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Abstract: Problem statement: How do we develop a complex understanding of ntarkend
environments? Are markets and environments conceatities that exist “out there” or are they
socially constructed by human imagination and itieeral language useRpproach: Using a case
study approach, the interactions in a small invesiinfirm were analyzed to bring to surface the
complex relationship among markets, enactment a&aning, often from ambiguous events in
unstable environments. Weick’s framework of enactinaand components of appreciative intelligence
theory are used to explicate how the CEO of a snmaléstment firm engages in intentional
conversations and dialogue to reduce cognitiveodsce brought about by fast changing and often
conflicting financial data and creates new oppdties Results. Using Weick’s notion of enactment,
we showed that managers often create their envieatsnthrough cycles of perceptions and action
whereby perceptions of the environment leads ttiquéar actions and choices by organizations. Such
a process made use of two of the three componéafgpoeciative intelligence: reframing to recognize
opportunities and engaging in actions to bring rib& possibility to fruition.Conclusion: The case
study showed that enactment and several componésteategic management use the same processes
and that an opportunity existed to develop an imatiegl model between the two perspectives. Results
indicated that strategic actions were meaning-latenuli that feed selective information to decisio
makers about market uncertainty. The case studhefnvestment firm also revealed how the two
components of appreciative intelligence, refrantmgecognize opportunities and bringing the future
to the present, help managers under high stress aplevate in fast paced environments make
innovative use of ambiguous data and produce pesititcomes.

Key words: Social construction of environment, retrospectiease making, reframing, opportunity
recognition, ambiguous events

INTRODUCTION based on how managers interpret their environment.
Two key dimensions of this framework are: (1)
One of the most common challenges facingmanager's belief's about the analyzability of the
managers is figuring out what is going on in theexternal environment and (2) the extent to which th
environment or market. For that reason, allorganization intrudes into the environment to
organizations, knowingly or unknowingly, incorpa@at understand it. Figure 1 shows possibilities basad o
a view of the environment. Most of these modelsthese two dimensions.
assume that the environment is quantifiable and In undirected viewing, the organization does not
objective (Scott, 1992y¥hereby the organizations could depend on hard, objective data because of thef biedie
adjust outputs and strategies based on their aseats the environment is essentially unanalyzable. In
In this case study, we build on the alternativerapph  conditioned viewing, though the assumption about
that organizations invent the environment to whtedy ~ organizational intrusiveness is the same, the
in turn respond. Environment is not only somethimgf  environment is perceived to be analyzable. In the
is concretely “out there”, but is also created bydiscovering mode, organizations intentionally search
organizational imagination. For example, Daft andthe market with powerful analytic tools. The fourth
Weick (1984)conceptualized a model of organizations category, which is the focus of this case studgaited
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the enactingnode. In this space, organizations exhibit Organizing is the task of reducing the equivogalit
an active, intrusive strategy while believing thhe  of experience, through a process of sensemaking
environment is unanalyzable. According to Daft and(Weick, 1979). As mentioned earlier, this sensemgki
Weick (1984), organizations construct their ownis accomplished through reframing, one of the
environments in this mode. They collect usefulcomponents of Appreciative Intelligence. The term
information by trying new behaviors and observingequivocality reflects Weick's appreciation of the
what happens. A premium is placed on experimentingsubject's involvement in the knowledge situation,
testing and ignoring precedent, rules and tradifion emphasizing his analysis of the actual behaviothef
ways of doing things. Organizations in this modedte subject and the language rules by which meanargs
to create a market rather than finding out whether fabricated. Organizations coping with highly equab
need really exists for a product or service. environments, such as the environment confronting a
Enactment involves the bracketing of somesmall investment firm, will encourage numerous egcl
experiences from the stream of events and swarm aff interpretation or “sensemaking”. The applicatioin
experiences that surround organizations, payinguch rules specifies a body of knowledge whichiris,
attention to what is bracketed and using these t&Veick's view, an output of organizing, namely the
enhance meaning (Weick, 1979). This selective m®ce “environment” itself.
of attending to some stimuli is similar to refraginhe The case study demonstrates two kinds of
first component of Appreciative Intelligence enactments: Enactment of limitations and enactroént
(Thatchenkery and Metzker, 2006). The third possibilities. In the former, according to Weiclo{®)
component of appreciative intelligence is similar t perceptions of limitations result from a “failure &ct
enactment. The essence of enactment is thahther than a failure while acting. “Organizations
prganlzatlons often impose that Whlch subsequgntlgemom recognize that their understandings of
imposes on them. It captures the notion of activelyimitations are based on presumptions rather than
creating the environment rather than solely resp@nd ,ctions-an avoidance of testingther than a test of

to it (Perrow, 1986; Weick, 1979]he environments  gyjjis. By an avoidance of testing, organizationsne
organizations face are acts of inventiather than acts , 1e ~ conclusion that constraints exist in the

gf d|scov;eryt. Ir; other_V\{ords_l,_r:enfwronm??rt]’_' coulsa environment and limits exist to their possible msges
PE an output of organizing. The focus or this Y to these constraints. In essence, enactment of
is to show how leaders use their Appreciative

X . . imitations is a process wherein “inaction is jfistl by
Intelligence to generate their own environments an

thereby create realities to which the organizaitioturn haerri(IaTsp{ﬁzr;[emni[:aogétig]n ifrin?sssyi'blngﬁznsk;r;::Ig;isfe asnd
adapts. Because people can “construct, rearrangg P ) y

single-out and demolish many ‘objective’ featurds o itposed rgstrictions on the option_s that Ieadelsider_
their surroundings” (Perrow, 1986), some managers‘:’md exercise when confronted with problemsj’ (_VVe|ck,
forceful individuals’ (Weick, 1987)-can select, .1979.)' In the Iatter_, the strong presence of apatiee
emphasize, modify and/or allocate attention tontelligence helps in reframing attention from whst
particular expectations or types of expectations td'©t POssible to the bringing out new possibilitesd
which they prefer to be held. engaging in action to bring those possibilities to
fruition, thus creating an enactment of possilgititi

Organizational intrusiveness

Undirected viewi E ti . . . .
":e”[ f‘“;f"f . nacine Enactment in a small investment firm: This case
. onstrained interpretations erd : Sting, . ) A .
¢ Nowsoutiae, iormaldste e ot oo study is an analysis of how the concept of refrgmin
. unch, rumor, chance ing. Ex rs i sl i
R Bl e s doing Extemlandpersonal et and enactment, par'uc_ularly enactment of posgisljt
data sources. Much equivocality | reguction, prospestor strategy, unfolded in Blue Chip Investments, Inc., a money
1edpgtlnn: reactor - strategy. | decision making through . . . .
decsion  making  (hrough | incremenl ral and error management firm situated in the Southwestern United
coalition building . .
Conditioned viewing Discovering StateS a.t the t|me Of thIS case Study (Case and
Analvzable Interprets within traditional | Formal search. Questiom‘gg. ThatChenkerY- 1996) The flrm managed IndIVIduaj an
y ?oundanesPassli'edgtec[lommunne, surveys. data galhen‘ng Afcme Corporate accounts for a |Oca| Cllentele The gsset
ormaldata. Internal. impersonal data | detection. Internal. impersonal .
somces‘Liltleequn'ocali‘lyfLeductl‘nn‘ data sources. Little equivocality under management had grOWn from $30 m||||0n to over
Defender strategy. Decision making | reduction. Analyzer strategy. . . . .o .
thorough programmed. problematic | Decision making throughsystems $110 m|”|0n n a feW yearS FOI’ IndIVIdua|S, thHTf
search. analysis and computation.

provided “courage” and “confidence” in investing in

common stocks and expertise in constructing efiicie

Fig. 1: Model of organizational interpretation mede portfolios. For corporate and pension fund clietits
(Daft and Weick, 1984) firm provided “accountability” by sharing the
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responsibility for such funds with plan sponsord an justifying his overall expectations. Rock encoukhge
other fiduciaries. Investment results had been goodavid to criticize his position and offer additidrend
largely due to the intuitive acumen of founder Btick  alternative explanations, e.g., wages had risenemor
and to a 5 year bull market in equities at thaetim slowly than expected and thereby dampening producer

The staff had grown from three to six persons aprice increases. Except in true emergencies, csosen
the time this case study was created. Rock, thediery  was not required at this early point. Throughowt th
worked long hours on the phone and in meetings anday, Rock would engage others in conversation en th
was the primary “marketer” of the firm’s servicétis  subject of the producer price index, listening riiye
staff consisted of an administrative assistant, @oth to the other person and to himself, exhibitang
receptionist, two research analysts and a portfolidorm of mindfulness often seen in individuals wiitigh
manager who checked client reports and stayedmurreappreciative intelligence (Thatchenkery and Metzker
with the publications and regulations in the indust 2006). He would call associates in the financial
The introduction of computer technology and newcommunity and would assess the possibility and
exotic financial instruments had radically alterfadn consequences of being wrong in his interpretatian.
operations. Thanks to his high level of appreca&tiv this instance, Rock applied few rules, limiting his
intelligence, Rock reframed the challenges asactions to conversations with selected individu&s.
presenting him with both new problems andadditional data became available, each datum was
possibilities. His goal was to reframe in such g Wt cycled through the sense making rules anew. Tylgical
he could tap the potential for further growth witho Rock’s behavior included few rules and many cycles.
necessarily becoming a “hands on” expert in alharef Sustained equivocality, a reflection of both Rack’
the firm’s activities. chosen style and the necessities of the environrhadt

The construction of meanings was a primarythe virtue of forestalling any rash action, allog/iRock
activity of Blue Chip Investments. The changing to stir up additional variations in the environmeitich
economy required continuous interpretation andcould contribute to a clear possible interpretatéthe
judgment in the form of affirmation or denial ofeth unfolding events. Usually, Rock’s interpretation
firm's own expectations. The value of investmententailed no change in investment policy until erfoug
advice depended upon performance and, therefoee, tlsensehad accumulated through additional events in
processes involved in the gathering of knowledgeg hatime: “The greater the equivocality, the more tinties
critical consequences. If the expected scenaridhdi  data may be cycled among members before a common
come about, some accounts would Quotron device andterpretation is reached” (Daft and Weick, 1984).
various online services. The quantity of data waseffect, the initial market change requiring attentithe
enormous and Eli Rock’s investment decisions werdow index number, was understood through an
based upon his understanding of this data. Thohgh t attenuated process encompassing many cycles. By its
Blue Chip was active and intrusive in its relatioipsto  nature, the slower process subsumed the event in
the environment, it fundamentally regarded theadditional emerging events, reducing the signifigan
environment as unanalyzable and highly equivocal. Aand relevance of the original bracketed event. sihe
mentioned in the model, an organization in the #8ngc  quantity of data confronting all investors, such an
mode must create its own environment by gatheringncremental methodology effectively screened highly
information, trying new behaviors and seeing whatequivocal information controlling impulsive actoted
happens. in emotions.

While Rock coped with information selectively, he As articulated by Weick (1979; 1987; 1988), much
was careful to sustain equivocality in his intetptens  of what passed for planning and rational behawor i
for as long as possible. An unexpected datum rarelgrganizations is largely retrospective and self-
evoked a swift affirmation or denial but, rather, rationalizing. Explanations and plans summarizet pas
provided the occasion for further conversation andenactments and, therefore, have a historical cterac
social interaction, for further application of for the organization. Planning may serve many needs
sensemaking rules. Confronted with a lower-than‘Weick might say, but providing for a future is padity
expected producer price index, for example, Rockhe least of these. The processes for removing
would call David, his top analyst, into the offiter a  equivocality from events, while necessary to the
discussion in which he would offer his tentative organization, also limit its future adaptability.or-
interpretation of the event. Rock might suggest,tha organizations such as Blue Chips, the maintenafice o
although this figure was lower than he expectedt ne equivocality had positive value because sustaining
month’s index would be higher than expected, therebambiguity helped while adapting to the environment.
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Rock's method with respect to economic data wasneetings with clients. On slow days, Rock would
biased toward sustained equivocality and thewander about the office, engaging in informal takk
application of many interpretative cycles. Thisthough he was waiting for the phone to ring.
approach, common among professional investors, Weick describes several senses of enactment, First
promoted challenging and contrary points of viewshe thinks of enactment in the sense of ‘decree,” in
which engendered further sensemaking activitie®nEv which meanings are constructed as though by fiat.
so, the firm had no policy about interpreting priceRock’s interpretation of computer-mediated data
indices; rather, the standard operating proceduse w provides an example of this meaning of enactment.
embodied in Rock’s behavior, in the actionsConfronted with change in the ecology, the new
characterized by conversation in face-to-face $ociagproducer-price index, Rock eventually constructed
contacts and in telephone calls. The preeminence aheaning for the number through cycles of talk. In
these modes of sensemaking, that is, the preengr@nc another sense, Weick describes enactment as aokind
talk in Rock’s behavior, ultimately provided Rocltlw  charade or play-acting. In this sense, enactmetailen
an enacted environment. Without this social intéwac experimental behavior in which the actor behaves as
basis for constructing interpretations, Rock woldye  a situation were true. The play-acting serves wouar
been unable to reach conclusions all on his ownpossible meanings (creating ecological change, in
Indeed, pausing during one of his meetings to #hin Weick’s terms) and these possibilities encouraggén
something out”, Rock slapped his head saying: “When actions. The actor produces variations which, im,tu
think, | get brain-dead!” Rock was aware that hisprovide the occasion for further sensemaking thinoug
conclusions were never formulated all on his owut, b bracketing and construction.
depended upon sensemaking through social interactio When Rock required a more complete understanding
In effect, Rock’s brain was alive when he talked. of events and ideas, he would often create a @meten

In Weick’s terms, Rock had no way of knowing drama in which he acted as if a condition were.true
what he thinks until he has heard what he saysThrough his social and business networks, Rock was
Confronted with memos, Rock often insisted that thecontinually active at the organization's boundary,
author read the memo aloud to him, or, at leathit® creating new opportunities and new organizational
“what’s in it”. On another occasion, Rock descrilied  identity. Rough-hewed product ideas were develapgd
interpretation of economic data as similar to thecpss  of ceaseless talk and interaction. For examplekiRace
of using cues in a well known children’'s game.tHis  decided that small businesses needed planningeaaivic
classic game, children will look to find the imagea  the deployment of assets given the uncertain ecmnom
donkey in a picture which also contains some olwioufuture. He reasoned that larger firms have staff
forms such as a house and car as well as soneconomists who provide advice on financing decision
inconspicuous figures hidden within the overallelin but that smaller firms have limited access to futjes
drawing (the donkey in the picture might be partaof and little time or expertise to plan effectivelyview of
cloud, for example). This act of discriminating the these projections.

foreground donkey from the clearer background &gur Rock’s methods in developing this notion were
well depicted the process of bracketing experiemmm#®  revealing. Rather than planning the service andsdey
making sense of things. a methodology appropriate to the envisioned cliente

Social interaction, in the form of conversation, he scheduled a series of meetings with executines a
provided Rock with a rich source of information, accountants. At these meetings, Rock presenteidéas
including vocal tone, facial affect, word choicedan as though it were a near-completed project, a pparka
body language. Weick (1987) states that contextuadervice already in place for the small businesntliHe
sources of information allow us to capture the leubt told the participants the areas in which Blue Chip
meaning of events that is generally not visibleriore =~ would give cogent advice and he worked through
mechanical, machine-compatible information”. Notseveral hypothetical examples, as though the
surprisingly, Rock was extremely uncomfortable withmethodology had already been developed. In acgualit
computer data and would not sit long at a computer. Rock was marketing a service that did not existe Th

Apart from face-to-face conversation, Rock’s meetings were a charade in that nothing much hed be
business life was focused on the telephone. Uprty f done with this project. In fact, it was not evepasl at
yellow phone messages were centered on his deak inthis point if Blue Chip could actually deliver sueh
matrix. Approximately 50-70% of his time in theiof  service. This was a clear instance of the third
was spent on the phone. The remaining time wast spenomponent of appreciative intelligence, bringing th
in staff meetings, informal conversation with staffd  future to the present (Thatchenkery and Metzked620
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The pretense of a completed product producedRock reframed the firm's boundaries by enacting
important consequences. First, Rock was able, tirou possibilities which were then fed back to him as
face-to-face contact, to assess the impact of hisonstraints and new possibilities. Furthermore, the
business planning service, identifying possiblecontracts legitimized the new service. Rock’s Helie
weaknesses and problems as he presented the servitieen, led to action that led, in turn, to a revisedief,
Secondly, this enactment led to definite contrdots  which focused David's energies. As Weick would have
the service from several larger firms, an unexpégcteit, a goal was evoked by action and not by plane Th
outcome. Confident now in the feasibility of the firm's understanding of the project bore some
concept and unconstrained by previous presumptionesemblance to the initial rudimentary belief; ewen
about the potential demand among smaller firmsthe target market had been altered and the methggol
Rock rescaled his target market to focus on Idiiges  refined and elaborated. It was likely that further
and to use more quantitative tools in renderingmilag  pretense and experimentation would continue tor alte
advice. Through enactment, Rock created a newhe firm’'s comprehension of its goals.
product market in the form of new constraints apd/n
opportunities for his firm. As an actor, Rock has CONCLUSION
produced sense and meaning for a project which
appeared, to some, flawed and senseless. The This case study supports the view shared by
appearance of contracts for the service has, eceff Bluedorn (1993}hat enactment and several important
created the possibility of that very service. components of strategic management become the same

David had been opposed to the concept from théhing. The classic definition of corporate strategy
beginning. He thought the project was distant fitbl  “What business (es) are we in?” becomes a speasa ¢
firm's area of expertise, which is the applicatioh of the question, “What environment are we in?” The
statistical principles to the management of poidfol strategic choice (or default) to engage in a certai
Success in money management had been due, irigart,business area or not to engage in it would be based
the statistical properties of carefully selectedtfotios.  perceptions of the business area and a decision on
But how can Blue Chipapply population statistics, whether or not to enter it. Similarly, the businészl
appropriate to populations, to the individual firl®  strategic issue of how to compete in the businefis w
addition, Blue Chiphad already made a sizable have an impact on the industry, hence enactinkpaat
commitment to the expansion of the moneypartially, the environment in which it operates.ush
management service to the pension fund market, arganizational enactment and strategic management
major undertaking in terms of resources. With aentr  address several important common issues and iicshou

staff of six, would resources be stretched toozhin be possible to develop a unified framework betwiben
Rock's demonstration of positive feedback, two perspectives.
especially the new contracts, however, encouraged In Weick’s enactment-selection-retention

David. Brushing aside his doubts about the utibfy framework, the informational stimuli to which an
analytical principles to guide the development of aorganization is exposed result from past strategic
business planning service, David reasoned thatsfirmactions that bracket and construct the environniéris
are themselves portfolios of assets and liabilia@sl  would imply that actions taken by the firm in thasp
that the statistical principles applied to poriisliof  serve to focus the attention of managers and teit t
securities could also be applied either to the faijmn  perception of the environment is built to a larggcte
of a firm’s operating units or to the balance shitseif. by their observation of the outcomes of past astidm
Such analyses would provide insight into the optimathis sense, strategic actions are prods or expetime
deployment of assets in the face of uncertaintywhich serve to provide information to managers &bou
Committed by Rock’s charade, David was forced tothe conditions in which they operate. Future adjdn
find a coherent approach to the new service defjmte the extent that they respond to the environmental
own initial misgivings. considerations, are taken in the context of the'fir
These positive results, including the redefinitain  enacted environment rather than in the contextngf a
Blue Chip’s environment, were a result of Rock’sywa external defined environment.
of doing things. They were a result of Rock’s The case study of Blue Chip Investmermiso
enactments of bringing the future to the presertiel® illustrates how the two components of appreciative
the environment previously consisted of investorsjntelligence-reframing to recognize opportunitiesda
markets and securities, the new environment alsbringing the future to the present (enactment)-luslpo
included businesses seeking strategic planningcadvi understand a small firm with an active, vocal foeind
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