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Abstract 
 

This study explores how decision-making unfolds within a hybrid social small and medium-

sized enterprise (SME) when examined through a sensemaking perspective. While existing 

research often conceptualizes decision-making as a rational or bounded process of selecting 

among predefined alternatives, such approaches remain limited in capturing hybrid 

organizational contexts where social and commercial objectives coexist and evolve. Addressing 

this gap, the study adopts an interpretivist approach and conceptualizes decision-making as an 

ongoing, socially constructed process shaped through meaning-making, interaction, and action. 

Empirically, the study is based on a qualitative single-case design focusing on Organization 

“X”, a hybrid social SME operating in Nigeria. Drawing on semi-structured interviews with 

organizational members, supported by organizational documents, the study examines how a 

strategic decision-making process unfolded during the transition from a conference-based 

model to project implementation. Using an abductive approach, the analysis interprets how 

participants make sense of this transition, with sensemaking serving as the interpretive lens and 

decision-making as the phenomenon under study. 

The findings show that decision-making does not occur as a discrete event, but emerges 

gradually through accumulated experiences, interactions, and practical engagement. Contrary 

to dominant assumptions in the literature, the study finds that sensemaking may unfold under 

conditions of alignment and opportunity, rather than only ambiguity and conflict. While social–

commercial tensions were less prominent than suggested in existing literature about hybrid 

organizations, they were not experienced as fundamentally opposing logics, but were actively 

managed and held latent through mechanisms such as reframing, identity anchoring, deferral, 

and leadership communication. In this process, leadership communication emerged as a higher 

order sensegiving mechanism that enables alignment while containing potential tensions. 

The study contributes to research in three ways. First, it extends sensemaking theory by 

demonstrating that meaning-making processes can be driven by opportunity and alignment, not 

solely disruption. Second, it refines the hybridity literature by showing that tensions in hybrid 

organizations may be actively managed through interpretive processes rather than resolved. 

Third, it identifies leadership communication as a key mechanism through which shared 

meaning and organizational coherence are sustained. 
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Overall, the study offers a processual and practice-based understanding of decision-making in 

hybrid social SMEs, highlighting how organizational actors continuously construct, negotiate, 

and stabilize meaning in response to evolving social and commercial demands. 

Keywords: Decision-Making, Sensemaking, Interpretation, Hybrid Social SMEs, 

Organizational Hybridity, Nigeria 
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1. Introduction 

This chapter aims to present the background, problematization, purpose, and research questions 

of the study. The thesis explores and explains how decision-making unfolds within hybrid social 

small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) through the lens of the sensemaking perspective, 

particularly how organizational actors make sense and act upon decisions related to both social 

impact and financial sustainability. Epistemologically, the study is grounded in an interpretivist 

position, which holds that organizational reality is socially constructed and accessed through 

the meanings actors attach to their experiences; this stance is developed fully in the 

Methodology chapter. Furthermore, rather than assuming a causality perspective to decision 

making, the study adopts a processual and interpretive perspective, exploring decision-making 

as a process that unfolds through ongoing sensemaking, shaped by experience, interaction, and 

organizational context. In this study, decision-making constitutes the phenomenon under 

investigation, while sensemaking serves as the analytical lens through which that phenomenon 

is examined; the two are treated as related but distinct, and the study does not equate 

sensemaking with decision-making. 

1.1 Background to Decision-Making in Hybrid Social SMEs 

1.1.1 Decision-making in Entrepreneurship 

The work of Shepherd et al., (2015) emphasized that decision-making lies at the core of 

entrepreneurship. Ventures are continuously being created, sustained, and transformed through 

a sequence of decisions about opportunity evaluation, resource allocation, adaptation, and 

growth (Shepherd et al., 2015). Entrepreneurship research has therefore devoted significant 

attention to the cognitive and experiential processes that shape decision-making under 

uncertainty, drawing on cognitive (Baron, 2006), learning-based (Politis, 2005), and effectual 

(Sarasvathy, 2001) approaches that are developed further below. Furthermore, Kuratko et al. 

(2021, p. 1683) on entrepreneurial cognition, defined it as the knowledge and structures that 

people use to make assessments, judgments, decisions involving opportunity evaluation, value 

creation and growth. Cognitive perspectives, as will be explored in the following sections, 

highlight how entrepreneurs rely on heuristics, pattern recognition, and mental models when 

identifying and evaluating opportunities (Baron, 2006), which determine what decisions are 

eventually made. Learning-based approaches emphasize how prior experience and even failure 

inform subsequent judgments and strategic adjustments (Politis, 2005; Ucbasaran et al., 2009). 



 

9 (126) 

Effectuation theory further proposes that entrepreneurs often begin with available means and 

co-create goals through stakeholder interaction, prioritizing control over prediction in uncertain 

environments (Sarasvathy, 2001). 

Entrepreneurship scholars emphasize that entrepreneurial decisions typically involve action 

under uncertainty; and judgments about opportunities and resource commitments (Shepherd et 

al., 2015). Shepherd et al. (2015) argued that unlike routine managerial decisions in established 

organizations, decision‑making in an entrepreneurial firm often occurs in ambiguous 

environments with incomplete information and a need to shape emerging opportunities rather 

than simply select among predefined alternatives. Entrepreneurs therefore engage in 

interpretive judgments regarding opportunity viability, resource commitments, and strategic 

direction. 

1.1.2 Social Small and Medium Enterprise and Organizational Hybridity 

Social SMEs, often referred to as social enterprise or businesses, have gained increasing 

scholarly attention as organizations seek to address societal challenges through market-based 

approaches (Mair & Martí, 2006). Social enterprises are generally understood as organizations 

that pursue social value creation while engaging in commercial activities to sustain their 

operations (Mair & Martí, 2006). Rather than treating profit as an end in itself, they deploy 

entrepreneurial strategies to advance social missions (Dees, 2001). Austin et al., (2006) 

emphasized that social and commercial entrepreneurship share core processes such as 

opportunity recognition, resource mobilization, and innovation, but differ in their primary 

performance orientation. They explained that in social enterprises, social impact constitutes the 

central mission, while economic activity serves as a mechanism for sustaining that mission. As 

a result, performance measurement, resource access, and stakeholder expectations differ 

significantly from purely commercial ventures. 

From our point of view, the coexistence of social mission and commercial mechanisms situates 

social enterprises within the broader category of hybrid organizations. Hybrid organizations 

integrate multiple institutional logics, typically social-welfare and market logics, within a single 

organizational form (Battilana & Lee, 2014). As a result, organizational actors may need to 

navigate multiple expectations and priorities simultaneously, particularly in moments of 

strategic decision-making. 
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1.2 Existing Perspectives on Decision-Making 

This subsection highlights and discusses the historical foundation of how decision-making has 

been studied over the years. 

1.2.1 Classical and Rational Perspective of Decision-Making 

In much of entrepreneurship literature, the entrepreneur has been regarded as an actor who seeks 

out opportunities, evaluates the opportunities and implements those judged attractive (Løwe 

Nielsen et al., 2021). Signifying that at every turn, the entrepreneur who creates the enterprise 

has to make critical and calculative decisions that affect future stages in the entrepreneurial 

journey.  

In a bid to understand decision-making in social SMEs, the classical and rational approach 

which adopts a utility maximization view of decision-making shall be briefly touched upon. 

Foundational theorists such as Von Neumann and Morgenstern (1944), understand the idea of 

an entrepreneur from an economical point of view, seeing them as a rational agent in decision-

making, who selects between alternatives that maximizes their expected utility. The 

entrepreneur here, who organizes the enterprise is seen to have stable and consistent 

preferences, evaluates probabilistic outcomes logically, and chooses the strategy that yields the 

highest expected subjective value. Consequently, seeing decision-making as a calculative 

process in which entrepreneurs assess risks, anticipate potential payoffs, and select the option 

that optimizes utility under conditions of risk or uncertainty. Also, Campbell (1992) described 

a decision by an entrepreneur to start a business as a rational comparison between two 

alternatives of either becoming an entrepreneur or working in a salary employment and that the 

final choice by the entrepreneur is chosen through a probabilistic mindset. That at every choice 

of alternatives, the choice being made is determined by the probable outcomes of 

microeconomic conditions such as risk appetite, educational qualifications, work experience 

and success probability. Although Campbell (1992) focuses at the starting point in an 

entrepreneurial journey – whether to start a business or not – nevertheless, this can be extended 

to the decision-making in a firm during the course of entrepreneurship and the determination of 

risk and uncertainty.  

The underpinning of the classical perspective to decision-making by entrepreneurs is the 

rationality of such decisions in the face of risk and uncertainty while maximizing utilities 

towards expected outcome.  



 

11 (126) 

1.2.2 Cognitive and Behavioural Perspectives on Decision Making 

This perspective of decision-making shifts direction from how entrepreneurs should decide 

under a rational utility-maximization to how they actually think, behave and act when making 

decisions, which is a critical aspect of decision-making. So rather than assuming an 

entrepreneur or organizational actors have full information and stable preferences, this view 

emphasizes decision logics, personality traits, heuristics, and cognitive biases that shape 

entrepreneurial judgments under uncertainty.  

Sarasvathy (2001) distinguishes between causal and effectual logics in the decision-making 

processes of entrepreneurs, which aids in understanding influences in how and why 

organizational actors think when making a decision. Under a causal logic, the utilization within 

an entrepreneurial process is to take an effect as a given while focusing on selecting between 

the means to achieve such goal or effect. This is unlike the effectual logic, which effectively 

reverses the approach, by first taking the available set of means as a given (who am I, what do 

I know and whom do I know), while focusing on selecting between possible effects or goals 

that can be achieved with the available set of means (Sarasvathy, 2001). Here, the emphasis is 

on leveraging available resources, forming partnerships, and adapting to contingencies to 

control aspects of an uncertain and unpredictable future. In discussing the two logics, 

Sarasvathy emphasizes that neither logic is inherently superior; rather, entrepreneurs draw on 

them in different situations which influence the decisions being made, with causation in more 

likely stable, high-predictable contexts; and effectuation being more suited to novel, high-

uncertainty settings where pre-existing knowledge and resources remain limited. 

However, the two logics above do not fully cater to decision-making in severely depleted and 

penurious environments with limited resources. The notion of bricolage, as developed by Baker 

and Nelson (2005), addresses this gap by examining how entrepreneurs “make do” and “create 

something from nothing” using whatever resources they have at hand. The bricolage approach 

involves recombining and re-purposing available, often low-quality or discarded resources to 

create novel solutions in penurious contexts, this being specifically important to social SMEs 

with a need to navigate profit and impact. The bricolage approach highlights how entrepreneurs 

in highly constrained settings rely on improvisation, experimentation, and a resource-based 

view to identify and exploit opportunities despite shortages. These three logics are further 

integrated and discussed by Fisher (2012), highlighting that entrepreneurs while making 

decisions hardly rely on one form of logic but rather alternate between these logics depending 

on the situation, constraints, contexts that are being dealt with. 
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Furthermore, in decision-making traits such as optimism, self-efficiency, control, confidence 

and tolerance for ambiguity have been seen as central to entrepreneurial behaviour (Ardakani 

& Avorgani, 2021), which can sometimes lead to a biased decision-making, especially if such 

entrepreneurs become overconfident. And when it comes to SMEs, individual characteristics 

can directly influence how decisions are framed and executed (Ardakani & Avorgani, 2021), as 

personal factors, such as information processing capacity, confidence and experiential 

knowledge, play a significant role in decisions, while risk-taking and creative thinking show 

more context-dependent effects, thus showing that an individual does not operate in a silo but 

inter-relates with environment factors to determine the outcome of a decision. 

A further strand of how decisions have been traditionally interpreted, explicitly draws on 

behavioral theory and the study of heuristics and cognitive biases. Tversky and Kahneman 

(1974) understand cognitive biases as systematic deviations from rational judgment that arise 

when people rely on heuristics to simplify complex decisions. While such heuristics can be 

efficient and sometimes adaptive, they can also introduce predictable errors into decision-

making. In decision-making research, key biases that have been identified include 

overconfidence, optimism bias, confirmation bias, illusion of control, and escalation of 

commitment (Abatecola et al., 2022). Overconfidence may lead entrepreneurs to overestimate 

the likelihood of success; optimism bias can cause underestimation of risks and costs; 

confirmation bias may lead them to attend selectively to information that supports their prior 

beliefs; the illusion of control can result in exaggerated perceptions of their ability to influence 

external outcomes; and escalation of commitment may prompt continued investment in failing 

projects due to sunk-cost considerations (Abatecola et al., 2022). These biases can be further 

amplified when decisions are being taken within a team (Chen et al., 2022), as group dynamics, 

shared beliefs, and social influence sometimes reinforce rather than correct individual biases. 

All these influences shape how decisions are made. 

1.3 Problem discussion 

Existing perspectives have significantly advanced understanding of decision-making under 

uncertainty, or from a rational or cognitive approach, particularly within entrepreneurship 

research. However, much of this literature assumes contexts in which organizational goals are 

relatively aligned or primarily economic. Even where uncertainty and constraint are 

acknowledged, decision-making is typically evaluated against criteria such as opportunity 

exploitation, growth, or venture performance. 
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This raises important questions regarding how established decision logics operate when 

organizational goals themselves are not stable, but internally contested or when dual objectives 

are at play. In hybrid social SMEs, strategic decisions are rarely reducible to purely financial 

calculations or purely mission-driven commitments (Austin et al., 2006; Battilana & Lee, 2014). 

Choices concerning pricing structures, target beneficiaries, partnerships, expansion strategies, 

infrastructural investments, and resource allocation frequently carry implications for both social 

impact and economic sustainability (Battilana & Lee, 2014). Because both dimensions are 

central to organizational legitimacy and identity, decisions often involve navigating trade-offs 

rather than optimizing a single objective. 

These tensions are not merely temporary difficulties or organizational anomalies, but structural 

features of hybridity itself: hybrid organizations continuously manage divergent institutional 

logics, accountability regimes, and performance criteria (Battilana & Lee, 2014). Kimmitt and 

Muñoz (2018) similarly show that social enterprises operate within complex institutional 

environments where multiple expectations intersect, requiring ongoing negotiation rather than 

definitive resolution. 

Consequently, under such conditions, the meaning of a “good” decision may become 

ambiguous because decisions can be interpreted differently by different organizational actors 

and stakeholders. Financial prudence may appear to compromise mission integrity, while 

mission-oriented expansion may strain economic viability. The persistent coexistence of social 

and commercial objectives therefore introduces interpretive ambiguity into decision situations, 

creating fertile ground for meaning-construction processes through which actors develop 

plausible courses of action (Weick, 1995). In hybrid social enterprises, actors are required to 

determine dual and potentially competing social and commercial priorities, thereby challenging 

assumptions of clear objectives and consistent performance benchmarks (Battilana & Lee, 

2014). Understanding how such decisions unfold therefore requires moving beyond structural 

descriptions of hybridity toward an exploration of how organizational actors make sense, 

interpret, negotiate, and stabilize competing priorities in concrete decision situations. 

In addition to potential tensions between goals, this also raises questions about who the relevant 

decision-making actors are within an organization. Much of the entrepreneurship literature 

implicitly centers on the individual entrepreneur, often equated with the founder. However, 

decision-making in organizational settings is rarely confined to a single individual. As 

highlighted by Løwe Nielsen et al. (2021), the concept of intrapreneurship recognizes that 
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entrepreneurial action can also be carried out by organizational members beyond the founder. 

Consequently, decision-making in social SMEs can be understood as involving multiple actors 

who contribute to shaping and enacting decisions within the organization. In this study, 

decision-making is considered as a process that unfolds under conditions of uncertainty, shocks, 

resource constraints, evolving organizational priorities, and institutional complexity. Within 

hybrid social SMEs, both founders and organizational members contribute to shaping decisions 

concerning partnerships, pricing structures, growth strategies, and organizational direction. 

Such decisions are influenced not only by opportunity considerations, but also by the need to 

navigate social mission commitments alongside financial sustainability (Battilana & Lee, 

2014). 

Furthermore, despite substantial scholarship on social entrepreneurship and hybridity, gaps 

remain at the intersection of hybridity, decision-making, and context. First, research on 

hybridity has largely focused on governance structures, organizational design, and outcomes 

such as mission drift and inherent tensions between these objectives (Battilana & Lee, 2014; 

Austin et al., 2006). While these studies highlight the structural objectives inherent in hybrid 

organizations, they provide limited insight into the micro-level processes through which actors 

evaluate these objectives in concrete decision situations. Second, much of the literature on 

decision-making has been developed within commercial and Global North contexts (Baron, 

2006; Politis, 2005). Although these perspectives address uncertainty, learning, and cognition, 

they rarely examine how decision-making unfolds when hybrid goal structures intersect with 

complex and uncertain institutional environments (London & Hart, 2004), like the empirical 

context in this study. Third, while sensemaking theory offers a powerful framework for 

analyzing how actors interpret ambiguity and construct meaning (Weick et al., 2005; Brown et 

al., 2008), its application to hybrid strategic decision-making, particularly within 

underrepresented contexts, remains limited (Kimmitt & Muñoz, 2018; Miri, 2019). 

Taken together, these gaps suggest that existing perspectives do not fully capture how decision-

making unfolds in contexts characterized by dual and potentially competing objectives and 

institutional complexity. Classical and rational perspectives understand decision-making from 

an economic standpoint, emphasizing calculative choice and cause-and-effect relationships, but 

assume a level of goal clarity and stability that may not exist in hybrid organizations. Cognitive 

and behavioural perspectives, in contrast, highlight how decision-making is shaped by 

individual cognition, experience, and bias, but remain largely centered on the individual 

decision-maker and underemphasize its social and processual dimensions. Both perspectives 
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therefore provide only partial explanations: they account for how decisions may be optimized 

or how individuals think, but offer limited insight into how meanings, goals, and interpretations 

emerge, evolve, and stabilize over time within organizational settings. This limitation becomes 

particularly salient in hybrid social SMEs, where dual objectives must be continuously 

evaluated and negotiated among multiple actors, and where decision-making cannot be 

sufficiently understood as a purely rational calculation or an individual cognitive process, but 

rather as an ongoing, socially embedded process through which actors construct plausible 

understandings of what should be done. 

Consequently, there is a need to examine decision-making as a process of meaning construction, 

particularly in contexts where goals are ambiguous and potentially conflicting. This study 

addresses this gap by exploring how decision-making unfolds in a hybrid social SME when 

viewed through a sensemaking lens, focusing on how actors negotiate and stabilize dual 

objectives of social and commercial priorities in practice. 

1.4 Understanding Decision-making through Sensemaking  

Our view is that traditional decision models often assume that actors evaluate alternatives 

against relatively stable preferences and objectives. Even where bounded rationality (Shepherd 

et al., 2015) or effectual logic is acknowledged (Sarasvathy, 2001), decision-making is typically 

framed as purposeful action guided by identifiable goals. In hybrid contexts characterized by 

value conflict, however, preferences and criteria are themselves subject to interpretation 

(Kimmitt & Muñoz, 2018). When social and commercial imperatives pull in different 

directions, what constitutes an appropriate or legitimate decision becomes contested. Under 

such conditions of uncertainty, ambiguity and value conflict, decision-making cannot be 

sufficiently understood through models or perspectives that assume stable objectives and 

clearly defined performance metrics. 

The Sensemaking perspective provides an alternative lens for understanding decision-making 

under uncertainty and ambiguity. Weick et al. (2005) conceptualize sensemaking as an ongoing 

process through which actors construct situations to render them comprehensible and 

actionable. Weick (1995) distinguishes sensemaking from interpretation: interpretation refers 

to the ongoing process of understanding and engaging with existing realities, whereas 

sensemaking is the more active, generative process through which actors author those realities 

in the first place, constructing situations and bringing meaning into being rather than only 
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decoding meaning already present. In this study, the participants engage in sensemaking as they 

construct meaning around their decisions, while the researchers engage in interpretation as they 

analyse those accounts; the study thus offers an interpretation of the participants' sensemaking. 

The process of sensemaking is inherently social and retrospective, as meanings are constructed 

through interaction, language, and narrative. In this view, organizations are “talked into 

existence” as actors define problems, attribute causes, and justify courses of action (Weick et 

al., 2005). Brown et al. (2008) further emphasize that sensemaking processes are intertwined 

with identity and legitimacy, as competing narratives seek to stabilize particular humanistic and 

individual interpretations. By focusing on meaning construction, sensemaking shifts analytical 

attention from decisions as discrete choices to decision-making as an unfolding interpretive 

process. 

While Weick's sensemaking framework provides a strong foundation for understanding how 

organizational actors construct meaning under conditions of uncertainty and ambiguity, more 

recent research has expanded and refined this perspective. Scholars have reconceptualized 

sensemaking as a co-evolutionary process in which cognition, action, and environment interact 

dynamically over time, and have given greater emphasis to its future-oriented dimension 

(Cristofaro, 2022). Others have questioned whether sensemaking should be understood 

primarily as the reduction of ambiguity and the restoration of order at all (Holt & Wiedner, 

2024), and have foregrounded the role of power in shaping whose interpretations come to 

prevail (Calvard, 2025). This study takes Weick (1995) as its primary framework while 

engaging these more recent developments where they bear directly on the findings, as set out 

in Chapter 5. 

Despite these theoretical developments, limited research has examined how sensemaking 

processes unfold in hybrid organizational contexts characterized by a duality of social and 

commercial objectives. 

Drawing on sensemaking theory (Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005) and research on hybridity 

in social enterprises (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Kimmitt & Muñoz, 2018), possible competing 

objectives between social and commercial objectives can be understood as triggers for 

sensemaking processes. Actors must determine whether particular strategies represent mission 

fidelity or drift, necessary adaptation or value compromise. Institutional expectations and 

identity commitments further shape how these objectives are framed (Scott, 2014; Brown et al., 
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2008). Ambiguity can stimulate sensemaking when established frames fail to provide clear 

guidance (Weick et al., 2005). At the same time, social enterprises engage in ongoing 

sensemaking work to reconcile competing logics (Kimmitt & Muñoz, 2018), while institutional 

environments shape what actions are perceived as legitimate (Scott, 2014). In African contexts, 

legitimacy is often negotiated across both formal and informal structures (Omeihe & Omeihe, 

2024). 

From this perspective, decisions can be understood as temporary stabilizations of meaning. 

They represent moments where particular meaning gains sufficient plausibility to guide action, 

even as underlying tensions might persist. Examining how such stabilizations occur in concrete 

decision episodes enables a deeper understanding of how hybrid organizations navigate social–

commercial objectives in practice. 

This study therefore adopts a sensemaking perspective to explore and explain how decision-

making unfolds as a socially constructed, meaning-making process when actors within a hybrid 

social SME navigate the duality of social and commercial objectives. 

1.5 Purpose and Research Question 

The purpose of this study is to explore and explain how decision-making unfolds within a 

hybrid social SME when examined through a sensemaking lens, particularly in relation to social 

and commercial objectives. Thereby contributing to existing literature through an empirical and 

process-oriented perspective. 

To address the above purpose, the study is guided by four Research Questions that trace 

decision-making as an ongoing sensemaking process, from initial meaning construction to 

stabilization of action. They include:  

1. How do organizational members make sense and frame decision situations involving 

social and commercial considerations within a hybrid social SME? 

2. How do these decisions evolve over time through ongoing experiences and interactions? 

3. How do interactions among organizational actors influence the development of shared 

understandings of decisions within hybrid organizational contexts? 

4. How do interactions among actors influence which decisions and meanings become 

stabilized? 
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Theoretically, this study extends sensemaking theory into the domain of hybrid organizational 

decision-making, demonstrating how meaning construction shapes responses to dual social and 

commercial objectives within hybrid social SMEs. Processually, it conceptualizes decisions as 

temporary stabilizations of meaning emerging from ongoing sensemaking processes rather than 

as isolated rational choices. The study further contributes by explaining how organizational 

actors construct and stabilize plausible meanings under conditions of hybridity and institutional 

ambiguity. Empirically, the study provides in-depth insight into decision-making within a social 

SME, contributing to entrepreneurship scholarship by foregrounding the complexity of hybrid 

organizing in practice. 
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2. Methodology 

This chapter outlines the methodological approach adopted to explore how decision-making 

unfolds within the empirical setting. Throughout this chapter, decision-making is treated as the 

phenomenon under investigation, and sensemaking as the theoretical and interpretive lens 

applied to it. A central methodological premise follows from this: the study does not observe 

sensemaking directly, but interprets participants' own sensemaking of their decisions - a two-

layer relationship developed in Section 2.1.1. This chapter further presents the research design 

and context, explains the case study selection, and describes the process of empirical data 

collection.  

2.1 Research Design 

2.1.1 Qualitative and Interpretivist Approach 

This study adopts a qualitative research design grounded in an interpretivist epistemological 

stance. Qualitative inquiry is appropriate when the objective is to understand how individuals 

construct meaning within particular social and organizational contexts (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). Rather than seeking to test hypotheses or measure causal relationships, qualitative 

research aims to explore processes, meaning construction, and socially constructed realities. As 

Denzin and Lincoln (2024) argue, a research design situates the researcher within the empirical 

world and connects theoretical paradigms to strategies of inquiry and methods of data 

generation. In this sense, methodology is not merely technical but ontological and 

epistemological: it reflects assumptions about the nature of reality and knowledge. 

The research purpose guiding this thesis focuses on how decision-making unfolds within social 

SMEs when examined through a sensemaking lens, particularly in relation to social and 

commercial objectives, and this purpose is inherently interpretive. The purpose and questions 

of this study do not seek to identify causal effects or determine which factors produce specific 

outcomes. Instead, they seek to understand how actors make sense, negotiate, and temporarily 

stabilize meaning in concrete decision situations. Such purposes and questions align with what 

Denzin and Lincoln (2024) describe as research that addresses “how” meaning is constructed 

rather than “why” relationships occur. 

An interpretivist stance assumes that organizational realities are socially constructed through 

interaction, language, and shared understandings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Ontologically, 
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this entails a relativist position: there is no single objective organizational reality awaiting 

discovery, but multiple realities constituted through actors' meanings. Epistemologically, it 

follows that knowledge of decision-making is necessarily mediated, accessed through actors' 

accounts and co-constructed in the encounter between researcher and participant, rather than 

recorded as fact. Decisions are therefore not treated as objective events but as outcomes of 

interpretive processes. Sensemaking is typically triggered when actors encounter uncertainty, 

ambiguity, disruption, or situations in which expectations are challenged (Weick et al., 2005). 

In hybrid organizations, the dual objectives of social mission and commercial sustainability 

often create such equivocal situations, requiring actors to make sense of competing cues and 

construct plausible courses of action. This position is consistent with sensemaking theory, 

which conceptualizes organizing as an ongoing accomplishment in which actors retrospectively 

construct plausible meanings of equivocal situations (Weick et al., 2005). It is important here 

to distinguish two analytically distinct activities. Sensemaking, in Weick's (1995) perspective, 

is what the participants do: the generative process through which they construct and author the 

decision situation as meaningful. Interpretation is what the researchers do: the analytical 

reading of those constructions. The two are not interchangeable. Methodologically, this means 

the study's object is not the decision situation "as it really was," but participants' sensemaking 

of it, and the findings are, in turn, the researchers' interpretation of that sensemaking. 

2.1.2 Abductive Research 

The study follows an abductive research logic. Abduction involves iterative movement between 

theoretical concepts and empirical material, allowing theory to inform interpretation while 

remaining open to empirical refinement (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018). Unlike a deductive 

approach, which tests predefined hypotheses, or a purely inductive approach, which seeks to 

build theory solely from emergent data, abductive research treats theory as a sensitizing 

framework that guides attention while remaining adaptable (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018). 

In this thesis, sensemaking theory provides an initial conceptual orientation for examining how 

decision-making unfolds under the dual and sometimes competing objectives of social and 

commercial in an organization. However, interpretations and meanings will emerge through 

engagement with empirical material collected around a focal decision situation within the 

organization. The meaning-making therefore involved continuous movement between 

theoretical constructs such as cues, identity constructions, retrospectivity, and plausibility, and 

participants’ sensemaking of the decision situation. Rather than applying theory deductively to 
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verify predefined propositions, the abductive approach allows theoretical concepts to guide 

interpretation while remaining open to insights emerging from participants’ accounts (Alvesson 

& Sköldberg, 2018). This iterative engagement between theory and empirical material 

strengthens theoretical rigor while preserving interpretive openness. 

2.1.3 Single-Case Study Approach 

This study adopts a single-case study approach focusing on Organization “X” a social SME 

operating in Nigeria. A case study is appropriate when the aim is to develop an in-depth and 

context-sensitive understanding of a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life setting, 

particularly when phenomenon and context are closely intertwined (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In 

this thesis, decision-making under the dual objectives of social impact and commercial 

sustainability cannot be meaningfully separated from the institutional and organizational 

context in which it unfolds. Following Stake (1995), the case is treated as an instrumental case, 

meaning that Organization “X” is not studied for its own sake alone, but as a case through which 

broader understanding of decision-making - examined through a sensemaking lens - in hybrid 

organizations can be developed. The selection of a single case allows close engagement with 

the situated, unfolding, and interpretive character of decision-making in practice. Rather than 

aiming for statistical or analytic generalization, this study seeks to produce a contextually 

grounded interpretation through thick description, enabling readers to assess the transferability 

of the findings to other settings characterized by hybridity and institutional fragility (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). The use of thick description in this study is inspired by ethnographic traditions 

within interpretive qualitative research, which emphasize rich contextual understanding of 

social action and meaning-making (Geertz, 1973). Although this study did not involve 

prolonged ethnographic immersion or participant observation, the research draws upon 

ethnographic sensibilities through detailed reconstruction of the organizational context, actors’ 

meaning construction, and the unfolding decision-making process. This orientation supports 

context-sensitive sensemaking and enables readers to assess the transferability of the findings 

to other hybrid organizational settings. 

The purpose is therefore not to claim representativeness, but to generate a rich understanding 

of how organizational actors made sense of and negotiated the dual and potentially competing 

social and commercial objectives within this particular setting. This case study approach makes 

it possible to follow a concrete decision situation in depth and to interpret how meanings, 

priorities, and plausible courses of action were constructed over time. 
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2.2 Research Context: Nigeria 

The Nigerian context intensifies the complexity of hybrid decision-making. Nigeria’s 

entrepreneurial environment is characterized by institutional voids, regulatory ambiguity, 

infrastructural deficits, and uneven access to formal finance (Afolabi, 2024). While the country 

hosts one of the most dynamic social enterprise ecosystems in sub-Saharan Africa, structural 

constraints remain significant (British Council, 2022). Miri (2019) observes that Nigerian social 

enterprises operate within fragmented institutional support systems and frequently rely on 

informal networks and relational governance structures. Afolabi (2024) demonstrates that 

scaling social enterprises in Nigeria often requires adaptive strategies to navigate funding 

shortages, talent constraints, and regulatory gaps. London and Hart (2004) similarly argue that 

enterprises operating in emerging markets must develop locally embedded strategies to cope 

with institutional deficiencies. Omeihe and Omeihe (2024) highlight how African 

entrepreneurial contexts involve negotiated legitimacy across formal and informal institutional 

arrangements. 

Such conditions do not eliminate a dual objective of social mission and commercial 

sustainability; rather, they reshape how these objectives are managed and interpreted. In 

contexts of institutional fragility, decisions regarding growth, investment (London & Hart, 

2004), and financial sustainability become particularly consequential, as survival pressures 

intersect with mission commitments (Afolabi, 2024). 

These characteristics make Nigerian social SMEs a revealing setting for examining how 

decision-making unfolds when actors confront dual and sometimes competing objectives 

between social and commercial goals. 

2.3 Case selection: Organization “X” 

Organization “X” was selected through purposive sampling. Purposive sampling involves 

selecting information-rich cases that illuminate the phenomenon under investigation (Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2016). Organization “X” is a hybrid social SME that combines leadership 

development initiatives aimed at societal transformation with revenue-generating activities 

designed to ensure financial sustainability and organizational growth (Organization “X”, 2026). 

The organization exhibits explicit dual objectives: advancing societal transformation while 

pursuing infrastructural expansion and revenue stability (Organization “X”, 2026). Strategic 
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decisions concerning expansion projects, partnerships, and funding models simultaneously 

affect social mission and financial viability. These features make Organization “X” a relevant 

case through which to explore decision-making under the dynamics of social and commercial 

objectives. 

During the case selection process, other social enterprises operating within similar hybrid 

organizational contexts were also considered. These organizations exhibited characteristics 

relevant to the study, including social mission orientation and engagement in revenue-

generating activities. However, Organization “X” was ultimately selected because it provided 

particularly rich empirical access to an ongoing decision-making situation in which social and 

commercial objectives became highly salient. In addition, the organization offered access to 

multiple organizational actors involved in the focal decision process, enabling a more 

processual and multi-perspective exploration of sensemaking dynamics. The selection was 

therefore guided not by representativeness, but by the theoretical relevance and interpretive 

richness of the case in relation to the study’s purpose. 

Qualitative case research on Nigerian social enterprises has been recognized as an appropriate 

strategy for capturing institutional complexity and entrepreneurial dynamics in this setting 

(Miri, 2019; Omeihe & Omeihe, 2024). Nigeria’s institutional environment which is 

characterized by regulatory ambiguity, institutional voids, and strong informal norms 

intensifies the interpretive challenges associated with hybrid organizing (Afolabi, 2024). 

Organization “X” thus provides a contextually rich and theoretically meaningful case for 

investigating how decision-making unfolds when examined through a sensemaking lens.  

Importantly, within this organizational setting, the study will only focus on a specific decision-

making situation in which the dual objectives of social mission and financial sustainability 

became particularly salient. A focus on a singular decision scenario within the organization 

makes it possible to explore how organizational members made sense of competing priorities 

and negotiated a course of action in that specific decision-making situation, without referencing 

other decision scenarios that might make empirical interpretation ambiguous and inconclusive. 

Focusing on this concrete decision scenario allows for an in-depth examination of sensemaking 

processes as they unfold in practice within Organization “X”. 
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2.4 Empirical Material Collection 

Empirical material was generated through multiple qualitative sources, including exploratory 

interviews, scenario-focused semi-structured interviews, and organizational documents. Using 

multiple sources made it possible to access different perspectives on the focal decision situation 

and strengthened the credibility of the interpretations through triangulation (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985), which also aided to reduce biases from a single source or participant, thus ensuring 

supported conclusions. The generation of empirical material proceeded in stages, beginning 

with exploratory conversations aimed at identifying a relevant decision situation within the 

organization, followed by in-depth interviews with actors involved in that situation. 

2.4.1 Preliminary Exploratory Interviews 

Prior to the main stage of empirical material generation, two preliminary exploratory interviews 

were conducted with senior members of the organization. The purpose of these interviews was 

not only to identify relevant decision situations, but also to gain an initial understanding of how 

decision-making unfolds in practice within the organization and how dynamics of social 

mission and financial sustainability objectives are experienced by organizational actors. 

These exploratory conversations revealed important insights into past and current decisions of 

the organization. The conversation revealed different significant decisions that have been 

undertaken by the organization, such as approval and removal of board members, establishing 

of a new sister organization, selecting projects to embark upon and also the shift from a purely 

conference style mode of operation to project based.  Out of which, we further probed on the 

shift toward project-based activities as a strategy for financial sustainability, as this also aligned 

with the phenomenon of this research. The two participants described this shift as complex, 

evolving, and characterized by multiple and differing understandings regarding organizational 

identity, priorities, and resource allocation. Rather than presenting decision-making as a single 

discrete event that happened on one occasion, the interviews revealed it as a process unfolding 

over time and not made in one specific meeting, but rather involved negotiation, uncertainty, 

and interaction among different actors till it became a  moment of stabilization of meaning. 

Also, this decision situation was selected because it made the dynamics of the dual objectives 

of social impact and financial sustainability especially visible and involved multiple 

organizational actors. 
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The preliminary interviews also informed the design of the subsequent semi-structured 

interviews. In particular, they led to a focus on capturing how participants made sense of the 

emergence of the situation, how they understood the shift in organizational direction, and how 

different perspectives were negotiated over time. Additionally, the insights from the exploratory 

phase shaped the decision to adopt a single scenario-focused interview approach, in which all 

participants were asked to reflect on the same focal decision situation. 

In this way, the preliminary interviews played a formative role in shaping both the empirical 

focus of the study and the design of the data generation process, ensuring that the subsequent 

interviews were grounded in a contextually meaningful and interpretive relevant decision 

scenario. 

2.4.2 Scenario-Focused Semi-Structured Interviews 

Following the identification of the focal decision scenario, eight semi-structured interviews 

were conducted with organizational actors who were directly involved in or affected by the 

decision-making process. Participants included the CEO, two senior managers, a strategy lead, 

a communication lead, an advocacy and outreach lead, a research lead and the monitoring and 

evaluation lead who participated in discussions related to the selected decision situation. 

Semi-structured interviews are suitable for exploring participants’ lived experiences and 

personal accounts while maintaining flexibility to pursue emerging themes (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2015). The interviews focused specifically on the selected decision scenario to 

ensure that all participants referred to the same situation. Participants were invited to recount 

how the situation emerged, how it was made sense of within the organization, what competing 

priorities were perceived, if any, how alternative courses of action were discussed, and how a 

particular course of action became acceptable or legitimate. This approach made it possible to 

understand how actors retrospectively made sense of the decision situation and how meanings 

surrounding social and commercial priorities were constructed and negotiated. The semi-

structured interview guide was organized around a number of broad thematic areas derived from 

the study’s purpose and interpretive focus. These included the emergence of the focal decision 

situation; participants’ understanding of the shift toward project implementation; understanding 

of social impact and financial sustainability; perceived concerns, opportunities, and constraints; 

the involvement of different organizational actors; and the influence of external conditions on 

the decision process. These thematic areas functioned as guiding orientations rather than fixed 

categories, allowing participants to speak openly while also enabling new issues to emerge 
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during the interviews. In this way, the interviews generated empirical material that was both 

focused and sufficiently open to support interpretive development in subsequent stages of the 

study. 

Interviews lasted between 60 and 90 minutes and were conducted virtually. The decision to 

conduct online semi-structured interviews was influenced by the geographical distance between 

the researchers based in Sweden and participants located in Nigeria, alongside practical 

considerations related to access, time, and resource constraints. The use of online interviews 

was considered appropriate for the aims of this study because the research focused on 

participants’ retrospective meaning construction of a specific decision-making situation rather 

than prolonged observation of everyday organizational life. Since sensemaking theory 

emphasizes retrospective meaning construction (Weick et al., 2005), semi-structured interviews 

were particularly suitable for accessing how organizational actors reflected upon, narrated, and 

interpreted the focal decision process over time. It should be acknowledged, however, that such 

accounts are reconstructions produced in the interview moment rather than direct access to past 

reasoning; the implications of this are discussed further in Section 2.6. 

Although ethnographic approaches may provide deeper immersion into ongoing organizational 

interactions and practices, the present study did not seek prolonged participant observation of 

everyday organizational life. Rather, the study was inspired by ethnographic sensibilities 

through its emphasis on thick description, contextual understanding, and reconstruction of the 

unfolding decision-making process. Online interviews therefore provided sufficient flexibility 

and accessibility for engaging multiple organizational members across different locations while 

still generating rich interpretive accounts relevant to the study’s sensemaking perspective. 

At the same time, the online format may have reduced opportunities to observe certain non-

verbal interactions, informal organizational dynamics, and contextual features that might 

emerge through in-person engagement or ethnographic immersion. To address these 

limitations, particular attention was given to participants’ narratives, tone, pauses, and 

retrospective descriptions during the interviews, while organizational documents and multiple 

participant perspectives were used to strengthen contextual understanding and interpretive 

depth. 

With informed consent, interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim to support 

careful and transparent interpretation (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). 
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2.4.3 Documents 

Organizational documents, including strategic plans, program materials, internal 

communications, and public statements, were collected and interpreted. In interpretive research, 

documents are not treated as objective representations but as artifacts of organizational 

sensemaking (Denzin & Lincoln, 2024). They provide insight into how decisions are framed, 

justified, and publicly narrated within the organization. 

Interpretation of organizational documents helped contextualize the focal decision scenario by 

revealing how the organization communicates its mission, strategic priorities, and 

understandings of social and commercial objectives. These materials therefore serve as an 

additional source for understanding how meanings surrounding organizational decisions are 

constructed and articulated. 

2.5 Interpretation of Empirical Material 

Interpretation of the empirical material followed an interpretive strategy aimed at understanding 

how organizational actors constructed meaning around the focal decision situation identified 

during the data collection stage. Rather than treating decisions as discrete outcomes or 

measurable variables, the study sought to understand how actors made sense of the dynamics 

between social mission and financial sustainability and how particular meaning construction 

became sufficiently plausible to guide action. 

Consistent with an abductive research logic, the interpretation involved iterative movement 

between empirical material and theoretical concepts derived from sensemaking theory (Weick 

et al., 2005). Interview transcripts and organizational documents were read repeatedly in order 

to identify how actors described, made sense of, and justified the decision situation. Through 

this iterative engagement, empirical insights were interpreted in relation to theoretical concepts 

such as cues, framing, identity, plausibility, and stabilization. 

2.5.1 Reconstruction of the Single Decision-making Scenario 

The first stage of interpretation involved reconstructing the focal decision situation identified 

during the exploratory interviews of the research. Rather than examining multiple decisions 

across the organization, the interpretation focuses on one specific situation in which the dual 
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and potentially competing objectives of social impact and financial sustainability became 

particularly salient. 

To reconstruct this decision scenario, interview transcripts and relevant organizational 

documents were read together to develop a chronological account of how the situation unfolded. 

The interpretation began by attending to how the issue first emerged within the organization, 

what circumstances triggered attention to the problem, and how it was initially made sense of 

by different organizational members. 

The reconstruction then examined how the situation evolved over time. Particular attention was 

given to how actors described the problem, what cues they considered significant, and how the 

dual objectives of social mission and financial sustainability were articulated during 

discussions. Through participants’ narratives and participants' accounts and organizational 

documents, we traced how alternative meanings and possible courses of action were proposed, 

debated, and negotiated within the organization. 

Rather than focusing on abstract decision variables, this stage aimed to produce a narrative 

account of the decision situation that captures the temporal unfolding of events and meaning-

making. Narrative reconstruction is consistent with process-oriented approaches to qualitative 

research, which emphasize understanding how organizational phenomena develop over time 

within specific contexts (Langley, 1999). It also aligns with sensemaking theory, which 

conceptualizes organizational action as emerging from ongoing meaning-making processes 

rather than purely rational evaluation (Weick et al., 2005). 

This reconstructed account of the decision situation provided the empirical foundation for the 

subsequent interpretive understanding of sensemaking processes. 

2.5.2 Interpretive Sensemaking Analysis 

Once the focal decision situation had been reconstructed, an exploration was conducted on how 

organizational actors made sense and negotiated this situation through sensemaking processes. 

This stage involved careful and repeated reading of interview transcripts, and relevant 

organizational documents in order to understand how participants described the situation and 

how meanings surrounding the decision emerged through interaction. 
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Guided by sensemaking theory (Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005), the interpretation was guided 

by several key sensemaking elements. First, attention was given to how actors noticed and 

bracketed particular cues in the situation. These cues included signals such as financial 

pressures, funding uncertainties, stakeholder expectations, opportunities for organizational 

growth, or concerns related to the organization’s social mission. Attending to which cues actors 

considered salient helped illuminate how the situation was initially recognized and defined as 

requiring attention. 

Second, an exploration of how actors retrospectively made sense of the situation and 

constructed narratives about what was happening was conducted. Sensemaking theory 

emphasizes that actors often make sense of events by looking back and organizing past 

experiences into coherent explanations (Weick et al., 2005). The study therefore examined how 

participants described the emergence of the issue, how they made the problem intelligible in 

hindsight, and how these derived meanings shaped the understanding of possible courses of 

action. 

Third, a consideration was made to how organizational identity and mission were invoked 

during discussions of the decision situation. Participants referred to Organization "X"’s values, 

responsibilities, or broader purpose when making sense of the implications of different options. 

Such references are important because identity constructions influence how actors evaluate 

alternatives and justify particular decisions. 

Fourth, attention was paid to how particular interpretations and options became plausible and 

acceptable within the organization. Rather than assuming that decisions result from purely 

rational evaluation, sensemaking theory suggests that organizational actors construct 

explanations that appear sufficiently reasonable to enable coordinated action (Weick et al., 

2005). We therefore examined how different viewpoints were discussed, how arguments were 

articulated, and how one meaning gradually gained legitimacy within the organization. 

Rather than applying rigid analytic coding categories, we combined theoretically informed 

interpretation with openness to locally meaningful expressions emerging from the data. 

Participants referred to context-specific concerns such as community reputation, faith-based 

responsibility, leadership development goals, or organizational survival. These expressions 

were interpreted as part of the sensemaking process through which actors negotiated competing 

priorities and constructed shared understandings of the situation. 
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The aim of this stage was not to quantify responses but to understand how meanings 

surrounding the decision situation were constructed and stabilized through interaction and 

discussion. From a sensemaking perspective, decisions are understood not as purely rational 

selections among predefined alternatives but as temporary stabilizations of meaning that 

emerge through discussion and ongoing organizational activity (Weick et al., 2005). 

2.5.3 Reflexive Memoing and Ongoing Interpretation 

Throughout the empirical process, detailed memos were written to document emerging 

interpretations, theoretical reflections, and questions arising from the empirical material. In 

qualitative research, reflexive memos function as an important bridge between empirical 

material and conceptual interpretation (Miles et al., 2014). 

These memos were written during repeated readings of interview transcripts, and documents. 

They recorded preliminary interpretations of the decision situation, reflections on how 

participants frame tensions between social mission and financial sustainability, and 

observations about how particular meanings appear to gain acceptance within the organization. 

Memos also captured links between empirical observations and theoretical concepts derived 

from sensemaking theory. 

In addition, analytic memos documented moments where alternative interpretations were 

considered and where the researchers reflected critically on their own assumptions or theoretical 

expectations. Maintaining these records supports transparency in the interpretive process and 

contributes to the reflexive orientation of the study. By documenting how interpretations 

develop over time, the memos provide a clear account of how analytical conclusions emerge 

from engagement with the empirical material. 

2.6 Researcher Positioning and Reflexivity 

Qualitative research recognizes the researcher not as a neutral observer but as an interpretive 

instrument through whom interpretation is constructed (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Within an 

interpretivist paradigm, knowledge is co-created through interaction between researcher and 

participants, and interpretations are shaped by theoretical commitments, personal backgrounds, 

and contextual positioning. Reflexivity therefore requires continuous critical examination of 

how these elements influence the research process (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018). This 
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orientation is particularly relevant in studies drawing on sensemaking theory, which emphasizes 

that meaning is constructed through interpretation and interaction rather than discovered as an 

objective fact (Weick et al., 2005). 

This study is conducted by two researchers with different positionalities: one Vietnamese 

researcher with academic training in entrepreneurship, sustainability, and social enterprise 

studies in Sweden, and one Nigerian researcher with lived experience of the Nigerian socio-

economic context. These distinct backgrounds shape how the research context is perceived and 

interpreted. The Vietnamese researcher approaches the case primarily through a theoretical lens 

informed by hybrid organizing, institutional theory, and sensemaking. This background 

provides analytical distance and sensitivity to conceptual distinctions such as mission drift, 

hybridity, and interpretive framing. However, it may also introduce the risk of over-theorizing 

or imposing conceptual categories prematurely onto empirical material. The Nigerian 

researcher brings contextual familiarity with local institutional conditions, cultural norms, and 

socio-economic realities. This proximity offers a nuanced understanding of references to 

community expectations, regulatory ambiguity, and informal norms. At the same time, insider 

familiarity may risk normalizing certain tensions that warrant analytical scrutiny. 

Recognizing these complementary yet potentially biasing positions, reflexivity was practiced 

throughout the research process. Reflexive memos were maintained to document emerging 

interpretations, moments of disagreement, theoretical assumptions, and shifts in understanding. 

In addition, interpretations developed during the reading and interpretation of the empirical 

material were discussed jointly between the researchers in order to critically examine emerging 

explanations and ensure that both contextual familiarity and theoretical perspectives are 

considered in the interpretation of the data. This dialogical process is intended to strengthen 

interpretive rigor rather than eliminate subjectivity. 

Reflexivity in this study extends specifically to the retrospective nature of the empirical 

material. Because participants recounted a decision situation that had already unfolded, their 

accounts are not transparent records of past events but present-day reconstructions, shaped by 

hindsight, subsequent outcomes, and current organizational identity. This is not treated as a 

limitation to be corrected, but as a feature consistent with sensemaking theory itself, which 

holds that meaning is constructed retrospectively (Weick, 1995). Participants made sense of the 

decision by looking back on it, and the knowledge of how the decision turned out inevitably 

colours how its earlier stages are narrated. The researchers therefore remained attentive to how 



 

32 (126) 

accounts may have been rationalized or smoothed into coherent narratives after the fact, treating 

such coherence as itself an object of interpretation rather than as evidence of what "actually" 

happened. Where participants' retrospective accounts diverged, these divergences were retained 

and interpreted as plural sensemaking rather than reconciled into a single version of events. 

Consistent with Denzin and Lincoln (2024), qualitative interpretations are understood as 

constructed rather than discovered. The aim of this study is not to claim a singular objective 

truth about decision-making within the organization, but to provide a theoretically informed, 

contextually grounded, and analytically transparent account of how decision-making unfolds 

when interpreted through a sensemaking lens under social and commercial objectives. By 

explicitly acknowledging researcher positioning and engaging in ongoing reflexive practice, 

the study seeks to enhance the credibility and integrity of its interpretations. 

2.7 Trustworthiness and Ethical Considerations 

2.7.1 Trustworthiness 

In qualitative research conducted within an interpretivist paradigm, rigor is not assessed through 

statistical reliability or validity but through the trustworthiness of interpretations and the 

transparency of the research process. Following Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) framework, this 

study addresses credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability as key criteria for 

ensuring methodological integrity. 

Credibility concerns the plausibility and coherence of meaning-making (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). In this study, credibility was strengthened through triangulation across multiple sources 

of data, including preliminary interviews, semi-structured interviews, and organizational 

documents. The use of diverse empirical materials strengthened the credibility of the meaning 

construction from different angles and reduced reliance on a single type of account. In addition, 

iterative engagement with the empirical material, including repeated readings of transcripts and 

reconstruction of the focal decision situation, supported careful and context-sensitive 

interpretation. Where appropriate, preliminary understandings of the focal decision situation 

may be discussed with participants to ensure that reconstructed narratives reasonably reflect 

their experiences, while maintaining the researcher’s analytical independence. 
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Transferability refers to the extent to which findings may be meaningful in contexts beyond the 

specific case studied (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Through thick description, the study provides 

contextually grounded interpretations that may be meaningful to readers working with similar 

settings. Detailed accounts of the organizational context, institutional environment, and 

reconstruction of the focal decision situation enabled readers to assess the relevance of findings 

to other hybrid organizations operating under conditions of social and commercial objectives. 

Dependability concerns the transparency and consistency of the research process (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). To enhance dependability, the study maintained clear documentation of the 

interpretive process, including interpretive steps taken during the development of conceptual 

categories, and refinement of interpretations. The iterative movement between theory and 

empirical material, characteristic of the abductive research logic adopted in this study, was 

explicitly documented to provide a transparent account of how theoretical insights emerged. 

Confirmability addresses the degree to which interpretations are grounded in empirical material 

rather than solely in researcher predispositions (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Reflexive memos were 

maintained throughout the research process to document theoretical assumptions, interpretive 

shifts, and potential biases. The collaborative nature of the research, involving two researchers 

with different positionalities, further supports this, by enabling critical dialogue around 

emerging interpretations. 

In addition to Lincoln and Guba’s framework, Tracy’s (2010) criteria for high-quality 

qualitative research, including credibility, resonance, sincerity, and meaningful contribution, 

informed the overall evaluation of the study. Particular attention was given to producing 

interpretations that are theoretically informed, contextually grounded, and resonant with 

participants’ lived experiences. 

2.7.2 Ethical considerations 

Ethical considerations are central to qualitative research involving human participants. Prior to 

data collection, participants received detailed information regarding the purpose of the study, 

the voluntary nature of participation, and their right to withdraw at any time without 

consequence (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). Informed consent was obtained before interviews 

were conducted. 
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Given the sensitivity of strategic decision-making and potential tensions within the 

organization, particular care was taken to ensure confidentiality of the organization and 

individual. The organization and its participants were anonymized to ensure confidentiality. 

This enabled the researchers to incorporate relevant contextual details, including participants’ 

backgrounds, roles, and direct statements, thereby ensuring a more in-depth and credible 

analysis. The organization is referred to as “Organization X” and participants are assigned 

pseudonyms. This ensures confidentiality while maintaining the integrity of the empirical 

findings. The empirical material was securely stored and accessible only to the researchers. 

Audio recordings and transcripts were handled in accordance with university data protection 

guidelines. 

Ethical sensitivity also extended to the representation of participants’ accounts. In line with 

interpretivist principles, care was taken to avoid misrepresentation, oversimplification, or 

selective quotation that distorts participants’ intended meaning. Interpretations were aimed to 

balance analytical rigor with respect for the complexity of participants’ perspectives. 
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3. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework  

This chapter focuses on reviewing previous literature on the phenomenon within this research 

paper, while also discussing the theoretical basis of this paper. In the first chapter we have 

explored the concept of entrepreneurship, establishing it as a process of value creation shaped 

by decision-making under uncertainty, with sub-sections that unpacked the historical 

foundations through which decision making has been previously understood. First, through the 

classical and rational perspectives which emphasized on optimization, opportunity recognition, 

and calculative choice. This was subsequently followed by cognitive approaches, which 

introduce bounded rationality, heuristics, and the role of individual biases in shaping 

entrepreneurial judgments. While these perspectives offer an important insight into decision-

making, they remain limited within the contextual subject that is being explored, which shall 

be discussed in the next section. 

To address our decision-making phenomenon, this thesis adopts a sensemaking and processual 

perspective, which draws on Weick (1995) theoretical foundations. Weick conceptualizes 

sensemaking as an ongoing process of meaning construction embedded in action; this study 

applies that concept as an interpretive lens through which decision-making, the phenomenon 

under study, can be understood. Decision-making and sensemaking are therefore kept 

analytically distinct: the former is what is examined, the latter is the conceptual tool used to 

examine it. Decisions itself are not merely evaluative or isolated acts but rather emerge through 

meaning construction, identity, and interaction over time. Building on this theoretical 

positioning, the subsection section then turns to social entrepreneurship to discuss the hybrid 

logics and the dynamics of social SMEs, specifically social and commercial objectives. 

3.1 Decision-Making through the Processual lens of Sensemaking 

The phenomenon being addressed in this research will be taken from the core literature of 

Weick (1995). The concept of sensemaking literally translates to the making of sense (Weick, 

1995 p. 4), the structuring of the unknown, the having of a frame of reference, and the basis for 

an interpretation (Weick, 1995 p. 4). Sensemaking can be described as a recurring cycle of 

retrospectively understanding both unconscious and surprising situations, and conscious and 

intended results (pp. 8-11). The ability to sense make, is thus inevitably a process for every 

human, specifically in surprising or confusing situations. And this characteristic inevitably 
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translates into social interactions, translating into organizations that are invariably made up of 

social beings, who are consistently being engaged in decision-making processes. A high-level 

understanding of this concept brings to mind the question of – how can I make sense of a 

situation that I do not plan for through my rational thoughts or through my cognitive predictions 

and foreshadowing? And also, how do I rationalize outcomes that have occurred even though 

intended? Sensemaking is an introspective reasoning of actions and decisions. And this is what 

Weick (1995) presents in his book.  

To understand the phenomenon of sensemaking is to take it from a holistic point of view. An 

action, phenomenon or decision that is being sense made will require, for example, a 

questioning, typically retrospectively, of why it was constructed, what it seeks to address, who 

constructed it (authorship), and what purpose does it serve (Weick, 1995 p. 7). This active 

questioning differs from interpretation alone. We acknowledge that interpretation is a part of 

sensemaking, which Weick (1995, pp. 13-14) touches upon and describes as discovery. 

However, in this study, we draw a clearer working distinction between sensemaking and 

interpretation. Weick (1995) highlights that interpretation is embedded within sensemaking, 

whereby actors interpret as they make sense. The distinction this study maintains is not one of 

total separation but of analytical role. Sensemaking, as used here, refers to the more active and 

generative process through which actors construct peculiar, uncertain, ambiguous, or disruptive 

situations as meaningful and actionable. Interpretation refers to the everyday, ongoing process 

through which humans render an already-meaningful world comprehensible. This distinction 

matters methodologically because it identifies two different activities in this study: the 

participants engage in sensemaking as they construct meaning around the focal decision, while 

the researchers engage in interpretation as they analytically read those constructions. The study 

thus produces an interpretation of the participants' sensemaking, and the two terms are not used 

interchangeably. 

The concept of sensemaking has further been expanded within organizational theory, 

specifically when concerned with decision-making. For example, Drucker (1974) understood 

that sensemaking can be differentiated from decision-making, however, when incorporated 

with each other, decisions can be understood through sensemaking. He illustrated this through 

the making of a decision by a Western man and by a Japanese man. The former focuses on just 

the end of the decision, this being – what is the decision that will be made or should be made. 

While the latter firstly defines the question to understand if there is a need for a decision and 
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what the decision is really about. This illustration signifies the processual nature of sensemaking 

and how when employed can result in a different decision being made, than when not utilized.  

The illustration captures the difference between the two approaches: the Western man's decision 

reflects a logical and rational orientation, evaluating means against a fixed end, whereas the 

Japanese man engages in a more sensemaking-oriented approach, first questioning whether and 

why a decision is needed. As discussed in Chapter 1, the rational and the cognitive-behavioural 

perspectives offer important insight but remain limited for the present phenomenon - the former 

by its assumption of stable objectives, the latter by its individualism and limited attention to 

process. This study therefore approaches decision-making through the processual lens of 

sensemaking, not as an infallible perspective but as one whose characteristics: identity 

construction, retrospectivity, enactment, social embeddedness, ongoing flow, cue extraction, 

and plausibility over accuracy, directly address the aspects most relevant to this research 

(Weick, 1995).  

In the following subsections, sensemaking shall be explored in organizations, in decision 

making and through the processual organizational theory.  

3.1.1 Sensemaking in Organizations  

The purpose of this section is to determine how sensemaking is achieved within an organization, 

as this significantly differs from sensemaking in our day-to-day lives. The concept of 

sensemaking occupies a core position in organizational theory because it reframes organizations 

not as static entities, but as an ongoing one, constituted through a meaning-making process 

(Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005). In his book, Weick (1995, p. 70), discussed sensemaking in 

organizations through the argument by Wiley (1988) that stated three levels of sensemaking – 

intersubjectivity, general subjectivity and extrasubjectivity. An understanding of these levels 

can be given an oversimplified interpretation to be – humans at the first level, structures at the 

second level and culture representing the third level respectively. A purposive reading of these 

levels can be inferred that organizations are an interplay of intersubjectivity and general 

subjectivity level, and scholars have sometimes relied more on one over the other depending 

on their definitions.  

A key characteristic of organization that persists from literature is the social embedded nature 

of it, that enables it to flow from intersubjectivity to general subjectivity and back, with phrases 

such as quality of interaction (Smircich & Stubbart, 1985); interlocking routines and habituated 

actions (Westley, 1990); continuous communication (Burrell & Morgan, 1979); and developing 
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a collective sense of we (Schall, 1983). Which is why scholars such as Peters (1992) fear that 

with the incursion of the digital age, the creative potential of humans through intersubjectivity 

would be lost to the controls and structures of general subjectivity. As the process of sense 

making may invariably be impacted with the reduction of these interactions and cues (Weick, 

1995).  

Furthermore, Maitlis and Christianson, (2014) have referred to organizational sensemaking as 

the processes through which individuals and groups seek to render ambiguous or confusing 

events intelligible. These processes can be considered particularly salient when existing frames 

of reference are disrupted, such as during crises, institutional change, strategic uncertainty, or 

contested decision-making contexts (Weick et al., 2005). In such moments, actors do not simply 

make sense of pre-existing realities; they actively construct the environments they subsequently 

make sense of, a process Weick (1995, p. 79) describes as enactment. So consequently, rather 

than treating organizations as structures only within which action occurs, the sensemaking 

perspective conceptualizes organizing itself as the continuous construction of interaction and 

plausible meanings that enable coordinated action under conditions of ambiguity (Weick et al., 

2005). From this perspective, organizations become the processes through which actors make 

meaning of equivocal cues, enact their environments, and retrospectively rationalize their 

actions (Weick, 1995).  

To offer insight into sensemaking in organizations, the seven characteristics identified by 

Weick (1995) shall be considered. Firstly, identity construction. The process of identity 

construction is primarily constituted out of a process of continuous interactions (Weick, 1995 

p. 20). Which determines the definition of self and also that of an organization, which Erez and 

Earley (1993), categorized into the need for self-enhancement, self-efficacy and self-

consistency. The process of self-identity is intrinsic to the process of sensemaking, as a person 

organized in sensemaking requires an identity to make sense of what requires a meaning 

(Weick, 1995 p. 23). Consequently, identity can be viewed as both an anchor and the outcome 

of sensemaking. These individual identities might not be far removed from that of 

organizations, as Chatman et al. (1986) highlights the intertwined nature of organizational 

identities with the individuals behind those organizations. Furthermore, previous empirical 

research has demonstrated that identity claims within organizations guide how members may 

make sense of strategic issues, threats, and opportunities (Brown et al., 2015). As a result, 

decision-making is inseparable from identity construction, as how actors define the question of 
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“who we are”, will determine what they notice, what they ignore, and what actions they consider 

legitimate. 

Second, retrospectivity is constructed on the basis of hindsight. And this retrospective 

contemplation may be biased depending on if such outcome or decision was negative or positive 

(Weick, 1995 p. 28). Retrospectivity itself does not equate or imply passivity; rather, it 

highlights that meaning is stabilized and realized through reflection on prior action, which can 

be a second after the fact or even years after the action has occurred (pp. 25-26). In 

organizational settings, this dynamic explains why formal decisions are often justified after the 

fact, through rational accounts that may not have guided the original action (Weick et al., 2005), 

towards making sense of that past decision. Consequently, with each past decision, future 

strategic decisions are made in context of past decisions that were made, and whether those 

decisions were positive or negative, they become an evolutionary response to problems 

encountered previously by that organization (Weick, 1995, pp. 28-29).  

Third, enacting sensible environments. Weick (1995, pp. 30-31) believes that actors within an 

organization actively construct the environment they meet and not merely make sense of it. 

Making them not mere responders to their environments, but through their behaviors, 

categorizations, and commitments, they bring certain environmental features into being, while 

ignoring others. As Weick (1995 p. 31) puts it, people “create the materials that become the 

constraints and opportunities they face.” Thus, people are the environments and create the 

environments. Enactment thus highlights a recursive relationship between action and context. 

In this sense, environments are not simply discovered; they are partially authored and stabilized 

through ongoing cycles of action and meaning-making. And this can constantly be done within 

the organizational setting, especially in times of uncertainty or ambiguity.  

Fourth, sensemaking is inherently social. There is constant and continuous communication and 

interaction ongoing within and outside the organizational environment that results in a 

combination of enactments and imitation (Weick, 1995). These social interactions therefore 

shape meanings (Weick, 1995 p. 39) and acts are invariably shaped by the perception or 

influences of others and cues derived thereof (p. 39), therefore, overlooking this aspect would 

do sensemaking a disservice. Discourse plays a particularly important role in this regard, as 

language, communication transforms equivocal events into shared realities (Weick, 1995 pp. 

41-42). Within an organization, its meetings, reports, and informal conversations function as 

arenas where competing meanings are advanced, negotiated, and sometimes become collective 

understandings (Brown et al., 2015). Consequently, organizational sensemaking cannot be 
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reduced to individual sensemaking; it is a collection of the intersubjective, general subjective 

and extrasubjective, which impact how decisions are made.  

Fifth, sensemaking is an ongoing process that never starts or concludes (Weick, 1995 p. 43), 

but rather occurs in the midst of doing acts. Organizations are continuously engaged in meaning 

construction, even in seemingly stable environments, where they extract cues from (Weick, 

1995 p. 43). However, within an organization or even between individuals, interruptions to this 

ongoing flow, such as, crises or institutional shocks, intensifies sensemaking activities by 

exposing the fragility of established frames (Weick et al., 2005), nevertheless, they can also 

bring about positive emotions when these interruptions propel the accomplishment of a plan 

(Weick, 1995 pp. 47-48). Consequently, within an organization, it is interruptions to this 

ongoing flow that intensify sensemaking, evoking either negative or positive emotions. Which 

further aligns with the broader concept of organization as an unfolding and continuous flow, 

rather than a sequence of discrete events (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). 

Sixth, there is a focus on the extraction of cues. For Weick (1995, p. 51) these cues are 

assembled into mental models but require a context for it to make sense. He defines them as 

“simple, familiar structures that are seeds from which people develop a larger sense of what 

may be occurring” (p. 50). Organizational actors thus extract salient cues from complex streams 

of experience, from the contexts in which it exists and subsequently use them to construct larger 

meanings (Weick, 1995), to make sense and consequently, make decisions from. The cues 

extracted function as anchors that trigger broader narratives about what is happening, however, 

cue extraction can be selective and socially conditioned, as different actors may extract different 

cues from the same event (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014), leading to different meaning 

constructions. This selectivity and subjectivity introduce variation and contestation into 

organizational sensemaking processes. Also, these cues can be derived from a number of 

stakeholders within the organizational environment, both internal and external, and these cues 

can either be enacted or extracted (Weick, 1995, p. 81).  

Finally, sensemaking is driven by plausibility rather than accuracy. Organizational actors do 

not seek perfect representations of reality; they seek meanings that are sufficiently coherent to 

sustain action (Weick, 1995, p. 61). Plausible accounts enable coordination, even if they later 

prove incomplete or flawed. This insight is particularly significant for decision-making 

research, as it challenges assumptions that organizational decisions and actions are optimized 

solutions derived from comprehensive information processing, but rather proposes that most 

are made for the essence of speed rather than accuracy (p. 57). Sensemaking decisions 
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consequently emerges from meanings that are socially validated, coherent, reasonable rather 

than objectively verified through accuracy (Weick et al., 2005). 

All of the characteristics taken together, position organizations as a dynamic system. From a 

processual standpoint, organizing can be understood as sensemaking stabilized over time 

(Weick et al., 2005). From a process of sensemaking, organizations persist to the extent that 

members sustain shared meanings that enable coordinated action. When those meanings 

fragment or lose plausibility, organizational stability is threatened and the sense previously 

made becomes distorted, leading to a repeat of the process. And as rightly put by Weick (1995, 

p. 55) “once people begin to act (enactment), they generate tangible outcomes (cues) in some 

context (social), and this helps them discover (retrospect) what is occurring (ongoing), what 

needs to be explained (plausibility), and what should be done next (identity enhancement)”. 

Consequently, studying organizations through the lens of sensemaking directs analytical 

attention to how meanings are constructed, contested, and institutionalized. A focus shall not 

turn to sensemaking in decision making.  

3.1.2 Sensemaking and Decision-Making 

As discussed in the first chapter, the traditional models of decision-making portray it as a choice 

among predefined alternatives evaluated against stable preferences and available information 

(Von Neumann & Morgenstern, 1944). However, a sensemaking lens redefines decisions as 

emergent outcomes of iterative cycles of noticing, interpreting, talking, and acting (Weick, 

1995). Rather than beginning with clearly bounded problems, decision processes begin with 

equivocality, which are situations in which actors must first construct what the issue is before 

they can determine what to do (Weick et al., 2005), similar to the illustration of the Japanese 

man given above. Decisions, therefore, are not isolated endpoints of analysis but crystallizations 

within ongoing meaning-making processes (Garfinkel, 1967). This view clearly contrasts with 

classical and cognitive perspectives that treat decisions as discrete choice events made by 

individual decision-makers based on preferences and probabilities; instead of asking why an 

actor chose option A over B, a sensemaking approach asks how actors came to define “the 

issue,” construct plausible meanings, and commit to particular courses of action over time. 

From this perspective, decision-making can be seen to unfold through episodes of framing, 

construction, and justification. Actors within the decision-making process, first notice cues in 

their environment, bracket certain elements as relevant, and assemble narratives that render 

events intelligible (Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005). These narratives are developed and 



 

42 (126) 

stabilized through interaction, where meanings are proposed, contested, and refined (Maitlis & 

Christianson, 2014). And these confirms the sensemaking features highlighted above, such as 

social, intersubjective and general subjective nature, which are grounded in extracted and 

enacted cues, ongoing, strongly tied to identity (e.g “who we are” in a given context), and more 

concerned with plausibility than accuracy (Weick, 1995). Therefore, a decision can be said to 

materialize when a particular meaning becomes compelling enough to warrant commitment to 

action. Commitment, in turn, generates consequences that feed back into subsequent 

sensemaking (Weick, 1995).  

Within the decision-making in organizations, conversations, meetings, and documents function 

as primary sites where meanings are negotiated and stabilized (Brown et al., 2015). Strategy 

meetings, internal memos, investor presentations, and public statements are not merely vehicles 

for communicating decisions, rather they are forums for where meanings are constructed and 

aligned (Brown et al., 2015). Organizational actors also engage in sensegiving and sense-

receiving. Sensegiving attempts to influence how others understand an issue and sense-

receiving are processes through which interpretations are accepted, resisted, or modified (Gioia 

& Chittipeddi, 1991). The outcomes of a decision consequently reflect the temporary 

stabilization of these negotiated meanings. The dynamics between sensemaking and 

sensegiving is especially visible in strategic change contexts. In their study of organizational 

transformation, Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991) demonstrate that leaders first engage in 

sensemaking to understand environmental shifts and then in sensegiving to shape stakeholders’ 

understanding of the change. The stakeholders in turn go through a process of sense-receiving. 

In essence, strategic decisions thus emerge from reciprocal and ongoing cycles in which 

meanings are constructed, communicated, and adjusted. Decision-making is therefore both 

cognitive and communicative, unfolding through iterative exchanges rather than linear process 

(Weick, 1995). 

In the rational and cognitive point of view, action is seen as the endpoint of decision-making. 

However, Weick (1995, p. 8) reiterates from the position of others, that action is not the 

endpoint of decision-making but a generative moment in the sensemaking process, that once 

action is taken, its outcomes become new cues that are retrospectively made sense of. The actors 

herein evaluate whether the consequences of their actions align with prior evaluation of the 

decision before it was made, and if not, revise their meaning construction accordingly to suit 

the action itself. This retrospective justification of decisions echoes Garfinkel’s (1967) 

ethnomethodological insight that rational accounts are often constructed after action has 
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unfolded. In this view, decision-making is less a linear sequence of analysis and choice, and 

more a social accomplishment in which actors produce rational narratives that render the 

outcomes of their decisions sensible and legitimate. This recursive relationship means that 

decisions evolve over time and what appears as a single decision may represent multiple rounds 

of re-learning, adjustment, re-construction and rationalization (Weick et al., 2005).  

In entrepreneurial contexts, this recursive dynamic becomes particularly salient. Venture 

formation is characterized by uncertainty, resource constraints, and ambiguous signals (Løwe 

Nielsen et al., 2021). Entrepreneurs, who are decision-makers, engage in sensemaking to make 

sense of market feedback (such as with cues), stakeholder reactions, and institutional 

conditions, and in sensegiving to mobilize support from investors, employees, and partners 

(Hoyte et al., 2019). Hoyte et al. (2019), for instance, conceptualize venture creation as 

intertwined processes of sensemaking, sensegiving, and sense receiving through which initial 

venture ideas are elaborated and decisions of whether to continue, adapt, or abandon are made. 

Decisions about opportunity pursuit, resource allocation, or strategic direction emerge from 

these interactive processes rather than from detached evaluation. Therefore, the trajectory of a 

venture will be a reflection of the current but evolving alignment of shared meaning within the 

founding team and its broader stakeholder network (Hoyte et al., 2019). From a decision-

making perspective, what is often described as a single decision, such as launching, pivoting, 

or scaling, actually represents the point at which shared meaning becomes strong enough to 

support commitment, rather than a detached act of rational selection. 

Decision-making is therefore inseparable from opportunity construction. Rather than 

discovering objective opportunities, entrepreneurs often enact and legitimize opportunities 

through narratives that align resources and stakeholders (Weick, 1995). Determination of what 

constitutes an opportunity depend on identity, prior experience, and contextual framing. The 

decision to pursue an opportunity form when the constructed narrative becomes sufficiently 

plausible to justify commitment and resource mobilization (Weick, 1995). In social 

entrepreneurship, sensemaking plays an additional role in defining the social dimension of the 

venture. Entrepreneurs must make sense of social problems, stakeholder expectations, and 

moral imperatives in order to articulate a mission (Kimmitt & Muñoz, 2018). The “social” is 

not self-evident but constructed through framing processes that align economic and social goals. 

Decisions about impact measurement, beneficiary engagement, and trade-offs between 

financial sustainability and social mission emerge from ongoing negotiation between 

competing meanings (Kimmitt & Muñoz, 2018). Decision-making in social enterprises is thus 
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closely bound up with moral and institutional sensemaking, as actors must determine what the 

social mission requires before they can act on it. 

Furthermore, decisions are legitimized through language and narratives, such as through the 

use of stories (Brown et al., 2015). Also, with decisions being co-constructed in a social process, 

a team disagreement over a decision can hinder the finalization of it or even reframe it. 

Therefore, through dialogue, the contributions of meaning and evaluations within a team can 

converge sufficiently to enable progress (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014), as decision making is 

a collective process sustained by continuous communication (Burrell & Morgan, 1979).  

In conclusion, when viewed through a sensemaking lens, decision-making emerges from 

recursive cycles of construction, interaction, and enactment: decisions form when shared 

understandings become compelling enough to justify commitment, yet remain open to revision 

as subsequent actions generate new cues. By foregrounding noticing, talking, narrating, and 

acting, this approach moves beyond static models of rational selection and prepares the ground 

for the processual understanding of organizations developed in the next section. 

3.1.3 Processual Theory of Organization  

The previous section has discussed decision-making and how it can be understood in the context 

of sensemaking in organization. Organizations themselves have been conceptualized as 

ongoing processes rather than static entities. Processual theory of organization shifts analytical 

attention from structures and outcomes to sequences of action, interaction, and construction 

unfolding over time (Langley, 1999). Rather than asking what an organization is, process theory 

asks how organizing happens, and this is what Weick (1995) does through sensemaking. 

A processual perspective rejects the assumption that organizational phenomena can be 

adequately explained by isolating discrete events (Weick, 1995). Instead, it emphasizes 

temporality, flow, and becoming (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). As organizations are not fixed 

containers within which decisions occur, rather they are continuously constituted through 

patterns of action and meaning making (Weick, 1995). Stability is therefore not a given but an 

achievement sustained through ongoing coordination and adjustment. 

The processual theory intersects with the sensemaking view discussed earlier. If decisions are 

formed when meanings align sufficiently to enable action, then these alignments must be 

studied as unfolding sequences rather than isolated moments. Processual theory focuses 

attention on how issues are framed, re-framed, negotiated, and revisited over time (Pettigrew, 
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1997). Decisions are embedded within these trajectories, shaped by prior meanings and shaping 

future ones, so that a decision is better seen as a phase in a longer stream of organizing. 

Furthermore, central to this theory is the notion of temporality. Organizational action is not 

merely chronological but path-dependent, meaning that earlier meanings and commitments 

determine subsequent possibilities and actions (Langley, 1999). Actions generate consequences 

that feed back into subsequent organizing, creating iterative cycles of adjustment (Pettigrew, 

1997), so that what appears as a single strategic choice is often the outcome of cumulative 

micro-interactions (Weick, 1995). Understanding decision-making therefore requires tracing 

how meanings, positions, and commitments evolve across episodes rather than capturing a 

single decision point. 

In conclusion, the relevance of this processual perspective is amplified in social 

entrepreneurship, where ventures must continually construct and negotiate the meaning of 

social value alongside economic viability. The dual demands of impact and sustainability create 

heightened ambiguity, making sensemaking central to decision-making. In this domain, 

decisions about mission, partnerships, resource allocation, and scaling emerge through ongoing 

negotiations of meaning among founders, stakeholders, and institutional actors. Social 

entrepreneurship thus provides a fertile empirical setting for examining how decisions 

crystallize through evolving processes of meaning-making and commitment. 

3.2 Decision-Making in Social SMEs: The Dynamics of Social and 

Commercial Objectives 

Social small and medium-sized enterprises (social SMEs) are organizations that pursue an 

explicit social mission while simultaneously engaging in market-based activities to ensure 

financial sustainability (Kimmitt & Muñoz, 2018). Unlike purely commercial ventures, their 

primary justification for existence lies in addressing societal challenges such as education gaps, 

youth empowerment, poverty alleviation, or national transformation. Yet unlike traditional non-

profits, they must generate revenue, manage costs, and maintain operational viability. Social 

SMEs therefore operate within a space where social purpose and financial sustainability are 

structurally intertwined (Kimmitt & Muñoz, 2018). 

At the core of social entrepreneurship is the construction of “the social” itself (Kimmitt & 

Muñoz, 2018). Social problems are not self-evident; they are framed, articulated, and made 

sense of by entrepreneurs who define what requires transformation and why (Kimmitt & 
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Muñoz, 2018). The articulation of mission, whether centered on leadership development, 

community empowerment, or systemic change, constitutes an interpretive act that shapes 

organizational identity and strategic direction. The social dimension is therefore not merely a 

backdrop to decision-making but an ongoing construction that must be continuously justified 

to stakeholders.  

While social mission remains central, financial sustainability is unavoidable. Social SMEs must 

secure resources, develop revenue models, and navigate competitive environments (Kimmitt & 

Muñoz, 2018). This introduces a structural duality: a commitment to social transformation 

alongside the need for economic survival, the balancing of these two extremes lies a duality of 

objectives and potential competing interests in such organizations. Organizations that combine 

social and commercial orientations are often described as hybrid organizations because they 

operate under multiple institutional logics (Battilana & Lee, 2014). However, for social SMEs, 

hybridity is not primarily a theoretical focus but a lived practical reality expressed through 

everyday trade-offs. These trade-offs manifest in sometimes recurring tensions. One central 

dynamic concerns mission versus revenue (Smith et al., 2013). Pricing decisions, for example, 

may affect accessibility for beneficiaries while also determining the organization’s financial 

viability. Efforts to subsidize services to reach underserved populations may conflict with cost 

recovery pressures. Decisions about revenue streams therefore carry both social and economic 

implications. 

Another recurring dynamic involves depth of impact versus scale (Ebrahim et al., 2014). Social 

entrepreneurs may seek to produce profound, localized transformation, yet scaling activities 

may require standardization or strategic compromise. Expansion can increase reach but may 

alongside dilute intensity. The decision to scale is therefore not merely a calculative choice but 

a site of interpretive work, involving judgments about what form of impact best reflects the 

organization's mission (Weick, 1995). Competing priorities may also arise between external 

stakeholder expectations and local community needs (Smith et al., 2013). Donors, partners, or 

investors may prioritize measurable outputs, reporting structures, or financial returns, while 

communities may value relational engagement or context-specific adaptation. Social SMEs 

must therefore learn to navigate these competing expectations while maintaining credibility 

across audiences (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). 

These dynamics are not one-off, rather they are recurring substantive issues around which 

decision-making unfolds. Social SMEs are continuously confronted with questions such as: 

How should impact be defined? What compromises are acceptable? When does financial 
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necessity threaten mission integrity? These dilemmas form the practical issues in a social 

organizational life (Smith et al., 2013). 

Moving forward, from a sensemaking perspective, these tensions provide the starting point from 

which actors must make sense from when making decisions. Entrepreneurs and team members 

engage in ongoing conversations, meetings, and communications through which they frame 

problems, justify trade-offs, and construct coherent narratives that reconcile competing 

demands (Weick, 1995). The decision to adjust pricing, pursue a partnership, or enter a new 

market reflects not simply a rational calculation but a provisional alignment of meanings about 

what best serves the venture’s social purpose at the time when the decision is being made 

(Kimmitt & Muñoz, 2018). Also, the social mission often functions as an interpretive anchor. 

Organizational members draw upon shared narratives about transformation, empowerment, or 

national development when evaluating alternatives. Identity claims about “who we are” shape 

which compromises are considered legitimate, and which are rejected (Brown et al., 2015). In 

this sense, social commitment influences not only what decisions are made but how situations 

are framed as decision problems in the first place. 

Understanding social SMEs through this lens clarifies the relationship between hybrid 

organizations and sensemaking. Hybrid logics of social mission and financial sustainability, 

define the structural conditions within which these organizations function (Smith et al., 2013). 

However, it is through sensemaking that these logics are constructed, prioritized, negotiated, 

and temporarily aligned to enable action (Kimmitt & Muñoz, 2018). Decisions emerge when 

shared understandings become sufficiently coherent to justify commitment, even though 

underlying tensions remain. 

In conclusion, these social organizations operate within the realm of a broader environment and 

context that shapes certain of its expectations. Regulatory frameworks, cultural norms, funding 

structures, and societal narratives about development, influence how social value is defined and 

evaluated. These operating environments provide the structural backdrop against which 

entrepreneurial actors make sense of challenges and justify decisions. Understanding decision-

making in social SMEs therefore requires examining not only internal negotiations of meaning, 

but also the institutional contexts that shape what meaning become plausible, legitimate, and 

actionable. 
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3.3 Theoretical Integration and Conceptual Framework 

This study integrates sensemaking, processual organizational theory, and social 

entrepreneurship literatures into a layered explanatory framework for decision-making in 

hybrid social SMEs. The core interpretive lens is sensemaking. Decisions in organizations are 

conceptualized not as discrete acts of rational selection, but as emergent outcomes of ongoing 

interpretive processes through which actors frame issues, negotiate meaning, and justify 

commitments to action (Weick, 1995). Sensemaking therefore explains the mechanism through 

which decisions come into being. 

The focus of social SMEs supplies the substantive content of these tensions. The duality of 

social and commercial objectives constitute the practical issues that require interpretation 

(Smith et al., 2013). These dynamics are not abstract theoretical constructs but lived 

organizational challenges that surface in everyday decision-making. Hybrid organizational 

conditions therefore define what actors must make sense of. 

Processual organizational theory then further adds a temporal dimension to this framework by 

emphasizing that organizing and decision-making unfold over time through sequences of 

interaction and action (Langley, 1999). Decisions are understood as provisional alignments of 

meanings that enable coordinated action, and subsequent actions generate new cues that reshape 

future sensemaking. Decision-making is thus a recursive and evolving phenomenon. 

This integrated framework distinguishes three analytically distinct elements: the duality of 

substantive objectives (what social SME actors make sense of), the interpretive mechanism 

(sensemaking: how they do so), and the temporal unfolding (process theory: the recursive form 

this takes over time). Decision-making is the phenomenon that this study sets out to explain. 

Sensemaking is thus the lens, not the object, of the study. 

3.3.1 Conceptual Framework 

The figure below frames the preceding theoretical foundation into a visual conceptual 

framework, illustrating how contextual conditions, social and commercial objectives, and 

sensemaking processes interact to shape decision-making. 
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework of Decision-Making in Social SMEs 

 

The conceptual framework illustrated above gives a pictorial description on the process of 

decision-making in social SMEs, by illustrating it as an ongoing and processual sensemaking 

activity shaped by multiple interconnected levels.  

Starting with the outermost level, which are the contextual conditions, this includes cultural, 

political, socio-economic, and legal factors surrounding an organization. These conditions, as 

will be observed in further sections, shape the broader operating environment of an organization 

by influencing the opportunities, constraints, expectations, and access to resources that an 

organization might experience. However, these contextual factors may not determine decisions 
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directly. Rather, organizational actors may make sense of these conditions through their 

experiences, interactions, and organizational realities. But this remains a critical aspect in 

sensemaking decisions. 

The second level reflects the duality of social and commercial objectives within the social SME, 

showing the hybridity of the organization. At this level, organizations simultaneously pursue 

social impact and commercial sustainability, by integrating both objectives into their everyday 

activities and strategic considerations. As such, rather than these objectives functioning as 

straightforwardly opposing logics, as some research emphasizes (Smith et al., 2013), the 

empirical findings indicate that the tensions between them, while present, were actively 

managed and held latent through ongoing sensemaking, a dynamic developed in Chapters 5 and 

6. Lastly, this level therefore shapes how organizational actors prioritize goals, justify actions, 

and define what constitutes an appropriate decision within the organization. 

At the core of the framework is decision-making in social SMEs, the phenomenon this study 

seeks to explore. It is positioned at the core not because it is identical to sensemaking, but 

because it is the outcome the framework accounts for: decision-making emerges through 

sensemaking processes rather than through purely rational or predetermined calculations. 

Sensemaking, in the framework, is the interpretive mechanism; decision-making is what that 

mechanism produces. At this level, actors make sense of situations, construct meaning around 

opportunities and challenges, negotiate understandings with others, and commit to particular 

courses of action. Decisions therefore emerge through ongoing cycles of noticing, constructing, 

negotiating, deciding, acting, and reflecting. Consequently, the arrows within the spiral and the 

spiral diagram itself illustrate this recursive and evolving nature of decision-making examined 

through a sensemaking lens, where actions generate new experiences and cues that 

subsequently reshape future meanings and decisions over time. 

The conceptual framework above therefore demonstrates that decision-making in social SMEs 

is socially embedded, contextually shaped, and continuously evolving through ongoing 

sensemaking processes. Consequently, through this processed view, an interpretive 

understanding of the approach contained within this study can be understood. Decision-making 

is not treated as a discrete or purely rational act, but as an emergent outcome of an ongoing 

sensemaking process through which organizational actors construct meaning and commit to 

action. In this way, decisions are not isolated events but part of an ongoing, recursive process 

through which meaning and action continuously evolve over time. 
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4. Empirical Findings: Organization “X” 

4.1 Empirical setting and chapter structure 

This chapter presents the empirical findings from a qualitative study exploring decision-making 

processes within Organization “X”, with a particular focus on its shift from a primarily 

conference-based model to project implementation. Rather than examining this shift as a single, 

discrete decision, the chapter explores how it emerged over time, how it was experienced by 

organizational members, and how it was made sense of and enacted in practice. 

Prior to formal data collection, two preliminary exploratory interviews were conducted with 

members of Organization “X”, familiar with its activities. These discussions played an 

important role in refining the research focus and identifying a relevant decision-making 

scenario. Through these initial insights, it became evident that a critical moment in the 

organization’s development was the transition from organizing conferences toward engaging 

more actively in project implementation. This transition was not understood as a one-time 

strategic choice, but rather as an evolving process through which the organization sought to 

strengthen both its practical impact and financial sustainability. 

Building on this, eight semi-structured interviews were conducted with members of 

Organization “X” who had been directly involved in the organization’s activities during this 

period. The participants held diverse roles, including strategy, communications, programming, 

and project-related functions. This diversity enabled a multi-perspective understanding of how 

the shift was experienced across different positions within the organization. The interviews 

focused not on evaluating whether the decision was right or wrong, but on how participants 

perceived, and made sense of the transition both at the time it unfolded and in retrospect. As 

these accounts were given after the transition had largely taken place, they are understood as 

present-day reconstructions shaped by hindsight rather than direct records of past reasoning, a 

feature consistent with the retrospective nature of sensemaking itself. 

The findings are presented from an interpretive perspective, where decision-making is 

understood as a socially constructed process shaped through interactions, experiences, and 

reflections. The accounts presented in this chapter are participants' own retrospective 

sensemaking of the transition; the researchers' interpretation of that sensemaking is developed 

in the subsequent Interpretation chapter. This chapter therefore stays close to how participants 
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described and made sense of the shift, rather than interpreting it through sensemaking theory. 

From this standpoint, the transition toward project implementation is explored as an ongoing 

and dynamic process, influenced by both internal organizational dynamics and external 

contextual conditions. 

4.1.1 Empirical setting and organizational background 

The empirical setting of this study is situated within Nigeria, a context characterized by a 

dynamic but challenging environment for social enterprises. Youth-led organizations in Nigeria 

often operate under conditions of limited access to stable funding, infrastructural constraints, 

and evolving institutional frameworks. As a result, sustaining activities beyond short-term 

initiatives frequently requires navigating resource limitations, reliance on informal networks, 

and uncertain funding opportunities. These conditions shape both the opportunities available to 

organizations and the constraints they face, particularly in relation to financial sustainability 

and long-term impact. 

Within this context, Organization “X” is an international youth-led organization founded in 

2019, that is dedicated to advancing sustainable development through youth empowerment, 

capacity building, and global collaboration (Organization “X”, 2026). The organization is built 

on the premise that young people are not only beneficiaries of development processes but also 

active agents capable of addressing complex global challenges such as climate change, energy 

transition, and social inequality (Organization “X”, 2026). 

Since its establishment, Organization “X” has grown into a global network connecting 

thousands of young leaders across multiple countries (Organization “X”, 2024). Through its 

initiatives, the organization aims to bridge the gap between knowledge and action by equipping 

young people with the skills, exposure, and opportunities needed to engage with sustainability 

challenges in meaningful ways (Organization “X”, 2024). 

Organization “X”’s activities are broadly aligned with the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), particularly in areas such as climate action, clean energy, 

education, and partnerships (Organization “X”, 2026). To operationalize its mission, the 

organization structures its work around three main pillars: capacity building, policy 

engagement, and project implementation (Organization “X”, 2026). The capacity-building 

pillar focuses on training, mentorship, and exchange programs designed to develop participants’ 

competencies. The policy engagement pillar provides opportunities for youth to contribute to 
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discussions and initiatives related to sustainable development. The project implementation 

pillar, which is central to this study, focuses on translating ideas into practical interventions that 

address real-world challenges. 

In addition to these activities, Organization “X” has also engaged in advisory and consulting-

related work within sustainability and ESG-related areas. This reflects an evolving 

organizational model that combines social impact objectives with elements of professional 

service provision. 

4.1.2 Participants in the study 

The empirical material presented in this chapter draws on eight semi-structured interviews with 

organizational members who were directly involved in, or closely connected to, the shift toward 

project implementation. Participants were selected purposively to reflect different roles within 

the organization, including leadership, strategy, operations, projects and communications. This 

variation was important in order to capture how the same decision situation was understood 

from different organizational positions. Since this study examines decision-making through a 

sensemaking lens, clarifying who the actors are and how they are positioned within the 

organization is essential for understanding how meanings were constructed and negotiated. 

These differences are particularly important in a sensemaking perspective, where meanings are 

shaped by actors’ roles, experiences, and positions within the organization. The table below 

represents a synopsis and mental map for the interview and the names represented therein are 

pseudonyms to preserve the identity and privacy of the participants. The final column, 

"Interpretive Orientation," summarizes the distinctive way each participant made sense of the 

focal decision – that is, the sensemaking stance evident in their account – and is itself a product 

of the researchers' interpretation of the interviews. 

 

S/

N 

Pseudon

ym 

Role Age 

Bracket 

Tenure Organization

al Level 

Role in Decision 

Process 

Interpretive 

Orientation 

1 Khalid 

(He) 

 

CEO / 

Co-

founder 

 

25-35 

years 

Since 

2019 

Leadership Leads and drives the 

strategic direction of 

the decision. 

Impact-oriented, 

externally aligned, 

strategy-driven 
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2 Seun 

(He) 

Senior 

Manager  

 

25-35 

years 

Since 

2020 

Operational & 

Governance 

Contributes through 

implementation and 

early operational 

experience. 

Practical, member-

focused, 

implementation-

driven 

3 Chike 

(He) 

Strategy 

Lead  

 

25-35 

years 

Since 

2021  

Operational & 

Strategic 

Contributes to 

shaping direction 

through strategic 

reflection. 

Learning-oriented, 

reflective, 

capacity-aware 

4 Susan 

(She) 

Communi

cations 

Lead 

 

25-35 

years 

Since 

2021 

Operational Shapes how the 

decision is 

communicated and 

understood 

internally. 

Identity-focused, 

communication and 

perception-oriented 

5 Ololade 

(She) 

Senior 

Manager  

 

25-35 

years 

Since 

2019 

Leadership Co-shapes strategic 

direction, 

particularly around 

financial 

considerations. 

Financial 

sustainability-

focused, cautious 

growth 

6 Dupe 

(She) 

Director, 

Monitori

ng & 

Evaluatio

n 

25-35 

years 

Since 

2022 

Operational & 

Strategic 

Contributes through 

internal processes, 

coordination, and 

organizational 

alignment. 

Process-oriented, 

fairness and 

internal dynamics-

focused 

7 Ali (He) Senior 

Research 

Analyst 

25-35 

years 

Since 

2023 

Operational Contributes 

analytical 

perspectives to 

inform the direction 

of the decision. 

Business-case 

driven, capability 

and autonomy-

focused 

8 Jesse 

(She) 

Advocac

y & 

Outreach 

Lead 

25-35 

years 

Since 

2019 

Operational Contributes through 

long-term 

involvement and 

reflection on 

organizational 

transition. 

Timing-sensitive, 

identity and 

transition-aware 

 

Table 1: Overview of Interviewed Participants 

 

Interview 1 - Khalid 

Khalid is a co-founder of Organization “X” and has served as its chief executive officer since 

its establishment in 2019, playing a central role in program implementation, strategic direction, 

partnership development, and resource mobilization. Positioned at the core of the focal 
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decision, Khalid was directly involved in identifying and shaping the organization’s shift 

toward project implementation. This transition was understood as a strategic response to post-

COVID conditions, particularly reduced funding availability and increasing pressure from 

external stakeholders to demonstrate tangible impact beyond awareness-building. Khalid 

framed the shift as necessary for maintaining relevance, strengthening value creation, and 

establishing a clearer and more sustainable organizational proposition. 

A defining feature of Khalid’s account is an impact-first logic, where social mission remains 

central and financial sustainability is viewed as a supportive mechanism rather than a competing 

objective. The participant emphasized the importance of partnerships and external alignment, 

highlighting engagement with governments, financial institutions, and implementation actors 

as critical to the transition. Khalid also underscored the role of timing, prior project experience, 

and access to capable actors in enabling the shift, pointing to earlier project successes as 

evidence that reduced uncertainty and supported commitment to implementation. Overall, 

Khalid provides a strategic, leadership-oriented perspective that frames the transition as a 

deliberate and contextually driven move toward long-term sustainability, external legitimacy, 

and strengthened mission delivery. 

Interview 2 - Seun 

Seun is a senior manager who has been involved in Organization “X” since around late 2020 or 

early 2021 and served as Head of Programming during the focal period in 2023, with 

responsibilities spanning conference content development, delegate recruitment, and case-study 

coordination. At the time of the interview, the participant had transitioned into a board-level 

role, offering both retrospective insights from an operational position and a broader governance 

perspective. Although not a central decision-maker in driving the strategic shift toward project 

implementation, Seun was closely involved in early project-based activities, making the 

account particularly valuable for understanding how the transition was experienced and made 

sense of at the staff level. The participant did not view project implementation as a new 

direction, but rather as a continuation of an existing organizational ambition that was now 

becoming operational. 

A key feature of Seun’s account is the emphasis on translating discussions and conference 

outputs into tangible impact, alongside highlighting project implementation as a pathway for 

member compensation and recognition. Earlier conversations around paying members became 
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more concrete through practical project experiences, positioning financial sustainability as an 

enabler rather than a tension to the organization’s social mission. Compared to leadership 

perspectives, Seun’s meaning-making is more grounded in day-to-day realities, focusing on 

implementation, member development, and the lived experience of project work. The 

participant also pointed to future possibilities beyond energy-focused initiatives, suggesting that 

the transition opened up broader strategic directions. Overall, this perspective underscores 

project implementation as an evolving process shaped by operational realities, internal 

development needs, and distributed interpretations across the organization. 

Interview 3 - Chike 

Chike has been involved in Organization “X” for approximately five years and currently serves 

as strategy lead, with earlier contributions spanning consulting, training, and supervision of 

conference case challenges through an international collaboration. During the focal period in 

2023, the participant operated between operational and strategic roles, providing a perspective 

that bridges hands-on experience with broader organizational direction. Although not part of 

the core executive leadership, Chike was actively engaged in discussions surrounding the 

transition, offering insight into how strategic ideas were interpreted and translated across the 

organization. The shift toward project implementation was not viewed as a single decision, but 

as a gradual and evolving process driven by a growing recognition that advocacy alone was 

insufficient for meaningful impact. 

A key feature of Chike’s account is the emphasis on learning through practice, where early 

project experiences and external partnerships provided validation, reduced uncertainty, and 

reinforced confidence in a more action-oriented and financially sustainable model. While 

acknowledging financial sustainability as important, the participant highlighted internal 

differences in capacity, noting uneven member readiness and some dependence on leadership 

for direction. Compared to other participants, Chike offered a more reflexive perspective, 

recognizing potential tensions around external perceptions and the need to maintain a social 

impact identity, even as revenue generation increased. The account also emphasized constraints 

related to member availability and the influence of external dynamics such as innovation trends 

and emerging opportunities. Overall, this perspective frames decision-making as an adaptive, 

practice-based process shaped by experience, capacity, and continuous interaction with the 

broader environment. 
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Interview 4 - Susan 

Susan has been involved in Organization “X” for approximately five years and currently serves 

as communications lead, with responsibilities for content strategy across social media and 

newsletters. Her earlier role as director of research provided historical insight into the 

organization’s evolution, allowing her to observe the transition toward project implementation 

from both a research and communication perspective. Although not part of executive 

leadership, Susan was closely positioned within internal communication processes, offering a 

view of how the shift was framed, constructed, and translated into shared understanding across 

the organization. She described the transition as emerging from the need to move beyond 

conference-based awareness toward sustained impact, as members increasingly recognized the 

real-world relevance of issues discussed in case studies. 

A key feature of Susan’s account is the emphasis on member development, communication, 

and external perception. The transition was seen as creating opportunities for members to gain 

practical experience while also raising concerns about organizational capacity and external trust 

from partners and funders. While maintaining that financial sustainability supported rather than 

conflicted with the organization’s mission, Susan framed this alignment in terms of consistent 

messaging and identity. The participant also highlighted the influence of external conditions, 

including regulatory challenges, policy limitations, and operational constraints within the 

Nigerian context. Overall, this perspective emphasizes decision-making as a communicative 

and adaptive process, shaped by stakeholder perceptions, organizational learning, and the 

practical realities of implementation. 

Interview 5 - Ololade 

Ololade has been involved in Organization “X” since its inception and currently serves as a 

senior manager and board member, with prior experience in both programme and finance 

functions. As part of the leadership, Ololade provided a perspective grounded in long-term 

organizational involvement and managerial responsibility. Positioned within the core decision 

context, Ololade offers insight into how the transition toward project implementation was 

experienced both personally and across the organization. The shift was described as a necessary 

and strategic move to achieve meaningful social impact, with the view that without it, the 

organization’s growth would have remained limited to conference-based activities. 
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A central feature of Ololade’s account is the emphasis on financial independence, particularly 

reducing reliance on grants while building stakeholder trust and ensuring the organization’s 

capacity to take on new commitments. While strongly supportive of the transition, the 

participant also expressed caution around the pace of growth, highlighting concerns about time, 

resources, and organizational readiness. Compared with other participants, this perspective 

reflects a balanced leadership view that supports strategic expansion while remaining attentive 

to capacity constraints and sustainability. Overall, Ololade contributes a perspective that 

underscores the transition as both necessary and carefully managed, driven by the need for 

impact, growth, and long-term independence. 

Interview 6 – Dupe 

Dupe has been involved in Organization “X” since 2022 and currently serves as Director of 

Monitoring and Evaluation, with prior roles spanning conference planning, human resources, 

consulting-related activities, and programming. Her experience reflects a transition from 

conference-based operations toward more structured and project-oriented work, providing a 

longitudinal perspective on how the organization’s activities evolved over time. Positioned 

between operational and strategic roles, Dupe contributes a perspective that captures both the 

internal functioning of the organization and its engagement with external opportunities, 

including partnerships, research collaborations, and project implementation. 

A key feature of Dupe’s account is the emphasis on the gradual and distributed nature of the 

transition toward project implementation. Rather than identifying a single decision point, she 

described the shift as emerging through ongoing conversations, monthly meetings, and shared 

reflections among members. Her perspective highlights how external opportunities, such as 

funding availability, global climate-related trends, and participation in events like COP28, 

contributed to shaping how members understood the organization’s direction. At the same time, 

internal dynamics such as team maturity, evolving expectations around compensation, and 

organizational loyalty influenced how the need for financial sustainability was interpreted. 

Dupe also provides insight into tensions associated with the transition, particularly concerns 

around maintaining alignment with the organization’s social mission while engaging with 

external funders, as well as issues of fairness in resource allocation among members. Overall, 

her account reinforces the view of decision-making as a distributed, socially constructed, and 

evolving process shaped by both internal and external factors. 
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Interview 7 – Ali 

Ali joined Organization “X” in 2023 and has been involved primarily in research and ESG-

related activities, including sustainability benchmarking, report development, and case study 

design for conferences. Progressing from an associate role to a senior research analyst position, 

he contributes to identifying research topics, developing knowledge outputs, and supporting 

project-related activities. His perspective reflects both the analytical and operational 

dimensions of the organization’s work, particularly in relation to sustainability and youth-

focused initiatives. 

A central aspect of Ali’s account is his emphasis on the “business case” for the organization. 

He described the reliance on external funding as an ongoing issue that limited flexibility and 

constrained the organization’s ability to fully implement its activities. Rather than being 

triggered by a single event, the need to move beyond this dependency emerged gradually 

through recurring discussions and reflections within the organization. He highlighted how 

external funding conditions often restricted participation and required compromises, 

reinforcing the need for greater autonomy. Ali also stressed the importance of internal capacity 

in shaping the decision to transition toward project implementation. He noted that the skills, 

expertise, and outputs developed through prior activities, such as ESG research and 

sustainability benchmarking, demonstrated that the organization had the ability to undertake 

more independent and revenue-generating work. At the same time, he acknowledged concerns 

related to the organization’s ability to compete with more established actors and questions 

around strategic positioning. 

In contrast to perspectives that emphasize tension between the dual objectives, Ali viewed the 

relationship between social impact and revenue generation as complementary, arguing that 

project-based work enables the organization to expand its impact while maintaining its core 

mission. His account also highlights the structured yet collaborative nature of decision-making 

within the organization, where ideas are documented, shared, and collectively implemented 

through distributed roles and responsibilities. Overall, his perspective reinforces the view of 

decision-making as an evolving, capability-driven process shaped by both constraints and 

opportunities. 
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Interview 8 – Jesse 

Jesse has been involved in Organization “X” since its early years and has held different roles 

across the organization, including advocacy, outreach, operations, and conference-related 

functions. In 2023, Jesse was involved in the advocacy and outreach team while also observing 

the organization’s broader transition from conference-based activities toward project 

implementation. Her account provides a long-term member perspective on how the 

organization’s identity and activities have evolved over time. 

A central feature of Jesse’s account is her interpretation of the transition as timely rather than 

sudden. She explained that the organization was never intended to remain only conference-

based, but that the 2023 conference in the United States helped put the need for more grounded 

project work “into perspective.” From her view, the decision was less about whether the 

organization should transition and more about when the transition should happen. Jesse also 

emphasized that the decision was not a one-person decision, but was shaped through 

consultation, organizational structures, and open discussion. Jesse’s perspective adds an 

important communication-related nuance. While she viewed the transition positively and 

described it as “peaceful,” she also suggested that some members may experience knowledge 

gaps when detailed information about project outcomes is not fully shared across the 

organization. Her account also highlights how the organization’s public identity has shifted 

from being seen mainly as a social impact organization toward being recognized as more 

entrepreneurial within the social impact space. Overall, Jesse’s account strengthens the 

understanding of the transition as a gradual, consultative, and identity-shaping process. 

Together, these participants provide a multi-perspective understanding of the focal decision 

situation. Importantly, their accounts do not simply describe the same process from different 

angles but reveal distinct and sometimes contrasting interpretations shaped by their roles, 

responsibilities, and proximity to decision-making. While leadership perspectives emphasize 

strategy, positioning, and external alignment, operational and non-executive perspectives 

highlight implementation, member experience, capacity constraints, and communication. This 

variation is central to the analysis, as it demonstrates how decision-making emerges as a 

distributed and socially constructed process, rather than as a single, unified organizational act.  
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4.1.3 The Focal Decision Context: From Conferences to Project Implementation 

The empirical focus of this study is situated within a critical period in Organization “X”’s 

development, particularly around 2022–2023. Prior to this period, the organization’s activities 

were largely centered on conferences, training programs, and advocacy initiatives 

(Organization “X”, 2026). These activities were typically supported by sponsors and donors 

and played a significant role in building the organization’s visibility, legitimacy, and global 

network (Ololade, Senior Manager). Jesse (Advocacy & Outreach Lead) also described the 

earlier conference model as an important starting point, where conferences were “serving 

[their] purpose” by impacting young people, even though members already understood that the 

organization would eventually become “more than just a conference”. 

However, over time, members began to reflect on the limitations of this model (Khalid, 

CEO/Co-founder). While conferences and advocacy efforts contributed to awareness raising, 

training young people, and creating knowledge exchange, they did not always result in 

sustained or tangible impact (Chike, Strategy Lead). Dupe, (Director, Monitoring & Evaluation) 

similarly described the conference model as financially difficult, involving repeated 

dependence on stakeholders, logistics, travel, and uncertain commitments. Ali (Senior Research 

Analyst) also highlighted that reliance on external funding had “ups and downs,” as sponsors 

often had conditions and limits that shaped what the organization could do. 

Within this context, discussions emerged around the need to extend the organization’s activities 

beyond advocacy toward more practical forms of engagement (Seun, Senior Manager). Project 

implementation began to be seen as a way to translate discussions into action, enabling the 

organization to address real-world challenges more directly. Jesse described the 2023 

conference in the United States as a moment that “put everything into perspective,” reminding 

members of the need to “come back home and do more” within Africa and their immediate 

environment (Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead). Similarly, Dupe (Director, Monitoring & 

Evaluation) described the shift as developing gradually through monthly meetings, open 

suggestions, funding opportunities, and growing conversations around how the organization 

could “do more” and leverage its brand and network. 

At the same time, project implementation was also understood as a potential pathway toward 

generating more stable funding and supporting long-term sustainability (Seun, Senior 

Manager). Ali emphasized that the organization’s internal capacity and knowledge made 
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members believe that they had “the group of people” needed to move strategically beyond 

reliance on sponsors and donors (Ali, Senior Research Analyst). Dupe further noted that as 

members matured, the issue of financial sustainability became more visible, especially as 

members moved from volunteering and service toward also wanting financial stability and 

compensation for their work (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). 

This transition was not experienced uniformly across the organization. While there was broad 

alignment on the direction, members made sense of the shift differently depending on their 

roles, raised different concerns — from organizational capacity to fairness in how project work 

was distributed — and weighed the relationship between social impact and financial 

sustainability in different ways. These developments were also shaped by the broader Nigerian 

context, including limited funding for youth-led initiatives, evolving policy environments, and 

the organization's wish to be seen as a professional rather than only a youth organization. The 

thematic sections that follow (4.2 – 4.8) develop each of these dimensions in turn. 

4.1.4 Thematic Structure 

Against this backdrop, the transition toward project implementation provides a rich empirical 

setting for examining decision-making as an ongoing, socially constructed process. The 

empirical findings presented in this chapter are organized into the following themes, which 

were developed through an interpretative analysis of the responses given during the interview 

process: 

● The emergence of project implementation as an evolving process 

● Reframing organizational identity: from advocacy to action 

● Financial sustainability as an enabler of impact 

● Capacity, timing, and organizational constraints 

● Distributed meanings across organizational actors 

● The role of external context in shaping decisions 

● Leadership communication of mission and the management of social–commercial 

objectives. 

These themes reflect recurring patterns across the interviews, including how the transition was 

not perceived as a single decision but as a gradual and evolving process shaped over time. 

Across participants, there was a shared understanding that the shift toward project 

implementation emerged through ongoing discussions, accumulated experiences, and changing 
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organizational needs, rather than a clearly defined starting point. In addition, the themes capture 

how internal capacity, member involvement, and consultative structures influenced how 

decisions were formed and interpreted within the organization. 

Together, these themes illustrate how decision-making within Organization “X” unfolds over 

time through continuous interpretation, interaction, and adaptation, rather than as a linear or 

purely rational process. 

4.2 The Emergence of Project Implementation as an Evolving Process 

The emergence of project implementation within Organization “X” did not take place as a 

single, clearly defined decision at a specific moment in time. Instead, it developed gradually 

through a series of experiences, discussions, and activities that unfolded over several years. 

Across all interviews, participants described this shift as something that had been present in the 

organization’s thinking for a long time, but only became more concrete through practice. Dupe 

explained that the transition was “not a drastic decision” but rather something that developed 

through “ongoing conversations” and “suggestions” within monthly meetings (Dupe, Director, 

Monitoring & Evaluation). She further emphasized that “it wasn’t just one thing… it was a 

number of things,” highlighting the cumulative nature of the shift (Dupe, Director, Monitoring 

& Evaluation). Similarly, Jesse noted that the organization had always intended to move beyond 

conferences, and that the question was more about when the transition would happen rather 

than whether it would happen (Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead). 

From the leadership perspective, the idea of moving beyond conferences was already linked to 

concerns about sustainability. As Khalid explained, the organization “decided to shift from 

relying on sponsors and donors … to developing our own projects to generate sustainable 

funding” (Khalid, CEO/Co-founder). However, this intention did not immediately translate into 

action. Seun described that while the idea existed early on, “what wasn’t in the works was the 

how… the direction that would see that happen” (Seun, Senior Manager). Ololade also 

reiterated the intention to “always gradually move to a more sustainable model of financing, as 

youth should not only be relying on grants” (Ololade, Senior Manager). In addition, Ali 

described how the need to move beyond external funding had “always been an issue” within 

the organization, which was regularly discussed in meetings (Ali, Senior Research Analyst). 

Dupe similarly highlighted that there was a recurring “question of financial sustainability” and 
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how to “do more with available financial resources,” which became increasingly important as 

the organization evolved (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). 

At the same time, members reflected on the limitations of the organization’s existing activities. 

Several participants highlighted that Organization “X” had been heavily focused on 

conferences, discussions, and advocacy, but these activities did not always lead to tangible 

outcomes. As Chike explained, “it’s different when you advocate for something, but are you in 

the action of it?” (Chike, Strategy Lead). Similarly, Susan described how the organization 

realized that the problems discussed in conferences were “actually real-life problems,” which 

led to the idea that “instead of just having case studies, we can also step into the field and try 

to solve these problems” (Susan, Communications Lead). Jesse also referred to the 2023 

conference in the United States as an important moment that helped the organization reflect on 

its direction, particularly in recognizing the need to focus more on impact within its immediate 

context (Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead). In a similar vein, Dupe described how growing 

exposure and experience led members to realize that “you want to make an impact, but you 

need enough financing,” reinforcing the limitations of relying solely on conference-based 

activities (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). 

The process was further shaped by early project-related experiences that took place before 2023. 

Participants frequently referred to activities in 2022 as important moments that helped clarify 

what project implementation could look like in practice. For example, Seun recalled that a 

training program conducted for a private secondary school in Lagos, Nigeria was one of the 

first instances where members were paid for their work. Reflecting on this experience, the 

participant explained that “we got paid for our work… and that was the first time that we got 

paid” (Seun, Senior Manager). Khalid and Ololade also referred to a small energy project 

implementation in 2021, which was supported by a grant from that year’s conference and 

provided early exposure to income-generating activities (Khalid, CEO/Co-founder; Ololade, 

Senior Manager). In addition, Ali also described how earlier research and collaborative 

activities demonstrated that the organization had the ability to deliver outputs that could be 

developed into more structured projects (Ali, Senior Research Analyst). Dupe similarly pointed 

to early project experiences such as a Cooling project that was implemented, noting that such 

initiatives demonstrated that “we can do more” and helped trigger further conversations about 

scaling project-based work (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). 
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These early experiences were followed by involvement in larger projects and external 

opportunities, which further reinforced the feasibility of project-based work. Chike described 

how participation in a funded project provided a new level of confidence within the 

organization, stating that “it gave a sense of validation that… we are well equipped to now 

move towards project implementation” (Chike, Strategy Lead). Similarly, Susan noted that 

successful projects contributed to building “a track record of the capacity of the team” (Susan, 

Communications Lead). Ali also referred to the growing internal capacity of the organization, 

including knowledge, skills, and experience, which supported the move toward more structured 

project implementation (Ali, Senior Research Analyst). Dupe also highlighted how project 

success brought “more visibility… more trust” and opened doors for further partnerships, 

reinforcing the organization’s ability to operate in the project space (Dupe, Director, Monitoring 

& Evaluation). 

Leadership also played a visible role in shaping this process. Participants consistently referred 

to Khalid as a key driver of the shift, particularly in emphasizing the importance of 

compensation for members. As Seun explained, Khalid had consistently maintained that 

“young professionals should be paid for the work that they do,” even before the organization 

had a clear mechanism for doing so (Seun, Senior Manager). At the same time, participants 

noted that payment depended on the organization’s ability to secure projects that generated 

income, which reinforced the importance of project implementation. Dupe also reflected this 

logic, noting that as projects generated funding, the organization began to question how to 

“compensate internally within the team for these hard skills and services,” further reinforcing 

the shift toward structured project work (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). 

Despite the central role of leadership, participants described the process as collaborative rather 

than imposed. Seun noted that “everyone was on board” and that there was “no dissenting 

opinion” regarding the move toward project implementation (Seun, Senior Manager). Chike 

also described a generally positive reaction, particularly because the shift created opportunities 

for both impact and financial support (Chike, Strategy Lead). Jesse emphasized that decisions 

were discussed openly within meetings and shaped through consultations with members and 

stakeholders before being communicated more broadly (Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead). 

Dupe similarly described how ideas emerged through “open mic” discussions in meetings 

where “everybody has…an opportunity to give suggestions,” reinforcing the collective nature 

of the process (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). 
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External interactions also contributed to shaping the process. Participants referred to 

partnerships, funding opportunities, and collaborations as important elements influencing how 

the organization moved forward. As highlighted by Khalid, Organization “X” engaged 

“external stakeholders…to ensure projects aligned with different interests and needs” (Khalid, 

CEO/Co-founder). In addition, Chike described how exposure to other organizations created 

new perspectives: “you see somebody doing something similar and making money… and you 

start asking yourself, ‘why can’t we do something similar?’” (Chike, Strategy Lead). Jesse also 

referred to exposure to global networks and partnerships as influencing how they thought about 

the organization’s activities and possibilities (Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead). Dupe 

similarly described how participation in global platforms such as COP28 “created a radical 

shift in what is possible” and influenced how opportunities were perceived and pursued (Dupe, 

Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). 

The broader context in which the organization operated was also mentioned by participants. 

Seun explained that reliance on voluntary work created financial pressure, stating that “we don’t 

have the opportunity to keep spending personal funds… that cannot work” (Seun, Senior 

Manager). Other participants referred to challenges such as securing funding, gaining trust from 

partners, and navigating approvals when implementing projects (Susan, Communications Lead; 

Ololade, Senior Manager). In addition, Dupe emphasized that “funding opportunities… climate 

opportunities… ESG was becoming a buzzword,” highlighting how external developments 

influenced both the timing and direction of project implementation (Dupe, Director, Monitoring 

& Evaluation). 

Overall, participants described the emergence of project implementation as a gradual process 

that developed through ongoing discussions, experiences, and activities within the organization. 

The shift was associated with existing intentions, early project experiences, increasing internal 

capacity, leadership influence, and external interactions, and became more central to the 

organization over time as members engaged in project-based work. 

4.3 Reframing Organizational Identity: From Advocacy to Action  

Alongside the emergence of project implementation, participants also described changes in how 

Organization “X” was understood in terms of its identity. While the organization was initially 

centered around advocacy, conferences, and knowledge exchange, participants referred to a 
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shift toward seeing Organization “X” as an actor that also implements solutions. This shift was 

described as something that developed over time rather than as a formally defined rebranding. 

In its earlier phase, Organization “X” was primarily associated with advocacy-oriented 

activities (Organization “X”, 2026). Conferences, discussions, and case studies were central to 

how the organization operated and how members contributed (Organization “X”, 2024). As 

Seun described, the organization had been focused on “talking and talking and 

talking…organizing conferences” (Seun, Senior Manager). Similarly, Chike emphasized that 

much of the work involved “sharing on social media” and “advocating for the issues” (Chike, 

Strategy Lead). Ololade also noted that advocacy was the starting point of the organization, 

explaining that it was “how we initially knew how to make impact before we saw other 

possibilities” (Ololade, Senior Manager). Dupe similarly described early organizational 

activities as centered around conference preparation, case studies, and knowledge exchange, 

where participants worked on “case studies…in preparation for the annual conference and then 

make presentations” (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). These activities were 

described by participants as shaping how the organization operated in its early years. 

Over time, participants described how members began to question whether advocacy alone was 

sufficient. Chike explained that “it’s different when you advocate for something, but are you in 

the action of it?” (Chike, Strategy Lead). Similarly, Susan described how the organization 

began to recognize that the issues discussed in conferences were “real-life problems” that 

required practical solutions beyond discussion (Susan, Communications Lead). Other 

participants also referred to this shift in thinking. Jesse explained that exposure to external 

environments and activities led to a stronger focus on “doing more within our own 

environment” rather than only engaging in discussions (Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead). 

Dupe also reflected this shift, noting that over time there was increasing emphasis on “doing 

more” and leveraging the organization’s growing capacity to move beyond discussion into 

implementation (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). 

Participants also described that the organization did not abandon advocacy, but rather expanded 

its activities. Chike noted that Organization “X” did not “move completely away from 

advocacy,” but instead began “shifting a large portion of our efforts…towards project 

implementation” (Chike, Strategy Lead). Similarly, Ali described how the organization 

“continued to combine different forms of activities, including research, advocacy, and project 

implementation, depending on the context” (Ali, Senior Research Analyst). Dupe also 
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described how project work was integrated alongside existing activities, such as research, case 

study design, and stakeholder engagement, rather than replacing them entirely (Dupe, Director, 

Monitoring & Evaluation). These accounts show that participants referred to a broader range of 

activities rather than a replacement of one type of work with another. 

Participants also spoke about how this shift was connected to how they viewed impact. Several 

participants described that impact was no longer only associated with awareness or discussions, 

but also with direct engagement in projects. As Ali explained, project implementation created 

opportunities to “do more” and contribute in more practical ways (Ali, Senior Research 

Analyst). Jesse also described how involvement in projects allowed members to gain experience 

by “being in the field” and engaging with real-world situations (Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach 

Lead). Dupe similarly described how project-based work enabled members to engage with 

stakeholders, conduct research, and contribute to real-world solutions, for example through 

activities such as organizing stakeholder webinars and participating in applied research projects 

(Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). 

At the same time, participants connected this identity shift to financial sustainability, 

consistently framing revenue not as a competing end but as a means of sustaining impact, a 

relationship developed in detail in Section 4.4. As Khalid put it, the organization remained 

"intentional about keeping social impact as the core focus, with profitability as a means to 

sustain the organization" (Khalid, CEO/Co-founder). 

Participants also mentioned that the shift toward project-based work influenced how the 

organization was perceived. Jesse noted that the organization began to appear less focused only 

on social impact discussions and more involved in “service” and “entrepreneurial” activities, 

particularly in how it presented itself publicly (Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead). Dupe 

similarly noted that engaging in project-based activities, research collaborations, and 

partnerships contributed to building the organization’s visibility and credibility in professional 

spaces (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). This was described as reflecting the 

organization’s current activities and the types of projects it was involved in. 

Internally, participants described changes in how members saw their roles. Susan explained that 

project-based work created opportunities for members to “travel…lead communications…and 

grow” (Susan, Communications Lead). Seun also noted that involvement in projects allowed 

members to “put our passion into real-life work” and develop professional skills (Seun, Senior 
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Manager). Jesse referred to “project activities enabled members to take on responsibilities and 

contribute based on their interests and skills” (Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead). Dupe also 

highlighted how members took on roles in areas such as monitoring and evaluation, research, 

and stakeholder coordination, reflecting a shift toward more specialized and professionalized 

contributions (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). 

Participants also described changes in expectations around participation. Chike explained that 

members were encouraged to take initiative, stating that “if you have any ideas…can you start 

it yourself?” (Chike, Strategy Lead). Similarly, Ali described that members could “choose 

where to contribute, including research, project development, or identifying funding 

opportunities” (Ali, Senior Research Analyst). Dupe also noted that over time, the organization 

became more open to members “taking ownership” of projects and proposing initiatives, with 

communication and approval processes supporting this approach (Dupe, Director, Monitoring 

& Evaluation). These accounts indicate that participation was linked to members’ activity and 

willingness to contribute. 

At the same time, participants noted that the shift toward project implementation involved new 

types of work. Susan pointed out that “case studies are very different from implementing 

projects in the real world” (Susan, Communications Lead). Dupe also referred to the need for 

skills such as stakeholder engagement, coordination, research, and communication when 

working on projects, particularly in multi-partner and cross-country settings (Dupe, Director, 

Monitoring & Evaluation). Ololade also noted that involvement in project implementation 

contributed to the organization’s growth and enabled members to take on more complex 

activities (Ololade, Senior Manager). 

Overall, participants described changes in how Organization “X” was understood, from a focus 

on advocacy and discussion toward a broader set of activities that included project 

implementation. These changes were reflected in how participants talked about impact, 

participation, and the types of activities the organization was involved in over time. 

4.4 Financial Sustainability as an Enabler of Impact 

Across all interviews, financial sustainability was consistently described as an important 

element in the shift toward project implementation. Participants referred to financial 

sustainability not only in terms of generating income, but also in relation to sustaining the 
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organization’s activities and supporting its members. Generating revenue was often described 

alongside the organization’s ability to continue creating social impact. 

From the leadership perspective, the move toward project implementation was linked to 

reducing dependence on external funding sources. As Khalid explained, the organization 

decided to shift from relying on sponsors and donors toward developing projects that generate 

funding while aligning with its social mission (Khalid, CEO/Co-founder). This direction was 

also reflected in the organization’s strategy for 2025 to 2030 (Organization “X”, 2025). 

Similarly, Ali described how reliance on external funding had limitations, particularly due to 

conditions set by partners and sponsors, which sometimes affected how activities could be 

carried out (Ali, Senior Research Analyst). Dupe also highlighted that discussions around 

project implementation were partly driven by “the question of being able to do more with 

available financial resources” and how to sustain activities over time (Dupe, Director, 

Monitoring & Evaluation). 

Participants also described how the need for financial sustainability became more apparent 

through their experiences within the organization. In earlier stages, most activities were based 

on voluntary contributions. Members often contributed time and resources without financial 

compensation. As Seun explained, members relied on personal resources such as “data for the 

internet… transportation costs,” and noted that “that in itself is not sustainable” (Seun, Senior 

Manager). Chike also described that while volunteering was part of the organization, 

“everybody gets excited when what you are doing now starts bringing in some form of money” 

(Chike, Strategy Lead). Dupe provided further insight into this shift, explaining that over time 

members began to recognize that “you want to make impact, but you need enough financing,” 

especially when considering costs such as logistics, professional services, and internal 

contributions (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). She also noted that this led to 

questions around “how…to compensate internally within the team,” reinforcing the need to 

move beyond purely voluntary engagement (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). 

The introduction of project-based work was described as creating opportunities to address these 

challenges. Participants explained that projects allowed the organization to generate revenue 

while continuing its activities. As Seun stated, “if you work on a particular project, you get 

paid…for your time” (Seun, Senior Manager). Chike also noted that following the shift, the 

organization could “support people… they get compensated in a way” (Chike, Strategy Lead). 

Ali described that project implementation enabled the organization to “generate resources” 
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while applying its expertise in areas such as sustainability and research (Ali, Senior Research 

Analyst). Dupe similarly described how project-based activities, such as the Cooling project, 

provided not only financial resources but also increased visibility and credibility, which in turn 

opened further opportunities for funding and partnerships (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & 

Evaluation). These accounts show how project-based work was associated with both financial 

and operational aspects of the organization. 

Participants consistently described financial sustainability as connected to, rather than separate 

from, social impact. Ololade stated that “having one does not negate the other; neither are they 

mutually exclusive to themselves” (Ololade, Senior Manager). Seun described social impact 

and funding as “different sides of the same coin,” explaining that “you need one to be able to… 

work on the other” (Seun, Senior Manager). Chike also stated that “it’s only fair to actually 

make money if you are making an impact” (Chike, Strategy Lead). Similarly, Jesse described 

how revenue generated from services or projects could be used to “finance the social impact” 

of the organization (Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead). Dupe also reflected this perspective, 

explaining that financial resources were necessary not only for external activities but also to 

sustain internal contributions and ensure continued impact (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & 

Evaluation). These statements reflect how participants described the relationship between 

financial sustainability and impact. 

Participants also referred to how financial considerations were incorporated into decision-

making. Khalid explained that the organization remained “intentional about keeping social 

impact as the core focus, with profitability as a means to sustain the organization” (Khalid, 

CEO/Co-founder). Susan similarly emphasized that “as long as we are not drifting from our 

mission… we didn’t focus mainly on just making money” (Susan, Communications Lead). Ali 

also described that “decisions around projects involved identifying activities that aligned with 

the organization’s goals while also providing opportunities for funding” (Ali, Senior Research 

Analyst). Dupe added that financial sustainability was not the sole driver, but rather part of a 

broader consideration of how to “leverage the organization better” and create more 

opportunities for both impact and participation (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). 

At the same time, participants described concerns and uncertainties related to financial 

sustainability. One concern related to securing funding and building trust with external partners. 

As Susan explained, there were questions about whether partners would trust the organization 

with funding, especially given its previous focus on conferences (Susan, Communications 
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Lead). Ali described concerns about competing with more established organizations when 

seeking funding or pitching projects (Ali, Senior Research Analyst). Susan also referred to 

uncertainties in funding flows, where income from projects could be irregular or dependent on 

external approvals (Susan, Communications Lead). Dupe also raised concerns about becoming 

“donor-led,” where reliance on funding could potentially shift the organization away from its 

original vision and priorities (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). 

Participants also described how financial sustainability influenced how opportunities were 

approached. Seun noted that over time, the organization became more attentive to identifying 

“projects that are actually worth your time,” particularly in relation to partners and expected 

outcomes (Seun, Senior Manager). Similarly, Ali described how the organization became more 

selective in choosing “the right kind of project” and partnerships that aligned with its goals 

(Ali, Senior Research Analyst). Dupe also highlighted those decisions increasingly involved 

thinking strategically about how to “leverage opportunities” and build credibility through 

focused project engagement (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). These accounts show 

how financial considerations were included in how activities were selected. 

The broader context was also mentioned as influencing the importance of financial 

sustainability. Participants highlighted that operating in Nigeria made it difficult to rely solely 

on voluntary contributions due to economic constraints. As Seun explained, “we don’t have the 

opportunity to… keep on spending personal funds… that cannot work” (Seun, Senior Manager). 

Ololade also referred to earlier stages when resources were sourced from personal networks, 

including family and friends (Ololade, Senior Manager). Ali noted that funding was also 

required to support inclusivity within the organization, such as enabling members to participate 

in activities across different locations (Ali, Senior Research Analyst). Dupe similarly described 

how broader economic realities and changing expectations among members, particularly the 

shift toward seeking “financial sustainability or economic freedom”, reinforced the importance 

of generating funding through projects (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). 

Participants also referred to how the organization presented this shift externally. Chike noted 

that there was consideration of how moving toward revenue generation might be perceived, 

particularly given the organization’s origins as an advocacy-focused initiative (Chike, Strategy 

Lead). Jesse described how the organization’s public communication, including social media, 

began to reflect its involvement in both social impact and project-based or entrepreneurial 

activities (Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead). Dupe also noted that increased visibility from 
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projects and partnerships contributed to how the organization was perceived externally, 

particularly in professional and development spaces (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & 

Evaluation). 

Overall, participants described financial sustainability as an important element in how 

Organization “X” operated and evolved. It was presented in relation to reducing reliance on 

external funding, supporting members, enabling project implementation, and sustaining the 

organization’s activities over time. At the same time, participants referred to challenges related 

to funding, competition, and uncertainty, which were part of the organization’s ongoing 

experiences. 

4.5 Capacity, Timing, and Organizational Constraints 

While the shift toward project implementation created new opportunities for Organization “X”, 

participants also described a range of practical constraints related to capacity, timing, and 

organizational structure. Across interviews, these constraints were discussed in relation to 

member availability, organizational capabilities, and external conditions that influenced how 

projects were carried out. 

One of the most frequently mentioned constraints was member availability. As a network 

composed largely of students and young professionals, members were often balancing work, 

studies, and other responsibilities. As Chike explained, “it’s not a conversation of ‘are we able,’ 

but… ‘who is available’” (Chike, Strategy Lead). Similarly, Ololade reflected on personal 

limitations, stating that “my concern was…would I have enough time to be involved in projects” 

(Ololade, Senior Manager). Dupe also linked participation to members’ changing life stages, 

explaining that “as you grow older as a young person, you begin to pivot from the thinking of 

volunteering and service to wanting financial sustainability or economic freedom for yourself 

as well” (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). Jesse also described “managing multiple 

commitments while participating in the organization”, which “affected the level of involvement 

in certain activities” (Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead). These accounts indicate that 

availability influenced when and how members could participate in projects. 

This issue of availability also influenced how responsibilities were distributed. Participants 

described how some members became more involved over time due to their availability. As 

Chike noted, “you’ve seen two or three members who have stepped up over time… they are 

now the face of Organization “X” in a way” (Chike, Strategy Lead). At the same time, Chike 
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also referred to efforts to ensure broader participation, so that more members could be involved 

in projects and gain experience (Chike, Strategy Lead). Dupe similarly raised questions about 

project allocation and compensation, asking “who gets assigned to projects and who gets paid” 

and “what’s the criteria” when only a limited number of members can be compensated through 

a project (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). Jesse explained that involvement in 

projects was often linked to individual initiative and level of activity within the organization, 

noting that more active members were more likely to be included in project work (Jesse, 

Advocacy & Outreach Lead). 

In response to these conditions, participants described a decentralized approach to project 

initiation. Members were encouraged to take initiative and contribute to projects based on their 

interests and availability. As Chike explained, individuals with ideas could start projects 

themselves (Chike, Strategy Lead). Dupe also explained that if members had their own project 

ideas, they could communicate them to the co-founders, receive approval, and then take the 

lead if the project materialized (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). Ali described how 

members could choose roles based on their skills and interests, contributing to different aspects 

such as research, project development, or identifying funding opportunities (Ali, Senior 

Research Analyst). At the same time, Chike also noted that this approach sometimes resulted 

in limited visibility across projects, as some activities were carried out independently by 

different groups (Chike, Strategy Lead). 

Participants also described constraints related to organizational capacity and experience, 

particularly in the early stages of project implementation. There were concerns about whether 

the organization had the required experience to attract funding and partnerships. As Susan 

explained, there were uncertainties about “whether prospective partners would trust us with 

funding” given the organization’s previous focus on conferences (Susan, Communications 

Lead). Similarly, Ali described concerns about competing with more established organizations 

when seeking funding and positioning the organization in the project space (Ali, Senior 

Research Analyst). Dupe described another capacity-related concern around focus, explaining 

that the organization needed to “build credibility in being able to complete and deliver 

excellently as opposed to just managing ten projects at the same time” (Dupe, Director, 

Monitoring & Evaluation). 

Closely related to this were descriptions of challenges in moving from discussion-based 

activities to project implementation. Participants noted that implementing projects required 
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different skills and approaches compared to organizing conferences. As Susan described, 

activities such as case studies were “very different from implementing projects in the real 

world” (Susan, Communications Lead). Ali explained that project work involved engaging with 

external organizations, applying technical knowledge, and delivering outputs in practical 

settings (Ali, Senior Research Analyst). Dupe’s account also shows this practical shift, as she 

described project implementation as requiring monitoring and evaluation structures, attendance 

or timesheets, research templates, and other documents to support project and policy work 

(Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). 

Timing was also described as an important factor influencing project implementation. 

Participants explained that opportunities often emerged unexpectedly and required quick 

responses. Khalid described how leveraging opportunities as they arose played a role in shaping 

the organization’s activities (Khalid, CEO/Co-founder). Seun similarly stated that the 

organization needed to “make use of the opportunities” when they appeared, depending on 

member availability (Seun, Senior Manager). Dupe also described the timing of external 

opportunities, noting that “there were more energy related opportunities opening up,” 

alongside “funding opportunities” and “climate opportunities” (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & 

Evaluation). Jesse described how certain experiences, “such as participation in international 

events”, influenced when the organization decided to focus more on projects (Jesse, Advocacy 

& Outreach Lead). These accounts show how timing and availability were connected in 

practice. 

Participants also referred to external constraints that affected project implementation. These 

included regulatory processes, approvals, and institutional requirements. For example, Susan 

described how obtaining approvals from multiple government agencies could delay projects, 

noting that “if we have to get approval from about four or five government agencies…there’s 

already a delay” (Susan, Communications Lead). Dupe also referred to a possible “policy 

change around company registration” as one contextual factor that may have contributed to 

the organization’s decision-making process (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). These 

factors added additional steps to the implementation process. 

Financial and resource constraints were also mentioned in relation to project implementation. 

Participants described how funding was not always consistent. As Susan explained, “funding 

came in parts,” which affected planning and execution (Susan, Communications Lead). Ali 

described how funding limitations also influenced the scale of activities and the ability to 
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involve members in different locations (Ali, Senior Research Analyst). Dupe similarly 

explained that “you realize you want to make impact, but you need enough financing,” adding 

that projects also involve internal skills and services that require compensation (Dupe, Director, 

Monitoring & Evaluation). Earlier reliance on personal resources also required members to 

consider how much time and effort they could commit to organizational activities (Seun, Senior 

Manager; Ololade, Senior Manager). 

In addition, participants referred to internal communication and information flow as part of 

organizational constraints. Jesse described that not all members were fully aware of details 

related to ongoing projects, noting that information sharing was sometimes limited to updates 

rather than detailed discussions of project processes and outcomes (Jesse, Advocacy & 

Outreach Lead). Dupe also noted that the decision was communicated in a monthly meeting 

and followed by restructuring of roles and responsibilities to prepare for the change (Dupe, 

Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). This created differences in how members understood 

ongoing activities within the organization. 

Overall, participants described capacity, timing, and organizational constraints as factors that 

influenced how projects were implemented within Organization “X”. These included member 

availability, distribution of responsibilities, organizational experience, timing of opportunities, 

external requirements, and resource limitations. These factors were described in relation to how 

activities were organized and carried out over time. 

4.6 Distributed Meanings Across Organizational Actors 

The findings show that the shift toward project implementation was not understood in a uniform 

way across Organization “X”. Participants described different understandings of the transition 

based on their roles, experiences, and levels of involvement within the organization. While 

there was general alignment regarding the direction of the shift, participants emphasized 

different aspects of what project implementation meant in practice. 

A strategic, organization-level understanding was most visible among participants closest to 

the organization's direction-setting. Khalid, as CEO, described the transition in relation to long-

term sustainability, the transition involved reducing dependence on sponsors and donors and 

developing projects that generate sustainable funding (Khalid, CEO/Co-founder). Ali similarly 

described the shift as a response to an ongoing need to move beyond reliance on external 

funding and to establish a stronger internal business case for the organization (Ali, Senior 
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Research Analyst). Dupe also reflected on this broader shift, explaining that over time the 

organization began questioning “how can we leverage the organization better… what can we 

do strategically… with these opportunities that are opening up” (Dupe, Director, Monitoring 

& Evaluation). These descriptions focused on continuity, resource generation, and positioning 

of the organization over time. 

Operational members read the same transition very differently. Where leadership described it 

in terms of organizational direction, those involved in program delivery described it through 

their own hands-on involvement. Seun explained that the shift allowed them to “put my passion 

into real-life work” and engage beyond discussions (Seun, Senior Manager). Susan also 

described how the transition created opportunities to move from conferences to implementing 

activities in practice (Susan, Communications Lead). Jesse described involvement in different 

teams and projects, emphasizing that members could contribute in multiple areas depending on 

where they were needed (Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead). Dupe similarly described this 

shift in practice through her role, explaining how project implementation involved concrete 

responsibilities such as case study design, monitoring and evaluation, reporting, and working 

with partners across projects (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). These accounts 

focused on participation, experience, and engagement in activities. 

The financial dimension of the transition was understood along a clear divide. Where leadership 

framed financial sustainability structurally - Khalid and Ololade linking it to long-term 

organizational viability (Khalid, CEO/Co-founder; Ololade, Senior manager) - operational 

members framed the same issue personally, in terms of compensation and individual 

experience. Chike noted that the transition created a “positive sentiment” because members 

could “get paid for their work and for their effort” (Chike, Strategy Lead). Khalid also 

described compensation as reflecting the view that “young professionals should be paid for the 

work that they do” (Khalid, CEO/Co-founder) and Ololade restating the importance for 

organizational financial independence (Ololade, Senior manager). Ali referred to financial 

sustainability in terms of generating resources from projects and applying organizational 

expertise in areas such as sustainability and research (Ali, Senior Research Analyst). Dupe also 

framed this in relation to both organizational and individual needs, explaining that “you want 

to make impact, but you need enough financing,” and that compensation becomes necessary 

when internal skills and services are used in projects (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & 

Evaluation). The same financial reality was thus read structurally from a leadership perspective 
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and personally from internal beliefs, thus showing a difference of vantage point rather than of 

disagreement. 

Functional roles within the organization were also associated with different emphasis during 

the retrospective sensemaking. For example, participants involved in communication and 

outreach described the transition in relation to visibility, partnerships, and public positioning. 

Susan referred to maintaining impact and ensuring continuity through project activities (Susan, 

Communications Lead). Jesse described how the organization’s public communication, 

including social media, began to reflect both social impact and project-based or entrepreneurial 

activities (Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead). In contrast, participants involved in research or 

technical activities described the transition in relation to applying knowledge, developing case 

studies, and engaging in project-based work (Ali, Senior Research Analyst). 

Participants also diverged in where they located the main challenge. For Chike it was internal, 

lying in member availability rather than the organization's capability, and Dupe similarly looked 

inward, to fairness in "who gets assigned to projects and who gets paid" (Chike, Strategy Lead; 

Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). Susan and Ali, by contrast, looked outward, to 

whether partners would trust the organization with funding (Susan, Communications Lead) and 

to compete with more established organizations (Ali, Senior Research Analyst). Where a 

participant located the main challenge thus tracked closely with their role: those embedded in 

internal coordination saw internal constraints, while those facing partners and funders saw 

external ones. 

Participants also described differences in how actively individuals engaged with the transition. 

While there was general agreement with the direction, levels of participation varied. Chike 

noted that some members relied on leadership direction, stating that “everybody’s a little 

relaxed and waiting for when…this is direction, let’s go” (Chike, Strategy Lead). Jesse 

explained that involvement in projects depended on individual activity and initiative, with more 

active members being more likely to participate in project work (Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach 

Lead). Dupe also noted that over time, the organization increasingly encouraged members to 

take ownership of projects, allowing individuals to propose and lead initiatives if approved by 

leadership (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). 

At the same time, participants consistently described overall alignment regarding the transition. 

Seun stated that “everyone was on board” with the move toward project implementation (Seun, 
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Senior Manager), while Chike described a generally positive sentiment within the organization 

(Chike, Strategy Lead). Dupe similarly described the decision as “very supported… I don’t 

think there was any disagreement” (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation), and Jesse 

described the transition as “peaceful,” with no significant conflict or opposition among 

members (Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead). These descriptions indicate that while meaning 

construction differed, participants expressed agreement with the overall direction. 

Participants also described how their understanding of the transition developed over time. Early 

experiences were associated with uncertainty and exploration, while later experiences were 

linked to clearer understandings of how projects worked in practice. Seun described how the 

organization learned to identify "projects that are actually worth your time" (Seun, Senior 

Manager). Susan referred to learning related to stakeholder engagement and project 

implementation (Susan, Communications Lead). Jesse described ongoing learning through 

project experiences and partnerships, noting that each project provided new insights (Jesse, 

Advocacy & Outreach Lead). 

Overall, participants described different meanings of the shift toward project implementation 

across organizational roles and experiences. Participants closest to direction-setting emphasized 

long-term sustainability and organizational positioning, while operational and functional roles 

emphasized participation, communication, partnerships, and the practical work of 

implementation. Participants also diverged in how they made sense of the financial dimension, 

what they located as the main challenges, and how actively they engaged with the transition. 

These accounts reflect how the transition was understood in multiple ways across the 

organization. 

4.7 The Role of External Context in Shaping Decisions 

The findings show that the shift toward project implementation in Organization “X” was 

influenced not only by internal experiences, but also by external contextual factors. Participants 

described how interactions with external stakeholders, exposure to other organizations, funding 

opportunities, and broader environmental conditions contributed to shaping the organization’s 

activities and direction. 

One of the key external influences described by participants was the role of partnerships and 

interactions with external stakeholders. Khalid explained that the organization worked with 

“external stakeholders…to ensure projects aligned with different interests and needs” (Khalid, 
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CEO/Co-founder). Similarly, Ololade described how early consultations and engagements with 

external partners contributed to identifying new focus areas such as climate education (Ololade, 

Senior Manager). Ali referred to collaborations with other organizations and partners in 

activities such as research and sustainability-related work, which contributed to shaping project 

opportunities and directions (Ali, Senior Research Analyst). Dupe also described how 

partnerships and collaborations - such as working with international partners and multi-

organization consortia - played a role in project development and implementation, noting 

involvement in “a consortium of more than ten partners in different continents” and 

engagement with stakeholders through research and project activities (Dupe, Director, 

Monitoring & Evaluation). These interactions were described in relation to both identifying 

opportunities and carrying out activities. 

Participants also referred to exposure to other organizations and practices as influencing their 

perspectives. Chike described how observing similar organizations influenced their thinking, 

stating that “you see somebody doing something similar and making money… and you start 

asking yourself, ‘why can’t we do something similar?’” (Chike, Strategy Lead). Jesse described 

how exposure to international networks and global practices during an overseas conference 

contributed to understanding how partnerships and projects operate at a broader level (Jesse, 

Advocacy & Outreach Lead). Dupe similarly described how exposure to global environments, 

such as participation in COP28, “created a radical shift in what is possible in the industry” and 

influenced how opportunities could be leveraged (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). 

These experiences were described as shaping how members viewed possibilities for the 

organization. 

Funding opportunities and project-based engagements were also mentioned as part of the 

external context. Participants described how access to grants and funded projects provided 

opportunities to engage in implementation activities. Chike referred to participation in a funded 

project as providing resources and validation for the organization’s capabilities (Chike, Strategy 

Lead). Jesse described how project opportunities existed in areas such as sustainability and 

renewable energy, noting that there was “room for growth” and opportunities for organizations 

to engage in such spaces (Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead). Dupe also highlighted how 

“funding opportunities… climate opportunities… ESG was becoming a buzzword” contributed 

to discussions about project implementation and encouraged the organization to act on available 

opportunities (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). These opportunities were described 

in relation to both funding and activity development. 
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Participants also described how the broader socio-economic context influenced organizational 

decisions. Seun explained that reliance on personal resources was not sustainable, stating that 

“we don’t have the opportunity to…keep on spending personal funds… that cannot work” 

(Seun, Senior Manager). Ololade also referred to earlier reliance on personal networks for 

resources (Ololade, Senior Manager). Ali described how funding limitations affected the ability 

to include members in activities, particularly when participation required travel or physical 

presence (Ali, Senior Research Analyst). Dupe similarly described how changing expectations 

among members, particularly as they matured, contributed to the need for financial 

sustainability, noting that individuals begin to shift “from volunteering and service to wanting 

financial sustainability or economic freedom” (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). 

These descriptions relate to how economic conditions influenced participation and 

organizational activities. 

Institutional and regulatory conditions were also mentioned by participants. Susan described 

how project implementation required navigating approvals from government agencies, noting 

that such processes could create delays (Susan, Communications Lead). Ali also referred to 

working within specific institutional frameworks that influenced what activities could be 

carried out and how they were implemented (Ali, Senior Research Analyst). Dupe also noted 

that there were “slight policy change[s] around company registration” and broader 

expectations tied to being perceived as a professional organization, which influenced how the 

organization positioned itself and operated (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). These 

factors were described in relation to project timelines and execution. 

Participants also referred to broader trends and developments influencing the organization’s 

focus. Chike noted that the organization responded to “what is going on in the environment,” 

including global agendas and funding priorities (Chike, Strategy Lead). Jesse described how 

areas such as renewable energy and sustainability were identified as spaces with opportunities 

for engagement and development (Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead). Dupe similarly 

emphasized that trends such as climate change, ESG, and energy transition becoming more 

prominent shaped the organization’s direction and focus areas (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & 

Evaluation). These trends were described in relation to how the organization selected focus 

areas. 

External context was also described in relation to evaluating opportunities and challenges. 

Participants referred to considerations such as competition, partner expectations, and 
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organizational positioning. Susan described concerns about competing with larger 

organizations when seeking to implement projects (Susan, Communications Lead). Ali 

described concerns about how to position the organization and compete with more experienced 

entities in securing funding or project opportunities (Ali, Senior Research Analyst). Dupe also 

reflected on how perceptions of youth-led organizations and expectations of professionalism 

influenced how the organization positioned itself, noting that being seen as “a professional 

organization” required adapting how it operated and engaged externally (Dupe, Director, 

Monitoring & Evaluation). These considerations were described as part of how opportunities 

were approached. 

Overall, participants described the external context as including partnerships, funding 

opportunities, institutional conditions, socio-economic factors, and broader trends. These 

elements were referred to in relation to how activities were identified, implemented, and 

adjusted over time. 

4.8 Leadership Communication of Mission and the Management of 

Social–Commercial Objectives 

While participants consistently described social impact and financial sustainability as 

complementary, the findings also show that this complementarity was not simply assumed. 

Participants linked it to the way the organization's mission was communicated, particularly by 

the leadership and board. They also described tensions associated with the transition, which, 

although present, were largely managed rather than left to escalate. 

Across interviews, participants described the organization's mission as clearly and consistently 

communicated. Seun explained that the CEO's reasoning around impact and compensation "has 

sort of become like a mantra", describing it as the "static messaging" the leadership had "always 

given", and noted that the CEO "made sure to explain to everyone" how the transition would 

work, so it was very clear from the beginning" (Seun, Senior Manager). Ali described the 

leadership's communication as deliberate and documented: "it's always well documented... 

given out for people to read, review, and give back your feedback", which he linked directly to 

members having "a good understanding of what we really want to do" (Ali, Senior Research 

Analyst). Jesse similarly described the CEO as communicating through explanation rather than 

instruction, noting that he "was never imposing" and "always explains what his point is" (Jesse, 

Advocacy & Outreach Lead). Dupe described the decision as "communicated clearly" in a 



 

83 (126) 

monthly meeting, and noted that over time "the communication became clearer and has been 

reinforced" (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). 

Participants connected this communication to a shared awareness that the social mission would 

not be traded off for revenue. Khalid described the impact-first orientation as something 

"spelled out right from the very start", such that "everyone knows, it's quite clear" (Khalid, 

CEO/Co-founder). Susan, when asked what makes a good decision, placed alignment with the 

organization's mission and vision first among the factors she identified, ranking financial 

considerations last, and emphasized that the organization had "never derailed" from its mission 

(Susan, Communications Lead). Ali similarly described the mission as shaping which decisions 

were considered acceptable, explaining that the organization needed to "maintain our social 

identity" rather than become "more economic oriented" (Ali, Senior Research Analyst). 

At the same time, participants did describe tensions associated with the transition. Dupe 

articulated a concern about mission drift, describing how reliance on funders could lead an 

organization to "drop part of your vision" and "take on the donor's vision", becoming "donor-

led" (Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). She also raised questions of fairness in how 

paid project work was allocated, asking "who gets assigned to projects and who gets paid" and 

"what's the criteria", noting that this concern had come up "a lot more vocally" over time (Dupe, 

Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). Susan similarly emphasized the need to avoid "drifting 

from our mission," while Chike acknowledged a concern about how an increasingly revenue-

oriented organization might be externally perceived (Chike, Strategy Lead). 

Participants generally described these tensions as acknowledged but not destabilizing. Several 

connected this to the clarity of the mission and to the way leadership explained the reasoning 

behind decisions. Ali, for example, described how when members proposed a faster move into 

commercial consulting, the leadership "explained" why the organization's registration and stage 

made this premature, and members accepted this reasoning rather than contesting it (Ali, Senior 

Research Analyst). Chike, however, offered a more reflexive view, suggesting that decision-

making remained "heavily dependent on the founders", with some members "relaxed and 

waiting" for direction (Chike, Strategy Lead) while Jesse and Dupe noted that decisions were 

made within meetings and discussions with team members (Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead; 

Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation). Jesse also noted a limit to the organization's 

communication, observing that members were not always "abreast with the entirety of the 

activities of the organization", as project updates were sometimes not detailed enough, which 
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she suggested could create knowledge gaps among members (Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach 

Lead). 

Overall, participants described the clear and repeated communication of the organization's 

mission, particularly by leadership and the board, as closely tied to the shared understanding 

that social impact remained the priority. While tensions around mission drift, funder 

dependence, and fairness were present, they were largely described as managed and 

acknowledged rather than openly contested, even as some participants pointed to founder-

dependence and uneven information-sharing as ongoing limitations. 

4.9 Summary of Findings 

This chapter has presented the empirical findings on how Organization “X”’s shift from 

conference-based activities to project implementation emerged and evolved over time. Drawing 

on eight interviews with organizational members occupying different roles, the findings show 

that this transition developed gradually through accumulated experiences, ongoing discussions, 

and interactions within and outside the organization, rather than through a single discrete 

decision. 

First, participants described the emergence of project implementation as gradual. While project-

based activities had been considered from earlier stages, they became more visible and 

actionable through practical experiences such as training programs, externally funded projects, 

and collaborative initiatives. These experiences served as important reference points through 

which project implementation became more concrete and meaningful within the organization. 

Second, participants described changes in how they viewed the organization’s role. 

Organization “X” was initially associated with conferences, advocacy, and knowledge sharing. 

Over time, participants described a shift toward engaging in project-based activities and 

implementing solutions. Importantly, this shift was not understood as a replacement of prior 

activities, but as an extension and deepening of the organization’s existing mission. 

Third, participants consistently referred to financial sustainability in relation to project 

implementation. Generating revenue was described alongside maintaining and expanding the 

organization’s activities. Participants linked project-based work not only to organizational 

sustainability, but also to enabling member participation and supporting longer-term 

engagement within the organization. 
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Fourth, participants described constraints related to capacity, timing, and resource availability. 

Member availability was frequently mentioned, with participants noting that involvement 

depended on individual time commitments and competing responsibilities. Organizational 

capacity, funding limitations, and external requirements were also described as factors 

influencing how projects were carried out. Participants further highlighted how responsibilities 

were distributed and how initiatives often emerged based on members’ availability and 

willingness to take ownership. 

Fifth, participants described different meanings of the transition across roles and experiences. 

Leadership-level participants emphasized sustainability and long-term organizational direction, 

while other members described project implementation in relation to participation, learning, 

and engagement in activities. Participants also expressed different perspectives on financial 

aspects, communication, and operational challenges, reflecting variation in how the transition 

was experienced across the organization. 

Sixth, participants described the influence of external context on the organization’s activities. 

Partnerships, funding opportunities, exposure to other organizations, socio-economic 

conditions, and institutional requirements were all mentioned as factors shaping how projects 

were identified and implemented. Participants also referred to broader trends, such as 

developments in sustainability and energy sectors, as influencing the organization’s areas of 

focus and strategic direction. 

Finally, participants connected the relatively low level of overt tension to the way the 

organization's mission was communicated. Clear and repeated communication of the mission, 

particularly by leadership and the board, was described as supporting a shared understanding 

that social impact would not be traded off for revenue. Tensions around mission drift, funder 

dependence, and fairness in resource allocation were present in participants' accounts but were 

largely described as managed and acknowledged rather than openly contested. 

Overall, the findings suggest that the shift toward project implementation was not a singular 

strategic choice, but an evolving process shaped by ongoing meaning construction, collective 

interaction, and practical engagement with both internal experiences and external conditions. 
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5.0 Interpretation and Discussion 

5.1 Introduction 

Following the discussion of the empirical material in the chapter above, this interpretation and 

discussion chapter provides a critical review of how the focus organizational actors interpreted, 

negotiated, and constructed meaning around the transition from a conference-based model to 

project implementation within Organization “X”. The focus of this chapter is not only on what 

occurred, but on how and why this shift emerged through ongoing processes of interaction and 

reflection.  

This study views decision-making as unfolding over time rather than occurring as a single, 

bounded moment (Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005). From a processual standpoint, 

organizational decisions emerge through sequences of actions, interactions, and adjustments, 

rather than through linear or purely rational planning (Langley, 1999). This perspective is 

particularly relevant in the context of social enterprises, where decision-making often takes 

place under conditions of uncertainty, resource constraints, and the need to navigate social and 

economic objectives (Ebrahim et al., 2014). Therefore, as realized from the participants' 

interviews above, the transition toward project implementation within Organization “X” is 

approached not as a clearly defined decision point, but as a gradual and emergent process that 

is shaped by both internal organizational dynamics and external contextual conditions. 

This chapter will interpret the empirical findings according to the sensemaking theory, 

consequently, emphasizing how actors construct meaning in situations that are complex, 

evolving, and not fully specified. Sensemaking theory suggests that individuals do not simply 

respond to objective environments, but actively make sense and enact their surroundings 

through ongoing cognitive and social processes (Weick et al. 2005). From this perspective, 

decision-making is not primarily about selecting between predefined alternatives (Von 

Neumann & Morgenstern, 1944), as assumed in rational or the classical decision models, but 

about developing plausible meanings that enable coordinated action (Weick, 1995). These 

meaning-making are shaped by how actors notice cues, draw on past experiences, engage in 

interaction with others, and retrospectively make sense of unfolding events. Decisions can 

therefore be understood as temporary stabilizations of meaning rather than fixed or final 

outcomes. It is important to be explicit about the interpretive position of this chapter: the 

participants engaged in sensemaking as they constructed meaning around the transition, and 
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what this chapter offers is the researchers' interpretation of that sensemaking. The analysis 

therefore does not claim direct access to the decision as it "really" occurred, but reads 

participants' accounts through the conceptual vocabulary of sensemaking theory. Decision-

making remains the phenomenon under investigation; sensemaking is the lens applied to it. 

A central aspect of this chapter is the retrospective nature of sensemaking. The accounts that 

were provided by participants are not direct representations of decision-making as it unfolded 

in real time, but reconstructed narratives through which past events are organized and made 

meaningful in the present, which is itself consistent with the retrospective nature of 

sensemaking as theorized by Weick (1995). This retrospective reconstruction of the decision 

made, plays a critical role in shaping how the transition toward project implementation is 

understood, justified, and communicated within the organization. As such, particular attention 

is paid to how participants reflect on the process, how they explain its emergence, and how 

these explanations reveal underlying organizational assumptions and shared meanings, as all 

together, these assist us in making sense of the focal scenario being interpreted and the decision 

itself. 

Building on this, the chapter also engages with the distinction between belief-driven and action-

driven modes of sensemaking, which highlights how meaning emerges through the interplay 

between meaning-making and action (Weick, 1995). This allows for a more nuanced 

understanding of how actors move between belief-driven and action-driven sensemaking, in 

this case, particularly the processes of expecting and committing, and how these shape the 

development of organizational decisions over time. By incorporating this distinction and the 

processes in which the actors lean towards, this analysis seeks to capture the relationship of 

belief and action in shaping decision-making in social SMEs.  

In addition, the chapter pays particular attention to the conditions under which sensemaking is 

triggered. While sensemaking theory often emphasizes ambiguity, uncertainty, and disruption 

as key drivers, the empirical material suggests a more nuanced picture in which sensemaking 

is also shaped by opportunity, strategic intent, and evolving organizational capacity. This 

creates space to not only apply existing theory, but to reflect on how sensemaking may operate 

differently within the context of social enterprises. 

Overall, this chapter follows that decision-making within Organization “X” is not best 

understood as a rational or isolated act, but as an ongoing process through which meaning is 
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collectively constructed, reinforced, and translated into action over time. In so doing, the 

chapter will highlight how decision-making may emerge not only from uncertainty or ambiguity 

as seen in literature, but also from alignment, opportunity, and practical considerations. 

5.2 Interpreting the Decision-making Process through a Sensemaking 

Lens 

This section will explore how the organizational actors made sense of and constructed meaning 

around the decision situation, focusing on key elements such as processual development, 

retrospectivity, cue extraction, social interaction, identity construction, and plausibility. These 

key elements also embed the thematic areas found in the empirical material and which will be 

explored in subsequent sections. 

First, the empirical material indicates that the transition was not experienced as a single, discrete 

decision by the organizational actors, but rather as an ongoing and evolving process that 

commenced right from the inception of the enterprise. Across the interviews, participants 

consistently described the shift toward project implementation as something that had existed in 

the background of the organization and gradually became clearer over time. This is visible in 

the accounts presented in Section 4.2 above, where Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation, 

described the transition as "not a drastic decision" but something that developed through 

"ongoing conversations" and "suggestions" within monthly meetings, and emphasized that "it 

wasn't just one thing… it was a number of things". Jesse,  Advocacy & Outreach Lead similarly 

framed the shift as a matter of timing rather than choice, noting that the question was "when" 

the transition would happen rather than "whether" it would. Seun, Senior Manager similarly 

located the decision not at a single moment but across an extended process, observing that the 

ambition existed early while the practical direction did not. 

For one, this empirical information helps us understand how decision-making might unfold 

through continuous flows of experience rather than isolated moments of choice, where meaning 

is incrementally constructed and stabilized through interaction and reflection (Weick, 1995). 

So, rather than identifying a specific point at which the decision was made, participants 

emphasized a gradual movement toward project implementation, suggesting that the "decision" 

itself is better understood as an emergent outcome of ongoing processes. 
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Closely related is the retrospective nature evident in the participants' accounts. A key 

observation was how participants made sense of the transition by reflecting on past experiences, 

often reconstructing events in ways that justified and explained the current direction of the 

organization. Importantly, the manner of reconstruction was partly dependent on participants' 

individual identities and roles. This is observable when the accounts in empirical material are 

read side by side: the same transition is narrated differently depending on organizational 

position. Khalid, as CEO, reconstructed the shift as a strategic response to post-COVID funding 

pressure and external stakeholder expectations; Seun, a senior manager, from an operational 

vantage point, reconstructed it not as a new direction at all but as "a continuation of an existing 

organizational ambition that was now becoming operational"; and Jesse, the advocacy and 

outreach lead, a long-tenure member, reconstructed it as "timely rather than sudden". These are 

not contradictory reports of different events but identity-shaped reconstructions of the same 

one. This helps us understand how inherently retrospective and identity-dependent sensemaking 

can be, whereby actors make sense of actions after they have occurred in order to create 

coherent narratives, through the lens from which they saw it (Weick et al., 2005). As such, the 

meaning of the decision was not fixed at the time of action, but has been continuously made 

sense of through hindsight, perspective, and outcome. This being an interesting point of notice 

from an interpretive standpoint, as the empirical material showed how participants highlight 

certain observations based on their identities and roles in the organization, that will not have 

been highlighted by another. 

Another observable feature of the decision process is the role played by cues in shaping how 

they made sense of and our interpretation of the decision. Participants identified a range of 

signals that contributed to their understanding of the need for change. As highlighted in sections 

4.1.3 and 4.2 above, the cues that guided the decision made were visible through the 

participants' own words: Ali, Senior Research Analyst, pointed to reliance on external funding 

as having "ups and downs", with sponsors imposing "conditions and limits" that shaped what 

the organization could do; Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation, pointed to early initiatives 

such as the Cooling project, which demonstrated that "we can do more"; and the identification 

of external signals such as "funding opportunities… climate opportunities… ESG was 

becoming a buzzword". These cues did not carry inherent meaning on their own, but became 

significant through the way actors noticed, selected, and interpreted them within the 

organizational context (Weick, 1995), that facilitated the decision eventually made. The funding 

constraints, for instance, were not simply perceived as a limitation: as Ali's, Senior Research 
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Analyst "business case" framing shows, they were understood as an indication that the existing 

model was insufficient for the organization's long-term goals. Consequently, the cues served as 

anchors that guided how participants understood both the necessity and direction of the 

transition (Weick, 1995). Notably, several of these cues became articulated as cues precisely as 

participants spoke of them retrospectively during the interviews.  

Moving further, there was a strong sense of the fundamentally social nature of the decision-

making process. Participants repeatedly emphasized meetings, consultations, and discussions 

as the arenas in which the transition took shape. Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation, 

described how ideas emerged through "open mic" discussions in which "everybody has… an 

opportunity to give suggestions", and Jesse,  Advocacy & Outreach Lead, described decisions 

as discussed openly and "shaped through consultations with members and stakeholders before 

being communicated more broadly." Seun's Senior Manager, account that "everyone was on 

board" and there was "no dissenting opinion" further indicates that meanings were exchanged 

and aligned through interaction rather than imposed. Through these interactions, individual 

meanings were shared, negotiated, and gradually aligned into a collective understanding of the 

transition; in Gioia and Chittipeddi's (1991) terms, sense was made, given, and received. From 

an interpretivist standpoint, this helps us understand decision-making not as an individual 

cognitive activity, but as a socially constructed process that emerges through interaction (Weick 

et al., 2005). And even where leadership played a role in initiating or framing the transition, the 

process was not experienced as purely top-down, but as one involving continuous engagement 

from multiple actors. This being an interesting observation from the empirical finding, as we 

are able to interpret how actors interact and unconsciously make, give and receive “sense” in 

those interactions, that lead up to the decision. 

Identity construction further played a significant role in shaping how the transition was 

understood. At the organizational level, participants framed the shift in relation to what the 

organization represented and aspired to become. Khalid's, CEO/Co-founder, insistence that the 

organization remained "intentional about keeping social impact as the core focus, with 

profitability as a means to sustain the organization" shows organizational identity functioning 

as an interpretive anchor, as does Jesse's, Advocacy & Outreach Lead, recollection that 

members always understood the organization would become "more than just a conference". At 

the individual level, identity is equally visible in the decision-making process, as participants 

emphasized different aspects of the transition according to their roles. Susan, Communication 

Lead, through communication and external perception; Ololade, Senior Manager, through 
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financial independence; Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation,  through fairness and 

internal process. These sides of identity construction allow us to understand identity as central 

to the making of a decision, as actors draw on their sense of "who we are" to make sense of 

"what we are doing" (Weick, 1995). Crucially, the move toward project implementation was 

not seen as a departure from the organization's identity but as an extension of it. Chike, Strategy 

Lead, explicitly noted the organization did not "move completely away from advocacy." 

reinforcing the idea that meaning is constructed in ways that maintain coherence between 

identity and action. 

In addition, the findings illustrate the role of action in shaping understanding. Participants often 

referred to project implementation itself as a source of learning and validation. From the 

empirical material, Chike, Strategy Lead, described how participation in a funded project "gave 

a sense of validation that… we are well equipped to now move towards project 

implementation", and Seun, Senior Manager, recalled the first paid training program in Lagos 

where he was paid as a concrete experience that made project work tangible. Dupe's, Director, 

Monitoring & Evaluation, account of the Cooling project bringing "more visibility… more 

trust" shows the same dynamic. This reflects the idea that decision-making is closely tied to 

enactment, where actors do not simply make sense of their environment but actively shape it 

through their decisions and actions (Weick, 1995). Consequently, through experimentation, 

partnerships, and project execution, the organization generated new experiences that informed 

and strengthened its interpretation of the decision. 

Finally, the decision-making process was characterized by an emphasis on plausibility rather 

than certainty. Participants described the transition as resting not on complete information or 

guaranteed outcomes, but on what appeared reasonable and achievable. Seun's, Senior 

Manager, account that the idea was clear but "the how… the direction that would see that 

happen" was not yet worked out captures a decision made on plausibility rather than full 

knowledge, as does Ali's, Senior Research Analyst, description of members believing they had 

the group of people needed to move beyond reliance on sponsors, a judgment of sufficiency, 

not certainty. This makes us aware of the influences governing the process, wherein actors seek 

plausible explanations that enable action rather than striving for objective accuracy or optimal 

solutions (Weick, 1995). The decision to move toward project implementation was supported 

by a shared belief that it was the most sensible path forward, even in the absence of full 

certainty. As we interpreted this, it was interesting to see it being made sense of during the 

interview. 
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Overall, understanding the decision through a sensemaking lens - as the outcome of a process 

in which meaning was continuously constructed through experience, interaction, and reflection 

- was important to note in this section. Rather than being the outcome of a single decision-

making moment, the shift emerged through the interplay of retrospectivity, cue extraction, 

social engagement, identity construction, and action, ultimately leading to a collectively shared 

and stabilized understanding within the organization. 

5.3 Occasions for Sensemaking: The Triggers Presented from 

Empirical Findings 

While the previous section demonstrated how the transition toward project implementation 

aligns with core elements of sensemaking, this section examines the conditions under which 

sensemaking was triggered and sustained within the organization. In sensemaking theory that 

is being studied, sensemaking is typically associated with situations of ambiguity, uncertainty, 

disruption, or breakdown, where existing understandings are no longer sufficient, and actors 

are compelled to construct new meanings (Weick, 1995). However, from the empirical findings, 

this study suggests and observed a more nuanced set of conditions in which sensemaking was 

not only reactive to uncertainty, but also shaped by opportunity, strategic intent, and evolving 

organizational capacity. 

To begin with, Weick (1995, pp. 92-97) discusses instances of both ambiguity and uncertainty 

within an organization; here we focus more on the uncertainty leg of the process, as this was 

more present in the empirical setting. Elements of uncertainty and disruption contributed to 

triggering the sensemaking process, which Weick (1995, pp. 84-85) describes as shocks. The 

most noticeable shock referenced by participants was the COVID-19 period, particularly 

reduced funding availability and the limitations of relying on conference-based activities. This 

is documented in Section 4.1.2 above, where the transition was made sense of as "a strategic 

response to post-COVID conditions, which particularly reduced funding availability and 

increasing pressure from external stakeholders to demonstrate tangible impact." The instability 

of the existing model is visible in participants' own descriptions: Dupe, Director, Monitoring & 

Evaluation, characterized the conference model, as financially difficult, involving "repeated 

dependence on stakeholders, logistics, travel, and uncertain commitments," and Ali, Senior 

Research Analyst, described reliance on external funding as carrying "ups and downs," with 

sponsors imposing "conditions and limits" on what the organization could do. These conditions 
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introduced a degree of instability that prompted reflection on the sustainability of the 

organization's existing model. In this scenario, the external environment acted as a catalyst, 

creating a context in which previously taken-for-granted assumptions about how the 

organization operated were brought into question. This helps us view how disruptions and 

environmental changes can serve as occasions for actors to reassess and make sense of their 

situation (Weick, 1995). 

Following this, although ambiguity is often emphasized in sensemaking literature, it was not 

strongly present within the empirical material, as the direction of change was relatively clear to 

participants — a departure from Weick's (1995) conceptualization. Rather than expressing 

confusion about what the transition meant, participants consistently indicated a shared 

understanding that moving toward project implementation was the appropriate and necessary 

step. This shared clarity is evident in earlier sections. Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead, framed 

the shift as a question of "when" the transition would happen "rather than whether it would 

happen," and Seun, Senior Manager, located the uncertainty elsewhere entirely, explaining that 

the idea existed early but "what wasn't in the works was the how… the direction that would see 

that happen." Drawing on the empirical findings, the uncertainty that did exist was less about 

the meaning or desirability of the shift and more about its practical realization, including 

questions of capacity, resources, and execution, which represented the central occasion for 

sensemaking during the transition. This gives a deeper insight into the forms by which 

uncertainty may present itself within an organization. 

Additionally, a theme that stood out strongly from the empirical material was the significant 

role of opportunity as a condition for sensemaking. Participants frequently described the 

transition as influenced by emerging opportunities within the climate and energy space, access 

to funding streams, exposure to new networks, and prior project experiences that demonstrated 

the potential for greater impact. Chike, Strategy Lead, captured the opportunity-orientation 

directly - "you see somebody doing something similar and making money… and you start 

asking yourself, why can't we do something similar?", and Dupe, Director, Monitoring & 

Evaluation, described how participation in COP28 "created a radical shift in what is possible in 

the industry," alongside her observation that "funding opportunities…climate 

opportunities…ESG was becoming a buzzword." Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead, similarly 

pointed to "room for growth" in renewable energy and solarization, where there were "not as 

many actors as required." From our interpretation, it was realized that these factors were not 

understood as disruptions, but as signals of possibility and growth that encouraged the 
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organization to rethink its operational model. This suggests that sensemaking in this context 

was not solely a response to problems or breakdowns, but also a proactive process through 

which actors made sense of the opportunities and aligned them with the organization's goals, 

effectively producing the decision. This can be considered an extension of Weick's (1995) 

sensemaking theory, adding that the recognition of opportunities can itself be a triggering event 

for sensemaking. 

Furthermore, internal organizational conditions played a critical role in shaping the decision 

process. Participants repeatedly emphasized that considerations of capacity, such as, the 

availability of skilled members, the ability to deliver on projects, and the credibility required to 

engage with external partners, were a concern while making this transition. Chike, Strategy 

Lead, framed the issue as "not a conversation of 'are we able,' but… 'who is available,'" while 

Susan, Communication Lead, voiced uncertainty about "whether prospective partners would 

trust us with funding" given the organization's previous focus on conferences. Dupe, Director, 

Monitoring & Evaluation, expressed a related concern about focus, noting the need to "build 

credibility in being able to complete and deliver excellently as opposed to just managing ten 

projects at the same time." At the same time, capacity was also constructed as enabling: Ali, 

Senior Research Analyst described how prior research and ESG work demonstrated that the 

organization had "the group of people" needed to move beyond reliance on sponsors. These 

concerns influenced how the transition was made sense of and evaluated, indicating that the 

actors' sensemaking was closely tied to assessments of feasibility and readiness, and that they 

were continuously determining the plausibility of the action before enacting it (Weick, 1995). 

Rather than constructing meaning in isolation from practical realities, the actors continuously 

evaluated whether the organization could enact the direction of decision it was moving toward.  

Another notable condition relates to timing. Several participants emphasized that the transition 

occurred at what was perceived as the "right moment," shaped by accumulated experience, 

external exposure, organizational maturity, and individual judgment. As highlighted above, 

Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead, made sense of the transition as "timely rather than sudden," 

explaining that the 2023 conference in the United States helped put the need for grounded 

project work "into perspective," and that the decision was "less about whether the organization 

should transition and more about when." Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation, likewise 

pointed to the timing of external openings, noting that "there were more energy related 

opportunities opening up." This perception of timing contributed to a sense of alignment and 

readiness, reinforcing the plausibility of the decision (Weick, 1995). Timing thus functioned as 
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a contextual condition that made the transition appear not only necessary, but also appropriate 

and achievable, illustrating how temporal dynamics, both past experiences and present 

conditions converge to shape interpretations of what should be done (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002).  

Finally, the broader contextual environment, including the Nigerian socio-economic landscape 

and the evolving renewable energy sector, also informed the decision. Participants linked the 

transition to wider developments such as funding trends, policy environments, and stakeholder 

expectations. Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation, referred to "slight policy change[s] 

around company registration" and to expectations tied to being perceived as "a professional 

organization," while Seun, Senior Manager, pointed to the socio-economic reality that reliance 

on personal funds was unsustainable. These external factors provided a backdrop against which 

the organization made sense of its position and future direction, reinforcing the move toward a 

more implementation-focused model. This reflects the idea that decision-making is embedded 

within broader institutional and environmental contexts, which shape the cues available to 

actors and influence how those cues are understood (Weick et al., 2005). 

Overall, the empirical findings indicate that the decision was shaped by a combination of 

uncertainty, opportunity, capacity considerations, and contextual alignment, rather than a single 

discrete factor. While elements of disruption were present, the process was not dominated by 

ambiguity; it was characterized by a relatively clear shared direction, with sensemaking focused 

on how to enact and sustain that direction over time. This indicates that the occasions for 

sensemaking may extend beyond moments of crisis or breakdown (Weick, 1995) to include 

situations of growth, alignment, and strategic repositioning. As such, this case provides a basis 

for extending existing understandings of sensemaking by highlighting the role of opportunity 

and implementation-focused uncertainty as central conditions in the decision-making process. 

This is not to suggest that social–commercial tensions were absent within Organization "X." As 

documented in Chapter 4, participants did voice concerns about mission drift, funder 

dependence, and fairness in the distribution of project work. The point here is narrower: these 

tensions did not dominate or destabilize the occasions for sensemaking. The central question 

for the organization was less about whether the dual mission could be reconciled than about 

how the transition could be enacted. How these tensions were actively managed, rather than 

merely left latent, is the focus of Section 5.4. 
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5.4 Interpreting Key Findings: Sensemaking Insights from the Decision 

In the sections above, the empirical findings revealed important ways in which this case speaks 

back to existing theory, by extending some of its assumptions, challenging others, and adding 

a mechanism not foregrounded in prior work. This section explores them further. The findings 

suggest that sensemaking in this context operates under conditions that differ from the 

ambiguity-driven and disruption-focused situations often emphasized in the literature (Weick, 

1995; Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). 

A first notable insight relates to the relatively low level of ambiguity experienced by 

participants. Sensemaking theory traditionally highlights ambiguity and equivocality as central 

triggers for meaning construction, where actors are confronted with unclear or conflicting 

meanings of events (Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005). However, in this case, participants 

consistently described the direction of the transition as clear and broadly understood across the 

organization. Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead, framed the shift as a matter of "when" the 

transition would happen "rather than whether it would happen" and the sentiments equally 

expressed by Seun, Senior Manager. So rather than grappling with what the shift meant, actors 

were largely aligned on its purpose and desirability. The primary uncertainty that remained was 

not interpretive but practical, relating to how the transition would be implemented, sustained, 

and resourced. These findings on the occasions of sensemaking indicate that decision-making 

in a sensemaking process may occur not only under conditions of interpretive ambiguity, but 

also where meaning is relatively stable while action remains uncertain (Weick, 1995). In doing 

so, the study extends prior work by indicating that uncertainty in enactment, rather than 

ambiguity in understood meanings, can sustain ongoing sensemaking processes (Sandberg & 

Tsoukas, 2015). Such a distinction highlights that the need for sensemaking may arise not only 

when meaning is unclear, but also when action is not yet fully determined. 

These observations invite a more critical reading of the theory itself, rather than its 

straightforward application. Weick's (1995) account, and much of the work building on it 

(Maitlis & Christianson, 2014), foregrounds ambiguity, equivocality, and disruption as the 

characteristic occasions for sensemaking - sensemaking is, in this framing, predominantly 

something that happens when an existing frame breaks down. The present case does not fit that 

emphasis neatly. Sensemaking here was sustained under conditions of relative interpretive 

clarity and broad alignment, driven as much by opportunity and forward expectation as by 

disruption. This suggests that the ambiguity-centred framing, while not wrong, may be narrower 
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than the phenomenon it describes: it captures sensemaking's reactive, frame-repairing mode 

well, but underspecifies its generative, opportunity-oriented mode. Applying Weick to this case 

therefore also means qualifying him, treating ambiguity as one occasion for sensemaking 

among several, rather than its defining condition. This reading is consistent with recent 

developments in sensemaking research. Cristofaro (2022) reconceptualizes sensemaking as a 

dynamic, co-evolutionary process and gives greater weight to its prospective, future-oriented 

dimension - a movement away from the disruption-bound framing that the present case also 

indicates. The contribution here is empirical: it shows what a generative, opportunity-oriented 

mode of sensemaking looks like in this case. A further reflexive caution follows from recent 

critical work. Holt and Wiedner (2024) argue that sensemaking theory tends to assume that 

making sense means restoring order and reaching settlement. A lens carrying that assumption 

is well suited to showing how Organization “X” achieved convergence and held tension latent, 

but is less equipped to ask what muting tension may foreclose — including the more open 

contestation through which alternative possibilities might surface. The convergence 

documented here is therefore best read as an achievement with costs, not only as a successful 

outcome. 

Closely related is the high degree of alignment and limited conflict observed across participants, 

which is a finding central to the purpose of this research. Existing sensemaking literature often 

emphasizes the presence of multiple, competing meanings that must be negotiated through 

interaction (Maitlis, 2005; Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991). In contrast, the empirical material 

reveals a strong sense of consensus. Seun, Senior Manager, stated that "everyone was on board" 

with "no dissenting opinion," Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation described the decision 

as "very supported…I don't think there was any disagreement," and Jesse, Advocacy & 

Outreach Lead, described the transition as "peaceful," with no significant conflict or opposition. 

While social interaction remained central, its role was less about resolving divergent meanings 

or tensions and more about reinforcing and stabilizing a shared understanding. This suggests 

that sensemaking processes may, in certain organizational contexts, function as mechanisms of 

convergence and alignment rather than contestation, particularly when members share a 

common vision of the organization. Such a perspective complements existing research by 

highlighting that sensemaking can also operate through shared cognition and collective 

reinforcement, particularly in organizations with strong identity coherence (Weick et al., 2005).  

However, this should be treated with caution. While sensemaking can lead to alignment and 

shared understanding, this does not necessarily mean that alignment is always beneficial. In this 



 

98 (126) 

case, the high level of alignment among participants may also have limited the expression of 

alternative ideas or perspectives regarding the organization’s direction beyond project 

implementation. This is reflected in the interview data, where participants consistently reported 

that there were no significant disagreements and emphasized a shared belief that transitioning 

toward project implementation was the appropriate path. While this alignment enabled 

coordinated action, it may also indicate that certain alternative viewpoints remained 

unexpressed or were not actively explored. 

A further extension concerns the role of opportunity in shaping the sensemaking process. 

Sensemaking is frequently associated with responses to disruption, crisis, or breakdown 

(Weick, 1995; Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). However, the participants in this study framed 

the transition not only as a response to constraints, but also as driven by perceived opportunities 

for growth, impact, and professionalization. Chike, Strategy Lead, described observing peer 

organizations leveraging opportunities and Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation, described 

the opportunities available by participation in international conferences. These opportunities 

were actively made sense of and integrated into the organization's understanding of its future 

direction. This finding helps us see how actors construct meaning not only in response to 

problems, but also through the recognition and enactment of opportunities (Kimmitt & Muñoz, 

2018). In this regard, sensemaking can be seen as both reactive and generative, enabling actors 

to move toward desired futures rather than merely respond to disruptions. 

In addition, the findings highlight the importance of capacity and practical feasibility in shaping 

how meaning is constructed. Participants placed significant emphasis on organizational 

capability, member availability, credibility with partners, and the ability to deliver on projects. 

In Section 4.5 above, Chike, Strategy Lead, reframed the central question as "not a conversation 

of 'are we able,' but… 'who is available,'" and Susan, Communication Lead, voiced uncertainty 

about partners' trusting the organization. Capacity also operated as an enabler, wherein, Chike 

recalled that participation in a funded project "gave a sense of validation that…we are well 

equipped to now move towards project implementation." These considerations were not 

peripheral but central to how the transition was understood and evaluated. This suggests that 

making sense of the decision to proceed without adequate resources is closely intertwined with 

assessments of enactment capability, reinforcing the idea that meaning is grounded in action 

and practical engagement (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015). It also resonates with process-based 

views of decision-making, which emphasize that decisions evolve through ongoing interaction 

between cognition and action rather than through detached analysis (Langley et al., 2013). 
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Internal capability can therefore be seen as a condition that both constrains and enables 

sensemaking processes. 

Another important insight relates to the relationship between social and financial objectives 

within the organization. While existing literature often frames these as competing institutional 

logics (Ebrahim et al., 2014; Battilana & Lee, 2014), the empirical findings in this study suggest 

a more nuanced picture. The interpretation of the empirical findings revealed the participants 

did not perceive a fundamental conflict between social impact and financial sustainability. 

Instead, financial activities were consistently framed as enabling the social mission, as the 

participants such as Ali, Senior Research Analyst, stated the complimentary nature of both 

objectives and Chike, Strategy Lead, reiterated the importance of having commercial objectives 

towards achieving social impact. However, this does not imply the absence of tension. Rather, 

the findings indicate that tensions were relocated from the level of organizational goals to the 

level of implementation. While participants aligned around the inclusion of financial activities 

as part of the organization’s direction, concerns emerged regarding how these activities would 

be carried out in ways consistent with the organization’s values and vision. This distinction 

between goal-level alignment and implementation-level tension represents an important 

refinement of existing literature. 

As such, the empirical material does not entirely contradict with previous literature so much as 

to qualify the tensions as presented in the empirical field. Susan, Communication Lead, did 

raise concerns about mission drift and "not focusing mainly on just making money", this being 

a core concern prior to the decision but she also reflected the needfulness of the dual objectives 

within the organization and subsequently at the end of the interview she reflected on the 

rightness of the decision. Dupe, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation, voiced her concern about 

becoming "donor-led," as a risk of reliance on funding shifting the organization "away from its 

original vision"; and about fairness, with asking "who gets assigned to projects and who gets 

paid" and "what's the criteria" when only a limited number of members can be compensated. 

These and similar concerns were also highlighted by other participants, however, during the 

interpretive process, it was noticed that all participants acknowledged that transitioning was 

required for the growth of the organization and it was not a necessary conflict with its social 

impact goal, even reflecting that the decision was a good one looking back. These findings lead 

to the qualification of the tensions present in the organization. 
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What is significant in this interpretation is not the absence of these tensions, but how they were 

managed so that they did not destabilize the transition. Four interpretive mechanisms were 

observable. First, reframing. Revenue generation was consistently narrated not as a competing 

end but as a means to the social mission, this was captured in Seun's, Senior Manager, 

description, in Section 4.4, where he described the two objectives as "different sides of the same 

coin," and in Ololade's, Senior Manager, statement that "having one does not negate the other; 

neither are they mutually exclusive." Second, anchoring in identity. Actors repeatedly invoked 

a shared sense of "who we are" as an impact-driven organization. For instance, Khalid's, 

CEO/Co-founder, insistence on "keeping social impact as the core focus, with profitability as a 

means to sustain the organization", which functioned as an interpretive anchor against which 

commercial activity was judged acceptable only insofar as it served impact. Third, deferral. 

More uncomfortable tensions, such as fairness in compensation, were acknowledged but treated 

as practical matters to be resolved later rather than as threats to the mission itself, with Dupe's 

fairness questions, for instance, were posed as open "criteria" problems rather than as objections 

to the transition.  

Fourth, and underpinning the other three, was the role of leadership and board communication 

in establishing and continually reinforcing the organization's mission. The reframing, identity-

anchoring, and deferral described above did not occur spontaneously; they depended on a 

shared understanding of what the organization stood for, and the findings indicate that this 

shared understanding was actively produced through the way leadership communicated the 

mission. In Section 4.8 above, participants described the mission as clearly and repeatedly 

articulated, with Seun, Senior Manager, characterizing the leadership's reasoning as a "mantra" 

and "static messaging" that had been "always given," and noted that the CEO "made sure to 

explain to everyone" how the transition would work; Ali, Senior Research Analyst, described 

leadership communication as deliberate and documented, "given out for people to read, review, 

and give back your feedback," which he linked directly to members holding "a good 

understanding of what we really want to do"; and Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead described 

the CEO as communicating through explanation rather than imposition.  

During our interpretive process, we recognized that the process of decision-making as 

witnessed from the empirical material can be better understood from the sensemaking 

perspective, specifically in terms of sensegiving, being the process through which individuals 

attempt to shape the meanings created by others (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991). What is significant 

in interpretation, is that this sensegiving worked not by suppressing the tensions occurring due 
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to the transition to social-commercial objectives but by establishing, in advance and 

continuously, an interpretive frame in which social impact was unambiguously the priority and 

commercial activity a means to it. When tensions later surfaced - funder dependence, fairness, 

external perception - actors already possessed a shared frame against which to make sense of 

and distinguish them, which is what allowed those tensions to be reframed, anchored, or 

deferred rather than contested. Leadership communication can therefore be understood as a 

higher-order tension-management mechanism: it does not resolve specific tensions itself, but 

creates the conditions of shared meaning under which the other mechanisms become possible. 

Through these mechanisms, sensemaking did not eliminate tension but created a temporary 

stabilization of meaning to enable coordinated action. In this sense, the study further contributes 

to existing literature by illustrating that sensemaking can actively reconcile competing logics 

rather than merely navigate them, while also showing the interpretive work that such 

reconciliation requires (Pache & Santos, 2013). 

Two qualifications should be registered, both drawn from participants' own accounts. First, the 

centrality of leadership communication carried a degree of founder-dependence. Chike, 

Strategy Lead, observed that decision-making remained "heavily dependent on the founders," 

with some members "relaxed and waiting" for direction. The shared awareness that kept 

tensions latent was therefore, in part, a function of members' trust in and deference to a clearly 

communicating leadership, which is effective for stability but also concentrates interpretive 

authority. This observation connects to what has been termed a critical sensemaking 

perspective, which stresses that sensemaking is not a neutral or democratic process but is shaped 

by power and by the structures within which it occurs (Calvard, 2025). Read in this light, the 

leadership communication that held tension latent in Organization “X” also determined whose 

interpretation of the mission prevailed.  

Second, the communication that was strong on mission was less complete on operational detail. 

Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead, noted that members were not always "abreast with the 

entirety of the activities of the organization," as project updates were sometimes insufficiently 

detailed, potentially creating knowledge gaps. This suggests the mechanism managed the 

principal social–commercial objectives effectively while leaving smaller, more practical 

tensions, such as fairness in allocation, uneven information, less fully addressed, consistent with 

Dupe's, Director, Monitoring & Evaluation, account that the fairness concern had grown more 

"vocal" over time. Leadership communication thus allayed any potential tension of hybridity 

but without dissolving every friction associated with the transition. 
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A further interpretive consideration concerns whether the muted character of these tensions is, 

in part, culturally shaped. Organization “X” operates within a Nigerian context in which 

collective orientation, respect for organizational leadership, and a strong emphasis on relational 

harmony are widely noted features of social and organizational life (Omeihe & Omeihe, 2024). 

It is plausible that these cultural norms contributed to the limitation in any overt conflict 

observed, encouraging the expression of disagreement as practical concern rather than open 

contestation, and favouring consensus-oriented interaction in meetings. Such as Dupe's, 

Director, Monitoring & Evaluation fairness questions and Ololade's, Senior Manager, caution 

about the pace of growth, which were voiced as practical considerations to be worked through 

rather than as open disagreement with the direction itself. This study cannot establish such a 

cultural influence definitively, as culture was not its interpretive focus. It is raised here as an 

interpretive possibility that qualifies the findings: the alignment observed may reflect not only 

identity coherence and shared opportunity recognition, but also a culturally conditioned 

disposition toward harmony that shapes how tensions are voiced and managed. 

Finally, the findings point to the role of professionalization and evolving organizational identity 

within the sensemaking process, not excluding individual identity. Participants described a shift 

in how the organization perceived itself, moving toward a more professional, implementation-

oriented, and entrepreneurial actor, as opposed to a non-profit type of organization. This is 

documented in Section 4.3, where Jesse, Advocacy & Outreach Lead, described how the 

organization's public identity shifted from being seen mainly as a social impact organization 

toward being recognized as more "entrepreneurial" within the social impact space, and Dupe, 

Director, Monitoring & Evaluation noted that project work built the organization's "visibility 

and credibility in professional spaces." This being observed as a goal of the organization. 

Furthermore, participants also linked this to individual identity, as Susan, Communication 

Lead, described project work as creating opportunities for members to "travel…lead 

communications…and grow." Importantly, this shift did not represent a rupture in identity, but 

an extension of an existing impact-oriented foundation, as Chike, Strategy Lead, puts it, the 

organization did not "move completely away from advocacy." Identity can therefore be both 

stable and evolving, serving as a reference point through which change is interpreted and 

enacted (Weick, 1995). The findings highlight how an evolving identity can coexist with 

strategic transformation, suggesting that sensemaking can enable organizations to maintain 

coherence while adapting to new contexts through their decisions. 
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Taken together, these insights suggest that a decision being made with the utilization of the 

sensemaking process, can be characterized by clarity of purpose, collective alignment, 

opportunity orientation, and strong attention to practical implementation. These features, as 

shown through interpretation, were not simply given conditions but achievements that were 

sustained, in particular, through the leadership communication examined above. Therefore, 

rather than being driven primarily by ambiguity and disruption, the process reflects a form of 

sensemaking that is forward-looking, action-oriented, and grounded in organizational and 

individual capability. As such, this study contributes to the sensemaking literature by 

demonstrating how decision-making in social SMEs may emerge through conditions of 

alignment, clarity and opportunity, offering a more nuanced understanding of how meaning is 

constructed, sustained, and enacted in practice, specifically where the dual objectives of social 

impact and commercial sustainability coexist.  

5.5 Sensemaking through Belief and Action: Expecting and 

Committing 

This section considers the decision process and the interplay between belief-driven and action-

driven modes of sensemaking. Weick (1995, p. 135) points out that these are frames which 

determine what people notice and how events unfold. Following the Weickian theorization of 

sensemaking, this section focuses specifically on the roles of belief-driven expecting and 

action-driven committing in shaping how meaning was constructed and enacted within the 

organization, based on the empirical findings. 

Firstly, Weick (1995) discusses belief-driven processes of sensemaking through two lenses, 

expecting and arguing. This section focuses on expecting, as this intersects most clearly with 

the case. Weick (1995, pp. 148-150) construes it as a process through which actors construct 

possible futures and use these projections to guide their interpretation of current events, which 

is also why he discusses self-fulfilling prophecies as starting points (p. 148). This expectation 

is observable in the empirical material in Chapter 4, where participants described the move 

beyond conferences as a long-held projection of what the organization would become. Jesse, 

Advocacy & Outreach Lead, explained that the organization "had always intended to move 

beyond conferences," so that the question was "when" rather than "whether" the transition 

would happen; Seun, Senior Manager, similarly described project implementation not as a new 
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direction but as "a continuation of an existing organizational ambition that was now becoming 

operational" (Chapter 4, Section 4.1.2). 

Therefore, from a belief-driven expecting perspective, the recurrent finding from the empirical 

evidence is that the transition was underpinned by a relatively strong and shared set of 

expectations among organizational actors. Participants consistently expressed a common 

understanding that the organization needed to move beyond a conference-based model toward 

a more implementation-focused approach in order to create impact. Khalid, CEO/Co-founder, 

described how the organization "decided to shift from relying on sponsors and donors … to 

developing our own projects to generate sustainable funding," and Ololade, Senior Manager, 

articulated the same forward projection, the intention to "always gradually move to a more 

sustainable model of financing, as youth should not only be relying on grants." This expectation 

was characterized less by significant disagreement than by a collective sense of direction 

grounded in the organization's identity and long-term goals, which solidified the move toward 

dual objectives and showcased a capacity for coherence (Pache & Santos, 2013), though, as 

Section 5.4 noted, this coherence was achieved through active interpretive work rather than 

reflecting an absence of any tension. In this sense, belief-driven sensemaking operated less 

through active argumentation and more through the reinforcement of shared expectations about 

what the organization should become. These expectations were shaped by prior experiences, 

exposure to opportunities, and a shared commitment to impact, reflecting the role of identity 

and prior knowledge in guiding interpretation (Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005). It is worth 

noting that these shared expectations were not purely emergent but were also actively 

cultivated. As Section 5.4 discussed and Section 4.8 documents, leadership communicated the 

mission and the rationale for the transition consistently and repeatedly over time. Consequently, 

belief-driven expectation was therefore intertwined with sensegiving, the "expecting" that 

oriented members toward project implementation was partly the product of leadership 

continually articulating a particular projected future for the organization (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 

1991). This reinforces that expecting, in this case, operated as a collective and partly guided 

process rather than a set of independently held individual projections. 

However, while these expectations provided an initial orientation, they did not fully determine 

the outcome of the decision process. Instead, the findings suggest that meaning became 

stabilized primarily through action-driven sensemaking, particularly through processes of 

commitment. Weick (1995, pp. 156-159) describes commitment as a process that makes explicit 

behaviour irrevocable, as organizations can be characterized by the degree of visibility, volition, 
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and irrevocability they create through their action within their contexts. This consequently 

shapes the interpretation and stabilization of meaning within the organization. 

In the empirical material, participants repeatedly emphasized that the decision was not fully 

understood or validated until it was enacted in practice, with learning emerging through 

engagement in projects, partnerships, and implementation activities. In Section 4.2, Seun, 

Senior Manager, recalled the first paid training program for a secondary school in Lagos, as a 

concrete experience that made project work tangible. Chike,  Strategy Lead, described how 

participation in a funded project "gave a sense of validation that…we are well equipped to now 

move towards project implementation," and Susan, Communication Lead, noted how 

successful projects built "a track record of the capacity of the team." Therefore, commitment to 

action preceded complete certainty, with actors moving forward despite unresolved questions 

regarding capacity, resources, and long-term sustainability. This reflects the action-driven mode 

of sensemaking when making a decision, where meaning is constructed through engagement 

with the environment rather than through prior deliberation alone (Weick, 1995). 

This dynamic reflects process-based perspectives of decision-making, which emphasize that 

organizational outcomes emerge through ongoing interaction between cognition and action 

rather than through detached planning (Langley et al., 2013). By committing to project-based 

activities, the organization enacted a new operational reality, which in turn shaped how the 

transition was understood and justified. The validating effect of enactment is visible in where 

Dupe, Director Monitoring & Evaluation, described how the Cooling project provided "not only 

financial resources but also increased visibility and credibility, which in turn opened further 

opportunities for funding and partnerships." The practical experiences gained through 

implementation thus served as a form of validation, transforming initial expectations into more 

stable and collectively accepted understandings. This reflects the view that sensemaking is not 

only retrospective but also enacted, with action playing a central role in shaping what is later 

interpreted as meaningful (Weick et al., 2005; Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015). 

Importantly, the relationship between expecting and committing in this case was not sequential 

but iterative. Shared expectations enabled initial commitment to action, while the outcomes of 

those actions reinforced and refined those expectations over time (Weick, 1995). This recursive 

quality is evident in Section 4.2, where early project successes did not simply confirm a fixed 

plan but generated new expectations with Dupe, Director Monitoring & Evaluation, describing 

how project success brought visibility and credibility, which then fed back into how members 
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understood what the organization could do next. This highlights the dynamic nature of the 

decision process, where belief and action continuously influenced one another. Rather than a 

linear progression from interpretation to execution, the findings point toward an ongoing 

interplay in which meaning is both projected forward through expectations and grounded 

through commitment, in a repeated cycle. This resonates with the sensemaking literature, which 

suggests that actors often construct meaning through action and experimentation rather than 

through complete prior understanding (Kimmitt & Muñoz, 2018). 

Taken together, these findings suggest that while belief-driven sensemaking provided a 

foundation for making sense of the transition, it was through action-driven commitment that 

meaning became stabilized within the organization. Expectations were first shaped through 

shared understanding among members, but with the onset of project implementation, action-

driven sensemaking became more central, as commitment to practice reinforced and sustained 

the expectations that had previously been articulated. This reinforces the view that decision-

making in this context cannot be understood solely as a cognitive or rational process, but must 

also be seen as an enacted and practice-based phenomenon. By highlighting the central role of 

commitment in shaping meaning, this interpretation contributes to a more nuanced 

understanding of how decision-making unfolds in social SMEs, where action serves not only 

as an outcome of meaning construction, but as a key mechanism through which meaning itself 

is formed, tested, and sustained over time. This also shows that belief-driven and action-driven 

sensemaking can coexist as an iterative process. 

5.6 Interpretive Conclusion: Understanding Decision-making through a 

Sensemaking Lens 

In summary, this chapter has explored how the transition toward project implementation within 

Organization “X” can be understood through a sensemaking perspective. Drawing together the 

insights from the preceding sections, this final section provides a holistic and integrated 

interpretation of the findings to address the research question of how decision-making is 

interpreted and enacted within a social SME. 

From the empirical material, we observed that decision-making within the organization, when 

examined through a sensemaking lens, can be understood as emerging from an ongoing and 

evolving process of meaning construction rather than as a discrete, rational act. The decision, 

rather than occurring at a single point in time, emerged through continuous interaction, 
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reflection, and engagement among the organizational actors. This reflects the processual view 

of sensemaking, whereby decisions are shaped by ongoing interpretation and action rather than 

by linear or purely rational planning (Weick, 1995; Langley et al., 2013). 

Furthermore, the findings highlight that decision-making is inherently interpretive, shaped by 

how actors make sense of their environment, identity, and goals. This reinforces the central role 

of identity in sensemaking, where interpretations of action are grounded in conceptions of "who 

we are" as an organization (Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005). Importantly, this interpretive 

process was not characterized by significant ambiguity, but by a relatively high degree of 

alignment and shared understanding among participants. 

At the same time, decision-making was enacted through practice, not solely constructed through 

meaning-making. As section 5.5 showed, the transition became meaningful through action, with 

the engagement in projects, partnerships, and implementation, with early project experiences 

serving to validate and stabilize the meaning of the shift (Weick, 1995; Sandberg & Tsoukas, 

2015). 

Bringing these insights together, the interplay between belief-driven and action-driven 

sensemaking provides a more nuanced explanation of how the decision process unfolded. 

Shared expectations provided an initial orientation, enabling actors to align around a common 

direction. However, it was through commitment to action that these expectations were enacted, 

tested, and ultimately stabilized. This highlights that decision-making in this context is not 

simply a matter of forming beliefs and then acting upon them, but an iterative process in which 

belief and action continuously shape and reinforce one another (Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 

2005). Decision-making can therefore be understood as both interpretive process and enacted, 

emerging through the recursive interaction between expecting and committing. 

Overall, the findings suggest that decision-making in Organization “X” is best understood as a 

distributed and socially constructed phenomenon that emerges through sensemaking processes 

characterized by collective meaning construction, strong alignment, and continuous 

engagement with action. Rather than being driven primarily by ambiguity or conflict, the 

process reflects a form of sensemaking grounded in clarity of purpose, opportunity recognition, 

and practical implementation. This suggests that sensemaking in social SMEs may be both 

reactive and proactive, shaped not only by the need to resolve uncertainty but also by the desire 

to pursue strategic possibilities (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Kimmitt & Muñoz, 2018). This 
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does not mean that the implementation of dual objectives within the organization happened 

without realised tensions. What the case shows is that these tensions were continuously 

managed through interpretive work, that were reframed, anchored in a shared identity, or 

deferred, so that they remained latent rather than disruptive. Underpinning this interpretive 

work was the clear and repeated communication of the organization's mission by leadership and 

the board, which established the shared frame of meaning that made such reframing, anchoring, 

and deferral possible. The coherence of organizational identity, in other words, was itself partly 

an achievement of sensegiving rather than a pre-given condition. Which allowed us to 

distinguish the areas where tension existed, such as how the transition will be implemented; 

and the areas it did not, such as the decision to transition itself.  

This consequently suggests a partial departure from previous literature, so rather than tensions 

being the defining and destabilizing feature of hybrid organizing, the study indicates that where 

organizational identity is experienced as coherent, and is actively kept coherent through 

leadership communication, sensemaking can hold such tensions in a muted and manageable 

state while still enabling decisive action. At the same time, the case does not present the post-

decision as a tensionless outcome, with concerns around founder-dependence, uneven 

information-sharing and the fairness concern in particular was described as becoming more 

openly voiced over time. Lastly, this empirical case, situated within its specific context, 

provides a more nuanced understanding of how decision-making unfolds in a Nigerian social 

SME, particularly in maintaining dual objectives of social and financial goals, highlighting the 

importance of both meaning construction and enactment in shaping organizational outcomes. 
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6.0 Conclusion  

This study set out to contribute to the understanding of decision-making within hybrid social 

SMEs by exploring how organizational actors made sense of and enacted the transition from a 

conference-based model toward project implementation within Organization "X." Drawing on 

a sensemaking perspective, the study approached decision-making not as a singular or purely 

rational act, as initial studies proffered, but rather as an ongoing and socially constructed 

process shaped through interaction, meaning and action (Weick, 1995). Through the empirical 

findings and interpretation, the study offers insight into how organizational actors collectively 

construct meaning around strategic transitions within hybrid organizational contexts (Maitlis & 

Christianson, 2014). 

The findings suggest that decision-making within the organization unfolded as a gradual and 

evolving process rather than a clearly bounded decision moment. Meaning surrounding the 

transition emerged through retrospective reflection, interactions among members, exposure to 

opportunities and contextual conditions, and practical engagement with implementation 

activities. In this sense, decision-making was not only understood cognitively, but also enacted 

through ongoing organizational practice (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991). As such, the following 

section will be directly responding to the research questions of this study: 

1. How do organizational members make sense and frame decision situations involving 

social and commercial considerations within a hybrid social SME? 

2. How do these decisions evolve over time through ongoing experiences and interactions? 

3. How do interactions among organizational actors influence the development of shared 

understandings of decisions within hybrid organizational contexts? 

4. How do interactions among actors influence which decisions and meanings become 

stabilized? 

6.1 Discussion and Implications of Findings 

Firstly, this study sought to understand how organizational members make meaning, negotiate, 

and stabilize meanings surrounding decision situations involving both social and commercial 

considerations within a hybrid social SME. The findings suggest that organizational actors 

primarily made sense of the transition toward project implementation through the broader 

identity and purpose of the organization as a social impact-oriented entity. The participants of 
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the study frequently framed the transition as necessary for achieving greater impact, 

organizational sustainability, and long-term relevance. And how they framed this transition was 

equally influenced by their individual opinions of the trajectory of the organization, largely 

driven by their roles and identity within the organization. While commercial considerations 

such as funding, revenue generation, and financial sustainability were recognized as important, 

they were largely made sense of as enabling the organization’s social objectives rather than 

contradicting them. They were seen as an extension of the vision and goal of the organization. 

Thus, indicating that organizational members did not necessarily experience social and 

commercial considerations as fundamentally opposing logics, but instead attempted to maintain 

coherence between them through ongoing interpretation and interaction (Battilana & Lee, 

2014). This does not indicate an absence of underlying concerns and tensions, though not in the 

transition itself, but in the implementation of and post-decision outcomes, such as around 

mission drift, funder dependence, and fairness in compensation. Rather, it indicates that such 

tensions can be held latent, being managed through reframing, identity anchoring, deferral, and 

the leadership communication that sustained a shared sense of mission, rather than resolved or 

eliminated. The point is not that hybridity produced no tension, but that sensemaking did the 

work of keeping tension from becoming destabilizing. 

Secondly, the findings further suggest that these meanings evolved gradually over time through 

continuous experiences, interactions, and organizational engagement. Rather than emerging as 

fixed understandings at the outset, meanings surrounding the transition developed through 

accumulated experiences, retrospective reflections, and exposure to implementation 

opportunities. The participants frequently referred to previous organizational experiences, 

project activities, partnerships, and external engagements when explaining how their 

understanding of the transition evolved. In this regard, meaning was closely tied to action, as 

practical implementation activities reinforced, refined, and stabilized earlier expectations 

surrounding the organization’s direction. Thus from the sensemaking perspective, meaning is 

continuously reconstructed through ongoing engagement with organizational life (Weick et al., 

2005). 

Thirdly, interactions among organizational actors also played a central role in shaping the 

development of shared understandings within the organization. Formal meetings, consultations, 

informal discussions, collaborative activities, and leadership communication created spaces in 

which organizational members exchanged meanings and collectively reflected on the 

organization’s evolving direction (Brown et al., 2015). At the same time, the findings suggest 
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that shared understanding did not necessarily imply complete uniformity of meaning, as was 

observed from the opinions expressed in the interviews. Different participants emphasized 

different aspects of the transition, including impact creation, professionalization, strategic 

positioning, and financial sustainability. However, through ongoing and continuous interaction, 

these varying meanings contributed toward a relatively coherent organizational direction. This 

suggests that shared understandings emerged not through absolute consensus, but through 

continuous processes of interaction, reinforcement, and alignment around the broader 

organizational purpose (Maitlis, 2005). 

Lastly, the findings indicate that interactions among organizational actors influenced which 

meanings and decisions became stabilized over time. Shared expectations initially provided 

orientation for action, particularly regarding the belief that the organization needed to move 

beyond conferences toward implementation-focused activities. However, these expectations 

became increasingly reinforced through commitment to practical action, including project 

implementation, partnerships, and organizational restructuring. Through repeated engagement 

with these activities, particular meanings surrounding impact, sustainability, and 

implementation capacity became increasingly institutionalized within the organization. In this 

sense, stabilization did not occur solely through discussion or agreement, but through the 

iterative relationship between meaning and enactment, where action reinforced and validated 

previously constructed meanings. This highlights the importance of both belief-driven and 

action-driven sensemaking in shaping how organizational decisions become sustained over 

time (Weick, 1995). 

Taken together, the findings suggest that decision-making within hybrid social SMEs can be 

understood, when examined through a sensemaking lens, as an evolving and socially distributed 

phenomenon that emerges as organizational actors continuously make sense, negotiate, enact, 

and stabilize meaning in response to organizational experiences and contextual conditions. 

Rather than occurring as a singular decision event, decision-making emerged through ongoing 

interaction between identity, meaning construction, action, and organizational practice 

(Kimmitt & Muñoz, 2018). 

6.2 Contributions of the Study to Existing Research 

This study contributes to the understanding of decision-making within hybrid social SMEs by 

offering a processual and interpretive perspective grounded in sensemaking theory, specifically 
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from an empirical narrative. Its contribution lies not in equating decision-making with 

sensemaking, but in demonstrating what becomes visible when decision-making is treated as 

the phenomenon and sensemaking as the interpretive lens through which it is examined. The 

empirical findings here showcase the sensemaking theory developed by Weick (1995), and 

while the empirical displays the characteristics emphasized by Weick, it particularly showcases 

the ongoing, retrospective, social and action-oriented nature of meaning construction. However, 

at the same time, the study offers insight into how sensemaking may unfold within hybrid 

organizational contexts characterized by both social and commercial considerations (Pache & 

Santos, 2013), and in doing so extends Weick's framework into a hybrid, non-Western 

organizational setting that sensemaking research has rarely examined. 

The study's theoretical contribution can be understood along three lines: what the case extends 

in sensemaking theory, what it challenges in the hybridity literature, and what it adds in the 

form of a previously underexamined mechanism. Each is developed below. 

First, the case extends sensemaking theory by showing that sensemaking may occur not only 

under conditions of ambiguity and disruption, but also through opportunity recognition, 

organizational alignment, and practical engagement with implementation activities. 

Sensemaking may therefore emerge through adaptive and opportunity-oriented processes rather 

than solely through crisis (Maitlis, 2005). In this respect the case does not only apply Weick's 

framework but also qualifies it, suggesting that the ambiguity-centred account of when 

sensemaking occurs is narrower than the phenomenon warrants. 

Second, the case challenges a prevailing assumption in the hybridity literature concerning how 

social–commercial tensions are managed. The social-enterprise literature has tended to treat the 

tension between social and commercial logics as a defining and potentially destabilizing feature 

of hybrid organizing (Smith et al., 2013; Battilana & Lee, 2014). This study qualifies that view. 

It does not find an absence of tension, but rather, concerns about mission drift, funder 

dependence, and fairness were all present, and it shows that sensemaking can actively hold such 

tensions latent, managing them through reframing, identity-anchoring, and deferral rather than 

resolving them. The case thus suggests that, where organizational identity is experienced as 

coherent, tension need not be the destabilizing centre of hybrid organizing that much of the 

literature assumes. 
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Third, the case adds to theory by identifying leadership and board communication of mission 

as a higher-order tension-management mechanism. The reframing, identity-anchoring, and 

deferral noted above did not occur spontaneously; the analysis showed they depended on a 

shared understanding of the organization's mission that was itself actively produced through 

how leadership communicated, which was consistently, repeatedly, and through explanation 

rather than imposition. Understood as a form of sensegiving (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991), 

leadership communication did not resolve specific tensions but established the shared 

interpretive frame within which the other mechanisms became possible. This points to 

leadership communication as an underexamined but consequential mechanism through which 

hybrid organizations keep dual objectives from escalating. Though, as the study also showed, 

this carries a degree of founder-dependence and is less effective for operational-level tensions 

such as fairness in allocation. 

In addition, the study also contributes to understanding how belief-driven and action-driven 

processes interact within organizational decision-making, specifically within a hybrid social 

SME that has a duality of purpose. Shared expectations provided orientation for action, while 

commitment to implementation activities reinforced and stabilized these expectations over 

time. This suggests that meanings and enactment are closely intertwined within organizational 

life, with meaning continuously shaped through interaction between belief and action (Weick, 

1995). 

The findings also contribute to understanding how plurality may exist within organizational 

sensemaking processes without necessarily preventing coordinated action (Calvard, 2025). 

Although participants framed the transition differently, these varying meanings still contributed 

toward a relatively coherent organizational direction. In this sense, the study offers insight into 

how hybrid organizations may sustain multiple meanings while still maintaining alignment 

around broader organizational objectives (Calvard, 2025). 

6.3 Limitations of Study 

While this research provides an understanding of the phenomenon being studied, there remain 

certain limitations to this study that will be highlighted below.  

First, the study is based on a single case organization, which may limit the extent to which the 

findings can be generalized across all hybrid social SMEs. The intention of the study was not 
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statistical generalization, but rather to provide an in-depth understanding of sensemaking 

processes within a specific organizational context (Yin, 2018). 

Second, another limitation of the study relates to the absence of a stronger ethnographic 

engagement with the organization. While the research relied on in-depth semi-structured 

interviews and organizational documents to understand how actors interpreted and enacted the 

transition toward project implementation, it did not involve prolonged immersion within the 

day-to-day activities of the organization, due to time and resource constraints. As a result, the 

study primarily captures participants' retrospective accounts and reflections rather than 

observing sensemaking processes as they unfolded in real time. The retrospective accounts 

given represent reconstructed interpretations of past events rather than objective representations 

of how events unfolded in real time. And while this aligns with the interpretive orientation of 

our research, it also means that the findings reflect participants’ present understandings of the 

transition process (Weick, 1995). 

As such, given that sensemaking is often embedded within ongoing interactions, practices, 

routines, and informal organizational dynamics, an ethnographic approach may have provided 

deeper insight into how meanings are continuously negotiated and enacted within everyday 

organizational life (Weick, 1995). In particular, this could have allowed for a richer 

understanding of how interactions, tensions, informal conversations, and organizational 

practices shape the stabilization of meanings and decisions over time.  

Lastly, the study focused primarily on internal organizational actors. External stakeholders, 

including donors, partners, and beneficiaries, may also influence organizational sensemaking 

processes and could provide additional insight into how meanings become negotiated and 

stabilized across broader organizational ecosystems (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). 

6.4 Future Research 

Building on this study, further research could focus on the following aspects that could deepen 

the literature on organizational decision-making and sensemaking.  

First, comparative studies across multiple hybrid social SMEs could provide further insight into 

how sensemaking processes differ across organizational contexts, sectors, and stages of 

organizational development. Such studies may contribute to understanding whether the 

relatively high level of alignment observed in this case reflects broader patterns within hybrid 
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organizations or is specific to this organizational context (Langley, 1999). In addition, future 

research could examine more directly the role of national and organizational culture in shaping 

how social–commercial tensions are experienced and expressed within hybrid organizations. 

This study raised the possibility that the relatively low level of overt conflict observed may be 

partly culturally conditioned, given the collective and harmony-oriented norms often associated 

with the Nigerian context (Omeihe & Omeihe, 2024). Comparative research across different 

cultural settings could clarify whether sensemaking manages hybrid tensions differently 

depending on cultural disposition toward conflict, consensus, and authority. 

Second, future research could further examine the relationship between plurality and alignment 

within organizational sensemaking processes. While this study found that organizational 

members maintained somewhat different interpretations of the transition, these interpretations 

still contributed toward a relatively shared organizational direction. Further research may 

therefore contribute to understanding how organizations sustain coordinated action while 

accommodating multiple perspectives and interpretations over time (Holt & Wiedner, 2024), 

which might be important for hybrid organizations, specifically those where tensions may exist. 

Third, future research could also adopt ethnographic or longitudinal approaches that may 

therefore contribute further insight into the real-time and situated nature of sensemaking 

processes within hybrid social SMEs (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014), rather than focusing on 

only retrospective accounts alone. 

Fourth, future research could engage more directly with recent developments in sensemaking 

research that this study touched on but could not fully pursue. Cristofaro (2022) proposes a co-

evolutionary model in which sensemaking operates across interacting individual, 

organizational, and supra-organizational levels; future research could examine how the 

leadership-communication mechanism identified here functions across these multiple levels. 

Drawing on critical sensemaking perspectives (Calvard, 2025), further work could also examine 

more directly the interpretive authority that leadership communication concentrates, and how 

members with less interpretive influence experience hybrid transitions. Finally, Holt and 

Wiedner's (2024) argument that sensemaking need not be equated with the restoration of order 

suggests value in studying hybrid organizations where social–commercial tensions are surfaced 

and openly contested rather than held latent, which would offer an instructive contrast to the 

convergence observed in this case.  
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Taken together, these directions would extend the present study's findings on alignment, 

opportunity-driven sensemaking, and the management of social–commercial tension into the 

comparative, longitudinal, and critically oriented research that a single case study could not 

undertake. 

6.5 Concluding Statement 

This study set out to understand how decision-making unfolds in a hybrid social SME when 

examined through a sensemaking lens. Following the transition from a conference-based model 

to project implementation within Organization “X” it has shown that what might appear as a 

single strategic decision is better understood as an evolving, collectively constructed 

accomplishment, that is enacted and stabilized over time, and held coherent amongst social–

commercial objectives through the ongoing sensemaking of organizational actors (Gioia & 

Chittipeddi, 1991). 

Lastly, the findings suggest that decision-making within hybrid social SMEs is not simply about 

selecting between predefined alternatives, but about continuously developing and enacting 

plausible understandings that enable coordinated organizational action. In this sense, 

sensemaking offers a useful perspective for contributing to understanding the evolving, socially 

constructed, and action-oriented nature of decision-making within hybrid organizational 

contexts (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). 
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Appendix A – Interview Question Guide 
Section 1 – Background and Role 

Purpose: understand the participant’s position and involvement in the decision. 

1. Could you describe your role in Organization “X” and how long you have been 

involved in the organization? 

2. What kinds of responsibilities do you typically have in relation to strategic or program 

decisions? 

3. Around 2023, what was your involvement in discussions about Organization “X” s 

funding model or future strategy? 

 

Section 2 – Introducing the Decision Scenario 

Purpose: ensure all interviewees refer to the same situation. 

1. In the past, Organization “X” organized conferences supported by sponsors and 

donors. Around 2023, discussions emerged about developing Organization “X” s own 

projects to generate funding. Can you describe how this issue first came up within the 

organization? 

2. At that time, why did this question become important for Organization “X”? 

3. Can you walk me through how the discussions about this issue unfolded from the 

beginning? 

 

Section 3 – Reconstructing the Situation 

Purpose: capture sensemaking cues and early interpretations. 

1. What were some of the main factors or events that triggered these discussions? 

2. When people first started discussing this issue, how was the situation interpreted 

within the organization? 

3. Were people immediately clear about what developing projects would mean, or did it 

take time for people to understand the idea? 

4. Did earlier experiences, such as the energy project implemented before 2023, 

influence how people thought about this direction? 

5. What concerns or opportunities did people see in developing projects to generate 

revenue? 

 

Section 4 – Perspectives and Negotiation 

Purpose: capture different viewpoints and interaction. 

1. Who was involved in the discussions about this issue? 

Were there different perspectives about what the organization should do? 

2. Could you describe some of the different viewpoints that were expressed? 

3. When these perspectives were discussed, how did people respond to each other? 

 

Section 5 – Interpreting Social Impact and Financial Sustainability 

Purpose: understand identity framing and mission considerations. 

1. During these discussions, how did people talk about Organization “X” s social 

mission? 
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2. At the same time, how were financial sustainability and organizational growth 

discussed? 

3. How did people see the relationship between social impact and generating revenue? 

4. Did the organization’s values or purpose influence how people evaluated different 

options? 

5. Were external factors important in shaping the discussion? 

 

Section 6 – Decision Process and Justification 

Purpose: understand how the decision became plausible and accepted. 

1. Were different options for Organization “X” s future funding strategy considered? 

2. How were these options evaluated or discussed? 

3. At what point did the organization begin leaning toward developing its own projects? 

4. What arguments or reasoning helped make that option seem convincing or acceptable? 

5. After the leadership decided to move in this direction, how did the rest of the 

organization react? 

 

Section 7 – Implementation and Learning 

Purpose: capture consequences and learning. 

1. After the decision was made, how was it communicated or implemented within the 

organization? 

2. What changes followed this decision in practice? 

3. Has the organization learned anything from this experience? 

 

Section 8 – Retrospective Reflection 

Purpose: capture retrospective sensemaking. 

1. Looking back now, how do you interpret the decision process in 2023? 

2. Do you think the situation looked different at the time compared to how it appears 

now? 

3. If Organization “X” faced a similar situation today, do you think people would 

interpret it differently? 

4. In your view, what makes a strategic decision “good” or legitimate in Organization 

“X”? 

5. Is there anything about this decision process that outsiders might misunderstand? 
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