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We discuss why surprises, defined as events that happen unexpectedly or expected
events that take unexpected shapes, are important to organizations and should be
considered in the organization and management literature as an umbrella concept,
encompassing a variety of related phenomena. The concept of organizational surprises
is unpacked and a typology is built around the (un)expectedness of the issue and the
(un)expectedness of the process. This typology uncovers the several types of surprising
events that organizations may face, and contributes to the literature by identifying how
different types of surprises require distinct managerial approaches.

Introduction

There is a long and honourable research tradition
in management and organization studies con-
cerned with that which is either unpredicted
or perceived to be unpredictable. The lineage
includes but is not limited to such influential
authors as James D. Thompson’s (1967) work on
buffers, Lawrence and Lorsch’s (1967) work on
‘environmental uncertainty’, and Pfeffer and
Salancik’s (1978) resource dependence theory,
as well as Meyer’s (1982) work on organizational
jolts. The aim of these researchers was the un-
derstanding of how organizations seek to control
the consequences of unpredictable events.
Unpredictable events, however, cannot be
exactly controlled as Tsoukas (2005, p.280), in-
dicated when he qualified uncertainty as organi-
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zation studies’ disciplinary ‘demon, a never-
disappearing intruder threatening the orderly
system of thought that scientific activity seeks to
create.” Compared with interest in the reduction
of uncertainty, we know far less about its reverse,
or what happens when uncertainty reduction
efforts fail, when organizations are taken una-
wares. The ‘fear of uncertainty’, as pointed out
by Tsoukas, should not obscure its relationship
with surprise: indeed, he recognizes that the ‘key
word here is “surprise”. To acknowledge and
accept the open-endedness of the world means
that we must find a symbiotic relationship with
uncertainty’ (Tsoukas, 2005, p. 293).

In this paper we will explore the meaning of
surprise in organizational settings, and in do-
ing so will establish a significant difference be-
tween ‘uncertainty’ and ‘surprise’. Uncertainty is
a state or condition of being unsure about a
given phenomenon, having a lack of assurance or
conviction concerning its state or being. To be
surprised, by contrast, is not to lack surety about
the parameters of a phenomenon but to suddenly
or unexpectedly encounter a phenomenon not
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previously considered, it is to be taken unawares,
and to feel a sense of wonder, astonishment, or
amazement at something unanticipated. Thus, to
be surprised is to be taken unawares, without
preparation, with no anticipation beforehand. On
the whole, this is the opposite state to that most
frequently recommended for good management,
where, from the earliest days, predictability,
control and routine have been prized (Clegg,
Kornberger, and Pitsis 2005). While management
may strive to be as consequential and controlling
as it is possible to be, in the memorable words of
Donald Rumsfeld when faced with the chaos of
post-war Iraq in 2004, ‘stuff happens’. Indeed it
does. Less prosaically, as remarked by Dee Hock,
the manager who designed VISA, everything has
both intended and unintended consequences. The
intended consequences may or may not happen;
the unintended consequences always do (quoted
by Weick, 2004, p. 51).

In this paper, we dedicate our analysis to un-
intended consequences of organizational action
and will gather several phenomena under the
umbrella concept (Hirsch and Levin, 1999) of
organizational surprises, within which we will
distinguish facets of the unexpected comprising
the umbrella. We argue that the focus on sur-
prises is relevant because the dominant focus on
rules and rationality excludes the transient and
imperfect nature of organizations from view
(Lanzara, 1999). A few exceptional authors, such
as March (1988) and Meyer (1982), have focused
on those things that break the rules, that rattle
the rationality of the iron cage and unsettle
expectations, but the majority of researchers
manage to render the mundane world as, on the
whole, fairly unsurprising. Yet, despite the lack
of research on surprise rather than on uncer-
tainty, surprise remains immanent to open-ended
business systems.

Some empirical cases of organizational surprise
follow: Dell’s mail order strategy caught the
personal computer industry by surprise. The
effectiveness of Domino’s delivery strategy was
a surprise to Pizza Hut. Consumers’ reaction to
New Coke was surprising, considering the dis-
crepancy between predictions and actual re-
sponses. The George W. Bush administration
were surprised that the citizens of Iraq did not
greet an invading army as liberators and proceed
in an orderly way towards a liberal market
economy and democracy. Clearly, while all these
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phenomena may be deemed surprises, they are
not all cut from the same cloth. The first two
cases provided surprises to competitors; the
second two cases proved surprising for their
progenitors — it was their expectations rather
than those of their rivals that were confounded.
Given the current lack of attention to the topic
of organizational surprises, we will discuss the
concept and advance a typology. Our goal is to
contribute to the clarification of the meaning of
organizational surprises in a world increasingly
defined by unpredictability and turbulence. With
this in mind, the paper is built around three
major sections. The first section defines organiza-
tional surprises. The second analyses the sources
of surprises. Internal and external sources are
distinguished, but the interplay between them is
not ignored. The third and final part elaborates a
typology on the basis of two dimensions: issues
and processes. We present surprises as an umbrel-
la concept that articulates several dimensions and
processes taking place at different levels of analy-
sis, which have previously been explored inde-
pendently. We suggest that the distinct events
may be articulated because they share some fea-
tures (they all take an organization unawares) but
require different managerial responses. As such,
the paper deals with the distinct and sometimes
contradictory requirements faced by organiza-
tions and their managers when dealing with the
reality that escapes prediction and control.

A Definition

The term ‘surprise’ comes originally into use in
Middle English from the Old French, via Latin.
The original meaning refers to an act of coming
upon, or of being taken, unawares; the act of
seizing unexpectedly. The person may be taken
unawares by that which they do not know or by
what they do not expect (even if they ‘know’ it,
as in the case of the Pearl Harbor attack; see
Lampel and Shapira, 2001). In other words,
surprise may accompany a lack of attention rather
than a lack of knowledge per se. Some may have
known what to expect but not have been in a
position to be heard. In such a case, the
organization would not know, in the sense of
not attending to, what some of its members might
know, in the sense of being aware of the possibility
of some such phenomenon. The need is evident for
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research to address the way linkages between
levels of analysis combine to produce surprises.

We demonstrate below that surprise, as we
define it — as any event that happens unexpect-
edly, or any expected event that takes an
unexpected turn — is an important concept and
deserves critical attention in the organizational
literature. The preference for overestimating
control and predictability has led to ignorance
about surprises (Weick, 2003). It is an ignorance
reinforced by the fact that many surprises are
negligible and have no real impact on organiza-
tional activity — for example, when an unexpected
complication occurs during surgery but is suc-
cessfully solved. Other surprises, such as when a
high-profile patient dies because doctors fear the
consequences of any intervention that they might
make, as was the case with Stalin’s death, can
have hugely unpredictable results — such as the
end of Stalinism. These surprises have high
impact, strategic implications and consequences.
As such, surprises should not be taken as di-
chotomous on/off phenomena but rather should
be considered as a variable with a threshold. The
perception of surprise then becomes a matter of
impact.! Surprises can potentially result in orga-
nizational catastrophes (e.g., Shrivastava, 1992),
faltering reputations (Fombrun and Rindova,
2000), or weakened competitive positions (Provan
and Skinner, 1989). Some surprises prefigure
themselves in the form of warning signals that,
for one reason or another, may go unnoticed
(Wissema, 2002), while others apparently come
without warning (Levy, 1994). Sometimes some
surprises are subsequently seen as having been
analytically inevitable, as in the case of normal
accidents (Perrow, 1984), while others could have
been avoided — at least when dissected in retro-
spect (Watkins and Bazerman, 2003). Some
surprises are rapidly neutralized while others
escalate (Staw, 1976).

Research on distinct varieties of surprises deals
with such diverse themes as crisis management
(Mitroff, 1988), escalating commitment (Staw,
1976), high reliability (Weick and Roberts, 1993),
sensemaking (Weick, 1995), improvization (Ka-
moche, Cunha and Cunha, 2003), and so forth. A
systematic and integrative typology of organiza-
tional surprises, however, is still missing. The
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treatment of organizational surprises as an
umbrella concept will encompass both favourable
(e.g., when a failed invention becomes a success-
ful innovation, as happened with 3M’s Post-it
notepads) and unfavourable cases (e.g. when an
apparently successful routine degenerates into
tragedy, as in the case of the Challenger launch).
If we take surprises as failures of knowledge or
interpretation, they will be seen as emerging in
interactive fields (i.e. in action settings that result
from the interaction between expectations, dis-
positions and local particularities) whose actors
have not been able to manage the correspondence
between internal representation and collective
action. Considering that organizational knowl-
edge is always incomplete (Hayek, 1945), and
that uncertainty and ambiguity are inherent to
complex organizational environments, surprises
should be a well established field of organiza-
tional research. However, this is not the case.

Given the importance of this phenomenon,
why has it been given less attention than it deser-
ves? Why has writing about surprises been more
descriptive, with little to say about how people
react to surprises? We suggest that this may be
due to the fact that being surprised is perceived as
the opposite of ‘good management’; at least as it
is portrayed in mechanistic approaches (Pondy
and Mitroff, 1979). Traditional organizational
wisdom, engineering-based and rationality-ori-
ented, emphasized such features as objectivity,
detachment and control (Shenhav, 2003). As a
result, as noted by Tsoukas (1994, p. 3) ‘in our
modern societies ... prevention is deeply valu-
ed; we don’t like to be taken by surprise’.
Organizing is reduced to predictability — to a phe-
nomenon lacking any surprising or non-routine
qualities (Ritzer, 2004). Surprise should be view-
ed as a process that seizes attention in an orga-
nizational field, despite predictable expectations,
instead of being an instrumental process devel-
oped with existing tool kits. We now consider the
sources of surprise.

Sources of Surprise

Surprises may have systemic sources that are
both external and internal (Lampel and Shapira,
2001). From an external perspective, surprises
can be viewed as inherent to complex systems
such as organizations and their environments
(Levy, 1994). Traditional management thinking,
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however, dealt with a world of mechanistic, hence
predictable, organization (Tsoukas, 1994). Orga-
nizational populations are said to be composed of
agents exhibiting rational behaviour. Such a
perspective is questionable on several grounds.

A first criticism refers to the possibility of pos-
sessing complete or unbounded knowledge. Fri-
edrich Hayek asserted that the major economic
problem is a knowledge problem: the knowledge
of the circumstances of which we must make use
never exists in concentrated or integrated form
but solely as the dispersed bits of incomplete and
frequently contradictory knowledge which all the
separate individuals possess ... Or, to put it
briefly, it is a problem of the utilization of
knowledge which is not given to anyone in its
totality, (1945 pp. 519-520). Complexity theory
aids understanding of why knowledge is never
total. Agents make up complex adaptive systems,
such as organizational fields, in such a way that
they are sufficiently structured to express beha-
vioural regularity but are also marked by variation
and a potential for novelty. Due to the complexity
of agent behaviour, novelty is inscribed in the
fabric of social systems and so surprise is inherent
to these systems. It is not possible to have access to
knowledge in its entirety because the ‘entire
knowledge’ is never stocked anywhere but is an
emergent property of interaction, as discussions of
the distributed nature of knowledge and the
challenges it poses for organizational work in-
dicate (e.g. Orlikowski, 2002).

Kauffman (1995) sees complex systems as liv-
ing on the edge of chaos, compromising between
preserving structure and buffering the environ-
ment, as in the work of Thompson (1967), while
responding to surprise. Contrary to the predic-
tions of traditional economics, complex systems
may not tend towards equilibrium. Indeed, they
may never pass through the same state more than
once (Levy, 1994). That is why surprise is a
pervasive feature of complex systems, not an
exogenous factor amenable to removal. External-
ly induced surprises come from outside of present
cognition. It is not that cues are overlooked but
that new cues are generated outside of what co-
gnition presently and customarily attends to. The
external perspective may be supported with theo-
retical approaches, such as Austrian economics
or complexity theory, which present organiza-
tions and their environments as generators of
novelty through interaction, competitive rivalry
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and creative destruction of the existing state
(Kirzner, 1993; Roberts and Eisenhardt, 2003).

Managers’ interpretations of external environ-
ments may amplify rather than control the pot-
ential for surprise, as theorists who advance a
cognitive explanation for the emergence of sur-
prises suggest (Starbuck, 1993). Viewing surprises
as cognitively generated amounts to viewing
people as failing to attend to the relevant cues
or clues, which is why they are caught by sur-
prise: the archetypal reader of a thrilling suspense
novel would fall into this category. In a cognitive
explanation the mind does not process adequa-
tely what is cued: indeed, the superior intelligence
of Agatha Christie’s notable fictional characters,
Hercule Poirot and Miss Marple, is that they sen-
se the importance of minor and seemingly
disconnected pieces of information that others
overlook. Some organizational surprises will be
similar to this example: for instance, when a foot-
ball team with ageing but costly stars has a board
that does not cue that the players who attract the
crowds’ loyalty and support are blocking the
opportunities for team renewal now to build for
the future.

Cognitive processes influence the unfolding of
surprises because cognition should not be taken
as a pure and direct representation of the external
world. Organizational cognition is influenced by
organizational characteristics, namely culture
and the dominant logic, i.e., the embedded
successful recipes associated with such elements
as business models, organizational processes, and
strategic approaches to competition. The domi-
nant logic may impose cognitive blinkers which
prevent the organization from seeing relevant but
peripheral information (Prahalad, 2004). As
observed by Gonzales (2003, p.120), ‘The design
of the human condition makes it easy for us to
conceal the obvious from ourselves, especially
under strain and pressure. The Bhopal disaster in
India, the space shuttle Challenger explosion, the
Chernobyl nuclear meltdown, and countless air-
liner crashes, all happened in part while people
were denying the clear warnings before them’. In
this sense, the ‘weak signals’ that pre-announce
surprises do not exist as such in the organi-
zation’s environment, ‘waiting to be picked
up’ (Seidl, 2004, p. 156) by the organization’s
members. Signals are constructed as such by
people scanning the environment. In this sense,
managers construe organizational surprises. They
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do so by ‘capturing’, enacting and interpreting
some parts of the environment, while ignoring
others (Isabella, 1990). The notion of requisite
variety may be useful at this point. According to
Ashby (1956), systems able to display a variety of
behaviors have the ability to respond to diverse
stimuli, being more prepared to react promptly
and flexibly to surprising events. A topical
example will suffice to make the point.

The case of 9/11

An article on ‘Surprise and Intelligence Failure’
by Douglas Porch and James J. Wirtz, in the
electronic journal Strategic Insight, supports the
cognitive view. These authors address the issue
that we now know by the name 9/11, in the
following terms:

‘Surprise is as old as warfare itself. The frequency of
its occurrence in history, however, offers neither
adequate warning nor consolation, especially when
its effects can be so devastating. The events of
September 11, 2001 proved especially shocking
both because they were so destructive and because
they were so unexpected. Yet, both the fact that the
attack occurred and even the form it took should
not have taken the United States completely un-
awares. Familiarity with terrorist methods, repeat-
ed attacks against US facilities overseas, combined
with indications that the continental United States
was at the top of the terrorist target list might have
alerted us that we were in peril of a significant
attack. And yet, for reasons those who study
intelligence failure will find familiar, 9/11 fits very
much into the norm of surprise caused by a
breakdown of intelligence warning.’

In retrospect, the terrorist attacks on the Twin
Towers should not have been such a surprise as
they undoubtedly were, although it should not be
discounted, however, that situations tend to look
more predictable in retrospect (MacKay and
McKiernan, 2004). There were plenty of indica-
tions that the United States in general and New
York’s Trade Towers in particular had been
singled out for attack. They had been bombed by
Islamist extremists in 1993, as were the Khobar
Towers in Dhahran, Saudi Arabia in July 1996.
Islamist radicals lacking sophisticated weapons
had previously adopted low-technology altruistic
suicide (Durkheim, 2002) in order to destroy
highly symbolic targets. In retrospect, the attacks

were foreshadowed by the bombing of the US
embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in August 1998
and the attack launched by a suicide boat on the
USS Cole in October 2000. Additionally, the day
before the 9/11 attack, the Congressional Re-
search Service had published a report citing the
links between bin Laden and Near Eastern
terrorist groups, using suicide bombers. The signs
were overlooked for three reasons: good intelli-
gence indicators were lost in the ‘noise’ of
disinformation; there was a belief that the enemy
lacked the technical capacity to undertake the
action, and what Porch and Wirtz (2002) refer to
as ‘mirror imaging’, ‘the assumption on the part
of the intelligence ‘“‘consumer” that the action
undertaken was unlikely because it was “illogi-
cal”.” Before surprises happen, even those which,
in retrospect, were prefigured, it requires a great
foresight and intuition to cull out the ‘good’
information that does the foreshadowing from
the plethora of data. Porch and Wirtz (2002) note
that relevant ‘information may be filtered out as
it is sent up the bureaucratic chain because it
seems unimportant, trivial or irrelevant to more
important concerns. Local FBI agents reported
that Arab students in flight schools only wished
to learn how to take off, not to land’. But the
information’s significance remained buried until
informed by hindsight. Organizational ‘noise’
occurs when organizational jurisdictions overlap,
compete and are unclear, encouraging hoarding
rather than sharing of information between rival
agencies. The inability of the CIA and the FBI to
communicate contributed to the failure to detect
the 9/11 attacks, just as the failure of army and
naval intelligence to cooperate aided the Pearl
Harbor debacle, as they suggest. Organizations
need to be able to ‘spot surprises, not just to
confirm expectations’ (Starbuck, 1993, p. 83). Or,
as Tsoukas (1994) puts it, managers sometimes
fail in transforming events into experiences. It is
this gap between events and experiences, facts
and expectations, that explains why signals
(events) that presage a forthcoming disruption,
may not be properly noticed (i.e. converted into
lived experience).

Some events, labeled as ‘wild cards’ in the
foresight literature, may not be predictable at all,
however (Mendonga et al., 2004). Even the most
experienced strategists are vulnerable to confirma-
tion of expectations or the difficulty of articula-
tion between events and experiences. Shrivastava
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and Schneider (1984) discussed the way managers
develop frames of reference, or sets of assump-
tions that determine their view of business and
the organization. Frames of reference may be
helpful because they focus attention on what is
important. But they may create patterns of
habitual thought: as they grow more rigid,
managers often force surprising information into
existing schema or ignore it altogether’ (Sull,
1999, p. 45). As such, managerial issues are
interpretations of facts, not objective representa-
tions of reality (Thomas and McDaniel, 1990). In
the interpretation process, some surprising pos-
sibilities may simply be ‘normalized’ and accom-
modated to existing schema. They may erupt
later and take the organization unawares. The
forms these ‘eruptions’ assume is considered
below.

A Typology

Organization can be thought of as dealing with
repetition and routine (Weick and Westley, 1996).
Westley (1990, p. 339) defines organization as ‘a
series of interlocking routines, habituated action
patterns that bring the same people together
around the same activities in the same time and
place’. Under a mechanistic analysis of organiza-
tions, surprises tend to be viewed as fail-
ures of interpretation or failures of intelligence
(Lampel and Shapira, 2002). Alternatively, they
can be taken as failures of mindfulness (Weick
and Sutcliffe, 2001), meaning that the complexity
of social systems can be overlooked by human

Table 1. A typology of organizational surprises
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decision-makers. As such, surprises are inevitable
and some are not manageable at all.

In an attempt to both integrate the several
types of surprises under an umbrella concept and
to differentiate the distinct forms of surprises, we
propose the typology presented in Table 1. It is
built around two core dimensions: issue and
process. We consider that an organization can be
surprised by issues (i.e. identifiable and discrete
entities, like the Y2K bug or a new product
launch by a competitor) and/or by processes (i.e.
by the unfolding of some sequence, as in ‘normal
accidents’, where several non-identified causes
interact to produce the unexpected outcome).
The combination of expected or unexpected issu-
es with expected or unexpected processes results
in four distinct types of surprise-related concepts:
routines (expected issue and process), sudden
events (unexpected issue leads to a predictable
process), creeping developments (expected issues
that form unexpected processes) and losses of
meaning (unexpected issue and process). The
separation between issues and processes is, to
some extent, artificial. This is because a surpris-
ing issue may evolve into a surprising process or
because a surprising process may create a
surprising issue. We assume this separation for
the purpose of analytical clarity, but warn our
readers as to the artificiality of the distinction.

Routines

Many events in an organization’s life can be anti-
cipated. The need to substitute equipment or to

Expected process

Unexpected process

Expected issue Routines

Distinctive characteristics: organizational
routines in moderately dynamic markets

Examples: linear routines, standard

operating procedures, preventive action

Managerial implications: management
as controlling

Sudden events

Distinctive characteristics: new themes
emerge from existing processes

Unexpected issue

Examples: exploration, evolutionary dynamics
Managerial implications: management as

facilitating learning

Creeping developments

Distinctive characteristics: emergent, complex
and interactive processes lead to unexpected
situations

Examples: normal accidents, escalating
commitment, cultural change

Managerial implications: managing as
empowering

Losses of meaning

Distinctive characteristics: novel,
incomprehensible situations

Examples: wild cards, crises of sensemaking, 9/11
Managerial implications: managing as sensemaking
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adjust to seasonal demand cycles is predictable.
Expected issues are normally tackled with a plan-
ned approach in the form of a standard operating
procedure or an organizational routine. Organi-
zations competing in moderately dynamic mar-
kets can benefit from relying on fairly ordered
and linear processes of this kind (Eisenhardt and
Martin, 2000). But some exceptional events can
also be anticipated and solved through planning.
That was the case of the Y2K bug (Pearson,
2001). The anticipation of the potentially disas-
trous consequences of the Y2K bug created
awareness and directed attention to the problem,
which resulted in the prevention of losses.

Predictable events are those to which organiza-
tional routines, standard procedures and preven-
tive solutions can be applied. Managers are trained
to deal with these types of events that can be
controlled. Tackling them involves the setting up
of routines, the implementation and correction of
standard procedures and the prevention of possi-
ble deviations. Managing routines involves a de-
tailed knowledge and monitoring of operations,
as well as the avoidance of deviations from what
is expected. The organization can be understood
as a mechanism or a cybernetic process. It is the
managers’ job to control the good functioning of
the system. The managerial function in this mode
is close to Fayol’s (1946) description: planning,
organizing, directing and controlling. As Mintz-
berg (2004) noted, these four functions corre-
spond to an equal number of means of control. It
is in this mode that managers may take charge.
Sometimes, however, predictable routines may
follow strange paths. Organizations may drift,
and when they drift, managers cannot simply
control, as we discuss next.

Creeping developments

Sometimes expected issues take unexpected
shapes while unfolding and the system drifts
(Ciborra, 2002). Some troubles may incubate
unnoticed (Weick, 2004) and creeping develop-
ments take the organization by surprise. Organi-
zations develop routines to deal with regular
issues but the possibility of routines taking un-
expected directions is real, because routines are
not mere repetitions or invariant processes.
Seemingly minor changes may accumulate and
lead to major changes (Lanzara, 1998). One
possible example of this dynamic is the process

through which incumbents in the photolitho-
graphic equipment industry were devastated by
the sequence of minor changes that, despite their
apparent lack of importance, had major impacts
on system configuration (Henderson and Clark,
1990). Incremental changes triggered an unex-
pected process. In the same way, early leads won
by luck can become amplified by increasing
returns (Arthur, 1990). An illustration of how
emergent processes may be triggered occurred
when President Nixon announced, in 1972, the
launch of a new philosophy for space explora-
tion: ‘“This system will center on a space vehicle

. that can shuttle repeatedly from Earth to
orbit and back. It will revolutionize transportation
into near space, by routinizing it’ (Mason, 2004, p.
131, quoting the Columbia Accident Board,
italics in the original). According to Mason
(2004, p. 131), “if there is a crucial contextual
point at which NASA began to transition from a
culture focused on excellence to a culture focused
on bureaucracy and production it is this 1972
pronouncement’. This new focus led the agency
to lower standards and stimulated the creation of
novel concepts like ‘acceptable risk” and ‘accep-
table erosion’. These notions were foreign to the
original culture of safety excellence and emerged
through interaction in previous decades.

Even when nothing is seemingly changing,
emergent processes may be accumulating to
produce some relevant change. Expected issues
which are apparently managed with recourse to
standard processes, may trigger the potentialities
of routines as generators of undetected change
(Feldman, 2004). Routines are not mere repeti-
tions. As noted by Feldman and Rafaeli (2002),
routines allow the creation of shared under-
standings that are useful in dealing with the
negotiated order. But when the negotiated order
they rest upon is changed, they change accord-
ingly. As such, routines play a dual and some-
what paradoxical role in the functioning of
organizations: they are the building blocks of
both stability and change. If much literature has
demonstrated the mechanical side of routine
(e.g., Hannan and Freeman, 1983; Nelson and
Winter, 1982), there is a growing attention to
their evolutionary and mutating force (Hutchins,
1991; Tsoukas and Chia, 2002). It is the adaptive
nature of routines that explains how, sometimes,
organizations can find themselves unexpectedly
transformed through the accumulation of minor
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improvisations in organizational habits (Orli-
kowski, 1996). Careful decisions may also lead
to unexpected processes, as in the launch of
New Coke. As described by then CEO Roberto
Goizueta We set out to change the dynamics of
sugar colas in the US, and we did exactly that —
albeit not in the way we had planned (Chandran,
2002, p. 2). There is thus the possibility of a
voluntary move (like a product rejuvenation)
producing a dynamic of its own, which escapes
the intentions of the decision makers who started
the game.

When organizations drift by means of creeping
developments, managers cannot control the pro-
cess, because it acquires a life of its own. Cultural
change, for example, is not fully amenable to
hierarchical control. To avoid drifting in unde-
sired directions, managers may set up clear obje-
ctives (e.g. under the form of visions or goals)
and define minimal structures that limit without
constraining. If managers cannot retain control,
they distribute it. If processes drift, they can only
be corrected by people closer to the operations.
In order to deal with drifting processes, managers
should not seek to control employees: they might
instead provide the rules for letting people
control the operations. As an illustration, cap-
tains do not control activity on the flight deck of
aircraft carriers: they empower others, closer to
the scene, to do so. The captain’s responsibility is
to develop and maintain a general perspective of
the system, i.e. ‘to have a bubble’ Roberts and
Rousseau, 1989 and to cultivate mindfulness.

Sudden events

Unexpected facts or events may sometimes
combine with existing and identified processes.
An initial, extemporaneous decision may ignite a
process that is severely constrained by the initial
decision. Baker, Miner and Eesley (2003) offer an
example of such a possibility in an organizational
setting when describing how a startup engineer-
ing firm developed a ‘family like’, people-oriented
culture. Due to difficulties in recruiting candi-
dates, the entrepreneur told an uneasy recruit
that he envisioned the firm as a family. As the
story worked well, he repeated it. The unexpected
issue, in this case the organization’s philosophy
and cultural profile, was introduced impromptu
and led to an expectable process and outcome: a
people-oriented culture, later affirmed in practice.
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The unexpected issue — an idea that emerged on
the spur of the moment to convince a candidate —
led to a predictable process.

Organizations may get tied to unexpected
aspects that suddenly become relevant issues be-
cause people start to explore ways that become
more and more significant. They may grow enough
to impose themselves on the organization. Tactical
improvizations and incremental explorations may
redirect the strategy of an entire organization
(Baker et al., 2003). The evolution of an organi-
zation’s domain of activity may emerge through
an expected evolutionary process and be per-
ceived as a surprise when it becomes institutio-
nalized, as happened in the case of Intel’s change
from a memory to a microcomputer company
(Burgelman, 1991). When organizations encou-
rage experimentation they may be surprised by
the emergent result of the process in the long run.
Strategies may thus be as much influenced by the
top management as by collective action in an
emergent mode (Mintzberg and Waters, 1982). It
is not possible to control the issues, meaning that,
from a certain point on, they may impose them-
selves on the organization. A culture that emerges
and is viewed as legitimate, may need to be acc-
epted and even cultivated, as in the case of Baker
et al’s entrepreneur. Emergent surprises may
happen as fruits of serendipity, improvization,
bricolage or the accumulation of incremental
changes. Emergence, then, is a result of explorat-
ory efforts. When organizational members en-
gage in exploratory expeditions, they may learn
something that will push the organization into an
unexpected direction, from which it may be dif-
ficult to turn back.

Loss of meaning

Unexpected issues may combine with unexpected
processes as in the case of Honda’s entry in the
US market: “We used the Honda 50 s ourselves to
ride around Los Angeles on errands. They
attracted a lot of attention. One day we had a
call from a Sears buyer. While persisting in our
refusal to sell through an intermediary, we took
note of Sears’ interest. But we still hesitated to
push the 50cc bikes out of fear they might harm
our image in a heavily macho market. But when
the larger bikes started breaking, we had no
choice. We let the 50cc bikes move. And
surprisingly, the retailers who wanted to sell
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them weren’t motorcycle dealers: they were
sporting goods stores’ (Pascale, 1983, p. 6). The
succession of surprises created a moment of
confusion that needed to be tackled by Honda’s
representatives. The existing mindset was no
longer adequate for explaining organizational
action and for framing decision-making.

What is significant in the Honda example is
that it shows how taken-for-granted assump-
tions, intentional plans, and tested strategies may
fail and confront organizations with the need to
create new meaning from the ashes of a previous
strategic intention. Such a combination of unex-
pected issues and processes may lead to loss of
meaning. These situations may have some resem-
blance to those labeled by Weick (1993) as cosmo-
logy episodes or ‘vu jadé’ situations, occasions
that astonish people and force them to a funda-
mental re-analysis of their assumptions and
habitual behaviours. This distinguishes this mode
from the previous ones, where existing frame-
works were not necessarily disrupted by the
surprise.

The 9/11 attacks on the Twin Towers aston-
ished people in the US, and globally, forcing the
US government to a fundamental reanalysis of its
assumptions and habitual behaviours. What was
surprising was that they had not put the pieces
together to form a pattern that became all too
clear. Intelligence agencies knew that suicide
bombing was a routine Islamist strategy; they
knew that suicide bombers routinely hijacked
modes of transport as vehicles of destruction,
both boats, cars and trucks; they knew that high
profile US targets were liable to attack; they
knew that the Twin Towers had been the target of
a previous Islamist bombing, and they knew bin
Laden had declared war on the US. All the
threads were there but the connection had not
been made because the meaning of altruistic
suicide and vehicular attack had not made sense
of the easiest way in which this might be achieved
with respect to the Twin Towers — from the air.

The manager’s job, when facing the realization
of a loss of meaning, consists in facilitating
sensemaking and allowing interpretations that
match the characteristics of the new environ-
ments the organization is facing. Managers, like
survivors in extreme situations, need to ‘drop
their tools’, i.e. they have to acknowledge that
their habitual modes of thinking may not be
adequate (Weick, 1993). Managerial functions

under losses of meaning may include the devel-
opment of interpretations that adjust to the new
situation by means of frequent interaction, the
implementation of a swift and improvised plan of
action to face the unexpected situation, and a
balance between structure and flexibility (in order
to adjust planned modes of action to the unfold-
ing features of the situation). Moments of confus-
ion can lead to either success or failure (Weick,
2004), asking managers ‘to design structures that
are resilient sources of collective sensemaking’
(Weick, 1996, p. 148).

Conclusions

The four ‘poisons of the mind’, according to the
philosophy of the Korean martial art called Kum
Do are fear, confusion, hesitation and surprise
(Gonzales, 2003). They may all lead to death in
this lethal type of combat. The human tendency
to anticipate and predict may, equivalently, put
organizations into a disadvantageous situation:
when confronted with surprises, they may find
themselves confused. Despite their importance,
organizational surprises have not been integrated
in a single conceptual space. When examining
them, many authors direct their attention to the
prediction and neutralization of surprises, for
example by means of the analysis of ‘weak sig-
nals’ pointing to strategic discontinuities (Ansoff,
1975). Despite the potential relevance of such
interest in prediction, instrumentality and neu-
tralization of surprises, some surprises are unpre-
dictable. Hence Brown and Eisenhardt (1998,
p. 7) noted that ‘competing on the edge is about
surprise’ and warned managers that ‘something
that you are doing has the potential to surprise
you’ (Brown and Eisenhardt, 1998, p. 122). The
complexity literature, contrary to the mechan-
istic, prediction-based approach, views surprise
not as a threat to neutralize but as an inherent
feature of complex systems: novelty is a systemic
property that should be accepted, not an exo-
genous factor to remove.

In this article, we advanced two major points.
First, we argued that the lack of awareness
regarding the role of surprise as an umbrella
concept in organization theory is unfortunate
because in hindsight people tend to reduce ‘sur-
prisingness’ (Goiten, 1984). As such, they may
fail to learn from experience and misattribute
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surprising outcomes to uninformed decision-
makers. As Weick and Sutcliffe (2001) argue,
people tend to overestimate the degree of clarity,
structure and predictability of the events they
face. By taking surprise as an inherent feature of
complex systems, managers will accept that no
one completely understands the technology, the
actions of other people and the multitude of
changes in the context. Therefore, rather than
merely insisting on the prediction of surprises,
organizational researchers should investigate
how organizations might develop the resilience
and mindfulness necessary to deal with unantici-
pated events. Attention to surprises will highlight
the relevance of processes such as bricolage,
improvization, distributed decision-making, mini-
mal structuring and dynamic adaptive capabilities,
which are becoming part of the organizational
repertoire of language and action. Different types
of surprises may demand distinct types of mana-
gerial action.

Second, we suggest that the unpacking of the
concept of organizational surprises discriminates
amongst types of surprises which should be app-
roached differently. Predictable events can be
tackled with relative ease, while losses of meaning
may involve the need to overcome significant
levels of uncertainty and ambiguity. Managers
can feel comfortable dealing with the former but
they seldom are prepared to manage the latter
(Mitroff, 1988). Hence the importance of distin-
guishing types of surprises, instead of treating
them indiscriminately. In a world of complexity,
the proneness to be taken by surprise, instead of
the effort to predict every single surprise and to
control the world around, implies a significant
change in managerial mindsets.

Wrapping up, we synthesized the theoretical
research on organizational surprises undertaken
in various areas of the organizational studies.
The goal was the development of a common con-
ceptual framework that identified the sources and
processes of surprising events of various kinds.
We see a number of advantages in integrating
organizational surprises under a common con-
ceptual framework. Integration promises valu-
able opportunities for cross-fertilization between
themes (e.g. planning and improvisation; struc-
ture and freedom; emergency and routine) and
may facilitate a better understanding of how
surprises arise and how they can be managed. If,
as pointed out by Winter (2004), there is no good
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reason to expect significant improvements in the
prediction of surprising events, it seems adequate
to study how to deal with them as they unfold.
Traditional efforts of prediction and control
should then be combined with increased attention
to organizational resilience.

Further research on organizational surprises
may follow several directions. The tradeoff between
being, and not being, surprised, is a pertinent one.
Systems that are never surprised may be too com-
plex for their environments whereas systems that
are surprised too often may be excessively simple
for their environments. Systems that are too sensi-
ble may mistake random noise for meaningful
change in trends, whereas systems that lack perce-
ptual abilities or potential behaviours may be
vulnerable to organizational change. Researchers
may wish, in other words, to investigate what is the
optimal amount of surprise.”

Another area for future research, this time on
a methodological level, has to do with the ex post
reduction of ‘surprisingness’, traditional retro-
spective methods might not be well-suited to
tackling the issue. Ethnographic and historical
research methods may constitute valuable
alternatives to the dominant quantitative ap-
proaches. They will make it possible to experi-
ence unobtrusively the impact of unexpected
events, or to reconstitute longitudinal paths that
make it possible to understand how surprising
factors influenced the course of history (Landes,
1994). We also suggest that the way surprise
manifests itself in each organization might
depend on personal differences as well as the
prevailing culture, thus suggesting the need for
research into how these factors affect the percep-
tion of events as surprising and how organiza-
tions respond to surprises.

We recognize a number of limitations to our
proposals. We have derived a typology from the
existing theory but this theoretical exploration
needs to be empirically tested. In this sense, we
raise more questions than we provide answers.
Empirical evidence may validate some of the types
of surprises proposed here, invalidate others and
suggest alternative ones. Since we presented
distinct types of surprises, empirical studies may
also suggest connections between types as well as
developmental steps from one type to another. For

2We are grateful to an anonymous reviewer for this
suggestion.
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example, a creeping development may, at some
tipping point, metamorphose into a sudden issue
as was the case with Intel, when the decision to exit
the DRAM business was discussed. In this sense,
the gathering of several phenomena under a single
conceptual frame risks conflating distinct processes
and their diverse antecedents and consequences.
Empirical research will be needed, therefore, both
to integrate and differentiate types. The case of
9/11 sheds some light on the significance of this
phenomenon of surprise, and illustrates some
important consequences for organizations.

In this paper we have integrated a number of
distinct concepts under the organizational sur-
prises umbrella. We suggest that a number of
phenomena well known in the organizational
literature may be related under a single typology
which establishes a number of connections
between them. The analysis of the deep roots
common to these various events, as well as the
processes that may be used to tackle them,
suggests avenues for future research. Considering
that some of the concepts that have been
indicated as relevant for dealing with surprises
(improvisation, bricolage, resilience) are still
being developed, there is clearly scope to examine
further the nature of organizational surprises.
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