Clifton (2006a) and Barnes (2007), formulating
is also a way of influencing and doing leadership: the one who is formulating
takes the liberty of constructing his or her version of events and therefore gets
an opportunity to control the meaning. The formulation can become a decision
for the whole team if it is acknowledged by the receivers.
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Formulations are used to demonstrate understanding and to make confirma-
tion of that understanding relevant (Heritage & Watson, 1979, p. 123). The con-
versation virtually becomes the topic in its own right. Formulations make the
gist of that talk thus far negotiable or explicit for confirmation. Thus they are
sequentially more complex than simple recapitulations or summaries, the pur-
pose of which is simply to reiterate what has been talked about and which do
not necessitate a confirmation or disconfirmation, as formulations do (Heritage
& Watson, 1979). Typically, an acceptance of a formulation is preferred, but in
case of accusatory formulations a rejection becomes the preferred response
(Heritage & Watson, 1979).

Clifton (20064, 2009) and Svennevig (2008) have investigated the communi-
cative functions of formulations in managerial discourse. While using formula-
tions generally for establishing common understanding of the talk, formulations
by leaders can in more subtle ways be interpreted as instructions or decisions.
They formulate the gist or upshot of the talk, not only to establish common un-
derstanding but to make their version of it open for confirmation (Clifton,
2006a). Chairpersons can use formulations strategically as a way to conclude
topics or to close agenda items. Through formulation, decision is made open for
collaborative processing (Svennevig, 2008). In this way the chairperson can
downplay the directive force or direct task-setting by using formulation.

Formulations are used, as talk is seldom unambiguous, even for the partici-
pants in talk. Any interactional situation lends itself to multiple interpretations,
meanings which are not necessarily verbalized but simply assumed by the inter-
actants. “Display is not a matter of what the participants happen to bring to the
conversational surface, but it is in itself a social and interactional phenomenon”
(Komter, 1991, p. 26). By displaying the interpretation of the speaker, a formu-
lation can also establish grounds for common understanding about the ongoing
topic. It is a way to negotiate the problems that are inherent in the management
of descriptions (Heritage & Watson, 1979). When the situation is such that one
speaker is the more knowledgeable on the topic, a common turn pattern is that
of lengthy descriptions by the primary knower, followed by a short formulation
by the listener(s) to demonstrate and confirm understanding of the meaning
overall, whereas minimal receipts such as uh-huh or okay, however, can be used
to claim understanding only of the immediately preceding talk as definitive or
uncontested.

Formulations may strongly designate decisions, especially when they are pro-
duced by a chairperson (Barnes 2007; Clifton 2009). The preceding talk can be
formulated retrospectively as a decision, by explicitly stating that “we decide to
do x” (Heritage & Watson, 1979). However, such explication is quite rare in the
context of decision making (Huisman, 2001). Clifton has studied how formula-
tions are used as acts of “doing leadership” (Clifton, 2006a). They are also linked
to the decision making, as they make 2nd turn agreement or disagreement rel-
evant. Clifton (2006a) describes the sequential effect of formulation as decision,
where the 2nd turn agrees with formulation, and in the 3rd turn closure a deci-
sion can be implied, as it fixes the state of affairs. Nonresponse, on the other
hand, provides an opportunity for transition to the next topic with minimal
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break (Barnes, 2007). Absence of action (in this case, response) can be conse-
quential in shaping the trajectory of talk (Schegloff, 1995, p. 192).

A particular subclass of formulations which has been shown to be employed
mainly by the chairpersons is candidate preclosing (Barnes, 2007). It consists
of utterances which are linked to previous discussions but at the same time gloss
the preceding talk as something for which common understanding is assumed
to have been reached (Barnes, 2007). This kind of activity serves the purpose of
proposing closure or decision on a topic at hand and it provides an opportunity
for topic transition, i.e. moving on from one topic to another but leaves it open
for collaborative achievement. Formulations, in this sense, work for knowledge
sharing and orientation to decision making. Pre-closings can be used on topical
level, when it adds to the “cumulative import” or prior conversation (Heritage
& Watson, 1979) or conversational level, when it summarizes the immediately
preceding utterance (Barnes, 2007). In institutional settings like meetings, for-
mulations can mark formal acceptance of on-task contribution (Barnes, 2007,
p- 284). It contributes to the establishment of common understanding (Barnes,
2007).

Formulations are peculiar to institutional interaction and not that common in
everyday talk (Barnes, 2007; Drew, 2003; Heritage, 1985). They abound partic-
ularly in meetings where explications of intersubjectivity are crucial so that the
goals of the meeting can be achieved. Formulating is about doing sensemaking,
as a formulation is a way to fix a meaning for everyone (Heritage & Watson,
1979). It can also become a decision if acknowledged by the receivers.

Various meaning verbs and particle so, for instance, are used to formulate the
meaning of ongoing conversation for the purpose of common understanding.
Formulations, as they are treated here, differ from overt problem statements or
challenges, found in the previous chapter, in a sense that the point is to expose
a problem for common problem solving or creation of understanding instead of
simply exhibiting asymmetry in authority as seems to be the case in challenges
or problematizing activities. Formulations are a used as a way to check under-
standing (Heritage, 1984b).

Section 8.4.1. explores formulations which basically summarize in other
words the propositions made by another participant in the previous turns at
talk. While taking the authority to formulate a personal understanding of what
somebody else has said, these formulations are anyway designed in the way
which calls for confirmation by the other participant or the person in charge of
the topic. Therefore these types of formulations are called candidate under-
standings. Section 8.4.2. describes formulations which are designed together in
collaboration by several participants who offer their explanations, and section
8.4.3. concludes by exploring formulations which offer an understanding of an-
other participant’s understanding.

8.4.1 Formulating candidate understandings

Previous research shows how formulations are used especially by the chairper-
son to provide a summary of what has been talked about (Barnes, 2007; Clifton,
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2009). By making topical summaries the chairperson also takes the right to for-
mulate the outcome according to his or her desire.

This section also explores formulations which are indeed initiated by the
chairperson. However, the purpose of these formulations is not to push the
chairperson’s own version as the correct outcome but to conclude the topical
discussion on some detail by inviting confirmations. This is a way to influence
the actual sensemaking process for the participants.

Excerpt 23 below (HWC, Recap1) is initiated by the chairperson Marco’s reca-
pitulation for which he then continues to produce an upshot which presupposes
potential effects of the understanding. Other participants formulate their un-
derstandings in second position, but at the same time they promote their own
epistemic authority.

Excerpt 23 [HWC] Recap1

Mar ->  Soso let me try to to: recap here in the ATC- for ISN in ATCA

1

2 blade one we are putting the PACAM on every card whether it is

3 service card or line card. ((Looking at George))

4 Geo If there is something to off-load on the server side.

5 Mar-> Andand if we put the PACAM on the service card then we are

6 expecting from your analysis a one gigabit per second per card. And
7 if we don’t put it how much we would be expecting from each

8

9

service card.

(3.0
10 Geo We are expecting the same (.) with or without but use PACAM to
11 offload security protocols if [they] are needed
12 Joh [So] so if the IPSec is needed then we have to HAVE something
13 there because the performance will (-)
14 Mar->  But my point here it is we are adding physical cost to the product by
15 putting it on every service card.
16 Joh Yes
17 Mar [So:]
18 Geo [if] needed
19 Joh if needed
20 Mar->  0O-okay that’s my point are we able to do the function like what the
21 whole CPUs are doing | mean if | offload them so | offload them
22 from the IPSec and possibly other functions but if the CPU is ten
23 percent loaded after that the main CPU what | will do.
24 Joh So so it goes so that for example for IPSec we have the software of
25 course we have it currently even today so if there is high need we
26 can charge them from the operator (.) | guess

27 Mar->  Yeah but my point like the CPUs on those service cards should be

28 busy or busy enough

29 Joh [Well]

30 Geo [Heh-heh] for one gigabit performance they will be busy those parts
31 who participate

32 Joh fyesf
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The sequence begins by Marco’s overt recapitulation of what has been ex-
plained by George who provides a tentative acknowledgement of Marco’s de-
scription. By formulating his version for an understanding check, Marco has
created space for himself to keep the floor through a modified topical agenda.
His turn-initial and and (line 5) is designed as a natural continuer in agreement
with George’s statement, thereby collaboratively enhancing the sense of com-
mon agreement and understanding so far while at the same time producing an
upshot of the understandings. This excerpt develops into a collaborative crea-
tion of summary. Although Marco has shown epistemic stance by summarizing
the topical issue he does not take full authority to define what is meant. George
and John produce provisional agreements in which they revise or refine Marco’s
formulations, keeping themselves as primary owners.

In the excerpt above (HWC, Recap1) Marco displays more epistemic authority
than in the following Excerpt 24 (HWC, Recap2) in which he formulates the
ongoing topic but designs his turn explicitly as a question for confirmation.
Thus, although he takes the opportunity to formulate, he does not claim primary
rights to knowledge but seeks for collective understanding. George as the pre-
senter maintains overall epistemic primacy.

Excerpt 24 [HWC] Recap2

1 Geo [the] architecture is not meshed inside this box just that it has only
2 ten gigabit links available which are not so good
3 [for our servers.]
4  Mor [Aah-aah] ((raising his hand))
5 Mar-> Socanlcan lis this a correct recap by te- by using only the
6 switch blades from ATCA blade two we basically convert ATCA
7 blade one to a ten gigabit in the backplane.
8 ()
9 Geo That is one option if we can live with the single links to server slot
10 concept.
11 (.)
12 Mar Ehm
13 Nno ()
14 Geo [Which] is worse than in ((previous release))
15 Mar Yeah single links but they are ten giga links
16 Geo Yes ten gigabits for the server. There’s no such server blade in the
17 pipe that can eat ten gigabits
18 Mar->  Okay so what we need like is to have a balanced evolution we need
19 we need CPU which is able to consume ten gigabit [(-)]
20 Geo [Ye-]well but it
21 depends on which route we take if we will be playing with CPU
22 blades or some other blades.
23 Joh So if we for example for ISN use for service cards (--) blade then
24 gigabit link is quite okay.
25 Geo Uhu
26 Joh But if we continue with the CPU blades that can eat one one point
27 two gigabit then gigabit link is quite inefficient.=
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28 Mar =Is this coming in this material forward
29 Geo #Yes#
30 Mar Okay so we can wait until then

Through several turns, George and Marco develop collaboratively an under-
standing about the potential hardware capacity. Marco then formulates an up-
shot in lines 18-19 which George acknowledges (lines 20-21) with reservations
by using a downgraded assessment yeah well, which signals he is not fully sat-
isfied with Marco’s version of the evolution path. John then joins with his ver-
sion of the situation by providing two alternative scenarios as examples which
are acknowledged by George while John continues his turn. Marco then checks
if this description is available later in the material that they are covering during
the meeting, and once this is confirmed he accepts the explanation so far.

The excerpt 25 below (AA, WhoCan) concerns another topic in another meet-
ing in which the participants have been discussing the level of security of the
solution. The preceding discussion has been lively, and here Marco requests a
summary by anyone, which is a way to admit that he is not himself able or will-
ing to make a synopsis. He builds on equal epistemic status and gives anyone
the right to claim epistemic authority. The purpose of summary is to narrow the
focus for the purpose of collective sensemaking.

Excerpt 25 [AA] WhoCan

1 Mar => But okay like (.) who can summarise th(h)is ha-ha
2 > (4.0)
3 Tho The summary is that this is not a secure solution but it still helps in
4 secure in preventing certain accidental (.) use.
5 (.)
6 Tho Ehm. Yes.
7 (2.5)
8 Mar->  Okay. Maybe,
9 ()
10 ()
11 Tho Ehm. Yes.

Marco invites explicit summary by anyone. There is a long pause (line 2) after
which Thomas as the presenting architect produces a summary in which it is
admitted that the proposed solution is sufficient despite its known deficiencies.
Marco expands the summary and receives acknowledgement by Thomas. There
is another long pause (line 9) after which Marco closes the discussion on this
specific topic with a tentative approval. The long pauses, together with the ten-
tative conclusion, highlight the plausibility of the solution from sensemaking
point of view. Also, the turns of Marco and Thomas are designed in a way which
provides an equal opportunity for anyone else to contribute but this does not
happen.

It appears that the kind of formulations which are designed simply to be con-
firmed by the other parties lead to competition. One could assume that in typical
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situations, if a person with power and predetermined epistemic status and au-
thority formulates something for other to be confirmed, that would be con-
firmed by more or less simple yes or no, and if negative, some explanation. How-
ever, in the meetings in this study, most summaries are followed by additional
explanations by the recipients, which shows that participants have equal epis-
temic rights to contribute to the subject matter. This also shows that there is a
need for sensemaking and clarity of even minute details.

8.4.2 Collaborative formulation of explanations

When the participants in these multiparty meetings get immersed into the sub-
stantive matter they begin to construct various descriptions for the problem or
topic at hand. Epistemic understandings are embedded in the formulations
which become interactively treated as alternative explanations for the same
thing. Several participants cooperate by displaying their epistemic stance, to es-
tablish common understanding. They keep feeding mutual knowledge base by
accepting equal or higher knowledge of the coparticipants.

Excerpt 26 below (CLIF, Node/ClusterLocal) is an example of a chain of de-
scriptions through which several participants pursue their version of under-
standing and also compete to maintain their epistemic authority. The partici-
pants use so-prefaced declaratives and sensemaking verb (I mean) for clarifica-
tion, which enforces the sensemaking effect. The particle so is used as a turn-
initial inference marker (Schegloff, 2005) in five out of 13 turns in the sequence.

Excerpt 26 [CLIF] Node/ClusterLocal

1 Phi Okay and then (.) | just introduce these concepts | don’t know whether
2 they are most appropriate but anyway | call it node-local command
3 line interface which would be something that you have to log-in to (.)
4 to particular node in order to execute. (2.0) and Thomas was
5 suggesting that | put also here some examples.
6 (1.0)
7 Mar->  Soyou can’t execute a command unless you are really executing on
8 that particular node.=
9 Mor =Ehm so what is difference between node local and cluster local is it
10 the place where you are executing or is it object of this command that
11 it will,
12 Phi So in node-local objects are local to-to your node and if you want to
13 execute some command on this ehm object which is in another node
14 you have to login to another node really.
15 lJer-> So it’s always executed in one specific node.
16 Phi No it is executed on on on this node if it’s on this node so they’re (.)
17 it's always | mean commands are alw- commands are always executed
18 on local node (.) ((John’s phone rings, he leaves the room)) but the
19 point that it’s not local you have to login you have to be there you
20 have to have a shell there with cluster-local you don’t have to be
21 really there ((John returns))
22 ler-> [so]
23  Phi [you] can use this for example SSH minus and node name so you can
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24 be on one node and execute commands on another node

25 Jer-> So all are executed in the node which you are currently logged into (.)
26 and only in that node.

27 Mor Aaa, I mean [if you],

28 Mar-> [You] you have you have to log into one node if you

29 want to execute commands on multiple nodes

30 Jer-> That’s what | was saying it’s always executed on local node

31 Phi Yeah and it is so called cluster-local you can be on one node and still
32 execute all commands on other nodes.

Philip’s turn-initial okay indicates a readiness to move on (Beach, 1993). He
opens a new sequence to explain the meaning of concept node-local. Starting in
line 7, Marco self-selects to formulate the gist of preceding talk in a form of neg-
ative question which works as an upshot of the description and anticipates con-
firmation. It is a B-event statement which signals that the primary epistemic
authority is with Philip. Moritz intervenes (in line 9) and his hesitant turn-initial
ehm indicates that he is doing so as well as marking that there is a problem of
sorts; he produces a question in which he also provides alternative candidate
answers and leads the discussion back to the actual definition of the concepts.
Philip responds (line 12) to the second question.

Jeremy then formulates a gist of the explanations as a recapitulation of what
Marco has stated before (line 15). Philip rejects this formulation with another
explanation of meaning of node-local and cluster-local (line 16). Philip’s re-
sponse is dispreferred but it is delivered without delay or hedging. Jeremy tries
to intervene (line 22) while Philip continues his explanation, but Jeremy refor-
mulates his understanding in lines 25-26. Marco self-selects to explain the gist.
Jeremy repeats his formulation, in this way metapragmatically expressing that
his earlier turn was intended as an expression of opinion rather than a question.
The sequence develops into an interesting exchange of opinions between the
three participants, as Philip keeps responding as if was doing questioning,
whereas Jeremy co-constructs himself as an expert and basically keeps on re-
sponding to Marco’s original question. The sequence ends when Philip acknowl-
edges Jeremy’s statement and makes final formulation to confirm common un-
derstanding.

The Excerpt 277 below (HWC, PacketsInOut) is another example of equal shar-
ing of knowledge. Moritz wants to confirm his understanding of the kind of data
traffic and the expected capacity consumption by giving his candidate answer.
George as the presenting architect responds until other participants also start
to furnish their understandings.

Excerpt 27 [HWC] PacketsIinOut

Mor ->  Ehm did | understood correctly that this is capacity on external
interface and this does not include potential application specific

1

2

3 internal traffic (.) So, (.) it might be so that ISN decides that for
4 every external pipe or it will generating internal (.) or whatever
5 ((slide 9))
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6 Geo This is throughput for the element which is a router. Packets in=
7 Mor =Okay=
8 Geo =and packets out.
9 Mor-> So packets in packets out then very little traffic is
10 genera(ted in] between
11 Geo [Well the] well
12 (2.0)
13 Geo 1 think there’s not much (.) overhead if you mean on top of the ehm
14 payload traffic
15 Mor ehm [there]
16 Geo [there] is some of course but[not so much]
17 Mor [There is some] as in ISN application
18 there is a need for ehm routing information=
19 Geo =Yeah but | don't think that is
20 Mor this scales not linearly with number of nodes

21 Joh->R1 Yeah but that’s another issue so

22 Vin->R2 That’s mainly related to signaling actions

23 Joh Yes

24 Vin the higher availability for user plane it shouldn’t be [any] any
25 Joh [So so]

26 Vin normal circumstances any

27 Joh so for user plane the overhead

28 Vin [additional]

29 Joh is [I] don't know one percent

30 Geo So

31 Vin there is LIG or lawful interception that depends on country and
32 operator it might be it usually (requires one -)

33 Mor Okay

34 Vin So that’s one.

Moritz produces two upshots. The negative formulation of the question (... this
does not include potential application specific internal traffic) by Moritz works
as an upshot and projects a potential problem. George’s response in lines 6 and
8 partially reject Moritz’s understanding by explicating in more detail the issue
that is being discussed. Moritz then produces another upshot (line 9) which is
disconfirmed by George. Moritz continues to produce another version to display
his epistemic understanding of potential problem areas. George again makes
another attempt to reject this problem as irrelevant (line 19). John and Vincent
join in alliance with George. The formulations are finally accepted by Moritz. It
is worth noting that despite the rejections the topic is handled in a manner
which respects collective sensemaking and equal sharing of knowledge.

8.4.3 Formulating other participant’s stance

Formulating other participant’s stance is a situation where the speaker makes a
B-event statement on an emotional or epistemic state of recipient who has pri-
mary access to such knowledge (Heritage, 1985; Labov & Fanshell, 1977, p. 100;
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Pomerantz, 1980). The speaker takes epistemic authority to formulate some-
thing on behalf of another person who gets primary access to confirm or reject
the formulation. Such statements can also be used for constructing a common
ground.

Excerpt 28 below (AA, CLIAuth2/Objects1) is an example of how such a for-
mulation can be used for the purpose of sensemaking in a situation where no-
one alone has enough knowledge on the topic and the participants accept un-
certainty regarding the topic. Paul and Moritz collaborate in constructing the
meaning for information which is currently lacking. They challenge each other’s
understandings but it is done in an affiliative manner. Moritz makes a meta-
phoric evaluation as a response to preceding discussion in which concerns have
been raised about the degree to which the proposed solution will improve secu-

rity.

Excerpt 28 [AA] CLIAuth2/Objects1

1 Pau May | say something. | somehow understood that you ((looking at
2 Moritz)) wanted to ask whether authorization is needed (.) ehm to
3 operations or to objects that are subject to operations
4  Mor or-o:r real security and not just ehm perception=
5 Pau =yeah
6 Mor that security are needed to authorization at objects
7 Pau Yeah and-and the authorization concerning the target objects that can
8 be manageable to users (1.0) ehm (.) the subject area there is not very
9 clear and there is not company wide agreement what to do and
10 Thomas’s ehm specification has sort of postponed (.) the (.) the field
11 of authorization concerning objects.
12 Mor-> Ehm I've agreed with Thomas that he will insert in this document
13 insert a statement that describe a solution for CLI authorization it
14 indeed improves security but also may give >how to say< sense of
15 false false sense of security because in reality it just looks like a
16 secure solution but it’s more like having house with one door is
17 heavily guarded and all windows open.
18 [((some general laughter))]
19 Hel [first step]
20 Pau £Maybe not quite so butf
21 ((louder common laughter))
22 Tho Actually that’s that’s a good description | think
23 [((more common laughter))]

Paul takes the authority to define what Moritz has meant. Moritz aligns and
affiliates but he provides his own slightly modified and refined version of what
is meant. Paul then takes the opportunity to describe how unclear the situation
is in the company. Moritz makes reference to earlier discussions and agree-
ments (tagging primary source), thereby claiming primary rights for himself.
His evaluation is strengthened by the metaphor which he uses to draw attention
to the deficiencies in the architectural description which is being reviewed (cf.
Cornelissen, 2012). This kind of evaluation is received more positively than a
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direct attack. It is positioned as a response to Paul’s formulation of Moritz’s ear-
lier statement, thus aligned both sequentially and substance-wise with the gen-
eral sentiment. The metaphor is appreciated and triggers affiliative laughter by
several participants. Paul also smiles and affiliates with the rhetoric remark, but
not fully with its content which he downgrades. Thomas, on the other hand, dis-
plays overt appreciation and acceptance of the statement.

From sensemaking point of view, both Paul and Moritz pursue clarity by elab-
orating on factual descriptions, and Moritz also constructs an allegorical de-
scription which other participants find entertaining. Uncertainty is visible and
itis acknowledged that decision needs to be postponed. However, epistemic sta-
tus is still played out with regard to the knowledge available at the time of the
meeting. All participants orient to the issue in affiliative manner and they com-
monly accept the pitfalls in the current solution which is so well constructed
through the metaphor.

Excerpt 29 below (CLIF, ExternalScript) is an example of various practices
that work towards collective sensemaking. Affiliative and disaffiliative stances
fluctuate but there is a general orientation towards expanding common under-
standing. The conclusion, however, remains ambiguous.

Excerpt 29 [CLIF] ExternalScript

1 Mar 1-> =Actually actually has definition you often say here with this
2 (definition) external script is a script running in the CLI environment
3 (.) that’s outside so it’s executing, (0.5) not in the network element
4 it’s executing on the client machine, and then issuing one command
5 after the other [(and)] ((reading from the document))
6 Mor2-> [How] what do you mean issuing one command.
7 ()
8 Joh3-> Soyou may have a script running in a management workstation
9 saying SSH our cluster ((command name)) minus shutdown
10 something.
11 (.)
12 Mor Okay=
13
14 Mar =And you adapt to (-) that’s security language and then the next line
15 is saying something else and then
16 Joh4-> Then the script is on external machine but
17 still you run the commands
18 locally [(-)]
19 Phi5-> [Okay] you ((looking at John)) are assuming that SSH is kind
20 of a
21 [this] unified interface
22 Joh [But 1] don’t know which way they typically
23 use it is it so that you actually write the script external or do you just
24 download the script file to our machine
25 and then [run]
26  Phi [But] here | assume that this this that they select for
27 example web services as a as a as a interface=
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28 Joh =yeah=

29 Phi =s0 if you run some script which will (.) invoke web services and
30 will have adapter for web services

31 [so that] you will not

32 Pau6-> [But] butitis an adaptation to the unified management framework
33 unified management interface

34 that has not anything to do with CLI you see

35 it is quite [(-)]

36 Joh [(but)]

37 Phi [Yes] so | accept this comment that it is generic it’s more
38 than just CLI=

39 Pau =Yeah itis [(-)]

40 Joh [But] are we actually sure that unified management
41 interface is not a CLI

42 Pau Ha-ha

43 Joh It Tcould be.

44 Mar==> Then put external script put you put in the (document) in brackets
45 for example web services

46 Phi Yes so | will

47 Joh yeah an example=

48 Phi =generalize this.

49 (7.5)

In the above, several participants proffer different possible explanations.
Marco begins with an upshot of document’s contents. Moritz produces a retro-
sequence expansion to the first pair part (Schegloff, 2007a) as a repair by which
he seeks for a clarification of formulation in question four. It relates to clarifying
the meaning of formulation technically, while repairing interactional under-
standing. Response is not given by the chairperson but another architect (John),
and it is acknowledged.

Marcos’ next turn (line 14) pursues to furnish the general gist of the under-
standing for which John then constructs a collaborative completion. Philip then
continues the collaboration by formulating John’s understanding of a definition
as defense.

John’s I don’t know makes it clear that he has been constructing sense as he
goes along, indicating that this is a collaborative task for which he has no right
answer. He is thinking out loud rather than expecting an answer. Philip then
reformulates his specific understanding which is accepted by John (line 28).
Paul, however, joins in and produces a counterargument to Philip’s claim with-
out any hedging in lines 32-35. Philip claims to accept Paul’s comment and Paul
pursues to explain his epistemic stance further. Philip (yes I accept this com-
ment) shifts the discussion from the sensemaking frame (about scripts) to the
task-oriented frame of getting agreement on correct phrasing for the document.
Sensemaking frames fluctuate from general technologies to the process of re-
viewing a document.
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John’s rhetorical question (are we actually sure) is an attempt to close down
the topic with humor about a circular definition. By choosing the collaborative
1st person plural he also marks the alternative explanations as everyone’s busi-
ness again. It also displays the common uncertainty about the topic. The conflict
is resolved and concluded by humorous statement which still has direct rele-
vance to the substance matter. It invokes laughter by some participants, which
can be taken as indicative of irony (irony related to the difficulty and circular
nature of the discussion. No response is in fact expected, and John continues to
respond himself. Laughter clears up the tension and disagreement that has been
arising. Marco then concludes this sequence by summarizing a decision pro-
posal which gets accepted by Philip, then by John. Philip confirms what he will
do (generalize the phrasing in the document) as a conclusion of this decision.

Excerpt 29 above is an example of sensemaking with several of its features.
There is disagreement but no one takes clear authority, and sharing of opinions
and varying positions is collaboratively resolved. The tension that has been
there is released by John’s humorous statement which still has direct relevance
to the substance matter. By using a plural form are we sure he makes the uncer-
tainty a shared common state. Discourse marker then can also function as an
initiator for formulation, or a conclusion of sorts (Schiffrin, 1987, p. 246, in We-
ber, 1993, p. 111).

8.5 Summary

This chapter has explored episodes in which the participants pursued mutual
agendas and collaborative sharing of knowledge by inviting other participant’s
opinions and by using formulations as ways to clarify understandings among
the participants. The episodes were designed for projecting affiliation and align-
ment through equal sharing of knowledge and expertise. Topics were offered for
collaborative construction of understanding. Sensemaking practices triggered
contributions by other experts. When participants self-selected to make contri-
butions they did not make themselves the sole authority. Epistemic opinions
and positions remained relatively equal and also displays of uncertainty were
shared.

This chapter has demonstrated how identities are used as a resource to resolve
arising conflicts or unclear situations. The excerpts exemplified how differences
of opinion were respected and there was an ambition to find a common under-
standing. When the situation became ambiguous, it was common that the opin-
ion of some particular participant or some non-present person was made rele-
vant or consequential. This enabled decisions and worked as an act of collective
sensemaking, the purpose of which was to remove the ambiguity and potential
conflict.

The linguistic forms as such have not been a focal point of this study, but a
curious detail stood out in the analysis of the sequences in this chapter. All se-
quences and practices which initiated the affiliative construction of sense and
collaborative sharing of knowledge were in fact interrogatives of some sort by
form. This concerned also formulations which were received as something for

136



Pursuing mutual agendas

which a confirmation or rejection was expected as response. Unlike the chal-
lenging questions in the previous chapter, however, questions were used in this
chapter for opening new topics to be explored together whereas in the previous
chapter they worked as counterarguments which led to conflicting opinions. The
questions in this chapter were mostly oriented to topics on which the recipient
or recipients were assumed to have the epistemic authority. Similarly to various
earlier studies, these types of questions worked as openers for sequences of mul-
tiple subsequent turns to elaborate on the topic (Ford, 2008; Sacks et al., 1974;
Schegloff, 2007a).

From sensemaking point of view, the sequences were motivated by the need
to normalize the situation or to find harmony even if the sequences would be
triggered by unexpected or conflictual events. The episodes displayed generally
more positive emotions than the ones in chapter 7. One could therefore claim,
in line with Liu & Maitlis (2014) that acts of collaborative sensemaking tend to
enhance positive emotions among the participants and could be seen to lead to
stronger agreement. The sequences were also collaborative, as at minimum
three coparticipants, in addition to the chairperson, engaged in the creations of
understanding in the sequences of this section.

It is worth noting that the distinction between the categories used for the ex-
cerpts in this chapter and the previous one is not so black and white. The anal-
ysis has focused on the primary orientations and tendencies that dominate the
interaction in the excerpts. When looking at epistemic gradients (Heritage,
2012b), the sequences in this chapter displayed an orientation to equalizing the
level of knowledge among the participants as they anticipate affirmation or con-
firmation by the coparticipants. The excerpts were from the middle of the meet-
ings and the topical discussion was still actively ongoing, and therefore the par-
ticipants could still influence the outcome. Chapter 9 explores the final phases
of the meetings in which the participants are already oriented to concluding the
meeting and making overarching remarks on the topic.
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Chapters 7 and 8 examined the sensemaking activities through which the par-
ticipants moved their agendas forward in incremental fashion while discussing
the topics in the meetings. This chapter focuses on the closing phase of the meet-
ings to describe the interactional moves that are designed as enactments of
sensemaking to produce final decisions. This is the summary phase in which the
decision is encapsulated (Kangasharju, 2007). These sequences demonstrate a
transition from general topical discussion into the final decision-making phase.
As described, the meetings in this study are largely monotopical and the main
purpose it to make a decision on the particular topic which may be discussed for
two hours before the final decision4. It seems important study what kind of ac-
tions are taken to reach a conclusion and close the meeting. This chapter an-
swers the research question: how is sensemaking used for the interactional
achievement of decisions?

The primary purpose of the meetings in this study was to review and make a
decision on technical topics. The duration of each meeting was around two
hours, so most of the discussion was focused on the actual substance matter
without making the actual references to the need to make a decision in the end.
Usually there was one solution which was presented as the preferred alternative
(or sometimes the only one), and most of the discussion concerned the details
of that specific proposal. After the material that was used during the presenta-
tion had been covered, the chairman begun to take actions to close the meeting
in ways which explicitly summarized its outcome for decision.

This chapter incorporates the notion of sensemaking and decision making.
The relationship between the two is shown in the way the discussion reflects
temporal orientation. For the purpose of studying these concepts as part of in-
teraction, a distinction has been formed between collective and collaborative
sensemaking in the process of decision making. As described earlier, collective
sensemaking often refers to an event carried out by multiple actors, and it re-
lates to the shared way of understanding and seeing things (e.g. Maitlis & Chris-
tianson, 2014). However, interaction does not necessarily reveal this aspect, as
not everyone expresses his or her opinion during discussion. In a meeting with
a large number of participants it is not necessary for everyone to take a stand.

4 All meetings have one topic with the exception of one during which three topics are han-
dled: EIA, AA and TPC. These closing phases of the topical discussion on these topics are re-
viewed separately in this Chapter.
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This study takes the perspective that the level of participation, as contributions
to the emerging decision, demonstrates much more about the collaborativeness
and actual commitment to the decision. This is in line with the approach taken
by Huisman (2001) who also uses the term collaborative sensemaking although
without making a difference to collective sensemaking. In this chapter collective
sensemaking as an act of decision making is also related to the epistemic au-
thority the participants assume they have for making an influence. Although it
is the identity of the chairperson which is crucial in leading the team into a de-
cision, the other participants can take the authority to modify or constrain the
scope of the decision through their contributions.

This chapter is divided into four sections. The first two sections cover the clos-
ing sequences of six topics presented in five meetings. This covers six out of the
total of seven topics that were analyzed. One topic (HWC) was presented with
the understanding that it was not ready for decision yet. The first section pre-
sents the closing sequences of those meetings and topics which demonstrate pri-
mary orientation to collective commitment. The second section discusses se-
quences which are primarily focused on announcing the decision. Furthermore,
the third section explores some of the sequences in which the ephemeral nature
of decisions is overtly reasoned, and the fourth section discusses sequences
which topicalize the availability of choice. The last section provides a summary
of the findings.

9.1 Orienting to collective commitment

Several previous studies have already shown that creation of a shared sense of
commitment is one essential part of decision making in multiparty situations,
and explicit acceptance is required for proposals or agreements to become deci-
sions or for a decision announcement to be successful (Clifton, 2009; Steva-
novic, 2012). Huisman (2001) claims that decisions cannot be reached without
commitment by other participants to the expected future shape of the organiza-
tion. This means that temporally decisions are essentially said to involve com-
mitment to their future effects. The analysis in this section shows that decision-
making phase integrates the temporal orientation of past and future at the mo-
ment of the commitment. It is typical that commitment is first sought retrospec-
tively to what has been discussed, and then the future effects are announced.
Sensemaking is conceptualized as an act which establishes retrospective agree-
ment for what is deemed to be the outcome of the meeting discussion. While
focusing on the past activities, the decision formulates commitment for future
actions at the same time.

This section discusses those decision-making phases in the material which
seem to orient primarily to the collective sense of agreement on the issue at
hand. This agreement is then considered a satisfactory indication that a decision
has been made. Commitment is constructed by building a retrospective bridge
between agreement about the topic, as it has been discussed in the meeting so
far, and future actions required based on the understanding that has emerged.
The chairperson takes the epistemic responsibility to seek for commitment but
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the final epistemic authority is given to the participants who are called upon to
commit. The commitment in the meeting becomes an integration point of past
and present.

Meeting [ErrMsg]

The following two excerpts are from the very end of meeting [ErrMsg]. The
presenting architect has guided the participants through the slides which de-
scribe the architectural solution, and a lively discussion on the various details of
that solution has ensued as the team has proceeded to go through each slide.
The two consecutive sequences below (Excerpts 30 and 31) form a closure for
the meeting. After a long pause preceding Excerpt 30 (ErrMsg, Satisfied), the
chairperson Marco takes the opportunity to move on to the decision-making
phase.

Excerpt 30 [ErrMsg] Satisfied

1 Mar->1la Okay so are we satisfied.

2 (1.5)

3 Mar->1b Are you John satisfied.

4  Joh Yeah.

5 Mar Heh-heh

6 ()

7 Pau Yeah | recorded at least eight eight points worth woth correc-
8 correcting here during this session.

9 (8.0)

10 Mar->2 Soifif nobody has objection then the architects now start to coach

11 their target groups that this is coming (.) and Ralf will take will take
12 this from this point onwards he’s on vacation this week (.) so so |
13 guess you need to somewhat to bring him into:

14 Pau Yes

15 Mar closer to the contents.

16 Pau Yes and I'll update update this document and circulate at least with
17 Mo(h)ritz and others who gave comments

Marco’s question on line 1 signals that this is a preclosing sequence for the
meeting. He solicits general acceptance for the system design that has been pre-
sented. The question are we satisfied actually signals that an affiliative response
would retrospectively generate an agreement about the documented solution
and the preceding meeting discussion. He is generally incorporating the preced-
ing meeting discussion retrospectively as a matter of collective agreement. The
use of we enhances the sense of group decision. As there is no immediate re-
sponse Marco selects John to explicitly confirm if he accepts the solution or not
(line 3). It is not clear why he selects John, specifically, although John has been
relatively active in pointing out problematic issues in the details of the solution
throughout the meeting. Here, John generally accepts that the description is
good enough, to which Marco responds with laughter — an indication that John’s
acceptance as such is not a decisive factor for a collective decision. However, it
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shows that explicit acceptance by at least one participant is generally expected
in order to be able to announce a decision. The retrospective agreement also
projects a commitment to future.

There is a brief pause after the exchange between Marco and John. Paul who
is the architect responsible for the document seems to also take that exchange
as a signal of final decision and summarizes what needs to be done by him in
the immediate future based on the comments received during the meeting (line
8). After another long pause, Marco then moves on to announce the more gen-
eral future actions required based on the decision by identifying specific tasks
based on the organizational roles. By embedding a negative expectation if no-
body has objections in the announcement Marco sets preference for no objec-
tion and expects no response. He continues immediately to announce the future
actions which further implies that consensus has been reached. Paul aligns and
complements by stating what he as the architect in charge needs to do. Decision
making is focused on future actions. Marco orients to his identity as a chairper-
son and focuses on achieving consensus, while Paul as the presenting architect
keeps control by stating what has actually been agreed during the meeting dis-
cussion and orients to the meeting as a review of his document. The sequence
develops as the chairperson and presenter together announce and acknowledge
the required future actions.

Excerpt 31 (ErrMsg, EverybodyAgree) below follows directly the Excerpt 30
(ErrMsg, Satisfied) above. In the previous excerpt the participants have agreed
on the contents of the solution and they have committed to the short-term ac-
tions. Here Marco takes a wider future perspective and orients to the organiza-
tional effects of how and when to implement the solution. He invites contribu-
tions for defining the most optimal timing for the execution of the decision in
the forthcoming software releases. Collaborative sensemaking ensues as Marco
opens the topic with a more specific question.

Excerpt 31 [ErrMsg] EverybodyAgree

1 Mar->3 but the target proposed release is it does everybody also agree that
2 we are proposing this to the ((release b)) (.) or do you want to make
3 it (-) and propose it for ((release a)).
4 ()
5 Joh If you can make the facility sooner it’s better.
6 [(then they can)] everybody can start to
7 Mor [Yeah it’s basically]
8 Joh utilize in ((release b))
9 Mor | think that we can make it into steps and in ((release a)) we have all
10 basic facility and in ((release b)) we will convert all logging
11 Pau [Yeah]
12 Mar [So]
13  Mor [because] facilities it’s prerequisite you can’t do anything else so it’s
14 [better to have stages]
15 Mar [Okay so you are saying] let’s make the changes in these few
16 wrappers and subsystems and so on first in ((release a))

17 Mor Yeah yeah
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18 Mar and then universally change all the users in [((release b))].

19 Mor [Exactly]

20 Mar->4a But that’s an important split is this what everybody wants

21 (5.0)

22 Mar->4b What do you think Ted.

23 Ted Well the sooner the better so if you can do already something for
24 ((release a)) so why not

25 Mar-> Okay we need to bring Helen into the context as a release manager

26 for ((release a))

27 ()

28 Pau [Yeah.]

29 Mar [She] she selected not to come because she thought this does not affect
30 ((release a)) ((smiling))

31 Mor Basically you can start using interface that you’re introducing in the

32 same release so it’s better to have them split

33 Pau Yi:eah and well this is quite easy because this does not pose any

34 backwards incompatible changes in the interfaces and so on

35 Mar->  Okay then I think you can bring this if you make it what’s in the slide

36 before the last slide like you make the split

37 Pau yeah

38 Mar so that you improve one improve two so that you facilitate the work of
39 the product managers

40 Pau yeah

41 Mar and for for since Ralf is not here for the ((release a)) | will trigger
42 Helen to connect with you because she has to take the items on the
43 roadmap approval this Friday so there is only one day in between
44 (2.0

45 Pau Okay.

46 (2.0

47 Mar Okay | think that’s it this time. We’re done.

In this excerpt, Marco shifts the orientation fully to the future and solicits
opinions on the possible software release in which the implementation could be
done. John responds immediately this time (lines 5-6) and proposes that some
parts of the work are started as soon as possible, which Moritz acknowledges in
overlap (line 7). Moritz continues to explain how the activities should be divided
across two releases, and this is supported by Paul as well. Marco attempts to
start a formulation (the overlapping turn-initial so), but Moritz proceeds to ex-
plain his point further. In this way the three architects construct sense for the
execution of the design solution. Marco then takes the floor to formulate the
suggestion (lines 15-16 and 18) on behalf of everyone and receives emphatic af-
firmative responses from Moritz. After this Marco emphasizes the importance
of the suggested split and designs this as a matter of consensus (line 20). This is
followed by a long pause without any explicit confirmation by anyone of the par-
ticipants. Marco then begins to seek for specific commitment of Product Man-
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ager Ted (line 28). When Ted accepts this suggestion Marco moves on to de-
scribe the effects to the forthcoming software release. Moritz points out that a
lot of the work can begin in the first release although it continues in the next
releases. Paul agrees with this despite his turn-initial downgraded assessment
(yeah well). Marco then requests that this consecutive design is described in the
document and Paul agrees to do so. Marco then moves on to describe the next
steps and again makes reference to absent stakeholders (Release Managers
Helen and Ralf), thereby marking their non-presence an accountable action.
However, the decision as such is ratified without their presence. After this
Marco as the chairperson then seeks for final consensus and commitment by the
present parties after which he declares the meeting adjourned. Note that
throughout this sequence Paul keeps taking turns using minimal tokens like
yeah or yes, to confirm what has been said, and in doing so he enacts as the
person in charge and in position with power and knowledge (e.g. Ford, 2008).
Chairperson and the presenting architect together announce and acknowledge
the future actions before Marco announces the meeting adjourned.

In these two consecutive Excerpts (30 and 31), all the elements of sensemak-
ing, decision making, and epistemic authority are played out: decision about the
solution becomes refined and collective sense is created in collaboration as a
result of discussion. The announcing of the decision acknowledges this fact ret-
rospectively, and this creates a springboard for stating the future effects and ac-
tions, for which commitment is also sought. Chairperson controls the discussion
and directs it towards conclusion by soliciting commitment from several partic-
ipants.

Topic [AA

The following two Excerpts (32 and 33) are from the end of discussion on the
topic of authorization and authentication [AA]. Excerpt 32 (AA IndicativeInput)
is preceded by discussion on some details of the solution. The presentation ma-
terial has been covered and there is a long pause (6.0 seconds) during which
people are either in thinking mode or rather waiting for the chairperson’s action.
And indeed, Marco takes actions to end the general discussion and begins to
announce the future requirements and commitments that are required.

Excerpt 32 [AA] Indicativelnput

(6.0)

Mar But okay I-I think like from our point of view like from SAT we don’t
stop so much on this like this is indicative ehm input information for
Helen primarily ((looking at Helen and Helen looks back))

Ehm [Thomas]

Mar [So] Ithink that the new I think the new items here which were
not covered before (.) ehm

Mor [ehm]

Mar [so] the process goes as usual to get project commitments this seems

© O N O U WN R
<
o
=

to spread every[where]

=
o
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11 Mor [Ehm] especially the CLlIs are developed everywhere
12 in our: (.) so | think we need all the project managers

13 Hel Yeah if we can phase it do this in phases and then that one thousand
14 hours is not going to fit in the ((release)) current content.

15 Mar But the good news is that they spread over everybody so it’s there is
16 some more concentration in the O&M area but.

Marco begins the sequence with a pre-closing signal (okay), preceded by a
contrast marker but, to indicate a topical shift as a signal that he wants to end
the general discussion which he now describes as not relevant in the context of
the ongoing meeting. He then announces the future effects which he says con-
cern Helen, the Product Manager. He seeks for Helen’s acknowledgement by
looking at her, and Helen looks back without saying anything which could be
interpreted as weak acknowledgement. He then describes how the process
should go and makes it explicit that commitment is needed from project man-
agement and development effort will be needed from experts across the R&D
organization. Moritz affiliates and makes a more specific comment about the
needed commitment. As Helen has been called up earlier in the sequence, she
now becomes more active and agrees and proposes that the work could be done
in phases, in consecutive releases of the product, because there will not be
enough resources to implement the solution during one release development
cycle.

Excerpt 32 (AA, IndicativeInput) above is followed by a brief exchange be-
tween Moritz and Paul about a specific detail which is excluded from here as it
is a side sequence not related to the closure of the decision. When that sequence
is over Marco rushes to make another serious attempt to conclude the discus-
sion and to solicit commitment for the solution in Excerpt 33 (AA, Issues).

Excerpt 33 [AA] Issues

1 Mar->1a But okay like does like concluding like does anybody have still like
2 issues how you deal with authorization in ((product)) like primarily
3 Tho ((release))

4  Mar ((release)) and primarily like using the sudo approach now (-) in the
5 CLI. (2.0) so-so-so this is different than if you recall the discussion a
6 month ago (.) we are not using user groups directly and so on by the
7 CLI command so it is still based on user role permission (.) principle
8 (0.5) and CLIs have to adapt a little bit to this approach so

9 ->1b is-is this like (.) good enough and gets your support or

10 (0.5) ((somebody clearing his throat))

11 Osc->R1 VYesitis with the disclaimer which Moritz said that this is not a really
12 secure solution

13 Mor Ehm

14  Mar Yes | mean it’s this highlighted statement here this bolded statement
15 that what

16 Mor I think [the prolem is]

17 Mar [I-1can] bring it out in the AT decision that.

18 Mor It’s kind of semantic problem and extends from how this roles was

19 thought authorization for CLI-command line interface that this indeed
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20 provides authorization for command line interface ((Thomas

21 laughing)) but my assume-understanding that the intention of this
22 requirement is something else what was not properly stated in this
23 requirement

24 Hel->R2 For ((release)) this is okay.
25 Mor Okay.
26 Mar->  Yesbutlthink also like everybody knows that in the security we are

27 taking we have just started to move step by step towards improving
28 the situation over [((product))]

29 Tho [I hope] you actually believe that and hopefully in ((future release))
30 we will have a couple of man years working on this as a secure

31 solution (.) and the only reason why we now have this kind of non-
32 secure solution is because we don’t have the resources.

33 Hel Yeah.

34 Tho so that’s what | took into consideration here

35 Mar Okay you are working with the roadmap for security so with Helen so
36 that’s the right place.

37 Hel Yeah this is ok for ((release)) the work estimations are so=

38 Mor =Another problem=

39 Hel =huge=

40 Mor =with security is that it’s extremely hard to add this afterwards it

41 should be designed in the first phase.

42 (1.0)

43 Mar Let’s say we are designing we are (.) if-if you if you have a better

44 approach just let us know but >one step at a time but< | wanted here
45 like Thomas to still like ten minutes to quickly present this TPM ehm

Marco’s turn-initial but okay (line 1, turn 1a) marks the previous discussion as
complete, and he proceeds to invite final comments without selecting anyone in
particular. He continues in his second turn (1b) to summarize retrospectively
the current solution and describes how it is different from when the same issues
was discussed in an earlier meeting. He seeks for explicit support for decision
and marks the decision as a matter of consensus. After a pause Oscar self-selects
to produce a conditional acceptance by reformulating Thomas’s earlier reserva-
tions. Marco explains that the issues has been mentioned in the document.
Moritz attempts to reserve the floor at the same time when Marco says he will
explain the limitation mentioned in the document when he sends out the mail
in which the decision is summarized to all stakeholders. Moritz points out fur-
ther limitations in the requirement for which this solution is meant to provide a
solution (lines 18-25). Helen however approves the proposal as a product man-
ager for the software release in which the solution is intended to be imple-
mented. She directs her comment specifically to Moritz (she is looking at Moritz
when saying this), and Moritz acknowledges this (line 25). This could be also
interpreted as her acceptance of Marco’s original solicitation of approval. Marco
then proceeds to give sense and recognizes the fact that the organization does
not have enough resources to implement a full-fledged security solution and
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therefore the work needs to continue in an incremental fashion. Thomas picks
up on this and displays doubt toward the possibilities of executing on the solu-
tion. The ephemeral nature of the current decision regarding the future is also
made clear. In his last turn (lines 43-45) Marco blocks further discussion on the
ongoing topic by rushing to introduce the next and last topic of the day.

It is noteworthy that the solution is approved as a decision by this team despite
the resistance and doubts about any possibilities to enhance the currently
agreed solution in the near future. Everyone admits the limitations of executing
on the approved solution and the topic is allowed to leave the stage in somewhat
vague manner.

Meeting [WUIF]

The following two excerpts from the closing sequences for the meeting and
discussion on [WUIF]. The excerpt is preceded by a lively discussion on addi-
tional functionalities that could be added to the specification the team is review-
ing. Philip acknowledges this and, to conclude the discussion, Marco explains
that this is the first version and begins signaling closure of the meeting. The
closing moves in Excerpt 34 (WUIF, AnybodyHaveProblem) are somewhat sim-
ilar to Excerpt 33 (AA, Issues). He seeks for commitment by stating the wider
future consequences of the decision but assumes that there is a common agree-
ment and does not seek for explicit commitment retrospectively.

Excerpt 34 [WUIF] AnybodyHaveProblem

1 Phi Yes there are really a lot of things that are not specified a lot of
2 things that has to be designed and decided
3 Mar->1 Sothisis the first step towards the Web Ul but like the key question
4 like endorsing this framework does anybody have a problem from
5 the architects or anybody else also here to to promote that this is
6 the way that whenever web Ul way because we are not doing Web
7 Uls only for the O&M services there is a big likelihood that we are
8 making Web Uls for any other services in the IP management has
9 popped up lately does anyone have a problem with that that this
10 is the default ehm framework that we apply
11 Mor Ehm
12 Mar when building new Uls
13 Mor-> But how we are going to introduce can we really make introduction
14 of framework and Uls based on this one release or first we make
15 framework in one release and only next we will start
16 Wal I think the
17 Mor introducing tools
18 Wal the framework first ((release name)) we will provide some
19 framework with particular amount of requirements achieved at that
20 level
21 Mar So
22 Wal but | thinking interfaces definitely achieved at that time so it cannot
23 fully replace the element manager
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24 Mar [Yeah we have other reasons actually to maintain the element

25 manager

26 Wal Yeah

27 Mar for legacy reasons but our approach has been always to do enabler
28 first then proper usage so the next open x for ((release name)) so
29 this is where the framework goes it maybe like web Uls may go
30 hand in hand | mean

31 Phi Yeah there is nothing that forces sequential approach here because
32 you can develop some components which can be then reused and
33 they can be moved to framework then made available to others and
34 this kind of stuff so there is no (.) no need for sequential approach

Philip emphasizes the fact that his specification for web user interfaces is not
complete and that there are issues that need to be specified later or during actual
software design and development. Marco continues on the same track and ex-
plains that the current solution is only the first step towards a more concise so-
lution. However, he moves on to seek for commitment for the solution as it is at
the time of the meeting by inviting anyone to comment now if they disagree. He
formulates his solicitation for commitment by designing twice a question (does
anyone have a problem) for which a negative response would be preferred. This
works as an act of sensegiving while he at the same time seems to assume that
commitment probably exists (like endorsing, line 5). There is no preferred re-
sponse but instead Moritz overlaps in lines 16 and continues in line18 to raise a
concern whether the framework solution as well as the interface software that
will be applying it can be done in the next release, or if development should be
done in phases instead. Marco and Walter take sensegiving actions to collec-
tively describe the future effects and steps (lines 23-39). Philip affiliates and
takes epistemic authority to confirm that development can proceed without se-
quential dependencies between the various areas.

The discussion continues after the above Excerpt 34 (WUIF, AnybodyHave-
Problem) among several participants who express a wish that design and proto-
typing on the area of Web user interfaces should start as soon as possible (tran-
scription excluded from here). In Excerpt 35 (WUIF, Magic) below chairperson
then resumes to closing the meeting.

Excerpt 35 [WUIF] Magic

1 Mar->2  but okay like is it that there aren’t any like major issues here and
2 we consider this one approved. (.) Magic as ha-ha
3 Phi It’s magic ha-ha
4  Mar But the other thing like if this pop up (.) Philip if this pop-up like if
5 there is something intuitive here we should try IPRs | would | will
6 show you Yahoo page and you can tell me if it’s the same oris it
7 different but when I’'m moving pops up for me which to do things for
8 me which | don’t know where it comes from but it just comes
9 Mor used to be
10 Mar | don’t know
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11 ((people start leaving))

12 Sus se varmaan (---)

13  Mar Nice nice

14 Mor We used to have some patents

15 Mor ((gets up to look at Philip’s screen))

Marco’s but works as a turn-entry device and a contrast marker regarding the
preceding discussion. Although Marco formulates his turn as a question, the
turn becomes designed more as a statement and retrospective announcement
that consensus has been reached, and the floor is no longer opened for actual
comments. After pausing shortly he selects the term magic (line 3) which refers
to an earlier phase of the meeting when Philip demonstrated the current version
of the framework and described it in a humorous way as this is the magic, the
beauty of the framework so that it’s never seen before. Philip (line 4) as the pre-
senter and owner of the solution picks up on this. There are no other comments
and the participants seem to assume that agreement has been reached even
though there is no explicit confirmation, as Marco changes the participation
framework and addresses Philip specifically by coming back to the topic which
had been put aside earlier in the meeting as it was not relevant for the actual
decision. Discussion continues among a restricted number of participants inter-
ested in that particular topic and others start leaving the room.

All of the closing sequences for the topics explored above showed a distinct
orientation by the chairperson to either solicit explicit acknowledgement of
commitment for the decision, or to signal that opportunities to oppose the deci-
sion are offered. This creates a sense of yet ongoing collaborative commitment,
whereas in the closing sequences of section 9.2, the chairperson orients to an-
nouncing the decision.

9.2 Announcing decisions

Decision announcing is the formal way of stating the decision verbally. How-
ever, previous literature shows that the actual decision, as such, is usually not
made explicit in talk, but the process of decision making is embedded in the
actions and reactions of the participants (Boden, 1994, p. 22). The participants
depict from the context that they are in the process of decision making without
necessarily making explicit reference to it by saying, for instance, that we decide
X.

This section explores the decision-closing sequences in which the announcing
of the decision is central and the chairperson does not explicitly solicit agree-
ment. Clifton (2009) shows in his study how decision announcement becomes
a category-bound activity: typically it is the chairperson who is expected to ret-
rospectively formulate the prior talks as a decision for it to be accomplished.
This is close to what Robichaud, Giroux, & Taylor (2004) call the act of “meta-
conversation”: metaconversations are used by managers to summarize or for-
mulate earlier discussions (or turns of talk) and point out their effect to the or-
ganization at large.
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The forthcoming analysis draws light on the reflexive nature of decision an-
nouncing: the announcement is an act of sensegiving at the intersection of talk
which reflects on the past while orienting to future actions.

Meeting [CLIF]

Excerpt 36 (CLIF, InSummary) below occurs towards the end of the meeting
during which there has been ample disagreement on the scope of the solution
which is expected to be reviewed and approved in the meeting. Here the chair-
person moves on to summarize the meeting procedures as a candidate pre-clos-
ing of the meeting. However, he has to make an effort and go through several
announcement attempts as the discussion digresses without acknowledgement
by other participants.

Excerpt 36 [CLIF] InSummary

1 Mar=>(1) Butokay but let’s say let’s say like to be serious like in summary we
2 had a few issues around the concepts in the beginning but let’s say
3 (now) I think it’s clear. We stopped quite a bit on it. Ehm and then |
4 think in the concrete part more or less | think more or less it is as you
5 propose here. with some exceptions where you had doubts related to
6 the options for example, nobody has raised any issue on data this list
7 of data types,
8 Mor But there is one big (-)
9 Mar the locales yeah the support for locales,
10 Phi And by the way date type is missing here
11 Mor Okay
12 Mar=>(2) Butfor me like | don’t know how it is but for me this is very close to a
13 user guide so this but but (2.0) and we agreed to remove this thing
14 about XML, and | think the other sections were
15 Phi in future | will move this
16 Mar very clear so.

17 Mar=>(3) So(.) and with these changes like | think we can agree this will

18 become our documentation for (.) the CLI for [((release)]

19 Mor-> [So what is] the title is
20 it a guideline or

21 Phi It was a philosophical title.

Marco begins by summarizing the outcome of the meeting and recontextual-
izes the whole meeting procedure. His turn-initial statement (But okay but
let’s say let’s say like to be serious like in summary, in line 1) marks a shift
from general discussion phase and produces an explicit procedural summary
about the achievements of the meeting so far. Marco clearly attempts to main-
tain the epistemic status and entitlement of the chairperson to give sense to
the outcome of the meeting. His summary labels the preceding discussion as a
decision but he becomes interrupted by Moritz (line 8) whose turn-initial but
marks disalignment. He is immediately picking up on Marco’s statement that
nobody has raised any issues implies that commitment has been established,
and he indeed tries to make additional issues topical. Marco basically ignores
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this and continues in line 9. Philip makes another minor comment about the
contents (line 10) which seems to satisfy Moritz who acknowledges this (as a
side comment). In his second longer turn (beginning in line 12), Marco disas-
sociates himself from the responsibility of defining alone what type of docu-
ment the material that has been reviewed should be. He announces, with some
hesitation, that the document seems to be a user guide, a type of document
which is often produced as part of software product development. As there are
no other comments Marco continues to summarize the other changes that
were agreed on during the earlier discussion and Philip affiliates and explains
how he will modify the text. In his third turn (beginning in line 17), Marco
makes an announcement which is intended as candidate pre-closing of the
meeting and declares that general agreement has been reached on behalf of
everyone about the future actions. Moritz, however, overlaps and picks up on
Marco’s hesitant comment about the type of document and makes it a topical
issue; thereby he also indicates that the situation is not yet ripe for final deci-
sion and closing of the meeting. A long discussion of roughly six minutes en-
sues about the title of the document after Excerpt 38, and then Marco renews
his closing moves by making an action-oriented decision formulation in line 1
of Excerpt 37 (CLIF, YouModify) below.

Excerpt 37 [CLIF] YouModify

1 Mar Okay so [you you modify] this

2 [((John, Henry, Oscar stand up and leave))]

3 Mar you modify this and I think when you publish that list people can
4

5

check the part which is interesting for them
((most participants stand up and leave the room))

Excerpt 37 (CLIF, YouModify) combines the decision announcement with a
directive for future actions immediately affecting the document. The partici-
pants orient to this turn as a final decision and conclusion for the meeting. They
seem to tune in on the earlier decision announcement (Excerpt 38, CLIF, In-
Summary) as a pre-closing. Thus, Marco’s short and straightforward statement
is enough here to indicate that the meeting is over. There is no explicit commit-
ment received for this final announcement, unless the fact that people start leav-
ing the meeting room is taken as a silent acceptance.

The two excerpts above are sequentially intertwined and show that the chair-
person alone cannot take the epistemic authority to announce the decision with-
out first seeking for the commitment by the participants. The participants do
not directly sanction such behavior but they do, in subtle ways, resist self-pro-
claimed announcing. Thus, it seems that commitment is an integral part of col-
lective sensemaking.

Topic [EIA
The following two excerpts are from the end of the discussion on topic [EIA].

Excerpt 38 (EIA, InReleaseX) is an exchange between the presenter Jeffrey and
chairperson Marco, and it shows that the announcement of the decision is
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tightly bound to the role of the chairperson. Jeffrey as the presenter of the topic
takes partial epistemic responsibility to describe the outcome of the meeting
discussion but he designs his announcement as a question for the chairperson
to acknowledge.

Excerpt 38 [EIA] InReleaseX

1 Jef-> in ((project/release)) we use it use this first time and for coming
2 releases then we have to update it if needed is we see this is too heavy
3 or or this is not enough then we can change $
4 ((Oscar walks in)) Okay but is it so that only issue that should be
5 changed here is that to make change that change requests for external
6 interface changes are used only after that external interface approved
7 milestone.
8 Mar Yes. | think that would help and then it will the project’s input at
9 which point in time they put the external interfaces change the
10 external interface approval point. (.) It should not be very close to M1
11 (0.5) experience shows it’s about two months
12 (2.0) ((a lot of talking and movement in the background))
13 so that they finish design and so on.
14 Jef Yes. (.) If it’s okay >I will take it for product managers and PDB
15 decision< it’s fine for me.
16 ((discussion in the backgound))
17 Mar Yeah
18 Jef Okay.

Excerpt 38 (EIA, InReleaseX) is initiated by the presenter Jeffrey who first
explains that the process description which has raised a lot of resistance in the
meeting will be applied in the next software release but it can be modified later
if that should be needed. Jeffrey announces the future actions as a summary of
preceding discussion. He formulates the suggestion in a way which solicits con-
firmation for the change which will be needed in the process description based
on the discussion. Marco as the chairperson of the meeting takes the epistemic
authority to confirm this and makes the final rationalization as a way of contex-
tualizing collective understanding of practicalities. Jeffrey (lines 14-15) then de-
scribes what actions would make the modified decision acceptable for him,
which is again confirmed by Marco. This means that as the outcome of this
meeting, the description which was already once approved by another decision-
making body (PDB) will need to be taken there again.

After the Excerpt 38 above, the chairperson produces an open invitation for
final comments in Excerpt 39 (EIA, OtherComments) which leads to more par-
ticipation and collaborative sensemaking of the future actions. This formulates
a collaborative conclusion and announcement of the decision. Excerpt 39 is a
direct continuation of Excerpt 38 (EIA, ReleaseX). Marco as the chairperson
takes the leading role and signals it is time for final comments before the topic
can be considered closed.

Excerpt 39 [EIA] OtherComments
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1 Mar
2 Mor->
3
4
5
6
7 Jef 1R
8 Joh2R
9
10 Pet3R
11 Joh
12 Mor4R
13 Jef
14 Pet
15 Joh
16
17 Pet
18 Jef
19 Joh
20 Pet
21 Joh
22 Jef
23 Mar->
24
25
26 Pet
27 Mar
28 Pet
29 Jef
30
31 Mor
32 Mar
33 Jef
34 Mar
35 Jef

Marco’s general question is an implicit way of seeking commitment while at
the same time signaling that the meeting is about to end. Moritz responds by
asking what the opinion of the project managers might be on this topic. He for-
mulates the effects of the decision to ongoing projects as a problem. Jeffrey is
the Program Manager for those projects, thus responding with hesitant laughter
(Ehm heh-heh, in line 7). Hesitation marks a break in understanding. John takes
the epistemic authority to describe what should be done in the projects which is
rationalized in collaborative agreement: approvals are signaled by several par-
ticipants. Marco formulates the mutual agreement more explicitly in lines 23-
24 as an act of sensegiving after mutual sensemaking has taken place. He then
requests Jeffrey’s commitment for actions that he will need to take, and Jeffrey
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Any any other comments or

What’s view on this of project managers because is this milestone
may force some projects to reschedule their work to get design ready
before this explicit milestone (1.0) or what for example many things
about this

(0.5)

Ehm heh-heh

So this should be part of program or project planning so that we will
get the view of each project that when they think that design=
=Mm hm.=

=is ready

Yes

Yeah

Yeah

because it doesn’t make sense that you say okay it’s now and then
design planned to be ready five months after that.

[exactly]

[ves]

so basically you put this milestone per project

But then it indeed it works as an input between the projects.

Yes

Yes [each project defines this milestone]

[So so then-then-then] the recommendation is that in
the project plans each project states this very explicitly (.) in his
project
Yes
and this is a very good synchronization point
>Yeah<=
=Yes. It’s a projects level milestone we make necessary schedule
planning for this specific milestone
[ehm]

[And] I think Jeffrey will be (-) projects
ye:s
to communicate this yeah

yes [(-)]
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accepts this. Marco then seizes the moment and constructs a procedural sum-
mary (line 26, this is a very good synchronization point).

Interestingly, it is the topic [EIA] out of all the data which requires most effort
to get everyone’s commitment. The chairperson takes a particularly active lead-
ing role in the [EIA], presumably for two reasons. First of all, as mentioned, the
presenter, Jeffrey, is not an architect or a member of the immediate team. Sec-
ondly, the topic is introduced as something which has already been approved in
another meeting (PDB), which Jeffrey points out in his introductory turn. Both
Jeffrey and Marco have attended that meeting and supported the approval of
the decision which is now delivered to AT members as something which is no
longer for them to decide. Thus, Marco is in a situation where he needs to defend
the solution, because he has already approved it elsewhere. This leads into a
situation where he at times needs to think and even make it explicit in whose
side he is. Marco also comments on this after the public discussion on the topic
is over: he says in the background that he was not anticipating such a lively and
long discussion on this topic.

Topic [TPM]

The two sequences below take place towards the end of a long extraordinary
meeting in which three different topics have been covered. The topic TPM is the
last one, and it concerns security functions that could be provided for hardware
and software. This technical solution is something quite unfamiliar to the par-
ticipants, and the topic has been introduced in the beginning of the discussion
by Marco as being on the agenda mainly for information sharing. This implies
that no decision as such is expected. However, Marco as the chairperson anyway
proceeds to formulate a decision at the end of the meeting in the following two
sequences, in Excerpts 40 and 41. These sequences show that a unilateral an-
nouncement without solicitation of commitment leads to resistance.

Excerpt 40 [TPM] NoStrongOpinion

1 Mar==> Butl propose then | propose then that if it seems that nobody has let’s

2 say strong opinion in either direction ehmn

3 Hen [but] this Thomas’s comment on the first line | think it indicates that

4 we are not we are not ready to make any decisions yet

5 Tho But you will not

6 Hen [we don't know what’s actually needed]

7 Tho [we will not the situation]

8 Mar the situation will not improve over the next half a year

9 Mar or next year even
10 Tho next year
11 Mar==> because the problem here is that that this is just (.) this is two sides
12 the bigger part is what will come next like what software solutions we
13 will implement in platform that will utilize this and other stuff we
14 have so maybe if we if we endorse if we endorse preliminarily so that
15 we want this chip in hardware like designed but the blades can be as
16 you have proposed blades will not be equipped with that chip (.) when

153



Pursuing decisions

17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53

Marco attempts closure by using a composite construct which implies that the
document has been conditionally approved when he says that if it seems that
nobody has a strong opinion and leaves no space interactionally for further dis-
cussion (cf. Sacks’s 1992 may I help you as composite vs construct, in the anal-
ysis of emergency center calls). This turn is designed as a decision announce-
ment with an expectation that commitment has been reached. Henry disagrees
immediately (line 4) and claims that a decision cannot be made. Marco defends
the decision by formulating a problem concerning the future effects of decision.
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Tho

Mor
Tho
Joh
Mor
Tho
Mor

Hen

Mar ==>

Mor

Lar

Lar

Joh
Mar

it goes to manufacturing like if we know after two years that we will
not use it then we can say we don't want the blades to have this chip
there and we saved a couple of dollars of course but if we know we
are using it we say okay it will be equipped with this chip so we have
it the footprint for it there

Yes there’s also some | think some design time we need to dedicate to
make sure this TPM is is correctly taken into use so for this we
probably have to pay

[(--)] attached

if it's more than I don't know if it’s a million we probably shouldn’t
we have to change first the (-)

Ehm

Yes but it’s likely that this will be anyway incorporated in the ((3™
party vendor)) (-)

((3™ party vendor)) already provides support in their (-) basically the
solution that they are proposing for use provide support for TPM

I think they use ((commercial HW provider)) CPUs instead of (-)

and | think my expectations after ((release name)) ((Moritz and
Henry talking in the background quietly)) will be primarily working
on very advanced kind of features like this thing (.) because the basic
functionality we already have in ((name of hardware release)) so (2.0)
but (2.0) if nobody have strong opinion against it seems there is no
harm from having this endorsed by us as as a requirement

what will be ST opinion on this

((some laughter))

ST ((pointing to Larry))

I have a question is if ((product)) hardware business is at all part of
this

()

Well actually ((product)) now does not own the hardware cycle any
more after since half a year it belongs to hardware platform
organization but they are very much expecting information from us
like what they should do

there are also some opinions that ((company)) should not be producing
this kind of blades instead buy them from third parties

But anyway we have to specify

Yeah so we are not taking a position on who does this
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Moritz seeks for the opinion of “ST” (line 55), an organization which does not
normally send its participants into AT meetings. This time Leo is present, but
Moritz does not refer to him by name, but by the organization he represents
(ST). This marks a shift in participation framework and gives specific relevance
to the opinion of the member of this organization. The question triggers some
laugher among the participants and Moritz himself is smiling during the turn.
It seems that the question is considered proper as to elicit professional
knowledge; Leo used to be a member of this organization before, and he is in-
volved in this specific domain in his new organization. However, the laugher
seems to indicate that the question was still to some degree improper from the
point of view of participation framework that needs to be sought. It was also
known to most of the audience that Leo is a person with strong opinions, causing
heated arguments when he used to be a member of this team of architects. Per-
haps laughter implies that the team does not need to care about Leo’s opinion
any longer, no matter how controversial it might be, although they still respect
his knowledge. Marco invites him to respond, and Leo does so by asking another
question regarding the opinion of the hardware department, another organiza-
tion not having a representative in this meeting. Marco responds by saying that
they are a separate organization who however is expecting input from this team.
Leo poses further questions about the hardware solution. John attempts to re-
spond but Marco intervenes and as an act of sensegiving states that this solution
which is being discussed in this meeting does not need to take a stand on de-
tailed specification.

Overall, the sequence-initial attempt to announce the discussion as concluded
leads to resistance and the chairperson needs to take sensegiving actions to de-
scribe the future effects. This leads to a lengthy multiparty sensemaking se-
quence and a second attempt by the chairperson to conclude the discussion.
Further commenting ensues and this excerpt is followed by a discussion con-
cerning the linkage between hardware development and software development
(excluded from here). In Excerpt 41 (TPM, Endorse), however, Marco goes on
to announce the outcome of the meeting.

Excerpt 41 [TPM] Endorse

1 Tho and those kind of things and that’s pretty much | guess this will

2 develop over next year and hopefully in one year we can sit down and

3 see

4 Mar But [I-1]

5 Tho [what] we need to do

6 Mar==> =Butlwoud say like let’s say to close the official meeting people

7 who want to discuss more you can discuss more this can be discussed

8 the full day but like the option I think we can close it and (.) let’s

9 endorse this on hardware level only we are not taking position on
10 how we will use it in the software ((people start leaving the room))

Most participants leave the meeting room after this sequence but the present-
ing architect Thomas, chairperson Marco, Product Manager Helen and another
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architect Moritz stay and continue discussing the future effects of not making a
full decision at this point. I let the camera run until Thomas suddenly asked if I
had it still running. I confirmed that this was the case to which he responded
smilingly that this was the most secret information, and the chairman contin-
ued in similar footing by calling their continued talk afterthoughts.

Meeting [HWC]

The discussion on [HWC] differs from other topics as it was announced in the
beginning of the meeting that there are still too many open issues regarding the
long-term effects and therefore no decision is to be made in this meeting, and
the presentation is simply meant to give the participants an understanding of
the alternative evolution paths. Excerpt 42 (HWC, “Tiedontasaus”) is from the
end of the meeting, and here the chairman reiterates that the team will not be
making a decision in this meeting. Since the general purpose of these types of
meetings is to make decisions on the software solutions, this excerpt shows that
it is just as important to announce when the commitment cannot be made and
therefore no decision can be reached.

Excerpt 42 [HWC] “Tiedontasaus”

1 Mar But okay | have a proposal like you can continue oflline it’s

2 interesting discussion but since we are not deciding about the

3 future here the idea was to bring (.) ehm tiedontasaus” (.)

4 Sinformation sharing$ so so so that the action the people who have

5 the relationship to this topic starts to be aware and and impact the

6 evolution of the first part today and | think now especially like

7 James is the our ((customer)) account manager so you can arrange

8 meeting at earliest convenience for sharing this with ((customer))

9 and Helen will bring us feasibility on backup which is something we
10 need in these coming months and actually she is the key person like
11 to drive this to get commitment from R&D like to put in in the
12 pipe. But we have not committed anywhere basically to
13 ((release)) so it is not at any higher or lower priority we did not
14 push any single item which is for ((release)) (.) yet so. But if
15 Joh So the commitment remains zero.

16 Mar NO but like [(our our)]

17 Les

18 Mar our ((release)) is rougly like 2007 x which need a very long calendar
19 time we have not problem

20 Joh Yeah | agree we have to really sit

21 ((20 turns omitted))

22 Mar->  Okay but I close the option we can continue these discussions offline

Marco signals that he wants to conclude the discussion and then announces
that no decision about the future can be made and therefore no commitment
about long-term future actions can be made either. Instead, he announces the

5> Marco is doing word search: “tiedontasaus” means information sharing in Finnish
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actions that need to be taken in the near future to become better prepared to
make an actual decision on the solution which has been presented with long-
lasting effects for years to come. John formulates this by stating that the com-
mitment remains zero at this stage which Marco attempts to deny and Leslie
who is a Line Manager in the development (R&D) formulates his understanding
that R&D development cannot do anything at this stage. Marco continues giving
sense by stating that some actions will be taken but long-term commitments are
impossible. The ten turns to follow concern general vendor status (omitted from
here) after which the chairperson announces the meeting closed.

The analysis of the excerpts in the section shows how decision announcing
becomes an act of sensegiving, taken by the chairperson, on behalf of the team.
Acts of sensegiving are used by the chairperson also in the earlier phases of the
meetings, to make it possible for at least partial decisions to be reached despite
the doubts that are expressed towards the maturity or solidness of the decision.
The sensegiving acts used in such ephemeral decision-making situations are de-
scribed in section 9.3.

9.3 Giving sense to ephemeral nature of decisions

This section explores the phenomenon of fluid and ephemeral nature of decision
making. This aspect of decision making was not to be the primary point of in-
quiry for this study. However, it appeared that decision-making literature main-
tains the view that the future is inherently uncertain, which makes decision
making a contingent activity (Boden, 1994; Dant & Francis, 1998; Huisman,
2001). Boden (1994, p. 22), for instance claims that decision making in organi-
zations has a fluid nature, as “neither decisions nor their ‘reasons’ stand still”.
When the ephemeral nature of decisions is conceptualized like this, it generally
means that the process of decision making as talk-in-interaction is fluid and that
decision cannot be spotted into one particular utterance. This section will ex-
tend the analysis to literal formulations of passing nature of decisions in which
the “fluidity” of decisions becomes the actual topic. Such formulations are used
as acts of sensegiving the purpose of which is to enable at least some sort of
decision at the moment of talk. Here the ephemeral nature of decision is not
implied but its fleeting nature is explicitly announced and actually used to argue
for making a decision, there and then, even if it may need to be changed later.
The ephemeral nature of decision becomes a tool to abate resistance and
sensegiving.

Organizations today are prepared for rapid and almost constant changes,
which is particularly true in the area of IT and telecommunications business in
which the AT team works. The decisions made by the AT team should reflect
customer needs and possible technological offerings, but their execution relies
on the R&D development capacity. Hence also the ephemeral nature of organi-
zational decisions is made more explicit. These episodes overtly mention that
future is uncertain and will look different from how it is seen at the moment of
decision, and therefore whatever decision is made now will need to be modified
later.
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Excerpt 43 (EIA, ConcreteWalls) is from a meeting in which there has been a
lot of resistance to modifying a process which sets a particular milestone after
which any changes in the planned software interfaces need to be documented.
Here the chairperson strives to abate further disagreement concerning the pro-
posed process by announcing its ephemeral nature (it’s not in concrete walls).

Excerpt 43 [EIA] ConcreteWalls

Mar ->  But I think because the wish is that when we start to the idea is to try
to apply the process and if we find cases is this in concrete walls?

1

2

3 ((gazing at Jeffrey))

4 Jef Uhu ((nodding))

5 Mar isit,

6 (.) ((Jeffrey looking puzzled, smiling))

7 Mar not in concrete walls or is it ((smiling)) like so we can we can this is
8

9

the first revision of the process

Jef yes ((nodding))
10 Mar so it will be adapted based on experience
11 Pet Exactly exactly
12 Jef that’s the case
13 Jef > in ((project/release)) we use it use this first time and for coming
14 releases then we have to update it if needed is we see this is too heavy
15 or or this is not enough then we can change $

Marco first takes the epistemic authority to speak on behalf of the organization
and explains that it is important to try to execute the changes that have been
challenged in this meeting. Although the reference is passive, he includes him-
self in the group of members who want this. To abate potential further re-
sistance, he then implies that if the process does not work it can be changed. He
does this by directing a question for Jeffrey. His question (is this in concrete
walls, line 2) is designed with preference for a negative response. However,
Marco uses a literal translation of an idiom which leads to a pragmatic failure
and misunderstanding. His intention is to argue for the ephemeral nature of the
decision (I believe he is attempting to use an idiom carved in stone). Jeffrey
provides a weak acknowledgement for this but Marco notices that the intended
meaning is misunderstood. He self-repairs by repeating his point as a negative
statement accompanied by a positive tag (it’s not in concrete walls is it, in line
7), which indicates that this is a rhetorical statement rather than a question
(Levinson, 1983). This is also an example in point of sensemaking as it is done
on the micro-level of conversation: ambiguity of meaning needs to be resolved
to reach collective understanding by repairing the discrepancy in expectations.
After this repair, Peter produces upgraded support, and Jeffrey aligns himself
with this. He as the presenter then goes on to take sensegiving actions to explain
the future steps and how those can be modified in case they do not work.

The ephemeral nature of decision making becomes quite apparent here, and
the overt nature of such statements gives has interesting implications from the
point of view of sensemaking. Engineers are more inclined to make factual de-
cisions about technical solutions, but this specific topic concerns organizational
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procedures rather than the technical product itself. One might argue that it is
easier for the engineers to accept the ephemeral nature of organizational oper-
ations than it for them is to accept similar opacity for the technical solutions.

Excerpt 44 (AA, ComingBack) is from meeting [AA] in which the participants
attempt to agree about future effects of the architectural specification to the
product and its evolution in the forthcoming software releases. The preceding
discussion has concerned details that participants argue should be documented
but Marco interrupts to describe that these details are not necessary at this
stage.

Excerpt 44 [AA] ComingBack

1 Kev There must be some copy of some at least some most used system

2 libraries in environment file

3  Mar-> Sobutlet’s say it is like

4 Tho in the worst case you disable core dumps for those

5 Joh yeah

6 Mar-> Isn’titlike what you listed here ((on slide)) as not possible in

7 ((release name)) so they are topics for further investigation

8 Tho ehm many of them yeah

9 Mar-> | mean they are not like it’s not like we are closing a chapter on
10 them we are just for ((release name)) we say that they are not
11 there. Coming back. to them
12 Thomas ((nodding))
13 Mar Okay

Here Marco formulates his understanding and anticipates confirmatory re-
sponse from Thomas. He describes the issues that are lacking from the specifi-
cation at this stage, which means that what is agreed on now is still partial and
more study will be needed later. This makes the ephemeral nature of the deci-
sion plainly clear. As an act of sensegiving, this type of reasoning is used as a
way to abate resistance and to get the wheels in the organization moving already
at this stage, even with limited design.

Both excerpts are preceded by resistance and doubts about the decision that
is about to be made. The chairperson of the meeting then argues that the deci-
sion can be changed or expanded later if required. This type of rationale is given
as an act of sensegiving and it also implies that some decision needs to be made
here and now. This type of explicit reasoning is quite rare, but it supports the
view presented by Clifton (2012, p. 153) that it is not the decision itself that is
important in decision-making talk “but the accounting for the decision and
framing it in a morally acceptable way”.

9.4 Orientation to a choice

This section explores how the element of choice manifests itself as part of meet-
ing interaction. The traditional behavioristic studies on decision making often
describe decision as a matter of evaluating the acceptable outcome based on a
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rational and quantifiable methods. Particular rules or standard operating pro-
cedure of the organization may also govern what is acceptable (e.g. March,
1997). If there is no choice to be made there is no decision to be made.

The analysis of the current data shows that choice is usually implicit and not
directly visible in interaction for the types of decisions made in these meetings.
Final closing formulations of the decision made in the meetings in this material
include scant verbal reference or expression of choice. On the other hand, there
are sequences in the earlier phases of the meetings where an explicit agreement
regarding some details for which various alternatives have been expressed.

In the next lengthy Excerpt 45 (CLIF, MoreOrLess) the details for standardiz-
ing command formats are discussed. The contradicting opinions are made ex-
plicit to highlight the fact that a choice between them needs to be made.

Excerpt 45 [CLIF] MoreOrLess

1 Mar-> Butbutdo you agree that should this be done more (.) (--) or there
2 should be like less. ((gazing towards Paul and John))
3  Mor In my opinion basically uhhh we should care much less about putting
4 standardizing these commands POSIX style with just one dash
5 because already system are very different we can put=
6 Joh =yeah=
7 Mor =this minus V minus W (.) It’s aITready very little standardized on
8 this dash dash long form | think we can standardize always and utilize
9 the same approach that most of our new tools are using.
10 (2.0)
11 Mar Okay
12 (.)
13 Tho | think those three are okay.
14 Pau [YeahI]
15 Mor [Because] we don’t want to make (product) very different from what
16 we will get from other agencies | mean from SS or whatever.
17 Tho yeah but this was just additional kind of feature everything that starts
18 with SS we know that (--)
19 Joh Yeah.
20 Mar but if you put nothing then (--) you get the help (.) at least with most
21 Linux commands when you press enter it will tell what you should do
22 (.) just the enter.
23 (10.0)
24 Pau-> N:ow we have different views here Thomas says that these are
25 completely okay Moritz says that it might be okay only to standardize
26 the long form minus minus dummy or something like that.
27 (1.0)
28 Mor Butin Tgeneral this is a good idea to have some standards but they
29 should not be very extensive in my opinion they should not have [(-)]
30 Mar [but we can]
31 Mor what we have right now

32 Mar-> wecan goin one direction not two or three directions so what is (.)

33 Paul is right like you say standardize the dash dash and Thomas say

160



Pursuing decisions

34 and | think you are saying ((gazing and pointing towards Paul)) not to
35 standardize dash dash

36 Pau Well either don’t standardize these or then do like Moritz says just
37 standardize the long forms we already have existing implementations
38 they exist in customer documentation they exist in code in scripts also
39 in product lines probably testing, [everywhere] if

40 Mar [(--)]

41 Pau we change them it’s great impact

42 Osc but it might make sense for new new command line interfaces

43 Pau But then [((frustrated laughter))]

44 Mor

45 Mar but you will take in the (new) form in all the new ones so you will

46 have less (--)

47 Tho and in the next product they will type this in the beginning

48 Pau Yeah sure ha-ha

49 Mar==> Butl think it seems we found it seems we found the conclusion here
50 so standardize the long format and the short the short ones only for the
51 new commands

52 Tho Yeah.

53 Pau | think that could be okay ((deep sigh))

54 Mar Then we don't need to repeat the existing command we don’t need to
55 change those and the reason is this like that for the existing commands
56 which are used in the customer side we don’t need to initiate any

57 changes

In line 1, the chairperson invites opinions on whether the formats should be
more strictly standardized (should there be more) or less so (should there be
less). At the same time commitment is sought. Moritz self-selects to give the first
response and argues for standardization (lines 4-7 and 9-10), whereas Thomas
(line 15), is satisfied with the way they are defined in the document. Marco him-
self provides a third candidate response in line 24 (if you put nothing).

There is a very long pause of ca. 10 seconds, which indicates that the conver-
sation has run into an impasse (line 28). Then Paul self-selects in line 29 and
takes the epistemic authority to formulate the conflicting positions that have
emerged. He takes a seemingly deferential role which is often category-bound
to the chairperson (Pomerantz & Denvir, 2007) in orienting to the fact that con-
flict remains and needs to be resolved. He uses present tense (Thomas says,
Moritz says) which marks the proposition as negotiable (in fact facilitative role,
as defined by Pomerantz & Denvir, 2007) but yet limiting alternatives and
speakers. Moritz defends his epistemic stance further (lines 28-29). Chairper-
son aligns with Paul and reformulates even more explicitly that a choice needs
to be made. He addresses Moritz and Thomas with some hesitation markers.
Before either one of them responds, Paul again self-selects to explain the organ-
izational effects and constraints and reformulates the possible alternatives. Use
of just for the other alternative marks it as a minimal condition. Oscar partly
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disagrees by chipping in with his point of view (line 42) which Paul rejects im-
mediately (line 43). Moritz also challenges Oscar’s proposal in overlap with Paul
and competes for the turn by raising his voice. Marco then makes the first de-
cision announcement attempt to formulate that a choice has been made and
thus a conclusion is found (line 49). No immediate acceptance is received, but
Thomas does this indirectly by making an ironic statement about the potential
future effects of the decision, and Paul aligns with this. Humor is often used as
a way to release tension at the end of longer difficult or conflictual talk, thus this
could already be regarded as an indirect acceptance of Marco’s formulation.
However, Marco explicitly announces the decision once more (lines 56-58). For
decision announcing to be successful, a retrospective agreement in the second
turn is expected, and this is achieved, as both Thomas (line 59) and Paul (line
60) accept the announcement.

The above sequence is also an example of the fact that the roles are not com-
pletely preallocated in AT meetings. Paul takes initiative to express in a very
definitive manner that a choice needs to be made although this type of activity
would generally belong to a chairperson.

The need to make a choice becomes apparent also when there are differing
opinions on some details and extensive disagreement, and the situation needs
to be resolved by selecting one of the proposals. Excerpt 46 (CLIF, UIAdapter4)
is a case in point. This episode is not from the closing phase of the meeting but
it takes place earlier in the meeting when the participants are arguing about the
scope of certain concepts. Marco initiates the episode by attending to Paul’s face
and pointing out that he has objected to using a concept web UI at all in the
document which is being presented.

Excerpt 46 [CLIF] UlAdapter4

1 Mar-> Sollsee Paul is not happy does not want to see, (.) CLTI is web Ul
2 CLI. If you bring web services they are not part of the CLI: (.) case.
3 Pau yes [CLI is]
4 Phi [yes they are] more than [CLIs]
5 Pau-> [CLI] is basically something that is that is
6 provided locally by by the network element. And if you if you arrange
7 some kind of adaptation to to some interface and then ehm (.) | have
8 some kind of client interfaces (-) interface then if you have
9 anything in that [client]
10 Phi [yeah can have] also CLI
11 Pau it doesn’t have to be it doesn’t have to be CLI interface it’s just
12 another implementation of that. and and then we have a recursive
13 specification you should concentrate just on the CLI and not
14 ((pointing by fingers and looking mainly at Marco throughout the
15 turn)) go towards this object-based management interface frameworks.
16 (0.5)
17 Phi Aa (.) okay | would not say that this is recursive but (.) anyway here
18 this we try to enable ehm (.) whatever is coming in the future.
19 [Ha-ha] ((common laughter))
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Marco’s statement about the evaluative stance of Paul creates a topic expan-
sion which is related to the earlier discussion but introduced from a different
perspective. This exemplifies how participants are given prominence as “ex-
perts” in a particular topic, and therefore get greater influence in the topical dis-
cussion. Here Paul’s commitment is made topical, and although choice is im-
plied it gains secondary status.

Marco’s question (in lines 1-2) is a B-event statement on the emotional state
of Paul as a recipient (Heritage, 1985; Labov & Fanshel, 1977, p.100; Pomerantz,
1980) who has primary access to such knowledge. It is a declarative formulation
of Paul’s affective stance, enhanced by formulation of substance matter. In this
way the chairperson attends to Paul’s face (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Goffman,
1955) and seeks for a collaborative resolution of the episode. According to Labov
& Fanshel (1977) this type of statement of another person’s internal state re-
ceives a questioning force, as the one whose affective state is described has the
primary right to respond. Paul indeed responds, but the response is highly ra-
tional; it only takes a stand on the substance part of the formulation and it does
not directly confirm of reject the proposition on affective state as such. Paul be-
gins to respond but Philip overlaps to defend his point of view with his epistemic
stance. He immediately acknowledges Marco’s statement, but Paul continues
to elaborate more. This argument goes on. Paul objectifies and distances himself
in his statement (you should concentrate instead of a more direct form), but at
the same time he attacks non-verbally by pointing his finger at the direction of
Philip. Overall, Paul’s claims are designed without any hesitation and in a very
matter-of-fact manner throughout the above sequence. Philip does not agree
with Paul’s statement but attempts to conclude the argument by using humor.
This is immediately challenged by Oscar, and the discussion continues (ref. Ex-
cerpt 9, UTAdapters, in section 7.3.1).

9.5 Summary

In this chapter, the closing phase of topical discussions in the meetings have
been examined for all of the meetings and topics in the material. In all of the
meetings, a specific trajectory could be found in which the focus is turned into
summarizing the outcome of the discussion for mutual agreement, and it was
the chairperson who opened this sequence in which it was signaled that it was
time to end the general discussion on the topic and to make a decision. The pur-
pose of this chapter has been to analyze what kinds of acts of sensemaking these
sequences become and how they enable the organizational process of decision
making. It is also reviewed how those acts relate to the findings made in the
earlier studies concerning decision making in meetings.

The first two sections focused on two features that are considered central for
decision making, namely solicitation of commitment and decision announcing.
Earlier studies have claimed that there needs to be commitment before it can be
deemed that a decision has been made. Clifton (2009) distinguishes between
decision announcing and decision making sequences, but in this data these fea-
tures of interaction seemed to become closely intertwined even when there was
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a tendency of one of these orientations to override the other. Nevertheless, the
talk within the decision-closure sequence seems to take a different trajectory,
depending on which element of decision making is presented as primary: the
announcing or the need for commitment. Table 1 below summarizes the main
findings of the decision-making phases, focusing on the activity which seems to
be the primary one in the final decision-making phases for each topic.

Analyses in section 9.1 showed that commitment is expected to realize itself as
an explicit act of collaborative sensemaking in the types of meetings in which a
team is sharing their professional knowledge and aims to come up with a fitting
and most satisfying solution for further development in the R&D. Solicitation of
commitment was a category-bound activity in which the chairperson had the
leading role. This is similar to findings in previous studies (e.g. Clifton, 2009).
The chairperson often opened a wider participation framework when soliciting
for general commitment. If there is no response, however, the chair selects
someone specifically to acknowledge the commitment. The selection is not ran-
dom, but the selected person is either a stakeholder, or someone who has gen-
eral expertise in the domain. Moving from general solicitation of commitment
to a category-bound one is a play with the participation framework, as the
acknowledgement by the selected person entails that it represents the view and
approval of all the participants. Elicitation of commitment also works as some-
what of a ritual, designed to close the meeting by summarizing it as a whole, or
a commitment to actual details.

The analysis showed that the chairperson took effort to solicit commitment for
all but two topics: CLIF and HWC. The meeting concerning discussion on CLIF
involved a lot of disagreement and contradictory opinions on several of its de-
tails. It seems that the chairperson was therefore not taking his chances by ask-
ing for a final compromise but instead took the authority to announce the out-
come himself. Thus decision announcing became the primary driver for con-
cluding the meeting CLIF. In the meeting about HWC, on the other hand, it was
explicitly stated that no commitment was possible yet, and the meeting was con-
cluded only with partial guidance for future. However, and explicit announce-
ment about no commitment became a relevant activity.

From sensemaking perspective, commitment to a decision established a link
between past, present and future: it creates a synthesis of the presentation ma-
terial written by the presenting architects before the meeting with the effects of
the meeting discussion on that material and the future actions that are stated
based on the latter two. Thus commitment was also tightly intertwined with the
activity of announcing the organizational effects of the decision. The announc-
ing seemed to succeed smoothly if explicit commitment had been sought and
received first. However, if the commitment was heavily prepackaged and com-
mitment was assumed to exist without it having been checked first, there tended
to be more resistance, which also meant that more collaborative sensemaking
was required before the commitment actually becomes clear. This became evi-
dent in meetings in which explicit commitment was ignored and the chair at-
tempted to move directly to decision announcing without acknowledgement by
the participants. Hence one could conclude that commitment to a decision, in
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general, is a collective and explicit effort and something that cannot be unilat-
erally labeled by the manager or chairperson. This is the focus of the following
section.

The analysis in section 9.2 showed that announcing a decision is a category-
bound activity. It is the responsibility of the chairperson to announce the out-
come and future effects of the decisions although it is a different expert who is
presenting the actual software solution in the meeting. Decision announcing be-
came an act of sensegiving which the chairperson took the epistemic authority
to formulate the meaning of the decision on behalf of everyone. In addition to
using sensegiving to announce the decision, the chairperson also used it gener-
ally as a way to abate resistance. However, if the act of announcing the decision
was done in a straightforward manner, without an explicit solicitation of com-
mitment by the participants, resistance easily arises. Interestingly, in the meet-
ings studied here, this type structure seems to occur for topics which have raised
most discussion and even resistance during the discussion phase of the meeting.
The chair seems to wish to take the authority to conclude the discussion and
label it as a decision, to abate further resistance. This leads to more collaborative
sensemaking and especially acts of sensegiving, as the chair needs to defend the
position that he has announced as a decision. Announcing can also be done as a
collaborative act of sensemaking when the participants in the meeting together
define the future actions which then form the decision, as in Excerpt 39 (EIA,
OtherComments).

Not surprisingly, unilateral acts of decision announcing in which the chairper-
son or someone else would have attempted to announce the decision without
seeking for commitment were not common, and the few such attempts were
made futile by strong resistance. However, the data gives reason to believe that
opinions are better expressed during the actual substance discussion, on the
spot, early and promptly. It is much more difficult to go back to detailed sub-
stance in the end when the closure activities have started.

The findings in this chapter support the view taken by Huisman (2001) that
indeed decisions need to be explicated in interaction for them to become organ-
izationally meaningful although it is rare for them to be formulated literally by
specifically saying that “we decide to do x”. Comparing the examples in her
study and the current one, however, it appears that the announcing as well as
the solicitation of commitment were much more explicit and pronounced in the
current study. This gives reason to argue that more complex topics may have
similar interactional features and procedures to the simpler ones, but in addi-
tion to becoming lengthier, they also require more explicit solicitation of com-
mitment as a collective agreement.

Section 9.3 discussed two sequences in which the ephemeral nature of deci-
sions did not only refer to the generally emergent nature of decisions through
interaction but their ephemeral nature as organizational outcomes. As said, the
ephemeral nature of decision making was not a specific point of inquiry in this
study. It also seemed clear that the ephemeral nature is rarely explicated. The
excerpts in this chapter revealed how statements about the ephemeral nature of
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decisions were used as a resource to put pressure on the urgency of making a
decision despite its ephemeral nature.

This chapter has also considered the element of choice in decision making in
section 9.4. The traditional behavioristic studies of decision making maintain
that there needs to be a choice to be made; i.e. if there is already knowledge
about what or how to decide, there remains no choice, and no decision is re-
quired. The findings in this study support the wider view of several more recent
studies within organizational theories which argue that a decision is not neces-
sarily about making a choice (Mintzberg & Waters, 1990; Chia, 1994). In the
meetings of this study, choice does not seem important for decision making, be-
cause a choice has already been made before, in discussions between the pri-
mary experts. However, when discussing the common problems in the meeting,
they treated decisions concerning even seemingly minor details of the solutions
as more complex affairs than that of just making a choice. This shows that deci-
sion, in the minds of professionals who are working out a complex solution, is
not a matter of choice but rather an evolution of collective and collaborative
sensemaking.

The table below summarizes the primary activities of decision making ex-
plained in this chapter with respect to their interactional implications to epis-
temics and sensemaking.

Table 2 Decision-making activities

ACTION TYPE INTERACTIONAL EFFECT
Collaborative decision Epistemics The chairperson has the for-
making mal epistemic authority to

close the decision making epi-
sode he does so by seeking for
collegial and collective ap-
proval.

Sensemaking Chairperson encourages high
level of participation and shar-
ing of knowledge.

Decision announcing Epistemics Chairperson takes has the for-
mal epistemic authority to
close the decision making epi-
sode and does so by formulat-
ing the outcome on behalf of
the team without seeking for
approval. Resistance by other
participants implies that shar-
ing of epistemic authority and
stances are expected.
Sensemaking Chairperson takes the role of
the sensegiver.

Stating the ephemeral Epistemics Taking the stance which ex-
nature of decisions plicitly formulates the emerg-
ing decision as being likely to
change.
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Sensemaking An act of sensegiving to argue
for the need to make a deci-
sion even with limited

knowledge.
Stating decision as a Epistemics Epistemic stance as either or
choice
Sensemaking Rarely articulated but if so be-

comes an act of sensegiving

If we consider the temporality of sensemaking, decisions are designed as ret-
rospective agreements about the issue that has been discussed. This is the phase
which positions this type of decision making as a collaborative sensemaking ac-
tivity. For a decision to become an active part of organization’s future, the next
steps and future actions or implications of the decision need to be announced
and acknowledged. It shows that — from the point of view of decision making —
sensemakers as decision-makers orient neither into past nor to the future, but
both are integrated at the point when decision-making. All the dimensions of
temporality meet at the point of decision-making. The preceding discussion be-
comes labeled as a decision but only by integrating it into feasible organizational
actions that need to be taken in the future. Thus sensemaking precedes as well
as follows decision making.
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10. Discussion

This study has explored meeting interaction as a building block for sensemaking
in organizations. Sensemaking has been treated as an interactive social phe-
nomenon which, among other effects on the organizing, works as an enabler of
organizational decision making. Furthermore, both sensemaking as well as de-
cision making have been analyzed through the lens of epistemic authority.

Originally, the study set out to explore those interactional resources which are
used in meetings specifically for decision making. A series of regular meetings
within the same organization were recorded for this purpose. Decision making
appeared to be an interesting starting point, because the primary purpose of
these particular meetings was to make a decision on a specific topic. However,
the exploratory analysis of the material seemed to suggest that identification of
such sequences of talk in which a decision or a need to make a decision would
be literally exposed in terms of interaction were rare. The interaction in the
meetings was focused on building an agreement about the topic without making
the decision as such explicit. Any statements that would convey direct refer-
ences to a need to decide appeared mainly at the very end of the meeting, even
when the meeting lasted two hours. Also the literature pertaining to decision
making in meetings seemed to suggest that it is not easy to point out any exact
type of sequence that would signal decision per se (cf. e.g. Huisman, 2001). Thus
it seemed evident that one must explore the overall interactive process of deci-
sion making in meetings from a wider perspective and consider other parallel
social actions. The social actions which seemed most interesting for understand-
ing the overall phenomenon were sensemaking and epistemic authority. Finally
the overall theoretical framework was developed around these three related
phenomena which were at play in the meetings, namely sensemaking, decision
making and epistemic authority. Of these, sensemaking has been used as an um-
brella term to depict how the actual essence of the meeting, both in terms of its
macro level goals and the micro level interaction, comes about during the meet-
ing. The overall macro level goal of the meetings was to construct common un-
derstanding about the topic of the meeting, which in this material was a software
architecture solution. The analysis has explored how understanding was con-
structed through micro level interactional resources. It is also shown how epis-
temic authority was used as a resource to drive the understanding into a desired
direction. Decision making, then, was considered as the final potential outcome
of the sensemaking process, required for the organization to go forward.
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The overall research question was: how is collective sensemaking produced in
conversational interaction in professional meetings? To form a link to epistemic
authority and decision making, and to establish the categories for the analysis,
the additional research questions were formed as follows:

» How does epistemic authority as a resource influence sensemaking?
» How do sensemaking efforts enable the organizational process of decision
making?

To answer these questions, Conversation Analysis (CA) was chosen as a
method of inquiry to explore the details of actual authentic interaction in meet-
ings. CA has been used in this study to analyze the macro flow of sequences from
the point of view of their interactional import for sensemaking, and the minute
details of talk were reviewed only when relevant for this purpose. This has made
it possible to show how language and social actions such as sensemaking, deci-
sion making and epistemic authority are realized in the details of meeting talk,
in this case a meeting in a software R&D department. CA has been used to iden-
tify how specific language practices are associated with these social outcomes
(Heritage, 2013).

This chapter discusses the findings from the following aspects. First, observa-
tions about the organizational context are summarized. Second, the types of
sensemaking that were identified during the analysis are explained. Third, the
findings regarding sensemaking as a driver of decision making are described.
Fourth, observations on the forms or organizing talk are described. Finally, the
findings are discussed in terms of participation framework.

10.1 Observations about the context

The context of this study has been meetings of a software R&D team in a tele-
communications company. Generally all participants were speaking English as
a foreign language, with the majority having Finnish as their native language.
The meetings were from among a series of regular meetings among participants
who had been colleagues for a relatively long time. The goal of the meetings was
explicitly to make decisions, and the premises based on which the business of
decision making can proceed seemed to be clear to the participants. The partic-
ipants considered the overall organization as a context and they made it relevant
while discussing the implications of the decisions to the organization. The par-
ticipants treated the organization in which their technical solutions were to be
implemented as exogenous to the actual solution technically although relevant
procedurally for a decision.

The ultimate goal of the meetings was to review a documented version of sys-
tem architecture descriptions, and it was vital that this architectural solution
was also understood by the architectural experts in the meeting who were then
to coach the software engineers during the actual implementation of the solu-
tion. The ways in which issues were recorded in the document or presentation
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material became the final records themselves. The document formed in retro-
spect “a considered, reasoned production of all those present in making... thus
regarded as truly representative of the institution’s achievement” (Cook-
Gumperz & Messerman, 1999, p. 170). These descriptions therefore had a legit-
imating power as they became the springboards for the software development
activities in the organization. Therefore the ability to succinctly formulate, in
this meeting, what should go into the document and what not, is an essential
skill.

10.2 Collaborativeness of sensemaking in meetings

This study has taken the position that sensemaking is the enabler of intersub-
jective meaning creation in meetings. From this aspect, it was the collaborative-
ness of the interaction which surfaced during the analysis as relevant for the
sensemaking process. The degree of collaborativeness influenced the decisional
outcomes and the level of common understanding about their suitability for the
organization.

The results of this study show that sensemaking is affected by the ways in
which epistemic authority is managed by the participants. Epistemic authority
refers to the relative control to the information as it is displayed in interaction
(Heritage & Raymond, 2005), and this control is either taken or shared through
the epistemic stances of the participants. In this study, control was displayed in
the ways in which personal agendas and preferences were pursued, or in the
ways in which the knowledge of the other participants was pursued for con-
structing mutual understanding. The excerpts for the analysis were distin-
guished between sequences of high collaboration and equal sharing of epistemic
authority and sequences of minimal collaboration and displays of high degree
of individual epistemic authoritys®.

10.2.1 Collaborative sensemaking actions

The concept of collaborative sensemaking was depicted to describe how the var-
ious resources used for displaying epistemic stance affect or the intersubjective
sensemaking process. It refers to an activity which draws on the multitude of
participation framework and the source of epistemic authority as features of
sensemaking. The study has shown how this type of sensemaking is influenced
by the degree and type of epistemic authority taken during meeting interaction.
Epistemic authority realized itself in the varying levels of engagement demon-
strated towards coparticipants, as high or low effort of collaborativeness.

The sequences which were highly collaborative and affiliative in nature re-
flected equal sharing of epistemic ground. The participants sought for open
sharing of knowledge during such sequences. The sense was constructed by dis-
playing epistemic stances which left room for expanded or even different views.

& The division between collaborative and competitive sensemaking activities is applied from
the study Holmes (2006) in which the episodes involving humor are divided into collaborative
and contestive contributions.
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Affiliative expressions were used to seek for collaboration and to promote equal
participation in the act of sensemaking.

The episodes which were strongly oriented to collaborative sensemaking usu-
ally involved several participants and were supported by verbal displays of affil-
iation, such as okay, yeah, and clarifying epistemic verbs, such as I/you mean
or I think. One could argue that highly collaborative and affiliative situations
create a sense of consensus which makes it easy for the participants to content
themselves with the easiest solution, without looking deeper into the alterna-
tives or pitfalls of the dominant path. However, it seemed on the contrary that
during these episodes an environment was built in which everyone could par-
ticipate and thereby increase the mutual as well as each individual’s under-
standing.

Accounts that were highly factual were used as discursive constructions for the
purpose of interpreting or explaining the situation or issues at hand (Antaki,
1994). Elaborate accounts were used to enhance the sense of common under-
standing. From sensemaking perspective, supportive repetitions of what some-
one else had already said did not necessarily provide any additional value in
terms of increasing common knowledge but they seemed more important for
sustaining a generally affiliative working atmosphere in the team.

10.2.2 Competitive sensemaking actions

Sequences of minimal collaboration were usually initiated by one or more par-
ticipants who took the epistemic authority to pursue their personal agendas and
explanations. These were contrary to the one proposed by the presenter of the
topic or to that of another participant or participants. These types of episodes
were competitive contributions to the floor and more likely to lead to conflicts,
and they also displayed tendencies for negatively laden emotions. They were by
nature disaffiliative and marked expressions of strong personal epistemic
stance. The discussions were prone to become duels and the remainder of the
participants abstained from participating. Duels frequently lead to polar rea-
soning during which the participants produced competing interpretation of
what is accurate in ways such as it’s x — it is not x, to argue a singular point.
These types of “framing contests” are known to develop between peers as they
attempt to persuade each other to adopt their perspective and, eventually, one
viewpoint emerges as dominant (Kaplan, 2008). Situations called for lengthy
accounts by the participants as they attempted to argue their point through var-
ious ways of elaborate sensemaking. This type of insistence was seldom enough
to push one’s agenda to a successful end. Also, these types of contest took a lot
of time and effort while at the same time even distracting the focus and energy
of the participants into issues that may have been irrelevant in the scope of the
overall solution. The results show that this type of sensemaking did not neces-
sarily increase mutual understanding although the sequence would end in a
compromise based on which the specification could be approved and work in
the organization continue.

The act of sensemaking became more laborious when disaffiliative epistemic
authority was displayed. However, accounts that lead to conflicts and preference
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for disagreement could be regarded to have the potential to mobilize all parties
in the construction of understanding and therefore more likely to increase the
overall understanding of the actual topic being argued about. This study has
shown that this is the case when the team was able to resolve the conflict
through interaction. If not, the understanding about what was achieved was left
ambiguous. So actually it seemed like conflicts were more likely to narrow down
the participation framework. Thus the other participants were more likely to
engage less in resolving the actual conflict, although they may have become
more active listeners (cf. Rovio-Johansson, 2007).

The primary objective of this study was not to investigate conflictual situations
or disagreement per se. However, this feature surfaced itself so pervasively
throughout the analysis that one could not avoid giving it some consideration.
This observation gave reason to look into the ways in which divergent interpre-
tations and disagreement are managed and what their import was to sensemak-
ing. It seemed more relevant to explore how these conflicting opinions became
to be used as a resource for organizational development.

The meetings in this study convened for the purpose of reviewing and agreeing
on a specific architectural solution among professional experts. Sharing of opin-
ions and exchange of points of view was the essence if these meetings, which
explains the high degree of disagreement. The setting offered a natural scene for
exhibiting differing opinions and pointing out potential problems or deficien-
cies with the solution at hand. It is therefore not surprising that the analysis
revealed a high degree of confrontational talk during which topics were prob-
lematized.

Since there was an ultimate need to achieve common understanding, the dis-
affiliative frames where participants stubbornly held on to their personal or al-
lied perspectives caused unnecessary hindrances to the general exchange of
opinions and construction of collective sense. This seemed a waste of valuable
time especially when they revolved around relatively minor minute details
which didn’t seem so important with respect to the overall solution that was be-
ing designed and discussed.

Disagreement seemed to cause a break in driving a topic forward. Disaffiliative
actions did not pursue common understanding. Instead, they focused on ex-
pressing the personal opinion as the correct one and undermined the proposi-
tions or arguments put forward by other participants. Disputes in dyadic con-
versations are usually resolved by the parties themselves, and even in multiparty
situations, it is often the accused party who seeks for the reconciliation (Kan-
gasharju, 2009). In more formal setting such as televised news interviews
(Greatbatch, 1992), the interviewees who run into dispute wait for the inter-
viewer to intervene. In the current data, overt confrontations were usually re-
solved by the chairperson. This study shows that in extended or overt disagree-
ments the chairperson was the one who intervened and discontinued the disa-
greements. However, the disagreements which concern a substantive matter or
which are handled more constructively are resolved by the parties in disagree-
ment.
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Despite the fact that disagreement and conflicting opinions abounded, the in-
teraction overall ran in alignment and remained cooperative. It was possible
even for rather direct attacks to be made without them being considered a
breach of politeness, presumably because the participants knew one another
quite well and were in daily contact with one another. Also, one could say that
displays of professional expertise through epistemic stance were not used just
as ego trips, but they became the essence of organizational existence, as they
construct common understanding.

Sensegiving was used actively by the chairperson in the decision closure
phase, which is more or less in line with earlier findings which demonstrate
sensegiving as an act of influencing others used especially by leaders (Maitlis &
Lawrence, 2007; Weick, 1995; Whittle et al., 2015). Interestingly, in this study
sensegiving was used primarily for resolving disagreements. It was also applied
as retrospective reference to past interactions (Cooren, 2004) and tagging
(Huttunen, 2010) but for a particular purpose: to argue for a point which had
been challenged or to proactively minimize the risk of challenge or long-winded
debate. For instance when opening the topic [AA], Marco pre-frames the topical
discussion by saying that he hopes it will go without much debate, which makes
the other participants laugh (in Appendix 2). In saying so he basically refers to
the preceding discussion on topic [EIA] which took place earlier in the same
meeting, and which took much longer than expected due to several questions
challenging that proposal. In [ErrMsg], the presenter makes references to opin-
ions of the people who are not present in the meeting (Excerpt 6 in section 7.2).
The sole purpose of these types of “taggings” was not to increase the common
intelligence of the team on the substance matter but it was used as a rhetorical
device to defend one’s point of view and to dilute possible further arguments on
the issue. Thus, if we consider power in the scope of decision making as com-
mitment to future state of affairs, then influencing the decision making is a way
to get others committed to the desired future reality (Clifton, 2009). In the
meetings analyzed in this study, this is visible in the way the chairperson seeks
for the commitment in the decision-oriented way the discussions are concluded
in the meetings (collaborative decision making).

With regard to sensemaking, issues of power and conflict seemed to be more
pronounced in this data than what has been demonstrated earlier in sensemak-
ing literature. The reason for this might be that sensemaking literature has
mainly focused on high reliability organizations and tightly knit organizations
where the expectations for the team are clear and unified. In a team like the one
examined here, opinions diverge and the alternatives discussed are complex,
which might explain the high amount of power conflicts.

One can align with Weick (1995) and say that disagreement is a natural part
of organizational life. Decision-making situations, in particular, are a very likely
target for disagreement. However, there is reason to suggest that opinions need
to be managed but not prohibited. Conflict resolutions should orient to achiev-
ing common sense. As Fisher (1974, p. 59) puts it: how the tension is managed
matters more than its existence. The participants in the meetings for this study
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were able to confront tension and conflict and continue in a constructive man-
ner after the tensions were resolved. The analysis also supports the findings in
the study of Huttunen (2010) which was done with relatively similar type of ma-
terial: voicing the problem is essential for organizational growth and learning.
Problematic situations should not be considered obstacles but building blocks
and therefore disagreement is an integral part of sensemaking. Disagreement is
a way to provide a new perspective to discussion and can even lead to common
understanding. It is a matter of choosing the right resources for doing so. Sense-
making is about politics and identity, it is about controlling the sensemaking
efforts to own advantage which may or may not be to the advantage to the team
or organization as a whole.

To summarize, taking an evaluative epistemic stance is a natural way of par-
ticipatory problem solving and decision making. One could say that this is even
the raison d’étre of meetings which convene to agree on complex topics. It can
be even be crucial that someone takes a strong stance if it is evident that some-
thing is incorrect or a bad decision is about to be made. However, more often
organizational decisions are so multifaceted that there is no one optimal solu-
tion over others. It is therefore often better to try to express opinions in ways
which leave room for various ideas if one wants to come up with a solution that
satisfies the collective understanding.

10.3 Sensemaking as a driver of decision making

The second objective of this study was to explore how sensemaking efforts ena-
ble the organizational process of decision making in meetings. The analysis
shows that decision making as an activity was tightly intertwined with the col-
lective and collaborative nature of sensemaking. The need for decisions was ar-
ticulated when it was time to wrap up the topical discussion and close the meet-
ing. During these sequences, the chairperson took the leading role and bid for
consensus-type acceptance for the technical solution. He often asked generally
if the participants agreed with the solution, and if there was no response, he
selected one of the participants to acknowledge if he or she agreed. However, if
the chair attempted to announce a decision without explicitly requesting such
agreement, resistance occurred. Participants began to exercise their epistemic
authority to challenge self-proclaimed announcements and avoided commit-
ment by prolonging the final decision with additional comments. This indicates
that gaining explicit commitment for a decision was essential although a com-
mitment by one might have been enough. Collective sensemaking signaled uni-
fied agreement on future actions without explicit involvement by multiple par-
ties. These episodes were marked by lower level of collaboration and participa-
tion which was demonstrated for example in some of the closing sequences in
which the chairperson announced the decision by stating that if there are no
objections we do x, or by generally asking if there were further comments before
announcing the decision, and he got only minimal responses.

The notion of decision in general carries an implication that it is a matter of
choice. However, the present data show that in organizational settings decision
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making is more complex than that. The findings support the views taken in some
theories of organizational decision making: organizations seem to be more con-
cerned with forming interpretations than with the making of actual choices
(March, 1997). Decision-making did not concern the making of choice between
two or more distinct alternatives but the purpose was rather to refine the details
of how something should be understood. It seemed to be accepted that decisions
must remain practical and they sometimes need to be made with incomplete
information. Partial decisions were triggers for the next step of activities in the
organization for which the business was constantly evolving. Instead, decision
making becomes an act of sensemaking by which the participants strive to de-
fine the necessary path and actions for future. Collective decision could be stated
if the discussion preceding it had been collaborative.

The material also generally supports the view taken by Huisman (2001) that
decision making is about agreeing on future state of affairs. She relates the de-
cision-making process with the act of sensemaking and treats it as a satisfying
solution bounded by the situation (Simon, 1945). The current study shows more
specifically that decision making is the phase in which the acts of retrospective
and prospective sensemaking become intertwined for the construction of collec-
tive understanding. The meaning has evolved as a result of the meeting interac-
tion, in retrospect, and that meaning defines the future effects to the organiza-
tion at large. The decision becomes a formulation of what has been agreed about
the future. In this way, the act of decision making is just as much about looking
back as it is about defining the future.

The analysis also supports the view of previous studies which have explained
that decision making is discursively dispersed and fragmented (Atkinson, 1999).
There is no unified way to identify which kind of elements in the talk constitute
a decision as a linguistic construct. Decision making appears as a process with
“a loose collection of ideas rather than a coherent structure” (Cohen, March, &
Olsen 1972, p. 1). Also, if one looks only at the linguistic constructs which expli-
cate the decision, one ends up with a relatively limited view about the decision-
making process in organizations overall. In this data, the participants in the
meetings talked for two hours about the technical solution on which they were
expected to take a decision. In meetings of this length, the fragments in which
the actual need for decisions were topicalized were short and they were typically
placed at the end of the meeting. These fragments could be found in all meetings
and proved therefore to be mandatory for legitimizing the decision although the
explicitness of their enactment varied. In all, the meetings seemed to be more
concerned with constructing common understanding and sense of the solution
that was being discussed, and the statement of the decision seemed to come as
a by-product, in passing. This supports the view that decisions emerge through
the sensemaking process; even the long topical discussions such as the ones in
the data of this study, there is no great finale for the meeting where a choice of
some sort would be announced, but rather the ending of the topical discussion
becomes a mundane and diluted summary of the discussion that has taken
place.
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It is also worth considering the forms of sensemaking processes that the meet-
ings and topical discussions in the current material present, using the categories
of Maitlis (2005). One could roughly describe the nature of sensemaking for two
topics in two meetings as guided: EIA and ErrMsg. The topic of EIA was intro-
duced by the chairperson as an item for information sharing only, but the par-
ticipant began to actively criticize the description in the form that it had been
already approved in another meeting, and the chair had to make an effort to
promote his understanding. The discussion on the topic ErrMsg, on the other
hand, was highly controlled by the presenting architect although the other par-
ticipants were also quite active. One of the meetings (CLIF) could be described
as fragmented in form. The other participants participated actively in formulat-
ing understandings of the topic and the presenting architect had to accept a fair
amount of changes to what he was presenting. The topics AA and HWC were
handled in a restricted form: the other participants were generally less familiar
with these topics, which meant that they were not actively involved in contrib-
uting their knowledge but mainly used turns to check they had understood what
was presented and talked about. Therefore the discussion was more controlled
by the presenting architect, and the sequences covering these topics contained
the longest monologues by the presenters. The topics TPM and WUIF could be
described as minimal from sensemaking point of view, as there were even less
comments or understanding checks by the other participants. These results with
the limited set of data are somewhat contrary to the findings of Maitlis & Chris-
tianson (2014) which suggested that organizational sensemaking was predomi-
nantly restricted, and the leaders controlled the process of sensemaking.

Generally, the purpose of a meeting is to make interaction possible, to clarify
understanding and to come up with common understanding. Common under-
standing, does not automatically mean common agreement on the actual deci-
sion taken; it only means that an understanding of the chosen direction has been
set, and even this is arguable (ref. e.g. the survey comments). Sensemaking in
meetings thus refers to the intersubjective understanding of the substance mat-
ter, not to the actual direction of the decision or its outcome. However, common
agreement is often explicitly sought, which is visible in the explicit decision-ori-
ented questions of the chairperson in the meetings examined in this study.
There were several sequences in the data in which multiple members partici-
pated in constructing common understanding and by that way influenced the
decision which unfolded.

10.4 Observations on the forms of organizing talk

For the purpose of making the analytical claims that were aspired in this study
it was relevant to look at some of the forms of organizing meeting talk. In this
section some general observations about the sequential structures and action
formation in the data are discussed in terms of conversation analytic theory and
literature which was described in more detail in chapter 5.
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10.4.1 Sequential structures

The analysis of sequential structures is concerned with the design of turns at
talk, types of sequences, and repair. Meeting talk in general is naturally designed
using similar conventions as used in mundane everyday conversations. How-
ever, literature has shown that institutional contexts set special and particular
constraints to the allowable contributions (Drew & Heritage, 1992). Meetings
usually display various degrees of formality, depending largely on the practices
and cultural expectations of the institution in which they take place. One could
assume that company-internal meetings between peers that are in daily contact
with one another would be relatively informal and in this respect display several
of the features of ordinary conversation. This seemed to be the case in the data
of this study as well. The nature of conversation in the meetings of this study
was relatively informal. Speaker selection, for instance, was mostly free in these
meetings; anyone could add to the common stock of knowledge, and the partic-
ipants could speak without negotiating for a turn. There were several occasions
where some other participant rushed to respond to a question although a re-
spondent would have been selected by the questioner, and this was not sanc-
tioned. Overlapping talk and self-selection were allowed without being sanc-
tioned, even when bypassing a selected speaker. One member of the team ap-
plied a practice of raising his hand when bidding for a turn. More often, the
participants simply took the opportunity at a transition relevance place. Occa-
sionally the participants would bid verbally for a turn. This metacommunicative
resource was most explicitly used in EIA, a topic which was exceptionally pre-
sented in a meeting by a program manager who was not a regular member of
the team, nor a regular participant in these meetings. Thus the participants in
this meeting displayed more formality and metacommunicative awareness by
using explicit and formal request for a turn by saying e.g. May I ask something
(ref. e.g. Excerpts 7 and 11).

The sequences for the analysis in this study were identified based on marked
topical shifts which were triggered by conversational practices such as ques-
tions, evaluations, proposals, requests, formulations, or combinations thereof.
These sequential shifts were also the potential points for change in epistemic
authority. The positioning as well as the strength of the epistemic claims seemed
to be consequential to the development of the sequence. Strong epistemic claims
by other participants had the tendency to lead to more explicit and lengthy
sensemaking processes.

In the meetings of this study, the contributions were focused on the topic at
hand, and also restricted to that topic, with minor digressions allowed. The
turns at talk generally displayed relatively strict orientation to the task at hand
as well as to the identities of the participants.

The architect who was in charge of presenting the topic was the one who also
had the longest monologues and led the topical discussion forward. However,
other participants could take the epistemic authority to initiate new topics or to
expand on the existing one. They could also monopolize the floor for an ex-
tended time and did so especially in some conflictual situations (e.g. Excerpts 1,
2 and 3 from meeting CLIF).
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Turn-internal repairs such as mispronunciations by the speakers themselves
were fairly frequent in this data, but repairs initiated by recipients were rela-
tively rare despite the fact that (most) of the meeting participants were speaking
English as a foreign or second language. This might be due to the fact that the
participants had a common frame of reference: they mostly had a similar pro-
fessional and technical background. The organizational practices were also
known to all. This is in line with the survey done by Louhiala-Salminen &
Kankaanranta (2011) among employees working in different globally operating
companies; the survey showed that shared vocabulary of the profession is more
important than grammar and general vocabulary.

10.4.2 Action formation

Action formation refers to the general activities that are performed in turns at
talk. The most dominant actions which triggered the sensemaking sequences in
this study were questions, evaluations, proposals and formulations, and some
observations on these four actions will be summarized in this section.

Questions as a conversational practice were used for various purposes and had
a relation to both sensemaking and epistemic authority. Questions were natu-
rally used for their most obvious purpose of requesting more information or
clarification, and to establish better or common understanding. However, in-
terrogative formats were used extensively for other pragmatic purposes than for
genuine solicitation of information that would be lacking from the questioner.
Questioning seemed to work as an accepted form of interrupting a presentation.
As Schegloff (2007a) points, out, using a question can be a way to avoid disa-
greement, but in this data they are often used to display disagreement in form
of challenging questions (cf. section 7.3). They were used to create counterpro-
posals or counterarguments toward the preceding claims. Their purpose was to
cast doubt on the proposals that were discussed, and in this way they were pri-
marily designed to express the questioner’s high epistemic status relative to the
respondent. Requests were also often linguistically designed using a question
form, and they seemed to work similarly also as social actions.

Questions which were designed in open form to invite collective sensemaking
had the tendency to expand the participation framework: more participants
were likely to contribute. For instance questions which were recapitulating
something that had been said earlier seemed to stimulate more collaborative
discussion in which more participants become engaged. In this way questions
opened up sequences which often lead to extended accounts and elaboration.
Questions also allowed the questioner to keep the floor as they gave an oppor-
tunity to reserve the floor to either acknowledge or reject the response which
was given (cf. Ford, 2008).

This study supports the view of previous studies that questions take a variety
of roles. Questions embody presuppositions about the aspects of the topic at
hand and about the level of background knowledge and preferences that the
questioner has (cf. e.g. Heritage, 2002b). The analysis also showed that meet-
ings which are governed by monotopical agendas, the questions often continue
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on the ongoing topic rather than introduce a new topic, which is more typical
for mundane conversation.

From the point of view of sequence organization, questioning realized itself as
a practice which continued or extended the on-topic talk, but rarely introduced
a completely new topic. This reflects the constraints which are set by the agenda
for this type of institutional talk. There is less freedom compared to ordinary
conversations during which questions are abundantly used for moving from one
topic to something completely different. In this data, the questions were con-
structed to argue a point without disrupting or disaligning with the trajectory of
talk on topical level. Therefore questions were more likely to generate answers
or responses than the evaluations which tended to generate resistance or defen-
sive responses.

The treatment of evaluations by the recipients seemed to depend on the level
of epistemic stance and the degree of certainty they portrayed. Evaluations
which were asserted with high epistemic certainty tended to lead to more overt
arguing and competition over whose epistemic stance counts. Evaluations
which were designed as common problems seemed to lead to more collaborative
pursuit for sensemaking. The participants could also evaluate the epistemic
stance of another participant in relatively blunt manner. Such evaluations were
accepted as not being impolite when they concerned engineering knowledge,
not the person himself. However, when they concerned personal opinions or
personal technical contributions, they were considered to violate politeness and
lead to conflict of opinion.

Proposals which were designed as position reports (Maynard, 1984), to dis-
play personal agendas or as counterarguments to previous proposals, led to
lengthy argumentative sensemaking among the participants. This finding is
somewhat contrary to the implications of position reports as Maynard (1984)
explains them. In his view, position reports constrain the range of possible re-
sponses to mere acceptance or rejection. This may have been the intention of
the speakers making the proposals in this material as well, but the consequences
were unanticipated. Furthermore, proposals which suggested a solution for the
other participants to approve or disapprove could also lead to lengthy sense-
making but the tenor remained more collaborative.

Formulations are related to various social actions. They are a way to describe
in other words something in order to confirm understanding. Formulations can
also be used to describe states of affair in a light which enables the speaker to
achieve the desired change in those states of affair as a decision (Huisman,
2001). In this study, formulations were more strictly defined as recapitulations
of what had been said or proposed by somebody else prior to the formulation in
the meeting (Heritage & Watson, 1979). In the current data formulations were
often designed as questions that sought for confirmation of the understanding
embedded in them. They gave an opportunity for the participants to negotiate
the common interpretation of what had been discussed, and to demonstrate that
the conversation had been “self-explicating” (Heritage, 1984b). This supported
the collective sensemaking. Formulations also expressed a certain epistemic
stance as speakers demonstrated their level of certainty or doubt toward the
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matter being discussed. They also marked the degree of commitment and atti-
tude towards the issue (Karkkiinen, 2006). Formulations also signaled epis-
temic authority as they were used for explaining issues even on behalf of others.
An additional observation was that certain linguistic devices tended to pre-
dominate a single meeting. The participants began to adopt similar linguistic
resources that were used by someone else. For instance, some meetings became
dense with wh-questions and some with formulations. However, the study also
shows that the same linguistic or grammatical form could lead to different tra-
jectories, depending on their context and positioning in the sequence.

10.5 Participation framework and epistemic authority

In this section the findings related to epistemic authority are discussed from the
point of view of participation framework (Goffman, 1981). The analysis is based
on the idea that participation in the meeting discussion is a reflection of epis-
temic authority.

As mentioned, participation in conversation was generally democratic. How-
ever, since the number of participants in each meeting was relatively large (var-
ying between 11 and 21), it is clear that not everyone participated equally. The
orientation of participants to some specific goal and role is a typical character-
istic of institutional talk, also meeting talk (Drew & Heritage, 1992). In the data
studied for this research, the orientations were towards the role of the presenter,
participant (primary or “in listening mode”) and chairperson. In all of the meet-
ings there were participants who did not say anything. This also means that the
solution description which was presented and discussed in the meetings became
to be interpreted as the “collective” decision which was actually designed by
those who actively participated in the meeting discussion.

Contributions by any participant were generally allowed, and obviously most
often it was the one whose domains of expertise were being affected who were
either invited to participate in the discussion or who voluntarily did so. The par-
ticipants engaged themselves by asking questions, volunteering their opinions,
and by requesting further clarifications.

More participants engaged in the discussion in situations in which the oppor-
tunities for sharing epistemic stances were left open for anyone. There was more
equal distribution of turns and more active involvement when the participants
were immersed in technical details and attempting to collaboratively brain-
storm a common understanding of the task or topic at hand (cf. similar findings
by Holmes et al., 1999).

It was common for alliances of two or more participants to be formed to argue
their point when conflicts of opinion manifested themselves, which is typical in
decision-making situations (Kangasharju, 2002). This was also a way to enforce
their common understanding. This was the case in Excerpt 5 (CLIF, Remote4)
in which three participants aligned as a team to form a common counterpro-
posal and the collaboration was enhanced by the use of similar expressions.
Sometimes this seemed to happen almost implicitly and unintentionally, when
for instance the participants picked the same kind of phrase or statement as
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someone else, in this way “echoing” another participant’s interactional prac-
tices. Similar types of choral completions which echoed other participants’
wording was also used in Excerpt 17 (CLIF, User). These completions have some
similarity to Nikko’s (2009) findings in her study of collaborative completions.
In her study, collaborative completions were used to complete a yet uncomplete
utterance of another participant, which was seen to express shared understand-
ing, share professional knowledge, and a desire to work together. In this study,
collaborative completions were quite rare, but the echoing types of affiliative
expressions were used as acts of affiliation and sensemaking.

The participants oriented to the various roles and responsibilities that were
present in the meeting but also to other members of the organization who were
not present. This made their identity and expertise locally relevant to the issues
that were being discussed or debated. Epistemic authority became locally nego-
tiated. The sequential organization of the interaction casts some light on issues
of multi-party interaction, participation and membership categorization by tak-
ing into account the local, collective and interactionally emergent orientations
of the co-participants.

10.5.1 Orientation to the source of epistemic authority

In addition to the sequential positioning of the statements (discussed in section
10.3.1.), it was worth considering who was the source of epistemic authority, as
the study showed that the participants were attentive to the expertise of their
coparticipants. The source of epistemic authority was given to self, a selected
participant, or a non-present member or group in the organization. The author-
ity was constructed and reasoned by making implicit or explicit reference to
some membership category, and this membership category is treated as relevant
source of knowledge. The participants took epistemic authority by implicitly or
explicitly claiming category-bound relevance to their statements.

Professional status and expertise seemed to matter more than institutional
rank in the type of collegial meetings in the data studied for this research. Epis-
temic authority concerned the management and competition over who had the
relevant knowledge. By using category-bound resources as self-reference, the
speakers indicated that as the member of a specific category he or she was enti-
tled to make the claim and possess epistemic authority. The speakers also took
epistemic primacy by drawing on the access they had to someone else’s
knowledge.

Self-selection was typically driven by subjective cognitive sensemaking and
the desire to pursue personal agendas. The more subjective epistemic positions
seemed to be used to construct the subjective identity of an expert, and they
were more prone to lead to conflicts and disaffiliation. The statements posi-
tioned for collective sensemaking were used to trigger common knowledge, and
they lead to more affiliative and social effects, contributing to the knowledge
base of the organization as a whole.

The selection of someone else as a source of knowledge also transferred the
higher epistemic authority to that person, which also gave indications of more
powerful individuals or roles in the organization. This was done by implicitly or
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explicitly referring to that person or role. The importance of non-present mem-
bers as sources of epistemic authority were typically used for sensegiving, or to
argue a point. Reference to absent members of the team and stakeholders were
also made by the chairperson as institutional pretalk when opening the meet-
ings. This seemed to imply that the meeting had convened to make a decision
and a need for some sort of quorum was relevant.

The relevance of some of the roles of the participants as well as non-present
members was made explicit throughout the discussions. However, the discus-
sion as such is relatively relaxed and allows contributions by all participants
without being strictly category-bound. The findings about decision-making
practices support those by Clifton, (2009): the chairperson seemed to be the one
who was both entitled and expected to announce the decision, and the other
participants expressed sensitivity to the sequential resources made available to
them, to support or reject such announcements.

The participants also challenged and modified past decisions, which became
evident in the EIA meeting in particular. The topic which concerned require-
ments for a specific program milestone was introduced for them in this meeting
after it had already been approved in a managerial board, and it was introduced
in this meeting for information sharing only. However, the participants con-
fronted the decision as it had been made by a managerial board and the prior
decision needed to be amended based on the comments given in the EIA meet-
ing.

10.5.2 Interactional identities

There were two fixed roles in the meetings: that of the chairperson and that of
the presenter. The role of a chairperson in meetings is generally the one which
embodies category-bound activities (Sacks, 1992). At minimum, chairperson
has the role of opening and closing the meeting. Chairperson usually moderates
the talk during the meeting, or as Boden (1994) puts it, the chairperson acts as
the “switchboard” of the meeting. In the meetings in the data of this study, the
other role which was category-bound was that of the presenting architect. The
rest of the meeting participants were commentators.

The chairperson was the same in all of the meetings of this study. He had an
omnirelevant identity (Sacks, 1992a, p. 312) of acting as the chairperson as well
as the solid line manager for the primary participants (the architects). He was
an active listener but he also kept himself in charge of maintaining and manag-
ing the interaction throughout the meetings. He also used his technical expertise
and got quite immersed into the technical details while at the same time mod-
erating the talk.

The chairperson took the most active role in initiating acts of collective sense-
making. In some sense it is understandable as it supports the idea that chair-
person has the responsibility to control the flow of discussion as well as to bring
together the ideas so that mutual understanding can be reached. Other partici-
pants are responsible for sharing their specific expertise.

The chairperson was the one with authority and responsibility to ratify the de-
cisions at the end of the meetings. However, this did not necessarily succeed
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without resistance if commitment was not explicitly sought from the partici-
pants prior to announcing the decision. The decision-making sequences showed
that it was relevant for the chairperson to address all participants as a whole to
check whether everyone agreed with the outcome (Barnes, 2007).

The chairperson’s power was also played down at times, and the other partic-
ipants could raise new themes to be discussed without being sanctioned. The
chairperson also intervened to resolve disputes and conflictual situations but
could stay in the background during collaborative episodes. However, the chair-
person participated actively in the actual technical matters as well. He made
formulations but also asked several technical questions in K- position, meaning
that the higher epistemic status was given for the technical experts, and he him-
self was not taking the role of the most knowledgeable.

The other role which involved category-bound activities was that of the archi-
tect who had designed the architectural solutions and who was responsible for
presenting that solution for the rest of the team. The presenter of the topic was
expected to have certain epistemic status and responsibility over the substance.

Other participants in this study refer to the colleagues and stakeholders who
were not presenting the topic or chairing the meeting. They were participants
who were there to listen and comment — and hence to contribute to the decision
making. They had no predefined activities and therefore it was important to ex-
plore how these participants engaged themselves in the sensemaking and deci-
sion making during the meeting interaction. They were in the meeting to collab-
oratively shape the future software solutions which were to have an effect on
how the organization would use its development resources.

Silence can be a sign of agreement although one cannot say that just sitting in
the meeting silently is an indication of true participation. This would be similar
to the analysis in the domain of doctor-patient interaction where Charles, Gafni,
& Whelan (1997) claim that it is not enough to consider it participation in the
actual activity of decision making if the patient simply agrees with the decision
proposed by the doctor (summarized in Ijas-Kallio, 2011). Conversely, Stivers
(2005b, 2006) sees that the actual activity of decision making is a more complex
phenomenon and therefore if the patient has the right to agree or disagree, then
even more minimal interactional signs should be considered as participatory.
The notion of participation becomes even more complex when considering mul-
tiparty meetings. In the meeting of the current study, the participants orient to
freedom of participation. They are not only receivers or deliverers of knowledge,
but these are mutual activities. But it would be quite futile to expect everyone to
explicate their opinion, especially if affiliating with the decision. Additionally,
silence does not reveal to which degree collective sense has been achieved.

As the other participants did not have any specific responsibility, they usually
needed to work harder to position themselves as co-experts with the presenter.
They claimed epistemic authority by building an agenda for what should be con-
sidered important. They enacted their professional expertise to reason their
claims by using institutionally/organizationally-defined or technically-defined
categories and use those as a common frame of reference. From sensemaking
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point of view, participants enact their roles by taking epistemic responsibility to
comment on their specific area of responsibility.

The type of analysis conducted for this study cannot reveal much about the
sensemaking processes of the silent participants. That notwithstanding, one can
influence or advance the collective sensemaking of an organization only by tak-
ing a stance.

10.6 Summary

This chapter has discussed the findings from various aspects in order to make a
link toward the theoretical framework. The types of sensemaking that were
identified during the analysis were explained by intertwining them with the ob-
served practices of decision making. Moreover, observations about the forms or
organizing talk were described in order to make a link toward the theoretical
notions that are common in the core CA literature. Moreover, disagreement as
a feature of the meeting conversation and component of sensemaking was sep-
arately explained as it seemed such a prevailing feature, with implications to
sensemaking. Finally, the findings were discussed in terms of participation
framework, which was seen as an indicator of collaborativeness of sensemaking.

Figure 1 below summarizes the primary tendencies explained based on the
theoretical framework.

Expand on and add to each
other’s understandings in ways
that do not exclude others

Share the

Collaborative
floor

Stive for collaborative

. decision
Sensemaking

activities .
Challenge or undermine the

propositions of others

Independent or
Competitive competitive contirbution to
the floor

Strive for individual opinion as
the base for decision

Figure 1 Sensemaking activities

Why is important, to strive for collaborative sensemaking and why is it im-
portant to understand that as a research topic? It has been claimed that institu-
tional or workplace talk reveals the nature of the institution or workplace
(Hutchby & Wooffitt, 1998). The way in which topics are handled in the meet-
ings therefore reveals how the organization cooperates. To take an example,
there are several studies which have demonstrated how humor and laughter are
associated with the solidarity of the group and its performance (Holmes, 2006;
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Kangasharju & Nikko, 2009; Vuorela, 2005). By the same token, one could say
that the more affiliative actions of sharing understandings would lead to better
sense of solidarity and performance of the group. This is an insight which is suc-
cinctly formulated by Kwon et al. (2014, pp. 286-287) who propose that “to be
efficacious, consensual discussion needs to deepen understanding, balance em-
powering others to join in with discussion with control over discussion, and sim-
plify understanding to integrate perspectives and provide a basis for construct-
ing common ground”.
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11. Conclusions

The purpose of this study has been to gain insight to the various ways in which
sensemaking happens in professional meetings. The epistemic position taken in
this study is that sensemaking is socially constructed and achieved through in-
teraction. It is an ongoing activity, observable as it happens. This is contrary to
the mainstream literature in sensemaking in which sensemaking is mainly con-
cerned with how to create sense for what has happened in the past, or with ex-
plaining what needs to change in the future. This study has also shown that
when sensemaking realizes itself among professional colleagues, it is highly in-
fluenced by the interactional management and control of epistemic authority.
In the context of meetings which are set out for making decisions, sensemaking
becomes an enabler of the decisions.

11.1 Contributions of this study

The analyses presented in this study have drawn light on a variety of communi-
cation features associated with those sequences of meeting talk which either
promote or constrain the collaborative sensemaking and decision making. In
this respect the study contributes to the emerging field of studies on meetings
as interaction. More specifically, the study has drawn light on sensemaking as
an interactional accomplishment. It also extends on the studies on decision
making as a talk-based activity (Boden, 1994; Clifton, 2009; Huisman, 2001).

The study also expands on the field of organizational sensemaking by integrat-
ing its primary notions with those of conversation analysis through the lens of
epistemic authority. The study shows that meetings are important for meaning
construction and success arises from the ability to construct common under-
standing. Common understanding does not necessarily mean common opinion,
but it means that there is enough common ground based on which organiza-
tional activities can continue. By focusing on interaction, this study has con-
structed a more refined meaning for what is commonly referred to as collective
sensemaking. This study has focused on the collaborativeness as a resource for
sensemaking and decision making which engages the participants into a partic-
ipation framework through which their commitment to decisions becomes acti-
vated.
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The study also demonstrates how interaction is an ongoing sensemaking pro-
cess: sensemaking is not only about making sense of disruptive situations but
also affiliative or “normal” situations involve collaborative sensemaking.

In this study sensemaking is enacted through language in interaction — words.
According to Weick (1995), words are always approximations, which as such is
a thought that might disturb engineers who are used to exact properties and
conceptualizations of things. This is made apparent in many of the debates in
the meetings of this study which often concerned specific concepts and how they
should be applied in the architectural solutions. However, even in such situa-
tions the meanings needed to be established in collaboration.

Earlier studies on epistemics in interaction focus on some micro-level features
of interaction such as the use of knowledge verbs (I know, I think), or the use of
some specific adverb as reflection of epistemics (for instance Stivers et al., 2011).
This study has focused on longer sequences of talk in which the epistemic posi-
tions that are taken either enable or constrain sensemaking. Furthermore, epis-
temic gradients have been applied to describe the dynamics of multiparty con-
versation when the typical applications to date have concerned dyadic conver-
sations. This study has also applied the epistemic gradient (Heritage, 2012a,b)
to reflect on of the speakers’ epistemic stances. When professionals are exchang-
ing knowledge on complex issues, there is seldom one prefect answer. The bal-
ancing of epistemics then concerns the balancing of opinions and the need to
find a somewhat collective, and hopefully collaborative, solution for a common
problem. The interaction in the types of meetings presented in this study are
essentially about the procedural balancing of epistemics, including factual
knowledge as well as opinions.

The approach taken in this study adds to the general field of organizational
communication where little attention has been paid to how communication is
organized; the major areas of research have focused on the controlled organiza-
tion of communication?.

The study strongly supports the view of Huttunen (2010) that problematic sit-
uations are necessary for enhancing organizational knowledge and support the
learning of its members. To achieve this, the participants in meetings work out
differences in understanding. The current study has drawn on the notion of ep-
istemic authority as consequential in the problematic situations: collaborative
learning is more likely to happen when opportunities for equal sharing of
knowledge are encouraged.

This study also provides an enhancement to the previous studies on the prac-
tices of decision making. This study has demonstrated that it is not only through
decisions but also through the more complex sensemaking processes that par-
ticipants collaboratively shape the future of the organization. The study has
formed a link between the micro processes of interaction with the more macro
level intentions that the team has to make sense about the required decision.

7 Christianson & Cornelissen (2011) claim that actual communication practices have been ig-
nored and research has focused on larger organizational events such as corporate strategy
and top-down messaging.
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Literature has typically treated sensemaking as an act of removing ambiguity
on the macro level of organizational events. This study has taken a perspective
that participants do not engage in sensemaking only when there is a conflict or
disruption in understanding. They also expand on their mutual understanding
about complex issues under discussion. The study of micro level interaction re-
veals this in the participants’ efforts to achieve preference order and agreement
through affiliation and alignment. The aim has not been to claim that agreement
is always necessary. On the contrary: it is absolutely necessary to point out flaws
in the organization, whether they concern the product or the process. However,
the point has been to say that is matters for the organization sensemaking how
you express it. It is important to construct and maintain good relations and con-
struct their social relationships with their colleagues. This requires understand-
ing of the different pragmatic force that various ways of expressing one’s stance
have on the fellow colleagues.

What can these findings offer for the technical professionals from the point of
view of sensemaking? The findings of this study can be used for communication
skills training, to enhance their awareness of making a difference through inter-
action. For the professionals, it is useful to understand that using language is
not only a way to describe the events but to actually do things that have an effect
on the course of actions. In this data, this means that the meeting discussion
becomes a way of influencing and constructing the product design. It is there-
fore essential to enhance the engineers’ skills at speaking up in meetings and
build sensitivity to certain strategies used or available to them. By using this
company-internal data it has been possible to show that a skilled use of general
interactional resources is relevant regardless of the role or position in the com-
pany. General interactional practices and features of communicative competen-
cies seem to apply despite the highly technical and context-specific nature of the
topical matter.

Language as such is inherent to sensemaking, because language and concepts
are required for a person to make sense of an event. Whether it takes place cog-
nitively, in one person’s head, or in interaction with others. It is through inter-
action that issues become explained in organizations. This also relates to the
software solutions which are discussed in the AT team in more or less abstract
terms before they become concrete software products through software devel-
opment.

11.2 Limitations and future research

Although this study is solely grounded on interaction and CA is used as a re-
search method, it must be admitted that “the truth of the interaction is never
entirely contained in the interaction” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 84; Maynard, 2003, p.
71). Being completely focused on words and utterances, and on what they mean,
CA cannot easily describe such factors as emotions, motives, stress which can
affect the participants’ behavior or opinions in the meetings. Nor can it take a
stand on power struggles that can be hidden from the surface level interaction.
Fay & Moon (1994) point out that to know what someone said and what it means
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is not to know why he or she said it. One of the methodological rules of CA is
that the researcher should avoid attempts to see into people’s minds. Such fac-
tors are most likely relevant in the acts of sensemaking as well. Being a practi-
tioner as well as a researcher gave me a chance to realize such issues more easily
although they weren’t actively used for the analysis.

The analysis of the current data features a dichotomy between the strategies
which pursue personal epistemic authority and those which pursue equal shar-
ing of epistemic authority. It is clear that such strategies do not always fit cleanly
into one type of category. Such interactional types as formulating, questioning
and proposing do not fit into one or the other of the strategic categories. There
is overlap, especially when the sequences of events that are described are quite
long. This is what is described by Maynard (2003) as the pigeonhole problem.
The approach taken here aligns with Garfinkel (1967): “instead of regarding
these strategies as literal descriptions of complex modes of behavior and rela-
tionship, a better approach may be to regard them as contingent accomplish-
ments developed in real time (Garfinkel, 1967, in Maynard, 2003, p. 64). Oth-
erwise the strategies ... remain glosses and weak descriptions for the actual pro-
cedural orderliness of everyday life”.

The systemic functional linguistic approach to exchange structures developed
by Ventola (1987) addresses messages as actions or knowledge (Berry, 1981;
Ventola, 1987) and would therefore suit well for demonstrating the multiple
speech functions with different moods contained within the turns. This ap-
proach would enable a representation of the longer episodes as descriptive
flowcharts (Martin, 1985, in Ventola 1987). However, CA was chosen for the
purpose of this study as its analytic focus has advanced from the original adja-
cency pairs into multiunit turns, it was chosen for the purpose of this study.

The current body of research on meeting interaction has turned its lens to-
wards multimodal activities, the ways in which nonverbal activities such as gaze,
texts, images and other embodied actions become consequential local activities.
For instance Markaki & Mondada (2012, p. 32) show how these nonverbal re-
sources become an integral part of the actions taking place in meetings and by
this way draw light on the importance of such “embodied activities”. This study
has considered these aspects sparingly although analysis would have been use-
ful in explaining some of the longer monologues during which other participants
remained verbally idle but may have expressed their level of participation
through nonverbal activities. The participants were also often orienting to the
PowerPoint slides and Word documents that were used as presentation material
through nonverbal actions. This type of referencing would be an interesting as-
pect to study although the participants tended to forget about this material
when they became immersed in exchanging opinions about some particular is-
sue.

The latest literature on multimodal activities also demonstrates how the bod-
ily orientation of the participants is largely defined - and constrained - by the
physical aspects of the meeting room and the placement of the technical appa-
ratus used (AsmuB & Oshima, 2012; Markaki & Mondada, 2012). As said, this
kind of approach was not possible with the recording capacity at hand during
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the collection the current data. However, there would definitely be a reason to
extend this type of research from local multimodal resources to virtual meeting
environments because, increasingly, professional meetings take place in virtual
format over teleconference lines where no or limited video is available to the
participants about the other participants. The challenges faced in such contexts
would certainly deserve attention.

This study provides a view to only one type of reoccurring meeting between
more or less the same participants, in the same organization. As Huisman
(2001) states, all teams have different patterns of decision making, and the in-
terpretation of what counts as a decision also varies from team to team. This
study provides one additional view to the peculiarities of decision making
through this specific team and organization. Furthermore, the analysis shows
that similar negotiation primitives apply generally as in previous studies.

This data and analysis provides grounds for comparative study. It is likely that
similar findings could be found in other similar types of settings with profes-
sionals. It is also likely that similar strategies are used in mundane situations:
even among friends one would find resistance to unilateral decisions or defen-
sive counterargument if someone was strongly challenging or even overriding
another one’s opinion. No doubt the need for sensemaking abounds everywhere.

One could question the validity of the data for the analysis as several years
have passed since it was recorded and finally analyzed. However, although the
type of meeting that was explored no longer exists in the exact same form, and
the organization has changed, the types of interactional practices and needs
have not changed. In fact the most fascinating part of this study has been the
richness of the actual interaction afforded by the authentic data. It could be
explored from a variety of perspectives, despite the time that has passed since
its recording.

11.3 Concluding remarks

It is often claimed that meetings are useless if a decision has already been made
and the meeting just becomes a formality to label such a decision as a collective
one. However, based on this study it can be argued that it indeed makes sense
to have meetings as a forum for professional discussions. The questions and re-
sponses, and the arguments which are expressed form the base for the emerging
common understanding. It must be kept in mind, however, that common un-
derstanding does not necessarily imply common opinion, and not even the need
for everyone to agree at all times. However, organizational solutions and deci-
sions are usually so complex — and even ephemeral — that a single person’s opin-
ion or a single solution is seldom solid enough. Therefore it is important to find
the ways in which one can find solutions and make decision which enable the
functioning of the organization. Everyone does not always need to agree but
finding ways through which one can maintain good relations and sense of soli-
darity in tightly knit groups is likely to enable more efficient functioning of the
organization.
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Appendix 1: Transcription symbols

Jefferson’s (2004) system and symbols are used in the excerpts (see Atkinson
and Heritage, 1984a).

Speakers are identified with the speakership symbols consisting of three initial
letters of the first name. E.g. Marco is identified in transcripts as Mar. Speakers’
names, as well as some other details, have been changed in order to secure the
anonymity of the persons involved. Excerpts have been identified based on the
code ID given for each topic in the meetings, such as [EIA]. Ref. chapter 6 for a
full list of IDs.

Standard orthography is used, not phonetic transcriptions.

|
[—

(1.5)

simultaneous speech and voices, its start and end
overlapping or simultaneous speech starts
latching: immediately continuous talk with no perceivable
interval or pause between turns
pause and its length in seconds
micropause, shorter than 0.5 seconds

in-breath
out-breath

tongue click
emphasis

stretch

longer stretch
loud

falling intonation

continuing or slightly rising intonation at the end of tone
unit

high rising inflection at the end of tone unit, not neces-
sarily a question

weak rise in intonation

marked rise in pitch

marked fall in pitch

production of word is cut off

pronounced faster than the surrounding speech
pronounced slower than the surrounding speech
laughter in the voice
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£ smiling
@@ animated voice, also animation of quoted written text (on
the presented slides) read out loud
> reported speech or speech quoted directly from some doc-
ument (e.g. the presented slides or docu-
ments under discussion)

oo diminishing voice

## shivering voice

hah-hah loud,clear laughter

heh-heh-heh laughter

(word) unclearly heard

() non-linguistic information, researcher’s comment on

events or descriptions of omitted confidential terminology
such as product or product release names, etc.

> target line; crucial instance for the analysis
— target line for analysis; crucial action by the chairperson
bold boldface highlights a phenomenom of interest

Some further symbols may be used to mark special features. These symbols have been
defined separately.

Uh huh affirmative response and display of understading which
Yeahm signifies that one is listening attentively
(Frankel 1989)

Hm a change of state token, sign of having reached new infor-
Ahhah mation (Heritage 1998)
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Appendix 2: Excerpt 47

Excerpt 47 [AA] Beginning the topical discussion on AA

Tho

Mar

O 00 N O U W N R

=
o

Mar ==> Okay so (.) actually this this topic I think we

we attempted to handle it couple of times and |

hope this time it will ehm (1.0) it will work
with (1.5) not so big debates,

(2.5)

((leans back and laughs))
((some laughter))

$$50SS$ ((looking at Thomas))
((common laughter))

(1.0)
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