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INTRODUCTION
This article discusses the differences between how managers use the context of their organisation to make sense of organisational change in ‘public’ and ‘private’ prisons in England and Wales.  It uses notions related with New Public Management to delineate the nature and extent of this context, and draws on the literature concerning sensemaking to theorise about the ways managers use this context and the consequences of this use.   
New Public Management promised politicians clear control of performance based on outcomes and outputs and managers greater autonomy and clarity of responsibility (Osborne and Gaebler 1992; Lane 2000; Boin, James and Lodge 2006),Hood & Lodge 2006).    With this ‘managerialist bargain’ (Hood and Lodge 2006) came greater competition (quasi-markets and contracting out).      
However, there has been “relatively little systematic analysis of the effects of NPM forms in particular sectors of public services’ (Boin, James and Lodge 2006) and even less analysis of the effects of NPM within sectors between public management and private management of the same/similar services.   This article seeks to explain the contrasts and similarities in the NPM context in which managers operate, drawing on data from two prisons, one privately managed (contracted)  and one publicly managed. It examines the impact of these differences on managers’ explanations of their managerial context and the use to which they put this context in reflecting on change events.    
The Prison Service in England and Wales has experienced the full effects of the NPM agenda in that it has been an arms-length government agency since 1992, and in the same year the first contracted out, privately managed prison opened.  Today, all prisons in England and Wales operate under quasi-contractual performance agreements (3 are operate at the extreme commercial end of this, being operated by the Prison Service under a commercially let Service Level Agreement), 10% of the prison population is held in the 11 privately managed prisons  (the first one opening in 1992) (Service 2006) (NOMS, 2006) and a significant number of prison services (catering, education, healthcare, maintenance) are run by external contractors.  The Criminal Justice Act 1991 enabled contracted prisons to be established, initially for remand prisoners only, and then from 1994 for all prisoners.  Some contracts are ‘operate only’, and others as design, construct, manage and finance (DCMF) contracts.  Performance data is published for each prison annually, with the private/contracted prisons data published separately from the rest of the Prison Service establishments.  All prisons are subject to monitoring arrangements from the IMBs (Independent Monitoring Boards) and HMCIP (Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Prisons) who have unfettered access to prisons in order to monitor conditions and standards.   

For this article, a ‘public’ prison is one that is wholly within the hierarchical structure of the Prison Service Agency, with managerial and operational staff employed directly by the Prison Service Agency, and thus, through the line to  the UK government’s Home Office.   Within these organisations there may be elements of private contracting e.g. catering, education, healthcare.  A ‘Private’ or contracted prison is one whose staff (including managerial and operational) are entirely employed by an intermediate company which has the responsibility defined in a contract to manage and operate the Prison.    In these Prisons a senior member of Home Office staff is permanently located as the ‘Controller’ who monitors and applies the contract.   No such position exists in ‘public’ prisons, although these prisons have quasi-contractual relationships with the Prison Service Agency and are held accountable to performance targets.     In the UK, these prisons are frequently referred to as ‘contracted out’ or ‘private’ prisons.   

In order to analyse managers accounts,  the paper draws on the extensive body of literature on ‘sensemaking’ (Weick 1969, 1979; Isabella 1990; Weick 1995, 2000, 2006) which is criticised for giving insufficient attention to organisational context.  Particularly consideration is the role of institutions in sensemaking  (Scott 2001; Weber and Glynn 2006).  Institutional approaches are are criticised for taking a view of context which binds managers more tightly than is seen here.  The combination of these concepts is a new area of exploration (Weber and Glynn 2006;  (Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 2005),  and seeks to develop our understanding of the relationship between  organisational context and the sense that managers make of organisational events.  
Aspects of the NPM agenda are one way of defining and delineating this context, particularly in the exploration of the differences between the way that managers define their context in public and contracted out prisons.    
Using a comparative case study approach,  the paper identifies that despite the similar arms-length/NPM relationships that both the public and private prisons have with the ‘centre’ (the government Ministry with responsibility for the whole service), and the similar macro-organisational context (The Prison Service as a whole located in the Criminal Justice System), managers draw on this context in significantly different ways to frame their explanations of their actions.    The paper argues that impacts and consequences of this differential use allow suggestions to be made about the development of the role of institutions in the sensemaking activities of managers and as such addresses some of the limitations of existing discussions.        
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
Many authors have called for a deeper theoretical understanding of how the contextual pressures on an organisation are interpreted and acted upon by organisational members or actors (Hrebiniak and Joyce, 1985, Van de Ven & Poole, 1988 , Astley and Van de Ven, 1983, Pettigrew, 1987, Wilson, 1984, (Fitzgerald et al. 2002).     This article uses notions related with New Public Management to delineate the nature and extent of this context, focussing on organisations at the boundary of public and contracted working.   It also draws on the work, predominantly by Weick on sensemaking, organizing and enactment, and particularly the body of literature that considers sensemaking as it occurs in organisational change to theorise about the ways managers use this context and the consequences of this use.   Finally, it considers the area between sensemaking and institutions.  These areas of literature are the foundation for the conceptual framework.   

ORGANISATIONAL CONTEXT & NPM
The particular organisational context of the Prison Service is frequently discussed in the NPM literature as it represents a strong example of the manner in which the agency model in NPM has been applied to a public institution  (Oliver 2001; Boin, James and Lodge 2006).  In the UK, there are a substantial number of individual agencies which handle government activities on behalf of Ministries, of which the Prison Service of England and Wales (PSEW) has been since 1993,  and while they have some freedoms, they are restrained by a regulatory framework to which the Chief Executives of each Agency are held accountable for performance targets determined by government ministers (Oliver 2001).   This structure is, arguably, a fundamental part of the ‘managerialist bargain’ of NPM, with day to day control being passed from politicians to officials (Boin, James and Lodge 2006; Hood and Lodge 2006).  In the Prison Service, the arrival of agency status changed the language of Prison Governing to one which embodied managerial terms, priorities, targets, principles and structures (Hood 1991; Rainer and Wilson 1997; Wilson and Bryans 1998), with an emphasis on the split between operations and policy.   In the NPM literature the context of the organisation is analysed from the perspective of the relationships between the ‘centre’ (political control/policy) and the outposts (administrative control/operations).   The agency arrangements as an embodiment of the separation of policy from operations have been contentious, particularly when the PSEW has been faced with crisis or incident  (Woodcock 1994; Learmont 1995).   

A key feature of the NPM model as applied to the PSEW is the competitive or market based structure.  There are two aspects to this.  Firstly, where services are contracted out to private organisations which exists across all prisons in the form of contracted service provision in,  for example, catering, prisoner escorting, facilities management, education and healthcare and in some prisons extends to the full management of the prison in ‘private’ prisons, subject to contractual control.  Secondly, the increase in contract-style agreements between ‘public’ prison governors and the centre based on performance targets and sanctions for non-performance, evidenced in the Prison Services’ Performance Improvement Process.    

All prison establishments (contracted and not contracted) are at the bottom of a long hierarchical chain of, at least, interest, and, at most, responsibility running from Ministers in Parliament to the officers on the landing of every prison.  Before 9 May 2007, The Home Secretary (who had formal powers for the regulation and management of prisons) and the Minister for Justice, and the Under-secretary for Justice were the first three stops at the top of the line.    From 9 May 2007, Ministerial responsibility moved to the Ministry of Justice, with the Lord Chancellor/Secretary of State for Justice bearing primary Ministerial responsibility, with a Minister of State beneath him having oversight of, among other things, prisons and probation.   Their responsibility is for the National Offender Management Service’s (NOMS) policy direction.  The day-to-day running and long-term strategy of the organization is, however, the responsibility of civil servants, starting with the Head of NOMS, running down through the Director General of the Prison Service, his Director of Operations, then Area Managers (Prisons only) and their allied Regional Offender Managers (with broader responsibilities for the full NOMS agenda which includes probation services), down to the Governing Governors (public) or Directors (contracted) of each prison establishment and their management teams within them.  For prison managers in the public prisons the operational line of command runs from prison establishments to Area Managers to the Operations Director in Prison Service Headquarters (as part of NOMS HQ), and this is where the focus lies for the day to day running of prison establishments. There are quasi-contractual controls on each publicly managed prison through the Performance Management Process which binds establishments to annual goals and targets, which if not met, can mean that the prison is, ultimately competitively tendered for.    

Those prisons managed under contract have had a varied history of operational control.    Initially, when the first contracted prison opened in 1993, contracted prisons sat alongside public prisons under the managerial eye of the Area Manager.   This responsibility moved to an operational Director within Prison Service HQ with responsibility for all contracted prisons in the late 1990s.   Then in 2003,the Office for Contracted Prisons, as part of the main Home Office,  held operational management of contracts for contracted prisons between early 2003 and March 2006.   The office provided all contracted establishments with a focal point for operational and financial management and linked all Home Office Controllers (of which there is one in each contracted establishment). On its closure, contractual authority passed to the Regional Offender Managers (ROMS), not the Prison Area Managers.    What has always remained the same, however, is that those prisons are operated under contractual arrangements monitored by the Home Office (now Ministry of Justice) Controller on site.  This relationship is not a managerial, but a contractual monitoring one.   
Each prisons’ governing Governor (public) or Director (private), holds a rank/grade and remuneration dependent on the size of the prison and its role. Each prison has a multidisciplinary team of managers and professionals with functional responsibility across the prison.    The exact nature of the division of responsibility across these roles is the decision of the Governor/Director and the personnel in each of the roles changes frequently.   Prison governing Governors for example spend an average of less than 18 months in post before promotion or transfer.   Typically the managerial team is split into operational (with direct prisoner management functions) and professional (with administrative or support functions) staff.   In public prisons this split is emphasized by operational staff wearing uniform, and professional (and all managerial) staff wearing ‘civilian’ clothing.   In private prisons, all staff wear their company uniform.   
Alongside this complex formal line of command, there are further controls on, or oversight of the activities of prisons from government bodies, for example HM Inspectorate of Prisons, the Prisons and Probation Ombudsman, influential pressure groups and charities, the Parliamentary Ombudsman and the legal system (James and Hood 2004).    The Independent Monitoring Board (IMB) has unfettered access to prison establishments monitoring the day-to-day life of the prison ensuring that proper standards of care and decency are maintained.
ORGANISATIONAL CONTEXT & MAKING SENSE

Discussions of organisational context are not, of course limited to an NPM perspective.   Exploration of organisational context underpins a number of broader areas of consideration in organisation studies and it is difficult to discern a discreet body of literature which considers the nature and role of context.   However,  there are identifiable areas where the discussion is under current debate. 

Firstly, there is much discussion of the messy, context-dependent, complex, unpredictable nature of change where intention and outcome are often incongruent (Pettigrew 1988, 1990; Pettigrew and Whipp 1991; Pettigrew 2000; Pettigrew 2001; Fitzgerald et al. 2002; Dawson 2003; Fitzgerald et al. 2006) where the unit of analysis ought to be the process of change in context.  Increasingly there are specific attempts at identifying the role that different contexts play in success and receptivity to change in order that change outcomes can be predicted by diagnosing the nature of the context (Fitzgerald et al. 2002; Fitzgerald et al. 2006). 
These models emphasis aspects of the context such as internal and external aspects of the organisations such as market and legislation (external), structure, technology, product, politics and history (internal) (Pettigrew 1985; Dawson 1996).  These earlier models of Pettigrew and Dawson can be criticised for ultimately being deterministic like ‘recipe based’ models of change, typified by the work of (Lewin 1951)), attempting to impose contextual order where none can be found, and in providing insufficient assistance to practitioners.  However, the positive impact of this area of literature in emphasises the complexity or change and the need for longitudinal consideration of change events cannot be underestimated.   Criticisms are being addressed in the current and developing work of (Fitzgerald et al. 2006) in considering the differing impact of specific contexts. 
Secondly, discussion of organisational context appears in the consideration of sensemaking activities or enactment in organisations.    Since Weick’s seminal text introducing the idea that managers retrospectively interpret their actions, (Weick 1969), the sense-making recipe of  ‘How can I know what I think till I see what I say?” has been an influential idea in understanding organizations (Anderson 2006).  Managers are involved in the ‘ongoing retrospective development of plausible images that rationalize what they are doing’ (Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 2005) (p 409).  This occurs in the contexts of ‘ongoing circumstances from which they extract cues and make plausible sense retrospectively, while enacting more or less order into those ongoing circumstances’ (Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 2005) (p409).   For Weick, sensemaking occurs when those organizational circumstances are transformed into words and coordinated action.  Weick’s contribution to organization studies has been substantial, challenging conventional, objective views of organizations and replacing that with a subjective, messy and uncertain view.

Weick defines the central assumption of sense-making as being “that reality is an ongoing accomplishment that emerges from efforts to create order and make retrospective sense of what occurs”  ((Weick and Roberts 1993) p653).     Organization members interpret their environment in and through interactions with others, building accounts that help them to understand the world   (Isabella 1990).   As a view of organizations, it shifts the focus of our attention from the structural aspects of the organization to organizational members responses to, and relationships with these aspects, and in short, argues that the only sense that can be made is the highly subjective individual one, developed through social interactions to build collective accounts of events, post-hoc (Weick 1969, 1979; Weick and Roberts 1993; Maitlis 2005).  Within this perspective, organization, which may look like it is purposefully and formally created, is in fact enacted.   People make sense of complex and ambiguous environments - they think by acting, creating what they confront (Gioia 2006).   Thus, organizations and environments can be considered convenient labels for patterns of activity (Smircich and Stubbart 1985).  
The influences on this process of sensemaking, for Weick, are largely social – as an ‘issue of language, talk and communication….[where] situations, organizations and environments are talked into existence’ (Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 2005) (p409) (Wiley 1988).  Arguably, then, organizational context doesn’t exist until it is talked into existence and the first step in understanding how social reality is constructed is grasping the nature of attention – of identifying which elements in ones surroundings are most worthy of attention (Weick 1969; Eisenberg 2006).  Pinning this process down to allow for analysis is difficult, as sensemaking is ongoing and pervasive, where communication is the focus of sensemaking activities (Eisenberg 2006).     Weick resists the notion that the organisation is a ‘container’ for the activity of actors.   In extremis, in ‘enactment …there is no ontological difference between micro and macro’ underlining that organisations don’t exist separate from the conversations which enact them.  Thus the separation between sensemaking and context is a contentious one, that, however, Weick calls for further exploration of (Weick 2003; Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 2005).

Considering sensemaking using change events is potentially very fruitful here, as organizational change and adaptation represent the “most challenging events to which organizations must respond” (Isabella 1990) and represent times when it is likely that organizational actors will move from back-stage, subconscious sense-making to a “more conscious sense-making mode as generic subjectivity breaks down to make sense of what is going on around them” (Balogun and Johnson 2005:  1576) as    ‘explicit efforts at sensemaking tend to occur when the current state of the world is perceived to be different from the expected state of the world’ and managers search for ‘reasons’ for this found in the context of the organization  (Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 2005); (Isabella 1990; Balogun and Johnson 2005).   And while there is no doubt that the environment or context is central (“People are in a complex reciprocal relationship with their environments” (Weick 2003) (p 186) this relationship between the ‘reasons’ in the (organizational, institutional and social) context or surroundings and sensemaking activities is an important area which is under explored in Weick’s and others work (Weber and Glynn 2006).   The focus has been on describing the cognitive processes which comprise the sense-making activities.   
The sense-making activities of managers surrounding change has been of growing recent interest, particularly where senior managers construct and understand change (Dunford and Jones 2000; Berry 2001), and where there are attempts to describe how managers make sense of the past, cope with the present and plan for the future (Rouleau 2005).    However, this interest in sense-making has been in extreme conditions, strategic matters or in crisis situations (Brown 2000; Whittington 2003; Rouleau 2005; Weick 2006).    The literature has tended to overlook the ‘lived experience of change’ (Doyle, Claydon and Buchanan 2000; Buchanan et al. 2005).  (Floyd and Wooldridge 1992, 1994, 1997, 2000; Rouleau 2005) draw attention to the role of middle managers (rather than just CEOs’) contribution to understanding change, and for example, discuss the role of middle managers in public sector settings as intermediaries in the implementation or diffusion of innovation initiatives which originate at the top of the organization and considering cognitive boundaries between professions as an influencing factor on the spread of innovations.  Further research into how managers construe organizational events is also needed ((Isabella 1990). 

Overall then, at the heart of Weick’s notions of enactment, sensemaking and organizing are the micro-processes of making sense, and not on the factors that prime the sensemaking processes of managers.     This article seeks to add and suggest ways of addressing this underexplored element. 
MAKING SENSE WITH INSTITUTIONS?
Making the distinction between micro and macro contexts appears in the contrasts made between sensemaking and institutional theory respectively. (Weick 1969; Warmington, Lupton and Gribbin 1977; Weick 1979; Weick and Bougon 1986; Weick 1989; Weick and Roberts 1993; Weick and Roberts 1993; Scott 1995; Weick 1995, 2000; Scott 2001; Weick and Sutcliffe 2003; Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 2005; Weber and Glynn 2006; Weick 2006), but there has been little discussion of how the macro and micro contexts interact ((Weber and Glynn 2006).
Institutional theory or institutionalist perspectives  (Jennings and Greenwood 2003)cover an enormous number of perspectives and ideas, and to say there is a clear explanation contained in this literature of the relationship between institutions and behaviour in organisations would be patently wrong.   Clearly, to do this area justice here is not possible.    Finding one definition of institutions is indeed difficult enough (Hodgson 2006).  Although one can probably say that institutions are “systems of established and prevalent social rules that structure social interactions”  (Hodgson 2006) p 1.  Institutional Theory is usually regarded as ‘an explanation of the similarity (isomorphism) and stability of organisational arrangements in a given population or field of organisations’ ((Greenwood and Hinings 1996) p 1023, with neo-institutionalism in its many forms distinguishable by their emphasis on human agency rather than something inert and immovable, where through social processes new ideas, logics and routines are conceived of, objectified, legitimated, diffused and institutionalised (Berger and Luckman 1966; DiMaggio and Powell 1991; Greenwood and Hinings 1996).  
Institutions help to shape meaning-making through communication and interpretation (Giddens 1984) and can be described as (usually) supra-organizational artifacts such as  ‘shared rules and typifications that identify categories of social actors and their appropriate activities or relationships’ (Barley and Tolbert 1997):  96) with ‘carriers’ and associated activities and resources moving meaning from place to place, time to time ((Scott 1995):879).   For example, professions or organizational roles can act as institutions, or conventions and structural arrangements.  The governance arrangements of the PSEW have been identified as an institution (Barzelay 2001) but an exploration of the differences between this institution’s impact on public and contracted prisons has not been considered.     This is, generally,  one area where institutional theories are less strong - with their focus on macro-level issues, there is less examination of why some organisations adopt some changes and other don’t despite similar or the same institutional pressures (Greenwood and Hinings 1996).   

Taking an institutional perspective on the PSEW requires acknowledgement that institutional contexts have a role in explaining cognition (Weber and Glynn 2006) and this is an aspect often considered to be missing from sensemaking perspectives: 
“what is missing [in Weick’s version of enactment] is…an awareness of the institutionalising of human society that accompanies organisation with its many internal contradictions and tensions” (Taylor and van Emery 2000) (p 275) and that making sense, which is an interpretative activity, doesn’t happen context-free (Taylor and van Emery 2000; Weber and Glynn 2006).   In short, the broad area of institutions is concerned with ‘extra-subjective macro-level structures while sensemaking has emphasised subjective micro-level processes’ (Weber and Glynn 2006) (p 1640), (Weick 2003) (p 190).  

There also exists an enduring, although narrow, view of ‘insitutionalization simply construct [ing] the way things are:  alternatives may be unthinkable’ (Zucker 1983) (p5) and the emphasis on homogeneity, not variation (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983/1991), whereas sensemaking has at its heart variation and recreation.   The narrow view of institutional theory argues that institutions act as ‘internalized cognitive constraints on sense-making (taken-for-grantedness)’ (Weber and Glynn 2006), That is, "compliance occurs in many circumstances because other types of behavior are inconceivable; routines are followed because they are taken for granted as 'the way we do these things'" (Scott 2001):  57).  Thus, for institutionalism, the dominant view is that managers make choices and takes actions because they can see no alternative.    (Weber and Glynn 2006) argue that this view gets in the way of ‘richer theorizing about the interconnections between [institutional context] and sense-making’ and suggest that there is a more sophisticated relationship which involves priming action formation, retrospective editing of actions and meaning and triggering sensemaking by providing the occasion for sensemaking.    

Some of this narrow determinism has been addressed by new/neo-institutionalist perspectives.    Both neo-institutional theory and sense-making have at their heart similar concerns, even though the ‘juxtaposition of sensemaking and institutionalism has been rare’ (Jennings and Greenwood 2003; Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 2005) p 417)  For institutional theorists, the theme of institutionalization is one which is about creating reality.  (Berger and Luckman 1966) depicted institutional actors as ‘creating an external reality that was subsequently objectified, taken as real and internalized by others’ (Aldrich and Ruef 2006):  39).  Arguably sense-making is about the latter part of this statement and both are concerned with ‘identities, frames and expectations’ (Weber and Glynn 2006):  1645) and so exploring the nature of the links between broader organizational or specific institutional context and managerial sense-making is a valid pursuit.    Fundamentally, both perspectives are concerned with the role of actors in social interactions creating a form of organizing and the impact of this organizing.
Weick (1995) argues that “sensemaking is the feedstock for institutionalization” (p35), and as such the sensemaking activities of managers are what bring institutions into being.   Institutionalists by contrast – e.g. (Weber and Glynn 2006) argue that the causal arrow is in the other direction – that institutions prime sensemaking.   (Weber and Glynn 2006) are specifically concerned with the lack of consideration of institutional context in sense-making and suggest that this is related to the simple clash between considering the micro-processes of sense-making - perceptions, interpretations and actions - (Daft and Weick 1984; Thomas, Clark and Gioia 1993; Weber and Glynn 2006) and the macro-concerns of institutional analysis - the broader or external environment  (Scott 2001).  

One of the shortcomings of enactment is that it there is almost no discussion of ‘mediation of chains of enactment’ (Weick 2003) (p 192) and that discussions of enactment do not embrace the ‘stuff of organisation’ – artifacts, material forms that people find important, and as such, in enactment, the environment is ‘empty’ – he argues for more consideration of what could interfere with the process of enactment or deflect it.  
Finally, however, there is, nonetheless,  a strong tension between the pull of institutions to keep things the same (isomorphism) and sensemaking as an ongoing renegotiation of reality.  (Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 2005) argue that these positions can be reconciled if we ‘focus on the mechanisms that link micro –macro levels of analysis and if we pay as much attention to structuring and conversing as we do to structures and texts’ or to ask ‘what are the mechanisms by which social order shapes and is shaped by the hermeneutics of action….any old starting place will do ir, and only if, it is neither privileged nor treated as self-sufficient’ (Weick 2003) (p 192) need to follow the lead of (Hedstrom and Swedberg 1998)who say that if we want to discuss variation at macro level (institutions), we need to show ‘how macro states influence the behaviour of individual actors, and how these actions generate new macro states at a later time (p21) (Storpor and Salais 1997; Weber 2003).
RESEARCH DESIGN AND ANALYSIS

The qualitative, comparative, multiple case study comprised of 2 prison establishments in the Prison Service in England and Wales, UK (PSEW), one privately, and one publicly managed. Therefore a comparative case study approach was used and the chosen sites selected because there was potential for there to be contrasting results but for predictable reasons (theoretical replication) (Yin 1994).   
The research question was:  how do managers draw on the context of their organisation to make sense of organisational change in a private and a public prison?  Three outcomes were foreseen as being possible – firstly, that managers would describe broadly similar contexts in which change happens, secondly, that there are differences by organisational role (e.g. Governor to Governor, HR Manager to HR Manager etc) and thirdly, that there would be differences between each prison based on identifiable aspects in their context.     Whichever was true, the resulting analysis would provide some addition to the bodies of material which attempt to understand organisational change, organisational contexts, and the nature of relationships framed by the New Public Management Agenda.    
The qualitative case study (Yin 1994) was built from data gathered in semi-structured interviews with the managers in the Senior Management Team in each establishment, from archival data and documents, by observing physical artifacts, observations of managerial behaviour and attendance at meetings.     Over a two year period, I visited each establishment at least 3 times to conduct interviews, observe activities, gather documents and attend meetings.   The smallness of the management teams (between 5 and 10) and my own work history in the PSEW meant that it was easier to establish effective dialogue and frank communication.    The senior management team was chosen as the level of study because in the PSEW, these managers appear to be at the heart of organizational change events as the interface between policy (NOMS?Prison Service HQ) and operations (Prison operational staff).    Furthermore, both change and interpretive literatures have identified that managers’ views of important changes as worthy of study and vital to the understanding of change  (Keisler 1982; Doyle, Claydon and Buchanan 2000).    They play a central role in making change happen (Floyd and Wooldridge 1992) but their role in the management of change is under-researched (Huy 2002; Balogun and Johnson 2005; Currie and Procter 2005). 

The choice of the Prison Service as the context of the study is important in that as a managerial context, it is largely un-explored.  This is hardly surprising given the challenges of access and interpretation – both of which were overcome here by my history as a member of managerial staff in the PSEW from 1993 to 2001
.    As a government agency in the UK with experience of changes driven by the New Public Management agenda,  it has a position that is analogous to many other public organizations in the UK and with public bodies worldwide (Watson 2007).      

The largest body of data was drawn from managers descriptions given in interviews of change events they considered ‘significant’ and in which they played an instrumental role.   The purpose of the interviews was to gather as much data as possible about managers perceptions, reactions, interpretations, descriptions and conclusions about change events that the managers individually considered to be important.   The interviews also explored their relationship with and identification of the context in relation to change.      The interview schedule was structured to allow managers to discuss up to three change events that they considered ‘significant’ by their definition.    This ‘loose’ definition of change events (i.e. they were not asked to identify ‘strategic’ or ‘large’ or ‘important’ change) was carefully chosen as events are critical when participants themselves perceive them as such (Schien 1985)  and significant as such change events ‘unbalance established routines and evoke conscious thought on the part of organizational members by their very nature’(Isabella 1990).    

Interviewees were also asked to identify whether they defined the changes they described as successful or not (Armenakis and Bedeian 1999), and probed on the reasons why.   Managers were given a two year timescale within which to identify the changes as most managers in Prison Service spend less than two years in any one job role  (PrisonService 2005).    Additionally, managers were asked to assess similarities and differences between ‘their’ organization and others – this question allowed each manager to reflect specifically on the extent of their organizational context.    Each interviewee was asked the same schedule of questions but open, non-specific, exploratory questions (Can you tell me more?   Did anything else happen?) were used to encourage them to develop their answers to their fullest extent.   As such, the interviews were conversations about change events, after their conclusion.   

Using the ethnographic approach of first-order analysis and second-order analysis ((Glaser and Strauss 1967; Van Maanan 1979; Isabella 1990; Gioia and Chittipeddi 1991; Langley 1999)), the first level of analysis sought to describe the aspects of context that managers drew on in making sense of change events and integrates the themes from the interviews with my interpretation of documents and artifacts.  The second level of analysis sought to understand how the layers of context were used to justify or explain the managers contribution to the change events where I have sought to find underlying explanations and to begin to construct an explanatory theory.    To support this process, all the data from the interviews, researchers notes from visits and observations and documents were transcribed and coded in QSR NVivo 7 software which aids analysis and interpretation of qualitative data. 

EMPIRICAL DATA:   CONTEXTUAL INFLUENCES ON MANAGERIAL SENSE-MAKING  (FIRST ORDER FINDINGS)
This section describes the aspects of their organizational context on which managers draw when making sense of their involvement in change events.   The first order views have been constructed to form a narrative (Gioia and Chittipeddi 1991) drawing on the accounts of the managers in the prisons in the case studies, the review of organizational documents, and observation of physical artifacts and meetings.
This narrative discusses the aspects of the organizational context on which managers draw to justify or explain actions and decisions and to measure the success or failure of their actions during change events.   These data identify that there are differences between the repertoires of managers in public and private prisons when discussing change.   They refer to different aspects of their context to explain change events in their prison. This hinges on the way they define their relationship with ‘the centre’ and the aspects of  the context on which they rely to explain success and failure. 

The extent of the Operational Context:  Public Prison v Private Prison
Public Prison (Prison O)

Predominantly, managers in the public sector prison describe their context as the prison service as a whole to explain or give sense to their actions during changes they consider to be significant.    There sense of context goes beyond the local environment in which they work to take into their understanding the organisation of the Prison Service.   In interviews, meetings, documents and observation, three aspects of this operational context were particularly dominant in their explanations of change:  a sense of being controlled by the centre, a sense of being different from other organizations because of the nature of the business, and a sense of complexity, ambivalence, lack of boundaries to the context,  Together, these aspects led managers to describe contextual aspects as overwhelming, restricting, and limiting, meaning for them fragmentation and uncertainty leading to a sense of the which together constructed a sense of the dominance of the operational context in their descriptions of change.      These aspects of the context were present in almost all the managers’ accounts in the public prison.    
Firstly, managers identify a sense of being controlled by the centre:   

As we saw in the conceptual framework section, the management arrangements for the PSEW are multilayered, multifaceted and complex.   While this does not make it unique (especially among other governmental departments in the UK), what is of note here is the extent to which managers in the public prison rely on this context to explain the source of change, the source of control, the constraints on their actions.      

Managers in this study make frequent reference to the weight of this institutional context,    identifying almost unanimously that change ‘came from the top’, from ‘the politicians’, through political will, and that the weight of this agenda limited their options and choices about what, and how to change.   Despite the strong rhetoric of NPM separation of policy and operations which is also evident in their statements, the sense of control by the centre has not gone away.   
 “The history is hugely important – the struggles with the unions, the way that operations and policy has been divided between Ministers and prisons, the bad feeling that has left, all has a huge impact on people’s willingness to change.  Again what mitigates against it is this hierarchy of prison governors working to deliver change, or managing change, but being hampered by being unable to make decisions on certain things.  Being unable to access resources or just banging your head against a brick wall to get somebody to do what you need to happen to get the establishment to run effectively, and it is this hierarchy that just stops you doing it.  You have the responsibilities and accountability but none of the funding to carry it through’ (Governing Governor O)
“Its obsessed with procedure ….To my mind there is an over emphasis on procedure and over reliance on procedures and a total abuse of procedures. Which means that as a functional manager I spend a good deal of my time watching my back and covering my back making sure that I am doing something right which later isn’t going to bite me.  That stifles, certainly in the context that I don’t have time to do, I am submerged in operational matters which are largely constrained by these things. The hierarchy of the system and the way the system works means that most of the changes is felled down through, or the requirement for change, is felled down through the Director General [Prison Service CEO]  and down through that route.   (LSM O)

“Its changed from when I joined, my feeling then was and certainly for the first 5 or 6 years, we were quite unique,  we were stuck in the dark ages people came to prison and we locked them up and took them to court and brought them back again and that was about it.  We became an agency, and although we still haven’t got the power to make the decisions that we ought to have, certainly locally I feel, we have got a lot more than we did have and we are now doing a lot more.  We are contributing towards society a lot more than we did before, we were locking people up and now we are actually trying to rehabilitate them and succeeding to some extent.  We offer them ways to rehabilitate, skills to learn, ways to better themselves while they are in prison.” (Deputy Governor O)

“its very different in its very centralised and formal approach, a top down approach.  It constricts the ability to work outside the box because everything has to come from the top.  I worked in head quarters for 4 years so I know how it works and I know how policy is made and how it is disseminated.  It is very much like that, policy is made and its disseminated, whereas at [my previous workplace] we just seemed to make everything up as we went along, there wasn’t a rule book.  There was a constitution but if you decided …..it seemed reasonable you just seemed to be able to go ahead and do it.  Whereas here you can bet your life if something needs doing there is a policy written on it, or one being written on it or something like that.”
Managers imbue their discussions with an emphasis on the negative aspects of the relationship they have with the centre in a way that underlines the challenges they face in this particular environment, and how it limits the options available to them.    

“The prison service is different from most organisations in as far as we are a bureaucratic organisation.   All our directives come from the top downwards, rarely is the views of us who have to implement the change sought until the change is implemented.  For instance the works department are an example, we are in the process of a review of works departments which was started 3 years ago.  It was seen solely as a cost cutting exercise and in this period of time when are just implementing it here there will be no savings made at all. It has merely evolved into a better value for money service rather than a cost cutting exercise, there are no savings involved.  But nobody on the ground floor or locally was ever involved in the thinking behind it.” (Head of works, O)

“There was something this morning that made me think about this, how people don’t all seem to be aiming for the same goal .  I had to remind somebody this morning that we are actually working for the same organisation, and we are actually working for the same prison.  Some people get very much my team-your team and it never ceases to amaze me that everybody seems to lose sight of your actual goals.  I think that is probably the same within all organisations, people trying to create and maintain some sort of control.  Sometimes in order to gain that they see other teams as someone they have to have control over, they are trying to raise their status.

Well  in terms of the private sector versus the public sector I would say the main difference is our procedures are very prescriptive and we have very little management discretion and we are controlled by those procedures.”  (HRManager, O)

Furthermore, the emphasis on process in their descriptions of the context also pervades their descriptions of change as successful or failure on the basis of process issues e.g. good communication, appropriate relationships with staff/prisoners,  rather than outcome issues – achieving the ultimate organisational goal.  

Secondly, a sense of being different is central to their discussion.   This convoluted and complex line of command contributes to a very well defined relationship that prisons have with everything outside of them.  In part, this is the simple consequence of the physical barrier of the wall or the fence, the one secure entry/exit point, the secure management of keys and movement, the use of uniforms, titles, conventions and language point to a very specific understanding of the boundary between the ‘inside’ and the ‘outside’.  Prisons and the personnel who work or live in them are very clearly separated from the outside world.   .        Their ‘normal’ business is usually carried out behind the physical barriers of the prison wall (‘inside’).  When they come to the attention of ‘outsiders’, it is usually because something has gone wrong (escapes, mistakes or accidents).   Public understanding which ‘suffers from a lack of clarity about imprisonment and its effects’ (Wheatley 1996) and fuels a general curiosity which has not been matched by research into the management of prison   establishments.   

Again, this complexity is not unique in the public or not for profit sector, but again, managers frequently make clear, emphatic statements and use language everyday which emphasizes their otherness or difference from other organizations, their isolation from peers outside of the organization and the effect that working in the PSEW has on their life.    In addition, these repeated statements were made during interviews with an interviewer with an experience and understanding of the environment, who arguably needed no special explanation.  Their use of this context then could be argued as ‘normal’ and not as added emphasis for an ‘outsider’.    

“The prisoners are coerced into being here.   They have no choice.  You could argue that being here is the consequence of what they’ve done, but they don’t see it like that.     Excepting mental hospitals, is there anywhere else like this?”  Works Manager, O  

This particular view of separateness or differences makes it difficult for them to understand how they can learn from other environments and other people’s experiences:       
“I think we are different because we are so complex in structures and the procedures and the history that any prison has, and anyone who has worked in a number of prisons for any length of time they become seeped in that way of doing things.  If you are in business you would call it a corporate ethos, that is the way we do things because that is the way we do things. In prisons we do things like this in one of them because we have always done things like this in one of them and you can’t get away from some of that baggage. And if you try and challenge some of that baggage you can run into problems.  You can go to any prison in the country and extensively things will be done the same way purely because that is the way the prison service does it. I am not saying that is a good thing or a bad thing I am just saying that is the way we have inherited this history and these methods of operation.  ”  Works Manager, O 

Perhaps as a consequence of this sense of difference, they placed a high importance on contextual credibility – having and demonstrating an experience of managing within the context of the PSEW.     Managers in the public prison in this study worked in an environment of comparative high performance.   This was evident in two themes in their conversations.   The first was when they were discussing the role of other experiences (e.g. working or professional) and the second when they were discussing ‘change agents.  

Firstly, then, on the whole managers used any alternative professional experience as a secondary or alternative frame of reference to the primary organizational context, as a plausible influence on, not alternative to the contextual constraints.  Thus, the professional frame of reference was itself framed by the operational context.  

Secondly, Managers describe the importance of influential individuals as carriers of messages about the change, and their importance as an enabler or limiter for the particular change discussed.     For them, these influential people ensured the success or failure of change.    

The secret of success was their strong, demonstrable relationship with the operational context.   Firstly, it is dependent on their ability to convey their understanding of the organizational context.   

 “We are still quite a traditional organization and for people to be considered credible and worth following in a change, they are judged on how much experience they have, or not necessarily that but how good they are at talking about how much experience they have of the prison service  .”  Manager W(2) 

While in this manager’s experience, the social process of sense-giving in the prison service is underpinned by managers’ ability to demonstrate their understanding of this organizational context to ensure credibility in the change process,  for others, the organizational reality is that the role is often filled more haphazardly, accidentally, unintentionally and informally by those who aren’t necessarily intent on the change being a success.   
Secondly, it pivots on their presence in the context.   In this research, it was evident that this role can be filled by the ‘leader’ in the organization, or the managers involved, but as presence is  often difficult for someone at the top of the organization, other sense-makers are ready to step into the role.    The strongest examples of key players in the research were not individuals in static roles – B (a governing governor) achieved this as an individual key player across several establishments where his style was described as ‘hands-on’, ‘meddling’, ‘persistent’ and ‘present’.  He described this as being at the expense of other aspects of his role, but meant that his influence was strong and consistent.    Comparatively, Prison O’s staff association, whose personnel changed, but whose presence in the activities of the organization were undisputed, filled the role of sense-giver in a way that undermined the activities of the senior management team.   Sense-givers therefore can be roles or positions that assist other actors in the process to make sense of the unfolding events.    The role of the sense-giver is to carry a message throughout the staff groups either reinforcing or denigrating the broader organizational message or change outcome.   This message is facilitated by the presence in the context, access to others in the context, and understanding of the context.   As with the professional frame of reference, the role of social sense-givers is also framed by the operational context of the organization.   

Finally, a sense of complexity dominates their descriptions: 

 “I always [equate] the prison service to an onion,  it’s full of different layers and full of different factions and everyone’s scrabbling about for their own little bit…..the managers have got to control all this whilst not necessarily buying into everything that they should be doing but having to do it because it is policy.  With all these things it can hamper or improve change it depends on your view point. However, usually the view is that it slows things down and makes them difficult, or more likely impossible”   (Works Manager Prison O)
From the sociological perspective, prisons are often described as ‘total institutions’ or ‘closed systems’, but managerially, this doesn’t do justice to the complexity of the environment and the influences on it.   Again, this is similar to other public (and private) organizations, but managers refer frequently to this when describing the change events, to explain the success or failure of their actions.   

“The service is so complex because it is something that experiences quite rapid and frequent change and yet at the bottom of it all is something that never really changes. That underlying stability isn’t always helpful because it means resistance to change and on top of that is that constantly changing, constantly evolving almost outside your control stuff. ”  Manager P(2) 

In the prison service, this complexity is exemplified by contrast between the physically enclosing organizational boundaries (prison walls and prison security) and the drive for increasing openness, accountability and transparency in the public sector.    While all organizations are complex systems (Boulding 1956), vast, fragmented and multi-dimensional (Daft and Weick 1984) the Prison Service’s complexity is apparent to even the least critical observer, and dealing with the tensions between security and openness make for an interesting and publicly accountable bureaucratic managerial environment , evidenced in the current, powerful and growing debate in the UK about the ability of the Prison Service to contain its population and manage the links between it and other agencies (The Guardian, 30 May, 2006).   

Furthermore, its work centers around its stable, statement of purpose (Her Majesty's Prison Service serves the public by keeping in custody those committed by the courts. Our duty is to look after them with humanity and help them lead law-abiding and useful lives in custody and after release) which has remained unchanged since 1993, and is displayed in all Prison Establishments and administrative buildings.  The manners in which this purpose has been achieved has changed significantly in the last 14 years, and a number of significant events and their ensuring formal reports have changed the ways in which imprisonment has been managed – from the prominent escapes from Whitemoor and Parkhurst in the 1990s which moved the emphasis from rehabilitation to security through to the Carter Report (2002) which led to the Prison Service becoming part of a larger agency (National Offender Management System (NOMS) in 2004, including the Probation Service and 69,000 staff)  and has probably nudged the pendulum back towards rehabilitation, or at least resettlement,  again.   The Prison Service amounts to around 60% of NOMS total resources and while it has ‘operational independence and identity’, there is a clear policy and strategic link through the Prison Service Director General and the Chief Executive of NOMS and the Home Office to Parliament (PrisonService 2005).  

Despite the stability of the statement of purpose, the Prison Service’s Business Plan for 2005-2006 outlines 14 programs of Service-wide change covering HR, Finance, IT infrastructure, offender sentence management, transition to NOMS, management of prison health, race equality, reducing re-offending, efficiency strategy,  safer custody, training and development and building.  These changes have to be carried to over 140 prison institutions and through the many central services and HQ functions.   
“all the staff certainly in the prison service have got to be amenable to change you wouldn’t last very long if you weren’t.  Its that sort of job, if you are not willing to be flexible there is no point being here.”  Residential Manager O

Summary

Thus for the managers in the public prison, their operating their context is the prison service as a whole.  They described this as overwhelming, restricting, limiting, meaning fragmentation and uncertainty.   They describe change as successful or failure on the basis of process issues e.g. good communication, appropriate relationships with staff/prisoners,  as well as emphasising the process emphasis present in all organisational arrangements.    They discussed frequently the impact of the operational context (locks bolts bars etc) but used also other referential frames – professional experience elsewhere, change agents, but only where they demonstrated strong contextual coherence.   The environment was one of ambivalence,    complexity   and was largely undelineated.   Overalll, there was a high importance on contextual credibility.    

Managers employ these aspects of the complex organizational context when making sense of change events in a way that emphasizes a sense of the dominance of the operational  context of ‘working in the Prison Service’.   Managers’ judgment of whether a change is achievable or not is firmly embedded in this macro-context.    They use the existence and impact of the operational context it to explain inertia, failure or disappointment, and to underline the challenges they faced, and they refer very infrequently, contrary to what the change literature might have suggested, to the size or complexity of the change, or the managerial challenges of working in a large organization.   More important to them was the size or complexity of the context.      When managers describe the bases on which they considered a change to be achievable or not, the actions they take are founded on their search for explanations of the complexity of the context of the issues in hand, rather than the issue itself, becoming locked into consideration of, especially, conflicts between what they would or could have done, had it not been for the fact they worked in the Prison Service.   They tell complex, plausible stories of failure in the face of the overwhelming difficulties faced by working with prisoners and success despite the challenges of the context.    

Despite this overwhelmingly stultifying picture of the context, Managers in the public prison in this study worked in an environment of comparative high performance (HMCIP, IMB, Prison Service Performance Reports).   
Private prison 

By contrast, Managers in the private prison describe their context as the contractual arrangement with the centre and in that sense have a more localised view of their context.    

“Because we are contracted out prison….in the private sector relationships with the customer is of vital importance and reputation is very significant.  Those are features which aren’t evident in the public sector.   While obvious, simplistic, it shouldn’t be underestimated.   I’ve had 28 years experience in the public sector, so I can compare the differences.   The reputation and relationship aspect is key.   Getting back the relationship and credibility is key – and making the prison a better performing prison in terms of the service we give to the public.   Managing change is part of the fabric of the job and absolutely at the forefront of our minds.”    Director P

This is underlined by the physical environment and other artefacts.   The prison is badged with the company logo as are all communications and equipment.   All staff in the private prison wear the same uniform.   There is no delineation between managerial (even senior managerial), operational, administrative or professional staff.    Everyone is employed directly by the company, with clear contractual and performance responsibility.    Furthermore, in contrast to the public prison examined, the buildings are all new and purpose built.    

Managers described these arrangements as liberating, allowing freedom of process so long as outcomes were achieved, and as a way of working with encouraged internal coherence and certainty.   
“Our environment is much more flexible, we can do things fairly quickly, we don’t have the entrenched union position that many public prisons have, but our staff association is much more positive.   If we want to change procedures we can pretty much go ahead, as long as we achieve our contract accountability.   We are not bound by many of the public sector rules or restrictions – we have to abide by prison service instructions there are many areas where we are not bound.   A major difference is the people we employ.   Most if not all are not from a prison background, and so we recruit people who we want, we train them in the ways we want them, so that they display the behaviour we want them to display, and we have a staff group that is very cooperative, with no baggage from the Prison Service, and so what they experience here and what they see here is all they know, and so they are more cooperative, receptive to change and that is a major difference” Deputy Director, P
They describe change as a success or a failure based on their ability to demonstrate the outcome had been achieved e.g. ensure accountability for outcomes and demonstrate the sustainability of the change.    There was a very strong emphasis in all the discussion about this:
“We have a very rigourous system of establishing levels of performance and then monitoring achievement.   If the chart is green, we’re achieving it, if it’s red, we’re not.   No-one wants to be the one in the meeting explaining why their box is red.   And we want to see it sustained.   There is no point in doing it well one month.   You have to keep doing it well.” Performance Manager, P

Their referential frame was almost exclusively the company, emphasising the youngness, lack of experience of staff (as something they could use positively). They frequently emphasise their separateness from the rest of the Prison Service

“When we started we started with a blank sheet – we didn’t have the weight of history that the Prison Service has.  There is a lot of difference between the Prison Service and here – we aren’t as disciplined as the Prison Service, most of our staff are from the civilian community rather than military and they lack experience and maturity when it comes to dealing with prisoners and change – so we have to manage differently.  We don’t have the history – good and bad”

However, managers also drew on their managerial experience in other/different operating contexts to explain the validity of their actions.   They explained how their previous experience – which was for some of the public sector prison service, but for many their experience was of other disciplined environments.   

For them, the context was one of certainty, clarity and careful delineation, in which the relationship with the customer (the contractor) was paramount.   There was a high importance placed, not on credibility in the context, but on contractual credibility – the ability to manage the contract, work with the contractual monitor and demonstrate and prove performance.   
“we are driven by our customer on site, and prove/evidence everything to them.  There is less visibililty of accountability processes in the public sector.   We are more focused on outcomes and proving we have achieved them.   We have a whole range of customers we have to satisfy, but the Home Office Controller is the most visible way we demonstrate how we are serving our customers.  We ask all our new officers who they think their customers will be”   

Interestingly, despite the upbeat and positive nature of their conversations, managers in the private prison worked in an environment where performance was less high.   

Summary
Managers in the private prison describe their context as the contractual arrangement with the centre.   The described this as liberating, allowing freedom of process so long as outcomes were achieved, encouraging coherence.   Describe change as a success or a failure based on their ability to demonstrate the outcome had been achieved e.g. ensure accountability for outcomes and demonstrate the sustainability of the change.    Their referential frame was almost exclusively the company, emphasising the youngness, lack of experience of staff (as something they could use positively).  But Managers also drew on their managerial experience to explain their actions.     Certainty.   Clarity.    Carefully delineated context.   High importance on Contractual Credibility.    Managers in the private prison worked in an environment where performance was less high.   

THE ROLE OF INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT IN SENSE-MAKING (SECOND ORDER FINDINGS)
In overview, analysis of the cases indicates that the context has specific set of roles to play in sensemaking.   I argue this allows for general conclusions about the impact of cognitive-cultural institutions on sensemaking activities of managers.   This relationship between the ‘reasons’ in the (organizational, institutional and social) context or surroundings and sensemaking activities is an important area which is under explored in Weick’s and others work (Weber and Glynn 2006). The nature of the influence of these contexts was observed to exist in a way distinctive to that suggested or discussed by the authors considered in the conceptual framework, or hinted at in broader works on sense-making or institutional theory and I propose that there is less contradiction and separation between institutionalism and Weick’s sensemaking than is often argued and presented.   
I present a theory of why managers have identified these aspects of their surroundings as important as  “in Weick’s universe, enactment is the starting point for organizing….he insists that the first step in understanding how social reality is constructed and reproduced is grasping the nature of attention, of identifying which elements in one’s surroundings are most worthy of focus” ((Eisenberg 2006):  1698).    

What do they say that they see?  Same institution, different story
In both cases, the managers have a clear story about the nature of the institutional context in which they operate and it has a prominent place in their sensemaking activities.  Both sets of managers have developed shared understandings of the nature of the institutional context and the way that this affects the manner in which they do their job.   There is also a clear collective theme in each prison.   Individuals, interviewed individually, repeat similar mantras about the role and impact of the institutional context.    It is clear here that the sensemaking of managers does not happen in a vacuum, and the institutional context (the NPM relationships) and other aspects of the the context (the prison) in part, fills that vacuum.  

What is also apparent is that the managers in the public and the private prisons have chosen to interpret the institutional context in different ways.  (Gioia and Chittipeddi 1991) call attempts to structure the context by which people make sense ‘sense-giving’.    Weick (2003) reminds us that  “Enactment is about two questions:   What’s the story?  Now what?.”(p186). The prison managers have told two different stories about a similar phenomenon.   Weick would say that this was an example of managers enacting the institutions on the grounds that they were plausible stories on which they can draw to make sense of events.    The story hinges on plausibility.    (Weber and Glynn 2006) would argue this was an example of institutions priming sensemaking in a way that allows managers to use the immediate situation/local context to prime/act as a guide to identify the appropriate institutional norm to follow, which is some way from institutionalists notions of internalized cognitive restraint.  
Here, managers interpreted, or made sense of, and with, the institution;   the local situation has acted as a guide not about which institutional norm to follow, but about how to interpret the institutional norm.    This is a much more dynamic relationship than institutionalists would accept (whose notion of institutions still holds that institutions have some life of their own, or act as an invisible hand).   The institution doesn’t edit sensemaking, but sensemaking edits the institution.  Managers have to make the institutional norms plausible, and to do this, they have adapted the story to suit their local circumstances.   

Which feeds what?  – the relationship between institutions and sensemaking

 Weick argues that organization emerges through sensemaking, sensemaking being the feedstock of institutions:    “Organization is an attempt to order the intrinsic flux of human action, to channel it toward certain ends, to give it a particular shape, through generalizing and institutionalizing particular meanings and rules’.   (Tsoukas and Chia 2002) (p570) with the “operative image of organization is one in which organization emerges through sensemaking, not one in which organization preceded sensemaking or one in which sensemaking is produced by organization’ (Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 2005) (p 410).   

On the other - For institutionalists, institutions exist before sensemaking.  However, institutionalists also argue for a social element in the creation of new institutions.  New institutionalists have argued for an understanding of how individuals create social worlds shaping action through legitimated rules and thus institutions, and connect macro and micro level processes (Porac, Thomas and Baden-Fuller 1989; DiMaggio and Powell 1991; Jennings and Greenwood 2003).   

What is apparent in the cases here is that there is clear evidence of a collective story of the ‘ordinary’ life of the prison and of  the way that managers approach and resolve the dilemmas around change.   Collective and individual attempts at sensemaking create a describable context.  Some aspects of this context, once created, are powerful continuing influences or stories which create a shared space  for future sensemaking activities.   Some of these could be described as institutions or habits, but always they are interpreted, not taken for granted scripts, and as above, have a more dynamic, non-linear place than as mere internalized cognitive constraint.    There are aspects of the organization that are pervasive in future sensemaking attempts.    Managers attempts at sensemaking are additive rather than always original. 

Managers use the institutional norms not because they can see no other way of doing things, as neo-insitutionalists would argue,  but because they are a plausible set of cues and clues to enable sense-making.    This is not quite the same as Weber and Glynn’s (2006) theorizing about the role of institutions in organizations, that is while “institutional enactment is quite insensitive to context factors….priming emphasizes the role of the local, situational context over the macro-institutional context”.    Priming for them, is a weaker and more contextual mechanism than internalized cognitive constraint, and thus here, while the role of the operational context is a powerful one, it is not that managers cannot imagine themselves operating outside of the operational context, but that they consider their operation within it to be constrained by aspects of the context which are difficult (but not impossible) to change.      Thus the causal arrow runs from the operational context into sense-making and not, as neo-institutionalists would argue, the other way around, (sense-making as the start of the formation of new institutions (Scott 1995; Weick 1995)) with ‘people making sense with institutions and not in spite of them,’(Weber and Glynn 2006). 
Here, I would argue that it was again more dynamic, two way, or even iterative process of sensing, using or rejecting and adapting, places institutions as just one of a range of potential ways of making sense. .   

Institutional and organizational Context – scenery or stage? 

Sensemaking posits that managers have answered the question ‘what is the story?’ from retrospect,  connections with past experience, and dialogue among people who act of behalf of larger social units”(Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 2005) (p 413) with environmental cues and clues having a strong place in sensemaking activities.   Weber and Glynn (2006) would argue that this was an example of the role of institutions as triggering sensemaking in providing the ‘occasion for sensemaking’ (Weick 1995) firstly as ‘dynamic foci that demand continued attention’ and secondly ‘by creating puzzles that require sensemaking due to the contradictions, ambiguities and gaps that are inherent in institutions’(Weber and Glynn 2006).    

Here, the context in which managers operate has two indentifiable influences on them :   firstly, managers sense of the achievability of a change event is strongly influenced by contextual factors more than the nature of the change itself.  They described the perceived challenge of change events are not on the basis of the perceived size or nature of the change, but on the complexity of the challenges which face its implementation.    The context of the change was more important to them than the change itself.   Managers drew on physical aspects of the environment, relationship aspects (prisoners, staff, stakeholders) and institutional aspects ((private v public, NPM).   This physical environment and immediate operational context was the primary perceptual cue for the managers in this study.   Thus, the voice of the operational context was by far the loudest for managers where making sense of their context when discussing change.    Arguably, this is a particular issue in organizations with strongly visible operational contexts.   In an organization with such a pervasive, distinctive and controlled organizational context, this context frames managers sense making activities in a powerful and pervasive way that means that the ability for managers to move beyond this as a frame of reference was dependent on strong alternative frames of reference.    
Again, though, the relationship with the context was a dynamic one, where the physical environment presented cues and values which the managers used to reinforce their views or understanding of the situation.    As such, this self-perpetuating cycle could only be broken out of if managers had other frames to draw on.   We know that such failures of imagination could be one of the limiting effects of bureaucracy,    (Weick 2006) but more clearly here, it is one of the limiting effects of the operational context, particularly in the public prison, and its characteristics of control, difference and separateness.   Managers in the private prison held a more optimistic view of their potential to improve their (failing) performance levels.   Managers in the public prison were much more pessimistic but were doing better.   (Watson and Fitzgerald 2006) argue that the important of alternative frames of reference e.g. professional identification or effective change agents were important additional aspects of the context to be drawn on for effective implementation of strategic change.   Managers in the private prison here, with less embeddedness in the history of the prison service, and freedom from some of the difficult aspects of its past were able to tell a story of their operating context which was a much more positive one.  
For the managers in the private prison, the institutional context was just part of the scenery, for the public managers, it was the stage.     He insists that the first step in understanding how social reality is constructed is grasping the nature of attention – of identifying which elements in ones surroundings are most worthy of attention. “Actors create and constitute the environment to which they react:  the environment is put there by the actors within the organisation and no one else” p29 (Weick 1969) As before, they have told themselves different stories about the institution – events have been bracketed and labeled to generate common ground – however, as this has plasticity, as they are socially defined, managers have adapted to local circumstances.   (Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 2005).  it is not that one has got it right or wrong. Sensemaking is not about truth and getting it right but about finding plausible stories which tap into an ongoing sense of the current context and climate.   This different relationship with the institutional context again places the institution in a more dynamic relationship with managerial sensemaking than other accounts (Weber and Glynn 2006) would suggest.    

Dancing on, and on, and on – institutions and their enduring relationship in change
Previous studies of institutions and sensemaking (Weber 2003; Weber and Glynn 2006) have argued that that institutions trigger sensemaking vocabularies, but have less influence over what happens subsequent to triggering.   This is not the case here, the institutions (as dynamically adapted by the managers) do not simply frame their discussion of change events, but continue to have an impact -  they feature in their description of available alternatives, in their judgement of the value of outcomes, and feeds back into their expectations of success in the future.  This process has, as we have seen, the potential to be both a positive and negative experience for managers in terms of either personal outlook or performance.    

Managers thus use the institutional context to inform their sense-making activities, throughout the process of change, drawing on alternatives to clarify and test their assumptions and theories about whether a change was successful or not.    

CONCLUSIONS
Here, I have explored the broader organizational and institutional context in which managers operate, the relationships between them,  and the influence this has on the sense they make of the everyday experience of change.       Four broad conclusions can be drawn, and I suggest add to our understanding of the sensemaking activities of managers and the place of institutions in this.   
Firstly, managers interpreted, or made sense of, and with the institution;   the local situation has acted as a guide not about which institutional norm to follow, but about how to interpret the institutional norm.    
Secondly, some aspects of the context, once enacted, are powerful continuing influences or stories which create a backdrop for future sensemaking activities.   Some of these could be described as institutions but always they are interpreted, not taken for granted scripts.  There are aspects of the organization that are pervasive in future sensemaking attempts and attempts at sensemaking add to these existing stories, rather than always being original 

. 

Thirdly, the context has a different place in the stories of managers in different context:  for some it is the scenery, for others, the stage.       Different aspects are emphasized and made important in each context.    

Fourthly, the context, particularly institutions has an ongoing place in the sensemaking activities around change, not merely priming the discussion, but continuing to be part of it throughout the story.  

These four conclusions lead to the existence of a more dynamic relationship between sensemaking and institutions than previous discussions have suggested – the causal arrow runs neither one way nor the other, rather, institutions are a part of the complex environment in which managers enact, make sense and organize.  Furthermore, institutions do not hold a role as internalized cognitive restraint, but exist as part of the environment or context that managers interpret, use and mould to suit their place and time.   The place of institutions in organizing is one of adaptation, interpretation and choice. 
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� Although an existing or previous relationship with the context under study can be complicating as a result of the potential biases that can result, it is a valid source of evidence for case study research (Yin, 1994).   Therefore, there must be “trade-offs” between the potential benefits and disadvantages.    Warmington, A., Lupton, T. and Gribbin, C. (1977) acknowledge that in their research they were ‘exposed through…present contacts and past experiences to greater influence from managers than other segments…of society’ (p. 26) , but that they mitigate this through selecting an appropriate framework for their analysis.    Being aware from the outset, they argue, of the different levels on which they were operating was crucial to ensuring the validity of the process and outcome of the research.   Here the central advantage was perceived to be that the managers interviewed were more likely to speak candidly to someone with experience of the sensitive and complex environment in which they worked and that time would not be wasted by them explaining concepts and organizational constructs that were within my understanding of the researcher.    This supports the interpretivist approach which aims to get as close as possible to the experience of the focus of the research – here, the manager - and to ‘interpret this world and its problems from the inside’ � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Dalton</Author><Year>1959</Year><RecNum>17</RecNum><record><rec-number>17</rec-number><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Dalton, M.</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Men who manage</title></titles><dates><year>1959</year></dates><pub-location>New York</pub-location><publisher>Wiley</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Dalton, M. (1959). Men who manage. New York, Wiley.�  
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