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Why do we inquire into activities of wealth creation? At its most general, this inquiry is defined
by its aim: to become more aware of and find meaning in, social experience. From such aware-
ness comes the possibility of influence, both within the institutional structures and objects we
encounter, create and use, and over our own development in terms of character and conduct.
Using this influence we can satisfy what Alfred Whitehead (1929a: 14, 23) calls our three-fold
urge: ‘to live, to live well, to live better’; and so to transform life into a potentially good and
better life. Managerial research is a particular and increasingly important form of such influ-
ence; its concerns being those aspects of social life that are broadly concerned with the produc-
tion and distribution of material wealth through some form of social organization, whether an
entrepreneurial venture, a corporation, a public department, a profession, an occupation, and
so on. Often the term ‘management’ relates to an improvement in performance, however this
may be determined, but the root of the word comes from the French main meaning ‘to handle
and direct something’, whether it is simply the taking and application of decisions, or more
broadly, a concern with the possible effects of such decisions. As a practice of handling action,
management has become increasingly pervasive, touching many sections of many societies,
almost like a transformational force akin to how engineering came to pervade the nineteenth
century. What is handled can include a multitude of things, from physical objects and produc-
tion and distribution spaces to human emotions such as dissent or expectation. In covering all
manner of such objects, procedures and actions, managers are not restricted to a particular craft
or locale – they can practise their skills across many different organizations in many different
places. Once the preserve of private companies, management initiatives are now experienced
in a myriad of organizational conditions: voluntary organizations, government offices, schools,
prisons and international advisory bodies to name a few. Developments in communication, pro-
duction and distribution technologies have served to catalyse this institutional a range. They
have made possible a division of labour, a separation of agency and ownership, and a geograph-
ical reach that has meant this production and distribution of goods, services and knowledge
rarely occurs in one place under the auspices of a single person. Our products are made by
many hands and machines, our services can be delivered from remote places, our organizations
can be owned and influenced by many different interests and our knowledge arises from many
sources. With this separation between  imaginative judgements, planning, ownership and execu-
tion comes an increasing need for co-ordinating wealth-creating effort across activities, times and
spaces, and hence a need for managers. As economies grow in terms of net product, as material
expectations rise, as managerial behaviours become increasingly sophisticated, and as the share-
holder form of such economies becomes increasingly the norm, these management activities are
becoming ever more pervasive.

While there is broad recognition of the basic nature and extent of such management activity,
and so its being an area of our personal and social lives worthy of study, what is far less certain
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is how we should understand, present and judge it. It is to pursue this understanding, presenta-
tion and judgement that the field of management research is devoted, a field that, from tradition,
has been occupied by a number of disciplines from the social sciences. So to understand what
we mean by managerial research we have to understand both what we mean by social science
and why management as an activity is amenable to such scientific study. Among those who
study managers, the activity of management and the wider organizational structures and effects
complicit with managerial endeavour, agreement across the disciplines has proved difficult to
reach. Psychologists, sociologists, mathematicians and anthropologists each have their own
setups in the field of management studies, setups whose own traditions, paradigms, worldviews
and tools cast the character and influence of management and managerial problems in particu-
lar forms. So where some researchers emphasize an overtly technical understanding of manage-
ment as though it were akin to social engineering or eugenics, others emphasize its inherently
political nature. Whether managers are akin to caliphs, architects, or technicians is open to con-
stant debate. Some may deem the role inherently praiseworthy where others remain suspicious
of or antagonistic to its influence. Similarly, where some researchers might argue that what they
are studying are individuals and the cognitive patterns associated with subjective judgement and
decision-taking, others regard the appropriate unit of analysis to be wider, sometimes objectify-
ing forces, such as the structural influence of foreign direct investment, or the influence of non-
negotiable cultural traditions. This variety of perspectives and approaches in the field can make
any attempt to locate the edges of management research activity a messy one. This is why
Whitehead’s identification of the three-fold urge informing human inquiry is instructive. What
defines a field is not so much common methods or units of analysis, but its influence on human
problems. The influence he envisages coming from any form of broadly scientific activity is not
despotic in its nature, but a self-control emerging from the capacity to see things anew, to envis-
age how the world is and so how it can be both different from the way it is, and better. It is this
ability to see things anew that Whitehead argues as the root of good science, irrespective of the
field or discipline. For a social science this ability involves researchers recognizing the intimate
relationship between their perspectives and the experience of the ongoing problems people have.
Social science involves researchers in an internal and ongoing relationship with the human expe-
riences that form the raw material for the data by which they make sense of the social world.
From a management research perspective, these problems can be those of managers and their
colleagues, or those under the influence of managers, including the researchers themselves, or
those in the thrall of management as an idea or even ideal. As life goes on, so the problems
change; they are not fixed, universal or entirely tractable, and as social scientists the researcher’s
job is to reflect and attempt to make sense of this. It is only by recognizing this complicity with
the phenomena they research that management researchers can realize the kind of influence that
Whitehead talks about, because it is only from this recognition that management can be under-
stood in terms of its potential rather than a formally defined field.

Take, for example, the problems that first prompted Frederick Taylor to associate inquiry into
managerial life with a science. These included the problem of how to better control growing
organizational size; how to instil order into workers and how to rid the influence of greed from
investment cycles. Each of these problems was experienced by Taylor within a specific milieu,
a shop or factory, set within a wider economic sector such as retail or steel manufacture, and
within the even wider environs of the USA and international economies. Hence Taylor’s prob-
lems were both local and global; there were immediate concerns of payment schedules set
against the equally pressing backdrop of the changing demographics, technologies and economic
aspirations of an increasingly internationalized workforce. His response was to insist manage-
ment activities adopted clear and consistently applied methods (time and motion studies,
psycho-physiological testing), planning (simple hierarchical structures, rationalized production
systems) and standardization (task separation, common parts) (Guillén, 2006: 4). These
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responses meant factories became better organized and as a result more efficient as more units
were produced with less material and labour. Yet the responses were also problematic. Far from
enabling us to live better, Taylor’s solutions were felt by some to be retrograde, confining the
rhythms of work to the steady and monotonic pulse of a machine. For example, the heirs to the
British Arts and Crafts movement grouped in associations such as the Industrial Research
Fatigue Board thought the solutions of scientific management cheapened human life by ignor-
ing the vital contribution humans made to the nature of products. Emotional and social well-
being was being traded for supposed efficiency. In responding to his problems, Taylor was
simply creating new problems: the growing urban workforce was abandoning the skills associ-
ated with self-sufficiency and creativity in exchange for a wage economy that tied them into a
wider culture of dependency and idiocy. Swapping apprenticed crafts for repetitive tasks meant
there was little room for personal engagement with and even interest in what was being pro-
duced. In turn, the self-management and group ownership solutions advocated by these expo-
nents of Arts and Crafts were criticized for being anachronistic in tone and impractical in effect;
and so the inquiry into desirable forms of production went on to try to reconcile drives for effi-
ciency with problems of boredom, alienation and absence. With each arrival at a solution
comes an invitation for new, critical departures. 

Viewing this from Whitehead’s perspective suggests that what matters is not that these early
management researchers failed to find a lasting solution to their problems, but that as problems
were met with solutions new problems arose warranting new insights. What defines manager-
ial research activity is not the provision of definitive solutions that look to set habitual and
seemingly natural limits to what we do and say, but the continuing interest in how an aware-
ness of what we do and say can transform our practices of material wealth creation by posing
alternatives – either reforming existing practices or creating alternate ones. It is as a result of
providing such contrasts that researchers are able to distinguish how we live now from how we
might live well and live better. If all social science does in providing explanations is to fix mean-
ings concerning what exists, it quickly degenerates because of what Whitehead called fatigue;
the ennui arising from repeated attempts at explaining ‘the base matter’ of life un-enlivened
with any concern for why that life matters and in what ways it can be lived differently. 

So to avoid fatigue the field of management inquiry and its associated disciplines needs to
concern itself with problem-solving activities and hence the distinct and alternate perspectives
that ensue when attempts are being made to solve these problems. It is in this spirit that we
have edited this dictionary. The inclusion of different worldviews, methodologies and methods
reflects the range of disciplinary influences, each of which serves in some way to encourage
and assist researchers in their inquiry. Taken as a whole, the variety might appear bewildering.
With each worldview and methodology come different background emphases, different tech-
niques to be learnt and different data to be ‘collected’. Yet in our experience this ‘critical mess’
of views, methods and data (Gartner and Birley, 2002) is the stuff of doing good research.
Judging appropriate moves in the field requires a familiarity with different views, methods and
data because from such familiarity come skills of discernment and hence the ability to go on
and do research that matters and in ways that broach both alternate forms of practice and new
practices. One common thread around which much of this variety is wound in this dictionary,
however, is the term ‘qualitative’. The entries cover largely non-statistical approaches to data
collection and analysis. The definitional split between qualitative and quantitative research
enjoys widespread currency among the social science community, and in using the term in our
dictionary title we continue to accept it as one that endures.

Yet perhaps too much is made of these being opposing approaches. For example, we would
argue that the logic or framing that defines the research questions of social scientists using struc-
tured equation modelling is the same as that of those using discourse analysis, or semiotics; rele-
vances are identified, categories assigned, theories are proposed that researchers believe will
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create a particular truth, and audiences are spoken to, irrespective of the methodologies or even
worldviews adopted. What does distinguish the approaches is the manner in which experiences
are highlighted and how they are sifted. Quantitative work tends to limit its range to finding
out what exists from a perspective of distance (isolating variables) and of averaging phenomena
through numerical proxies, whereas qualitative work looks to find what exists by involvement
and hence accepts the ensuing messiness and difference of using rich descriptions. Both
approaches are prescriptive in so far as comparisons are made with other situations (both real
and imagined), yet where quantitative approaches seek legitimacy in causal weightings of sig-
nificance, qualitative work uses exemplary stories or cases. Qualitative work typically requires
researchers to involve themselves with those they are studying in some way; a dialogue is cre-
ated, whether cursorily and at some physical remove (as in short telephone interviews or post-
cards, for example) or through sustained engagement (as in participatory research). There are
of course exceptions: archive work in business history, for example, is often conducted without
such direct engagement, though data analysis is still conducted from a narrative text. Similarly,
some quantitative work also involves engagement, the collection of survey data being an obvi-
ous example.

The distinction is useful in so far as it suggests differing views as to what management
research is for. Those exclusively using quantitative methods will tend to emphasize the impor-
tance of getting accurate representations (data) of what we mean by the social that can be analyzed
for patterns from which theories concerning managerial activity can be stated and then
re-tested for robustness, both in different conditions and over time. What are significant for the
researcher using quantitative approaches are the patterns that can or cannot be established
between isolated variables. Qualitative work also shares a desire for scientific rigour in making
accurate representations, as well as being minded to focus on the problems being experienced
by managers and their organizations. Yet it remains distinctive in its approach to delivering on
these aims. Quantitative research tends to be oriented to large groups of problem situations –
such as understanding how to organize wealth-creating institutions so as not to materially disad-
vantage critical constituent interests – and there are common elements that are few and signifi-
cant enough to isolate as separate phenomena on the assumption that the propositions by which
they are explained afford possible orientations towards possible futures. Yet these propositions
are nothing more than tendencies, ones that often pertain in fairly strict ceteris paribus condi-
tions, of the kind: increasing regulatory surveillance reduces scope for malfeasance (Knight,
1921: 8). Fluctuations, modifications and accidents are excluded, and it is these that qualitative
work picks up on, arguing that much is missed by way of understanding, and hence influence,
if the only views and approaches being used are those that require an explicit limiting of what
constitutes scientific engagement. To get at the exceptions, the outliers, and to convey the depth
and richness of managerial and organizational life, qualitative research places more emphasis on
words than numbers; it requires research converse with the researched in some way, and that
attention is given to the experiences as they are experienced as much as to the manner in which
experiences can be abstracted and compared. A branch of qualitative research labelled under the
term ‘action’ approaches take this engagement one stage further, working to establish collabora-
tive inquiry, often using managers themselves as collaborators and sharing the collection and
analysis of data to ensure the implementation of findings. 

If we were to map out in some way the objectives of managerial research covered by both
quantitative and qualitative approaches, then, broadly speaking, these would occupy either end
of a dimension that ranged from reporting what exists to an active involvement with trying to
improve upon what exists. The social theorist Walter Runciman suggests this range can be parsed
into four related activities: reportage, explanation, description and evaluation (Runciman, 1983;
Schatzki, 2005b), with quantitative approaches typically (though not exclusively) bunching
around reportage and explanation, and qualitative extending across all four. 
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Reportage

Reporting events offers what Runciman calls a primary understanding; the use of established
words to present what exists and what happens. Here there is no attempt at explaining the
social world, only recounting observed phenomena in standard ‘factual’ terminology using ana-
lytic definitions. So reporting on the corporate governance structures of a particular firm might,
for example, involve: listing the company officers; drawing an organogram of who is responsi-
ble for what; outlining the regulatory frameworks and the actions required to comply with
such, and so on. There is no attempt to explain why the governance system is in place, or to
describe what life is like living with the system, or to suggest improvements to it. Reportage
involves breaking a phenomenon into elemental parts in order to have a clearer understanding
of how those parts are made up, how they relate to one another, and how they are influenced
by other phenomena. 

The problem with limiting management research to reportage is that it is notoriously difficult
to avoid the use of words that carry with them assumptions as to why one event or experience
is of significance and others are considered peripheral, or even go unnoticed. Facts, notably those
associated with social science, are not uncontested in the way that they can simply be reported;
in the main they are observer-dependent phenomena; to exist they have to be experienced by
subjects. As Searle (2005) remarks, this observer-dependency does not preclude the possibility of
having an objective science of these facts because we can still make true and false claims con-
cerning such phenomena. What it does preclude, however, is equating physical facts (phenom-
ena existing independent of human intentionality such as water) with social facts (phenomena
that arise from, or have arisen from, the interestedness to human beings). So, to go back to the
corporate governance example, the reporting of regulatory structures will require the researcher
to identify significant parties to such structures, primary among which will be shareholders.
Shareholders exist because of a widespread web of existing activity and tradition in which the
idea of having owners who are removed from daily managerial activity, who have the mobility
to divest and re-invest, and who have an interest in maximizing capital returns, has become a
sensible and even desirable condition. Reporting on the existence of shareholders carries with it
an attempt to define them: for example, as those who carry the residual risks associated with
wealth-creating activity. Yet no sooner are words such as ‘residual’, ‘risk’ and ‘wealth’ used than
the definition begins to become contentious. Are longer-term shareholders different from short-
term ones in terms of the quality of the risks they carry and the kinds of ownership they exert?
Don’t others, such as employees with pensions, also carry residual risk without being sharehold-
ers? Is the risk accepted by shareholders extendable to those who have pledged to buy shares at
some point in the future? To approach questions such as these it is not sufficient to simply report
on events and define terms. As we have already argued, what is of interest to management
researchers are not formal definitions per se – which are never absolute – but what gives rise to
the fact of phenomena like shareholders. To report on the existence of shareholders is to invoke
an entire grammatical background of word use by which the activity of shareholding has come
to make sense. The meaning of the word is indistinct from its use within this wider grammar,
meaning any sustained effort to report events inevitably slips into explanation, description or
evaluation.  

Explanation

Explanation is the lifeblood of scientific research. It realizes what Runciman calls a second-
order understanding, in which the facts stemming from observations and experience are inter-
preted in some way by aligning them with presuppositions and theoretical ambitions. What
is disputed is the character of such alignment; specifically whether the explanation of social
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phenomena can operate causally from which emerge law-like connections between actions, the
intention ‘behind’ the action and the generative conditions of the intention itself. Why we
humans think, say and do things has been explained with reference to conscious, unconscious
or subconscious mental states, reasons, beliefs, norms and principles, structures, dispositions,
communal agreement, rules, habitus, grammar, social structures. A scientific explanation will
typically err towards a dispassionate identification of elements held in some form of serial
alignment. It is out of these recognized patterns that theories can be built, and then tested
through their application to other phenomena. Those theories that are continually able to fit
these other phenomena come to be general or even grand theories whose truth status no longer
requires constant verification and that gradually become part of the background assumptions
by which future research is conducted. Most social science does not aim for theories that pro-
vide such a level of law-like coverage and predictability (Schatzki, 2002). Even economics rec-
ognizes the need to constantly absorb apparent contradictions between its assumptions and
observed phenomena (recognizing goods of ostentation, for example, as those for which
demand rises because of a high price) and accepts that some of its theories, like its curves, run
almost asymptotic to the world (as indicated by the frequent use of ceteris paribus conditions). 

Another indication of the distinct nature of social science is that where laws are created they
are typically embellished with literary effect. So we have, for example, the political scientist
Roberto Michels identifying ‘The Iron Law of Oligarchy’. The adjective ‘iron’ is an implicit
acknowledgement that the theory itself is a rhetorical creation: its insight (in this case, the ten-
dency for elite groups to always emerge from within institutions, no matter how radical and
egalitarian the framing ideas of the institution) is suggestive, rather than exhaustive and predic-
tive, precisely because it retains its connexion to the open-ended phenomena under investiga-
tion. Michels’ law arose from an impressive and sustained analysis of a number of political
parties in pre-First World War continental Europe. From these cases came an explanation as to
why revolutionary and worker parties became apologists for policies that contributed to the
expansionist aspirations of an imperialist and demonstrably anti-working-class German empire.
Once formed, the parties became increasingly absorbed into institutional politics, and so to the
demands of compliance and representation from which skilled elites emerge. The predictive
element of the theory is such that were the conditions of the cases to be found experienced by
human beings elsewhere, then the emergence of such elites would be likely. The law has an
‘iron’ quality not because the phenomenon is inevitable in all cases, but that in some it is very
likely and the effect has an ‘iron-like’ grip on those experiencing it. 

Again, to go back to Searle’s (2005) point about the nature of social facts, the reason social
laws work is not because they predict events, so much as convey tendencies that resonate with
those who might have, or are currently, or even are about to, experience them. To understand
a simple social performance of the kind: person X is performing action A because of reasons 1
and 2, and requires an assessment not only of the collective intentional framework distinguish-
ing the type of action being undertaken, along with the physical form and range of the tools
being used, but also an evaluation of what counts as a correct or sensible performance. It is a
mistake of management researchers if they assume their categories capture the social world as
it is because the world in which they are interested is human, and hence not easily reduced to
abstract planes, fixed entities and stable relations. No matter how abstracted, the data of man-
agerial research carry with them the residue of volition, of judgement, and hence the possibil-
ity that they could have been, and could be in the future, different (Ghoshal, 2005). What are
being explained in social science are not objects and their relations but objects that are assigned
what Searle calls ‘status functions’: 

… where the objects cannot perform the function in virtue of their physical structure alone, but only in
virtue of the collective assignment or acceptance of the object or person as having a certain status and
with that status a function. (Searle, 2005: 7–8, emphasis in original)
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Ascribing status functions fundamentally casts the nature of the phenomena being dealt with –
human being–action–object arrangements – as non-predictable. As Schatzki (2002) argues, those
who claim explanations are in fact law-like in the same way as the second law of thermody-
namics are wrong, but not because there is inadequate fit between the law and phenomena
(exceptions can always be empirically observed), but because fundamentally human action is
not predictable and so it makes no sense to attempt to divine the kind of predictive, tight the-
ories common to explanatory modes in natural science. Any achievement in social science,
whether reportage, explanation, description or evaluation, is never complete; what Cooper
(2005) calls the ‘aboriginal potential’ of human life always spills over the edges of these gram-
matical containers. To study managerial life effectively requires that researchers acknowledge
the empirical existence of will. So in looking to explain managerial life they must avoid the pre-
sumption that the experience of being a human being can be pinned down to the perspective a
researcher might have on this human being (Callon, 1999). 

This is not, however, to abandon theorizing, but to understand the concepts and theories gen-
erated by social scientists as useful ways of punctuating and understanding experience rather
than covering it. The French social theorist Pierre Bourdieu, for example, uses an abstract and
universal concept he terms the ‘field’: a unified social space whose elements are the forces of
power such as prevailing interests that impose themselves upon people as they occupy the field,
and the struggles that ensue as people with differentiated means confront one another on the
field. Fields, it is argued, can exist as different forms (there are fields of power, and more spe-
cific fields associated with politics, or education) and across different societies (the French
fields are distinct from Chinese ones), yet the field (in conjunction with other concepts such as
habitus, which Bourdieu uses to refer to those basic dispositions of character that we have and
carry through our lives) allows a social scientist like Bourdieu to explain the relational condi-
tions by which the interests of any one individual or group come to be distinct among others,
without being confined to those conditions (Bourdieu, 1998: 31–34). Bourdieu’s concepts and
theory can be argued against, but as social theory, and so any critique might be centred upon
the clarity of his concepts (how can a field be a unity without being itself grounded in wider,
unifying social forces?) or the theoretical implications (with so much emphasis on social struc-
tures, is there any room for individual judgement?). Bourdieu is suggesting concepts such as his
are useful when trying to explain the practical problems faced by all people and groups when,
in social conditions, they attempt to demonstrate the desirability of their interests. Others might
have different concepts or even homonyms with different meanings and emphases – the soci-
ologist Norberto Elias, for example, also uses the concept habitus but argues for a less ‘struc-
tural’ interpretation of what it means to be unthinkingly disposed to do something in a certain
way. What matters, then, is that theoretical explanation resists the tendency to assume concepts
somehow reveal and then represent the social world, when their explanatory power rests with
their helping us to describe and redescribe it in potentially novel ways.  

Description

As well as reporting and explanation, social science is engaged with what Runciman calls
descriptions, where the researcher aims to try to realize what those being studied thought of both
themselves and the events in their lives. Descriptions don’t aim to convey the quality of the expe-
riences directly, they still rely on concepts to account for and compare it. The aim is to grasp in
some way what it is like to be the people under investigation and to go through the experiences
as they go through them. This requires an imaginative effort on behalf of the researcher to appre-
ciate meanings and understandings from within the field. Usually associated with ethnomethod-
ology (small-scale or micro-interpersonal practices) and ethnography (larger-scale, culturally
bound practices), the concern is for a richly textured and typically ongoing investigation that
looks to interpret meanings and understandings associated with the actions, events and mental
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states under investigation, rather than explain them. Schatzki (2005b) calls this a practical under-
standing; the researcher is looking to act in ways that those under investigation can appreciate.
This can even extend to being able to participate somehow in their spontaneous or unreflective
habits; a direct comprehension of what it means to practically engage in their lifeworld.  It also
requires of the researcher an acceptance that they are themselves versed in a specific practice
of inquiry; social science is first of all a practice, and only second an intellectual endeavour,
involving researchers in submitting to the traditions and values whereby others within the prac-
tice recognize that it is research that is being done (Piore, 2006). To describe others’ practices
requires some form of reflexive engagement with the actions and thoughts that make up one’s
own practice because only then can some form of blending take place sufficient for the
researcher and the researched to become complicit with each others’ experiences. 

In addition to being self-reflexive, the associated difficulty in description is appreciating the
veracity, integrity and scope of the accounts given by those being studied. It also assumes that
respondents themselves know the reasons for their actions or whether, as is often the case, they
might need help to make sense of and articulate the views they hold, how they were formed
and how they might be changed. Typically, more is required for a description to be authentic
than simply repeating verbatim the account of those involved. Inherent within any account of
experience are ambiguities associated with the rise and fall of things being studied (employees
and employers don’t always remain in post, firms go bust or merge with others bringing new
dynamics and values into play, research access can be closed off and so on) and with the nar-
rative demands of researchers having, in effect, to tell stories. According to the literary theorist
William Empson (1947: 48), this persisting ambiguity of meaning and understanding arises
because when studying other human beings what is apparently said and done need not be what
was actually said or done, or be entirely what was said or done, or even be accepted as what
was said and done. There could have been possible indecision about what was meant; the delib-
erate intention to mean a number of things; the fact that statements and events can be read
with different meanings; and the fact that the practice of research can itself change the nature
of experiences under observation. Researchers have to acknowledge and negotiate all of these,
while recognizing the double bind that these types of ambiguity might equally apply to their
own writing, conversations and presentations. This sense of ambiguity is not something to be
avoided necessarily, but worked at. This pushes the demands of description away from those
associated with dispassionate rigour and towards what Latour (2005: 135) calls giving ‘vigorous
accounts’ free from the comfort of empty, technical abstractions.  

Evaluative

In becoming immersed in these accounts there are moments when the evaluative backgrounds
informing both the practice of research and those being researched come to the fore. This is
brought out most clearly when considering the difference between instrumental and expressive
action. Typically, explanations and descriptions of what motivated someone to act in the ways
they did accord with identifiable reasons whereby an action is undertaken in order to bring
about a state of affairs. In considering these reasons and aims, some form of evaluation as to
their desirability becomes possible; consideration of the instrumentality of the action gives way
to consideration of the expectations and values inherent within it. To understand the desirabil-
ity of the act is to understand how its outcome contributed in some way to human well-being.
This awareness of contribution takes the researcher from a concern with how social meaning
arises (conceptual clarity and explanatory structures) towards a concern with the relation
between meaning and flourishing. The problems being addressed are not just those of what,
why and how phenomena occur, but whether the occurrence is acceptable. 
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Evaluative analysis exposes research to the vagaries of historical and social relativism. What
counts as a contribution to well-being in one era or society might be considered somewhat inef-
fective or damaging in another. The Christianized and patrician provision of homes, schools and
credit systems favoured by many early industrialists in the UK, for example, might be regarded
less favourably in a social climate suspicious of tithed belief systems. That Robert Owen found
good reasons for building worker communities around his factory at New Lanark was tied into
his wider evangelising concerns with encouraging temperance, diligence and rectitude, into his
oscillating feelings of self-confidence, and into his being accepted to a greater or lesser degree
by his peers as an individual whose business activity constituted a worthy and worthwhile
enterprise (Podmore, 1906/1971). To analyze the activity of Robert Owen requires that
researchers understand and tease out the multiple criteria and standards of the practices of
industrialism and philanthropy by which such improving action can be assessed.  As already
mentioned, not all of Owen’s actions can be assessed instrumentally. In addition, there were
expressive actions that evoke an attitude that cannot be explained or described with reference
to outcomes. Robert Owen did not create New Lanark simply because he wanted to make prof-
its or secure a better and more god-fearing life for his workers. The enterprise was also a direct
expression of belief – a sentiment. To evaluate expressive action requires the researcher to rec-
ognize the difference between conditions of rationality (the criteria and standards by which out-
comes can be assessed in the light of prevailing norms, values, rules, and so on) and conditions
of intelligibility (the criteria and standards that transcend historical and social context in so far
as they are shared by researcher and researched alike). As with descriptive achievements, eval-
uation requires the researcher to develop a sympathy with the researched that is distinct from
that of being simply an observer. Here the practical understanding has an ethical hue, hence
its being phronetic, an ability to appreciate how the goods being pursued constitute the right
goods. To understand Robert Owen is to evaluate his idea of the good, as well as describe and
explain it.      
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Reportage Explanation Description Evaluation
Question type What exists or Why does it exist What was the Was it desirable?

happened or happen? experience like?
Informing spirit Clarity Coherence Comprehension Improvement
Adverbial mode Inquisitive Systematic Imaginative Ethical
of inquir y
Aim of inquir y Representation Objectivity Depth Progress 

By discussing Runciman’s distinctions between reporting, explanation, description and eval-
uation we are suggesting that management research should not be idealized as being one type
of activity above all others, but an amalgam of these four, the mix and admixture of which the
researcher has to broker. The entries in this dictionary constitute one tool for doing this, afford-
ing introductions on the views and approaches others have taken, and taken on, so as to report,
explain, describe and evaluate what is significant about wealth-creating activity. 
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Dictionaries are about words, not things, which are typically the concern of encyclopaedias. This
is a dictionary about words used in a specific social scientific practice: management research. As
a subject field dictionary it does not limit itself to descriptive and lexical entries, but also has a nor-
mative purpose: it aims to suggest to the reader the ways in which they might say and do things
in order to engage with the practice of management research. The difference between general
words and scientific ones is typically understood as being one associated with the source of mean-
ing. Defining general words involves finding and citing uses of those words in literature or every-
day speech. The dictionary establishes the common sense attributed to the word in ordinary
language. Scientific words are different because their role is not only to make sense, but to do so
in a way that sustains the coherence of a discipline. Hence not every use is accorded the same
weight; and expert influence is brought to bear on the correctness of use. It is through such an
imposition of meaning that the inquiries, by which the disciplinary tradition lives, are given clar-
ity (Landau, 2001: 33). Understanding the distinction between different types of interview, or
between grounded and non-grounded approaches, allows researchers to recognize one another in
their actions, and so engage in critical inquiry without having first to agree on basic definitions or
risk always talking at cross purposes. Yet as the entries here make plain, no matter how definitive
a statement is made about the meaning of a term, there is a latency of meaning. Words are noth-
ing without their being spoken, written and heard in a myriad of different ways, and their catego-
rization is an upshot of this use, not a precursor or blueprint. Dictionaries have to acknowledge
this inherent ambiguity of language in so far as the more refined and detailed the attempt to reveal
the skeletal essence of a word the more enigmatic its meaning. In other words, they have to absorb
what the American artist Bruce Nauman calls the paradox of definition – words, in their most
unadorned form are at their most absent. Hence these entries are adorned with discussion.  

The need for a more discursive approach is especially pressing when, as in our dictionary, the
focus is not just upon a specific scientific field, but upon actions undertaken within that field and the
values informing these actions. The words defined in this dictionary are typically verbs or adverbs
in so far as the entries elaborate on what has been meant by a specific research practice or set of val-
ues informing the practice. In this regard, management research is no different from any other prac-
tice in so far as meaning is negotiated within the activities, norms and material conditions of which
the practice consists. The words, even the most basic, elicit a variety of meanings. For example, the
root word for the whole dictionary – manager – can be defined within the practice of management
research as a formal office occupied by an agent defined by a set of duties, or as a type of person
who, to paraphrase the poet John Betjeman, has ‘clean cuffs’, a ‘slim-line briefcase’ and a ‘company
Cortina’. Reference can also be made to specific managerial activities, such as issuing instructions,
presenting numerical summaries of performance, motivating employees, and so. Yet what holds the
distinctiveness of the word ‘manager’ together is the assent each of us gives as practitioners to these
definitions being legitimate associations with the word ‘manager’, as opposed to closely related orga-
nizational figures such as a leader, apprentice or entrepreneur, or ostensibly more distinct figures
such as a nun, or therapist. There is no common essence to all the activities that make up manage-
ment practice, and as practitioners managers can of course be leaders, pupils and entrepreneurs, and
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can be associated with those in other practices such as nuns or therapists. Wittgenstein (1953:
§67–68) likens the understanding we have of such words to spinning a thread; as we use the word
‘manager’ we twist fibre on fibre, use on use, ‘And the strength of the thread does not reside in the
fact that some one fibre runs through its whole length, but in the overlapping of many fibres.’ The
fibres of management are varied, some more commonly used than others, and there is nothing out-
side their continued use to prevent them being unravelled. The definition cannot be fixed. 

So just as for the words ‘manager’ and ‘management’, so for the words often used in the research
of the activities they describe. To understand the distinction between constructionist and construc-
tivist approaches to management research, for example, reference has to be made to the way in which
the former arose from within sociological disciplines and the latter from those of social psychology.
While both approaches assume the reality we experience to be constructed by that experience in
some way, one emphasizes the influence of structural fields (such as laws or institutional procedures)
whereas the other emphasizes cognitive or behavioural patterns (such as mini-max reasoning or
defensiveness). The distinction, however, becomes hard to sustain when, for example, researchers
begin to use the term ‘social constructivism’, in which cognitive and behavioural  patterns in thought
and action are explicitly linked to wider objectifying structures. The language of the discipline is on
the move and there is no exhaustion to such movement; there are always novel ways in which words,
even scientific ones, can be used. So although the normative element of a special-field dictionary is
strong, the dictionary cannot provide exhaustive definitions; the Scholastic urge to define meaning
according to classified essences such as genus (the class of things to which it belongs) and differentia
(what distinguishes it within that class) always runs up against exceptional and novel use. 

Here our dictionary, while it deals with words, is what Umberto Eco (1984: 68) calls a ‘dis-
guised encyclopaedia’ because with each entry comes an array of non-criterial, suggestive
knowledge that extends well beyond any hierarchical classification of genus and species.
Ambiguity is part of meaning. Sentence-based entries giving examples of what is meant by a
particular word vie with more formal definitions of nomenclature, even within individual
entries. So the entries reflect the senses that many different researchers associate with the activ-
ities and values they are writing about; the entries invite curiosity in a subject, rather than
stand as the last words upon it. Each entry is a discussion of how the various threads of the
specific method, methodology or worldview have been woven, unwoven and rewoven within
the practice of management research. They reveal both the scope of the practice and the curios-
ity and insight it has excited in those who practise it. The purpose of the entries is to be read
as accounts of how management researchers have investigated both managerial life and how,
through organization, that life can be lived differently.

Dictionary str ucture

Each entry is approximately 1,000 words in length. This we considered concise enough to be read
in a single sitting but broad enough to cover the significant elements of the method, methodology
or worldview, along with positions of critique. Each entry begins with a brief definition of the word,
followed by a discussion of the actions, thoughts and values by which the activities and approaches
described by the word have found, and continue to find, uses in research practice. Towards the end
of many entries there is a further section (often brief) introducing the potential for, and critiques of,
such uses. Where the entry simply considers the nature of an outlook or an approach this last sec-
tion has been omitted. So while each entry begins like a dictionary with a definition (albeit a discur-
sive one), it ends up being encyclopaedic in nature. In addition, as editors we have tried to keep the
style of each entry faithful to that of its writer. While this may make continuous reading of the dic-
tionary problematic, requiring the reader to adjust from entry to entry, we think the style of writing
conveys, perhaps in very subtle ways, what is meant by the outlook or approach. This is especially
germane to qualitative work, where the manner and structure of writing are influential components
of the knowledge being conveyed. 

WHY A DICTIONAR Y?
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The references are contained in a single bibliography at the end of the dictionary. They have
been used to inform the writing of the entry, but are also intended as good starting points should
the reader wish to pursue the subject further. We have tried to keep the bibliography manageable
in length, so the sources used by each author are not in any way exhaustive of each subject.
Notwithstanding, the citations cover both seminal pieces as well as those papers and studies whose
approach and claims are novel and arresting. We have also tried to ensure cited references are in
accessible as well as authoritative journals and books. As well as avoiding duplication, another ben-
efit of creating a single bibliography is that we ensure the reader has reference to pieces by authors
other than those used in the entry from which they were initially reading. Where two citations of
the same paper or book were used, but with different dates and/or publishers, these have been
merged into one reference, but with the individual details preserved. 

We have inserted cross-references into each entry. The cross-references are designed to sug-
gest to the reader related outlooks and approaches, as well as those that we feel are in stark or
interesting contrast. Cross-referencing in this active manner affords the reader a sense of there
being other methods and approaches, some of which are sympathetic and others more critical.
Where the actual cross-referenced term is used in the entry, the symbol (q.v.) is adopted; else-
where we have used square brackets containing the cross-referenced entry/ies in italics.

The entries have been listed alphabetically, without thematic grouping. We felt, for example,
that dividing the book into method, methodology and worldview sections would give the
impression of these being somehow distinct arenas of concern. Moreover, there were many
entries that we felt could happily sit in more than one such thematic section, leading to possi-
ble frustration when using the book.  

Where there is not an entry covering something in which the reader is interested, the index
should be consulted. So while there is no entry on ‘covert research’, for example, the index will
point the reader to those entries that discuss it, in this case these would include the entries on:
‘ethics’, ‘ethnography’ and ‘participant observation’. Similarly, while there is no entry on empiri-
cism, the entry on ‘positivism and post-positivism’ provides a short overview and critique. 

It is in the nature of any discipline that a number of terms are used interchangeably. Hence
we also use the index to list those terms that, where they might not be explicitly mentioned in
the text, are nevertheless associated with the entry (one example being the association between
the entry on ‘postmodernism’ and the term ‘poststructuralism’ which is linked to the entry page
despite the entry not actually containing the term). 

In some cases, rather than have a single entry, there are two, three, or four entries providing
alternate perspectives. We felt this multi-voiced approach would afford the reader a richer appre-
ciation of the outlook or approach by introducing them to some of the outlooks and approaches
using more than one author. To reflect the fact they remain distinct, we have not given the
entries the same title, but have indicated through cross-referencing where their companion
entries can be found. The companion entries include: 
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Action lear ning action r esearch action science
Causal cognitive mapping cognitive mapping composite mapping repertory grid technique
Interviews interviewing interviews – electr onic interviews – gr oup
Interviews – gr oup focus gr oup
Drawings and images projective techniques visual data analysis
Metaphor projective techniques
Complexity theor y complexity theories
Practice theor y practise-centred research
Participant obser vation field research ethnography
Process philosophy process r esearch
Existential phenomenology phenomenology

Table 1 Companion entries
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ACCESS

Definition

Social science methodology texts, especially
those aimed at students, often include chap-
ters or sections of prescribed advice on gaining
access that vary in length from the virtually
non-existent (De Vaus 2001; Ghauri and
Gronhaug, 2002) to short sections within chap-
ters (Bryman and Bell, 2003; Easterby-Smith
et al., 1991; Gill and Johnson, 1991; Hussey
and Hussey, 1997; Jankowicz, 2005; Riley
et al., 2000; Robson, 2002; Silverman, 2000;
Whitfield and Strauss, 1998) to rather longer
sections in chapters (Saunders et al., 2003) and
finally whole chapters (Gummesson, 2000).

The format and context of these limited
accounts tend to be similar. Access is usually
regarded as requiring most consideration
within research designs where the researcher
expects to spend a significant amount of time
with the same research subjects or where a
range of research subjects (i.e. individuals or
groups) are to be included in the project. It is,
therefore, not unusual to see more extensive
discussions on access in texts on qualitative
research methods (Berg, 2001; Lofland and
Lofland, 1995). In more general methodolog-
ical textbooks, discussions on access are often
to be found within chapters that consider
ethnographic research. So, for example,
Bryman and Bell (2003) discuss access within
their chapter entitled ‘Ethnography and par-
ticipant observation’, while Gummesson
(2000), in his book Qualitative Methods in
Management Research, devotes the whole of

his second chapter to issues of access.
Discussions of access within this context are
often concerned with not just ‘getting in’ but
also ‘getting on’ (Buchanan et al., 1988); that
is, with managing relationships during the
research process and the difficulties and ben-
efits that the identities of researchers and
researched can create for accessing informa-
tion and opinions.

Discussion

The inference within these texts is that struc-
tured research designs are associated with a
decreased need for attention to access. For
example, Saunders et al. (2003: 117), argue
that gaining access is ‘less applicable where
you send a self-administered, postal question-
naire to organisational participants’. The
authors acknowledge that some access issues
do apply to the construction of ‘pre-survey
contact and the written request to complete
the questionnaire’ (Saunders et al., 2003: 117)
which will be used by the respondent to
decide whether to grant you access to their
individual opinion. In support of this they
cite Raimond (1993: 67), who argues that
‘provided that people reply to the question-
naires, the problem of access to data is
solved’. In our opinion, however, this advice
undermines the difficulties inherent in access
even for a short interview (Danieli and
Woodhams, 2005) and marginalizes implica-
tions of non-response bias within structured
methods. 

An alternative context that frames discus-
sions on access can be found within research

A
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ethics (q.v.) (see Bryman and Bell, 2003;
Hussey and Hussey, 1997; Robson, 1993;
Saunders et al., 2003) [field research; partici-
pant observation]. Here the discussion is likely
to be related to factors of informed consent,
protecting respondents from harm, confiden-
tiality and anonymity. Again, these issues
tend to be seen as more significant in qualita-
tive research and organizationally based
research where the researcher is going to
spend a significant amount of time in the
organization. These issues are, of course, rel-
evant to all types of research irrespective of
the research methods used, but this is rarely
pointed out. And given the location of this
advice within textbooks, it is unlikely that
researchers conducting remotely adminis-
tered questionnaire-based survey research or
one-off face-to-face interviews will consult
them. 

A common theme of concern that informs
advice on research access focuses on the fea-
sibility of the proposed investigation (see
Buchanan et al., 1988; Easterby-Smith et al.,
2002; Marshall and Rossman, 1989; Riley
et al., 2000; Saunders et al., 2003). The main
concern here is the likelihood of researchers
being able to gain entry to organizations and
whether they are likely to be given access to
the type of information they will need in
order to answer their research questions.
Here we are more likely to see discussions of
the research topic and the difficulties this cre-
ates for ‘getting in’ to organizations. These
discussions are often replete with advice on
the kinds of strategy that researchers might
use to ensure they are not refused access
by gatekeepers. Nevertheless, because of the
limited reflection on access by experienced
researchers, the advice tends to be uniform
and to rely on few sources. It focuses on physi-
cal access, that is ‘getting in’, selling the value
of the research to the participants, talking
down sensitive aspects of the research while
talking up the credibility of the researcher or
research team.

In brief, the typical advice includes locating
a gatekeeper who has the power or authority
to grant formal entry to the research site
and/or respondents. Advice on how to find this

power figure includes using directories, asking
the person who answers the phone within the
target organization for the name of an appro-
priate person, approaching third parties for
referrals or going through a ‘broker’ figure
(such as a personnel manager) (see Buchanan
et al., 1988; Easterby-Smith et al., 1991;
Jankowicz, 2005; Saunders et al., 2003). In our
experience, this advice underplays the role of
the initial contact (the person who answers the
phone), who often performs a highly effective
access rebuff role in their own right (Danieli
and Woodhams, 2005). Once contact has been
made, it is stated, researchers must ensure that
they maximize the relevance of their research
to their target organization, offering them
something useful (a report is suggested) in
return for access. They should also try to avoid
an access request ‘that appears to concentrate
on aspects associated with non-achievement
or failure’ (Saunders et al., 2003: 123). Once
again, our reflections, informed by our
research experience (Danieli and Woodhams,
2005), demonstrate that in certain circum-
stances, this advice does not apply. Finally, it is
agued that establishing credibility is highly sig-
nificant. Strategies to help create credibility
include: expressing the research project
clearly in initial contacts (Healey, 1991),
demonstrating that the researcher is knowl-
edgeable about both the topic being investi-
gated and the organization they are attempting
to access, and that they conform to the dress
code appropriate to the research site.

Prospects

Gaining access to organizations to conduct
research is a major hurdle to researchers
(Bryman, 1988). Yet, while its importance is
frequently recognized, it remains under-
discussed and theorized within methodology
texts (see also Buchanan et al., 1988;
Gummesson, 2000). In a recent piece reflect-
ing on securing research access on a sensitive
topic (Danieli and Woodhams, 2005), we
were only able to find one book dedicated to
the topic (Brown et al., 1976) and very few
informed academic accounts within organiza-
tion studies on how it was achieved.
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It is surprising, given the importance of
access to data within the research process,
that so few reflective accounts of access expe-
rience are published. It is likely that, with the
increased emphasis on data protection, prob-
lems of achieving access will increase. It is to
be hoped that the body of reflective literature
in this area will be expanded to account for
some of the nuances that are found within
this multidisciplinary area and that these
publications will penetrate a broader base of
sources of advice delivered to novice
researchers.

Carol Woodhams, Ardha Danieli

ACTION LEARNING

Definition 

Action learning originates with Reginald
Revans (1907–2003), Olympic athlete, stu-
dent of nuclear physics, educational adminis-
trator and professor of management. Revans’s
pragmatic philosophy and commitment to
experiential learning in the face of intractable
social and organizational problems draw on
both John Dewey and Kurt Lewin. With other
contemporaries, such as W. Edwards Deming,
Stafford Beer and the Tavistock researchers,
Revans sought the improvement of human
systems for the benefit of those who depend
upon them. The philosophy of action learning
is based on a fundamental pragmatism about
what can, and must, be done now, and a
deeply humanistic view of human potential.
Action learning can be seen as part of a wider
family of action-based approaches [action
research; action science; mode 2] to research
and learning, distinguished by the primacy it
gives to those actually facing the problems in
question, and its scepticism on the views and
advice of experts of all kinds. 

A prime difficulty in researching action
learning is the lack of an agreed definition. As
Weinstein notes, ‘it means different things to
different people’ (1995: 32). Revans eschewed
any single definition, citing many principles,

but defining only ‘what action learning is not’
(1993/1998: 87 et seq.). Willis has assembled
some 23 of these principles of action learn-
ing, and examined a sample of cases in the
USA against this ‘Revans’ Gold Standard’
(Willis, 2004). An alternative to this search
for a single definition is pursued by Marsick
and O’Neill (1999), who define three sub-
categories of action learning: scientific, expe-
riential and critical reflection. Action learning
does not follow a single, agreed approach but
is best described as a discipline or practical
philosophy embracing a variety of practices
around a core of shared values. Action learn-
ing appears to have spread more as an ‘ethos’
or general way of thinking about learning and
teaching, than as a specific set of practices
(Pedler et al., 2005: 64–5).

Discussion

In management education and research,
action learning emerged in opposition to tra-
ditional business school practice. In 1965,
Revans resigned his Chair at Manchester fol-
lowing negotiations over the new Manchester
Business School, which he describes as a vic-
tory for the ‘book’ culture of Owens College
over the ‘tool’ culture of the then College of
Technology, later UMIST (Revans, 1980: 197).
He favoured the latter as being closer to the
needs of industry and objected to the impor-
tation of USA business school practice,
describing the MBA as ‘Moral Bankruptcy
Assured’, anticipating a continuing critique of
this approach to management education (e.g
Mintzberg (2004)). Action learning has been a
recognized innovation in action research,
organization development and management
education since major UK initiatives under-
taken by Revans in a consortium of London
hospitals (1965–66) and the General Electric
Company (1975) (Casey and Pearce, 1977;
Clark, 1972; Wieland, 1981; Wieland et al.,
1971).

Action learning can also be seen as part of
a wider growth of interest in ‘action
approaches’ to management and organiza-
tional research. Building upon Brooks and
Watkins’s six ‘action inquiry technologies’

ACTION LEARNING
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(1994), Raelin (1999) proposes action learning
as among ‘the burgeoning action strategies
that are now being practised by organization
and management development practitioners
around the globe’ where ‘knowledge is pro-
duced in service of, and in the midst of,
action’. He contrasts these with positivist
approaches that separate theory from prac-
tice (1999: 115, 117). 

In the last forty years interest in action
learning has waxed and waned without ever
becoming mainstream. It has been controver-
sial, especially because of the championing of
practitioners over the ideas of experts and
teachers. Unsurprisingly, given the domi-
nance of the MBA in UK Business Schools,
interest in action learning has been strongest
among practitioners, with periodic assertions
that it has finally ‘come of age’ (Levy, 2000).
However, there has been growing interest
from academics for two main reasons: (i)
because of the increasing demand for practi-
tioner-oriented postgraduate programmes,
and (ii) because of a quest for a more critical
business and management education.

Action learning is one of a cluster of ‘con-
text-specific’ teaching and learning methods
that have grown in relation to other
approaches to management and leadership
development (Horne and Steadman Jones,
2001; Mabey and Thomson, 2000). Some sur-
veys of management development practice
have suggested that the use of action learning
has grown substantially, alongside coaching
and mentoring (Horne and Steadman Jones,
2001; Thomson et al., 1997).

In contrast to the great attention given to
theories of learning in professional and man-
agerial education, the power of action learn-
ing stems from its philosophy of action and
emphasis on practice (q.v.) or praxis. Revans’s
attempt at a ‘praxeology’, or general theory of
human action, sets out to create a unity of
action and learning and also to connect the
actor with the wider, collective context of
action (1971: 33–67). This rests on the three
overlapping systems of alpha, beta and
gamma, which deal respectively with the
external world (third person), with oneself

(first person), with other practitioners (second
person) (1982: 724). These can also be trans-
lated as categories of learning: personal – what
has the researcher learned about their own
practice?; practitioner – what has been learned
about the practice which is useful to other
practitioners?; and organizational – what has
been learned in the wider system or network
of stakeholders in which the researcher and
the problem are located (Coghlan and Pedler,
2006: 137)? An adequate theory of action
learning must take account of the contextual-
ized and situated nature of human actions and
activities. Thus, action learning sets them-
selves may be viewed as activity systems and
members of sets as ‘actors-in-complex-
contexts’ (Ashton, 2006: 28). 

The current practice of action learning fre-
quently departs from Revans’s foundational
principles (Revans, 1998). These principles are
both diluted, for example by the use of the
term to describe ‘task forces’ which report
findings rather than take action on organiza-
tional problems (Dixon, 1997), and variously
criticized; for throwing the baby (of teaching)
out with the bathwater (McLaughlin and
Thorpe, 1993); for being too rational and for
neglecting the role of emotions and politics in
learning (Vince and Martin, 1993) and for
needing a component of ‘critical theory’ (q.v.)
if action learning ‘is not to be selectively
adopted to maintain the status quo’ (Willmott,
1994: 127). It is important to note that these
criticisms are made in the context of aspira-
tions for action learning as a promising means
for the developing of a more critical manage-
ment education (Burgoyne and Reynolds,
1997; McLaughlin and Thorpe, 1993;
Reynolds, 1999; Rigg and Trehan, 2004; Vince
and Martin, 1993; Willmott, 1994, 1997).

Prospects

A leading challenge to current practice comes
from critical theorists. Given its protean
nature, action learning is easily adapted to
serve local agendas, but how can it avoid the
trap being ‘selectively adopted to maintain the
status quo’ (Willmott, 1994: 127)? Willmott and
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others call for a more critical action learning
which goes beyond ‘ordinary criticality’ to a
social and organizational critique. A critical
action learning would distinguish between
effective practice, reflective practice and criti-
cally reflective practice (Burgoyne and
Reynolds, 1997: 1) or, as Reynolds and Vince
(2004: 453) put it, ‘Do ideas brought into
action-based discussions help to question exist-
ing practices, structures and associated power
relations within the organization?’ This would
be especially valuable in management educa-
tion, currently seen by these writers as very
uncritical of the status quo.

Whether this mission can be fulfilled by
an action learning which puts its trust in
peers and emphasizes the ‘art of the possible’
is an open question. A critical practice of
action learning would not only bring
Revans’s ‘insightful questions’ (1983/1998: 6)
to bear on ‘existing practices, structures and
associated power relations’, but would also
aim to change them for the better. This is a
‘big ask’, but the fact that such hopes are
pinned here can be taken as evidence of the
emerging maturity of action learning.

Mike Pedler

ACTION RESEARCH

Definition 

Action research may be defined as an
informed investigation into a real manage-
ment issue in an organization by a participat-
ing researcher, resulting in an actionable
solution to the issue. It is a method by which
the researcher may bring new knowledge to
organizational members, and discover a
workable local theory of benefit to the orga-
nization, which may also inform the research
community. The researcher may be an
employee of the organization or may be inde-
pendent. However, what distinguishes action
research from other field study methods is

the concept of an intervention, involving the
researcher in an active role with other orga-
nizational participants in bringing about
some change, however small, in the working
of that organization [action learning; mode 2].
A more passive approach to observing organi-
zational change may be framed as ethno-
graphic (q.v.) or case study research (q.v.)
[ethnomethodology].

Discussion

Action research was first used by Lewin
(1946) and Whyte (1955) to explore social
issues, and then used in educational research
(Elliott, 1991; Halsey, 1972). It has been
adopted within the field of management by
Argyris and Schön (1978b) as an appropriate
research method for organizational learning
[action science]. Models of action research are
closely related to Kolb’s (1986) experiential
learning cycle, and to systems thinking
(Checkland, 1981; Flood, 2001) [soft systems
methodology]. The focus of action research is
upon the practice of management (the
action), but what distinguishes it from busi-
ness consultancy is the role of theory, both to
inform the action and to theorize from an
analysis of the effects (research) of that
action. Eden and Huxham (2002) present 15
characteristics of action research, expanding
on these essential concepts.

Whyte (1991) edited a collection of work
by action researchers, but the methodology
has attracted criticism (some fair and some
not), preventing widespread publication of
such work in top management journals.
Authors who have become well known for
action research include Heller (1986),
Chisholm (1998), Coghlan (1998). Examples
include work on new management account-
ing practices (Kasanen et al., 1993), risk
assessment of strategic investment projects in
decision-making (Harris, 1999) and IT in
organizational change (Scholl, 2004). Sage
launched its Action Research journal in 2003
and published a review article of action
research literature in volume 2 issue 4 in
December 2004.

ACTION RESEARCH
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Prospects

Common problems and criticisms encoun-
tered in action research are:

• An apparent lack of prior theorizing,
mostly due to the newness of the phenom-
enon being studied, is often claimed by
novice researchers who may not have
fully conceptualized the issue or read
much work outside their core discipline.

• The role of the researcher as participant in
the action research process may lead to
undue influence of the outcomes by the
researcher [field research; participant obser-
vation]. This is an obvious challenge due
to the overt nature of an action research
intervention, but can also impinge on
other studies such as case study research
(Scapens, 2004).

• The validity of findings from studies
which often cannot be replicated, due to
the context and the timing of the phenom-
enon observed. Difficulty in building
robust theory from a single intervention in
a single organizational setting, which fol-
lows on from the issues of validity in
terms of the value added to the published
body of knowledge. Again this can be lev-
elled at case study research, especially
single cases, as well as grounded theory.

• Responsibility for the impact of the out-
comes of the research, where action may
have been taken before it can be properly
evaluated. There is an important ethical
issue here for the researcher and collabo-
rators to be clear about before entering
the field. 

Strategies for rising to the challenges and
overcoming common problems include:

• Developing an awareness of relevant liter-
ature, not just from a single discipline, as
many natural management phenomena do
not relate closely to a discrete body of
knowledge. Previous research on the topic
may only offer partial insights, but draw-
ing upon other disciplines may offer

alternative ways of conceptualizing the
research problem. This can be daunting
for an individual researcher, but when
operating within a wider research com-
munity the benefits of team-working can
include access to related bibliographies.

• Personal skills development and training in
the use of action research techniques can
help to overcome issues around the role of
the researcher, especially reflexivity (q.v.)
[ethics]. Results should reflect the shared
understandings of participants, not just the
researcher’s views. For external action
researchers, background research on the
organization and the participants is impor-
tant for the researcher to become aware of
characteristics of the organizational setting.
Researchers working in their own organiza-
tion may have to stand back from existing
values and beliefs and adopt a more criti-
cally independent mindset.

• Good data collection and feedback mech-
anisms which draw on the tacit knowl-
edge of participants so that they can make
sense of results can help to ensure internal
validity. When analysing and writing up
the research it is important to give all the
actors in the study a voice, and not to
assume consensus where none exists.
Explicit reporting of the research process
is required to help outsiders to understand
the methods adopted and follow a similar
process in another organization or context.
This often leads to a dilemma of the com-
parative length of the research methods
section of the paper or thesis, especially
where there is an overall constraint on
word length. However, as action research
is often criticized for its non-replicability
and context specificity of results, it is nec-
essary to both describe and evaluate meth-
ods in the text. Theory can be built
through meta-analysis. What is lost from
any lack of generalizability can be com-
pensated for by extra relevance and value
to practitioners, and contribution to prac-
tice-based theory, especially where results
compare well with other studies (whether
action research based or not). 
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Adopting these strategies can help action
researchers to overcome many of the argu-
ments, though action research will still have
its critics. Sponsors of research are aware of
governmental agendas to increase the rele-
vance of funded research to business organi-
zations to help them compete in the global
marketplace, so the adoption of action
research may grow.

Elaine Harris 

ACTION SCIENCE

Definition

Action science is for creating knowledge peo-
ple can use to improve practice. It proceeds
in conjunction with educating practitioners
and intervening in organizations. Action sci-
ence engages people in reflecting on their
own behaviour and on the consequences of
their behaviour for the social systems in
which they participate [action learning; action
research; mode 2].

Discussion

The term ‘action science’ was first used by
Torbert (1976: 166), who envisioned ‘a sci-
ence useful to an actor at the moment of
action’. Torbert and associates have pursued
this vision through what he now calls devel-
opmental action inquiry (2004).

Argyris (1980) provided a critique of nor-
mal behavioural science and outlined an
action science that would produce knowledge
that can be implemented and would con-
tribute to building alternatives to the status
quo. He pointed to the action research of Kurt
Lewin as an early model. Schön (1983: 319)
suggested that an action science ‘would aim
at the development of themes from which
practitioners … can build and test their own
on-the-spot theories of action’. Argyris et al.
(1985) placed action science in the context of
the philosophy of science, compared it to

examples of normal social science, and offered
research on how people learn to improve
their practice as interventionists [positivism
and post-positivism]. 

What counts as ‘science’ in the realm of
social research is subject to debate. Some
approaches disavow the label. The name
‘action science’ announces an intention to be
assessed by the features of rational delibera-
tion in science: ‘responsibility to the evi-
dence, openness to argument, commitment to
publication, loyalty to logic, and an admis-
sion, in principle, that one may turn out to be
wrong’ (Scheffler, 1982: 138) [phronetic orga-
nizational research; realism; relativism]. The
radical claim is that these features can be
realized among human agents in the action
context, where ‘commitment to publication’
translates to making one’s reasoning testable
in the relevant public.

The theory of action approach (Argyris
and Schön, 1974, 1978a, 1996) is the frame-
work for much theory, research, and practice
under the name of action science and the
terms are often used as synonyms (e.g.
Argyris and Schön, 1989, 1996; Friedman,
2001; Raelin, 2000; Senge, 1990). The theory
of action approach distinguishes espoused
theories of action, those that people believe
they follow, and theories-in-use, the theories
of action that can be inferred from actual
behaviour. People are usually unaware of
gaps between their espoused theories and
their theories-in-use. To interrupt this
unawareness, people must reflect on what
they actually do and say. This leads to a fun-
damental methodological principle of action
science: to use actual behaviour, such as con-
versation (q.v.), as data. This principle
applies both in the action context and to
research texts, which often include tran-
scripts of tape-recorded conversations (e.g.
Argyris, 1982, 1993; Putnam, 1990, 1991;
Torbert, 2000).

The use of conversation as data leads to
methodological similarities with socio-linguistic
analysis (e.g. Donnellon, 1996) [discourse
analysis]. Ethnographic (q.v.) methods for
studying rules of social interaction are also
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relevant to action science (Argyris, D. 1985).
But research in these traditions normally
intends only to describe the world, not to
change the world. Action research that com-
bines the use of conversation as data with
intervention (e.g. Kristiansen and Bloch-
Poulsen, 2004) might be considered action
science despite not being situated within the
theory of action approach.

Action science focuses on learning and
change involving shifts in perspective,
assumptions and values as well as in behav-
iour, what Argyris and Schön (1974) termed
double-loop learning. This focus differenti-
ates action science from approaches to
‘usable knowledge’ that address techniques
people can apply within their current values
and assumptions. Double-loop learning
requires reflecting critically on the often tacit
reasoning embedded in one’s action. This
emphasis led Senge (1990) to see action sci-
ence as helping people become aware of the
mental models underlying their behaviour.
Many of the challenges facing organizations
today, for example the shift from functional
to matrix and project-based organizations,
require double-loop learning by many indi-
viduals to manage successfully.

Action science focuses both on individu-
als and on the behavioural worlds they cre-
ate and that constrain them. A key feature of
a behavioural world is the quality of dis-
course: what can be said and what remains
unspoken, norms for accepting or rejecting
arguments, deference and face-saving rou-
tines. Prevailing norms of discourse rou-
tinely limit inquiry and learning in
organizations and other social settings.
Action science engages practitioners in iden-
tifying patterns that inhibit organizational
inquiry and in improving the quality of
inquiry (Argyris and Schön, 1996). A
methodological device for displaying such
patterns and identifying leverage points for
changing them is the action map, a diagram-
matic representation of initial conditions,
actions, consequences, and feedback loops
(Argyris, C., 1985; Argyris et al., 1985).

Argyris et al. (1985) suggested that action
science is a critical theory (Geuss, 1981).

Critical social science, like normal science,
makes empirical claims, for example about
the prevalence of certain patterns of behav-
iour in organizations and their impact on the
quality of inquiry [critical realism]. What is
distinctive of critical social science is that it
also makes normative claims, criticizing
what exists from the perspective of what
might be and offering the possibility of
bringing about the desired state. A critical
theory (q.v.) justifies its normative stance
through the method of internal criticism.
That is, it shows those to whom it is
addressed that its normative stance is
implicit in their own beliefs and practices
and how their current behaviour is inconsis-
tent with their own value commitments.

Action science is proving useful in educat-
ing practitioners in a variety of professions
while also building knowledge for practice.
Putnam R.W., (1990, 1991) worked with an
organizational consultant learning to use a
new approach with clients. Rudolph et al.
(2006) address how medical instructors can
debrief trainees more effectively. Peppet and
Moffit (2006) focus on how negotiators can
learn from experience by testing negotiating
theories in their own practice. Witherspoon
and Cannon (2004) apply the perspective to
executive coaching. Friedman and Berthoin
(2005) offer an alternative approach to inter-
cultural competence that suggests how indi-
viduals can learn in the midst of cross-cultural
interactions. Educators and researchers in
management development, work-based learn-
ing, and human resource development often
draw on action science (Raelin, 1999, 2000;
Watkins and Marsick, 1999).

Perhaps the most fully-realized presenta-
tion of an organizational intervention from an
action science perspective is Argyris’s (1993)
account of his work with a professional ser-
vice firm. Friedman et al. (2004) describe a
year-long project with a programme that
helps schools work more effectively with stu-
dents characterized by chronic failure. In
recent years Argyris has emphasized integrat-
ing behavioural and technical change in orga-
nizations, for example the behavioural
aspects of innovations in managerial cost
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accounting (Argyris and Kaplan, 1994;
Moingeon and Edmondson, 1996). Smith
(1996) analyzes how behaviour affects strat-
egy formulation and builds theory for
improving strategic conversations.

Prospects

Perhaps the biggest challenge to broader use
of an action science approach is educating
researcher/interventionists who can do the
work. Most graduate programmes educate
scholars to conduct descriptive research.
Professional schools educate practitioners to
intervene with individuals and social sys-
tems. There are few opportunities to learn
how to do both and to combine them as inter-
vention research. Addressing this challenge
was a primary reason that we wrote Action
Science over two decades ago (Argyris et al.,
1985). We are gratified that the work is
indeed spreading, as is partially (and incom-
pletely) indicated by the references cited
here. There is much still to do.

Robert W. Putnam

ACTIVITY THEORY

Definition

The founder of activity theory, a Russian
psychologist, Lev Vygotsky (1979, 1986), was
prompted by the schism in psychology during
the early 1900s between a focus on physiolog-
ical and biological functions, and individual
mental life on the other. He could accept nei-
ther the biological reductionism represented
by behaviourism nor the mentalistic and ide-
alistic psychologies that regarded the mind as
a self-sufficient entity opposed to the material
world. According to Vygotsky, human con-
sciousness and actions are mediated by the
cultural means of artifacts. The basic types of
such mediating means are signs and tools. An
individual, he argued, internalizes the use of
language and tools during socialization by
participating in shared activities with other

humans. The human consciousness, therefore,
has social origins and is constantly recon-
structed through participation in artifact-
mediated human activities [constructivism;
social constructionism; structuration theory].
Accordingly, the activity-theoretical approach
regards retooling, the shared creation of arti-
facts used as means of reflecting on, and the
practical transformation of, activity, as a key
to changing practices and learning (Vygotsky,
1979) [action science]. 

Discussion

Vygotsky redifined the traditional object of
psychology – actions and consciousness of an
individual – by emphasizing their social ori-
gins. His colleague and follower A.N.
Leont’ev (1978) developed the theory to cover
those social or collective activities character-
ized by a division of labour (Leont’ev, 1978).
On the basis of Leont’ev’s work, Yrjö
Engeström (1987) formulated a model of an
activity system (Figure 1). 

Its elements are the subject and the object
of activity, the tools, as well as the division of
labour and rules of a community of actors.
An object and motive of activity is both given
and projected, the ‘why of an activity’ and a
horizon for practical actions. It is realized in
the construction of products and services that
constitute the outcome of the activity.
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Consequently, the shared reconsideration of
the object of activity is vital for the change of
an activity. In Engeström’s theory of expan-
sive learning, the internal contradictions are
the starting point for developmental change.
On the basis of this theory, the foundation of
an interventionist research approach called
developmental work research was elaborated in
the 1980s (Engeström, 1991). In the 1990s, a
specific version of it, an intervention method
called change laboratory, was developed
(Engeström et al., 1996).

In the methodology of activity theory
interventions are used both to study the con-
ditions of change and to help those working
in organizations to develop their work. In
empirical studies, qualitative methods are used.
Typically, participant observation, interviews
and the recording and video-taping of
meetings and work practices are combined.
In the change laboratory pieces of data (for
instance in the form of video (q.v.) excerpts)
are used as a ‘mirror’ in the laboratory ses-
sions to enhance critical reflections of the
work practices. The communities studied use
the model of an activity system as a means of
analysing the history of their activities to
uncover the developmental contradictions of
their activity. The community studied then
forms an hypothesis for possible solutions
along with a description of the ‘zone of prox-
imal development’ for the development of the
activity. The community then designs new
tools and organizational solutions to move
forward in this zone. 

Prospects

Activity theory has been adopted and devel-
oped thus far primarily in the confines of psy-
chology and education. The international
community of activity theorists and represen-
tatives of the socio-cultural approach is
ISCAR, International Society for Cultural and
Activity Research. The journal Mind, Culture,
and Activity is perhaps the most important
publishing forum of the community. Activity
theory was introduced to management stud-
ies in the 1990s to analyze organizations as
activity systems (Blackler, 1993, 1995). Many

of the activity theoretical studies have
focused on the work of the public sector
(Kerosuo and Engeström, 2003; Miettinen
and Virkkunen, 2005; Puonti, 2004) but firm
activities and innovations (Hasu, 2000;
Toiviainen, 2003) as well as scientific work
(Saari and Miettinen, 2001) have been stud-
ied. Among the challenges of the approach
are how to use and develop it in the study of
networks of activities, specifically internet-
mediated virtual activities. Further challenge
lies in the study of activities organized in rhi-
zomatic or mycorrhizae-like fashion having
very light centralized superstructures but
intense involvement and horizontal interac-
tion at the ground level, such as the disaster
aid teams of the Red Cross [process philosophy].
They may have temporal discontinuities and
their activity is episodic, but at the same time
they are resilient and self-sustaining. 

Reijo Mietinnen

ACTOR-NETWORK THEORY

Definition

Originating in studies of science, technology
and society (STS), actor-network theory
(ANT) – or the ‘sociology of translation’
(Callon, 1986; Latour, 1999a) – is an increas-
ingly popular method used within a range of
social science fields. 

Issues of power are of central concern for
ANT [critical theory; dialectic; Marxism]. It is
argued, in particular, that power is effected
through the production and reproduction of a
network of heterogeneous ‘actants’, this term
being employed to suggest that both humans
and non-humans be included in the analysis.
Forces of the social and the technical are to
be accounted for through a process of ‘gener-
alized symmetry’, a method that employs a
common analytical vocabulary for interpret-
ing such phenomena. In this accounting
process any a priori separation of the social
and the physical world is prohibited (Callon,
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1986). Thus, the actor-network (a purposively
oxymoronic term) is realized through the
common ‘enrolling’ of human and non-
human participants into a network through
processes of negotiation and translation.

Discussion

When we seek to translate the ANT approach
into the sphere of management and organiza-
tional studies, we are involved in the analysis
of alliances or networks that ‘initiate and
maintain the superordination of individuals
or groups over others’ (Grint, 1998: 142). We
are thus reminded that many actors are
locked into networks that exist outside the
focal organization. In addition, managerial
networks take recourse not just to the net-
work of peer managers and the control over
material resources with the organization, but
also, for example, to the resources of the legal
system and domestic sources of support,
which are ‘invisibly meshed into the organi-
zation’s disciplinary mechanisms’ (Grint,
1991: 149). As Latour (1987) demonstrated
similarly in the field of STS, scientists physi-
cally isolated from the rest of the world in
their search for knowledge are actually
highly dependent upon a large array of sup-
portive networks outside the laboratory.

In accounting for such processes, the
character of the actor-network emerges as a
contingent phenomenon. As noted, actor-
networks are relentlessly produced and
reproduced. The point here is not whether
the actants of a network are social or techni-
cal, but, as Latour (1987: 140) points out,
‘which associations are stronger and which
are weaker’. In a later discussion Latour
(1992) gives the ‘mundane’ example of hote-
liers attempting to discipline their guests to
leave room keys at the reception desk,
instead of retaining them when going outside.
He explains that to effect this practice the
hotelier adds various elements to the key,
including a verbal request, an inscription on
the key and, if these fail, the practice of
increasing the weight or size of key so that it
becomes difficult to carry around. As the
entities enrolled in the network have their

own strategic preferences, the problem for
the ‘enroller’ therefore is to ensure that par-
ticipants adhere to the enroller’s interests
rather than their own. (Another basic exam-
ple of the utility of ANT is offered by Grint
(1998) when he considers the ways in which
differing formations of office or classroom
furniture appear to generate different ‘cul-
tural resonances’. He outlines how discrete
rows of desks facing the front imply a hierar-
chical approach to work and school, whereas
a circle of chairs in a classroom, or a commu-
nal ‘hot desk’ in an office, has ‘quite different
connotations about the role of power and
equality’ (1998: 111)) [affordances].

The conceptual tools underlying the ANT
approach therefore enable us to study the
assembling and stabilization of diverse
human and non-human entities within dif-
fuse socio-material systems (Hassard et al.,
1999; Law, 1999). The use of these tools has
been part of a movement away from a formal-
functional emphasis on organization as an
entity towards the study of processes and
practices of organizing, and importantly
socio-technical organizing (Bloomfield and
Vurdubakis, 1999; Calás and Smircich, 1999;
Hull, 1999; Lee and Hassard, 1999; Newton,
2002) [practice theory; practise-centred
research]. ANT has been used by writers to
examine a wide range of research issues
within management and organization studies,
but notably with regard to studies of informa-
tion systems and information technology (see
Bloomfield and Vudubakis, 1994, 1999;
Bloomfield et al., 1992; Bowker et al., 1996;
Hine, 1995; Vidgen and McMaster, 1996). 

ANT gains much of its notoriety through
advocating a socio-philosophical approach in
which human and non-human, social and
technical factors are brought together in the
same analytical view. In attempting to com-
prehend complex social situations, ANT
rejects any sundering of human and non-
human, social and technical elements. In a
much cited article, Michel Callon (1986) warns,
for example, of the dangers of ‘changing reg-
ister’ when we move from concerns with the
social to those of the technical. The method-
ological philosophy is that all ingredients of
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socio-technical analysis be explained by
common practices. It is this common analytic
view that proves to be the challenge for many
social science researchers for whom the
human takes precedence as a unit of analysis. 

John Hassard 

AESTHETICS

Definition

Aesthetics is a field of philosophy that deals
with form, beauty and ugliness, and the sen-
suous and symbolic dimensions of existence
such as art, music and culture. The meaning
of aesthetics covers forms of art and design;
sensuous cognition (aesthetic understanding)
or how what we know and believe connects
to what we see and feel; and beauty, appreci-
ated as a comprehensible ‘intellectual feeling’
capable of discrimination between the good
and bad in form. The idea that aesthetics
might be relevant to the study of manage-
ment developed most dramatically in the
1980s as an offshoot of the study of organiza-
tional culture [cross-cultural research] and
symbolism. Culture studies emphasized
shared meaning and drew attention to the
importance of communication in the process
of establishing it; cultural fit was increasingly
seen as being important to strategy and com-
petitive advantage. Understood aesthetically,
this fit involves meanings associated with
products and commodities coupled to the
development of a ‘feeling intelligence’, intu-
itive knowing; and to how greater refine-
ment, or connoisseurship in appreciating
beauty can be achieved [dramaturgy; drawings
and images; projective techniques; representa-
tions; social poetics; space; video; visual data
analysis].

Discussion

Studies of symbolism and symbolic processes
in organizations drew on ideas developed in
cultural and media studies, art criticism,

architecture, design, semiotics (q.v.), physical
anthropology and philosophy to understand
the significance of the material and visual
environment to processes of sense-making
(q.v.) and meaning-making in organizations.
An important part of culture changes and cor-
porate turnarounds in the 1980s and 1990s
was often the visual redesign of corporate
image and symbolic ‘corporate identity’,
which was intended to express the values of
the new culture in concrete terms – uniforms,
dress codes, décor, shopfronts, logos, letter-
heads, catalogues, buildings, and advertising
included. Much of the initiative in taking this
work to a deeper level was done by members
of the Standing Conference on Organizational
Symbolism (SCOS), culminating in two
important books in 1990 – Barry Turner’s
edited Organizational Symbolism (De Gruyter)
and Pasquale Gagliardi’s edited Symbols and
Artifacts (De Gruyter). Gagliardi’s introduc-
tion is classic, as is his later contribution
to the Handbook of Organization Studies
(Gagliardi 1996; 2nd edition 2006). Another
early and seminal contribution was Ramirez’s
The Beauty of Social Organization (1991).

The understanding of aesthetics in organiza-
tional life broadened considerably in the 1990s,
aided by further seminal contributions from
Strati (1992, 1999) and Linstead and Höpfl’s
edited collection (2000). It now encompasses
aesthetic theory – discussion of the basic con-
cepts found in classical and modern philosophy
including thinkers as diverse as Aristotle, Kant,
Hegel, Schiller, Freud and Lyotard, and also art
critics such as Jencks, and their relevance to
organizational life in general, including estab-
lishing criteria of the beautiful; aesthetic
processes – which concentrates on developing a
sensuous methodology of researching organiza-
tional life, as well as taking sensuous experi-
ence into account in terms of its effects on
other organizational processes such as sense-
making, motivation, identity, culture and lead-
ership, innovation and creativity; aesthetic
organizations – which looks at arts organiza-
tions and cultural industries to see how they
are or could be managed, drawing practical
lessons and role models (such as the orches-
tra conductor as leader); aesthetic modes of
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analysis – specifically considering how ideas
and concepts drawn from the arts can be
applied to the analysis of organizations, such as
the metaphor of organizational theatre, and
also used to improve their functioning or stim-
ulate change in consultancy interventions
[metaphor]; crafting aesthetics – which looks at
the practical issues of creating and developing
an aesthetic, including negotiating between
competing aesthetics, for a group or organiza-
tion; aesthetic pedagogies – using art and aes-
thetic methods in training, therapeutic
regimes, professional education and manage-
ment development; aesthetics and ethics –
which looks at the connections between truth,
beauty and goodness, taking into account ques-
tions of form, morality and spirit and may
draw on a wide range of cultural traditions
[affordances]; and radical aesthetics – where
aesthetic modes of representation are specifi-
cally used for political purposes to challenge
the status quo and explore alternatives, includ-
ing alternatives to capitalism.

Historically, three threads in modern aes-
thetics can be discerned, and these are all
present in the aesthetic approach to organiza-
tion: first, the idea that art imitates reality –
that by seeing more accurately through art
our attention can be drawn to aspects we may
otherwise overlook and gain greater insight
into what is true (realism) (q.v.), or alterna-
tively that art tries to imitate subconscious
fantasy, thereby gaining insight into our other-
wise concealed psyche (surrealism); second,
the idea that art gives us intimations of the
transcendent ideal, often in a spiritual sense,
and acts as inspiration in this way (idealism
or romanticism); and third, that aesthetic
processes are in use by everyone constantly
and are an important part of reality produc-
tion in everyday life and our common sense
(mundane aesthetics). With the rise of the
global media, the increasing importance of
information, the proliferation of images and
simulated reality (simulacra) in cultural trans-
mission, consumption and identity forma-
tion, there is also a focus on virtuality and the
role of aesthetics in virtual organizations and
communities (postmodern (q.v.) aesthetics)
[deconstruction].

Much of the research in this area is
conducted and presented in non-standard
forms and arenas, often in performance. The
(US) Academy of Management recently
experimented with an Academy Arts section
for visually presented research, and an offi-
cial Fringe for performance-based research;
the Art of Management Conferences takes
place every two years to provide an arena
for alternative research; the Art, Aesthetics
and Creativity in Organizations Network
(www.aacorn.org) is a closed network of
scholars, artists, consultants and others that
runs a website with links and resources for
anyone interested in doing both theoretical
and applied work on the connections between
aesthetics and organization and their practical
consequences. Useful recent print resources
include a special issue of Human Relations on
‘Organizing aesthetics’ (Strati and Guillet de
Monthoux, July 2002); a special issue of
Organization Studies on theatre and organiza-
tion (Schreyogg and Höpfl, 2005); Adrian Carr
and Phil Hancock’s Art and Aesthetics at Work
(2003); Pierre Guillet de Monthoux’s book
The Art Firm (2004); Lotte Darso’s Artful
Creation (2004); and Pat Kane’s best-selling
The Play Ethic (2004).

Prospects

As a developing area, the field is character-
ized by a proliferation of debate. Key issues
for the field include how to avoid mystification
of its work through elitist, connoisseur
languages; how to avoid an over-concentration
on objects and artefacts at the expense of
socially negotiated meanings and relations;
how to avoid absorption in the emotional
dimensions of creating new forms of research
at the expense of failing to interrogate and
develop core concepts; how to avoid over-
knowledging, or emphasizing, the cognitive
dimensions of aesthetics; how to avoid
research outputs being functionally simpli-
fied, commodified and turned into kitsch
(Linstead, 2002b). The aesthetic approach is
nevertheless here to stay and is recognized as
being important across the range of manage-
ment disciplines – marketing, organizational
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design, organizational theory and behaviour,
innovation and new product development
and strategy all included.

Stephen Linstead

AFFORDANCES

Definition

The concept of affordances stems from and
plays a principal role in Gibson’s (1979) work
in ecological and environmental psychology.
The concept concerns what the environment
offers its inhabitants – what it provides, fur-
nishes or affords. In other words, it suggests
that the environment – and the material
surfaces, objects and artefacts comprising it –
afford, suggest and make themselves available
to certain uses and users while constraining
others. Thus, it is central to the commitment
in ecological and environmental psychology
to an ontological realism and materialism.
Although research on affordances is domi-
nated by work in ecological and environmen-
tal psychology, it has also been taken up by
researchers in engineering, computer science
and cognitive science, in medicine, ergonom-
ics and disability studies, and, more recently,
in science and technology studies as well as
in management and organization studies.

Discussion

Affordances may be both functional (or
objective) aspects of the environment and
relational (or subjective) aspects of the envi-
ronment. For example, a stairway affords
walking more than it does sleeping, and a
bench with a backrest affords comfortable
sitting more than a bench without a backrest.
In this sense, affordances are functional and
objective aspects of the environment. No dis-
tinction is made between different users or
inhabitants, and a certain environment is
seen to have the same effect on anybody and
everybody. But what is afforded depends

both on the environment and the inhabitant
(Gibson, 1979: 129), and what an environ-
ment affords is different for different users
or inhabitants. For example, clinical research
on affordances has found that perceived and
attained boundaries in bipedal stair climbing
are not only affected by body size and body
proportions but even by hip joint flexibility
and relative leg strength (Meeuwsen, 1991).
In this sense, affordances are relational and
subjective aspects of the environment.
Knowledge about the relational and subjec-
tive aspects of affordances has been
expanded by research in cognitive science,
which argues that affordances are a result of
people’s past knowledge and experiences
(Jordan et al., 1998; Lakoff, 1987; Norman,
1988), and, more recently, by research in the
interface between sociology and science and
technology studies, which argues that the
use afforded by certain environments and
artefacts is governed by social or technical
rules that must be learned by inhabitants or
users (Hutchby, 2001) [actor-network
theory]. 

In management and organization studies,
the importance of learning and knowledge is
further emphasized through the concept of
dynamic affordances (Cook and Brown,
1999). This concept is much informed by
Gaver’s (1991, 1996) work in ecological psy-
chology, and in general terms it implies that
what is afforded by an environment, an arte-
fact, a technology or a discourse dynamically
changes as one interacts with it. More specif-
ically, Cook and Brown (1999) employ the
concept of dynamic affordances to under-
stand how learning, knowing and knowledge
emerge through dynamic interaction with the
world or with an artefact, a technology or a
discourse in the world (see also McNulty,
2002). Although this research primarily deals
with issues of organizational learning and
knowledge management from a discursive
perspective, the concept of dynamic affor-
dances can be further applied to understand
the affordances of a place or an environment
[aesthetics; space]. As dynamic affordances
‘emerge as part of the (dynamic) interaction
with the world’ (Cook and Brown, 1999: 390),
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learning, knowing and knowledge do not
merely result from learning rules or from
past experience and knowledge. People learn,
know and develop new knowledge about an
artefact or environment and how to use it by
interacting with it – and what is afforded
changes with the interaction. Changes in
affordances create facilities or frustrations.
Facilities result when more is afforded and
frustrations result when less is afforded. 

Prospects

While the concept of affordances makes it pos-
sible to analyze how a particular environment,
artefact or discourse affords certain uses and
users more than others, most research on
affordances presumes a simplified notion of
the human subject and bodily difference that
implies a depoliticized understanding of social
relations among humans. This may be the case
because affordance research is rarely carried
out in the social sciences and because it has
primarily concerned itself with relations
between humans and the natural or technical
environment. It has largely ignored how affor-
dances may affect social relations between
humans. Arguing that the alteration of the nat-
ural environment by humans has made life
easier for humans and acknowledging that
humans thereby have ‘made life harder for
most of the other animals’, Gibson (1979: 130)
does not recognize that these alterations may
profoundly alter relations between humans,
frustrate rather than facilitate human rela-
tions, and make life harder for some humans.
Moreover, research on affordances generally
pays scarce attention to the socio-cultural and
socio-political processes through which arte-
facts, objects, surfaces and environments are
constructed and invested with dominant
meanings that in turn affect human behaviour,
social interaction and social life [activity the-
ory]. Hutchby’s (2001) attempt to reconcile
social constructionism (q.v.) and technical
essentialism in sociology through the concept
of affordances complicates the otherwise ‘aso-
cial’ flavour of research on affordances,
emphasizing that affordances do not deter-
mine human behaviour, but constrain and

enable human behaviour. Whereas a one-sided
social constructionism would argue that what
matters are the meanings attributed to arte-
facts, Hutchby argues that affordances con-
strain and enable the meanings and uses that
are possible in the first place.

No matter how one sides in this debate, it
draws attention to the symbolic and commu-
nicative aspects of affordances, which may
constitute a new and complimentary trajectory
for affordance research in general and for
affordance research in management and orga-
nization studies. The social image and mean-
ings associated with an artefact or an
environment affect how and by whom it is
being used. For example, a certain place or
artefact may be associated with users of a cer-
tain social group or class which will tend to
use it in a certain way. For instance, a certain
park may be associated with middle-class
family picnics while another may be viewed
as a homeless hangout. Whereas symbolic
affordances may be constituted materially –
for instance through formal design and the
use of pristine materials – this symbolism
may be further communicated and main-
tained by social narratives and storytelling. 

Organizational symbolism and storytelling
have fairly long track records in management
and organization studies, but research in these
particular areas is primarily carried out from a
social constructionist perspective wherein the
material aspects of organizational environ-
ments and artefacts tend to be given a sec-
ondary role. In contrast, the concept of
affordances is underpinned by a materialist
realism (q.v.), and the concept itself draws
attention to the specific ways in which partic-
ular artefacts and environments are materially
constituted and how this may affect different
users and inhabitants in both physical and
social terms. Hence, it may, for example, help
future research in management and organiza-
tion studies to investigate in detail how a par-
ticular product design or office design is
materially constituted and how this physically
and socially affects users and consumers,
employees and managers. Further on, research
on dynamic affordances may be expanded
beyond its current emphasis on the discursive

AFFORDANCES

27

Thorpe-3581-Ch-A.qxd  11/23/2007  2:14 PM  Page 27



aspects of organizational learning and knowl-
edge management. For example, future
research may explore the material aspects of
dynamic affordances by investigating how the
affordances of a particular product design or
office design change as users and consumers,
employees and managers interact with it. In
conclusion, the concept of affordances may
therefore play an important role in helping
management and organization studies explore
the material aspects of management, organiza-
tions and organizational life.

Torkild Thanem

ANTENARRATIVE

Definition

Antenarrative is not anti-narrative, it comple-
ments narrative (q.v.). Antenarrative is
defined as ‘the fragmented, non-linear, inco-
herent, collective, unplotted, and pre-narrative
speculation, a bet, a proper narrative can be
constituted’ (Boje, 2001: 1). Antenarratives
are ‘in the middle’ and ‘in-between’ (Boje,
2001: 293), refusing to attach linear begin-
ning, middle and ending. Narratives must be
coherent, developmental plots [dramaturgy]
required by narrative theorists (Czarniawska,
1997: 79, 98; 1998: vii; 1999: 2; Gabriel, 2000:
20, 22). Narratives in narratology comple-
ment modernist conceptualizations of linear
discourse, overlooking the fragmented and
unformed antenarrative process that accom-
plishes intriguingly different communicative
purposes. Antenarrative is rhizomatic flight
continuing as long as there is context left to
re-territorialize (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987)
[process philosophy; relativism]. 

Critical antenarratology is defined as in
situ interrogation or inquiry into relationships
between narrative coherence and antenarra-
tive non-linearity, between storyteller and
expositor, and between researchers and
researched. Storytelling (q.v.) is not just about
linearity or non-linearity; it is both, and an

interrelationship narrative and antenarrative.
In ‘antenarrative’ (Boje, 2001), storytelling is
no more than a bet, a scrawny pre-story that
Latour (1996: 119) calls a ‘whirlwind’. Latour
(1996: 118) argues that there is a difference
between the linear narrative diffusion model
(narratives that erupt fully formed in the
mind of Zeus) and the non-linear whirlwind
model of what we call antenarrative. Looking
at both models in the same story space of
complex organization is a collaborative way
to proceed. The result is a dance between lin-
ear narrative diffusion and antenarrative
whirlwind; and in that dance are patterns we
can interpret using complexity theory (q.v.).
Strands of narrative and antenarrative are
interwoven, ravelling and deravelling, weav-
ing and unweaving in storytelling organiza-
tions. Critical antenarratology is a method to
trace and deconstruct an ongoing interweav-
ing antenarrating that is always composing
and self-deconstructing [deconstruction].

The contribution of critical antenarratol-
ogy is a focus on behaviour, on living story-
telling practices that are fragmented,
dialogical (between voices, styles, perspec-
tives), prospective (not just retrospective),
collectively co-produced (not solitary perfor-
mance) and socially situated (in multiple con-
texts). Antenarrative derives its organizing
force in emergent storytelling where plots are
emergent, contested and speculative.
Antenarratives have five dimensions (Boje,
2001: 3–5).

1. Antenarrative is about the Tamara of sto-
rytelling. Tamara is a play where ten
characters unfold their stories before a
walking, sometimes running, audience
that fragments into small groups to chase
characters and storylines from room to
room. 

2. Antenarrative is a collective memory
before it becomes reified into the organi-
zation story, or consensual (official)
narrative.

3. Antenarrative directs our analytic atten-
tion to the flow of storytelling, as lived
experience, before the narrative require-
ments of beginnings, middles or endings.
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4. Antenarrative gives attention to the
speculative, the ambiguity of sensemak-
ing and guessing as to what is happening
in the flow of experience.

5. Antenarrating is both before story and a
bet of transformation through supple-
ments, dropping and picking up meaning
in each successive context, and remain-
ing unfinalized.

The crisis of narrative theory in modernity is
what to do with the non-linear antenarrating,
with polyphonic emergence in the Tamara of
collective story production and simultaneous
action. Telling stories that lack coherence and
plot is contrary to modernity. Yet, people are
always working and living in the middle of
collectively mediate antenarrative processes,
where few accounts attain narrative closure
and fixity.

Discussion

There has been increasing interest in antenar-
rative theory and research (Barge, 2002; Boje,
2001, 2002; Boje and Rosile 2002, 2003; Boje
et al., 2004a; Collins and Rainwater, 2005;
Vickers, 2002). Vickers (2002: 2–3), for exam-
ple, looks at how ‘postmodern antenarratives
encourage the possibility that there may be
no story to tell, only fragments that may
never come together coherently. She com-
bines Heideggerian phenomenology (q.v.)
[existential phenomenology] with an antenarra-
tive exploration of multi-voiced ways of
telling stories, of putting fragments together.
Using in-depth interviews of people whose
lives were shattered by chronic illness and
suffering, Vickers presents what does not fit
into coherence narratives. 

Barge (2002), takes an antenarrative
approach to organizational communication and
managerial practice by focusing attention on
ways people manage the multi-voiced non-
linear character of organizational life.
Antenarrative, for example, says Barge (2002:
7) ‘requires managers to recognize the multi-
plicity of stories living and being told in organi-
zations’. He gives examples of the managerial
practice in the Kensington Consultation Centre

in London. Dalcher and Drevin (2003) are
studying software failures in information sys-
tems using narrative and antenarrative meth-
ods. On the one hand, ‘failure storytelling can
be understood as a narrative recounting with
the unlocking of patterns or a plot’ (Dalcher
and Drevin, 2003: 141); a more antenarrative
process focuses on how ‘the reality in failure
stories is of multi-stranded stories of experi-
ences and reactions that lack collective consen-
sus’. During a lack of collective consensus,
there are more disparate accounts and perspec-
tives, where webs of narrative and antenarra-
tive work things out. Gardner (2002) did a
dissertation contrasting heroic, bureaucratic,
chaos and postmodern narratives of expatri-
ates. The relevant finding is that the quest and
bureaucratic forms are cohesive and tidy narra-
tives, while the chaos and postmodern forms
are more akin to antenarratives. Gardner
looked at the hybrids, how in the same conver-
sation, the narrator switches between, say,
bureaucratic and more chaotic forms. Boje
et al. (2004a: 756, 769) looked at a set of eight
antenarrative clusters, and their trajectory, that
appeared to explain some of the dynamics of
various types of Enron spectacle: ‘Antenarratives
are bets that a pre-story can be told and theatri-
cally performed that will enroll stakeholders in
“intertextual” ways transforming the world of
action into theatrics’, suggesting ‘[t]he antenar-
rative roots of Enron’s collapse go back to its
beginning in ways that are rhizomatic and
intertextual’. Boje and Rosile (2003) studied the
antenarrative bets made about Enron, sorting
out their causal texture. Was it Fastow, Skilling
or Lay, or do we put the blame on general
greed and hubris, or say it was those Evil
Corporations, something about Enrongate, or
what we teach in the Business College? These
are competing antenarratives still being sorted
out. Boje and Rosile (2003) looked at the clash
of Aristotle’s epic and more tragic narrative
poetics. Collins and Rainwater’s (2005: 17)
study is a ‘sideways look’ at storytelling, the
local and fragmented understandings of Sears’
transformation. Storytelling is not viewed as
reflection of organizational reality, but as
organic and vital constituents of organizing.
Their significant finding is that at Sears there
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was an overlap of ‘proper stories: and emergent
“antenarratives”’ (2005: 20).

Much of what passes for organizational
story is sequential, single-voiced, linear narra-
tive. There are several important implications
of antenarrative theory for future projects.
First, narrative methods can no longer ignore
antenarrative dynamics. Second, analyses that
refer to a unitary universal narrative miss the
morphing of antenarratives and their chang-
ing intertextual relationships through complex
rhizomatic practices. Third, it is important for
future students to look at the emergence of
networking of antenarratives in the unplotted
soup of organizing. Antenarratives are self-
organizing fragments that seem to cling
to other fragments, and form interesting
relationships.

David M. Boje

ANTI-DISCRIMINATORY RESEARCH

Definition

In discussing anti-discriminatory research it
is important to consider whether this means
researching anti-discriminatory manage-
ment practices or researching in an anti-
discriminatory way. It is also debateable
whether it is legitimate to research anti-
discriminatory practices in a discriminatory
way. Anti-discriminatory research and prac-
tice are contested arenas that often lead to
difficult and strained discussions in universi-
ties and workplaces with individual students,
workers and managers seeking to avoid being
labelled ‘racist’, ‘homophobic’, etc.

Discrimination refers to the identification
of individuals and groups with identifiable
characteristics and behaving less favourably
towards this individual or group. These char-
acteristics have often been associated with
gender, race, disability, sexual orientation and
age. At the level of employment opportunities
it is clear that certain sections within the
community are overrepresented at different

levels of the organization. In the UK, for
example, IDeA (2004) has shown that
although social care is predominately a
female occupation, there is still an overrepre-
sentation of males in senior management
positions while black and minority ethnic
staff are proportionately less likely to achieve
management or supervisory positions. 

So qualitative management researchers who
have a commitment to anti-discriminatory
research will seek to challenge discrimination
wherever they find it and in so doing will be
reflective and reflexive (q.v.) concerning their
own potential for discrimination as well as
being discriminated against [ethics]. This is
not to mean that they are eschewing acade-
mic standards: 

Are we abandoning the notion of objectivity if
we espouse the principles of anti-discriminatory
research? Are we allowing our prejudices, our
biases, our preconceived notions to come in the
way of ‘proper academic research’? If we begin
to answer these questions, we need to address
the whole notion of objective research.
Furthermore, if we accept that there is a dialecti-
cal relationship between theory and ethnogra-
phy (q.v.), objectivity as a concept of purity
begins to hold little meaning. (Barn, 1994: 37)

Discussion

Anti-discriminatory research is more than the
need to avoid sexist, ageist, disablist, racist,
homophobic and other types of discrimina-
tory language in the use of questionnaires,
interviews and the writing of reports. Anti-
discriminatory research also implies the need
to treat the research subjects as people and
not as objects [positivism and post-positivism].
This may require a collaborative, participa-
tory (q.v.) [field research] or emancipatory
research approach. Everitt et al. (1992) iden-
tify three reasons why collaborative research
may be beneficial to both the researched and
the researcher alike. First, by giving credibil-
ity to the views of those less powerful, the
researcher will gain access to the experiences
of being discriminated against as well as to
the behaviours and perspectives of those who

THE SAGE DICTIONAR Y OF QUALIT ATIVE MANAGEMENT RESEARCH

30

Thorpe-3581-Ch-A.qxd  11/23/2007  2:14 PM  Page 30



oppress. Second, by having due regard for
people in the research process, research sub-
jects will become less suspicious of research
and engage more honestly. It is also possible
that by having one’s views and experiences
validated, research will be experienced as
empowering, thus increasing the research
subject’s willingness to share. Third, those
with the experiences the researcher wishes to
explore are more likely to be aware of what
questions matter and how answers should be
interpreted.

Anti-discriminatory research requires the
researcher to be aware of and make explicit
who the research commissioner is and what
the research question is. Is it a question that
seeks to empower or one that will further dis-
criminate particular groups? For example,
researchers might wish to consider whether
they should begin with what discriminated
workers or communities see as a priority. So,
instead of focusing on what managers or ser-
vice providers see as important, they may
wish to begin with what the research subjects
consider to be important [service user
research]. Failure to do this runs the risk of
identifying only those priorities that are
important to the researcher and research
sponsor and so further oppressing research
subjects. In a similar vein it is not enough to
search for clues as to, for example, why are
there are so few black managers without first
asking what are the social processes which
contribute to an underrepresentation of black
people as managers [structuration theory].
Having undertaken the research, an anti-
discriminatory research approach requires
the researcher to ensure that research dis-
semination is accessible to all stakeholders,
including those who have participated in the
research as well as the research sponsor.

Prospects

There are a number of issues for anti-
discriminatory research practices. The very
nature of anti-discriminatory research is con-
tested and there are those who see such an
approach as inadequate and argue for an anti-
oppressive research practice. Anti-oppressive

practice is more proactive in that it is not
only about treating individuals or groups
equitably, it is also about conflict and change
in relation to the power imbalance between
‘superior’ and ‘inferior’ individuals or groups
(McLaughlin, 2006a). 

Similarly, it is questionable whether our
current listing of discriminated groups is suffi-
cient; good arguments could also be made for
the white Irish in the UK (Garrett, 2000, 2003),
or for those who live in rural as opposed to
urban areas (Pugh, 2003). More critically, con-
cern might also be given to how, following
conflicts or wars, conquered people’s lives,
practices and communities have become trans-
formed into objects of knowledge for the
‘superior’ colonizers reinforcing dominant
worldviews and marginalizing alternatives.
Discussions about race, class, gender, disabil-
ity and so on all have their location within the
western world. They are, as Tuhiwai Smith
(1999: 80) claims, framed in the colonizer’s lan-
guage [post-colonial theory]; associated research
practices could best be summed up as: ‘they
came, they saw, they named, they claimed’.
Finally, the ‘list’ approach encourages compar-
isons between groups and neglects that indi-
viduals can have multiple identities in that
they maybe female, homosexual or disabled,
or all three. It is then rather nonsensical to
consider these cross-cutting features as arith-
metical entities multiplying the original discrim-
ination or suggesting that there is a hierarchy of
discrimination. Anti-discriminatory research
practice represents a challenge to qualitative
management researchers wishing to adopt an
ethical research approach that is both con-
tested and contestable.

Hugh McLaughlin

APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY

Definition

Appreciative inquiry is a process that
involves exploring the best of what is (or has
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been) and amplifying this best practice.
Whereas action research (q.v.) promotes
learning through attending to dysfunctional
aspects of organizational functioning, appre-
ciative inquiry seeks to accentuate the posi-
tive rather than eliminate the negative. 

Discussion

Hayes (2006) examines appreciative inquiry
from three perspectives: a philosophy of
knowledge; an intervention theory; and a
methodology for intervening in organizations
to improve performance and the quality of life.
This entry discusses these in turn. From the
first perspective, appreciative inquiry assumes
that how we behave and the consequences of
our behaviour are critically dependent on the
way we construct reality, on the way we see
the world; and the way we see the world is
determined by what we believe (Srivastva and
Cooperrider, 1990) [constructivism; practice the-
ory; practice-centred research]. Our beliefs gov-
ern what we look for, what we see and how we
interpret what we see. ‘The reality perceived …
is often a consequence of the reality believed, a
situation that leads to self-fulfilling expecta-
tions within groups, organizations, or even
whole societies’ (Srivastva and Cooperrider,
1990: xvii). Cooperrider and Srivastva (1987)
argue that to the extent that action is predi-
cated on beliefs, ideas and meanings, people
are free to seek a transformation in conven-
tional conduct by modifying their beliefs and
idea systems. 

A widely held belief is that organizational
life is problematic. This belief promotes a
deficiency perspective that focuses attention
on the dysfunctional aspects of organizations
and has led to many interventions being
designed on the assumption that organiza-
tions are ‘problems to be solved’. An alterna-
tive belief about organizations, and one that
underpins appreciative inquiry, is that rather
than ‘problems to be solved’, they are ‘possi-
bilities to be embraced’. 

Advocates of appreciative inquiry argue
that not only are organizations’ social con-
structions open to revision, but that this
process of revision can be facilitated by a

collective inquiry. They also argue that this
collective inquiry should attend to the life-giving
forces of the organization rather than to a set
of problems that have to be resolved. It
involves appreciating the best of ‘what is’ and
using this to ignite a vision of the possible. 

From the second perspective, appreciative
inquiry involves the use of what Cooperrider
(1990) refers to as the ‘heliotropic hypothesis’.
The assumption is that social systems have
images of themselves that underpin self-
organizing processes and that they have a nat-
ural tendency to evolve towards the most pos-
itive images held by their members. They are
like plants, they evolve towards the ‘light’
that gives them life and energy. This leads to
the proposition that interventions that pro-
mote a conscious evolution of positive
imagery offer a viable option for changing
social systems for the better [aesthetics].

The way organizational members con-
struct and reconstruct the present and the
past is a prelude to the way they imagine the
future. Appreciative inquiry does not pro-
mote the imagination of unachievable fan-
tasies. It promotes the imagination of a future
that is based on an extrapolation of the best
of what is or has been. 

From the third perspective, appreciative
inquiry involves the generation of a shared
image of a better future through a collective
process of inquiry into the best of what is. It
is this imagined future that provides the pow-
erful pull effect that guides the development
of the group or the organization. 

The critical part of the intervention is the
inquiry [pragmatism]. The mere act of asking
questions begins the process of change. Based
on the assumption that the things we choose
to focus on and the questions we ask deter-
mine what we find, it follows that the more
positive the questions, the more positive the
data. And the more positive the data, the
more positive are the beliefs that people are
likely to develop about what contributes to
peak experiences. And the more positive
these beliefs are, the more positive is the
vision of the organization at its best; the more
positive this image is, the more energy it gen-
erates for change.

THE SAGE DICTIONAR Y OF QUALIT ATIVE MANAGEMENT RESEARCH
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Bushe (1999) describes the process of
appreciative inquiry as consisting of three
parts: 

• Discovering the best of … This involves
discovering the best examples of organiz-
ing and organization within the experi-
ence of organizational members. 

• Understanding what creates the best
of … This involves seeking insights into
the forces that lead to superior perfor-
mance and what it is about the people, the
organization and the context that creates
peak experiences at work.

• Amplifying the people or processes
that exemplify the best of … This
involves reinforcing and amplifying those
elements of the situation that contribute
to superior performance. 

Appreciative inquiry has been used in a wide
range of different situations. Sorensen et al.
(2003b), after reviewing 350 papers on appre-
ciative inquiry, report that there is consider-
able evidence pointing to its successful
application in many settings. Projects vary in
terms of scale, organizational context and
focus. Elliot (1999) presents a detailed
account of an appreciative inquiry with a pri-
vate healthcare provider in the UK and sev-
eral accounts of the use of appreciative
inquiry to develop communities in third-
world settings. Zemke (1999) refers to a num-
ber of large-scale projects, Finegold et al.
(2002) describe an appreciative inquiry in a
Midwestern university and Bushe (1998)
describes the use of appreciative inquiry in
the context of team development. 

Prospects

While appreciative inquiry provides the basis
for a very attractive theory of intervention,
Golembiewski (1999) sounds two notes of
caution. The first concerns the outcome of
appreciative inquiries. As predicted by the
heliotropic hypothesis, social forms gravitate
towards an imagined future that amplifies
‘peak experiences’ because people are moti-
vated to move in that direction. However,

Golembiewski raises the question ‘motiva-
tion for what purpose?’ and notes that there
are many examples where people have been
motivated to level down human systems to
the bestial (see, for example, Chang (1997)
The rape of Nanking) as well as level them up
to pursue some noble purpose. His second
note of caution relates to appreciative
inquiry’s apparent aversion to ‘negative’ sto-
ries [storytelling in management research]. He
suspects that this could encourage an incau-
tious optimism about facts or beliefs. 

John Hayes

AUTOPOIESIS

Definition

Autopoiesis is a Greek word and means liter-
ally ‘self-production’ (auto = self; poiesis =
production). We observe self-production phe-
nomena in all living systems. The cell, for
example, produces and synthesizes macro-
molecules of proteins, lipids and enzymes,
among others. In producing these myriad
components the cell not only produces some-
thing else – it produces itself. The concept of
autopoietic systems is meant to explain two
basic phenomena in human intercourse: life
and knowledge.

The word ‘autopoiesis’ was coined by the two
Chilean cyberneticians and bio-epistemologists
Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela
to describe how all living systems work.
Autopoietic systems can be looked upon as net-
works of production of components that (1)
recursively, through their interactions, gener-
ate and realize the network that produces
them; and (2) constitute, in the space in which
they exist, the boundaries of this network as
components that participate in the realization
of the network (Maturana, 1981). 

In this way one could say that autopoiesis
reinforces the processes of self-organization;
systems not only produce and change their
own structures (self-organization), but they
also produce and organize the components of
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which they consist [process philosophy].
Consequently, autopoietic systems must be
materially and energetically open, even
though they are necessarily closed in their
dynamics of states. The view that systems are
either closed (autocratic, self-sufficient) or
open (allopoietic) is rejected [ complexity the-
ory; soft systems methodology]. Rather, they are
both open and closed at the same time.
According to an autopoietic view, the organi-
zation is recursively generated through the
interactions of its own products. 

Discussion

The concept of autopoiesis has recently been
applied to social systems, including organiza-
tions. It is, above all, the German sociologist
Niklas Luhmann who has brought the con-
cept further by translating it into a social con-
text (Luhmann 1984/1995). With this, there is
no direct analogy between social systems and
organisms. 

First of all, Luhmann’s non-organistic con-
cept of autopoiesis is much more temporalized
than Maturana and Varela’s biological concept.
While the autopoiesis of organisms operates
with relatively constant processes (e.g. opera-
tions of cells), the social autopoiesis and the
autopoiesis of the consciousness are based on
unities that have a character of ‘events’. As
events come into existence they soon disap-
pear again. In organization and management
one such type of event is that of decisions;
once made, a decision becomes history. As a
consequence, there will be a problem of ‘con-
nection’ (between events), that is how can
events connect if they disappear? This can be
resolved by the notion of meaning, which
serves to connect events to each other, and in
organizations decisions are connected through
meaning.

All social systems (organizations included)
are based on meaning. Structures and
processes which are based on meaning are
distinguished from one another by the identi-
fication of external aspects (system bound-
aries and the environment). So as well as
internal connections between decisions,
boundaries and environments also provide

meaning for the system. Meaning makes it
possible not only to interpret what is going on
within the system but also what is going on in
the system’s environment. A further feature
of the theory is that while social systems con-
sist of decisional communications, the human
beings engaging in such communication are
not a part of the social system, but are part of
its environment [affordances]. 

According to the concept of autopoiesis
one can now define organizations as systems
that consist of decisions that recursively
reproduce the basis from which decisions are
made (Luhmann, 2000). The different deci-
sions are not connected by norms or values
but by this recursivity of their reproduction.
Every decision refers to previous decisions
(decision programmes) and to future deci-
sions, and is even itself referred to by other
decisions; it has meaning in relation to other
decisions. In this way a network of decisions
is constituted which produces and repro-
duces decisions in an autopoietic (recursive)
manner. And all kinds of organizations are
operatively closed on this basis of decisions.
Structures are produced through operations
to be used in new operations, and then repro-
duced, changed or even forgotten. We also
find this kind of recursive thinking in
Anthony Giddens’s (1984) theory of ‘struc-
turation’ (q.v.), although he does not base it
on autopoietic systems theory.

Although autopoiesis assumes auto-
production, it does not preclude change.
There are always possibilities for change
through connection to elements (events) out-
side the system, visible to the observer.
Therefore, although the system operates from
a basis of stability, this stability may be pre-
carious. In this way the concept of autopoiesis
opens up to view organizations in a ‘constant
state of insecurity’ about themselves and
their relation to the environment. Organizations
control and produce this kind of ‘insecurity’
through their self-organization. The self-orga-
nization takes place through the recursive
network of operations, which presents con-
nections, as well as the ability to connect to
other elements, with potentially different
meaning. For instance, the ecological criteria
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of products can be interpreted as contributing
to ‘sustainable development’. However, they
can also be connected elsewhere; for exam-
ple, they can be interpreted as obstructions to
free trade. This opens a paradoxical situation
that the organization has to restrain in some
way; something defined is always something
different. Thus, the concept of autopoietic
organizations is always open to the play of
paradox [postmodernism; relativism]. 

The idea of organizations as autopoietic sys-
tems has been seen by researchers as poten-
tially very interesting (Baecker, 1999; Bakken
and Hernes, 2003; Hatch, 1997; G. Morgan,
1986/1997; Seidl and Becker, 2005). It is at pre-
sent still at a somewhat early stage as far as
organization and management theory is con-
cerned. Yet a host of studies draw upon
autopoietic theory. Examples of areas of study
include: identity, decision-making processes,
organizational learning, complexity, and orga-
nizational evolution. A common thread for
most studies relates to issues of continuity ver-
sus change, where continuity and change are

not seen as mutually exclusive. In much the
same way as systems are both open and
closed, they are also both reproductive of their
basic features while being open to change.
Perhaps a main contribution of autopoietic
theory is that it avoids dualisms. Instead, a sys-
tem, while reproducing itself around a rela-
tively stable basis of meaning, is at the same
time potentially unstable.

Prospects

Autopoietic theory, rather than point out that
systems change, explores the internal dynam-
ics of change, which makes it highly relevant
to exploring organizational life in a complex
world. Autopoietic theory is a highly abstract
theory which applies well to complex prob-
lems. However, its high level of abstraction
does pose some challenges to the study of
micro-level problems, such as the level of
actions and actors in management. 

Tore Bakken, Tor Hernes
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CAQDAS: COMPUTER -AIDED

QUALITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS

Definition

By their nature, qualitative data tend to be
rich and complex but also non-standardized.
In addition to the usual interview transcripts,
open-ended survey data and field notes,
researchers are also handling summaries and
abstracts, political or news discourses, bibli-
ographies, film, paintings and photographs,
diaries and tapes. Over the last decade, com-
puter programs have been developed to assist
in the management and integration of such
data. Today, there are a number of software
package available. All overlap, but they tend
to concentrate on different aspects of qualita-
tive data handling. The rather unwieldy term
‘computer-aided qualitative data analysis
software’ has been coined when referring to
such packages, although this is frequently
abbreviated to CAQDAS. 

When thinking about CAQDAS, try to
imagine a sophisticated, relational database.
This is all they really are. They come with
many additional features and facilities to
allow for sophisticated analyses, but at their
heart they are nothing more than a database.
These databases will not ‘do’ analysis. All
they do is store data, in whatever form those
data might take, and allow exploration of that
data by showing various relationships within
them. It remains for the researcher to decide
what data to include, what analyses to under-
take and the importance or otherwise of any

relationships revealed. In this sense, CAQDAS
is a useful tool for organizing, structuring and
thinking about qualitative data. 

Discussion

From a practical perspective, embarking on a
qualitative research project which will utilize
CAQDAS involves a number of issues:

• Reflecting on the methodological implica-
tions of the decision to use some form of
CAQDAS in the study. 

• Selecting a suitable software package.
• The data need to be converted into an

appropriate electronic form. Transcripts
and notes must be typed, interviews
stored as MP3s, photographs and paint-
ings scanned. 

• Become familiar and comfortable with the
notion of coding, writing memos, brows-
ing and searching and hypothesizing. 

General activities include:

• Transcription and creating of electronic
formats or representation of data.

• Offline analysis, perhaps prior to transfer
on to the computer.

• Creation of documents and other artefacts
within the software.

• Developing attributes or some other
basic representation of ‘facts’ about the
data.

• Coding and the creation of nodes. 
• Creation of links, memos, references, etc.
• Conducting quick, interim checks on

relationships.
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CAQDAS: COMPUTER-AIDED QUALIT ATIVE DA TA ANALYSIS

• Conducting ‘analyses’ and searches.
• Developing models.
• Producing displays and outputs that might

be incorporated into a report.

Selecting the most appropriate or suitable
CAQDAS program can be difficult. Although
they overlap in what they can do, they tend
to focus on different aspects of qualitative
analysis. In broad terms, the available pack-
ages divide into one of four categories:

• Text retrievers.
• Textbase managers.
• Code-and-retrieve programs.
• Theory building software.

These categories are very blurred. However,
nearly all CAQDAS packages will do the
following:

• Some sort of cod`e and retrieve function.
• The facility for word (and even ‘concept’)

searches.
• Data organization.
• Searches of positions of codes in the data

(co-occurrence, proximity, etc.).
• Writing tools (memos, comments, etc.).
• Outputs (reports) of coded segments,

memos, results of searches, etc.

Ultimately, the decision of which package to
select will depend on a variety of factors,
including the nature of the research being
undertaken, accessibility, perhaps to existing
software and support, an individual’s pre-
ferred style of working and the nature and
amount of data.

Some current well-known CAQDAS pack-
ages include: NVivo; N6; MAXqda; Hyper
RESEARCH; ATLAS.ti; Qualrus; AnSWR.

Many advantages can be cited for using
CAQDAS. Some are listed below. However,
these are frequently refuted and, thus, are
controversial. Suffice to say that there is
nothing intrinsically wrong with using
‘craft-based’ methods, and this should
always be considered as an option.
Advantages include: 

• Systematic data management and handling
using self-generated (grounded) (q.v.) or
imported (from established methodolo-
gies) classifications [template analysis].

• Dealing with ‘data promiscuity’, in that
many forms of data can be stored and as
data multiplies and broadens, the manage-
ment of them is limited only by the com-
puting power available [process research].

• Retaining context, in that coding and
‘snippets’ of information are usually
linked back to the original document from
which they were cut. 

• Enabling continual reference to data –
allowing researchers to investigate data
from different perspectives and with vary-
ing degrees of refinement and depth.

• Facilitating testing and thinking processes
in that different relationships can be
explored without damaging the integrity
of the original data. Moreover, each of
these judgemental stages remains trans-
parent [systematic literature reviews].

• Analyses can potentially be replicated in
different contexts and by different
researchers.

• Some packages allow collaborative working.

More controversial espoused advantages
include:

• Improved rigour through detail of analysis,
although some would argue about the defi-
nition of ‘rigour’ in a qualitative context. 

• Transparency in analytical procedures,
although it can be argued that the inter-
vening technology of the computer and
software in fact reduces transparency. 

• Enhancing acceptability and credibility,
especially by allowing for quantitatively
framed ‘summaries’ (numerical proxies;
tabular models) [mixed methods in manage-
ment research]. This is a particularly con-
troversial but apparent advantage. It is
probably among the main reasons why
CAQDAS is so popular. Very few qualita-
tive projects are now reported having not
being subjected to some form of analysis
using a CAQDAS program. 
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Prospects

A major concern with CAQDAS, discussed at
length in the literature, is that the use of the
technology will influence the nature of the
analyses undertaken. For one thing, it tends to
distance researchers from their data. The
intervening processes of electronic conversion
followed by interaction through a computer
create both a methodological and physical sep-
aration from the original data. Another danger
is that researchers sometimes start to look for
an ‘answer’ or ‘solution’ to research problems.
Because the qualitative data become exposed
to a technical process, it is sometimes easy
for researchers to become seduced into
a hypothetico-deductive approach – counting
instances of phases or words or behaviours
and imbuing these frequency and density
counts with some kind of significance.

Another problem is becoming too reliant on
the program. Researchers can look for it to
‘generate’ thinking and ideas. The sophisti-
cated analysis and modelling tools can give the
impression that the outputs in some way repre-
sent (q.v.) a product of thinking. They are bet-
ter seen as the traces or residue of judgements
by which further judgements might be made.

Finally, there is a debate over whether com-
puter programs really lead to ‘better’ analysis.
Certainly, they provide enormous scope in
terms of functionality, depth and breadth, but
in practice, much of the functionality remains
redundant, and while closer and increasingly
refined analyses might yield hitherto unfore-
seen relationships or themes, this is at the cost
of significant time undertaking such analyses,
possibly at the expense of time spent thinking
about what the data really mean. 

Mark Hall

CASE STUDY

Definition

Case studies embrace several approaches and
purposes. First, case study research, in which

the cases constitute the empirical evidence in
a project, is the most relevant for researchers.
Second, cases are used as illustrations, exam-
ples and anecdotes, not to prove anything but
facilitate understanding of a concept or the-
ory by making it more concrete. Third, prac-
titioner cases are presentations of how an
organization did this or that. Fourth, class-
room cases are used for training purposes. In
this entry, the focus is on case study research
as an alternative to quantitative approaches
such as surveys.

Efforts to define and classify cases for
research purposes have been unsuccessful.
Probably any real world management issue
can be turned into a case. For example, an
industry can be a case but so can a company
within that industry, one of its departments,
processes or individuals. A case should
always be defined to suit a specific research
purpose. 

Case study research is especially effective
in approaching phenomena that are little
understood; phenomena that are ambiguous,
fuzzy, even chaotic; dynamic processes rather
than static and deterministic ones, and includes
a large number of variables and relationships
which are thus complex and difficult to
overview and predict. Such phenomena are
the rule rather than the exception in manage-
ment disciplines (e.g. a merger between two
companies, the factors that build long-term
customer loyalty, or the introduction of new
technology). To get an in-depth understand-
ing of such phenomena, quantitative
approaches are inadequate. These must
reduce properties like complexity (q.v.) and
ambiguity to make them manageable,
whereas a case study can accommodate
them. Even if a certain part of a phenomenon
is singled out for case study, it is essential to
establish its place in a systemic (holistic) con-
text, making the concern one for complexity,
context and change [process research].

Discussion

In practice, case study research is primarily
qualitative although quantitative studies can
be part of it (e.g. a time series analysis of
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financial indicators or a scale-based survey of
employee perceptions of a re-organization)
[mixed methods in management research]. Most
qualitative research is concerned with cases
and therefore any type of qualitative method-
ology might be appropriate. When elements
from qualitative methodology are treated
below, the purpose is to offer a case angle. Like
other research, case studies can be primarily
inductive (q.v.), deductive, exploratory,
descriptive or explanatory; empirical or con-
ceptual; and more or less objective, inter-
subjective or subjective.

An issue that creates discomfort among
researchers is the number of cases necessary
to generalize findings and conclusions. Cases
primarily make possible understanding of
mechanisms (analytical generalization: what
is done and how) rather then counts (statisti-
cal generalization: how many, how much, how
often). Note that statistical generalization does
not offer guidelines for case study research.
The number of cases needed in a study can
stretch from one to any number, but is usu-
ally a few, sometimes 10 to 30. Often we are
only interested in a single case (‘How did
Enron manage to deceive the financial mar-
ket?’) [antenarrative], although, within a
scholarly spirit, there should always be a
desire for generalization (‘What deceptive
practices are used in financial markets?’). The
strategy is theoretical (purposeful) sampling,
meaning that the type and number of cases
are determined during the research process
depending on what additional data are
needed and the diminishing returns of addi-
tional information (saturation). By force of
limitation in time and other resources there is
always a trade-off between one or a few deep
cases and many shallow cases. 

The designation ‘generate data’ is more
appropriate than ‘collect data’ as data of
social process are rarely collectable objects
but cues (words, numbers, actions, symbols,
gestures) that can be perceived and organized
in numerous ways. The pivotal guideline
should be access: find a technique for ade-
quate access to the studied phenomenon
[access]. All traditional qualitative techniques –
the study of archival data, formal and informal

interviews, ethnographic observation – are
candidates for data generation. Taking it a
step further, management action research, a
type of action science, offers superior access
to complex cases, both to explicit and tacit
knowledge [action research]. Here the
researcher is both actor, decision-maker and
scholarly researcher and through this close
involvement gets superior access to the object
of study.

A case can be primarily descriptive,
although the researcher’s paradigm and at
least a light analysis are always underpinning
every effort to make ‘objective’ and ‘factual’
descriptions. To fulfil the mission of scholarly
research, however, raw substantive data
should be brought forward to conceptualiza-
tion and generalization. Cases can be used
both for theory generation (including initial
exploration of concepts and categories) and
theory testing. If a theory is seen as tentative
(the best we currently have), a modification
of mainstream theory or the generation of a
new theory under a different paradigm are
never-ending processes, each new study mak-
ing it possible to contribute improvements.
These improvements offer a challenge to the
state-of-the-art and a simultaneous, continu-
ous test.

Analysing case data holds the same hur-
dles as any qualitative research. Constant
comparison, interpretative (hermeneutic)
approaches, grounded theory strategies,
structured analysis (even software-based),
intuitive analysis, and so on, can all be part of
the researcher’s arsenal.

In assessing the quality of case studies, var-
ious criteria can be used. Research should
learn from efficient manufacturing, which
essentially makes quality assessments in two
ways. First, starting with the planning, try to
do it right the first time. When the unexpected
occurs, which is inevitable if new and complex
areas are exploited, watch out for errors early
and correct them. Second, evaluate the final
product. Although inappropriate, too often cri-
teria from quantitative research are applied to
case study research, especially statistical esti-
mates of reliability (q.v.), validity and general-
izability. This is too simplistic; the evaluation
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can rarely be statistical but remains reflective
and qualitative. Validity and generality – to
assess if the cases mirror the phenomenon that
is under scrutiny – are the most important.
Other main criteria are: a reader being able to
follow the research process; a statement of the
researchers’ paradigm and pre-understanding;
indications of credibility; adequate access;
contribution; a dynamic research process; and
the satisfactory personal qualities of the
researchers. Under each of these headings a
series of sub-criteria can be applied.

Case study research can be reported in
many ways. To make books, articles and oral
presentations, a solution is to extract data and
themes from the cases and merge them with
theory, analyses, conclusions and narrative
elements. Further, adapt to the audience, for
example, academic researchers or managers.
A complete documentation of each case is
valuable but can be written up separately to
avoid details obscuring the main message. 

Prospects

The acceptance of cases for research purposes
varies between management disciplines, coun-
tries and business schools. Common preju-
dices include that case study research is
inferior to statistical research; lacks rigour; is
only exploratory (‘anecdotal evidence’); and
cannot be used for generalization, explanation
and testing. Cases seem to be common in
organization theory but in marketing they are
often considered second-rate by mainstream
researchers. Whereas it is no problem to get
PhD theses based on cases accepted in busi-
ness schools in northern Europe and increas-
ingly in the UK, it is difficult in the USA.

Evert Gummesson

CAUSAL COGNITIVE MAPPING

Definition

A causal cognitive map is a graphical repre-
sentation where nodes represent concepts,

and links (arcs or lines) represent the perceived
causal relationships between concepts. 

Discussion

Historically, cognitive mapping methods
have been developed in order to inves-
tigate, and to depict, thinking in the form
of information structures which are known
variously as cognitive models, knowledge or
belief structures, scripts and mental models
(Walsh, 1995) and they are increasingly being
employed as a powerful means of investigat-
ing and representing actors’ beliefs. This is
especially so in the context of strategic man-
agement research, where a wide range of
techniques has been applied in an effort to
map the mental representations of decision-
makers (Huff, 1990) and, at times, to stimu-
late a thought or decision-making process
(Eden et al., 1992). 

The choice of mapping method depends
largely upon whether the model of cognition
is seen to be relatively simple, where, for
example, simple counting and weighting of
words in a text would be acceptable (making
the assumption that concepts used often are
more significant), or rather more complex
and involving a considerable amount of
researcher interpretation to get from the raw
data to the finished map. Huff (1990)
describes and summarizes the continuum of
choices as maps that: (1) assess attention,
association and the importance of concepts,
(2) show dimensions of categories and cogni-
tive taxonomies, (3) reveal understanding of
influence, causality and system dynamics, (4)
show the structure of argument, and (5) spec-
ify schemas, frames and perceptual codes. 

Axelrod (1976) developed a causal cogni-
tive mapping method that was used in politi-
cal science and the cause map is now the
most popular form of cognitive map (q.v.),
used in many contexts, for example human
resource management and technological
innovation [composite mapping; repertory grid
technique]. Investigators attempt to identify
the salient constructs of a particular domain
for an individual (or group) and the perceived
causal relationships between these constructs.

THE SAGE DICTIONAR Y OF QUALIT ATIVE MANAGEMENT RESEARCH

40

Thorpe-3581-Ch-C.qxd  11/23/2007  2:14 PM  Page 40



The simplest forms are restricted to a consid-
eration of positive (increases in one construct
cause corresponding increases in one or more
other constructs), negative (increases in one
construct cause corresponding decreases in
one or more other construct(s)), and neutral
(no causality implied) relationships. More
sophisticated variants of the technique enable
these relationships to be differentially
weighted. An emphasis on action, focusing
on the perceived causal relationship between
a given situation and its antecedents and
likely consequences, renders these tech-
niques particularly attractive not only for
research purposes, but also as a basis for
intervening in practical organizational deci-
sion processes. 

Despite the growing popularity of causal
cognitive mapping, there is currently no
agreement concerning the most appropriate
way to elicit actors’ belief systems. As with
all forms of cognitive mapping, fundamental
epistemological beliefs, in particular the
acceptable level of researcher intrusion, dom-
inate issues of validity and reliability (q.v.).
There needs to be some level of trade-off
between fully capturing potentially complex
data which are meaningful to individual par-
ticipants and ensuring data are elicited in a
manner which provides sufficient commonal-
ity to facilitate subsequent comparisons
[process research]. 

Causal cognitive maps can be derived indi-
rectly. This can be from secondary data
sources such as documentary evidence [con-
tent analysis]. The major strength of this
approach is that it is non-intrusive and
unlikely to influence participants’ thought
processes. This material is, however, poten-
tially problematic in terms of issues of
authenticity and often only of tangential rele-
vance to the investigator’s purpose. Causal
cognitive maps can be derived indirectly
from primary sources, where data are elicited
specifically for the research project but not in
a manner that requires the participant to
reflect on their beliefs in an explicit fashion.
A major drawback of any indirect approach is
the subsequent, cumbersome coding mecha-
nism required for comparative analyses.

Direct elicitation methods require the
active involvement of participants in the map
construction process from the outset.
Methods include structured questionnaires
requiring participants to evaluate relation-
ships among predefined sets of constructs,
and the use of computerized systems (Eden
et al., 1992), which enable maps to be con-
structed dynamically through an iterative
interview process. Direct mapping proce-
dures can be subdivided in terms of the
extent to which the elicitation process per-
mits participants to use their everyday lan-
guage. Undoubtedly, ideographic techniques
(whereby maps are captured in their natural
language form) are inherently more meaning-
ful to the individual participants. As with
indirect methods, the major disadvantage
with this technique relates to the laborious
coding methods required for comparative
analyses. Nomothetic elicitation, which
entails the use of standardized lists of con-
cepts, for example in the form of highly struc-
tured questionnaires, obviates the need for
such procedures and facilitates systematic
comparisons. They do, however, run the risk
that the basic map construction task might
prove meaningless for participants. 

Prospects

Responding to the problems associated with
both direct and indirect approaches,
Markóczy and Goldberg (1995) developed a
‘hybrid’ form of causal cognitive mapping
with considerable potential for the systematic
collection and analysis of large-scale data,
which recent developments in computer soft-
ware have made technically feasible
(Clarkson and Hodgkinson, 2005). Using this
procedure, a common pool of constructs
(developed via interview (q.v.) analysis or lit-
erature review) [systematic literature reviews]
is presented to all participants, who select a
fixed number to form the basic content of
their map. Each participant then assesses the
influence of each of her or his chosen con-
structs in a pair-wise manner (bypassing
potentially problematic coding procedures).
Some variants of this hybrid procedure then
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move on to present the map to participants in
a graphical format for final edit and valida-
tion [drawings and images]. (Strengths and
weaknesses are discussed in Hodgkinson and
Clarkson, 2005.)

It is important to note that there is a wide
spectrum of views concerning the ontological
status of cognitive maps. For some, they are
considered capable of representing an indi-
vidual’s literal beliefs concerning a particular
domain at a given point in time. Others view
cognitive mapping procedures as one method
for accessing the thinking of individuals in
applied settings, whereby the overall degree
of literal correspondence between the data
generated by such procedures and the human
information processing system is of sec-
ondary importance, relative to the insights
they yield into organizational life. At least
they are viewed as a good methodological
tool and a meaningful way of representing
elements of the thoughts (rather than the
thinking) of an individual (or group). 

Gail P. Clarkson

COGNITIVE MAPPING

Definition

The earliest work on cognitive maps is gener-
ally believed to be Tolman’s (1948). Since then
the technique has captured the interest of
many researchers from a range of disciplines,
including management, psychology, sociology,
etc. As a consequence there has emerged
many different forms of cognitive mapping,
each with their own theoretical, philosophical
and practical bases [repertory grid technique].
Nevertheless, for the most part, each form
works on the principle that we make use of
maps or networks of statements/nodes to
understand events around us and, to some
extent, direct our behaviour and interactions
within it. As such, maps aim to capture per-
sonal subjective data accessing memories,
informed by values, and resulting in

particular perceptions – ultimately leading to
determining whether action is required.

The different forms of mapping include
the work of Ackoff (1974), Laukannen (1998),
Bougon (1983), Langfield-Smith (1992) and
Huff (1990) to name a few. The form of
cognitive mapping discussed in the rest of
this chapter is built on Kelly’s Personal
Constructs Theory (PCT) (Kelly, 1955a) and
developed by Eden and colleagues (Eden,
1988).

Discussion

In essence, maps are a representation of how
an individual (through a cognitive map) or
group members (using a cause map) (q.v.)
perceive a situation (which is the basis for
action). Understanding this perception can be
fundamental as it is this which influences
action – a point emphasized by Thomas and
Thomas’s comment ‘if men define situations
as real, they are real in their consequences’
(1928). Using a set of formalisms (Bryson
et al., 2004), statements and their relationships
are elicited, structured and reflected upon
enabling further insight. They are thus rich in
detail, providing in the case of cognitive maps
detailed idiographic representations (group
maps provide powerful negotiative devices).
Through being able to tap into how an indi-
vidual perceives the world (and thus make
explicit some aspects of their cognition) it is
thus possible to begin to get insights into
understanding managerial behaviour.

Cognitive mapping initially was used in
individual interviews as a means of eliciting
representations of perceptions. By enabling
both the capture and exploration of the maps,
individuals are able to make sense of their
thinking (addressing one of Kelly’s PCT corol-
laries), explore alternatives in what is usually
a messy, complex arena, and begin to con-
sider how to move forward. From this posi-
tion, it is natural to explore how individual
representations (maps) can be woven
together to support group working. By devel-
oping means for integrating cognitive maps
into a group cause map (or directly mapping
a group’s shared contributions), it is possible
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to develop shared understanding (tapping
into two further corollaries of Kelly’s, PCT)
as different group members are able to con-
sider how their views relate to those of others
and to begin to develop a common language.
From this position it is more possible to begin
to negotiate a way forward. This mode of
modelling forms a significant part of the
SODA (Strategic Options Development and
Analysis) Problem Structuring Method (Eden
and Ackermann, 2001), although its use has
been far more widespread than just problem
structuring [composite mapping].

Mapping has been used extensively within
the field of management and organization
research – both in an action research (q.v.)
[action learning] paradigm, where working
actively with organizations provides research
insights, and as a data collection tool for
research. For a good overview of different uses
in managerial activity, see Ackermann and
Eden (2004), whereas Jenkins (2002) provides
useful insights regarding its use in data collec-
tion. Obviously the two purposes are not
mutually exclusive. Through taking an inter-
pretist philosophy [constructivism], the focus
upon managerial research seeks to understand
better the processes between stimulus (events)
and action; by eliciting and examining the rich-
ness and complexity of managerial life, new
understandings can be developed [inductive
analysis]. In both cases content and structure
are captured along with emotion (q.v.). When
working with maps for data collection, rich,
detailed and idiographic representations can
be elicited and subsequently examined.

Regardless of the mode of working (indi-
vidual or group) along with its structuring
capabilities, there exists a wealth of analytical
tools to manage the complexity inherent in
maps (particularly group maps which can
contain over 500 nodes/statements). These
tools allow researchers to ‘play’ with the
data, helping to identify emergent patterns
through slicing the data in a range of differ-
ent ways. These emergent patterns or proper-
ties subsequently can be compared – either
over time, across individuals or organizations,
etc. For example, on an individual basis a
comparison of cognitive structures before

and after a learning experience can be
explored (Easterby-Smith, 1980) or particular
structures in thinking (e.g. monolithic, seg-
mented etc.) can be identified (Norris et al.,
1970). On a group basis it is possible to com-
pare value systems, central concerns, themes
and dynamic properties.

Mapping through its inherent structure
also increases the possibility of surfacing tacit
knowledge, a key aspect in knowledge man-
agement research. The act of ‘laddering’ up
and down the chains of argument (asking
questions such as ‘why is that important?’ or
‘how could that be achieved?’) enables the
interviewee to move away from simply pro-
viding superficial answers. As a consequence,
not only does the interviewer gain more of an
understanding of the theories in action (rather
than the espoused theories [action science] or
rhetoric) (q.v.), but the interviewee benefits as
they begin to understand their own thinking
(Weick, 1969/1979) [sensemaking].

Problems and pr ospects

However, as with many research techniques,
gaining familiarity with mapping is not trivial.
Remembering and applying the various
formalisms while also maintaining a social
interaction take practice. Moreover maps
themselves do not give absolute answers.
Their utility comes from being able to manage
the complexity: capturing the richness, includ-
ing dilemmas, contradictions and alternative
points of view. While this enables groups to
negotiate (through the implicit equivocality), it
does not provide outright answers.

Fran Ackermann

COLLABORATIVE RESEARCH

Definition

The principle of collaborative research is sim-
ple: it involves conducting research with some
other parties, either as a member of a team
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located in the same place, or working with
people who are more distant in some respect.
First, research can take place across disci-
plines, for example where geographers collab-
orate with people from marketing in order to
understand the strategies of retail companies
in locating new superstores. Second, research
can take place between institutions in different
parts of the same country, or between differ-
ent countries. In each of these cases, there is
an advantage in combining resources to
increase the scale or the scope of the research
to allow, for example, cross-national compar-
isons of human resource strategies or financial
reporting standards.

The above examples all involve profes-
sional researchers working together. But it is
also possible for collaborative research to
take place with those who are either ‘end
users’ [access], or the subjects of research.
Some clients may choose to work closely
with the professional researchers, either to
control the process or to ensure that specific
questions are answered. And this may be
taken further by involving informants and
those people in their research setting either in
conducting some of the research and/or in
making sense of the emergent results.

There are different degrees of engagement
in any of the above cases. For example, col-
laboration can involve having an influence
over the overall research questions and objec-
tives, thinking through the design of the
research, conducting parts of the research
through carrying out interviews or helping
with data collection, joining in the process of
interpretation, and helping with the general
exploitation and dissemination of the work.

Discussion

As I have indicated above, collaborative
research and can cover quite a wide range of
possibilities. Where it involves joint interpre-
tation and exploitation of research alongside
the informants and other research ‘subjects’,
it may be very similar to participant (q.v.)
action research (q.v.) [field research].
Proponents of collaborative research argue
that it has a number of benefits: that it can

produce insights that are of higher quality
than traditional research; that it can lead to
a more balanced relationship between
researchers and those on whom the research
and has been conducted; that the results are
likely to have greater credibility with poten-
tial users; and, of course, that it can lead to
greater efficiencies, wider scope, and comple-
mentary use of resources.

On the other hand, it can be quite difficult
to implement, and it is often difficult to work
with others who have different objectives.
People working together from different
disciplinary bases are likely to use different
specialist languages, and have different
methodological preferences; people working
across national boundaries will have both dif-
ferent institutional pressures and different
cultural expectations (Easterby-Smith and
Malina, 1999); and working together with
people from other institutions in the same
country may trigger competition with regard
to who gets the most credit from the
research.

More difficult issues arise when the
research is attacked on the grounds of losing
objectivity [phronetic organizational research;
realism]. Of course, the criticism usually
comes from those schooled in positivist (q.v.)
methods, who believe that the quality of
research can only be assured when the
researchers maintain independence and
objectivity from the subjects or the context
that they are observing. To some extent, they
are therefore missing the primary point of
collaborative research, which is to increase
the quality of insights, understanding, and
applications arising from the research
process. But researchers conducting this form
of research still need to be careful to ensure
that the results retain some credibility with
other observers (e.g. when they are seeking to
publish the results). In general, this credibil-
ity is ensured by the degree of rigour with
which the research is conducted, and the
extent to which all data, and the processes of
interpretation, are recorded in a transparent
manner. This means, for example, that if
research results are being fed back to clients
in order to get a reaction, then the discussion
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with those clients should be recorded so that
it is possible to capture the process of
(re)interpretation.

Prospects

So collaborative research is not necessarily
that easy. It requires successful navigation
between the philosophical critiques that sug-
gest it is tainted by undue contact with the
‘field’, and the practical difficulties of work-
ing together in teams that may cross institu-
tional and national boundaries. But it is likely
that it will become more important in the
future for two reasons. First, because there is
continuing political pressure on management
and social scientists, to demonstrate and to
increase the relevance and value of academic
research. Second, because many of those
researchers who have dabbled with collabo-
rative research have started to appreciate that
it has great potential to generate major
insights into social and organizational behav-
iour which could not be reached by more
conventional means.

Mark Easterby-Smith

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS

Definition

Social scientists are often in the business
of making comparisons, even if they do
not explicitly term their work ‘comparative
analysis’ (May, 1997; Øyen, 1990). Particularly
if working within a realist (q.v.) or critical
realist (q.v.) epistemology, a key task for the
researcher is to categorize phenomena and
compare those categories over space and
time, to develop an understanding of how
social life is patterned and – perhaps, more
importantly – to develop theory about how
these patterns have come into being [process
research]. 

In quantitative analysis, settings are com-
pared by measuring variables using standard-
ized conventions of categorization. These are

claimed to be both reliable (an accurate
reflection of the material conditions) and
replicable (a different researcher analysing
the same data would have made the same
measurements). Of course, these notions are
controversial when applied to social research,
particularly when attempts are made to quan-
tify highly complex and context-specific phe-
nomena such as meaning (Greenwood and
Levin, 2005). 

Comparative analysis conducted through
qualitative research acknowledges that social
relations are difficult to categorize and occur
in local contexts that differ and are complex.
It is much less concerned with making sim-
plistic and standardized measurements of
phenomena and more interested in compar-
ing how social phenomena are understood,
and how they occur, in different settings.
However, many comparative analysts remain
interested in broadly identifying patterns of
phenomena (Seale, 2004) and making general-
izations about the causal influences or pow-
ers that affect social life across settings
(Øyen, 1990). The comparative analysis they
present tends to be complex, subtle and cau-
tious but, nonetheless, it rejects the postmod-
ernist’s view that every setting is unique and,
so, incomparable.

Discussion

The types of comparison made in social
research vary according to the level, scope
and objectives of the study. Within-case
comparisons are conducted to explore the
interaction of factors within a single unit of
analysis. Across-case analysis is conducted
across units of analysis, comparing data
between individuals, organizations or soci-
eties or, indeed, between the same setting at
varying points in time. Through across-case
analysis we begin to identify social patterns,
become aware of factors that have influence
across social settings and understand the
particularity of local contexts [composite
mapping]. 

Specific analytic techniques help us to ask
interesting questions in our comparative
analysis. For instance, we might analyze:
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• Convergence and divergence between
phenomena, to help identify factors that
cause similarity and difference. 

• How the manifestations of phenomena
vary by social group and the processes
causing this variance. 

• Differences in the accounts given by dif-
ferent groups and factors that explain
these differences. 

• Negative instances – that is, identifying
the absence of phenomena in some
settings – to elucidate data that might
otherwise be hidden and to moderate
emerging theories.

Comparison can be built into data collection,
as well as analysis, by selecting settings for
comparison at the outset or doing so as the
themes for comparison emerge inductively
(Lewis, 2003). Through such theoretical sam-
pling, sites and sources are selected to test or
refine ideas as they emerge from the data;
this is a different logic to constructing a sam-
ple to represent, and make generalizations to,
a wider population (Dey, 2004). Similar, typi-
cal or average cases may be selected, but
Flyvbjerg (2004) argues that atypical or
extreme cases reveal more by activating the
basic mechanisms in a situation [critical inci-
dent technique].

Seeking to identify social patterns can also
be a legitimate pursuit in comparative analy-
sis. This necessitates an understanding of
how findings relate to the wider population.
This must often be achieved by comparing a
range of research findings in a meta-analysis.
However, this depends on the adoption of
comparable categories of analysis across
research projects, a controversial issue within
qualitative research.

If social patterns can be identified, then
norms can be established and comparative
research can be employed to study deviance
or change. This approach is increasingly pop-
ular in evaluative studies, which may take an
experimental approach by selecting a ‘nor-
mal’ group of the population under study to
act as a control, and comparing this with a
‘treatment group’. However, due to the effect
of exogenous and local factors, it is dangerous

to interpret correlation between an interven-
tion and an outcome as causal (q.v.) (Lewis,
2003), particularly when there is limited
understanding of the ‘normal’ phenomena
under study and/or how the intervention has
affected change [phronetic organizational
research]. 

Another function of comparison is valida-
tion. In qualitative research, this does not
mean looking to multiple sources to support
a single or simplistic account, but ensuring
that differing or conflicting accounts are used
to develop the subtlety of our analysis and to
set appropriate limits to our generalizations. 

Grounded theory (q.v.), with its method of
‘constant comparison’, offers more detailed
mechanisms for conducting comparative
research, including means of developing cat-
egories, engaging in theoretical sampling and
integrating analysis (Charmaz, 2005). It has
become most strongly related to the conven-
tion of data coding and, in contemporary
times, to the use of software [CAQDAS].
Coding is particularly useful in comparative
analysis because it helps to draw data
together under themes, for internal and exter-
nal comparison. If coding is conducted as an
intensely analytic process – as recommended
in grounded theory – it can also help to
develop appropriate concepts or categories
for comparison.

Another technique employed to manage
comparative analysis is to summarize data in
matrices (q.v.) (Charmaz, 2005). For instance,
Miles and Huberman (1994b) present a Role-
by-Time Matrix, in which the roles adopted
by respondents at different points in time are
summarized in cells. This provides a visual
summary of each case, to aid within-case
analysis. Columns or rows relating to a
theme can then also be stacked into themed
matrices to aid across-case analysis [template
analysis]. 

Prospects

A major criticism of comparative analysis is
that it privileges the study of commonalities
over differences, and thereby loses a key advan-
tage of qualitative investigation – understanding
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how phenomena occur in complex local
contexts. In part, this objection can be man-
aged by limiting the number of cases to be
compared, relative to the analytic time avail-
able, so that each can be studied in-depth.
Researchers should also ensure they adhere
to the principles of appropriateness (ensuring
that the methods and concepts or categories
employed are appropriate to all settings) and
equivalence (being certain that equivalent
concepts are employed in all contexts, with
particular concern for meaning-equivalence)
(May, 1997). Validation panels, familiar with
each context, can aid in monitoring this
process.

Despite these safeguards, Teune (1990)
argues that any set of comparative categories
will be more appropriate to certain settings
and, so, create biases in observations. This
does not mean abandoning comparative
analysis, but acknowledging that analysis and
theory development occur in a context, of
which the research design and analytic inter-
preters are an integral element (Dey, 2004). It
may also mean limiting comparisons to more-
alike settings (Øyen, 1990). 

Julia Rouse

COMPLEXITY THEORIES

Definition

The term ‘complexity theories’ serves as an
umbrella label for a number of theories, ideas
and research programmes that are derived
from scientific disciplines such as meteorol-
ogy, biology, physics, chemistry and mathe-
matics (Manson, 2001; Rescher, 1996a;
Stacey, 2003; Styhre, 2002). As there is a
diversity of viewpoints among complexity
researchers, it is appropriate to use the term
‘complexity theories’ rather than theory
(Black, 2000). 

While there are a number of complexity
theories, there is agreement over the
nature of some key concepts, especially the
following: 

• Chaos and order: From the complexity
perspective, chaos describes a complex,
unpredictable and orderly disorder in
which patterns of behaviour unfold in
irregular but similar forms; snowflakes
are all different but all have six sides
(Tetenbaum, 1998). 

• Edge of chaos: This is the condition where
systems are constantly poised at the edge
between order and chaos. It is argued that
creativity, growth and useful self-organiza-
tion are at their optimal when a complex
system operates at the edge of chaos
(Frederick, 1998; Jenner, 1998; Kauffman,
1993; Lewis, 1994). 

• Order-generating rules: Systems are
maintained at the edge of chaos through
the operation of a limited number of sim-
ple order-generating rules, which permit
limited chaos while providing relative
order (Frederick, 1998; Lewis, 1994;
MacIntosh and MacLean, 2001; Stacey
et al., 2002; Wheatley, 1992). 

Discussion

Complexity theories are increasingly being
promoted as a way of understanding organi-
zations and achieving organizational change
(Bechtold, 1997; Black, 2000; Boje, 2000;
Choi et al., 2001; Gilchrist, 2000; Lewis,
1994; Macbeth, 2002; Stacey et al., 2002;
Tetenbaum, 1998). In the natural sciences,
complexity theorists argue that disequilib-
rium (chaos) is a necessary condition for
the growth of dynamic systems, but that
such systems are prevented from tearing
themselves apart by the presence of simple
order-generating rules (Gell-Mann, 1994;
Gould, 1989; Prigogine and Stengers, 1984).
Management and organization theorists take
a similar view, arguing that organizations are
also dynamic non-linear systems, and that the
outcomes of their actions are unpredictable but,
like turbulence in gases and liquids, are gov-
erned by a set of simple order-generating rules
(Brown and Eisenhardt, 1997; Lewis, 1994;
Lorenz, 1993; MacIntosh and MacLean, 2001;
Stacey et al., 2002; Styhre, 2002; Tetenbaum,
1998; Wheatley, 1992). For organizations, as for
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natural systems, the key to survival is to
develop rules which are capable of keeping
an organization operating ‘on the edge of
chaos’ (Stacey et al., 2002). If organizations
are too stable, nothing changes and the sys-
tem dies; if too chaotic, the system will be
overwhelmed by change. In both situations,
an organization can only survive and prosper
if a new, more appropriate set of order-
generating rules is established (MacIntosh
and MacLean, 2001). 

The key implications for organizations of
adopting a complexity approach are shown in
Table 2 (Burnes, 2005).

Prospects

Proponents of the complexity approach to
organizations claim that the mathematics
which has revealed the workings of the nat-
ural world can also reveal the workings of the
social world. However, others take a more
cautious view. Their key concerns are that: 

• Some social scientists misuse chaos and
complexity theories by espousing them
even though they do not understand them,
or by importing them into the humanities
without the slightest conceptual justifica-
tion (Goldberg and Markóczy, 2000; Sokal
and Bricmont, 1998). 

• Many organization theorists fail to recog-
nize that complexity, as Lissack (1999:

112) notes, ‘is less an organized, rigorous
theory than a collection of ideas …’. Also,
once one moves beyond generalities, it
becomes very difficult to grasp what is
meant by complexity (Manson, 2001;
Stickland, 1998). Furthermore, it is impor-
tant to acknowledge that complexity-
based prescriptions for managing and
changing organizations are not, as yet,
based on any hard evidence that they
actually work (Rosenhead, 1998). 

• In applying complexity theories to organi-
zations, there appears to be a lack of clar-
ity or explicitness in writers’ attitudes
towards them (Arndt and Bigelow, 2000;
Brodbeck, 2002; Hayles, 2000; Morgan,
1997; Stacey, 2003; Stacey et al., 2002;
Stickland, 1998). Are they: 

• a metaphorical (q.v.) device which
provides a means of gaining new
insights into organizations? Many of
the studies which have sought to
explore and apply complexity theories
to organizations, whether in nursing,
teaching or manufacturing, do seem to
use complexity as a metaphor (Boje,
2000; Hayles, 2000; Jenner, 1998;
MacIntosh and MacLean, 1999, 2001;
Styhre, 2002). This is perhaps why
Allen (2001) suggests that complexity
does not offer organizations a concrete
picture of ‘what is’ or ‘what will be’,
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Table 2 Applying complexity theories to or ganizations
Implication 1 There will be a need for much gr eater democracy and power equalization in all

aspects of or ganizational life, instead of just nar row employee par ticipation in
change (Bechtold, 1997; Jenner , 1998; Kiel, 1994).

Implication 2 Small-scale incr emental change and lar ge-scale radical transfor mational change
will need to be r ejected in favour of ‘a thir d kind’ which lies between these two,
and which is continuous and based on self-or ganization at the team/gr oup level
(Brodbeck, 2002; Br own and Eisenhar dt, 1997).

Implication 3 In achieving ef fective change, or der-generating r ules have the potential to over-
come the limitations of rational, linear , top-down, strategy-driven appr oaches to
change (MacIntosh and MacLean, 1999, 2001; Stacey , 2003; Styhr e, 2002).
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but instead offers a picture of ‘what
might be’.

• a way of mathematically discovering
how and why organizations operate as
they do? Mathematical models based
on complexity theories have been used
to address scheduling problems in
manufacturing operations (Tetenbaum,
1998), but not human behaviour in
organizations (McKelvey, 2000). As
Goldberg and Markóczy (2000: 94)
observe: ‘If the explicit [mathematical]
modelling of complexity is removed, it
is disturbing to imagine what will actu-
ally remain’. 

Complexity theories are being used to bring
about a fundamental re-evaluation of how we
view the natural world. However, if organi-
zations are to be reconceptualized as dynamic
non-linear systems capable of continuous
transformation through self-organization,
advocates of this approach will need to show
either that it is more than just a metaphorical
device, or that even as such it is able to
resolve the problems of managing and chang-
ing organizations more effectively than other
approaches that are on offer. 

Bernard Burnes

COMPLEXITY THEORY

Definition

The development of complexity theory, as it
has been popularly titled, is regarded by
some as signalling the arrival of a new scien-
tific paradigm. Classical physics describes a
universe where events are determined by a
combination of initial conditions and mecha-
nistic laws played out as the cogs of a huge
machine roll forward. The focus is on sys-
tems establishing equilibrium, with every
action met by an equal and opposite reaction.
The second law of thermodynamics adds a

further twist to this image stating that, over
time, mechanisms run down, losing both
energy and internal organization.

Life in the more familiar sphere of human
experience seems to contradict this classical
view. Evolution points to a world where
order emerges rather than is fixed. Nobel-
prize winner Ilya Prigogine and colleagues, in
the field of non-equilibrium thermodynamics
and phase transitions, began to provide expla-
nations for the generation and development
of order in the world (Prigogine and Stengers,
1984). Essentially, their work indicates that
change, development and transformation
take place in open systems which exist in
dynamic conditions that are far from equilib-
rium and where the potential for sponta-
neous emergence of radical novelty is
ever-present [process philosophy]. 

Complexity theory, then, can be more
accurately thought of as an umbrella term,
covering Prigogine’s work along with that of
many others, conducted in a variety, of fields,
including mathematics, biology, zoology, arti-
ficial intelligence and economics (Goodwin
and Saunders, 1989; Haken, 1983; Lorenz,
1963; Mandelbrot, 1977;  Thom, 1975).
Coveney and Highfield (1996) provide a good
historical account of much of this work. 

Discussion

In the natural sciences, complexity theory can
be described as being organized around a
number of central concepts. A primary con-
cern is with the emergence of order in so-called
complex adaptive systems which exist far-from-
equilibrium in an irreversible medium. Such
order manifests itself through emergent self-
organization as a densely interconnected network
of interacting elements selectively amplifies cer-
tain random events. This propels the system
away from its current state towards a new
order in a way which is largely unpredictable.
While the detailed form of such emergent
structures cannot be predicted, the range of
broad possibilities is to some extent contained
within the configuration and structure of the
system [autopoiesis; soft systems methodology].

COMPLEXITY THEOR Y
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Systems are of central importance in
complexity theory in the natural sciences,
and can be defined simply as a collection of
interacting elements (Coveney and Highfield,
1996). Indeed, some writers claim that sys-
tems theory is the foundation of complexity
theory (Capra, 1996; Levy, 1994). The term
‘complex adaptive’ is usually applied to sys-
tems whose elements are so densely and var-
iously interconnected, that simple, linear,
cause-and-effect interactions are largely ruled
out since an event in any given element could
in principle travel through the system by an
infinitude of routes, all of which will have
different spatio-temporal dynamics. This
multiplicity of potential interconnections is
responsible for the flexibility or adaptiveness
of such systems, in that any configuration of
interconnections constitutes a possible sys-
tem state. Thus any change in environmental
or internal conditions can be addressed from
within the system’s vast range of possible
configurations.

The idea of organizations as complex sys-
tems has been taken up by a variety of
authors. Such work is typically concerned
with strategic change and tends to style orga-
nizations or their constituent departments as
having defined boundaries within which ele-
ments, usually people, interact at the micro-
level to produce radical and often surprising
global outcomes at the macro-level (MacIntosh
et al., 2006 offer an overview).

However, some researchers, most notably
Ralph Stacey and his colleagues, take the
view that the application of systems thinking
to organizations is problematic and are devel-
oping instead a view of organizations as com-
plex responsive processes of interaction in
which the emergence of meaning and config-
urations of power are central concepts
(Stacey, 2001; MacIntosh et al., 2007) [actor-
network theory].

The potential implications of complexity
theory for research practice follow from turn-
ing the theory towards the conduct of
research itself – an approach which many
complexity theorists adopt. Management and
organization research become a complex and
unpredictable dynamic whose practices,

processes and outcomes emerge from the
conduct of the research as it proceeds, and
which can neither be specified in advance
nor controlled to any great degree. 

Prospects

In methodological terms, the adoption or
rejection of a systems theoretic approach has
significant implications for research conduct.
While both embrace the concepts of emer-
gence and self-organization, and thus tend to
steer away from research processes that are
fully specified at the outset [process research],
significant differences lie in the way the role
of the researcher is conceptualized. In sys-
tems theoretic approaches, the notion of sys-
tem boundaries introduces the possibility of
the researcher as objective observer or inter-
vening experimenter, who can step in and
out of the organizational system at will.
Examples here range from the use of com-
puter simulations (Allen, 1998) at the ‘hard’
end of the spectrum to action research and
various forms of ‘mode 2’ (q.v.) knowledge
production at the other (MacLean et al.,
2002). By contrast, the process perspective of
Stacey and colleagues leads in methodologi-
cal terms to a more subjective form of reflex-
ive inquiry based on narrative ordering of
the researcher’s experience (Stacey and
Griffin, 2005).

In conclusion, complexity theory casts
management research itself as a complex
dynamic phenomenon – an unpredictable
and creative process of human interaction
producing surprising results when and if they
happen to emerge!

Donald MacLean, Robert MacIntosh

COMPOSITE MAPPING

Definition

Distinct from individual cognitive mapping
(q.v.) [causal cognitive mapping], composite map-
ping is the process of integrating a collection of

THE SAGE DICTIONAR Y OF QUALIT ATIVE MANAGEMENT RESEARCH
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cognitive maps, each representing views held
by an individual member of an organization
regarding a common subject. The composite
map provides a benchmark for – rather than a
concurrent artefact of – group discourse and
joint problem-solving, through which the scope
and homogeneity/heterogeneity of its interwo-
ven knowledge is visually elucidated [visual
data analysis].

It is symbolic that the cognitive mapping
technique has its genesis in Kelly’s Theory of
Personal Constructs (Kelly, 1955a) [repertory
grid technique]. Issues immediately arise in
the context of management research: could
the technique be sensibly extended to study
the organizational construction of the world?
This question would evoke ontological issues,
including whether an organization develops
its own worldview just as individual human
beings do, and what constitutes organiza-
tional knowledge. Associated with these
issues is an epistemological inquiry into how
we see such an organizational worldview and
its knowledge. On one side of the debate are
those who view organizational knowledge
systems as distributed and decentred, but
capable of turning unreflective individual
practice into collective understandings
(Becker, 2001; Tsoukas, 1996; Tsoukas and
Vladimirou, 2001) [practice theory]. On the
other side are those who believe the primary
unit of organizational cognition is an intra-
organizational social group with shared
expertise and enterprises, or ‘communities of
practice’ (Brown and Duguid, 2001; Fiol,
2002; Wenger, 1998).

Where an organization may be more
diverse, more ambivalent and more inconsis-
tent than any of its constituents, is there a
better way to represent such cognitive com-
plexity of an organization? The composite
mapping methodology, an offspring of cogni-
tive mapping, has been invented primarily
for enabling this theoretical exploration.

Discussion

Among the earliest work is Bougon et al.
(1977), who analyzed the distribution of
knowledge across an organization by combining

cognitive maps derived from individual
members within one organization. The
methodology has been used to investigate the
level of the individual’s perceived influence
across the organization. Langfield-Smith and
Wirth (1992) provided formalisms for measur-
ing the difference between cognitive maps.
Various group processes, such as strategizing,
decision-making, negotiation and mediation,
are reported to have benefited from the appli-
cation of this methodology (Abernethy et al.,
2005; Clarke and Mackaness, 2000; Eden,
1989; Langfield-Smith, 1992; Young, 1996).

The composite map can be technically
defined as the ‘union’ of individual worldviews –
that is, a map containing all the constructs in all
the individual maps, with any duplication
between them systematically removed. The
rationale behind integrating individual cogni-
tive maps is that it provides a medium with
which one can examine the most exhaustive
explanation for previous collective judgements
made within the organization.

Practically, the integration of individual
maps can be started by identifying those con-
structs which commonly exist among differ-
ent maps. Such common constructs can be
used as ‘glue’, through which the remaining
segments of the maps are connected. It is rare
that there is any individual cognitive map
with no common constructs when they are
produced by members of the same organiza-
tion on the same subject. Hence this process
usually results in a single large map with few
disconnected cliques of constructs. In this
process one may encounter those constructs
that are worded differently, but effectively
have the same meaning. It is also typical that
a single concept in one map is represented by
a set of more elaborated constructs in
another. These are so judged in the process of
coding, and reflected in the structure of the
resulting composite map. 

The process of composite mapping some-
times reveals conflicting worldviews within
the organization. Some may consider that the
construct A (say, ‘presence of a competitor’)
positively affects the construct B (‘group soli-
darity’), while another considers the relations
between the two constructs are rather

COMPOSITE MAPPING
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negative. Similarly, one may think that A
causes B, while another may think that B
actually causes A. Such variances provide a
good measure of the complexity and diversity
in organizational knowledge; hence many
modellers take the strategy to include both –
as opposed to choosing either – of the views
by using multiple or bi-directional links
between the constructs so that the multiplic-
ity of the views is visually preserved.

As the entire process of composite mapping
is inherently interpretative and exploratory,
there is a methodological issue as to how a
modeller can ensure analytical rigour. One
strategy is to set out the mapping procedure
explicitly and maintain the internal consis-
tency throughout the mapping process. It also
helps to check the consistency of interpreta-
tions between different modellers.

The composite mapping methodology can
provide an expedient means for various types
of organizational analysis. An example of
applications can be found in Clarke et al.
(2000), where unstructured interviews were
carried out with corporate executives of the
same companies. Their tacit knowledge has
been represented first in the form of individ-
ual cognitive maps and then as an organiza-
tional composite map (see Figure 2).

Figure 2 exhibits a typically high degree of
complexity and elaboration. As is shown in
the example, a composite map can be used to
visualize partitioned clusters of constructs
that can be categorized under a common
theme. It is also possible to highlight the
‘owner’ of each construct, representing who
(or which part of an organization) is con-
cerned with what domain of the organiza-
tional knowledge. By comparing the cognitive
structure of a managing director and that of a
specialist researcher, for example, their con-
gruence, specialization and diversity in orga-
nizational knowledge can be visually or
systematically examined. Though the com-
posite map itself does not represent organiza-
tional decision-making schema, it can
provide insight into how individual cognition
interrelates among other individuals and
groups. 

Prospects

There are a number of topics in management
research which may be tackled by employing
the composite mapping methodology. While
the illustration (Figure 2) is primarily con-
cerned with the intra-organizational structure
of knowledge distribution, the analysis could
turn to another or multiple levels, such as
inter-organizational comparison of composite
maps by different organizations. In the con-
text of action research, it would contribute to
the current literature examining what impact
the process of composite mapping has on the
development of organizational competence
and capability for problem-solving. There are
also streams of research which have explored
the synergy with positivist (q.v.) management
research (Nadkarni and Shenoy, 2004; Wang,
1996). However, there is a debate about vali-
dation issues as the methodology’s construc-
tionist stand may conflict with the principle
of empirical refutability that governs most
positivist models [phronetic research; social
constructionism].

Masahide Horita, William
Mackaness, Ian Clarke

CONFUCIANISM

Definition

Confucianism historically has been closely
associated with the doctrine and traditions of
Chinese literary scholars who have followed
and developed the teachings of Confucius
(c. 552 to c. 479 BC). In contemporary usage,
the term refers to certain guiding principles
for the social beliefs, attitudes, and behaviour
of ethnic Chinese in mainland China and
beyond. Such guiding principles are derived
from Confucian literature and are mainly
concerned with the enhancement of ethical
social behaviour. It is believed that the refer-
ence point for ethical behaviour is in the effi-
cient functioning of the traditional family of
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parents and their offspring, which is thought
to embody a number of key, hierarchical rela-
tionships that are mirrored in human society.

Confucian teachings emphasize harmonious
conduct and moral development in the family
and describe how this is achieved and sus-
tained by the faithful conduct of relationships
between family members. In the constitution
of ‘good’ family and social relationships, two
central issues are discussed. First, the nature of
differentiation between individuals, and sec-
ond, the typology of relationships that are to be
established between different individuals. The
nature of differentiation between individuals
depends on the type of relationships in which
they are engaged. While there are many types
of relationship, Confucian teachings focus on
five cardinal relationships or virtues (wu lun)
that are considered fundamental to the regula-
tion of family and society. They are, in order of
importance: affection (chi’in) between father
and son; righteousness (i) between ruler and
subject(s); distinction (pieh) between husband
and wife; order (hsu) between older brothers
and younger brothers; and sincerity (hsin)
between friends [feminism; post-colonialism].

Building and sustaining cardinal relation-
ships requires specific actions. In developing
the father–son relationship, filial piety is
emphasized in the son’s obedience to his
father’s will and conformance with his opin-
ions. Righteousness in the ruler–subject rela-
tionship requires considerate behaviour by
the ruler in his subjects’ interests. Distinction
between husband and wife obliges each party
to conduct complementary roles in sustaining
the family unit. Order between brothers pre-
scribes the loyal subordination of younger
brothers to their older brothers, for instance
in family succession, but also the lifelong
support of male siblings in each other’s
endeavours. Hsin obliges integrity and truth-
fulness among friends. In performing these
cardinal relationships, every individual in
society is obliged to play a distinct role.
The conduct of social roles is based on an

established relational hierarchy. Social differ-
entiation is important because parties in each
type of relationship can then learn from
Confucian teachings what specific ‘stocks of
knowledge’ they are to apply relative to their
social position in performing a particular rela-
tionship. All individuals should participate in
social relationships as human beings are
thought to exist only in relation to one another.

There are a number of sociological con-
cepts that constitute the ‘stocks of knowl-
edge’ that ethnic Chinese engage in relating
with one another. Such concepts concern
standards of behaviour that are expected in
the public conduct of social relationships.
Primary conceptual standards relate to pro-
priety and etiquette (li), knowledgeable con-
nections (kuan hsi), human sensibilities and
obligations (ren ching), and personal social
reputation, or ‘face’ (mien tzu). In daily life,
these primary concepts constitute socially
desirable standards against which the quality
of individual relationships may be gauged
and improved upon. Accordingly, the extent
of kuan hsi would be determined by ‘interper-
sonal feelings’ (kan ching) and reciprocity of
action (shu) between two individuals in a rela-
tionship as well as by an individual’s public
‘face’ as he endeavours to maintain a high,
socially-respected level of kuan hsi.

While the Confucian system of relation-
ships builds on personal obligations, scholars
suggest that there is considerable latitude for
autonomy (chi), both in choosing certain rela-
tionships (for instance, the husband–wife
relationship which parties voluntarily enter
into, unlike the involuntary father–son rela-
tionship), and then in developing the dynam-
ics of personal relationships which rely on
individual will and skill.1 In order, however,
for free will in relationships to be exercised,
the rules by which individuals conduct rela-
tionships need invariably to be overseen by a
‘higher’ governing authority. In a national
context, this is represented by the state,
which sets widely applicable rules, typically
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through its education policy, in delineating
the extent of ‘good’ relational behaviour. In
tandem, therefore, with individual responsi-
bility for building appropriate social relation-
ships, the extent to which individuals may
exercise free will depends on how effective
governing rules for ‘good’ social behaviour
are brought about. Hence, good government
is a precondition of good social relationships.

Discussion

The conception and usage of Confucianism
have developed since the demise of imperial
China in the late nineteenth century. The
scholastic influence of Confucianism that
was symbolized by an imperial system of
civil service examinations was held responsi-
ble for China’s failure to modernize, and the
direct influence of Confucianism through
education and government was severed. In
particular, the kinship system was singled out
as a barrier to wealth creation because its
fixed relationships were thought to bind indi-
viduals to persons and personal obligations
while inhibiting the performance of imper-
sonal, functional tasks for wealth creation.

Instead, the influence of Confucian teach-
ings on managerial and organizational activ-
ity in the twentieth century has been of an
indirect nature. Much of contemporary influ-
ence has been about the degree to which eth-
nic Chinese outside China (hua qiao) have
been able to combine Confucian social beliefs
based on the primacy of family relationships
with non-Confucian economic goals that
do not privilege family relationships.
Particularly in jurisdications such as Hong
Kong and Singapore, where overseas Chinese
form the majority, attempts by a number of
local politicians, scholars and businessmen to
combine Confucian beliefs within a capitalist
business agenda have resulted in the contem-
porary appearance of ‘Confucianism’ as a set
of guiding social and moral principles. The
usage of Confucian principles as a cultural
resource is seen to have succeeded spectacu-
larly in East Asia. Here, the economic success
of ethnic Chinese businesses has been attrib-
uted to the effectiveness of certain guiding

principles, including Confucian kinship rela-
tionships, which are said to be responsible for
behavioural traits such as frugality, loyalty,
dedication and industry, with which ethnic
Chinese businesses are often identified. This
perspective is consonant with the views of
Confucian scholars who have long argued
that there is considerable homogeneity in
conception and practice among constituent
elements of Confucianism. The perceived
homogeneity has supported arguments in
favour of a ‘universal’ particularity about
Chinese behaviour in the way that social rela-
tionships have become motivating forces in
shaping a ‘special’ co-operative system [action
science]. It is suggested that this system has
provided ‘stocks of knowledge’ that have
been applied in improving the performance
of ethnic Chinese firms.

What specifically has been applied by
ethnic Chinese businessmen in China and
beyond is a belief in the continuing applicabil-
ity of ‘harmonious’, ordered relationships as
the cornerstone of a cogent set of guiding prin-
ciples for management and business conduct.
Accordingly, business relationships among eth-
nic Chinese continue to be built and sustained
through kuan hsi and other ‘stocks of knowl-
edge’ that are still understood and drawn on by
ethnic Chinese businessmen and managers
across a wide social spectrum. In terms of man-
agement influence, a small number of large
family groups continue to dominate business
life in the ethnic Chinese constituencies of
Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Singapore. In other
East Asian constituencies, notably in
Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines,
where ethnic Chinese have formed a tiny
minority of the local population, the contribu-
tion of ethnic Chinese businesspeople and their
organizations to wealth creation has been
widely accepted although often not socially
appreciated, as the poverty of indigenous pop-
ulations relative to the wealth of ethnic
Chinese is thought to have brought periodic
violence on themselves and their property.
Consequent upon the success of ethnic
Chinese businesses in East Asia, some manage-
ment scholars have suggested that Confucian
principles on family and public life have
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become important constituents in a distinct
system of governance in the publicly quoted
but family-controlled firm.

Wilson Ng

CONSTRUCTIVISM

Definition

Schooled into some version of realism, most
of us management scholars begin by presum-
ing a Nature ‘out there’ that is the object of
science’s attention; that scientists observe
that Nature and that there is no knowledge
except about Nature (Kolakowski, 1972) [pos-
itivism and post-positivism]. Problems with this
realist view go back to the Sceptics of Ancient
Greece who showed we have no certain
knowledge of reality. Sense-data are percep-
tions, not reality itself, and we cannot stand
outside these to know for certain to what
they refer. We might be dreaming the whole
thing. Scientific evidence about reality is for-
ever open to criticism that we are mistaken,
for our proofs are tautologies that leverage
our assumptions and perceptions, and we
know these can be faulty. So in contrast to
realism we have rival positions such as sub-
jectivism or idealism [critical realism; individu-
alism]. Their starting assumption is that we
only find meaning in our sense-data by using
ideas or ‘frames of meaning’ we have already
imagined. These mediate and are logically
prior to any sense-based knowledge of reality.
Realists recoil from this position’s relativism
in epistemic horror. Sometimes dubbed ‘any-
thing goes’ (Lakatos and Feyerabend, 1999),
subjectivists can think whatever they like and
it is true for them simply because they think
it. Realists regard this universe of the imagi-
nation as utterly remote from reality.

Oceans of ink have been consumed by this
contrast – much in the disciplinary wars
between realist (q.v.)/objectivist (quantitative)
and idealist/interpretist (qualitative) research

methodologies. Dealing with this contrast,
many present Society and Nature as funda-
mentally different, arguing that the social sci-
ences differ from the physical sciences. Two
strategies seem possible: (a) to establish the
permanent predominance of either realism or
idealism; or (b) to seek a middle way that
reflects both without falling prey to either’s
fatal flaws. The first is demonstrably unsuc-
cessful and has proved extremely destructive,
especially to the social sciences of which
management studies are probably a part
(Delanty, 1997). There is much current inter-
est in (b), especially in ‘constructivist’
approaches. These balance preferences
towards Self, Nature and Human Society,
arguing that what we take as reality is indeed
constructed by our imaginative Selves, but it
is constrained by Nature or Society. We are
not free to create justifiable knowledge in
whatever image we wish. Note Society often
appears as language [ordinary language philos-
ophy]. Wittgenstein (1972), preferring Society
over both Nature and Self, argued that all
knowledge is contained in language and the
limits of language are thus also those of truth.

Discussion

Much current debate considers the different
kinds of constructivism corresponding to
what we choose to prefer as constraints to the
imagination or ‘warrants’ for the meanings
we use. Absent constraints and we have only
anarchic relativism (q.v.). One variety of con-
structivism is social ‘constructionism’ (q.v.);
while constructivism focuses on the internal
mental processes, constructionism weights
the processes external to individuals, such as
language.

‘Social constructivism’ has achieved consid-
erable popularity (Gergen, 1994a; Osborne,
1996). It argues all human knowledge is war-
ranted by our social processes. In as much as
culture is part of these, we can have ‘cultural
constructivism’. Institutional theory, too, can be
regarded as a variety of social constructivism.
To analyze social learning we must look at the
processes that construct society, so balancing
the members’ imaginations against social
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processes that are presumed independent of
them. Another variant, ‘critical constructivism’,
looks at these social processes as barriers to the
freer play of the Self’s imagination.

‘Personal or philosophical constructivism’ is
largely shaped by Piaget’s ideas on the unfold-
ing of our mental abilities, genetically deter-
mined (by Nature). His key concepts are
assimilation and adaptation (Piaget, 1972).
Truth is not a picture of reality; rather it is what
we create to better negotiate the world of our
experience. We assimilate the meaning of our
experiences (learn) using the ideas we already
have available (absorptive capacity) – except
when we fail and adapt to some un-assimilable
experience (evolve). Kelly’s ‘personal construct’
theory is an operationalization of personal con-
structivism, again focused on negotiating the
world of experience (Kelly, 1955b) [cognitive
mapping; repertory grid technique].

Vygotsky’s constructivism is predomi-
nantly social, denying the completely genetic
shaping of human consciousness, preferring
instead the impress of the developing individ-
ual’s social interactions (Vygotsky, 1978/1979)
[activity theory]. But the impact of the Social is
balanced by the genetically given construc-
tive processes of the individual Self. As a
result, adaptation occurs in the individual’s
Zone of Proximal Development, as her/his
prior knowledge evolves within the field of
possibility dictated by the Social.

All constructivism stands on preferring the
imaginative Self, rather than on realist
notions of the Self as a passive but impres-
sionable observer. It calls on ideas that go
back to Descartes and Adam Smith that
Man’s defining characteristics are not only
those of homo sapiens – our senses and logical
thought – but include our imagination, so
denying realism’s dismissal of our creativity.

In addition to our knowing being con-
strained ‘internally’ by our genetics, a theme
worked up by Kant and carried through philos-
ophy to today’s discussions about our neurolog-
ical functioning (Penrose, 1989) or ‘externally’
by our social and cultural processes, ‘radical
constructivism’ (RC) admits external constraints
from Nature (Von Glasersfeld, 2002). While we
can imagine and construct whatever ideas we

like, they inhabit the realm of our imagination.
But our practice inhabits the world of the real
and Nature is not passive towards that. She will
often ‘kick back’ and remind us our ideas seem
inappropriate as frames for knowing practice
(Pickering, 1995). While there are some paral-
lels to pragmatism, there are also crucial differ-
ences, especially in the assumptions about the
Self.

Pragmatism (q.v.) looks to utility (cash
value) as the warrant for truth while retain-
ing the realist’s images of a knowable ‘out
there’. The pragmatic notion of Truth is a use-
based representation of the real. James (1946)
argued the pragmatic method lies in valuing
the practical consequences of different Truth-
proposals, a notion extended into ‘opera-
tionalism’ (Bridgman, 1927). In contrast with
pragmatism, which presumes the knowing
Self, constructivism problematizes it, be it the
individual of personal constructivism, the
society of social constructivism, or the acting
agent in RC.

So RC is more about our processes of
attending to and ordering experience than
about establishing rules for rigorously pictur-
ing the Nature we experience. As such, it is
especially appropriate to the study of man-
agement in an incompletely known universe,
where learning is more by doing than by
hypothesizing and applying the scientific
method. Instead of trying to develop theories
of a fixed knowable world for rational
decision-making, an RC approach focuses on
helping managers attend better to their expe-
rience and develop improved learning prac-
tices [action learning; social poetics].

For researchers approaching the firm as an
economic entity, RC converges importantly
with ‘radical subjectivism’ and the work of
economists who proceed from the Self’s uncer-
tainty about the future – ‘Austrians’ such as
Hayek, von Mises, Shackle and Lachmann
(Buchanan and Vanberg, 2002; Lachmann,
1977). Penrose’s (1959) distinction between
resources and services stands on similar sub-
jectivism. For these economists, markets are
not constraints that exist like some positivist
reality. On the contrary, the market is perpetu-
ally being made over by those whose choices
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construct the future. Each choice is an act of
entrepreneurial imagination about an as-yet
uncreated future. Absent the realist’s stable
over-arching reality, equilibrium becomes an
irrelevant concept.

Prospects

Radical subjectivism stands in opposition to
today’s ‘positive’ economics, just as subjec-
tivism stands in opposition to realism (Shackle,
1972). But, by admitting constructive practice,
it offers RC-like lessons for management
researchers. We move on from a position that
characterizes managers as sense-data and
logic-equipped decision-making automata.
Instead constructivism admits their humanity
and imaginative responses to the fundamental
uncertainties of a yet-to-be-constructed future,
notions that lead us to new notions of profit,
enterprise and the dynamic economy – and of
management itself. The risk is that when
nature and experience do ‘kick back’, a use-
lessness of ordering experiences using
research is revealed, without any concomitant
antidote. Consequently, contructivist perspec-
tives, especially in radical frames, are back-
ward-looking, having an atheoretical tendency
to resist prediction or projection into the
future. Realism, even critical realism (Bhaskar,
2002) presumes the constancy of the real, and
sees knowing it as a way of predicting the
future. RC rejects knowing Nature and, conse-
quently, its constancy. RC remains open to sur-
prise at unanticipated changes in context, but
in doing so exposes us to the prospect of irrel-
evant experience [existential phenomenology;
phenomenology].

J.-C. Spender

CONTENT ANALYSIS

Definition

Content analysis refers to the analysis of the
content of both written and non-written

documents. Within this technique, the contents
of each document are quantified objectively
in a systematic and replicable manner using
predetermined categories, thereby allowing
the data to be analyzed quantitatively.
Krippendorff (2004) argues that the purpose
of the technique is to make replicable and
valid inferences regarding the relationship
between the content of the document and its
context. Context may include the purpose of
the document as well as organizational, cul-
tural and other aspects [discourse analysis]. 

Discussion

Content analysis has been used in a wide
range of disciplines, including anthropology,
education, history, management and psychol-
ogy since its first use in the eighteenth cen-
tury to analyze textual material (Harwood
and Garry, 2003). Today, documents that
have been subject to content analysis are
extremely varied in type and scale, ranging
from text through to images and from
individual articles or photographs to entire
newspapers or films [visual data analysis].
They include minutes of meetings, letters, e-
mails, organizational policies, employment
contracts, diaries, newspapers, newspaper
articles, company reports, websites, adver-
tisements, television programmes, films, pho-
tographs, and comic strips. The main uses of
content analysis within business and manage-
ment research have been the analysis of mass
media items such as advertisements and
newspaper reports, and of texts and docu-
ments produced by organizations such as
annual reports and mission statements.
Recent management research based upon
content analysis has included the analysis of
international advertising practices using
advertisements placed by multinational com-
panies (Harris and Attour, 2003), a compari-
son of European, Japanese and US firms’
mission statements (Bartkus and McAfee,
2004), and an exploration of the dimensions
of online service quality based upon cus-
tomers’ reviews (Zhilin and Xiang, 2004).
However, although content analysis has been
used as the sole or main technique in a

THE SAGE DICTIONAR Y OF QUALIT ATIVE MANAGEMENT RESEARCH

58

Thorpe-3581-Ch-C.qxd  11/23/2007  2:14 PM  Page 58



research project, its most common use is as
a secondary or supplementary technique in
a multi-method study [mixed methods in
management research; triangulation].

In overview, the process of content analy-
sis starts with a research question. Where a
large number of documents exists, the next
stage is to select a sample using a clear ratio-
nale, both in terms of the nature of the docu-
ments and the time at which they were
created. Subsequently, a coding scheme is
developed to enable the data-relevant
research question to be recorded. This con-
sists of a coding schedule and a coding man-
ual. The schedule comprises a form into
which data relating to the document being
coded are entered, the manual defines all the
codes or categories that will be used and
gives clear instructions regarding their pre-
cise interpretation. The coding schedule is
then completed for each document using the
definitions in the coding manual to record
frequency of occurance. Computer-aided
qualitative analysis software [CAQDAS] can
facilitate such content analysis of both text-
based and image-based documents. However,
software to aid the analysis of images [aesthet-
ics; drawings and images; semiotics] is less
widespread and developed than that for
analysing text-based documents.

Where documents being analyzed are
already in existence, for example organiza-
tions’ websites or minutes from meetings,
content analysis is normally considered an
indirect and unobtrusive technique. This is
because each document that is being ana-
lyzed is not affected by the fact it is being
used. In contrast, where the research necessi-
tates the direct creation of documents, such
as with diary (q.v.) studies, the involvement
of research subjects within the project may
result in a reactive effect such as altered
behaviour. In such instances content analysis
is considered an obtrusive technique.

Prospects

Content analysis therefore provides a tech-
nique for analysing documents by recording
frequency of occurrence. Objectivity within

content analysis is argued to come from the
transparent nature of the procedures and
processes used to select the sample and
assign codes or categories to the document.
This means that the person undertaking the
analysis is merely applying rules and so their
personal biases are minimized. Applying
these rules systematically and consistently
also helps minimize bias. In addition, a clear
set of rules means that the analysis should be
replicable. Despite this, it is unlikely to be
possible to devise coding manuals that do not
involve at least some interpretation by the
coder, resulting in some bias [reliability]. The
choice of categories considered relevant, and
therefore to be coded, may result in large
amounts of data being discarded that could
have been helpful in answering the research
question. If using historical (q.v.) documents,
providing these are accessible, content analy-
sis can facilitate longitudinal studies.
However, like contemporary documents,
these may be incomplete, worded for a partic-
ular audience or written for a different pur-
pose from the research being undertaken.
Any content analysis will therefore only be as
good as the documents upon which it is
based. Consequently, it is important that the
authenticity and appropriateness of docu-
ments are assessed.

Mark N.K. Saunders

CONTINGENCY THEORY (STRUCTURAL )

Definition

Contingency theory states that the most effec-
tive organizational characteristics are those
that fit the contingency variables. For instance,
specialization in an organization produces
highest performance when it fits the size of the
organization, that is, the level of that contin-
gency variable. Hence, highest performance
results from low specialization in an organiza-
tion of small size, whereas for an organization
of large size, highest performance results from
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high specialization. There are contingency
theories of a diverse range of organizational
characteristics, such as leadership (Fiedler,
1967). Contingency theories of organizational
structure are referred to as structural contin-
gency theory, and it will be convenient to dis-
cuss it here because it has been extensively
studied and it illustrates the general logic of
contingency theory.

Previous theories of organizational struc-
ture were universalistic, holding that ‘there
was one best way’ to organize, in that one
structure produces the highest performance in
all organizations, despite their varying attrib-
utes, such as size. Classical Management the-
ory held that high formalization (rules and
standard operating procedures) was the one
best way that led to highest performance [mod-
ernism and scientific management; Taylorism].
Human Relations theory held that low formal-
ization, relying instead on employee initiative,
was the one best way that led to highest per-
formance. Structural contingency theory
rejects such universalism. Instead it holds that
the effect of a structural variable on perfor-
mance is contingent, so that a level of the
structural variable only produces highest per-
formance if it fits the level of some other vari-
able, called the contingency variable. Thus the
effect of the structural variable on perfor-
mance varies widely depending upon whether
structural variable fits or misfits the contin-
gency variable and the degree of misfit.

Structural contingency theory provides a
framework that synthesizes the Classical
Management and Human Relations theories.
Each theory is correct in its own place, while
being incorrect in the other’s place. The
‘place’ of each theory is defined by the con-
tingency variable. The key is that the struc-
ture needs to fit the contingency. Classical
Management theory works best in an organi-
zation facing a stable environment, so that
the tasks facing its members are predictable
and certain, allowing them to be efficiently
conducted by following rules and procedures,
that is, high formalization. Human Relations
theory works best in an organization facing
an unstable environment, so that the tasks
facing its members are unpredictable and

uncertain, and members need to solve novel
problems by using their professional knowl-
edge and initiative through mutual collabora-
tion, so formalization is low. Thus, for highest
performance, the level of the structural vari-
able of formalization needs to fit the level of
the task uncertainty contingency. High
formalization fits low task uncertainty.
Intermediate levels of formalization fit the
corresponding intermediate level of task
uncertainty. Low formalization fits high task
uncertainty. 

Discussion

Identifying task uncertainty as it is related to
uncertainty arising from the environment of
an organization has involved researchers
looking to identify these environmental ele-
ments, from changing market demand and or
new technologies. These more unstable envi-
ronments are often found in industries that
are experiencing high rates of innovation in
new products or services. The need of the
organization to innovate leads to task uncer-
tainty inside the organization. Thus, the con-
tingency of task uncertainty is related to
environmental uncertainty and to innovation.

Another contingency is organizational size,
that is, the number of organizational members.
Small organizations are fitted by a structure
that is low on specialization (because there are
few members among whom work needs to be
divided up) and low on formalization (because
with few cases, sound personnel and opera-
tional rules cannot be developed), and that
are high on centralization (because small
organizational size makes it effective for top
management to control operations directly
through making many decisions personally).
Conversely, large organizations are fitted by a
structure that is high on specialization
(because there are many members among
whom work needs to be divided up) and high
on formalization (because with many cases,
sound personnel and operational rules can be
developed), and that are low on centralization
(because large organizational size means top
management has to delegate many decisions
down the hierarchy). 
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Another identified contingency is diversifi-
cation, by product, service, customer, market
or geography, which affects the structure that
is required at the apex of the organization, that
is, how responsibilities are divided up among
managers reporting to the CEO and between
them and the CEO. An undiversified organi-
zation is fitted by a functional structure in
which heads of functions (e.g. Manufacturing,
Marketing) report directly to the CEO. A diver-
sified organization is fitted by a multidivisional
structure in which heads of autonomous busi-
nesses (e.g. Industrial Products, Consumer
Products) report directly to the CEO. Thus,
diversification requires decentralization addi-
tional to that required by size. As seen here,
structural contingency theory is used at the
level of the whole organization, but it can also
be used at lower organizational levels, such as
sub-units and individual jobs.

Structural contingency theory is positivist
(q.v.), in the sense that it offers a general theo-
retical explanation that applies to organizations
across different industries and countries. It is
also positivist in the sense that a consciously
scientific style of methodology is often used to
study it, featuring comparative methods [real-
ism]. Moreover, many of the contingency fac-
tors are material factors: for example, size is
the number of members, rather than ideational
factors (see Donaldson, 1996).

Prospects

Some structural contingency theorists hold that
there are few fits (‘configurations’ or ‘gestalts’),
while others dispute this and hold that there
are many fits, in a continuous fit line.

Traditionally, a fit (between one level of the
structural and contingency variables) and
another fit (between some other level of the
structural and contingency variables) have been
held to produce the same (highest) performance;
this view is called iso-performance. However,
this provides no incentive for an organization
to move from one fit at another, so it has
been suggested that fits at higher levels of the
contingency produce higher performance
than fits at lower levels; this view is called
hetero-performance.

There have been various criticisms of
structural contingency theory, including that
it is too complex, static and deterministic, but
rebuttals have been offered. In particular, a
contingency theory of structural change,
termed Structural Adaptation to Regain Fit
(SARFIT), has been articulated: change in the
contingency leads to misfit, which lowers
performance, leading to adoption of a better-
fitting structure that improves performance.

Empirical support exists in the literature
for structural contingency theory, but not all
studies produce the expected results.
Identifying fits and validating their effects on
performance constitute part of the future
research agenda.

Lex Donaldson

CONVERSATION ANALYSIS

Definition

Conversation analysis is grounded within an
ethnomethodological (q.v.) tradition, which
focuses on how people work together to order
and make sense of their world. Garfinkel’s
Studies in Ethnomethodology (1967/1984) first
drew attention to the notion that we rely on a
range of shared basic conversational rules,
expressions and practices, ethnomethods, to cre-
ate coherence and understanding. We are
implicitly knowledgeable about these linguistic
practices, and use them in taken-for-granted,
unconscious, routine and improvisational ways
(i.e. indexicality) to make our actions rationally
accountable to others. Conversation analysis
draws on ethnomethodology to offer one way
of studying how people make sense of their
ongoing experiences in ‘talk-in-interaction’
[field research; narrative research; storytelling in
management research].

Discussion

The work of Sacks (e.g. 1992; Sacks et al.,
1974) has been particularly influential. Sacks
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differentiates between context-free and
context-sensitive elements of conversation.
The former suggests conversations can be
carried out anywhere and by anyone because
there are general understandings about how
to speak and interact. We know, for example,
that conversations involve taking turns
speaking and that generally participants pay
attention and respond to what has gone
before. Yet conversations are also context-
sensitive in that issues are understood within
particular contexts. Within the field of man-
agement and organization studies, conversa-
tion analysis has been used to study how talk
mediates organizational phenomena such as
structure, authority and group relations, iden-
tity, managing change, emotion (q.v.) (e.g.
Cooren, 2004; Ford and Ford, 1995; Samra-
Fredericks, 2004; Tulin, 1997) [ordinary lan-
guage philosophy; rhetoric].

Conversation analysis assumes everyday
conversations carry expectations and ‘rules’
about how exchanges will occur and how
one speaker orients their talk to another
(Boden, 1994; Hutchby and Wooffitt, 1997;
Silverman, 1993). Although participants
may order their world in unconscious
ways, meanings can be made visible to
the researcher through an analysis of the
exchanges and patterns occurring in talk
[interpretative phenomenological analysis; psy-
choanalytic approaches]. The analysis does not
incorporate the use of theoretical constructs,
but rather ‘common sense’ or mundane rea-
soning. Data collection incorporates the
recording of naturally occurring conversa-
tions in particular settings, such as meetings,
interviews (e.g. performance evaluations),
and work group or manager–employee dis-
cussions. The conversation is transcribed
using transcription conventions and symbols,
for example [represents, an interruption, (1)
elapsed time of silence/overlap of utterances.
An initial overview of the setting and normal-
ized meanings may be given, followed by a
fine-grained, detailed analysis of the ways in
which participants achieve meaning, using a
number of conversational cues and practices.
These include: 

• the sequential organization of talk –
where words are placed,

• turn-taking – who speaks first, who
speaks in response to whom,

• assessment – expressing an opinion,
• adjacency pairs – taking up the last com-

ment (e.g. question and answer),
• whether statements are confirmed or

challenged – interpreting and responding
to the previous statement,

• pauses, gaps, and the choice of words (e.g.
the use of pronouns). 

The analyst will then examine the relation-
ship between these practices and the issue
under study.

Prospects

Conversation analsysis has come under cri-
tique, for example in relation to its micro-
focus, the analyst’s knowledge of the
particular setting, and a lack of accounting
for it’s own reflexivity. See Lynch (1993) for a
critique.

Ann L. Cunliffe

CRITICAL INCIDENT TECHNIQUE

Definition

Critical incident technique was devised by
Flanagan (1954) for describing a set of proce-
dures to collect evidence through direct
observation of human behaviours with the
purpose of facilitating their potential useful-
ness in solving practical problems [action
research; action science; pragmatism]. Since
Flanagan, the technique has been applied in
various settings in social science and devel-
oped by a number of authors, notably
Andersson and Nilsson (1964) and Ronan and
Latham (1974). Classically understood, the
method involved identifying: (a) a system of
interest and its components (and related
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wider systems in which these are embedded);
(b) the aim of the activity under investigation
against which the efficacy of planned behav-
iours can be tested, along with the respective
criticality of these aims; (c) the conditions,
actions, people and places of which events
are made up, concentrating on those events
that make a difference to the aim (i.e. criti-
cal); (d) group incidents in categories of spe-
cific problem types (similar structures,
magnitudes, and frequencies). The objective
was to identify gaps in practical understand-
ing. Chell (1998: 56) provides the following
description:

The critical incident technique is a qualitative
interview procedure which facilitates the investi-
gation of significant occurrences (events, inci-
dents, processes, or issues) identified by the
respondent, the way they are managed, and
the outcomes in terms of perceived effects. The
objective is to gain understanding of the incident
from the perspective of the individual, taking
into account cognitive, affective, and behavioural
elements.

Discussion

Bitner et al. (1990), major catalysts for the use
of the method in management research,
defined an incident as an observable human
activity that is complete enough to allow
inferences and predictions to be made about
the person performing the act. A critical inci-
dent is described as one that makes a signifi-
cant contribution, either positively or
negatively, to an activity or phenomenon
(Bitner et al., 1990). Its most prominent use
in management research is within the service
research literature (Edvardsson and Roos,
2001; Gremler, 2004). It has also been used in
entrepreneurial marketing (Stokes, 2000) and
the wider learning domain (Burgoyne and
Hodgson, 1983; Curran et al., 1993). In a
more broad sense, much of the literature on
organizational learning and knowledge man-
agement makes explicit or implicit reference
to the technique as a means of recognizing
the significance of critical events in shaping
organizational activities such as strategy

(Chia and Holt, 2006) or learning (Gherardi,
2000). 

Critical incidents can be accounted for
using a variety of methods: (a) traditional
interviews, (b) focus-group interviews (q.v.),
(c) direct or participant observation (q.v.), and
(d) questionnaires. Edvardsson (1992), for
instance, used a model as an interview guide
to investigate critical incidents in a study of
customer relationships in an airline. Stokes
(2000) and Wong and Sohal (2003) used focus
groups, interviewing with a view to under-
standing entrepreneurial marketing and cus-
tomers’ perceptions respectively. Johnston
(1995) used questionnaires to collect data
followed up by focus-group interviews so to
better understand the reported incidents
[focus groups; interviews]. 

Within the field of entrepreneurship, Chell
(1998), echoing Flanagan’s approach, has
described a fairly structured process for iden-
tifying critical incidents where the participants
are asked to select three incidents at the begin-
ning of the interview – two ‘positive’ incidents
and one ‘negative’. Chell’s aim is to capture
the thoughts, processes, feelings and frames of
reference that are both ‘memorable’ and
‘meaningful’ to the participants. Cope and
Watts (2000) focus on the learning and per-
sonal development experienced by entrepre-
neurs. Within a case study (q.v.) research
strategy, they use relatively unstructured inter-
views to find out ‘the best and worst’ times
that the participants experienced during their
time in the business. The emphasis is on self-
criticality because not only are the events
under discussion distinct (the sequence of hap-
penings, purposive frames, rules and objects
encountered are organized within an accept-
able narrative), but they are also personally
authored (they have been experienced by the
participants). Here Flanagan’s detached
observer looking to define behavioural laws
gives way to a more involved researcher who,
in attempting to elicit the definitive elements
of the participants’ thought and action, accepts
an active role in encouraging conscious and
consistent efforts to view the subject matter
from different angles. 

CRITICAL INCIDENT TECHNIQUE

63

Thorpe-3581-Ch-C.qxd  11/23/2007  2:14 PM  Page 63



Prospects

There are a number of benefits associated with
the use of the technique. First, data are col-
lected from the respondents’ perspective based
entirely on his/her own words. The method
therefore offers a rich source of information by
allowing respondents to identify incidents that
are most relevant or meaningful to them.
Second, the technique is an inductive method
which can provide the researcher with rich data
upon which hypotheses may be formulated,
patterns may emerge, and concepts and theo-
ries may be generated. Third, mainly due to the
technique’s flexibility – a lack of a rigid set of
rules to follow – the researcher can modify or
alter its structure in order to meet the require-
ments of the topic being studied. Furthermore,
the technique has relevance since it provides
unambiguous and concrete information for
management teams that could suggest practical
areas for improvement (Davis, 2006). 

There are also a number of disadvantages
associated with its use. First, it has been criti-
cized on issues of reliability and validity
(Chell, 1998). More specifically, respondent
stories reported in incidents can be misinter-
preted or even misunderstood by the
researcher. Second, participants’ memory may
play an important role in determining which
incidents are worth reporting and which ones
should be left out. The researcher is solely
relying on reconstructions of events that took
place some time in the past and therefore may
not be representative of the feelings and
thoughts prevalent at the time. Third, data col-
lection relies on respondents providing
detailed descriptions of what they consider to
be critical. One implication of this is that
respondents may not be accustomed to, or
willing, to tell (or write) a complete story
when describing a critical event [diaries; story-
telling in management research]. Particularly in
questionnaire-based research, instances of low
response rate and/or insufficient data are
likely to occur chiefly because the respondents
did not dedicate the necessary time and effort
to describe their experiences fully.

Panagiotis Kokkalis

CRITICAL REALISM

Definition

Much of the history of management research,
and debates about its methodology, can be
described as ‘positivism versus the rest’ (Burrell
and Morgan, 1979; Easterby-Smith et al.,
1991/2002) [contingency theory; phronetic organi-
zational research; positivism and post-positivism;
structuration theory]. This debate is often, and
unhelpfully, subsumed as the quantitative ver-
sus qualitative research methods argument.

Positivism (Popper, 1968) is taken to be the
pursuit of understanding of the principles
governing the behaviour of a real world,
based on forming theories (induction) from
data and testing them against it (deduction).

‘The rest’ is some form of social construc-
tionism (q.v.) (preferred term from sociology,
Berger and Luckmann, 1966) or construc-
tivism (q.v.) (preferred term from psychology,
Kelly, 1955a, 1955b). These positions take at
least some of reality to be created from the
meaning we attribute to it. You cannot dissect
me and find any evidence that I am a profes-
sor – that is a construction of my identity cre-
ated in a certain social and institution context.
Not all reality is out there to be observed.
Berger and Luckman, Kelly and people like
Freud, who emphasize the meaning-making
and subjective side of life, are modest in their
claims for subjective reality – there is likely to
be a reality out there as well. However some,
for example Latour and Woolgar (1979),
would want to go the whole way and say that
the whole world is nothing but a social con-
struction [actor-network theory].

There are two things that a research
approach needs to take a position on – what
there is to know (what the world is) and how
we can know about it (how the world can be
known). Never using short words when
longer ones will do, we call these ontology
and epistemology. Positivism and construc-
tion/iv/ism both take their positions from
epistemology – the world can be understood
on the basis of the observation of factual
data, the world can be understood via the
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meanings attributed to it and generated
within it. The debate appears irresolvable,
and certainly seems sterile.

Critical realism (CR, origins in Bhaskar,
1975, 1979a, 1979b; perhaps most accessibly
articulated by Sayer,1999) offers a ‘third way’,
which is neither positivist nor construction/
iv/ist, but which may be synthesis to the
thesis and antithesis of each.

The critical realist position begins by sug-
gesting that it is a mistake to start with an epis-
temological assertion. We do know that there
are certain stabilities in our world (event regu-
larity in CR speak), but these do not always
occur (the milk did not get delivered today). If
there are event regularities, albeit unstable
ones, there is likely to be something behind
this. Equally, whatever it is cannot be relied on
to be there or to ‘work’ all the time – it varies
with situation and context.

The ontological proposition of CR is that
the world is an open system with emergent
properties [autopoiesis; complexity theory]. This
contrasts with the positivist assumption that
the world is a closed system – a determinist
machine with stable properties – and the
(extreme) construction/iv/ist position that the
world is nothing but the meaning that we
individually and collectively give to it.

Discussion

There are two things about management
research to which CR is relevant. First, man-
agement research is arguably a design science
rather than an analytical science (Van Aken,
2004), and, to a significant extent, a ‘mode 2’
(q.v.) one (Gibbons et al., 1994 – serving a
broader community than just the researchers
themselves). Design sciences are like engi-
neering and medicine rather than physics and
biology – oriented to producing knowledge
relevant to improving the world by some cri-
terion, not just understanding it, and those
involved in producing and consuming this
‘improvement’ are the broader, mode 2,
stakeholders in the research in the
Collaboration discussion section.

Second, management research is not (just) a
social science (a common and very expensive

mistake). Management is concerned with the
organization (and disorganization) of all that
exists – phenomena traditionally mapped by
the physical, natural, biological, psychologi-
cal, social, economic and political sciences.
Management is genuinely a post- and multi-
disciplinary area.

In practice, CR tells us that the world is
not mechanically predictable (and if it was it
would not be susceptible to management –
the machine would just run on), but what we
see and observe (the empirical) is part of the
actual (what actually happens) which is a
manifestation of the real (what could happen
given the underlying powers and mecha-
nisms that exist, and can be activated and
have different effects in different contexts).

Management research, on the CR
approach, is best seen as understanding what
stimuli (including specially management
actions) have triggered what processes and
how these are affected by the context leading
to what outcomes (see Pawson and Tilley,
1997, for an elaboration of this in the context
of evaluating deliberate programmes of
action). The knowledge generated in this way
will not enable researchers to give definitive
advice to managers, but it will enable helpful
advice (like you cannot make an omelette
without breaking eggs, and if you want to
make an omelette a hot frying pan is useful).
According to CR, this is as good as it gets, and
CR also explains why – managerial actions
always take place in contexts that have not
occurred before in exactly the same way, and
interact in their influence with other manage-
rial actions being taken at the same time. A
growing understanding of the real – mecha-
nisms that can work – and how these may
actually manifest, and with what effects in the
context, is what managers can achieve: a mix-
ture of the ‘P’ (programmed knowledge) and
‘Q’ (questioning knowledge) in terms of
action learning – the pedagogical approach
specifically developed for the challenge on
management (Revans, 1983/1998).

What is critical about CR? First, it is criti-
cal of knowledge production or use that does
not do its best to understand the basic reali-
ties of situations. Second, it asserts that there
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may be both moral and technical truths and
that one can be critical of actions that are not
taken on the basis of the best possible under-
standing of these, and evaluated to increase
these understandings.

In practice, for management and organiza-
tion research, this offers us an approach that
gets beyond the tired debates between quan-
titative and qualitative research, and will
allow us to use many of our old tools, in
terms of methodology, in new ways.

John Burgoyne 

CRITICAL THEORY

Definition

Critical theory (CT) refers to an intellectual
movement – also known as the Frankfurt
School – whose central figures include Max
Horkheimer, Theodore Adorno, Herbert
Marcuse, Erich Fromm and, of greatest con-
temporary importance, Jürgen Habermas. It
forms a central part of a wider, radical tradi-
tion of politically engaged analysis that
stands in direct opposition to various forms of
leftist and rightist dogma and tyranny. The
diversity of CT – in terms of its members’
indebtedness to a wide range of critical think-
ing (e.g. Marx, Freud, Nietzsche) – is con-
nected by a concern to apply elements of
sociology, philosophy, psychoanalysis, eco-
nomics and psychology to critique the neces-
sity, and challenge the basis, of contemporary
forms of alienation and oppression. 

At the core of CT is a concern to develop
more rational, enlightened social relations –
from the interpersonal to the international –
through a process of critical reflection upon,
and transformation of, existing institutions.
CT has had a deep and extensive impact upon
the development of social science, including
the study of management, where it has been
a significant contributory influence in the for-
mation of Critical Management Studies
(Alvesson and Willmott, 1992). However,

CT’s impact upon social science has occurred
as a consequence of being imbibed as a deep
and refreshing reservoir of ideas rather than
as an approach that has been seized upon as
a blueprint, or unified standpoint, for con-
ducting research. There are, for this reason,
rather few students of management who are
devoted advocates or followers of CT but
many who have been touched by its far-
reaching influence.

Discussion

At least since the Enlightenment, the powers
of critical reasoning have been applied to
challenge and overturn oppressive institu-
tions, including witchcraft, slavery and, more
recently, the patriarchal denial of universal
suffrage. In common with other contempo-
rary strands of critical thinking (e.g.
Foucauldianism, poststructuralism), CT
draws upon this legacy to scrutinize the ratio-
nality of contemporary practices, such as the
rationality of relentless economic expansion
that it feeds upon and magnifies acquisitive-
ness, divisiveness and destruction. Since
management theory and practice are cen-
trally implicated in advancing and legitimiz-
ing such developments, they become relevant
targets of CT-informed analysis.

In terms of methods, CT is pluralist. It can
accommodate almost any method of data col-
lection and analysis, whether quantitative or
qualitative, so long as it is self-critically
applied with respect to its claims to objectiv-
ity [reflexivity] and is mindful of the human
purpose of knowledge production with
respect to its emancipatory and/or enslaving
conditions and consequences. The orientation
of CT to methodology is therefore fundamen-
tally critical and political. Among key and
interrelated themes of CT are (i) the critique
of positivist science; (ii) the critique of tech-
nocracy; (iii) an emphasis upon communica-
tive action; and (iv) the critique of
one-dimensionality and consumerism.

The critique of positivist science
A rosy view of science, pictured as the benev-
olent agent of enlightenment, was forcefully
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challenged by Horkheimer and Adorno (1947)
in The Dialectics of Enlightenment, where they
argued that modern civilization has become
progressively mesmerized by a one-sided,
means–ends (instrumental) conception of
reason. Whenever the connection of scientific
knowledge to an interest in emancipation is
lost or taken for granted, science becomes
an ideology that operates as a force of
domination – for example, in the ruthless
exploitation of scarce natural resources and
in the pursuit of scientific knowledge for
dehumanizing and destructive purposes. It is
not difficult to see how a positivist concep-
tion of ‘objective knowledge’ has filtered into
the field of management through processes
of quantification and the development of
seemingly impartial means of legitimizing
instrumental rationalizations – from scientific
management [modernism and scientific man-
agement; Taylorism] through human relations
to business process reengineering.

The critique of technocracy
Technocracy is distinguished by its denial of
the role of moral–practical concerns in
processes of social development such that
the ends of human existence are assumed to
be self-evident or to be beyond rational
debate. In the (technocratic) selection of
means, decision-making is deemed to be the
province of experts (technocrats) who,
because they are considered to be most
knowledgeable or best informed, are
assigned responsibility for identifying the
most efficient and/or effective way of
achieving given ends. The absence of
industrial democracy and the associated
formation of managerial elites unaccount-
able to subordinates are symptomatic of
technocracy – whether capitalist or socialist
in inspiration. Technocratic consciousness
is criticized because it fails to acknowledge
that, far from being value-free or neutral, it
is constitutive of a particular kind of social
order, in which non-experts are effectively
disenfranchised, there is no debate about
ends, and experts determine the means.
To counter the tendency for (bourgeois)
democracy to degenerate and drift towards

technocracy, Habermas stresses the impor-
tance of distinguishing communicative
rationality, which exposes and removes
restrictions upon communication (see next
section), from instrumental rationality which
serves solely to develop and strengthen
(technocratic) systems of purposive-rational
action. 

An e]mphasis upon
communicative action 

Habermas contends that all communication,
including that which facilitates instrumental
rationality, depends upon a structure of under-
standings (e.g. the understanding that utter-
ances will be truthful which can nonetheless
be doubted in the process of communication)
that enables processes of dialogue through
which it is possible to reach a rational consen-
sus. Habermas understands this ‘universal
pragmatics’ to be a condition of communica-
tion; and that its practical realization is antici-
pated by its embeddedness in the very
structure of language [ordinary language philos-
ophy]. In so far as it is only imperfectly ful-
filled, the frustrations and sufferings, manifest
as communicative distortions which accom-
pany its partial realization, are conceived to
operate as recurrent and potent sources of
motivation for emancipatory change. The con-
temporary emergence of social movements
(e.g. anti-globalization, ecology, peace, animal
rights, etc.) outside of formally democratic
institutions is illustrative of the questioning of
received wisdom and standardized patterns of
behaviour. Such movements are celebrated as
manifestations of a vibrant lifeworld of face-to-
face interaction where, despite the pacifying
effects of the mass media and pressures to
accept received wisdoms, individuals advance
and articulate a capacity for critical reflection
and self-determination. Conversely, if the
spurs to emancipatory transformation are
unheeded, domesticated or suppressed, the
prospect is for ethics and democracy to be pro-
gressively weakened and eventually to ‘disap-
pear behind the interest in the expansion of
our power of technical control’ (Habermas,
1971: 113).
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The critique of one-dimensionality and
consumerism 

The term ‘one-dimensional man’ was coined
by Marcuse (1964) to highlight how the orga-
nization of advanced capitalist societies frus-
trates or deflects the emancipatory impulses
of oppositional movements – for example,
through forms of ‘repressive tolerance’. In
affluent societies, Marcuse argues, people are
enjoined to become passive, unreflective con-
sumers who, even as we are encouraged to
pursue/consume our ‘careers’, to buy pre-
mium ‘green’ products from WalMart and
Tesco and to watch the melting of the icecaps
on TV, struggle to imagine forms of life that
differ from the present. Instead of being
applied to facilitate radical, qualitative
improvements in the lives of people across
the planet, human development is seen to be
driven primarily by the logic – or illogic – of
consumer capitalism that, in the name of
increased satisfaction, spreads waste,
destructiveness and avoidable misery.

Prospects

CT comprises a weighty and exceptionally
broad set of intellectual resources for critiquing
received wisdom and inspiring emancipatory
action. It is not, however, without its limita-
tions. Notably, radical feminism (q.v.) draws
attention to a major blind spot in CT: the key
importance of patriarchy as a source of domi-
nation. Another related limitation is an empha-
sis upon cognitive (q.v.) processes to the neglect
of embodiment. Both criticisms connect to a
widely rehearsed complaint that CT is exces-
sively ‘intellectual’, making inadequate con-
nections with local and mundane processes of
emancipatory praxis. A person may become
well versed in the theory of communicative
action, for example, but this may exert little
influence upon his or her day-to-day conduct.
A further criticism is that CT’s advocacy of
reflexivity does not extend to radical critical
reflection upon the basis of its own (founda-
tionalist) assumption of universal pragmatics.
Finally, CT’s neglect of management in its key
texts and studies – despite the centrality of
management for ‘modernization’ and the

contemporary efforts to extend and contain
‘globalization’ – is perhaps symptomatic of the
potent, yet limited, nature of CT’s engagement
with day-to-day, practical processes of collec-
tive self-(trans)formation.

Hugh Willmott

CROSS-CULTURAL RESEARCH

Definition

Cross-cultural (sometimes called cross-national)
research occurs when researchers set out to
examine phenomena in two or more countries
(or regions) with the intention of comparing
their manifestations in different socio-cultural
settings, whatever they might be. They could
include institutions, customs, traditions, value
systems, lifestyles or language. When conduct-
ing cross-cultural research, Usunier (1998) dis-
tinguishes between those comparing national
and local customs from those focusing on the
interaction of such cultures. 

One important difficulty that lies at the
heart of any cross-cultural study is the defini-
tion of culture itself. In the first instance, it
should be made clear that though they can
coincide, culture and nationality are not the
same thing; all nations comprise subcultures
and pan-national identities associated with
geography or religion also complicate any sim-
ple ascription of nation with culture. While
there is no single, all-embracing definition,
Margaret Mead (1951: 12); suggested a culture
to be ‘a body of learned behaviour, a collection
of beliefs, habits and traditions, shared by a
group of people and successively learned by
people who enter the society’. From a business
and management perspective, perhaps the
most widely quoted definition is Hofstede’s
(1984: 21): ‘the collective programming of the
mind that distinguishes the members of one
human group from another’. 

From these definitions it follows that
culture (Mead, 2005: 8): includes systems of
values; is particular to one group and not
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others; is learnt and is not innate – it is
passed down from one generation to the next;
and influences the behaviour of group mem-
bers in uniform and predictable ways.

Culture, it can be argued, is more than just
a mental programme. It also includes behav-
ioural aspects of people and the artefacts they
produce. Thus, activities that people are not
programmed to do, do nevertheless occur,
such as waiting in traffic jams (Harris, 1993).

Discussion

From a management perspective, the
research interest normally focuses on the
appropriateness or adaptability of a manager-
ial theory or model, developed in one cultural
setting, to another cultural setting (e.g. trans-
ferring the lean production techniques of
Japanese automotive manufacturers to
American and European settings). More criti-
cally, cross-cultural studies investigate how
the conjunction of different cultures can cre-
ate exploitative conditions as one set of inter-
ests prevails over others [critical theory;
post-colonial theory].

To date, understanding cultural influences
in organizational life has been presented in
the form of models. Those of significance
include: Hofstede’s model, Hall’s model and
the Kluckhohn–Strodtbeck model.

Hofstede’s model
Despite its flaws, perhaps the most influential
model used in management and business
cross-cultural research is that of the sociolo-
gist, Geert Hofstede (2001). The major bene-
fits of Hofstede’s (and Bond’s, 1988) work are
that it is based on quantitative data (provid-
ing the suggestion, at least, of scientific
rigour) and that it compares a wide range of
countries using a series of five dimensions.
The dimensions are:

1. Power distance: the distance between
individuals at different levels of a
hierarchy.

2. Uncertainty avoidance: more or less the
need to avoid uncertainty about the
future.

3. Individualism versus collectivism: the
relations between individuals and their
fellows.

4. Masculinity versus femininity: the divi-
sion of roles and values in society.

5. Long-term versus short-term orientation:
temporal orientation towards life. 

Bearing in mind the influential nature of
Hofstede’s model, it is worth noting that its
validity is questionable. The findings were
based on a large data set of the value orienta-
tions of IBM staff in different countries. There
are several concerns with the Hofstede model
that should be borne in mind if it is being used:

• The model assumes national territories
and national cultures correspond.

• Some of the dimensions overlap and,
even, paraphrase one another. 

• The research itself is ‘culture bound’.
Thus the results reflect the methodology
employed, and hence the cultural biases of
the researchers.

• The research is out of date (e.g. Yugoslavia
no longer exists).

• Hofstede’s sample worked in one industry
for one multinational. IBM employees are
unlikely to be typical of their countries and
certain social classes (unskilled manual, for
instance) will have been excluded altogether.

Hall’s model
Edward Hall was an anthropologist whose
main contributions to intercultural research
were the concepts of proxemics (1959) and
contexts (1976). His main concern was com-
munication between people of differing cul-
tures. In particular, the notion that cultures
can be high-context or low-context in charac-
ter has been particularly influential. 

For Hall, high-context cultures depend on
heavily shared experiences and the interpreta-
tion of cultural environments. Communication
in these cultures is through covert clues, and
the ability to interpret non-verbal signals and
indirect allusions is valued. Meanwhile, low-
context cultures are less concerned with the
environment and more concerned with direct,
verbal communication and explicit information. 
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Hall’s model was built on qualitative
insights. Its main value lies in seeking to pro-
vide an understanding as to why people from
different cultures behave and communicate
in the way they do. 

The Kluckhohn–Str odtbeck model
Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck (1961) were also
anthropologists who designed a highly influ-
ential comparative model. Their model was
predicated on the notion that members of cul-
tural groups exhibited constant ‘orientations’
towards the world and other people. It fol-
lowed that, on the basis of these different
orientations, one culture could be compared
with another. The orientations were:

• What is the nature of people?
• What is the person’s relationship to nature?
• What is the person’s relationship to other

people?
• What is the modality of human activity?
• What is the temporal focus of human

activity?
• What is the conception of space?

The main problem with the model was that it
was based only on anecdotal evidence and
therefore is only very subjective. Perhaps its
most important influence was to view culture
as a series of dimensions that could, in some
way, be measured. 

Prospects

Cross-cultural research is not without a
number of problems, both practical and
methodological in nature. From a practical
perspective, such studies usually involve

considerable funding which can be difficult
to secure. An alternative is to use secondary
data (such as that employed by Hofstede).
However, this leads to problems in ensuring
that the data are comparable in terms of cat-
egories and data collection methods. 

Where new data are being collected, a
chief concern lies in the translation of the
data collection instrument (e.g. questionnaire
or interview schedule) so as not to undermine
genuine comparability [reliability]. In interna-
tional circumstances, the many problems of
question design become even more problem-
atic due to both the translation of the words
used and also the meaning invoked by those
words. This is because the instrument itself
may be insensitive to specific national and
cultural contexts. 

Cross-cultural research creates particular
issues in achieving equivalence between the
samples, variables and methods to be used.
For example, nationality is frequently used as
a proxy for culture. Differences are thus attrib-
uted to culture where they could, more read-
ily, be attributed to the national situation.
Equally, people inhabiting a country under the
same government may belong to quite differ-
ent cultures that reflect historical or religious
affiliations [social constructionism]. Further
issues are raised by language differences. 

Finally, there is a danger of falling into the
trap of undertaking what Osland and Bird
(2000) call ‘sophisticated stereotyping’ –
using the comparative models to stereotype
entire cultures and allow easy analysis,
despite the numerous paradoxes that arise.

Mark Hall
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DECONSTRUCTION

Definition

The notion of deconstruction was developed
by French poststructuralist philosopher
Jacques Derrida during the 1970s in a series
of books (Derrida 1976, 1978/2001, among
others) that explore how we understand writ-
ten text. Deconstruction begins from the
premise that language has no fixed meaning
[ordinary language philosophy; phenomenology].
This means that we cannot assume we know
what words mean, either to ourselves or any-
one else. Instead, Derrida argues, we should
acknowledge written language (and therefore
attempts to communicate through it) as con-
tinuous processes or struggles that are never
finally closed or clear in their meaning. If we
accept this argument, then we must see texts
as unstable and open to infinite interpreta-
tion [metaphor; semiotics]. Derrida goes on to
argue that the meaning of words is always
constructed with reference to what they do
not mean – so we understand what ‘day’
means by referring to what it does not mean
and in particular what any opposed terms
(such as ‘night’) imply. Meaning can only be
deferred through the process of establishing
temporary différance, a term Derrida created
to emphasize that meaning is produced by
the difference between words and by defer-
ring to other unstable meanings [relativism].
Further implications of a deconstructive
approach to texts are: that context is central
to meaning, therefore if the context of a word
is changed, then its meaning is also changed;

and that deconstructive readings will
inevitably expose what a text excludes as
much as what it includes. Derrida’s work is
generally acknowledged as exceptionally dif-
ficult, dense and resistant to authoritative
interpretation (Cooper, 1989). This is perhaps
appropriate, given the ideas that he devel-
oped in his work. 

Discussion

Scholars have taken two approaches to
deconstruction in management research.
The first involves reading texts produced
within organizations to establish what they
emphasize and therefore also seek to
exclude. Learmonth (1999) takes a short seg-
ment of text (134 words) from a paper writ-
ten by a chief executive on the subject of
structural change. Learmonth’s analysis
explores the unintended messages the text
carries and questions our taken-for-granted
ways of making sense of descriptions of
management. The analysis suggests that the
chief executive intended to prioritize reason
in the change process, but in so doing he also
acknowledges the emotion that will pervade
the restructuring [emotion research].
Deconstruction is most often practised on lit-
erary texts; however, it can also be practised
on the many symbols and artefacts found in
organizations. Bell et al. (2002) take the sym-
bols that are awarded to organizations that
conform to quality management systems as
their organizational text. They suggest that
deconstruction is inevitable with organiza-
tional badges such as ISO certification, as
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employees’ readings of symbols or texts will
often challenge the dominant meaning
promoted by managers [aesthetics]. This form
of deconstructive analysis also emphasizes
that apparently banal texts that have superfi-
cially obvious meanings can be analyzed in
depth and provide useful insights into the
concepts that lie behind managerial activity
(Learmonth, 1999). 

The second approach to deconstruction in
management research builds on Cooper’s
(1989) suggestion that the method provides
the means to open up our understanding of
how we write organizational analysis [repre-
sentations]. For example, Kilduff (1993) pro-
vides a deconstructive reading of a classic
management theory text to support his argu-
ment that employees continue to be por-
trayed as machine-like, even in analyses that
claim to challenge such a depiction. Readings
such as this are intended to challenge and
change how management research texts are
presented to students and emphasize the
potential within deconstruction for practical
action, by directing attention to ‘the impor-
tance of texts in constituting reality’ (Kilduff
and Kelemen, 2001: S57). 

Whether organizational texts or manage-
ment research texts are taken as the object of
analysis, it is important to ‘keep in mind,
however, that in deconstructing these texts,
the goal is not to destroy or demolish them
but to (a) explore how certain themes and
notions are at the centre of the text, and (b)
how these themes are employed to systemat-
ically exclude or inhibit other themes or cate-
gories’ (Prasad, P., 2005: 241). 

Prospects

Analysis through deconstruction has not been
adopted very often in management research;
it has certainly proved less popular than
other poststructuralist approaches, such as
Foucauldian analysis (Prasad, P., 2005).
Cooper (1989) suggests that this lack of
engagement is because of the challenge that
deconstruction presents to the producers of
management research. If deconstruction is

pursued to its logical end and applied to the
analytical texts generated within business
schools then the authority of academics and
the reality of the knowledge they produce
must both be questioned. As deconstruction
involves the recognition that managers
should not be seen as ‘authoritative inter-
preters’ of organizational activities or texts
(Bittner, 1965), so it also implies that acade-
mic analysis cannot provide authoritative
interpretations either. Clegg et al. (2005)
argue that this loss of authority should be
embraced rather than feared, and that decon-
struction can be a political act that opens up
space for new meanings and engagement
with management instead of authoritative cri-
tique of managerial practice [relativism].
Echoing Kilduff (1993), these authors also
note that education is an ideal context in
which to attempt to do this, bringing the per-
haps esoteric notion of deconstruction into
close contact with current and future man-
agerial practice. 

Scott Taylor

DELPHI METHOD

Definition

We owe the existence of the Delphi method to
Cold War confrontations that provoked a need
to forecast future technological capabilities
that might be of military relevance. At the end
of the 1940s the United States Air Force
launched what became the RAND Corporation
to foresee technology trends in order to
develop its military capabilities. What emerged
was a systematic and interactive forecasting
approach known as Delphi because of its con-
sulting independent selected experts. 

The initial problem for RAND researchers
was the sheer complexity of what might
evolve, when and how. It offered no grip for
standard probabilistic forecasting based on
mathematical modelling and random statistical
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sampling. The alternative was to consult a
limited group of known experts, but this
encountered problems of personal bias and
undue influence from dominant personali-
ties. The answer was to spread the involve-
ment of experts, canvassing opinions of
different kinds, with different perspectives
on technology and technology uses. 

Discussion

Linstone and Turoff (1975) define Delphi as a
method for structuring group communication
processes in order to deal with complex prob-
lems. Through this perspective, the Delphi
method acts as a formal intervention to
integrate knowledge through structured com-
munications that utilize the diverse and sub-
jective judgements, opinions, experiences and
intuitions of participants. In the context of
forecasting exercises, the Delphi method pro-
vides a means for collecting and synthesizing
expert conjectures about the future without
foreclosing alternate views. 

Although the implementation of the
Delphi method varies in different research
projects, they share some basic principles:

• It is a repetitive process. The same experts
are asked the same questions at least two
times. Feedback on the previous round is
provided in order to enable experts to
change their estimations.

• It is a structured process. The information
flow is co-ordinated by researchers. There
is no direct information flow among
experts. 

• The experts give estimations, judgements
or opinions.

• The anonymity of experts is maintained
throughout the process.

• The survey is designed to enable the sta-
tistical presentation of final results.

Although these principles link the Delphi
method to quantitative research, its process
involves many qualitative aspects, especially
the so-called unstructured ‘zero round’ of the
survey (Tichy, 2004) [mixed methods in

management research]. In this case an open-
ended questionnaire is sent to experts in
order to develop statements or hypotheses
using a bottom-up approach, meaning the
selected experts actively participate in the
statement or hypothesis development.
Workshops can also be involved. In the Pan-
European Delphi study concerning the future
of European manufacturing (Manufacturing
Visions, 2005), 22 such workshops were orga-
nized around Europe. In these workshops
smaller groups of experts discussed the pro-
posed statements, suggested modifications
and the exclusion of statements, and devel-
oped new ones. This shows how participating
experts are actively involved in the codifica-
tion of knowledge in order to develop shared
cognitive structures that facilitate the struc-
tured process of knowledge flows [cognitive
mapping; composite mapping].

The next stage in which qualitative data
complement the Delphi survey is in the
second round. At this stage experts receive
the same questionnaire, but this time accom-
panied with the statistical results of the pre-
vious round. The statistical results inform
experts about the mean value of what other
experts think, but do not say anything about
why they think that way. The second Delphi
round, therefore, benefits from additional
qualitative information, that better explains
the mean value of the results in the previous
round. This is especially true if the first
round leads to dispute and contradictions.
For example, in the already mentioned
Manufacturing Visions Delphi forecast, the
second round was exclusively designed
around contradictions that emerged in the
first round. The experts were informed about
the contradictions that resulted from different
assessments of particular statements. In the
second round these statements were juxta-
posed and short explanations of why current
assessments had led to contradictions were
provided. Experts could than change their ini-
tial estimation, resolve the contradiction and
develop a consensus, retain their existing
opinions, or even come up with still contradic-
tory alternatives. Advances in information
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technology also offer promise for the better
capture of such qualitative data. Gordon and
Pease (2006), for example, report the use of
real time data capture and exchange using
web-based IT systems that enabled participat-
ing experts to consult one anothers’ views
without researchers having to translate back
and forth. 

Prospects

Typically, in social science Delphi methods
have been for technological forecasting which
in turn is used to support national research pol-
icy. The increasing complexity of the relations
between technological progress and competi-
tive, social and environmental consequences
implies that governments are forced to make
choices under uncertainty and in this context
experts are increasingly requested to bring
knowledge and legitimacy to policy decisions
(for example, Blind et al., 2001; Kameoka et al.,
2004; Munier and Ronde, 2001; Shin, 1998). In
the field of management, the Delphi method
has been rarely used. The fall of strategic plan-
ning instigated a demise in the in-house use of
the Delphi method for strategy formulation. It
is also not surprising that as a method unfitted
to theory testing, it has not found its way into
mainstream management research. Some
research attempts, however, hint at interesting
applications. Scott (2000) used a Delphi method
to identify important technology management
issues in new product development, Harland
et al. (1999) adopted it to identify enablers
and barriers to supply chain management, and
MacCarthy and Atthirawong (2003) used it to
focus on factors influencing international loca-
tions decisions. All these researchers shared a
common interest, realizing findings of practical
relevance, and adopted the Delphi method
because of its explicit use of industry experts
able to identify problems, solutions and chal-
lenges that were of a ‘live’ and economically
relevant nature. 

Krsto Pandza 

DIALECTIC

Definition

Dialectic is often defined as the triad (or trip-
licity) of thesis, antithesis and synthesis, and
then attributed to Hegel or Marx. Actually,
Friedrich von Schelling came up with the
cycle, where each synthesis begins a thesis,
which repeats the cycle until some absolute
change is reached. Hegel and Marx were not
as mechanistic about it. Still, the Schelling
model is a place to start. A thesis (idea or his-
torical movement) inevitably generates its
opposite, and antithesis, and as they interact,
a new synthesis (idea or movement) emerges.
Thesis is an idea or historical movement that
contains inherent contradictions in its struc-
ture, and there creates the opposite, an
antithesis (an opposed idea or movement).1

This conflict of thesis with antithesis results
in a period of conflict between the two until
a synthesis emerges out of the conflict. The
triad is called progressive because each subse-
quent cycle of thesis, antithesis and synthesis
is seen as an advance over the prior one. The
cycle continues as the synthesis discovers its
internal contradictions. 

Discussion

Carr (2000a: 214–216) gives four reasons why
thesis–antithesis–synthesis (triad) is a gross
oversimplification of dialectic [activity theory].

First, every presentation of two sides of
the story is not a dialectical argument.
Rather, the point of dialectic logic and think-
ing is to break out of the coercive and hege-
monic aspects of the logic itself. Neither is
juxtaposing point and counterpoint (reality
and myth) dialectic, which is just another
form of dualism.

Second, synthesis is not the same thing as
compromise or taking the middle road. For a
dialectic argument one has to go beyond the-
sis and antithesis to look at the important
connection (interplay between) that constructs
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the new working reality, synthesis. ‘The
frame of references which made the poles
opposites in the first case is transcended’
(Carr, 2000a: 215).

Third, thesis and antithesis as a contradic-
tion are not dialectic if they do not move
beyond the oppositional (dualistic) thinking
of most western thought. Carr notes the
reversal of oppositions, and then the look to
the hierarchical relationship of two argu-
ments. This, I would add is precisely the step
taken in deconstructing binary oppositions
(Boje, 2001: 18–34). Reversal serves to unlock
hidden logics [process philosophy].

Fourth, dialectics is often called a form of
negative thinking or negative discourse that
does not result in real change. Yet the very
purpose is liberatory, to go beyond hegemonic
logics that have people stuck in a rut; and the
point is changing the rules of the game.

How dialectical approaches might be used
depends very much on the vein in which they
are taken. As already suggested, there are dif-
ferent concepts of dialectic to which different
potential appends. By way of introduction,
the figurative versions include the following.

Before Hegel
Before Hegel, Socrates used dialogue as a
method of question and answer in cross-
examination, to surface another’s assertions.
Nigel Laurie contemporalizes: 

Today Socratic Dialogue is practised by non-
philosophers in many parts of the world, espe-
cially in Europe, Australia and the United States.
It has been employed in education and by public
and private sector managers and staff to solve
problems, create shared knowledge, develop
ethical understanding and reach robust deci-
sions. Individuals take part in public dialogues
out of a desire to philosophize, to enhance their
thinking skills or to develop their ability to com-
municate with others.2

The Financial Times (6 June 1998) says that
Socratic Dialogue ‘is for the managers to learn
what they really believe, not by shouting or

pulling rank, but by slowly and rigorously
arguing the thing through. Only thus can they
reach a durable agreement’. Plato developed
dialectic into a logical method to reduce mul-
tiple experiences of phenomena to arrive at
greater unity of systematic ideas. Aristotle’s
dialectic is the art of logical discussion.3

Immanuel Kant developed ‘Transcendental
Dialectic’ (Critique of Pure Reason) to expose
the illusion of judgements that transcend the
limits of experience. 

Hegelian dialectic
George Fredrick Hegel (1770–1831) dis-
agreed, rejecting Kant’s limits on reason, and
asserting the existence of a Spirit that deter-
mined the dialectical progress of history:
‘world history exhibits nothing other than the
plan of providence’ (Hegel, 1807/1910). Marx
(q.v.) and Engels rejected Hegel’s romantic
thesis that Spirit shapes the universe. Yet,
there is much they appreciated. In the
Hegelian system, according to Engels:

for the first time the whole world, natural, histor-
ical, intellectual, is represented as a process – i.e.,
as in constant motion, change, transformation,
development; and the attempt is made to trace
out the internal connection that makes a contin-
uous whole of all this movement and develop-
ment. From this point of view, the history of
mankind [sic] no longer appeared as a wild whirl
of senseless deeds of violence, all equally con-
demnable at the judgment seat of mature philo-
sophic reason and which are best forgotten as
quickly as possible, but as the process of evolu-
tion of man himself. It was now the task of the
intellect to follow the gradual march of this
process through all its devious ways, and to trace
out the inner law running through all its appar-
ently accidental phenomena. (1880/1970: Ch 2)

Marxian Dialectic
For Marx and Engels, dialect focused on how
one consciousness (idea system) was trans-
formed and replaced by another in ‘dialectic
materialism’. Marx argues that labour is not
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paid by ‘use value’ but according to
‘exchange value’ (or commodity price);
labour becomes a commodity. Profit is the
difference between what the capitalist pays
the worker (other costs) and the products/
services’ selling price. This difference is
called surplus value. By applying technology
(machines), supervision (hierarchy) and the
division of labour (specialization), skilled
labour becomes deskilled; this can expand
surplus value. When more than one
machine is run by one man (multi-tasking),
downsizing of the labour force occurs.
Overproduction is a result which also leads
to more downsizing of labour. This
deskilling and downsizing demoralizes
labour. Technical staff and much of manage-
ment are also outsourced, in further applica-
tions of deskilling (via technology and
globalization). As capitalism expands glob-
ally, Marx believed people would begin to
question the irrationality of producing more
than we need (over-consumption) and the
deskilling of labour. 

Hence while Marx and Engels rejected
Hegel’s Spirit, they kept the principle of
negativity as the motor of human progress
in their theory of dialectical materialism.
Negativity is an energy (or force) that opposes
something to its other and self-develops by
deposing the character of a movement into its
other. Hegel saw the positive aspect of nega-
tivity: negativity serves to individuate and
determinate by actualizing content (potential-
ity) by disrupting certainty; negativity trans-
forms the hypothetical into content. 

Dialectic Materialism contends that dur-
ing the Middle Ages an aristocracy of
landowners ruled in feudalism (thesis). The
aristocracy was eventually opposed by a
city-dwelling bourgeoisie merchant class
(antithesis). In the conflict, the bourgeoisie
became stronger than the aristocrats. Out of
the conflict emerged capitalism (synthesis),
that becomes a new thesis in the Industrial
Revolution; one of the contradictions is the
alienation of the working class from owner-
ship of the tools of production. The new the-
sis (capitalism) becomes opposed by the

proletariat workers who are still oppressed
by the bourgeoisie. During the ensuing con-
flict the proletariat rise up and seize the
tools of production. 

Praxis
Dialectic is also a type of praxis (a combination
of theory and practice) that would transform
institutions (corporations, governments and
non-governmental organizational behaviour
and management) with a logic that is both
synchronic and diachronic [practice theory].
‘Synchronic’ looks at interrelationships of
parts and the whole at one point of time,
while a ‘diachronic’ approach looks at the
historical transformations of society and its
social concepts.

Frankfurt School
Marxist dialectic was revised by the
Frankfurt School of Critical Theory (q.v.) that
includes Theodor Adorno, Leo Lowenthal,
Walter Benjamin, Max Horkheimer, Franz
Newmann, Otto Kirchheimer, Fredrich
Pollock, Eric Fromm and Herbert Marcuse.
Most had different versions of dialectics.
Adorno, for example, in Negative Dialectics
held that synthesis be ignored. And recently,
Habermas and Analytic Marxism (Mayer,
1994) have gone in other directions. The
Frankfurt School builds on Hegel’s dialectic
which ‘is transition (in both thought and
being) brought about by negativity’ (Berthold-
Bond, 1993: 81–91). For Marcuse (1993: 445
in), dialectic logic ‘invalidates the a priori
opposition of value and fact by understanding
all facts as stages of a single process – a
process in which subject and object are so
joined that truth can be determined only
within the subject–object totality’ [structura-
tion theory].

In sum, Socratic, Hegelian, Marxist and
Frankfurt School dialectics are quite different
from Schelling’s thesis–antithesis–synthesis
model’.

David M. Boje
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DIALOGIC

Definition

It is unfortunate that management research
has not proceeded beyond basic approaches
to polyphonic dialogism. This is because
management studies have taken a narrow
view of dialogic as just dialogue: the immedi-
ate here-and-now communication between
stakeholders. Dialogic is not dialogue (inter-
action among stakeholders in one time and
place). Dialogic is defined as modes of expres-
sion (verbal, written, architectural, etc.) that
are intertextual answers anticipated across
times and places. Dialogic, for example, can
be intertextual answers (anticipatory or
respondent) to societal (Fairclough, 1992) or
environmental discourse (Christensen, 1995)
[discourse analysis; hermeneutics].

Discussion

The main concern with dialogic in manage-
ment and organization studies is with
Bakhtin’s (1929/1973) polyphonic construct,
which is a derivative of an orchestration of
voices that are fully embodied, with often
quite disparate points of view. Monologic
denies consciousness outside the narrator’s
version (Bakhtin, 1929/1973: 292). The chal-
lenge to management is to move from mono-
phonic and monologic to polyphonic (many
voices) and polylogic (many logics) communi-
cating and organizing. For Bakhtin, this is not
about finding/imposing consensus; polyphonic
dialogism is letting the disparate logics inform
and shape each other.

Hazen (1993, 1994) called for polyphonic
organization. Mumby (1994) accused manage-
ment research texts of being monophonic; he
stresses that in polyphonic text each voice is
equally valid. Barry and Elmes (1997) chal-
lenge management strategy to move from
monologic (single-authored) to polyphonic
(multiple authorship) strategies where stake-
holders meet as equals to craft strategy that is
dialogically unfinalized. Barry and Elmes
(1997: 442) add: ‘strategists adopting this

method would be less focused on promoting
their own strategy and more concerned with
surfacing, legitimizing, and juxtaposing differ-
ing organizational stories’. They give Semler
(1993), Boje (1995), and Smircich, Calás, and
Morgan (1992a, 1992b) ways to juxtapose dia-
logically linked views/stories [social poetics;
storytelling in management research]. Despite
these calls, moving from polyphonic to more
complex forms of dialogic has been a chal-
lenge to management studies. Polyphony
becomes used as a metaphor in order to colo-
nize domionant discourse. Palmer and
Dunford (1996), for example, focus on ways
that authorities stylize dialog by reframing
context in order to sustain managerialist influ-
ence over business practices. Along this vein,
Phillips (1995: 628–629) explores examples of
how a dominant character in a text can bring
in another point of view without the sense of
closure of an omnipotent author [deconstruc-
tion]. Payne and Carlton (2002) apply dialogic
to stakeholder theory using a polyphonic
approach. The challenge in dialogic research is
to move from theories of one (stakeholder)
consciousness (be it omniscient narrator or
research) reading to direct enactment of vari-
ous other consciousnesses.

Bate (1997, 2000) picks up Hazen’s call for
‘polyphonic organization’ in a study of change
in a hospital, from hierarchy to networked
community. Methodologically, he does not
study the way the voices (heard) are dialogically
dynamically intertextual in situ to one another.
Instead, Bate collects a plurality of subculture
voices, and culls out emotion (q.v.) schemas
within the narratives/stories he collects. Barry
and Elmes (1997) argue that strategic narratives
are moving from monophonic to polyphonic.
Just how this is done remains a management
research challenge. For example, Ng and de
Cock (2002) argue that they do not want to give
a polyphonic interpretation to collected board-
room (strategic) narratives, since it would com-
promise the story they (as researchers) prefer
to tell. This seems to replace one hegemony
with another. One possibility is suggested
by Roth and Kleiner (1998), who view
Van Maanen’s ‘jointly-told tale’ as polyphonic
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fieldwork, ‘sharing authorship’ and giving
‘equal validity’ to two (or more) meaning
systems [rhetoric].

Oswick et al. (2000) looked at how a team
player developed consensus around a univo-
cal narrative in a hegemonic exercise of
power. More accurately, it was not only
monologic but homologic. A homophonic text
is one where ‘all aspects of plot, dialogue and
characterization are subordinated to the
monologic will of the author’ (Gardiner,
1992: 27).

In sum, polyphonic studies are finding that
stakeholder dialogues are hegemonic, and
polyphony is applied metaphorically without
attention to equal rights of participation.

Prospects

Besides polyphony, Bakhtin imagined several
other types which have yet to be researched
in management. 

Stylistic dialogic
Defined as when different stylistic modes
are juxtaposed in ways that are dialogically
intertextual. Bakhtin (1981: 262) provides five
stylistic modes:

1. Artistic style – that comes from the voice
of a narrator (examples: storied bits from
a CEO letter to shareholders).

2. Skaz – taking a fragment of someone else’s
everyday narration, and narrating another
narrator’s intention (e.g. a corporate one)
through it (examples: Coca-Cola’s ‘I’m
lovin’ it’, or Nike’s ‘Just Do It!).

3. Everyday narration (example: a letter, a
diary, a report) [content analysis; diaries].

4. Scientific, non-artistic narration (examples:
a scientific statement, a chart of numbers
from an account, an ethnographic descrip-
tion, or a philosophical treatise).

5. Characters and speech acts of individu-
als or organizations coupled to official
narrations.

Here is the challenge: if one can read the five
styles and step back to see how the modes
interact.

Chronotopic dialogic
Chronos means ‘time’, and a chronotope is
defined as the interaction of time and space.
As the definition implies, it is Bakhtin’s
(1981) way of paying homage to Einstein’s
theory of relativity. Chronotopicity is the
study of the hierarchy of narrative over
event, how events are constructed, and how
they are temporally and spatially relativized
in various chronotopic choices. Barry and
Elmes incorporate two of Bakhtin’s chrono-
topes (Greek romance adventure and chival-
ric romance adventure) into their typology.
There are ten ways to conceptualize time/
space in Bakhtin (1929/1973, 1981): four adven-
ture chronotopes (romantic, chivalric, every-
day and autobiographical) and five folkloric
types of chronotopes (clown–rogue–fool, rever-
sal of here-and-now time/space, Rabelaisian,
grotesque and idyllic); plus a tenth chrono-
tope called ‘Castle’, a special living room
where dialogues become important because
the character’s passionate ideas are revealed,
and a key idea is the omnipresent power of a
new owner of life: ‘money’.

Discursive dialogic
A discursive type of dialogic is defined as
multiple discourses that interanimate one
another. Bakhtin (1990) began to study this
problem, which he called ‘architectonics’, in
his earliest published writings. There are four
adventure chronotopes and five folkloric
types of chronotope. A tenth chronotope is
called the Castle. There are few discursing
dialogic studies. Boje (1995) developed a lan-
guage-based discursive model of organization
where Disney people are treated as ‘discurs-
ing beings’ in Tamara-land. Disney, for exam-
ple, is analyzed as a managerialist group
wielding its power by reading context as if it
were one story with one perspective (man-
agement’s). In a dialogic Disney, there is a
diversity of counter-official stories and per-
spective, negotiating a Tamara of stories in
ongoing dialogues among various subcul-
tures. Disney is replete with dissensus, not
consensus. Christensen (1995: 600–661)
emphasizes that ‘any utterance is in dialog
with prior dialogue’ so that, as Bakhtin’s
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work suggests, the discourse of the general
culture is intertextual related to the dialogue
within a organization.

Kenneth Boulding (1956) saw that an open
system with its information processing
(input–sender–feedback loop) was not very
high up on the scale of system complexity (he
gave it a 4). Each time you move higher up,
you get into Bakhtin’s territory, into lan-
guages, symbols, and into multi-brained sys-
tems. As management research moves from
polyphonic studies of people or subcultures
in dialogue to stylistic, chronotopic and
discursive dialogics, we approach Boulding’s
higher orders of system complexity. The
highest level is to look at the dialogism of
these four types of dialogic. Management
studies can begin to attend to stylistic modes
of dialogic communication, to the polytem-
porality and polyspatiality of chronotopoic
dialogism, and to the discursive dialogism of
architectonics.

David M. Boje

DIARIES

Definition

In diary studies people provide temporally
ordered reports on the events and experi-
ences of their daily life, offering management
researchers the opportunity to investigate
social and psychological processes within
everyday organizational situations.  

Discussion

‘The breadth of subject matter is as large as
the imagination of the researcher’ (Breakwell
and Wood, 2000: 295) and a variety of diary
techniques have been employed to study
change processes during major events and
transitions, various forms of social interac-
tion, and many areas of occupational health
research. Illustrative research contexts con-
cern explorations of company directors at
work (Carlson, 1951), studies of occupational

stress and well-being (Harris et al., 2003), and
investigations into work events and associ-
ated emotions (q.v.) (Basch and Fisher, 2000).
Researchers have also used their own work
diaries as a research guide and a source of
insight through reflection on the data
(Dalton, 1959). Diary techniques can also be
utilized as a precursor to other methods, for
example as a means of generating questions
to be used in an interview (q.v.), or to fulfil
many of the purposes of direct observation
[field research; non-participant observation; par-
ticipant observation] in situations when the lat-
ter is precluded by access or resource
considerations. Diary methods are, however,
relatively unexploited in management
research. This may be a consequence of sev-
eral common misconceptions regarding the
flexibility of this data collection strategy.

Diary reports are not always collected on a
daily basis and the frequency and overall
duration of the assessments are determined
by the phenomenon under investigation,
which may require respondents to detail their
experiences at specific times, over hours,
days, weeks or even months.  Neither is data
always captured on an interval-contingent
basis and information may instead be
recorded at every instance that meets the
researcher’s pre-established definition. Diary
reports are not always self-reports, and indi-
viduals can be required to produce a diary on
themselves and/or others. Nor are they
always individual, and researchers have used
dyadic and group diary methods to study inter-
personal processes [focus group; interviews –
groups].

Diaries can differ substantially in terms of
the amount of structure imposed by the
researcher. In line with generic qualitative
versus quantitative debates, there are
inevitable tradeoffs to be made in terms of
the degree to which the diary method allows
participants to record their responses in a
free-flowing format, as opposed to a pre-
determined structure provided by the
researcher, which must be determined by the
study questions, context and analytical con-
cerns. Gains in rigour also equate to losses in
terms of the depth of insight that is arguably
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the fundamental promise of the diary
method, with qualitative techniques render-
ing deeper insights than might be gained
through conventional quantitatively oriented
longitudinal report procedures.  

While paper and pencil diaries were the
earliest and are still the most commonly used
approach in diary research, researchers have
employed various media of report, including
photographic or video (q.v.) techniques [visual
data analysis]. Particularly over the past
decade, technological developments have
enabled the use of electronic forms of data
collection [interviews – electronic; postcards],
the most popular to date being hand-held
computers but others include web-based
questionnaires and phone-in protocols, inter-
active contact with participants and voice
recording and recognition. The diary method
allows the medium of the record to be chosen
to best suit the topic and type of respondent
studied.

All diary designs possess their own partic-
ular associated costs and benefits. However,
there are some general strengths and weak-
nesses of the diary approach and key strate-
gies to help ameliorate the latter. Clearly, the
major strength of diary collection strategies is
that the data gathered are temporally ordered.
While there are other methods by which data
can be gathered over time, diary methods can
permit data to be gathered in a less intrusive
and labour-intensive manner, this being par-
ticularly notable when compared with quali-
tative methods for the gathering of data, such
as interviews and observation. This means, in
turn, they can be a very cost-effective mea-
sure of data collection, particularly in situa-
tions where data are gathered from the same
person over a considerable period or repeat-
edly over relatively short-time periods. Diary
methods have the potential to capture data at
points closer in time to the moment events
occur, thereby minimizing problems associ-
ated with retrospective recall. There is little
known about the effect of diary completion
on participants’ experiences or responses, but
little evidence to suggest that reactance poses
a threat to diaries’ validity. However, self-
reflective recollection processes and repeated

exposure may change a participant’s under-
standing and behaviour over time and only in
a study context can this be considered bene-
ficial or otherwise.

Prospects

One potentially significant disadvantage of
diary research is that they demand a level of
commitment from the participant that is
rarely required in other data collection strate-
gies.  Especially over long time periods, com-
pleting a diary may be a daunting task,
resulting in people being unwilling to partici-
pate in the study, low compliance in provid-
ing full information throughout the study
period, and a high level of drop out. This
means that the sample may be highly biased
by the end of the study. Researchers have uti-
lized various mechanisms in order to control
data elicitation. For example, one variant of
the diary method entails the recording of self-
identified critical incidents (q.v.) (Flanagan,
1954), which attempts to get people to notice
specific happenings that may be important.
Thus, in a managerial context, these might be
whatever is crucial for achieving a satisfac-
tory outcome in a particular task. Good pilot-
ing is particularly important in all forms of
diary research to ensure that all reporting
instructions are comprehensive and compre-
hensible. The specific diary design needs to
be made on the dual-basis of analytical con-
cerns (how close was the recording of events
to the actual event) and operational circum-
stances (there is a likelihood that diaries
become intrusive when participants are
asked to complete their diaries in a manner
which interferes with their normal work pat-
terns).  Maintaining ongoing contact with par-
ticipants, in a personal but unobtrusive
manner, permits insight into compliance and
has been shown to enhance retention. Bolger
et al. (2003) and Breakwell and Wood (2000)
provide clear and informative reading for
anyone contemplating the use of diaries in
their research, the former giving in-depth
detail regarding analytical techniques.

Gail P. Clarkson
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DISCOURSE ANALYSIS

Definition

Discourse analysis (DA) is a term covering a
number of approaches to research that ana-
lyze language use. These approaches range
from a focus on language itself, to a broader
examination of the relationship between lan-
guage use, social action, and social theory.
Although its rationale is often traced back to
Austin’s (1962) idea that talk is performative
(i.e. we accomplish or do things with words),
discourse analysts draw from a number of
theoretical sources, including speech act the-
ory (Austin, 1962), linguistics and discursive
psychology (e.g. Bakhtin, 1984; Potter, 1996)
and poststructuralism (e.g. Derrida, 1978/2001;
Foucault, 1972). Similarly, discourse is viewed
in various ways as talk, written text, social
practice, and/or physical and symbolic arti-
facts [semiotics]. 

Discussion

A number of authors have offered ways of
categorizing the various approaches
(Alvesson and Kärreman, 2000; Phillips and
Hardy, 2002). Gergen (1999), for example,
proposes three different discursive lenses:
discourse as structure, discourse as rhetoric,
and discourse as process. Discourse as struc-
ture treats discourse as a set of recurring con-
ventions (e.g. metaphors (q.v.) and narratives
(q.v.)) woven throughout our speech and
ways of living. Discourse as rhetoric (q.v.) is
not just about the art of persuasion but also
about power; this lens emphasizes how
particular linguistic constructions structure
social realities that favour some groups over
others. Discourse as process (q.v.) is con-
cerned with how our lives and selves are
constituted in the ongoing, back and forth
flow of conversation. Discourse analysis not
only explores how we construct social and
organizational realities, it ‘prioritizes subjec-
tivity, acknowledges instrumentalism,
explores rhetoric, values multiplicity and cel-
ebrates uncertainty’ (Grant et al., 1998:
12–13). Early influential work includes that

by Potter and Wetherall (1987), Billig
(1987/1996), Fairclough (1989), and Tannen
(1988) [dialogic].

Two broad approaches exist within organi-
zation studies: critical discourse analysis
(CDA), which draws on postmodern (q.v.) and
poststructuralist thought (broadly equated
with discourse as rhetoric) [deconstruction],
and discourse analysis (DA), which draws on
social constructionist (q.v.) notions [construc-
tivism; conversation analysis]. While both
approaches agree that language is constitu-
tive and that we are born into a number of
ongoing discourses influencing the way we
view and experience the world, they differ on
the question of human agency. CDA often
denies human agency and relegates human
identities to the products of discursive
structures and processes. CDA focuses on
the broader context, seeing discourse as
systems of thought, social, economic, politi-
cal, institutional, or cultural discourse [cross-
cultural research]. A number of authors have
taken a Foucauldian perspective to examine
how discursive practices, power, and ideol-
ogy combine to perpetuate and maintain sys-
tems of domination and oppression. These
analyses explore how discursive practices
constitute both objectivities (social institu-
tions, knowledge) and subjectivities (identi-
ties and actions). A number of organizational
and critical communication theorists have
used discourse analysis to assess the relation-
ship between discourse and broader societal
processes of colonization, struggle, and frag-
mentation (Ashcraft and Mumby, 2004;
Deetz, 1998; Fairclough, 1992; Harrison and
Young, 2005) or individual examples of
oppression and resistance (Clair, 1994) [criti-
cal theory; individualism].

Discourse analysts study the structures of
meaning, expressions, themes, routine ways of
talking, and rhetorical devices used in con-
structing reality. They use a range of research
methods, including quantitative methods such
as coding and content analysis, and qualitative
methods focusing on the subjective meaning
and interpretations of utterances. Discourse
analysts assume social structures and social
organization are produced in naturally
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occurring talk. Such talk may include conver-
sations, e-mails, and/or a variety of written doc-
uments exchanged between organizational
members. Some discourse analysts do use
interviews, but these are generally seen to be
more contrived forms of talk initiated by the
researcher and therefore subject to researcher
assumptions. See Coupland et al. (2005);  De
Graaf (2001); Doolin (2003); Grant et al.,
(1998); and Heracleous and Marshak (2004) for
examples of various approaches to discourse
analysis.

Problems and pr ospects

While discourse analysis covers a wide range
of approaches to studying language use (writ-
ten, oral, symbolic), it is inductive (i.e. based
on an interpretation of talk) and hence
always exposed to the riposte that there is
much more to the world and meaning than
what is spoken about. Discourse, in short, is
not all there is; nor, perhaps, is it as struc-
turally determining as some analysts make
out. Care has to be taken when asserting the
primacy of discourse above those using it, as
though language users were mere conduits of
socially constructed meanings and interests
[ordinary language philosophy]. 

Ann L. Cunliffe

DRAMATURGY

Definition

All the world’s a stage,
And all the men and women merely players:
They have their exits and their entrances;
And one man in his time plays many parts, 

(Shakespeare, As You Like It.
Jacques: 2.7 139)

These famous words of Shakespeare literally
set the stage for a scene (or perhaps this
should be an Act) in the history of organiza-
tion studies which draws on theatre to make
sense of organizational life. This approach to

analysis of behaviour in organizational con-
texts gathered strength during a particular
time in the evolution of organization studies
when symbolic interactionism and social con-
structionism (q.v.) [constructivism; semiotics]
were burgeoning, in stark contrast to classic
positivistic (q.v.) research theorizing and its
assumptions of ‘rational, economic man’.
Drawing from pragmatic (q.v.) philosophy,
sociology and communication studies, drama-
tism and dramaturgy effectively recognized
the importance of social being and drew
attention to the processes by which human
beings establish meaning in their lives.

There is a distinction to be made between
research based on the ontological assumption
that social and organizational life is theatre,
which lies at the heart of dramatism, and that
which holds the position that social and orga-
nizational life can be seen as if it were theatre,
which lies at the heart of dramaturgy: a fine
but important distinction in the relationship
between theatre and organization studies.

Discussion

Early influences on the field include the work
of Kenneth Burke, Berger and Luckmann,
Strauss, McCall and Simmons, and Erving
Goffman. Of these, Burke provided the most
literal exposition of the assumption that life is
theatre through his Dramatism Theory.
Burke’s Pentad identified five key elements of
human drama/communications:

The act … ie. what has been done by the
communicator.
The scene … which gives context or background
to the act.
The agent … who is the person who performed
the act.
Agency … which is the means to get the job
done.
The purpose … which is the stated or implied
goal of the communication.

Together with his complex concept of ratios,
described as ‘an array of heuristic strategies
for grasping the intelligibility of social action’
(Clark and Mangham, 2004: 39), the Pentad
provided an important, integrated (i.e. you
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must have all five parts of the Pentad present)
framework for analysing language and social
action. Methodologically, attention thus turns
to interaction which provides the linkage
between two or more people and more
importantly, to how people create meaning
during interaction [dialogic]. In so doing, of
course, the role of the self and perception of
identity cannot be ignored hence methods
and measurement become significantly more
challenging.

Goffman was a key inspiration to this
field, in particular through his text, The
Presentation of Self in Everyday Life
(1956/1959). He elaborated at length how
human action is dependent on time, place
and audience in the drama of life, which
takes place on a stage, in settings, as individ-
uals play roles assigned to them in
part, through the socialization of norms and
values. This way, we learn of social and self-
expectations for behaviour, of altercasting1

and of scripts which may be used to perform
roles, and where front and back-stage arenas
encourage different interactions and mean-
ings, leading to different performances for
different audiences and the notion of
acting out of character [rhetoric]. Thus
Goffman’s ideas provide the link between
dramatist and dramaturgical perspectives and
have inspired and provided foundations for a
wealth of classic organization concepts and
studies: for example, on symbolic meaning
and meaning-making (Smircich et al., 1992a,
1992b), on culture and symbolic action (e.g.
Frost et al., 1991), as well as more contempo-
rary conceptualizations of identity work, face
work and emotional labour [emotion research].

The best in-depth, comprehensive, intellec-
tual exploration of the dramaturgical perspec-
tive and analogic model is Mangham and
Overington’s Organizations As Theatre: A Social
Psychology of Dramatic Appearances (1987).
While acknowledging Goffman’s significant
influence on the field, in their view, there was

‘little evidence that he ever went near a
theatre; his understanding of actors, rehearsals,
performance and the like does not appear to be
informed by actual contact with plays and
players’ (1987: 201). However, Iain Mangham
had taught theatre, produced, directed and
acted in amateur theatre, and had researched
professional theatre in the UK as well as work-
ing over many years with senior management
teams in organizational development situa-
tions. As well as tracing its historical and con-
temporary roots, the text is peppered with
illustrations of the dramaturgical perspective
on organizations being used to make sense of
and analyze senior executive decision-making
in different organizational settings. Skilfully
weaving together both theatre and organiza-
tional life, they draw our attention to the
micro-details of sets and properties (props), of
costumes and characters, as well as plots and
scripts, rehearsals and performances, and,
most importantly, the characterization of action
that comprise the lived experience of everyday
organizational life. They also challenge readers
to answer some of the criticisms which were
often levied against the dramaturgical perspec-
tive: for example, that if people are only actors
playing parts or roles, what place is there for
self and identity, or unity of actor and perfor-
mance, and what of authenticity and ethics
(Mangham and Overington, 1987:  152) [exis-
tential phenomenology]?

Whether one assumes it as a way of life or
a metaphor (q.v.), theatre offers a very pow-
erful and enduring influence on analysing
and making sense of behaviour in organiza-
tional settings. More recent developments
include the use of theatrical texts as a model
for leadership and organizational develop-
ment. For example, Richard Olivier has
developed on his father’s acting legacy to use
Shakespeare’s plays as a means for inspira-
tional leadership development and develop-
ing authentic leaders ‘based in theatre, rooted
in psychology and focused on organizational
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development’ to facilitate ‘transformational
learning’ (see www.oliviermythodrama.com).

Another development is corporate or orga-
nizational theatre, where an organization
specifically employs dramatists, actors, direc-
tors, set designers, and so on to create a
unique play to deal with a specific issue for
its employees. Clark and Mangham (2004)
describe this as an example of theatre as tech-
nology. There are also links between dra-
maturgical approaches to analysing social
action and the field of discourse and narra-
tive studies, seen particularly through the
metaphor of storytelling.

Prospects

In the last ten years, there has been a grow-
ing interest in improvization as a metaphor
for organizing (e.g. Organization Science,
Special Issue, 1998). Improvisation is not a
case of ‘anything goes’, and elsewhere,
Mangham (1987: 13–16) gives fascinating
insight into its origins in the sixteenth
century troupe of improvisers, Commedia
dell’ Arte, who arrived at order through
improvisation, working within the broad
constraints of character and headings. As
Mangham (1987: 13–16) concludes, ‘[t]he
essence of improvisation is that one discov-
ers what one is about by doing something
hence reflecting a classic assumption of the
dramaturgical model: ‘that meaning is a
guide to action and that meaning arises in
interaction’.

There are certainly many echoes of
Weick’s work in the dramaturgical perspec-
tive and vice versa [sensemaking]. So it is per-
haps not surprising that he concluded:

My bet is that improvizing is close to the root
process in organizing and that organizing itself
consists largely of the embellishment of small
structures. Improvising may be a tacit, taken--
for-granted quality in all organizing that we fail
to see because we are distracted by more con-
spicuous artefacts such as structure, control,
authority, planning, charters and standard
operating procedures. … In organizing as in
jazz, artefacts and fragments cohere because
improvised storylines impose modest order

among them in ways that accommodate their
peculiarities. (Weick, 1998: 553)

Annie Pye

DRAWINGS AND IMAGES

Definition

Organizations are often seen as rational
places, where careful thought and planning
produce effective decisions and strategies.
Almost anyone who has experienced life in
organizations knows that they are also com-
plex and contradictory environments, where
decisions and strategies are just as likely to be
the result of barely acknowledged emotions,
complicated relations and organizational
politics and power relations. This raises ques-
tions about the qualitative methods that
might be used to research emotions (q.v.) and
power relations in organizations [actor-
network theory; critical theory; dialogic]. One
method that is useful for capturing the emo-
tional and political dynamics of organizing is
visual data (q.v.) – and particularly the use of
drawings and images in addition to inter-
views and questionnaires [postcards; projec-
tive techniques]. 

The history of this approach in manage-
ment and organization studies can be traced
back to the late 1980s. One of the key early
examples is Shoshana Zuboff’s book In the Age
of the Smart Machine: The Future of Work and
Power (1988). Professor Zuboff asked clerical
workers to draw pictures showing how they
felt about their jobs before and after the instal-
lation of a new computer system. These draw-
ings helped staff to articulate feelings that had
been implicit and were hard to define [aesthet-
ics]. In terms of understanding and developing
the method, a key paper was published in
Organization Science in 1991 by Alan Meyer
called ‘Visual data in organizational research’.
Meyer acknowledges that ‘visual instruments
seem uniquely suited to … efforts to build
theory and research focusing on human
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awareness, interpretation and consciousness’
(Meyer, 1991: 232). There are a number of
published papers that will provide the
researcher with discussions and/or examples
of this method (Holliday, 2000; Kearney and
Hyle, 2004; Stiles, 2004; Strangleman, 2004;
Vince, 1995; Vince and Broussine, 1996).

Discussion

The generation of drawings or imagery is a
particularly good research method when
the researcher is interested in capturing
emotional and/or unconscious dynamics,
processes and experiences (Vince and
Broussine, 1996) [inductive analysis; psychoan-
alytic approaches]. Drawings tend to portray
individual emotions effortlessly, since there
are often unexpected and enigmatic aspects
to an image. However, their real value in
research is in the way that they can reveal
aspects of collective emotional experience and
knowledge about a specific work context.
Asking a group of respondents to draw their
team or organization is an invitation to gener-
ate multiple interpretations and to promote
dialogue over the collective meaning of indi-
viduals’ images. This inevitably raises ques-
tions about the power relations that shape
both experience and interpretation. 

This method has particularly been used by
researchers interested in revealing the links
between individuals’ real and imagined idea
of ‘the organization’ they work in (Hutton
et al., 1997) and the organizing dynamics and
forces that shape and are shaped by their
interpretations and actions. Therefore: 

Everyone who is aware of an organization,
whether a member of it or not, has a mental image
[my emphasis] of how it works. Though these
diverse ideas are not often consciously negotiated
or agreed upon among participants, they exist. In
this sense, all institutions exist in the mind, and it
is in interaction with these in-the-mind entities

that we live. Of course, all organizations also
consist of certain real factors, such as other people,
profits, buildings, resources and products. But
the meaning of these factors derives from the con-
text established by the institution-in-the-mind.
These mental images are not static; they are the
products of dynamic interchanges, chiefly projec-
tions and transferences. (Shapiro and Carr, 1991:
69–70)

There are a number of potential develop-
ments in the method. A recent example
involved university students in a collective
inquiry. They took, viewed and discussed dig-
ital photos and used their reflections and
associations to reveal what seemed to be
‘unseen, unnoticed and unthought’ in the
organization (Sievers, 2007). 

Prospects

There is an evolving interest in drawings and
imagery, although it is an underused method.
One of the reasons for reluctance may be
because there have been no systematic
attempts to undertake in-depth research in
order to explore and to begin to theorize its
appropriateness and value as a research
method. A second reason is that researchers
feel that the method is risky, either in terms of
the fears and anxieties that are generated for
the researcher and/or for respondents. Where
this method has been used, researchers often
find that images reveal feelings and emotions;
they provide ‘a succinct presentation of partic-
ipant experiences’; they offer opportunities to
engage overtly with researcher bias; and the
approach triangulates well with other qualita-
tive data generation methods (Kearney and
Hyle, 2004). While there is little doubt that the
use of drawings is not an easy method, it
would also be true to say that this is an
approach that is well worth the risks. 

Russ Vince
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EMOTION RESEARCH

Definition

Researching emotion presents considerable
challenges, not least because emotion is con-
sidered elusive, even ‘unknowable’. Feelings
are real (the increasing concern with develop-
ing ‘emotional intelligence’ is testimony to
this (Fineman, 2000)), but cannot always be
observed, identified, controlled or labelled
with sufficient surety [drawings and images;
visual analysis data]. Burkitt (1997: 37), for
example, argues that emotions are not simply
expressions of inner processes, but multi
dimensional (thinking, feeling, moving) ‘com-
plexes’ or ‘modes of communication’ which
are both cultural and corporeal/embodied and
arise in social relationships of power and
interdependence. Indeed, for others, rational
academic discourse can itself preclude, sup-
press or exacerbate the ‘knowability’ of emo-
tion and its experiential or even mystical
qualities (Albrow, 1997). Furthermore, and
perhaps more so than other organizational
phenomena, emotion is readily recognized as
being multidimensional. It has yet to be fully
colonized by a discipline (e.g. biology, psy-
chology and sociology) and therefore is not
considered knowable through a single frame.
For example, love can be seen as having inter-
connected visceral, discursive, social interac-
tional, ideological/structural and other (e.g.
subconscious) qualities (Jackson, 1993).
Discourses, chemicals or structures, on their
own, are insufficient. 

Discussion

Concerns about unknowability, however,
have not prevented attempts to know emo-
tion (Sturdy, 2003). Electrical impulses,
chemical changes, psychoanalysis, observa-
tion, written tests, interviews or texts have all
been used to identify or indicate emotion.
There are numerous approaches, associated
with a range of disciplines (e.g. psychology,
sociology, philosophy, history, linguistics,
biology, etc.) and covered by Kemper (1990).
For example, one might focus on one or more
particular dimensions of emotion – feeling,
behavioural, physiological, linguistic, cul-
tural, cognitive, social structural. These may
be explored in relation to specific emotions or
particular perspectives – emotion as judge-
ment, communication, sense and control,
for example – though this can obscure the
multi-dimensional nature of emotion. Some
degree of focus is inevitable, however, such
as exploring emotion as display, disguise,
experience, discourse, embodied or socially
structured. 

What remains common to many approaches
is awareness of the social nature of feelings and
emotion [actor-network theory; practice theory;
social constructionism]. They are scripted and
others’ immediate interpretation(s) may influ-
ence what a person feels, especially if it is ini-
tially inchoate. Accordingly, given some cultural
understanding of the immediate social context,
we can necessarily offer a valid or plausible
interpretation of sentiments through observa-
tion, where there is a long and continuing tradi-
tion (e.g. Darwin, 1872/1955). However,

E
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EMOTION RESEARCH

observation alone may reveal little about the
actor’s perceptions, physical condition (e.g.
tiredness) and immediate and biographical/
cultural history – feelings have been defined in
terms of perceptions in relation to context (e.g.
Laird and Apostoleris, 1996) [non-participant
observation]. 

These issues, combined with cultural sen-
sitivities, prompt many to probe more deeply
‘under the surface’ in an attempt to know
others’ ‘real’ (cf. hidden) feelings and/or their
underlying (e.g. subconscious) causes [action
science]. Duncombe and Marsden (1996), for
example, review traditional and contested
views on the best methodological tactics to
get respondents to reveal sensitive issues
‘faithfully’ in interviews (q.v.). Aside from
methodological (and ethical) issues, such
approaches mistrust actors’ accounts in seek-
ing to uncover ‘truth’ in terms of authentic
feelings and/or the subconscious [inductive
analysis; psychoanalytic approaches]. Both are,
of course, central issues in research on emo-
tion and subjectivity and there is not the
scope here to explore them fully (e.g. Gabriel,
1999). 

In contrast to positivist approaches to emo-
tion which seek out underlying variables and
causal factors, interpretivist accounts are
more descriptive and processual, to be judged
partly on whether they ‘bring emotional
experiences alive’ (Denzin, 1990: 86). For
example, worker and executive autobiogra-
phies, narratives and memoirs typically often
reveal rich and explicitly emotional pictures
of organizational life (Sandelands and
Boudens, 2000; Terkel, 1975), as does
research of ‘emotion in process’ using shad-
owing and ‘narratives based on live dialogue,
stories [q.v.], observations [q.v], diary
accounts [q.v.], taped personal musings…’
(Fineman, 1993: 222) [narrative research].

Prospects

Critiques of such discursive approaches come
from different quarters, pointing to alterna-
tive, if connected, biological, subconscious
(e.g. Gabriel, 1999) and/or social structural

realities (e.g. Craib, 1995). Even among
sociologists, few discount some biological com-
ponent in feelings, although positions vary in
the emphasis given to it and what is meant by
biological and the body (Barbalet, 1998; Elias,
1987; Harré and Parrott, 1996; Kemper, 1990:
20). So for many studies, confining explana-
tion to the biological ignores the intimate
links between emotion and social structures,
particularly of power and inequality
(Barbalet, 1998; Kemper, 1990). This link and
its consequences have been explored in a
long history of sociological and critical psy-
chological literature, even if emotion was not
an explicit focus – alienation, suicide, ‘fear of
freedom’, anxiety, racism, etc. (Weiss and
Brief, 2001). As Williams and Bendelow
(1998), after Wright Mills, point out, the
study of emotion links personal troubles and
public policy issues. Furthermore, probably
the greatest contribution to ‘structuring’
emotion has come from feminist and gender
studies (e.g. Duncombe and Marsden, 1993),
in which the traditional congruence of
rational–emotional, masculine–feminine,
mind–body, public-private and powerful–
powerless dualisms is typically challenged
(see Fineman, 1993; Hochschild, 1983). 

What does this all mean for particular
research methods? Clearly, there are general
methodological issues and choices to make.
However, Table 3 (see page 88) summarizes
the ways in which particular methods can
provide insight and privilege and silence dif-
ferent aspects of emotion. 

Andrew Sturdy

ETHICS

Definition

Research ethics concerns issues related to
what is appropriate and acceptable in the
conduct of management research. This
involves consideration of how researchers
should treat the people who form the subjects
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of their investigation and whether there are
certain actions that should not, or indeed
should, be taken in relation to them [access;
anti-discriminatory research]. Research ethics
are pertinent to all research, whether quanti-
tative or quantitative, particularly if the study
involves human subjects. Some writers see
ethics as predominantly a consideration in
research that deals with sensitive topics, or
involves the use of controversial methods like
covert observation or deception in experi-
ments. However, others have argued that
research ethics should be seen as integral to
all management research, rather than a con-
sideration that only needs to be taken into
account in exceptional circumstances (Bell
and Bryman, 2007).

The issues that are covered under this remit
include: avoiding harm or risk of harm,
whether physical or psychological; maintaining
the privacy of research participants and ensur-
ing the confidentiality and anonymity of data
where appropriate; making sure that partici-
pants are fully informed about the nature of
the research and gaining their consent to being
involved with it; and minimizing the possibility
for deception at all stages of the research
process, from data collection to dissemination.
In each case it is the researcher’s responsibility
to demonstrate that these issues have been con-
sidered and that steps have been taken to
address them. There is also an obligation to
declare sources of funding and support that

may affect the affiliations of the researcher,
thereby causing a potential conflict of interest.
In addition there is a developing interest in the
ethical issue of reciprocity, which entails a pos-
itive commitment to undertaking research that
is of mutual benefit to researcher and partici-
pants through seeking to involve them more
fully in the research process [collaboration].

Discussion

Discussions of research ethics are compli-
cated by the fact that there is limited consen-
sus regarding what is and is not ethically
acceptable. Some writers adopt a universalist
stance, which assumes that ethical principles
should never be transgressed as to do so
would be morally wrong, others take a more
situationist stance, in which it is argued that
in certain cases the transgression of ethical
principles may be justified, arguing, for
example, that covert observation might be the
only way to access a particular research set-
ting (Bulmer, 1982a) [participant observation].

In discussing research ethics there is a ten-
dency to focus on certain notorious examples
of social science research which are widely
considered to be unethical, even if at the time
the studies were carried out the research
designs were not so clearly seen this way.
Milgram’s (1963) obedience experiments and
Zimbardo’s prison studies (Haney et al.,
1973) are two often-cited examples where
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Table 3 Selected appr oaches to emotion r esearch – a summar y
Approach Possible insight Privileges Silences
Obser vation shor t-term emotion emotion (cf. feeling) histor y

dynamics
Interview constr uction of individualism real-time emotion

authenticity
Autobiography/ rational–emotional subjectivity objectivity

Participation interplay
Discourse diversity of dominant texts Non/par tially-

meanings/emotions discursive
Social str uctures power and emotional histor y and cultur es interaction and

tension transience
Non-traditional data non-rational knowing humanism/r omanticism objectivity/closur e
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research subjects were deceived to a certain
extent about the purpose of the experiments
and their role in them, and were unknowingly
exposed to the possibility of psychological
harm as a consequence of this. These exam-
ples highlight the changing nature of research
ethics, as such ethical decisions would be
much more difficult to justify today than
forty years ago [social constructionism].

Recommendations concerning research
ethics tend to be made by professional associ-
ations that represent the management
research community or other related social
science disciplines, such as the Social
Research Association or the American
Psychological Association, agencies that fund
management research, and institutions (usu-
ally universities) that employ management
researchers, through the operation of
Research Ethics Committees or Institutional
Review Boards. These recommendations
often take the form of ethics codes which set
out the main ethical issues that researchers
tend to face and provide guidance on how
they should respond to them. The Academy of
Management has played a role in fostering the
development of ethical awareness among
management researchers through its ethics
code (see www.aomonline.org). It is good
practice to consider potential ethical issues at
the design stage of the research rather than
when a particular issue is confronted. Some
funding bodies make grant awards conditional
on the researcher having demonstrated that
ethical issues have been considered prior to
the study. The consequences of conducting
research that is considered to be unethical can
involve a loss of integrity for the researcher
and a lessening of the credibility accorded to
research findings. In extreme cases, the valid-
ity of published work based on research that
is judged to be unethical has been publicly
discredited and the reputation of the individ-
uals concerned has suffered. However, it has
been argued that ethics codes leave too much
to the discretion of the individual researcher
and can be interpreted instrumentally, gener-
ating minimal compliance but doing little to
develop ethical research practice (Lincoln and
Guba, 1989).

Prospects

The main debates surrounding research
ethics have remained relatively static in the
period from the 1960s to the 1990s (Bryman
and Bell, 2003) and the issues covered by
social science ethics codes have remained
very similar (Bell and Bryman, 2007).
However, research ethics are currently in a
state of some flux due to the introduction of
new regulatory mechanisms at disciplinary,
university and state levels which are likely to
give rise to ethical governance regimes that
will be less ‘light touch’ in orientation than
current structures (Kent et al., 2002). For
example, in the UK the Economic and Social
Research Council (ESRC), the major funding
body for social science research, recently
commissioned the development of a
Research Ethics Framework for Social
Scientists. From 2006, the ESRC will only
provide funding to institutions which satisfy
this framework. Management researchers
may also be affected by changes announced
in 2005 by the Academy of Management
which seek to make its code of ethics more
readily enforceable through a process of
adjudication.

Emma Bell

ETHNOGRAPHY

Definition

Ethnography, as a research methodology, had
its origins in social anthropology, with partic-
ular reference to the study of the culture of
social groups and societies. The great social
anthropologist, Clifford Geertz (1973), who
has been very influential in the development
of ethnographic approaches in organizations,
suggests that human beings live in complex
networks in which we give the natural and
human world meaning and significance
[cross-cultural research]. The culture of a
social group is made up of these complex
networks of meaning and the key task of
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ethnography is to develop an interpretation
and understanding of culture. When Geertz
reflected in 2000 on the purpose of ethnogra-
phy, he suggested that one of its jobs is to pro-
vide us, alongside the arts and the study of
history, with an understanding of ourselves
(and others) as members of societies or
groups or organizations that are by their very
nature ‘strange’ and diverse and that it is this
very ‘strangeness’ that we should celebrate.
To do this requires what Geertz called ‘thick
descriptions’ of culture [field research]. This
means that as a first step the ethnographer
undertakes close observation (q.v.) of the
group by such means as establishing a rap-
port with people, carefully selecting the peo-
ple with whom the ethnographer talks,
keeping diaries, exploring documents and so
on. Then as a second step the ethnographer
undertakes processes of interpretation and
analysis [inductive analysis]. The aim of this
process is to reveal the underlying structures
by which behaviour or ways of communicat-
ing with each other are produced, perceived
and interpreted by members of the social
group and indeed the ways in which these
same behaviours and communications can be
misunderstood by other social groups (or
even within the same social group) [dialogics;
hermeneutics]. Geertz suggests that doing
ethnography is like trying to interpret a doc-
ument that is in a ‘strange’ language, which is
faded, with many aspects which seem like
contradictions, and in which other authors
have made mysterious notes and additions.

Discussion

When ethnography is undertaken in organiza-
tions it involves a number of choices: the
extent to which it is participant (q.v.) or non-
participant (q.v.), covert or non-covert,
unstructured or structured [ethics]. In the
study of organizations there has been a tradi-
tion of participant observation where the
researcher is a member of the organization.
This can give particular richness in that the
researcher can penetrate into areas and
meanings that are not open to the outsider.
For the participant observer it means that the

researcher needs to be able to be an ‘insider’
at one moment and an ‘outsider’ at another as
the researcher explores the significance of the
events in which he/she has just participated.
Alternatively, the researcher can adopt a non-
participant stance so that he/she takes a more
explicitly ‘distant’ view of events, behaviours
and communications in the organization. A
second area of choice in methods is to take a
covert or non-covert approach to the ethnog-
raphy. In the former the ethnographer delib-
erately avoids announcing his/her research
intent and in this way can penetrate into
highly informal – and even discrediting –
aspects of the organization; in the latter the
ethnographer is clear about his/her intent in
undertaking the research and although this
approach may not reach the deeper areas of
the organizational life, its ethical implications
are often considered to be less onerous than
covert research. The third key choice made
by ethnographers is around the issue of
unstructured or structured processes of
observation (q.v.). In the former the ethnogra-
pher follows the action and will often use
his/her intuition in order to develop an
understanding of behaviours, processes and
actions. In the latter the researcher estab-
lishes a clear schedule of observation and
interview and will follow that process rigor-
ously so that his/her research is more
amenable to triangulation (q.v.) and replica-
tion. The ways in which the ethnographer
makes choices among these three key areas –
participant or non-participant, covert or
overt, unstructured or structure – indicates a
preference for subjectivist, hermeneutic (q.v.)
approaches to the social sciences or
approaches that are more akin to a ‘natural
sciences’ model.

In the study of organizations, perhaps one
of the most enduring ethnographies that was
participant, covert and unstructured was that
of Melvin Dalton, whose study of the rela-
tionships between ‘line’ and ‘staff’ managers
in a chemical factory developed a new under-
standing – rich description – of relationships
in organizations. In an article written in 1964
he discusses the processes that led him to
his study (by the way, he does not use the
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expression ‘ethnography’ to describe his
research approach) and he gives useful
insight into the ethnographic process. He
begins his account with a number of ‘confu-
sions and irritations’ and the ways in which
there was ‘name calling’ and ‘insults’
exchanged between members. As he wit-
nessed and participated in the weft and warp
of daily life, he began to develop what he
called ‘hunches’ about what was going on.
He began to develop these hunches through
his research. His core subjects for the
research were a group of what he called his
intimates – a group of people who trusted
him and who gave him really useful informa-
tion that could have endangered their careers.
These intimates knew that he was undertak-
ing research of some sort but not in detail.
Beyond this he also undertook a few formal
interviews, maintained detailed ‘work
diaries’ and undertook participant observa-
tion. Although he was aware of the limita-
tions of all these approaches, he saw the
merits as flexibility in research design, he
was able to avoid asking ‘pointless questions’,
he was able to get closer to the motives of
people, and the development of the feelings
of rapport and empathy enabled him to get to
more difficult issues. 

By way of contrast, in an article written in
2004, Brewer discusses ethnographic
research that he (and a colleague) undertook
in the late 1980s that was non-participant,
overt and structured with the Royal Ulster
Constabulary – research that was closer in
spirit to the traditions of social anthropology.
He suggests that key issues of having to
undertake the research in a covert manner
raised some interesting issues. The
researchers had to obtain ‘permission’ from
the Chief Constable and in this process had to
make some difficult compromises in the
research and, when they started the research
with people lower down in the organization,
they found that some regarded the
researchers with suspicion – the researchers
were seen as ‘agents’ of the Chief Constable.
They found, however, that a key to the suc-
cess of the research was the development of
trust and that reassurances had constantly to

be given. One of the issues they encountered
was in their constant inquisitiveness and some-
times the presence of tape or video recorders
caused a degree of irritation [interviews –
electronic; video]. 

Prospects

Perhaps the most persistent problem of
ethnography is that of closeness. This can
manifest itself both as being too proximate to
those being understood and too introspective
with oneself. Dalton and Brewer’s research
uses trust as a conduit for gaining access to
data that otherwise remain hidden, but with
trust comes obligations surrounding issues of
disclosure, anonymity and legal compliance.
Moreover, both cases also show the dangers
to researchers themselves. One interesting
issue from Brewer’s research was that they
were not able to retain their sense of
detached researcher; in particular the female
Catholic researcher was met by a number of
quite difficult situations that had quite pro-
found effects on her own identity as an
ethnographer working in that situation
[reflexivity]. In this sense, as with Dalton,
there was the need for constant self-reflection
and self-awareness in undertaking not only
the research itself, but in the processes of
interpretation and understanding.

John McAuley

ETHNOMETHODOLOGY

Definition

Ethnomethodological studies look closely at
and explicate work practices. By ‘explicate’
we mean something slightly different from
‘explain’. The idea of ‘explaining’ is often
understood in terms of causality: what fac-
tors cause what phenomena? But ‘explicate’
means to show by unfolding something,
making it visible in a more detailed way.
Another phrase might be to ‘render’ some-
thing in a fresh way. Rather than pure
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representation, in which one term is trans-
parently and instantaneously equated with
another (e.g. X = Y, e = mc2), the terms
‘explicate’ and ‘render’ suggest a temporally
structured practice. Rendering and explicat-
ing are processes of unfolding or opening
out, in order to make visible details so far
missed. 

Another phrase, which captures the sense
of explicating or rendering is ‘respecifying’, a
term to which Garfinkel has devoted much
discussion (Garfinkel, 1991). The studies in
Garfinkel (1986) illustrate the practices of
explicating, rendering and respecifying, as do
several studies by Michael Lynch (such as
Lynch, 1990; Lynch et al., 1983). Of all these
studies, perhaps the one by Bjelic and Lynch
(1992) is the most lucid. In order for the
reader to follow their argument, she or he
must have a prism to hand and be able to
look at certain figures in the text of the chap-
ter through it in order to ‘see’ Newton’s and
Goethe’s alternate theories of ‘prismatic
colour’. To read this chapter becomes, in
itself, a practice demonstrating both ordinary
and scientific ways of seeing theoretically. In
this way, ethnomethodology draws our atten-
tion to ways of seeing in which the very act
of seeing (made strange by the practical
necessity of using a prism) becomes the point
of the chapter. 

Discussion

‘Seeing’ is of course an action, an ordinary
everyday action, which we who are sighted
people perform without thinking very much
about it. Ethnomethodological studies set out
to show how such ordinary practices of ‘look-
ing and telling’ (Garfinkel, 1967: 1) are done.
Ordinary practices are shown to be methodi-
cal in ways which are surprising. If ‘method-
ology’ generally means the study of scientific
methods of knowledge production, ‘eth-
nomethodology’ generally means the study of
ordinary methods of knowing, such as look-
ing at something and knowing what it is.
Whereas most management and organiza-
tional research simply assumes that we know
what we see, ethnomethodology shows that

how we look at things comprises, in itself, a
range of phenomena in its own right and one
which can itself be looked at [existential phe-
nomenology; ordinary language philosophy; post-
modernism; practice theory]. Practices of
looking become an object of observation.
They are shown to involve work, effort, train-
ing, and skill, and are shown to be done in
ways that embody method and technique.

According to Karl Weick (1995: 24), what is
significant about ethnomethodology is its
emphasis upon retrospective sensemaking
(q.v.); pointing out that Alfred Schutz’s (one of
the ‘fathers of ethnomethodological
approaches) emphasis on lived experience, that
is, ‘lived’ in the past tense, captures ‘the reality
that people can know what they are doing only
after they have done it’. Whereas Weick (1995)
emphasizes the role that ethnomethodology
has played in his concept of sensemaking as
something one can only do in retrospect, it is
fairer to ethnomethodology to emphasize that
it has actually focused on ‘retrospective-
prospective’ modes of looking and telling
(Garfinkel, 1967: 89). Here, the order or organi-
zation of the world appears as human agents’
practical attempts to make sense of their
experience – these practical attempts them-
selves possess orderly properties which eth-
nomethodology discovers and examines and
are amongst the methodical or orderly ways in
which members socially construct the scenes
and settings of everyday affairs [process philoso-
phy; relativism]. But for Garfinkel this practical
construction is not entirely backward-looking.

To make sense of this sensemaking
Garfinkel’s proposed the use of the ‘documen-
tary method’, in which the researcher reads off
any social setting features which ‘document’
an ‘underlying pattern’ (Garfinkel, 1967: 95):

The documentary method is used whenever the
investigator constructs a life history or a ‘natural
history.’ The task of historicizing the person’s biog-
raphy consists of using the documentary method
to select and order past occurrences so as to fur-
nish the present state of affairs its relevant past and
prospects. (Garfinkel, 1967: 95, my emphasis)

In other words, when we look at the social
world, we do not simply make sense of it in

THE SAGE DICTIONAR Y OF QUALIT ATIVE MANAGEMENT RESEARCH

92

Thorpe-3581-Ch-E.qxd  11/23/2007  3:08 PM  Page 92



retrospect, but, prospectively, we search its
horizon for a sense that will unfold. How do
we do this searching, this looking? Through
everyday and ordinary processes of investi-
gating, inquiring, searching and looking for
what will follow on from what went before.

Ethnomethodological studies of work,
some of which are referenced above, expli-
cate the methods whereby members do such
looking and finding: they demonstrate their
looking practices. Apart from showing the
method involved in seeing through the theo-
retical lenses of, say, Goethe’s or Newton’s
colour theory, the methods through which we
see other more prosaic things are shown.
Baccus (1986), for example, shows how
mechanics see ‘what happened’ in multipiece
truckwheel accidents by consulting the
remains of the wheels. Girton (1986) shows
how exponents of kung fu see in old manuals
the secrets of their practices. Thus, as
Garfinkel (1967: 32) argues, ‘… inquiries of
every imaginable kind, from divination to
theoretical physics, claim our interest as
socially organized artful practices’.

Prospects

Inquiries [pragmatism] of all sorts are what
ethnomethodology studies. The practices of
merely looking at the world and seeing it for
‘what it is’ are shown to be organized and
methodical in ways we can study as orga-
nized phenomena. The effect of seeing the
world this way is to see it being organized in
the ways we look at it. The ways we look are
not simply understood as, say, theoretical or
other ‘interested’ or ‘motivated’ perspectives,
but as temporally structured ways, the fea-
tures of which can themselves be rendered or
explicated. In recent years, Garfinkel has
published several new books which substan-
tially add to Studies in Ethnomethodology
which he published in 1967. The later books
do much to clarify ethnomethodology’s posi-
tion in relation to wider social theory and in
terms of its own core principles (Garfinkel,
2002, 2006). A special issue of Culture and
Organization, edited by David Richards in
2004 and a special issue of the Sociological

Review, edited by Steve Linstead in 2006,
brought ethnomethodology and management
studies into coversation with each other.

Steve Fox

EXISTENTIAL PHENOMENOLOGY

Definition

Existential phenomenology describes subjec-
tive human experience as it reflects people’s
values, purposes, ideals, intentions, emotions,
and relationships. Existential phenomenology
concerns itself with the experiences and
actions of the individual, rather than confor-
mity or behaviour. The individual is seen as
an active and creative subject, rather than an
object in nature: in other words, the existen-
tial person is not merely passive or reactive,
subject to environmental influences, but also
a purposeful being who has inner experiences
and can interpret the meaning of his or her
existence and relationships with others in a
social world. As US existentialist Rollo May
(1973) points out existential phenomenology
looks at the individual – a ‘living, acting, feel-
ing, thinking phenomenon’ – in organic rela-
tionships with others.

Existential phenomenology blends two
philosophical traditions: the existentialist
thoughts of Søren Kierkegaard, Friedrich
Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger, and Jean-Paul
Sartre, and the phenomenological (q.v.) con-
cepts and methods of Edmund Husserl,
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and Alfred Schutz. To
a large extent, the influence of existential phe-
nomenology is its theoretical and methodolog-
ical contribution. Existentialism questions the
ability of positivistic, natural scientific think-
ing to deal with various existential issues. It
seeks to understand the human condition in
everyday situations. For example, when the
existential-phenomenological approach is
applied to management studies, we attempt to
understand what is unobservable about peo-
ple in organizations: that is, their thoughts,
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their emotions, their values, their conscious-
ness, their sense of freedom, their existence in
a dehumanizing environment, and the mean-
ing of their actions that reflect their private
world of experience [interpretative phenomeno-
logical analysis]. 

Existential phenomenology assumes an
inseparable interrelationship between the
individual and the social world. The person
has no existence apart from the social world,
and that world has no existence apart from
persons; in the organizational world, the
employees and the organization are interde-
pendent, needing each other to maintain the
status quo or to change the status quo. In
organization, it would be inconceivable to
think that an individual could exist without
interacting with the social world in which he
or she works. It is the everyday life of the
social world that gives an individual’s exis-
tence meaning. For example, the organiza-
tional world in which a person works would
not exist if the organizational members did
not find meaning and purpose in their
involvement. According to the existential-
phenomenological thought of Heidegger
(1962), human existence implies that ‘being’
is actually ‘being-in-the world’.

Discussion

In existential phenomenology, people and the
social world are always in a dialogue (q.v.)
with each other. People develop a sense of
commonly shared reality through interaction,
including face-to-face dialogue, interviews,
commentaries, and the formal expression of
ideas in speech, conversation and writing.
Edmund Husserl (1859–1938) is concerned
with the constitution of an individual’s inter-
subjective life as the transcendental ego con-
nects with the experience of other egos, with
alter egos, and with the other in general. His
main focus is how the experience of the other
person helps an individual to find his or her
own transcendental experience, the transcen-
dental subjectivity (Husserl, 1931/1962).
Husserl sees the intersubjective nature of
people’s experience, but always grounds this
experience in the subjective; his interest lies

in how the other enters into an individual’s
consciousness. An individual’s ‘life-world’ is
always an important part of his or her con-
sciousness. 

Dialogue leads to another important concept
of existential phenomenology: the construction
of an intersubjective reality [constructivism],
in which individuals share their ideas and
experiences by mutually tuning into one
another’s consciousness (Zaner, 1970) [antenar-
rative; dialectic]. By reflecting upon one
another’s biases and experiences, individuals
can, together, produce a socially meaningful
project. Alfred Schutz (1889–1959), a student
of Husserl, emphasizes intersubjectivity in the
interactive and reciprocal process. According
to Schutz (1967), in face-to-face-situations,
people can produce socially (mutually) shared
phenomena, that is, an intersubjective reality
in which, through a face-to-face encounter,
its members share a sense of ‘we-relation’
[ethnomethodology].

Existential phenomenology seeks to under-
stand the everyday world of the individual.
Thus the vital role of phenomenology in par-
ticular is to describe meanings of social
actions (or organizational actions) and the
experiences of everyday life from the individ-
ual’s point of view. Phenomenological
inquiry aims not only to illuminate the multi-
faceted and qualitative nature of people’s
experiences, but also to understand the mean-
ings that people assign to unique experiences
[individualism]. Since the late 1950s, phenom-
enological methods have become the founda-
tion of qualitative research grounded in a
human science perspective, which provides
descriptions and insights regarding the
dynamic meanings of human experience. 

Scientific and positivistic research pro-
duces empirical knowledge by the direct and
neutral observation of reality and by estab-
lishing a cause and effect relationship [posi-
tivism and post-positivism; realism]. ‘Human
science’, on the other hand, employs a wide
range of diverse approaches to understanding
social phenomena; these approaches have lit-
tle in common, other than a tendency to
interpret the real meaning of a human situa-
tion from the subject’s points of view
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[constructivism; phronetic organizational
research]. One assumption of human science
is that social reality is grounded in the mean-
ing of a person’s actions, as interpreted by the
subject. To understand an organizational situ-
ation, you must study it from the subject’s (or
employee’s) point of view so that you can
describe the lived experiences of individuals
in a social situation. Phenomenological (or
qualitative) [critical realism] researchers argue
that positivistic research methods stress
objective measurements of phenomena, and
therefore they are inherently unqualified to
deal with human values. 

Investigating the existential and phenome-
nological dimensions of human experiences
requires methods of inquiry such as: narra-
tive (q.v.), storytelling (q.v.), and open-ended
interviews (q.v.); the focus is on observing the
social and relational context, understanding
people’s linguistic expressions, and a reflexive
analysis of research assumptions, suspending
any preconceptions. Thus it shares with these
methods the problems associated with verifi-
ability, repeatability and generalizability [reli-
ability]. Immersing oneself into the lifeworld
of those with whom one is working does not
lend itself to producing objective, dispassion-
ate and scientific knowledge. But these stan-
dards of research, though important, are not

themselves generalizable to all scientific
endeavour. 

In conclusion, the concepts and methods
used by scholars of existential phenomenology
differ from those used by scholars with an
objective view of organization and manage-
ment; the latter emphasize overt behaviour.
Behaviourally and scientifically oriented
modern management theories, which largely
dominate the mainstream business and pub-
lic administration schools, objectify people in
organizations, treating them as reactive and
malleable beings conforming to organiza-
tional demands. They underestimate people’s
faculty for subjectivity, for inner experience,
and for consciousness. Because of the amaz-
ing quality of people’s subjectivity, however,
people have intentions (consciousness), rein-
terpret experience, bring newness into being,
and discover alternative ways of doing things.
People who are part of the organizational
world create meaning and alternatives,
reflecting upon their experiences in relation
to other people and organizational demands,
and it is this activity that existential phenom-
enology accentuates as both significant and
often overlooked. 

Jong S. Jun
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FEMINISM

Definition

Theoretical and/or socio-political movement
addressing the systematic unequal treatment
of women vis-à-vis men. The movement orig-
inated in the eighteenth century and was first
predominantly concerned with women’s
political rights, such as voting, etc. The most
recent phase started in the 1960s and focuses,
among other issues, on the unequal treatment
of women in the workplace and in organiza-
tions in general. 

Discussion

A description of feminist theory and research
within management and organization studies
is, by needs, multifaceted and at times con-
tradictory as there is no single theoretical
paradigm or ‘history’ to hold the strands
together. The field is united by its common
issues, which take on two characteristic
forms. The first is the issue of male domina-
tion in the workplace, in organizations,
and/or in institutional and societal structures.
It focuses on themes like harassment, oppres-
sion and job inequality, and mostly draws on
various kinds of empirical research from
quantitative statistics to in-depth case stud-
ies. The second issue is more concerned with
theory and seeks to uncover the hidden pos-
tulates of ‘malestream’ thinking. The argu-
ment here is that the apparent normalcy and
objectivity of academic and non-academic

reasoning is, in truth, already gendered and
establishes male norms and preferences with-
out reference to their gendered nature [emo-
tion research]. Once these constructions are in
place, women are automatically viewed as
‘not normal’, or in the case of organizations,
‘organizations supposedly adjust to the
appearance of women […] who are presumed
not really to belong there’ (Hearn and Parkin,
1993: 150). Many authors in this sub-domain
employ Derridaen deconstruction (q.v.) as a
method, for example of such central concepts
as ‘bounded rationality’ (Mumby and
Putnam, 1992) or ‘charismatic leadership’
(Calás, 1993), or of organizational taboos
(Martin, 1990). 

The theoretical sources of feminist
approaches, as mentioned above, are diverse,
and in each case the label ‘feminism’ takes on
a somewhat different reasoning and political
agenda. Calás and Smircich (1996) have identi-
fied six theoretical perspectives to inform
feminist theorizing in management and orga-
nization studies: liberalism, radical theory of
women’s liberation, psychoanalysis (q.v.),
Marxism (q.v.)/socialism, poststructuralism,
and post-colonialism (q.v.) [critical theory; post-
modernism]. Each provides different concep-
tions of human nature in general and gender
in particular, as well as different views of what
makes a ‘good society’ and what should be
done to achieve it. The latter basically clusters
around the question of whether women
should be promoted into the same positions as
men in existing (western) societies, or if gen-
der equality calls for a more radical break with
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FIELD NOTES

existing societal and economic structures
[Confucianism]. Despite these differences in
theoretical provenance, it is probably fair to
say that the majority of feminist authors
embrace, in the widest sense, a constructivist
approach, which distinguishes the biological
category of ‘sex’ from the social(ly con-
structed) (q.v.) category of ‘gender’. 

Prospects

Due to the cross-theoretical nature of femi-
nism, a general critique has been rare as most
critics concentrate on a specific perspective
or argument. One of the few is brought for-
ward by Foucault. He argues that viewing
women as different from men, and even
emphasizing the differences, already marks
or even stigmatizes women as different and is
the first step to exclusion. Quite poignantly,
Calás and Smircich (1992: 229) have summa-
rized this by the equation ‘gender = sex =
women = problem’. From this point of view,
every feminist agenda relying on ‘women’ as
an identifiable collective suffers from an
inherent contradiction between its assump-
tions and its political aims. Foucault’s critique
has itself been criticized by some feminist
authors (e.g. McLaren, 1997), but has been
adopted by other theorists deploring the
under-theorization of men and masculinity
(Collinson and Hearn, 1996) with the aim to
show that all concepts, and to an extent all
reality, are gendered, not just the part that is
concerned with women’s rights or equality in
the workplace. Finally, a far more worrying
development in political terms might be the
fact that many non-academic women avoid or
explicitly refuse to be regarded as feminists,
even though they confirm the persistence of
gender inequality and/or actively seek to
remedy it and/or have at least personally
managed to ‘get to the top’. This threatens to
break the traditional phalanx of ‘women
against men’ and may (have to) lead to new or
at least modified feminist agendas.

Elke Weik

FIELD NOTES

Definition

Field notes are contemporaneous notes of
observations or conversation taken during
the conduct of qualitative research.
Depending on the circumstances, the notes
taken can be full (e.g. verbatim transcripts of
conversations taken by hand or recorded by
a tape recorder) or brief notations that can
be elaborated on later. Bryman and Bell
(2003) identify three classifications of field
notes based on suggestions by Lofland and
Lofland (1995) and Sanjek (1990). These are:
mental notes when it may be inappropriate
to take notes; jotted or scratch notes, taken
at the time of observation [non-participant
observation; participant observation] or discus-
sion and consisting of highlights that can be
remembered for later development; and full
field notes written up as promptly and as
fully as possible. 

Discussion

Keeping good systematic field notes is an
essential part of undertaking qualitative
research as observations and interviews are
only useful to the extent that they can be
remembered and recorded. Researchers
should not make the mistake and believe that
notes only relate to when the researcher is in
direct contact with their respondent(s). As is
advocated by many (Bogdan and Taylor, 1975;
Burgess, 1984), field notes can be kept at all
stages of the research process, from gaining
access to a setting, when bargains are struck
with the more powerful gate keepers; at the
stage where the researchers might be handed
around to others in the organization on their
way to an interview; and after the interview
or observation has taken place. Many
researchers talk of the importance of spend-
ing time sitting in their car/train in order to
capture important last-minute reflections. For
many there is a feeling that some of the most
important insights come when an interview
(q.v.) has come to a close, the tape recorder
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has been switched off and the paper and pens
have been put away and the respondent is
walking you to the door – probably thinking
they will never see you again. Also included
under the heading of field notes is the use of
a research diary (q.v.). Diaries can be an
extremely useful ways for researchers to
record the perspectives and even the feelings
they had at the time and an important source
of data if the research is to contain a reflec-
tive component.

Bogdan and Taylor (1975) indicate that sys-
tematic and analytical participatory research,
for the most part, depends on recording accu-
rate and detailed field notes. They recom-
mend that notes be taken at each and every
stage of the fieldwork process as well as after
all meetings, casual as well as formal, includ-
ing phone calls. They suggest also that
researchers need to guard against spending
all their time in ‘the field’ [field research] as
they will have too little time left to write up
their notes. They offer the following good
field note practice to help recall conversa-
tions and other details (Bogdan and Taylor,
1995: 62–64):

1. Look for keywords in your subjects
remarks.

2. Concentrate on the first and last remarks
of each conversation.

3. Leave the setting as soon as you have
observed as much as you can accurately
remember.

4. Record your notes as soon after the obser-
vation session as possible.

5. Don’t talk to anyone about your observa-
tion until you have recorded your field
notes.

6. Draw a diagram of the physical layout
and setting and if you walk about trace
your movement through it.

7. On the diagram indicate where specific
parts of the conversation occurred before
the detailed field notes are written and
ensure you attempt to pick up missing
data at a later date.

Using a tape recorder to collect data should
not be seen as a substitute for keeping good
field notes. Recorders can fail, and fail to col-
lect important additional information such as
your views and the respondent’s non-verbals.
Tapes are useful though for the fact that
when replaying tapes of conversations one
often has the impression that you are back in
the interview. The intonations in the voice
that you hear serve to transport you back into
the room, allowing you even to recall certain
other clues such as body language. 

Field notes become very detailed and very
complicated. If, for example, the researcher is
undertaking conversational analysis (q.v.)
(see Silverman, 2000), then the amount of
information that needs to be collected will be
of an order of magnitude more than for gen-
eral observation of interviewing. Silverman
(1993: 118) has a good example of a basic
transcription. Another detailed approach is
discourse analysis (q.v.). This takes into
account a much broader social context, is less
concerned with the detail of the actual con-
versations and requires a much wider range
of information to be collected (e.g. other texts
such as newspapers and company reports).
Finally, critical discourse analysis takes this
even further by placing emphasis on things
such as the power within relations and the
ideologies that are represented within lan-
guage (e.g. Fairclough, 1995; Fairclough and
Hardy, 1997). 

Prospects

The writing of field notes can often have a
considerable effect on respondents and this
provides real problems for researchers who
may wish to record details of what they have
observed but are not able to find the time or
space to make the recording. This problem is
most acute if the researcher is conducting a
covert participant observation study where
leaving the workplace would arouse suspi-
cion or upset the flow of work. Another
related issue is individuals seeing you take
field notes. As with all research notes, they
are often written in a style and in a form that
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make sense to the researcher. They might
also contain sensitive or personal information
that is not intended for others to read. The
issue is a serious one as divulging personal or
sensitive information to third parties would
break a researcher’s ethical (q.v.) code and,
moreover, jeopardize the prospects of others
should sensitive information be released.
Concerns along these lines might suggest
completion of field notes is best done away
from the workplace and kept private. 

Richard Thorpe

FIELD RESEARCH

Definition

An important tradition which emerged in
twentieth-century social science was one of
researchers getting themselves deeply
involved or immersed in whichever part of
the social world they wanted to investigate.
The impulse was to get away from the desk
or the academic library and go out into the
field to do something more than simply con-
duct interviews. That impulse was realized in
two ways: first, in the anthropological work
in economically non-developed settings by
such figures as Malinowski, Boas, Evans-
Pritchard and Mead and, second, in the soci-
ological studies of aspects of modern, mainly
urban, social life by sociologists inspired and
led by Park and Burgess of the Chicago
School of sociology.

Discussion

Such studies can be bracketed together as
field research, and included within this cate-
gory are both participant observation (q.v.) and
ethnography (q.v.) These two terms are some-
times used interchangeably and sometimes to
distinguish between different things. We find
each of the terms sometimes being used in a
‘weak sense’ and sometimes in a ‘strong
sense’. To clarify matters in a way that is

helpful to researchers, I shall differentiate
here between participant observation and
ethnography, and, in the course of doing this,
suggest that we restrict the use of each of the
terms to its ‘strong’ sense. This is done in the
hope of checking an unfortunate trend for
researchers to seek the legitimacy that is felt
to come from ‘getting close to one’s research
subjects’ by too cavalierly grabbing at the
ethnographic or participant observation label.

The very expression ‘participant observa-
tion’ invites its application to a very wide range
of research practices. Almost any observational
(q.v.) work involves a degree of ‘participation’,
even if that participation involves little more
than entering the same room as the research
subjects and watching and listening to them. To
avoid the ‘participant observation’ label losing
any real distinctiveness, it would therefore be
helpful to restrict its application to the strong
sense of the term and, indeed, to what I would
claim to be the original Chicago impulse: one of
getting closely involved with the people being
studied in their ‘natural’ setting (as opposed to
a laboratory or interview room) and actively
interacting and sharing experiences with them
in a manner which goes way beyond simple
‘observation’. In this spirit we can take partici-
pant observation to be a research practice in
which the investigator joins the group, commu-
nity or organization being studied – as either a
full or partial member – and both participates
in and observes activities, asks questions, takes
part in conversations (q.v.) and reads relevant
documents [content analysis]. This happens over
a period of time which is sufficient for the
researcher to come to understand the signifi-
cance to the people being studied of the range
of norms, practices and values – of both a for-
mal/official and informal/unofficial kind –
which pertain in the research setting. In the
field of work organization and management
studies, we can see this approach exemplified
in the Boys in White study of the medical school
(Becker et al., 1961), the Men who Manage study
of managerial work (Dalton, 1959), the ‘Banana
time’ study of work group behaviour (Roy,
1958) and the On the Shopfloor study of factory
life (Lupton, 1963). This selection of significant
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studies illustrates the above recognition that
the participant observer may be ‘either a full
or a partial member’ of the group, commu-
nity or organization being studied; although
they got very close indeed to the experiences
of their research subjects, none of the Boys in
White research team actually became stu-
dents or doctors. Roy did, however, become a
shop-floor worker.

Ethnography, in what I am calling the
strong sense of the term, requires a participa-
tion observation style of fieldwork. Participant
observation can thus most usefully be seen as
a means of producing ethnographies rather
than as something synonymous with ethnogra-
phy. One could carry out a fully worthwhile
participant observation study without produc-
ing an ethnography. What is it that makes
research ethnographic, then? It is where
sequences of observation are related ‘to a cul-
tural whole’, where there is a ‘global reference
which encompasses these observations and
within which the different data throw light on
each other’ (Baszanger and Dodier, 2004: 13)
[dialogic; structuration theory]. An ethnography
is a written account of the cultural [cross-
cultural research] life of a social group, organi-
zation or community. Within that, there can be
a focus on a particular aspect of life in that set-
ting, but the written ethnography ‘wraps up’
any specific concerns within broader attention
to ‘the construction of cultural norms, expres-
sions of organizational values, and patterns of
workplace behaviour’, as Bryman and Bell
(2003: 317) put it, giving examples of Kunda’s
study of an American high-technology com-
pany, Watson’s (2001, originally 1994b)
account of managerial work in a UK telecom-
munications manufacturing company, Casey’s
(1995) exploration of change in a US-based
multinational, and Delbridge’s (1998) study of
new manufacturing techniques and worker
experience in two factories. 

Prospects

My own contribution to this work (Watson,
1994b/2001) required a whole 12 months of
working as a senior manager within the
selected business. And, in the light of that

experience, I would advise those considering
working as a participant observer, especially
if they have an interest in producing a full
ethnography, that it is an immensely chal-
lenging undertaking. Every day ‘in the field’
requires a sophisticated level of identity work
(both ‘inward-looking’ and ‘outward-looking’)
to handle the tensions of switching back and
forth between being a ‘native’ and a
‘stranger’ (Watson, 2007). And after leaving
the field there is not just the challenge of
making sense of an inevitably enormous
mass of research material. There is an
equally enormous writing challenge [represen-
tations]. The ethnographer must produce a
social-scientifically credible account of the
investigation, yet, at the same time, they need
to apply the skills and techniques of the cre-
ative writer (Humphreys et al., 2003; Van
Maanen, 1988; Watson, 1995a). All of this is
vital if full justice is to be done to the richness
and complexity of the analyses and the sto-
ries that participant observation and ethnog-
raphy make possible.

Tony Watson

FOCUS GROUP

Definition

Using focus groups involves gathering data
using an extended, moderated discussion
among a small number of selected individu-
als. The discussion concerns a topic or topics
introduced by the moderator. The moderator
steers the participants’ discussion using a pre-
determined, pre-sequenced list of question
areas (and/or other stimulus materials). The
distinguishing features of focus groups are five-
fold. First, they are discussions – interaction
between participants is a key part of the
approach [dialogic]. Second, the participants
are small in number – authorities suggest
between five (Robson, 1989) and 12 (Stewart
et al., 1990) participants. Third, the partici-
pants are relatively homogeneous, as far as
their characteristics germane to the topic
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under investigation are concerned. Fourth,
the moderator stimulates and ‘steers’ the con-
versation (q.v.), soliciting or limiting partici-
pation appropriately. Finally, they are
research tools. The terminology remains
unsettled, with ‘focus group’, ‘focus group
interview’ and ‘group interview’ being used
by some to designate the same thing, while
others seek to differentiate (subtly) using
these and related names (Boddy, 2005;
Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999) [interviews –
group].

What are today known as focus groups
had their origins in the ‘focused interviews’
and ‘group interviews’ that came to be
widely used during the Second World War.
These wartime interviews were conducted
in both social science and market research
settings – and this duality of use remains true
today (see Krueger and Casey, 2000; Merton
et al., 1956; Morgan D.L., 1997). Group inter-
views fell somewhat out of favour in the
social sciences, particularly in the USA, but
the market research community has
remained steadfast in their use. Schlackman
(1989) provided a comment on their usage in
marketing research in the USA and the UK.
Focus groups have had a renaissance in the
social science community, and now are a
widely used tool in their own right and, par-
ticularly, in combination with other methods
[mixed methods in management research].

Focus groups are today widely used
because they result (in appropriate condi-
tions) in the generation of insightful, useful
research data in reasonable time and cost.
Unfortunately, because of their apparent sim-
plicity, many groups may be conducted that
result in the generation of little useful data.
To be successful, focus group research needs
to be well planned and carefully conducted.
Planning for focus groups must consider
what is to be asked (and/or what stimulus
materials are to be presented); of whom, in
what setting; how and by whom the group is
to be assembled, built, moderated and
recorded; the period over which the group
will extend; and how gathered data are to be
analyzed. Issues of the number of groups, the
nature of any quotas to be used in selecting

participants and more general ‘sampling’
questions are also relevant.

Discussion

Krueger and Casey (2000) identify eight
non-exhaustive areas of use for focus groups: 
decision-making, product/programme devel-
opment, customer satisfaction, planning and
goal setting, needs assessment, quality move-
ments, employee concerns, policy-making
and testing. Each one of the areas has its
place in management research. The ‘classic’
application in management research of focus
groups is as a precursor to larger-scale sam-
ple survey work. Focus groups are used to
generate insight for the development of ques-
tionnaire items. A widely cited study of this
type is the SERVQUAL work of Parasuraman
et al. (1988). This type of application contin-
ues to be used: Douglas and Craig (2006)
report an extensive use of this approach.
Others have used focus groups as the pri-
mary vehicle: Becket et al. (2000) report
making this choice because of previous
research success and its appropriateness in
developing understanding.

Developments in the use of focus groups
continue to be recorded: Imrie et al. (2002)
used focus groups to both (in part) generate
a model and then critique it, because of their
particular usefulness in this context. They
then analyzed data using computer-aided
methods – and the use of computers and
communication technologies is a growing
trend, both in the conduct and analysis of
groups. For example, in 1997 Catterall and
Maclaran called for programs capable of
dealing with video (q.v.) and interaction
data, not simply the word-based data con-
ventionally selected for analysis (though
even here, traditions and approaches differ
from those seeking a ‘gestalt’ perspective on
focus group contributions to those like Imrie
et al. using QSR Nud*ist) [CAQDAS; inter-
viewing]. Easton et al. (2003) present and
experiment in using a Group Support
System (GSS) and cite other authors calling
for ‘electronic’ support for focus groups
[interviews – electronic].

FOCUS GROUP
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Prospects

The use of focus groups is widespread;
searching management literature databases
identifies thousands of papers using the
method. However, there remains wide vari-
ability in what authors regard as a focus
group, with points of difference concerning
size, composition and operation. There are
further differences concerning the most
appropriate methods to analyze data, and
indeed what constitutes the data to be ana-
lyzed. Some of these divergences may be attrib-
uted to different cultural traditions (for

example, the widespread use of quasi-domestic
settings for groups in British research, and
their almost complete absence in America)
and to different disciplinary traditions (those
emerging from consumer behaviour/psychol-
ogy and those from management decision
support). Boddy’s (2005) paper is testimony
to the continuance of these debates. Some of
the differences may also be attributed to a
failure by researchers to engage with the
wider body of management research beyond
their own tradition.

Barry Davies
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GROUNDED THEORY

Definition

Grounded theory appeared on the sociologi-
cal scene in 1967 as a polemic against the for-
mal deductive theorizing and dedicated
quantitative empiricism that then character-
ized the discipline. Its authors, Glaser and
Strauss (1967), were among a group of sociol-
ogists interested in reviving sociology’s
Chicago School tradition of participant obser-
vation (q.v.) [field research] of focused social
situations to theorize action in context.
Grounded theories were developed through
intensive and direct engagement with the
social situation studied and reflected an ini-
tial rejection of a priori theory – the abstract
theorizing of the time. Its informing meta-
theoretical perspective on social life is symbolic
interactionism (Blumer, 1954) [individualism]. 

Consistent with their interest in reassert-
ing the primacy of intensive first-hand
engagement with a social scene as the basis
for theorizing [ethnography], grounded the-
ory’s research procedures follow a concept-
indicator model of theory development
(Glaser, 1978). Theorizing proceeds by devel-
oping conceptual categories that are indi-
cated by sets of similarly patterned empirical
observations. These observations are gener-
ated through various naturalistically oriented
data-gathering modes, including participant
observation (q.v.), semi-structured interview-
ing, and sourcing archives [content analysis;
historical analysis; interviews]. 

The constant comparative method in
which data observations are closely read,
compared and conceptualized, and theoreti-
cally driven sampling, provide the foundation
for analysis and category development [matri-
ces analysis]. This process begins nominally
with the ‘naming’ of observations. By com-
paring data observations with each other and
to provisional names assigned to them,
researchers attempt to develop common and
distinct conceptualizations for multiple
observations across a data set. As conceptual-
ization progresses, in addition to comparing
data observations to each other, observations
are compared with the drafted conceptual
categories to refine and elaborate them, and
conceptual categories are examined and com-
pared with each other as a stimulus to think-
ing about how they might be arranged in
relation to each other to form a theoretical
framework [comparative analysis; inductive
analysis]. Various coding paradigms (e.g.
Glaser’s ‘6 Cs’ (1978)) are available as heuris-
tics to help researchers think about the types
of theoretical element implied in their
categories.

Sampling in the grounded theory approach
always proceeds on theoretical grounds, to
find information-rich sources on a particular
phenomenon. This commitment drives sam-
pling decisions throughout the study as
researchers are always actively thinking
about and searching for observations that
will provide additional information on and
help them better to understand their in-
process conceptualizations. This means that

G

Thorpe-3581-Ch-G.qxd  11/23/2007  2:14 PM  Page 103



data collection is an iterative and flexible
process as the materializing theory drives it.
Furthermore, in-process conceptual cate-
gories are in an ongoing state of flux as
additional data and comparisons result in
their being revised, refined or discarded.
Theoretical development comes to a close
(temporarily at least) when the theoretical
implications of the categories stabilize – that
is when additional data and comparisons
result in no new information or understand-
ing. This is the point of theoretical saturation. 

Discussion

By the early 1970s, grounded theorizing was
informing studies appearing in prominent
management journals (Locke, 2000/2001) and
it is the canonical citation for theory-building
studies. In many respects, Barry Turner’s
work modelled the approach; his disaster
studies that theorize the contributing infor-
mational conditions for failures of organiza-
tional foresight are exemplary (e.g. Turner,
1976). In another classic study, Burgelman
(1983) adopted the approach to develop a
stage model of the internal corporate ventur-
ing process. 

That the grounded theory approach should
have been so readily taken up in management
is not surprising as much of the discipline’s
theoretical concern is with situated social
processes. Further, the approach’s intensive
naturalist data collection strategies and atten-
dant logic for an open-ended approach
to theorizing enable it to capitalize on new
substantive areas as they arrive on the manage-
rial scene as well as to refresh established ones.
For example, as technology increasingly
became a feature of organizational life,
researchers drew on grounded theory to
understand how organizations adopt techno-
logical tools. Orlikowski (1993) used a
grounded theory approach to produce a mul-
tifaced conceptualization of how organiza-
tions adopted and used computed-aided
software engineering tools. More recently,
Gopal and Prasad (2000) drew on grounded
theory’s analytic processes to examine the
interactional milieu in which Group Decision

Support Systems are used. Parry (1998) has
been pursuing a grounded theory approach to
refresh the well-worn area of leadership. 

While grounded theory is a clear fixture in
management research discourse, the approach
has evolved as researchers selectively inte-
grate into it the logics and practices of other
qualitative research styles and other theoreti-
cal traditions. For example, Ailon-Souday and
Kunda (2003) integrate grounded theory’s
analytic procedures with an ethnographic
approach to theorize how national identity
serves as a symbolic resource in social strug-
gles engendered by globalization. Eisenhardt
and her colleagues have integrated grounded
theory’s analytic procedures with Yin’s (1994)
rendering of case study (q.v.) research to create
a hybrid approach exemplified in a study of
how dynamic capabilities reconfigure division
resources in multi-business firms (Galunic and
Eisenhardt, 2001). And, Coopey et al. (1998)
integrated grounded theory’s procedures for
developing conceptual categories with struc-
turation theory (q.v.) to understand innovation. 

Problems and pr ospects

Grounded theory has enjoyed almost forty
years of elaboration and debate. As with any
cultural artifact, research ‘methodologies’
change over time. The originators went sepa-
rate and somewhat contentious ways (cf.
Glaser, 1992) as Glaser insisted on its being
executed as ‘pure’ induction, letting concepts
‘emerge’ from the data, while Strauss increas-
ingly acknowledged, and encouraged,
researcher agency in the interpretative
process and elaborated various ways in
which extant literature might be integrated
into grounded theory’s analytic processes
(Strauss and Corbin, 1990/1998). Challenges
have also been made to the practice of frac-
turing data to assign meaning, arguing that
the researcher loses sight of the ‘whole’ in the
process. Yet it persists and evolves. 

While the grounded theory approach
appeared at a time when methods discourse
was decidedly modernist, forty years of
development reflect the paradigmatic plural-
ity of current qualitative research. Reflecting
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this, management researchers have selectively
drawn from the canonical texts to resource a
paradigmatically varied array of studies,
including those that are more modernist (e.g.
Rafaeli and Sutton, 1991), interpretative (e.g.
Gopal and Prasad, 2000) and postmodern
(q.v.) (e.g. Covaleski et al., 1998) in their ori-
entation. Interestingly, variations of the app-
roach developed by the originators’ students
have yet to be drawn on. Charmaz (2000)
develops a constructionist [constructivism]

extension of the approach well suited to stud-
ies of identity processes. Recently, Clarke
(2005) draws on a ‘social worlds’ theoretical
framework to create a provocative extension
of the grounded theory approach that includes
consideration of more postmodern (q.v.) ele-
ments such as voice, discourse (q.v.), texts, the
non-human, and power.

Karen Locke

GROUNDED THEOR Y
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HERMENEUTICS

Definition

The quest for understanding motivates most
qualitative research methodologies. In turn,
how we come to understand depends on how
we interpret, and give meaning to, language
and action. Hermeneutics is central to this
process, defined by Ricœur (1981) as the
‘theory of the operations of understanding in
their relation to the interpretation of texts’.
But, before moving on to equate action with
language, or analysing ‘action as text’ [dis-
course analysis; narrative research; social poet-
ics], it is useful to plot the development of
hermeneutics from its origins in biblical
exegesis, to its role in contemporary social
science and philosophy.

The root of the term lies in the Greek her-
mêneia, generally translated as ‘interpreta-
tion’, and hermêneuein, ‘to interpret’. The
origin of these words probably rests with the
messenger to the gods, Hermes, whose func-
tion was to bring to human understanding
messages from the gods which would have
normally been beyond the ability of human
intelligence to decipher. In ancient times, her-
mêneuein had three strands of meaning: to
say, to explain, and to translate; each of
which may be expressed as ‘to interpret’, yet
each which has its own distinct meaning
within the act of interpretation, and each dis-
tinguishing itself from the other. To say
means to proclaim, or announce, and in
terms of the messages of the gods, this would

have been seen as the first act of interpreta-
tion. Explanation adds the interpretation of
meaning to the proclamation; and translation
gives meaning when the original language
may not be one’s own, but may also be
appropriate if the style of language used is
unfamiliar to the audience. All three might
have been part of Hermes’ task as he deliv-
ered messages from the gods.

Thereafter, hermeneutics developed as a
means of interpreting biblical texts (exegesis),
and although the first reference to this activ-
ity is probably in 1654 (Palmer, 1969), it is
likely that such interpretation dates from bib-
lical times, when scriptures were written on
tablets in ancient languages. Biblical exegesis
achieved a fresh momentum at the time of
the Reformation as Protestant ministers
sought new interpretations to complement
their movement away from the teachings of
Rome.

Discussion

The emergence of hermeneutics in philoso-
phy and the social sciences can be traced to a
development from a general philological
methodology in which the techniques
employed in interpreting biblical works were
applied to other texts. The first writer to
identify and explore this ‘science of linguis-
tic understanding’ was Schleiermacher
(1768–1834), followed by Dilthey (1833–
1911), for whom interpreting human action
required both a historical understanding and
a recognition of the distinction between
understanding events and expressions

H
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HERMENEUTICS

(verstehen), and obtaining explanatory
knowledge (erkennen).

It was Heidegger (1880–1976), however,
who developed hermeneutics to the position
of importance it now occupies, by using the
phenomenological (q.v.) approach of his men-
tor Husserl (1859–1938) [existential phenome-
nology] towards the question of one’s
everyday ‘being in the world’ (in-der-Weld-
sein). In doing so, he moved from an episte-
mological imperative to an ontological
approach which grounds hermeneutics in the
social sciences as a means of relating phe-
nomena to one’s underlying notions of being.

This approach was further developed by
Heidegger’s pupil, Gadamer (1900–2002),
and by Ricœur (1913–2005), whose combined
works inform, either intentionally or not,
much of what is written on interpretative
methodology today. It was Heidegger who
first engaged with the problems he saw in
common with positivism, traditional
hermeneutics, and phenomenology: the
subject – object dichotomy. Heidegger rejected
this as problematic and instead advocated a
position of ‘situatedness’ and ‘belonging’
(Sköldberg, 1998), and focused on the place of
humans in the world. From this position he
felt it would be impossible for any human to
approach any investigation without bringing to
it their already felt experiences and knowledge
of the world, a pre-understanding. This gives
rise to the notion of the hermeneutic circle,
between pre-understanding and understanding,
where one’s understanding of a phenomena
depends on how one’s previous experiences
impact on the experience of that phenomena:
‘interpretation is never a presuppositionless
apprehending of something’ (Heidegger,
1926/1962). More bluntly expressed, ‘[r]eality
is always already interpreted’ (Alvesson and
Sköldberg, 2000).

These notions stand in stark contrast to the
Anglo-Saxon sociological tradition of the early
to mid-twentieth century, and may represent
one response to the ‘toppling of the orthodox
consensus’ (Giddens, 1984) [structuration
theory]. That it did not become more influen-
tial earlier might be explained in the tardy

translation to English of many of the core
texts, and reluctance by some to engage with
the works of Heidegger, mostly to do with his
political associations with German facism. 

Notwithstanding this, if, as qualitative
researchers, we set out to try to understand
why human beings behave as they do, then
we need to grasp the meaning behind the
activities in which they engage. In turn, to
give meaning to these activities we need to
interpret behaviour with reference to the
rules and norms which govern these activities
and behaviour. It is in this sense that Ricœur
commends us to view action as text, and
interpret it in the same way, applying our his-
torical pre-understanding to the current phe-
nomena. How we make sense of metaphors
in text, elucidating ‘similarity in difference’
(Gadamer, 1989), can be applied to our inter-
pretation of action. No better example of this
can there be than Morgan’s (1980, 1986/1997)
analysis of organizations, where they are
likened to machines, theatres, political sys-
tems, etc., and where within each scenario
the actors fulfil the behaviour patters rele-
vant to the particular metaphor (q.v.).

The contemporary relevance of hermeneu-
tics in social science is that it sits with critical
theory (q.v.) as a method of analysis of actual
social realities. Indeed, both offer related
approaches which Kelly (1990) suggests are
important for three reasons: that each has a
history of critique dating since the mid-
twentieth century; that in each there is an
awareness of historicity; and that each
already inspires ethical and political critique
in our present climate. Notwithstanding this
association, exponents of critical theory, such
as Marcuse, remain steadfastly critical of
what they see as the mythologizing tenden-
cies of Heidegger’s hermeneutics; the idealist
desire to identify a bedrock of human pre-
understanding to which all meaning ulti-
mately must recur and of which the human
subject partakes in a state of mute awe or
wonder [method; process philosophy]. 

Alan Murray

107

Thorpe-3581-Ch-H.qxd  11/23/2007  2:14 PM  Page 107



HISTORICAL ANALYSIS

Definition

Historical analysis is a method of the exami-
nation of evidence in coming to an under-
standing of the past. It is particularly applied
to evidence contained in documents,
although it can be applied to all artefacts. The
historian is, first, seeking to gain some cer-
tainty as to the facts of the past. Establishing
the facts also gives the researcher a chronol-
ogy [dialogic]. The second task is to seek to
establish cause and effect between those facts
in order to understand why things happened.
It is important to remember that while the
past is the immensity of everything that has
happened, history is what we know of the
past [hermeneutics].

Historical analysis is not only applicable to
archive-based research. Any management
research where the researcher is using docu-
mentary evidence, however recent, should
bear in mind the principles of historical
analysis [oral history].

The modern concept of historical analysis
stems from the move to a scientific approach
to history advocated by Ranke and the
German school of historians in the mid-
nineteenth century. The focus was moved to the
rigorous analysis of documents as the material
for the re-creation of the past, the perceived
historical patterns and an explanation of
them. In addition, the emphasis was placed
on understanding the context of the past.
This understanding should be informed, but
not overwhelmed, by the preoccupations of
the present, either of society as a whole or of
the specific historian (Jeremy, 2002). Classic
studies using historical analysis are Chandler
(1990) and North (1990).

Discussion

In a business context, there is a wealth of
documentary evidence retained as a matter of
routine in archives or current files, which is a
prime source of research material [content
analysis; narrative research]. However, its
interpretation is subject to the same rules of

analysis as any other form of historical
document. The key rules, adapted for the
business context, are as follows. 

1. When was the document written? Was it
contemporary with the event being
described, some time after the event or
in anticipation of it? The closer the
document is to the past event, both tem-
porally and physically, the more reliable
it should be.

2. Where was it produced? Was it in that
part of the organization closely connected
with the events under review? A divi-
sional report may have an immediacy of
detail, but where the division is seeking
to protect or enhance its own reputation,
a report may differ significantly from
a more dispassionate account prepared
by a central function with a wider
perspective. 

3. By whom was it produced? What was
his/her position in the organization; what
was her/his expertise and motive? A
senior manager may produce a more
wide-ranging account than a junior man-
ager whose preoccupation and expertise
run only to the immediate involvement.
Equally, a senior manager may use more
diffuse, diplomatic language than a junior
professional.

4. For whom was it produced and for what
purpose? A report issued to a superior
may differ from an action memo to a sub-
ordinate in its account of events. Is the
document seeking to make a case for a
specific course of action, or excusing a
mistake, or in anticipation of a perfor-
mance review, either the author’s own or
that of the document’s recipient? In each
case the same author is liable to select a
very different series of facts involved in a
single event, the selection dependant on
the story he/she is wishing to tell.

5. What is the form of the document? A for-
mal report to the Board is more likely to
be the product of careful thought, struc-
tured in such a way that it is defensible
by the author when reviewed by experi-
enced critics. An informal memo
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between peers is less likely to be
carefully drafted, but for that very reason
may be a more accurate reflection of real-
ity than a politically sensitive report.

6. What is not said in the document? The
author may consider certain things as so
obvious that they do not need to be said,
she/he may merely have overlooked them
as she/he did not think them significant
or she/he may be ignorant of them. The
reason for the absence may influence the
reliability of the author or reflect some
more fundamental fact. For example, the
absence of any mention of the impact of
a strategy on employees may be signifi-
cant in understanding industrial relations
at that time. In each case an understand-
ing of the wider context of the document
is essential to make an assessment of its
contribution.

These questions are specifically addressed to
text, but they can, with modification, be
applied to maps, statistical tables and other
records, or even artefacts, in order to deter-
mine their evidential value (Marwick, 2001).

Prospects

In the latter part of the twentieth century the
poststructuralist [postmodernism; semiotics]
concern with the problems of language put a
new emphasis on discourse analysis (q.v.). In
particular, the role of power and politics in
the selection of language by an author has
come to the fore in the interpretation of dis-
course. There is an emphasis on the location
of the author in the hierarchy of the organiza-
tion if the influence of power on the author’s
language is to be understood. It has been

argued that this is simply a sociologist’s
belated recognition of what has been under-
stood by historians for centuries (Alvesson
and Sköldberg, 2000: 206).

At a more extreme level, there is a post-
modernist view that each reading of a dis-
course could produce a new interpretation;
deconstruction (q.v.) (or interpretation) of the
text did not lead to understanding meaning,
only to an endless deferral of meaning
(Munslow, 1997). There is an implication that
no history, in the sense of a truthful account
of the past, can therefore be written and
some postmodernists claimed that therefore
any account of the past can be valid. In the
light of the reaction to controversial histories,
and in particular to those denying the
Holocaust, there has been a withdrawal from
this extreme view and a return to an assess-
ment of the evidential value of the discourse.
However imaginative an interpretation of the
past, it must be constrained by the undeni-
able empirical evidence (Jordanova, 2000).

Theoretical concerns with the validity of
positivist research and the inevitably subjec-
tive interpretation of documents have raised
the question whether truthful history could
ever be written. The prevailing view among
historians currently is that while we cannot
achieve a wholly accurate picture of the past
[realism], nevertheless with scrupulous care
in relation to the analysis of sources, the
account, even if it is partial and provisional,
can be claimed to be the historical truth. ‘The
stories we tell will be true stories, even if the
truth they tell is our own, and even if other
people can and will tell them differently’
(Evans, 1997: 249).

David Bricknell
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INDIVIDUALISM

Definition

Assumptions about the nature and relation-
ship of individuals and society are central to
how we research social phenomena because
they determine our understanding of how
individual action is related to structural fea-
tures of the society and how action is struc-
tured in everyday contexts. Economists, for
instance, tend to treat their homo oeconomicus
as if it were a completely autonomous
decision-maker and therefore propose that all
accounts of economic interaction are to be
explained by reference to the aggregated
doings of individuals. This ‘methodological
individualism’ also forms the basis for the
‘rational actor models’ which have invaded
management studies in such guises as ‘game
theory’ or ‘agency theory’ (Arrow, 1994). 

Max Weber (1972) is most commonly asso-
ciated with the origins of methodological
individualism in sociology, arguing for inter-
pretative explanations that get at subjective
understandings of the actions of component
individuals (Schatzki, 2002). The implication
is that ‘… social phenomena must be
explained in terms of individuals, their phys-
ical and psychic states, actions, interactions,
social situation and physical environment’
(Udehn, 2001: 354). 

Discussion

The concept of the self-contained, ‘entitative’
individual that is endowed with a ‘knowing

mind’ is also prevalent in organization and
management studies. This view derives from
the Cartesian depiction of the individual act-
ing autonomously from and hence upon their
social world through the mediation of such
personal properties as ‘expert knowledge’,
‘mind maps’ or ‘personality traits’. ‘Possessive’
and ‘knowing’ individuals are thus seen to be
the architects and controllers of the internal
and external order, with their individual pos-
sessions and intentions ‘causing’ human
action (Dachler and Hosking, 1995; Eberle,
1995). Management and organizational
research within such subjectivist and cogni-
tivist frameworks consequently focuses on
the inner dynamics, or human psyche, of
individuals (Shotter, 1993). 

In opposition to the view that social phe-
nomena are to be explained by individuals’
make-ups and their interaction are scholars
who view human action as fundamentally
shaped by broader social and cultural
processes. Structuralists, for instance, argue
that social phenomena can be studied objec-
tively and scientifically on a collective dimen-
sion without a concern for individual-level
properties (Mayhew, 1980). From this posi-
tion, social phenomena can only be explained
by reference to the behaviour or the proper-
ties of ‘social entities’ such as organizations
or cultures, not that of individuals or groups
of individuals. In such accounts, social phe-
nomena such as economies or political par-
ties are made up of, or governed by, ‘abstract’
structures. These structures are termed
‘abstract’ because they are irreducible in an
individualist sense. Collectivist views thus
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prioritize the whole over the part by proposing
the thing-like existence of a collective con-
sciousness and collective bonds of solidarity
that precede and have determinate powers over
individual actions and beliefs. Contemporary
collectivist paradigms in sociology and man-
agement research include versions of net-
work theory, structural sociology, sociological
realism and neo-functionalism (Sawyer,
2002). 

However, the unresolved debate between
individualists and collectivists is riven by termi-
nological and conceptual inconsistencies, in
particular as many claims address not only epis-
temological but also ontological issues (Udehn,
2001) [actor-network theory]. Ontological indi-
vidualism refers to the nature of social life. It
maintains that any social phenomenon,
whether a family, a government, an economic
system, a religion, or an interaction on the
street, is a constellation of interrelated indi-
viduals (Schatzki, 2002). Culture [cross-cul-
tural research] and society are thus just one
feature or variable of the environment of
which the individual’s inner self is capable of
making a representation (McHoul and
Rapley, 2005). Alternatively, ontological ‘col-
lectivists’ maintain that not all aspects of
sociality can be reduced to individuals and
their relations. For instance, Durkheim’s
(1893/1964) conscience collective represents an
ontologically sui generis realm that is different
in being from individualist matters and exists
outside individual consciousness. Society
thus holds a set of values and beliefs and the
individual’s personality is subjugated to the
moral authority of the community. Any devi-
ation from the collective consensus results in
sanctions and punishment by the community.
From such ‘functionalist’ positions individual
agents are conceived to be the play-balls of
the external forces of large-scale cultural or
social facts (Stueber, 2006). 

Prospects

Increasingly, however, both individualist and
collectivist understandings and explanations of
social phenomena are regarded as inadequately
explaining the complexity and ambiguity

of organizational life (Hosking et al., 1995).
Individualist approaches often fall short of
recognizing the influence of broader contexts
on individual actions. As a result, they strug-
gle to establish theories of cognitive collectiv-
ity (Spender, 1998) and thus tend to dismiss
the implicit, tacit or unconscious layer of
knowledge which enables both the habitual
and symbolic organization of reality
(Reckwitz, 2002). This criticism is further
fuelled by many contemporary philosophers
who find the empiricist assumptions concern-
ing the existence of individual minds no
longer credible (Hosking et al., 1995).
Collectivist concepts, on the other hand, are
only limitedly suited to explaining organiza-
tional behaviour, and thus relating to the
questions posed in the organizational litera-
ture because they focus on social phenomena
in human societies and thus propose an
entirely different set of questions from those
of organizational researchers (Mayhew,
1980). Furthermore, collectivist approaches
fall short because of a conspicuous failure to
agree upon what features, in addition to indi-
vidual actions, are to count in providing scien-
tific explanations [positivism and post-positivism;
realism]. Are they those of a deep collective
unconscious, modes of production, social
structures, or discourse (q.v.)? The result
tends to be a dogmatic assertion of divisions
as to which of these features are simply
effects, and which have originary power. 

In the case of management and organiza-
tional research the question is, furthermore,
whether collectivist researchers claim that
sociological concepts and structures actually
exist or whether they make the weaker claim
that they are convenient means of describing
and explaining organizational behaviour.
However, if one makes only methodological
claims and thus views the realm of the social
as a useful rather than real concept, then this
realm cannot exert determinate powers. If
collective phenomena can have causal power
over individuals, they must be real. To accept
that social structures are real raises the ques-
tion of the ontological status of the individual.
Assuming the existence of both, structures and
individuals, represents a problematic ‘dualist
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ontology’ of two distinct social orders
(Sawyer, 2002). Alternatively, simply erasing
human agency from the picture gives rise to
methodological difficulties in determining
what it is that makes up the social realm if
not individuals, or groups of individuals and
their relations (Eberle, 1995). The response
has been to suggest third ways in which nei-
ther individuals nor collective structures are
primary, but each remains complicit with the
other. This has been referred to as the ‘prac-
tice (q.v.) turn’ in the social sciences and
organization theory. One influential work in
this movement is Mead’s classic (1934) book
Mind, Self and Society. While from an individ-
ualist view social relationships are not nat-
ural, but optional to the self-sufficient
individual, Mead’s idea of ‘symbolic interac-
tionism’ emphasizes human interdepen-
dency. In this view, mind is inseparable from
social processes and thinking has its origins
in social interchange. This stream has devel-
oped into particular forms of social construc-
tionism (q.v.) (Gergen, 1999) and relationally
responsive versions of our understandings of
everyday doings in managerial and organiza-
tional life (Shotter, 1993). 

While relational concepts make an essen-
tially epistemological claim, practice-theoretical
concepts suggest an ontological shift. For
instance, Giddens’s (1984) ‘structuration theory’
(q.v.) and Bourdieu’s (1990) ‘structuralist con-
structivism’ place ‘social practices’ at the core
of our theoretical understandings of social
nature. They thus attempt to reconcile the indi-
vidual and the social qua social practices which
provide a background understanding of what
counts as things, what counts as human beings
and what it makes sense to do, on the basis of
which we can direct our actions towards partic-
ular things and people (Dreyfus, 2006). Social
structures are therefore no longer viewed as
merely constraining individual agency but
instead enable it. Agents reproduce and trans-
form existing structures and practices while at
the same time being influenced by them
(Stueber, 2006). 

Mike Zundel

INDUCTIVE ANALYSIS

Definition

Inductive analysis aims to systematically gen-
erate theory grounded in specific instances of
empirical observation. As such it sharply con-
trasts with hypothetico-deductive methodol-
ogy in which a conceptual and theoretical
structure is constructed prior to, and is tested
through, observation. Inductive analysis has a
long history in anglophone philosophy (e.g.
Bacon, 1620/1960; Locke, 1690/1988; Mill,
1874) which pre-dates deductive approaches.
However, it is the latter which has become the
established mainstream methodology, espe-
cially in management research, under the
aegis of Popper’s (1968) falsificationism, which
disputed the possibility of the inductive verifi-
cation of theories [critical realism]. Although
debate between rival exponents of induction
and deduction in the social sciences is complex
(Johnson and Duberley, 2000), a key contem-
porary justification for induction centres upon
the view that, with deductive analyses, the
testing of theoretical predictions entails the
researcher’s a priori conceptualization and
operationalization of dimensions of actors’
behaviour in which the subjective basis of that
behaviour is often necessarily lost, or at best
distorted rather than captured (Guba and
Lincoln, 1994). In order to access the subjec-
tive or cultural dimension, it is argued, expla-
nations must be generated through verstehen
[hermeneutics] which necessarily entails the
inductive description and analysis of the sub-
jective interpretations deployed by the actors
who are being investigated (Giddens, 1976;
Shotter, 1975) [phenomenology]. Hence induc-
tion is closely related to what Denzin (1971:
166) calls the logic of naturalistic inquiry
where the researcher actively enters ‘the
worlds of native people ... to render those
worlds understandable from the standpoint of
a theory that is grounded in the behaviours,
languages, definitions, attitudes, and feelings
of those studied’ and tries to theoretically
explain what shapes and influences their
behaviour. 
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As noted above, inductive analysis usually
entails developing descriptions of actors’ sub-
jective cultural experiences, which await dis-
covery (Glaser, 1992: 16), in order to explain
their behaviour. However, a fuller analysis
will also entail the development of explana-
tions of any observed variation in those cul-
tural elements (Lofland, 1970). Although
there are different forms of inductive analy-
sis, including different types of grounded
theory (q.v.) (e.g. Glaser, 1992; Strauss and
Corbin, 1990/1998) and analytic induction
(Cressey, 1953; Denzin, 1978), below a com-
posite overview of inductive analysis is pre-
sented which outlines and integrates key
aspects of these different approaches.
Although at risk of some over simplification,
inductive analysis can be broken down into
five key interrelated elements, some of which
are synchronic. 

First, at the outset of induction, many
researchers would follow Blumer’s (1954: 7)
advice that they should use what he calls ‘sen-
sitizing concepts’ which give ‘the user a general
sense of reference and guidelines in approach-
ing empirical instances ...  [and] ... merely sug-
gest directions in which to look’. This idea is of
particular importance because it clarifies the
relationship between prior conceptualization
and subsequent data collection during induc-
tion. For Blumer, concepts must be used in a
way that only gives a sense of direction in
which to look. They must act merely as guides
for uncovering empirical variation in the phe-
nomenon of interest, rather than imposing con-
ceptualized prescriptions of what to see and
how to record, as is the case of what he calls
‘definitive’ concepts. Once the latter are devel-
oped, and operationalized into sets of indica-
tors, they become fixed benchmarks which
guide data collection in deductive research so
as to enable testing whereas sensitizing con-
cepts enable researchers to uncover variation
in the phenomenon of interest because they
are not fixed.

Second, armed with sensitizing concepts,
the next element entails gaining access (q.v.)
to and defining the phenomenon whose vari-
ation is to be explained. The aim here is to

look for patterns in the phenomenon and
create a taxonomy of categories which
embraces all observed variations in terms of
shared characteristics and differences. Here it
is important to review data for any deviant
instances of the phenomenon that do not fit
into the emergent observer-identified catego-
rization of those variations. The aim here is to
adjust those categories appropriately so that
any deviant cases are then included in the
taxonomy so as to create an exhaustive cate-
gorization of all variance in the phenomenon
of interest. 

Third, this element involves the creation of
a provisional list of case features, common to
each identified category, whose variation
between categories might explain variation in
the phenomenon of interest. As with the sec-
ond element, various forms of coding [matrices
analysis; reliability; template analysis] can aid
these processes in order to elaborate the prop-
erties of categories and their interrelationships
(Strauss and Corbin, 1990/1998). This is a key
aspect of what Glaser and Strauss have called
the constant comparative method (q.v.) (1967:
106) and entails data collection and analysis
occurring together and recursively informing
one another so as to generate theory.

Fourth, in principle, the second and third-
elements, with their constant revision and
iterations between data collection and analy-
sis, continue simultaneously until what
Glaser and Strauss (1967: 61) call ‘theoretical
saturation’, where no additional data are
being found which can either develop the tax-
onomy of categories, or their relationships to
one another, or their properties in terms of
case features. This might entail the theoreti-
cal sampling (Glaser and Strauss, 1967: 184)
of new settings of the phenomena that will
provide good contrasts and comparisons and
thereby confront the emergent theory with
the patterning of social events under different
circumstances. Once no new variation in the
phenomenon in terms of its categorization
and attendant case features is evident, data
collection is completed. Throughout it is nec-
essary to compare across all the established
categories and identify case features shared
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by more than one category and those unique
to a particular category.

Finally, according to Bloor (1976, 1978),
who seems to draw upon Mill’s original
inductive (1874) methods, shared case fea-
tures are necessary but not sufficient for gen-
erating a category whereas unique case
features are sufficient for generating a cate-
gory. By analysing these patterns in the case
features of established categories, the aim is
to present theoretical explanations of
observed variance in the phenomenon of
interest. Once this process of theorization is
accomplished by presenting explanations that
fit the data, it is possible to then attempt what
Morse (1994) calls recontextualization by
abstracting the emergent theory to new set-
tings and relating it to established knowledge. 

Discussion

In sum, inductive analysis seeks to capture
aspects of the social world from the pers-
pective of actors and allows the revision of
hypotheses and conceptual structures
through the analysis and elimination of nega-
tive cases. Often the outcome is theory
grounded in empirical data gathered from a
relatively small number of cases of the phe-
nomenon of interest. A significant issue is
that the researcher must provide a processual
(q.v.) account, or audit trail, of how inductive
analysis of the social settings under investiga-
tion was accomplished by demonstrating how
categories were derived and applied as well
as showing how alternative theoretical expla-
nations have been considered but rejected
(Adler and Adler, 1994; Locke, 1996). In this
manner a grounded theory, which is applica-
ble to a number of cases of the phenomenon
of interest and is taken to constitute a theoret-
ical generalization because it is exhaustive, is
slowly developed. This aspect has lead to the
criticism that due to the small samples used,
the method can rarely make claims about the
representativeness of its samples and there-
fore any attempt at generalizing is tenuous.
However, for Mitchell (1983; see also Stake,
2000), such a conception of generalizability
entails a confusion about the

procedures appropriate to making probabilistic
inferences from survey research. He argues
that generalizability in survey research is
based upon both statistical and logical (i.e.
causal) inference and that there is a tendency
to elide the former with the latter in that ‘the
postulated causal connection among features
in a sample may be assumed to exist in some
parent population simply because the fea-
tures may be inferred to co-exist in that pop-
ulation’ (Mitchell, 1983: 200). He proceeds to
argue that, in contrast, inference in inductive
research can only be logical and derives its
generalizability from unassailable logical
inference based upon the demonstrated all-
inclusive power of the inductively generated
and tested theory (1983: 190).

While there may be a growing recognition
that inductive analysis is particularly appro-
priate for research into management and
organizational issues, examples of the overt
use of all aspects of the inductive analysis
outlined above are relatively sparse.
However, much of what is available has been
nicely covered in books by Goulding (2002)
and Locke (2000). In particular, there are
interesting recent examples of the use of
grounded theory’s constant comparative
(q.v.) method in various forms that derive
from the disagreements that arose between
Glaser and Strauss (Locke, 1996) and has
resulted in Straussian (e.g. Browning et al.,
1995) as opposed to Glaserian (e.g. Parry,
1999) forms of grounded theory. Meanwhile,
a helpful example of the use of analytic
induction is provided by Bansal and Roth’s
(2000) account of the motives underlying cor-
porations’ engagements in ecologically
responsible initiatives and how contextual
factors affected those motives and the kinds
of initiative they engaged in.

Prospects

Usually researchers who use inductive analysis
tend to deploy neo-empiricist (Alvesson and
Sköldberg, 2000; Lincoln and Denzin, 1994)
assumptions regarding the possibility of
the unbiased and objective collection of quali-
tative empirical data while simultaneously
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rejecting falsificationism in favour of induction
primarily because of their commitment to
verstehen. However, the increasing influence of
various forms of social constructionism (q.v.)
has recently begun to impact upon inductive
analysis. Social constructionist approaches in
part arise out of a critique of neo-empiricism
by questioning the possibility of a neutral
observational language because it allows
researchers to present themselves as neutral
vessels of cultural experience. Social construc-
tionists are thereby united by their dismissal of
any claim to scientific objectivity as naïve. For
instance, Charmaz (2000/2003) explores the
implications for grounded theory of this philo-
sophical development by arguing that cate-
gories etc. do not inhere in the data assembled
independently of the researcher’s discovery
but emerge from the researcher’s ‘interaction
within the field and questions about the data’
(Charmaz, 2000/2003: 222). In many respects,
what Charmaz appears to be developing is a
more reflexive and epistemological subjectivist
form of grounded theory (which she calls con-
stuctivist (q.v.)) that puts the impact of the
researcher and his/her theoretical and philo-
sophical baggage at centre-stage in the develop-
ment of inductive analysis. 

Phil Johnson

INTERPRETATIVE PHENOMENOLOGICAL

ANALYSIS

Definition

Developed over the last fifteen years interpre-
tative phenomenological analysis (IPA) has
established itself as an increasingly popular
qualitative research method for psychologists,
particularly in the fields of clinical and health
psychology. An accessible and flexible
approach, the clarity and rigour of IPA’s ana-
lytic procedure, along with its inclusion in the
curricula of courses in organizational psychol-
ogy, leave it poised to make a significant contri-
bution to the field of management research.

IPA takes its place in the broad and diverse
tradition of phenomenological (q.v.) approaches
to inquiry which has its roots in the transcen-
dental phenomenology of Husserl. Such
approaches tend to be concerned with the
ways particular individuals experience the
world in their particular contexts rather than
with abstract generalizations about the objec-
tive nature of the world (Giorgi and Giorgi,
2003) [existential phenomenology].

IPA is phenomenological in this sense, deal-
ing as it does with individuals’ personal percep-
tions or accounts of phenomena rather than
striving to arrive at objective statements regard-
ing these phenomena. IPA is also an interpreta-
tive endeavour, the researcher attempting to get
close to the participants personal world, to take
an ‘insider perspective’, while acknowledging
the necessary role played by the researcher’s
own perceptions and concepts in making sense
of other peoples’ accounts of their experience
[field studies].

The idiographic character of IPA should also
be noted [individualism]. Individual cases pro-
vide the starting point and general categoriza-
tions are only gradually developed from these.
The individual voices of participants are privi-
leged even in those IPA studies which present
their findings in more general terms. 

Theory development is not a necessary
aim of IPA, which values richness and depth
of description of focal phenomena over expla-
nation. Such a description may of course lead
to the development of explanatory or theoret-
ical constructs.

A further distinctive aspect of IPA is its
acceptance of a connective chain between the
accounts individuals give and those individu-
als’ underlying cognitions [causal cognitive
mapping; cognitive mapping]. The recognition
of cognitive entities such as beliefs and atti-
tudes provides a bridge between IPA and the
social cognitive approach in psychology.

Discussion

A typical IPA project might proceed along the
following lines. Participants are selected purpo-
sively to provide a sample homogeneous with
regard to their experience of a particular
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phenomenon (e.g. becoming a mother, being
promoted, undergoing training). They are
then asked to describe this experience. Semi-
structured interviews employing open-ended
and non-directive questions are the most usual
way of eliciting the description and the inter-
views are recorded and transcribed. Accounts
using diaries, journals or other means may also
be considered. IPA is a way of engaging with
and making sense of such participant-generated
texts. These texts are analyzed one at a time. To
begin with the researcher will read through the
transcript a number of times, noting the initial
responses and interpretations prompted by the
account. The researcher will then attempt to
methodically identify and record themes
which seem to capture the gist of what is being
said by the participant [conversation analysis].
The next stage involves looking for connections
and similarities between themes and grouping
them into a more manageable number of
superordinate themes [matrices analysis]. This
may occur in a number of stages. Eventually, a
summary table of overarching themes is pro-
duced. This aims to encapsulate the essence of
the researcher’s reading of the participant’s
account.

Analysis of the other participants’ data
usually proceeds in one of two ways. Each
participant’s account may be treated in the
same manner as the first so that a collection
of individual master themes is gradually
accumulated which can then be integrated
into a set of overarching group themes.
Alternatively, the table of themes from the
first participant may be used as a template
(q.v) to code the material from further partic-
ipants, the template developing and undergo-
ing revision as each participant’s account is
analyzed. The final integrated list of group
themes should aim to capture the quality of
the participants’ shared experience of the
focal phenomenon and to reveal something
about the nature of that phenomenon.

IPA projects are often written up in a fairly
conventional manner, with introduction,
method, results and discussion sections. The
most distinctive aspect of IPA reports is the
analysis/results section, organized as it is
around the themes that emerge from the

analysis, aiming to provide a coherent
account of the participants’ experience, using
quotation to illustrate that account and distin-
guishing between participant report and
researcher interpretation. A detailed descrip-
tion of an IPA project, with illustrative exam-
ples of each stage in the research process,
may be found in Smith and Dunworth (2003).

Prospects

IPA has only recently begun to receive critical
attention. For example, Willig (2001) highlights
IPA’s reliance on the representational validity
of language [representations; semiotics], notes
the possible constraints on the applicability of
an approach which requires participants to be
able to reflect upon their experience in interest-
ing ways, and suggests that IPA’s concern with
the how rather than the why of experience
may constitute a further limitation. 

IPA is a particularly useful approach when
examining process (q.v) and change. It provides
an accessible, flexible, researcher- and partici-
pant-friendly method for exploring the experi-
ences of individuals and groups. As with all
phenomenological approaches, however, the
emphasis on subjective accounts exposes the
method and subsequent findings to concerns of
generalizability, reliability (q.v.) and replicabil-
ity. Moreover, theory development is only ever
an incidental outcome rather than a defining
purpose, making this a practically mannered,
rather than overtly explanatory, technique. 

Frazer Dunworth

INTERVIEWING

Definition

An interview consists of one person, the inter-
viewer, asking questions and directing conver-
sation with one or more other persons, the
interviewee(s). Some interviewers expect their
interviewees to be passive, and simply to
answer questions to the best of their ability.
Other interviewers expect more interaction and
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more of a collaborative production of knowl-
edge on the part of all those present. In either
case, the interviewees are active human beings
who are likely to have their own agenda for the
conversation, to have points that they wish to
make and an impression that they wish to cre-
ate; they are not simply a repository of ideas
that can be tapped [anti-discriminatory research;
ethics; phenomenology]. Some interviewers are
afraid of losing control of the interview. They
feel that they should know clearly where they
are trying to go and what they are trying to find
out, and they should not allow the interviewee
to take over. This may be reasonable, depending
on what they want to know – for example, if the
interviewer is certain they have already under-
stood the issues satisfactorily, and only need the
details filled in. On the other hand, in many
research projects the interviewer may need to
know what is on the interviewee’s mind, and
this will only be achieved by leaving the agenda
reasonably open. The interviewer may want to
know the interviewee’s definition of what is rel-
evant to the question, and therefore to allow
them a fair degree of control over the agenda. It
is quite possible for the interviewer to divert
someone from what they are saying because it
is not relevant to the interviewer’s definition of
the subject, but in so doing the interviewer can
easily fail to hear excellent data about what the
interviewee defines as relevant.

Discussion

The interview can be thought of as a more or
less theatrical performance. Many who have
been interviewed for research have said how
much they enjoy the experience; it is a rare
chance for them to talk about themselves and
their situations to an attentive listener.
However, this also means that the data pro-
duced have to be seen as a performance
(Goffman, 1956/1959), as a piece of discourse
(q.v.) work (Potter and Wetherell, 1987) on the
part of the interviewee. The interviewee will
be led to think about something they may not
have thought about before, to form views on
it, and to give those views in a way which will
always pay attention to the relationship they
wish to create with the interviewer as well as

the content of what they wish to say
(Wortham, 1999) [rhetoric]. Because the inter-
viewee is active and may talk about things
they have not considered before, an interview
is often not so much a matter of data collection
as data creation [case study]. The data collected
do not exist before the interview [oral history;
stimulated recall]. 

There has been considerable concern about
how to minimize the ‘contamination’ of inter-
view data by the influence of the interviewer.
For example, several approaches to ‘non-
directive’ interviewing have emerged. We have
to ask, however, whether any interview is non-
directive; is it not likely that an interview may
give the most learning when it resembles a nor-
mal conversation (q.v.), because we all have
more experience of normal conversations than
of carefully controlled interviews, and are
therefore better placed to interpret what we
hear in those conversations. If an interviewer
attempts to be ‘non-directive’ the interviewee
may simply guess what the interviewer wants
from the conversation, and respond accord-
ingly. So the interviewer is still being directive,
but they do not know in what way. As Harré
and Secord (1972: 101) put it, if you want to
know something from an interviewee, ‘why
not ask them?’ Interview data come from the
relationship between the two parties, and the
data should be seen as the product of this rela-
tionship, not as having emanated solely from
the interviewee. 

Some researchers use a very structured
interview guideline, which is the opposite of
the non-directive approach. This may con-
strain the freedom of the interviewee to influ-
ence the agenda, but may also help the
researcher to focus; having a guideline in
case the interviewee is uncommunicative
may help the interviewer to relax and per-
form better, so paradoxically it may be that
when you have created an interview guide
you are less likely to need one.

Interviews are often recorded for later
analysis, and transcribed for the same purpose.
Data are lost in these processes. A transcript,
even if heavily annotated, will lose the non-
verbal aspects of the performance [aesthetics;
representations]. It is difficult to pick up the
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interviewee’s emotions (q.v.) from the transcript
alone, and even if the interviewer was present
in the original interview, it is difficult to
remember. An audio recording will give you
more information than a transcript on such
matters as voice tone and inflexion, but it will
still give you less information than a video
(q.v.) recording on facial expression, the way
the interviewee is carrying themselves and
other non-verbal cues. However, some intervie-
wees find any recording, and especially video
recording, invasive, and are unwilling to talk
freely when recorded. In most cases this anxi-
ety is forgotten early in the interview. This for-
getting is less likely with the constraints of
video recording. Having a record of the inter-
view is often very important for the inter-
viewer; re-reading the transcript and listening
again to the recording often produce flashes of
insight, new ways of looking at what is being
said, rather like when a kaleidoscope image
suddenly shifts, and these may be the best and
most insightful moments in research analysis. 

Prospects

The interview has become the default means of
collecting qualitative data. In the same way as
some quantitative researchers assume that all
data are collected by questionnaires, qualita-
tive researchers may assume that all data are
collected by interview. Others, such as Watson
(1994a), feel this needs challenge and criticism.
Because they have had widespread use, they
are in danger of being used by default, without
considering whether they are the best way of
collecting what the researcher needs on the
topic that they want to find out about.

David Sims

INTERVIEWS

Definition

The qualitative interview can be seen as a
conversation with a purpose, where the inter-
viewer’s aim is to obtain knowledge about

the respondent’s world. It is probably the
most popular method of data collection in
organization studies, either as the main
method or as a part in a broader research
design (such as an ethnographic (q.v.) study).
In a society that Atkinson and Silverman in
1997 labelled an ‘interview society’, the qual-
itative interview has moreover become the
most  pervasive mode of generating knowl-
edge of other human beings, be it in job inter-
views, news interviews, celebrity interviews,
or within social science research.

Discussion

The use of qualitative interviews in organiza-
tion studies is far from a uniform practice.
Interview research is conducted in an array of
modes and can be based upon a variety of
epistemological and ontological premises.
Standard overviews of different types of inter-
view often stress the degree of structuring
(structured, semi-structured, unstructured),
the number of people involved (individual or
group) and the media of communication (face-
to-face conversation, telephone, e-mail).
However, on a more overriding level, three
broad approaches to qualitative interviews in
organizations can be identified: neo-positivism,
romanticism and localism (Alvesson, 2003).
To some extent, the three approaches – in this
order of appearance – also represent the his-
torical development of interview-based
research in the social sciences in general and
in organization studies in particular.

The neo-positivist (q.v.) interviewer aims
to establish a context-free truth about reality
‘out there’ by means of following a research
protocol and getting responses relevant to it.
The idea is that the researcher’s influence
and other sources of ‘bias’ hereby are mini-
mized. Rooted in a representational concep-
tion of the language/reality relation – that is,
the view that language can mirror reality
[critical realism] – the interview is here
understood as a pipeline through which
information regarding events, behaviour and
state of affairs can be transported. Kelly
et al’s (2005) study of the production of
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advertisements is an example of a neo-positivist
treatment of interview material. Although
the authors adhere explicitly to discourse
analytical ideas, the object of study (i.e. the
production of advertisements in advertising
agencies) is, in effect, explored by means of
interviews with eight advertisers (copywrit-
ers and art directors). The interview
accounts are hence used here as indicators of
the creative everyday work at the advertising
agency. 

An interviewer taking the stance of
romanticism advocates what is considered a
more genuine human interaction. The roman-
ticist stance towards interviews is based upon
a belief in establishing report, trust and com-
mitment between interviewer and respon-
dent in the interview situation, which is
regarded as a prerequisite to be able to
explore the inner world (meanings, experi-
ences, ideas, feelings, intentions, etc.) of the
respondent. The romanticist interviewer is
thus, like the neo-positivist one, guided by a
representational understanding of how lan-
guage works, but interview accounts are here
seen as potential representations of inner
states of mind, that is cognitive (q.v.) and
emotional (q.v.) phenomena. This approach is
prevalent in the post-positivist (q.v.), inter-
pretative tradition of organization studies,
where the primordial ambition is to explore
the meanings and experiences of organiza-
tional phenomena. One example of an inter-
view study of this ilk is Sandberg’s (2000)
study of competence. Competence is here
studied from a phenomenological perspective
and seen as a matter of the ways in which
individuals define and relate to their work
task. Through a number of interviews and
careful interpretations of deeper meanings
and the respondents’ modes of relating to
their work, the researcher suggests a phe-
nomenologically (q.v.) derived understanding
of what competence is about.

The localist position on interviewing is
still a relatively small, yet growing, approach
to interviewing that breaks with the assump-
tions and ambitions of neo-positivists and
romantics. It is a position informed by the
linguistic turn that has come to characterize

much of contemporary social sciences and
management research [ordinary language phi-
losophy; practice theory], a turn that has fos-
tered a sceptical attitude towards a view of
language as a medium of meaning as well as
a raised awareness of language use as a pro-
ductive practice that constructs social reality
[individualism; social constructionism]. Conse-
quently, localists do not ascribe to the inter-
view an ontological status different from that
of other social situations, but hold that inter-
view statements must be interpreted in their
specific, local context. In contrast to the neo-
positivist and romantic approaches to the
qualitative interview, the latter is here not
conceived as a pipeline to something existing
outside the interview situation, but as a local
interaction in which morally adequate
accounts are produced. Thus, the interview
should, from the point of view of a localist,
be seen as an empirical situation that is
potentially interesting in its own right.
Alvesson’s (1994) study of advertising profes-
sionals is an example of work with a localist
orientation. Here the advertisers described
themselves as emotional, creative, interper-
sonally sensitive and intuitive, but instead of
seeing these descriptions as reflections of
inner meanings and convictions, the inter-
view accounts were interpreted as situated
constructions of temporary images which
contributed to ongoing identity construction
work [dialogic]. The interview was thus inter-
preted as a site for identity production, rather
than as one where identity was being
expressed and mirrored.

Prospects

Critique of conventional views of interviews
(e.g. neo-positivism and romanticism) has
been addressed from a variety of perspec-
tives, and has been concerned in particular
with the relation and interaction between the
interviewer and the respondent. This cri-
tique, some of which has been adopted by
the localist approach, is grounded in an
unwillingness to treat the interview as an
experiment-like situation, isolated and situ-
ated beyond society, norms and culture. 
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Ethnomethodologist (q.v.) critics have
emphasized the importance of treating the
interview situation as a social situation per se,
in which things are accomplished, identities
are produced, morality is enacted, competence
is displayed, and so on. The empirical material
generated in the interview should, according to
this stance, be understood as a co-production
by the interviewer and the respondent. 

Feminist (q.v.) research has recognized
that conventional approaches to interviewing
have neglected the gendered features of the
interview situation. The interview interaction
is not immunized from the patriarchal society
as a whole, but involves and reproduces
asymmetries, gender stereotypes and gender
relations. In so far as these topics are of
interest for the researcher, the interview
situation must, to some extent, be understood
in terms of them, not only as a pipeline leading
to them. 

The notion of the interview as a neutral
tool for information obtainment is, moreover,
challenged by postmodernist tenets. According
to these, the interview cannot be separated
from the rest of society, but should be under-
stood as one of many institutionalized prac-
tices of knowledge generation. As such, the
interview practice brings with it certain rela-
tions of power and subject positions (e.g.
expert/novice, active questioner/re-active
respondent). Whereas conventional approaches
to interviews would assume the presence of
two pre-defined subjects (the interviewer and
the respondent), who meet and exchange
information in the interview situation, a
researcher informed by postmodernist (q.v.)
ideas would see the interview as a normative
and discursive context that constitutes (or
defines) its participants. The ‘interviewer’
and the ‘respondent’ are here understood as a
product of, rather than the premise for, the
interview situation. 

The use of interviews in organization
studies – in particular those belonging to crit-
ical management studies – would benefit
from an acknowledgement of this sort of cri-
tique of conventional interview approaches.
Taking into account such scepticism is ger-
mane for the development of a more reflexive

methodological agenda in critical research on
organizations, one that does not only study
power, ideology and discursive closure by
means of interviews, but also seeks to explore
these issues within interviews themselves. 

Mats Alvesson and Peter Svensson

INTERVIEWS – ELECTRONIC

Definition

Electronic interviews are a method of data
collection using electronic communication
facilities to access and communicate with
participants. Interviews can be held online, in
real time, or using e-mail to communicate
asynchronously. The emphasis is on develop-
ing a series of communication events, encour-
aging a flow of discussion to substitute for or
complement face-to-face interviews. The
method offers the potential to carry out
research without concern for spatial and tem-
poral differences. It is therefore particularly
suitable for broad geographical, including
international, studies. It has the advantage of
low administration costs and speed, and the
data are available for immediate processing,
with no need for transcription. 

The term is used specifically to apply to
personal interviewing, and does not include
the use of the computer alone to interview
participants (such as CASI (Computer
Assisted Self Administration); see Moon,
1998), nor observation of internet groups
(sometimes termed ‘netnography’; see
Kozinets, 2002). The focus is on the use of the
researcher-participant relationship and quali-
tative research. Similarly, the use of
e-mail for quantitative surveys is not covered
by the method (Schaefer and Dillman, 1998;
Simsek and Veiga, 2000). 

Discussion

The method is still in the early stages of use
in management and organization studies,
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although has been used in educational set-
tings, market and consumer research
(Montoya-Weiss et al., 1998; Oliviero and
Lunt, 2004) and the social sciences (especially
on sensitive issues or hard-to-access partici-
pants; see Mann and Stewart, 2000).
Although research in management has con-
sidered how managers and staff use e-mail
(e.g. Romm and Pliskin, 1997), and the
impact of communication technology on
communications, decision-making and team-
working (Whitty and Carr, 2006; Zhuge and
Shi, 2001), there has been little research
specifically using electronic interviews for
data collection in management [postcards]. 

An example of one-to-one electronic inter-
viewing in management research is discussed
in Morgan and Symon (2004). Here, staff
from a number of European countries
experiencing an outsourcing transfer were
asked a series of questions regarding their
feelings about the process and relationships
with the organizations involved. Ongoing
research includes consideration of the effects
of cultural differences on the management of
offshore outsourcing contracts [cross-cultural
research; ethnography].

Focus groups (q.v.) can also be held using
the internet and world wide web (www),
although there are different issues surround-
ing their use (Clapper and Massey, 1996).
Similar issues arise with electronic focus
groups as with face-to-face groups [interviews –
groups], in that individuals may be less
inclined to open up and talk about sensitive
ideas. Online interviews can include the use
of internet forums, discussion groups, and
chat rooms. Chen and Hinton (1999) suggest
these may be more spontaneous than e-mail,
although there are issues with authenticity,
and there is debate regarding the impact of a
researcher on the group. There are also spe-
cific technical issues involved with creating
online interviews, or indeed standard sur-
veys, on the web. Further information con-
cerning these can be found in Batinic (1997).

Many of the debates related to the use of
electronic interviews will be similar to the
issues around qualitative interviews (q.v.)
and have some similarities to diary studies

(q.v.). The dilemmas of most will depend on
the epistemological stance of the researcher
(see Morgan (2001) and Morgan and Symon
(2004) for discussions specific to this
method). Positivists (q.v.) will be more likely
to use the method as exploratory research,
before developing a questionnaire, and will
be concerned with issues of validity. Those of
a more constructivist (q.v.) [social construc-
tionism] leaning will be more concerned
about changes in the joint construction of
knowledge created by the method.

Prospects

Kvale (1996) highlights that interviewing (q.v.)
is above all about the relationship between
the researcher and participant. However, in
electronic interviewing the relationship is in
many ways ‘disembodied’ – distanced by time
and space – and decontextualized. The extent
to which a relationship can be developed
must be considered, and there is a danger of
minimal interaction. However, time and self-
disclosure have been shown to positively
influence relationship formation (Walther,
1996). Therefore a more in-depth research
relationship may be possible than with one-
off interviews. Certainly there are issues
around the differences in social cues, possible
changes in power relationships, and the effect
of time and distance on communications. In
particular, the time delay may increase levels
of reflexivity (q.v.), which can be viewed as a
strength or a weakness. Those who believe
spontaneity is important may be concerned if
the participant takes time to reply; others may
welcome the increase in reflection allowed.
This issue can be partially resolved with the
use of real-time online interviewing
(O’Connor and Madge, 2001), although this
then loses the advantage of asynchronous
communications, in that agreements must be
made regarding specific interview times. With
either method, there are both advantages and
disadvantages in terms of lack of socio-demo-
graphic information (although this can be
built-in and if shared can help build rapport)
and power relationships. Participants may feel
the medium allows them more control over
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the presentation of self, and over the commu-
nication. However, potential power imbal-
ances may still occur, as the researcher is
often viewed as a particularly well-educated
expert.

At a practical level, it is vital to ensure
your sample is not skewed by internet-savvy
respondents (Cheyne and Ritter, 2001). An
example of this problem in organizational set-
tings may be research on nurses – those
based in the community are less likely to
access their e-mails regularly. Once a sample
has been selected, it is vital to brief the par-
ticipants fully, ensuring they understand the
nature of the research and the need to
respond within certain time-frames. ‘Advance
Organizers’ can be useful here (Mann and
Stewart, 2000). In one-to-one electronic
interviews, a series of e-mails is exchanged over
an extended time period focusing on specific
topics or questions. If focus group versions are
held, exchanges are made between a group of
people on a list, again over a period of time.
Whichever version is used, it is vital that the
researcher remains responsive, sensitive, and
works at maintaining interest. Analysis can,
in principle, be carried out as with any inter-
view data, although there may be differences
in response due to the written form that need
to be taken into account.

Technological advances, such as the increas-
ing use of broadband, web-cams, and voice-
based internet communications, may change
the nature of electronic interviews. Given the
extensive use of communications media in
organizations, the method is likely to gain
increasing acceptance in management research.

Stephanie J. Morgan

INTERVIEWS – GROUPS

Definition

Group interviews involve a method of data
collection based on the questioning of
several individuals simultaneously using an

unstructured, semi-structured or structured
interview format. The configuration and size of
the group will vary according to the topic and
researcher preferences. Some textbooks are
more prescriptive than others in terms of num-
bers but, beyond ten people, managing a group
would become unwieldy. Group interviewing
has a long history (e.g. Bogardus, 1926), but
this has gained popularity in the form of focus
groups (Morgan, D.L., 1988, 1996; Morgan and
Krueger, 1997; Stewart et al., 1990/2006). 

Focus groups (q.v.) may be distinguished by
three essential features (Morgan, D.L.,1996:
130). First, they are a research method for col-
lecting data. Hence, they are different from
group discussions that are not research, such as
therapy sessions, job interviews or discussions
of political issues. Focus groups are held to
address a particular topic in which participants
may impart views, experiences, motivations,
meanings and values in relation to this topic.
Second, focus groups allow interaction between
participants. It is this interaction which pro-
duces data, insights and issues that would not
be easily collected by other methods. Thus,
focus groups are different, for example, from
‘nominal group’ interviews or ‘Delphi’ (q.v.)
groups (Boddy, 2005; Stewart et al., 1990/2006).
Third, focus groups are planned and hence dif-
ferent from spontaneous or naturally occurring
groups where there is no research objective or
moderation. Within this, the researcher’s role
is recognized as important in the data collec-
tion and discussion. Hence, focus groups fit
within the broad toolkit of qualitative research
methods that is often referred to as social con-
structionist (q.v.) or interpretivist [construc-
tivism; individualism].

The academic origins of focus groups rest
in sociology. Merton and colleagues are often
accredited with the earliest publications
using focus groups as a method of data collec-
tion for studying the effectiveness of the
Second World War training and propaganda
films (Merton and Kendall, 1946; Merton
et al., 1956). Since the 1960s, focus groups
have often become associated with consumer
and marketing research as a means of sensi-
tizing and testing products for consumers.
However, the social sciences have adopted
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the method more recently, and they have
been increasingly used in management
research to address a range of issues. They
are especially appropriate where the
researcher seeks to gain an understanding of
the ‘worldviews’ of participants often in their
own language. Although focus groups have
continued to be used in marketing research
(e.g. McQuarrie and McIntyre, 1988), other
management fields of study have used them,
including ethical issues (Carter, 2000;
Vyakarnam et al., 1997); the motivations of
migrants (Aggergaard et al., 2005); innovation
(O’Regan et al., 2006); organizational
research (Lee, 1999); organizational culture
(Hartman, 2004); small business behaviour
(Blackburn and Stokes, 2000; Fallon and
Brown, 2002); health care management
(Steinhauser et al., 2000) and human resource
management (Truss et al., 1997).

Discussion

The diversity of application of the focus group
method makes it difficult to be prescriptive
regarding its use. Focus groups have been used
at any point in a research programme, from
generating ideas through to interpreting
results. They can be used as a stand-alone tech-
nique or part of a wider mixed-method
approach. Focus groups have often been used
to help sensitize a research project that is in the
early stages. This approach is frequently used
in marketing and consumer research where the
researcher seeks to become closer to the object
of study or issue under scrutiny. From this the
researcher may then generate more relevant
research questions or hypotheses for subse-
quent investigation (Krueger, 1997a, 1997b).
Conversely, they have been used after a large-
scale survey, to allow participants to help
researchers explain patterns in the data. Focus
groups have also been used in the evaluation of
initiatives, asking participants to report their
experiences of engagement in a scheme or
event. One interesting theme is that they have
been shown to be popular by researchers
where there is a difference in perspective or
social position between the researcher and the
researched [cross-cultural research]. 

In practice, the focus-group method tends
to go through a number of stages:

1. Clarifying appropriateness and purpose.
2. Identifying and recruiting participants.
3. The selection and training of moderators.
4. Selecting a location.
5. Running the focus group.
6. Recording the focus group.
7. Analysing and writing up the results.
8. Integration with a broader research pro-

gramme (where appropriate).

There have been a number of texts explaining
the setting up of focus groups (Krueger,
1977a, 1977b; Morgan and Krueger, 1997;
Stewart et al., 1990/2006). Practical examples
discussing these stages can be gleaned from
Blackburn and Stokes (2000) and MacDougall
and Fudge (2001). 

Prospects

There are a number of advantages and disad-
vantages of focus groups as a research
method. Focus groups generate data specific
to the method. The ‘synergistic group effect’,
in which ideas are stimulated through inter-
action with others, is one of the main claimed
advantages of this approach. Depending on
the extent of group synergy, participants may
be more prepared to ‘open up’ to researchers
if there is sufficient psychological security
from them to do so. This has the advantage
over one-to-one interviews where the inter-
viewee may be less forthcoming because of
differing socio-economic positions, world-
views and perspectives between the
researcher and the researched.

As a result, group discussions may gener-
ate more critical comments on a topic than
individual interviews where the interviewee
may be more conscious of the ‘world posi-
tion’ or response of the interviewer. If a semi-
structured or unstructured approach is
adopted, the focus-group method can allow
sufficient scope for adaptation to the main
topic. The focus group, therefore, may be
regarded as sharing an agenda whereby the
moderator has to strike a balance between

INTERVIEWS – GROUPS

123

Thorpe-3581-Ch-I.qxd  11/23/2007  2:14 PM  Page 123



allowing the free-flow of discussion and stick-
ing to the agenda. Finally, the focus group also
allows the opportunity for a diversity of opin-
ion and experience. Thus, it may be useful for
generating a variety of different perspectives
on an issue and the reasons for these
differences [dialogic]. The overarching advan-
tage, however, is that the focus group gener-
ates data that cannot be captured by
conventional interviewing (q.v.) techniques.

There are, however, disadvantages of focus
groups and, as with all methodologies, care
should be taken to ensure that it is the appro-
priate method. The success of the focus-group
method depends on detailed preparation and
the management skills of the researcher.
A great deal of data can be generated in a
group discussion but without good facilities,
the engagement of participants, appropriate
moderation and proper recording it can be a
waste of time and effort. However, it is
important that the research team is well pre-
pared for an event that will happen relatively
quickly. It is advisable to have an assistant to
help with room settings, refreshments and so
on, as well as to take notes to help with the
subsequent analysis. Choosing the appropri-
ate group membership is also important. In
some cases it may be necessary to choose
members who have similar particular charac-
teristics (e.g. age, gender, occupational sta-
tus), while for others a diversity of
characteristics may be appropriate. The
group moderator needs to be particularly
skilled in ensuring that all participants are
able to express their views and experiences in
the group. Again, much will depend on the
researchers’ abilities in ensuring that partici-
pants are comfortable with the research set-
ting and other members of the group.
Dominant personalities or sub-groups may
require some control, while others may need
drawing into the discussion. The moderator
needs to be able to allow the free-flow of

discussion while also knowing when to move
on. These skills may be summed up as being
‘flexible, objective, empathic, persuasive, a
good listener’ (Fontana and Frey, 1994: 365).

Focus groups are also not without their
critics. A common criticism is that they
produce results that are not generalizable or
reliable [phronetic organizational research;
positivism and post-positivism]. Thus, while
they are good for generating ideas or testing
preconceptions regarding a particular sub-
ject, the data produced cannot be related to a
wider population and hence their external
validity and reliability are weak. Fern (2001)
provides a robust response to these criti-
cisms. Without doubt, focus groups generate
a great amount of material which is probably
more difficult to transcribe or analyze than
individual interviews. Although some
researchers have argued that the costs of
focus groups are relatively cheaper than face-
to-face interviews, this is debatable, particu-
larly when the set-up and interpretation costs
are taken into account. The analysis of focus
groups is also challenging, particularly when
the interventions of various contributors
shape the discussion and the role of the mod-
erator can be influential in this process of
data generation.

In sum, group interviews are a member of
the broader family of interview methods and
interpretative accounts of human behaviour.
There is some discussion on the differences
between focus groups and other types of group
interview (Boddy, 2005; Morgan, D.L.,1996:
131), but broadly, focus groups are a type of
group interview (Bryman and Bell, 2003: 368;
Fontana and Frey, 1994). If used in appropriate
situations group interviews, and focus group
methods in particular, can be fruitful methods
of qualitative data collection.

Robert Blackburn
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MARXISM

Definition

Fundamentally, Marxism is based on a concern
with the practical activity associated with
human nature and basic human needs
(Ollman, 1976), and how these needs are pro-
vided for by economic systems (Marx,
1857/1973, 1867/1976). In contemporary soci-
eties the capitalist economic system is predom-
inant, and as a result Marx’s analysis explores
the dynamics of capitalism by explaining the
production and distribution of commodities. 

Marxist analysis is methodologically based
on the belief that it is necessary to go beyond
the way things present themselves to identify
the underlying reality [critical theory; discourse
analysis]. For example, capitalism appears to be
based on free labour, but for Marx it is actually
based upon exploitation and control of the abil-
ity to produce; so in ‘A contribution to a cri-
tique of political economy’ (Marx, 1859/1970)
he draws our attention to the organization of
production through focusing on the relations
we have with each other, believing these to be
historically determined, specific to the eco-
nomic mode of production, and class-based as
a result of the division of labour required to
organize production [activity theory].

The development of the economy of a par-
ticular society, over time, is viewed as a
process of conflict and change. The assump-
tion is that the relations of production
develop less slowly than the technological
ability to produce (the forces of production)
and so become fetters to these forces; social

change is materially (technologically) driven.
Consequently, the attempts to accommodate
changes in production lead to a breakdown of
the existing relations within a given society
and the rise of alternate ones bound by differ-
ently configured classes (Marx, 1973, 1976)
[dialectic]. 

Capitalism is thus one such phase of rela-
tions and forces among other phases in
human history, each of which represent
stages in a cumulative dialectic that reaches a
full and final stage: communism. Capitalism
is communism’s precursor. Its instability
characterized by cycles of growth and depres-
sion results from a lack of co-ordination
between demand and production leading to
over-production or under-consumption. The
result is unsold commodities, unrealized
values, bankruptcies and crises. Individual
capitalists are forced by competition and the
fear of going out of business to increasingly
exploit workers and to introduce more pro-
ductive machinery to realize economies of
scale. In crises, firms go out of business and
others grow, leading to concentration and
centralization where firms consolidate
through mergers and acquisitions. The result
is an increase in concentration both of capital
and labour, and labour-saving technology. 

Discussion

When reading Marx we have to remember
the historical context at the time of writing.
Capitalism was relatively new and undevel-
oped, and consequently, although Marx pre-
dicted many developments, it would be
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obtuse to expect Marx to foresee our current
situation in all of its complexity. For example,
the growth of international economic rela-
tions, the role of the state in late capitalism,
and the analysis of the labour process are all
beyond Marx’s initial analysis. 

Subsequent Marxists, in particular Lenin
(1970), took the economic aspects of Marxism
to develop a theory of Imperialism [post-
colonial theory] which explains why capital-
ism expands into less developed areas in the
pursuit of markets and profits. The impact of
this international expansion can be seen as
perpetuating the underdevelopment of the
less developed countries (Amin, 1974, 1976;
Emmanuel, 1972), and perpetuating eco-
nomic divisions on a global scale. In this
global context, Marxism has been used to
consider the role and development of the
state in capitalism (Jessop, 2002). Since Marx
wrote, the state has grown and its involve-
ment in production and society has
increased. It has both helped capitalism to
survive through overcoming its contradic-
tions and preventing excesses but it has also
reformed aspects of the capitalism system.

Marx’s work was very much concerned
with manufacturing production and the
changes taking place in industrializing
Britain, as was that of his collaborator Engels
(Jenkins and Engels, 1964; Marcus and
Engels, 1974). Capitalists exploited workers
by controlling/managing their labour.
Machines increased this control by reducing
workers’ autonomy and skill, a theme further
developed by Harry Braverman, in his analy-
sis of postwar capitalism. Braverman (1974)
analyzed how the capitalist labour process
separated conception from execution in work
and used machinery and organizational meth-
ods, such as assembly lines and scientific
management, to increase control over the
nature and pace of work [Taylorism]. This led
to deskilling and the development of Fordist
systems of mass production with their assem-
bly lines and large factories. More recently,
and undoubtedly influenced by poststruc-
turalist understandings (Willmott, 1993a,
2000) [critical theory; postmodernism], labour
process theorists have explored the changing

nature of production based on more flexible
methods of production, smaller runs and
workers undertaking a number of tasks. 

Prospects

One of the most consistent criticisms of
Marxist approaches is that Marxism pro-
motes Economism through technological
determinism (also called ‘vulgar Marxism’).
This vulgar Marxism views all social phe-
nomena in society, including social, political
and intellectual consciousness, as determined
by the economic base [individualism]. Critics
regard this as reductionism which fails to
account for diversity. However, Althusserian
Marxists have developed a stance which
argues for a ‘relative autonomy of the super-
structure with respect to the base’ (Althusser,
1971), where ideological practices such as the
mass media are relatively autonomous from
economic determination. In response to these
developments, some critics argue that
Marxism is just another ideology, a ‘grand
theory’ that eschews empirical research. 

Although recent developments within the
Marxist tradition have sought to avoid and
overcome these pitfalls, it would be naïve to
believe that all challenges have been dealt
with. While Althusserian Marxism (Althusser,
1971) helps to undermine the myth of the
autonomous individual, other neo-Marxist
stances see the mass media as a ‘site of strug-
gle’ for ideological meaning, opening up the
possibility of oppositional readings. 

Jason Ferdinand

MATRICES ANALYSIS

Definition

Data matrices can be used as a tool for mak-
ing qualitative data analysis more manage-
able. Taking case study (q.v.) analysis as an
example, a researcher may have a sophisti-
cated design which includes data from a
number of different research methods
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[mixed methods in management research;
triangulation] such as interviews (q.v.),
observations (q.v.) and documents [content
analysis; historical analysis], across a range of
different case study sites, and potentially at
different points in time. The question of
how to manage that data so that appropriate
interpretation is possible is an important
one. The use of data matrices is one way of
addressing this. Data matrices are a way of
displaying qualitative data in a format
where it is readily accessible for the process
of analysis and interpretation. Additionally,
although the main purpose of matrices is as
a way of illustrating various types of data,
they can also be used as part of the qualita-
tive data analysis process. 

Matrices derive from the work of Miles
and Huberman (1994a) and their uses are
outlined in detail in their book Qualitative
Data Analysis: An Expanded Sourcebook
(1994b). They outline that ‘a matrix is essen-
tially the “crossing” of two lists, set up as
rows and columns’ (Miles and Huberman,
1994b: 3). It typically takes the format of a
table, although it may also take the form of
‘networks’ – a series of nodes with links
between them. Each row and column is
labelled, with rows usually representing the
unit of analysis. The columns typically
represent concepts, issues or characteristics
pertinent to the research questions. For
instance, in a study of psychological con-
tracts in smaller firms, Nadin and Cassell
(2004) outline how the different case compa-
nies were represented in the rows of a
matrix, while key research issues, such as
the type of contract and the expectations of
employers and employees, formed the basis
of each of the columns within the matrix. 

Discussion

In making decisions about how to present the
data within a matrix, the researcher is already
starting along his/her analytical path. Deciding
upon what the columns and rows represent is
an integral part of data analysis and interpre-
tation, informed by the research questions and
decisions about what is important and what

isn’t in relation to those questions. Another
factor influencing the content of the matrix is
the function of the matrix. In some cases this
may be to provide a general description of
cases along particular factors, whereas in
others it may be to provide for in-depth com-
parative (q.v.) analysis [inductive analysis].
Examples include, towards the start of the ana-
lytic process, getting an overview of the data in
an exploratory way, or later in the project to
carry out a more detailed analysis. Matrices
also have the advantage of being able to be
used at different levels of analysis. As part of a
case study research design, for example, a
matrix may be used to depict each individual
case. For this kind of ‘within site analysis’ the
matrix enables parallel data from a range of
different research methods to be displayed.
The individual matrices can then be compared
to allow ‘cross-site’ analyses, or a new matrix
[can be] created which combines data
from several cases (e.g. Cassell et al., 1988)
[composite mapping]. 

Although matrices have been used to dis-
play data in published work within the busi-
ness and management field, in by far the
majority of cases the term ‘data matrix’ has
not been used. For example, in Kathleen
Eisenhardt’s classic (1989a) Academy of
Management Review paper about how to
develop theories from organizational case
studies, she describes how ‘tabulated evi-
dence’ is useful as a way of enabling theory
to develop from a range of cases. This tabu-
lated evidence is part of a ‘roadmap of build-
ing theories’. The tabulated evidence that
Eisenhardt refers to here is similar to a data
matrix. Here again the indication is that hav-
ing the data displayed in an accessible man-
ner will aid the analytic and interpretative
process. Other examples where matrices have
been used, but have not been referred to with
that terminology, are Wright et al. (2005),
who use a matrix to highlight the questions
that various theoretical approaches infer
regarding strategy in emerging economies;
and Edwards et al. (2005), who consider the
various characteristics of reverse diffusion of
employment practices in five multinational
case studies. 
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Prospects

Being able to display data in an accessible
manner is the key selling point in the use of
matrices. A key advantage of matrices is that
they can be used flexibly. Data entry can take
a variety of forms, such as blocks of text,
quotes, phrases, ratings, or symbolic figures.
This is useful when one considers that qualita-
tive data can take a range of different
formats. However, for some qualitative
researchers this approach may be too reduc-
tionist, in that a key tension in the creation of
a data matrix is achieving the appropriate bal-
ance between retaining the richness of the
qualitative data generated, while attaining the
advantages that any summary technique pro-
vides [process research]. Nadin and Cassell
(2004) argue that the charges of reductionism
can be avoided if matrix analysis is dovetailed
with template analysis (q.v.), thus establishing
a clear audit trail and enabling issues to be fol-
lowed up in greater detail. Additionally,
although, as highlighted earlier, the simple
design of the matrix itself may require that ini-
tial analytic decisions are made, the majority
of analysis and interpretation of the data needs
to come after the matrix has been constructed.
When the data are more easily accessed, then
the more challenging analytic work begins.

Catherine Cassell and Sara Nadin

METAPHOR

Definition

Metaphors are forms of language use by which
we talk about and hence understand one sub-
ject (e.g. an organization) in terms of another
(e.g. a machine). Metaphors are pervasive in the
language of management and organization
theory and provide particular understandings
and inferences about organizations and organi-
zational life. Metaphors allow us to redescribe
reality by, at one and the same time, alluding to
what something is like using phrases that
associate it with what it is not. It is the

incompleteness of, and hence potential in,
definition that lends power to metaphor [projec-
tive techniques; relativism]. Using metaphors is
not simply using one word to replace another in
order to reframe an ‘external’ referent, but to
influence in some way the manner in which the
world is experienced by language users [dia-
logic; ordinary language philosophy]. 

Discussion

In the last two decades, metaphor has achieved
a remarkable prominence in philosophy and
psychology, as well as in management and orga-
nization theory. This trend stands in sharp con-
trast to an earlier view of metaphor as a
derivative issue of only secondary importance.
That is, metaphor was thought to be either a
deviant form of expression or a non-essential lit-
erary figure of speech. In either case, it was
generally not regarded as fundamental in a cog-
nitive or epistemological sense. This denial of
any serious cognitive role for metaphor is prin-
cipally the result of the long-standing popularity
of strict ‘objectivist’ assumptions about lan-
guage and meaning [constructivism; realism].
The objectivist view suggests that the world has
its structure, and that our concepts and propo-
sitions, to be correct, must correspond to that
structure. Only literal concepts and proposi-
tions can do that since metaphors, as a figura-
tive and playful combination of concepts, assert
cross-categorical identities that do not exist
objectively in reality. Metaphors may exist as
cognitive processes of our understanding, but
their meaning must be reducible to some set of
literal concepts and propositions. 

Pinder and Bourgeois (1982), proponents of
this objectivist view in organization theory, cri-
tiqued metaphors for being inherently impre-
cise, ambiguous and lacking an exact theoretical
definition of whatever it is that is being studied.
Because of this imprecision and ambiguity,
which Pinder and Bourgeois (1982: 643) con-
trasted with ‘literal’ language that in their view
would enable connections between observable
phenomena and theoretical constructs to be
made, they argued that metaphors cannot be
tested and falsified as they ‘are stated in terms
that do not have enough clear content to be
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falsifiable’. There is quite a large body of work
in management and organization theory sup-
porting the view that metaphors are indeed cog-
nitively reducible to literal propositions
(Oswick et al., 2002; Tsoukas, 1991). In these
works, metaphor is generally considered as a
deviation from, or a derivative function on,
proper literal meaning. More specifically,
metaphor is seen as a comparison in which the
first term A (i.e. the target) is asserted to bear a
partial resemblance (i.e. the ground) to the
second term B (i.e. the source); and our ability
to process the metaphor depends upon our
seeing that the A-domain shares certain literal
properties and relations with the B-domain
(Tsoukas, 1991, 1993). 

Gareth Morgan’s (1980, 1983, 1986/1997,
1996) well-known contributions provide a rather
different reading of metaphor. In his view,
metaphors provide a cognitively fundamental
way of structuring our understanding of organi-
zations that cannot be reduced to more literal
concepts and propositional comparison state-
ments. This happens, Morgan suggests, as with
a metaphor an entirely new meaning is created
through the creative juxtaposition of concepts
(e.g. seeing ‘organization’ as a ‘machine’) that
previously were not interrelated. Cornelissen
(2004, 2005) has recently followed in Morgan’s
footsteps by showing that rather than just
retrieving and instantiating frames or lexicalized
relationships between terms, metaphorical lan-
guage sets up a creative and novel correlation of
two terms which evokes our imagination and
leads to the production of a new, emergent
meaning that was not readily available before.
Both Morgan and Cornelissen argue that
metaphors are therefore cognitively fundamen-
tal in their own right and that most if not all of
our knowledge and understanding of manage-
ment and organizations, theoretically and practi-
cally, is constituted through metaphors [rhetoric].
Consider, for example, the dominant theoretical
perspectives upon organizations: that is, organi-
zations are seen as ‘rational systems’ or
‘machines’, as ‘natural systems’ or ‘organisms’,
or as ‘open systems’ [autopoiesis; complexity
theory; soft systems theory] (Baum and Rowley,
2002). Each and every one of these perspectives
is clearly based upon metaphorical reasoning. 

Prospects

Taking this point a bit further, Weick (1989)
has argued that management and organiza-
tional researchers need to recognize the
pervasive role of metaphor in theory con-
struction, and to use the logic of metaphor in
their theorizing and research in a much more
deliberate and informed way. Researchers
need to recognize, Weick argued, that in the-
ory construction they use the logic of
metaphor to provide them with vocabularies
and images to represent and express manage-
rial and organizational phenomena that are
often complex and abstract [sensemaking]. In
Weick’s (1989: 529) own words: ‘theorists
depend on pictures, maps, and metaphors to
grasp the object of study’, and ‘have no
choice [in this], but can be more deliberate in
the formation of these images and more
respectful of representations and efforts to
improve them’. In other words, management
and organizational researchers should be
mindful and reflective of their own theoreti-
cal assumptions and the metaphorical images
that lie at the root of their work, and ideally
should spell these out together with the
thought trials in which they engage. Such a
reflective (q.v.) use of metaphor, it can be
anticipated, will not only be beneficial to the
individual theorist who becomes more mind-
ful of his/her own theorizing and of ways of
improving it (Weick, 1989, 1999), but also to
the field of management and organization
theory as a whole as it enables a more whole-
some discussion and comparison of different
theoretical positions and knowledge claims. 

Joep P. Cornelissen

METHOD

Definition

The Greek word hodos gives us our modern-
day word method. Hodos means ‘way’ or
‘path’ or ‘journey’. It can also mean ‘a man-
ner, a course of action or speech’. Combined
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with the prefix meta-, we get methodos, a
‘following after, pursuit, especially pursuit of
knowledge, a plan or system of pursuing an
inquiry’ (Liddell et al., 1940). 

Discussion

Our modern-day understanding of method,
especially the scientific method, strongly res-
onates with methodos, which emphasizes the
methodical system of generating and legit-
imizing knowledge. The importance of the
right methodos is well established in manage-
ment research. Contributions to management
knowledge are scrutinized through the
methodology and methods adopted for
research. As Popper (1945, 1963) argues, we
need to scrutinize what we accept as knowl-
edge in order to guard against dogmatism,
irrationalism and fanaticism. Methodos pro-
vides the research with legitimacy, if not
finality, and is central to the modern episte-
mological project (Rorty, 1980; Taylor, 1995)
which aims to base legitimate knowledge on
secure foundations. The right method
addresses the ‘Cartesian anxiety’ (Bernstein,
1983) of finding firm legitimizing grounds for
making knowledge claims and ensuring sci-
entific progress [constructivism; individualism;
positivism and post-positivism].

Although our understanding of method is
dominated by methodos, hodos also implies a
more subtle and paradoxical understanding
of method. This is illustrated by Heraclitus,
who states: ‘The path [hodos] … is straight
and crooked … The way up and the way
down are one and the same’ (Kahn, 1979: 63,
75). Hodos is a way that is both straight and
crooked at the same time. Hodos, as a para-
doxical method, works by inverting our
everyday understanding of ‘way’ or ‘path’.
‘We commonly view [the usage of way or
path] as metaphorical rather than literal; in
rhetorical terms, the path is a picturesque
topos (commonplace) and a vivid trope
(figure), turning our attention toward some-
thing other than a real road’ (Schur, 1998: 17).
By inverting this common-sense understand-
ing of ‘way’ and ‘path’, Heraclitus exposes us
to a paradoxical method in three different

ways. First, he inverts the ‘way’ of verbal
expression, which is a topos, an expression of
conventionality, something that is customary,
captured by our everyday phrases ‘of course’
or ‘that’s the way of the world’ [ordinary lan-
guage philosophy; phronetic organizational
research]. Hence, the way describes some-
thing that is familiar and methodical. By
referring to the way as both straight and
crooked, Heraclitus juxtaposes topos with
a-topos, which means out of place or strange
or paradoxical. Second, he inverts the ‘way’
as a trope. Tropos means ‘turn’ and is related
to the verbal ‘way’. Tropos can mean ‘turn’ as
in ‘direction’ or ‘manner’. By juxtaposing
straight and crooked, up and down,
Heraclitus raises questions about the status of
tropes. The Greek word poros (way) suggests
the third paradoxical movement. The topos of
the poros becomes an atopos (paradoxical)
declaration of the aporia (waylessness) [rela-
tivism]. The three inversions of ‘way’ by
Heraclitus serve as an intimation to question
our taken-for-granted ‘way’. Heraclitus’s inver-
sions of hodos are aimed at being evocative
and provocative, and challenge our dominant
understanding of method and the notions of
direction and correctness that it entails.

Ajit Nayak

MIDDLE RANGE THINKING

Definition

While the descriptor of ‘middle range think-
ing’ can be traced to Robert Merton (cf.
Merton, 1968) it is important to distance our
conceptualization (Broadbent and Laughlin,
1997; Laughlin, 1995, 2004) from his. Merton
was of the view that prior to the production
of grand general theories there was a need for
more modest ‘middle range’ theoretical and
empirical studies but only on the assumption
that ‘our little systems have their day; they
have their day and cease to be’ (Merton,
1968: 53). Our view of middle range thinking
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is something uniquely different from this
convenient stopping point on the route to a
grand theory. It relies on what we call ‘skele-
tal’ theories, which can never get to the point
where all key elements are captured in the
theoretical terms. Middle range thinking, to
us, requires specific empirical ‘flesh’ to
develop a complete understanding of any sit-
uation. Merton would not acknowledge
‘skeletal’ theories as theories at all – theories
only exist when everything of importance is
encapsulated in the theoretical terms (such as
in the theory of gravity in which the relation-
ship between weight and volume expresses
everything of significance, such that it is
immaterial what specific empirical phenome-
non is being measured). Such theories leave
the empirical data having no importance in
their own right apart from forming a basis to
‘test’ these all encompassing general theories.

Our understanding of middle range think-
ing is a distinct research approach with
assumptions on ontology, theory use,
methodology and method. Its major charac-
teristics in terms of how to generate under-
standing are encapsulated in Figure 3, taken
from Laughlin (2004). The characteristics of
middle range thinking are depicted in the
middle column of Figure 3 and can be under-
stood by contrasting its nature with a posi-
tivist (q.v.)/realist (q.v.) research approach
(the far left column) and interpretative,
ethnographic (q.v.) thinking (the far right col-
umn). In Laughlin (1995), the positivist line is
aligned to the thinking of Auguste Comte (the
‘father of positivism’) – the Comtean line as
we call it – and the interpretative to the
thinking of Immanuel Kant and his student
Johann Fichte (the Kantian/Fichtean line as
we call it). Middle range thinking is also
traceable to Immanuel Kant but, in this case,
in combination with his other notable student
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel [dialectic] (the
Kantian/Hegelian line as we refer to it). In
Broadbent and Laughlin (1997) we make
clear that middle range thinking shares a
common (Kantian) ancestry, and rapport,
with interpretative thinking. It does not share
similar sympathies with Comtean thinking,
which is why it is so distant from Merton’s

understanding of theories of the middle
range.

What Figure 3 makes plain is that all three
research approaches are trying to make sense
of the empirical world (the base of the dia-
gram) and rely on a range of key theoretical
and methodological characteristics. At the top
of the figure is the key ontological belief giv-
ing overall direction for the view on the rele-
vance of prior theories underlying the three
research approaches. Comtean thinking
assumes that there are complete empirical
patterns that exist and therefore any prior
theories that have exposed these patterns are
both highly relevant as well as assumed to be
all-defining. At the other extreme, Kantian/
Fichteans assume there are no general empir-
ical patterns and as a result any prior theories
are seen to be irrelevant since they apply to
different unique empirical situations. Middle
range thinking, on the other hand, is of the
view that ‘skeletal’ general empirical patterns
exist [inductive analysis; pragmatism; process
research]. Prior theories that have discovered
these skeletal patterns therefore provide a
language to enable a discussion and analysis
of empirical situations but not to the exclu-
sion of the richness and diversity of any
specific situation. 

These different ontological and theoretical
assumptions are aligned to and require dif-
ferent methodological approaches and data
collection methods to enable empirical inves-
tigations to occur. These are represented in
the bottom four levels of Figure 3. The
Comteans are at pains to ensure that the role
of the observer’s subjectivity is minimal,
involving a highly formalistic, mathematical
and statistical methodological approach
using data drawn from highly formalized
documentary analysis, structured question-
naires and formal, structured interviews
leading to a quantitative data narrative. The
Kantian/ Fichteans encompass and accept
observer subjectivity. They rely on a rigorous
interpretative and subjective methodological
approach using data drawn from interviews
(q.v.), participatory observation (q.v.) and a
less structured, more impressionistic analy-
sis of documents leading to a qualitative data
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narrative. Middle range thinking accepts
the involvement of the subjective observer,
but sets some structure and transparency
around this involvement. Its methodological
approach is based on formal discursive
analysis, the design of which, for us, comes
from an adaptation of Jürgen Habermas’s
Critical Theory (see Habermas, 1987; also
Broadbent, 1998; Broadbent and Laughlin,
1997; Laughlin, 1987). It is reliant on a

qualitative, skeletal theory that informs the
nature of the data narrative which, in turn, is
drawn from similar data collection methods
to the Kantian/Fichteans. 

Discussion

The distinctive theoretical and methodological
underpinnings of middle range thinking are
accompanied by a similar attitude to change in
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the phenomena understood. Both the Comtean
and Kantian/Fichtean approaches preclude
change from the discovery process for different
reasons – for the former because change is a
value-laden activity and for the latter since, if
all understanding is subjective, it is difficult to
find substantive grounds for agreement on
whether change should occur [process philoso-
phy]. For middle range thinking, change is not
excluded nor is it a necessity. What is a neces-
sity is a consideration of whether change
should occur in the phenomena under investi-
gation and which we seek to understand.
Middle range thinking also develops a mecha-
nism for deciding when this should be the case.

An example of a middle range theoretical
approach is a framework for analysing organi-
zational change processes developed by
Laughlin (1991). This framework provides a
model of four possible ‘pathways’ by which
organizational disturbances can track their way
through an organization, resulting in different
(first-order and second-order) levels of changes
in the key elements constituting an organiza-
tion. The theory is only ‘skeletal’ and not pre-
dictive but provides a language for analysing
specific organizational change processes. The
empirical detail provides the ‘flesh’ to the
‘bones’ to one of the theoretical pathways pur-
sued as well as possible refinements in the
tracks and framework used (see Broadbent,
1992; Broadbent and Laughlin, 1998). 

Prospects

Problems in applying middle range thinking
can arise in analysing which empirical
insights are of a skeletal theoretical nature,
having some level of generality, and which
are unique to the situation being analyzed.
This is, in many ways, inevitable given the
interactive nature of the research approach.
Yet it also is the strength of the approach,
allowing and encouraging theoretical and
empirical ‘surprises’. The process of dis-
course used provides the arena in which
these understandings are clarified.

The prospects for middle range thinking
are considerable on two counts. First, it
provides a basis for the development of a

meaningful theory of management.
Management theory is not like a theory of
gravity with the same outcome each time an
action is embarked upon. Equally, not every
management problem and concern is unique
to each situation. Middle range thinking pro-
vides meaningful theories of management,
while recognizing the unique aspects of
actual situations. Second, it has provided a
powerful and significant research approach
that has informed not only our research over
many years, but others as well, notably a
number of doctoral students who will be the
research leaders of tomorrow.

Jane Broadbent and Richard Laughlin 

MIXED METHODS IN MANAGEMENT

RESEARCH

Definition 

The term ‘mixed methods’ has developed cur-
rency as an umbrella term applying to almost
any situation where more than one method-
ological approach is used in combination
with another, usually, but not essentially,
involving a combination of at least some ele-
ments drawn from each of qualitative and
quantitative approaches to research. In so
doing, it covers multi-method research and
triangulation (q.v.), each of which has a some-
what more restricted meaning.

Most authors trace recent interest in and
debates about mixed methods research to
the multi-trait–multi-method measurement
strategies of Campbell and Fiske (1959),
which were designed to ensure that differ-
ences in the measurement of psychological
variables reflected true differences rather
than measurement error; the application
of the surveyors’ concept of triangulation
to methods of social investigation by Webb,
et al. (1966); Denzin’s (1978) development
and popularization of that concept; and
the distinction drawn between qualitative
(naturalistic) and quantitative (rationalistic)
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approaches to research by Lincoln and Guba
(1985). Anthropologists and sociologists (par-
ticularly those from the Chicago School)
had, however, been actively employing
multi-method strategies in community set-
tings throughout the last century, often
more implicitly than explicitly. The combi-
nation of multiple methods ‘has a long-
standing history’ also in evaluation research
where both formative and summative
aspects of a programme are considered
(Rallis and Rossman, 2003). In contrast,
management researchers have remained
strongly oriented to employing quantitative
data with statistical analyses for the pur-
pose of theory testing, with few adopting
qualitative or mixed methods approaches
(Currall and Towler, 2003).

There have been many attempts to classify
mixed methods designs according to a combi-
nation of the purpose of the study, whether a
study is single or multi-stage, the sequence
and priority given to various components
within or across stages, and the point at which
integration occurs. Maxwell and Loomis
(2003:263) proposed an alternative ‘interac-
tive' model which recognised that, regardless
of the stated design, ‘different components
tend to grow “tendrils” backward and forward,
integrating both qualitative and quantitative
elements into all components of the
research'.Choices in design are dependent pri-
marily on the purpose of the research and
must be guided by the demands of the
research question. 

Multiple or mixed methods might be used
when:

• complementary data are sought, either
qualitative data to enhance understanding
of quantitative findings, or quantitative
data to help generalize or test qualitative
insights;

• different methods are appropriate for
different elements of the project, with
each contributing to an overall picture;

• data are sought from multiple indepen-
dent sources, to offset or counteract biases
from each method, in order to confirm,

validate or corroborate the results and
conclusions of the study (triangulation).

• the goal of an evaluative study is to under-
stand both process (q.v.) and outcome;

• One method provides data that are useful
in preparation for the other, for example,
when interviews (q.v.) or focus groups
(q.v.) provide the basis for the design of
survey or scale items, or when a quantita-
tive survey is used to design a sample for
qualitative interviewing.

Studies for these purposes are designed to
have complementary strengths and non-over-
lapping weaknesses. Design issues include
the staging and sequencing of the compo-
nents and the relative dominance of the qual-
itative or quantitative elements. Integration
of the different components in these designs
typically occurs only at the stage of interpre-
tation or discussion of the results. Mixed
methods might alternatively involve the com-
bination of different data sources in a unified
analysis, the conversion of one form of data
to another, or the application of both text and
statistical analysis techniques to the same
data sources (Bazeley, 2006). These studies
involve much earlier integration of
approaches.

Discussion

Because management and organization
research asks a large variety of questions,
draws on numerous theoretical paradigms
from a range of disciplines, and is character-
ized by investigations involving multiple
levels of analysis, there is benefit in combin-
ing the complementary strengths of quantita-
tive and qualitative approaches (Currall and
Towler, 2003). ‘[T]he careful measurement,
generalizable samples, experimental control,
and statistical tools of good quantitative stud-
ies are precious assets. When they are com-
bined with the up-close, deep, credible
understanding of complex real-world contexts
that characterize good qualitative studies, we
have a very powerful mix’ (Miles and
Huberman, 1994b: 42).
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Of the seven ‘exemplary’ studies in orga-
nization science from the 1980s reviewed by
Frost and Stablein (1992), four involved the
use of mixed data and/or analysis methods,
including statistical hypothesis testing
based on coded linguistic features of text;
detailed case studies drawing on data from
observations, anecdotes, surveys, docu-
ments and archives, combined with regres-
sion analyses on a larger sample; regression
analysis of coded non-participant observa-
tional data followed by participant observa-
tion; and secondary analysis of archival
survey data combined with review of histor-
ical sources. 

A review of the 16 most recent research
articles in Administrative Science Quarterly
(ASQ, June 2005–March 2006) and 19 from
the Academy of Management Journal (AMJ,
February and April, 2006) confirmed the con-
tinuing predominance of quantitatively-
based, statistical, hypothesis-testing
approaches in management studies (N=21;
see Table 4). Six purely qualitative studies
employed, primarily, grounded theory tech-
niques within a case study framework.
These, at most, made an occasional reference
to frequencies. Eight of the 35 might be clas-
sified as using mixed methods, although the
most common approach in these was to quan-
tify qualitative data for statistical analysis
according to an a priori coding scheme
(including two where themes were generated
from the qualitative data), with little or no

further reference to the qualitative material.
In others, a significant amount of interview
data was gathered for use in designing or to
supplement quantitative measures, but was
referred to minimally (if at all) in elaborating
the results or for discussion of the statistical
analyses. 

Prospects

Paradigmatic positioning 
Mixed methods are typically employed in
applied settings where it is necessary to draw
on multiple data sources to understand com-
plex phenomena, and where there is little
opportunity for experimentation. The major-
ity of those using mixed methods have conse-
quently adopted a pragmatic (q.v.) position,
looking for ‘what works’ in any particular sit-
uation (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2003: 680).
The social issues or questions to be investi-
gated are seen as more important than ideo-
logical arguments which ultimately cannot be
resolved (Caracelli and Greene, 1997). 

Analysis and interpr etation
Fielding and Fielding (1986: 12) have argued
that:

…ultimately all methods of data collection are
analysed ‘qualitatively,’ in so far as the act of
analysis is an interpretation, and therefore
of necessity a selective rendering, of the
‘sense’ of the available data. Whether the data
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Table 4 Methodological appr oaches in a sample of r ecent management r esearch ar ticles
Source Total

Method AMJ ASQ N %

Statistical analysis of ar chival/database,
experimental or sur vey data 12 9 21 60.0
Qualitative data and analysis 3 3 6 17.1
Quantitative analysis of qualitative data 2 2 4 11.4
Preliminar y qualitative data but primarily
quantitative data and analyses 2 2 4 11.4
Total 19 16 35 100.0
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collected are quantifiable or qualitative, the
issue of the warrant for their inferences must
be confronted.

For the mixed methods researcher to arrive at
an interpretation, issues to be addressed
include those relating to sampling methods
and numbers; the adequacy with which par-
ticular methods have been applied including
adherence to assumptions; the appropriate
use of data, particularly where conversion
from one form to another is involved; proce-
dures for confirmation or validation of
results; and appropriate generalization.

The kind of conflicting results which are
potentially generated through a mixed meth-
ods approach are often welcomed as ‘it is in
the tension that the boundaries of what is
known are most generatively challenged and
stretched’ (Greene and Caracelli, 1997: 12).
Jick’s oft-quoted (1979) study of the effect of
a merger on employee anxiety, early in the
history of triangulation, provided a case in
point, as does that by Meyer (1982) on unpre-
dicted, organizational responses to environ-
mental jolts. Erzberger and Kelle (2003) offer
eight rules of integration for such situations,
arguing that they require not only additional
analyses, but potentially also the gathering of
additional data to test conclusions from
abductive reasoning.

The most obvious practical issues to
impact on mixed methods research are that
the use of multiple methods potentially
increases the amount of time required to
complete a study and the cost of conducting
the study. A more critical practical problem
relates to the breadth and level of researcher
skills and knowledge available, and/or the
ability of those with different perspectives to
work together in a team.

Management and organization research
has a distinctively applied focus. Practitioners
need to understand the results of research
being presented to them. Industry partners,
granting bodies, thesis examiners, journal
editors and readers each may struggle with
particular (but different) elements of a
presentation each bringing their own biases
and methodological preferences to colour

their understanding of what is being
presented. Nevertheless, multiple methods
may be employed specifically so that data are
available to meet the expectations or ‘lenses’
of particular or multiple stakeholders.

In order to become interesting to an acad-
emic audience, management research needs
to be ‘counter-intuitive’, to challenge estab-
lished theory (Bartunik et al., 2006). Skilful
employment of mixed methods can signifi-
cantly contribute to creating such a chal-
lenge. Clearly there is considerable scope for
the wider adoption of a greater variety of
mixed method techniques within manage-
ment research studies.

Pat Bazeley

MODE 2

Definition

From time to time, those researching in the
field of management have a panic attack.
What is this subject area really about? Is
there anybody out there in the world of
managerial practice who wants to hear
what we have been discovering in our
research, or are we simply talking to our-
selves? The most recent of these panic
attacks was prompted by the work of
Michael Gibbons and his colleagues (1994)
on something they called The new production
of knowledge, in which they identified a dis-
tinct shift in terms of the way knowledge
was both produced and consumed in con-
temporary society. In the introduction to
the book, they draw attention towards a
new form of knowledge production (mode
2), which, although originally an outgrowth
from its traditional counterpart (mode 1), is
becoming increasingly distinctive (Gibbons
et al., 1994: vii):

… our view is that while Mode 2 may not be
replacing Mode 1, Mode 2 is different from
Mode 1 – in nearly every respect … it is not
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being institutionalised primarily within university
structures … [it] involves the close interaction of
many actors throughout the process of knowl-
edge production … [it] makes use of a wider
range of criteria in judging quality control.
Overall, the process of knowledge production is
becoming more reflexive and affects at the deep-
est levels what shall count as ‘good science’.

They elaborate further by contrasting such
new, mode 2 approaches to knowledge pro-
duction with the more traditional and estab-
lished scientific traditions of mode 1.

Mode 1 problems are set and solved in a context
governed by the, largely academic, interests of a
specific community. By contrast, Mode 2 is car-
ried out in the context of application. Mode 1 is
disciplinary while Mode 2 is transdisciplinary.
Mode 1 is characterised by homogeneity, Mode
2 by heterogeneity. Organisationally, Mode 1 is
hierarchical and tends to preserve its form, while
Mode 2 is more heterarchical and transient.
In comparison with Mode 1, Mode 2 is socially
accountable and reflexive. (Gibbons et al.,
1994: 3)

Discussion

The implications of adopting what Gibbons
et al. recognize as the five salient elements of a
mode 2 approach can be summarized as follows:

Mode 2 is not, however, a new research
method. Rather, mode 1 and mode 2 are
broad labels that allow us to classify and con-
trast different research methods. Given the
five features of mode 2 set out above, an obvi-
ous question is the extent to which each, or
any, of these five features need to be present
for research to legitimately be described as
being done ‘in mode 2’. Existing research
methods such as action research (q.v.) and
grounded theory (q.v.) have been examined to
assess precisely how ‘mode 2’ they are
(MacLean et al., 2002). What is interesting is
that each of the five features of mode 2 set
out by Gibbons et al. are interrelated, mean-
ing that when all five features are co-present,
a new and distinct form of management
research emerges called mode 2 (MacLean
and MacIntosh, 2002; MacLean et al., 2002;
Tranfield and Starkey, 1998).

MODE 2

137

Knowledge pr oduced in the context i.e. wher e the r eal-world problem and the 
of application theoretical development ar e co-negotiated

Transdisciplinarity i.e. r esearch which pulls together a diverse range
of disciplinar y perspectives in r esponse 
to the specifics of the pr oblem at hand

Heterogeneity and or ganizational diversity i.e. r esearch involving a transient team of
researchers, drawn fr om a range of dif ferent
organizational settings

Social accountability and r eflexivity i.e. pr ocesses of r esearch which involve r eflection
on the r eal-time pr oduction and consumption of
knowledge, and the wider societal impacts of
that knowledge

Diverse range of quality contr ols i.e. wher e the ‘quality’ of the knowledge is judged
in more than pur ely academic ter ms. Peer-r eviewed
academic jour nal ar ticles ar e one for m of quality
control, whether the r esearch is usable, actionable
and appropriate opens us up to a far wider set
of debates 

The Featur es of Mode 2
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Prospects

Since being introduced to the vocabulary of
the management research community, mode
2 has become an important theme. A special
issue of the British Journal of Management
(December, 2001) explored the implications
and some pointed counter-arguments,
notably the implications of closer practi-
tioner engagement for ideas of academic
independence and scientific rigour. Somewhat
more critically, Wood (2002) notes how mode
2 approaches, while recognizing the close-
ness and transdisciplinary nature of those
producing and using knowledge, still oper-
ates with a correspondence view of knowl-
edge in which spatially discrete communities
(academics and practitioners) are urged to
accurately embody the demands of social
orthodoxy. [process philosophy]

Robert MacIntosh and Donald MacLean

MODERNISM AND SCIENTIFIC

MANAGEMENT

Definition

Modernism and scientific management are
two separate intellectual traditions, originat-
ing in diametrically different domains,
which nonetheless came together during the
early twentieth century. Organizational and
management scholars are well versed in the
origins of scientific management [Taylorism]
and in its main postulates. Modernism, how-
ever, continues to be a foreign term in the
field, although its impact on industry and
organizations is large. In essence, mod-
ernism is the attempt to bring art into line
with the new realities and opportunities
offered by industrialization and mechaniza-
tion. Modernism became an important artis-
tic movement in Europe and the USA, first
in literature and the visual arts, and later in
architecture. 

Discussion

Historically, modernism comprised several
discontinuous movements not always fully
compatible with each other (Banham, 1980
[1960]). An important early influence was the
English Arts and Crafts movement, which con-
tributed to modernism ideas about the well-
crafted object, art for the people (as opposed to
for the elite), coherence and simplicity in
design, and architecture’s moral role in setting
the tone of the entire modern town [affor-
dances]. Art Nouveau, in spite of its conspicu-
ous (though disciplined) use of naturalistic
decoration, incorporated iron columns and
frames into architecture. Cubism pioneered
new conceptions of light and space, turning
the picture and the building into autonomous
artifacts that depicted the psychic or the social
rather than the physical, representing three
dimensions on the flat canvas without the illu-
sion of perspective, a principle entrenched in
art since the Renaissance [process philosophy].
Abstractionism also made a huge impact on
artistic production with its conception of ‘art
as “research”, art as an end in itself, art as an
expression of “modernity”, art as “avant-
gardisme”, art as a means of creating “sur-
prise”, art as “not-art”, and art as “pure art”’
(Collins, 1998: 274) [representations]. 

Research in a variety of fields has demon-
strated that scientific management became a
source of inspiration to modernist artists and
architects, especially during the interwar
period. In turn, the modernists found in scien-
tific management a series of aesthetic (q.v.)
ideas and notions that lay hidden in the highly
detached, calculative, and draconian methods
of scientific management (Guillén, 2006). 

It is easier to appreciate the parallels
between modernism and scientific manage-
ment in the specific case of architecture. The
institutionalized concept of modernist archi-
tecture included first and foremost the trinity
of ‘unity, order, purity’ as the guiding princi-
ples of any design, from the building itself to
the furniture and paintings inside it. Clean
shapes and clarity of form became para-
mount; ‘less is more’, declared one leading
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architect of the period (Mies van der Rohe),
invoking a sort of economy of taste. The
aesthetic order that emerged from European
modernism in architecture has been defined
by its three main principles: 

Emphasis upon volume – space enclosed by thin
planes or surfaces as opposed to the suggestion of
mass and solidity; regularity as opposed to symme-
try or other kinds of obvious balance; and, lastly,
dependence on the intrinsic elegance of materials,
technical perfection, and fine proportions, as
opposed to applied ornament. (Barr, 1995: 29) 

Modernism was a reaction against the
imitation of the classical canons and approaches
rescued from oblivion during the Renaissance,
an attack on classicism’s arbitrariness, an
emphasis on perspective and proportion, an
insistence on symmetry, and a pervasive use
of ornament. The endless repetition – or
‘mass production’ – of architectural elements
became the modernists’ technique for achiev-
ing an effect similar to symmetry. 

However, just like scientific management,
modernism in architecture was more than an
aesthetic proposal. It included ideological and
technical elements as well. European mod-
ernism sought to achieve order through the
systematic application of method (q.v.), stan-
dardization and planning. Ideologically, mod-
ernism was anti-traditional, anti-romantic
[interviews], futurist (i.e. forward-looking),
and somewhat utopian. It was rational in the
sense that ‘architectural forms not only
required rational justification, but could only
be so justified if they derived their laws from
science’ (Collins, 1998: 198). It was functional
in the dual sense of using modern technology
and approaching planning from a scientific
perspective. Moreover, modernism aspired to
revolutionize the process of artistic creation
itself by applying method and science to both
the design and construction of buildings and
other artifacts. Traditional building practices –
performed by a small number of craftsmen –
were to be replaced by modern construction
methods involving dozens of specialized sub-
contractors working independently, as in
automobile manufacturing. 

European machine-age modernism
embraced scientific management in part
because cost and efficiency were socially and
politically constructed as important concerns.
However, the romance of modernism with
scientific organizational ideas went well
beyond immediate economic considerations,
leading to the formulation of an aesthetic
based on the idea of order, on the promise of
efficiency, and on technical virtuosity. The
modernists ‘sought to merge aesthetic inno-
vation with economic rationality’ (Larson,
1993: 50). By applying a mechanical
metaphor (q.v.) to the design of houses, pub-
lic buildings, schools, factories, and everyday
objects, modernism magnified the impact of
scientific management, extending it into new
realms. If scientific management argued that
organizations and people in organizations
worked, or were supposed to work, like
machines (Perrow 1986), modernism insisted
on the aesthetic potential of efficiency, preci-
sion, simplicity, regularity, and functionality;
on producing useful and beautiful objects; on
designing buildings and artifacts that would
look like machines and be used like
machines; on infusing design and social life
with order. 

Prospects

The formulation by modernist architects of
an aesthetic based on the beauty of the
machine and on the new scientific manage-
ment methods of the turn of the century pro-
vides an excellent laboratory for exploring
the aesthetic content of organizational theo-
ries (Guillén, 2006). Traditionally, scientific
management has been seen as a highly con-
straining, overtly exploitative, and ideologi-
cally conservative model of organization
[critical theory]. It has been portrayed as a par-
adigm of reckless deskilling, impersonal pro-
duction, and mediocre quality (Perrow, 1986).
Modernist artists and architects found an
aesthetic message in scientific management,
producing an unlikely synthesis between art
and the rationalized world of machines. Thus,
the view held by many social scientists and
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organizational researchers that scientific
management intrinsically leads to seamy,
unpleasant, or stultifying outcomes needs to
be reconsidered or at least qualified. It is
important to realize that scientific manage-
ment is much richer and more complex an
organizational theory than either the cold
proponents of its technical postulates or its
unwavering critics are willing to admit. To be
sure, scientific management has served as an
implacable instrument of domination and
condemned many people to dreadful working
conditions. The point is that scientific man-
agement has had a much larger impact on the
society and the culture than previously
assumed by organizational researchers. The his-
torical link between modernism and scientific

management offers an opportunity for scholars
to explore the aesthetic context of organiza-
tional and managerial behaviour. Are job per-
formance and satisfaction influenced by
aesthetic factors? Are different authority
structures consistent with specific aesthetic
orders? Is decision-making in organizations
affected by aesthetic considerations in addi-
tion to ideological and instrumental ones? Do
organizational cultures and occupational
communities contain aesthetic elements?
Research on organizational design, decision-
making, occupations, conflict, and leadership
can benefit from an explicit consideration of
the aesthetic dimension as a cultural variable.

Mauro F. Guillén
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NARRATIVE RESEARCH

Definition

Narratives are an inevitable and unavoidable
aspect of social life and, as such, are integral
to the processes of managing and organizing.
They are discursive constructions where
‘events and happenings are configured into
temporal unity by means of a plot’
(Polkinghorne, 1995: 5). That said, it is impor-
tant to emphasize that narrative events do not
need to be ‘real’ (e.g. past occurrences) and
the temporality of a plot does not necessarily
have to be linear. As Jaworski and Coupland
(1999: 29–30) explain:

Stories or narratives are discursive accounts of fac-
tual or fictitious events which take, or have taken or
will take place at a particular time. We construct
narratives as structured representations of events in
a particular temporal order. Sometimes, the order-
ing of events is chronological (e.g. most fairy
stories) although some plays, novels or news
stories … may move backwards and forwards in
time, for particular reasons and effects.

Discussion

Narrative research has its origins in literary
theory. In particular, the use of narrative
methods in management inquiry has been
informed by Vladimir Propp’s (1928/1968)
classification of narratological attributes
(e.g. characters, motives, and so on) derived
from his analysis of the structure of Russian
fairy tales and Northrop Frye’s (1957)

identification of dominant narrative plots
(i.e. comedic, tragic, romantic and satirical).
For a comprehensive general treatment of
narrative approaches, Reissman’s Narrative
Analysis (1993) should be consulted,
whereas its general application to organiza-
tions and management is outlined by both
Czarniawska (1997) and Gabriel (2000).
Beyond this, Boje (2001) offers a more radi-
cal and provocative rendition of the appli-
cation of narrative methods to organizations
and organizing processes. As regards spe-
cific applications to a range of phenomena
in the management field, these include cor-
porate strategy (Barry and Elmes, 1997),
organizational change (Dunford and Jones,
2000), sensemaking (Brown, 2004), and
management style (Beech, 2000). 

Edwards (1997: 271) has suggested that
there are three basic foci for narrative analy-
sis: ‘(1) The nature of the events narrated; (2)
people’s perception or understanding of
events; and (3) the discourse of such under-
standings and events.’ A concern with the
‘nature of events’ treats the narrative under
scrutiny as the means to other topic-specific
ends. The consideration of ‘perceptions or
understandings’ of agents is oriented towards
individual predispositions, preferences and
motives. Finally, the foregrounding of ‘dis-
course’ (q.v.) privileges a wider perspective
on the narrative and, in doing so, addresses
the implicative and performative dimensions
of events and understandings as a form of
social action [social constructionism].

There are also different forms of narrative
analysis. Boje (2001) highlights several narrative

N

Thorpe-3581-Ch-N.qxd  11/23/2007  2:15 PM  Page 141



methods, including ‘causality analysis’ (i.e.
analysis of the assignment of attribution and
agency), ‘plot analysis’ (i.e. analysis of the
‘within-narrative’ emplotment of events), and
‘theme analysis’ (i.e. analysis of the broader,
overarching aspects beyond just the focal narra-
tive) [storytelling in management research].

There are two significant debates regarding
the application of narrative approaches to
management. First, there is what is referred to
as ‘antenarrative’ (q.v.) (Boje, 2001) where the
use of ‘ante’ is intended to draw attention to
that which precedes narrative. For Boje (2001),
insufficient attention is paid to questioning
what informs, prefigures and predisposes the
formation of a coherent narrative from frag-
ments of events [hermeneutics]. In short, how,
and why, do particular narratives emerge?

Second, there is considerable contestation
surrounding the extent to which management
narratives have traditionally offered univo-
cal, positivist accounts of organizational
events. More recently, critical and poststruc-
tural interpretations have sought to reveal
hegemonic struggles between dominant and
marginalized narratives and the plurivocal
reading of events (Boje, Oswick et al., 2004).
A particularly influential example of work
which explores the existence of multiple and
intersecting stories and narratives is provided
in Boje’s (1995) analysis of the Disney corpo-
ration [dialogic].

Cliff Oswick

NON-PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION

Definition

Observation methods have a long tradition in
organizational research, and offer the
promise of ‘thick descriptions’ (Geertz, 1973)
of what people ‘really’ do as opposed to what
they say they do [action science]. Although
very few researchers subscribe to an a-theo-
retical assumption that observation allows
them to ‘see (and tell) it how it is’, there is still

a temptation to believe that observational
research provides an unproblematic window
on to real-world behaviours, events and set-
tings [constructivism; phronetic organizational
research]. Having said that, thoughtful and
judicious use of observational methods pro-
vides one of the most effective ways to begin
to understand what goes on in naturalistic
settings.

Observation methods come in several
forms, of which participant observation (q.v.)
[field research] is probably the most widely
known. Participant observation is tradition-
ally associated with anthropology and partic-
ularly the Chicago school of sociology.
Non-participant observation which, although
sharing many of the operational issues of par-
ticipant methods, is also quite distinctive in
many ways. 

In non-participant observation the
researcher-as-observer makes no claim to be
a participant, and rarely claims to develop an
intersubjective understanding of the setting
he or she observes. In this sense, the observer
is and remains an outsider whose research
involvement is either known to participants
(e.g. if watching a project meeting) or
unknown though passively accepted (e.g. a
member of the audience at a political rally).
To some extent, of course, this involvement
also constitutes ‘participation’ with the result
that the observer unavoidably influences the
way activities unfold. However, it is not com-
plete in the sense meant by the phrase ‘par-
ticipant observation’.

Discussion

Non-participant observation may be unstruc-
tured and grounded (q.v.) in the data, or
structured and systematic. Given that the for-
mer is typically associated with participant
methods, this section will focus on the use,
operationalization and limitations of struc-
tured methods. First, though, it is worth
pointing out an important area of conver-
gence; namely that both approaches carry an
ontological orientation which recognizes the
significance of social interactions, behaviours,
ritual, artefacts and symbolism [semiotics].
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The assumption is that this type of data
reflects the nature of ‘social reality’ in a way
which is ontologically more relevant than, for
example, interviewees’ post-hoc accounts and
rationalizations of these same events. The
point of departure (taking a stereotypical posi-
tion) revolves around the degree of reliance on
theoretically-derived or empirically-informed
frameworks to guide what one looks for
[inductive analysis]. Structured observation,
almost by definition, tends to rely on prior
theory or research to develop observation
schedules even before going into the field,
although of course experience may lead to
adjustments through processes of analytic
induction (e.g. see Robinson, 1951).

Structured observation has a strong tradi-
tion in the fields of organization and educa-
tion studies (e.g. Delamont, 1976; Martinko
and Gardner, 1984; Mintzberg, 1970), though
perhaps less so in sociology, which has
tended to favour participant methods.
Mintzberg’s (1973) highly influential study of
managerial work provides a useful example.
In this research, Mintzberg followed five
CEOs as they went about their daily work for
a period of five days each. Data were collected
using a chronology record (times and activities
of the CEO’s day), mail record (nature of mail
received and generated by the CEO, its pur-
pose, level of attention and action taken), and
contact record (details of meetings, tours, for-
mal and informal interactions, participants
and so on). By recording this data, Mintzberg
was able to record the amount and propor-
tion of time spent on different activities and,
as a result, generated his influential catego-
rization of ten managerial roles.

In another early example of structured
observation, Delamont (1976) used the
Flanders Interaction Analysis Categories
(FIAC) scheme to provide quantitative indica-
tors of interaction patterns in school class-
rooms. The FIAC scheme enabled her to
count incidents although, as Delamont found,
the reasons behind the observed differences
could not be easily explained from the data.
Here we see one of the classic constraints of
structured observational methods – the self-
imposed inability of observers to ‘go behind’

the behaviours to ask individuals about the
intentions, rationalizations and frames of
reference which influenced their actions. In
this particular example, and in common with
much observational research, the data where
supplemented with data collected through
informal/unstructured observation as well
as self-disclosure methods such as interviews
to facilitate the interpretation of observa-
tional data.

These examples illustrate some of the
advantages and limitations of structured
observation, and give an indication of key
operational issues. The first is the perennial
difficulty of gaining access (q.v.). The negoti-
ation of research access is often time-
consuming and challenging, and the resultant
permission may be full, partial, intermittent
or conditional. Access constraints will of
course have a bearing on the potential claims
one can make from the research, and also on
research design and implementation strate-
gies. For example, while Mintzberg was able
to shadow CEO’s for complete days at a time,
with minimal apparent limitations, many
organizational researchers find themselves
confined to observing only large-scale (and
relatively formal) interactions such as group
meetings. Second, the particular point-of-access
will give researchers a selective perspective
on the phenomena under observation, but
never a full perspective. Researchers cannot
be omnipresent, just as they cannot be
a-theoretical. Key informants who open
doors to some interactions will inevitably
(and perhaps intentionally for political or
other reasons) close doors to others. Third,
researchers have to consider the extent to
which their involvement (albeit not as a fully
participant observer) changes the setting
being observed. Such issues require sensitiv-
ity and reflexivity. 

In addition to issues of access and influ-
ence, researchers have to consider what they
are looking for, even if their methodological
standpoint allows them to be open to unex-
pected phenomena and conceptual insights.
This is particularly important in structured
observation methods where a key component
of the research design is the observation
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schedule used to identify, categorize, count,
time-stamp and/or comment on the phenom-
ena of interest. Clearly, the possible units of
analysis are many and varied. Selectivity,
informed by one’s theoretical and empirical
interests, is essential. Possible points-of-focus
include spatial layouts (e.g. who sits next to
whom); people (present or invoked); objects
and artefacts; specific acts; events; sequences
of action; linguistic behaviours and so on (e.g.
Smith, 1975: 203; Weick, 1968). Each point-of-
focus will have implications for recording
methods. Sequences of behaviour, for exam-
ple, may be recorded using event, state, time-
sampling or interval coding (Robson,
1993/2002: 214–220). The operationalization of
phenomena requires careful thought and clear
justification. If two or more observers are
involved, they may aim for convergence on
how to categorize instances of the phenomena,
aided by statistics measuring inter-observer
reliability (q.v.) such as Cronbach’s Alpha.

Prospects

Robson (1993/2002: 213) recommends that
when developing a structured observation
schedule, researchers should ensure that it
is focused, objective, explicitly defined,

exhaustive, mutually exclusive, easy to
record, and non-context dependent. This is an
ideal which may be difficult to achieve in
practice. Furthermore, the excessive empha-
sis on overt behaviour means that insufficient
attention is given to underlying intentions
and rationalizations, although, as with
Delamont’s research discussed above, this
may be overcome through the use of comple-
mentary ethnographic (q.v.) methods.
Perhaps a more serious critique is that the
ideal of structured observation may be onto-
logically and epistemologically problematic
for researchers sensitized to the influence of
context and situation. Are interactions ever
context-independent? Or do they – at least to
some extent – reflect and enact the relational
structures implicit in the socio-cultural com-
munities in which those interactions are
embedded [reflexivity]? These are important
questions which will influence the scope and
claims for structured observation, and may
go some way to explaining why this method
is not as popular as it was a few decades ago.
Nevertheless, if used judiciously, it can pro-
vide important data to supplement and
inform other research activity. 

Karen Handley
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ORAL HISTORY

Definition

Hoffman (1996: 88) describes oral history as
‘… collecting, usually by means of a tape-
recorded interview, reminiscences, accounts
and interpretations of events from the recent
past which are of historical significance’. Oral
histories have been described as conversa-
tional narratives and collaborative, negoti-
ated products (Roberts, 2002: 99). Oral
histories might be utilized singly or as one of
a number of primary sources acting as
archival material for subsequent analysis.
This latter function, argues Thompson,
ignores the flexibility offered by oral history
to interrogate evidence as it emerges
(Thompson, 1998), whether from active inter-
views (q.v.) or from sound archives such as
found at the British Library (www.bl.uk/
collections/sound-archive/ nsa.html).

Discussion

Following the 1920s Chicago School life his-
tory studies, in the late 1940s Allan Nevin
and his colleagues at Columbia University
developed oral history as a coherent method-
ological perspective. After a decline in inter-
est, Chamberlayne et al. (2000) identify a
‘turn’ to biographical methodologies once
more. These include folklore, gerontology,
legal studies, literary history, media studies,
sociology and community studies, business
history, gender studies (Dunaway and Baum,
1996). There has also been an increasing

association with genre and narrative analysis
(Heikkinen, 2002; Miller, 2000; Portelli,
1998). Of particular interest in these fields, is,
as Thompson suggests, that through life
history ‘… the dimension of time is reintro-
duced to sociological enquiry…’ (2000: 288).
With this introduction of time, researchers
can provide voices for ordinarily unheard
people and complement these with analysis
of historical records.

Much of the debate in using oral histories
centres on whether they reflect an empirical
reality or are life stories inevitably ‘preju-
diced’ by personal, cultural, societal factors
and ‘narrative (q.v.) conventions [interview-
ing]’. These questions raise important ontolog-
ical matters, for example that between
realism (q.v.) and [interviewing] social con-
structionism (q.v.) [constructivism; structura-
tion theory] (Roberts, 2002: 7) and in turn the
validity and reliability (q.v.) of oral histories
themselves. Here, validity is described as the
verification of a history by other sources; relia-
bility as the similarity between the same story
when repeated (Hoffman, 1996). How, for
example, is the accuracy of recall to be
assessed? Is memory reliable (Thompson,
2000)? Although the validity of oral data might
be improved by triangulation (q.v.) and aggre-
gate recollection, Portelli (1998: 68) proposes
that the subjectivity of oral sources is a
strength, and that the conception of credibility
employed by the natural sciences is inappropri-
ate [phronetic organizational research].
Correspondingly, for Grele (1998), whose text
lists key publications, handbooks, contacts and
international oral history societies, interviewees
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represent historical processes not statistical
randomness. Indeed, ‘samples’ of intervie-
wees are ‘representative at a sociological
level’ (Bertaux, 1981: 37).

The literature on management and organi-
zation studies reflects an ongoing but uneven
interest in oral history. Oral history can pro-
vide insights into past management mistakes
and complex organizational processes such as
leadership, understanding organizational
socialization, career development, diversity,
employability, restructuring and the manage-
ment of change (Bryman and Bell, 2003;
Chamberlayne et al., 2000). Summerfield
(1998), for example, utilizes oral history to
understand changing patterns of women’s
employment. Only through oral history, not
quantitative methodology, Summerfield
argues, is it possible to gain in-depth access to
individual work histories, something
Thompson (2000: 86) picks up on in an inves-
tigation of the lives of industrial managers and
entrepreneurs. Niece and Trompeter (2004),
relying upon oral history alongside financial
and documentary evidence, have analyzed
organizational change within Aurther
Andersen. Relatedly, Mitchell (1997: 122) con-
ducted in-depth interviews with US entrepre-
neurs and concluded that ‘because oral
history illuminates insider meanings’ it offers
the opportunity to understand the factors
relating to success and failure. In the manage-
ment of tourism and leisure activities, Trapp-
Fallon (2002), relates oral history to the future
viability of the tourist and leisure industries.
From a more critical perspective, oral history
has been utilized to assess the accuracy of
‘official’ accounting history, particularly in
the absence of documentary evidence
(Hammond and Sikka, 1996; Matthews, 2000).
Van de Rijt and Santema (2001) conclude that
documentary information about, for example,
corporate strategy provides only limited, inad-
equate information. 

Prospects

The transcription of oral histories is contested
terrain. Debate centres on the accurate
capture of oral nuance versus that of ‘verifiable’

text (Starr, 1996) [content analysis]. This
reflects the wider debate as to the ‘truth’ of
documentary data and whether documentary
evidence represents ‘facts’ or the social, ten-
dentious, perception of facts [constructivism].
For Bertaux (1981: 31), qualitative social
research offers direct access to social rela-
tions and hence forms the bedrock of socio-
logical knowledge. Oral histories are one way
of probing these relations, offering insight
into the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of important organi-
zational events and relationships, providing
fertile ground for a deeper understanding of
processes such as industrial restructuring and
change (Carson and Carson, 1998).

Ian Greenwood

ORDINARY LANGUAGE PHILOSOPHY

Definition

Ordinary language philosophy is the inquiry
after the use of language as a method of
dealing with problems of meaning.
Concerns with truth, fact and proof are
threaded in our grammar as to what counts
as such, so to investigate human activity
well is to investigate the manner in which
people say and do things as part of their
everyday, or ordinary, linguistic activity. The
approach is often associated with the ana-
lytic school of mid-twentieth century Oxford
philosophers such as Austin and Ryle, but its
influence in social science in its ‘ordinary’
guise is more specifically associated with the
later work of the Austrian and Cambridge
philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein (d. 1952),
in which linguistic investigations took the
form of recognizing the myriad of practices,
or games, in which language use was played
out [practice theory]. 

Discussion

Identifying meanings through research is a
process of appeal, first to what we do in fact
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say in our everyday lives, and second, pointing
out where what we say can confuse us. The
focus is on ordinary concepts (as opposed to
abstract concepts as used in mathematics or
logic). Here exactness and clarity are still
concerns, but not in the same way as the pro-
vision of proof. The assumption is that typi-
cally people mean what they say and so to
understand what they say is to understand
this meaning. Yet definitions (such as in this
dictionary), when examined, invite further
inquiry; the meaning is never fixed, and so
the researcher looks to instances of use.
Moreover, sometimes people do not know
what they mean, do not fully realize what
they mean, or can’t say what they mean.
Here the use of words is vague, or wrong, or
reified even, requiring a form of reminder, or
recovery, whereby the manner of entangle-
ment becomes apparent. This entanglement
is, for Wittgenstein (1953: §123), a philosoph-
ical problem; it has the form ‘I don’t know
my way about’; it is where grammar ‘takes a
wrong turn’. Ordinary language philosophy’s
job is to put things before us to remind us
how it is we go about life. This can be done
by recognizing ‘language games’, ostensibly
simplified exchanges of word, deed and
things that demonstrate how meaning arises
from use, and how it collapses from lack of
use, or ill-use, or radical use. Philosophy’s
role is to make clear how we experience the
ensuing confusions under which we can
labour; confusions that are inherently civic in
nature (Wittgenstein, 1953: §125). 

The ‘game’ metaphor (q.v.) used by
Wittgenstein is both illuminating and itself
potentially confusing. Language games refer
to the entire gamut of distinct but connected
activities – meetings, sacking people, pur-
chasing and forecasting are examples from a
business perspective.

Undertaking these activities requires lan-
guage users to acknowledge the conditions of
‘play’, to submit themselves to the actions by
which the language game has become estab-
lished and is experienced by others. So in the
language game of a business meeting, for
example, ranting monologues are treated
with suspicion; similarly, forecasting cannot

be accepted as simply hunch-work. Within
and between each game meanings are held in
place through what Wittgenstein calls ‘family
resemblance’ – common patterns of proxi-
mate use for whose form and themes we
develop a kind of musical sensibility (1953:
206e). Thus, we come to appreciate how the
game is played. Wittgenstein (1953: §67–68)
likens this appreciation to spinning a thread;
as we use a word we twist fibre on fibre, use
on use: ‘And the strength of the thread does
not reside in the fact that some one fibre runs
through its whole length, but in the overlap-
ping of many fibres.’ It is the identification of
these fibres that makes for better understand-
ing. For example, in using the word ‘quality’,
managers and management researchers twist
uses together, typically referring to concerns
such as: the elimination of waste; continual
improvement or integrated processes. Some
threads are frayed, some more commonly
used than others, and there is nothing outside
their continued use to prevent them being
unravelled. Over time, with familiarity, we
become adroit, and either confirm the viabil-
ity of the game by continuing to adhere to
typical uses, or rub up against the limits of
what the game permits – and as a result,
introduce alternate ways of acting, or even
new language games. Threads are re-woven
or snap completely. 

So undertaking research from an ordinary
language perspective involves researchers ask-
ing ‘[i]n what ways can confusions arise and
how can we overcome them?’, which in turn
requires an empirical investigation of word
use coupled to a recognition of the normalizing
pressures whereby word use is kept within
appropriate limits; pressures to which the
researcher is party. Because, as has been elab-
orated on, word use is never fixed, the
researcher is not in a position of revealing
established or formal definitions, but of notic-
ing typical and provocative use, and even pro-
voking such use, in order to comment on the
range and malleability of standard use
(Hänfling, 2002: 57). Taking the use of the
metaphor ‘organizational knowledge’ as an
example, there are two related modes of
response in which meaning can be recovered
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(Mulhall, 2001: 150–153). First, we can as
researchers remind ourselves of what we and
others mean when we use the word ‘know’.
From analysis of statements, we might con-
clude that ‘know’ is used either as a means of
inquiring after something or someone (‘Do you
know where …?’), or as a means of comment-
ing on a state of affairs (‘Did you know that
…?’, or ‘I know that ..?’) (Hänfling, 2002:
96–97). On further reflection, we may then
realize how our uses of the word ‘know’ can
confuse us – for example, referring to ‘knowl-
edge’ in the same way as we talk of material
objects such as ‘soil’. Appending prepositions
or articles to both ‘knowledge’ and ‘soil’ may
lead us to think both words represent an exist-
ing, external entity – an asset. This confusion
can be compounded when we link such words
with verbs; so both knowledge and soil, for
example, are ‘entities’ that can be ‘mined’, or
‘stored’, or ‘managed’. Yet while we can, for
example, ask how much soil fits into a skip,
can we sensibly ask how much knowledge
does (though perhaps we can imagine a skip
being full of data)?

Second, and more arrestingly, we can
recover meaning through the use of apho-
rism. The aphorism invigorates ordinary lan-
guage approaches because it reveals the
potential or possibilities in meanings that are
only ordinarily fixed. The aphorism exempli-
fies the creativity of grammatical definitions,
most ably exhibited by the most famous of
aphorists, Georg Lichtenberg. Take his fol-
lowing aphorism on knowledge:

The desire to know a lot in a short time often
hinders us from precise examination, but even
the man who knows this finds it hard to test any-
thing with precision, even though he knows that
if he does not test he will fail to attend to his goal
of learning more. (Lichtenberg, 1990: 1800/6).

The intimate link between knowing more and
learning less is succinctly and provocatively
put – its value is not in representing something
in words that exists in reality, but in provoking
us into thinking about the nature of what it is
we know when we say ‘we know’.

Here the use of ‘know’ has an alluring,
mobile quality. Wittgenstein (1953: §99)

conveys the sense of looseness by equating a
language game to an enclosure with a hole. By
and large, we can identify the boundaries of a
game, but there is always the possibility of
moving outside. This is where the metaphor
of ‘game’ can itself confuse. By ‘game’
Wittgenstein did not mean all actions can be
reduced to ‘rules’, as if explaining the rules
(such as those of the legal or accountancy pro-
fessions, for example) explains the actions and
practices undertaken (Cavell, 1969: 51). The
purpose of, and sense of involvement with,
language games are not conveyed by rules
(Hänfling, 2000: 34) and disputes of meaning
are not about the violation of rules but a lack
of integration between a practice and an indi-
vidual’s identity, group interests or wider
environmental conditions (Mulhall, 2001: 85)
[constructivism]. 

So as a mode of research, ordinary language
approaches resist the tendency to theorize con-
sequent upon the identification of regularities
that can be generalized as rules. Meaning is
not something applied to, or distilled from,
activities, but insists within them; theories are
working rather than wholly abstracting [prag-
matism]. Researching those activities involves
close attendance to: the ways in which people
use words; the similarities and distinctions
between these uses; the modes of agreement
by which these uses are deemed more or less
permissible; and the ways our language can
sometimes force itself upon us in potentially
confusing ways. It is this closeness that beto-
kens its own problems; not least that of any
observer for whom observing is and remains
distinct from participating. The words are akin
to empirical data, but are understood more
through participation than observation, so that
rather than create additional knowledge, what
is required of researchers is an organization of
what is already known in patterns that others
can recognize (Hänfling, 2000: Ch. 4). Instead
of definitive solutions, questions are answered
with yet more questions, or at least ‘open’
answers. The emphasis is upon getting a ‘grip’
on the meanings that already exist, and in
reflecting on their function in everyday activi-
ties: ‘we want to walk: so we need friction.
Back to the rough ground!’ (Wittgenstein,
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1953: §107). Some may find this approach too
apologetic or passive. It is a method for the
terminally curious and ruminative rather than
those wanting to ‘move forward’ with defini-
tive statements about the world and our place
within it. It might be likened to the ‘go slow’

movement, but for research rather than food
production. As Wittgenstein suggested: ‘It is a
happy co-incidence that fast rhymes with last.’

Robin Holt
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PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION

Definition

There are two major elements of an ethnog-
raphy (q.v.): the process of fieldwork and the
writing of a text (Van Maanen, 1995).
Participant observation is an essential ele-
ment of fieldwork and often the only method
of data collection deployed by an ethno-
graphic researcher. The purpose of the
researcher working in the field (q.v.) (work-
ing alongside research informants) is to
uncover accounts which may not have been
accessed by more formal methods like inter-
views (q.v.).

The term ‘participant observation’ is quite
misleading; it is a general heading for four
types of researcher engagement: 

• The complete participant, who operates
covertly, concealing any intention to
observe the setting.

• The participant-as-observer, who forms
relationships and participates in activities
but makes no secret of an intention to
observe events.

• The observer-as-participant, who maintains
only superficial contacts with the people
being studied (for example, by asking
them occasional questions). 

• The complete observer, who merely stands
back and ‘eavesdrops’ on the proceedings
(Burgess, 1984).

The first two categories are properly partici-
pative, whereas the final two methods are

included in the above list for completeness
but barely constitute participation as the
researcher’s role is not embedded within the
setting [non-participant observation].

Discussion

Covert observation carries substantial ethical
(q.v.) considerations. Indeed, in organizations
where codes of research ethics exist (most
notably, the National Health Service (NHS) in
the UK) covert observation would be impos-
sible due to the need for researchers to
declare their intentions to an ethics commit-
tee and seek approval for their activities –
their cover would be ‘blown’ from the outset.
There may be a fine line between covert obser-
vation and muck-raking – newspapers are
experts at ‘infiltrating’ groups and exposing
their darkest practices – so researchers
should take care that acting as a complete
participant is fully justified. There is also a
danger in that research subjects may discover
that the researcher is working covertly; a
decision should be made between being able
to collect accurate information and sustaining
good relationships with those under scrutiny
[access]. Rosenhan’s (1973) work ‘On being
sane in insane places’ describes the experi-
ence of ‘normal’ people admitted to psychi-
atric hospital in order to gain data about their
treatment in, and experience of, such institu-
tions. It could be argued that this piece of
work would not have the same credibility
and impact were it not for the covert nature
of the fieldwork. However, ethical (q.v.) ques-
tions arise around the impact on the
researchers, the subjects (mainly the staff in
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PARTICIPANT OBSERV ATION

the psychiatric hospital who could legiti-
mately feel duped by Rosenhan and his col-
leagues) and the ‘real’ psychiatric patients in
these hospitals. 

There are many other celebrated cases of
covert research: ‘Tearoom Trade’ (Humphreys,
1970) is a sociological study of male homosex-
ual activities in public restrooms; and
Fielding’s (1981) research on the National
Front, in which he presented himself both as a
researcher and as a ‘potential convert’ in order
to gain access.

There are three major demerits of covert
research (Bulmer, 1982b): violation of the
principle of informed consent, invasion of
privacy and deception, all of which are exem-
plified by Humphreys’ (1970) study of homo-
sexual men which involved significant acts of
deception. He collected car registration num-
bers of men and then obtained, (by deception)
from the police, their names and addresses in
order to interview them for a ‘social health
survey’. 

The participant-as-observer is the most
common model of fieldwork in management
studies. Here, the researcher openly declares
herself as such and seeks to embed herself in
the organization, learning about the particu-
lar aspect of work which she is interested in
and developing relationships with infor-
mants. Some accounts of participant observa-
tion carried out in this way report that the
researcher label is often forgotten about by
informants who are generally more con-
cerned about getting on with their jobs rather
than being observed. 

Lupton’s (1963) study of two Manchester
factories is an absorbing and detailed account
of shop-floor workers’ lives. His description
of the social process by which levels of out-
put are determined and maintained and their
links with earnings could not have been
achieved by interviews and questionnaires.
Lupton’s view was that there was no alterna-
tive to first-hand observation if such rich data
were to be collected and understood. In
effect, he felt he had to personally experience
the working life of a shop-floor employee in
order to explain ‘restriction of output’ or,
seen from an employee’s perspective,

‘controls on behaviour’. His work builds
on the Bank Wiring Observation Room
(Hawthorne) studies but analyses the social
process through the lens of the worker rather
than the researcher working on management-
defined problems.

Watson’s (1994b/2001) study of the fic-
tional ZTC Ryland provides a modern exam-
ple of in-depth participant observation of and
with managers in a telecommunications com-
pany. The account is interspersed with dia-
logue, designed to illustrate how managers
make sense of their roles in their struggle to
achieve objectives in a difficult business envi-
ronment. This verbatim reporting of ‘real’
conversations (q.v.) as opposed to research
conversations is typical of participant obser-
vation studies and allows Watson to describe
managers’ roles in a way which takes us
beyond the normative models traditionally
offered to students of management, portray-
ing it, instead, as ‘human social craft’
(Watson, 1994b/2001: 223).

Prospects

Participant observation allows the researcher
access to people’s working lives and, as such,
researchers owe a debt of respect and care to
informants; it is the researcher’s privilege to
enter and be part of their lives, not theirs
to admit us. It is in preserving this intimate
balance that participant research often strug-
gles. Particular groups may feel that they
have been singled out as being especially
interesting and worthy of being researched
and therefore welcome the researcher; others
may feel threatened by her presence.
Naturally, the researcher’s ability to build
relationships and develop rapport with sub-
jects is crucial. The danger here is that the
researcher may ‘go native’, that is, feel so
embedded and sympathetic to the group
being studied that interpreting events objec-
tively becomes difficult. The associated diffi-
culty is the time-consuming and open-ended
nature of this kind of research, which means
it often doesn’t get done. In a cost-conscious
research climate in which specific and often
short-term, definitive objectives are required
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to secure funding, sustained participation is a
risky strategy. 

Lisa Anderson

PHENOMENOLOGY

Definition

Phenomenology is a method of explaining
meaning that strips out reference to abstracting,
historical or structural influences, and instead
looks to the experiencing subjects’ direct and
unmediated awareness of phenomena.

Discussion

Any adequate theory of meaning, including
that of science itself, has to account for the
nature of consciousness; it is only by a con-
scious, intentional act that a world is brought
into life from amidst the hurly-burly of expe-
rience. It is this acknowledgement that tran-
scribes the edges of the phenomenological
worldview. The use of objectifying criteria,
such as exactness, generalized explicability
and validity, takes researchers away from this
intimate configuration of meaning because as
accounts of meaning they tend to privilege
the observer above the observed [individual-
ism; phronetic organizational research; posi-
tivism and post-positivism; structuration theory].
One of the originators of phenomenological
approaches, Edmund Husserl (d. 1938),
argued that to fully understand meaning we
have to restore the originating influence of
persons who experience it. What is being
restored in the researcher’s analysis is a con-
dition of the intentionality of what is being
researched; hence the primary concern of the
phenomenologist is not whether things or
objects actually exist, but whether these are
intended in consciousness. This levelling of
objects dissolves the implicit hierarchies of
meaning – the symbols of epic stories are as
‘real’ as tables and chairs and equally as valid
as a source of data for researchers [aesthetics;

semiotics]. Meaning is the meaning given to
objects by those in whose intentional states
the objects are known in what Hussurl calls
‘meaning acts’. So to understand an object
such as ‘a firm’ the researcher looks to the
specific episodes of thinking, perceiving,
believing, etc. (Smith and Smith, 1995: 21) by
which a firm is experienced. From the per-
spective of employees, or regulators, or share-
holders, an object such as a ‘firm’ may differ
according to the different ways their meaning
acts ‘bracket-off’ (époche) their experience.
Hence a firm can be understood as an oppo-
nent, as opportunistic or as an opportunity
(or a blend thereof) without contradiction. 

At its transcendental extreme the loneli-
ness of this sense-giving consciousness can
provoke an almost existential (q.v.) indiffer-
ence; why, if reality is nothing more than
what we as individuals impute to it, should
we care about the everyday meanings of
others [relativism]? But if consciousness and
intentionality (as meaning acts) are taken not
to refer to private mental states informing
agency, but to the ways our conscious life is
embodied in things and relations and symbols
through action, and if objects are seen as hav-
ing a presence that somehow invites, or elic-
its conscious focus, then what has meaning
arises from the complicity of subjects and
objects [practice theory]. This ‘prosthetic’
development of Hussurlean phenomenology
stems from Merleau-Ponty’s (1988: 194–199)
‘philosophy of nature’, requiring what he
calls an awareness of the ‘encroaching’ field
of subject and object in which the subject is
understood as both an object (an object
amidst a world of objects) and a subject that
sees and touches objects. This phenomeno-
logical approach involves getting behind our
observer conventions to invoke a raw or more
basic appreciation of what can be meaning-
fully felt, or intuited; to trace the rhythms of
how the world opens itself out on to subjects
and of how subjects open out on to the world. 

A basic example would be our human
intentional interest in the object ‘warmth’,
which prompts inquiry into identifying and
controlling sources of heat, and thence
adequate generalizations concerning the
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properties and classification of these sources.
While subject awareness is rooted with inten-
tional acts of interest, these acts involve
active orientations around already estab-
lished modes of understanding. So the associ-
ated ‘need’ for power to provide warmth
might, if experienced by a consumer in a
western market economy, might be config-
ured using the object of a commodity (rather
than, say, an emblem of divine power). This
market economy background then elicits spe-
cific actions in relation to the object ‘warmth’,
such as purchasing, expending, storing and so
on [hermeneutics]. As subjects, we are both
temporally and spatially configured; experi-
ence from which we cannot wrest ourselves as
separate, phenomenologically distinct beings
(Derrida, 1973). Yet despite market economy
upbringings, the need for heat need not be
commodified in toto; the subject flows back on
to the world; and so, for example, silent vents
are passed over for fireside aesthetics which in
turn may restore a more direct, less commod-
ified relationship with the object warmth.

Robin Holt

PHRONETIC ORGANIZA TIONAL

RESEARCH

Definition

Phronetic organizational research is an
approach to the study of management and
organizations focusing on ethics and power. It
is based on a contemporary interpretation of
the Aristotelian concept phronesis, usually
translated as ‘practical wisdom’, sometimes
as ‘prudence’. Phronesis is the ability to think
and act in relation to values, to deliberate
about ‘things that are good or bad for
humans’ in the words of Aristotle (1976:
1140a24–b12). Phronetic organizational
research effectively provides answers to the
following four value-rational questions, for
specific problematics in management and
organization studies:

1. Where are we going with this specific
management problematic? 

2. Who gains and who loses, and by which
mechanisms of power? 

3. Is this development desirable? 
4. What, if anything, should we do about it?

Phronetic organizational research concerns
deliberation, judgement, and praxis in rela-
tion to the four questions. Praxis is the
process by which phronesis as a concept
becomes lived reality [practice theory].
Answers to the questions are used as input to
ongoing dialogues (q.v.) about the possibili-
ties and risks that management and organiza-
tions face and how things may be done
differently. The ‘we’ in the questions consists
of those researchers asking the questions and
those who share the concerns of the
researchers, including people in the organiza-
tion under study. Phronetic researchers see
no general and unified ‘we’ in relation to
which the questions can be given a final,
objective answer. What is a ‘gain’ and a ‘loss’
often depends on the perspective taken, and
one person’s gain may be another’s loss.
Phronetic researchers are highly aware of the
importance of perspective, and see no neutral
ground, no ‘view from nowhere’, for their
work.

The focus of phronetic organizational
research is on practical activity and practical
knowledge in everyday situations in organiza-
tions [action research; mode 2; pragmatism]. It
may mean, but is not limited to, a focus on
known sociological, ethnographic (q.v.), and
historical phenomena such as ‘everyday life’
and ‘everyday people’, with their focus on
the so-called ‘common’. What it always
means, however, is a focus on the actual daily
practices [practise-centred research] – common
or highly specialized or rarefied – which con-
stitute a given organizational field of interest,
regardless of whether these practices consti-
tute a stock exchange, a grassroots organiza-
tion, a neighbourhood, a multinational
corporation, a government office, an emer-
gency ward, or a local school board.

The result of phronetic organizational
research are concrete examples and detailed
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narratives (q.v.) of the ways in which power
and values work in organizations and with
what consequences, and to suggest how
power and values could be changed to work
with other consequences. Phronetic research
holds that in so far as organizational situa-
tions become clear, they are clarified by
detailed study of who is doing what to whom.
Such clarification is therefore a principal con-
cern for phronetic organizational research
and provides the main link to praxis. 

The methodological implications of follow-
ing a phronetic approach may be briefly
described by the following methodological
guidelines, which should be seen not as
imperatives but as indicators of direction:

1. Focus on values (what’s ‘good or bad for
humans in organizations’).

2. Place power at the core of analysis [actor-
network theory; critical theory] (because, as
Bertrand Russell observed, the funda-
mental concept in social science is power,
in the same sense in which energy is the
fundamental concept in physics; power is
productive).

3. Get close to reality (to improve under-
standing and ensure practical relevance).

4. Emphasize ‘little things’ (God is in
the detail – and so is the Devil)
[ethnomethodology].

5. Look at practices before discourse (what is
done is more important than what is said,
and understanding the difference between
the two is an effective means for learning
about management and organization).

6. Study cases (q.v.) and context (because
the practical judgement central to phrone-
sis, and to good management, is case-
based and context-dependent).

7. Ask ‘How?’, do narrative (to understand
the process and what to do).

8. Move beyond agency and structure (to
internalize externality in organizations
and externalize internality).

9. Do dialogue with a polyphony of voices
(phronetic organizational research is dia-
logical (q.v.) with no one voice, including
that of the researcher, claiming final
authority).

Discussion

Because phronesis concerns values it goes
beyond analytical, scientific knowledge (epis-
teme) [realism] and technical knowledge or
know how (techne) and it involves judge-
ments and decisions made in the manner of a
virtuoso social actor. Aristotle was explicit in
his regard of phronesis as the most important
of the three intellectual virtues: episteme,
techne, and phronesis. Phronesis is most impor-
tant because it is that activity by which scien-
tific and instrumental rationality is balanced
by value-rationality; and because, according
to Aristotle, such balancing is crucial to the
viability of any organization – from the fam-
ily to a business to the state. To ignore value-
rationality in human organizations is to ask
for trouble, according to Aristotle. The many
recent scandals of corporate governance may
be seen as cases in point. They result from
executives not understanding the importance
of and not being proficient in phronesis.

In terms of the history and theory of
science, Aristotle and Machiavelli are the
classic thinkers of phronesis. More contempo-
rary scholars within this tradition are Pierre
Bourdieu, Michel Foucault, Clifford Geertz
Alasdair MacIntyre, Martha Nussbaum, and
Richard Rorty, who emphasize phronetic
before epistemic knowledge in the study of
social organization, despite important differ-
ences in other domains. 

A curious fact can be observed, however.
Whereas episteme is found in the modern
words ‘epistemology’ and ‘epistemic’, and
techne in ‘technology’ and ‘technical’, it is
indicative of the degree to which scientific
and instrumental rationality dominate mod-
ern thinking and language that we no longer
have a word for the one intellectual virtue,
phronesis, which Aristotle and other founders
of the western tradition saw as the most
important condition of successful social orga-
nization [positivism and post-positivism]. 

Epistemic science, modelled after the nat-
ural sciences, has gained dominance to a
degree, where even intellectual activities like
organizational research and social science,
which are not and probably never can be
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scientific in the epistemic, natural science sense,
have found themselves compelled to strive
for and legitimate themselves in terms of the
epistemic model. According to Czarniawska
and Sevón (2003: 9–13), epistemic organiza-
tional research is the mainstream of organiza-
tional research and it claims universality
based on a search for generic truths about
management and organizations.

Prospects

It is a problem that management scholars
generally do not recognize the distinctions
between episteme, techne, and phronesis,
because they are very different intellectual
activities with very different implications for
practical research. It is often the case that
these activities are rationalized as episteme,
even though they are actually techne or
phronesis. However, it is not in their role as
episteme that one can argue for the value of
organizational research and other social
sciences. In the domain in which the natural
sciences have been strongest – the production
of theories that can explain and accurately
predict – the social sciences, including orga-
nizational research, have been weakest.
Nevertheless, by emphasizing the three roles,
and especially by reintroducing phronesis, we
see there are other and more satisfying possi-
bilities for organizational research than
vainly emulating natural science.

The theoretical and methodological implica-
tions of phronesis for organizational and man-
agement research were first explained in
Flyvbjerg (2001, 2003). The following may
serve as examples in an emerging body of orga-
nizational research that contains elements of
phronesis. In the study of power and organiza-
tions, the work of Clegg (1997) and Clegg and
Kornberger (2003) stands out. In the organiza-
tion of the firm and of accounting, the work of
Miller (2003) must be mentioned. In the orga-
nization of science and technology there is the
work of Latour (1999b) and Rabinow (1999).
And in the organization of government there is
Schram and Caterino (2006), Flyvbjerg (1998),
and Dean (1999). Examples exist as well from
more specialized fields of research, such as the

organization of consumption (Miller and Rose,
1997), policing (Harcourt, 2001), and space
(q.v.) and architecture (Crush, 1994) [mod-
ernism and scientific management]. More exam-
ples of phronetic organizational research may
be found in Flyvbjerg (2001: 162–165) and
Dean (1999: 3–5).

Bent Flyvbjerg

POSITIVISM AND POST-POSITIVISM

Definition

Within the social sciences, advocates of posi-
tivism argue that the only legitimate source of
knowledge are sense data, through which real-
ity is experienced. In order to guard against
the personal and subjective basis of this sen-
sory experience, findings are claimed to be
reliable when they can be repeatedly verified.
Positivism’s roots lie within empiricist philos-
ophy in which wider metaphysical and ethical
questions of meaning and value were ‘cut
away’ from the rational pursuit of factual truth
based upon an unalloyed experience of nature
using the method, or logic, of verification. By
letting metaphysics go as a kind of archaic out-
lier, positivism brings the material world into
confined, codified and tidy structures. Its
acknowledged founder in social science –
Auguste Comte – used the approach as a
counter-blast to clerical dominance; it had a
democratising tone. The rise of post-positivism
is, similarly, a counter-blast, but this time
against the dominance that the empirical, sci-
entistic worldview that Comte championed
itself came to occupy. Verification became its
own metaphysics, open to challenge from
those who felt there was more than one –
empirical – way of understanding the world. 

Discussion

As early modern management sought to trans-
fer the traditions of applied engineering in the
natural sciences to the social sciences
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(Shenhav, 1999), it was quickly established in
a positivist vein. The subsequent influence of
economics, sociology, and psychology on the
development of management education as
university-based hardened this vein, and led
to the idea of management and its research
being positivist. In other words, it attempted
to explain knowledge according to the stan-
dards and methods of natural ‘science’. By
definition, it was able to lay claim to modern
assumptions of rationality, universality, objec-
tivity, and value freedom, coupled to a belief
in the possibility of the progressive rational-
ization of action – a ready embrace of the
modernist (q.v.) assumption of the progressive
and cumulative character of knowledge
(Roberts, 1996: 55).

The founders of business schools in insti-
tutions of higher education were attracted to
claims of value freedom, objectivity, univer-
sality, and the possibility of generating law-
like predictions in knowledge. The invention
of science-based management (Locke, 1989)
was essential if business education was to be
removed from its vocational origins and given
the status necessary for recognition as an
academic discipline. Its proponents strove for
scientific knowledge that was equivalent to
the natural sciences. However, there are sig-
nificantly different conditions of knowledge
between the realm of a science of nature and
a science of practice [constructivism; phronetic
organizational research; realism]. 

Practice-based (q.v.) knowledge is
bounded by its contextual nature, as can be
illustrated by the following simple contrast
between the ‘laws’ of natural science and the
‘science’ of management. Iron filings, a staple
of school physics, always display the same
dispositional behaviour when introduced to
the poles of a magnet, irrespective of whether
the experiment occurs in Japan or the USA
or the identity of the experimentalist. These
variables simply are not important to the
‘sense’ that the filings make of their pattern-
ing around the magnetic poles, which is to
say, as phenomena from the object realm,
rather than the subject realm, they can make
no sense whatsoever. Nor is it relevant to the
sense that the experimentalist makes.

Experimentalists do not, typically, refer to the
particulars of their own identity in making
the sense that they make. 

In contrast, however, had we been thinking
about how managers might respond to the
twin poles of a strategic threat, rather than
iron filings responding to a magnet, the situa-
tion would be very different. The patterns that
emerge are not the result of laws that inex-
orably create a certain pattern. There is far
more indeterminateness. Patterns in practice
are established by rules that are applied
locally, in situ, by the actors themselves. These
rules are not external – even though they may
exist as such, as material traces, in manuals or
procedures. They are, instead, the result of a
complex mastery of skills that enable the
actors to cope with new situations according to
some categories for making sense that involve
the application of members’ implicit rules.
That is what constitutes skill. But, once such
skills are well learned they become reflexively
automatic. That is, they cannot be analyzed
simply in terms of those rules that might be
thought to constitute them [ordinary language
philosophy]. Such rules become themselves the
unspoken and tacit ground of any action,
action that is capable of improvising in unpre-
dictable ways around and between any sense
that the rules might make. Rules cannot
account for their own interpretation in situ by
actors. The proficient manager’s response to a
strategic threat is thus made not just according
to some externally learned rule about ‘how to
deal with a strategic threat’ taught to them in
a business school, although this may form part
of their implicit rules. On the contrary, it is
governed by skills that have in time become
reflexively automatic (Flyvbjerg, 2001: 20) in
ways that resist precise correspondence in
propositional structure or detailed description. 

Those who create and disseminate man-
agement knowledge often aspire to be neutral
observers of what just happens to be. They
take no stance towards the nature of being. In
other words, they simply register that which
is without reflection – which could only be
speculative and prescriptive – or why it might
be that way [hermeneutics]. Their ethic of
value freedom places them beyond ethics – it
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is a kind of ethics that you have when you
don’t presume any other ethics. Of course,
these articles of faith are designed to protect
‘management science’ from contamination by
other, ‘lesser’ forms of knowledge. Against
this view of the world, a post-positivist view
would argue that while the nature of reality
is unequivocally real – it is ‘out there’ – our
ways of knowing it as such are somewhat more
contestable. While we have highly elaborated
codes for making sense of phenomena – such
as the methods of empirical science – we
should recognize these for the codes they are.
Reality cannot be represented in some propo-
sitionally pure form that is untouched by the
context of meaning in which it is embedded.
Experience ordered though our sense data
may cause us to hold certain views of the
matter in question but it cannot tell us which
views we should be considering in the first
place (Rorty, 1989). That certain causal regu-
larities may be empirically observed of a phe-
nomena does not enable one to ask why these
regularities and not some others? For
instance, authority is achieved as a set of pat-
terned preferences whose prevalence demon-
strates its facticity.

Prospects

Future management and organization
research might more vigorously engage mat-
ters of ethics (q.v.) and take stances on politi-
cal matters in a way that positivist work
shuns. In as much as positivism seeks either
to translate other concerns into its domain or
ignores them (Donaldson, 1996), an argument
basically in favour of methodological and
other forms of pluralism, as well as being
against positivism, could only be considered
as philosophically healthy. In addition, such a
practice might better articulate the range of
normative diversity on power, fairness, effi-
ciency, and the other contested domains of
organizational life, that are routinely found in
the broader social sciences but seem so often
to be filtered out of management. 

Stewart R. Clegg

POSTCARDS

Definition

Postcards first appeared in the UK in 1870
when they were introduced by the Post
Office as a single card with the address on
one side and a message on the other. Until
1894, there were no private cards and all
cards carried a pre-paid stamp. Elsewhere,
pictures were more in evidence, initially as
envelopes and then as single postcards. For
example, in the USA, cards were printed with
advertising while the construction of the
Eiffel Tower in 1890 resulted in early
souvenir postcards. By 1902, the Post Office
in the UK had adjusted its rules to allow
pictures on a front and message and address
on a back, which became divided by a line
and this became the standard for postcards. 

Discussion

Postcards as a method of data-gathering in
organizations provide one means of over-
coming some of the recognized difficulties of
research. Such difficulties include, first, the
viewing of outside interference from
researchers by managers and others with
suspicion allied to competitive pressures
and work intensification which limit the
time available for research [access]. Second,
the tendency to disperse organization activi-
ties from the centre in time and location
with the consequence of multiple localities,
each with their own cultural and historical
interpretation of events [ethnography]. Third,
each organization and each locality can no
longer be viewed as a single, unified or fixed
entity; there is always a plurality of voices
and those voices work in interaction with
others [antenarrative; dialogic; hermeneutics].
Researchers of management and organiza-
tion need to feature the voices of the variety
of social actors and this is often seen as the
strength of qualitative research through
such devices as narratives (q.v.), diaries
(q.v.), life-histories [oral history], etc.
(Atkinson et al., 2001) and to this list, I
would propose adding postcards.

POSTCARDS
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Postcards are such an easy means of
collecting information, it is surprising there
are not many examples in the research
literature. Betts and Holden (2003) provide
one example, using ‘hard’ postcards in their
evaluation of an employee-led development
initiative in a local authority in the north of
England, in combination with focus group
interviews. The initiative was open to all
7,000 employees, although restructuring and
low morale reduced participation to fewer
than 14 per cent. The cards, entitled
‘Postcards from the Learning Zone’, were
used to collect data as part of the evaluation
and to ‘facilitate a degree of reflection’ (Betts
and Holden, 2003: 281). 

Recently, the arrival of e-postcards has pro-
vided new possibilities. The internet increases
the stretch of research methods. In many parts
of the world, fears about poor access to elec-
tronic media, leading to an exclusion of the
voices of some research subjects and biased
samples, have subsided. Consequently, there
are new opportunities to access subjects who
are usually hard to get in touch with or where
the issues being researched are contentious
and/or sensitive. Coomber (1997), for example,
used the internet to research illicit ‘drug deal-
ers’, including an attempt to contact German
and French subjects via electronic news-
groups. E-mail probably provides the main
extension of the postcard for the researcher. In
contrast to some approaches to electronic
research using software tools of growing
sophistication, the e-postcard essentially
retains the simplicity of the traditional paper-
based version. The key principles of postcard
design can be maintained so long as the mal-
leability of the electronic medium is not used
to turn what is meant to be quick and easy
research tool into a questionnaire. For example,
Thorpe et al. (2004) used e-postcards (shown
as Figure 4), in an interpretative study of
entrepreneurial ‘maturity’. 

The method sought access to language and
images to understand multiple frames of ref-
erence and entrepreneurial sensemaking.
The card asked for responses to three ques-
tions relating to business goals and how these
could be realized: 102 cards were ‘sent’ and

44 ‘returned’. An interesting finding was
that the process enabled a degree of self-
understanding by entrepreneurs, allowing a
degree of reflection on their ideas, goals and
overall reasons for adopting this form of busi-
ness/life [interviewing].

While no method can ensure certainty,
postcards are recognized by potential respon-
dents as quick and easy to complete; they
have a structure which is familiar and com-
prehensible. They offer the researcher spatial
and temporal flexibility that does not require
proximity to research locations, so long as the
addresses of the sample or some other means
of distribution are available. The option of
providing pre-paid postage can increase
response rates and an e-postcard sent as an
attachment via e-mail can be opened, com-
pleted online and returned within minutes.
Of course, both traditional and e-postcards
can be ignored, the latter particularly can be
deleted, confused with Spam or fall foul of a
growing tendency towards information over-
load. Postcards can be completed asynchron-
ically. Respondents have the discretion of
when to write their cards and this allows con-
sideration rather than immediacy, if they
wish. As Horschild (1998) has shown, writ-
ing may be better for the expression of
emotional and imaginative aspects of under-
standing. Further, the completion of a post-
card could provide for interaction between
researcher and subjects which, as suggested
by Boshier (1990), is free from coercion and
hierarchical influence. While traditional post-
cards contain less text than, for example,
interview data or questionnaires, they still
need transcribing. E-postcards, on the other
hand, pass the transcribing process to the
subject so the data can come ‘ready-
transcribed’ (Selwyn and Robson, 1998: 1).

Prospects

It may be argued that the commitment to
writing postcards reduces its connection with
the richness and immediacy of a spoken
process, including access to the intentions of
meaning and avoidance of misunderstanding
and reducing interaction to restrictive digital
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communication [interviews – electronic].
However, there is compensation in the oppor-
tunity for voices to be heard, often for the
first time, without the inhibiting presence of
a bodily other. Crucially, such understanding
is usually expressed in language with the pro-
duction of a text, which according to Bleicher
(1980: 230), drawing on Ricœur’s paradigm of
a text, provides for a ‘fixation of meaning’. As
a consequence, there is a detachment of what
is said from speaking where what is written
has a meaning in abstraction just for itself.
The value of this for researchers is the com-
bination of what is present with its past
which Gadamer (1989: 390) saw as ‘unique’,
often revealing features of the writer’s situa-
tion and context which are not immediately
obvious in spoken interactions. As such, the
data become available for further analysis
within text-based approaches such as dis-
course (q.v.) and narrative analysis.

Jeff Gold

POST-COLONIAL THEORY

Definition

Post-colonial theory is a broad term of rele-
vance for a range of disciplines in the human-
ities and the social sciences, such as literature
theory, sociology, anthropology, and organiza-
tion studies (for an overview and introduc-
tion, see P. Prasad, 2005: Ch. 14; A. Prasad,
2005). Rather than being an integrated and
unified theory or perspective, post-colonial
theory denotes a loosely coupled theoretical
framework capturing how colonialist, imper-
alist, neo-colonialist, and post-colonial prac-
tices and ideologies are influencing
contemporary culture, society, and the econ-
omy. Post-colonial theory is complex and syn-
cretic rather than monolithic and unitary. In
addition, post-colonial theory does not have
a distinct origin but must, as Young (2001)
argues, be as old as colonialism itself; with
expansion comes the critique of expansion. 

The emergence of post-colonial theory is
entangled with both political activism (embod-
ied by political leaders such as Ho Chi Minh
and Mahatma Gandhi) aimed at de-
colonializing parts of the world under western
governance, and more intellectual endeavours,
for instance the literature accounting for the
human, social, and cultural costs caused by
colonialist projects. In 1950, Aimé Césaire
published Discourse on Colonialism, a critical
account of the effects of the colonialist pro-
jects. Following this, the Martinique-French
author and psychoanalyst Franz Fanon
(1925–1961) published two major works, Black
Skins, White Masks (1952/1986) and The
Wretched of the Earth (1963), wherein he exam-
ined the psychological effects of the colonialist
project. After Césaire, Fanon, and others’
foundational works, post-colonial theory grad-
ually became increasingly institutionalized. In
1978, the Palestinian-American literature pro-
fessor Edward Said (1935–2003) published the
seminal work Orientalism, wherein Said, influ-
enced by Michel Foucault’s genealogical
method, sketched how images of the Orient as
a mystical, elusive, but also backward part of
the world were being fabricated in western
culture. More recently, the Indian-American
literature professor Gayatri Chakraborty
Spivak (b. 1942), testifying to a deconstructive
(q.v.), feminist (q.v.) and Marxist (q.v.) [dialec-
tic] epistemology, has become one of the most
important writers in the post-colonial tradi-
tion. Although Spivak’s thinking is too compli-
cated to locate to one single perspective and is
not presented in one single work, her analysis
of the colonial subaltern – a concept borrowed
from the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci –
has been influential in post-colonial discourses.
Other important contributors to post-colonial
theory include Homi K. Bhabha, Arjun
Appadurai, and Robert Young. Ryszard
Kapuściński and V.S. Naipaul have published
more journalistic and literary accounts of a
post-colonial world.

Discussion

In management and organization theory,
post-colonial theory plays a complementary
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but increasingly important role. While
Marxism and class-oriented thinking have
been somewhat unfashionable since the
1970s, and feminist theory has established
itself as an influential and important analyti-
cal perspective on managing and organiza-
tional life, post-colonial theory (and to some
extent queer theory examining the ‘hetero-
normativity’ in western societies) is emerging
as an alternative view. Researchers such as
Pushkala Prasad, Anshuman Prasad, Stella
Nkomo, Subhabrata Bobby Banerjee, Stephen
Linstead, and Bill Cooke have advocated and
employed post-colonial theory in analyses of
business activity (e.g. Banerjee and Linstead,
2001, 2004; Cooke, 2003; Nkomo, 1992). In
addition to organization and management
studies explicitly drawing on a post-colonial
theory framework, there is a number of stud-
ies presented by anthropologists, sociologists,
and other social scientists examining post-
colonialist aspects of organizations. Two
examples of this literature are Ong’s (1987)
ethnography (q.v.) of female factory workers
in a Japanese company in Malaysia, and
Drori’s (2000) study of the relationship
between Jewish managers and Arab and
Druse workers in the Israeli textile industry.
The anthology edited by Prasad (2003) offers
a number of examples of how post-colonial
theory can be of relevance in the analysis of
managerial practices as diverse as account-
ing, management control, and cross-cultural
(q.v.) management studies. Elsewhere, Prasad
and Prasad (2002) point to a number of fields
where post-colonial theory may make a fruit-
ful contribution, for instance studies of the
growing museum and exhibition industry
where colonialist, neo-colonialist and post-
colonialist ideologies are manifested (Harrison,
1997), or research on the tourism industry,
essentially relying on the representation of
‘the Other’ as exotic, intriguing, and above all
different. 

Diversity management, today a major
industry in its own right in terms of provid-
ing a range of consultancy services, courses,
and a management guru literature, is another
field of interest where post-colonial theory is
applicable [anti-discriminatory research]. The

bulk of the mainstream and normative diversity
literature does not address the topic in terms
of a post-colonial agenda but favours presen-
tations of ‘show cases’ (Prasad and Mills,
1997), pointing at the short-term financial
performances derived from the employment
of a more diverse workforce. In general, the
relationship between post-colonial theory, in
essence critical of the predominant colonialist
heritage in organizations, and the normative
diversity management literature, is a compli-
cated one (Mir et al., 2006). 

Prospects

Critics of post-colonial theory argue that the
literature is abstract, overtly theoretical,
poorly integrated, and incapable of synthesiz-
ing any comprehensive and unified theory or
theoretical framework examining social sys-
tems in terms of its colonialist or post-
colonialist practices. Seen in this view, the
critique is similar to that of post-structuralist
and post-modernist (q.v.) thinking, queer
theory, or any other post-positivist (q.v.)
theoretical framework recognizing hybrid-
ity, assemblages, and intersectionality.
Proponents of post-colonial theory would
respond that the very critique of Eurocentric
thinking must be formulated in a non-
Eurocentric vocabulary and recognize alter-
native ontologies and epistemologies.
Therefore the critique on the lack of unity is
inadequate. However, from a practical point
of view, it is complicated to treat post-colonial
theory as more than a loosely-coupled frame-
work of concepts, studies, arguments, and
narratives, sharing the objective to critically
evaluate past, present, and future social prac-
tices that in a variety of ways draw on colo-
nialist, imperialist and neo-colonialist
ideologies and practices. The recent interest
in globalization, diversity, and a general cri-
tique of Eurocentric thinking suggests that
post-colonial theory is becoming increasingly
important for the analysis of organizations.
Similar to other critical orientations in the
social sciences and humanities, such as femi-
nist theory, post-structuralism and queer
theory, post-colonial theory partially represents

POST-COLONIAL THEOR Y

161

Thorpe-3581-Ch-P.qxd  11/23/2007  2:15 PM  Page 161



a new regime of thinking wherein hybridity,
fluidity and movement are the norm rather
than the exception. 

Alexander Styhre

POSTMODERNISM

Definition

The term ‘postmodernism’ made its first
appearance in the title of a book, Post-
modernism and Other Essays, written by
Bernard Iddings Bell as early as 1926. In the
latter half of the 1960s a number of social
commentators and literary critics, including
Ihab Hassan, Leslie Fiedler, and Daniel Bell,
began actively promoting usage of the terms
‘postmodern’ and ‘postmodernism’ in their
work. Despite these developments in literary-
critical circles, however, it was not until
Lyotard’s (1984, but originally published in
1979) publication of a report entitled The
Postmodern Condition that wider public atten-
tion was drawn to the debate between mod-
ernism and postmodernism. Increasingly
loosely employed in much of the academic
literature in art, science, literary criticism,
philosophy, sociology, politics and now even
in management and organization studies, its
use nonetheless evokes vastly contrasting
reactions. On the one hand, postmodernism
is frequently equated with relativism (q.v.)
and dismissed as an extremely cynical ten-
dency towards nihilism within contemporary
culture, and on the other, it is regarded as an
extremely subtle and complex philosophical
attempt at reworking the metaphysical bases
of modern knowledge. Within the context of
this discussion, postmodernism is best under-
stood as an experimental and reactionary move-
ment against the perceived excesses of
modernism (q.v.). It is an attempt to ‘restore
to the world what modernity, presumptu-
ously, had taken away; as a re-enchantment of
the world that modernity had tried hard to
dis-enchant’ (Bauman, 1992: x) [positivism and

post-positivism]. Postmodernism seeks to show
that what underpins modern rationality is a
damaging reductionistic ‘logic of representa-
tion’, in which fluid, living experiences are
forcibly subjected to mental dissection and
symbolic representation in order to render
the latter more amenable to instrumental
manipulation and control. Modern rational-
ity, and hence representation, is thus funda-
mentally a method of ordering which
radically distorts our experiences of reality.
The postmodern argument is that through
representation the subjective and ephemeral
aspect of human experiences is inadvertently
overlooked and denied epistemological legiti-
macy in the modernist scheme of things since
it privileges the explicit over the tacit, quali-
tative aspects of human experience. The post-
modern critique, then, is centrally concerned
with giving voice and legitimacy to those tacit
and oftentimes unpresentable forms of knowl-
edge that modern epistemology inevitably
depends upon yet conveniently overlooks or
glosses over.

Discussion

Much has been written about postmodernity
as a cultural condition resonating with the
collective mood and orientations of late capi-
talism; postmodernism as an experimental
movement or reaction to the perceived
excesses of modernism in architecture, the
arts and the sciences; and ‘the postmodern’
as reflective of an immanent ontological ten-
sion created by the modernist obsession with
order, systematization, control, and pre-
dictability, in virtually every aspect of human
endeavour. These three moments and move-
ments provide a loosely-clustered but recur-
rent theme reverberating within the
contemporary western consciousness. They
help us grasp, amidst the unquestioned
achievements of modern science and technol-
ogy, the accompanying sense of alienation,
loss, disillusionment, fragmentation of identi-
ties, and apathy precipitated by the mecha-
nisms of modernity over the past two
hundred years. Yet, the postmodern is not to
be associated with all that is negative. The
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idea of a progressive postmodern science
superseding Newtonian rationality and sub-
scribing to a vastly different worldview has
been proffered as an alternative set of meta-
physical principles for comprehending post-
quantum reality (Bohm, 1988; Prigogine,
1996) [complexity theories]. 

Three intellectual axioms and imperatives
are detectable in the postmodern approach to
analysis that could be insightful when used in
management and organization studies. First,
postmodern analyses seek to emphasize the
Heraclitean primacy accorded to process
(q.v.) [method], indeterminacy, flux and inces-
sant change in place of the modernist empha-
sis on the ontological primacy of form,
substance, stability and order. It privileges
change over persistence, activity over sub-
stance, process over product, and novelty
over continuity. It emphasizes the primacy of
the becoming of things. Second, it views lan-
guage, and in particular the activities of
naming and symbolic representation, as the per-
ceived cause of apparent orderliness in the
world [ordinary language philosophy]. It argues
that without the acts of naming, classification
and the creation of a subject–predicate struc-
ture through language and grammar, lived
reality is but a ‘shapeless and indistinct mass’
(Saussure, 1966: 111). In this process of lin-
guistic ordering and representing, however,
representations (q.v.) ossify and become dom-
inant and much of our more tacit forms of
knowing remain unacknowledged. It is,
therefore, the insistent deconstruction (q.v.)
of these oftentimes ossified, and hence
restrictive, representations which forms a
central focus of postmodern analyses. Third,
postmodernism seeks to modify the concep-
tual asymmetry created by privileging con-
scious action over unconscious forces. The
elevation of rationality, intentionality and
choice in the modernist explanatory schema
surreptitiously overlooks the role of uncon-
scious nomadic forces in shaping rational
choice and deliberate planned action.
Postmodern analyses emphasize the heteroge-
neous, multiple, alinear and mostly unconscious
character of real-world happenings [psychoana-
lytic approaches]. Events and happenings in the

real world do not unfold in a discrete, linear
and predictable manner. Instead they ‘leak in
insensibly’ (James, 1909/1996: 399). This
means that human action and motives must
not be simply explained in terms of actors’
choices and intentions, but rather in terms of
embedded contextual experiences, accumu-
lated memories and cultural traditions that
create and define the very possibilities for
interpretation and action. These three axioms
and imperatives provide the generative prin-
ciples for a postmodern approach to social
analysis.

Robert Chia

PRACTICE THEORY

Definition

Increasing interest in practice theory within
management studies takes place in the con-
text of a wider ‘practice turn’ in contempo-
rary social theory, originating in the 1980s
(Ortner, 1984; Schatzki, 2005a; Schatzki et al.,
2001; Turner, 1994). Seminal theorists of this
turn include Pierre Bourdieu, Michel de
Certeau and Anthony Giddens. Their work
offers frameworks and vocabularies that
draw attention to the logic and reason of sit-
uated human action (Reckwitz, 2002). In
addition, management scholars engaging
with practice theory frequently cite the influ-
ence of Karl Weick’s injunction to employ
verb rather than noun forms, for example
‘organizing’ instead of ‘organization’, ‘strate-
gizing’ instead of ‘strategy’. To a lesser extent,
influential work from the field of science and
technology studies has, to date, provided a
theoretical reference point. Most commonly
cited work includes that of Bruno Latour,
Michel Callon and John Law, as well as other
theorists associated with actor-network the-
ory (q.v.) and ethnographers (q.v.) such as
Karin Knorr-Cetina and Steve Woolgar.
However, key works, such as those of
Pickering (1995), Lynch (1993) and Barnes
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(1983), have yet to make a significant appear-
ance in practice-focused management studies.
It is important to recognize that practice the-
ory is a  substantial field of social theory in its
own right with considerable debate among
diverse voices within it. Schatzki (2001) offers
a useful overview and synthesis of three core
themes.

First, practice theory is centrally con-
cerned with activity of all kinds, not just the
unique and extraordinary but also the famil-
iar and routine. This attention to the appar-
ently banal is reflected in de Certeau’s (1984)
sociology of ‘everyday life’, Bourdieu’s (1990)
ambition to exoticize the domestic and
Giddens’s (1987) claim for the importance of
making remarkable the unremarked [post-
modernism]. Second, practice theory situates
this activity within fields of practice, in
which human actors draw on the shared
understandings, skills, language and tech-
nologies of broader society, for example,
Bourdieu’s (1990) notion of the habitus,
Foucault’s (1977) concern for discursive (q.v.)
practices [dialogic] and de Certeau’s (1984)
attention to material artefacts. The third core
theme of practice theory is attention to the
tacit and improvisatory skills and accom-
plishments of human actors as they go about
the ordinary activities of their daily lives. In
this view activities are not dictated or deter-
mined by social structures, rather social
structures are enacted by skilled and reflex-
ive performers. These are the tricks and
stratagems of de Certeau (1984), or the
instantaneous responses of Bourdieu (1990),
as particularly in Giddens’s (1984) structura-
tion theory (q.v.), it is these kinds of perfor-
mance that reproduce and amend the stock of
social rules and resources on which activity
depends. 

Discussion

In management disciplines, practice perspec-
tives are gaining increasing prominence in
fields such as technology (Dougherty, 1992;
Orlikowski, 2000), learning at work (Brown
and Duguid, 2000), institutional change (Seo
and Creed, 2002), marketing (Allen, 2002;

Holt, 1995), accounting (Ahrens and
Chapman, 2007) and, perhaps most devel-
oped in strategy, where a sub-discipline
‘strategy-as-practice’ continues to gain
purchase (Jarzabkowski, 2004; Johnson and
Huff, 1997; Molloy and Whittington, 2005;
Samra-Fredericks, 2003; Whittington, 2006).
The common theme across this work is an
emphasis on understanding the various fields
in terms of the activity that constitutes them
in contrast to abstract representations of
‘process’ (Pettigrew, 1992). 

In the field of consumer marketing, for
example, Allen (2002) demonstrates these
interrelationships with a study of student
college choice. Here, the observation of behav-
iour is combined with attention to the wider
cultures in which it is set. At a marketing
event for a low-status college, free muffins
and an informal, friendly approach are well
received by working-class women students as
these resonate with their cultural expecta-
tions. In contrast, for middle-class students
with different cultural expectations these
practices were treated with indifference,
demonstrating the reciprocal relationship
between culture (q.v.) and choice. The mod-
est ambitions and limited training of the low-
status college serve effectively to reproduce
the meagre expectations of the working-class
women that brought them there in the first
place. 

In the organization and technology field,
Orlikowski’s (2000) study of Lotus Notes
implementation shows a similar but less
smooth linking of activity, people and the
wider context. The software was originally
inspired by the collaborative ideology of
North American universities in the 1970s.
Yet, as the study shows, the ways in which
people work with Lotus Notes tend to be very
different from the original ideals of the
designers, with many users ignoring sophisti-
cated collaborative features. Activity in this
case is shaped by a contemporary culture of
technological scepticism. 

In the strategic management field,
Whittington (2003) explores the relationships
between the work, workers and tools of
organizing by building upon the distinction
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between practices, praxis and practitioners.
Broadly in line with the definitions proposed
by Reckwitz (2002) and Seo and Creed (2002),
‘praxis’ is used to refer to the work of
organizing meetings, consulting, documenta-
tion, presenting, communicating and so on
[dialectic]. Practices refer to tools, techniques
and technologies of strategy making, whether
conceptual tools, process tools such as project
management or physical tools such as hard-
ware. Practitioners are the individuals who
carry out this activity as well as the carriers
and skilful adapters of practices to local cir-
cumstance (Bourdieu, 1990; de Certeau,
1984). For a more in-depth discussion of the
practice turn in strategy research see Chia
(2004) and Whittington (2006).

Prospects

In the context of management studies, prac-
tice theory has offered the promise of a
departure from studies of whole organiza-
tions to a focus on the role of human actors,
materials and artefacts in strategic and orga-
nizational activity (Johnson et al., 2003). Yet,
there are grounds for questioning the extent
to which the apparent turn towards practice
theory is complete in so far as it represents a
significant departure from the existing onto-
logical and epistemological positions of the
various disciplines. Perhaps the clearest sug-
gestion that this might be the case is the con-
tinued use of data collection methods
associated with institutional and process
research (q.v.). At least within the ‘strategy-
as-practice’ field, the need for a different
methodological approach to that of the
classic process studies is widely recognized
(Johnson et al., 2003; Samra-Fredericks, 2003;
Whittington, 2003). Yet, there is a recurring
concern among management scholars that
while research approaches under the ‘prac-
tice’ umbrella attempt real-time observations,
these time-based studies do not consider spe-
cific actions, or when they do, that these are
only accounts of actions, mirroring the cri-
tique levelled by practice theorists at process
theorists (Schendel, 1992; Van de Ven and
Poole, 1990).

Without a concerted effort to engage in the
kind of deep ethnography (q.v.) required to
be able to claim to have observed individual
actions adequately over a relevant time scale,
there is a risk that the practice turn in man-
agement theory reflects, in Turner’s (1994)
terms, a short-cut on the quest for ‘the really
real’. Further, the question arises as to what
extent the ostensive practice turn represents
a genuine shift in analytical perspective or a
substitution of vocabulary. There is plenty
of scope for conceptual slippage here. For
example, terms such as ‘the practice approach’,
‘practice perspective’, ‘micro-activities’, ‘micro-
level processes’, ‘micro-processual approach’
may be used interchangeably. Of course, con-
ceptual shifts within any discipline will be
marked by periods of discursive churn and
the existence of a standardized vocabulary
may be a poor indicator of the intellectual
health of a field. Nevertheless there is a risk
that existing commitments to particular kinds
of methodology within management disci-
plines such as longitudinal surveys and case
studies might limit the extent to which man-
agement studies is able to put practice into
theory. 

Eamonn Molloy

PRACTISE -CENTRED RESEARCH

Definition 

The emergent body of work now referred to
as practice-based studies (Gherardi, 2006) is
the latest attempt in social sciences in gen-
eral (Schatzki et al., 2001) and in manage-
ment and organization studies more
specifically to find ways of expressing the
complexity of organizing by focusing on the
micro-dynamics of action. The practice (q.v.)
concept provides a new lens for engaging with
the fluidity of organizing (Antonacopoulou,
2006). It embraces ambiguity, uncertainty
and discontinuity as the realm of the
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unknown and the foundation of emerging/
becoming/organizing (Clegg et al., 2005)
[antenarrative]. Practice-based studies focus
predominantly on the situated nature of
action as this is enacted by actors and mani-
fested in language, the physical environment
and the interactions between actors [struc-
turation theory]. This is consistent with the
view of the dynamic nature of routines artic-
ulated by Feldman and Pentland (2003). 

Both practice-based studies and re-
conceptualizations of routines draw heavily
from actor-network theory (q.v.) (Law, 1999)
and concentrate on the ‘power of associa-
tion’ (Latour, 1986) to account for the impor-
tance of connections between actants in the
process of creating and recreating both
agency and structure. Yet, we have still to
identify ways of capturing multiple associa-
tions, and the forces that underpin the inter-
connections that drive these associations.
This is consistent with wider calls in social
sciences in general (Emirbayer, 1997) for a
relational analysis of action as not the prod-
uct of inter-actions, but action as emanating
from trans-action, where the relations and
the entities creating these actions are not
isolated but are seen to co-evolve in ongoing
negotiation as constitutive of each other and
of the possibilities their interrelationships
can productively create [constructivism;
individualism]. 

It is this emphasis on connectivity and
relationality that practise-centred research
seeks to capture by focusing on the dynamics
of phenomena. Connectivity draws attention
to the relationships within and between
agents, their actions and their governing
structures. Connectivity therefore consists of
both co-ordination (interdependencies) and
collaboration (interrelationships). Beyond net-
work theory (Granovetter, 1973), collab-
oration theory (Huxham and Vangen, 2005)
and co-ordination theory (Crowston, 1997),
however, our understanding of what governs
the nature of connectivity between human
and non-human artefacts is limited (activity
theory; autopoiesis; complexity theory]. This
perspective would also seek to extend sys-
temic theories (Beer, 1972; Luhmann,

1984/1995) as the focus would need to shift
from the connections themselves to the con-
ditions that underpin these connections [soft
systems methodology]. If we are to understand
the dynamic nature of social phenomena, we
need to make interconnections as the focus
of our attention and the conditions that
underpin the interrelationships between dif-
ferent forces or actants as the core of our
inquiry. 

Discussion

Understanding relationships and connections
calls for a focus on what relationships are and
who the key actors are. It also calls for an
examination of how these relationships are
formed, why they are formed, where they are
formed and when they are formed. Figure 5
represents diagrammatically the integration
of these questions in forming the compass of
relational, process and practice research. All
these questions reveal a number of potential
tensions. These tensions in turn can provide
valuable clues about the conditions that
underpin the connections that underpin
dynamic phenomena. 

In management research, tensions have
been a topic of significant debate (Huxham
and Beech, 2003; Quinn, 1988). Consistent
with Glaser and Strauss’s original (1967)
notion of negotiating order [inductive analy-
sis], tensions typically represent inconsisten-
cies between often conflicting interests and
priorities. This view has been central to the
perspective that has informed much critical
theory (q.v.) (Alvesson and Willmott, 1992),
where hegemony and dependency conditions
have tended to colour tensions as routed in
the struggle for power and control. 

More broadly, however, tensions have also
sought to capture inconsistencies between
‘espoused theory’ and ‘theory in use’ [action
science] (Argyris and Schön, 1978b), ‘rhetoric’
(q.v.) and ‘reality’ (Legge, 1995), ‘exploration’
and ‘exploitation’ (March, 1991). Tensions gen-
erally describe internal conflict in balancing
competing priorities and generally paradoxes
that cannot be resolved (Antonacopoulou,
2004). 
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In general, tensions tend to be presented
as problematic mostly because a dialectic
logic governs the way tensions are repre-
sented. Yet, if one adopts a ‘trialectic logic’,
contradictions and conflict give way to multi-
ple possibilities as different sources of attrac-
tion are explored (Horn, 1983) [dialectic].
Adopting this logic of tension can also be seen
as reflecting flexibility and elasticity to bend
in different directions like an elastic band
would do. 

Therefore, tensions also provide us with
clues about the inherent dynamics as forces
transact and as their transactions create
strain, stress and deformation of the original
shape. Similar to a mechanical spring, ten-
sions reflect an inbuilt energy that shapes the
direction taken through the balancing acts
performed. Equally, tensions also provide us
with clues about the inbuilt flexibility and
elasticity that balancing acts also reflect.
Tensions lead to ex-tensions through ongoing
transformations. Therefore, elasticity can
take different forms both in linear and non-
linear interactions between tensions and their
resulting deformation. 

Practise-centred research has been applied
as a new approach developed in studying the
dynamic nature of practices within organiza-
tions. The focus is not only on actions, activ-
ities, modes of knowing or indeed the
language and symbols (Turner, 1994) reflec-
tive of practice as a structure underpinning
the wider social context (Lave and Wenger,
1990/1991). Instead, the focus is on how all
these dimensions of practice create tensions
at a number of levels – intra-practice, inter-
practice, inter-temporally – thus, reflecting the
dynamics of practice. 

Within a practice tensions would reveal
the range of internal contradictions
between intentions and actions and high-
light the difficulties of balancing competing
priorities in the internal and external goods
that constitute a practice (McIntyre, 1985).
Therefore, tensions, on the one hand, may
reflect instances when a practice seeks to
address many equally viable intentions at
the same time, potentially resulting in con-
fusion and inertia. This would be the case
when the internal goods of a practice may
be driving one set of intentions and the
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external goods may be driving another set
of intentions. On the other hand, tensions
may create ex-tensions when a practice
seeks to expand the remit of activities it
entails to embrace new actions that can lead
to better performance, efficiency and effec-
tiveness. This would be the case when
external goods may provide the boundaries
and infrastructure for action but internal
goods may provide the energy to pursue
new ends in the search for excellence.

Through this lens of tensions, practice can
be conceptualized as a flow of connections
between multiple dimensions that define the
workings of a social group in relation to
wider contextual forces that shape interpreta-
tions and reconstructions of reality. This new
ontological stance on practice also calls for a
consistent epistemological position. This
would call for studying practice in practise
(i.e. the ongoing reconfiguration of practice –
(Antonacopoulou, 2004, 2006)).

Practice therefore, exists because it is in
practise,1 not simply performed, but formed,
performed and continuously transformed
through the deformations created by the
ongoing tensions and ex-tensions. Practise
reveals the process of a practice as this
unfolds in time and space. This phenomenon
of elasticity and plasticity of practices is
embedded in practising attempts, which
reveal different aspects that configure and
reconfigure a practice. Practise and practising,
therefore, focus on the dynamic and emer-
gent nature of practice by drawing attention
to repetition, rehearsal and learning as central
to practising attempts. 

Examples of practising are to be found
when we focus on the way different aspects
of practice interconnect within a practice as
they are rehearsed by practitioners in action
and interaction. Practising also takes place

when a practice interacts with other practices
in a nested process that interlocks practices
in a viable system of organizing. It is in dif-
ferent forms of practising where we can
begin to locate one of the most powerful con-
sequences of practice, namely the emerging
promise they hold to make a difference to
organizational functioning. Table 5 presents
the application of a practise-centred approach
in revealing different aspects of practice. 

Prospects

Practise-centred research invites us to
rethink our roles as researcher practitioners
but also the tools we employ and the purpose
which our research seeks to serve. This calls
for methodological tools that can afford to
engage with the fluid and relational nature of
phenomena in practise. Some of the existing
methodological tools we employ, such as
interviews (q.v.), questionnaires, attitudinal
surveys and so on, remain helpful, yet they
predominantly account for snapshots of a
process. Clearly some processes lend them-
selves more than others to ethnographic (q.v.)
and longitudinal approaches. Increasingly,
the use of autobiographical diaries (q.v.) [oral
history] (Antonacopoulou, 2006) and videos
(q.v.) (Binders et al., 2006) provide new inno-
vative approaches for capturing the unfolding
nature of phenomena. The reliability of find-
ings in autobiographical accounts through
diaries remains a big challenge. 

However, acknowledging the power of
capturing accounts and reflections in the
practitioners’ language may help overcome
issues of translation, which might address the
problems of accurate interpretations of finer
meanings, particularly in the context of com-
plex social interactions. Moreover, practition-
ers’ accounts of their practice could enable us
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to enhance the relevance and impact of man-
agement research on management practice
by engaging practitioners in the co-creation of
knowledge which can usefully enrich the
boundaries of re-search as a practice.

Elena P. Antonacopoulou 

PRAGMATISM

Definition

Pragmatism emerged from mid-nineteenth-
century American philosophy. The classical
proponents of pragmatism were Charles
Sanders Peirce (1839–1914), William James
(1842–1910), John Dewey (1859–1952), and
George Herbert Mead (1863–1931), and it is
Dewey, in his article, ‘The development of
American pragmatism’, who gives one of the
most lucid and thorough accounts of its his-
torical founding as well to some of its core
principles (Dewey, 1925/1984). In pragma-
tism there are no a priori propositions or
categories and no universal cognitive (q.v.)
structures or mental models that shape
knowledge. Any meaning derives from lived
experience in which humans are at work
with their environments on a continuous
basis. The eschewal of structures means
typical dualisms of the kind psychological–
physical, fact–value, culture–nature, and
theory–action are dissolved. Rather than

understand theory and action as two different
activities and phenomena, pragmatism
regards theories as tools or instruments in the
human endeavour to cope with situations and
events in life and to construct meaning
by applying concepts in an experimental
way [activity theory]. Any action (which
includes mental action like thinking) is to be
assessed with relation to its consequences.
Pragmatism emphasizes a fallibilistic episte-
mology in which experience develops through
action and thinking in the process of inquiry,
critical thinking or reflection (synonymous
terms) and a realist (q.v.) ontology stressing
the transactional relationship between sub-
ject and world [constructivism].

Discussion

Currently, the insights from classical pragma-
tism are being rearticulated and reinterpreted
by the neo-pragmatists (Putnam, 1999; Rorty,
1982). Hilary Putnam argues that pragmatism
provides an alternative to a positivistic (q.v.)
and anti-positivistic meta-theoretical outlook.
Within the field of organization and manage-
ment studies this is picked up by Zald (1993)
and later underlined by Wicks and Freeman
(1998) as well as Calori (2000, 2002), all of
whom understand pragmatism as potentially
offering management and organization stud-
ies a way out of the positivism/anti-positivism
impasse in which organizational reality or
‘essence’ on the one hand vies against a
pluralism of interpretations of organizing on
the other. Through a pragmatically based
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Table 5 The 12 Ps of r econfiguring practice
Who Practitioners and their Phronesis
What Procedures, r ules, r outines, r esources, actions
How Principles , values and assumptions
Why Purpose, intentions (competing priorities, inter nal conflict, telos)
Where Place, context, cultural and social conditions
When Past, Pr esent, Pace , time boundaries, histor y and futur e projections, r hythm 
What Patterns of connecting dif ferent aspects of a practice as this is per formed 
How Practice and practising attempts r eveal the inter nal and exter nal goods at play during dif ferent

per formances of practice, cr eating new images of practice
Why Promise of a practice emer ges, intended and unintended consequences and outcomes

of practice
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critique of the epistemology incorporated in
these two opposing paradigms, Wicks and
Freeman point to the need to establish room
for ethics (q.v.) in organization and manage-
ment studies, and as such increase the rele-
vance of organization and management
research [mode 2]. Calori makes a related
point in his application of the epistemology of
pragmatism, in which the distinctions between
practitioners’ knowledge and researchers’
knowledge is seen as complementary and
necessary in constructing theories within
organization and management studies. Calori
bases his pragmatic research strategy on
grounded theory (q.v.) from Glaser and
Strauss (1967) and Strauss and Corbin
(1990/1998), itself anchored in a pragmatic
epistemology. 

Apart from this general ontological and
methodological approach to organization and
management studies, one can also trace an
interest in pragmatism within organizational
learning research. Chris Argyris and Donald
Schön make explicit references to a Deweyan
pragmatism in their early work (Argyris and
Schön, 1974/1978a) on action theory and
action science (q.v.). They understand learn-
ing as a process of inquiry triggered by sur-
prise and mismatch between expected and
actual outcome in organizational actions.
Argyris and Schön, however, give primacy to
individuals and their mental models as gov-
erning their actions, and thereby do not draw
the full consequence of the pragmatist under-
standing of the non-dualist understanding of
theory and action. 

A perspective that has gained momentum
during the last fifteen years within organiza-
tion and management studies is an increasing
interest in the concept of practice (q.v.), and
proponents of the practice turn in organiza-
tion and management studies often refer to
pragmatism as being one of their sources of
inspiration (Nicolini et al., 2003; Schatzki
et al., 2001). Organizational learning has been
highly influenced by the practice turn that, in
opposition to an individual and cognitive
foundation, places its focus on interaction
and organizing processes within the socio-
cultural settings of a given organization. The

practice-based approach to organizational
learning focuses upon data in the form of lan-
guage, acts and artifacts, and uses primary
qualitative methods such as interviewing and
observation as well as documents. 

Another action theoretical approach
within organization and management studies
comes in the work of Anselm Strauss (1993)
and his colleagues, outlined in a comprehen-
sive paper by Adele Clarke, Social Worlds/
Arenas Theory as Organizational Theory
(Clarke, 1991). Strauss and Clarke’s positions
draw explicitly on Dewey, especially what is
sometimes called Dewey’s social-psychologi-
cal account (Dewey, 1922/1988), and on
George Herbert Mead. They see themselves
as part of the Chicago School of sociology
which grew out of the traditional pragmatists
work [field research]. Strauss focuses upon
actions and interactions and how they shape
work. Here he coins the term ‘social worlds’
to understand the processes of organizing in
which commitment to action is the central
tenet. The combination of Strauss’s research
on work and organizing and Dewey’s theory
on learning has been picked up by Bente
Elkjaer in her work on organizational learn-
ing in which she develops a position inspired
by Dewey’s understanding of emotion as the
trigger of learning and Strauss’s understand-
ing of commitment to action as the organizing
principle (Elkjaer, 2004). 

Prospects

One of the most significant disadvantages in
the use of pragmatism within organization and
management studies is the lack of a seminal
paper or book where the role of pragmatism is
elucidated and discussed, as for example it has
been the case in the general field of social stud-
ies by way of a Special Issue on Pragmatism in
the European Journal of Social Theory (2004,
7(3)). Pragmatism is often mentioned together
with phenomenology (q.v.), hermeneutics
(q.v.), critical theory (q.v.), and ethnomethodol-
ogy (q.v.) as the foundation for the practice-
based understanding of organizational and
management studies, but there is still a need
for an empirical as well a theoretical major

THE SAGE DICTIONAR Y OF QUALIT ATIVE MANAGEMENT RESEARCH

170

Thorpe-3581-Ch-P.qxd  11/23/2007  2:15 PM  Page 170



contribution within organization and manage-
ment studies pointing out what pragmatism
has to offer to this field.

Ulrik Brandi, Bente Elkjaer

PROCESS PHILOSOPHY

Definition

It has become fashionable in the field of man-
agement studies to emphasize the changing
and developmental nature of managing.
Rather than focusing on ‘management’ as a
clear and firmly fixed economic entity, there
has been a growing interest in research that
imaginatively explicates continuous processes
of change, expresses vitality, and is realized in
creative acts of organizing.

Process philosophy, or process thought, is a
distinctive sector of philosophical tradition.
Drawing on the pre-Socratic cosmology of
Heraclitus, whose basic principle was that
‘everything flows’, the process approach puts
processes (becoming) before distinct things or
substances (being) [method; postmodernism]. For
process thinkers, the concrete reality of ‘things’
is actually characterized by processes of
change, movement and transformation. So that
what is real is change (process) itself. This kind
of ontology is logically opposed to the static
system of Parmenides, which held the nature
of existence to be permanent, unchanging,
‘here, now, immediate, and discrete’ (Whitehead,
1933: 180, original emphasis). In recent times,
the process-inspired worldview has become
most closely identified with the British mathe-
matical physicist turned philosopher Alfred
North Whitehead and the French radical
phenomenologist Henri Bergson. Other intel-
lectual associates include James, Leibniz, and
the twentieth-century philosophers Hartshorne
and Deleuze. 

Discussion

The clearest expression of Whitehead’s
process philosophy can be found in his

assertion that the ‘passage of nature’
(Whitehead, 1920: 54) or, in other words, its
‘creative advance’ (Whitehead, 1929b/1978:
314), is a fundamental characteristic of experi-
ence. In this continuous advance, or universal
becoming, every occasion of actual experience
is the outcome of its predecessors. Actual occa-
sions of experience or ‘actual entities’ have a
certain duration during which they arise, reach
satisfaction and perish. Nonetheless, they do
not simply disappear without trace but always
leave behind consequences that have the
potential for entering into other passing
moments of experience. So, at each step sense
making (q.v.) is no longer of things simply as
they appear to be at any given moment: they
are also what they were, even a fraction of a
second ago, and what they can become. 

Following Whitehead, the experience of
the immediate world around us does not
obtain in the simple facets of things – for
example, managers, and leaders, or followers
and even organizations. This simple location,
though handy, definite and manageable, is an
error of mistaking abstract constructions for
substantial processes – the fallacy of misplaced
concreteness. This abstraction from an actual
occasion of experience only arrives at tradi-
tional concepts of a ‘here’ and a ‘now’, as
durationless instants without passage. But
each actual occasion of experience is alive; it
‘arises as the bringing together into one real
context of diverse perceptions, diverse feel-
ings, diverse purposes, and other diverse
activities’ (Whitehead, 1927: 9). It includes
the perception and conceptualization of a sit-
uation whose actuality only exists at that
moment: its permanence is constituted in its
passage. The first two lines of a popular
Christian hymn, ‘Abide with me/Fast falls the
eventide’ (Whitehead, 1929b/1978: 209) char-
acterize this nexus. Here, the perceptual per-
manence of ‘abide’ and ‘me’ in the first line
is matched by the perpetual passage of ‘fast’
and ‘falls’ in the second line, to create a new
immanent synthesis (passage and perma-
nence; perishing and everlastingness). 

Bergson’s contribution to process thought,
like Whitehead’s, is ontological. Like
Whitehead, he suggests life and nature are
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not distinct things or substances, but rather
sensations, feelings and ideas seized from an
original process. Both men assert evolution-
ary advance as a continuous creation –
nature’s élan vital. They recognize that life is
not the thing, but the living of life is the thing.
Living is changing, it is inventing, a creative
advance into novelty. Unlike Whitehead,
however, Bergson (1912: 44) argues that the
corresponding process of isolating, immobi-
lizing or securing actual forms from the limit-
less flow of ‘virtual’ possibilities is an
‘imitation’, which, although useful for the
apprehension of life, is ‘a counterfeit of real
movement’ and so is a ‘distortion’ of the
actual world. 

In doing so, Bergson enumerates two
opposing tendencies for apprehending reality.
The first is the logic (epistemology) of the
intellect, which apprehends the world as an
already determined series of solids. It forces
on us a static conception of the real, which, if
taken too far, cannot/does not embrace the
continuity of flow itself (ontology). The
second is the process of intuition, whereby we
plunge into the very life of something and
identify ourselves with it by a kind of in-
dwelling. Here reality is expressed as ‘fluid
concepts’, quite different from the static
abstractions of logic. On its own the intel-
lect’s ‘spatial’ abstraction of things is too
deterministic. However, the flow of the actual
world without a corresponding logic is too
indiscernible, too ‘inaudible’. Life is realized
by infusing the intellect with intuition and
not simply by reducing the intellect to
intuition. 

Bergson is primarily a philosopher of time,
which, he considers, eludes our intellectual
spatialization of things: ‘In short, the qualities
of matter are so many stable views that we
take of its instability’ (Bergson, 1983: 302). In
other words, we conceive immobility to be as
real as movement and then mistake one for the
other – the fallacy of misplaced concreteness.
Nonetheless, time is always going on, it never
completes: it is something lived and not
merely thought. This is not to deny that time
cannot be thought. Clearly it can. Bergson’s
point is simply that our conception of time as

a series of positions, one then the other and so
on, is a matter of abstractive thinking and not
a property of concrete (living) time itself.
Simply located positions are surface effects we
employ to give substantiality to our experi-
ence, but under whose supposed ‘naturalness’
the fluxing nature of reality is neglected.

For us to grasp this principle, Bergson
argues, we must reverse our mental habits to
see that mobility is the only actual reality. We
must detach ourselves from the ‘already made’
and attend to the ‘being made’ (Bergson, 1983:
237). The modus vivendi between the intellec-
tual force of the already made and the
instinctual force of the being made is a focus
on acts of organizing, ‘it is the very flux of the
real that we should be trying to follow … the
flux of time is the reality itself, and the things
which we study are the things which flow’
(Bergson, 1983: 343–344).

Certainly, theorizing ‘acts of organizing’ is
not new in management studies. Karl Weick
(1969/1979, 1995) has been writing about
acts of organizing as the means by which
participants make sense of their social inter-
actions for over thirty years, and Robert
Cooper’s philosophical and sociological
explorations of dis/organization, have articu-
lated a processual style of thinking since at
least the mid-1970s (see, for example,
Cooper, 1976) [relativism]. More recently,
organizational theorists (Linstead, 2002a;
Tsoukas and Chia, 2002), have begun to
advocate a need for better appreciations of
process philosophy. 

It is interesting, therefore, to find how
insights from two leading process thinkers
such as Whitehead and Bergson resonate
with these contemporary concerns. The latest
developments in the field consist of contribu-
tions from scholars who believe process phi-
losophy is congenial to understanding the
dynamic nature of management practice.
Drawing substantively, though not exclu-
sively, on Whitehead and Bergson, process
thought has been applied across such fields
as organization theory and development,
group behaviour, new product innovation,
organizational knowledge, social organization
and business cultures. 
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Prospects

Finally, of course, there remain many dilem-
mas, challenges and debates surrounding the
uses of process thought in management stud-
ies. One ‘hot topic’ relates to the different
views scholars hold about whether organiza-
tions consist of things or processes, or whether
these are complementary ways of viewing
entity and flux. A second topical issue of con-
cern is the difference between process theo-
rists purporting to explain organizational
development and change by making expedient
use of longitudinal case studies (q.v.) (see, for
example, Langley, 1999; Ropo et al., 1997; Van
de Ven and Poole, 1995) [process research] and
those accepting the metaphysical centrality of
a process-relational outlook (Chia, 1999;
Wood, 2005), but as yet unable or unwilling to
fix ‘gangways’ to practice or only now begin-
ning to fabricate methodological ‘railings’ that
respond to the perceived demand of organiza-
tion and management studies (Tsoukas and
Chia, 2002; Van de Ven and Poole, 2005; Wood
and Ferlie, 2003). Then again, perhaps these
different views are problems only if we retain
a static vision of things? Thus, by my reading
at any rate, spoke Zarathustra (Nietzsche,
1885/1969: 219):

O my brothers, is everything not now in flux?
Have not all railings and gangways fallen into the
water and come to nothing? Who can still cling
to ‘good’ and ‘evil’?

Martin Wood

PROCESS RESEARCH

Definition

Process research involves an explicit and direct
focus on processes as the object of empirical
investigation. Put simply, its aim is to develop
an understanding of how and why phenomena
evolve over time (Langley, 1999; Van de Ven,
1992; Van de Ven and Poole, 2005). Process
research is obviously of particular relevance
for the study of topics such as organizational

change, decision-making, learning, innovation,
implementation – phenomena that, by defini-
tion, imply action, change and temporal flux or
‘organizational becoming’ (Tsoukas and Chia,
2002).

Discussion

In his classic work on organization theory,
Mohr (1982) made a clear distinction between
what he calls ‘variance theory’ and ‘process
theory’. While variance theories provide
explanations for phenomena in terms of rela-
tionships among dependent and independent
variables (e.g. more of X and more of Y pro-
duce more of Z), process theories provide
explanations in terms of the pattern of events
leading to an outcome over time (e.g. do A
and then B to get C). Understanding patterns
in events is thus central to developing process
theory. This suggests a completely different,
yet complementary, causal logic from that
used in variance research, one based on nar-
rative sequence and ordering (Pentland,
1999), rather than on correlation. 

Figure 6 provides a visual illustration of
the distinction between variance and process
theories applied to the topic of strategic
change. As can be seen, the variance
approach tends to either ignore or freeze tem-
poral flows into scaled variables (e.g. decision
processes as more or less rational, or more or
less political), while the process approach
takes these flows as its principal object.
Process researchers who are interested in
examining these flows and in testing or devel-
oping process theories will thus collect data
that consist largely of stories (q.v.) about
what happened and who did what when: that
is, events, activities and choices ordered over
time.

Process research is also associated to a
greater or lesser extent with a philosophical
tradition and ontological perspective in
which the world is viewed as composed first
and foremost of fluid ‘processes’ rather than
of immutable ‘things’ (Chia, 2002; Rescher,
1996b; Van de Ven and Poole, 2005/1998;
Whitehead, 1929b/1978) [complexity theory;
process philosophy]. In relation to this, Chia
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and Langley (2004) distinguished between
what they call ‘strong-form’ and ‘weak-form’
process thinking. They note that ‘the “weak”
view treats processes as important but ulti-
mately reducible to the action of things,
while the “strong” view deems actions and
things to be instantiations of process-
complexes’ (Chia and Langley, 2004: 1466).
The more radical strong view is attractive in
the way it unmasks the socially constructed
nature of habitual conceptions of organiza-
tions and other phenomena (e.g. structure,
culture) as stable objects, focusing attention
instead on the way they are continuously
constituted, reproduced and adapted through
everyday actions and interactions. Strong-
form process thinking problematizes what is
taken for granted in much of management
research. Such a view also lies behind
Weick’s (1969/1979) recommendation to
think in terms of gerunds – for example, to
consider ‘organizing’ rather than ‘organiza-
tion’, ‘structuring’ rather than ‘structure’.
Process philosophy thus provides inspiration
for process research. However, in practice,
most empirical studies in this tradition have
tended towards the less radical end of the
process thinking spectrum, at least partly for
pragmatic reasons associated with the need for

some form of clarity in the bounding of
research objects and units of analysis (Van de
Ven and Poole, 2005).

Indeed, once the decision has been made to
adopt a process perspective to empirical
research, the execution of the research, and
more particularly the derivation of theory
from process data, can constitute something of
a challenge. As Langley (1999) notes, process
data are messy. They are generally based on
real-time observations, interviews (q.v.) and
documentary traces of various kinds. They
deal with variably time-embedded incidents,
events and trends. Their units of observation
and analysis are often multiple and ambiguous
[template analysis]. Moreover, despite the focus
on actions, choices and events, process data
tend to be eclectic, drawing in less concrete
phenomena, such as changing relationships,
thoughts, feelings and interpretations.

Based on a review of exemplary process
studies, Langley (1999) identified a set of
seven generic strategies for making sense of
process data that each have complementary
strengths and weaknesses in terms of accu-
racy, parsimony and generality (Weick,
1969/1979) and that are likely to generate dif-
ferent forms of theory. These are labelled the
narrative (q.v.), quantification, alternate
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templates, grounded theory (q.v.), visual (q.v.)
mapping, temporal decomposition and syn-
thetic strategies [causal cognitive mapping; cog-
nitive mapping; composite mapping].

The ‘narrative’ and ‘quantification’ sense-
making (q.v.) strategies lie at opposite poles of
a continuum. The narrative approach involves
the reconstitution of events into an extended
verbal account or ‘thick description’ and is
associated with ethnography (q.v.) (Van
Maanen, 1988) or organizational history (e.g.
Chandler, 1964) [historical analysis; oral his-
tory]. It is high on accuracy to the extent that
it reflects the detail and ambiguity of particu-
lar events, but theorizations derived from it
may be lower on parsimony and generality.
In contrast, in the quantification strategy,
processes are decomposed into micro-
incidents that are coded into a limited num-
ber of quantitative categories which can then
be analyzed using statistical methods. This
approach was extensively used in the
Minnesota studies of innovation (Garud and
Van de Ven, 1992; Van de Ven, 1992). It offers
higher parsimony and generality, but at the
expense of accuracy in reflecting the richness
of particular events. 

The other strategies identified by Langley
(1999) lie somewhere between these two
extremes. For example, the ‘alternate tem-
plates’ strategy involves the application of
multiple a priori theoretical frames or lenses
to the same process database. Allison’s (1971)
study of the Cuban missile crisis is a classic
exemplar of this strategy. In the ‘grounded
theory’ strategy, theory is derived by induc-
tive bottom-up coding from the data rather
than through top-down deduction based on a
priori theory. Classic exemplars of process
research using grounded theory in the organi-
zational literature include Gioia et al. (1994)
and Isabella (1990). The ‘visual mapping’
strategy involves the representation of
processes using diagrams, tables and other
kinds of visual (q.v.) displays [drawings and
images]. This approach is illustrated in the
work of Mintzberg et al. (1976) and Langley
and Truax (1994). 

Sensemaking of process data can also be
stimulated by comparison. The ‘temporal

bracketing’ strategy involves the generation
of comparative units of analysis in the form
of distinct time periods. Decomposition into
successive adjacent periods may sometimes
result in process models based on sequential
progression (as for example in Isabella, 1990).
However, this is not the only possible result.
Decomposition may also be used to examine
dynamic structuration (q.v.) effects – in par-
ticular, how actions of one period lead to
changes in the context that will affect action
in subsequent periods. Barley’s (1986) study
of structuring in two radiology departments
following the acquisition of CT scanners is a
classic exemplar of this approach that does
not suppose deterministic progressions. In
contrast to the temporal bracketing approach,
the ‘synthetic strategy’ involves the compari-
son of processes as wholes across different
cases. Because of its focus on whole
processes and the attraction of relating
processes to outcomes, such an approach
many tend to lead to variance theoretic for-
mulations of processes, as in the case of
Eisenhardt’s [1989b] study of decision-
making. The seven strategies for theorizing
from process data are not exhaustive of all
possibilities nor are they mutually exclusive.
However, they offer a series of complemen-
tary angles for deriving useful insights about
process phenomena. 

Prospects

In summary, process research focuses atten-
tion directly on change, flow and movement
in and around organizations, what Pettigrew
(1990) has called ‘capturing reality in flight’.
Beyond its intrinsic academic interest, the
importance of process research and thinking
for management practice is undeniable. The
static nomothetic generalizations of tradi-
tional variance-based management research
give hints about the systemic patterns sur-
rounding organizational phenomena, but they
do not provide the temporally embedded
accounts that enable us to understand how
such patterns come to be. Yet, in pragmatic
terms, and especially for lower-performing
organizations that want to move towards
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more favourable positions, this is perhaps the
most pressing issue. Variance-based general-
izations can even sometimes be misleading
because they ignore the non-linear effects of
action under complexity: actions to improve
performance engender reactions that feed
back into further actions, often with unex-
pected consequences that such models do not
capture. A direct focus on the processes of
change can contribute to generating more
actionable knowledge.

Ann Langley

PROJECTIVE TECHNIQUES

Definition

In the narrowest sense projective techniques
involve the presentation to respondents of
frequently ambiguous stimulus material, for
example pictures or drawings (q.v.). A well-
known example is the Thematic Appreciation
Test (TAT). The TAT (Morgan and Murray,
1935) was originally developed for use in clin-
ical work in psychotherapy and psychoanaly-
sis (q.v.). It comprises a number of cards (up
to 31), the majority including photographs or
drawings. Respondents are invited to con-
struct a story (q.v.) or otherwise elicited by
the image. Hansemark (1997), building on
work from McClelland et al. (1953) and the
TAT manual, neatly identifies both the ratio-
nale and benefits:

The supporting theory, with its roots in psychoan-
alytic theory, argues that a person will project his
own feelings, needs and motives in to the picture:
the projective hypothesis. [It will] … expose the
underlying tendencies which the subject … is not
willing to admit, or cannot admit because he is
not conscious of them. (Hansemark, 1997: 280)

Discussion

Hansemark (1997: 281) notes potential criti-
cisms of the TAT in terms that it is time-
consuming in administration and scoring, of
low predictive validity and reliability (q.v.)

and, given the subjectivity and difficulty of
interpreting the resulting stories, it requires
an interpreter with clinical experience.
McClelland and colleagues developed a
modified and simplified version of TAT for
research use which involved a reduced num-
ber of pictures and an objective coding model
(McClelland et al., 1953; see also Atkinson
and McClelland, 1948).

However, the range of techniques that can
be considered as ‘projective’ can be extended.
Consideration of the methodologies of ‘pro-
jective drawing and metaphorical analogy
fantasizing’ (Nossiter and Biberman, 1990)
expands the range to include visual images
(q.v.) and metaphors generated by respon-
dents. Moreover, Jacobs and Heracleous (2006:
207) extend the use of metaphor beyond a
‘dominant semantic-cognitive dimension’ to
include ‘spatial and embodied dimensions’
[aesthetics; postcards; space]. Within this
‘novel metaphorical approach’, they describe
a number of methods of constructing or cre-
ating images or objects that act as embodied
metaphors. The physical, tactile and spatial
elements of the construction and the physi-
cal, often group, activity of ‘doing metaphor’
add to the semantic-cognitive aspects of
metaphor (Jacobs and Heracleous, 2006: 205).

Metaphor-based (q.v) inquiry has as ‘a cen-
tral premise’ the process of projecting on to the
subject or object the characteristics of an alter-
native subject or object to produce or expose
new ways of thinking about the subject
(Oswick et al., 2001). A similar point is made
by Schön (1993), who characterizes ‘generative’
metaphor as providing novel perceptions,
explanations and inventions. Conversely, Jacob
and Heracleous (2006: 210) summarize cri-
tiques that, among other concerns, give empha-
sis to the potentially conservative impact of
metaphor (through high-lighting similarity
rather than difference).

Visual metaphors, along with photographs
and projective techniques (limited by exam-
ple to the TAT), have been identified as useful
in situations where ‘data are limited, the gen-
eration of rich ideas is proving difficult and
where a means is needed to engage individu-
als in a discussion of issues that are viewed as
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contentious or problematic’ (Thorpe and
Cornelisson, 2003: 70).

The use of respondent generated drawings
can be illustrated through examples of organi-
zation-based studies (Kearney and Hyle, 2004;
Meyer, 1991; Nossiter and Biberman, 1990;
Reddiford, 1996). The foci of the research
included views of organizational culture,
approaches to change, emotional responses to
change and ‘diffusion of information technol-
ogy’. Meyer suggests the ‘collection of visual
data involves two stages:

• Encoding information to produce graphic
representations of organizational life

• Decoding the graphic representations
to produce visual data for analysis’
(1991: 224).

A similar analysis of the stages of the process
is captured in a description of ‘change draw-
ings’ (Jacobs and Heracleous, 2006: 215).

Approaches to the use of metaphor ‘as a
vehicle for, rather than a target of, research’
(Oswick and Montgomery, 1999: 201) can be
illustrated by reference to two studies. In
their study, Oswick and Montgomery invited
respondents to compare an organization to an
animal and to part of a car and to explain
why the metaphor chosen was seen as appro-
priate. Erdem and Satir (2003) incorporated a
range of metaphors, drawn from a dictionary
of metaphor common in the Turkish language
and from previous studies, into a question-
naire administered in three separate
organizations.

The value of metaphor as a means of creat-
ing insight and consideration of the challenges
to their use has been examined at a theoretical
and practical level (e.g. Jensen, 2006; Morgan,
1986/1997; Oswick and Montgomery, 1999;
Pesqueux, 1999; Tsoukas, 1991). Similarly, use-
ful discussion of the construction, nature and
analysis of metaphor can be found in, for
example, Schmitt (2000), Tsoukas (1991, 2005),
Jensen (2006) and Cornelisson (2005).

Drawing on their own work and a review
of the literature of using visual approaches,
Kearney and Hyle (2004: 376–380) identified
a number of practical considerations for

researchers, building on their analysis and
extending it to illustrate the use of metaphor
as a vehicle for research:

• Participant-produced drawings and
metaphor appear to create a path towards
participant perceptions, attitudes, feelings
and emotions, also noted by Reddiford
(1996: 38), where participants captured
emotions not previously recognized or
acknowledged. Tsoukas (1991: 570) notes
that metaphors ‘more than literal asser-
tions, do not simply describe an external
reality; they also help constitute that real-
ity and prescribe how it ought to be
viewed and evaluated’ (emphasis in the
original).

• The cognitive process required to draw
leads to a more succinct presentation of
the key elements of participants’ experi-
ence. Similarly, metaphors are noted for
their ‘vividness and compactness’ (Ortony,
1975: 45). 

• The personal experience (depicted in the
drawings) could only be considered com-
plete with additional interpretation of the
drawing by the participant. Several studies
supplemented the graphical data and
respondent interpretation with data gath-
ered through other means, such as ques-
tionnaires and interviews, both structured
and unstructured. The use of visual repre-
sentation supported the expression of
incomplete or otherwise ‘difficult to voice’
thoughts and enabled them to be put into
words (Bryans and Mavin, 2006). Jensen
(2006: 6) notes an ‘act of co-creation’
between researcher and respondent to
ensure ‘similar language meaning is
derived after the metaphoric statement is
made’. 

• The extent to which drawing activity
encourages or discourages participation is
unpredictable and dependent on individ-
ual and situational factors. 

• The amount of structure imposed on the
drawing process or the scope allowed in
the generation of metaphor is a key consid-
eration in the design of the research
approach. Little structure allows participants
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to identify key components of the research
topic, free from preconceived biases of
the researcher. Alternatively, a greater
degree of structure is helpful where inter-
organizational comparison was sought. The
nature of the metaphor suggested by
researchers can itself focus respondent
attention on particular characteristics of
the phenomenon under study. Oswick and
Montgomery (1999: 519) note that animal
metaphors tended to focus attention on
aspects of change (for example, species
adaptation) while the car metaphor was
associated with issues of strategy (for
example, issues of movement, direction
and vision). 

Although visual approaches of the kind
described are acknowledged to be non-
traditional (Kearney and Hyle, 2004: 362),
there is a clear potential for these techniques
to add to the range available to the qualitative
researcher. 

Brian Simpson

PSYCHOANAL YTIC APPROACHES

Definition

The application of psychoanalytic ideas to the
study of management and organizations is
linked to what is commonly referred to as the
‘Tavistock Tradition’ which, in its early days,
drew upon open systems thinking and
Kleinian psychoanalysis. In contrast to behav-
ioural, technicist or economic approaches,
psychoanalytic thinking has tended to remain
at the periphery of management education
and has had relatively little impact on main-
stream management and organization science
[inductive analysis]. In some part the fault lies
with the originators of the tradition: by plac-
ing itself largely outside the academy, partic-
ularly during the last three decades, this
tradition has largely immunized itself from
developments in organizational, management

and social theory. On the other hand, this
location has enabled it to sustain a commit-
ment to learning from here-and-now experi-
ence and a valuation of ‘personal knowledge’
which constitutes a profound challenge to the
instrumental models of knowledge which
dominate business schools and social sci-
ences (or anywhere where there is a deep
cultural suspicion and distrust of the idea
that rational processes alone are not enough
to understand management) [positivism and
post-positivism]. 

In general terms, a psychoanalytic
approach takes seriously the idea that the life
of organizations and work groups has irra-
tional, passionate and, above all, unconscious
dimensions which function in unpredictable
ways alongside or contrary to the task. It also
recognizes that the role of manager invites
intense and sometimes disturbing projections
and is an emotionally charged function.
Finally, psychoanalytic approaches to man-
agement work at the level of understanding
unconscious processes in groups and systems –
among role-holders – rather than in terms of
the personal histories of individuals. The
focus is on the internal life of organizations
and unconscious currents in an organization’s
psyche.

Discussion

While Freud (1921) never wrote about the
management of organizational work, a great
many of his insights into the emotional life of
groups and leaders form the basis of this
approach. Among these come the following
ideas: (1) life in groups, and by extension orga-
nizations, is conflict-driven with an irreconcil-
able tension between the narcissism of the
individual and the pull towards group mem-
bership; (2) there is constant regressive pull in
the life of groups back to primitive, childish
and instinctual behaviours; (3) group leaders
(management) invite and attract oedipal pro-
jections and identifications; (4) the group is
bound together by libidinal ties and networks
of identification – follower to follower and fol-
lowers to leader. In sum, a certain amount of
anxiety is inherent in group life.
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The work of Melanie Klein (1948, 1952), in
elaborating depressive and psychotic anxiety
in the lives of individuals, was a crucial
bridge to what later became known as the
Tavistock Tradition – a set of theories and
techniques to understand group and organiza-
tional life which emerged in the UK in the
decades following the Second World War. Key
psychoanalytic concepts such as the uncon-
scious, repression, resistance, transference,
splitting and projection were used to under-
stand ways in which work groups as a whole
operate in self-defeating, neurotic or psy-
chotic ways. Jaques (1953) was the first to
apply Klein’s work on anxiety to the study of
organizations, Menzies Lyth (1959) studied
the defensive practices and culture in the
nursing service and Bion’s (1961) work on
basic assumption mentalities explored the
ways in which powerful unconscious drives
interfere with the functioning of work-groups
taking them ‘off-task’. A body of writing has
since developed which focuses on the ways
organizations, especially in times of acute cri-
sis and change, deal with the anxieties
evoked by the work itself and anxieties
evoked by wider organizational crises and
threats to survival (e.g. Obholzer and Roberts,
1994) [action science].

Alongside theory, there is a specific
approach to technique – psychoanalytic con-
sultancy – the purpose of which is to identify
and transform the emotional currents which
provoke symptoms and dysfunction in group
life [action learning; action research; interactive
phenomenological analysis]. Consultancy can
be at the level of one-to-one role analysis (as
developed by Harold Bridger), but is more
usual with larger staff groups. Particular
attention is paid to the unspoken assumptions
and phantasies which seem to be operant in
group life and to the here-and-now lived
experience of the consultant as she is used (or
‘mobilized’) in the emotional processes of the

group. In this respect, there is some overlap
with popular notions of ‘emotional (q.v.)
intelligence’ which operate at the periphery
of management education. More specifically,
it is the pre-conscious and unconscious reali-
ties of organizational life, the ‘unthought
knowns’ and resistances to the primary task
which are brought to the surface.

Prospects

This tradition is now over fifty years old and
has had some difficulty in renewing itself in
terms of theory and practice. It has spawned
a network of sister institutes and trainings1

all broadly wedded to Kleinian and post-
Kleinian thinking and variations on open sys-
tems theory. Those in general unsympathetic
to psychoanalysis accuse it of political conser-
vatism, seeing it as an institutionalized form
of modern power/knowledge which seeks to
manipulate the internal worlds of work-
groups. On the other hand, those more sym-
pathetic to the Tavistock Tradition point to its
theoretical conservatism and its dogmatic
adherence to a Kleinian model of the psyche,
a model which has proved highly resistant to
registering the real political and environmen-
tal contexts in which management and orga-
nizations operate. In addition, its non-
psychoanalytic approach in systems theory
now appears crudely functionalist.

There are, however, promising recent
developments within the tradition and
beyond. These include: a renewed interest in
the lateral and sibling dimensions of individ-
ual and organizational life; the impact of rela-
tional psychoanalytic thinking; politically
reflexive (q.v.) organizational consultation;
and the use of Social Dreaming as a tool of
organizational learning.

Anne-Marie Cummins
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READING AS INQUIRY

Definition 

As researchers, most of us are inevitably con-
cerned with how our work is read. Provided
research is cloaked in the rhetoric of ‘objec-
tivity,’ ‘truth’ and ‘causal explanation’, the
presumed reader – the prototypical reader of
the manuscript that an author has in mind as
she writes – is often assumed to be a passive
recipient of ideas. This view of reading
assumes that the text carries a message
devised by the author that is simply para-
phrased in the reading of it (Monin et al.,
2003). Thus, many foundational management
texts give the appearance of straightforward
objectivity, whereby the writer instructs the
reader.

During the latter half of the 1960s, liter-
ary critics began to study reading not only
as a process of consumption and use, but
also as reception: the process by which
texts receive their meaning (Eskola, 1990).
In Europe the new school of research
became most commonly known as recep-
tion aesthetics (q.v.) (e.g. Iser, 1978) and in
the USA it was called reader-response crit-
icism (e.g. Fish, 1990). In contrast to New
Criticism, which emphasized that only that
which is within a text is part of the mean-
ing of a text, these perspectives affirm a
role for the reader as writer of her own
text. To ‘read’ is to discern or construct
meanings. Through the act of interpreta-
tion, reading itself becomes a method of
inquiry [deconstruction].

Discussion

Scholars of reader-response criticism and
reception aesthetics do not represent a uni-
fied tradition, but are a collection of critics
who share an agenda of bringing to centre
stage the process of reading rather than a
focus on the written word alone. The role of
the reader is cast as a creative agent actively
participating in her own meaning-making as
she responds to the text, rather than a pas-
sive recipient of what an author writes. This
holds implications for the sense in which a
text exists, to what extent reader interpreta-
tion is a public act conditioned by the cul-
tural circumstances of the reader as
opposed to a private act governed by a
response to relatively independent codes of
a text, and the nature of knowledge
[hermeneutics]. 

For example, in Iser’s (1978) phenomeno-
logical (q.v.) approach to reading, the text
functions as a set of instructions for its own
processing. Texts are, however, never com-
plete: there are always missing details, gaps
that could be filled in. These areas of inde-
terminacy are open to being filled in a
variety of ways. The ‘reality’ of the text lies
between the reader and the text in the
creation of a ‘virtual text’ (Iser, 1978); it is
the result of the dialectic (q.v.) between the
author’s text and the subjectivity of the
reader. Each reading of the text may result
in a new meaning: a reader who engages
with the text brings to it her past experience,
her present context, and projections for the
future. Reading is thus an event in time
(Rosenblatt, 1978). 

R
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In contrast, Fish (1990) argues that there
are no formal structures in a text that are
independent of its reader; meaning does not
inhere in the text, but is fully located within
the reading (interpretative) community. The
interpretative community is a reading public
that shares a strategy or approach to interpre-
tation. While individual readers bring their
idiosyncratic interpretations based on per-
sonal experience to bear on a text, we inherit
shared systems of intelligibility (Fish, 1990)
[semiotics; structuration theory]. These sym-
bolic systems and cultural rules are socially
constructed (q.v.) rather than purely subjec-
tive, individual interpretations. From this per-
spective, the very properties of the text are
constituted by the strategies the reader brings
to bear on the text. The possible meanings
constructed through a reading of a text have
a communal basis, allowing for shared
responses or similar readings within that
community. 

Versions of reader-response criticism/
reception aesthetics have been adopted in
organization studies as a way to understand
authorial intent and the construction of mean-
ing by readers, to inspire different readings,
and to recover the polysemic and polyvocal
qualities inherent in texts [dialogic]. Examples
from management studies include Monin
et al’s (2003) horizontal (i.e. rhetorical) and
vertical (i.e. philosophical) readings of excerpts
of Frederick Taylor’s The Principles of Scientific
Management (1912), and Monin and Monin’s
(2005) re-reading of Blanchard and Johnson’s
The One Minute Manager as a fairytale – a nar-
rative (q.v.) genre that predisposes the reader
to certain reading strategies. In the field of
international management, I offer three read-
ings of a comic strip that depicts the early
internationalization of a firm, drawing on
Deetz’s (1996) characterizations of research
programmes to delineate distinct ‘interpreta-
tive communities’ that inform each reading
(McGaughey, 2006). Sherry and Schouten
(2002) examine the reading and writing of
poetry in marketing, while Scott (1994) advo-
cates reader-response theory to explore the
link between advertising text and consumer
responses, and Hirschman (1999) uses it to

examine consumer-generated understandings of
a television programme across two interpreta-
tive communities. 

Prospects

While many of us will read a text primarily
using the reading strategies of the interpreta-
tive community (or communities) to which
we belong, if, as researchers, we can begin to
develop awareness of our own and sensitivity
towards other reading strategies or effects
[reflexivity], this brings with it the ability to
‘toggle’ between readings. One potential of
such toggling is the fostering of generative
discourses – edifying ways of reading that
both challenge existing traditions of taken-
for-granted conventions, prompt us to ask
new questions and offer new ways of describ-
ing and explaining the world (Gergen, 1999:
116–117) and to better create spaces for alter-
native readings, their critique and their con-
tribution to conversations. This also draws
attention to creating texts through writing
that fosters multiple interpretations [post-
cards; representations]. 

Sara L. McGaughey

REALISM

Definition

Modern, scientific realism has its roots in
the early twentieth century idealism–realism
debate, in which the realists Moore (1903)
and Russell (1929) staunchly defended the
position that the world exists independently
of its being perceived. It is from this classical
realism that modern realists get the view that
there really is something ‘out there’ for sci-
ence to study and theorize about. Classical
realism thus contrasts with both idealism and
postmodernist relativism, which hold that all
reality is ‘in here’ (the mind) and, therefore,
all reality is relative to the mind that knows it
[positivism and post-positivism; postmodernism;
relativism].
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Discussion

Among philosophers of science today, scien-
tific realism is probably the most commonly
held philosophical position (e.g. Bhaskar,
1979b; Boyd, 1984; Harré, 1986; Leplin,
1984; Levin, 1984; MacKinnon, 1979;
Manicas, 1987; McMullin, 1984; Niiniluoto,
1999; Putnam, 1990; Searle, 1995; Siegel,
1983, 1987; Suppe, 1977). Also, scholars in
management, marketing, and economics are
turning towards realist positions (e.g.
Azevedo, 2002; Easton, 2002; Fleetwood,
1999; Hunt, 2003, 2005; Kwan and Tsang,
2001; Lawson, 1996; McKelvey, 1999, 2002;
Meckler and Baile, 2003a, 2003b; Tsoukas,
1989). Modern, scientific realism encom-
passes fallibilistic realism, critical realism
(q.v.), and inductive realism. These three posi-
tions hold, in turn, that first, though the job
of science is to develop genuine knowledge or
truth about the world, such knowledge will
never be known with certainty. The concept
of ‘know with certainty’ belongs in theology,
not science. For scientific realism, there is no
‘God’s eye view’ nor does science need one to
fulfil its goal of being a truth-seeking enter-
prise. As Siegel (1983: 82) puts it, ‘To claim
that a scientific proposition is true is not to
claim that it is certain; rather, it is to claim
that the world is as the proposition says it is’.
Second, because of the fallibility of our per-
ceptual (measurement) processes, science
must critically evaluate and test its knowl-
edge claims to determine their truth content.
‘Direct’ or ‘naïve’ realism, which holds that
our perceptual processes always result in
veridical representations of external objects,
is rejected. Third, the long-term success of a
scientific theory gives us reason to believe
that something like the entities and struc-
tures, observable or non-observable, tangible
or intangible, posited by the theory actually
exist. Thus, the (often implicit) Humean scep-
ticism underlying logical positivism, logical
empiricism, and Popperian falsificationism is
rejected [method]. Contrary to logical posi-
tivism and logical empiricism, concepts that
are unobservable are appropriate in theories
that purport to explain phenomena that are

observable. Contrary to Popper, the positive
results of empirical tests – not just falsifica-
tions – provide evidence as to the truth con-
tent of the theories tested.

In current social science, the ‘critical’ in
critical realism is used in two very different
ways. First, as discussed, scientific realism is
critical in that science must both critically (1)
evaluate and test its knowledge claims to
determine their truth content and (2) evaluate
and re-evaluate the methodologies and episte-
mologies that inform extant scientific prac-
tice. Most scientists and realist philosophers
of science accept this kind of critical realism.
However, the ‘critical’ in critical realism is
also often used in the manner of Sayer (1992: 6),
who states: ‘Social science must be critical
of its object’. For Sayer’s and others’ versions
of critical realism, therefore, it is not enough
that one be critical of science’s knowledge
claims, methodologies, and epistemologies.
Researchers must also be critical of society
and become social activists because social sci-
entists ‘should develop a critical awareness in
people and, indeed, assist in their emancipa-
tion’ (1992: 42). Therefore, those researchers
who are interested in explaining, predicting,
and understanding phenomena, but who do
not want to assume the role of the social
activist involved in transforming society
[action science], should be cautious about self-
describing their research as ‘critical realist’ in
the Sayer sense.

Although scientific realism views science
as a truth-seeking enterprise, it conceptual-
izes truth as not an entity in the world to be
studied, but as an attribute of beliefs and lin-
guistic expressions, such as those denoted by
the labels ‘theories’, ‘laws’, ‘propositions’,
and ‘hypotheses’. Recall that the inductive
realism tenet maintains that the long-run suc-
cess of a theory gives reason to believe that
something like the entities and structure pos-
tulated by the theory actually exists. The
‘something like’, then, equates with a theory
or proposition being ‘approximately true’ or
‘having truth content’. By ‘long-run success’
we mean that a theory that has consistently,
through time, made correct predictions, pro-
vided systematic, defensible explanations,
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and supported successful interventions in the
real world.

Consider the concept ‘organizational com-
mitment’ (hereafter, OC). Is OC real? Does it
refer to something in the real world or does it
not? Is the proposition true that ‘firms whose
employees have high OC tend to be more prof-
itable than those whose employees do not?’
For scientific realism, OC is likely real and the
OC proposition is likely true if, through time,
there is a high ratio of successes to failures.
That is, truth (falsity) is inferred from a high
(low) frequency of successful (unsuccessful)
predictions, explanations, and interventions.
However, scientific realism does not imply
that one can make claims as to the probability
that the OC proposition is true. Evaluations of
theories and their concepts involve a ‘weigh-
ing’ of the evidence (Bunge, 1967). However,
scientific realism does not imply that ‘a high
proportion of successes, relative to failures’
means ‘true with probability “p”’. Nor does it
imply that ‘a high proportion of failures, rela-
tive to successes’ means ‘false with probability
“p”’. Indeed, most scientific realists are highly
sceptical of efforts that attempt to apply the
logic of probability to the weighing of evidence
involved in the empirical testing of theories. 

Can we say that we objectively know that
the OC proposition is likely true? Anti-realists
have put forth five arguments that are
claimed to defeat the objectivity of science.
First, the linguistic relativism argument claims
that objectivity is impossible because the lan-
guage of a culture determines the reality that
members of the culture will see. Second,
the incommensurability argument claims
that objectivity is impossible because the
paradigms that researchers hold are non-
comparable. Third, the Humean scepticism
argument claims that objectivity is impossi-
ble because theories are underdetermined by
facts (i.e. no conceivable number of facts con-
clusively proves a theory’s truth). Fourth, the
psychology of perception argument claims that
objectivity is impossible because researchers
see what their theories tell them is there
(which makes theory-neutral observations
impossible). Fifth, the epistemically significant
observations argument is: (a) though ‘percepts’

or ‘raw’ observations are objective, (b) these
percepts must be informed by theories in
order for them to play their designated role in
theory testing, (c) which makes all epistemi-
cally significant observations theory-laden,
(d) which defeats objectivity. In the scientific
realism literature, all five of the arguments
against the possibility of objective science
have been discredited. Interested readers
should see Hunt (2003) for a review of the
refutations. 

Prospects

The prospects for realist perspectives in man-
agement and organization studies are inextrica-
bly bound with the presence of trust. Trust is
essential because scientific knowledge is a
shared form of knowledge; it is shared with its
clients. The clients of academic management
researchers include not just other academics,
but also practising managers, students, govern-
ment officials, and the public in general [action
research; mode 2]. In essence, all researchers
who share their research with others state
implicitly: ‘trust me’. One consequence of the
realist recognition of the importance of trust in
science concerns those whose research projects
are claimed to be guided by philosophies main-
taining that no research ‘touches base’ with a
reality external to the researcher’s own linguis-
tically encapsulated theory, or paradigm, or
research tradition. Such researchers are stating:
‘don’t trust me’. In contrast, research guided by
realist philosophy, with its emphasis on truth
and objectivity as research objectives and regu-
lative ideals, is a worthy candidate for our trust.
It ‘touches base’ – and that’s a good start.

Shelby D. Hunt

REFLEXIVITY

Definition

Reflexivity entails the researcher being
aware of his effect on the process and out-
comes of research based on the premise that
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‘knowledge cannot be separated from the
knower’ (Steedman, 1991) and that, ‘In the
social sciences, there is only interpretation.
Nothing speaks for itself’ (Denzin, 1994). In
carrying out qualitative research, it is impos-
sible to remain ‘outside’ our subject matter;
our presence, in whatever form, will have
some kind of effect. Reflexive research takes
account of this researcher involvement.

Discussion

The concept and practice of reflexivity have
been defined in many ways. Alvesson and
Sköldberg (2000) describe it as the ‘interpreta-
tion of interpretation’ – another layer of analy-
sis after data have been interpreted. For Woolgar
(1988), reflexivity is ‘the ethnographer [q.v.] of
the text’ (p. 14). Here we distinguish between
‘introspective’ reflexivity (Finlay, 2002) ‘metho-
dological’ reflexivity and epistemological
reflexivity (Johnson and Duberley, 2003).

Introspective r eflexivity
This approach to reflexivity involves a high
degree of self-consciousness on the part of
the researcher, especially in terms of how his
identity affects the design and process of his
work. Introspective reflexivity has been
likened to reflection whereby we simply
‘think about what we are doing’ (Woolgar,
1988: 22) For some, this is more likely to be
reflection-in-action as per Schön’s (1983)
model of the skilled practitioner [action learn-
ing; action research] who incorporates reflec-
tion into their everyday activities rather than
deliberately and consciously reflecting as
part of a post hoc rationalization of events. 

Steier (1995: 75–76) characterizes the per-
sonal engagement of the researcher in three
ways:

• Research as both invention and intervention:
As researchers we can view ourselves in
two ways: either as inventors of order in
our interpretation of the social processes
we are observing or as co-constructors of
that situation by virtue of our presence.

• Emotioning in research: Our own engagement
with what happens in the group is not

entirely rational and our translation of it will
be affected by our own emotions (q.v.).

• Research as mutual mirroring: Rather than
reflecting real images, the researcher may
help to frame the behaviour of the group
or vice versa. 

This approach can be criticized for giving too
much focus to the researcher rather than
the subjects in that it can be highly self-
referential with an emphasis on self-disclosure
rather than on presenting ‘meaningful’
research. 

Methodological Reflexivity
A focus on the methods (q.v.) deployed in
research as well as an acknowledgment of
the role of the researcher result in a more
technically-oriented reflexivity. The design of
the research is of paramount importance; so
while the researcher may have been actively
involved in co-constructing meaning and
does not deny this intersubjectivity, there is a
clearly articulated methodology which
emphasizes the researcher’s closeness to the
subject matter yet a conscious professional
distance is maintained. 

It could be argued that both of these
approaches to reflexivity work on a relatively
superficial level: the first at the level of the
individual, in the form of the researcher, and
the second at a theoretical level, setting out to
prove that acceptable standards have been
adhered to in the conduct of the research.
Neither approach questions the epistemologi-
cal or meta-theoretical assumptions under-
pinning the research.

Epistemological r eflexivity
The conundrum of epistemological circularity
(Johnson and Duberley, 2000) means that we
cannot hope to find the ‘best’ way of carrying
out research in order to produce new knowl-
edge; we can only produce this knowledge
from a stated perspective [positivism and post-
positivism]. However, we, and our readers
[reading], must be clear about what this meta-
theoretical perspective is. It is only in being as
clear as we can about what our epistemological
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and ontological convictions are that we can
produce truly reflexive research. It is not
enough to merely state our epistemological
stance but to question it and perhaps reframe
it as we proceed. Consciousness here is not so
much of self per se but of ‘becoming more con-
sciously reflexive by thinking about our own
thinking’ (Johnson and Cassell, 2001: 127).

Reflexive research should be language-
sensitive (Alvesson and Deetz, 2000) and the
linguistic turn in management studies has
emphasized the need for reflexivity [practice
theory; practise-centred research]. For example,
research undertaken with a social construc-
tionist (q.v.) epistemology is likely to focus on
language as the mediating influence in the co-
creation of meaning. There is a heavy focus
on ‘dialogue’ (q.v.), ‘conversation’ (q.v.) and
‘talk’. It will have a critical, reflexive focus in
that it questions taken-for-granted assump-
tions. The collection of qualitative data nor-
mally forms part of an iterative process as
opposed to a positivist linear approach.
Induction, rather than deduction and discov-
ery, is the guiding principle that goes hand-in-
hand with researchers being aware of the
effects of their presence and influence on the
subjects and the data. Reflexivity, from a
postmodern (q.v.) perspective, questions
assumptions and does not treat knowledge as
the domain of a chosen few in an intellectual
elite. Lyotard (1979/1984) proposes that scien-
tific knowledge does not represent the total-
ity of knowledge; narrative knowledge is
significant because, in this case, knowledge is
not separated from the knower. Thus, as
researchers we must examine the effects of
our own lives and thoughts on the knowledge
that we seek to capture and use.

Lisa Anderson

RELATIVISM

Definition

Relativism sees the world as a dynamic and
fluctuating field of interactions as distinct

from a collection of singular things and
categories in movement. The interaction of
relativism stresses the action between singular
things and categories rather than the things
and categories themselves. This means, for
example, that relativism sees the human indi-
vidual less as a self-contained person in a
social context and more as a constituent part
of an ongoing field of interactive relation-
ships in which the human body moves as a
propulsive reflection of the forces that sur-
round it. Relativism in this context reveals
human action to be the existential continuity
between the body and its environment since
its movement is always between the two [dia-
logic], so that the action of the body continues
beyond its edges [process philosophy].
Relativism makes us see human action as an
interactive network of events rather than the
actions of singular social terms such as ‘indi-
vidual’ or ‘group’ [complexity theory]. 

An event is a complex, dynamic interac-
tion of parts that are forever subject to
change and transformation. It is a temporary
unit of the world as a field of diverse, flowing
parts. The event is a transient bringing
together and grasping of this diverse, fluid
field in much the same way as we see the co-
ordinated, moving images on the television
screen that disappear just as soon as they
have appeared. The event itself originates in
an ungraspable space and time that lie
beyond the immediacy of the everyday world
of practical comprehension [process theory].
The relativity theory of modern physics
reminds us that space and time are not static
categories or structures but are more like an
invisible background of mutable matter from
which life engenders its ceaseless flow of
multiple events. The event (from the Latin
evenire, to come out) is an extraction from this
invisible, ever-flowing background, compara-
ble perhaps to the cinematic capturing by
movie camera of an event that occurs as a
transient action in the flow of everyday life.
In relativity theory everything is relative so
that ‘both observer and observed are merging
and interpenetrating aspects of one whole
reality, which is indivisible and unanalysable’
(Bohm, 1980: 9). No longer an objective and

RELATIVISM

185

Thorpe-3581-Ch-R.qxd  11/23/2007  2:15 PM  Page 185



independent observer of the world, the scientist
does not merely act on an object of research
but is also constituted by the particular object
and methods used in the research [actor-
network theory]. In the field of relativity,
‘mind and matter are not separate sub-
stances. Rather, they are different aspects of
one whole and unbroken movement’ (Bohm,
1980: 11). The event is a transient and tempo-
rary extraction of this whole and unbroken
field in which everything is dynamically rela-
tive to everything else [dialectic]. 

Discussion

Social structures such as organizations are
also relative events because social structures,
such as organizations, are also relative events.
Relativism reminds us that all social struc-
tures are constituted by the relationships
between their constituent parts [activity the-
ory]. Parts are always relative to other parts
with which they constitute a whole.
Relativism tells us that a whole is not just an
overall container of its parts but that the parts
constitute the whole just as the whole consti-
tutes the parts. The scientist exemplifies this
reciprocal relationship in that he or she is as
much a part and product of the research
process as are the object and data of the
research. Part and whole thus always actively
reflect and relate to each other in an act of
‘undivided wholeness’ (Bohm, 1980); they
are like the reversible structure of a palin-
drome in which a word or sentence is the
same whether read forward or backward.
Relativism as the ‘undivided wholeness’ of
parts means that parts are always on the
move, always in transit. Parts express the
relationship of relativism inasmuch as they
are always partial and incomplete, always
seeking connections. Parts thus express
movement and action; they are always ready
to de-part; they remind us that human agency
is the perpetual movement between terms
rather than the movement of individual
things. Relativism suggests that the ‘undi-
vided wholeness’ of relativity theory is a
latent power that moves through the parts
(from the Latin partire, portare, to bear, carry,

share, distribute) that reflect and relate it.
An event is thus not merely a transient
extraction from this latent field of ‘undivided
wholeness’ but is also carried and projected
by its ceaseless movement of betweenness. In
this sense, an event is the coming together of
parts in their search for some sense of com-
pletion. Human products are events that
express the relativity and existential (q.v.)
continuity of the body’s parts with the exter-
nal world. The body’s organs and senses are
parts that reproduce and reflect themselves
in the material products of human culture.
Products are physical re-enactments of the
body’s need to relate and reflect itself
through its sentient connections with the out-
side world. The chair, for example, speaks
back to its human complements to say it is
always here as a friendly and supportive
extension of the body [affordances]. The
computer can be interpreted as part of the
reaching out of the central nervous system
beyond the body to complement its imma-
nent sense of partialness. Chair and computer
are thus objectified acts of relativity and
movement which underline the essential
betweenness of the human agent and its
products which constitute each other like the
pieces of a jigsaw puzzle in composition
(Scarry, 1985). 

Relativism makes us see human systems
such as formal organizations less as self-con-
tained, autonomously enduring institutions
and more as temporary and transient prod-
ucts that are continuously and repeatedly put
together as coherent structures and thus
extracted from the ‘undivided wholeness’ of
space and time that moves and sources them
as a latent but dynamic background. Human
systems and their products are thus more like
events that are grasped and captured, how-
ever briefly, from this ceaseless flow of inter-
locking relativities. As an event, a human
system cannot be seen. We can never see the
supermarket or the university as such since
they are essentially constituted by the active
relativities and relationships between their
parts. We may see the supermarket’s display
of products, its customers, its working staff
and its building, but the total field of active
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and changing relationships between these
various parts always exceeds our conceptual
grasp. As a field of relativity, the supermarket
exists through the active connections between
its multiple parts and elements [phenomenol-
ogy]; its products relate to its customers as
objectified acts of relativity and movement
which tell us that the supermarket exists only
as a dynamic network of interactive parts in
a general process of human composition and
never simply as a static collection of consum-
able and useful objects. 

Relativism persuades us to think in terms
of the movement of relationship rather than
the self-consistency of individual things and
objects. The things and objects of the human
world are themselves materialized expres-
sions of the body’s needs and desires to reach
out in order to experience itself. It’s in this
sense that the body along with its things and
objects are more appropriately seen as parts
that are always partial, that are always ready
to de-part, to move on and connect with other
parts in a wider, more comprehensive, mobile
space. Relativism thus underlines acts of
relating in the double sense of connecting
parts together and making manifest that
which is latent yet potentially realizable.
Relating thus reminds us that all acts of con-
nection take place against a background
source of variable and possible relationships
which, like the letters of the alphabet or the
words of language, can be combined and per-
mutated to create an infinity of events and
forms. It is this background source of latency
that moves and motivates the work of the
human world as a suspended space of multi-
ple possibilities. Latency is a version of ‘undi-
vided wholeness’ which can never be fully
expressed but only alluded to through the
partial events that make up the human world.
In the context of latency, every part is incom-
plete, ever ready to de-part in an evolving
field of composition and permutation
(Cooper, 2005). Relativism now appears not
simply as a field of dynamic and fluctuating
interactions but also as the re-lating of the
latent and virtual possibilities of the world.
The re-lating of relativism is like the hyper-
text of computer technology which collates

text, sound, images, diagrams and maps and
allows them to be variously combined on a
computer screen. Hypertext re-lates the
virtual and latent potential of the informa-
tional world through its capacity to make avail-
able the vast resources of libraries, museums,
art galleries and other information sources to a
single computer user. Hypertext tells us that
we are permanently suspended in a relational
field that lies always between the manifest,
taken-for-granted forms of the world and the
elusive and allusive call of the ‘undivided
wholeness’ of latency which hints and taunts
all human relationships while forever receding
from human capture. Relativism is the contin-
uous re-lating of the suspended space and time
of immanent betweenness. 

Robert Cooper

RELIABILITY

Definition

In terms of qualitative research, objectivity
refers to the attempts of researchers to secure
a solidity of meaning from qualitative data
that are often a complicated and opaque
process. There are no agreed or precise meth-
ods for ‘teasing out’ themes or theories that
can lead to objective understanding. In addi-
tion, the wide variety of qualitative data, or
‘texts’, that can be incorporated into a
research project further complicates the
process. Generally, the aim is to develop
categories and codes that reflect similar
issues or ideas in the data under review;
meaning objectivity is entwined with the
gerund objectifying; it is a research activity in
which the researcher aims to convince the
reader (q.v.) of the soundness and sense of
their research [case study; process research].

Discussion

The particular nature of objective qualitative
research was given extensive consideration
with the development of grounded theory
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(q.v.) by Glaser and Strauss in 1967. They
proposed that researchers immerse them-
selves in the data and let the issues ‘emerge’
as they start to understand the patterns in the
data. There is an iterative interplay between
the collection and analysis of data and, in this
way, the researcher is able to unravel the
complexities of the social phenomena under
review and so provide increasingly objective
understandings. There is a specific assump-
tion in Glaser and Strauss’s original work on
grounded theory that the researcher can
approach the data without a priori assump-
tions; themes are identified only with
recourse to the data. As such, the researcher
inductively builds theory from the data as
themes are refined, connected and catego-
rized [inductive analysis]. While Glaser
remained an advocate of an open and flexible
approach to data analysis, Strauss changed his
views and, in Strauss and Corbin (1990/1998),
advocated a more technical process of pre-
scriptive ‘steps’ through which the researcher
proceeds in order to apply and verify themes
and categories. They have provided a list of
‘tools’ that can used to support the analysis
process. Both approaches, however, consider
that the researcher provides a rational analy-
sis of the text and that data classification is a
rigorous and hence objective process.

Others are more sanguine about the possi-
bility of the researcher being able to maintain
objectivity. Charmaz (2000/2003: 250), for
example, suggests that it is more important to
attend to and interpret the subjects’ meanings
in the data, while at the same time acknowl-
edging the potential for different interpreta-
tions and ‘the mutual creation of knowledge
by the viewer and the viewed’. From this per-
spective, searching for themes and building
theory is not an objective process, but emer-
gent and open-ended. Meaning-making does
not necessarily need to follow a prescriptive
process, and it is a collective, rather than soli-
tary, endeavour. As participants in social life
we already hold prior assumptions and theo-
ries about how and what influences the con-
duct of any particular activity. Even if we
have not participated in that particular event,
we make sense out of it by creating and

applying categories based on our prior expe-
riences and knowledge. To be able to suspend
belief and approach any social situation in an
objective and dispassionate manner is diffi-
cult, if not impossible. Thus, the categories
do not so much ‘emerge’ from the data as
they are formed, in part at least, from the
application of a pre-existing typology, and
perhaps even through engaging the subject in
the analysis process [mode 2]. So, for example,
it is accepted that a literature review [system-
atic literature reviews], or pre-existing theory,
can be used to develop a template (q.v.) or
codebook, which is applied, refined and
developed through the analysis process
[matrices analysis]. The main categories devel-
oped a priori only sensitize the researcher’s
perception to the data. They provide a start-
ing point, but analysis is still an interpretative
process where new themes are identified,
sub-themes are generated, new connections
acknowledged and new theories are devel-
oped. Themes and theories thus still ‘emerge’
through the close reading and interpretation
of texts.

Despite the debates about the correct way to
analyze and search for objective themes in
data, the general aim of this type of analysis is
to convince the reader that the process has
been rigorous, reliable and that the issues of
researcher bias have been addressed [reflexiv-
ity]. However, given the variety of epistemolog-
ical positions taken in qualitative research, the
definitions of rigour, reliability and bias are
much debated [phronetic organizational
research; realism]. Indeed, since thematic analy-
sis requires that the researcher interprets the
data, it is, ultimately, a sensemaking (q.v.)
process. Thus, convincing others of the credi-
bility and dependability of the data and their
analysis is significantly different from the stan-
dards applied in quantitative research, where
standard errors and degrees of significance are
generally agreed. Verification, reliability and
bias are addressed by acknowledging prior
assumptions, by making the researcher’s role
in the project clear, by describing how codes
were developed, how links were made and
how concepts were defined and applied. By
exposing the process of interpretation for
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review, the researcher invites the reader to
believe that the approach adopted is consistent
with the aims of the research, and that the
interpretation applied, while not necessarily
the only one available, was at least conducted
in good faith. 

In this regard, most researchers define the
concepts and themes that they generate and
provide examples of ‘texts’ that support their
interpretation. The reader (q.v.) is shown
how a deep analysis of the data has gener-
ated ideas about the subject under review
and they are invited to ‘see’ how the themes
identified are linked through narratives con-
structed by the researcher. To back up their
‘story’ the researcher provides a description
of how coding records were analyzed and the
process by which links in the data were
established. There is a variety of ways to
authenticate the analysis, such as word
counts, example speech acts, or references to
coding densities. Increasingly, thematic
analysis is being conducted using computer-
aided qualitative data analysis software
[CAQDAS] in order to support claims for
‘rigour’ and ‘transparency’ [mixed methods in
management research]. Ultimately, however,
acceptance of claims to objectivity depends
on the philosophical position taken in the
research. The researcher will have to show
that the way he/she has conducted his/her
thematic analysis is consistent with both the
underpinning epistemological assumptions,
and that it usefully addresses the research
questions posed. 

Allan Macpherson

REPERTORY GRID TECHNIQUE

Definition

The repertory grid technique is based on
George Kelly’s (1955a, 1969) personal con-
struct theory – also known as personal con-
struct psychology (PCP) – which assumes an
individual understands his world in terms

of his own personal constructions. These
constructs are developed through social inter-
action and represent the ‘templates’ through
which the individual views his world
(Stewart and Mayes, 1997-2006). This set of
constructs helps an individual cope and man-
age his environment. It follows that an under-
standing of a person’s set of constructs
enables the inquirer to gain insight into a per-
son’s psychological space (Fransella, 2004;
Gammack and Stephens, 1994; Stewart and
Stewart, 1981). This, in turn, provides insight
into how a subject experiences phenomena
and how he is likely to act to particular situa-
tions [phenomenology]. Kelly argued that for
every positive way of seeing the world there
is the negative opposite. He therefore pro-
poses that personal constructs are bipolar in
nature as well as being finite in number
(Kelly, 1955a). This belief is at the heart of the
creation of a repertory grid. 

Discussion

The technique has its roots in clinical psy-
chology [inductive analysis] and gained
tremendous support and breadth of applica-
tion in areas such as organizational manage-
ment and management training; anywhere
where there was an emphasis on using robust
intervention tools to help understand and
improve another’s condition (Raskin, 2001;
Stevens, 1998). So beyond clinical psychology
(Leach et al., 2001), the technique has been
applied to research in human resource man-
agement (Bell, 2000), knowledge manage-
ment (Stumpf and McDonnell, 2003) and
marketing (Caldwell and Coshall, 2000;
Schoenfelder and Harris, 2002). 

The repertory grid interview technique
was originally called the ‘Role Construct
Repertory Text’. The term ‘repertory’ derives
from ‘repertoire’ – the repertoire of con-
structs which the subject develops during an
interview (Stewart and Mayes, 1997–2006)
[dramaturgy]. The grid is the resulting tool of an
interview that helps to display an individual’s
perception of a specified problem or situation
as free as is possible from interviewer bias. A
repertory grid consists of three features.
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• The elements: these are the objects upon
which the subjects are asked to focus. These
are often people or skills they possess when
the method is used in psychology or train-
ing, but can equally be products if applied,
for example, to marketing.

• The constructs: these are the personal cri-
teria the individual uses when describing
the differences between the elements.
They consist of positive and negative poles
which are often not the semantic oppo-
sites of one another.

• The correlations: the analysis of the grids
allows various relationships to be discov-
ered that exist between the constructs and
elements. This can be between constructs
and constructs, elements and constructs
and elements and elements. 

The elements, or objects of consideration of
the interview, can be defined in advance
by the researcher, such as specific product
comparisons in marketing (Schoenfelder and
Harris, 2002), or may be selected as being rel-
evant to the research focus together with the
interviewee. Teasing out the personal con-
structs of the interviewee follows according to
Kelly’s preferred construct elicitation tech-
nique. This is known as the triad method and
it is combined with the ‘laddering’ technique
that is commonly used in qualitative research
(Neimeyer et al., 2001) [cognitive mapping]. The
triad method is applied, in practice, by pre-
senting the interviewee with the elements (the
objects of the research) on cards [interviewing;
stimulated recall]. Keeping the focus of the
research in mind, the interviewee is asked to
find a word or phrase to describe how two
objects are more similar and different than the
third. The interviewee is also asked to provide
a phrase that would describe the negative
opposite. This is not always the semantic
opposite (Caputi and Reddy, 1999). For exam-
ple, if the focus was to find out how con-
sumers select between mobile phones, this
might start with two mobile phones being per-
ceived as having a futuristic design and one
having an old-fashioned design (Schoenfelder
and Harris, 2004). This is the beginning of a
ladder. The laddering technique acknowledges

that subordinate values or constructs tend to
be more rational and easily elicited in a verbal
form. The technique accesses constructs via
an easy cognitive route and moves to underly-
ing high-order, more emotionally-based con-
structs that are more difficult to elicit
(Wansink, 2003) [emotion research]. 

The repertory grid process results in a
repertory grid that consists of personal con-
structs (usually between 10 and 20) and a
specified number of elements (between 5 and
10). The grid is created by asking the subject
to evaluate the elements in terms of the con-
structs that have been elicited. This may be
done using ticks and crosses, or using a math-
ematical rating often ranging between 1 – as
being the strongest rated – to 7 – being the
weakest rating. Small grids can often be eval-
uated by eye, whereas for larger grids, such
as larger than five constructs by five ele-
ments, it is helpful and more common to use
a software package for support (Easterby-
Smith et al., 1991/2002; Evans, 2006; Scheer,
2006).  The grids can be analyzed interpreta-
tively or mathematically [mixed methods in
management research]. There are several ways
of analysing the content of a repertory grid
using a mathematical representation. These
are: cluster analysis or principal component
analysis. The first method groups together
constructs or elements that are similar to one
another and presents them visually in a tree
diagram called a ‘dendrogram’. This analysis
is simple to read but has the disadvantage
that it does not show the relationship
between constructs and elements, nor does it
give insight into the relative importance of
the constructs to the individual. The second
method, principal component analysis, has
the advantage that is able to meet these
requirements. Using this type of analysis to
support interpretation, the constructs and/or
elements will be clustered where the algo-
rithms of the construct comparison are simi-
larly high or similarly low. Clusters that are
furthest from the centre of the resulting prin-
cipal component map (PCA map) are most
strongly linked to the emerging component or
dimension of criteria important to the indi-
vidual. In this way, the researcher is able to

THE SAGE DICTIONAR Y OF QUALIT ATIVE MANAGEMENT RESEARCH

190

Thorpe-3581-Ch-R.qxd  11/23/2007  2:15 PM  Page 190



discover visually which types of criterion or
construct are most important to the individ-
ual and also gain information about their rel-
ative importance. Different forms of analysis
can be informative for different types of
inquiry. 

Prospects

The repertory grid technique has a number of
advantages and disadvantages (discussed in
more depth in Stewart and Stewart (1981) and
Fransella (2004)). The advantages are:

• It builds on a technique that can work
with cognitive and affective statements
given by the research subject. 

• The interviewing technique teases out
constructs that otherwise may remain
hidden.

• The visual (q.v.) presentation of results
means it is relatively easy for the
researcher to gain an initial overview to
help interpretation.

• Repertory grid analysis is one of the few
qualitative research techniques that pro-
vides analytic information rather than
staying on the descriptive level. 

• The technique has low researcher involve-
ment (and hence bias). 

However, there are two significant disadvantages. 

• The movement from a highly qualitative,
in-depth interview to a data analysis with a
mathematical base is seen by some as criti-
cal, hence it is important for the researcher
to remain involved in the data collected in
the interview process and interpret any
form of analysis of the grid in the light of
the information that he has gained through
the interview (q.v.). The epistemological
obstacle may also be combatted by increas-
ing the validity of the results by using an
additional qualitative analysis method, such
as transcript analysis, to compare and sup-
port the results of the grid. 

• The researcher must resist the temptation
to overlook the methodological principles
in favour of a purely mechanistic analysis.

In addition, as with all qualitative research,
the repertory grid technique demands an
involved and sensitive researcher [reflexivity].
Also, the creation and filling in of the grid are
sometimes complicated and demands a high
level of concentration, meaning sample
groups using repertory grid technique are
relatively small – usually no more than 30
(Tan, 1999).

Julie Schoenfelder

REPRESENTATIONS

Definition

Our choice of research representations plays
a critical role in conveying context and mean-
ing as we seek to disseminate our research to
others, including scholars of organization
studies, policy makers, students, practition-
ers, and participants in the research process
itself. ‘Research representations’ refers to the
portrayals of our approach to inquiry and
related outcomes that we construct and 
present to others or ourselves. The term
captures both initial presentations and re-
presentations over time and across communi-
ties. Management and organization research
has been characterized by increased attention
to the construction and consumption of these
texts. ‘Text’ is used here to designate a set or
series of visual or auditory signs interpretable
as symbols, rather than simply ink dots on a
page, a string of sounds, or observed physical
objects or movement. These signs become
symbols for the reader by virtue of them
pointing to something beyond themselves
(Rosenblatt, 1978).

Discussion

In much management and organization
research, texts that are research representa-
tions remain written in the passive voice, as
though they are not objects constructed by
authors perceiving phenomena. Indeed, the
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objectivism that underpins the dominant
positivist thinking holds an assumption that
truth or reality can be carried by language,
and that ‘scientific’ languages are closer to
the truth than others. Dispassionate, passive
and ‘objective’ rhetoric – what Van Maanen
(1995b: 9) has called ‘the style of non-style’ –
characterizes scientific writing through
which knowledge is constituted as problem
(hypothesis)-centred, linear and straightfor-
ward [phronetic organizational research; posi-
tivism and post-positivism]. When a text
violates this dominant convention, it is ‘vul-
nerable to dismissal and to trivialization’
(Richardson, 1993: 704–705).

The literary turn in the social sciences
(Czarniawska, 1999; Richardson, 1990) brings
with it attentiveness to the narrative (q.v.) and
rhetorical (q.v.) structures in writing, and
makes explicit the notion that the ‘facts’ in a
text cannot be kept separate from their means
of communication. What is true, right or
proper is determined within a community with
shared conventions [social poetics]. Beyond that
community, the convention loses its power to
command conformity or silence. Scientific
writing is only one way of putting things, a
‘truth by convention’. As Richardson (1990: 13)
points out, science writing is a ‘socio-historical
construction that is narratively driven and
depends upon literary devices not just for
adornment but for cognitive meaning’. Even an
economic text can be ‘analyzed like a poem, to
see how it achieves its purposes through [liter-
ary devices]’ (McCloskey, 1995: 11). Of course,
a richness of rhetorical devices intended to
guide readers to the author’s desired conclu-
sion permeates quantitative studies in manage-
ment; numbers do not speak for themselves
[reading as inquiry]. 

Denied, then, in the literary turn is any
special privilege between the ‘world’ and
the ‘word’ (Czarniawska, 1997: 55–56).
Qualitative researchers can no longer (or ever
could) capture the complexity, subtlety and
transience of lived experience. Denzin and
Lincoln (2005) refer to this as the ‘crisis of
representation’ [postmodernism]. Concerns for
authorship and authority (i.e. whose truth?)
and the rhetorical style used in texts to

convey meanings lead to the creation of texts
that blur the boundary separating ‘art’ and
‘science’ (Clifford, 1986) [aesthetics]. Such
representations may better convey a sense of
partiality, and give space to incongruent
voices, polysemy, and the ambiguity and
indeterminancy that are often lost in the
‘narrative smoothing’ of more normative
discourses.

Examples of texts that depict or explore
this blurring have include literary works such
as Sherry and Schouten’s (2002) exploration
of poetry in marketing, Jerimer’s (1985) short
story of Mark Armstrong’s work life from
two perspectives, and dramatic scripts involv-
ing organizational actors and researchers (e.g.
McGaughey, 2004); performance works such
as chamber theatre (e.g. Paget, 1995) [dra-
maturgy]; and comic strips where conventions
blur the word/image gap and create an ambi-
guity that permits many interpretations (e.g.
McGaughey, 2006).

Prospects

The dangers of experimental representations
have also been highlighted, and include: an
inappropriate division between fieldwork
and writing (Richardson and St Pierre, 2005)
[ethnography; field research]; the shifting of
the reader’s focus from the organizational
members and their activities towards the
representational efforts of the researchers
themselves; the creation of a new basis for
authorial privilege; and the risks of depend-
ing on the personal authorial abilities and the
elevation of aesthetic criteria of legitimation
(Atkinson and Delamont, 2005). Closely
linked to the crisis of representation is a ‘cri-
sis of legitmation’ that raises questions about
a text’s authority and how it should be evalu-
ated, and the ‘crisis of praxis’ (Denzin and
Lincoln, 2005). 

For an overview of science and literary
writing in historical context, see Richardson
(1990). Czarniawska (1999) uses literary
theory to help problematize organization
theory, and Polkinghorne (1997) encourages
researchers to experiment with narrative
approaches when reporting their endeavours.
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Richardson and St Pierre (2005) explore
writing as a method of inquiry and provide
some practical exercises for researchers to
develop writing skills. Denzin and Lincoln
(2005) discuss the triple crisis of representa-
tion, legitimation and praxis, including differ-
ent criteria of evaluation

Sara L. McGaughey

RHETORIC

Definition

The art of rhetoric has been taught and stud-
ied since the time of the ancient Greek
philosophers. However, a revival of interest
in the examination of rhetoric has recently
been stimulated both by work in philosophy
on the New Rhetoric (Perelman, 1987) and by
the recent ‘linguistic turn’ of the social sci-
ences that has focused on detailed analyses of
language and discourse (Billig, 1987/1996;
Potter, 1996). An interest in rhetoric is shared
by scholars from many different disciplines,
including philosophy, communication studies,
psychology, linguistics and management/
organization studies.

The study of rhetoric concerns itself with
how an orator’s (or speaker’s) argument is
constructed to be persuasive. In this sense,
rhetoric is viewed as a particular kind of
instrumental discourse (q.v.) As a consequence,
rhetoric has in the past often been contrasted
with ‘reality’ as ‘empty’ speech that is all art
and no substance. Rhetorical scholars, how-
ever, view rhetoric as rather the creation of
particular understandings of reality through
argument (for critiques of the rhetoric/reality
dichotomy, see Hamilton, 2001; O’Neill, 1998;
Watson, 1995b). Rhetorical scholars do not
view rhetorical talk as distinct from action
but rather as part of the ‘social accomplish-
ment of organization’ (Grant et al., 1998: 5)
and emphasize its dialogical (q.v.) nature
(Billig, 1987/1996; Shotter, 1993; Watson, 1995c),
involving both argument and counter-argument.

This may be between groups or individuals
but also within individuals as we debate with
ourselves about courses of action and the
interpretation of events (Billig, 1987/1996;
Hayes and Walsham, 2000). Important also to
our understanding of rhetoric is the role of
the audience in shaping and evaluating
rhetoric [reading]. In addition, many rhetori-
cal scholars are reflexively (q.v.) aware of and
draw attention to their own rhetorical strate-
gies in their academic writings (e.g. Symon,
2000; Watson, 2005c).

In general, a rhetorical analysis may pro-
ceed by initially identifying: the orator of the
rhetoric and his/her potential credibility (e.g.
senior manager, trades union official,
researcher); the genre of the rhetoric (that
is the nature of the text, e.g. written corpo-
rate documentation, individual interviews,
public speech, etc.); the audience for the
rhetoric (e.g. researcher, organizational mem-
bers, specific employees, etc.); and the exigence
or argumentative context (that is the problem
or issue being addressed, e.g. the nature of an
organizational change). The analysis itself
will often be a detailed deconstruction (q.v.)
of specific texts that demonstrates how the
orator creates a credible identity for him/
herself, orients his/her arguments to this con-
text and audience, and undermines the argu-
ments of possible opponents, with the aim of
seeking to persuade the audience of a partic-
ular version of reality.

Of the five classic ‘canons’ of rhetoric (or
‘stages in the composition and delivery of the
speech’, Gill and Whedbee, 1995: 158), most
academic emphasis has probably been on
expression/style as scholars have investigated
specific ‘tropes’ or figures of speech. These
include: metaphor (q.v.), metonymy, synec-
doche and irony (for more details on the
nature of these, see Hamilton, 2003; Oswick
et al., 2005) [projective techniques]. However,
there is also a growing interest in the art of
invention, which encompasses three possible
modes of persuasive speech: rational appeal
(logos); emotional appeal (pathos); and the
appeal of the orator (ethos). There has been
particular interest in one specific form of
rational appeal, the enthymeme, in recent
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management writings (Hamilton, 2005b;
Heracleous and Barrett, 2001). 

Interest in rhetoric within management
research specifically has particularly devel-
oped over the last fifteen years. Management
scholars interested in rhetoric are exploring
such issues as:

• How does rhetoric facilitate processes of
change and legitimate new organizational
forms and practices?

• What rhetorical strategies are adopted by
organizational members in seeking to
make their arguments persuasive?

• How do the rhetorical strategies of oppo-
nents and proponents of organizational
change compare?

Both Legge and Watson have explored the
rhetoric of human resources management
(HRM) discourses and practices (Legge, 1995;
Watson, 1995c; and see Carter and Jackson,
2004), and Hamilton has written extensively
on rheorical discourse in employment rela-
tions (1997, 2001). A variety of authors have
examined the rhetoric of organizational
change (e.g. Mueller et al., 2003; Suddaby and
Greenwood, 2005), some focusing specifically
on technological change (Hayes and Walsham,
2000; Heracleous and Barrett, 2001; Symon,
2005). Others have examined the rhetorical
features of specific organizational interven-
tions (e.g. Zbaracki (1998) on total quality
management; Case (1999) on business process
re-engineering) and of consultancy practice
more generally (Berglund and Werr, 2000).
From communication studies, there is also
interest in rhetoric as formal organizational
presentation, for example, within corporate
manifestos (e.g. Cheney et al., 2005). More
broadly, Sillence (2002, 2005) has tried to
identify and model general features of effec-
tive argumentation in organizational settings,

emphasizing the interrelationships between
and contextual contingency of many of these
features. Taken together, such work has pro-
vided insight into the processes of controversy
and debate within organizations; illuminated
the strategic use of language as a means of ini-
tiating, directing, legitimating and resisting
change; and has led to the demystification of
the appeal of specific managerial ‘fads’ and
consultancy advice. 

Prospects

As research progresses, we are likely to see
the application of rhetorical analysis to a
greater variety of management topics and the
integration of findings from individual empir-
ical studies into a more coherent theoretical
view on rhetoric in organizations. However,
differences in epistemological perspective are
also likely to become more obvious.
Currently, the most obvious issue of debate is
the extent to which rhetoric is contrasted
with reality [realism]. Although rhetorical
scholars generally reject the association of
rhetoric with mere linguistic flourishes, some
commentators still have recourse to a ‘reality’
with which rhetoric is compared (e.g.
Zbaracki, 1998), while others argue for a
more rigorous relativism (q.v.) (e.g. Symon,
2005; Watson, 1995a). Emerging debates may
concern whether we can identify generaliz-
able (effective) rhetorical strategies, whether
we can identify contingencies (q.v.) for the
use of particular strategies or whether rhetor-
ical analyses should be focused on localized,
detailed deconstructions of particular texts.
Given rhetoric’s focus on argument and
counter-argument, it will not be surprising to
see some constructive debate continue within
the organizational rhetoric literature.

Gillian Symon
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SEMIOTICS

Definition

The subject of semiotics is extremely
complex and not easily reduced to simple
definition. Whether in spite of or because of
this complexity, semiotics has been highly
significant in terms of its impact on twentieth-
century thought and its legacy continues to
inform current thinking in all branches of
knowledge. In this respect management and
organization studies are not immune to this
influence. 

The twentieth century saw a considerable
fascination with language: a phenomenon
which is sometimes referred to as the linguistic
turn in philosophy [ordinary language philoso-
phy]. This concern with language had its ori-
gins in the work of the Swiss linguist
Ferdinand de Saussure. In his work, Course in
General Linguistics, which was published in
1916 a year after his death, he had argued for
a science of signs, which he termed ‘semiology’:
a term which is still used in preference to
semiotics outside the English-speaking world.
Semiology, literally the science or study of
the sign, he maintained, would permit the
analysis of signs, linguistics, rituals and what
he termed systems of convention. According
to Saussure, semiology is ‘a science which
studies the life of signs at the heart of social
life’ (1916/1971: 33). Such analysis has
proved to be extremely useful, particularly
in critical organization studies. Semiotics
provides a way of understanding meanings

in organizations, of looking at cultures,
understanding marketing and for the exami-
nation of gender construction. 

Nowadays, semioticians talk about ‘read-
ing’ (q.v.) signs so that a semiological analysis
addresses itself to the language of signs. This
can mean reading or decoding such diverse
texts as an advertisement for a supermarket,
a song by a popular band or a cereal packet.
Films, books and cultures can also be read in
this way. Signs are not only words but also
images, sounds, colours, actions and objects,
and every sign has its own denotation, that is
to say, it refers to something in the world: an
object, a feeling, a state. Anything can be a
sign as long as it signifies something.
However, despite the way in which semiotics
has developed and rematerialized the sign,
Saussure’s primary interest was in the sign as
a psychological construct. He was concerned
not with the relationship between a thing and
its name but rather between a concept and a
sound image.

Saussure proposed a two-part model of the
sign in which the sound image of the sign was
called the signifier and the concept to which it
referred was termed the signified. It makes no
sense to speak of a meaningless signifier.
Something must be signified. By producing his
two-part model, Saussure made an important
distinction. For example, the sound image or sig-
nifier for ‘mother’ relies on the reader under-
standing the concept ‘mother’, the signified.
However, as is immediately apparent, the con-
cept mother has multiple connotations. Beyond
the simple meaning of the term, what is signi-
fied will depend on the relative experiences of
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the concept ‘mother’. A mother might be kind
or cruel, might have abandoned her child,
might be dead. The concept will vary accord-
ing to a person’s experience of ‘mother’.
Saussure’s contribution is highly significant
here because by giving emphasis to the individ-
ual interpretation of signs, he implicitly chal-
lenged the idea of a ‘real’ external world and, in
turn, contributed to the notion of the world as
a social construction (q.v.) [activity theory;
constructivism]. 

For Saussure, language is a system of con-
vention in which there is a degree of consen-
sus about the use and meaning of words.
However, he is concerned to argue that the
first principle of semiology is the arbitrariness
of the sign. What Saussure meant by this is
that, for example, the word ‘cat’ as the English
word for a particular type of domestic pet
might just as readily be rendered chat in
French, or Katze in German. In other words,
the allocation of the sound image is arbitrary.
However, once allocated, the signifier
becomes consensually applied. It is not possi-
ble to say ‘dog’ and to mean ‘cat’. It is impos-
sible in this brief entry to provide a more
comprehensive introduction to semiotics.
However, it is possible to give some indication
of the influences which semiotic analysis has
had on the study of organizations by tracing
some of the key theorists whose work has
been crucial to the development of the field. 

Discussion

In this respect, one of the earliest writers to
bring semiotic analysis to a wider audience
was Roland Barthes (1915–1980). Barthes was
a philospher, social theorist and literary critic.
His early work was mainly in semiology and
structuralism and in the 1960s he produced his
well-known essay, ‘The death of the author’,
which argued that the author was not the sole
authority on the meaning of a text. This proved
to be a highly influential notion and in organi-
zational theorizing led to a challenge to notions
of authority. Barthes’ work was extended and
developed by his doctoral student Julia
Kristeva, who is arguably one of the most

important figures in poststructuralist philoso-
phy [postmodernism]. She was particularly
influenced by Barthes, who, as one of the fore-
most champions of structuralism, had sought
to reveal the ways in which bourgeois ideology
was embedded in French language and litera-
ture. A concern with semiotics and the implicit
regulation of language has been significant in
her writing. Her best-known work is probably
Revolution in Poetic Language (1974/1984) in
which she takes the view that poetic language
puts the subject in crisis and disrupts the unity
of the symbolic. Her argument that the poetic
subverts the dominant social discourse to chal-
lenge order, rationality and patriarchal regula-
tion is clearly influential in critical (q.v.) and
feminist (q.v.) theories of organization. 

There are perhaps two main writers whose
work has been taken up by organization and
management theorists: Jacques Derrida and
Jean Baudrillard. It is not easy to comment on
the considerable volume of work by Jacques
Derrida (1930–2004). Yet his work on decon-
struction (q.v.) has made a phenomenal
impact on literary criticism and continental
philosophy in general. Derrida described
traditional philosophy as logocentric and
argued that this logocentrism made other
forms of writing, such as poetry and litera-
ture, secondary to its command of meaning
and ‘truth’. In 1966 Derrida gave a confer-
ence paper at Johns Hopkins University in
the USA on ‘Structure, sign, and play in the
discourse of the human sciences’. This paper,
which is published as part of Writing and
Difference (1978/2001), gave impetus to the
notion of poststructuralism with its emphasis
on the problem of language and text, with
meaning, authorship and interpretation. It
was Derrida who famously said ‘There is
nothing outside the text’ [Il n’y a pas de
hors-texte].

Baudrillard’s work, emerging from struc-
turalist semiotics, has provided a range of com-
mentaries on patterns of consumerism, the
meaning of history and gender relations.
Baudrillard’s interest in semiotics is concerned
with self-referentiality and the problem of an
excess of meaning. For Baudrillard, this has
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resulted in an absence of meaning. In particular,
he has sought to challenge the power of the sign
in relation to commodities and commification.
Of his many books, perhaps the most relevant
here are Symbolic Exchange and Death (1993)
and For a Critique of the Political Economy of the
Sign (1981), in which he attempted to bring
together structural semiotics with the works of
Marx (q.v.) [dialectic]. His work is predomi-
nantly about the relationship between power
and meaning [phronetic organizational research].
For this reason, he has had a significant influ-
ence on organizational theory and analysis. 

Apart from these, there are a number of
writers who could be said to have been influ-
enced by semiotics and the problem of mean-
ing and language. These are Gilles Deleuze
and Felix Guattari [process philosophy], Georges
Bataille, Jean-Francois Lyotard, Jürgen
Habermas and Richard Rorty to name but a
few. Luce Irigaray and Hélène Cixous, in par-
ticular, have given specific attention to the
relationship between self and language.
Overall, semiotics has had an enormous influ-
ence in a wide range of areas but perhaps most
notably in literary criticism, feminist theory,
psychoanalysis, sociology and latterly in orga-
nization theory. These developments have, in
turn, spawned a whole range of theoretical
perspectives such as post-colonialism (q.v.),
queer theory, feminism and cultural studies.
From its inception, semiotics challenged
authorship and authority, regulation by lan-
guage, power, and the creation of meaning.
Consequently, it has considerable appeal to
management and organization theorists. 

Heather Höpfl

SENSEMAKING

Definition

The most comprehensive statement of what
sensemaking in organizations is is found in
Weick’s 1995 book of that name. Dictionaries

are comprised of definitions and with Weick
we find a straightforward one: ‘sensemaking is
what it says it is, namely, making something
sensible. It is to be understood literally not
metaphorically’ (1995: 16). This plain- speaking
definition distances itself from fancy metaphor
(q.v.) and in doing so appeals directly to com-
mon sense. But it would be a mistake to under-
stand sensemaking as commonsensical.

Discussion

There is more to sensemaking than Karl
Weick, but it doesn’t make much sense with-
out him. Weick is the chief proponent and
exponent of the sensemaking perspective and
as such any entry has to begin with an appre-
ciation of his ideas. However, if sensemaking
does not amount in time to a good deal more
than Weick, then the future and legacy of the
perspective will be curtailed. The days in
which grand narratives are associated with
individuals (e.g. Freudian or Marxist (q.v.)) are
disappearing; no one can be a paradigm
entirely to his or herself. A recent contributor
to a special edition of Organization Studies ded-
icated to sensemaking and Weick described
his reaction on first reading Weick as like read-
ing someone ‘who had just popped in to earth
on his way to another planet’ (Gioia, 2007). It
would not, however, be mistaken to under-
stand sensemaking as the process by which
people in and through interaction generate
plausible versions as to what they are con-
fronting and how best to proceed. That is,
sensemaking is concerned with how people
create common sense that allows them to go
on. The mistake is to confuse common sense
with the process of common-sensemaking,
which is not commonsensical. 

This line of thought provides a link with
the origins of sensemaking which are to be
found in Weick’s The Social Psychology of
Organizing (1969/1979). Organizing was for-
mally defined as ‘consensually validated
grammar for reducing equivocality by means
of sensible interlocked behaviours’ (1979: 3).
This is not as opaque as it reads. All it says
is that there is a deal of uncertainty
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(equivocality to be exact) as to what is going
on and it can be difficult to figure out what to
do. When you are in uncertain situations you
generally turn to someone else and talk to
them to see if you can jointly make sense of
what is happening and how to proceed (inter-
locked behaviour). Consensual validation is
described as ‘common sense of a high order’
or simply agreements as to what is real and
illusory (1979: 3). In constructing these agree-
ments grammar is used that consists of
recipes for getting things done when one per-
son alone can’t do them and recipes for inter-
preting what has been done (1979: 4). Put
differently, grammar is organizational com-
mon-sensemaking or ‘the way we do things
around here’ or, at a pinch, ‘culture’ [cross-
cultural research]. What else is culture but a
system of recipes which tell you how to act in
particular situations while at the same time
providing others with a yardstick for evaluat-
ing this acting? 

The ideas that inform sensemaking are thus
rooted in wider social scientific literatures
dealing with how people create sense
of experience. These include: social psychol-
ogy (e.g. Festinger); micro-sociology (e.g.
Goffman) [dramaturgy]; ethnomethodolgy (q.v.)
(e.g. Garfinkel); social constructionism (q.v.)
(e.g. Berger and Luckman); and cultural
anthropology [ethnography] (e.g. Geertz).
Philosopically, there are strong resonances
with European phenomenology (q.v.) and
North American pragmatism (q.v.) while sym-
bolic interactionism (Mead/Blumer) is
described as the ‘unofficial house theory’ of
sensemaking (Weick, 1995). Ironically, when
these ideas were being formed and written,
the world of business was not a consideration.
The Social Psychology of Organizing was written
for social psychologists: ‘Business school and
businesss applications were not even salient in
the thinking of the book’ (Colville et al., 1999).
So why have the ideas and the sensemaking
perspective been so influential in organization
and management studies?

First, the ideas provided a counter to the
prevailing assumptions of the then positivis-
tic (q.v.) orthodoxy in the field. Sensemaking
showed how organizations were not necessarily

goal-oriented. The idea that organizational
plans were retrospective reconstructions of
elapsed actions that had functioned earlier
like blind variations was new to academic
organization studies. 

Second, the ideas were translated by Peters
and Waterman in In Search of Excellence
(1982) – still the best selling management
book of all time – and thus found a popular
outlet in general management (Colville et al.,
1999). Word spread and the ideas travelled. 

Third, Weick is a wordsmith. Van Maanen
says the purpose of organization theory is to
communicate understandings and to per-
suade readers, the more the better, that not
only do we have something to say but what
we say is important and worth heeding (Van
Maanen, 1995a). Sensemaking has been
heeded because Weick writes with style and
is persuasive. Van Maanen lauds style as
theory, but others argue that theory must
transcend the style of the writer to be scien-
tific (Pfeffer, 1995) [representations]. To this
end Weick is writing with others to embed
the style in wider social scientific activities,
and as the ideas are taken up and used by
others independently of Weick, they accrue
their own epistemological and methodologi-
cal status The most recent statements con-
cerning the use of sensemaking from Weick
himself appear in Organization Science (Weick
et al., 2005). Furthermore, sensemaking is
currently being conducted in more main-
stream organizations and situations (rather
than in more esoteric contexts, e.g. firefight-
ers, aircraft carriers and flight decks) such as
middle-management change (Balogun and
Johnson, 2004), while writers such as Brown
(2004) link sensemaking and the ideas and
approaches found in narrative (q.v.) and dis-
course analysis (q.v.).

Prospects

In the future, for the sensemaking perspec-
tive to progress it will also have to deal more
clearly with issues of power [actor-network
theory; critical theory] and emotion (q.v.).
Supporters have claimed these issues are
considered, but those of a more critical
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perspective fail to be convinced. This is a
challenge which should be taken up. Another
branch of critique comes from advocates of
practice theory (q.v.) who argue that sense-
making tends to overlook the role practices
play in influencing emergent patterns of
activity; organizing is not simply the product
of collective minds (Schatzki, 2005a).

But it should not be forgotten that sense-
making is ‘a low paradigm best described as
a developing set of ideas with explanatory
possibilities, rather than as a body of knowl-
edge’ (Weick, 1995: xi). That means don’t get
too hung up on paradigm wars, arguments
over style versus content and definitions
underlined with magic markers. Tom Wolfe
never defined ‘The Right Stuff’ but kept giv-
ing instances and examples in varying con-
texts such that the reader knew what it meant
(i.e. the idea had presence) (Van Maanen,
1995a). Indeed, all over the world people
know what ‘The Right Stuff’ means and
every dictionary includes it. That is what
sensemaking is – the right stuff – and every
dictionary should include it.

Ian Colville

SERVICE USER RESEARCH

Definition

The push to involve service users in research
has come from both the consumerist tradition
of the 1990s and the democratic tradition of
developing participation in order to improve
the quality and effectiveness of services. In
the UK, for example, service user and carer
involvement have been central themes in the
modernization agenda of the ruling Labour
Party which put service users at the heart of
health and social care research (Department
of Health, 1998, 1999, 2000a, 2000b) and can
be seen in their aspiration for activity associ-
ated with the young (Children and Young
People’s Unit, 2001: 2). The assumption is
that by involving users in research there is

the potential for different perspectives; a
focus on existing problems; accountable
expenditure; a higher profile for academic
activity, notably among marginalized commu-
nities who are often significant users (Hanley
et al., 2004: 2–4). Alongside such compelling
reasons for involving service users in
research is the increasing requirement by
research commissioners in the UK who have
made ‘user involvement’ an important aspect
of funding applications (Roberts, 2004)
[ethics; mode 2].

Discussion

In seeking to involve service users in manage-
ment and organization research there is a
need to develop new approaches. To date,
most efforts have concentrated on public
sector service provision. Here service users
need to be viewed not as objects or merely as
subjects but as social actors acting, changing
and being changed by the world they live in.
Arnstein (1971) famously identified an eight-
rung model of citizen participation but
McLaughlin (2006a) reduced this to four,
building on the work of Hanley et al. (2004).
The continuum consists of: tokenistic
involvement, consultation, collaboration
(q.v.) and service user controlled research. 

• Tokenistic involvement occurs when the
researcher says they are involving service
users but organizes the project in such a
way that their involvement is a sham. 

• Consultation is the first and safest level of
participation; it does not require those
consulting to act on what is heard, only to
ask. McLaughlin et al. (2004) have shown
how consultation can be viewed as a ‘use-
fully ambiguous’ concept meaning differ-
ent things to different people.

• Collaboration implies an ongoing relation-
ship with the research project and the
resultant power to affect decisions.
Service users may participate in all or just
one of these ways: as members of a steer-
ing group, collaborators on the research
question, assisting with the research
design, undertaking interviews (q.v.),
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analysing and interpreting data, writing
up the research report and disseminating
the results.

• User-controlled research refers to those
research projects where power resides
with the service users. In contrast to the
consultative or collaborative approaches,
the user-controlled model locates decision-
making and power with the service user.
Although this is a relatively new area of
research, one example is the Wiltshire and
Swindon User’s Network Best Value
Review of the implementation of direct
payments (Evans and Carmichael, 2002).

One of the key benefits of involving service
users as co-researchers, identified by Smith
et al. (2002) and McLaughlin (2005, 2006b), is
ensuring that research tools like question-
naires, consent forms or other leaflets are
accessible to the target population [access].
Service user researchers may have a view as to
which questions should be asked and in what
order, may be able to identify where hard-to-
reach groups congregate and may also be able
to communicate with such groups more effec-
tively than an academic researcher. 

There are also considerable benefits for the
service user in becoming involved in research
as service users can gain new skills and
increased self-confidence and become more
employable, while at the same time contribut-
ing to the improvement of services they use. 

Prospects

Currently, service user involvement in
research is more honoured in the rhetoric
than practice. Results are often measured by
what the service user got out of the experi-
ence and the degree of participation, than
by changes to service delivery. This type
of research is resource and energy inten-
sive; service users need to be trained,
provided with support and to receive a fair
return for their participation. Ethical consider-
ations need to be addressed fully, including
issues such as the ‘informed consent’ of service
user researchers, and their responsibility to
maintain confidentiality may need addressing

on a regular basis (Smith et al., 2002) [partici-
pant observation]. Alongside this, there is
the increased challenge to navigate such
approaches through research ethics and
governance frameworks (Department of
Health, 2001; Scottish Executive, 2002). 

Following these practical and ethical consid-
erations there is a debate to be had as to which
research tasks, stages and types of research
service users can reasonably undertake and
how these will add value to addressing the
research question. The more complex qualita-
tive research approaches are likely to be
beyond the skill and knowledge level of service
user researchers and this may limit the types of
research question that can be pursued. Also,
the term ‘service user’ is not uncontested and
is not an homogeneous term; it is quite possi-
ble for researchers to work with service users
while being a service user themselves. This
type of research is not a panacea, but if used
properly represents another tool and approach
for management and organization researchers
to consider when looking to involve third-party
users in some form of collaborative venture,
whether within the public sector or beyond.
Knowledge about service users or the services
they use is incomplete if it does not include the
knowledge that service users have of them-
selves or the services they experience.

Hugh McLaughlin

SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM

Definition

Over the last twenty years, organizational
researchers have expanded the repertoire of
qualitative methods to include those embrac-
ing a linguistic perspective. These methods
draw on social constructionist assumptions
that language is a means of constituting real-
ity. The philosophical underpinnings of this
approach can be traced back over forty years
to the work of Berger and Luckmann, who, in
their seminal book The Social Construction of
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Reality (1966), suggested that our social world
is produced and maintained between people
in their ongoing activities and interactions.
They suggested that we experience social
reality as objective – as being already there –
because we encounter other people and
institutions and are socialized into their defi-
nitions of the world. Yet that world is shaped
in human interaction. As Berger and
Luckmann said, ‘Society is a human product.
Society is an objective reality. Man is a social
product’ (1966: 61). They also emphasized the
importance of language and conversation as a
crucial part of reality construction and main-
tenance. Thus, the main premise of social
constructionism is that social realities, identi-
ties and knowledge are created and main-
tained in interactions, and are culturally,
historically, and linguistically influenced.

Discussion

While scholars working from a construction-
ist orientation commonly reject essentialist
explanations of the world, there are various
orientations, including radical constructivism
(q.v.) (e.g. Von Glasersfeld, 1987), cognitive
constructivism [cognitive mapping; repertory
grid technique] (e.g. Kelly, 1955b), social con-
structivism (e.g. Bruner, 1990; Watzlawick,
1984) and social constructionism (e.g.
Gergen, 1994a; Shotter, 1993). These versions
differ for a number of reasons: for example,
whether reality construction is seen as a cog-
nitive or discursive process (occurring in the
mind or in linguistic practices); as situated in
‘I’ or ‘we’ (in the individual or relationships
between people); and whether the researcher
creates theoretical generalizations or insights
into particular contexts. For example social
constructivists focus on construction as an
individual cognitive process influenced by
social relationships, and explore how individ-
uals make sense of their social situations –
Schön’s (1983) work on the reflective practi-
tioner illustrates this perspective. While con-
structivists often include the subject’s voice
in the research process through participative
data collection methods, they are still inter-
ested in generating theoretical explanations

from practice and they often do not see
themselves as apart of the constructing
process. Social constructionists focus on how
meaning and a practical sense of a situation
are created between people in their taken-for-
granted ways of talking, and in responsive
dialogue. Many embrace reflexive (q.v.)
approaches to research, seeing themselves
as part of the process of constructing mean-
ing (Gergen, 1999 for fuller discussion).
Social constructionism not only encourages
researchers to challenge taken-for-granted
realities, but also can form the genesis for
change by emphasizing the emergent nature
of life and knowledge and therefore the pos-
sibility of creating alternative realities.

Organization theorists working from a
social constructionist perspective see organiza-
tions and organizing as continually con-
structed in social interactions and talk.
Notable work on this area includes Watson’s
(1994b) ethnographic study of organization
culture and Weick’s (1995) work on sensemak-
ing (q.v.) in organizations. Organization theory
has also been influenced by work in the soci-
ology of knowledge and technology studies. In
Laboratory Life: The Social Construction of
Scientific Facts, Latour and Woolgar (1979)
argued that scientific knowledge and facts are
social products created from the many inter-
pretations of people involved in scientific
work [actor-network theory]. These ideas have
been taken up by social construction of tech-
nology (SCOT) theorists who explore how
technologies are influenced not just by techni-
cal considerations, but also by social and cul-
tural factors as well as the interactions and
interpretations of people using it.

Berger and Luckmann’s ideas have been
developed within organization studies in soci-
ologically-based studies [ethnography; field
research], language-based work, critically-
based work, postmodern (q.v.) and poststruc-
turalist-influenced work, and relationally-
oriented work [individualism]. Some researchers
take a macro-perspective, focusing on how,
for example, organizational culture, identi-
ties, or ways of categorizing (e.g. gender and
race) are discursively produced. Others inter-
pret interaction and language in a particular

Thorpe-3581-Ch-S.qxd  11/23/2007  2:15 PM  Page 201



THE SAGE DICTIONAR Y OF QUALIT ATIVE MANAGEMENT RESEARCH

202

context to explore how meanings emerge and
what that might tell us about the process of
socially constructing experience. Researchers
taking a social constructionist perspective use
a range of methods, including conversation
analysis (q.v.), discourse analysis (q.v.) (both
critical and non-critical), interviewing (q.v.),
document and textual analysis, social poetics
(q.v.), and narrative analysis (q.v.).

Prospects

One risk with the emphasis on constituting
social relations between people is a tendency
to preclude an understanding of social institu-
tions and human identity still in touch with,
and influenced by, a reality that is beyond
such relations. The recognition that the mean-
ings and status accorded to social phenomena
are steeped in prevailing modes of interaction
(language and tradition) is not to argue that
material reality is equally beholden to
historically-situated interactions – what is situ-
ated is status, not existence per se [critical real-
ism; realism]. Another risk is the tendency of
social constructionist declarations to be just
that, statements of approaches to research
whose certitude, deliberateness and sense of
purposeful goal belie the primal background
conditions of basic human action from which
language and its constructions emerge.
Language is not all there is, nor is it entirely
within our gift to conventionally decide upon
the meaning constructed through the words
and grammar of language. In every meaning
there is potential for its being upset [rela-
tivism], including the knowledge emerging
from social constructionist approaches.

Ann L. Cunliffe

SOCIAL POETICS

Definition

Social poetics draws on social constructionist
(q.v.) assumptions that we shape our realities,

meaning and selves intersubjectively through
our everyday conversations (q.v.). The history
of poetics can be traced back to Aristotle,
who noted that ‘poetic’ work is concerned
with imitating and learning from life in artis-
tic ways, including language, storytelling
(q.v.), rhythm, harmony, colour and form. A
number of scholars have built on Aristotle’s
notion, suggesting that poetics is not purely
imitation but also the creation of social reali-
ties (Fergusson, 1961). In particular, Shotter
(1996), Katz and Shotter (1996), McNamee
(2000) and Cunliffe (2002) draw on a variety
of disciplines (linguistics, discursive psychol-
ogy, existential phenomenology (q.v.), post-
structuralism, etc.) to develop social poetics
in the fields of medicine, therapy and man-
agement respectively. 

The research method or practice of social
poetics explores how meaning is created
between people as they utilize discursive
resources in imaginative and improvisa-
tional ways. McNamee (2000) suggests
researchers should focus on the moments
of relational engagement to explore how
participants engage in conversations, craft
meaning, and open up possibilities for co-
ordinating action.

Discussion

Three crucial differences exist between social
poetics and many other social constructionist-
based research methods (Cunliffe, 2003):

1. Social poetics draws on the notion of
language-as-ontology.

2. Researchers study poetic and imaginative
rather than theoretical ways of talking.

3. Researchers believe that they are part of
the process of constructing meaning and
therefore take a radically-reflexive (q.v.)
approach to research.

1. Language-as-ontology
Language and discourse-based research
methods can be situated in two broad frames
(Cunliffe, 2002): those which essentially view
language-as-epistemology (as method), and a
second, less developed approach which views
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social experience and identities being
constructed through language, that is, lan-
guage-as-ontology (as being). The former
assumes that meaning is relatively fixed and
lies in individual words, has an essence that
can be captured and is consistent across con-
texts. Researchers working from this perspec-
tive study, and often codify, the type of
language used and stories told by organiza-
tional members to draw conclusions about
structure, culture, leadership and other
aspects of organizational life (e.g. Boje, 1991;
Watson, 1994b). Language-as-ontology pre-
supposes language is a form of being; that we
come to know and create ourselves and our
experience through embodied speech. Our
feelings, reactions, sensing, words, gestures,
touch, movements, etc. all hold possibilities
of meaning that we may experience in pre-
cognitive and cognitive ways. Therefore we
articulate and create relationships with our
surroundings within our embodied, moment-
to-moment, responsive dialogue, and in doing
so (re)create ourselves, others, and possibili-
ties for action. Such meaning is not necessar-
ily straightforward, nor shared, but can be
indeterminate, self-contradictory, and con-
tested as people struggle with the tensions
and interplay of voices and interpretations. In
summary, whereas language-as-epistemology
focuses on codifying or thematizing talk,
language-as-ontology emphasizes a practical,
embodied, involved understanding from
within the moment of conversation.

2. Poetic ways of talking
Poetics is derived from the Greek word
poiesis, which means to create something,
often in an artful way. Meaning is created as
language plays through us, as words, sounds,
rhythm and gestures evoke connections and
verbal and emotional responses. Whereas
many discourse-based research methods
assume language is representational (i.e.
describes reality), researchers working from
a language-as-ontology perspective believe
that language is: (a) creative – social realities
unfold and take on images from language
itself as we speak, write, read, and listen,

that is we improvize meaning; (b) metaphor-
ical (q.v.) [projective techniques] – meaning is
grounded in root metaphors and through the
use of metaphors; (c) allusive – meanings
emerge in indirect ways as we grasp a
responsive sense of situations through imag-
inative forms of talk, including metaphors,
storytelling, irony and gestures. 

3. A radically-r eflexive appr oach
to research

Language-as-ontology assumes researchers
cannot separate themselves from the process
of creating meaning. Any research conversa-
tion incorporates relational engagement
where impressions and a sense of the situa-
tion are constructed intersubjectively between
researcher and organizational members. The
practice of social poetics means examining
reflexively how all research participants
(including the researcher) contribute to
meaning-making. This embraces a radically-
reflexive approach to research, which builds
on work in sociology, anthropology and lin-
guistics to suggest that we as researchers
need to take responsibility for our own theo-
rizing (Cunliffe, 2003; Pollner, 1991).

Social poetics therefore explores how we
create meaning between us in our everyday
conversations in particular social contexts,
and emphasizes a kind of practical under-
standing that consists of ‘seeing connections’
between aspects of our surrounding circum-
stances, between ourselves and others, and
between our sense of the situation and action
(Bakhtin, 1986; Wittgenstein, 1953, 1980)
[ordinary language philosophy]. These connec-
tions often consist of gestural and poetic
aspects of our dialogue which create ‘arrest-
ing moments’ in which we are struck,
oriented or moved to respond to our sur-
roundings in different ways (Shotter, 1996).
The focus lies on the responsive speech of
research participants; how connections and
meanings emerge as we feel the rhythm, res-
onance, and reverberation of speech and
sound. Research conversations can be audio
or video (q.v.) taped to allow the researcher
and organizational members to watch the
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tapes and explore what ‘strikes’ them about
what was said, the language used, how mean-
ing was created, and the implications for
making meaning within their organization.
For example, participants might explore how
the metaphors and images [drawings and
images; visual data analysis] used in the con-
versation provoked participants into making
connections; how the use of irony and contra-
diction evokes oppositional meanings; how
gestures emphasize meaning; and how imagi-
native forms of talk (‘imagine what would
happen if…’) created new ways of interacting.
In this way, organizational members them-
selves engage in radically-reflexive practice
and begin to realize how they constitute their
organizational experiences as they talk with
others, and how they might articulate new,
more responsive organizational realities.

Ann L. Cunliffe

SOFT SYSTEMS METHODOLOGY

Definition

Soft systems methodology (SSM) is a way of
organizing the exploration of the problemati-
cal situations which we continually
encounter in everyday life, both inside orga-
nizations and in our personal lives, situations
about which we feel: ‘something needs to be
done about this’. The approach enables delib-
erate action-to-improve such situations to be
defined and implemented [action learning;
action science]. The SSM process learns its
way to deciding upon and taking action, so
the methodology is itself a learning system.

We experience everyday life as being
immensely complex and far from static. But
the complexity we experience has some stable
characteristics. Every situation in real life,
while being ever-changing, will show much
connectivity between the elements it contains;
and it will also reveal multiple ways in which
different people are ‘seeing’ and interpreting

the world: one person’s perceived ‘terrorist’
being another’s ‘freedom fighter’. These people
have different worldviews. Also, because
human beings are capable of consciously form-
ing intentions, and acting in the light of those
intentions, every real-world situation will dis-
play, in addition to aimless messing about,
would-be purposeful action. SSM’s learning sys-
tem is built upon this image of everyday life in
the human tribe, with its elements of: a chang-
ing dense connectivity, multiple worldviews
and the possibility of purposeful action [com-
plexity theory; practice theory].

SSM’s process starts by finding out about
both the situation addressed and the inter-
vention intended to ‘do something about it’,
to improve it. (Techniques for different kinds
of finding out are provided, including cultural
and political analysis.) In the light of this
knowledge some different worldviews, which
might be associated with different relevant
stakeholders, are defined. Models of ‘pur-
poseful activity systems’ which, seen through
these worldviews, would be regarded as sen-
sible, are then constructed. Each model con-
sists of a monitored cluster of linked activities
which make up a purposeful whole. (If, for
example, you were examining issues in man-
aging the UK’s National Health Service, you
might sweep in worldviews attributed to
many different stakeholders: NHS managers,
doctors and nurses, the Department of
Health, commercial providers of healthcare
services, patients, etc. These would produce
different models relevant to discussing the
NHS, seen through these worldviews.) The
models are used as devices which act as a
source of questions to ask of the real-world
situation, questions such as: does this activity
in the model get done in the real world? Who
by? How? How is it judged? Etc. [activity
theory; composite mapping; repertory grid tech-
nique; visual data analysis]. Asking these ques-
tions serves to provide a coherent structure to
discussion or debate about the situation and
how it might be changed. Such discussion
surfaces worldviews and generates learning
leading to context-dependent ideas for change
and improvement.
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As the discussion/debate progresses the
SSM practitioner(s) will be seeking either
consensus (which in real life is a rather rare,
occasional outcome) or, more usually, accom-
modations between different worldviews
which enable action-to-improve the situation
to be taken, action which different people
and groups having different worldviews can
nevertheless live with. (Indeed, ongoing
social life can be seen as a process of contin-
uously finding such accommodations.) The
changes need to be both (systemically) desir-
able, given that these models are thought to
be relevant, and also feasible for these partic-
ular people in this unique situation with its
particular history, now. 

Since the implementation of changes will
create a modified or new situation, it is clear
that the learning process could in principle
continue. In this sense, SSM can be seen as a
way of managing through time any situation
in which purposeful action is relevant. For a
recent introduction, see Checkland and
Poulter’s (2006) Learning for action. Figure 7
illustrates the overall process of SSM.

Discussion

SSM was developed in a programme of
‘action research’ at Lancaster University in
the UK (Checkland, 1981). The vehicle for its
development was a Masters course which
attracted experienced students in their early
30s, together with a consultancy company
wholly-owned by the university. In the
‘action research’ (q.v.) process, the
researchers entered real-world problem situa-
tions, took part in the ‘managing’/’problem-
solving’ going on, and used the experiences
as the source material for the SSM’s
development.

At the initiation of the programme, the
research took an existing systems methodol-
ogy as a given. The approach chosen was the
Systems Engineering (SE) which Bell
Telephone Laboratories had generalized from
case histories of their own technological
developments. This SE entailed carefully
defining a need and then creating a system to

meet that need based on a precise definition
of system objectives. This approach is
demonstrably successful in technically-defined
problem situations (e.g. ‘We need a better
short-wave radio network’). So the initial
research question at Lancaster was: ‘Can SE,
which works in technical situations, be trans-
ferred to and used in management problem
situations?’ The answer to that question was
‘No’!

Action research experiences quickly
showed that the thinking entailed in SE was
simply not rich enough to cope with the
buzzing complexity and confusion in manage-
ment situations. SE had to be transformed to
cope with this level of complexity, and SSM is
the re-invented and extended approach
which experiential learning in many studies,
large and small, in both companies and in the
public sector, eventually produced. The
action research programme entailed more
than 300 studies, and ran for thirty years. The
university-owned consultancy company oper-
ated for 20 of those. Thus SSM – though clearly
never ‘complete’ – is now a mature and well-
tested approach. 

The shift from SE to SSM was not a single
once-and-for-all change, made overnight.
Rather, the transformation evolved as experi-
ences accumulated; and as changes were
made they were tested in new experiences. In
this process it took some time for those devel-
oping SSM to realize that the intellectual
gap between ‘engineering’ a ‘system’ to meet
declared objectives and learning your way to
defensible action-to-improve a situation was
huge. It was a much more significant shift
than had ever been imagined at the start of
the action research programme (Checkland
and Scholes, 1990/1999).

Systems Engineering resembles a number
of the approaches developed in the field of
Management Science in the 1950s and 1960s:
classic Operational Research, RAND Systems
Analysis, early Systems Dynamics, the Viable
Systems Model, early computer systems analy-
sis. All these approaches treat the word ‘sys-
tem’ as the name for some real entity out
there in the world which can be designed and
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Figure 7 SSM’s cycle of lear ning for action (fr om Checkland and Poulter , 2006)
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engineered. This imprecise use of the word
‘system’ (taken from casual everyday language –
as when we speak of ‘the transport system’,
etc.) indicates the assumption, consciously or
unthinkingly, of a positivist (q.v.) view of a
designable external reality, in partnership with
a functionalist sociology. The experiences in
real situations in the action research pro-
gramme made it impossible to see SSM as fit-
ting into this positivist/functionalist framework
(Checkland and Holwell, 1998).

To understand, appreciate and make sense
of the research experiences, it was necessary
to see ‘social reality’ not as systemic but as
the outcome of a process in which human
beings, the product of their genetic inheri-
tance and previous experiences in the world,
continually negotiate and re-negotiate with
others their perceptions and interpretations
of the world. This placed SSM in a phenome-
nological (q.v.) rather than positivist frame-
work, and the sociology which makes sense
of the structured discussion/debate in SSM is
the interpretative sociology which Schutz
[ethnomethodology] developed from Husserl’s
phenomenology. 

Prospects

There is clearly a big step from what is now
thought of as the ‘hard’ systems thinking of the
1950s and 1960s to the ‘soft’ systems thinking
which SSM exemplifies. The step involves mov-
ing from seeing the world as systemic (as a set
of interacting systems) to seeing the process of
inquiry into the world as being capable of being
organized as a learning system. This difference
between ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ systems thinking is,
for many people, difficult to take on board.
The reason for this is that the casual everyday
language use of the word ‘system’ is so
deeply embedded in our consciousness. It is
always a mistake to take everyday language to
be precise enough for scholarship! However,
that progress is being made is indicated by
the fact that in the communities of
practice in Operational Research and System
Dynamics the phrases ‘Soft OR’ and
‘Qualitative System Dynamics’ are, respec-
tively, now taken to be meaningful. This

signals the beginnings of a shift of focus from
‘hard’ to ‘soft’ systems thinking (Checkland
and Holwell, 2004).

Peter Checkland

SPACE

Definition

Bachelard (1969) writes ‘that space seized
upon by the imagination cannot remain indif-
ferent space subject to the measures and esti-
mates of the surveyor’ (1969: xxxvi). His is a
notion of space that draws attention to the
subjective and intensive dimensions of space.
This view of space as experienced space, as
subjective and partial, can be contrasted with
accounts that attempt to operationalize the
components that make up space. A spectrum
extends between more positivist treatments
of space and more phenomenologically
oriented perspectives, in which space is
constructed through experiential intensity,
symbols and meaning [phenomenology; posi-
tivism and post-positivism; realism]. 

Discussion

From a positivist perspective, space becomes
an independent variable: a modality that can
be seen to influence working practice in vary-
ing ways depending on its multiple dimen-
sions. Research in this tradition addresses the
relation between workspace and its effect on
stimulating the workforce (e.g. Vischer, 1999)
or striving to measure workspace satisfaction
more generally [contingency theory]. Other,
more functional accounts build on Allen’s
seminal (1984) research on distance-interac-
tion relationships in R&D projects. Here, dis-
tance is measured between different actors
and is seen as one factor mediating the
nature, essentially the frequency, of interper-
sonal exchange. Other studies in this vein
focus on the distance and co-location of individ-
uals as spatial factors affecting interpersonal

SPACE
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interactions and information flow in organiza-
tions (Moenaert and Caeldries, 1996). Factors
like strong visual and physical connections
between spaces are seen to facilitate chance
encounters and information flow between indi-
viduals (Bonetta, 2003). Furthermore, Brill’s
(2001) work shows that the two most important
issues for productivity in regard to workspace
are support for concentrated work and support
for impromptu interactions. 

The aim of objectively measuring spatial
features, such as configuration of rooms, work
stations or bays, and the modes of exchanging
information, is also evident in design research
aimed at exploring organizations (Penn et al.,
1999). From a design perspective, researchers
have investigated the relation between work-
space and work patterns (Duffy, 1997), the role
of distance (Moenaert and Caeldries, 1996)
and spatial configuration (Hillier and Penn,
1991). These questions are relevant to debates
on organizational performance. Effective
workspace design that supports both concen-
trated work and the productive exchange of
information can increase productivity and
innovative performance. 

In this line of scholarship, the aim is to dis-
integrate workspace into multiple features so
as to explore their relationship with multiple
work process variables that are critical to orga-
nizational performance. Attempts to opera-
tionalize the complexity of spatial practice
build on elementary taxonomies such as Hall’s
(1966) proxemic framework, which identifies
three categories of spatial features: fixed-
feature space, semi-fixed feature space and
non-fixed feature space. Fixed features involve
firm building elements such as walls, doors
and slabs. They resemble material limits for
space use and human activities. Semi-fixed fea-
tures are defined by semi-movable and mov-
able objects like plants and furniture, which
can be perceived differently in different con-
texts. Finally, non-fixed features are constituted
by symbolic characteristics of space shaped by
human behaviour, for example perceived
boundaries that subtly divide up office spaces. 

The positivist-empiricist interest at the heart
of these studies leads to certain kinds of
research method. For data collection on space

use, information consumption and space–
information consumption relationships, the use
of logs, shadowing, survey tools, activity logs
and observation through the use of video (q.v.)
are proposed. The challenge is to collect data
on consultation frequencies, types and loca-
tion, without a burden to the practitioners but
with precision (Toker, 2006).

This line of thinking stands in stark con-
trast with the subjectivist approach looking at
the experience of space, and a socio-cultural
view on how discourse and meaning struc-
ture the activity within space. The former is
positivistic; it is about measurement and sci-
entific rationalism. The latter involves spatial
symbolism, poeticism and an emphasis on
lived experience [aesthetics; semiotics].

From the subjective-experiential perspec-
tive, a different sense of space unfolds.
Bachelard (1969), Lefebvre (1991), de Certeau
(1984), Foucault (1984), Augé (1995) and oth-
ers in this tradition focus less on constructing
valid measures for space and instead concen-
trate on how space itself is socially con-
structed. Bachelard (1969) explores how
space is shaped through the intensely subjec-
tive emotional experience of experiencing
and dwelling in spaces like the family home.
He charts an intimate poetic intensity of cer-
tain spaces and offers his own classification
of space, ranging from the miniscule to the
immense. Lefebvre (1991) focuses on how
space is contested and produced variously as
a lived space full of intensity and possibility
or as a reified and commoditized space
shaped by market and administrative forces.
De Certeau (1984) connects with Lefebvre’s
themes and charts not just the homogenized
places conjured up by planners and bureau-
cratic elites, but notes how they can be sub-
verted and resisted through so-called tactics
and ruses that are part of the practices
of everyday life. Foucault (1984) equally
underscores the role of discourse, power and
authorized knowledge in shaping the nature
of space. However, he also points to so-called
heterotopic spaces, which are inherently
contradictory, at once real and imaginary,
which eschew dominant conceptions of space
[postmodernism]. Finally, Augé (1995) introduces
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the notion of non-place, which adds to the exist-
ing classifications of space by denoting those
generic, anti-historical and fundamentally
homogenized spaces such as supermarkets and
car parks, airport lounges and the many cubi-
cles of contemporary office work. 

Problems and pr ospects

Understanding space, particularly its emo-
tional, imaginative and intuitive influence, is
difficult because, by definition, its materiality
is one of absence; space is no frontier at all.
Moreover, variations in the use and appeal of
space are configured by a multiplicity of influ-
ences [ethnography; ethnomethodology] that are
temporally bound [activity theory] and which
are never monolithic – appropriateness is
always contested [relativism]. Moreover, it is
also important to think of both material and
symbolic approaches as providing an analytical
language and a set of conceptual metaphors
[metaphor] with which to think about space
rather than a set of tools with which to mea-
sure it. Those interested in researching space
should be aware of the spectrum of existing
work, extending from subjective and interpre-
tative accounts to more positivist accounts.
Aligning a suitable conceptual and method-
ological armature will necessarily depend on
the aims of research and the ensuing research
questions. In defining one’s conceptual posi-
tion, however, it can be useful to take the con-
trasting traditions into account, creating a more
qualified and nuanced space for inquiry itself.

Boris Ewenstein 

STAKEHOLDER THEORY

Definition

The term ‘stakeholder’, first used in 1963 by
the Stanford Research Institute’s Long Range

Planning Service, is ‘an obvious literary
device meant to call into question the empha-
sis on “stockholders”’ (Freeman, 1999: 234).
Stakeholders are classically defined as ‘any
group or individual who can affect or is
affected by the achievement of the organiza-
tion’s objectives’ (Freeman, 1984: 46) and are
taken to include shareholders, employees,
customers, suppliers and society, at a mini-
mum. The stakeholder theory of the firm was
initially conceived as a theory of strategic
management (Freeman, 1984) but developed
as a theory of business ethics in the subse-
quent years (Phillips, 2003). From a research
perspective, it broadens the unit of analysis
to cover all of those who have an interest in
an organization’s activity, suggesting that to
understand management and organizational
life it is not sufficient to simply limit atten-
tion to the study of managers and organiza-
tions per se. 

Discussion

If the word ‘stakeholder’ were a person, it would
be just coming into its prime. Born in 1963, it has
accumulated experience in influential positions
and ought to be prepared for some serious
responsibility. (Slinger, 1999: 136)

By now it is evident that ‘the term stake-
holder is a powerful one’ (Phillips et al., 2003:
479). The stakeholder concept has grown in
prominence over recent years due to public
interest, increased coverage in the media,
concern about corporate governance, and its
adoption by ‘third-way’ politics.1 According to
Freeman and Phillips (2002: 332), ‘the past 15
years has seen the development of the idea of
stakeholders into an “idea of currency”’. This
represents a rare case where philosophical
terminology has become part of the popular
lexicon (Bowie, 2002). 

The appeal of stakeholder theory for man-
agement theorists is both empirical and nor-
mative. Empirically, stakeholder theory ‘rests
on an observation or what we might call a

1 The popular use of the term culminated in its use in a speech given by Tony Blair while he was leader of
the UK opposition Labour party in January 1996.
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fact’ (Cragg, 2002: 115), that is, that managers
should attend to stakeholders, and hence so
should researchers. Normatively, stakeholder
theory conveys the notion that fundamental
moral principles influence corporate activi-
ties (Cragg, 2002). Stakeholder theory
involves researchers addressing morals and
values explicitly as a central feature of man-
aging organizations (Phillips et al., 2003). The
distinction of stakeholder theory does not lie
in its moral content per se, but rather in the
acknowledgement and centrality of moral
content; the researcher cannot invoke a scien-
tifically neutral or dispassionate stance [criti-
cal theory; positivism and post-positivism]. 

As a consequence of the ubiquity of the
stakeholder idea, the concept has become
everything to everyone and has been put at risk
of being diluted to the point that it holds little
meaning (Phillips et al., 2003). Unsurprisingly,
critics have swooped to attack stakeholder the-
ory as friend and foe (Phillips, 2003) and from
both the right and the left (Stoney and
Winstanley, 2001). The right has criticized
stakeholder theory for being destructive of the
purpose of the corporation (Barry, 2002), dis-
tracting researchers and being tantamount to
socialism (Sternberg, 1997). The left has criti-
cized stakeholder theory as being apologist to
managerialism (Banerjee, 2000) and encourag-
ing researchers to neglect the fundamental
issue of structural power differences between
owners and non-owners of capital (Stoney and
Winstanley, 2001) [actor-network theory; phro-
netic organizational research].

Among researchers advocating the impor-
tance of recognizing stakeholders, three con-
cerns are consistently raised: the lack of a
normative core defining their approach; the
inability to properly identify stakeholders;
and the lack of a method for balancing com-
peting stakeholder interests. Developments in
stakeholder theory have sought to address
these shortcomings, some of which are
described forthwith.

Differentiating stakeholder theor y 
by its nor mative cor e

Stakeholder theory is best understood as a
rubric of theoretical approaches rather than

as a single unified theory. Donaldson and
Preston (1995) posited that stakeholder
theory comprises three strands of theory:
descriptive, instrumental and normative, all
of which are interrelated. Researchers split
into two camps, some supporting the notion
of divergent stakeholder theories and others
supporting the notion of convergent stake-
holder theory. Freeman (1999) cautioned
against the ‘separation thesis’ – that the
moral side of business can be divorced from
the pragmatic side of business (Jones et al.,
2002). Kaler (2003), however, prefers a typol-
ogy of stakeholder theories based on the
extent to which serving the interests of non-
owner stakeholders is accepted as a responsi-
bility of the organization being researched.

Identifying stakeholders
Stakeholder theory offers a ‘maddening list of
signals’ on how the question of stakeholder
identification can be answered (Mitchell et al.,
1997). Researchers looking to identify stake-
holders tend to distinguish primary or direct
stakeholders, such as employees or customers,
from secondary or indirect stakeholders, such
as the natural environment or future genera-
tions. It is tempting to see the broader defini-
tion of stakeholders as the more moral or
responsible definition and that which looks to
advance understanding of what constitutes the
subject matter of management and organiza-
tional research. However, Phillips (1999: 32)
holds that that ‘stakeholder theory is meaning-
less unless it is usefully delineated’. Hence, it
may be more useful to consider definitions as
depicting stakeholders either in an influential
relationship with an organization (influenced
by or influencing it) or in a moral relationship
(having a moral claim) (Kaler, 2002).
Circumscription is needed not only for sound
theorizing – demarcation of stakeholders
allows for a moral relationship between the
organization and its stakeholders by excluding
those stakeholders without a moral stake – but
also for defining the limits of the discipline
itself. Clearly, not all social phenomena can
fall into the rubric of stakeholder research
without undermining the distinctiveness of the
field.
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Balancing conflicting stakeholder needs
Managers balance conflicting stakeholder
interests according to their perception of
the importance of the various stakeholders.
Mitchell et al’s (1997) instrumental model
of stakeholder salience is based on both
influence (power) and moral claim (legiti-
macy) as well as the urgency of the claims.
Phillips’s (1997) normative principle of fair-
ness claims that stakeholders should be
returned benefits, or be protected from
harm, in proportion to their contribution to
the firm.

Prospects

There are many possibilities for the future of
stakeholder theory. With a rise in the stand-
ing of moral pluralism (Nieuwenburg, 2004),
stakeholder theory has a distinct role as a
pragmatic (q.v.) pluralist theory of business
ethics. Stakeholder theory may drive the
application of business ethics to various fields
of management studies, such as human
resource management (Greenwood and De
Cieri, 2007) and social and environmental
reporting (O’Dwyer et al., 2005). Some
important challenges that stakeholder theory
faces are the presence of systemic control
and power in the organization–stakeholder
relationship and the corresponding need to
address the position of powerless stakehold-
ers such as indentured workers (Van Buren,
2001) and indigenous owners of devastated
natural environments (Banerjee, 2000).

Michelle Greenwood

STIMULATED RECALL

Definition

Simulated recall (SR) as a research approach
falls into the group of research methods that
are often referred to as introspective methods.
In general it is considered to be an approach
that is particularly suitable for examining

processes and has most frequently been used
to study learning processes, interpersonal
skills and decision-making processes [action
learning]. As a method it has some
similarities to protocol analysis, as originally
developed by Newall Simon, to examine
decision-making processes. Protocol analysis
is, however, increasingly utilized more by
software developers and information scien-
tists for both designing and managing, in par-
ticular, design support systems (DSS), but also
information systems and computer networks
more generally. Stimulated recall, on the other
hand, continues to be used by, in particular,
educational and medical/clinical researchers
as well as by second language researchers.
Within medical research, for example, it is
frequently applied as a method for examining
the clinical reasoning processes of medical
students, doctors and/or consultants. 

In general, as Howard Barrows comments
in his book Stimulated Recall (Personalized
Assessment of Clinical Reasoning) (Barrows,
2000), stimulated recall remains an under-
utilized research method because, he claims,
its existence is generally not widely recog-
nized nor its usefulness appreciated. Indeed,
its application in the field of management has
been limited. The early study by Burgoyne
and Hodgson (1983), where it was used in a
study of natural learning and managerial
action, remains one of the few applications of
the method for management research pur-
poses. Within education, however, it has been
used for researching educational leadership
issues and decision-making.

Discussion

As an approach, stimulated recall involves
playing back a recorded protocol of a situa-
tion, interaction or event to a person(s) in
order to stimulate the thoughts or feelings
that they were having at the time of the event.
It is an approach that was originally devel-
oped by B.S. Bloom to compare students’
thought processes in lectures and discussion
groups (Bloom, 1953).

Bloom audio-taped the teaching situation
and then, within two days, played back to the
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individual students extracts from the session.
Each student was then asked to recall the
thoughts he or she had during the original sit-
uation, the idea being to use stimuli and cues
to allow a subject to relive and account for an
experience [inductive analysis; interviewing;
interviews; psychoanalytic approaches]. 

Bloom’s use of stimulated recall was fur-
ther developed by Siegel and his colleagues in
a later study in which the students attended
not a live lecture but a video-recorded (q.v.)
lecture. Immediately after watching it they
were tested on the content of what had been
lectured on. Then extracts were played back
to them (still as a group) and they were asked
to write down what they had been thinking
during the original presentation (Siegel et al.,
1963).

Siegel et al. found a correlation between
the test score (assumed to be a measure of
knowledge gained from the original presenta-
tion) and the relevance of the thinking
recorded by students. They argued they were
improving upon Bloom’s approach in three
ways:

1. The recall is better the sooner it is done.
2. Audio tape reproduces only a portion of

the original classroom experience.
3. Their version is less laborious than

collecting data on an individual basis
[interviews – groups].

Bloom himself tested the adequacy of playing
back extracts to students who were then
asked what overt events (i.e. activities, spe-
cific talk or particular gestures and manner-
isms) followed immediately after that
particular point in the recording. He found
that recall of the events was 95 per cent accu-
rate provided this was done within two days
of the original experience. It might be
assumed from this that students can recall
their own thoughts and feelings during the
extract with similar accuracy.

When using stimulated recall Bloom and
Siegel et al. chose the extracts (critical inci-
dents (q.v.)) to play back to students. Bloom
gives no indication of the criteria he used for

his choice, but in their research Siegel et al.
suggest a link between critical incidents and
when the lecturer asked a question or defined
terms.

An alternative approach was developed by
Kagan et al. (1967) who video-taped a num-
ber of interactive situations. They then
played back the tapes to the participants,
who, with the help of a trained recall inter-
viewer, were encouraged to ask for the tape
to be stopped when they had something to
recall. The key difference in this approach is
that the participants themselves are mainly
responsible for the selection of extracts.
Kagan et al. believed that given enough cues
and clues to help them relive an experience,
a person’s feelings and thoughts could
be explored in depth and with reasonable
accuracy.

Prospects

The paper, ‘Stimulated recall: A report on its
use in naturalistic research’, by Lyle (2003),
gives a good account of some of the criticisms
that exist about the method. The accuracy in
terms of validity and reliability (q.v.) of peo-
ple’s accounts has been one of the criticisms
of the approach [non-participant observation].
The main criticism, however, is that the sub-
ject may be reacting/describing his or her
feelings to what they currently see or hear
and not recalling the thoughts or feelings at
the time of an actual episode or interaction. It
is also important to acknowledge the distinc-
tion between recall of an event and reflection
on an event and for this reason questioning is
considered a significant issue when using SR,
as inappropriate probing leads to additional
reflection and analysis rather than recall.

In general, it has to be said, those studies
that have adopted stimulated recall as a
research approach have found that it pro-
duces both insightful and useful data for
examining the way people experience a spe-
cific event of interaction. It does, I still
believe, offer enormous potential as a method
for management researchers.

Vivien Hodgson
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STORYTELLING IN MANAGEMENT

RESEARCH

Definition

The storytelling turn in management and orga-
nization research occurred over the last thirty
years. It began by treating story in the 1980s
as static text, turned in the 1990s to the in situ
dynamics of co-producing stories, and in the
2000s to the systemic complexity of story-
telling organization. There are numerous ways
to define storytelling and each takes research
in a different direction. Definition is impor-
tant to researchers; to decide to privilege nar-
rative or story, sample terse or coherent text,
look at text with or without context, and if, in
context, to sample only the managerialist
story or include the marginal counter-stories
of less powerful stakeholders (q.v.).

Narrativists (q.v.) marginalize the story.
Czarniawska (1997, 1998) defines stories as
must-have plots, but later (1999) discounts
the story to plotless narrative: ‘A story con-
sists of a plot comprising causally related
episodes that culminate in a solution to a
problem’ (Czarniawska, 1997: 78), then dis-
counts the story to ‘texts that present events
developing in time according to (impersonal)
causes or (human) intentions’ (Czarniawska,
1998: vii). And back to plot: ‘For them to
become a narrative, they require a plot, that
is, some way to bring them into a meaningful
whole’ (Czarniawska, 1999: 2).1

Gabriel marginalizes narrative and debates
what is a story. For Gabriel (2000: 20), a
proper story does more than recount facts or
describe experience; it must have emotion,
poetic embellishment, and be cohesive, plot-
ted with a beginning, middle, and end: ‘I
shall argue not all narratives are stories; in
particular, factual or descriptive accounts of
events that aspire at objectivity rather than
emotional effect must not be treated as sto-
ries’ (Gabriel, 2000: 5). Gabriel’s definition is

the opposite to Czarniawska’s (1999). ‘Stories
are narratives with plots and characters, gener-
ating emotion in narrator and audience, through
a poetic elaboration of symbolic material’
(Gabriel, 2000: 239, italics in original). 

An early story definition, ‘an oral or writ-
ten performance involving two or more
people interpreting past or anticipated experi-
ence’ (Boje, 1991: 111), is not so restrictive as
Gabriel’s or Czarniawska’s. This approach is
to include stories that are terse, fragmented,
disputed with counter-stories to dominant
ones, and antenarrative (q.v.) (Boje, 1991,
1995, 2001). Antenarrative is defined as a
pre-story, and a bet that you can create a
story that will change organizations (Boje,
2001: 1), and can be theatrically performed to
‘enroll stakeholders in “intertextual” ways
transforming the world of action into the-
atrics’ (Boje et al., 2004a: 756). This research
has led to systemics of storytelling organization
(Boje, 1991, 1995; Boje et al., 1999; Boyce,
1995; Gephart, 1991; Kaye, 1996).

I propose a way out of Czarniawska’s,
Gabriel’s, and Boje’s debates by looking
at how story and narrative interact in com-
plex organizations. Why not treat improper
stories (and antenarrative) that are pre-
plotted, terse, and even emergently incoher-
ent in their in situ interrelationship to proper
stories and narratives that are plotted and
coherent? The advantage is looking more pre-
cisely at the relationship between storytellers
and listeners. 

An inclusive storytelling turn invites
researchers to recognize how story listeners
are no longer static story-consumers, but pro-
ducers of story space, defined as systemic
interactivity of stories, narratives, and antenar-
ratives co-produced, co-shared, co-remembered,
and otherwise co-organized in storytelling
organizations [reading]. One type of story-
telling organization is the Tamara. Tamara
organizing is defined as the plurality of simul-
taneous, performative story spaces and
the networking of co-producers in complex

1Her definition recalls Polkinghorne’s (1988: 36): story: ‘serves as a lens through which the apparently inde-
pendent and disconnected elements of existence are seen as related parts of a whole’.
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organizations (Boje, 1995). Instead of seated
spectators statically watching the theatre on
stage, consumers of Krizanc’s (1989) Tamara
become co-producers, by moving around a
mansion with ten rooms, deciding which
simultaneous action to join into; the audience
fragments, small groups running from room
to room, chasing storylines, and becoming
actor and spectator (spect-actor). 

Discussion

The first trend looks at stories-out-of-context.
Stories in laboratory, interview (q.v.), and sur-
vey research generally have been wrenched
from their natural performance contexts and
treated as objectified social facts, mere texts,
with little empirical attention given to the nat-
ural linguistic context in which stories are
being performed. Researchers must decide if
they are looking at the relationship between
the story and the in situ performance context or
just at story text as an in-place metering device
to measure some other phenomena such as cul-
ture, tacit knowledge, or sensemaking (q.v.). 

A second stream of research looks at sto-
ries in their performance context, but from a
functionalist point of view. O’Connor (2002),
for example, identifies studies that analyzed
storytelling in functionalist managerialist
studies (especially the organizational culture
work of the 1980s). This would include sto-
ries elicited in researcher-led interviews (e.g.
Martin et al., 1983) to demonstrate functional
uses of storytelling such as socialization
(Knowledge Socialization Project at IBM
Research),2 control (Wilkins, 1983), change
(Denning, 2005), typologies of strategy-stories
(Barry and Elmes, 1997), entrepreneurship
(O’Connor, 2000), and story-leadership
ethnography (Boje, 1991). 

A third stream is managerialist, but restricts
a story to the status of a ‘tool’ (Denning, 2001;
Gargiulo, 2002; Parkin, 2004). Denning
ignores context, and coaches CEOs to con-
struct tool stories that are explicitly familiar to

listeners, single-protagonist, and positive with
a happy ending; the ‘springboard’ story is
defined as ‘a story that enables a leap in
understanding by the audience so as to grasp
how an organization or community or complex
system may change’ (Denning 2001: xviii).
Gargiulo (2002: 35–36) includes the negative
story. He cautions that stories can be weapons,
propaganda, and what con artists do. He
coaches CEOs (and HR trainers) to create a
tool box of many stories. For CEOs who find
crafting a springboard story or an entire box of
them, Parkin (2004) just assembles 50 folktales
and spiritual stories. Left unanswered in man-
agement research is the effectiveness of tool
stories, and the differences between ones built
in context and those imported from some for-
eign context. 

The fourth stream steers clear of func-
tionalist/managerialist story study. This
includes studies in critical theory (Mumby,
1987) and postmodernism (Boje, 1995; Boje and
Rhodes, 2005), postructuralist/deconstruction
(q.v.) (Martin, 1990), intertextuality studies
(O’Connor, 2002), and feminism (q.v.) stud-
ies (Calás and Smircich, 1991). The focus is
on pluralism of narrative form, multiple
ways of interpreting stories, and uncovering
suppressed, marginalized, or hidden stories
as a counter-narrative to the conventional
storyline of a particular organization and its
spokespersons. 

In terms of knowledge and networking, the
four streams approach story quite differently.
The managerialist/functionalist researchers
focus on how storytelling is used to transfer
knowledge from network participants (indi-
viduals) to the system (institution). A critical
theory (q.v.) study sets out to find ways to lib-
erate individuals (classes or gender/race)
from exploitative knowledge transfer. Critical
postmodern (q.v.), poststructuralist, feminist,
and intertextual studies look at a plurality of
knowledge constituted by a variety of story-
tellers, some more powerful than others, and
at counter-story. Finally, future research can

2 www.research.ibm.com/knowsoc/index.html
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benefit from looking at the emergent system
complexity (q.v.) aspects of the storytelling
organization. This includes the interaction
of antenarrative and narrative as well as
proper and improper story forms, in acts of
co-production, co-consumption, and co-
distribution in storied systems. 

In sum, the storytelling turn is from static
story consumers, or story treated as an in-
place device to meter some other construct,
to story co-production and story hegemony –
that is what complexity and organizing are all
about. 

David M. Boje

STRUCTURA TION THEORY

Definition

Structuration theory proposes that the social
sciences investigate neither human agency nor
social structures but the social practices by
which both agency and structure are created
and sustained; the emphasis is on their rela-
tional, co-constituting complicity in action. 

Discussion

The relationship between agency and struc-
ture is among the most pervasive and difficult
issues in social theory. How are actions of
individual agents related to the structural
properties of societies and social systems, and
vice versa? Trying to understand such a rela-
tionship, researchers very often tend towards
a dichotomist view, giving primacy to agency
(voluntarism) or to structure (determinism).
Therefore, researchers are skilled in creating
dichotomies (other classical examples are
meaning/cause, autonomy/tradition and
micro/macro) that, once established, end up
hiding the emergence of other ways of think-
ing, which are sometimes more creative,
opportune, less confined to institutionalized
meanings, or simply different [practice theory;
pragmatism]. It is from the above perspective –
the openness to alternative views – that the

potential of Giddens’s propositions, which
have been adopted by a number of manage-
ment researchers since the 1980s, can be
interpreted. In a number of articles in the late
1970s and early 1980s, culminating with the
publication of The Constitution of Society in
1984, British sociologist Anthony Giddens
addressed fundamental problems in the social
sciences in a way that was unconventional
at the time. He challenged the premise of
mutual exclusivity and assumed the duality
of structure and action, proposing a form of
social analysis that avoids the historical divi-
sion between determinist and voluntarist
views, and that helps to bridge micro- and
macro-levels of analysis. 

Giddens is not alone in proposing alterna-
tive forms of social analysis and avoiding
dualist logic. Other examples are Bourdieu’s
(1977) interplay between objectivism and
subjectivism, Bernstein’s (1983) move beyond
objectivism and relativism (q.v.), Bhaskar’s
(1979a/1989) account of positivism (q.v.) and
postmodernism (q.v.) [critical realism], and
Fay’s (1996) discussion of science versus
hermeneutics (q.v.). Examples of the exten-
sions of such a debate into management and
organizational studies are Reed’s (1997) dis-
cussion of duality and dualism, Willmott’s
(1993a) break from paradigm mentality and
Weaver and Gioia’s (1994) incommensurabil-
ity versus structurationist inquiry. All these
alternative accounts represent efforts to over-
come ‘narrow’ dualistic thinking and to
explore new interpretations of renowned
sociological dilemmas. Most of them are not
‘competitors’ but ‘alternatives’, and the
choice among them is often a matter of ‘onto-
logical affinity’ (Pozzebon, 2004). 

To examine the dualism between structure
and agency, Giddens departed from the con-
ceptualization of structure as some given or
external form. Structure is what gives form
and shape to social life, but it is not itself the
form and shape. Structure exists only in and
through the activities of human agents
(Giddens, 1989). Similarly, he departed from
the idea of agency as something just ‘con-
tained’ within the individual. Agency does not
refer to people’s intentions in doing things but
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rather to the flow or pattern of people’s
actions. Giddens deeply reformulated the
notions of structure and agency, emphasizing
that ‘action, which has strongly routinized
aspects, is both conditioned by existing cul-
tural structures and also creates and recreates
those structures through the enactment
process’ (Walsham, 1993: 34). He suggested
that while structural properties of societies
and social systems are real, they have no phys-
ical existence. Instead, they depend upon
regularities of social reproduction (Giddens
and Pierson, 1998). As a consequence, the
basic domain of study in the social sciences
consists of social practices ordered across
space and time (Giddens, 1984: 2). 

Complementary to the notion of duality of
structure is the concept of knowledgeability.
For Giddens (1984), all actors are socially com-
petent. The core idea is reflexivity: the capac-
ity of humans to be reflexive (q.v.) – to think
about their situation – entails the ability to
change it. The concepts of duality of structure
and knowledgeability are, indeed, interrelated.
In fact, the structurationist way of interpreting
the interplay between structure and action
requires competent and reflexive actors.
Additional key concepts in structuration
theory are: structures of signification, domina-
tion and legitimation; structuring modalities
(interpretative schemes, facilities and norms);
elements of interaction (communication,
power and sanction); consciousness (discur-
sive and practical) and unconsciousness; and
time–space distantiation (Giddens, 1984). 

Prospects

By providing an account of the constitution of
social life that departed from and challenged
established theoretical positions and tradi-
tions (Giddens, 1976, 1979, 1984), structura-
tion theory drew significant attention, and
numerous books and papers promptly
emerged discussing, scrutinizing, supporting
or criticizing (Held and Thompson, 1989).
However theoretically promising, the applic-
ability of Giddens’ concepts is not without
difficulties. Structuration theory is conceptu-
ally complex, articulating concepts from

psychoanalysis (q.v.), phenomenology (q.v.),
ethnomethodology (q.v.), and action theory
[action science], among others. Based on gen-
eral propositions and concepts that operate
at a high level of abstraction, structuration
theory gives rise to diverse and sometimes
contradictory interpretations (Pozzebon and
Pinsonneault, 2005). 

Despite all the obstacles and criticism,
structuration theory has played a relevant
role in investigations concerning organiza-
tions and their management, and individuals
and their choices. Since the publication of
The constitution of society (Giddens, 1984),
researchers in diverse fields have made use of
concepts drawn from structuration theory in
pursuing both conceptual discussions and
empirical inquiries. However, much of struc-
turation theory’s potential for helping to
increase the understanding of management
issues remains to be developed. 

Marlei Pozzebon

SYSTEMA TIC LITERATURE REVIEWS

Definition

Systematic literature reviews (SLRs) are meth-
ods for making sense of large volumes of infor-
mation. They are used to interpret this
information in order to explain ‘what works’
and ‘what does not work’ when exploring spe-
cific research themes, social policy or practical
issues (Petticrew and Roberts, 2006). SLRs are
designed to identify existing gaps in a field of
research and to make recommendations for
closing these gaps. The point is to bring together
the evidence base on a particular theme in
order to make credible policy, research or prac-
tical recommendations [reliability]. 

SLRs originated in medicine where they
were used to bridge the gap between research
knowledge and practice. The method has
since filtered into many science and social
science disciplines and it is often used to help
inform policy-making. In many cases, when
conducting a review, an SLR uses citation
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indices, a research protocol, search strings,
inclusion and exclusion criteria and quality
assessment criteria (Tranfield et al., 2003).
There are a number of key principles behind
SLRs (Pittaway et al., 2004; Thorpe et al.,
2005): 

1. Transparency – the approach used when
undertaking the review is recorded and
made available when reporting the study.

2. Clarity – there is a clear series of steps
through which the researcher proceeds
and these steps present an ‘audit trail’ that
can be scrutinized.

3. Focus – the review ensures a focused
approach around a clearly formulated
question.

4. Integration – SLRs are designed to link
research communities with practitioners
and policy-makers.

5. Equality – there is no distinction made on
principle between different forms of pub-
lication output (e.g. between policy
reports and academic journals).

6. Accessibility – SLRs seek to make the out-
put from reviews more widely available
outside the research community.

7. Coverage – the systematic nature of the
review should ensure extensive coverage
of the theme, in many cases across disci-
plines and subjects.

8. Synthesis – SLRs seek to compare, con-
trast and draw conclusions across a num-
ber of fields to present the current
‘evidence base’. 

Discussion

The method is relatively new in management
and organization research and has been
developed and argued for by researchers at
Cranfield School of Management (Denyer and
Neely, 2004; Tranfield et al., 2003). The
‘Cranfield method’ of SLRs mirrors in many
respects common practice in other social sci-
ences. It involves a number of stages and
processes which are followed by the
researcher. Stage 1 involves planning the
review: identifying the need; preparing a pro-
posal; and developing the review protocol.

Stage 2 involves conducting the review:
identifying the publications; selecting the
studies; assessing quality; extracting data and
conclusions; and synthesizing the data. Stage
3 involves reporting and dissemination:
developing the report and recommendations;
and making use of the evidence in practice.
Underpinning these stages are some key
elements that are often applied in the
Cranfield method. For example, this method
of SLRs usually requires a review panel to be
formed, including the research sponsors, the
researchers and other experts. The panel pro-
vides a narrative cross-reference, checking
through knowledgeable experience that the
SLR is picking up appropriate work and not
missing anything important. The SLR method
also uses inclusion and exclusion criteria.
These are criteria set from the outset that
define what is to be reviewed. In addition,
quality criteria are set and used to judge the
weight that is given to certain findings as they
emerge, for example, influenced by the
robustness of the method used to conduct the
research [inductive analysis]. In setting such
criteria, the review process seeks to enable
effective but clear synthesis of findings
related to the subject in order to provide prac-
tical or policy recommendations [mode 2]. 

The Cranfield method, as outlined above,
has been used in a number of studies.
Most notably, the Advanced Institute of
Management Research (AIM) used it in three
studies designed to explore innovation and
productivity on behalf of the Department and
Trade and Industry (DTI) (Denyer and Neely,
2004). These studies on networking and inno-
vation (Pittaway et al., 2004); the adoption of
promising practices (Leseure et al., 2004);
and value creation (Edwards et al., 2004)
were followed by a study conducted on
behalf of the Economic and Social Research
Council (ESRC) on knowledge within small
and medium-sized firms (Thorpe et al., 2005)
and small firms and growth (Macpherson and
Holt, 2007). In many of these studies, the SLR
method was used to expand both the
thematic understanding and conceptual treat-
ment of the subject as well as providing a cur-
rent picture of the status of research in the
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field (Pittaway et al., 2004; Thorpe et al.,
2005). 

Prospects

The SLR method is at an early stage in its
development within management research. It
is an extremely valuable tool, providing a
method for conducting literature reviews. SLRs
are improvements on the traditional ‘narra-
tive’ method because they provide a transpar-
ent and clear approach which is reported to
the reader, who can then critique it. They also
provide a thematic understanding (rather than
a subject-based one) which enhances concep-
tual understanding (Thorpe et al., 2005).
Currently, the process behind a narrative
review is often ambiguous and, therefore, less
open to scrutiny. The SLR method is most
valuable when it is seeking to translate and
synthesize academic research so that it can be
applied in policy or practical contexts. SLRs
do not, however, replace narrative methods,
or expertise in a given subject, because they
do not necessarily provide the same ‘intuitive’

qualities and are best viewed as supporting
methods. Inevitably, however, it is expected
that the use of SLRs will expand. It is likely to
become a more central feature in doctoral
programmes and a common requirement in
publicly sponsored research. The Cranfield
method of SLRs, however, is one method for
conducting a literature review and it is one
form of systematic method. As the concept of
using and reporting a ‘method’ for doing a lit-
erature review becomes more widespread, it
is expected that a wide range of alternatives
(usually based on different epistemological
assumptions) will emerge. These may include
‘narrative’ or ‘interpretative’ methods where
the approach is more openly reported than in
current practice, and alternative methods
which are equally systematic but very differ-
ent from the Cranfield method. A particular
issue that faces these future approaches is
how to integrate the intuitive benefits of nar-
rative methods with the systematic benefits of
SLRs. 

Luke Pittaway
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TAYLORISM

Definition

Taylorism relates to sets of techniques associ-
ated with standardization, planning and mea-
surement designed to control the behaviour
of employees in workplaces. Named after
Frederick Winslow Taylor – or ‘Speedy
Taylor’ as he became known – who, in his
books Shop Management (1903) and Principles
of Scientific Management (1911), recognized
that, with technological advances (beginning
almost a century earlier with machinery such
as Hargreaves’s ‘Spinning Jenny’ and
Arkwright’s ‘Waterframe’) and the growth in
organizational size, there was an increasing
shift in the way work was being done. No
longer tied to a skill or craft, workers’ sense
of autonomy and self-identity was becoming
increasingly associated with the contractual
arrangements by which they were employed
[modernism and scientific management]. The
actual task was secondary to their legal
rights. This lessening of association between
what a worker did and who a worker was
opened up the possibilities of controlling the
nature of work through management; an
interference that would be tolerated provided
the wages stemming from contractual under-
takings were sufficient compensation. The
problem Taylor then recognized was that of
equipping managers with tools to bring about
such control and order, thereby increasing
efficiency and combating the restrictive con-
trol of output levels by groups of workers

commonly referred to as ‘systematic soldiering’.
The chosen tools were those such as time and
motion studies and information management
systems, tools whose application divided
work practices into their barest component
elements, thereby making the nature of work
transparent and malleable. Workers became
embedded in the minutiae of tasks, compo-
nents in organizational processes, and would
tolerate such deskilling and repetition
because of higher wages. Organizations
themselves would lose any mystery or even
tradition, becoming identified by clear lines
of authority, responsibility, the separation of
planning from operations, and procedurally
governed by the use of incentives and
management by exception.

Discussion

Guillén (2006) reminds us that the origins of
scientific management stem from the latter
half of the nineteenth century, although others
have identified the same focus on order and
standardization as far back as Mencius
(372–289BC), whose models and systems
pointed to the advantage of the division of
labour [Confucianism]. So it would be a mistake
to view Taylorist principles as entirely down to
Taylor. Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations
(1776) envisaged the possibilities of improved
efficiency through specialization and the divi-
sion of labour, though it warned of their corro-
sive influence on the human moral
sentiments. Similarly, in 1798, Eli Whitley, a
musket maker, produced muskets containing
interchangeable parts and used cost accounting

T
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techniques to control quality. Charles Babbage’s
On the Economy of Machinery Manufactures
(1832) brought Smith’s insights on the division
of labour into line with payment systems,
arguing that only that amount of skill needed
to undertake the hardest of any specialized
task needed to be paid for at the highest rate,
with the lower skilled tasks being able to be
completed and paid for at a lower rate. 

Taylorism in the way it is used today stems
from the aftermath of the American Civil War
when the growth of American industry led to
all manner of difficulties associated with the
management of ever more complex tasks and
the need for managers to bring a sense of
order into the workplace. Bendix (2001) talks
of the ‘American System’ where innovation
met the challenge of complexity and where
mechanization and standardization and the
move to systematic management were seen
as the means of bringing much needed econ-
omy and efficiency into being. Taylor’s
response to these challenges was to propose a
‘science’ of management in which every orga-
nizational activity would be parsed into its
tightest algorithmic form, linking movement
with output and remuneration in a neatly
ordered, orchestrated whole. Coupled to this
was the ‘scientific’ selection, training and
development of the workforce, including
foremen and managers – very much the fore-
runner of today’s systematic use of job
descriptions and person specifications. The
ethic informing this tightly controlled integra-
tion was known as a ‘spirit of hearty co-oper-
ation’, extending between workers and
managers, coupled to a rational choice logic
in which motivation was associated with
monetary reward. The assumption was that
employees came to work to earn money and
that they would work harder if they were
given more money for better work. 

Taylorism is rightly associated with such
names as Gilbreth (1911), who developed
time and motion applications for both motion
economies and micro-motion studies; Gant,
who examined aspects of scheduling work
through visual process charts; and Ford, who
took on Taylor’s mantle and extended his

ideas to perfect the moving assembly line.
Both before, during and after the Second
World War ever more sophisticated methods
of scientific management came into use, for
example inventory control systems in the
1930s, statistical quality control methods in
the 1950s and the whole field of operational
research in the 1950s and 1960s. 

Prospects

There are decidedly objectivist and positivistic
(q.v.) notions in Taylorism; a belief that there
is one best way (a term coined by Gilbreth) and
that there are procedures that can be designed
and followed to optimize human work so as to
realize such a way. What Taylor and his con-
temporaries created is still commonplace
today in beliefs about what counts in terms of
performance and efficiency (Lupton, 2000).
These include, notions of lean thinking, busi-
ness process re-engineering, management by
objectives, downsizing and even the emer-
gence of group incentives and company-wide
gainsharing schemes. Yet it is also clear, at
least from the first studies of managerial work
published in Sweden in 1951, closely followed
by other studies in the UK and the USA, that
the managerial task was far from being just a
matter of planning, decision-making and
directing, but was much more ‘messy’, involv-
ing trouble-shooting, negotiating and ‘politics’.
No matter how controlling the overt proce-
dures, there is always room for briccolage and
spillage. Hence calls for control have taken on
a more cultural spin, meaning Taylorism itself
has become one active component of a wider
philosophy of social control. 

Richard Thorpe and Tom Lupton

TEMPLATE ANALYSIS

Definition

One of the key issues facing the qualitative
researcher is how to effectively manage the
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volume of text that is generated by qualitative
research. Evidence suggests that this issue is
the source of some anxiety, particularly for
new qualitative researchers who may be some-
what daunted by the sheer amount of data
produced in a qualitative study (Cassell et al.,
2005) [process research]. The primary concern
is where to start in the long and involved
process of making sense of the data collected.
Template analysis is a structured technique for
analysing qualitative data that enables
researchers to place some order on their data
from the start of the analytic process. The key
advantage of the technique therefore is that
through its application, researchers have a rel-
atively clear path to follow in creating a struc-
ture for the analysis of their data. 

Discussion

Template analysis is not a new form of analy-
sis, the label first being used by Crabtree and
Miller (1992) with regard to the use of ‘code-
books’ for the analysis of text. The recent
expansion of interest and use in the tech-
nique in the management field can be
attributed to Nigel King. As well as producing
two influential chapters about how to con-
duct template analysis in the management
and organizational field (King, 1998, 2004),
King has also established a website at the
University of Huddersfield which contains
resources for those interested in using this
particular technique (www.hud.ac. uk/hhs/
research/template_analysis/index. htm). 

The technique relies upon the coding of
text in a thematic way to produce a given
structure, or template. Other authors have
also outlined different ways of thematically
categorizing and analyzing text, without the
use of the word ‘template’. For example,
Dey’s (2003) approach to qualitative data
analysis can be seen to advocate the creation
of a structure for the data through the assign-
ing of chunks of data to particular categories.
Similarly, Robson (1993/2002), when outlin-
ing some rules for the analysis of qualitative
data, recommends that themes, categories
and codes should be generated as the analysis

progresses [inductive analysis; matrices analysis;
systematic literature reviews]. Additionally, the
processes to designing a template are
similar to the ‘classic set of analytic moves’
outlined by Miles and Huberman (1994b: 9). 

The key component of template analysis is
the design of a template into which different
chunks of data can be categorized. The
process through which the initial template is
designed depends upon the approach of the
researcher and is influenced by issues such as
epistemological preferences, and the extent to
which the study has structured research ques-
tions. For example, the themes within the
template can be defined before the template is
constructed. They may be taken from the
questions in an interview (q.v.) schedule, for
instance, or explicitly link in to the study’s
research questions. This is a useful approach
when a study has clearly defined research
questions, and the researcher has some idea
about how he/she wants to interrogate the
data. An alternative approach, in line with the
processes of grounded theory (q.v.), is to gen-
erate the themes from the data itself. Once
the themes within the template are generated,
various extracts from the data are coded into
those themes. One of the key strengths of tem-
plate analysis is that templates are very flexi-
ble. Through the coding process, new themes
within the template can be created in which
to site data that do not appropriately fit else-
where. Therefore new themes for analysis can
be accommodated that were not necessarily
conceived at the outset of the research.
Templates can be regularly modified as the
analytic process develops. 

Although a number of published qualitative
research studies within the management field
have drawn on the principles of template analy-
sis, those which explicitly refer to the term as a
way of structuring data as have only just started
to emerge. Examples include Cassell et al.
(2002); Parry (2003); Canning and O’Dwyer
(2003); Waddington and Fletcher (2005);
Warnaby and Yip (2005); Cassell et al.  (2006);
Richardson and McKenna (2006); Duberley
et al. (2006); and Yanamanadram and White
(2006). These examples illustrate some of the
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different ways in which templates can be used,
and also come from a range of sub-disciplines
within the business and management field, for
example accounting, human resource manage-
ment, marketing, and services management.
One could speculate that qualitative research
informed by template analysis will become
increasingly reported within the business and
management literature, the flexibility of the
application of the technique being a  key incen-
tive for researchers to engage with it.

Prospects

Template analysis is clearly not applicable in
all qualitative research situations. Although a
strength of the technique is that it is episte-
mologically flexible, and not wedded to a
single epistemological position, this may
make it inappropriate for some types of qual-
itative research. As King (2004) suggests, in
some of the more constructivist (q.v.)
approaches to research where the focus is on
analysing discourse (q.v.), the reduction of
data into coded segments may conflate with
the epistemological assumption that there are
multiple meanings and interpretations of one
particular piece of text. There is also some
concern that the use of templates leads to a
reductionist stance on the data collected, and
when conducting this technique it is impor-
tant that the analyst regularly reverts back to
the individual data source so that the whole-
ness of the data is not lost. Furthermore, a
template can only serve as a way of facilitat-
ing the organization of data, rather than pro-
ducing any analytic outcomes. There may be
a temptation to assume that the extent of text
coded within a particular theme has some
form of salience. Given that the emphasis is
on the ‘pragmatic’ use of coding (King, 2004:
256), it is important that the number of
excerpts within a theme is not conflated with
the significance of that theme. 

Template analysis is therefore a useful way
of structuring qualitative data to make the
complexities of the analytic process more
manageable. However, once the final tem-
plate is constructed, and all the relevant data

coded appropriately, there is still work to be
done. Researchers then continue the process
of interpreting their data to produce the find-
ings of their research. 

Catherine Cassell

TRIANGULATION

Definition

In its most literal sense, triangulation is a
means for the fixing of a position based on
knowledge of the location and distance apart
of two other points.  It is an approach derived
from navigation, military strategy and sur-
veying, and is based on the logic that
researchers can move closer to obtaining a
‘true’ picture if they take multiple measure-
ments, use multiple methods or examine a
phenomenon at multiple levels of analysis
[realism].  In social research, the term is asso-
ciated with the use of multiple methods
[mixed methods in management research] and
measures of an empirical phenomenon in
order to reduce bias and to improve conver-
gent validity, which is the substantiation of
an empirical phenomenon through the use of
multiple sources of evidence. 

In accordance with its derivation, triangu-
lation is typically described through the lan-
guage of capture and constraint – of fixing,
positioning and confining. The implicit assump-
tion in much of the social science literature on
triangulation is of developing a more effective
method for the capturing and fixing of social
phenomena in order to realize a more accu-
rate analysis and explanation [process philoso-
phy]. For organization and management
studies, the concomitant phenomenal (q.v.)
perspective is of organizations as stable empir-
ical entities that exist and can be represented
independently of their observers. This empha-
sis on stabilization derives from positivism
(q.v.), which assumes a dualist and obectivist
relationship between the researcher and what
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can be known about the research subject
[practice theory; structuration theory]. 

Under such assumptions, triangulation
may take several forms.  For example, the
four types of triangulation distinguished by
Norman Denzin (1978) include: (a) data trian-
gulation, where data are collected at different
times or from different sources; (b) investiga-
tor triangulation, where different researchers
or evaluators independently collect data on
the same phenomenon and compare the
results; (c) methodological triangulation,
where multiple methods of data collection
are used; and (d) theory triangulation, where
different theories are used to interpret a set of
data. Within each type of triangulation there
are various sub-types, for example, method-
ological triangulation can include various
combinations of qualitative and quantitative
research designs. Beyond common paradig-
matic assumptions, Marianne Lewis and
Andrew Grimes (1999) argued that metatrian-
gulation may be employed to examine rela-
tionships among different perspectives on
organizational phenomena.

Discussion

A recent example of methodological triangula-
tion is Charlene Yauch and Harold Steudel’s
(2003) use of both quantitative and qualitative
methods in two exploratory case studies
designed to assess the organizational cultures
of two small manufacturers. They discuss defi-
nitional debates and choose to distingush trian-
gulation, which is aimed at corroborating data
and reducing bias, from complementarity,
which is aimed at deepening understanding.
Recognizing these debates but not making such
fine distinctions, Melanie Kan and Ken Parry
(2004) also used mixed methods in their inves-
tigation of nursing leadership in New Zealand.
In a grounded theory (q.v.) study they used
both questionnaire and qualitative data to
make the point that both forms of data may
be triangulated within a grounded theory
approach. They argued that triangulation
within the grounded theory method can assist
the researcher to understand complex

leadership processes, while David Buchanan
(2003) has questioned the utility of triangula-
tion in processual analysis and suggests that tri-
angulation is a device that has political as well
as methodological effects. Drawing on a partic-
ular series of case studies on organizational
change, Buchanan argued that triangulation
may serve to suppress the variety of change
narratives and thereby stifle the representation
of diversity in organizational life. It is ironic
that triangulation, which, in theory, aims to
obtain a more complete representation of real-
ity, may, instead, serve to present an impover-
ished picture.

Prospects

Moving beyond issues of representation
(q.v.), the positivist assumptions that underlie
triangulation have themselves been the sub-
ject of much debate. For example, those
adopting postmodern (q.v.) and some social
constructionist (q.v.) research methodologies
have radically questioned the separation of
researcher and subject. Instead, it is claimed,
reality is mediated rather than objective, and
language constitutes rather than reflects or
describes any more essential mental
processes. Accompanying such recognition of
the research author’s stance comes a demys-
tification of the researcher’s authority, for
concern lies more with questioning taken-for-
granted categories and oppositions than with
finding answers. Further, if the living subject
is no longer understood to be a concrete
object, its representation, capture and trans-
mission become more difficult. 

Such considerations led Julie Wolfram Cox
and John Hassard (2005) to suggest that it is
worthwhile to consider not only the triangu-
lation of distance to the ‘true’ subject but also
the distance of triangulation: the reflexive
(q.v.) stance of the researcher. In doing so,
their focus was on unsettling assumptions
about the fixed metaphorical space within an
enclosing triangle and on drawing attention
to how and by whom it is drawn or struc-
tured. In their analysis, emphasis shifted
from observation [non-participant observation;

TRIANGULATION
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participant observation] and stabilization to an
appreciation of organizing and ordering prac-
tices and of the very situated and precarious
nature of the organizational research endeav-
our. In particular, they (deliberately) consid-
ered three possible research strategies – and
their associated impossibilities: following
nomothetic lines and searching for conver-
gent patterns based on theoretical proposi-
tions; taking an ideographic overview of
content generated from research participants,
and finding an angle. As attempts to see the
whole pose such difficulties, this third option

is for the researcher not only to enter the
picture but also to choose to adopt a partial
view. This may allow for a new way of think-
ing about the stance of the researcher, for
instead of considering triangulation as an
approach to closure or capture, it can be seen
as an opening or angling. It can be argued,
therefore, that as it is never possible to be
neutral and dispassionate in attempts to
enclose the whole, perhaps researchers
should abandon attempts to do so.

Julie Wolfram Cox
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VIDEO

Definition

Video-based research involves the use of mov-
ing film–based, taped or digital imagery (and
sound) to ‘capture’ or create data in ways that
can be subjected to analysis.

Discussion

Management research has long privileged
verbal forms of communication over visual
forms, with most qualitative management
research limited to textual data-gathering
techniques and representations, such as tran-
scribed interviews (q.v.), verbal observations
of visual events published in text-based jour-
nals. While there is the occasional example of
the use of still photographs (e.g. Buchanan,
2001) [aesthetics; drawings and images], rarely
is there any evidence of moving images being
encompassed into management research
designs and representations. Yet, as Secrist et
al. (2002) note, despite all the thick descrip-
tion and detail that writers provide, they
often suggest that words alone are not enough
to communicate the complex social interac-
tions which they encounter and consequently
there has been a burgeoning of interest in
what visual methods may add to current text-
based research. In line with this visual turn,
recent technical innovations in the field of
digital video are also making it much easier
for researchers to consider incorporating the
moving image into research designs (Heath
and Hindmarsh, 2002). While analogue video

has long been available and used by social
scientists in fields such as anthropology,
which has a long-standing tradition of using
film as part of data collection and representa-
tion (McDougall,1997; Mead, 1995; Prins,
2002), until relatively recently manipulating
analogue video required specialist equipment
and technical expertise (Shrum et al., 2005).
Consequently, these practical and method-
ological problems rendered the use of video
prohibitively expensive for the majority of
researchers. In contrast, the new digital cam-
corders are small, affordable and portable
and relatively easy to use, offering high-quality
audio and video data which can be captured
from a camera and transferred on to a desk-
top computer and then manipulated easily
and quickly using a range of digital video
editing applications. 

Yet despite these new technological devel-
opments, there remain a very limited number
of examples in the field of management
where video data have previously been
applied. Also, in the small number of studies
which have incorporated moving images,
these images are only used in the data collec-
tion stage with researchers converting the
visual data into text for dissemination. One
attempt at applying a video methodology is
Cunliffe’s (2001) postmodern (q.v.) perspec-
tive on management practice, where she
video-taped interviews she conducted with a
number of managers. She subsequently
played these video-taped interviews back to
the managers to explore with them how they
had co-created meaning together through dia-
logical practices [social poetics; stimulated

V
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recall]. In this way the meaning of the inter-
views was discussed and deciphered in col-
laboration (q.v.) with the participant, as a
form of co-inquiry where ‘the manager/
reader and researcher would all author mean-
ing’. However, while the author and manager
both view and discuss the video tapes, the
research is presented to the reader/audience
through text alone, therefore the sight, sound
and feel of the interview are not available to
the readers (q.v.), making it difficult for them
to ‘co-author, the interaction in the same way.
In another vein, a body of research known
collectively as ‘workplace studies’ (Heath and
Hindmarsh, 2002; Luff et al., 2000) has made
use of video-tape to examine the effects of the
material environment on action and interac-
tion. Such studies focus on interaction and
technology in a variety of organizational set-
tings. While interesting in that such studies
illustrate the importance of material/visual
features, the results are highlighted through
verbal discussion and the visual is never pre-
sented to the audience. Strecker (1997) criti-
cizes research that uses visual images in this
manner, proposing that researchers are stand-
ing between their informants and audiences
by translating images into words. Pink (2001)
argues if researchers continue to translate the
visual into text, they are imposing their own
interpretations on the images and dismissing
the possibility that images may have more
than one potential meaning [aesthetics; semi-
otics; visual data analysis]. Indeed, if video
plays a key role in the research, it seems
appropriate to incorporate video in the repre-
sentation of results, providing the opportu-
nity to show the data upon which
observations are based to other researchers
and subject the author’s analysis to academic
scrutiny. 

In addition to this interesting opportunity
to offer audiences an insight into where qual-
itative results and observations have come
from, the type of data which are collected
through the use of video tape may offer a
very different insight in organizational
processes and can also lead to more in-depth
analysis compared to text-based approaches
alone. In my own PhD research I am

conducting visual ethnographies in a number
of companies which include video-taped inter-
views and also images of people performing
their everyday jobs. The research focuses on
entrepreneurship but aims not to focus exclu-
sively  on the entrepreneur but on other actors
in his/her environment. Therefore it aims to
incorporate a polyphonic [dialogic] dimension
through attention to the many others in the
entrepreneurial context. The video-taped
interactions and interviews have allowed me
to ‘capture’ versions of interaction and behav-
iour in everyday settings as well as providing
me with a visceral experience of the actual
events when they occurred which could not be
provided by field notes or audio tapes alone.
Video therefore provides a unique memory-
enhancing dimension, which allows the
researcher to experience to some extent the
original event once again. As Heritage and
Atkinson (1984: 4) argue:

the use of recorded data serves as a control on
the limitations and fallibilities of intuition and
recollection; it exposes the observer to a wide
range of interactional materials and circum-
stances and also provides some guarantee that
analytic considerations will not arise as artefacts
of intuitive idiosyncrasy, selective attention or
recollection.

Using video tape in my research has also
allowed me to subject the data to repeated
examination through the use of slow motion,
still frames and zooming features, leading to
an enormous amount of unique micro-detail
that could not have been caught through text
as the situation unfolded. As Heath and
Hindmarsh (2002) note, video tape allows
micro-analysis of behaviour not observable in
any other way, as it records thirty frames of
visual data every second, allowing us to track
the emergence of gesture, what they are
doing, where they are looking and who they
are interacting with, which provides unique
data not obtainable through any other form. 

Prospects

It seems, as Radcliffe (2004) demonstrates,
video produces data that can uniquely add to
many research designs. Images do not need to
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be the main focus of attention or topic in
order to warrant researchers using visual
data in their research. Indeed, as Pink (2001)
highlights, the relation of images to other sen-
sory, material and linguistic details of the
study will result in the images being of inter-
est to most researchers. As Pink further
shows, this is not a suggestion that video and
other visual data collection strategies should
replace text-based approaches towards
research, but rather that it should be used as
a complimentary and additional source of
data. Indeed, my own research highlights the
importance of using visual and textual meth-
ods of data collection alongside one another,
as the shortcomings of one may at times be
able to compensate for the other.

While video adds a unique dimension of the
moving image, the use of a video camera, it
seems, is unacceptable to informants in a num-
ber of organizational situations. For example, in
situations of conflict or where tensions where
running particularly high I was often asked to
turn off the video camera yet allowed to witness
the event myself. On other occasions where
sensitive material was being discussed, I was
invited to join the discussion but once again
asked to leave the video camera behind. This
illustrates two points. First, it demonstrates the
importance of the place of textual field notes
(q.v.) and observations [non-participant observa-
tion; participant observation] as they allow the
researcher to enter into places and make obser-
vations where the video camera is forbidden.
Second, it also illustrates that organizational
participants are often uncomfortable with the
use of video in situations that we, as
researchers, find interesting and informative. It
seems, judging by their aversion to being
videoed in difficult or emotional situations, that
participants also recognize how informative and
insightful the tangible, concrete nature of a
moving image can be.

This suggests a raft of ethical (q.v.) and
moral questions about video-based research as
participants are easily identifiable by visual
images and issues such as informed consent
and confidentiality need to be examined. It is
imperative that such questions are quickly
addressed as with the advent of the online

journal and the increasing ease with which
researchers may incorporate video-based
research into published form it seems likely
that we will be seeing a considerable increase
in the use of image-based research designs.

Jean Clarke

VISUAL DATA ANALYSIS

Definition

Visual methods are techniques that involve the
acquisition and creation of images that can be
used and interpreted to contribute insights into
aspects of social and organizational behaviour.
Developments in computing, since the 1960s,
have had a major impact on social research
methods, permitting the analysis of large sur-
vey data sets, and bringing similar capabilities
to the analysis of text. Developments in the
technologies of image capture and manipula-
tion, however, have not been widely exploited.
Documentary photography (still and movie)
has a long tradition in visual sociology, anthro-
pology, and ethnography (Banks, 1995; Bateson
and Mead, 1942; Collier and Collier, 1986;
Harper, 1994, 2000). Applications in organiza-
tion studies, however, are rare. 

Where they have been used, photographs
form data in their own right, recording organi-
zational attributes, offering holistic representa-
tions of lifestyles and conditions, capturing
complex scenes and processes. Depending on
usage, photography can also be a non-reactive
mode of data collection (Flick, 1998).
Researchers may be able to use images in the
public domain. Dougherty and Kunda (1990)
used photographs of customers in company
annual reports in their study of organizational
belief systems. Corporate architecture and
office layouts may be coded symbolically for
attributes of organization culture (Berg and
Kreiner, 1990) [space]. Researchers can also
produce their own images [postcards].
Complementing observation, questionnaires,
and interviews, Liff and Steward (2001) used
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photographs to capture the contrasts between
different kinds of internet cafés (‘e-gateways’)
and their implications for social inclusion.
Buchanan (2001) used a visual process map to
help understand patient flows through hospi-
tal operating theatres, arguing that photogra-
phy captures data not covered in interviews,
and provides a novel channel for respondent
validation of findings.

Visual methods are not confined to photog-
raphy or to images produced by the researcher
(Meyer, 1991). Broussine and Vince (1996)
asked managers to draw pictures expressing
their feelings (mostly negative) about organiza-
tional change [drawings and images]. As part of
her study of the impact of changes in healthcare
on professional identity, Parker (2006) asked
nurses to bring to her interviews (q.v.) pho-
tographs illustrating the effects of those
changes; most brought photographs from their
own collections rather than take fresh pictures.

Organizational researchers have recently
turned to movies for insights based on narra-
tive analysis (Langley, 1999; Monaco, 2000;
Pentland, 1999). Critical of the sanitized view
of research accounts, Hassard and Holliday
(1998: 1) note that film ‘plays out sex, vio-
lence, emotion, power struggle, the personal
consequences of success and failure, and dis-
organization upon its stage’. Phillips (1995)
argues that narrative fiction strengthens the
links between academic research and the sub-
jective experience of organizational member-
ship. Foreman and Thatchenkery (1996)
analyze the film Rising Sun (1993, director
Philip Kaufman), first as a study of a Japanese
transplant in an alien culture, second as a
study in cross-cultural communication, third
as a depiction of organizational power politics,
and fourth as a metaphor for the postmodern
(q.v.) view of the negotiable nature of reality.
Buchanan and Huczynski (2004) analyze the
movies Twelve Angry Men (1957, director
Sidney Lumet) and Thirteen Days (2001, direc-
tor Roger Donaldson). Where accounts of
influencing are dyadic, and management
decisions are shown as tidy and information-
based, these movies expose processual, political,
temporal, and contextual influences, offering
a more realistic treatment.

Discussion

Possibly the first application in organization
studies was Frank Gilbreth’s use of photogra-
phy in the early twentieth century to study
the efficiency of movement. Gilbreth
attached lights to workers’ hands and filmed
their motions at slow shutter speeds to pro-
duce ‘chronocyclographic’ models (Buchanan
and Huczynski, 2004: 436–437). Some classic
texts, such as Roethlisberger and Dixon
(1939) and Blauner (1964), used photographs
as illustrations. Photography has also served
historical recording and ideological purposes
(Bamberger and Davidson, 1998; Hedges and
Beynon, 1982). Photograph interpretation is
used in family therapy (Berman, 1993), but
this has not been applied to organizational
problem-solving and development. The main
organizational research uses of visual meth-
ods today are probably in marketing and
advertising research (Bryman and Bell, 2003).

The limited use of visual methods can be
explained by the ambiguous status of imagery
as empirical evidence. Images are rarely neu-
tral. They tell a story, present a point of view,
support an argument, perpetuate a myth, define
or challenge a stereotype. Photographs appear
to capture reality; the intimidating architecture
of a bank; variation in corporate dress codes;
the hazardous clutter on the factory floor. But
photographs are also social constructs (q.v.),
revealing as much about the photographer, who
selects the scene, camera, lens, angle of view,
and the moment at which to open the shutter.
What is outside the frame, and the events
before and after the image was captured,
remain unseen. And images have always been
subject to further manipulation, made easier
with developments in digital photography. A
further issue is that viewers perceive images in
different ways, so there is no single ‘correct’
interpretation [reading as inquiry]. As with lan-
guage, photography is a medium through which
versions of reality are constituted, rather than
just a technique for capturing objective truth.

So the mode of analysis depends on
research objectives. The interpretation of paint-
ings relies on a rich toolkit, including iconol-
ogy, semiotics (q.v.), and hermeneutics (q.v.).
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Howells (2003) argues that there is a danger of
over-interpretation in applying those perspec-
tives to photographs. For some studies, the
compilation of a visual record alone may be
adequate; pictures of a community devastated
by the closure of a manufacturing plant pow-
erfully reveal the implications for redundant
employees (Bamberger and Davidson, 1998).
Images can also be content analyzed (q.v.) to
identify recurring themes (Broussine and
Vince, 1996). The technique of photo-elicitation
involves showing photographs to respondents
in order to trigger, or to elicit, discussion of
those images (Parker, 2006). As researcher and
respondent explore a shared object, the image,
discussion can reach a greater depth across
issues not likely to be addressed by more con-
ventional interview formats.

Prospects

Interest in the potential of visual methods
across the social sciences is growing
(Emmison and Smith, 2000; Hamilton, 2005a;

Howells, 2003; Prosser, 1998; Rose, 2001).
Visual organization studies, however, has yet
to develop as a mainstream movement, either
with a distinctive agenda, or by providing
tools that complement traditional research
methods. It is a notable paradox, for example,
that researchers using observational methods
often describe contexts, interactions, and
event sequences, reporting what they have
heard, making little use of visual imagery
(Angrosino and Mays de Pérez, 2000;
Atkinson and Hammersley, 1994).

It is a cliché to observe that we live in a
world saturated with visual imagery, to
which we pay little or no attention. As images
have the power to define, as well as to unlock
intersubjective differences, this neglect is
regrettable. Visual methods thus deserve a
more prominent position in the researcher’s
toolkit. Current trends offer the promise of
that development.

David A. Buchanan
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