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Until the mid-1980s, psychologists studied decision making by performing laboratory experiments 

on naive subjects. These experiments focused on the selection of the optimal response to a 

situation. Research into decision making underwent a paradigm shift when some researchers asked 

themselves whether such experiments were truly representative of expert decision makers in their 

natural working environment. Naturalistic decision making was found to be very different. Experts 

focus on building up awareness of the situation and matching its features to mental patterns based 

on previous experience. 

The problem arises as to what experts do when they are confronted with a situation for which they 

have no previous experience. Two groups of researchers are studying sensemaking, i.e. the process 

by which people give meaning to (new) experience. Karl Weick and his co-workers study 

sensemaking at the organizational level. In Weick’s view, an organization makes sense of a changing 

environment by processes of enactment, selection, and retention. By contrast, Brenda Dervin and 

her co-workers study sensemaking in individuals, drawing on insights from information science. They 

observe that people perceive information needs as cognitive “gaps”. In their view, sensemaking is 

the detection and identification of cognitive gaps and the building of bridges to cross them. 

The research question we are addressing is how to operationalize these ideas in the form of decision 

support tools to aid experts confronted with unexpected and novel situations. The purpose of this 

poster is to motivate the application of machine learning techniques. Similar techniques are used to 

assist planners in modelling planning domains. Our approach is new in that, so far as we know, no 

researcher has yet attempted to operationalize sensemaking for decision support purposes. This 

would be a strong test of Weick’s and Dervin’s ideas. While our research project has just begun, our 

intention is to investigate how military commanders and/or astronauts make sense of novel 

situations, to prototype a tool employing machine learning techniques to assist them, and to ask 

them to evaluate it. 


