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Tension

Research suggests that, if removed, managerial hierarchy needs to be replaced with “something else”. This paper
applies a sensemaking perspective to explore how managerial hierarchy can be replaced. Based on a longitudinal
case study of an organization designed to avoid managerial hierarchy, we demonstrate how the lack of hierarchy
opened up a sensemaking gap around the autonomy-alignment tension which was addressed in different ways
over time. Our case shows how the organization gradually reverted to the hierarchical structures it initially
intended to oppose. We argue that a sensemaking perspective can explain the rationale to this development and

propose that less-hierarchical organizations need a broad range of context-specific, alternative sensemaking
devices connecting to local experience to effectively guide action.

1. Introduction

Amidst increasingly uncertain and complex environments, the ade-
quacy of managerial hierarchy as the go-to form of organizing has been
put into question. Some organizations opt for new forms of organizing
variously characterized as self-managing (Lee & Edmondson, 2017), flat
(Baumann & Wu, 2022), boss-less (Ketkar & Workiewicz, 2022), or
less-hierarchical (Billinger & Workiewicz, 2019). The central tenet of
these new forms, as described in academic literature, is their decen-
tralization of decision-making authority and related increase in auton-
omy among individuals and teams, allowing organizations to more
flexibly navigate uncertainties and complexities (Lee & Edmondson,
2017; Schreyogg & Sydow, 2010).

To make “less-hierarchical” forms of organizing work long-term,
simply reducing managerial hierarchy is not enough. It needs to be
replaced by “something else” (Foss & Klein, 2022, p. 177). While
well-known cases like Buurtzorg or Morning Star illustrate that suc-
cessful alternatives to managerial hierarchy as a mechanism for coor-
dination and control exist (Caker & Siverbo, 2014; Fjeldstad et al., 2012;
Laloux, 2014; Lee & Edmondson, 2017; Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009),
how these alternatives can replace managerial hierarchy remains prac-
tically and theoretically underexplored (Child, 2019; Lee & Edmondson,
2017; Luhmann, 2000).

The purpose of this paper is to explore how managerial hierarchy can
be replaced, adopting a sensemaking perspective. Accordingly, we
interpret managerial hierarchy, as well as its possible alternatives, as

sensemaking devices. Following previous research, such sensemaking
devices help organizational actors understand and handle the un-
certainties and complexities that they encounter in everyday organiza-
tional life (Lund, 2019; Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Weick, 2012). For
instance, managerial hierarchy and its pyramid-shaped organization
chart reduce uncertainties and complexities by outlining clear and
consistent communication and decision-making paths (Child, 2019;
Kiihl, 2017).

To show the implications of our sensemaking perspective, we draw
on insights from a longitudinal case study of Zenseact — a Swedish
software company created with the intent of being less-hierarchical and
agile. As individuals and teams struggled to understand and act upon the
extreme “autonomy” granted to them in the company’s initial organi-
zation design, specifically avoiding hierarchical layers, Zenseact drew
on the “autonomy-alignment” tension as popularly discussed in the
agile software community (see e.g., Bick et al., 2018; Khanagha et al.,
2022; Ravn et al., 2022) to clarify and resolve organizational challenges.
Over time, a number of sensemaking devices were put into place at
Zenseact. With the “Organization 2.0” initiative, an image of the
“autonomy-alignment” tension as a balancing tool was later strategi-
cally used to justify an organizational change initiative which resulted in
an increased emphasis on hierarchical structures and controls, contrary
to the initial intentions of the organization.

Our study suggests that organizations embarking on the journey to-
wards less-hierarchical organizing risk reverting to hierarchical struc-
tures if they do not put alternative coordination and control mechanisms
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in place. Understanding managerial hierarchy and its alternatives as
sensemaking devices shifts the focus of the discussion away from solely
structures, instead highlighting that narratives, metaphors, practices, or
artifacts could also constitute effective alternative mechanisms when
connecting to experience and guiding action in the local setting. We also
contribute to paradox theory by putting forward sensemaking devices as
practical tools for turning paradoxical cognition and strategy into
action.

2. Theoretical framework
2.1. New forms of organizing: reducing hierarchy

Managerial hierarchy is widely regarded as the dominant mechanism
for creating order and enabling coordination in social systems facing
complex and uncertain situations (Child, 2019; Fjeldstad et al., 2012;
Luhmann, 2000). Recently, the dominance/inevitability of managerial
hierarchy has been challenged by new forms of organizing (see e.g., Daft
& Lewin, 1993; Lee & Edmondson, 2017; Puranam et al., 2014).

While earlier contributions, relatedly, positioned these new forms as
“post-bureaucratic” (e.g., Child & McGrath, 2001; Heydebrand, 1989),
more recent conversations rather characterize them as “less-hier-
archical” (e.g., Billinger & Workiewicz, 2019; Lee & Edmondson, 2017).
Connected to the discussion on “less-hierarchical” organizations, a va-
riety of related labels has emerged, including “flat”, “boss-less”, “self--
managing”, and “non-hierarchical” (Lee et al., 2023). In essence, these
labels represent variations of the broader “less-hierarchical” theme,
each focusing on a specific aspect of “less-hierarchical” organizations.
“Flat” signifies a limited or reduced amount of managerial layers
(Baumann & Wu, 2022). “Boss-less” emphasizes the absence of formal
managers with resource allocation power (Ketkar & Workiewicz, 2022).
“Self-managing” refers to the most “radical” cases of decentralized
decision-making authority, i.e., organizations in which reporting re-
lationships between managers and subordinates are completely
removed and individuals and teams are granted full autonomy over their
work (Lee & Edmondson, 2017). Similarly, “non-hierarchical” points at
a removal rather than reduction of managerial hierarchy (Puranam &
Héakonsson, 2015).

While possible implications and contingencies of less-hierarchical
setups remain under-researched (Baumann & Wu, 2023; Foss & Klein,
2022), they seem particularly favorable for organizations operating in
low predictability environments and employing highly skilled workers
which work in teams with few interdependencies (Martela, 2019, 2023).
That said, success stories of less-hierarchical organizing have been re-
ported across a wide range of geographies, organizational sizes, and
domains (see e.g., Hamel & Zanini, 2020; Laloux, 2014; Minnaar & de
Morree, 2019).

2.2. Less-hierarchical forms of organizing: the need for alternatives

While success stories of less-hierarchical forms of organizing exem-
plify the possibilities of a new organizing paradigm (Daft & Lewin, 1993;
Hatchuel et al., 2002; Walsh et al., 2006), several scholars point towards
possible “tensions” (Annosi & Brunetta, 2017) or “limits” (Lee &
Edmondson, 2017). For instance, the strive of individuals and teams for
autonomy and flexibility is often portrayed as being at odds with orga-
nizational needs for coordination and control (Barker, 1993; Langfred &
Rockmann, 2016; Rennstam & Karreman, 2020; van Baarle et al., 2021).
The juxtaposition between autonomy and control is often characterized
as paradoxical, with scholars advocating organizations to both
encourage its members to make decisions on their own locally and
ensure things are moving into a desired common direction (Berti et al.,
2021; Lewis, 2000; Rosales et al., 2022; Smith & Lewis, 2011; Sundar-
amurthy & Lewis, 2003). While the autonomy-control tension has been
a long-standing discussion in broader organization and management
studies and may be regarded as inherent in any organizing (Lewis, 2000;
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Weick, 1995), it gets particularly accentuated in the context of
less-hierarchical organizations (Adler & Borys, 1996; Feldman, 1989;
Raelin, 1985). These organizations seem to principally prioritize the
autonomy pole of the tension over the control pole — a strategy for
navigating paradoxical tensions which, at least in the long term, may
lead to dysfunctional outcomes (cf. Cunha et al., 2022; Jay, 2013; Smith
& Lewis, 2011; Sundaramurthy & Lewis, 2003).

In the absence of hierarchical structures and controls, organizational
actors often experience “ambiguity” or “lack of clarity” (Bernstein et al.,
2016) around, for instance, decision-making, conflict management, and
organizational direction setting. When formal hierarchical structures
and controls are being reduced or even fully removed, informal hierar-
chies (Diefenbach & Sillince, 2011; Foss & Dobrajska, 2015; Laloux,
2014) and normative control (Barker, 1993; Karreman & Alvesson,
2004) may take their place, and organizational actors may discard
less-hierarchical organizing as a “naive social experiment” (Bernstein
et al., 2016, p. 40). Oticon (Foss, 2003), Zappos (Romme, 2015), and
GitHub (Burton et al., 2017), some of the “poster children” of
less-hierarchical organizing, have even reverted back to more hierar-
chical setups (Foss & Klein, 2022).

Some scholars uphold the continued relevance of managerial hier-
archy, viewing it as an enabler (rather than inhibitor) of organizational
success in today’s complex and uncertain environments (Alexy, 2022;
Child, 2019; Foss & Klein, 2022; Jaques, 1990; Luhmann, 2000; Zhou,
2013). Managerial hierarchy remains remarkably prominent in
contemporary organizations (Diefenbach & Sillince, 2011; Lee &
Edmondson, 2017; Littler & Innes, 2004). Some authors argue that
simply reducing or removing managerial hierarchy is a recipe for chaos
rather than success (Felin & Powell, 2016). However, as even its
strongest proponents admit, managerial hierarchy can be successfully
replaced with “something else”, at least to some extent (Foss & Klein,
2022, p. 177).

Extant literature has identified several alternatives to managerial
hierarchy, with alternative structures, practices, and mechanisms often
being used in combination (see also Martela, 2023). For instance,
less-hierarchical organizations typically rely on self-managing teams as
the nucleus of decision-making, substituting the need for hierarchical
coordination and managerial supervision with peer control (Barker,
1993; Child, 2019; Lee & Edmondson, 2017). In addition, Foss and Klein
(2022, p. 177, emphases added) highlighted the following about the
Oticon case: “With most of middle management eliminated, Oticon’s
structure needed something else to keep things together. A new culture, a
new reward system, and a detailed performance management system worked
together with the decentralized structure to handle interdependencies”.
Martela (2023, p. 24, emphases added), then, argues that clear re-
sponsibilities (such as those defined by a managerial hierarchy) can be
substituted by “certain structures, practices, or ICT systems” (see also e.g.,
Céker & Siverbo, 2014; Child, 2019; Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009). Overall
though, our practical and theoretical understanding of alternatives to
managerial hierarchy still remains underdeveloped (Child, 2019; Lee &
Edmondson, 2017; Luhmann, 2000; Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009).

2.3. Making sense in organizations: sensemaking devices

In our paper, we propose approaching managerial hierarchy and its
alternatives from a sensemaking perspective. This approach entails a
stark shift regarding how to interpret (forms of) organizing. Rather than
focusing on the formal structural features of organizations and accord-
ingly viewing them as being more or less hierarchical, we foreground an
understanding of organizations as arenas in which actions and meanings
are constitutive of each other, constantly being co-created and negoti-
ated (Alvesson et al., 2017; Burrell & Morgan, 1979; Morgan, 2007;
Pettigrew, 1979). A critical element of organizational life, then, is
sensemaking, i.e., a process through which organizational actors ascribe
meaning to their shared organizational experience in an attempt of
reducing uncertainties and complexities (Weick, 1995; Weick et al.,
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2005). In this view, sensemaking is not just a reflection of the organi-
zation — rather, “organization emerges through sensemaking” (Weick
et al., 2005, p. 410).

Uncertainties and complexities encountered by organizational actors
often stem from seemingly contradictory demands — such as individual
autonomy and organizational control — and constitute related tensions, i.
e., the experience of discomforting emotions in the face of uncertain and
complex situations (Farjoun et al., 2018; Putnam et al., 2016; see also
Lund, 2019). In other words, sensemaking may be seen as departing
from the experience of tension — something which does not “make sense”
— interpreting said experience to facilitate organizational action (see also
Liischer & Lewis, 2008). A prototypical episode of a sensemaking pro-
cess may then be described as follows: Organizational actors experience
unrest about an uncertain and/or complex situation (i.e., a tension) for
which they struggle to find a common understanding, making it unclear
how best to act upon the situation. This absence of “a shared definition
of organizational reality” constitutes the perception of a “sensemaking
gap” (Maitlis & Lawrence, 2007, p. 78). To fill said sensemaking gap and
develop a common understanding, organizational actors may employ
“sensemaking devices” (Bochantin, 2017; Hekkala et al., 2018; Hultin &
Mahring, 2017; Ivanova-Gongne & Tornroos, 2017; Maitlis & Chris-
tianson, 2014; Oborn et al., 2013), i.e., mechanisms and tools which are
“helping to shape meaning around complex issues” (Oborn et al., 2013,
p- 264). Once a common, “purified” (Berglund et al., 2004) under-
standing is developed, the uncertainty and/or complexity of the situa-
tion at hand (i.e., the tension) is perceived as reduced or even resolved
(Berglund et al., 2004; Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Smith & Lewis,
2011).

Generally, sensemaking is inherent in our use of language and how it
makes uncertain and complex situations explainable (Weick et al.,
2005). As outlined by Maitlis and Christianson (2014), sensemaking
devices can take at least five different forms. Sensemaking can be
facilitated by metaphors as rhetorical devices that help interpret orga-
nizational life. The most obvious examples describe organizations like
machines, organisms, brains, or cultures (see Morgan, 2007). Similarly,
organizational actors may construct and/or draw upon specific narra-
tives — stories which can both describe and inscribe their experience,
such as that of an organizational change project and its perceived (in)
significance (Sonenshein, 2010). Beyond language, organizational
structures and associated rules and procedures can facilitate sensemaking
and coordination through clarifying roles and responsibilities (e.g.,
Bigley & Roberts, 2001). Similar effects can be achieved through social
practices — what people do and how they do it — as Bechky’s (2006)
observations of thanking, admonishing, and joking at film sets illustrate.
Finally, artifacts — from post-it notes and sketches over PowerPoint
presentations and frameworks to physical objects — can provide “frag-
ments of interpretation”, readily available in the surrounding material
world for individual and collective sensemaking (see also Stigliani &
Ravasi, 2012).

Importantly, sensemaking is a locally situated process (Maitlis &
Lawrence, 2007) — the same sensemaking device may hold very different
meanings in different local contexts and may shape the attitudes and
behaviors of organizational actors in different ways. Also, a sensemaking
device can take several of the five forms, e.g., an artifact may be
metaphorical in character and embedded in organizational stories and
practices (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014).

2.4. Towards a sensemaking perspective on “less-hierarchical” forms of
organizing

Against this theoretical backdrop on sensemaking and sensemaking
devices, let us reconsider our interpretation of forms of organizing, first
looking at managerial hierarchy. With its clear structures as illustrated
in the pyramid-shaped organization chart, managerial hierarchy “re-
duces uncertainty in organizations and aims to create clarity and con-
sistency” (Kithl, 2017, p. 83) around communication and
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decision-making paths. Through that, managerial hierarchy helps
organizational actors understand and act upon uncertain and complex
situations, enabling efficient coordination and control (Bigley & Rob-
erts, 2001; Child, 2019; Kiihl, 2017; Luhmann, 2000). In other words,
managerial hierarchy serves as a structural sensemaking device —
perhaps the most common and culturally engrained one informing our
understanding of organizations and other social systems (Child, 2019).

From this vantage point, a reduction or removal of managerial hi-
erarchy, as common to less-hierarchical forms of organizing, means a
reduction or removal of the standard sensemaking device. As mentioned
before, changes towards a less-hierarchical form of organizing can
create “ambiguity” or “lack of clarity” among organizational actors
(Bernstein et al., 2016) and resultingly trigger a need for sensemaking as
actors struggle to understand how they should act upon these changes in
their daily work (see also Balogun & Johnson, 2004; Liischer & Lewis,
2008). Accordingly, organizational actors can be expected to experience
a sensemaking gap which they try to fill with a new shared under-
standing drawing upon alternative sensemaking devices.

A reversion to managerial hierarchy may be explained by a lack of
effective alternative sensemaking devices — metaphors, narratives,
structures, practices, artifacts, and possibly others — as well as the
comparative strength and appeal of managerial hierarchy as a sense-
making device (Child, 2019; Foss & Klein, 2022; Martela, 2023).
Managerial hierarchy is clearly connected to both human experience and
action. Regarding connection to human experience, managerial hierar-
chy builds on a web of powerful primary metaphors, i.e., the most basic
metaphorical building blocks of more complex metaphors like the “or-
ganization as a machine” (Cornelissen & Kafouros, 2008), which are
deeply grounded in our embodied experiences as human beings. For
instance, consider here primary metaphors such as “control is up”
(grounded in our vertical orientation and experience that it is easier to
exert force on an object from above because of gravity, reflected in the
expression “I'm on top of the situation”) or “organization is physical
structure” (based on the experience of interacting with physical objects
and attending to their structure/interrelations, reflected in the expres-
sion “How do the pieces of this theory fit together?”) (Lakoff & Johnson,
1999, pp. 51-53). Regarding connection to action, managerial hierarchy
and its structural differentiation of organizational layers provide clear
and consistent guidelines for action (Child, 2019; Fjeldstad et al., 2012;
Kiihl, 2017) - for instance on how to communicate (e.g., “from the top
down”), how to make decisions (e.g., “high-level decisions™), and how to
handle conflict (e.g., “escalate it upwards”).

In summary, new forms of organizing have recently risen in popu-
larity, commonly characterized as “less-hierarchical” based on their
decentralization of decision-making authority to increasingly autono-
mous individuals and teams. Though success stories point at the possi-
bilities of these new forms, extant research indicates that initiatives
aimed at reducing or removing managerial hierarchy often lead to
confusion, chaos, or may even go back to hierarchical structures. Rather
than simply reducing or removing managerial hierarchy, it may need to
be replaced with alternative coordination and control mechanisms — for
instance, as we suggest in this paper, with sensemaking devices.

3. Method

To explore how managerial hierarchy can be replaced, we conducted
a longitudinal case study (Yin, 2014) of a less-hierarchical organization.
This methodological choice reflects the exploratory nature of the study
given the limited existing practical and theoretical knowledge on al-
ternatives to managerial hierarchy. The richness of the case study
approach allowed us to capture the lived experience of organizational
actors as the organization evolved over time. While the initial focus of
our study was more broadly on the experiences and perspectives of
people working in an agile organization across its organizational evo-
lution, the autonomy-alignment tension and the related use of sense-
making devices emerged as prominent themes in our analysis.



C. Bremer et al.
3.1. Case description

Zenuity was launched in April 2017 as a 50-50 joint venture between
Volvo Cars and Autoliv, a provider of car safety and advanced driving
assistance systems. Building on the two companies’ strong competencies
in safety, the ambition was to form a “world leader in autonomous
driving safety systems” and be able to introduce autonomous driving
technology faster (Volvo Car Corporation, 2017). The independent joint
venture started off as a carve-out with around 100 employees from each
mother company and grew to a headcount of around 800 in the first
three years. Though always thought of as a software company first and
foremost, with most employees being software engineers by training,
Zenuity’s executive leadership and board was dominated by people with
long-standing experience in the automotive industry. Since being
launched, Zenuity underwent several changes in its organizational setup
as well as ownership structure. The most significant change occurred in
July 2020, when Zenuity was split between its owners, with Veoneer
taking the assistance systems part of the organization and Volvo Cars
continuing to work on a software platform for AD technologies, now
under the new entity of Zenseact,' a fully owned subsidiary.

Zenseact offers an extreme case setting with regards to both (i) the
extreme levels of uncertainty and complexity it is facing in its organi-
zational environment, and (ii) the extreme reduction of managerial hi-
erarchy inherent in its agile organization design. Regarding the former,
AD technologies are expected to radically transform the automotive
industry, both in terms of how people move from A to B and how
infrastructure is built (Greenblatt & Saxena, 2015; Lee et al., 2016).
Amidst a highly competitive and fast-paced race to market dominance,
the technological, legal, and economic uncertainty and complexity
associated with the autonomous driving ecosystem are very high
(Brodsky, 2017; Macfarlane & Stroila, 2016; Taeihagh & Lim, 2019). In
short, developing software for a self-driving car, and how to organize
work around that, is far from trivial. In response to this complexity,
Zenseact was “born agile: It was conceived by top management to be an
agile organization across all dimensions of the organization design.
Zenseact was explicitly designed to be a company that appreciates
change and uncertainty as fundamental operating principles of the or-
ganization. The principles of the Agile Manifesto (Beck et al., 2022) are
mirrored in Zenseact’s motto of “People at heart” as well as its core
values of trust, freedom, and openness. This motto and values have not
only been strongly promoted by top management but are also lived and
experienced daily by people within the organization. Together, people at
Zenseact are driven by the organization’s purpose of “Towards zero
faster”, envisioning a world without fatalities from car accidents.

In appreciation of agile’s principles and its human-centered, flexible,
and pragmatic ways of working (Boehm & Turner, 2005), Zenseact’s
organization was designed around self-managing teams. Initially, the
teams were offered great autonomy in agreeing on their own ways of
working as well as their individual sets of (agile) methods and practices.
Teams at Zenseact were tied together in a flat, molecular structure, in
lieu of a traditional hierarchical line structure. Accordingly, Zenseact
initially relied on a very limited set of managerial and leadership roles
across few hierarchical levels. Although the number of formal roles has
increased over time, most employees still hold the formal title of “team
member”. Since the split in July 2020 and particularly since a recent
re-organization in March 2021, Zenseact takes increasing inspiration
from the Scaled Agile Framework (SAFe) to inform its organization
design, tying teams together in teams of teams, or Agile Release Trains
(ARTs). However, Zenseact still strives to be a tailor-made agile
organization.

1 To facilitate reading flow, we will from now on refer to the case organi-
zation as ‘“Zenseact”.
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3.2. Data collection

For this study, we have followed Zenuity and later Zenseact since it
was formed in 2017. Altogether, we have collected qualitative data over
a period of more than five years (see Table 1 for an overview). As our
understanding of the context and trust within research relationships
grew over time, we also expanded our network of informants and
explored different avenues of data collection. In addition to interviews,
we draw on observations and archival data, allowing for triangulation of
our findings (Maxwell, 2005).

3.2.1. Interviews

In total, 134 interviews were conducted with 48 informants.” These
include 80 interviews which result from two unique longitudinal inter-
view series, one between 2017 and 2020 with the organization’s initial
CEO and one between 2017 and 2022 with a top-level manager. The rest
of the interviews were conducted with people from across the entire
organization — from software engineers to HR specialists, from team
members to top managers. Overall, these interviews lasted between 30
and 80 minutes, most of which were fully recorded and transcribed.

3.2.2. Observations

To complement our interview data, we observed selected events and
meetings. This included meetings of individual teams as well as events
open to anyone in the organization. Overall, observations lasted more
than 30 hours. Extensive field notes were taken during these observa-
tions, with notes reviewed and written up maximum one day after
observing.

3.2.3. Archival data

Finally, we included a broad array of archival data in our analysis.
While traditional company-internal data sources like PowerPoint pre-
sentations, strategy documents, and training materials helped contex-
tualize our understanding, we found it particularly helpful to follow
selected conversations on Slack, Zenseact’s preferred tool for internal
communication. With its topic-focused channels and instant messaging
approach, Slack — in its use at Zenseact — presented itself as a rich data
source for our study.

3.3. Data analysis

In analyzing the data, we adopted an abductive approach, constantly

Table 1

Data sources.
Source Amount Data
Interviews 134 interviews, thereof 100 + hours
Interviews across 54 interviews 40 + hours
organization
Longitudinal interview series 30 interviews 20 + hours
(CEO)
Longitudinal interview series 50 interviews 40 + hours
(top-level manager)
Observations 30 + hours 90 + pages field notes
Archival data Company-internal 30 + pages notes and

documents, Slack screenshots

messages

2 In our findings, we relate to informants with fictional names as well as
letters indicating their job title at the time of data collection. As the nomen-
clature for job titles changed throughout the organization’s lifetime, we use “T”
to refer to anyone working within a team, “C” to refer to anyone holding a
coordinating role, and “L” to refer to informants who are part of the organi-
zation’s executive leadership team.
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Table 2
Overview of the main sensemaking devices at Zenseact.
Sensemaking device Types Effectiveness
Metaphor Narrative Structure Practice Artifact Connection to experience Guidance for action
Zeniverse (software app displaying organization chart) X X X Medium Weak
Zenuity way of working (unique culture and practices) X [ Weak Weak
People at heart (organizational motto) X X Strong Strong/Weak**
End-to-end responsibility (Spotify model) X X Weak Weak
Organization 2.0 (SAFe re-organization initiative) X X X X X Strong Strong

* . . . . . . . . .
Practices were regarded as the foundation of a “Zenuity way of working”, to be concretized over time. The concretization of such practices, however, never

materialized as intended.

™ “people at heart” provides strong guidance for action in terms of individual decisions and actions guided by organizational values, but weak guidance for action in

terms of the autonomy-alignment tension (coordination).

moving back and forth between the empirical and theoretical realms.
This approach reflects the potential of abductive reasoning for devel-
oping new interpretations and explanations of complex social phe-
nomena (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). First, interview data was thematically
analyzed through open coding using the NVivo software. Theoretical
reflection on the initial list of codes then led us to apply a tensions lens
(Putnam et al., 2016; Smith & Lewis, 2011) for a second round of coding
on the extended dataset, aiming to identify the (paradoxical) tensions
prevalent at Zenseact and how they were experienced by their em-
ployees. Reviewing the second-order codes, the juxtaposition of “au-
tonomy” and “alignment” emerged as particularly prevalent in our data.
Mapping this empirical observation against insights and discussions
from the literature, we interpreted the autonomy-alignment tension as
the agile community’s variant of the broader autonomy-control debate,
popularly featured in both academic literature (Bick et al., 2018; Moe
et al., 2019, 2021; Olsson & Bosch, 2018) and influential
consulting-based frameworks like the Spotify Model or SAFe (see
Alqudah & Razali, 2016 for a review of such frameworks).

Testing different theories on our data (see Langley, 1999; van de Ven
& Poole, 1995), we ultimately settled on a sensemaking perspective,
helping us illustrate how people at Zenseact encountered and tried to
shape meaning (in other words, make sense) around the autono-
my-alignment tension over time. With this sensemaking perspective in
mind, we went into a third and final round of coding on our autono-
my-alignment data, aiming to pinpoint different uses and in-
terpretations of “autonomy”, “alignment”, and “autonomy-alignment”.
The resulting data structure (see Fig. 1), which we reflected against
theory on sensemaking as well as our broader dataset and understanding
from the Zenseact case, formed the basis for our identification of
sensemaking devices used at Zenseact to facilitate the sensemaking
process around the autonomy-alignment tension.

4. Findings

In this chapter we present the empirical findings from the Zenseact
case, following our outline of a prototypical episode of a sensemaking
process (as presented in 2.3.). Accordingly, we first look at Zenseact’s
initial organization design - autonomy-embracing and hierarchy-
avoiding in nature — and how it contributed to the experience of un-
certain and complex situations in everyday work life, causing unrest
among employees (see 4.1.). Then we show how, in the absence of hi-
erarchical structures and controls, the resulting lack of clarity led to a
growing sensemaking gap in connection to the autonomy-alignment
tension (see 4.2.). Next, we highlight several sensemaking devices (in
italics) introduced over time at Zenseact as people tried to make sense of
the autonomy-alignment tension — i.e., how to uphold the idea of
empowered and autonomous teams while ensuring that efforts were
efficiently steered into a desired common direction (see 4.3.). Finally,
we reflect on Zenseact’s updated organization design — and its shared
understanding as informed and influenced by the various sensemaking
devices - against Zenseact’s initial ambition of addressing the

autonomy-alignment tension within an essentially hierarchy-free setup
(see 4.4.).

4.1. Zenseact’s initial organization design: emphasizing autonomy,
avoiding hierarchy

Autonomy was a critical organization design principle in the early
days of Zenseact. The CEO was inspired by the principles and values of
the Agile Manifesto and embraced the idea of “servant leadership”,
believing that the growth and well-being of the employees should be the
organization’s main concern. Convinced that “people in the teams are
more competent than [ am”, he believed in the power of trusting in-
dividuals and teams to find their own local solutions. Accordingly, the
initial design of the organization centered around self-managing teams
equipped with considerate freedom regarding what they did and how
they did things. Any resemblances of traditional hierarchical structures —
including job titles like “manager” or “vice president” — were explicitly
avoided in the initial organization design. Instead, most employees were
referred to as “team members”.

The expectation was that employees would figure out how to work in
a self-managing, agile way through “working together™:

“I would say the clarity of decisions and the firmness of the frames
[...] has never been so strong [...]. I guess that was part of the
leadership style that [the CEO] wanted. [...] He wanted that to kind
of be a result of people working together, and they would find those
limits or rules in working together. So, I would say, it’s been pretty
unclear but that was on purpose to some extent I think.” (Kim, L)

This leadership approach allowed teams to develop their own ways
of working. This emphasis on autonomy was very much appreciated by
the employees and the autonomous teams worked well.

“There is so much freedom, freedom to explore things yourself,
freedom to move things forward yourself, come up with own ideas.
Basically, make an impact. At the same time having a lot of re-
sponsibility, and at the same time no micro-management at all. I
mean this is really giving me the full possibility to fulfill my potential
and I really, really love it.” (Robin, T)

However, this approach also resulted in different teams using
different agile methods, different sprint lengths, different operating
systems, and even different programming languages. At first, putting
autonomy into practice seemed straightforward. Once multiple teams
were involved in an issue though, people struggled to make sense of
what working autonomously and taking responsibility meant in prac-
tice. While Zenseact’s initial organization design enabled well-working
teams, the autonomy granted to these teams complicated the coordi-
nation and integration of efforts.

“When you should have a CI machinery and do continuous integra-
tion, continuous deployment and these things. If you should support
all this variance [in programming languages], it will be a super
headache for those responsible for that. [...] It was the same when
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We told the teams that you are autonomous and you can work in the way you want.

In Volvo it's like one size fits all. Here it is, here's the material, go ahead. [....) Here we can make it our way.
[...] We don't have to have processes for the sake of all processes, we can use the ones we like and change
the ones we don't like.

From the beginning, they said basically "you can do whatever you want, use whatever tool, whatever
programming language™. [....) Some teams started to code in Spark [...), whereas someone else uses Matlab,
someone else uses Symlink, someone else uses C, someone else uses C++.

Freedom

I have always been on the relying on competence, relying on the autonomy side of it. And just because it is
quicker and more flexible when you want to do new things.

People are very smart here. They don't just, if we say something, they don't gonna say "okay", they're going
10 ask why. Why we're going to do this, what's the good of it? And what's going to come out?

We really have people at heart and there is
in the way that people want you to. It's a ques

. competence is what matters rather than do you look or behave
ion of competence I would say.

Competence

People tried to take advantage of the situation of like lack of decision-taking to decide it themselves.
When you are the only one in the consensus, you can do the decision (laughs], right?

We try to keep the organization quite flat. It's recognized that many good ideas come from the teams, from
developers or whatever our roles are. So I think we will, we are quite good at listening to those initiati
And those ideas and also trust the developers with high level decisions.

It's a relative light foot organization in the sense that if you have kind of well-understood the motivation, it's
not very heavy on decision. [...] It's casy to get things done. You don't have to go through very
administrative things, becaus: ind of a, that kind of light-footed organization, which is good.

Decision-making
authority

There was something lacking and nobody took it up, right. And that's also difficult for the teams to handle.
That needs some kind of higher entity to resolve it, right.

We do apply SAFe [ would say [....), and SAFe s very hicrarchical. I mean, you have the layers and it's
fairly clear that this is who decides this, and this is who decides this. So from that sense, yeah, it's
hicrarchical. And somchow, it also needs o be to get things aligned.

I think that alignment is used a lot here because of this flat hicrarchy. [...) I think a lot of people here work
with the "driven from below, supported from above”. And if it's driven from below, then you wanna have
consensus or some kind of alignment, like, this is how are we gonna .. this is how we work.

Hierarchy

Decision-making in the team can only be asked for as it doesn't affect other teams. As soon as it does, there
needs to be a more ized, whatever, decisi king or aligned decisi king, it can't be the
autonomous team anymore.

(From observation of ART leadership team meeting) Do you have any alignment between leadership across
ARTs before tomorrow? Might be good to troubleshoot.

[From observation of team meeting] I think it is more of a coordination task. We should have [our PO] align
with [another PO] on this.

Coordination

The reason why we do this re-organization right now because we saw that, okay, maybe we had too much
freedom ... which resulted to not good alignment, which resulted to confusion between teams and people.

[From observation during PI planning] For the big planning this afteroon, we can pick out this one
capability which we need to clarify.

Where do we make alignment decisions on how can we work together to achieve [.-.) We didn't really
come together to discuss priorities, capacity allocation and that stuff. That was done in a way that wasn't
really clear. [...] That was one of the things that we tried to address by forming ARTs and using SAFe.

Clarity

They had freedom where they needed to have freedom and they got guidance where they needed guidance.
So this balance between alignment and autonomy was don in a good way, I think, in [ART X).

I would expect that we come to some [....] kind of level we should be at when it comes to balance between
alignment and autonomy. Like, if we go into more alignment, then we're blocking this autonomy too much.
And we'll find the balance of that and then agree that we're at an optimal level now.

Atthe moment, we are trying o adjust this balance a bit between: what are the things where we want to give
responsibility o the teams, but what are the things that need to be handled on a higher level, like choosing
the tools you work with.

Balancing tool

Italso creates alignment problems because if there is too much autonomy for the individual or for the teams,
itis difficult to align them to put together a product that works together at a certain place in a certain time.
So, it is a battle between, I would say, alignment vs. autonomy to an extent.

So [PO 1) would need to talk to [PO 2] and say “You need to solve this. Otherwise, we're going to scrap
things.” Who takes it? And they have to ... they can fight, I don't know. They can do an MMA match. I don't
care how they solve it (laughs). But they have to solve it, who's going to do it.

[From observation of team meeting] There is one team being main responsible and driving this. [...] If we
fight, then fighting with [team A]. We will never win that fight.

Battle of
responsibilities

Now I think we arc coming to a better balance there. We arc identifying those things where we need to get
high-level decisions and those things that are decided further down.

[From observation of team meeting] I think it is more of a coordination task. We should have [our PO] align
with [another PO) on this.

Anything coming out of the ... let's call them “higher layers” (laughs) of the organization is very abstract. [...]
In my team and in other places, that we feel ... that we lack an intermediate layer of leadership perhaps.
Something like technical leadership, someone to turn to who can own a bigger question.

Hierarchy
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Fig. 1. Data structure: uses and interpretations of “autonomy”, “alignment”, and “autonomy-alignment” (examples).
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we were allowed to select computers from the beginning. [...] Many
had virtual machines, either running Windows machines within
Linux virtual machines or the opposite. Because you need the tools
from both sides so to speak, and that’s not efficient.” (Ali, T)

4.2. Growing sensemaking gap and the autonomy-alignment tension

In the absence of hierarchical structures and controls, employees and
teams increasingly struggled to understand and deal with fundamental
questions in their everyday work life: Which decisions can we take as a
team, and where do we need to involve others? Who do we need to
communicate and coordinate with, and how? How does what we are
doing tie in with where Zenseact wants to go? For instance, Noah (T)
stated:

“The main problem was lack of clarity because there was no strategy
at that time. There was not, like ... if Zenuity leadership team
thought that they had one, they never communicated to the
company.”

Whether talking about the strategic “intent” of the company or the
“direction” towards which they should strive, mechanisms for decision-
making or coordination between teams and different parts of the com-
pany, employees expressed their frustration about not knowing how to
act in terms of lack of “clarity”. While some employees had worked in or
with agile teams before, most had no experience of working in an agile
organization and found it difficult to discover their own ways of working
without further “guidance”. Overall, the importance of personal expe-
rience working in an agile way was underestimated, as Alex (C) told us:

“We have a lot of technical guys and they all would say: You should
have worked a few years with these technical things to be good at it.
But everybody thought of all this agile stuff, that’s just easy, we’ll
just do it.”

Zenseact soon began experiencing problems of how to coordinate
and control efforts at an organizational level. Some teams overlapped in
their areas of responsibility and essentially did redundant work, while
other areas were not being picked up by any team. In a traditional or-
ganization design, such struggles would be resolved by managers up in
the hierarchy; at Zenseact, such managers did not exist.

To succeed, the teams’ efforts needed to be more efficiently steered
into a common direction — without compromising on teams’ autonomy.
Already in 2019, the need for “alignment on a higher level” was
expressed, with “alignment” becoming increasingly positioned as an
opposite pole to “autonomy”, picking up the autonomy-alignment ten-
sion as broadly discussed in the large-scale agile discourse.

“There are challenges with the organization: How much autonomy
and freedom to the teams versus how much governance to have
alignment on a higher level. It’s about achieving both.” (Luca, L)

Overall, alignment became a popular term inside Zenseact, used to
describe almost any communicative act crossing team borders — from
making “higher-level” decisions to communicating in large groups at
“alignment meetings” to defining a common strategic direction (“over-
arching goal™).

Within the large-scale agile discourse, two of the most prominent
consulting frameworks — the Spotify Model and SAFe - feature the
autonomy-alignment tension prominently. The Spotify Model depicts
the relationship between autonomy and alignment in a traditional
2 X 2-matrix, arguing that both high autonomy and high alignment can
be achieved, explained through the metaphor of a jazz band. Following
the Spotify Model, teams (“squads™) should have “end-to-end re-
sponsibility” for a specific stream of work (Kniberg, 2014). Meanwhile,
SAFe lists “alignment” as one of its core values, stating that “While
empowered, Agile Teams are good (even great), but the responsibility
for strategy and alignment cannot rest with the combined opinions of the
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teams, no matter how good they are. Instead, alignment must rely on the
Enterprise business objectives”. The act of organizing is illustrated by
the metaphor of a car, with central steering (coordination and control)
being presented as necessary for the well-functioning of any agile or-
ganization (Scaled Agile Inc, 2021).

4.3. Introducing sensemaking devices at Zenseact

In trying to address the sensemaking gap and develop a common
interpretation of the autonomy-alignment tension, Zenseact over time
drew on a variety of sensemaking devices. Zenseact’s original organi-
zation design centered around empowered and autonomous teams. As
this design could not be captured in a traditional, pyramid-shaped or-
ganization chart, an alternative visualization of the organization — an
alternative sensemaking device — was established. The internal software
application called Zeniverse portrayed teams (atoms) as free-roaming
units floating across the organizational space (universe), with organi-
zational areas and superseding structures only hinted at with different
colorings of the atoms and different orbits they were floating around
(see Fig. 2).

Initially, the organization wanted to go for the Zenuity way of work-
ing, and pushes by external consultants and internal leaders for adopting
common approaches to large-scale agile like the Spotify Model or SAFe
were largely rejected:

“I'mean also in the past, we got ... we took some small elements from
SAFe, but we didn’t even dare to say we want to do something like
SAFe because that meant like oh, we don’t do the Zenuity way
anymore, we do something different.” (Alex, C)

Though early efforts were targeted at articulating the “Zenuity way
of working” and developing a “mutual understanding” around what it
entailed — including the definition of company-wide “values, structures,
practices, and principles” (internal communications) — many related
initiatives have not materialized or lack company-wide implementation.
For instance, the articulation of what a “sustainable meeting culture” for
Zenseact is, identified as an organizational “to do” in an internal pre-
sentation from 2018, remains “under construction” today. Similarly, an
“open company handbook”, defining clear “rules for collaboration”, had
been identified as crucial in said presentation but has not been devel-
oped to date. A notable exception is People at heart, Zenseact’s motto,
which was established in the company’s early days and continues to be
frequently invoked by employees, for instance when praising others for
their ethical and collegial behavior (“That’s people at heart™), when
introducing a new parental leave policy (“As a company with people at
heart [...]”), or when criticizing internal policies (“Is this really people
at heart?”).

On a team level, individual teams at Zenseact were (and continue to
be) expected to regularly discuss and define their own “ways of work-
ing” based on the “4 P framework”, specifying the team’s purpose,
procedures, performance indicators, and principles. The up-to-date 4 Ps
should be visible to others both in the Zeniverse application and on
Confluence (Zenseact’s knowledge management software). However,
many teams’ 4 Ps to this day remain largely “tbd” (to be determined) or
even completely empty, with teams struggling to understand both why
and how they should use the 4 P framework.

With the “Zenuity way” largely failing to clarify how people should
act, people at Zenseact increasingly drew on established concepts and
interpretations from the large-scale agile discourse to make sense of the
autonomy-alignment tension. Starting in late 2018, the notion of end-to-
end responsibility was increasingly stressed by company leadership.
Inspired by the success of Spotify’s “squads”, teams at Zenseact should
now take full responsibility for specific features — from development
over testing to delivery — rather than focusing on a specific aspect of the
process. Relatedly, the emphasis in team design was supposed to be
shifted from the “competence” of teams and their experts to “flow” in the
software development process. The idea of end-to-end responsibility,
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Fig. 2. Zenseact’s organization design as portrayed in the Zeniverse.

and relatedly designing the software product to be built into relatively
independent features, aims at reducing interdependencies between
teams — thereby reducing the need for inter-team alignment and making
team autonomy more viable.

Despite the introduction of “end-to-end responsibility” and related
organizational changes, struggles of coordination beyond the team level
remained prominent at Zenseact. As the organization moved closer to
delivering its software to customers, integration of the supposedly in-
dependent features proved both more essential and more difficult than
anticipated. Smaller organizational changes, mostly of local scope,
aimed at the clarification of responsibilities and led to the introduction
of new structures, processes, and coordinative roles.

Consolidating these changes on an organizational level, Zenseact
introduced a re-organization in March 2021, internally referred to as
Organization 2.0. The introduction of “Organization 2.0” came with an
increasing adoption of SAFe. Accordingly, all software development
teams at Zenseact were now grouped together into five distinct Agile
Release Trains (ARTs), and new “ART leadership” roles were introduced
to manage the different ARTs. Also, a separate “solution team” was
introduced, tasked to “collaborate with ARTs to ensure alignment across
ARTs and resolve dependencies”.

A PowerPoint presentation communicating the intended re-
organization clarified the reasons and ambitions for the change: To
facilitate the development of an integrated software platform, Zenseact
shall become “agile at scale”, and therefore needs to “improve [the]
balance between alignment and autonomy”. Within the re-organization
effort, the autonomy-alignment tension was now strategically used and
made sense of as an organizational balancing tool which allowed mov-
ing the sliders to counteract a perceived previous imbalance favoring
autonomy. The metaphor of the balancing tool provided an alternative
interpretation of the autonomy-alignment tension, different from an
interpretation as a “fight” or “battle” of responsibilities between teams,
as several informants referred to it.

4.4. Zenseact’s updated organization design: emphasizing alignment,
rediscovering hierarchy

Given the organization’s original emphasis on autonomy, it was clear
that an “improved balance” would mean shifting the balance more to-
wards alignment. Although explicit references to traditional elements of
hierarchical structure were still largely avoided, SAFe’s interpretation of
the term “alignment” influenced how employees made sense of this
organizational change.

“In the end, we of course need to coordinate and align on a higher
level. And I think, here we have had some ... yeah, discussions or
maybe ... obstacles sometimes. But I do think with this re-org,

introducing the solution team that we will have, they being the
high-level coordinators or whatever word you can use, but trying to
align all our different areas [...] I think and I hope that this will
actually facilitate this, having more of the alignment part ... and at
the same time having the autonomy.” (Harper, T)

In the months after the introduction of “Organization 2.0”, the idea
of the autonomy-alignment tension as a balancing tool continued to be
frequently drawn upon. The balance between autonomy and alignment
in different organizational contexts was described as being “done in a
good way” or having “the wrong balance”. Essentially, (lack of)
“alignment” became a proxy for (lack of) hierarchy, agreement, and
strategic direction — an explanation for everything going well (align-
ment) or not well (lack of alignment). In a sense, shifting the balance
towards “alignment” within the autonomy-alignment tension had filled
the “lack of clarity”, or sensemaking gap, which arose as employees
struggled to make sense of the less-hierarchical organizational space
(Zeniverse).

Interestingly, Jo (C), a key initiator of “Organization 2.0”,
acknowledged that agile at scale will not be achieved through structures,
presenting a continuous focus on “ways of working” as the more
promising approach. Still, Jo was referring to the autonomy-alignment
tension and its inherent structural view of organizing that Zenseact
originally wanted to oppose.

“Balance between alignment and autonomy and joint prioritizations
I would say is the biggest thing that [we needed to address]. We
wanted to create a structure that can give us better possibilities to do
that. Because that’s not going to be solved by a structure. It needs to
be solved by putting the right ways of working in place.”

Though efforts regarding “ways of working” continue to take place at
Zenseact, and the emphasis on autonomous teams remains prominent,
strong focus is placed on structures and “improving the balance between
autonomy and alignment” (internal communication). For instance, the
“Zeniverse” and its non-hierarchical depiction of the organization’s
structure is still being upheld, though the organization of teams into
ARTSs has, in parallel, introduced structures and logics akin of traditional
organizational departments. Similarly, the ideal of the autonomous team
is still being promoted despite Organization 2.0 having introduced
increasingly clear roles, responsibilities, and boundaries. This causes
confusion, as the following comment by a manager on a public Slack
channel illustrates:

“My observation is that we aspire to multiple paradigms. On one
hand we want teams with end 2 end responsibility and very few
dependencies on the other hand we precisely define borders for team
responsibility. We want people to chip in where it’s needed and at



C. Bremer et al.

the same time appoint owners for most things. We are a semi-large
organization, large enough to have specialized teams for most
things and at the same time not large enough to have dedicated
teams for everything.”

5. Analysis and discussion
5.1. Insights from the Zenseact case

Our aim with this paper is to explore how managerial hierarchy can
be replaced. More concretely, we take a sensemaking perspective and
interpret managerial hierarchy as well as its possible alternatives as
sensemaking devices aiding the meaning-making process as organiza-
tional actors navigate uncertain and complex situations. By adopting a
sensemaking perspective we shift attention from hierarchical levels to
peoples’ shared experience, and by focusing on sensemaking devices we
widen the perspective from an exclusive focus on structures to also
paying attention to metaphors, narratives, practices, and artifacts.

Zenseact’s initial organization design deliberately avoided any re-
semblances of managerial hierarchy. Decision-making authority was
largely decentralized to self-managing teams, granting them wide-
reaching autonomy (cf. Lee & Edmondson, 2017). While this
autonomy-embracing approach worked well within Zenseact’s teams,
lack of clarity (cf. Bernstein et al., 2016) arose as soon as coordination
and integration beyond the team level became necessary. The tension
between a desire for autonomy at the individual/team level and a need
for coordination and control at the organizational level is not unique to
Zenseact (see also Langfred & Rockmann, 2016; Rennstam & Karreman,
2020; van Baarle et al., 2021). In the agile software community, it is
commonly framed as a tension between autonomy and alignment (Bick
et al.,, 2018; Moe et al., 2021). At Zenseact, the autonomy-alignment
tension was intentionally not dealt with through hierarchical structures
but left to the teams to “work out together”.

From a sensemaking perspective, the related lack of clarity of how to
address the autonomy-alignment tension led to a perception of a
sensemaking gap (Maitlis & Lawrence, 2007). In addressing this gap,
different sensemaking devices (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Oborn
et al., 2013) were drawn upon at Zenseact — from the Zeniverse over the
“Zenuity way of working” to the SAFe-inspired “Organization 2.0”
initiative — aiming to construct a shared understanding of how to
organize and address the autonomy-alignment tension. Epitomized and
formalized by the introduction of Organization 2.0, Zenseact over time
had “shifted the balance” from emphasizing team autonomy towards
emphasizing organizational alignment — a shift accompanied by an
increased prevalence of structures and controls typically found in
managerial hierarchies (cf. Foss & Klein, 2022). From a paradox
perspective, the oscillation from autonomy to alignment at Zenseact did
not seem like a “purposeful, cyclical response” (Smith & Lewis, 2011, p.
386), but rather like a reactive shift in response to a perceived over-
emphasis on autonomy (cf. Sundaramurthy & Lewis, 2003).

5.2. Sensemaking devices at Zenseact

When managerial hierarchy does not get replaced with “something
else” (Foss & Klein, 2022; Minnaar & de Morree, 2019), it may creep its
way back into the organization, as several cases have illustrated (cf.
Foss, 2003; Foss & Klein, 2022; Romme, 2015). Our investigation of the
Zenseact case from a sensemaking perspective reveals a more nuanced
understanding of how alternatives to managerial hierarchy can be un-
derstood and developed, as well as how and why managerial hierarchy
remains appealing — even in an environment seemingly conducive to
less-hierarchical organizing.

In less-hierarchical organizations like Zenseact, as the autonomy
pole of the tension becomes emphasized more strongly than usual (cf.
Sundaramurthy & Lewis, 2003), the autonomy-control tension — largely
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concealed (or “latent”) within managerial hierarchies — becomes
“re-opened” (or “salient”, see Smith & Lewis, 2011). As people at Zen-
seact increasingly ran into cross-team coordination challenges, they
experienced a sensemaking gap in relation to the autonomy-alignment
tension. We identified several sensemaking devices that organizational
actors drew upon as they tried to develop a common understanding
around how to organize and how to address the autonomy-alignment
tension: the Zeniverse; the “Zenuity way of working” (and the related
“4 P framework”); the “People at heart” motto; the notion of “end-to-end
responsibility” as inherent in the Spotify model; and the SAFe-inspired
Organization 2.0 initiative (with the related framing of autono-
my-alignment as a balancing tool). These sensemaking devices repre-
sent different types (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014) and have been more
or less effective at Zenseact based on their connection to both experience
and action (see Table 2 for an overview).

For instance, the Zeniverse is an artifactual representation of Zen-
seact’s initial organization design, based on the metaphor of a universe.
While we can all relate to the concept of “the universe”, it has no
connection to our embodied experience and thus offers few implications
for our everyday practices. With its space theme, the Zeniverse captures
the feeling of excitement and newness surrounding the company’s
launch, but by portraying the teams as free-floating entities it only hints
at relationships between them, offering no concrete guidance on how
these relationships may be lived out in practice. Indeed, separate entities
in a universe may revolve around each other, but never meet (unless
they crash). Established in the company’s early days, the Zeniverse re-
mains prominently displayed (e.g., on large monitors near the entrances
of its office floors) and is proudly referred to at Zenseact (e.g., during
employee onboarding sessions). This is at odds with the Organization
2.0 initiative, adopting an ART-based structure, which had been
communicated through traditional organization charts. Both versions of
representing the organization design — one non-hierarchical (Zeniverse)
and one hierarchical (Organization 2.0’s ART structure) — live on, sug-
gesting that both representations (and its associated paradigms) reflect
and inform certain aspects of organizational life at Zenseact.

Like the Zeniverse, the narrative of the “Zenuity way of working” was
established early on and reflected a desire for being a unique, exciting,
and new organization. Though several ideas and initiatives were
launched with the intention of developing and defining organization-
wide “ways of working” (i.e., practices), these mostly remained un-
specified and unarticulated. Relatedly, the “4 P framework™ (artifact) is
meant to facilitate team-level discussions about ways of working.
However, many teams treat the framework like an afterthought (if at all)
as they do not understand how and why they should use it in their work.

Another important sensemaking device from the company’s early
days is the motto of “People at heart”. Combining the primary meta-
phors (Cornelissen & Kafouros, 2008) of the heart as an expression of
feelings and emotions and as the central organ of the body, the “People
at heart” narrative gives employees a deeper meaning to the rational and
abstract nature of software work — making it “human” and emphasizing
that people are at the center of the operations. People at Zenseact
continuously draw on this sensemaking device to inform and (de)legit-
imize action — decisions should be made with “People at heart”. It can
therefore be seen as an effective sensemaking device in that it was
adopted throughout the organization, helping people make sense of
“who we are” (the organization’s values). That said, we have not
observed “People at heart” being drawn upon in the context of align-
ment discussions between teams, probably because it offers no guidance
for how to act in specific situations concerning the autonomy-alignment
tension (e.g., how to coordinate).

Following Zenseact’s early ambitions for figuring out its own way,
people increasingly experimented with established approaches, drawing
on external models and frameworks to guide sensemaking of the
autonomy-alignment tension. The notion of “end-to-end responsibility”,
inspired by the Spotify Model, metaphorically expresses the possibility
and desirability of a structure of largely independent teams, responsible
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for separate features from “end-to-end”, from development to customer
delivery. This relative independence of teams did not reflect experienced
reality at Zenseact, rather fostering a false sense of isolation and battles
of responsibility as developing a software platform for autonomous
driving turned out to entail more interdependencies between features
and teams than developing a music streaming platform (Spotify anal-
ogy). Teams largely continued working in the same setups and ways as
before, displaying “pseudo end-to-end responsibility” (interview quote)
as they simply lacked the manpower to cover the full range of re-
sponsibilities around a feature.

The introduction of Organization 2.0 significantly changed Zen-
seact’s organization design. Zenseact largely adopted the Scaled Agile
Framework (SAFe) as an artifact, with all its associated structures (e.g.,
Agile Release Trains), roles (e.g., Release Train Engineer), and practices
(e.g., program increment planning). With the framing as “Organization
2.0”, the narrative of an improved, updated organization design was
established. This narrative was built around the metaphor of a software
update, which was highly approachable to Zenseact’s employees. SAFe
as the underlying framework appealed with familiar logics of organi-
zational structure: In explaining the need for an organization-level
framework, SAFe employed the metaphor of a car to be steered from
the top, implying a traditional hierarchical logic with simple, instru-
mental relationships between units. Agile Release Trains, put next to
each other, looked much like the departments people had experienced at
previous employers like Volvo Cars, representing traditional managerial
hierarchy. SAFe also largely reflected roles and practices that had
emerged locally across smaller organizational changes. With that, Or-
ganization 2.0 helped clarifying, formalizing, and synchronizing roles
and responsibilities at Zenseact. It became an effective sensemaking
device because of the clear connection to peoples’ experience, both in
terms of their actual work experience (in more hierarchical contexts at
previous employers as well as at Zenseact) and experientially (drawing
on well-rehearsed primary embodied metaphors), and because of the
clear implications for action (clarifying who is responsible for doing
what).

Associated with Organization 2.0 was the interpretation of autono-
my-alignment as a balancing tool along which one can move and adjust
the slider. Based on the primary metaphor of “balance is good”, a
narrative was established: As Zenseact used to overprioritize autonomy,
it now had to move more towards alignment. This narrative helped
explain and justify the Organization 2.0 initiative and the associated
move towards a more formalized, hierarchical organization design.
Much like in paradox theory (cf. Berti et al., 2021; Smith & Lewis, 2011;
Sundaramurthy & Lewis, 2003), a balancing approach, aiming for both
autonomy and alignment, was promoted.

Reflecting on Zenseact’s journey over time, it becomes apparent that
moving from an emphasis on autonomy to an emphasis on alignment
eventually led to an introduction of structures, roles, and practices akin
to traditional managerial hierarchy — a consequence which was not
intended in the organization’s initial design. Though using different
terminology, Zenseact had essentially rediscovered managerial hierar-
chy through SAFe and Organization 2.0. Managerial hierarchy was
essentially replaced by a proxy of managerial hierarchy.

5.3. Sensemaking devices in “less-hierarchical” forms of organizing

Was Zenseact’s reversion to managerial hierarchy, as Foss and Klein
(2022) would say, inevitable? We are inclined to disagree, and we
suggest our sensemaking perspective helps understand why. On the
surface, Zenseact had many of the basic conditions for succeeding with
their non-hierarchical, agile form of organizing in place. Their
autonomy-embracing and hierarchy-avoiding organization design was
explicitly supported and embraced by its CEO; they had the resource
support of established organizations; they had the time to develop both
their software and organization without immediate pressure to be
profitable; and their headquarter was in Sweden, a cultural setting
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largely regarded as receptive for less-hierarchical forms of organizing.

Beyond that, Zenseact had launched several initiatives early on to
establish alternative sensemaking devices — most prominently the Zen-
iverse and the “Zenuity way of working”. In their orientation, both
sensemaking devices reveal parallels to other cases of less-hierarchical
organizing. The Zeniverse was aimed at providing an alternative rep-
resentation of Zenseact’s organization design, based on an alternative
metaphor — comparable to, for instance, the embedded circle structure of
Holacracy (see e.g., Bernstein et al., 2016) or the lattice structure of W.L.
Gore (see e.g., Manz et al., 2009). The “Zenuity way of working” and its
related initiatives of establishing a “meeting culture” or developing an
“open company handbook” defining clear “rules for collaboration”
resemble what less-hierarchical organizations like Buurtzorg, Morning
Star, or Valve have been applauded for (see e.g., Laloux, 2014; Lee &
Edmondson, 2017).

However, discovering and developing the “right ways of working”, as
one of Zenseact’s key initiators of Organization 2.0 similarly acknowl-
edged, requires continuous discussion and development of the practices
which are derived from the organization’s purpose and principles
(Laloux, 2014). From less formalized sensemaking devices such as W.L.
Gore’s “waterline” metaphor (Manz et al., 2009) to more formalized
ones such as Morning Star’s CLOUs as contractual artifacts (Lee &
Edmondson, 2017) - in their local context, they provide clear guidance
on how to act. At Zenseact however, the sensemaking process was
largely left to individual employees and teams, with no shared experi-
ence to draw on and little guidance on what the Zeniverse or the
“Zenuity way of working” actually meant in practice. More concrete
ways of working, even those envisioned early on, have largely remained
undefined and unarticulated, therewith failing to connect to action and
failing to provide an effective alternative to managerial hierarchy.
Devoid of relations to concrete experience and practice at Zenseact, the
Zeniverse and the “Zenuity way of working” became “empty” sense-
making devices.

In general, traditional managerial hierarchy appears to be such a
strong sensemaking device that it needs to be replaced by multiple
sensemaking devices working together to offer a coherent alternative.
Managerial hierarchy may in fact be thought of as a web of sensemaking
devices, including for instance: Metaphors like the pyramidal organi-
zation chart, artifacts like job descriptions, practices like the yearly
budgeting process, narratives like “big problems need to be escalated”,
or structures like the division into functions. These and other sense-
making devices, in their interplay, constitute the strength of managerial
hierarchy in both connecting to experience and guiding action (cf. Child,
2019; Fjeldstad et al., 2012; Kiihl, 2017). Simply positioning alternatives
to managerial hierarchy as “less-hierarchical” lacks such strength. Un-
like the “Zenuity way of working”, Organization 2.0 was based on an
intricate web of sensemaking devices — introduced with a convincing
narrative, based on a relatable metaphor and a familiar-looking struc-
ture, including well-documented practices and artifacts. In any case,
alternative sensemaking devices cannot simply be “implemented” from
the top down - meanings are locally developed and contextually
embedded.

6. Conclusion and contributions
6.1. Conclusion

This paper aimed at increasing our understanding of how managerial
hierarchy can be replaced. We propose that a sensemaking perspective
helps us better understand both the role of managerial hierarchy and its
alternatives in organizations. Our study of Zenseact confirms that just
“removing” hierarchy is not enough (Foss, 2003; Foss & Klein, 2022;
Romme, 2015); “something else” needs to be put into place (Foss &
Klein, 2022; Minnaar & de Morree, 2019). In that regard, the sense-
making perspective offers an alternative theoretical lens for exploring
(the design and implementation of) “less-hierarchical” forms of
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organizing. Our analysis of the Zenseact case highlights the strength of
managerial hierarchy as a sensemaking device, indicating that an
intricate web of alternative sensemaking devices — both connecting to
experience and guiding action in the local context — may be required to
organize effectively in the absence of managerial hierarchy.

6.2. Contributions to research and limitations

With the current discussion on new forms of organizing largely
focusing on the structural possibilities and contingencies of “less-hier-
archical” forms (Baumann & Wu, 2023; Billinger & Workiewicz, 2019;
Puranam et al., 2014), alternatives to managerial hierarchy remain
underexplored (Child, 2019; Luhmann, 2000). As several cases show,
there seems to be more to new forms of organizing than their
less-hierarchicalness; the reduction or removal of managerial hierarchy
needs to be compensated by alternative coordination and control
mechanisms. We contribute to research by providing an alternative
framework for understanding both managerial hierarchy and new,
alternative forms of organizing.

Applying a sensemaking perspective allows to recognize a wide
range of alternative sensemaking devices to managerial hierarchy. This
range may include alternative structures as well as narratives, meta-
phors, practices, or artifacts (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Weick,
2012). Many examples of alternative sensemaking devices, some more
“formalized” (Lee & Edmondson, 2017) and some less, have already
been put into practice by organizations such as Buurtzorg, Morning Star,
or W.L. Gore (Laloux, 2014; Lee & Edmondson, 2017; Martela, 2023).
Overall, a sensemaking perspective points to a different approach to
organization design(ing), focusing on how organizational actors, indi-
vidually and collectively, make sense of complex and uncertain situa-
tions (tensions), and how they enact the values and principles inherent
in “less-hierarchical” organizing in their local context. More specifically,
our analysis of the use of sensemaking devices at Zenseact demonstrates
the importance of connecting sensemaking devices to organizational
members’ experience as well as to a coherent vision of the desired or-
ganization for effectively guiding action.

Our investigation of the Zenseact case also contributes to the liter-
ature on paradoxical tensions. Our study provides a lively portrayal of
how tensions (such as autonomy-alignment) can be navigated in prac-
tice through sensemaking, with sensemaking devices serving as action-
able and practical tools for successful tension management. Overall, a
sensemaking perspective on paradox may enrich ongoing discussions
among paradox scholars — moving beyond a focus on cognition and
strategy, for instance by advocating a paradox mindset and both/and-
thinking (Lewis, 2000; Miron-Spektor et al., 2018; Smith & Lewis,
2011), and towards how to turn them into action.

More specifically, we show that sensemaking in the face of paradox is
a process involving not only managers but all organizational members,
therewith extending the work of Liischer and Lewis (2008). With our
longitudinal study of Zenseact, we also illustrate how sensemaking de-
vices can impact the power dynamics in the push-pull between the two
poles of a paradoxical tension — first favoring autonomy, then gradually
shifting towards alignment - therewith addressing related calls for
future research (Fairhurst et al., 2016; Schad et al., 2016, 2019).
Effective sensemaking devices may help avoid excessive emphasis on
one pole or erratic oscillation between poles, typically thought of as
dysfunctional strategies for managing paradoxical tensions (cf. Cunha
et al., 2022; Jay, 2013; Smith & Lewis, 2011; Sundaramurthy & Lewis,
2003).

Despite these contributions, the methodological and theoretical
choices we made entail some limitations. First, insights from our
“extreme case” of Zenseact — an organization with a unique ownership
structure and history, operating in an unusually uncertain and complex
environment, and initially designed to be fully autonomy-embracing
and hierarchy-avoiding — may not generalize across all organizations
characterized as (or aspiring to become) ‘less-hierarchical”. In
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organizations with a less radical approach and setting, the need to
replace managerial hierarchy may be less articulated and/or easier to
fulfil with more conventional alternative coordination and control
mechanisms such as a performance management or ICT system.

Beyond that, our investigation of alternatives to managerial hierar-
chy is limited by our focus on a specific theoretical perspective. Even
within the sensemaking perspective we apply, insights from our single-
case study can only hint at the intricacies of sensemaking devices and
their effectiveness. More research is necessary to further increase our
understanding of how managerial hierarchy can be replaced — from a
sensemaking perspective as well as others. From a sensemaking
perspective specifically, we encourage scholars to continue exploring
how, and under what conditions, sensemaking devices are effective in
guiding action in “less-hierarchical” forms of organizing.

6.3. Contributions to practice

Our case study of Zenseact provides three main practical
implications:

e When opting for a less-hierarchical form of organizing, strong cul-
tural, managerial, and resource support may not prevent an organi-
zation from reverting to a more hierarchical organizational setup.
This shift appears challenging in practice, especially when the or-
ganization needs to onboard a lot of new talent in a short period of
time.

e While “less-hierarchical” or “agile” organizing are attractive con-
cepts, our findings show that they require local understanding and
adaptation to be effective. If employees are not able to make sense of
complex and uncertain situations, and do not know how to enact the
values and principles, the new form of organizing risks remaining an
abstract aspiration. “Less-hierarchical” organizing involves more
than merely relinquishing authority and informing employees of
their “autonomy”.

Sensemaking devices cannot be simply replicated from other orga-

nizations or imposed from the top; they are effective only when they

resonate with the local experiences and guide daily actions of the
organization’s members. This underscores the importance of training
and facilitation on the journey towards less-hierarchical organizing.
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