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Abstract
How do actors overlook uncomfortable information? We add to the understanding of how potential 
problems can be ignored over long periods, in spite of recurrent warnings. Ignoring then becomes a dynamic 
process of responding to evolving ignoring ‘threats’ or triggers by combining knowledge-seeking and 
knowledge avoidance in ways that must be continuously legitimated, both in one’s own eyes and in those 
of relevant parts of the environment. Drawing on a longitudinal case study, we find that ambiguity-juggling 
– mutually supporting acts foregrounding and backgrounding ambiguity – constitute a key element of such 
ignoring work. Our study adds to the literatures on strategic or wilful ignorance and ambiguity management 
by providing a novel explanation for how actors dynamically mobilize motives for ignoring and thereby 
navigate uncomfortable information that evolves over time. As we show, sustained forms of ignoring involve 
interactions between shifting ignoring triggers, adaptive ignoring work and evolving states of organized 
ignorance. This conceptualization contributes to the ignoring literature by extending current accounts of the 
‘why’, ‘how’, ‘how much’ and ‘who’ of ignoring, as well as its outcomes.

Keywords
Ambiguity management, longitudinal qualitative, misconduct, silence, strategic ignorance, sustained ignoring 
work, uncomfortable information, whistleblowing, wilful ignorance

Introduction

There is growing scholarly interest in organizational, strategic, or wilful ignorance, defined not as 
the lack of knowledge or intellectual capacity but as the intentional bypassing and blocking of 
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information and knowledge from others and/or oneself (Gross, 2007; Knudsen et  al., 2023; 
McGoey, 2019; Schaefer, 2019). Research in this and adjacent areas has outlined the intentions and 
manifestations of ignorance, illustrating how actors prevent themselves or others from knowing to 
avoid liability, damaged relationships, discomfort and anxiety (Klintman, 2019; McGoey, 2012; 
Proctor & Schiebinger, 2008), or how they become trapped in optimistic thinking and commit-
ments that make them bypass contradictory signals (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1993). 
Indeed, ‘uncomfortable’ and ‘awkward’ information suggesting potential problems has been shown 
to trigger a set of defensive behaviours, including disconnecting (Delmestri & Goodrick, 2016; 
Kronblad et al., 2024; Zerubavel, 2006), attention-shifting (Heimer, 2012; Knudsen, 2011; Weick, 
1993) and justification efforts (Ebbevi et al., 2024; Essén et al., 2022). We refer to these behaviours 
as ‘ignoring work’.

While the literature outlines many types of ignoring work that enable actors to ignore both 
meaninglessness and harm, it tends to depict ignoring work as shared and quite straightforward, 
requiring relatively little effort, decision-making or internal manoeuvring (e.g. McGoey, 2012; van 
Krieken, 2024). In particular, many studies portray the ignored information and the work of 
neglecting it as static (e.g. Ebbevi et al., 2024; Essén et al., 2022). However, the way in which 
uncomfortable issues present themselves may shift (Weick, 1993), sometimes growing more sali-
ent or being communicated differently over time (Anvari et al., 2019; Delmestri & Goodrick, 2016; 
Kenny, 2019), requiring actors to handle their own neglect of such issues in complex and adaptive 
ways. How ignoring work unfolds in such situations has been little theorized to date.

The complexity of ignoring over time is demonstrated in our longitudinal study of the so-called 
Macchiarini case, which involved continual acts of ignoring warnings about the potential scientific 
and clinical malpractice of Paolo Macchiarini, a ‘star’ surgeon at Karolinska Institutet (‘KI’) and 
Karolinska Hospital (‘KH’), a top-ranked Swedish medical research institution and adjoining hos-
pital (collectively referred to hereafter as ‘Karolinska’). In 2016, Macchiarini was fired after five 
years of managers failing to take repeated and shifting warnings about him seriously. How was this 
persistent avoidance of ambitious knowledge-seeking – that is, ignoring – possible? How did the 
managers involved do ignoring work, justifying to themselves and others why signs of significant 
problems should be overlooked even as this approach was threatened in different ways over time? 
As the literature did not explain how and why such more dynamic and complex circumstances may 
trigger multiple rounds of ignoring work, we set out to explore the following research question: 
How do managers sustain ignoring over time in the face of dynamic warnings?

Our study suggests that sustained forms of ignoring involve shifting ignoring triggers, adaptive 
ignoring work, and evolving states of organized ignorance. In particular, we highlight that escalated 
warnings form shifting ignoring triggers, which actors respond to by engaging in adaptive acts of 
ambiguity-juggling: mutually supportive acts of disambiguation (constructing the ambiguity of indi-
viduals’ abilities and responsibilities as very low) and ambiguation (constructing the ambiguity 
around truth and the consequences of action as very high). We conceptualize ambiguity-juggling as 
a central aspect of ignoring work and show how it legitimizes shifting combinations of selective 
knowledge-seeking and knowledge avoidance. The outcome of this dynamic and selective form of 
ignoring work is an evolving state of organized ignorance (Knudsen et al., 2023), which manifested 
in our case as a shared acceptance of the ignoring work – initially by a limited group within the 
organization and over time by additional layers of the organization. This allowed multiple actors to 
protect a favoured course of action and prevent disruptions over a prolonged period.

Our study extends previous accounts of the ‘why’, ‘how’, ‘how much’ and ‘who’ of ignoring at 
certain points in time (Essén et al., 2022; Heimer, 2012; Knudsen, 2011; Schaefer, 2019). We dem-
onstrate that ignoring work may change over time, contingent upon additional and differently com-
municated layers of emergent signs of problems that call for action, which interact with shifting 
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motives to ignore. These insights challenge the view of ignoring as consistent, and often categori-
cal and unified (i.e. expressed at an organizational level) (Essén et al., 2022; McGoey, 2012, 2019; 
van Krieken, 2024) by pointing out the multifaceted mechanisms that drive ignoring and the role 
of shifting constructions of its fluid object. As we show, such work can be silently and indirectly 
accepted by additional layers of bystanders over time, highlighting the distributed nature of ignor-
ing work (Knudsen et al., 2023).

The notion of ambiguity-juggling as ignoring work also extends the literature on ambiguity 
management (often also implicitly addressing ignorance), which has emphasized that strategists 
ambiguate issues, primarily to prevent others from knowing more (Cappellaro et al., 2021; Ulmer 
& Sellnow, 1997; Vaccaro & Palazzo, 2015). We contribute by showing how acts of ambiguation 
can work in tandem with disambiguation, as actors use ambiguity-juggling to allow themselves and 
their inner group to avoid knowing (more) about uncomfortable issues.

Next, we outline our theoretical points of departure from the ignoring literatures, subsequently 
detailing the methods used. We then illustrate the two configurations of ignoring triggers, ignoring 
work (ambiguity-juggling) and ignoring outcomes, salient in our case and end with a discussion of 
the implications of our work.

Why and How Actors Perform Ignoring Work

Unlike the notion of risk, where probabilities are known, and in contrast to uncertainty, in which 
probabilities are unknown but may be reduced by obtaining more information (see Faber & Proops, 
1998, pp. 128–129), ignorance is sometimes understood as a realm that escapes recognition and 
knowledge (Gross, 2007). Many typologies, however, outline forms of ignorance (and related con-
cepts such as denial) existing in the space between non-knowledge and knowledge. These forms of 
ignorance are often characterized by varying degrees of deliberateness, ranging from unwilful 
blindness to the unknown, where cultural categories simply make us unaware of things (Delmestri 
& Goodrick, 2016), to strategic or wilful blindness or ignorance (Gross, 2007; Knudsen et  al., 
2023; McGoey, 2012; Schaefer, 2019; van Krieken, 2024). We are primarily interested in the latter 
end of this spectrum, involving some degree of reflexivity and intentionality, where ignorance can 
be understood as the result of effort, which we refer to as ignoring work.

Research reveals a range of ignoring work through which individuals and organizations prevent 
themselves and others from knowing (more) about uncomfortable issues. A common theme is the 
active hiding of or disconnecting from issues, involving covering up and keeping things separate. 
In Kronblad et al. (2024), a municipality avoided engaging with the unintended consequences of 
an algorithm placing children in schools by avoiding and obstructing information about it, thus 
making the algorithm’s function and consequences impossible to scrutinize by parents and other 
citizens (see Heimer, 2012; Knudsen et al., 2023). Studies on whistleblowing and silencing further 
show that managers force (seduce or sanction) their employees to remain silent, thereby hiding 
facts from themselves and others (Kenny, 2023; Kish-Gephart et al., 2009; van Krieken, 2024). 
Other studies reveal redirection efforts. In Knudsen (2011), public authorities avoided potentially 
destructive information by focusing on keeping to tight deadlines rather than investigating uncom-
fortable issues, while in Schaefer (2019), managers launched innovation initiatives but avoided 
attending to their (absent or failed) outcomes by instead demonstrating that they were ‘into innova-
tion’. Redirection often involves decoy or pseudo work in terms of ‘over-’producing reports and 
diagrams and relying on certain (irrelevant) references and voices in ways that may ‘fool’ others, 
or oneself, that correct action is being taken and nothing important is being neglected (see Essén 
et al., 2022; Knudsen, 2011; Schwarzkopf, 2020). Research also points at the justification efforts 
involved in ignoring work. Actors sometimes admit that information is disregarded and rationalize 
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this in creative ways (at least in an interview situation). This often involves constructing negative 
signs as minor technical issues (Rayner, 2012) and referring to the ignored information as uncer-
tain, untrustworthy, incomplete, or simply wrong (Ebbevi et al., 2024; Essén et al., 2022; Jackall, 
1988; McGoey, 2012).

What emerges from the literature is hence a range of tactics that can be combined, producing an 
array of enablers for ignoring at individual and organizational levels. Some studies highlight low-
stakes contexts, for instance, the ignoring of harmless dysfunction or absence of progress. Here, 
ignoring work seems fairly easy: justifications are primarily directed to oneself, since nobody makes 
enquiries or imposes external pressure (e.g. Ebbevi et al., 2024; Essén et al., 2022). In other studies, 
the stakes are higher (the harms ignored are more serious and there are pressures to pay attention to 
them), and ignoring work and its justification must be more elaborate (Heimer, 2012; Kronblad 
et al., 2024). In such contexts, ignoring is sometimes interrupted, e.g. when evidence mounts up 
(Rinta-Kahila et al., 2021; van Krieken, 2024).1 Yet, by and large, studies typically focus on theoriz-
ing stable ignoring that remains ‘on’ until it is ‘off’. Structural conditions such as fragmented 
accountability, techno-optimism and laissez-faire professionalism act as facilitators in this context 
(Alvesson et al., 2022; Essén et al., 2022; Knudsen et al., 2023; van Krieken, 2024). 

In other words, the literature convincingly demonstrates the presence of ignoring work and its 
enablers, but does not theorize why or how actors may need to revise their ignoring work because 
of changes in the way the uncomfortable information presents itself or is communicated. A few 
studies recognize that people ‘speaking up’ may alter their arguments and turn to new recipients 
(blowing the whistle more loudly) when no one listens (Anvari et al., 2019; Delmestri & Goodrick, 
2016; Kenny, 2019). The adjacent literature on disasters and escalation of commitment similarly 
suggests that negative environmental signals facing organizations may increase in intensity over 
time (Keil & Mähring, 2010; Vaughan, 1990; Weick, 1993). Yet, how shifting signals or warnings 
affect how ignoring work is carried out and sustained remains untheorized.

A process approach to ignoring work as shifting and plural

Given our aim to analyse how ignoring is sustained, we adopt a pluralistic, process-sensitive view 
(see also Gross, 2007) of ignoring work. Below, we outline our core assumptions and relate them 
to other dominant perspectives in the ignoring literature.

Ignoring work as shifting in its degree and nature of wilfulness.  Many studies of ignoring highlight 
ignoring actors’ clear and stable strategic intentions or political interests in avoiding responsibility 
or keeping people in the dark (McGoey, 2012; Proctor & Schiebinger, 2008) and emphasize con-
scious choice and rationality (Hertwig & Engel, 2016). However, recent work also describes ‘less 
wilful’ and reactive forms of ignoring work, where intentions are less clear-cut and less strategic, 
and ignoring work is rather driven by silo thinking or the desire to simply muddle through (Alves-
son et al., 2022; Essén et al., 2022). We assume that ignoring work may be characterized by shifting 
degrees of wilfulness and multiple motives for ignoring in prolonged and contested situations.

Ignoring work as managing the ambiguity of the ignored issue.  A large share of extant research assumes 
that ignoring actors know what not to know (Knudsen et al., 2023; Proctor & Schiebinger, 2008). 
Ignoring is referred to as unseeing and repressing ‘what is known’ or as refusing to acknowledge 
information that ‘does not correspond with one’s existing cognitive frameworks’ (Roberts, 2022, p. 
368). This suggests that there is knowledge from which actors disconnect or redirect. However, the 
target of ignoring may be fluid and uncertain rather than a matter of clear ‘knowledge’ that can 
simply be avoided (Alvesson et al., 2022). This is implicitly shown in studies (Kronblad et al., 
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2024; Schaefer, 2019) illustrating the ignoring of fragments and signs that could in theory be inves-
tigated further, although it may be unclear how. Actors also cast doubt on the ignored information, 
emphasizing its unreliability and incompleteness (Ebbevi et al., 2024; Essén et al., 2022; McGoey, 
2012). Hence, the ignored issue can be and can be constructed as ambiguous (Alvesson et al., 
2022; Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010) – i.e. characterized by ‘opaqueness and the simultaneous exist-
ence of several conflicting views of the same phenomenon’ (Cappellaro et al., 2021, p. 2).2 Hence, 
we assume that sustained ignoring work may involve not only coping with ambiguity but also its 
active exploitation (Abdallah & Langley, 2014; Cappellaro et al., 2021).

Ignoring work as selective knowledge avoidance and seeking.  The points above challenge the common 
view of ignoring as knowledge avoidance (Schaefer, 2019, p. 1308). Indeed, persistent forms of 
ignoring are likely to involve combinations of knowledge and non-knowledge (Gross, 2007), as 
actors struggle to know what to ignore. Although the phenomenon has been little theorized, a few 
studies suggest that ignoring can involve seeking some information (e.g. to avoid ‘stepping on land 
mines’ or appearing totally ignorant about issues) while strategically rendering it unavailable for 
decision-making (e.g. Heimer, 2012; Knudsen, 2011). Hence, we assume that sustained ignoring 
work may involve both knowledge avoidance and (partial, selective) knowledge-seeking.

In summary, we assume that sustained ignoring work in dynamic situations is (a) shifting rather 
than static in nature, (b) not necessarily clearly or only wilful or strategic but often ad hoc and reac-
tive, (c) often involving ambiguity management and (d) a matter of degree (selective). Although there 
is fragmented support for these assumptions in the emerging literature, their combined manifestation 
and interaction have not been theorized in previous work. Arguably, these aspects are crucial to 
understanding how managers sustain ignoring work in complex, contested situations, as in our case.

Method

This study was part of a research project aiming to develop theory about organizational ignoring. 
We theoretically sampled the process around a case that was extreme (Hällgren et al., 2018), given 
the persistent warnings about an employee’s malpractice, its seriousness (threatening patients’ 
lives), the related high stakes (high reputational risk) and as these warnings were ignored over a 
relatively long period.3

The Macchiarini case

In November 2010, Dr Paolo Macchiarini (herein designated ‘M’) was recruited as a guest profes-
sor in clinical regenerative surgery and senior surgeon at the Ear, Nose and Throat (ENT) surgery 
department at Karolinska. Initial press releases emphasized M’s breakthrough surgeries to replace 
patients’ tracheas with plastic tubes. However, from 2010 to 2015, a small but growing group (des-
ignated ‘critics’) raised warnings about M’s potential scientific and clinical malpractice. These 
critics included external individuals with previous experience of working with M, individuals who 
had observed his work and publications, Karolinska employees and, later, an external reviewer and 
public agencies. Combined, their warnings reached managers at five different levels at Karolinska 
(see supplemental files, Part Two) and, over time, the broader organization of Karolinska. Despite 
receiving repeated warnings, Karolinska managers officially communicated their continued sup-
port for M – until the media began reporting the potential dysfunctions in critical articles in Vanity 
Fair magazine and on Swedish public television in 2016.

Figure 1 outlines the warnings (in red) and indications of managerial (non-)responses (in black). 
We centre our analysis on the period from 2010 to 2015, during which warnings were internally 
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communicated and neglected, thus focusing on ‘internal whistleblowing’ as distinct from whistle-
blowing that is escalated to external actors (Anvari et al., 2019; Skivenes & Trygstad, 2010) and 
the unfolding of public scandal or crisis (Frandsen et al., 2024).

Data generation and analysis

As summarized in Table 1 we combined extensive secondary data sources with new primary data 
(interviews). Our analytical approach can be referred to as abductive and hermeneutic (Alvesson 
& Sköldberg, 2017), involving an iteration between existing and inductively developed theory. As 
data analysis began during the data-generation phase, we describe our approach as a single four-
stage process.

Stage 1: Collecting documentation and making sense of the evolution of events.  We initially compiled 
and triangulated the extensive available documentation (5,793 pages) about the M case (searching 
in the two major daily newspapers, the trade press, open online searches and acquiring books writ-
ten about the case) and created timelines depicting the warnings raised and organizational (non-)
responses between 2009 and 2021. We worked with a narrative timeline (about 30 pages) and 
parallel visualizations to facilitate our sensemaking of the process (Langley, 1999). The documen-
tation confirmed that warnings had been persistently raised over a long period. The documentation 
however did not explain how responsible managers could, over several years, make sense of things 
in a way that enabled them to avoid thorough scrutiny of the potential malpractice that the warn-
ings pointed at. Based on the assumption that this non-response was the result of ‘work’ that might 
be observed or inferred (Knudsen, 2011), we engaged in a second round of data collection and 
analysis, including interviews.

Stage 2: Conducting and analysing interviews.  We constructed multiple versions of a semi-structured 
interview guide based on our pre-understanding reached in Stage 1. Open-ended questions (adjusted 
to different individuals) concerned how they and/or others gradually realized that M was engaged 
in scientific and clinical malpractice and how they and/or others responded to this fact or found 
reasons not to. In 2021, we (the first author and a research assistant) interviewed (1) ‘critics’ (an 
external reviewer and certain Karolinska employees) who had expressed concern about M or sub-
mitted warnings, (2) managers (who wish to remain anonymous) at five different levels who, 
according to documents, received warnings (in)directly in the first and/or second phase and had a 
formal responsibility to act (see supplemental files: Part Two), (3) other Karolinska employees 
who were present and aware of the evolution of events (and sooner or later were exposed to the 
warnings) and (4) external experts with unique insight into the case (e.g. journalists who followed 
the case closely). We conducted 23 interviews with 17 respondents, each lasting 60–120 minutes 
(including a few follow-up interviews in 2023–25). Some respondents seemed eager for an oppor-
tunity to reflect on the experience and turn it into lessons that could prevent the same thing from 
happening again; others were afraid of becoming scapegoats. We made great efforts to adapt to the 
requests of the respondents (regarding where, how and when interviews took place) to reduce their 
anxiety. Many still declined, referring us to documentation instead.

Interviews aimed to capture the interviewees’ sensemaking of the process (Langley & Meziani, 
2020). Extensive pre-interview preparation was essential given the complexity of the studied pro-
cess (numerous related events) and the sensitive nature of the issue. For instance, we prepared for 
potential ‘defences’ and attempts to manage impressions (e.g. ‘I had no idea’) by referring to time-
lines that depicted submitted warnings at certain points in time. Communicating that our intention 
was to understand the unfolding of events rather than blame interviewees was also important, as 
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was ensuring anonymity as far as possible. To reduce pressure, we often started by reaching agree-
ment about the overall timeline of the process and speaking about collective behaviours and what 
‘most of the employees’ or ‘others’ did rather than what the specific interviewee had (not) done. 
This allowed us to gradually delve into more sensitive individual experiences and acts of avoid-
ance that the interviewees now sometimes regretted or themselves still struggled to understand. All 
interviews except one were recorded and transcribed. Our evolving understanding sometimes 
resulted in follow-up interviews to elaborate or revise our understanding and/or delve further into 
alternative explanations for specific issues. (We interviewed some respondents two or three times.)

In parallel, we worked continuously with initial inductive, first-order categorizations of the 
material that provided cues about why and how the managers might have avoided engaging with 
the warnings. Data and categories were considered as uncertain cues rather than definitive mean-
ings, calling for consideration in terms of the larger picture, in line with hermeneutic principles 
(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2017). We compared the interviewees’ retrospective accounts with mana-
gerial arguments in the documentation published during the focal period, resulting in gradually 
developed interpretations and a growing list of (partly conflicting) examples and explanations.

Stage 3: Using ambiguity management to understand how managers did ignoring work.  As we began to 
perceive saturation (few new event types or explanations seemed to be emerging from interviews), 
we paused data generation and switched to data analysis (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2017). We con-
sidered numerous different ways to account for managers ignoring the warnings (e.g. they lacked 
time to engage, genuinely did not understand, or were trapped in an inertial institution). However, 
several data sources contested such interpretations. Instead, our analysis suggested that the manag-
ers actively refrained from engaging with the warnings by interpreting issues in certain ways. In 
particular, the managers’ way of selectively backgrounding and foregrounding the complexity and 
opacity – ambiguity – of a number of situational dimensions around M allowed them not to engage 
with the warnings in a substantive manner, by legitimating such non-knowledge-seeking. We found 
that previous studies on ambiguity management (Cappellaro et al., 2021; Eisenberg, 1984; Sillince 
et al., 2012) could help us further explore of the role of ambiguity, and in particular managerial 
constructions of ambiguity. We treated the ambiguity that was ‘intrinsic’ to the case studied (in 
terms of the complex and conflicting signals about M’s practices and the complexity of his work4) 
as analytically distinct from the ambiguity that was constructed and exploited by actors in specific 
situations (Eisenberg, 1984; Sillince et al., 2012). The latter was our focus.

At this stage (spring 2022), we gained access to 44 interviews (audio files of witness hearings) 
from the court, including interviews with Karolinska managers who had previously declined our 
interview requests. These interviewees’ answers were likely geared – even more than in our first 
round of interviews – towards appearing trustworthy and innocent in court (Langley & Meziani, 
2020). However, they still provided insight into the managers’ explanations for not engaging with 
the warnings. Using them in combination with our other empirical sources, we explored the rele-
vance and variations in our tentative concept of ambiguity constructions as a form of ignoring 
work, writing analytical memos and forming interpretations of underlying meanings and 
indications.

This led us to identify different kinds of ambiguity constructions among the managers (although 
they used other words for this), each targeting different aspects of the situation. Some aspects (e.g. 
M’s practices and the validity of the warnings, which could be seen as at least partially knowable) 
were constructed (presented) by the managers as incredibly complex, unknowable, or ‘impossible’ 
to grasp (i.e. highly ambiguous). Other aspects, which – as the warnings suggested – could be seen 
as far from clear-cut (e.g. M being a genius; who was ‘responsible’ for investigating the situation), 
were constructed by the managers as very clear (i.e. not ambiguous at all). We identified two broad 
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types of ambiguity constructions that were repeatedly and collectively performed by the managers, 
i.e. patterned at group level. First, disambiguating acts constructed things as being a certain way 
rather than any other way – thus backgrounding or cleansing the intrinsic ambiguity of the situation 
in terms of the existence of multiple, potentially valid yet conflicting views (Cappellaro et  al., 
2021). Second, ambiguating acts foregrounded ambiguity in terms of the uncertainty, opacity or 
complexity (Weick, 1995) of broader issues such as truth and the consequences of action.

We understood these constructions of ambiguity as occurring within both the speaker and the 
recipient (Sillince et al., 2012). More specifically, the constructions were self-directed, as manag-
ers reported to us that when they were making sense of the situation alone, they interpreted some 
things as ‘too complex or uncertain’ to even try to address (i.e. legitimizing their non-engagement 
with the warnings to themselves). At the same time, the managers’ references to issues as either 
highly ambiguous or not ambiguous were communicated to others, who partly shared and accepted 
them. Hence, we approached the ambiguity constructions as ignoring work directed towards self 
and others, allowing oneself and others to dismiss the warnings.

As further rounds of analysis suggested that the ambiguity constructions facilitated a partial 
form of knowledge avoidance (non-knowing), which interacted with knowledge-seeking (know-
ing) efforts, we came to understand ignoring work as ambiguity constructions enabling selective 
non-knowing and knowing. This was based on our material, which suggested that the managers’ 
ambiguity constructions happened before (and were a precondition to) their selective knowledge 
avoidance (although being reproduced later). By telling themselves and others that issues were 
more or less ambiguous, the managers could make choices about what (not) to know more about. 
This was evident, for instance, in the handling of negative references received during M’s recruit-
ment in Phase one, and also when the more elaborate warnings were submitted in Phase two, where 
issues were described (e.g. in emails) as more or less ambiguous before decisions were made to 
dismiss the warnings. Overall, as the constructions were evident in media-reported statements 
made by the managers during the focal period and referred to and exemplified by other individuals, 
we interpreted the constructions as having taken place during the focal period, as opposed to merely 
post-rationalizations created at the time of our interviews.

While the ambiguity constructions represented active and patterned efforts, they were not an 
explicit or coordinated strategy performed by the managers. Quite expectedly, the managers did 
not refer to an intentional exploitation of ambiguity for the purpose of avoiding substantial knowl-
edge-seeking about the warnings. Rather, they communicated to us a frustrating process of coping 
with a very complex and difficult situation, which they found themselves forced to reactively han-
dle. ‘To be honest, I had no idea what to do, what was the right thing.  .  .’ as one manager con-
fessed. Interpreting and referring to issues as either unclear or clear was a way of coping with this 
situation and deciding what knowledge to seek and what not to seek. Having said that, the material 
also pointed toward a shared unwillingness to engage with the warnings, which was largely driven 
by strategic interests to protect the potential breakthrough and Karolinska’s or managers’ own 
reputation. For instance, many referred to a deep antipathy towards engaging with the warnings, 
and many employees reported managers’ communicating a clear stance of ‘Let’s not go there, it’s 
not worth the trouble.’ Hence, we increasingly approached the observed ignoring work as both 
reactive and strategic.

Stage 4: Identifying phases and developing a synthesized conceptualization.  We created several visual 
mappings depicting the chronological evolution of the warnings, the pressures to respond produced 
by the warnings, the managers’ shifting unwillingness to engage with them, and the related change 
in the disambiguating and ambiguating acts. This led us to identify two qualitatively distinct pro-
cess phases (Langley, 1999), as the Figure 1 timeline shows. Each phase was characterized by 
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patterned constructions of the ambiguity of issues as high and low, which we conceptualized as 
specific configurations of ambiguity-juggling. The transition between the two phases represents a 
shift in the type of warnings – caused by a lack of response to the warnings, i.e. a ‘setback’ in the 
process, from the critics’ perspective (Cloutier & Langley, 2020, p. 8). In each phase, ambiguity-
juggling constituted a form of ignoring work (process) which justified the managers’ selective 
(non) knowledge-seeking, and in turn produced a state of accepted organized ignorance among the 
managers receiving the warnings and their inner circle (Phase 1) and also among the employees in 
the broader organization (Phase 2). We worked with several alternative visualizations of the pro-
cess and asked for feedback on them, ultimately arriving at the linear chronological model of the 
process presented in Figure 3 (Cloutier & Langley, 2020). Finally, we revisited and finalized our 
data structure (Figure 2) (inspired by Gioia et al., 2012)5 to provide traceability in condensed form 
in relation to Figure 3.

How Managers Selectively Ignored Shifting Warnings Through 
Adaptive Acts of Ambiguity-Juggling: The Macchiarini case

In this section, we outline how managers sustained ignoring work in the face of evolving warnings 
about M at Karolinska. We structure our account into two phases, characterized by specific ignor-
ing-work triggers, ignoring-work processes (configurations of ambiguity-juggling) and ignoring-
work outcomes (states of organized ignorance). Secondary references in square brackets are listed 
in Part Three of the supplemental files, while additional empirical illustrations are provided in Part 
4.

Phase 1: Ignoring informal warnings through lax ambiguity-juggling

As we shall illustrate below, ‘weak’ warnings about M triggered the ignoring work performed by 
Karolinska managers in Phase 1. The low directedness, regulatory mobilization, and precision of 
the warnings, along with the weak authority of the critics themselves, made the warnings ignorable 
through what we refer to as ‘lax’ ambiguity-juggling, in which constructions of ambiguity as high 
and low were loose, relatively unsubstantiated with evidence, and unanchored in formal rules. 
Instead, managers’ constructions were anchored in the stereotypical roles of the ‘breakthrough’ 
narrative, based on the myth of the great genius eternally beset by nay-sayers and backstabbers. 
Lax ambiguity-juggling still mobilized sufficient motives to make minimal knowledge-seeking 
(about M’s person) acceptable and substantial knowledge-seeking about his potential malpractice 
irrelevant and futile.

Ignoring-work trigger.  Informal warnings and unwillingness to engage with them to protect the 
opportunity. The initial period of M’s appointment was characterized by grand hopes tied to his 
extraordinary clinical and research-related abilities. Many employees described a ‘fairytale feel-
ing’ of being part of his story. Karolinska was struggling to uphold its reputation as one of the 
world’s leading medical universities and needed a breakthrough, so employees placed great antici-
pation on M. ‘Finally, someone who could save us,’ one manager said, explaining:

This [M’s practice] was not about incremental advances [.  .  .] It would undoubtedly lead to something 
radical, in the history books. The regenerative research would be spread to other areas of transplantation. .  . 
Of course, everyone had different dreams of how [M] would elevate them to glory and fame as individuals. 
The top managers imagined bringing the next Nobel Prize to Karolinska, more donations and reputation, 
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(continued)
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and the employees expected benefits from having worked with one of the most extraordinary geniuses 
alive [.  .  .]. (Manager, interview, referring to recruitment period in 2010)

During this phase, informal warnings about M’s potentially questionable character and practices 
introduced conflicting interpretations about him. For instance, during the recruitment of M, four of 
his five referees (former colleagues) noted that while he was a technically outstanding surgeon, he 
also had a ‘questionable moral compass’ and an inclination to ‘take excessively large risks’ 

Figure 2.  Data structure.
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[Asplund, 2016]. Later, four Karolinska employees in non-managerial/professor positions (internal 
critics) further began voicing concerns about the extreme medical complications that M’s surgical 
patients suffered during his early employment at Karolinska. His patients never seemed to recover, 
as the plastic tracheas he implanted failed to integrate with their surrounding tissue, thus continu-
ally causing new problems. The internal critics formulated their concerns to their line managers in 
an open-ended manner: ‘We were careful and communicated the possibility that things seemed 
unusually problematic and potentially caused by overly immature and risky procedures’ (critic 1, 
interview). 

Although open-ended and communicated from persons with relatively low status, the concerns 
did pressure the managers to respond somehow. ‘The managers had to at least let the critics know 
that the information was received.  .  .’ (employee, interview). At the same time, acknowledging the 
warnings and the potential problem they indicated risked reducing the potential for a breakthrough 
or the speed at which it might be achieved, which contributed to a willingness among managers to 
at least temporarily avoid significant engagement with the warnings. The desire to ‘protect the 
opportunity’ and see what M could do was strong. As noted by a manager: ‘There was a clear 

Figure 3.  Visual summary of how sustained ignoring work involving shifting ignoring triggers, adaptive 
ignoring work, and evolving states of organized ignorance manifested in our case.
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disinclination [.  .  .] “Oh no, why this, why now?. .  . It disturbs this great opportunity.  .  . Let’s wait 
with this.  .  ..”’

As illustrated below, the managers coped with these opposing impetuses – to know and not 
know – by juggling two complementary constructions of ambiguity: one making (some) things 
appear very clear and straightforward (disambiguation) and the other making (other) things seem 
very complex (ambiguation).

Disambiguating individuals’ abilities through role-casting.  One clear pattern in the managers’ response 
to the warnings was their casting of M and the critics into stereotypical roles in the story of a break-
through attracting jealousy and critique. For instance, faced with the views contradicting or at least 
muddying the ‘genius’ view of M during his recruitment in 2010, the managers in the recruitment 
team were initially concerned: ‘We had discussions, of course, and we were surprised [to receive 
the negative references]’ (manager, interview). However, a shared way of interpreting the critique 
gradually emerged, in which the concerns were interpreted against what the managers presented as 
M’s unusual abilities:

Surgeons who have no qualms about excising diseased tracheas from people and replacing them with 
decellularized necro grafts [.  .  .] are rare. I do recognize the phenomenon well, having experience with 
similar people in our business. Sweden’s first kidney and liver transplants were made [with interesting 
methods], [.  .  .] contributing greatly to humanity and patients (even if some died in surgery). A specific 
kind of personality is required to eviscerate people in vivo. The border between success and fiasco is thin, 
and success is contingent on several conditions and other people who can balance it all. (extract, email 
from the head of the department to Principal 1 during M’s recruitment, 2010; translated by the authors)

The managers hence dealt with the concerns initially created by the referees’ input by casting M 
in the mould of trailblazers who achieved significant medical breakthroughs despite initial set-
backs. The argument was that high initial mortality was an inevitable corollary of these leaps for-
ward in medicine, which required a certain type of individual: a genius willing to take risks 
[Asplund, 2016]. Moreover, taking all potential risks seriously in such contexts might prevent 
anything risky or unconventional from ever being attempted at all. The clear-cut characterization 
of M as extraordinary implied that he should not be judged by the same criteria as others, and hence 
the critics’ concerns were not valid, motivating managers to avoid seeking further knowledge about 
the details. Notably, the recruitment team asked for additional information about M:s character 
from the Mayor of Tuscany, who was known to be a big admirer of M, thus engaging in a minimal 
form of knowledge-seeking focused on M’s own person. This letter was very positive towards M. 
As a result, M was later recruited over critics’ objections: 

There obviously will be noise around a great scientist: lingering too long on people having not perceived 
him as nice [.  .  .] and other nonconcrete ideas [.  .  .] is not possible. [.  .  .] Great breakthrough innovations 
always generate those kinds of things. [.  .  .] I think we [involved in the recruitment] needed to reduce the 
noise and see the overarching question: ‘Could this man be a one-of-a-kind scientist – yes or no?’ The 
answer was rather straightforward and actionable: ‘yes’. (manager, interview, referring to the recruitment 
period in 2010)

In the quote above, the narrative of the breakthrough innovation as (‘always’) generating resist-
ance provides an illustrative account of the increasingly agreed-on narrative, with M as its ‘clear’ 
hero and his critics cast as evil adversaries who cannot possibly understand him.

The construction of M as an extraordinary, unfathomable genius was also reflected in the man-
agers’ response to the four Karolinska employees (internal critics) who later voiced concerns about 
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M’s malpractice early in his employment in 2011. As one critic noted, recalling one of the meetings 
that were finally arranged (after many fruitless attempts and long silences):

When we first mentioned our concerns about the extreme complications [from M’s surgeries] at an 
informal meeting with the head, we were met with sad eyes saying, ‘Why don’t you try to really understand 
what M wants to achieve? Why don’t you take a nuanced view of M? Why are you being so regressive?’ 
But perhaps above all, ‘How dare you question the skills of this fantastic mind?’ (employee, conversation, 
referring to the period in 2011)

In retrospect, the managers did admit to feelings of uncertainty in relation to the early warnings. 
(As one noted, ‘I was shocked. What is this? Surely it can’t be true? At least it’s too early to say?’) 
However, the above quote and numerous others illustrate how the managers coped with this uncer-
tainty by communicating with each other and the critics in a way that constructed the critics as typi-
cal examples of regressive, unimaginative, overly cautious personas. This served to undermine 
both the credibility and power of the critics’ arguments.

Thus, managers handled their hesitation and concern by making sense of the situation in a way 
that idealized M (as highly skilled, bold, visionary) and – more reactively than strategically – deni-
grated the critics (as poorly understanding, cautious, conservative). This made the situation appear 
relatively unambiguous and made the case for ignoring the warning signals seem fairly unproblem-
atic – i.e. accomplished through ‘ignoring-supportive’ constructions of the situation and people 
involved. The alternative possibility and storyline – that the critics could be right, and that their 
warnings in fact suggested that they were able to identify problems tied to M’s risk inclination and 
practices – could therefore, at least temporarily, be dismissed.

Ambiguating truth through relativization.  While the role-casting constructions backgrounded ambi-
guity by making certain interpretations of M less credible and thus ‘ignorable’, the managers also 
engaged in parallel sensemaking behaviours that foregrounded the ambiguity of other dimensions 
of the situation as a response to the warnings. In particular, a salient reasoning among managers 
was that it was in fact impossible to arrive at a final, ‘complete’ description of M’s accomplish-
ment. The complexity of the situation made it impossible to define the ‘appropriate’ level of risk in 
relation to the potential. This depended on, and was always relative to, the perspective taken. For 
instance, in 2013, two of the internal critics articulated their concerns about M in a meeting with 
the professor who led the ENT unit and the professor who was secretary of the Nobel Assembly, 
only to be told that the situation was too complex and therefore impossible for the professors to 
judge: ‘This is too advanced for us to understand’ [Lindqvist, 2018]. Although the critics’ concerns 
were fairly straightforward – referring to medical consequences among patients, derived from 
firsthand observations – they were treated as impossible to interpret and act upon because there 
were likely other sides to the complex story. The managers hence engaged in ambiguation by mov-
ing the subject matter beyond the scope of judgment and knowability. This made any thorough 
attempt to assess the validity of the warnings seem futile:

It’s funny: we are so concerned with evidence and quantitative proof of every little detail when introducing 
new interventions. But when we’re allowing a new surgeon to operate on patients in real life, it suddenly 
becomes meaningless and impossible to delve into details about results, to distinguish right from wrong. 
[.  .  .] I mean, even the most qualified professors, some of whom were on the Nobel Committee, claimed 
not to understand the issue [.  .  .] and suggested that ‘there were probably different ways of looking at this’. 
This was a reason for not even trying to understand the risks we pointed out. (critic 2, interview, referring 
to period between 2011–14)
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The acts of disambiguation and ambiguation in Phase 1 reinforced each other. The combination 
of constructed person-ability certainty (ambiguity-cleansed ‘creative genius versus small-minded 
detractors’ narrative) and epistemological ambiguity – ‘We can’t know’ – made any substantial 
exploration of the warnings (and thorough attempts to reduce the ambiguity of what was ‘true’ 
about the situation) seem irrelevant. This legitimized the move from knowledge-seeking about the 
issue that the warnings pointed at, to a selective, person-centred knowledge-seeking. Worded dif-
ferently, it enabled a shift from a factual knowledge-seeking logic to a matter of character assess-
ment – moving from ‘what’ to ‘who’:

We were all totally impressed by [M]. .  . It was not difficult to dismiss the warnings at this stage. There 
were many reasons not to stir up a fuss, if I am to be honest. It seemed unlikely that the concerns that were 
vaguely posed by some individuals on the periphery were worth exploring, given that [M’s] practices were 
very difficult to understand, and would probably never be fully understood by us even if we tried. [.  .  .] In 
combination, it all appeared both meaningless and incredibly tough to even start stepping uphill into the 
potential mess that the critics pointed at. A mountain to climb that would potentially prove useless in the 
end. (manager, interview, referring to the period 2011–14)

Enabling a state of contained organized ignorance.  Lax ambiguity-juggling worked, in the sense that 
no-one other than critics questioned managers’ non-action at the end of Phase 2 (end of 2013). 
Indeed, in addition to justifying the non-engagement with the warnings to themselves, the manag-
ers’ reasoning was also communicated at meetings and coffee breaks and accepted by their inner 
circle of Karolinska colleagues, contributing to a collective view on the subject matter and an 
accepted passivity in relation to it within this small group (a state of contained organized igno-
rance). The outer groups of the larger Karolinska organization were however at this time largely 
unaware of the warnings and the managers’ non-response to them. In parallel, M’s patients contin-
ued to experience severe complications.

Phase 2: Ignoring targeted alarms through tightrope ambiguity-juggling

Faced with Karolinska’s continued backing and praise of M (officially and internally), in com-
bination with silence or silencing attempts by their immediate and higher-level managers and 
colleagues, the critics raised their misgivings and highlighted more issues about M in Phase 2. 
These alarms, which were now targeted (with high levels of directedness, regulatory mobiliza-
tion, precision, and authority of the (old and new) critics), eroded the potential to rely on the 
myth of the beleaguered genius and the unknowability of truth as reasons not to know. Instead, 
the managers’ ignoring work became more demanding and involved new combinations of 
knowledge-seeking and knowledge avoidance that had to be legitimated. As we shall illustrate 
below, managers shifted to a ‘tightrope’ form of ambiguity-juggling, characterized by construc-
tions clinging to ‘safe’ ropes in terms of established roles, categories and rules (that are, in hind-
sight, unfit for the problem) and constructing the uncertainty and risks tied to falling from the 
tightrope as very high. The managers constructed their (non-) responsibility in relation to narrow 
problem categories as unquestionable and clear and ambiguated consequences. This configura-
tion of ambiguity-juggling implied and legitimated knowledge-seeking about isolated parts but 
made broader and more thorough knowledge-seeking of the combined warnings clearly beyond 
one’s responsibility, and potentially dangerous. Overall, the shared aim of minimizing damage 
primarily guided action in Phase 2, whereas protecting the opportunity had been the main guide 
in Phase 1.
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Ignoring trigger: Targeted alarms and an ambivalent willingness to both know and ignore to minimize 
damage.  In Phase 2, the old and new critics communicated their old and new concerns in an 
increasingly explicit and formal manner, submitting reports with more evidence, making direct 
accusations of several forms of severe malpractice, and approaching those formally responsible for 
dealing with suspicions about clinical and scientific malpractice. The warnings were now delivered 
not only by M’s previous colleagues and the internal critics but also by external critics with more 
authority, making it harder to rely on loose references to M as an unquestionable genius in combi-
nation with epistemological uncertainty over his practices (as in Phase 1). For instance, from 2014 
onwards, several formal reports accusing M of scientific malpractice were submitted to KI’s Prin-
cipal 2 (who had replaced Principal 1 in 2013). The internal critics submitted a 400-page report 
describing indications of M’s research malpractice. Further, a foreign researcher submitted an offi-
cial report of suspected scientific malpractice, arguing that M’s claims of plastic-trachea surgery 
success were exaggerated in several papers published in The Lancet. The reports called for an 
investigation into whether M had preceded his human interventions with animal experiments and 
ethical approval, as required by regulations on medical research, and whether he had followed 
basic documentation requirements. These requests were combined with reports of M’s patients’ 
suffering and death, based on reviews of their medical records.

Stronger critical signals thus now collided with the equally strong established view of M as a 
genius and saviour. This triggered more ambitious ignoring work. Indeed, while the fortified alarms 
created a stronger pressure to respond, managers’ unwillingness to acknowledge that the warnings 
might point at a ‘real’ problem also grew stronger, as ‘the more time that passed, the worse it would 
be to be forced to realize that we had neglected a genuine risk for so long’ (employee, interview, refer-
ring to the situation in 2014–15). Interestingly, our material also points towards an increasing willing-
ness to know more about the warnings at this stage. ‘There was more effort to know just enough to 
be able to dismiss the warnings,’ as one employee put it. Managers also referred to a mix of desires: 
to understand what had really happened, but without getting lost ‘down the rabbit hole’. If anything, 
the will to (not) know was multidimensional and ambivalent. Driven by these multiple, conflicting 
motives, and faced with simultaneous pressures to respond, the managers coped, once again by con-
structing the ambiguity of some issues around M as very low and around others as very high.

Disambiguating roles through compartmentalization.  The warnings delivered in Phase 2 suggested a 
complicated, problematic situation tied to several dimensions of M’s practice. In particular, the 
combination of so many question marks was seen in post hoc reviews as unquestionably warrant-
ing a comprehensive analysis of the problems suggested by the reports and a step back to look at 
the totality of the indications that had emerged so far. One unit at Karolinska called a halt to M’s 
surgical activity. However, the managers at this unit – and, more importantly, Principal 2 and his 
advisors – located themselves, and smaller parts of the warnings’ subject matter, in formal catego-
ries in a way that absolved them of any responsibility to thoroughly investigate the totality and 
validity of the warnings. This involved compartmentalization by treating parts of the warnings in 
isolation and tying those parts to ‘formal’, partitioned occupational jurisdictions and categories.

As an example, in response to the report submitted by the foreign researcher in 2014, Principal 
2 and his advisors identified functions (other than their own) responsible for investigating certain 
aspects of the suggested signs of malpractice, subsequently requesting a statement from the KI 
Ethics Committee. The committee concluded that the research malpractice accusations made by 
the foreign researcher were unsubstantiated (Svärd Huss, 2022) and referred to the issues raised as 
matters of ‘philosophy of science’ rather than ‘research ethics’ (Braunerhielm, 2017; Stokstad, 
2015). Having accepted that the issues belonged in the ‘philosophy of science’ category, Principal 
2 made no attempt to thoroughly scrutinize the warnings or form any judgement on them. Instead, 
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this categorization turned certain parts of the warnings into an issue of scientific debate for the 
research community to deal with rather than a matter for external investigation. Recalling this 
announcement, a KI manager reflected that: 

There was no hesitation [in the official communication by the top management]: everything was in order. 
No question marks. It was important to make things [potential malpractice] appear certain, to us and others 
– although they were, I now of course realize, very grey. (manager, interview, referring to period 2014)

This quote illustrates the backgrounding of ambiguity around M’s practices. In another example 
in 2015, fragments from M’s patients’ medical records leaked to international websites, prompting 
a New York Times piece about the accusations. That article, combined with the formal accusation 
reports, finally prompted Principal 2 to initiate an external review of M’s practices. The external 
review (Gerdin, 2015a, 2015b), which ran to approximately 1,500 pages, found M guilty of research 
malpractice. Shortly afterwards, however, Principal 2 announced that KI had cleared M of all allega-
tions of scientific malpractice and did not intend to investigate the issue any further. Justifying this 
decision, Principal 2 and his advisors referred to M as having acted on conditions belonging to a 
certain medical category: ‘vital indication’ – that is, life-threatening conditions for which no better 
treatment alternatives are available, as noted in the so-called Helsinki Declaration: 

The surgeries were performed in accordance with §32 of the Declaration of Helsinki at the time: ‘§32. In 
treating patients where evidence-based preventive, diagnostic, and therapeutic methods are non-existent or 
have proven ineffective, the physician is free to use informed consent by patients to use untested or novel 
preventive, diagnostic, or therapeutic methods.’ (extract, author’s translation, Daily Medicine, 2015, 
https://www.dagensmedicin.se/opinion/debatt/vart-beslut-vilar-pa-saklig-grund/)

The extract illustrates how the Principal referred to the issue as a clear case of vital indication. 
The critics (e.g. the external reviewers, Karolinska employees, and journalists who had begun fol-
lowing the case by now) questioned this categorization (Asplund, 2016; Braunerhielm, 2017), as 
did several medical specialists in witness hearings held when the case was brought to court. They 
claimed that although M’s patients had suffered before his treatment, their conditions could be seen 
as chronic and/or treatable with alternative methods, at least partly. However, the managers 
repeated the ‘vital indication’ argument in the press and at subsequent meetings, underlining that 
they were ‘certain about this, and that there was no need to worry or to act, this was taken care of’ 
(board member, interview). Once again, any ambiguity around the appropriateness of M’s prac-
tices, and whose role it was to actually investigate the problem that the warnings pointed at, was 
backgrounded – officially, at least – through the focus on small parts of the warnings and categoriz-
ing the problems they pointed at in ways that absolved the managers of any responsibility to inves-
tigate the totality of the warnings further.

In summary, the managers’ disambiguation of the situation in Phase 2 did not imply a complete 
disconnect from or avoidance of the targeted alarms; they did initiate investigations that yielded 
lengthy reports. However, the managers subsequently dismissed the signs of serious problems that 
these reports confirmed. This partial, initial non-ignoring/knowledge-seeking and subsequent 
ignoring formed a combination of process-knowing and outcome-ignoring. Boundary-drawing 
around the problem and procedures here turned issues that could be seen as highly ambiguous (M’s 
practices, as well as who was responsible for seeking knowledge about them) into something more 
clear-cut. Paradoxically, this disambiguation of responsibilities through compartmentalization – 
and the avoidance of engaging in ways that perhaps lay beyond one’s formal or at least everyday 
tasks – was motivated by the fear that the warnings could, in fact, be partly true. As we illustrate 
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next, this uncomfortable suspicion was followed by compensatory ignoring work constructing the 
ambiguity around the consequences of acting on the warnings as very high.

Ambiguating consequences of action by amplifying uncertainty.  Officially, Karolinska managers contin-
ued to support M and insisted that there was no reason to scrutinize him any further. Informally, 
however, they also expressed views foregrounding uncertainty regarding what might happen if they 
were to investigate the warnings and thus go beyond their ‘ordinary’ tasks. Behind closed doors, the 
managers and employees sometimes admitted that the mounting warnings were potentially relevant, 
albeit perhaps coloured by personal conflicts. Yet the managers still deemed it very risky to delve 
into the warnings, on the grounds that doing so might lead to ongoing and escalated conflictual 
views and far-reaching consequences over time. As one manager noted, this raised the question:

‘Why did you not speak up earlier – you are a manager!’ or various other accusations that no one could 
even imagine. [.  .  .] You know, people often behave in unexpected ways when crises emerge, and one 
should not think one can predict this. (manager, interview, referring to the period in 2015)

Some employees perceived this when informally asking managers about the status of the ‘M 
case’ in this period:

The message was: ‘Put a lid on it. We are not going there. You do not distrust your colleagues. You do not 
interfere. You are loyal. Full stop.’ [.  .  .] No explanation, but indirectly saying, ‘This is too dangerous.’ 
[.  .  .] This was clearly a no-go zone, as too much was at stake [.  .  .] the risks [were] too high to Karolinska, 
its reputation [.  .  .] in particular, the uncertainty. Perhaps even exaggerated, I would say. It was like: ‘No 
one can even foresee what will happen if we start investigating this in depth [.  .  .] [it] might create ripple 
effects that no one could foresee.’ (employee, interview, referring to the period in 2015)

Hence, the response to questions was a full range of ignoring work constructing the risks tied to 
distrust, interference and disloyalty as unforeseeable. Faced with such ignorance-supporting engi-
neering of uncertainty regarding the consequences of speaking up and acknowledging potential 
problems, people tend to respond with passivity and refrain from knowing work. Bystanding man-
agers from more remote departments, who were also aware of the critics’ formal accusations by 
this time, similarly emphasized the uncertainty and jeopardy communicated informally by manag-
ers, suggesting that it was ‘impossible to predict what would happen if we were to start investigat-
ing such an extraordinary thing’ (employee, interview). It was impossible to foresee the 
consequences of trying to seek knowledge about the details of the warnings and thus (dis-)confirm-
ing them. More remote managers and colleagues now often complimented the internal critics – ‘I 
applaud you for explicating these issues’ – but still ended by saying, ‘Personally, I would not take 
this further’ (employee, interview). This contributed to a perceived uncertainty regarding the 
degree and nature of the danger involved in discovering more about the M case, and again, a reluc-
tance among both managers and their inner circles, and a growing number of employees in the 
broader Karolinska organization, to invest time in truly grasping the content of the warnings 
beyond a very superficial level:

It was more like the diffuse, terrible, uncertain career future that was driving this fear. [.  .  .] This uncertainty 
was often mentioned in informal conversation. .  . [that].  .  . this could be devastating for Karolinska’s 
possibilities of acquiring donations again, for its reputation, in many unexpected ways. [.  .  .] Many people 
worried about exponential effects, if the ball starts rolling [.  .  .] etcetera [.  .  .]. Even trying to predict and 
‘calculate’ the effects was seen as futile; no one could ever know exactly what would happen if we were 
to start investigating M’s practices, and God forbid, find that [the critics] were right. [.  .  .] They did not 
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want to know more; they did not want to understand the details [.  .  .]. (employee, interview, referring to 
the situation in 2015)

Statements such as ‘What would happen if.  .  .’ and ‘No one could ever know exactly what 
would happen’ signal the foregrounding of a high level of ambiguity tied to the consequences of 
knowing more about the warnings. Initiating further investigations that could, maybe, go against 
important stakeholders was perceived as career suicide, although exactly how this would unfold 
was impossible to foresee. As one internal critic noted:

Who knows what would happen to someone aligning with a troublemaker, or a manager who dared to 
criticize and scrutinize a star surgeon? [.  .  .] I think these vague ideas made people simply not want to even 
get acquainted with the details of the risks. The more you know, the harder it is to extricate yourself from 
them [.  .  .]. (critic, interview, referring to period 2014–15)

The acts of ambiguation and disambiguation combined in the tightrope ambiguity-juggling per-
formed in Phase 2 reinforced each other, as the managers’ ramping-up of uncertainty regarding the 
consequences of action (ambiguation) partly encouraged them to simplify issues by dividing the 
warnings into smaller parts and assigning them to established procedures tied to someone else’s 
role (i.e. disambiguation). Since the consequences of responding to warnings were uncertain, stick-
ing to the letter of one’s formal responsibilities seemed the most attractive option. Similarly, the 
direction of non-action suggested by seemingly clear roles made it easier to accept the ambiguity 
around the consequences of action and thereby legitimized the very selective, part-focused knowl-
edge-seeking, and the absence of effort to find out what would actually happen should one take 
steps to further investigate the totality of issues that warnings pointed at.

Enabling a state of distributed organized ignorance.  The tight-rope ambiguity constructions legiti-
mized non-action not only among the managers and their inner circle, but also among outer groups 
of bystanding employees at Karolinska overall, who were at least peripherally encountering and 
observing the warnings and managerial (non‑)actions. As noted by an employee in an opinion piece 
published after the fact:

I know that no major clinical decision is taken by one person alone. I know who was at the meeting where 
they agreed to start operating on plastic tracheas; it is all public. I know who contributed names and titles 
to the Macchiarini manuscript. I know how many senior managers, board members, and professors knew, 
appreciated, approved, and encouraged. I know there were hundreds like myself, who knew and perhaps 
disapproved but chose to remain silent, out of cowardice or laziness or both. (Grönlund, 2021) 

We refer to the organized state of ignorance accomplished at the end of Phase 2 as ‘distributed 
organized ignorance’. At this stage, the dismissal of the warnings was known and accepted, not 
only by the managers and their inner circle, but also by the wider organization. As noted by an 
employee, ‘Everyone [top management, heads of clinics, clinical and research groups] knew about 
the concerning signs,’ but ‘No one wanted to know more about them.’ At the end of the study 
period, M was still operating for research purposes with full support from Karolinska. (See sup-
plemental files for further details about what happened when the media intervened.)

Discussion

Our study contributes to the scholarly understanding of wilful or strategic ignorance by theorizing 
how organizational ignoring is sustained in the face of evolving warnings. Figure 3 provides a 
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visual summary of our conceptualization. It depicts sustained ignoring as a process involving shift-
ing ignoring triggers, adaptive ignoring work and resulting states of organized ignorance. Figure 3 
also illustrates how these interacting processes manifested in our case.

As Figure 3 depicts, ignoring work can be sparked by neglecting or explaining away triggers 
that encompass warnings or other signals about a potentially problematic issue, which create a 
certain level of perceived pressure as well as un/willingness to investigate the issue. Depending on 
the nature of and interaction between these elements, they will form lightweight or heavyweight 
triggers of ignoring work. In our case, the process began with informal warnings (weak in their 
directedness, regulatory mobilization, precision and authority of senders, i.e. implying low posi-
tion and power of critics (Delmestri & Goodrick, 2016)), which produced a low pressure but a 
parallel unwillingness to respond by the managers receiving the warnings. This triggered ignoring 
work through ‘lax’ ambiguity-juggling, in which constructions of ambiguity as high and low were 
loose, relatively unsubstantiated with evidence and unanchored in formal rules. Lax ambiguity-
juggling involved mutually motivating acts of disambiguation (of individuals’ ability) and ambigua-
tion (of truth). In combination, they legitimized a non-knowing of the issue that warnings pointed 
at (which was combined with a more minimal, person-focused knowing). Lax ambiguity-juggling 
produced a state of contained organized ignorance at the end of Phase 1. Here, the ignoring of 
potentially knowable unknowns (Roberts, 2012, p. 216) was collectively accepted and performed 
by the managers and their inner groups, while outer groups of the organization were largely una-
ware of the warnings and the managerial ignoring of them (representing unknowable unknowns 
(Roberts, 2012)). We refer to this state as organized given that it was agreed on by and reproduced 
in daily interactions between multiple actors (Knudsen et al., 2023).

States of organized ignorance may also be performative, do things (McGoey, 2019). In our case, 
the contained organized ignorance in Phase 1 made the critics more eager to get a response, result-
ing in them escalating warnings. In Phase 2, the managers received targeted alarms (with high 
levels of directedness, regulatory mobilization and precision), and from additional critics with 
higher authority (i.e. implying high position and power of critics (Delmestri & Goodrick, 2016)), 
which fed into a new, reconfigured ignoring trigger. In our case, a heavyweight ignoring trigger 
producing higher pressures to respond, which interacted with a now more ambivalent (un)willing-
ness to investigate the issue that warnings pointed to. As a result, receiving managers were forced 
to revise their ignoring work. They shifted to a tightrope ambiguity-juggling characterized by strict 
constructions complying with narrow roles, categories and rules and constructing the uncertainty 
and risks tied to knowledge-seeking as very high. In particular, tightrope ambiguity-juggling 
involved the disambiguation of responsibilities and the ambiguation of consequences, which mutu-
ally motivated each other and in combination legitimized part-focused knowing and non-knowing 
of the totality of issues. This enabled a new state of distributed organized ignorance, where the 
ignoring of potentially knowable unknowns (targeted alarms) (Roberts, 2012) was not only 
accepted and performed by the managers and their inner circles but also at least partially known 
and accepted by bystanding outer groups.

Although beyond the scope of our study, it is worth noting that new rounds of escalated warn-
ings led to the dismissal of M and a (still ongoing) blame game after the study period. This could 
be seen as the breakdown of sustained ignoring, caused by heightened ignoring threats (involving 
media attention), a shrinking acceptance of the ignoring work and a resulting state of organized 
knowledge-seeking (rather than ignorance). In contexts failing to attract such media interest, and 
where critics may lose motivation to keep on speaking up about the issue, ignoring may instead 
simply go on, perhaps increasingly effortlessly, as acceptance of the non-knowing becomes insti-
tutionalized. However, another way of looking at the aftermath of our and other cases is that they 
offer opportunities to study new ignoring triggers, new forms of adaptive ignoring work and new 
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states of organized ignorance in which the non-knowing of certain issues and knowing of others is 
accepted. Although the content may vary, every organization has its problematic issues, which over 
time may lead to persistent but evolving warnings and an ongoing struggle between ignoring, try-
ing to find out (knowing) and selectively combining the two. All these perspectives warrant future 
research.

Our conceptualization contributes to the ignoring literature by extending current accounts of the 
‘why’, ‘how’, ‘how much’ and ‘who’ of ignoring, as well as its outcomes. We unpack these contri-
butions below.

Contributions to the ignoring literature

The ‘why’ of ignoring.  Previous work has identified numerous reasons why actors ignore uncomfort-
able information (Ebbevi et al., 2024; Essén et al., 2022; Heimer, 2012; Klintman, 2019; Knudsen, 
2011) but has not explored the nuances of actors’ unwillingness to know and how they may interact 
with expectations to attend to information. We contribute by conceptualizing the combination of 
changing warnings, associated perceived pressures to act on them and motives for ignoring them 
as dynamic triggering mechanisms (shifting ignoring triggers). Our work confirms that periods of 
ignoring can trigger escalations of warnings (Anvari et al., 2019; Delmestri & Goodrick, 2016; 
Kenny, 2019), creating heightened pressures to respond. However, depending on how such height-
ened pressures interact with actors’ unwillingness to engage with the warnings, this may or may 
not lead to knowledge-seeking responses (Alvesson et al., 2022). As we show, heightened pres-
sures combined with a sustained unwillingness to engage with the warnings may rather trigger new 
rounds of revised, and rather sophisticated, ignoring work.

In our case, the unwillingness to engage with the uncomfortable information in question became 
increasingly multifaceted, involving motives such as simply getting on with an issue and accepting 
a level of uncertainty, but also protecting a specific trajectory and avoiding facing critique and 
blame. The unwillingness to engage was also increasingly accompanied by a willingness to know 
(some things). This suggests that motives behind ignoring work can be both coping-oriented and 
strategic, characterized by ambivalence, and include a will both to ignore and to know. This extends 
previous portrayals of the motives behind ignoring as relatively stable, unified and one-dimen-
sional (e.g. escaping liability, maximizing profits, preventing disruption, protecting autonomy 
(Essén et al., 2022; McGoey, 2012; Proctor & Schiebinger, 2008).

The ‘how’ of ignoring.  As we show, shifting ignoring triggers exert a distinct influence on the work 
of ignoring, which often thus becomes more complicated than simple neglect of known or know-
able unknowns (Schaefer, 2019). The ignored issue may rather be a moving target, only partially 
knowable and characterized by conflicting interpretations, i.e. ambiguous. Drawing on previous 
work suggesting the role of ambiguity and actors’ need to cope with it in contexts of ignoring 
(Alvesson et al., 2022; Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010), we here introduce the notion of adaptive acts 
of ambiguity-juggling as a way for individuals and groups to carry out ignoring work in the face of 
complex, disturbing and shifting signals or issues.

Acts of ambiguity-juggling are reactive, triggered by the emergence of uncomfortable issues, 
but also purposeful, driven by actors’ unwillingness to engage with the issues. Hence, the juggling 
metaphor refers to how uncomfortable issues are encountered, (e.g. warnings received), only to be 
thrown up ‘in the air’ – again, thus at least temporarily released from one’s responsibility (but 
returning in adapted form as new warnings – requiring new rounds (configurations) of juggling).

The notion of ambiguity-juggling particularly underscores the role of dynamic constructions in 
this context, making the ambiguity of issues too great to confront (‘We will never know’ or ‘It is 
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too difficult to try to know’) or non-existent (‘We already know’) and thereby not worth exploring 
fully. Here, the construction of certain issues as being virtually unknowable (ambiguation), and the 
resulting uncertainty and open-endedness of action, call for compensatory disambiguation to stabi-
lize and create a sense of social order, motivating pragmatic action. By clear-cutting and truth-
doing certain issues, disambiguation in turn contributes to a continued acceptance of letting other 
issues remain unknowable, thus legitimizing ambiguation. Since actors feel they know enough, 
and can demonstrate to others that they have done enough to credibly drop or park the issue, they 
can let other issues (outside the scope of perceived certainty) be. Hence, in combination, these 
constructions of things as high and low in ambiguity provide self-reinforcing legitimators of 
ignoring.

These insights confirm the importance of previously outlined ignoring work such as hiding/
disconnecting (Heimer, 2012; Kenny, 2023; Kronblad et al., 2024; van Krieken, 2024), redirecting 
(Knudsen, 2011; Schaefer, 2019) and the justification of non-efforts to know (more) (Ebbevi et al., 
2024; Essén et al., 2022), but supplement previous accounts by foregrounding interacting ambigu-
ity constructions as a novel handling and justification mechanism. Indeed, while previous work 
shows that justifications such as ‘not my job’, ‘it wouldn’t be right’ and ‘compartmentalization’ of 
issues legitimizes knowledge avoidance, we introduce an ambiguity perspective that shed new 
light on previous studies. From this perspective, the active construction, combination and playing 
out of the view that ‘we know enough’ (to act pragmatically) respectively can’t really know means 
a ‘clarification/ambiguity cocktail’ that facilitates muddling through, at least for some time and 
with some luck. Further, our emphasis on the adaptive nature of these acts extends previous 
accounts of stable justifications for ignoring relatively constant sets of information or a consistent 
narrative (Ebbevi et al., 2024; Essén et al., 2022). As we show, original justifications may lose their 
legitimizing power over time and call for updates.

The ‘how much’ of ignoring.  Our work shows that acts of ambiguity-juggling legitimize selective 
ignoring work including both knowledge-seeking and knowledge avoidance. Actors may have to 
do some knowing work to find out what they could or should ignore, and how to communicate 
‘credible ignoring’, i.e. use knowledge-seeking to justify further non-knowledge work (Gross, 
2007). For instance, in our case, knowledge-seeking about individuals’ ability (minimal, person-
centred knowing), enabled the knowledge avoidance regarding the content of the warnings in 
Phase 1. In Phase 2, knowledge-seeking focused narrowly on those parts of the warnings that lay 
within an actor’s comfort zone of responsibility (part-focused knowing), enabled knowledge 
avoidance regarding the totality of warnings. These insights contribute to the literature, which has 
hinted at combinations of knowledge-seeking and knowledge avoidance in ignoring work (e.g. 
Gross, 2007; Heimer, 2012; Knudsen, 2011) without providing empirically substantiated illustra-
tions and theorizations of how they may unfold over time. As we show, sustained ignoring work 
can involve mutually supporting acts of knowledge-seeking (non-ignoring) and avoidance (ignor-
ing), which shift in nature along with changes in external pressures and actors’ willingness to 
know.

The ‘who’ (and outcome) of ignoring.  The ignoring literature generally treats the outcome of ignoring 
work as the keeping of a secret (or dismissal) by one actor (or a coherent collective actor) – for 
instance, the pharma industry (Proctor & Schiebinger, 2008), public organizations (Kronblad et al., 
2024; Maor et al., 2012), a manager (Schaefer, 2019) or a collective of organizations maintaining 
unused data systems (Essén et al., 2022). In these works, ignoring is regarded as a stable, enduring 
act or a unitary state. In contrast, we point out that the outcome of ignoring work is ongoing and 
takes the form of evolving states of organized ignorance (Knudsen et al., 2023) that vary in terms 
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of the actors involved in keeping the secret (non-acknowledged issue) and in relation to whom they 
need to legitimate it to. In our case, top management, heads of clinics and clinical and research 
groups more or less directly involved in making influential decisions come together to form a more 
complex backdrop than a top manager simply knowing/ignoring or a management team acting in 
isolation. We show how the ignoring work shifted from a contained version of organized ignorance 
to a distributed one as more and more people became at least partly aware of the problems, although 
they refrained from intervening (Thiel & Grabher, 2024). This suggests various degrees of ignoring 
by multiple actors, contributing to states of organized ignorance in which it is difficult to point to 
a single actor or group being accountable. In our case, this allowed several factions within the 
organization to at least tentatively and temporarily protect their interests (to pursue the innovation 
and, later, minimize damage).

Taken together, our work highlights a type of ignoring work that is persistent but adaptive (there 
is awareness and some acting/knowledge-seeking) and provides new perspectives on a crucial set 
of dynamics for understanding ignoring: the ‘why’, ‘how’, ‘how much’ and ‘who’ of ignoring 
work, and its outcomes. Considering these elements further in research should enrich theory on 
strategic or wilful ignorance by advancing our theoretical understanding of how sustained forms of 
ignoring, both inwardly and outwardly directed, are enabled and maintained in organizations.

Contributions to research on ambiguity management

Our conceptualization of ambiguity-juggling also contributes to the literature on ambiguity 
management, where we know from previous research that actors can construct ambiguity to 
serve their own interests. Strategic ambiguity studies, however, primarily focus on actors’ 
maintenance and amplification of ambiguity (ambiguation) (Cappellaro et al., 2021; Eisenberg, 
1984; Sillince et al., 2012; Ulmer & Sellnow, 1997; Vaccaro & Palazzo, 2015). Studies have 
noted that the initial positive (e.g. mobilizing, facilitating) effects of strategic ambiguity can 
lead to ‘internal contradiction’, ‘overextension’ and confusion over time (Abdallah & Langley, 
2014; Sonenshein, 2010), resistance and lack of control (Davenport & Leitch, 2005; McCabe, 
2010), and cycles of indecision (Denis et al., 2011). Lingo and O’Mahony (2010) further illus-
trate parallel efforts to reduce and maintain ambiguity. Yet, previous theorizations have not 
addressed how acts of ambiguation and disambiguation can work in tandem to serve a single 
course of action (in our case, non-action), nor how the work of knowing and ignoring may be 
a part of the dynamics. Previous studies rather assume that efforts to increase and decrease 
ambiguity are performed by and serve different interests and actors – those wanting to hide 
(e.g. the mafia, the tobacco industry) and those wanting to know (e.g. scrutinizing authorities, 
interest groups) – implying a conflict between ambiguation and disambiguation groups and a 
struggle involved in their coexistence (Cappellaro et al., 2021). Our work hence contributes by 
conceptualizing how a group of actors uses ambiguation in tandem with disambiguation in 
ambiguity-juggling to serve their own interest. The risk of ‘too much’ or one-sided ambigua-
tion here explains and supports the use of disambiguation to offset such risks and maintain 
focus and cohesion. Thus, accepting and ignoring the unknowable does not appear too prob-
lematic or paralysing, as there are counterforces sufficiently anchoring decisions in knowing. 
This perspective on ambiguity as needing a balance with its opposite – the signalling of clarity 
– echoes the more general understanding of managerial work as involving the management, 
production, and use of both uncertainty and certainty (Cohen & March, 1974; McCaskey, 
1982) and offers a fruitful path for future research on managers’ ways of coping with uncom-
fortable information.
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Generalizability and future research

The case we studied was in some ways extreme (Hällgren et al., 2018), involving repeated warn-
ings and their stubborn dismissal in a context of complex, high-stakes medical innovation where 
failure could be fatal. The context of a prestigious university hospital and research institution with 
high reputational risk should also be acknowledged. Organizations are highly diverse in terms of 
their professional cultures and the nature and degree of the specific issues and ambiguities they 
embody. Therefore, we are cautious about empirical generalizations of the sequence and specific 
nature of events in our case. However, although using an extreme case allows us to ‘get a point 
across in an especially dramatic way’ (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 229), the understanding of sustained 
ignoring work as the interaction between shifting ignoring triggers, adaptive ignoring work (ambi-
guity-juggling) and resulting states of organized ignorance as an abstract and analytical perspective 
(see Figure 3) has broader applicability and may play out in other contexts.

For instance, the shift from informal warnings to targeted alarms when no one listens finds sup-
port in the literature on whistleblowing (Anvari et al., 2019; Delmestri & Goodrick, 2016; Kenny, 
2019) and may produce increased pressures to respond also in other settings. However, the un/
willingness to respond is less difficult to predict, as it can depend on many things unrelated to the 
warnings themselves (Alvesson et al., 2022). In our case, un/willingness to respond was linked to 
the will to protect innovation versus minimize risk, but there may be numerous other things to 
protect or avoid.

In our case, the specific nature of the ignoring triggers sparked different configurations of ambi-
guity-juggling. It is likely that more informal, lightweight triggers spark lax ambiguity construc-
tions with ‘wide’ arguments also in other settings, more related to loose claims about persons’ 
nature, whom to trust, things that may seem easier to judge than the potential problems themselves, 
and thus convenient to use to dismiss arguments. When alarms get more precise and targeted, 
recipients will need to shift to risk-minimizing approaches involving constructions of their own 
role, (non) responsibility and the (negative) consequences of acting.

Further, it is likely that a shift from contained to distributed organized ignorance will occur in 
other settings. Ignoring may initially be a well-kept secret and largely unknown (i.e. representing 
unknowable unknowns (Roberts, 2012) to large parts of the organization) in early stages, but, as 
warnings seep out across the organization, the warnings and the ignoring of them becomes, at least 
partially, known unknowns (Roberts, 2012), to other staff levels and categories. Faced with igno-
rance-supporting engineering of uncertainty regarding the consequences of speaking up and 
acknowledging potential problems, people tend to respond with passivity (Kenny, 2019, 2023; 
Kish-Gephart et al., 2009) and, in our case, this dynamic increased over time, making many organi-
zational facets part of the organizational ignoring and the non-response to it, i.e. collectively ignor-
ing the ignoring (Essén et al., 2022).

More generally, we expect that ambiguity-juggling allows managers and employees beyond the 
studied case to amplify and reduce (or simply acknowledge and accept) ambiguity to cope with 
cognitive overload and dissonance as well as decision anxiety, to disarm opponents and gather 
people around a favourable view – or, as in our case, to avoid knowing more about uncomfortable 
issues. This may be the case in settings where radical innovation initiatives, star employees (Kehoe 
et  al., 2018), charismatic leaders (House, 1977) or conformist organizational cultures (Jackall, 
1988) contribute to the neglect of alarms. In such situations, the denial of ambiguity around ‘sacred’ 
issues – such as hero characters, hope for great success, and organizational identity – may trigger 
complementary constructions of truth as highly uncertain and therefore best left unjudged, not least 
to protect identities, resources and prestige. Ambiguity-juggling may also have particular rele-
vance in open or fairly transparent contexts (e.g. public service, as distinct from top-secret warfare, 
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commercial innovation work, and so on), where (non-)actions and decisions must be publicly justi-
fied more often. However, managers and others may also face dilemmas around knowing or ignor-
ing under more ordinary circumstances – for instance, moderate ethical issues over minor abuse, 
corruption, pollution problems or quality issues – and use ambiguity-juggling to handle them. This 
suggests multiple opportunities for future research combining theories of ambiguity management 
(Cappellaro et al., 2021; Sillince et al., 2012) and ignoring (Gross, 2007; Knudsen et al., 2023; 
McGoey, 2019; Schaefer, 2019) to advance our understanding of how uncomfortable information 
and emerging ambiguities of organizational life more generally are continuously dealt with by 
organizations, and with what consequences.

Our study has limitations. We base our account on documentation and interviews (mostly retro-
spective), so we can only base our claims on articulated and often post-hoc reasoning. We corrobo-
rated retrospective data sources with documents created during the study period, allowing us to 
show how the warnings could be ignored, and to some extent why. Yet we did not capture the full 
range of psychological processes and individual-level reasoning explaining why managers acted as 
they did. These are areas for future research, although the required access and depth is difficult to 
achieve.

Conclusion

Our study explores sustained ignoring work as the effort to disregard issues that potentially call for 
attention and action over time. As we show, such work is complex and is dynamically performed 
in relation to oneself, the immediate environment and the outside world. Our conceptualization of 
ignoring work as involving shifting ignoring triggers, adaptive work and continuously and collec-
tively performed outcomes can pave the way for future research expanding our understanding of 
the ‘why’, ‘how’, ‘how much’ and ‘who’ of ignoring, as well as its outcomes. Ambiguity around 
these aspects also includes the extent to which ignoring is taking place, which is seldom categorical 
and clear-cut.

Regarding practical implications, it is easy in hindsight to point out how managers should have 
acted more quickly and decisively to investigate potential problems that later turned out to be severe. 
At the same time, strong emphasis on knowing and minimizing ambiguity may lead to decision 
anxiety and obstruct both innovation and everyday work. It is however important for organizations 
to prevent the overdoing of ignoring and the mismanagement of ambiguity. Apart from purely quali-
tative problems in the form of judgement errors, both the under- and overdoing of ambiguity turn it 
into a reason not to try to find out. In our case, it led to many of the critics being silenced and to the 
continuation of wrongdoings, incurring high costs in terms of patient suffering and death. We hope 
that our study offers some vocabulary, including ambiguity-juggling and ignoring work, that will be 
relevant for researchers and practitioners to better approach these complicated issues.
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Notes

1.	 Studies of scandals and disasters instead focus on the aftermath of crises without theorizing the success-
ful ignoring that may have preceded a crisis over a significant period (Frandsen et al., 2024).

2.	 Key to this definition is the difficulty of establishing clarity and determining which is the correct view 
among many (Abdallah & Langley, 2014; McCaskey, 1982). However, this does not mean that ambiguity 
can never be reduced or removed. Actors can still try to at least partly clarify certain aspects of a complex 
issue and come closer to a judgement, even if much ambiguity remains.

3.	 For further detail, see the supplemental files, including a timeline (Part One), illustration of managerial 
levels across which the warnings were communicated and ignored (Part Two), list of secondary sources 
(Part Three) and additional empirical illustrations (Part Four).

4.	 It should be noted that the situation around M was also very complex from an external standpoint. He 
worked at two different units at Karolinska as well as abroad, and ‘people never knew where he was’. 
However, this does not suggest that it was impossible to seek knowledge about his practices.

5.	 Our first-order bullet points are labelled first-order descriptions rather than first-order codes (Gioia et al., 
2012). We use descriptive summaries in this part of the data structure to provide more concrete illustra-
tions of how we inferred the second-order themes.

References

Abdallah, C., & Langley, A. (2014). The double edge of ambiguity in strategic planning. Journal of 
Management Studies, 51, 235–264. https://doi.org/10.1111/joms.12002

Alvesson, M., Einola, K., & Schaefer, S. M. (2022). Dynamics of wilful ignorance in organizations. British 
Journal of Sociology, 73, 839–858. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.12963

Alvesson, M., & Sköldberg, K. (2017). Reflexive methodology. Sage. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781036211523
Anvari, F., Wenzel, M., Woodyatt, L., & Haslam, S. A. (2019). The social psychology of whistle-

blowing: An integrated model. Organizational Psychology Review, 9(1), 41–67. https://doi.
org/10.1177/2041386619849085

https://doi.org/10.1111/joms.12002
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.12963
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781036211523
https://doi.org/10.1177/2041386619849085
https://doi.org/10.1177/2041386619849085


30	 Organization Studies 00(0)

Cappellaro, G., Compagni, A., & Vaara, E. (2021). Maintaining strategic ambiguity for protection: Struggles 
over opacity, equivocality, and absurdity around the Sicilian mafia. Academy of Management Journal, 
64, 1–37. https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2017.1086

Cloutier, C., & Langley, A. (2020). What makes a process theoretical contribution? Organization Theory, 
1(1). https://doi.org/10.1177/2631787720902473

Cohen, M. D., & March, J. G. (1974). Leadership and ambiguity: The American college president. McGraw-
Hill.

Davenport, S., & Leitch, S. (2005). Circuits of power in practice: Strategic ambiguity as delegation of author-
ity. Organization Studies, 26, 1603–1623. https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840605054627 

Delmestri, G., & Goodrick, E. (2016). Looking away: Denial and emotions in institutional stability and 
change. Research in the Sociology of Organizations, 48A, 233–271. https://doi.org/10.1108/S0733-
558X201600048A008

Denis, J., Dompierre, G., Langley, A., & Rouleau, L. (2011). Escalating indecision: Between reification and 
strategic ambiguity. Organization Science, 22, 225–244. https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1090.0501

Ebbevi, D., Essén, A., & Stevenson, A. (2024). Ignoring and collective passivity in relation to information 
systems: How actors avoided engagement with data about wait times in Swedish healthcare. Information 
and Organization, 34, 100523. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.infoandorg.2024.100523

Eisenberg, E. M. (1984). Ambiguity as strategy in organizational communication. Communication 
Monographs, 51, 227–242. https://doi.org/10.1080/03637758409390197

Essén, A., Knudsen, M., & Alvesson, M. (2022). Explaining ignoring: Working with information that nobody 
uses. Organization Studies, 43, 725–747. https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840621998720

Faber, M., & Proops, J. (1998). Evolution, time, production and the environment. Springer.
Flyvbjerg, B. (2006). Five misunderstandings about case-study research. Qualitative Inquiry, 12, 219–245. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800405284363
Frandsen, S., Grant, J., & Kärreman, D. (2024). Working with pride in the shadow of shame: Emotional 

dissonance and identity work during a corporate scandal. Human Relations, 78, 3–31. https://doi.
org/10.1177/00187267241227819

Gioia, D. A., Corley, K. G., & Hamilton, A. L. (2012). Seeking qualitative rigor in inductive research: 
Notes on the Gioia methodology. Organizational Research Methods, 16, 15–31. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1094428112452151

Gross, M. (2007). The unknown in process: Dynamic connections of ignorance, non-knowledge and related 
concepts. Current Sociology, 55, 742–759. https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392107079928

Hällgren, M., Rouleau, L., & de Rond, M. (2018). A matter of life or death: How extreme context research 
matters for management and organization studies. Academy of Management Annals, 12, 111–153. 
https://doi.org/10.5465/annals.2016.0017

Heimer, C. A. (2012). Inert facts and the illusion of knowledge: Strategic uses of ignorance in HIV clinics. 
Economy and Society, 41, 17–41. https://doi.org/10.1080/03085147.2011.637332

Hertwig, R., & Engel, C. (2016). Homo ignorans: Deliberately choosing not to know. Perspectives 
Psycholology Science, 11, 359–372. https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691616635594

House, R. (1977). A 1976 theory of charismatic leadership. In J. G. Hunt & L. L. Larson (Eds.), Leadership: 
The cutting edge (pp. 189–207). Southern Illinois University Press.

Jackall, R. (1988). Moral mazes: The world of corporate managers. Oxford University Press.
Kehoe, R. R., Lepak, D. P., & Bentley, F. S. (2018). Let’s call a star a star: Task performance, external sta-

tus, and exceptional contributors in organizations. Journal of Management, 44, 1848–1872. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0149206316628644

Keil, M., & Mähring, M. (2010). Is your project turning into a black hole? California Management Review, 
53(1), 6–31. https://doi.org/10.1525/cmr.2010.53.1.6

Kenny, K. (2019). Whistleblowing: Toward a new theory. Harvard University Press.
Kenny, K. (2023). Constructing unknowers, destroying whistleblowers. Ephemera: Theory & Politics in 

Organization, 23, 49–74.

https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2017.1086
https://doi.org/10.1177/2631787720902473
https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840605054627
https://doi.org/10.1108/S0733-558X201600048A008
https://doi.org/10.1108/S0733-558X201600048A008
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1090.0501
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.infoandorg.2024.100523
https://doi.org/10.1080/03637758409390197
https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840621998720
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800405284363
https://doi.org/10.1177/00187267241227819
https://doi.org/10.1177/00187267241227819
https://doi.org/10.1177/1094428112452151
https://doi.org/10.1177/1094428112452151
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392107079928
https://doi.org/10.5465/annals.2016.0017
https://doi.org/10.1080/03085147.2011.637332
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691616635594
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206316628644
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206316628644
https://doi.org/10.1525/cmr.2010.53.1.6


Essén and Alvesson	 31

Kish-Gephart, J. J., Detert, J. R., Treviño, L. K., & Edmondson, A. C. (2009). Silenced by fear: The nature, 
sources, and consequences of fear at work. Research in Organizational Behavior, 29, 163–193. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.riob.2009.07.002

Klintman, M. (2019). Knowledge resistance: How we avoid insight from others. Manchester University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.7765/9781526158703

Knudsen, M. (2011). Forms of inattentiveness: The production of blindness in the development of a technol-
ogy for the observation of quality in health services. Organization Studies, 32, 963–989. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0170840611410827

Knudsen, M., Pors, J. G., & Bakken, T. (2023). Organised ignorance. Ephemera, 23(1), 1–18.
Kronblad, C., Essén, A., & Mähring, M. (2024). When justice is blind to algorithms: Multilayered blackbox-

ing of algorithmic decision-making in the public sector. MIS Quarterly, 48, 1637–1662. https://doi.
org/10.25300/MISQ/2024/18251

Langley, A. (1999). Strategies for theorizing from process data. Academy of Management Review, 24, 691–
710. https://doi.org/10.2307/259349

Langley, A., & Meziani, N. (2020). Making interviews meaningful. Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, 
56, 370–391. https://doi.org/10.1177/0021886320937818

Lingo, E. L., & O’Mahony, S. (2010). Nexus work: Brokerage on creative projects. Administrative Science 
Quarterly, 55, 47–81. https://doi.org/10.2189/asqu.2010.55.1.47

Maitlis, S., & Sonenshein, S. (2010). Sensemaking in crisis and change: Inspiration and insights from Weick 
(1988). Journal of Management Studies, 47, 551–580. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6486.2010.00908.x

Maor, M., Gilad, S., & Bloom, P. (2012). Organizational reputation, regulatory talk, and strategic silence. 
Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 23, 581–608. https://doi.org/10.1093/jopart/
mus047

McCabe, D. (2010). Strategy-as-power: Ambiguity, contradiction and the exercise of power in a UK building 
society. Organization, 17, 151–75. https://doi.org/10.1177/1350508409338885

McCaskey, M. B. (1982). The executive challenge: Managing change and ambiguity. Pitman.
McGoey, L. (2012). The logic of strategic ignorance. British Journal of Sociology, 63, 533–576. https://doi.

org/10.1111/j.1468-4446.2012.01424.x
McGoey, L. (2019). The unknowers: How strategic ignorance rules the world. Zed Books. https://doi.org/10

.1080/17530350.2020.1837202
Proctor, R. N., & Schiebinger, L. (2008). Agnotology: The making and unmaking of ignorance. Stanford 

University Press.
Rayner, S. (2012). Uncomfortable knowledge: The social construction of ignorance in science and environ-

mental policy discourses. Economy and Society, 41, 107–125. https://doi.org/10.1080/03085147.2011.
637335

Rinta-Kahila, T., Someh, I., Gillespie, N., Indulska, M., & Gregor, S. (2021). Algorithmic decision-mak-
ing and system destructiveness: A case of automatic debt recovery. European Journal of Information 
Systems, 31, 313–338. https://doi.org/10.1080/0960085X.2021.1960905

Roberts, J. (2012). Organizational ignorance: Towards a managerial perspective on the unknown. Management 
Learning, 44, 215–236. https://doi.org/10.1177/1350507612443208

Roberts, J. (2022). Organizational ignorance. In M. Gross & L. McGoey (Eds.), Routledge international 
yearbook of ignorance studies (pp. 367–376). Routledge.

Schaefer, S. M. (2019). Wilful managerial ignorance, symbolic work and decoupling: A socio-phe-
nomenological study of ‘managing creativity’. Organization Studies, 40, 1387–1407. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0170840618772600

Schwarzkopf, S. (2020). Sacred excess: Organizational ignorance in an age of toxic data. Organization 
Studies, 41, 197–217. https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840618815527

Sillince, J. A. A., Jarzabkowski, P., & Shaw, D. (2012). Shaping strategic action through the rhetorical con-
struction and exploitation of ambiguity. Organization Science, 23, 630–650. https://doi.org/10.1287/
orsc.1110.0670

Skivenes, M., & Trygstad, S. C. (2010). When whistle-blowing works: The Norwegian case. Human Relations, 
63, 1071–1097. https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726709353954

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.riob.2009.07.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.riob.2009.07.002
https://doi.org/10.7765/9781526158703
https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840611410827
https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840611410827
https://doi.org/10.25300/MISQ/2024/18251
https://doi.org/10.25300/MISQ/2024/18251
https://doi.org/10.2307/259349
https://doi.org/10.1177/0021886320937818
https://doi.org/10.2189/asqu.2010.55.1.47
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6486.2010.00908.x
https://doi.org/10.1093/jopart/mus047
https://doi.org/10.1093/jopart/mus047
https://doi.org/10.1177/1350508409338885
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-4446.2012.01424.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-4446.2012.01424.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/17530350.2020.1837202
https://doi.org/10.1080/17530350.2020.1837202
https://doi.org/10.1080/03085147.2011.637335
https://doi.org/10.1080/03085147.2011.637335
https://doi.org/10.1080/0960085X.2021.1960905
https://doi.org/10.1177/1350507612443208
https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840618772600
https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840618772600
https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840618815527
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1110.0670
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1110.0670
https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726709353954


32	 Organization Studies 00(0)

Sonenshein, S. (2010). We’re changing – or are we? Untangling the role of progressive, regressive, and stabil-
ity narratives during strategic change implementation. Academy of Management Journal, 53, 477–512. 
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2010.51467638

Thiel, J., & Grabher, G. (2024). Abolish, accept, apply. Coping with ignorance in project ecologies. Project 
Management Journal, 55, 139–150. https://doi.org/10.1177/87569728231179812

Ulmer, R. R., & Sellnow, T. L. (1997). Strategic ambiguity and the ethic of significant choice in the 
tobacco industry’s crisis communication. Communication Studies, 48, 215–233. https://doi.
org/10.1080/10510979709368502

Vaccaro, A., & Palazzo, G. (2015). Values against violence: Institutional change in societies dominated 
by organized crime. Academy of Management Journal, 58, 1075–1101. https://doi.org/10.5465/
amj.2012.0865

van Krieken, R. (2024). The organization of ignorance: The Australian ‘Robodebt’ affair, bureaucracy, law 
and politics. Critical Sociology, 50, 1379–1398. https://doi.org/10.1177/08969205241245257

Vaughan, D. (1990). Autonomy, interdependence, and social control: NASA and the space shuttle Challenger. 
Administrative Science Quarterly, 35, 225–257. https://doi.org/10.2307/2393390

Weick, K. E. (1993). The collapse of sensemaking in organizations: The Mann Gulch disaster. Administrative 
Science Quarterly, 38, 628–652. https://doi.org/10.2307/2393339

Weick, K. E. (1995). Sensemaking in organizations. Sage.
Zerubavel, E. (2006). The elephant in the room: Silence and denial in everyday life. Oxford University Press.

Author biographies

Anna Essén is an associate professor at the House of Innovation and the Department of Entrepreneurship, 
Innovation and Technology at the Stockholm School of Economics. Anna Essén’s research concerns the 
organizational and institutional dimensions of blindness and ignoring, often in the context of digital innova-
tion initiatives such the introduction of algorithmic decision making and data-sharing efforts in the public 
sector. She also studies the related topics of whistleblowing and acts of speaking up. Results have been pub-
lished in MIS Quarterly, Organization Studies, Human Relations, Administrative Science Quarterly and 
Nature/digital medicine, among others.

Mats Alvesson is professor of organization studies at the University of Bath, UK and is also affiliated with 
Lund University, Sweden and Bayes Business School, City and St George’s, University of London. Research 
interests include critical theory, power, leadership, identity, qualitative methods and philosophy of science. 
Recent books include The Art of Less: How to Focus on What Really Matters at Work (Bloomsbury 2025, 
with André Spier), Interpreting Interviews (Sage 2024) and The Triumph of Emptiness (Oxford University 
Press 2022).

https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2010.51467638
https://doi.org/10.1177/87569728231179812
https://doi.org/10.1080/10510979709368502
https://doi.org/10.1080/10510979709368502
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2012.0865
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2012.0865
https://doi.org/10.1177/08969205241245257
https://doi.org/10.2307/2393390
https://doi.org/10.2307/2393339

