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A foresight process as an institutional sensemaking tool  

 

Introduction 

A recent issue of Training + Education (4/5, 2013) was dedicated to the future of business schools. 

While the authors strongly argued for the need for business schools to change (Dameron and 

Durand, 2013; Gupta and Bharadwaj, 2013; Lorange, 2013), they did not offer an empirical 

examination of the transformation processes that would be required to create the changes needed. 

Transformational change in a higher education institution, as in any other organisation, affects the 

whole organisation, as it changes the institutional culture through shaping expectations for 

behaviours, processes, and products. It involves both top-down and bottom-up sensemaking and 

sensegiving efforts (Frølich and Stensaker, 2012; Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991; Kezar, 2013; Kezar 

and Eckel, 2002). This paper focuses on future-oriented sensemaking processes in a project that was 

created to foster strategic change in a Finnish higher education institution in connection with its 

institutional positioning efforts. The question that directed the examination is: How to foster 

institutional transformation as an interplay of top-down and bottom-up sensemaking through a 

foresight process? 

 

A special contribution of this paper is its connection to institutional positioning, which might be of 

interest to both practitioners and researchers of higher education. While governments are 

increasingly encouraging higher education institutions to engage in profiling and institutional 

positioning (Bonaccorsi and Dario, 2007; Kitagawa and Oba, 2010; van Vught et al., 2010), the 

main interest of researchers to date has been on conceptual discussions and system-level 

examinations (Fumasoli and Huisman, 2013; Huisman et al., 2007; Morphew, 2009; Teixeira et al., 

2012). Empirical studies on the effects of institutional positioning have so far been rare, with the 

exception of Fumasoli and Lepori’s (2011) study on the strategies of three Swiss higher education 

institutions, which reflected three different patterns in how the institutions search for new positions 

within the higher education system.  

 

Context 

To strengthen the competitiveness of Finnish higher education institutions and to increase the 

institutional diversity of the country, the Ministry of Education has asked all higher education 

institutions to redraft their strategies and to provide descriptions of their profiles and focus areas 



(Opetusministeriö, 2008). The success of these attempts has varied, as some institutions seem to 

have simply described their existing educational or research fields as their areas of focus. Haaga-

Helia University of Applied Sciences, which is one of the largest higher education institutions in the 

Finnish professional higher education sector  with 10,800 students, however, created a bold 

strategic plan with a sharp focus on sales and services. This focus has directed both the educational 

and the applied research activities of the institution since 2009. Haaga-Helia is a privately owned, 

state-funded multidisciplinary institution located in southern Finland and was established in 2007 

through a merger of two institutions. In addition to providing bachelor- and master-level degree 

programmes, it conducts work-life–oriented research and offers vocational teacher training, non-

degree programmes, Open University courses, and business development services. Business 

education is by far its largest educational field, business students account for 49% of its degree 

student population. Other fields of education are hotel management, restaurant and tourism, 

information technology, journalism, management assistant training, and sports and leisure. 

 

Institutional positioning attempts in higher education are based on the presumption that—in a 

similar way to business organisations—higher education institutions would benefit from 

concentrating their efforts in areas that offer favourable opportunities for attracting resources and 

that are less crowded with competitors and less burdened with other environmental constraints 

(Fumasoli and Huisman, 2013; Fumasoli and Lepori, 2011; Hazelkorn, 2009; Martinez and 

Wolverton, 2009). Institutional positioning activities do not only depend on the existing strengths of 

the university or the strategic courage of its management to place a more explicit focus on some 

areas; they are also linked to the actions of competitors. In some areas, a university may compete 

fiercely with institutions with which it has built alliances in other areas. Institutional positioning 

options also depend on existing funding opportunities and governmental control. Fumasoli and 

Lepori (2011) suggest that the positioning choices of higher education institutions depend on the 

characteristics of the institutions and the local conditions. While consolidation strategies might be 

suitable for larger and well-established universities, the positioning options of smaller and newer 

institution might be more flexible and more critical to the future success of these institutions. 

 

Instead of narrowing down the number of programmes in favour of those that most strongly 

manifest a sales and service orientation, Haaga-Helia stated in its strategy that all students should 

acquire solid sales and service skills. These skills are seen as vital for many reasons. Firstly, service 

companies are the key drivers of the economies of western countries—services account for 74% of 

the gross national product of nations in the European region (World Bank, 2011). Secondly, service 



skills become more important at the higher education level as a “service-dominant logic” gains 

popularity outside the traditional service sectors. The service-dominant logic maintains that the 

customer’s role is changing because customers take a central position in the development of 

services as active cocreators of the service experience. Manufacturing and software companies 

adopt service-based business models and increasingly regard themselves as providers of customer 

value instead of producers of manufactured goods. These more complex service working 

environments create new opportunities for higher education graduates. The new demands do not 

concern only graduates with business and hospitability degrees, but also graduates with other 

degrees, such as in information technology and engineering (Ford and Bowen, 2008; Grönroos, 

2006; Lusch and Vargo, 2006; Vargo and Lusch, 2004; Vuori and Kaski, 2012). Thirdly, sales skills 

are also growing in importance. Because of the growing strategic role of the sales function, 

companies need expert-level employees who, in addition to filling their expert role, are able to be 

efficient participants in the sales process. (Ingram, 2004; Moisio and Vuori, 2012). Therefore, 

interest in higher education level sales programmes is growing all around the world (Deeter-

Schmelz and Kennedy, 2011).  

 

Foresight processes as sensemaking tools 

Sensemaking is a concept that describes the complex, social, and cyclical processes through which 

people create and maintain their cognitive orientations of the intersubjective world. Sensemaking 

starts when something unusual, unexpected, and important happens outside a person’s normal 

routine. Sensemaking is characterized by the ongoing interplay of interpretation and action and 

always takes place in a social context (Weick, 1995). As the organisational sensemaking process is 

shaped by the sensemaking efforts of the organisation’s members, strategic change is possible only 

if the stakeholders understand and accept—that is, make sense—of the new cognitive orientations 

of the organisation (Gioia et al., 1994; Smircich and Stubbart, 1985).  

 

Triggers for sensemaking come from various sources in both formal and informal ways. Both top 

managers and middle managers have important roles in promoting organisational sensemaking 

through their own sensegiving efforts (Balogun and Johnson, 2004; Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991; 

Rouleu, 2005; Rouleau and Balogun, 2011). Maitlis (2005) has shown that if the organizational 

efforts to influence sensemaking are too hierarchical, then the effects may be detrimental. 

Therefore, organisational sensemaking processes would benefit from iterative discussions that 

continue for a longer period of time and involve numerous stakeholders. Discussions are important 



not only for finding out how other members of the organisation respond to emerging issues, but also 

because through articulating our own ideas, we gain clarity regarding what our thoughts are really 

about (Weick, 1995). It is also beneficial to have multiple iterative rounds of discussion to support 

the on-going sensemaking process.  

 

A foresight process, if properly planned and introduced, may support the strategic management of a 

higher education institution (Eléna-Perez et al., 2011). Social constructionists argue that there is not 

one shared and objective reality, but rather that people construct their own meanings of reality, and 

the subjectivist approach to future studies relates to the future in the same way. There is no single 

and objective future that can be studied, only different meaning constructions that people attach to it 

(Fuller and Loogma, 2009; Karlsen and Karlsen, 2013). A collective and iterative organizational 

foresight process may foster the sharing of individual constructions of the future. Moreover, people 

who participate in the process become aware of their own constructions and have a chance to 

evaluate them critically. An institutional foresight process could therefore be seen as a collective 

endeavour to construct the future together and, as such, is an important step in the strategy 

implementation process of the institution.  

 

 

 

Defining future sales and service skills 

The trigger for Haaga-Helia’s foresight process was questioning what are higher education–level 

service and sales competences. Although the institution had recently updated its research and 

development strategy to reflect the sales and services orientation and there certainly were 

individual- and even degree programme–level working definitions on what is meant by higher 

education level sales and service competences, the ideas were fragmented and not shared by the 

whole community. With funding provided by the Ministry for strategic development, the top 

management team of the institution made a decision to launch a foresight project to define the 

higher education–level service and sales skills that would be required of every student of the 

institution. To involve the major stakeholder groups in the process and to support the cyclical nature 

of sensemaking, the process design involved multiple methods with the intention of emphasising 

the collective and iterative process of gathering future-oriented data (Figure 1). 



 

Figure 1 here 

 

This process involved two separate Delphi surveys, which is a process for making the best use of 

the collective wisdom of participants and should not be treated as a scientific method for creating 

new knowledge. As Bell (2003) argues, a Delphi process might be objective and systematic, but the 

results are based on the subjective beliefs, evaluation, and experiences of the participants. The 

literature distinguishes many variations of the Delphi method. While the classic Delphi stresses 

consensus among the Delphi panellists, the choice  was on “policy” or “argumentative” variations 

of the Delphi technique which stress that the value of technique is in the ideas it generates. Some 

ideas might reflect consensus among the panel, but it might be equally valuable to determine where 

the experts strongly disagree (Kuusi, 1999; Landeta, 2006; Turoff, 1975).  

 

The Delphi method is also widely used in higher education to define future competence needs (e.g., 

Eskandri et al., 2007; Manley and Zinzer, 2012; Rossouw et al., 2011). Haaga-Helia’s foresight 

project used an e-Delphi (Donohue et al., 2012) application, which made it possible for the Delphi 

participants to see how the other panellists had replied in real time. In the first Delphi survey, there 

were 32 statements, half of which were related to the business-to-consumer market in 2025 and half 

of which were related to business-to-business market in 2025. For each statement, the panellists 

were asked to evaluate its probability on a 7-point scale ranging from -3 (“Very unlikely”) to +3 

(“Very likely”). They were also asked to rate the desirability of the statement, ranging from -3 

(“Very undesirable) to +3 (“Very desirable”), and to explain in their own words the reasons behind 

their choices. The survey statements were designed based on a review of the existing Finnish 

foresight data (e.g., Elinkeinoelämän keskusliitto, 2006; Tekes, 2010) and discussions in internal 

workshops and were revised by a project supervisory group consisting of 20 members representing 

companies and associations in Haaga-Helia’s external environment. The formulation of the 

statements was provocative in order to stimulate the thinking processes of the participants and to 

achieve a bold start for the foresight process; e.g., “By 2025, the number of employees in front-line 

sales has doubled” and “In 2025, customer segmentation based on consumer behaviour is 

impossible”.  

 



In this Delphi, the criteria for inviting an expert was the minimum of 5 to 10 years of working 

experience, and emotional or professional commitment to sales and services education. Moreover, 

in order to avoid a situation where only a few people would dominate the workshop discussions, 

special emphasis was put on selecting experts who were open towards other participants’ comments 

and known to appreciate the exchange of ideas between business practitioners and academics.  With 

these criteria in mind, the educational units of Haaga-Helia gave recommendations for inviting each 

internal and external expert to participate on the Delphi panel. The internal experts were senior and 

principal lecturers and members of the top and middle management of the institution. There were 

470 internal experts in the potential pool. The external experts represented private companies and 

professional organisations cooperating with Haaga-Helia. The number of potential external experts 

could not be estimated due to the early stage of the institution’s customer management system 

implementation.  Theoretically, however, the network would have covered all major Finnish 

companies and trade organisations.    

 

Altogether, 160 experts promised to take part in the foresight process. The response rate for first 

Delphi survey was 79%; 48 replies were received from the internal experts, and 78 replies were 

received from the external experts.  

 

Both the quantitative and qualitative results of this survey were further discussed in various 

workshops that were organized for the panellists in groups that represented specific fields or sectors 

relevant to Haaga-Helia. Each workshop lasted for approximately 4 hours, and the total number of 

workshop participants was 132. The fields represented were (1) wellness and experience industries; 

(2) information and communication industries and related services;  

(3) creative industries; (4) retail and logistics; (5) human resource services; (6) tourism; (7) 

accounting and auditing; (8) banking and insurance; (9) marketing and communications; (10) hotel 

and restaurant (11) technical trade and manufacturing industries.  The panellists in the first nine 

workshops (n=109) had been invited to e-Delphi survey 1 and had their survey answers fresh in 

mind when attending the workshops. The last two workshops, however, were arranged three months 

later. These participants (n=23) had not replied to e-Delphi survey 1 but were provided with a 

summary of the findings as background information. The addition of these two workshops resulted 

from requests of project supervisory group members. An invitation to e-Delphi survey 2 was then 

sent to all workshop participants. Thus all panellists had been consulted at least twice in the Delphi 

process (Landeta, 2006). 

 



The workshop participants also worked in smaller groups to brainstorm on an imaginary case of a 

higher education profession in their field.   They were asked to draw a sketch of an expert-level 

employee in the year 2025, provide him/her with a name, a company and a title and list or draw the 

required sales  skills on one side of the paper and the service competences on the other. These 32 

profiles were presented to other workshop participants at the end of the workshop, videotaped and 

later transcribed verbatim. The analysis of the data revealed a consistent theme of sales and service 

skills interconnectedness. Groups expressed consistently that they had had difficulties in separating 

sales competence from service competence as was instructed. They indicated this clearly either in 

their oral presentations or in their drawings.  

  

While the students of the case institution did not fit the criteria for a Delphi expert because of the 

work experience requirement, a different approach emphasizing the narrative element of 

sensemaking was used to involve students in the  process. Students were encouraged to write short 

future-oriented narratives in which they situated themselves in 2040 and reflected on their work in 

the sales and service environment in 2025. The collection of stories also involved a competition for 

the best narrative and yielded 109 student writings. Like the other social constructionist–oriented 

methods in this foresight project, these narratives were not taken as “evidence” or “fiction”, but as 

meaning constructions and sensemaking efforts of the future voiced by the members of the higher 

education community. 

 

In the second Delphi survey, the panellists were asked to use a 7-point scale to evaluate whether the 

competences described in 18 statements would gain or lose significance by 2025; e.g., “The ability 

to control one’s own emotions and manage customers’ emotional reactions”. As the statements of 

the second Delphi were built basis on the data gathered in the previous stages, it was not surprising 

that the 67 replies received for this survey reflected strong consensus among the panellists regarding 

the required sales and service competences.  

 

The competence statements of the second Delphi were complemented with a thematic analysis 

based on the qualitative data that were collected as open answers to both the Delphi surveys and 

workshops. According to Boyatzis (1998, p. 4), a theme “is a pattern found in the information that 

at minimum describes and organizes the possible observations and at maximum interprets aspects of 

the phenomenon”. The coding process involved several stages of iteration and recategorisation, as 

well as negotiations, within the project group. The data from students’ future narratives were used 



as a comparison to determine whether the narratives contained themes that had not emerged from 

the expert data.  

 

The theme of interconnectedness of sales and service comptetence that was found in the workshop 

data analysis served as a major key in the interpretation of study findings- “One cannot separate 

when the sales role ends and the service role begins”, one Delphi panellists remarked. In their future 

positions, all Haaga-Helia graduates need to master both selling and customer service. Moreover, 

the panellists emphasized that the mastery of the competences is taking place in a future 

environment that is increasingly global and digital and demands strong self-management and 

organisational skills. The outcomes of the competence analysis were presented as eight sales and 

service roles that each Haaga-Helia graduate should manage.  These roles are 1) a market predictor, 

2) a sales person, 3) a service designer, 4) a customer partner, 5) an orchestrator, 6) a digi applier, 7) 

a cosmopolite, and 8) a self-leader. Each role has been further delineated as a set of necessary 

competences (Moisio and Vuori, 2012; Vuori and Kaski, 012).  

 

The sensemaking continues 

The eight sales and service roles were defined and accepted by the top management group at the 

end of 2011 to signal a shared understanding of the higher education–level skills in Haaga-Helia’s 

focus areas. Since then, the eight roles have been discussed on various platforms to further intensify 

the sensemaking efforts of the organization and its future vision. Firstly, all degree programmes 

were asked to compare their current curriculum to these eight roles to determine whether the related 

competences were covered in the existing curriculum. If not, the programmes were asked to plan 

how to include them in the curriculum. These discussions have continued the institution-wide 

sensemaking process because they allow teaching staff that did not participate in the foresight 

process to take part in the discussion and reflect on what the competences mean for the future work 

of a lecturer in computer programming or German language, for example. Secondly, a part-time 

non-degree programme that focuses on sales and service competences was designed and launched. 

The students in this programme are working full-time. This creates an opportunity for Haaga-Helia 

to foster sales- and service-related sensemaking through these students in their work environments. 

Thirdly, a system for demonstrating sales and service competences leading to a certificate in sales 

and service skills has been planned and is currently in the pilot stage. Fourthly, as the organization 

states that all its students should acquire these skills, it is reasonable to expect that its teaching and 

administrative staff will also develop competences in these areas. Therefore, both intensive 



workshops and long-term personnel training programs are being offered that focus on these eight 

sales and service roles. 

 

Conclusions and discussion 

Institutional positioning in higher education may require transformational change and the 

reorientation of staff behaviours, internal processes, and products of the institution. While Eléna-

Perez et al. (2011) have demonstrated how the foresight process can be of use in strategy 

formulation, this paper has shown that it might also be a useful tool for strategy implementation. 

This case study has illustrated how with a careful choice of foresight methods, a higher education 

institution may not only create definitions of future competence needs, but may also accelerate its 

transformation towards change. The choice of foresight methods in this case has accentuated that 

there is no internal or external truth of the future and that the best route to the future can only to be 

found using the collective wisdom of the higher education community. Thus, not only are the 

outcomes of the competence definition process important, but the process itself may also be 

meaningful. 

 

This paper contributed to the discussion on sensemaking in higher education organisations (Frølich 

and Stensaker, 2012; Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991; Kezar, 2013; Kezar and Eckel, 2002), illustrating 

that a foresight process may combine both top-down and bottom-up sensemaking. Although the 

institutional positioning areas of sales and services were decided on by the top-level management of 

the organisation, the definitions were built collectively by both internal and external stakeholders of 

the higher education institution with the support of the management. Now that the necessary 

competences for eight future roles in sales and services have been developed, the cyclical process of 

top-down and bottom-up sensemaking will continue in the form of curriculum revisions, new 

programme development, and staff training.  

 

However, as the research on the effects of institutional positioning is still scarce and this paper is 

limited to the examination of one institution, one must be careful in estimating which conditions in 

other higher education organisations would favour a similar type of support process. As Fumasoli 

and Lepori suggest (2011), the positioning choices of newer and smaller institutions might be more 

flexible than the choices of larger and more established ones. While Haaga-Helia is a medium-sized 

institution for Finland, it is still relatively new. Moreover, it is privately owned, which may greatly 



add to the flexibility of its strategic management. In addition, it should be noted that in its attempts 

to promote a sales and service orientation, this institution chose to revise the curricula of its existing 

programmes and to not cut programmes that were not directly related to the core sales and service 

areas. The organisational members were thus able to contribute to the process because knew that 

there was a need to change, but that the change would not threaten their future employment or the 

prestige of the degree programmes.  

 

With the growing interest in profiling and institutional positioning in higher education, research in 

the ways institutional positioning is conceptualized and implemented in the strategic actions of 

higher education institutions will continue to be an important field of study for higher education 

management, both at the system and institutional levels, in Finland and worldwide.  
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