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In this modest , we reflect on the crucial role of sensegiving, and hence
sensemaking, inthecreation of | T-enabl ed serviceencounters. “ Creation” has
two meanings here: (1) the design of repeatable (reproducible) 1 T-enabled
services, and (2) the on-going coproduction of I T-enabled service events by
serviceprovidersand recipients. Indeed, wewill argue that the sense given by
diverse and role-differentiated actors constitutesin its own way a crucial and
pervasive service that enables services in the more familiar sense. Sense-
giving, as a “ service behind the service,” is of particular salience when it
comes to novel 1 T-enabled services, because of the challenges posed by their
innovative character. Asa practical matter, we are especially interested in
how failuresin the delivery of innovative services can be caused by shortfalls
in sensemaking and sensegiving, and how the difference between successful
and failed service outcomes commonly turns on choices made during the
design of IT-enabled service systems. These designs either recognize and
embrace, or marginalize and ignore, the required and novel sensemaking and
sensegiving of employees and customers. We also recognize that system
designs are rarely determinative (as constraining as they might prove to be),
and that service outcomes will still depend on the variable appropriation of
information technology in real situations of practice. We conclude our essay
by outlining some research directionsin I T-enabled service delivery, arising
from these issues.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The concept of service has enjoyed increasing prominence in discourse about the
emerging global economy. Indeed, as the call for papers for this working conference
observes, growth in the service economy has been profound and global in its scope.
Services are of particular interest to our research community because of the role that
information technol ogies are playing in the transformation of the service sector, through
their support of innovative businessmodel s, work practices, conversionsof productsinto
services, and amplifications of traditional products and services with information.

Ininnovations of these kinds, there is always much to be learned and decided about
the role that information technology can and ought to play. In light of the learning
involved, wereflect in thisessay on the crucial placethat participants sensemaking and
sensegiving hold in the creation of new and reconstituted service encounters. We will
argue that sensegiving, in particular, is usefully conceptualized as a service in its own
right, which enables the design and delivery of services in the more familiar sense.
While sensegiving has always played such arole in services, we will suggest that it is
particularly salient where novel 1T-enabled services are concerned. Thisisthecasein
part because of the demands that innovation makes on sensemaking (Swanson and
Ramiller 2004). But it is aso true because the potential of IT to transform services
presents management (especially) with choices concerning how much to take the sense-
making and sensegiving of participantsinvolved in service delivery into account during
technology design and operation.

Analytically, wewill locate sensegiving, asthis* service behind the service,” intwo
interrelated domains. Sensegiving isnecessarily an activity in the organizational design
of repeatable and reproducible | T-enabled services. It isalso an aspect of the communi-
cative exchange that takes place between service provider and service recipient during
their coproduction of actual service events. What is of interest and importance, for both
practice and research, is that sensegiving can be more or less effective during service
delivery. Effectiveness, in-turn, can depend on the choices made during the design of
information technology in recognizing and allowing, or marginalizing certain forms of
sensemaking and sensegiving between employeesand customers. Technological designs
aso influence the amount of “play” that the participants in service encounters can find
to improvise, whether by means of, or in spite of, the technical facilities that are
provided.

Our discussion proceeds asfollows. First, we consider in further depth how sense-
making and sensegiving fit in afundamental way into the constitution of services. We
then explorethe aternative fates of sensegiving, relativetoitsroleinthekinds of service
transformationsthat are appearing and hel ping to definethe service economy. Wefollow
up, then, by considering the relationship between sensegiving and effective service
delivery. While conceding the complex and problematic relationship between tech-
nological constraint and allowance, and service effectiveness, we also note that its
overlapping and sometimes conflicting meanings help illuminate the important part that
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power, politics, and participation play in service design (as process) and service designs
(as outcomes). We conclude our essay by reflecting, in a preliminary way, on how
academic research might help illuminate sensemaking and sensegiving in various I T-
enabled services.

2 SENSEMAKING AND SENSEGIVING AS SERVICE

Asthe call for papers observes, service activities entail “anegotiated and often co-
generated exchange between a provider and a...customer in the provision of largely
intangible assets.” The provider and the recipient, acting in concert with and by means
of other actants which may include information technologies of one kind or another
(Callon 1986), coproduce aservicewithininstitutionalized and communicative rulesand
norms. These rules help make the encounter stable, efficient, understandable, and
predictable to the participants—an important part of service delivery. They also make
it possiblefor usto recognize more or less discrete categories of services (e.g., software
support, catalog ordering, healthcare provision, hospitality services, distance education,
and so on) which are also important in shaping provider and customers expectations.
With increasing levels of standardization, often at the initiative of the provider using
information technol ogy, the service encounter can become even more predictable. But
eveninthestrictest of institutional and standardized domains, every service event entails
some degree of sensemaking and sensegiving on the participants' part, even if thisis
undertaken mainly to apply, and signal compliance with, the established norms. Especi-
ally in those cases wherethereisinnovation in aservice, or at least alack of familiarity,
which for a service recipient can amount to much the same thing as innovation (Rogers
2003), service sensemaking and sensegiving naturally becomemuch more significant and
demanding.

Sensemaking is asit sounds: making sense of things, where understanding is as yet
lacking (Weick 1995). Sensemaking should not be construed as passive, but asintegrally
joined with actionin cyclesof enactment-and-sensemaking that shapeaswell asinterpret
reality. Intheorganizational context, then, sensemakingis* activity that talkseventsand
organizationsinto existence” (Weick et al. 2005, p. 413), afact that further “ suggeststhat
patterns of organizing are located in the actions and conversations that occur on behalf
of the presumed organization and in the texts of those activities that are preserved in
social structure” (ibid).

The notion that services are coproduced by provider and recipient further evokesan
important aspect of sensemaking: that one party’sinterpretations are built on the inter-
pretations of others, to alarge degree. Inthisregard, the call for papers notes, “ Services
exchange often involves many complex combinations of both explicit and tacit knowl-
edge as providers and customers attempt to collectively coordinate and integrate their
knowledgein servicedelivery.” Such combinations, coordination, andintegration evoke
the sensemaking and sensegiving that are integral in the live constitution of the service
encounter, as each participant must interpret context, objectives, tasks, means, and the
evidence (from speech and action) concerning others' interpretations, while signaling to
otherstheir own interpretations.
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Sensemaking is, therefore, fundamentally social in character. In describing the
actions of an experienced nurse who is trying to find the language that will trigger a
doctor’s decision making in acritical medical event, Weick and his colleagues remark,

The...nurse absorbsthe complexity of the situation...by holding both anurse's
and doctor’ s perspectives of the situation while identifying an account of the
situation that would alignthetwo. What isespecialy interesting isthat shetries
to make sense of how other people make sense of things, a complex deter-
mination that is routine in organizational life (Weick et al. 2005, p. 413).

The enactment side of sensemaking in a social context is often accomplished by
sensegiving, which is*undertaken to create meaningsfor atarget audience....the content
of sensegiving (present versusfutureimage) and thetarget (insider versusoutsider) affect
how people interpret the actions they confront” (Weick et al. 2005, p. 416).!

In the singular service event, the participants typically will, to the extent possible,
construct the emergent social reality using familiar means. However, where novelty is
relatively high, the sensemaking and sensegiving that are required may increase
substantially. Thisistruein the constitution of the particular service event, but can also
return to the general invention or reinvention of the service practice in the first place.
Figure 1 suggests the added complexity we must take into account.

sevse-making irv researchon
IT7-enabled service s
Towards Inertia serse-making anthe on-going Towards Change
constitutionof IT-enabled service events
Embedded rules and Reshaping service events
schemas impose inertia through technology, new,
and constrain the possibilities procedures, and new policy,
for re-thinking practice and reciprocally testing
sevse-making inthe (ve-Jdesign and adapting designs
of IT-enabled servicepatterrns
and practices
Institutionalized beliefs and/or Incorporating the organizing
poorly developed innovation y vision for the service category
discourses limit imagination and B into the organizational context;
action in organizational contexts | (organizations' practices
V reciprocally inform the larger
WWWWWVWV community discourse)
discourse about the IT-enabled service

Figure 1. The Stratigraphy of Sensemaking (and Sensegiving) in 1 T-Enabled
Services

With sensegiving, the loop must of course be closed by the recipient being open to incorpor-
ate that gift of senseinto their own sensemaking. Boland and Tenkasi have noted thisin connec-
tion with their concept of perspective-taking. They state, “ producing knowledgeto createinnova-
tiveproductsand processes.. . requiresthe ability to make strong perspectiveswithin acommunity,
aswell asthe ability to take the perspective of another into account” (Boland and Tenkasi 1995,
p. 350).
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Here we call attention to the middle layer in Figure 1. As a service-behind-the-
service undertaken in the cause of new designs (and redesigns) in some service domain,
sensemaking (the production aspect) and sensegiving (the delivery aspect) together can
change how the organization and its members see that domain. The goal isto make the
change more sensible and | egitimate, and hence as a practical matter, moretractable. Of
course, in doing this, sensemaking and sensegiving also prepare those actors for action
that help them shape the material reality during actual service encounters.

Note that the creation of an information system to enable one or more new or trans-
formed servicesisitself akind of service rendered to others by the systems devel opment
project team. And many aproject success or failure has hinged on the quality of the co-
production of sensebetweenthelargely “technical” project team membersand the people
in the business. Of course, thisis far from a matter of making sense only of the tech-
nology’s role. It is also a matter of constructing or reconstructing the cognitive and
behavioral patterns, and the deeper structures of meaning and legitimacy which enable
service experts to map customer requests and needs into cognitive and procedural
templates that deliver the correct service quickly, and in ways that are consistent with
agreed patterns of identity and ethical appropriateness.

What we have just said might be read as a claim for a top-down relationship from
service design to service event, but thisis not our intention. Note the reciprocal arrows
in Figure 1. Yes, new service designs, in the form of technology and organizational
policiesand procedures, surely affect the production of the events. But thesedesigns, as
we have aready suggested, are of a different nature from the corresponding service
eventsthemselves. Accordingly, thecoproduction of the service by provider and receiver
on the ground isaways, in part, an improvisational act. Moreover, in theright circum-
stances, reflection on completed service events and their outcomes can lead to changes
inpoliciesand proceduresthat may even bring about an adaptive redesign of thetechnol-
ogy. More subtly and subversively, reflective action may cause the technology’ s selec-
tive and “unfaithful” appropriation (DeSanctis and Poole 1994), through, for example,
work-arounds and other activitieswhich are invoked in order to provide a desirable and
needed service to clients.

Figure 1 includesyet another layer in which sensemaking and sensegiving matter to
the IT design and service delivery, and thisiswider public discourse on I T-enabled ser-
vices. Thisiswherethe organizing vision for the I T-enabled service arises, as Swanson
and Ramiller (1997) would label it. The public discourseis not idle chatter, nor simply
aplayground for pundits and journalists, but rather helpsto define how people and their
organizations think substantively about the possibilities, while also lending normative
force to the service innovation (Swanson and Ramiller 1997, 2004). In this way, the
public discourse can have an institutionalizing effect that helps to move the innovation
toward a taken-for-granted status, even as it serves as a resource in an organization’s
local sensemaking.? The universal usefulness of the public discourse, however, isnot a
given. It may beimmature, or poorly developed for aparticular application or industry,
or it may be poorly developed for aparticular organization'sgoalsand existing practices

?Ingtitutionalization occurs “where societal expectations of appropriate organizational form
and behavior come to take on rule-like status in socia thought and action” (Covaleski and
Dirsmith 1988, p. 562).
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(Willis and Chiasson 2007), or it may encourage unmindful innovation (Swanson and
Ramiller 2004). The upshot, then, is that the public discourse will sometimes fail to
adequately inform and support an organization’s local effortsin service design.

In summary, sensemaking and sensegiving together constitute an indispensable
servicein the (re)production of actual service eventsand in the transformation of service
patternsor designs. Sensemaking and sensegiving arealsointegral to the broader institu-
tional discourse about | T-enabled services and various service categories. Intermsof a
subject matter of concern to a particular academic community, attention to this service-
behind-the-service can reasonably focus on the sense that can, will, and might be made
about the information technology that helps (or restricts) the delivery of specific service
events, and the designs, patterns, and concepts of service.

3 THE FATE OF SENSEGIVING IN CONTEMPORARY
SERVICE TRANSFORMATIONS

So, infocusing our attention in thisway, what do we see? Whilethismay belargely
amatter for empirical research to decide, we would like to identify what we believe are
some general and possible tendencies. We propose that, more commonly than not, the
emphasis in information technology design within service industries has been on the
restriction of individual and collective sensemaking, in order to rationalize and freeze
past or to reengineer future practices in order to define fixed, reliable, and measurable
services® Wehaveall personally experienced, in many of our own service encounters,
how IT may also decrease and hamper the provider’s capability and flexibility in re-
sponding to the true complexity of therecipients' needs. We believe that management’s
first (and sometimes, worst) inclination has been to use technology to eliminate the
numerousand “idiosyncratic” approachesthat employeeshave cultivated “ haphazardly”
like weeds in an untended garden (see Head 2003). In short, we view the trend in I T-
enabled service delivery as being closely akin to management’s historical choices in
machine automation (Noble 1984).

Moving beyond this tendency to naturalize this mechanistic strategy through a
rhetoric of technological determinism,* alternatives are available that proceed from a
different set of assumptionsabout the range of sensemaking and sensegiving allowed and
supported during service events. One possibility isa shift in system design away from
aclosing-down of sensemaking toward the devel opment of systemsthat actively support
it. This has both process and design aspects.

Whenit comesto the processes of specifying, designing and configuring I T toenable
service production, a system that is intended to support a more active, on-going and
future sensemaking will require deeper and broader participation in the sensemaking that

%In the first case, this can be likened to the popular expression “paving the cowpaths,” and
in the latter case to “building a highway to the future.” In both cases, the image is one of linear,
predictable, and determinative process.

“[N]aturalization givesto particular ideol ogical representationsthe status of common sense,
and thereby makes them...no longer visible asideologies’ (Fairclough 1995, p. 42).
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occursduring IT designitself. That is, if empowerment in sensemaking and sensegiving
during actual service situations is the objective, then it stands to reason that a similar
empowerment will be needed in the creation of the system that will help to enable such
outcomes. Thismay point toward more* agile” socio-technical strategiesthat can support
the meaningful and extended engagement of the future system users (Cockburn 2002),
and leverage their insights about practice in a way that fosters flexibility in design
(Brown and Duguid 2000). Thisisin contrast to more traditional structured approaches
and to devel opment strategies that are commonly reflected in ERP and business process
reengineering, which sequester and limit user participation.

When it comes to the content of technology designs, our basic position is that the
particulars of design will typically best be left to those who know the work. Never-
theless, we have some general suggestions. Technological and system designs which
allow andfoster technical changein order to exploreand support new servicesensegiving
and sensemaking practices would be increasingly desired. Often in sharp contrast,
today’ senterpriseresource planning systems, despite considerablediversity in modul arity
and implementation options, appear to largely close-down and lock into place particular
service practices (Head 2003). Thisisespecially true where technology designers con-
sider service primarily to be about the legitimized handling and entry of data across an
assembly-line of personnel, instead of as a source of information and organizational
memory that could help in supporting the development and delivery of a successful
Sservice outcome.

In additionto supporting both current and future service delivery possibilities, infor-
mation technology infrastructures need to be open to change and modification, perhaps
by the individuals and groups exploring and creating new service patterns from novel
sensegiving and sensemaking events. Design will need to focus less on the specific
information and programsto support and freeze current service delivery, but on aninfra-
structure that will allow areshaping of specific data structures, content, and user access
to support revised service delivery (Chiasson and Green 2007).

One way to consider this theoretically isto consider system development as a task
to design and build boundary objects (Star and Griesemer 1989), which allow value-
added exchange across the heterogeneous interests of producers and suppliers. Here,
boundary objects would support not only support-specific service events, which always
involve some form of sensemaking and giving between producer and client, but also
facilitate sensemaking and sensegiving toward new service encounters and service
designs which support these more systematically.

In making the claims about the common restriction of sensemaking during current
system design, and having spoken broadly in favor of empowerment and against auto-
mation and for sensemaking and sensegiving, we will certainly also concede that there
ismuch to be said for efficiency and consistency in service, and for the standardization
that is often required to realizeit. The chalenge, then, isthat the various approachesto
IT design in the support of service effectiveness may not appear commensurate. Does
effectiveness mean the efficiency (speed, resource consumption) and consistency with
which services are rendered? Does it mean the range of problems that can be solved,
including the numerous exceptional cases? How does resiliency in service delivery
figureinto effectiveness? Dofeelingsof empowerment and satisfaction ontheprovider’s
and/or the recipient’s part matter to the service outcome?
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These overlapping and apparently conflicting meanings point to thefact that service
effectiveness is, to a degree, a question of consistency and change—where particular
service patternsat somelevel and in certain circumstances can be dealt with quickly and
efficiently, to the satisfaction of everyone. Effective service delivery in these circum-
stances, neverthel ess, still depends on the active engagement and sensing of the producer
and consumer in order to identify which efficient servicerequiresdelivery. Inother new
and novel circumstances, however, expanded sensemaking and giving needs to be
possible in order to deal with unique situations, and the required novelty needs to be
technologically supported in order to alow for this mindful deviation.

At the same time, it must be recognized that the supported services and the extent
of mindful deviation also depends on whose interests are being served, and, to some
extent, whose ox may be gored (which sadly, more often than not, is the customer’s).
Thereis, in short, an element of power and politicsinvolved in the design of technology
inthedelivery of services. The prerogatives of sensegiving at the design stage may have
an important effect on the sensemaking and sensegiving that are subsequently granted to
others, in great part because of the way that “power is expressed in acts that shape what
people accept, take for granted, and reject” (Weick et al. 2005, p. 418).

4 TOWARD RESEARCH: MAKING SENSE OF
SENSEGIVING AS SERVICE

We haveargued herethat thetask of designing and applying information technol ogy
in the delivery servicesis, in great part, a means to support service sensemaking and
sensegiving. These design activities can themselves be considered as akind of service-
behind-the-service, where sense-making and sensegiving about the tool s and techniques
to support many actual service encountersare considered. Moreover, the quality of this
service-behind-the-service in any particular case will depend upon interactions among
the organization’s service design, participants' situational appropriation of that design,
and the larger public discourse on the possihilities for service innovations (Figure 1
summarizes these interactions).

Figure 1 also identifies a place for academic research as its own kind of servicein
sensemaking and sensegiving. The following are preliminary ideas, but we would
suggest that future research might usefully address any of thelayers shown inthefigure.
For example, researchers might study close-up the sensemaking work of participants as
they cocreate on-going service events using I T, or explore the sensemaking of diverse
project membersin the course of initiatives to redesign service categories and the crea-
tion of new service patterns. Researchers could also experiment with alternative modes
of organizing and all ocating opportunitiesfor sensegiving in design projects, or study the
organi zational uptake and utilization of public discourseson serviceinnovationsinlocal
sensemaking and legitimation activities. Finally, researchers could beinvolved iniden-
tifying and eval uating theimplicationsfor sensemaking and sensegiving of varioustech-
nical design innovations, or in identifying alternative appropriations in practice.

In all of these research areas, making sense of the participants' own production of
sense can be the foundation for meaningful service that the researchers themselves can
provide. Thetrick, then, will beto create opportunitiesfor academic sensegiving that can
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help produceimprovementsin | T-enabled practice, specifically through aguided concern
for the sensegiving of the practitionersthemselves. Again, thisisnot to claim that sense-
making and sensegiving have only just lately become important in the service domain.
Rather, we hope to be convincing that these very old social processes deserve our
community’s refreshed attention, especialy if we are to move beyond simplistic and
breathl ess enthusiasm for the service economy, and to arrive instead at a critical under-
standing that embraces the variable realities of participation, power, design, and out-
comes associated with the I T-enabled services.
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