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Abstract 
Organizations face an increasingly turbulent environment requiring flexibility and agility of pro-
cesses and structures. Therefore, it is necessary to examine the interaction between formal organ-
izational structures and informal networks in fulfilling these needs. A considerable body of evi-
dence about informal collaborative arrangements in organizations exists, pointing to their im-
portance in achieving results. This paper presents methodological considerations in an in-depth 
investigation of the complementary roles played by formal and informal structures in meeting the 
information and resource needs of people operating in an environment characterized by volatility, 
high tempo, and uncertainty. It argues that a new methodological approach is needed for this type 
of study. The research methods chosen for the study are discussed and justified in terms of the 
research problem. The essence of this paper is to detail the methodology used and draw lessons 
on this in light of its application. 

Keywords: formal organization, informal networks, organizational dynamic, research methods, 
qualitative analysis, sensemaking, Cynefin framework. 

Introduction 
Organizations face an ever increasingly turbulent environment requiring agility (robustness, flex-
ibility, and adaptability) of organizational processes, efficient informing systems, and flexible 
management arrangements to operate effectively in such environments (Atkinson & Moffat, 
2005; NATO, 2006). Organizations are complex systems (Anderson, 1999; Stacey, 2001), they 

are “…dynamic systems of adaptation 
and evolution that contain multiple parts 
which interact with one another and the 
environment” (Morel & Ramanujam, 
1999: p. 278). In the context of this re-
search, an organization is regarded as a 
system comprising rules, policies, pro-
cedures, and defined roles (formal struc-
ture) within which individual agents or 
groups of agents operate and interact 
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(formal and informal structures). While in some operational conditions different structures within 
organizations adhere to known formal processes, under other circumstances they exhibit behavior 
in which regularity and predictability is lost and they interact with each other in informal ways. In 
complex organizations, formal and informal structures co-exist and interact with each other. 
Therefore, to meet the demands of the changing environment organizations need to explore how 
individuals construct their own reality in such contexts and to understand the dynamic of interac-
tion between formal and informal organizational structures. Likewise, researchers in the fields of 
informing science and organizational management need to employ a variety of research methods 
to make sense of these varied conditions to study complex organizational phenomena. In this con-
text complexity theory and associated with it frameworks have implications for the methodolo-
gies used to understand complex organizations. 

Gill (2013) advocates that to cope with complexity we need to understand it. This must include a 
discourse on methods to study complex phenomena. This paper presents methodological consid-
erations for an in-depth investigation of the complementary roles played by formal and informal 
structures in meeting the informing and resource needs of people operating in an environment 
characterized by volatility, high tempo, and uncertainty. It argues that approaches combining dif-
ferent methodological lenses are needed for this type of study. The research methods chosen for 
the study are discussed and justified in terms of the research problem. Preliminary outcomes and 
a wider discussion of this research in view of the research questions are reported in Ali 
(2011).The purpose of this paper is to detail the methodology used and draw lessons learned in 
light of its application and also to aid transdisciplinary approach to informing science.  

Background to the Study:  
Informal Networks and Organizations  

From the early days of hunter-gatherers to tribal warlords, formal organizational structures have 
been an integral part of society (Clegg & Dunkerley, 1986). At the same time, informal and social 
networks are accepted part of life and the extent and the types of networks individuals form af-
fects many aspects of their life from one’s health, identity, and wellbeing to education, career ad-
vancement, and power in the organizations (Brass, Galaskiewicz, Greve, & Tsai, 2004; 
Granovetter, 1983; Kilduff & Tsai, 2003; Krackhardt, 1990; Krackhardt & Hanson, 1993; 
Liccardi et al., 2007). In the field of knowledge management, knowledge distribution, and gaining 
competitive advantage, the importance of informal networks is well supported (Awazu, 2004; 
Cross, Parker, Prusak, & Borgatti, 2001; Hoffman, Hoelscher, & Scherif, 2005; Kurland & 
Pelled, 2000; Plickert, Cote, & Wellman, 2007). In disaster and emergency management, infor-
mal networks, due to their flexibility, adaptability, and fast information flows, have been shown 
to be crucial as disaster management seldom works according to standard operating procedures or 
neatly defined roles and responsibilities (Denning, 2006; Hyland, 2011; O'Brien & Ali, 2006; 
O'Neil & O'Brien, 2004). Understanding the role played by informal networks has been a focus of 
organizational research, including mapping informal interactions within an enterprise to organiza-
tional goals (Cross & Prusak, 2002; Cross & Thomas, 2009; Ehin, 2004). 

In social science research since the 1940s, it was reported that the most fruitful concept to emerge 
was that of informal organization (Firey, 1948). Organizational theorists became aware that the 
formal organizational structure fails to capture numerous important aspects of communication in 
organizations, and they observed that informal networks provide the quickest means of communi-
cation and dissemination of information (Monge & Contractor 2003). These networks develop 
spontaneously, irrespective of executive orders issued along communication lines of formal or-
ganization (Jablin & Putnam, 2001; Robbins, Millett, Cacioppe, & Waters-Marsh, 2001).  
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The literature supports the notion that formal organizations are well equipped to deal with antici-
pated problems, and responsibility, authority and accountability measures are embedded in the 
system (Bennet & Bennet, 2004; Fairtlough, 2005). However, formalization fails to cope with the 
non-rational dimensions of organizational behavior and a changing and complex operational envi-
ronment (Mele, 2006; Rank, 2008). While formal and informal organizational structures have 
been extensively researched as separate entities, situated within different organizational systems 
and organizational communication flows (Mintzberg, 1980; Monge & Contractor, 2003; Monge 
& Eisenberg, 1987), in reality these structures not only exist alongside each other but are inter-
twined in organizational life (Rank, 2008; Zenger & Lazzarini, 2002). While there seems to be a 
consensus amongst researchers and practitioners that organizational agents rely on both formal 
and informal coordination devices, side by side, in order to achieve set goals (Rank, 2008), there 
seems to be a lack of empirical studies looking at the issues that would make the entwinement of 
formal and informal organizational structures effective. Therefore, the area of what factors under-
pin a successful interaction between the formal and informal organizational structures still re-
mains largely unexplored and this is addressed in this research. 

Objective of the Study and the Research Setting 
The objective of this research is to examine the relationship and interaction between formal and 
informal organizational structures in a rapidly changing operational environment. More specifi-
cally, to investigate factors that underpin interaction between formal and informal structures in 
such a way that will allow organizations to respond with agility to uncertain and changing opera-
tional environment, and to understand the role informal networks play in this organizational dy-
namic. This is still largely unexplored and somewhat difficult area to research (Ali, 2011; Zenger 
& Lazzarini, 2002) and special consideration has been given to what data can be used, how the 
data can be analyzed, and how it is interpreted through a suitable holistic framework. In the con-
text of this research organization is regarded as a system comprising policies and procedures 
(formal structure) within which individual agents or groups of agents operate and interact (formal 
and informal structures). 

This research largely utilizes secondary data gathered for an earlier research that investigated is-
sues relating to operating, making decisions, and multi-agency interactions in the context of the 
contemporary trends in warfighting. One hundred and forty six semi-structured, open ended in-
terviews were conducted with a sample of the Australian Defence Forces (ADF) deployed to 
combat and humanitarian operations during 2001–2007 (Ali, Bopping, Hart, Pascoe, & Warne, 
2007). The phenomenon that emerged from data analysis for that earlier research warranted more 
in depth analysis and led to the formulation of research questions for this study.  

Military organizations provide an ideal setting to study the interaction between the formal and 
informal organizational structures in complex environments because the military is a visibly hier-
archical organization with clearly defined lines of communication and authority but where indi-
viduals form informal connections across functional groups and hierarchies. Also, the military 
operational landscape is characterized by change and uncertainty, and exposure to the vagaries of 
the political, societal, and economic climate. Moreover, operations of vastly different nature can 
take place simultaneously that require collaboration across services, nations, government and 
non-government organizations, and with civilians and reservists. This collaboration usually in-
volves formal and informal means.     
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Research Design and Methodological Approach 
Four broad research questions are explored in this study: 

• What factors give rise to informal network activity in complex operational environments? 

• What are the characteristics and modus operandi of these networks? 

• How do informal networks contribute to organizational goals in complex environments? 

• What are the enabling factors that support coexistence of informal networks and the formal-
ly structured organization in complex operating environments to facilitate agile organiza-
tional responses to operational imperatives?   

These questions are exploratory and seek to gain understanding and uncovering of insights and 
perceptions of a phenomenon in social reality. These underpinnings align with a qualitative ap-
proach based on interpretive and constructivist paradigms (Creswell, 2009; Denzin & Lincoln, 
2005; Ponterotto, 2005; Punch, 2005). This research comprises two phases. The first involves in-
depth template analysis to identify major themes (King, 2004) and the Cynefin framework to gain 
different perspective on the aspects of the data (Kurtz & Snowden, 2003). In the second phase the 
findings of the Phase 1 analysis were corroborated with a sample of military personnel who had 
more recent operational experience than that of original data set. The overview of research design 
is depicted in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: Overview of the research design 

Phase 1 - Template and Cynefin Framework Analysis 
Since coding and thematic reduction of the data is the starting activity for qualitative analysis 
(Creswell, 2009; Punch, 2005), the analytical approach for in-depth analysis of the data set in this 
research largely followed the conventions of template analysis (King, 2004). It is a particular way 
of thematically analysing qualitative data where the researcher produces a list of codes (template) 
representing themes identified in the textual data. Template analysis is suited for research that 
seeks to discover underlying causes for human action and through the use of code terms at differ-
ent levels of specificity it secures reliability of findings (King, 2004; Waring & Wainwright, 
2008).  
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The vast majority of the interviews were recorded, transcribed into electronic format and entered 
into N’Vivo, a tool for processing qualitative data. It allows the researcher to apply template 
analysis by indexing segments of the text to particular themes, then to carry out complex search 
and retrieval operations quickly, and link research notes to coding. 

Through template analysis it became evident how pervasive the uncertainty was, not only in the 
context of the operational environment, but the extent to which the participants experienced that 
uncertainty and how it shaped interactions between informal networks and the formal organiza-
tion. To study this it required a tool capable of depicting dynamics of both the environment and 
human behavior. The Cynefin framework was originally developed to help understanding of the 
different types of organizational systems (formal and informal) and associated decision-making 
models under varying degrees of uncertainty (Snowden, 2002; Snowden & Boone, 2007). Practi-
tioners in the sensemaking field advocate that Cynefin is particularly suited to study social com-
plexity and to describe problems or opportunities in the environment individuals or organizations 
are operating in. Furthermore, the Cynefin framework arranges the issues facing decision-makers 
according to the degree to which the relationship between cause and effect can be determined or 
recognized (Schmidtchen, Boswell, Burnett, Kalloniatis, & Taylor, 2008; Sivertsen, 2010) and, 
therefore, it is seen as an appropriate analytical tool for this research. 

What is the Cynefin sensemaking framework? 
Sensemaking is a cognitive as well as a social process requiring interaction and development of a 
collective mind, i.e., a shared sense of meaning in the situation (Paparone, Anderson, & McDan-
iel, 2008). Thus sensemaking as a framework ties the cognitive perspective and social construc-
tivism together (Pfeffer, 1981).  

In this study the Cynefin sensemaking framework depicted in Figure 2 is used as an analytical 
tool for describing different circumstances of the operating environment, for describing activities 
of individuals in that environment, for mapping the path of activities as the circumstances change, 
and for explaining and illustrating the interactions between the formal organization and informal 
networks.  

 

Figure 2: Domains of the Cynefin framework and respective connections strength 

Literature describes several sensemaking models, for example, a cognitive Data/Frame model that 
is seen as a suitable model for improving sensemaking through training interventions (Sieck, 
Klein, Peluso, Smith, & Harris-Thompson, 2007) or a behavioral model to aid team sensemaking 
(Powers, Stech, & Burns, 2010). While these models are useful frameworks to enhance sense-
making of individuals or teams, they do not treat sensemaking in the context of the environment. 
The Cynefin framework advocates the use of narrative for understanding complexity and empha-
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sizes the social aspects of sensemaking while taking into account various environmental circum-
stances. It is a holistic sensemaking framework developed through research and practice 
(Snowden, 2002; Snowden & Boone, 2007). 

The Cynefin framework has five distinctive domains (Kurtz & Snowden, 2003; Snowden & 
Boone, 2007). ‘Known’ and ‘knowable’ do not refer to the knowledge of individuals. They are 
used in context of things that are known to society or the organization, depending on the interest 
at a given time. These domains are: 

The Known or Simple – characterized by stability and clear relationship between cause and ef-
fect. Simple contexts, once properly assessed, require straightforward management and moni-
toring. The approach is to Sense - Categorize – Respond (SCR). This suits a vertical way of 
working with weak horizontal links and adherence to best practices is appropriate.  

The Knowable or Complicated - in which the relationship between cause and effect requires 
analysis or other form of investigation, often leading to several options, and/or the application 
of expert knowledge. The approach is to Sense - Analyze – Respond (SAR). In such an envi-
ronment vertical and horizontal links need to be strong and good practice rather than best prac-
tice, is more appropriate.  

The Complex or domain of Emergence - in which the relationship between cause and effect can 
only be understood in retrospect. Emergent patterns can be perceived but not predicted. The ap-
proach, therefore, is to Probe - Sense – Respond (PSR) and then allow emergent practice. There 
are no ‘right’ answers and the need for increased levels of interaction and communication as 
well as creative and innovative approaches is greater. In this domain, the horizontal connections 
between individuals ideally need to be strong with weak vertical connections. 

The Chaotic or domain of rapid response - there is no visible relationship between cause and 
effect at system level and no time to investigate or ask for input. Therefore, reducing turbulence 
and establishing order is important, and then sensing where stability is present and where it is 
not, i.e., sense reaction to initial intervention, and then respond by transforming chaos into 
complexity where patterns can emerge. Top-down or broadcast communication is imperative in 
those situations. The overall approach, therefore, is to Act - Sense – Respond (ASR). The con-
nections between individuals in this domain should be weak or non-existent.  

Disorder (the central shaded area) – a destructive state of not knowing what type of causality 
exists. In this domain decision-makers look at the same situation from different points of view 
and they will often revert to their own comfort zone in making a decision or conversely; it is a 
state of decision paralysis.  

Furthermore, the right-hand domains (known/simple and knowable/complicated) are character-
ized as order, and the left-hand domains (complex and chaotic) as un-order. None of these four 
domains is more desirable than any other. The framework is used primarily to consider the dy-
namics of situations, decisions, perspectives, conflicts, and changes, and to recognize in which 
quadrant a given situation resides and what sensemaking approach is appropriate. The relation-
ships between this framework and others in the literature, such as Contingency Theory and 
‘Wicked Problems’ has been noted by Kalloniatis, Macleod, and Kohn (2010).  

Because the Cynefin framework was originally developed to help in understanding formal and 
informal communities and interactions of structured processes and uncertain conditions, it is par-
ticularly suited to study social complexity and to describe problems prevailing in a given context 
(Kurtz & Snowden, 2003; Snowden & Boone, 2007; Verdon, 2005). 
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Application of Cynefin for this research 
The Cynefin framework is used to analyze the data retrospectively through two step process. In 
the first step the Cynefin framework is used to represent the organizational ‘problem space’ or the 
external context of a given instance of a deployment under study (Figure 3). Here, ‘dots’ of dif-
ferent color are placed in different domains of the Cynefin space in order to represent the state of 
the context or a situation at a given point in time. These ‘dots’ are also labeled to provide contex-
tual information as interpreted by the researcher in terms of its attributes in relation to the particu-
lar Cynefin domain. Although these ‘dots’ are placed in various parts of a particular Cynefin do-
main, there is no specific ‘value’ attached to the ‘dot’s’ position within the domain. Figures 3 and 
4 are examples of the Cynefin analysis carried out in this study. 
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Figure 3: Operational ‘problem space’ Figure 4: Operational ‘approach space’ 

The second step sees the use of the Cynefin framework to represent the organizational or individ-
ual 'approach space'. In the approach space the lines and arrows represent individual or collective 
actions caused by a given situation and resulting in altering the set of circumstances deployed 
personnel found themselves in. To demonstrate which situation leads to an elected approach, the 
choice of color for the lines and arrows in the 'approach space' are the same as that for the ‘dots’ 
in the 'problem space'. Thereby, the correspondence between a state in the context and the associ-
ated organizational or individual response is aligned (Figure 4). 

The examplein Figure 3 illustrates the issues faced by the individuals upon arrival in a disaster 
zone and the subsequent approaches used to deal with unfolding situations are depicted in Figure 
4. The arrows represent interactions between individuals and between formal organizational 
structures and informal networks, information flows, and behaviors of individuals in various op-
erational contexts. This analysis allows explication of the perspectives and sensemaking ap-
proaches of various stakeholders involved in changing operational conditions. By making these 
perspectives discernible, it is possible to determine organizational processes and command ap-
proaches to deal with the demands of the prevailing operational conditions. The essence of the 
Cynefin analysis is to represent an evolutionary path of the informal network that emerged in re-
sponse to the changing environment. This analysis shows that all the operational context and ac-
tivities span all quadrants of the framework and the interactions cross back and forth between the 
Un-ordered and Ordered domains. While there was a natural tendency to steer the situation in the 
’clockwise’ direction to bring some level of stability, there were also ‘benefits’ when the interac-
tions moved ‘anti-clockwise’, as this led to different ways of working out and learning what 
brings desired results, and then incorporating these lessons into the system. Therefore, the 
‘clockwise’ and ‘anti-clockwise’ movements between Cynefin domains illustrate the benefits to 
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be had from traversing both directions. Incorporating lessons learnt from deployments about the 
workability of formal organizational processes is a key to improving agility. 

The benefit gained from using the Cynefin framework to analyze the data was to understand and 
interpret the impact of different contingencies that emerged from the thematic data analysis in the 
dynamic environment and how the agents in the theatre attempted to interpret the unfolding situa-
tions. The Cynefin analysis showed how people are first driven to transform difficult problems, as 
they are framed, to get a different perspective on them and then steer them back to the known and 
familiar, i.e., the domain of Order. Conversely, if that approach does not bring the expected out-
comes, they adopt approaches that are suited to the domain of Unorder. This indicates that the 
deployed personnel’s responses were not following a random path. The Cynefin analysis demon-
strates that, although subconsciously, they were quite methodical in the way they approached dif-
ficult problems during these deployments. This ‘zig-zag’ path through the Cynefin domains also 
suggests that planning in these instances represented responses to ‘Wicked Problems’ (Rittel & 
Webber, 1973), where the path from problem formulation to solution is non-linear. 

The Cynefin analysis supported by the template analysis demonstrates that efforts to shift the sit-
uation from uncertainty (Un-ordered domains) require extensive information sharing, trust, and a 
diverse set of interactions, both formal and informal amongst the individuals and agencies in-
volved. These continuous interactions between and amongst individual and groups of agents, and 
inter-organizationally are necessary for collective sensemaking and contribute to forming a richer 
picture of the situation and to maintaining a shared understanding of what is required. This in turn 
led to the development of broad plans of action.  

Overall, the analyses in Phase 1 led to deeper understanding, firstly, of the factors influencing 
informal network activity, their prevalence and efficacy during deployments under study and, 
secondly, the interaction between formal managerial and organizational processes, and informal 
networks in operational environment. These findings were further explored in a sensemaking 
workshop.  

Phase 2 - Sensemaking Workshop 
The aim of the workshop was to determine whether Phase 1 data analysis outcomes could be val-
id in terms of accuracy of interpretation of data analysis in view of more recent operational expe-
rience and to extend the research by discussing priorities and actions that could be taken to facili-
tate the coexistence of formal organization and informal networks in future operations. 

The method chosen for this phase of the research draws on the theory of sensemaking nestled in 
complexity and the sense that individuals and groups make of past events and experiences. The 
data can be elicited by the means of narrative in the form of story or anecdote circles. The use of 
narrative or stories in organizations as a device for understanding complexity and as a sensemak-
ing response to it is advocated by many writers in the field (Czarniawska, 1998; Putnam & 
Fairhurst, 2001; Snowden, 1999, 2001; Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005).  

Generally, the process of sensemaking involving anecdote/story circles has three distinctive parts. 
It starts with elicitation of anecdotes from participants, followed by a reflection/sensemaking ses-
sion and then designing an intervention model (O'Toole, Talbot, & Fidock, 2008). This process 
has been adapted and the sensemaking workshop used for Phase 2, although drawing on the prin-
ciples of narrative techniques, followed, to a large degree, the focus group processes. Table 1 
summarizes the respective approaches. 

 

 



 Ali 

 67 

Table 1: Comparison between story circle model and Phase 2 workshop 

Process of anecdote/story circles Adapted process for Phase 2 workshop 

Elicitation/generation of anecdotes from partic-
ipants 

Immersion of participants in the stories select-
ed according to the themes that emerged from 
data analysis in Phase 1  

Reflection/sensemaking session, an iterative 
process to generate insights and focus attention 
on particular issues 

Discerning to what extent these stories reso-
nate with the participants’ experiences and fo-
cus their attention on particular issues   

Intervention model that involves designing of 
interventions that the participants feel commit-
ted to 

Determining actions and methods to operation-
alise themes identified in Phase1  

Since the objective of the workshop was to align the findings from Phase 1 with more recent de-
ployment experience and the initial interview program followed a design of a narrative enquiry 
and provided a rich source of data, therefore, there was no need to elicit further stories. The sto-
ries (anecdotes), considered representative of the themes that emerged from the template analysis 
(Phase 1), were chosen by the author and were grouped according to these themes.  

The participants were asked to immerse themselves in these anecdotes and then discern the extent 
to which these stories resonate with them. By placing a ‘red’ or a ‘green’ sticker’ on a given story 
the participants indicated whether they could relate to the issues depicted by a given anecdote, 
and also to indicate whether they found these examples to be a practice to be encouraged (green 
sticker) or something that should be discouraged (red sticker). Some of the anecdotes received 
multiple stickers, either red or green, whereas others did not evoke any response and remained 
unmarked. For example, the anecdotes depicting networking behavior, and in particular targeted 
networking, were widely endorsed by the workshop participants. Also, reliance on informal net-
works to obtain needed equipment or intelligence was seen as an appropriate use of informal con-
nections, however, not so for classified information. An interesting case was where the responses 
to a given anecdote were polarized ranging from endorsement to complete disapproval of an ap-
proach. This illustrates that in a complex environment there is no one correct answer, as problems 
fall outside normal boundaries of decision making (Bolton & Stolcis, 2008; Cilliers, 2000; Snow-
den & Boone, 2007) and operators or managers probe for solutions and respond in light of these 
probes. 

The sensemaking component of this workshop was designed to explore the patterns and perspec-
tives revealed in the chosen stories and to discern to what extent these stories resonated with the 
experiences of those with more recent operational experience. It involved determining the key 
issues emerging from the stories by writing brief comments regarding actions described in these 
anecdotes. The question that was posed to the participants was ‘what did you notice in these an-
ecdotes/stories? After reading the stories, all participants wrote a short statement on a post-it note 
depicting the main message or a feeling evoked by a given story. The post-it notes were then 
placed around the appropriate themes. Thereafter, the participants, relying on group experience, 
were asked to cluster them into patterns that they saw emerging. An example of one of the clus-
ters is depicted in Figure 5. These clusters were then rated according to their perceived im-
portance to the ADF in being able to benefit from use of informal networks during operations. 
Each of the clusters was assigned a title or a heading which subsequently constituted the interven-
tion subject. 

During the ‘intervention’ stage of the workshop the participants were asked to indicate the rela-
tive importance to their practice of a given intervention theme by placing a mark (a dot), accord-
ing to a sliding scale, on a sheet containing the intervention title, as illustrated in Figure 6. The 
aim was not to obtain a consensus but to produce a range of options as perceived by the partici-
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pants. Thereafter, the participants worked in groups on the chosen intervention themes and were 
asked to find and suggest actions that could be implemented. 

 
As a last step, the participants were asked to indicate whether the dominant issues that emerged 
from the thematic analysis are adequate to optimize the coexistence of formal organization and 
informal networks during deployments.  The analysis of interventions proposed by workshop par-
ticipants for each dominant issue identified in Phase 1 indicates an interrelationship between 
them. The overall qualitative comments addressing the requirements for effective use of informal 
networks during deployment spanned areas of education and training, doctrine, and command 
arrangements. They pertain to building individual skills through education and training at all lev-
els of the command chain and to creating enabling infrastructure by doctrinal and higher com-
mand guidance. Several workshop participants commented on the need for feedback programs to 
improve ineffective processes, leading to an organizational culture within which individuals will 
be empowered to collaborate and self-organize in responding to changing operational contexts. 
The specific outcomes on the need of a balance of formal and informal structures during deploy-
ments are reported elsewhere (Ali, 2011).   

Conclusions 
Researchers frequently combine different methods of data collection and analysis when studying 
the same social issue. This multi-field approach has been discussed in the area of social and in-
forming sciences research and is a recognized way of validating research data and gaining wider 
perspectives (Miles & Huberman, 1994: Silverman, 1985). 

This study relied on personal lived experiences of participants as they interacted with the formal 
organization in the context of a changing operational environment. This necessitated approaches 
situated in organization and complexity theories. Both the changing operational environment and 
the interactions themselves meant that the participants were undergoing an iterative process of 
sensemaking of these circumstances. The template analysis provided descriptive insights of these 
phenomena and provided tangible examples that informal structures played a crucial role in at-
taining mission goals when formal organizational structures were perceived not responding with 
the required agility. The other insight gained from the template analysis pertains to the character-
istics and modus operandi of these networks. This delineation provides a holistic picture about the 
nature of different networks and links them to contingencies that precipitated their formation. 

A novel application of the Cynefin framework allowed analyzing and depicting of the intricate 
web of interactions when agents in the theatre of operations were probing and testing for possible 
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solutions via formal and informal means. In this study, the Cynefin framework was applied as a 
theoretical and analytical tool. Its application has two-pronged benefits: as a tool to illustrate 
sensemaking activities carried out by the study participants and also as a sensemaking tool for the 
researcher herself to explore different perspectives of the data and thus to gain an integrated pic-
ture of that data. The way in which Cynefin has been used in this research enriches methodologi-
cal approaches to study dynamic phenomena and thus contributes to broad organizational prac-
tice. Combining different methods to explore and obtain data enabled to identify factors support-
ing a mutually beneficial relationship between formal and informal organizational structures in 
complex environments.    

Another methodological contribution of the research design of this study is in the area of using 
existing data in the form of stories to immerse new participants in the situations encountered by 
their predecessors. In this study an adaptation of anecdote circles was used to validate and to in-
crease the credibility of interpretation of the data analysis from Phase 1 of the study. The benefits 
of adapting the method of anecdote circles is two fold: there was a clear advantage in saving time 
and resources by not eliciting new anecdotes, and more importantly, improved precision was 
gained by focusing on specific stories and addressing specific issues rather than sifting through 
the wide range of stories that is typically elicited during anecdote circles. This adaptation also 
extended the present research by discussing priorities and actions in future operations that could 
be taken to enable harnessing of strengths associated with formally structured organization and 
informal networks and making informal organizational structures complementary to the formal 
ones. Also, an important benefit resulting from Phase 2 was that the solutions proposed came 
from the deployed personnel rather than from the researcher. 

There are some personal lessons learned from this study that will be of benefit to those who are 
planning to undertake research using qualitative methods into complex organizational phenome-
na. While there are advantages of using secondary data, one must be cognizant that it may not 
contain specific enough information and may need to be augmented. Also, it is easy to be over-
zealous while coding qualitative data. Too many code terms or too narrow distinctions between 
them mean that multiple codes are applied to individual fragments, thus decreasing the fidelity of 
retrieved data. Another lesson pertains to modification of existing methodological tools to suit a 
particular setting. Informing studies encompass a wide range of fields and by the same token, a 
wide range of research methods. It is therefore important to be innovative and take a ‘risk’ in ap-
plying methodological tools.  

Cumulative learning from both phases of this research has shown that to study complex organiza-
tional phenomena it is necessary to apply a combination of different methodological approaches. 
Although these methods were used to study interactions between formal and informal structures 
in a military organization, these methods can be applied by informing science researchers to study 
dynamic phenomena in all types of organizations. The tasks of a leader and a manager in any or-
ganization are analogous to that of a military commander, similarly as those of deployed person-
nel and organizational staff. The difference may be that for organizational units and their leaders 
no ‘enemy’ exists, but the environment is nevertheless changing and capable of surprising.  

It has been shown how the particular use of the Cynefin framework and the associated anecdote 
circles can be applied to organizational practice and in research. In practice, the Cynefin frame-
work, with its multiple perspectives, is a useful tool to understand, reframe and re-perceive dif-
ferent issues and situations and to then propose a range of interventions. In research, these tools 
can be used to represent reality in different ways to investigate emergent issues and to study com-
plex interactions. 
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