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Socialización para la cultura académica: un marco de investigación
Resumen
El propósito del presente artículo es proporcionar un marco teórico y metodológico para el estudio y comprensión de la cultura 
académica. Esta propuesta se basa en trabajos previos sobre la cultura organizacional, con énfasis en las perspectivas sociológica y 
cognitiva, y es aplicable a todo tipo de organizaciones. En particular, este artículo describe la aplicación de los enfoques de socializa-
ción y producción de sentido a la formación y desarrollo de la cultura organizacional en departamentos académicos, y se centra en la 
forma en que los nuevos miembros de la facultad socializan y participan de la producción de sentido mientras obtienen una completa 
membresía en los departamentos que los reciben. Asimismo, ofrece una metodología específica para evaluar sistemáticamente el 
potencial de los cambios culturales en los departamentos académicos, cuando los nuevos profesores de la facultad interactúan con 
la facultad en las unidades académicas a las que ingresan.

Palabras clave: 
Teoría organizacional, cultura organizacional, cultura académica, educación superior, facultad, producción de sentido.

Abstract
The purpose of this article is to provide a theoretical framework and methodology for the understanding and study of the academic 
culture. It is based on previous works on organizational culture with emphasis on sociological and cognitive perspectives and appli-
cable to all types of organizations. In particular, this article describes the application of socialization and sensemaking perspectives to 
the formation and development of the organizational culture in academic departments with emphasis on how new faculty members 
socialize and engage in sensemaking as they gain full membership in their entering department. It also provides a specific methodo-
logy to systematically assess potential cultural shifts in academic departments as incoming faculty interact with faculty in the entering 
academic unit.

Key words:
Organizational Theory, Organizational Culture, Academic Culture, Higher Education, Faculty, Sensemaking.

Socialização para a cultura acadêmica: um marco de investigação
Resumo
O propósito do presente artigo é proporcionar um marco teórico e metodológico para o estudo e compreensão da cultura aca-
dêmica. Esta proposta baseia-se em trabalhos prévios sobre a cultura organizacional, com ênfase nas perspectivas sociológica e 
cognitiva, e é aplicável a todo tipo de organizações. Em particular, este artigo descreve a aplicação das perspectivas de socialização 
e produção de sentido à formação e desenvolvimento da cultura organizacional em departamentos acadêmicos, e centra-se na 
forma em que os novos integrantes da faculdade socializam e participam da produção de sentido enquanto obtêm uma completa 
parceria nos departamentos que os recebem. Assim, oferece uma metodologia especifica para avaliar sistematicamente o potencial 
das mudanças culturais nos departamentos acadêmicos, quando os novos professores da faculdade interagem com a instituição nas 
unidades acadêmicas nas quais foram aceitos. 

Palavras-chave:
Teoria organizacional, cultura organizacional, cultura acadêmica, educação superior, faculdade, produção de sentido.
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New faculty members are likely to shape 
the shared meaning and responses to the task demands 
and performance requirements of the entering depart-
ment. For example, junior faculty who want to pursue re-
search in areas that would reflect their backgrounds and 
past research experiences in graduate school might be 
able to introduce new research areas and courses in their 
new departments. These examples illustrate the essential 
role of graduate education in the socialization process of 
future faculty members and the character of the academic 
profession, as new recruits bring new values and perspec-
tives (Austin y Barnes, 2005; Gardner, 2008; Mendoza, 
2007; Tierney y Rhoads, 1993; Weidman, Twale y Stein 
2001). Based on socialization and sensemaking perspec-
tives, the purpose of this article is to provide a theoreti-
cal framework and methodology for the study of how the 
academic culture is shaped as new faculty members enter 
academic units. First, I start by setting the foundations of 
socialization to the academic culture using sociological 
perspectives. Then, I continue the discussion present-
ing the foundations of sensemaking as the cognitive pro-
cess involved in the learning of an organizational culture. 
Then, I linked sensemaking with socialization within the 
context of the academic profession. Finally, I present a 
framework useful to study cultural change brought by 
junior faculty, based on the theoretical framework devel-
oped and also on ethnographic interviewing techniques. 
Although the focus of this manuscript is academic de-
partments, the framework presented here can be general-
ized to any organizational setting.

Socialization to the Academic Culture

Tierney and Rhoads (1993) define organizational social-
ization as a “ritualized process that involves the transmis-
sion of culture” (p. 21) through a mutual adaptive pro-
cess between the organization and individuals. During 
socialization processes individuals acquire the values, at-
titudes, norms, knowledge, and skills needed to exist in 
a given organization (Merton, 1957). For new members, 
socialization is the process of learning what is important 
and expected in their entering organization (Schein, 
1968). Socialization processes occur both formally and 
informally. Formal socialization is explicit and includes 
faculty development programs as well as promotion and 
tenure processes. However, most of the time, socializa-

tion occurs informally. Informal socialization is difficult 
to observe and analyze since it can occur through infor-
mal contacts, such as conversations with senior faculty 
members over coffee or by observing the actions of fac-
ulty in leadership positions. For example, junior faculty 
members learn how to act in meetings from the behavior 
of older colleagues or may always hear their peers talk 
about the importance of publishing while never men-
tioning service, which would contribute to the notion 
that service is not as valued (Tierney y Rhoads, 1993).
Based on the work of Van Maanen (1976), Tierney and 
Rhoads (1993) offer a two-stage framework of faculty so-
cialization. The first stage is identified as the anticipatory 
socialization and takes place during graduate school. In 
this process, prospect faculty learns about the attitudes, 
actions, and values of his or her discipline and the pro-
fession at large. During the anticipatory socialization, “as 
young scholars work with professors, they observe and 
internalize the norms of behavior for research as well as 
supporting mechanisms such as peer review and aca-
demic freedom” (Anderson y Seashore-Louis, 1991, p. 
63; Gardner y Barnes, 2007). For example, faculty mem-
bers learn from mentors and peers in graduate school 
about how to interact with students and colleagues, as 
well as about the types of journals and books to read and 
conferences to attend.

The second stage is the organizational stage and occurs 
as faculty members enter academic careers. This stage is 
built upon the anticipatory socialization stage in gradu-
ate school and consists of two phases: initial entry and 
role continuance. During the entry phase, individuals go 
through the formalities of the recruitment and selection 
process and early stages of organizational learning start-
ing upon employment. The continuance role begins once 
the new member is formally established in the organiza-
tion. Given that the organizational socialization stage is 
framed by the experiences during anticipatory socializa-
tion, the learning process during the organizational stage 
might be at odds with what entering faculty experience 
at the chosen institution. Therefore, the organizational 
socialization stage might reaffirm what a new faculty 
member learned during the anticipatory socialization 
if his or her graduate school and entering setting hold 
similar cultures and structures; otherwise, both the en-
tering organization and the individual engage in a mu-
tual adaptive process where both sides strive to modify 
their respective cultures. In extreme cases, when cul-
tural differences are significant, entering faculty might 
leave the organization during this stage. For example, a 
new faculty member who has been trained in a research 
university and goes to a liberal-arts college could have 
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socialization mismatches at the organizational stage 
given the differences in teaching and research values at 
both types of institutions. In the same vein, Braxton and 
Berger (1999) found that faculty adjustment to the role 
of teaching or research depends on what they learned 
in graduate school and the prevailing expectation of the 
institutions they are entering, regardless of discipline. 
This trend might be explained by faculty members’ self-
selection into the type of institution that best fits their 
abilities and preferences. In similar ways, institutions 
select applicants according to institutional expectations. 
Also, academic disciplines vary in the level of consensus 
their members show in terms of theoretical orientations, 
research methods, and questions to be advanced in the 
field. For example, physics is a high-consensus field and 
education is a low-consensus field. Based on this clas-
sification of disciplines, Braxton and Berger found that 
faculty in high-consensus fields tend to adapt more to 
their entering institutions than faculty in low-consensus 
fields. This finding suggests that faculty in high-consen-
sus fields face less ambiguity in making decisions regard-
ing research topics, methods, and curriculum than do 
faculty in low-consensus fields.

Sensemaking and Organizational Culture

In learning the culture of an organization during social-
ization processes, new members develop culture-spe-
cific schemes to interpret everyday events and respond 
with appropriate behaviors (Berger y Luckman, 1966; 
Schutz, 1964). The development of such cognitive 
schemes by new members is guided by a process known 
in the literature as sensemaking (Louis, 1980; Weick, 
1977). Based on previous studies of cognitive sense-
making (Morgan, Frost y Pondy, 1983; Weick, 1977), 
Weick (1995) defines sensemaking in organizational 
settings as the ongoing thinking process of individuals 
with the goal of creating order and making retrospective 
rational accounts of the situations in which they find 
themselves. As a result of sensemaking, individuals de-
velop cognitive scripts to predict event sequences and 
outcomes (Louis, 1980; Weick, 1977). If the outcomes 
of a given situation occur as the scripts predict, then 
sensemaking is not evoked; however, when scripts do 
not predict the outcomes, individuals’ cognitive integ-
rity is threatened (Festinger, 1957), producing a state 
of tension that calls for a need to restore equilibrium 
(Lewin, 1951). In these situations, individuals must 
develop explanations to make sense of the unpredicted 
events or outcomes, which is known in the literature as 
sensemaking (Scott y Lyman, 1968).

Organizational culture guides sensemaking in organiza-
tions (Ott, 1989) through the vocabulary used by its mem-
bers: “Sense is generated by words that are combined into 
the sentences of conversations to convey something about 
our ongoing experience” (Weick 1995, p. 106). However, 
words never map a situation exactly, and this causes the 
process of sensemaking to be never ending. According to 
Weick (1995), a cue in a frame is what makes sense. Usu-
ally, frames tend to be past moments of socialization and 
cues present moments of experience. In other words, the 
substance of sensemaking is embedded in cues, frames, 
and connections between the two. Therefore, the process 
of sensemaking is an effort to tie beliefs (frames) gained 
from previous socialization processes with actions (cues) 
in the present.

As an illustration of sensemaking, Weick (1995) appeals 
to the analogy of the task of cartography, in which car-
tographers have to represent a new terrain without a pre-
determined order. What cartographers map depends on 
how and where they look and what they want to repre-
sent. They also use several modes of projections to make 
this representation. Thus, for any terrain, there is an in-
definite number of maps. Similarly, sensemakers have to 
convert the terrain of reality into an intelligible world in 
order to make sense of their experiences. When viewing 
sensemaking as cartography, many maps are possible for a 
given terrain. However, the terrain for sensemakers is even 
more complex because it is always changing, and thus the 
sensemaker has to capture some momentary stability in 
order to create sensemaking maps. Another distinctive 
feature of sensemaking is that, unlike cartography, it is 
mostly social. From this perspective, individuals do not 
live in a wider reality and act in relation to it, but cre-
ate images of a reality in part to rationalize their actions. 
In other words, “individuals realize their reality by ‘read-
ing into’ their situation patterns of significant meaning” 
(Morgan et al., 1983, p. 24). During the process of sense-
making, people discover their own inventions imposed in 
their world by their own beliefs. Weick (1995) provides 
the following characteristics as a rough guideline for the 
inquiry into sensemaking. These characteristics suggest 
what sensemaking is and how it works:

Grounded in Identity Construction:1.	  Individu-
als’ identities are formed and modified according 
to how they believe others view the organization 
to which they belong by projecting their identi-
ties into an environment and observing the conse-
quences. Therefore, individuals are interested in 
preserving a positive image of their organization. 
Members are even willing to alter the sense they 
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make in order to preserve a positive image. In this 
way, events in organizations are given meaning (e.g. 
that it promotes self-enhancement, efficacy, and 
consistency). Controlled and intentional sense-
making is triggered by a failure to confirm oneself. 
Thus, sensemaking occurs to preserve a consistent 
and positive self-conception. Individuals act ac-
cording to their own identity, which has embedded 
the identity of the organization. In other words, 
individuals act in behalf of the organization and 
as the organization itself. The meaning of a situa-
tion depends on the identity an individual adopts 
in dealing with it or what the person represents. 
People try to simultaneously react and shape the 
environment they face. They take the cue for their 
identity from the conduct of others, but also they 
make an effort to modify such conduct.
Retrospective:2.	  People are always aware of what 
they have done and not of what they are doing. 
Actions are known only when they are completed. 
People use the outcomes of past history to inter-
pret more recent events. However, most of the 
time these stories are reconstructed differently 
depending on whether the outcomes are seen as 
good or bad. For example, if the past story is per-
ceived as bad, the reconstruction will emphasize 
the errors and flaws. In other words, the past is 
reconstructed knowing the outcome, and this al-
ters the actual chain of casual events. Meaning 
is given to the kind of attention that is paid to a 
situation in relation to past experiences. There are 
many possible meanings, and the process of sen-
semaking synthesizes all these through reduction 
of equivocality. Clarity of values helps during this 
process. Once a feeling of order, clarity, and ratio-
nality is achieved, sensemaking stops.
Enactive of Sensible Environments:3.	  People 
create their own environments, and these en-
vironments constrain their actions. Therefore, 
there isn’t an objective, fixed environment inde-
pendent of people because people are part of the 
environment; there are no outcomes but, rather, 
relationships with the environment. For exam-
ple, when two people meet, neither of them can 
influence the other because both influence each 
other at the same time; in reality, they become 
something different, and this process begins 
even before they meet, during the anticipation 
of meeting. Sensemaking embodies the concept 
of enacting, which has an emphasis on noticing. 
For example, an object exists independently of 
our cognition; however, we enact it by noticing 

it or bracketing it. Thus, to notice or bracket an 
object or situation gives character to such a thing 
or situation according to what the individual 
confronts. Therefore, there is a creation of ob-
jects or situations in sensemaking according to 
their social relationships. Sensemaking creates a 
social world that constrains actions and orienta-
tions. Actions create meaning; but actions can 
be controlled, constrained, inhibited, abandoned 
or redirected. However, those modified actions 
also create meaning without having direct physi-
cal consequences on the environment.
Social:4.	  People in organizations make decisions 
in the presence of others or with the knowledge 
that they will have to be implemented, understood, 
or approved by others. Therefore, sensemaking is 
never an individualistic process.
Ongoing:5.	  Sensemaking never really starts be-
cause people are always in the middle of projects 
that make sense after completed: they extract 
cues from a continuous flow in order to make 
sense. The reality of flow becomes apparent when 
there is an interruption, which typically invokes 
an emotional reaction followed by sensemaking 
(that is why sensemaking is infused with feeling). 
Past events are reconstructed in the present to 
give explanations to past events not because they 
look the same but because they feel the same.
Focused on and by Extracted Cues:6.	  Sense-
making interprets what the cues mean in a given 
frame. What an extracted cue will become de-
pends on the context that affects what is extracted 
as cue in the first place; moreover, context affects 
how such a cue is interpreted.
Driven by Plausibility Rather than Accuracy: 7.	
Having an accurate map is less important than 
having some map that brings order to the world 
and prompts action. Sensemaking does not rely on 
accuracy but on plausibility, coherence, reason-
ableness, creation, invention, and instrumental-
ity. What is believed as a consequence of action is 
what makes sense and guides behavior. Accuracy is 
not the issue: what matters is a good story to guide 
action and allow people to make retrospective ac-
counts that are socially acceptable and credible. 
Sensemaking cannot be accurate for many rea-
sons: people need to filter data to avoid being over-
whelmed and extract the relevant; cues are linked 
to general ideas according to contexts; a present 
cue is associated with a similar cue in the past, but 
the past cues are reconstructions with emotions 
and desires, which are not accurate; sensemaking 
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has to be fast, which does not allow much room 
for accuracy; and reality changes, is interactive, 
interpersonal, and interdependent, and thus it is 
complex to portray reality accurately. 

The Dynamics of Sensemaking

Cognitive schemas are a useful construct to understand 
more in depth the dynamics of sensemaking. Cognitive 
schemas that guide behavior are the result of sensemak-
ing. Markus (1977) defines schemas as the dynamic cog-
nitive knowledge regarding concepts, entities, and events 
used by individuals to encode and represent information. 
These schemas serve as mental maps of reality that guide 
individuals’ interpretation of past and present actions 
and events as well as expectations for the future (We-
ick, 1979). Moreover, schemas also guide the search, ac-
quisition, and processing of information (Neisser, 1976; 
Weick, 1979). Schemas help reduce the amount of in-
formation to be processed in organizations by providing 
ready-made knowledge about situations and others (Lord 
y Foti, 1986). For example, an event schema is a cognitive 
structure that specifies a typical sequence of occurrences 
in a given situation or process, though it may or may not 
specify event content (Abelson, 1976).

Each member in an organization has their own schemas 
that, over time, come to resemble those from others be-
cause all members in the organization need to establish a 
common meaning in order to achieve social order (Har-
ris, 1994). These similar schemas become organizational 
schemas over time and are developed by sharing experien-
tial space and time, communicating, interacting, and solv-
ing problems together (Schein, 1985). Therefore, organi-
zational schemas refer to the shared knowledge regarding 
organizations as entities abstracted for their individual 
members. These organizational schemas are the closest 
knowledge for individuals of their organization’s culture 
(Harris, 1994). Schemas are formed through experiences 
and face-to-face communication with other members of 
the organization, which gives sensemaking its social char-
acter (Daft y Lengel, 1986; Weick, 1995). Given that or-
ganizations are terrains with multiple plausible and con-
flicting interpretations (Daft y MacIntosh, 1981), people 
in organizations need rich qualitative information in order 
to construct organizational schemas. For example, stories 
are one of the ways in which rich organizational informa-
tion such as values and expectations is transmitted to new 
members (Brown, 1985). Weick (1995) identifies the fol-
lowing six vocabularies as forms of activity exchanges and 
communication in organizations: 

Ideology:1.	  Vocabularies of Society. Ideologies re-
fer to the shared values, beliefs, and norms that 
bind people together and help them make sense 
of their world (Trice y Beyer, 1993).
Third-OrderControls:2.	  Vocabularies of Organi-
zations. Perrow (1986) suggests that organizations 
operate with three forms of control: first-order by 
direct supervision, second-order by programs and 
routines, and third-order by assumptions and defi-
nitions that are taken as given. Third-order con-
trols are deep assumptions that are the foundation 
of organizational culture (Schein, 1985).
Paradigms: 3.	 Vocabularies of Work. These vo-
cabularies refer to standard operating procedures, 
shared definitions of the environment, and the 
agreed-upon system of power. In scientific com-
munities, paradigms reflect research methodolo-
gies, curriculum, and topical research issues. In 
the business community, these paradigms are 
consensus on marketing strategies, profits, and 
connections between operations and strategies 
(Pfeffer, 1981). For the purposes of sensemaking, 
paradigms are sets of recurrent and quasi-standard 
illustrations that show how theories of action are 
applied conceptually, observationally, and instru-
mentally to representative organizational prob-
lems. For example, a collection of these illustra-
tions or stories held together by a theory of action 
provides a frame within which cues are noticed 
and interpreted.
Theories of Action: 4.	 Vocabularies of Coping. 
Theories are cognitive structures that predict 
outcomes in given situations. For example, a full 
schema for a theory of action would be: In situa-
tion S, if you want to achieve C, under assump-
tions a1,…,an, do A. Theories of action derive from 
socialization experiences that reflect the ideology 
of the organization.
Tradition:5.	  Vocabularies of Predecessors. Tradi-
tions are patterns, beliefs, or images of actions 
transmitted at least for three generations, although 
each transmission can take place in a short period 
of time. Images of actions across generations be-
come symbols that contribute to the fostering of a 
stronger culture.
Stories: 6.	 Vocabularies of Sequence and Experi-
ence. Telling stories about remarkable experienc-
es is one of the ways in which people try to make 
sense (Robinson, 1981). Stories serve as a means 
for members to express their knowledge, under-
standing, and commitment to the organization. 
Story subject matters reveal the task uncertainty 
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that accompanied certain events and the means 
through which activities coordinate to handle that 
uncertainty (Brown, 1985).

In order to gain a deeper understanding of the mechanisms 
by which organizational culture is acquired and modified 
during sensemaking, it is useful to describe Wiley’s (1988) 
model regarding the different levels of sensemaking above 
the individual level of analysis. According to Wiley, there 
are three levels for sensemaking: intersubjective, generic 
subjective, and extrasubjective. This last level refers to the 
symbolic reality, which includes concepts like mathemat-
ics or capitalism. Thus, the intersubjective and generic lev-
els are more relevant to organizational culture.

At the intersubjective level, the self “I” becomes “we” 
through communication processes between two or more 
individuals. Thus sensemaking is a process between two 
or more people of making verbal sense of actions and 
events at a social level of reality. The generic subjective 
level of analysis corresponds to organizations. This level 
is characterized by an abstract concept of generic self—a 
step further than “we”—leaving behind individualized 
selves. This perspective supports Mead’s (1934) argu-
ment about the internalized conversations between self, 
others, and generalized others that individuals enact to 
define themselves and make behavioral decisions relative 
to the social world. The dialogue with the generalized 
others is individuals’ abstraction regarding the attitudes of 
the social group. This mental dialogue with the abstract 
other offers a useful perspective on the process by which 
the broader cultural context of the organization manifests 
itself in the sensemaking effort of its members. The out-
comes of these mental dialogues between themselves and 
the abstract others guide the behavior and experiences 
of individuals in organizations. From a mental-dialogue 
perspective, the arguments supplied for each of the par-
ties to the conversation are basically the verbalization of 
normative and cultural pressures (Harris, 1994). 

When uncertainty increases in organizations due to the 
presence of a new element or event, intersubjectivity be-
comes the focus of sensemaking although generic sub-
jectivity does not completely disappear. In other words, 
the level of uncertainty in organizations determines the 
emphasis on intersubjectivity and generic subjectivity. 
In times of stability, generic subjectivity takes the form 
of organizational schemas that reflect organizations’ or-
der and are cued by stimuli originated in the task envi-
ronment (Ashforth y Fried, 1988). In this case, schemas 
are subjective theories derived from experience related to 
what guides perception, memory, inference, and behavior 

(Fiske y Taylor, 1984). Weick (1995) believes that the na-
ture of organizations lies between the intersubjective level 
and the generic subjective. This hybrid nature of organiza-
tions becomes clear in the following definition of organi-
zations as entities developed and maintained only through 
continuous communication-activity exchanges and inter-
pretations among its participants (Schall, 1983):

As interacting participants organize by communi-
cating, they evolve shared understandings around 
issues of common interest, and so develop a sense 
of the collective “we” [...] that is, of themselves as 
distinct social units doing things together in ways 
appropriate to those shared understandings of the 
“we”. In other words, the communicating processes 
inherent in organizing create an organizational cul-
ture, revealed through its communicating activi-
ties ... and marked by role-goal—and context-bound 
communication constraints—the rules. (p. 560)

Aspects of the intersubjective level are evident in Schall’s 
definitions around the ideas of activity-exchanges and 
communication of interacting participants. Similarly, 
hints of generic subjectivity are clear in her references to 
shared understandings, issues of common interest, and 
the collective “we”. Smircich and Stubbart (1985) offer 
a parallel description of organizations that suggests sen-
semaking as an essential element of organizational life. 
They describe an organization as a “[…] set of people who 
share many beliefs, values, and assumptions that encour-
age them to make mutually-reinforcing interpretations of 
their own acts and the acts of others” (p. 727).

In sum, culture for any given organization can be seen 
as a shared network of ideologies delivered to members 
by sensemaking practices. Organizational culture is ulti-
mately manifested in the sensemaking efforts and actions 
of individuals (Harris, 1994). Sensemaking takes place 
through mental dialogues between individuals (intersub-
jective level) and the abstraction of others in the organi-
zation (generic subjective level). These mental dialogues 
reflect the culture of the parties involved: 

…the individual-level manifestations and experiences 
of organizational culture are revealed in the operation 
of a patterned system of organization-specific schemas 
held by organizational members. Specifically, I sug-
gest that individuals’ organization-specific schemas 
are the repository of cultural knowledge and mean-
ings and the source of the consensual sensemaking 
characteristic of culture. In addition, I suggest that 
the activation and interaction of these schemas in 
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the social context of the organization creates the cul-
tural experience for individuals (Harris, 1994, p. 310).

Sensemaking and Socialization Processes

Sensemaking is evoked especially in those occasions 
that involve a significant level of uncertainty or surprise. 
Newcomers in organizations encounter many of these 
situations that force them to be actively engaged in sen-
semaking (Harris, 1994; Louis, 1980). Therefore, by an-
alyzing the mental dialogues that new members enact as 
they cope with their socialization process it is possible to 
infer the cultures involved in the dialogues between the 
newcomer and the entering organization. For example, 
if entering junior faculty expect to find a culture in line 
with traditional academic values, they might find cultur-
al surprises if they enter a department with significant 
academic capitalism (Mendoza, 2007). A close exami-
nation of the sensemaking processes of entering faculty, 
evoked by these cultural surprises, provides information 
about potential cultural tensions in these departments 
and about the way that these faculties cope with such 
tensions. However, some junior faculty might encounter 
more surprises than others in terms of cultural expecta-
tions depending on their past socialization experiences 
in graduate school and on other elements illustrated by 
Weick (1995) in the seven properties of sensemaking 
described above.

According to sensemaking and socialization theories, 
it is clear that new members who hold meanings that 
are different from those of the existing members of the 
organization may contribute to the reshaping of the cul-
ture in the new setting because they bring new vocabu-
laries designed to interpret surprises. When these vo-
cabularies are shared with insiders, meaning is reshaped 
(Tierney y Rhoads, 1993; Weick, 1995). In other words, 
and according to Weick’s (1995) perspective, the social 
character of sensemaking allows new members to con-
tribute to the reshaping of the organizational culture as 
shared understandings are developed through activity 
exchanges and communication interaction between new 
members and insiders. The following section discusses 
newcomers’ sensemaking in detail.

Several authors have offered explanations regarding the 
circumstances under which people engage in sense-
making. Based on the idea of perceived environmental 
uncertainty, Duncan (1972) considers environmental 
determinants such as information overload, complexity, 
and turbulence as properties of an ongoing flow that 

increases the probability that people in organizations 
note what is happening around them –cues–. These 
properties are occasions for sensemaking. For example, 
when the amount of information in an organization is 
too large to be processed, people start to filter the infor-
mation by abstraction, omission, and greater tolerance 
of error or queuing. Thus, information overload is an 
occasion for sensemaking because it forces cues out of 
an ongoing flow.

Complexity also calls for cues as perceived uncertainty 
affects what people notice. Similarly, turbulence, which 
is a combination of instability and randomness, forces 
people to notice what they know best, which gives sen-
semaking its idiosyncratic properties. However, Smith 
(1988) argues that at least two different conditions must 
take place in order for a problem or gap to occur and 
become a cue for sensemaking: the gap must be difficult 
to close and must matter. Thus, a problem is an undesir-
able situation that matters and someone can solve –al-
beit with some difficulty– (Starbuck y Milliken, 1988).

Based on these perspectives, Weick (1995) generalizes 
occasions for sensemaking into two main categories: am-
biguity and uncertainty. On the one hand, ambiguity is 
an ongoing flow subject to many interpretations, which 
makes assumptions for rational decision-making unclear. 
On the other hand, uncertainty refers to a situation where 
it is not possible to infer future consequences based on 
present actions. According to Weick (1995), in the case 
of ambiguity people engage in sensemaking because they 
are confused by too many interpretations, and in the case 
of uncertainty, because they are ignorant of any inter-
pretations. This perspective is in agreement with Louis 
(1980), who argues that surprises are cues that evoke 
sensemaking as the result of uncertainty and ambiguity 
in organizations.

As I described above, much of the behavioral activity in 
organizations occurs with no real conscious awareness 
due to the existence of cognitive schemas about the self, 
other people, situations, and events (Ashforth y Fried, 
1988). That way, individuals in non-surprising situations 
operate unconsciously following pre-programmed sche-
mas (Abelson, 1976; Schutz, 1964). In other words, con-
scious thought is not a very large part of our everyday 
mode of operating unless a surprise stands out. Similarly, 
using Harris’s (1994) perspective on mental dialogues, it 
is clear that dialogue is not evoked when previous dia-
logues about a given stimulus have already taken place, 
regardless of whether the resolution of the dialogue was 
agreement or not. If agreement was reached, then that 
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schema will become part of the shared meaning with oth-
ers in the organization. If disagreement is the outcome, it 
will trigger future mental dialogues. Sharing results from 
mental dialogue agreements between I and the Other is 
what Harris (1994) identifies as direct cultural sharing. 
Similarly, indirect sharing occurs in situations when un-
conscious sensemaking occurs.

Novel stimuli trigger a conscious sensemaking process 
that leads to the learning of schemas (Harris, 1994). Gi- 
ven newcomers’ uncertainty about their particular roles, 
task competence, and social acceptance, they are eager to 
learn organizational schemas during their socialization pro-
cesses and on-the-job experience (Ashforth, 1988; Katz, 
1980). Therefore, as newcomers cope with surprises, they 
are more likely to engage in conscious sensemaking than 
the older members of the organization. As newcomers gain 
more experience, they develop more elaborate schemas 
and sensemaking begins to require less conscious effort 
(Harris, 1994; Louis 1980; Schutz, 1964).

Louis (1980) proposes a model for understanding the pro-
cess of newcomers’ sensemaking as they enter new settings 
based on the idea that change, contrast, and surprise con-
stitute key sensemaking elements of the entry experience 
for new members. By change, Louis means recordable evi-
dence of difference between the old and the new settings 
that requires adjustment by individuals. Change is public-
ly noted and knowable –new location, new title, new sal-
ary, and new job description–. Contrast is more personal 
and occurs when individuals experience an emergence of 
a perception against a general background. For example, 
a newcomer may or may not notice how people dress in 
the new setting depending on whether dress codes differ 
between the old and the new settings.

A special case of contrast is associated with the pro-
cess of letting go old roles from which newcomers carry 
memories. For example, a new member might interpret 
aspects of the new role using old-role experiences as 
anchors on internal comparison scales. Finally, surprise 
represents a difference between individuals’ anticipa-
tions and subsequent experiences on the new setting. 
Louis (1980) identifies five forms of surprises that 
newcomers face in the encounter: 1) when conscious 
expectations are not fulfilled; 2) when conscious and 
unconscious expectations about oneself are unmet; 3) 
when unconscious job expectations are unmet or when 
a feature of the job is unanticipated; 4) when difficul-
ties arise in accurately forecasting internal reactions to 
a particular new experience; and 5) when newcomers’ 
cultural assumptions are challenged.

Sensemaking depends on individuals’ cultural set of as-
sumptions, that is, internalizations of context-specific 
meanings (Berger y Luckman, 1966). Therefore, cultural 
surprises occur when newcomers make cultural assump-
tions, brought from previous settings as “operating guide-
lines” (Louis, 1980, p 238) that fail to work in the new 
setting. Once newcomers realize that these assumptions 
do not work in the new setting because people around 
them share other assumptions, they go through a cogni-
tive revision of themselves in relation to others and their 
taken-for-granted assumptions (Van Maanen, 1976). 
Thus, in learning the culture of an organization during 
socialization processes, new members develop culture-
specific schemes to interpret everyday events and re-
spond with appropriate behaviors (Schutz, 1964; Berger 
y Luckman, 1966). Given that culture differs between 
organizations, each setting demands a specific cognitive 
framework –learned during socialization– for expressing 
and interpreting meanings in a particular culture through 
sensemaking processes (Louis, 1980).

Attributing meaning to surprises –sensemaking– depends 
on past experiences with similar situations and personal 
characteristics (Louis, 1980). Nonetheless, other fac-
tors –such as information and interpretations from oth-
ers– play an essential role in sensemaking for newcom-
ers. Louis also recalls that the experiences of newcomers 
differ in three important ways from those of the insiders: 
1) insiders normally know what to expect, so the level 
of surprise they encounter is considerably less; 2) in the 
event of surprises, insiders have sufficient history within 
the setting to interpret the event more accurately; and 
3) insiders have established a social network within the 
organization to compare perceptions and interpretations. 
In sum, these differences make newcomers’ sensemak-
ing more difficult and less accurate in relation to insiders’ 
sensemaking. However, with time and experience, as a 
newcomer’s socialization process evolves, they come to 
understand how to interpret actions of others and events 
in the new setting and what meanings to attach to differ-
ent situations.

Theoretical Framework Summary

Culture in organizations is most commonly defined by the 
set of shared beliefs, values, and assumptions that guide 
behavior. New members learn the culture of their orga-
nization as well as their role in it during a period known 
as organizational socialization (Van Maanen, 1976). In 
learning the culture of an organization during socialization 
processes, new members develop culture-specific sche-
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mas to interpret everyday events and respond with ap-
propriate behaviors through sensemaking. Sensemaking 
is the ongoing thinking process of individuals purporting 
to create order and make retrospective rational accounts 
of the situations in which they find themselves (Berger y 
Luckman, 1966; Louis, 1980; Ott, 1989; Schutz, 1964; 
Weick, 1977; 1995). During socialization, newcomers 
find themselves in an environment with high levels of 
uncertainty and ambiguity that forces them to engage in 
cognitive processes to make sense of their new environ-
ment at higher rates than the other members of the orga-
nization (Louis, 1980; Weick, 1995). As newcomers gain 
experience and go through their socialization process, 
they develop more elaborate in-organizational schemas, 
and sensemaking for these domains begins to require less 
conscious effort (Harris, 1994).

An important aspect of sensemaking is that it is a social 
phenomenon in which shared understandings are de-
veloped through activity exchanges and communication 
interaction between new members and insiders. This 
exchange between newcomers and veterans in organi-
zations also affects the sensemaking process of the se-
nior members (Louis, 1980; Van Maanen, 1976; Weick, 
1995). Therefore, junior faculty as new members might 
contribute to the reshaping of the academic culture as 
they engage in communication and activity exchanges 
with senior faculty in their entering department (Tierney 
y Rhoads, 1993). The process of sensemaking offers an 
opportunity of inquiry to both the organizational culture 
individuals are coping with and the set of assumptions 
they bring from past experiences because individuals 
make sense by engaging in internalized conversations 
between self and their abstraction of the organization, 
and the arguments supplied for each of the parties to the 
conversation are basically the verbalization of normative 
and cultural pressures. In other words, new members’ 
mental dialogues with their abstraction of their organiza-
tion offer a useful perspective on the process by which 
the broader cultural context of the organization mani-
fests in the sensemaking effort of their members (Harris, 
1994; Mead, 1934).

More specifically, new members in stages of early so-
cialization internalize context-specific dictionaries of 
meaning used by members of the setting as a result of 
sensemaking processes triggered by surprises (Louis, 
1980; Berger y Luckman, 1966). Therefore, graduate stu-
dents, by being in the anticipatory socialization stage of 
the academic profession, begin to internalize a series of 
meanings through sensemaking that would allow them 
to anticipate outcomes and events once they become 

junior faculty. Given that newcomers contribute to the 
reshaping of the culture in the entering organization, 
junior faculty has the potential to reshape the organiza-
tional culture of their entering departments based on the 
culture acquired during their anticipatory socialization in 
graduate school (Tierney y Rhoads, 1993; Vann Maanen, 
1976). The mental dialogues graduate students enact in 
their sensemaking process as they socialize in their enter-
ing departments provide insights regarding the culture of 
the entering department as well as the culture acquired 
in graduate school.

A Methodology to Study Cultural Change

Based on cognitive anthropology, ethnographic interviews 
are used to elicit the cognitive schemas that guide par-
ticipants’ worldviews and behavior (Marshall y Rossman, 
1994). This methodology consists of a constant compara-
tive analysis that generates a typology of cultural classi-
fication schemas resulting from sensemaking, and also 
it highlights the nuances of the culture. In particular, 
Spradley’s method of ethnographic interviewing starts by 
assuming that cultural knowledge is divided into catego-
ries and ethnographic analysis is the search for these parts 
and their relationships as conceptualized by participants. 
This method is designed to identify cultural symbols and 
the relationships among them based on the assumption 
that symbols make all cultural meaning. In the remain-
ing of this section, I will highlight the main conceptual 
components of this methodology; however, for a detailed 
description refer to Spradley (1979).

In Spradley’s methodology, there are four kinds of ethno-
graphic analysis: domain, taxonomic, componential, and 
thematic. These lead to the discovery of cultural mean-
ing. Thus, before describing the methodology, it is nec-
essary first to discuss the nature of meaning based on a 
relational theory of meaning (Frake, 1964). Culture is a 
system of symbols. A symbol is any object or event that 
refers to something. All symbols involve three things: the 
symbol itself, one or more referents, and a relationship 
between the symbol and the referent. A referent is the 
thing a symbol refers to or represents. Through the re-
lationship the referent becomes encoded in the symbol. 
Once the encoding takes place we think automatically of 
the referent instead of the symbol. Many symbols include 
other symbols and they form a category. Thus, a category 
is an array of distinct symbols that we treat as if they were 
equivalent. Cover terms are generic names given to a cat-
egory of cultural knowledge, while included terms are all 
the names given to the symbols of a given category.
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Any symbolic category that includes other categories is 
a domain. Therefore, all members of a domain share at 
least one feature of meaning. All domains have two or 
more included terms for each category within the domain. 
When two folk categories are linked together, the link is 
a semantic relationship. In a domain, the semantic rela-
tionship links each cover term to all the included terms 
in its set. Domains are the first and most important unit 
of analysis in ethnography. The task of the ethnographer 
is to identify the coding rules of category of symbols. This 
can be accomplished by discovering the relationships 
among cultural symbols.

Domain Analysis: Every culture has many domains but 
very few semantic relationships. By discovering these re-
lationships, it is possible to uncover most of a culture’s 
principles for organizing symbols and domains. There are 
mainly two types of relationships, the ones expressed by 
the informants according to their own folk and the ones 
that are universal and are used in any culture (Table 1).

that share some common features and differences at the 
same time. For example, the sentence “a boy is riding a 
bike” implies that is not a girl, not a woman, not a man, 
and not someone else. However, boy, girl, woman, man, 
and someone else share similarities: for example, they are 
all people. All these terms form a contrast set. Each do-
main of a culture consists of folk terms in contrast, and 
each subset of terms within a domain consists of a con-
trast set. Contrast questions elicit the different categories 
within a domain and thus uncover contrast sets.

A folk taxonomy is a set of categories from a contrast set 
organized on the basis of a single semantic relationship. 
A taxonomy shows the relationships of all the terms in a 
domain according to levels of association. A taxonomic 
analysis uncovers the relationship of all the terms in a 
domain from data gathered in interviews with descriptive, 
structural, and contrast questions. Table 3 shows an ex-
ample of a taxonomy.

Componential Analysis: Componential analysis 
discovers the attributes associated with each cultural 
symbol. These attributes are usually related to terms 
through semantic relationships. A paradigm takes all 
the terms of a contrast set and tells the attribute by di-
mensions of contrast. These paradigms represent one 
small part of the cognitive maps known to informants, 
which enable them to anticipate future situations, plan 
for them, and make decisions of various sorts. Table 4 
features an example.

Thematic Analysis: Cultural themes are elements in 
the cognitive maps that make up a culture. They consist 
of a number of symbols linked into meaningful relation-
ships. It is a common assumption about the nature of 
experience. Themes are assertions that apply to numer-

Table 1. Universal Semantic Relationships

Strict inclusion X is a kind of Y

Spatial X is a place in Y,  
X is part of Y

Cause-effect X is a result of Y

Rationale X is a reason for doing Y

Location for action X is a place for doing Y

Function X is used for Y

Means-end X is a way to do Y

Sequence X is a step (stage) in Y

Attribution X is an attribute  
(characteristic) of Y

Domain analysis consists of discovering these domains 
from ethnographic interviews based on descriptive and 
structural questions. Descriptive questions are meant 
to elicit a large sample of utterances in the informants’ 
native language by encouraging them to talk about a 
particular cultural scene. Structural questions help the 
ethnographer to elicit cover terms and test hypotheses 
from domain analysis. Table 2 illustrates an example of 
a domain.

Taxonomic Analysis: The meaning of a symbol is re-
vealed by discovering how it differs from other symbols 

Table 2. Domain Example

Included Terms Semantic  
Relationship

Cover Term

To better 

humanity To 

attract industry 

To discover To research

obtain prestige is a reason 
 for doing

To be cool
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ous situations and so recur in more than one domain. 
Cultural themes sometimes appear as folk sayings, 
mottos, proverbs, or recurrent expressions. However, 
most cultural themes are tacit. Themes also serve as a 
general semantic relationship among domains. For the 
purpose of ethnographic research, cultural themes are 
any cognitive principle, tacit or explicit, recurrent in a 
number of domains and serving as a relationship among 
subsystems of cultural meaning. According to Spradley 

(1979), a thematic analysis is conducted by assuming 
that every cover term is a contrast set of an overarching 
domain and conducting a componential analysis of such 
an overarching domain.

Spradley’s methodology can be used to elicit cultural 
change and sensemaking processes among partici-
pants. According to Harris (1994), as new members 
learn the culture of the organization in their socializa-

Cover term:

research

Semantic Relationship:

is a reasonsfor doing

To be cool

To attract industry

Funds are a reason for attracting industry

Networking is a reason for attracting industry

Prestige is a reason for attracting industry

To discover

Applications are a

reasonfor discovering

Products with

market value are a

reason for doing

applications

Money is a reason

for doing

applications

Improve life is a

reasonfor doing

applications

Contribution to knowledge is a reason for

discovering

To obtain prestige Funds are a reasonfor obt obtaining prestige

Table 3. Taxonomy Example

Table 4. Paradigm Example

Contrast Set
Dimensions of Contrast

Non-profit
Graduate students’ 

desires
Expected by the 

department
Happens often

To discover Yes Yes Yes No

To attract Industry No No Yes Yes

To be cool Yes Yes No No

To obtain prestige Yes Yes Yes Yes
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tion process, they enact mental dialogues through their 
sensemaking process between self and the generalized 
abstraction of the values and expectations of the or-
ganization. These mental dialogues reflect the culture 
of the parties involved, in this case, the self and the 
abstraction of the organization. Thus, a detailed analy-
sis of graduate students’ sensemaking and the mental 
dialogues they enact in this process can uncover the 
cultural differences between the values of the entering 
junior faculty and the ones from departmental culture 
Spradley’s methodology can be used to obtain cultural 
schemas of individuals socializing into new settings at 
different points of time in order to observe the cul-
tural change throughout the socialization stages. Alter-
natively, cultural schemas at one point of time among 
new members and senior members can be obtained  
using this methodology in order to contrast cultural 
differences between the two.

 A Hypothetical Study

Inspired by a study I conducted using this framework, I 
present in this section a brief description of an applica-
tion of this methodology to a hypothetical case. Suppose 
a study meant to investigate potential cultural shifts in 
a given academic department due to the influx of new 
faculty members to a culture that embraces business-like 
values, such as patenting, and applied research for pro-
duct development from a traditional Mertonian culture 
that values free dissemination of knowledge and basic 
science. In this case, by using Spradley’s methodology, 
it is possible to obtain the key cultural paradigms around 
issues of patenting vs. publishing and applied vs. basic 
research of incoming faculty and senior members of the 
department (by senior I mean that are fully socialized into 
the culture of the department). By contrasting these para-
digms, it is possible to infer if there are significant cul-
tural differences between the two groups. Then, in order 
to determine if a cultural shift took place in the depart-
ment as new members gain full membership, the same 
analysis can be conducted with both groups three years 
later (which is about the time that takes for junior faculty 
to fully socialize to their new department) and compare 
these results with the ones obtained three years earlier.

Finally, during the organizational stage of the social-
ization of junior faculty, tensions between the culture 
brought by junior faculty and the entering department 
should be apparent in the mental dialogues triggered by 
sensemaking processes of the socializing junior faculty. 
In this case, once cultural paradigms have been esta- 

blished using Spradley’s methodology, it is possible to elicit 
participants’ sensemaking and their mental dialogues by 
inquiring how new paradigms are being learned following 
Weick’s (1995) seven properties of sensemaking and Louis 
(1980) framework of surprises for newcomers. The infor-
mation highlights the nuances of culture as well as cultural 
differences between entering faculty and the new setting as 
well as the potential cultural shifts that might take place as 
junior faculty exchange vocabularies with senior members.

Conclusion

Organizational culture has become a popular framework 
among scholars from a wide variety of disciplines. This 
article provides a detailed description of the way in which 
organizational culture operates at a cognitive level applied 
to how the academic culture in a department changes 
as new faculty members enter the academic profession. 
It is based on previous works on organizational culture 
with emphasis on sociological and cognitive perspectives. 
In addition, this article describes a specific methodology 
to study cultural change in the academic profession, al-
though applicable to organizations broadly speaking. •
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