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Abstract 

Management scholars have redirected their attention to intuition as relevant means for 

managerial action in organizations as it provides a resourceful way of knowing in complex 

and novel situations. Yet, much of this work lacks context and seems to assume that 

noticing gut feelings are self-evident to managers in practice. In this study we question this 

assumption by arguing that attention for intuition may need ‘work’. We use in-depth 

descriptions from 25 experienced managers to unravel the practices around and attention 

for the concept of intuition in daily managerial work. Our findings extend current 

theoretical models of intuition by explicating a role for attention and the ability to shift 

cognitive perspectives. In particular, our data describe how shifting attention to the body or 

a different mental perspective can invoke the experience of intuition, how intuition is 

inquired if not immediately understood and what makes that intuition is not given 

attention. We further provide a typology of three ways in which experienced managers 

consume intuition. These findings allude both to individual level variation of intuition as 

well as the extent to which intuition is actively given attention by managers. The 

components of this study can help to stimulate knowing from within in organizations.  

 

Keywords: attention, experienced managers, intuition and qualitative research. 
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5.1 Introduction 

To cope with the complexity, uncertainty and time pressure in today’s organizational 

contexts, scholars have increasingly recognized the importance for managers to rely on 

multiple ways of knowing to take decisions. Intuition often understood as “affectively 

charged judgments that arise through rapid, unconscious and holistic associations” (Dane 

& Pratt, 2007: 40), has been positioned as resourceful way of knowing how to take 

decisions in loosely structured situations (Agor, 1987; Dijksterhuis, Bos, Nordgren, & Van 

Baaren, 2006; C. C. Miller & Ireland, 2005). As such intuition possibly plays a major role 

in a variety of day-to-day managerial decisions, in more long term strategic decisions as 

well as when improvising at work (Khatri & Ng, 2000; Leybourne & Sadler-Smith, 2006; 

C. C. Miller & Ireland, 2005; Simon, 1987). This role has been prioritized by a body of 

theoretical work (e.g., Crossan, Lane, & White, 1999; Dane & Pratt, 2007), questionnaire 

studies (e.g., Epstein, Pacini, Denes-Raj, & Heier, 1996; Sadler-Smith, 2004) and more 

recently qualitative studies (e.g., Calabretta, Gemser, & Wijnberg, 2016; Sadler-Smith, 

2016b).  

Yet so far, this body of work has eschewed the practical complexities that may 

coincide with intuition at the individual level. Research seems to assume that intuitions are 

noticed by and self-explanatory for managers when they emerge (Dane, 2011). In this 

article we argue that this assumption is questionable and that intuitions can be suppressed, 

go by unnoticed or need interpretation. Current organizational focus on speed and 

performance may make managers numb for subtleties like intuition (Saggurthi & Thakur, 

2016) and educational programs “direct students into the rational-analytic paradigm” 

(Sadler-Smith & Burke, 2009: 240), which may make attending to intuition not evidently 

clear. The current discrepancy between practice and theory is worrisome since intuition 

may hold valuable information that can help to direct loosely structured contexts (Dane & 

Pratt, 2007; Dane & Pratt, 2009; Salas, Rosen, & DiazGranados, 2009). To be receptive for 

intuition at work, may require training, reflective practices and feedback (Hogarth, 2001; 

Kahneman, 2011; Sadler-Smith, 2004; Sadler-Smith & Shefy, 2007). Some researchers 

have suggested an important role for attention (Dane, 2017; Dane & George, 2014) and 

emphasized that the ability to switch between two habits of mind and active thinking may 

be an important skill to manage different mental processes that emerge in such contexts 

(Dane & Pratt, 2009; Hodgkinson & Sadler‐ Smith, 2003; Louis & Sutton, 1991; Sadler-

Smith & Burke, 2009).  
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In this study we seek to unravel how intuition is attuned to in practice by turning to 

experienced managers that are proponents of intuition. This theoretically selected group of 

“intuition experts” shares their detailed knowledge on micro-level practices of intuition. 

This implies that instead of focusing on the definitional quest of intuition, we are interested 

in common practices that managers share when they give descriptions about intuition in 

loosely structured tasks. This approach follows recent calls to understand intuition from 

within (Akinci & Sadler‐ Smith, 2012; Hodgkinson & Sadler-Smith, 2011; Sadler-Smith, 

2016b) and to obtain knowledge from experienced managers that are proponents of 

intuition (Sinclair, 2010). The thick descriptions (Geertz, 1994) of intuition  imply that we 

rely on attributions to intuition or stories about intuition to inform the research question, 

rather than capturing intuition in situ (Baldacchino, Ucbasaran, Cabantous, & Lockett, 

2015; Blume & Covin, 2011; Hodgkinson & Sadler-Smith, 2011; Petitmengin, 2014).  

The findings provide insight in micro-processes of intuition in practice and stress that 

switching between different ways of thinking is quite important. We propose a theoretical 

framework in which managers shift their attention to see intuition emerge, to notice, 

interpret and prioritize intuition. This framework extends current theoretical models on 

intuition by explicating how the emergence of intuition is attuned to, how intuition is 

inquired when not immediately clear and how it is given priority. Our findings also 

illuminate daily or regular reflective practices that managers engage in to focus or detract 

their attention. Jointly, these findings suggest a pivotal role for both attention, inquiry and 

relaxation to turn to intuition in practice. We further suggest that our theoretical framework 

is walked through by the managers in our study in three different ways. We distinguish 

them based on their ability to switch cognitive perspectives in situ: No active attention, 

Starting to attend and Experienced attenders. This brings individual level variation into the 

concept of intuition and offers potential for developing intuition in practice. We expect that 

our model will stimulate future research on how an intuitive way of knowing can be 

fostered within managers. 

 

5.2 Theoretical background  

 Intuition as relevant for managerial action 5.2.1

Scholars have acknowledged the limitations of a purely rational approach to managerial 

action and now argue that both intuition as well as rationality play a major role (Calabretta 

et al., 2016; Khatri & Ng, 2000). Intuition as “affectively charged judgments arising 

through rapid holistic and unconscious associations” (Dane & Pratt, 2007; 40) may be 
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particularly suitable for current day’s organizations that are characterized by complex and 

ambiguous environments (Khatri & Ng, 2000; C. C. Miller & Ireland, 2005) and generally 

in situations in which limited precedents to action exist (Agor, 1987; C. C. Miller & 

Ireland, 2005). The uncertainty about what to do next, has made intuition a central 

component in management decisions (Dane & Pratt, 2007; Simon, 1987), strategic 

decisions (Calabretta et al., 2016; Hodgkinson, Sadler-Smith, Burke, Claxton, & Sparrow, 

2009; Khatri & Ng, 2000), career decisions (Krieshok, Black, & McKay, 2009), ethical 

decision-making (Sonenshein, 2007) and entrepreneurial decisions in various stages of the 

entrepreneurial process (Baldacchino et al., 2015; Blume & Covin, 2011; Huang & Pearce, 

2015; Sadler-Smith, 2016a). An addition role for intuition is awarded in processes of 

learning and discovery of new ideas in contexts in which not much precedents of action 

exist (C. C. Miller & Ireland, 2005). As such it has been associated with scientific 

discoveries (Marton et al., 1994), entrepreneurial ideas (Mitchell, Friga, & Mitchell, 2005)  

and creative insights (Dane & Pratt, 2009), processes of organizational learning (Crossan et 

al., 1999; Sadler-Smith, 2008) and social judgments (Gore & Sadler-Smith, 2011). 

Because of this great significance in organizational processes, multiple theoretical 

models that describe internal micro-processes of intuition have emerged over the past two 

decades. Theoretically the models on intuition are quite alike and reflect internal cognitive 

processes. In these models scholars distinguish between intuition as both a process and as 

outcome (e.g., Sinclair, 2010). The first internal process is called intuiting: the largely 

inaccessible unconscious process that generates an outcome without conscious awareness 

(Dane & Pratt, 2007; Gore & Sadler-Smith, 2011; Sinclair, 2010). The process of intuiting 

is followed by an outcome that we call intuition and that enters into awareness as 

judgment. Some say that intuition also needs interpretation (Crossan et al., 1999) through 

analytical scrutiny or needs to be implemented (Sadler-Smith, 2016b).  

Yet, while these theoretical models represent theoretical ideals of intuition as 

concept, we need to know how intuition is actually given attention in practice. The extant 

assumption that intuition is noticed and understood in practice, may not match the internal 

cognitive and external environmental complexities managers are confronted with. The 

fleeting nature of intuition, limited training in organizations and educational system that 

promote other ways of knowing (Sadler-Smith & Burke, 2009; Saggurthi & Thakur, 2016), 

as well as the busy work life, may make recognizing and trusting intuition not self-

explanatory. Intuition may not always be clear from its appearance (Dane, 2011), need 

interpretation (Sadler-Smith, 2008; Sonenshein, 2007) or priority (Sadler-Smith & Burke, 



 

126 

 

2009) and can possibly actively be turned to (Sinclair, 2010). Some further illustrate this 

by stressing that intuition may require training and feedback (Hogarth, 2001; Kahneman, 

2011; Vaughan, 1979).  

To really emphasize intuition as way of knowing in organizations, we need to know 

how intuition can be attuned to in practice and the factors that hamper or obstruct attention 

for subtleties. Therefore, research now needs to advance understanding to manager’s 

internal complexities and the extent to which they are actually able to shift from intuition 

to analysis and vice versa (Hodgkinson & Sadler‐ Smith, 2003).  

 

 Attending to intuition in practice  5.2.2

We argue that the question “how intuition can turned to in practice?” asks for clarification 

on two dimensions. First, we need to work out which methodological approach fits our 

research question and second, we need to explore which theoretical linkages already exist 

to turn to intuition in practice.   

Our main interest concerns to unravel common practices that stimulate or obstruct 

attention for intuition. Instead, this perspective can use practices to uncover what otherwise 

remains hidden in the engaged action of the actor (Weick, 2003). With respect to intuition 

it turns attention to the micro-processes that describe intuition as experience (Akinci & 

Sadler‐ Smith, 2012; Petitmengin, 2014; Sadler-Smith, 2016b) and the practices that 

surround it. This understanding of intuition as phenomenon that occurs to managers that 

are “caught up in the world” (Yanow & Tsoukas, 2009: 1342) can guide theorizing 

(Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2011). This aligns with calls to understand intuition from within 

(Akinci & Sadler‐ Smith, 2012; Hodgkinson & Sadler-Smith, 2011) and the need to use 

qualitative research approaches (Calabretta et al., 2016; Sadler-Smith, 2016b) to get into 

the minds of managers.  

Especially, when it comes to intuition, scholars have suggested a double role for 

attention in the emergence and noticing intuition. First, the emergence of intuition is 

mentioned in the creation of moments of defocused attention (Dijksterhuis et al., 2006; 

Dijksterhuis & Nordgren, 2006; Duggan & Mason, 2011). This can be understood as 

seeking distraction or relaxation in order to have the affective judgments emerge. Second, 

noticing intuition possibly requires mindful attention (Dane, 2011; Hogarth, 2001; Sadler-

Smith & Burke, 2009; Sadler-Smith & Shefy, 2007; Vaughan, 1979). This can be 

understood as an improved awareness of thoughts and bodily sensations (Dane, 2011; 

Sadler-Smith & Shefy, 2007) through which intuitive hunches are noticed by managers. 
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The practice of mindful components (Sadler-Smith & Shefy, 2007), such as meditation 

(Strick, van Noorden, Ritskes, de Ruiter, & Dijksterhuis, 2012; Vaughan, 1979) has been 

associated with improved access to accessible but unconscious information.  

In particular, this process of noticing and interpreting intuition may be a practice that 

requires training and feedback (Hogarth, 2001; Kahneman, 2011; Sadler-Smith & Shefy, 

2007) together with a need to find out why taking account of one’s own thought processes 

is in one’s best interest (Hogarth, 2001: 224). While intuition generally improves with 

domain specific expertise and experience (Dane & Pratt, 2007; Sinclair, 2010), intuition 

can possibly also be trained and given attention on purpose (Hogarth, 2001; Sadler-Smith 

& Shefy, 2007). The development of intuition is then an individual trajectory (Sadler-

Smith & Burke, 2009; Sadler-Smith & Shefy, 2007) in which journaling and recognizing 

and working with one’s internal pressures facilitate an intuitive approach to organizational 

life (Saggurthi & Thakur, 2016). 

Yet, it remains to be seen how these attentional practices work in practice. Perhaps, 

this attention is associated with the question to what extent managers will display the 

ability to shift cognitive perspectives (Dane & Pratt, 2009; Louis & Sutton, 1991; Sadler-

Smith & Burke, 2009), and use of information from analysis to understand intuition. In this 

context the conscious mind can form the bridge to unconscious knowledge (Hodgkinson, 

Sadler-Smith, Sinclair, et al., 2009; Hogarth, 2001). The focus on speed and action in 

today’s managerial contexts, as well as the uncertainty involved in current day’s 

organizations, may seem at odds with time for detraction and introspection. To further 

practical perspectives on intuition, we rely on experienced managers to learn from their 

reflections of intuition in practice.  

 

5.3 Method  

Given the research interest in the practical and perhaps ambiguous nature of intuition 

during managerial tasks, we were interested in in-depth descriptions of lived experiences 

of intuition (Miles & Sadler-Smith, 2014; Petitmengin, 2014; Sadler-Smith, 2016b). This 

aim of study is best approached through a qualitative approach that provides thick 

descriptions of the phenomenon under study (Geertz, 1994). These rich descriptions are in 

line with suggested approaches to study this concept and reflect the current state of the 

literature (Edmondson & McManus, 2007).  

We were especially interested in experienced managers that are proponents of 

intuition. These managers can reflect on the ambiguities and challenges practice confronts 
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them with. We employed a snowball technique (Atkinson & Flint, 2001; Heckathorn, 

1997) to purposefully identify informants that met these requirements. Data collection 

started with social and professional connections of the first author resulting from previous 

employment and data collection. After each interview informants were asked whether they 

knew others that could provide in-depth information on the practice of intuition. In 

addition to that, some informants came from references of colleagues. The relational 

component of snowball-sampling is said to improve openness of the informants and 

willingness to share their stories (Noy, 2008). This approach resulted in 25 experienced 

and highly educated management practitioners that fully engaged in the research process 

with the first author. Only one potential informant was not interested in sharing 

information. Interviews have been conducted until theoretical saturation was observed in 

the reporting of the practice of intuition by the informants.  

We conducted semi-structured interviews that consisted of several phases. First, we 

started with questions aimed at the informant’s general understanding of the concept of 

intuition (see Table 5.1.). This informed us about their subsequent descriptions (Dane & 

Pratt, 2009). We then elicited a critical incident technique to gain in-depth description of a 

particular situation. We were specifically interested in ambiguities, practices and attention 

for intuition in these situations. Probing questions were posed regarding specific incidents 

to comprehend the micro-dynamics of the experience (Petitmengin, 2014). In addition to 

that, managers argued for what they found important for intuition at work. The appendix 

provides an overview of the interview protocol. The informant selected the incidents on 

intuition. 23 of the interviews were conducted in Dutch  and two in English.  

 

 Data description  5.3.1

The interviews lasted on average 65 minutes and were tape recorded with permission of the 

informant. The respondent chose the location of the interview. The interviews were 

transcribed verbatim shortly after the interview to ensure reliability (Eisenhardt, 1989) 

using Microsoft Word. The informants are experienced management practitioners that are 

directors, management consultants, project managers, executive coaches and/or trainers. 

They operate at executive level and have on average 24 years of experience. This makes 

this a set of informants that possess domain relevant complex schema’s that are important 

for intuition (Dane & Pratt, 2007; Simon, 1987). They further were highly educated - all, 

except for two of them - obtained at least a Master degree and were active serving a wide 

range of industries. Finally, our informants reflect a balanced sample between man and 
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women, 10 and 15 respectively. The informants exhibited theoretical knowledge on 

intuition as well as preciseness in their reports. Table 5.1. gives an overview of parts of the 

definitions of intuition given by the informants. 
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Table 5.1. Informants’ understanding of intuition   

Informant  Personal understanding of intuition REI – Faith in 

intuition score 

Profession (SE refers to self-

employed) 

Experience in years 

 No active attention     

3 “Intuition is an affectively charged judgment based on feeling or 

seeing.” 

50 Project manager, director 28 

4 “Intuition is seeing a solution in a complex situation without being able 

to give words to it yet.” 

50 Project manager SE 35 

10 “Intuition is a pleasant or unpleasant physical feeling.” 46 Director  26 

12 “Intuition is the feeling that you want something and go for it.”  41 Project manager SE 18 

15 “Intuition is non-rational.” 41 Project manager, director 35 

17 “Intuition comes from an unconscious process that puts a lot of 

emphasis on a certain direction.” 

42 Manager 16 

18 “Intuition is a voice or feeling that gives advice.” 41 Manager 23 

24 - - Project manager, director  

25 “Intuition is knowing without knowing why.” 44 Project manager, director  28 

 Starting to attend    

8 “Intuition is a way of knowing.” 41 Project manager SE 25 

9 “Instant knowing or feeling that something is right to do, without 

rational justification.” 

41 Coach SE 8 

13 “Feeling without reservation that something is right.” 40 Project manager, consultant 25 
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14 “Intuition is acting upon feeling bypassing analysis.” 50 Project manager 14 

16 “The fascinating thing about intuition, is that you get sort of message – 

so to  speak. A message from which I cannot rationally understand 

where it comes from and whether it is true.” 

31 Management consultant & 

director 

17 

20 “Different forms of intuition, e.g. expert intuition runs through 

processing at the unconscious level, while there can also be 

information from phenomena one cannot know.”  

47 Management consultant 20 

21 “Intuition is associated with surrender to the present moment.” 45 Manager 20 

22 “Intuition is information that something is right or wrong.” 56 Coach & consultant 15 

 Experienced attenders    

1 “Intuition is the reception of information.” 49 Management consultant SE 35 

2 “Intuition is a non-rational affective judgment often arising through the 

body and is quicker than analysis.” 

45 Management consultant SE 20 

5 “Intuition reflects an inner scale that is not measurable from the outside 

and  Intuition reflects access to universal knowledge.” 

43 Executive coach & consultant SE 45 

6 “Intuition gives with a flash a lot of information at once.” 50 Trainer SE 30 

7 “Intuition can be physical, emotional, thought or impulse.” 54 Trainer  SE 25 

11 For me it is an instrument of the body. I can only then feel what is 

going on when I am in my body.” 

51 Trainer SE 15 

19 “Intuition is the sort of thinking that the brain works differently. A 

different way of thinking.” 

53 Trainer SE 20 

23 “Intuition is receiving information, receiving information with your 

body.” 

43 Trainer SE 4 
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To illustrate, one informant described intuition as unconscious associations: “Intuition, if I 

may define that as something beneath our level of consciousness.” (R17). Another 

informant stated that intuition reflected immediate apprehension while not being able to 

articulate yet what one knows: “But I am not yet able to disentangle this. Or actually I first 

have to find words to unravel this, what my feelings or maybe it is my brain already has 

[indicated] as the outcome.” (R4). This knowledge on intuition is also supported by an 

above average score on preference for intuitive thinking (REI) (Epstein et al., 1996). Their 

average score of 45.8 on the faith in intuition factor of the REI scale was significantly 

higher than the original study as verified by a one sample t-test (t =3.762; p = 0.01) 

supporting the validity in self-reported preference for intuition.  

 

 Analysis 5.3.2

The interview transcripts have been analyzed using software package Nvivo 11 for 

Windows. We followed recent interpretative work on intuition (e.g., Calabretta et al., 2016; 

Sadler-Smith, 2016b) in their approach to employ the Gioia methodology for qualitative 

research (Gioia et al., 2013) in their analysis. This leads to identifying common themes in 

the data. Because of the interactive nature of qualitative data analysis, the phases as 

described hereafter need to be understood as intertwined and jointly forming theory 

development. 

Phase 1 coding incidents: This implied that we started with open coding of the incidents of 

intuition. This resulted in 100 incidents that varied greatly in the depth of description. 

These incidents entailed descriptions of how to approach a particular task: daily decisions, 

sometimes larger decisions and improvisation to respond to unexpected encounters. This 

variety is the result of purposively sampling for “intuition use” instead of emphasizing a 

particular type of decision. During first phase of coding we adhered closely to the 

informant information – resulting in informant centric coding. For each incident we coded 

the experience with intuition, the situation in which this experience occurred, practices 

with intuition and ambiguities with the experience. Reported situations involved project 

meetings, managerial meetings and decisions, hiring decisions, training situations and so 

on. Interestingly, most of these incidents reported by managers involved descriptions of 

other people, thereby imbuing an important role for socially oriented intuitions (Gore & 

Sadler-Smith, 2011).  

Phase 2 coding for reflections on intuition at work: In addition to these incidents, we coded 

managers’ general reflections on intuition at work: factors that were perceived as barrier or 
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enabler of intuition in the workplace, their own learning trajectory or wishes for learning. 

Here, we also coded for the informants’ personal understanding of intuition to be able to 

categorize personal descriptions in relation to personal understanding of intuition as 

presented in Table 5.1. These first two phases resulted in 700 informant centric codes. 

Phase 3 building a theoretical framework and typology of users: We then grouped these 

codes into second order codes that reflected researcher-based themes such as Triggering 

emergence, Intuition, Inquiring intuition, Prioritizing intuition, Supporting conditions for 

intuition. This categorization was discussed in the research team. This resulted in a 

preliminary conceptual model and data structure. During the subsequent coding process, 

discussion between the authors as well as comparing our insights to extant theoretical 

models on intuition (e.g., Crossan et al., 1999; Dane & Pratt, 2007; Sadler-Smith, 2016b), 

this model and the structure of the data were further refined. Through going back and forth 

between the literature and the data, we noticed as common theme the micro-level practices 

and processes that related to attending to intuition in practice. This also formed the base for 

an empirical distinction between three types of managerial users of intuition. Figure 5.1. 

shows an overview of the data structure incorporating 394 quotes, while Table 5.2. shows 

illustrative quotes of the second order categories that make up the theoretical dimensions. 

The codes that described how intuition was implemented into organizational processes are 

beyond the scope of this study. 
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Figure 5.1. Data structure 

 

 

First order concepts Second order concepts Aggregate dimensions

• Tuning into the group to receive information

• Meditation practice enables management 

practitioners to actively switch modes of 

attention

• Stopping the conversation to sense what is 

important

• Zooming out to broaden perception

• Before or during a meeting attending signals of 

the body for information

• Letting go of control of how to approach a 

meeting, while trusting that information would 

come

Scanning the 

environment

Shifting internal 

mental 

perspective

Feeling the body 

for signals

Surrendering to 

knowledge of 

intuition

Triggering 

emergence

• Visions, movies and flashes portraying pictures

• Voice that gives direction

• Tasting or smelling what is going on

• Body cues in the belly, stomach or heart

• General body states indicating positive or 

negative affect

Physical 

awareness

Mental 

awareness

Metaphorical 

description

Intuition

• Want to understand and learn more about 

experiences labeled as intuition

• Awareness of limitations of own knowledge

• Experiences are examined in situation by 

asking questions

• Experiences are examined off-line or with 

colleagues

• Journaling

Curiosity 

towards 

unknown

Humbleness to 

inquire

Inquiring 

intuition

• Believe that there is something larger to rely 

on

• Having the courage to try information you do 

not understand.

Courage to trust 

intuition

Prioritizing 

intuition

• Thoughts that are experienced after intuition 

create doubt

• Intuition is neglected in case another option is 

considered to be better 

Not doubting 

intuition

• Meditation practices

• Prayer or running

• Days aimed at personal development, to 

retard

• Courses on intuitive development

• Not being too preoccupied with tasks

• Having room to receive subtle signals

• Reflection on previous experiences with a 

willingness to understand when intuition was 

not noticed.

Practices to 

focus attention

Practices to slow 

down

Being rested

Learning from 

past experiences

Supporting 

conditions for 

intuition

• Occupation with tasks takes away attention 

for subtleties of intuition 

Not being too 

busy
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Table 5.2. Exemplary quotes
14

 

                                                           
14

 The number between brackets reflects grounding for this code. With grounding we mean the number of 

quotes reflecting this code. 

Second order concepts (#)        Exemplary quotes 

Triggering emergence (53): 

Scanning the environment 

(12) 

If I am in a group, then I tune into the whole group. And then I feel like: “Ohw 

there is sadness, he is bearing up at the moment. There is a lot of tension.” 

(R11) 

Shifting internal mental 

perspective (24) 

And it is like zooming out. Is almost stopping for little bit and widen the look 

(…) and then without being focused for something to observe: “You know, 

what is important  now or what comes?” (R20)  

Scanning the body for 

signals (11) 

Sometimes I notice that I with my hand, as that is a way to do it, do a sort of 

scanning, like I need to get extra information. (R5)  

Surrendering to 

knowledge of intuition (6) 

Then I let go and only my intuition can take over. I start somewhere and at a 

certain moment you can give direction to it [meeting]. But first it is like: “You 

jump in the water and have no idea about the depth.” (R2) 

Intuition (92)   

Physical awareness (54) It seems to run all well here, but something is amiss in this situation. Well then 

I feel it here – stomach like her. Just beneath, solar plexis. Then it contracts and 

then I know: “Stop, I have to pay attention. Something is amiss here.” (R2)    

Cognitive awareness (36) If I see it, then I see it as a movie so the speak. So there plays a movie [points at 

the side of his head]. (R4) 

Metaphorical description 

(2) 

It is like, you know in a couple of seconds that you have a certain 

companionship or kindred spirit. You taste a certain way of thinking within a 

couple of seconds. (R11) 

Inquiring intuition (70) 

Curious towards the 

unknown (13)  

I like everything that you do not know very much, you know? (R6)   

Humbleness to inquire 

(57) 

That I am in a situation, in which I think: “Auch, this is horrible.– I do not feel 

well at all!” Then feeling immediately: “What is this now? What do I feel 

now?” (R2) 

Prioritizing intuition (65):  

Not doubting intuition 

(33) 

I had the idea like: “Maybe you have to push it a little bit.” Not being too 

picky. And like: “Hello, you get a chance and a you have to take it.” Things 

like that, while it was so wrong feeling-wise. (R13)  

Courage to trust intuition 

(19) 

But to discern as much as possible that is not totally linear, a large part of you 

needs to trust the aggregate whole enormously. Trusting that what is outside of 

your control. Trusting what is beyond your control. (R6) 

Not being too busy (13) Sensations are lost when too busy. Then, I sense nothing anymore. I am no 

longer present with the team. You know, all kind of non-verbal communication 

is gone. I am only thinking: “This needs to be finished.”  Did you notice what 
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just happened? I thought like: “Well, do it, put it through. That.” (R17) 

Supporting conditions for intuition (114): 

Practices to focus attention  

(23) 

But everyday meditation actually helps best as you then well, like twenty 

minutes also look at yourself from a distance. As witness. Like, well, yes, what 

what is going on with you? How are you in this? When are you overreacting? 

That helps to look at a detached way to yourself. (R7) 

Practices to slow down 

(31) 

So to slow down literally: Stopping. So I became member of, or member, yes. 

That is a leadership circle, so it is a network. Small network of a couple of 

entrepreneurs. We meet four times a year, with the only goal to slow down. 

Creating a distance from work. (R16)    

Being rested (9) I think simply because there is no room, no place to pick up those signals. I am 

only busy, in my head, but also physically hasting. If I have my agenda fully 

booked, from early in the morning until late, then eh, it’s like finishing up and 

going home. So literally, by being busy – being it in my head or physically or a 

combination, then there is no room to pick up those signals, that makes me 

unaware that they are there to begin with. (R16) 

Learn from past 

experiences (51) 

From experience that you did not listen to intuition you think: Why did I not 

listen? When you analyze it you see that it are things that you are sensitive for. 

(R6) 
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5.4 Findings I  

This section describes five key themes that display how intuition may need ‘work’ in 

practice. These include: Triggering emergence, Intuition, Inquiring intuition, Prioritizing 

intuition and Supporting conditions for intuition. After that we turn to describing how these 

findings can be integrated into a theoretical framework that reflects how intuition can be 

attuned to in practice. We then argue for individual level variation with respect to Figure 1. 

Please note that the chosen order below forms the theoretical representation of how 

experiences emerge in a particular situation. In this chapter particularly important 

components of the illustrative quote are boldly marked. 

 

 Triggering emergence 5.4.1

While for many managers reports on intuition involved involuntary experiences, some 

managers seemed to enter a receptive mode that triggered the emergence of intuition 

during a task. We observed this conscious approach to consulting intuition when uncertain 

about how to approach the task at hand. This was done through shifting attention by 

changing the mental perspective, relaxation, directing attention to the body or scanning the 

environment. To illustrate this point, an informant reported on shifting the mental mode of 

attention by falling silent during a session with a client to get other information than she 

was currently aware of. She stopped the current conversation, to sense what is important 

for this moment – trusting that an answer would come:  

Alright, what are we going to do? (…) I am just silent for a bit. And then, I say 

like: “I have to think about it. Are we going to this, are we going to do that? And 

then I know.” (R5) 

Others described shifting attention as bringing attention back to the physical body and 

relaxation to facilitate the emergence of an intuitive insight. In this case scanning the body 

for signals makes the attention go back to this particular situation. An informant reported 

on this as follows while having a group meeting:  

Then I am much more, I am not so much thinking, but I am much more in the 

here and now. And I sense my environment much better. I am more aware of 

my body with everything and my feelings. I relax at the same time. My muscles, 

maybe I am like this all the time [tense]. I maybe breathe calmly in and out and there 

comes a feeling of timelessness. And from this feeling of timelessness - I indeed 

get an certain flash of insight. (R19) 

At the same time references were made to scanning the environment as source for intuitive 

information. 

But it is like if I make a connection with someone, thereby being better able to sense 

what is going on. (R2) 
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The above descriptions exemplify ‘controlled’ versions of shifting attention that precede an 

actual flash of insight. Yet, in cases of doubt on how to approach a situation coupled with 

time pressure, knowledge from intuition was felt as the only way out. In this case asking 

intuition for an answer to an approach to a work situation is surrendering to other sources 

of knowledge by trusting that during the conversation this information can be introduced. 

An informant exemplified the notion of letting go and trusting that what would come. In a 

meeting at work in which resistance was expected this informant described that he let go 

by trusting to be able to give direction during the conversation:  

Sometimes you are in a situation in which there is no time to think, you have to 

react. The only thing you can do is trust your intuition to guide the right way. 

Perhaps a feeling of being guided. Today I experienced a situation with someone to 

whom I wanted to illustrate something I had seen with her. (..) So at that moment I 

thought: “No idea, what should I do for God’s sake? Well, I just started without 

knowing. So yeah, I then let go and my intuition takes over. It went well after all. 

So I start somewhere and during the discussion I gave direction. But the first part is 

jumping in water from which you do not know the depths. (R2)    

This describes how within a particular situation the cognitive perspective is shifted to 

trigger the emergence of intuition. This shift in attention was based on years of training in 

personal development and was not mentioned by all managers.  

 

 Intuition 5.4.2

The descriptions of intuition involved sudden insights to direct meetings and improvise on 

task approaches as well as holistic states to pursue a certain direction in decisions. 

References to intuition were personal and involved cognitive, bodily or metaphorical 

descriptions. For instance, an informant remarks that his trunk communicates information 

about a candidate in a hiring process: 

Well I just feel it in my entire trunk: “This is not going to work.” That is where I feel 

it. The entire trunk. The way that I am breathing, how I am sitting there. (R17) 

Intuition could also involve instant knowing through a flash, movie or sudden insight into a 

particular problem. Multiple informants further emphasized that their experience could 

take multiple forms. This is exemplified by this informant: 

Intuition can be physical, emotional, a thought or an impulse. (R16) 

For a more detailed description of the experience of intuition we refer to Sadler-Smith 

(2016b).  
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 Inquiring intuition  5.4.3

While in some time-pressed situations intuition was immediately used to direct a meeting 

or to improvise on the task at hand, its meaning in larger decisions was not always clear. In 

these cases, managers reported on practices to help understand their experiences. These 

inquiring practices involved a curiosity towards the unknown as well as a humbleness to 

inquire. Descriptions of inquiry ranged from seeking understanding during task 

conductance to off-line problem solving in which the time for inquiry extended the work-

situation. Managers did this inquiry alone or with others. The first approach was self-

inquiry by asking questions what the experience entailed. To illustrate this point, an 

informant communicates to the hiring committee that she is part of, that she will inquire an 

experience she does not understand that emerges during an interview:   

I started to feel miserable on site. While I just, – so the candidate was gone – then 

we did a round [of questions]. I said: “I cannot tell what it is, but I felt miserable 

all the time.” And I say: “I cannot say what it is, so I come back on it next time.” 

Then I did like, really, you know, like: “What is it? What is it?” (R8) 

This examination involves both consecutive moments of attention and distraction until the 

answer comes:  

Often by taking a break from it, then you go back to it again, put it aside again 
and then well, at a certain moment, yes, or maybe by discussing it with someone. 

Just examining it and often the answer comes. (R8) 

Another approach was to share the experience with colleagues and jointly working out 

what the experience reflected. The discussion with colleagues provided direction in case of 

misalignment between thoughts and feelings. This informant said that when in doubt on 

how to interpret her feelings about a prior project meeting, she discussed these feelings 

with others in order to clarify what was going on. This helped in getting ahead in 

understanding the feelings and thoughts: 

Especially when my feelings and thoughts are not in line. That there is something 

that is not totally right. In conversations with people I am able to understand 

what the point is and whether it is really a mismatch or not. Eventually, I am getting 

a step further in what I want to do. (R14) 

Yet others, took note of their experiences to see when they would make sense to them:  

I take note of those. Sometimes I immediately understand them, sometimes after 

years or after months. (R6)  

With this quest to understand an experience in a work situation, the managers used their 

analytical mind, to obtain additional information that could be infused into a specific work 

situation. It therefore seems that trying to understand the intuition also involves conscious 

inquiry.  
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 Prioritizing intuition 5.4.4

Managers further reported that albeit noticed it was not self-evident to trust these 

experiences. Managers argued that they rationalized intuition, doubted or even neglected it 

when immersed in a particular task. This prevented them from implementing this 

information at hand. The experience of intuition can lead to internal conflicts that make 

this informant doubting the experience:  

In fact, I know it, feeling wise. But then it is just that I do not dare to trust it, 

based on all those other things that you, after you had the feeling, as that goes so fast, 

you cannot think like that. And then you get, you cannot then - you know, these 

thoughts come later. And these make that you do not trust it. Or that I do not trust 

it, as there are a lot of thoughts that come afterwards. (R9) 

Apart from doubting or rationalizing feelings, managers argued to be not open for intuition 

in other instances. This may entail being too busy to notice subtleties or not wanting to 

listen to intuition. For instance, this informant argues that he was not open towards his 

intuition about a prospective employee. He wanted to extend his company and needed 

personnel:  

I was not open enough towards intuition. That I had them, but that I neglected 

them. And there was often a lot of wishful thinking with it. So what I mean is: we 

very much wanted to grow as company so I really wanted to hire people. And then 

every time when we found an advisor of which we thought: “Well this is nice, good 

resume. Nice man or woman, you know?” And then you grow a little bit. So yes, 

then you want it also very much eh? I wanted to hire him very badly. So there is sort 

of a trap in that. (R16) 

Meanwhile, an experienced informant argued that courage and playfulness were needed to 

follow intuition and to overcome this internal conflict. She describes this as the courage to 

trust an insight for which limited reasoning could be given:   

If you say intuition – it is always a risk to listen to it. Always. So it requires a bit 

of courage, a bit of playfulness. Courage and playfulness. That you have something 

like: “Yes, it is saying that. That is interesting that I have that feeling. Shall I follow 

it? Yes, do it.” (R6) 

It required training not always wanting to capture the motivation for the intuitive insight. 

This she argues will result in extensive analysis that breaks down the potential for intuition 

in a situation.  

Not always putting a stamp on it [the intuition] like: “But why is this the case? 

Who is this and how does (s)he know?” Then I cannot listen. Then I cannot act 

upon it, if I have to know everything that surrounds it. (R6)  

This implies that prioritization involves knowledge about internal processes as well as the 

courage to venture into the unknown.  
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 Supporting conditions for intuition 5.4.5

Generally, these informants reflected on a need to slow down, distract and return to a 

natural state of being from which new insights could emerge. Perhaps because of that they 

also described contemplative practices outside office hours that focused on attention, 

relaxation and reflection on their own experiences. During daily routines, regularly 

planned or randomly occurring activities the managers mentioned to seek to create distance 

to their mundane working life to clear their perception. Business and preoccupation were 

understood as detrimental for subtleties as intuition at work:  

I should not be too busy in any case the whole time. As that, that does not work. If I 

am very busy, I lose that sensitivity, the receptiveness, very much. In that case I 

am preoccupied with everything that I need to do, and that has its effects on my 

mind. At that point I am worthless intuitively. (R19) 

Managers differed in the level and type of reflective activities. Some managers participated 

in a network with the aim to create distance from work, while other managers had taken 

courses in intuitive development. 18 out of 25 engaged in reflective routines such as yoga 

or meditation to relax and direct attention; eight did so on a daily basis while ten did so 

regularly:  

With coaching others I find it very important that I keep a clear view on the world. 

So I also do it [meditation] for that. It is like, well a sort of professional 

development. (R5) And as this informant exemplifies: But yes, I really need it to 

create a distance of the things that I do. For example, if I am cycling to my work 

it is like a big free event of associations in my head and senses and things, and 

then I also get the feeling of things come together. And then I have an overview 

again. (R19) 

Apart from these reflexive practices and not being too busy, managers also seem to share 

an interest in understanding internal processes. This reflexive stance, helped to learn from 

past experiences. This informant exemplifies this as follows:  

Or measuring, or unraveling, that what I did experience before, but was unable to act 

upon. You know? So I am trying to understand more and more, like: “What is this? 

What is the voice or feeling that something is amiss?” (R16)  

These notions reflect a general willingness to understand intuition at work that also 

infiltrates the private domain through reflective practices and a willingness to learn from 

experiences. In the next section we turn to integrate these findings into a theoretical 

framework and describe how the framework can be walked through by the managers we 

interviewed.   
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5.5 Findings II: Toward intuition in practice  

Theoretical models on intuition rely on the premise that intuitions are self-explanatory 

(Dane & Pratt, 2007; Dane & Pratt, 2009; Sadler-Smith, 2016b; Sinclair, 2010). Instead, 

this study presents in-depth accounts of how experienced managers turn to intuition in 

practice during loosely structured tasks. It appears that according to their description, 

intuition needs attention, at times needs inquiry, needs to be given priority and does well 

by relaxation. These findings support the notion that intuition can be conceptualized as a 

skill that can be trained. Reflectivity and an interest in own thought processes drives these 

practices. Figure 5.2. describes a theoretical framework that summarizes the findings that 

in practice intuition may need ‘work’. One informant neatly summarized what is important 

for attending to intuition during her work: 

Okay, so key things are, being in a receptive mode, which is being in a receptive 

mode means giving more importance to just being than doing. If I’m doing doing 

doing and trying trying trying I’m not in a receptive mode. (...) But if I’m sitting, you 

know, I am in the receptive mode, so the receptive mode also puts you in a better 

place to be aware or awareness. So awareness is another key thing, so you are in 

the receptive mode and then you are becoming aware of what you are feeling 

and what’s going on. (…) And then you can also use your mind and you can 

make connections, so as you are engaging your curiosity, you are engaging your 

mind. You know and wondering, wondering like: “Well what could this be, you 

know? Well perhaps it is that.” (R23) 

From this quote it seems that attention matters to notice and understand the experience, but 

also to get into this ‘receptive mode’ to trigger the emergence of intuition. The analytical 

part of the mind is used to make connections together with a curiosity to understand what 

is going on. 
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 Figure 5.2. Conceptual framework of attentional foci in intra-subjective processes of 

intuition at work
15

 

 

The theoretical framework starts with attention for the emergence of intuition. These 

attempts to trigger intuition (Sinclair, 2010) may cultivate the receptiveness for intuitive 

insights (Tomasino, 2011). The attentional shifts of mental, bodily states and the 

environment illustrated purposeful reports on triggering intuition. The model then proceeds 

onto the actual experience of intuition. Afterwards intuition may need interpretation or 

needs to be given priority before it is implemented. Additionally, informants reported on 

reflective practices that they conducted beyond their work. From these practices it became 

particularly clear that they sought for relaxation or an open mind to be receptive for 

intuition during their work.   

We further detected that this level of reflection and perspective on relaxation, 

attention and inquiry was not equally present with informants. Instead, we observed 

individual level variation in the active mode of attention for intuition that becomes 

apparent in how informants walk through our model. The descriptions differentiate in the 

extent to which intuition is actively tuned into and not so much profession dependent. 

Some informants did not reflect on much active explicit attention for experiences of 

                                                           
15 Note that an empirical description of the implementation and outcomes of intuition is beyond the scope of 

this paper.  
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intuition other than that it emerged during their daily tasks. We distinguish three 

approaches to attune to intuition in practice that are summarized in Table 5.3. We label 

these as: No active attention, Starting to attend, and Experienced attenders. We now turn to 

describing these three approaches.   
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Table 5.3. Typology of managers’ attention for intuition in their work 

Category Description Exemplary quote 

No active attention  

 

 # 9: R3; R4; R10; R12; 

R15; R17; R18; R24; R25. 

Intuition occurs involuntarily to managers in this category. They register 

when it emerges, but do not engage in further interpretation nor do not 

report on additional formal practices outside the work context. They stress 

being rested in order to have this natural skill function to them.  

Yes, I just reckon that I have that. “Smart seeing”, that 

is for me an intuitive process. I cannot say where it 

comes from. It just comes, and then I think like: “Yes, 

that way.” (R18) 

Starting to attend  

 

# 8: R8; R9; R13; R14; R16; 

R20; R21; R22. 

This group starts to inquire their feelings at work when they emerge in 

order to obtain more information for the situation at hand. They reflect on 

doubts and time pressure as detrimental to following intuition. Further, 

they want to learn more about their intuition and report on regular 

activities to withdraw from business and to slow down.   

Yes, well often by taking a break from it, then you go 

back to it again, put it aside again and then eh, at a 

certain moment, yes, or maybe by discussing it with 

someone. Just examining it and often the answer comes, 

yes. It requires a certain honesty towards yourself, 

which is not always easy. (R9) 

Experienced attenders  

 

# 8: R1; R2; R5; R6; R7; 

R11; R19; R23. 

This group has made understanding their inner lives and intuition of great 

priority in their work. They report on entering a receptive mode to foster 

the emergence of intuitive insights. They use meta-reflections to describe 

what is important for intuition in their work. They report on daily practices 

that involve attention or meditation.  

That [intuition] only functions when you are very 

relaxed, relying on something that is larger than you. 

There is no need to be religious for this. You only need 

to know that you are very, very limited yourself. (R6) 
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 No active attention 5.5.1

The first cluster consists of managers to whom intuition naturally emerges in work 

situations. Their awareness of intuition as natural asset in their work has found ground 

when their career developed. Some referred to intuition as their core strength. The natural 

element of intuition is highlighted by the playful connotation intuition has: 

I have got aware of it only during last years, that that [intuitive understanding] is my 

instrument. It is not that I think like: “Now I have to use my method.” That is not 

how it works, it goes in a playful manner. (R3) 

Regarding Figure 5.2. this cluster starts describing experiences from the second box of the 

theoretical framework. Intuition is often described as feeling, sometimes referred to as 

particular locations in the body. The management practitioners in this cluster argue that 

their gut feelings may have sometimes been wrong in the past, but that they do trust it 

when it emerges. In addition to that, they accepted the errors that could occur in their first 

impressions.  

Intuition was is understood as information that naturally emerges when they are 

rested, as is exemplified by this informant.  

Well, I have to be rested otherwise I do not have access. So I know that, let me put 

it like this: “The intuition is eaten up by emotion.” And if I am tired, than I am 

irritated quickly, or than it is not going fast enough or I do not know. (R17) 

Summarized, the managers described the emergence and trusting of intuition as something 

natural and automatically. They further accepted errors and pointed out the importance of 

being rested to have a clear mind to notice intuition.  

 

 Starting to attend 5.5.2

The second cluster comprises managers that are more eager to reflect and understand 

intuitive experiences and argue that their intuitions are not always clear nor given priority. 

Those managers also report on being interested in developing their intuition further. They 

reflect on what intuition is, what is it not - and have rather precise description of their 

experiences. Their descriptions of intuition refer to a decision in which everything comes 

together or that occurs in an image, feeling or thought. The descriptions of these 

experiences highlight a sort of unifying experience, described in words like: “When there 

is no dark place left in my body” (R14).  

The managers in this cluster inquire their experiences (Figure 5.2.) and generally 

take an inquiring stance towards their internal processes (e.g., Hogarth, 2001) when they 
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have experienced something they do not yet understand. This practice to understand what 

they communicate can be done alone, in tandem with another person, or even with a team.  

When at work: “Ouch this a nasty feeling.” But wait a minute: “Where does it come 

from? What is this feeling? What is going on now that was not there yet yesterday? 

What does it tell me?” (…) I am giving a little bit more attention to what is going on. 

That is something that only started last year. (R14)  

The managers in this cluster displayed a hesitance to automatically trust subjective 

experiences of intuition. Not being able to understand why they had particular experiences, 

made it more difficult to follow up on it, as this informant exemplifies:  

You know these are subtle experiences that I either notice or not if I am too busy and 

then I am not paying attention. If I notice them, it is not sure whether I follow them, 

since at the moment of experience I do not know why I have this experience. (R20) 

Given their interest to develop intuition further and their increased attention for internal 

processes, we found regular reports to create ‘stillness’ in the mind or to slow down. This 

director and manager emphasizes this as follows: 

If my schedule is packed, from the early morning till late I finish up and go home. 

(…) Then there is no room to pick up these signals. That is when I do not even know 

they are there. (…) So I became member of a small network of business owners. We 

meet four times a year, with the only purpose to slow down. (R16) 

Extending the approach of the first cluster, the managers in this group put more emphasis 

on the inquiry and the need to slow down to attend to the subtleties of intuition.  

 

 Experienced attenders 5.5.3

The final cluster consists of managers that have explicitly devoted time to understanding 

internal processes and report on seeking to attend intuition in their work for over 5-10 

years. In their understanding intuition is sometimes referred to as a state that they switched 

to when appropriate. Their reports emphasize attending to the emergence of intuition 

through shifting their attention from active thinking to intuition (Figure 5.2.). These shifts 

of attention seemed to be based on meditation techniques or prolonged working with 

internal processes. The importance to pay attention and the switch between states is 

exemplified by this informant who reports how intuition emerges in-between thoughts:   

Yes, between those thoughts actually. That is it. Actually that robust thinking is, is 

sometimes very simple, you could think of it like that. Hardly interesting 

mechanism as it [intuition] all happens between those thoughts. (R19) and: For 

me it is something natural that whenever I am able to always return to that state of 

being (R19). 

Attending to the process of intuiting, contrasts with findings that intuition is an automatic 

process for the other clusters (Figure 5.2.). With respect to their experiences with intuition 
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they were precise in their descriptions of what it entailed. For example one of them 

illustrates this as: “I have a preference for seeing” (R6). 

They had made working with intuition a priority in their professional as well as 

personal lives. They developed personal routines in writing down their experiences, 

discussing these with others, reconciling intuition from other emotions and/or practicing 

daily meditation techniques. For instance, some had taken several courses on intuitive 

development or taught them themselves.  

I have also done those courses on intuitive development. Very much a focus on 

observation, like: “How does this happen?” (R5). 

They inhibited high levels of reflection on their own experiences as well as what was 

important regarding intuition. It seemed that managers in this cluster are able to switch 

from active thinking to intuition and back. Something that has not been so much reported 

on by the other clusters.  

 

5.6 Discussion and conclusions 

 Theoretical contributions 5.6.1

With this study we aimed to gain insight in how intuition is attuned to in practice. Our 

findings reflect how “things are done” in practice (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2011; Yanow & 

Tsoukas, 2009) and results in an extended theoretical framework. We particularly show 

how managers shift cognitive perspectives, have attention for, inquire and do or do not 

prioritize intuition and as such highlight the complexities regarding intuition at the 

individual level. This reflects an approach in which intuition can be more seen as a skill 

than an involuntarily emerging experience during work. Further, the interviewed 

experienced managers reveal three styles of walking through the theoretical model. In what 

follows we outline our contributions. 

First, we portray intuition as needing ‘work’ in practice. This counters existing work 

that assumes that intuition is noticed and self-explanatory (e.g., Crossan et al., 1999; Dane 

& Pratt, 2007; Sadler-Smith, 2016b). Our detailed and contextualized reflections lead to a 

theoretical model that includes micro-level practices of triggering the emergence, inquiry, 

prioritization and general practices that serve intuition. While we cannot be conclusive 

about the implementation nor outcomes of intuition, we can say that this group of 

managers seeks to understand and actively work with intuition in practice. This adds an 

empirical account of how inquiry, observation and relaxation are interpreted as important 

to attune to intuition at work (Claxton, 2015; Hogarth, 2001; Kahneman, 2011) and that 
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intuition can be trained. It also calls for more inside perspectives to further unravel factors 

that promote or hamper trusting intuition when immersed in loosely structure tasks. 

We highlight the role of attention in various stages of intuition at work. First, 

attention seems to play a role in triggering emergence of intuition (Sinclair, 2010; 

Vaughan, 1979). Second, attention is needed to notice intuition when it emerges.  The 

inferences we find about not being too busy support the idea that stress may be detrimental 

to intuition (Duggan & Mason, 2011) and that receptivity is lost for subtleties (Saggurthi & 

Thakur, 2016). Further, we find that attention is needed to inquire and prioritize intuition 

as well as in reflexive practices that stretch beyond the work domain. This adds a 

perspective that attention is not only important to notice intuition (Dane, 2011), but also to 

trigger emergence, inquire and prioritize this way of knowing in a particular task. This 

strengthens suggestions for a potential relation between mindfulness and intuition (e.g., 

Dane, 2011; Sadler-Smith & Shefy, 2007) and needs further scrutiny.  

Finally, our findings support the idea that managers exhibit individual level variation 

in the consumption and experience of intuition at work (Dane, 2011; Sadler-Smith & 

Shefy, 2007). From these findings we cannot say whether their differences in reflections 

can be attributed to more openness towards intuition. The differences in active shifting 

cognitive perspective and attending to intuition can also be understood as a developmental 

processes from natural use towards high levels of conscious attention when immersed in a 

task. This finding is particularly relevant to literature on fostering intuition (Sadler-Smith 

& Burke, 2009; Sadler-Smith & Shefy, 2007) into organizational or educational settings. 

 

 Limitations & future research 5.6.2

This study also has some limitations. The micro-level intra-subjective perspective on 

intuition brings a lot of detail, especially with this experienced set of informants, but at the 

same time it is limiting in itself. The first limitation refers to the limited perspective that 

the results might offer. Although they provide profound insights in the micro-processes of 

attributions to intuition at work, they are one-sidedly focused on those who favor the 

concept at work.  Future research could examine to what extend these findings are 

representative of those with an intuitive thinking style (Allinson & Hayes, 1996; Epstein et 

al., 1996) and how the results might differ when informants prefer a rational thinking style. 

One a related note future work can further explore individual differences in intuition in 

managerial tasks. Are they subject to thinking style or also to context, experience and other 

factors?  
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Additionally, our results indicate a potential relation between the emergence of 

intuition, attention and relaxation. This relation seems to be paradoxical in managerial 

environments that are characterized by stress and business. Future work can further the 

particular role for mindfulness as conducive for noticing intuitions at work (Dane, 2011). It 

seems that being too heavily occupied with tasks is interpreted as a distraction of 

sensitivity to the subtleties of intuitive hunches. This would call for more work on the 

relation between stress and intuition (Duggan & Mason, 2011) as through times of 

heightened anxiety innovation tends to limited (Osgood, 1960). This could shed light on 

when and how experiences of intuition are reported on. Experience sampling method may 

come in useful in this respect (Csikszentmihalyi & Hunter, 2003; Csikszentmihalyi & 

Larson, 1987; Uy et al., 2010) to study how and which intuitive insights emerge and 

whether these indeed are in times of relaxation instead of preoccupation with tasks 

(Vaughan, 1979). Therefore, we recommend future research to employ observational 

research to monitor references to intuition over a certain period of time.  

Another weakness of this study, and of the field of intuition in general, is its reliance 

on retrospective reports and verbalizations of instant knowing as epistemological ground. 

Baldacchino and colleagues (2015) called for more work that captured the phenomenon in 

situ, such as talk out loud protocols. With our approach we followed recent methodological 

suggestions to understand intuition from within (Akinci & Sadler‐ Smith, 2012; 

Hodgkinson & Sadler-Smith, 2011; Petitmengin, 2014) to get closer to this phenomenon in 

practice. Future work could use a mixed method approach in which retrospective reports 

are coupled with experiments. Respondents are then asked ‘what it was like’ after an 

experiment that for instance used psychophysiological measures to highlight incidents of 

intuition (Hodgkinson & Sadler-Smith, 2011; Radin & Borges, 2009). The coupling of 

these different cognitive functions lead us to more in-depth insights (A. I. Jack et al., 2013) 

and can improve the reliability of the attributions towards intuition.  

Finally, through emphasizing an introspective approach to intuition our work has 

disregarded potential environmental factors that influence the emergence and interpretation 

of intuition. Earlier work has raised the point that hierarchical environments may be less 

open for intuition (Agor, 1987). Alternatively, environments that are not perceived as safe 

may produce intuitions that do not reflect the situation correctly or managers do not feel to 

implement them (Hogarth, 2001; Kahneman, 2011). As our primary focus was on attention 

for intuition in daily managerial tasks, we have excluded this perspective in this study. 
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Future research can explore the role of environmental factors in the perceived emergence 

and attention for experiences labeled as intuition.     

 

 Conclusion 5.6.3

This paper questioned whether intuition was easy to attend to in practice and we turned to 

experienced managers to learn from their detailed descriptions. We particularly suggest a 

role for attention, inquiry and relaxation and the ability to switch from habits of mind to 

active thinking and vice versa to work with the subtleties of intuition in practice. Our 

findings show that the meaning of this subjective knowledge is not always clear and needs 

interpretation, the experience needs attention and priority if we really are to give this way 

of knowing a place in managerial practices. We hope that the insights in this paper provide 

a hands-on approach to foster intuitive awareness with managers. Something that will be 

increasingly important in today’s tides of change and uncertainty.   


