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Article Info ABSTRACT

Objective: This study aims to explain how the perception and interpretation of security crises are
Article type: culturally constructed and to develop a framework for applying cognitive skills in the sensemaking
Research process. The central problem addressed is how, when confronted with complex, multilayered, and
Article evolving security crises, actors draw upon their cognitive skills to make sense of crisis signals, interpret

ambiguous situations, and construct an understanding of threats and the trajectory of developments.
Accordingly, adopting a qualitative approach, this study seeks to develop an integrated framework
explaining the relationships among cognitive skills, strategies for developing these skills, internal and
external organizational contexts, and their consequences within the sensemaking process of security
crises.

Method: Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 19 experts at the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Iraq and analyzed using thematic analysis. In this phase, basic, organizing,
and overarching themes were identified across five main domains: cognitive skills, cognitive skill
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mechanisms for developing these capabilities, and organizational and environmental contexts. Analysis
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of the expert interviews resulted in the identification of four main domains—cognitive inputs, cognitive
development strategies, influential contexts, and outcomes—which were organized into a total of 12
overarching themes.

Keywords: Conclusions: The findings demonstrate that perceptual awareness in the crisis environment, strategic
Cognitive Skills;  interpretation of security situations, and cognitive flexibility in crisis management constitute the core of
Sensemaking; the sensemaking process. Through this process, actors make sense of ambiguous and evolving events by
Security Crisis; monitoring developments, identifying latent patterns, interpreting the meanings and underlying
Ministry of motivations of events, and mentally reconstructing the crisis situation. These cognitive capabilities are
Foreign Affairs developed through the institutionalization of situational learning, the strengthening of cognitive
of Iraq interactions, and the cultivation of mental preparedness under conditions of ambiguity. Furthermore, the

dynamics of decision-making structures, professional trust, organizational perceptual stability, pressure
from transnational actors, socio-political instability, and disruption arising from an open information
environment shape and influence the perception and interpretation of crises. Ultimately, this process
contributes to enhanced cognitive resilience, greater legitimacy of and trust in crisis decisions, and the
development of capacity for transformation in crisis governance.
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Introduction
Security crises are complex and evolving phenomena whose perception and interpretation

extend beyond the objective characteristics of events. The way individuals and organizations
understand a crisis is influenced by cultural meanings, institutional experiences, shared
assumptions, and the surrounding sociopolitical environment. Consequently, the same event
may be interpreted differently by actors depending on their cognitive capacities and the contexts
in which they operate.

In this regard, sensemaking is essential to understanding how actors identify crisis signals,
interpret ambiguous information, and construct an understanding of emerging threats. However,
effective sensemaking requires more than access to information; it depends on cognitive skills
that enable individuals to recognize patterns, interpret underlying meanings, reconsider
assumptions, and adapt to changing circumstances. Despite the importance of these capabilities,
their relationship with organizational and cultural contexts in security crisis situations requires
further examination.

This study therefore aims to explain how the perception and interpretation of security crises
are constructed and to develop a framework for applying cognitive skills in the sensemaking
process. It focuses on the interaction between cognitive capabilities, strategies for developing
them, organizational and environmental conditions, and their consequences for crisis
governance.

Method

The study adopted a qualitative approach based on an interpretivist philosophical perspective
and an inductive research strategy. A case study was conducted at the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of Iraq. Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 19
experts and individuals experienced in security crisis analysis, foreign policy, strategic
decision-making, and crisis management.

Participants were selected purposively based on their relevant professional experience and
knowledge. The collected data were analyzed using thematic analysis. The analytical process
involved identifying basic themes, organizing them into broader categories, and developing
overarching themes. The analysis focused on five interview dimensions: cognitive skills,
strategies for developing these skills, internal organizational factors, external organizational
factors, and outcomes.

Results

The findings revealed four main domains and 12 overarching themes that explain the
cognitive and contextual dimensions of sensemaking in security crises.

The first domain, cognitive inputs, comprises three themes: perceptual awareness in the
crisis environment, strategic interpretation of security situations, and cognitive flexibility in
crisis management. These capabilities enable actors to continuously monitor developments,
identify hidden patterns, perceive threats across multiple levels, interpret implicit messages and
political motivations, reconstruct possible crisis scenarios, and make judgments under
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conditions of ambiguity. Cognitive flexibility also allows them to revise previous assumptions,
manage cognitive pressure, and learn from emerging events.

The second domain, cognitive development strategies, includes institutionalizing situational
learning, strengthening cognitive interactions within the organization, and cultivating mental
preparedness under ambiguous conditions. These strategies provide organizational mechanisms
for improving individuals’ ability to interpret complex situations and respond effectively to
uncertainty.

The third domain, influential contexts, consists of internal and external organizational
factors. Internal factors include the dynamism of decision-making structures, professional trust,
and organizational perceptual stability. External factors involve pressure exerted by
transnational actors, instability in the surrounding sociopolitical environment, and perceptual
disruption arising from an open information environment. These conditions can either facilitate
or constrain the construction of shared understandings of security crises.

The fourth domain, outcomes, encompasses enhanced cognitive resilience in crisis
management, increased legitimacy of and trust in crisis decisions, and the development of
transformative capacity in crisis governance. These outcomes demonstrate that cognitive
sensemaking contributes not only to interpreting immediate threats but also to strengthening
organizational capacities for responding to future crises.

Discussion

The findings contribute to understanding security crises as socially and culturally situated
processes of meaning construction. Crisis perception is not simply a direct response to external
events; it is shaped by actors’ prior experiences, institutional assumptions, information
environments, and interactions with other actors. This perspective emphasizes the importance
of examining how meanings are produced and negotiated within organizational settings.

The framework further demonstrates that cognitive skills operate as interconnected
capabilities rather than isolated individual competencies. Perceptual awareness provides the
basis for identifying relevant developments, strategic interpretation enables actors to construct
meanings and anticipate possible trajectories, and cognitive flexibility supports adaptation
when existing interpretations become inadequate. Their effectiveness, however, depends on
organizational conditions that facilitate learning, trust, and the exchange of perspectives.

From a practical perspective, the findings suggest that organizations responsible for
managing security crises should strengthen continuous learning, encourage cognitive
interaction, and prepare decision-makers to operate under ambiguity. At the same time,
attention should be given to the influence of external information flows and sociopolitical
pressures on organizational interpretations.

Overall, the study offers an integrated framework for understanding the cultural, cognitive,
and organizational dimensions of security crisis sensemaking. Its main contribution lies in
connecting cognitive skills with the contextual processes through which security threats are
perceived, interpreted, and translated into organizational responses. Future research could
examine the applicability of this framework in other institutional and national contexts.
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Conclusions

The study demonstrates that the perception and interpretation of security crises emerge
through the interaction of cognitive capabilities, organizational learning mechanisms, and
broader sociopolitical contexts. The proposed framework highlights that effective sensemaking
depends on the ability to recognize relevant signals, interpret their underlying meanings, adapt
cognitive perspectives, and construct coherent understandings of uncertain situations.

The findings also indicate that cognitive skills cannot be developed independently of their
organizational environment. Professional trust, flexible decision-making structures, continuous
learning, and mental preparedness are important conditions for strengthening these capabilities.
Accordingly, improving crisis governance requires attention not only to technical and
institutional arrangements but also to the cognitive processes through which actors understand
and respond to crises.
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