Processes of culture change in organisations - the

contribution of an external facilitator

Louise van Rhyn

Submitted to the University of Hertfordshire in partial fulfiiment for the

requirements of the degree of DMan

January 2005



Abstract

ek L
-

This thesis explores processes of organisational and culture change as experienced
by an external consultant/facilitator. Through a reflexive inquiry into my own
experience of how change happens, | have come to challenge taken-for-granted
assumptions about organisations as 'systems' where change is 'driven' by
leadership or project teams. | am suggesting that 'organisations' are people in
conversation and that change happens because individuals participate actively in

organisational conversations and act courageously into unknown and risky

situations.

The mainstream systemic perspective on 'organisational culture' is that it is a 'thing’
with causal '‘power'. | am arguing against this and present a process perspective of
organisational culture, where culture is understood as the continuously changing
configuration of interweaving themes organising the experience of people who
participate in the social processes of being an organisation. Culture change is then
changes in organising themes. Change occurs through the actions of individuals

with each action having the potential to shift or maintain organising themes.

| carefully explored the difference in the kinds of constraints experienced by internal-
permanent and external-temporary members of organisations and came to the
conclusion that the 'internal’ / ‘'external’ distinction is a false dichotomy. Externals
(like internals) are constrained through their interdependence - they are not free to
do whatever they want. This leads to a re-consideration of the 'contribution’ of an
external. | am arguing that externals and internals make a contribution to processes
of organisational and cultural change when they participate actively in political
processes of inclusion/exclusion. | conclude by suggesting that it might be possible
to facilitate cultural and organisational change through processes of persuasion and
offer a process perspective on persuasion through sensemaking (as opposed to

mainstream perspectives on persuasion that is based on a sender-receiver model of

communication).

This thesis is the 'result’ of a personal journey of change in practice and identity
which leads me to argue that change happens through planned, formal, legitimate
'events’ as well as through informal everyday activities (doing, thinking and talking). |
am arguing that it is important for practitioners to pay attention to their participation

in the organisational processes of 'going on together'.
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Introduction and Invitation

Introducing myself and my inquiry

——t———— S
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Changing places - from external to internal and back again

| want to introduce my inquiry with a story:
A little more than a decade ago, | was working for a '‘Big &' consultancy firm
in South Africa, when | was invited to join TrendSet' (one of my client
organisations) as an internal 'change agent'. The Managing Director (MD)
told me that he thought | would be able to make a contribution to their
organisation. When | asked him why he thought so, he mentioned things like:
my international consulting and project management experience, the fact
that | have an MBA, my willingness to speak up about things that others are
generally more reluctant to talk about, the different perspective | seem to
bring to the party, etc. He told me that he thought | had 'gutspah', and that
he needed someone like me to help him challenge some of the things that

were taken-for-granted in their organisation.

| was excited about this new role. Having worked as an external consuiltant
for 7 years before this invitation (and having been quite lonely at times), |
thought this new role would give me an opportunity to belong to an
organisation and play a role as change agent. However, it was only a matter
of months before | started to feel silenced and constrained in ways that | had
never experienced whilst working as an external consultant. | was told that |
was too challenging, that | needed to tone down my enthusiasm, that |
needed to show more respect for the established ways of doing things and
not challenge the directors. It was not long before | felt | had lost my voice. |
felt hugely at risk and felt that | was no longer able to make a creative
contribution as it felt as if | was ‘walking on eggs' all the time - | had to be so
careful about not upsetting all these important people (directors and senior
managers). After 6 months in the role and much soul-searching | decided to
leave the organisation and join another consultancy firm. A few months later,
| was invited to meet with the TrendSet Board to share my thoughts about a
project | had been working on while still at the organisation (something | had

been unable to do for about 2 months before finally leaving).

' A pseudonym for a large clothing retailer in South Africa
A word used by the South African jewish community that means 'guts’ or 'nerve'



| chose this story to introduce my inquiry as | think it encapsulates the essence of

the two strands of my inquiry:
 Working as an external (rather than internal) consultant, and

 Making a contribution to processes of organisational and cultural

change

| have been grappling with questions such as: Why does it feel important to work as
an external rather than internal consultant? How does the experience of being
constrained differ for an internal member of an organisation and for an external
consultant? How do | understand ‘cultural change’ and what are the implications of
this way of thinking? To what extent is it possible to help change the organisational
culture when you are an internal? How can | make a convincing argument for my

contribution to processes of organisational and cultural change?

Over the last three years, | have been exploring these questions (and many others)
In relation to my own practice as external consultant/facilitator. My objective with my
research was two-fold:
= Jo become more confident in my ability to account for my own practice and
contribution;
= To make a contribution to ways of thinking and talking about organisational

and cultural change, thereby contributing to the development of practice.

Throughout my working career, | have felt more able to make a contribution as an
‘external’ (ie not on the payroll of a client organisation) as | have felt less
constrained in what | am able to do and say. However, through my research | have
discovered that the distinction between ‘internal’ and ‘external’ is a false dichotomy.
All of us (permanent or temporary members of organisations) are always involved In
political processes of inclusion/exclusion where our experience of being
included/excluded keeps changing in the various groups we find ourselves
participating. | have discovered that our sense of identity is inextricably linked to our
sense of membership (and experiences of belonging/not belonging), which explains
why it sometimes feels so risky to behave in ways that are not conforming with ‘the
culture’. To ‘speak out’ or ‘challenge the status quo’ is to put one’s membership at
risk, thereby risking one's sense of identity. My research has been around the

implications and consequences of these processes.



My professional practice

| work as a consultant/facilitator in the field of Organisational Development (OD). My
practice is informed by 20 years of involvement in major change initiatives. For the
first 15 years of my career, | was involved in Systems Implementations in various
capacities: systems analyst, software developer, project manager and
implementation / ‘change management’ consuitant. My work with people in
organisations fuelled my interest in Organisational Development (OD) work, which is
where | have focused my efforts over the last few years. In the last five years, | have
lived and worked in the United Kingdom, South Africa and Europe where | have
worked mostly with global organisations and major change programs. During this
time, | worked as a member of two consulting organisations (Business Change
Consulting® and Duneford Organisational Consulting®*). At the time of writing this, |
am working as an independent consultant with a global Pharmaceutical organisation

as their cultural change advisor (more about this in my fourth project).

The field of ‘'organisational culture’

———————————r—— et ——

In this thesis, | will be exploring my own experience of being involved in processes
of organisational change, with a particular focus on organisational culture change.
Over the last few years, 'organisational culture' has become a field of interest for
many scholars and practitioners. It may be useful to briefly consider the history of

the field as background to my inquiry.

The current interest in organisational culture stems from the 1970s work on
'organisational climate' which aimed to identify the organisational 'qualities’ in the
form of attitudes and beliefs that employees hold about their organisation (Wiley &
Brooks, 2000). Climate was defined as a 'relatively enduring quality of an
organisation that (1) is experienced by employees and (2) influences their
behaviour' (Brown, 1998:2). However, what these studies found is that employees
often do not agree on what it is like to work for the organisation, and that it was
necessary to develop a more sophisticated understanding of the social context In

which people worked.

3 A pseudonym for a niche consultancy - specialising in ‘change management'
‘A pseudonym for a Consultancy that is linked to a Business School, specialising in Organisational Development
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In the eighties, Peters and Waterman's (1982) popular book /n Search of Excellence
brought 'culture’ to the attention of managers and employees in organisations (they
claimed that superior firm performance is to be achieved by moving away from a
technical, rationalistic approach to a more adaptive, humanistic approach). At the
same time, Deal and Kennedy (1982) suggested that organisational performance is
enhanced through shared values (as these values inform employees what is
expected of them). The Eighties and Nineties followed with an increased interest in
Human Resource Management (HRM) as a way of getting the most from the
organisation's 'most important resource' (people). Managers, consultants and
business school professors became interested to study the link between the
organisation's culture (and its people processes) and its profitability (e.g. Collins &
Porras, 2000; Cooke & Szumal, 2000; Gratton, 2000; Kotter & Heskett, 1992).

Definitions of ‘organisational culture’

There is little consensus between scholars about the definition of culture. Scholars
seem to be divided on whether to consider culture as a state or as human
processes. Schein (who is widely regarded as one of the key scholars in the field of

organisational culture), describes the different positions as follows:

A chronic issue in conceptualising 'culture' seems to be whether we should think of
cultures as a 'state’ or static property of a given group / organisation or as a human

process of constructing shared meaning that goes on all the time
(Schein in Ashkanasy, Wilderom, Peterson,2000: xxiv)

In his foreword to the Handbook of Organisational Culture (Ashkany et al., 2000)
Schein suggests that it does not matter whether one chooses to focus one's
attention on the qualities of the system, or on the nature of the moment-to-moment
interactions between peopie as 'both of these are valid methodologies' (p. xxv).
However, | agree with Stacey, Griffin and Shaw (2000) that one's ways of thinking
matters greatly as it largely determines what one chooses to pay attention to. | wili
therefore briefly consider the main arguments of the 'Culture as System' school of
thought, and the implications of this way of thinking. In my research text (Projects
two, three and four), | will be considering the implications of a different perspective
on culture - 'Culture as Process’' (a continuously changing phenomenon that is
shaping and being shaped by the day-to-day interaction of people in organisations).
In the synopsis, | will summarise my argument in offering a process perspective
on culture and how this perspective might lead us to think differently about cultural

change and the role of an external facilitator in processes of cultural change.



Culture as System

In this school of thought, Culture is viewed as an entity, a 'thing' to be examined and
analysed. Schein ([1992] 1997) suggests that culture is 'created, embedded and
developed' and can be 'manipulated, managed and changed' (p. 1). He argues that
the 'dynamic processes of culture creation and management are the essence of
leadership' and that leadership and culture are 'two sides of the same coin'. Schein
goes further to suggest that cultures begin with leaders who 'impose their own
values and assumptions on a group'. However, the time may come that the culture
needs changing. When this happens, leaders need to be able to 'step outside the
culture' and to develop a new, more appropriate culture. Schein argues that leaders
(and organisational practitioners) need to understand culture, so that they would not
be so 'puzzled, irritated, and anxious' when they encounter 'seemingly irrational
behaviour' of people in organisations (p. 5). Another reason why Schein argues that
we need to understand culture, is that it will help us to change 'it'. For Schein, an
important characteristic of culture is that it is 'shared’, 'deep' and 'stable’. Where
groups do not have a 'shared culture’, situations are full of conflict and ambiguity.
However, argues he, humans have a need for stability, consistency and meaning

and will therefore always strive for ‘patterning and integration’ (p. 11, italics mine).

There are many definitions of culture which reflect many different understandings of
what 'culture' means. Brown (1998) lists 14 different definitions of culture and
mentions that in 1952, the anthropologists Kroeber and Kluckhohn identified 164
different definitions of culture. Schein ([1992] 1997) offers a definition of culture that
is widely used by others and consistent with most definitions from scholars who

come from the 'culture as system' school of thought: He defines culture as

A pattern of shared basic assumptions that the group learned as it solved its
problems of external adaptation and internal integration, that has worked well
enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the

correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to these problems (p. 12)

In the Culture as Systems school of thought, practitioners are focussed on
'diagnosis' and 'intervention'. Theorists have developed different models to enable
the diagnostic phase and generally present these in terms of 'levels' of culture (see

figure 1 and 2 below for two of the most popular models)



Artefacts
These take the form of
stories, myths, jokes,
metaphors, ntes, nituals and
ceremonies, heroes and
symbols

The most

superficial
manffestation of
culture

Beliefs, values and attitudes

Basic assumptions
These concern the
environment, reality, human The deepest

| nature, human activity and level of cuiture
numan relationships
Figure 1: Manifestations of culture from Figure 2 : Levels of culture and their
shallow to deep interaction
Source: Hofstede, G., Neuijen, B., Ohayv, D. Sanders, G.

(1990) Source: adapted from Schein ([1992] 1997)

When | first became interested in OD and culture work, | found these kinds of
models helpful in that they helped me to know where to focus my attention. For
example: Schein's model suggests an interaction between beliefs, values and
attitudes, which in turn influences behaviour. | interpreted this to mean that
behavioural change can be facilitated by changing people's basic assumptions (as
this will have an impact on their beliefs, values and attitudes etc). | studied the work
of Schein ([1992] 1997; 1999), Argyris (1990) and Senge ([1990] 1999) and
developed various tools and techniques that | thought would enable me to 1)
uncover basic assumptions, 2) understand values and beliefs, 3) facilitate change. |
also used these models to account for my practice and often used them to explain to
clients what | thought | was doing. However, it only took a few assignments to
realise how simplistic these models are. What | found most troubling, was the
suggestion that it is possible to consider the culture of the ‘whole’ organisation,
which implies that all the people in the organisation have 'shared’' assumptions, or
'shared' beliefs and values. When there are hundreds of people in an organisation, it
is very difficult to identify anything that is 'shared'. Schein's position on this is that we
should then consider 'subcultures' within the larger organisation and identify those
beliefs and assumptions that are true across the organisation. Schein's focus Is on
similarities between people (what is 'shared'). | am arguing that, by focusing on
similarities, we are likely to ignore conflict & diversity which | have come to

understand as important for the emergence of novelty (Stacey, 2003b; Fonseca,

2002).

Another implication of the systems perspective is that an organisation Is seen as an

'it', with the culture being seen as 'something' (a system) that is created through the



Interaction of people, which will then influence further interaction. My discomfort with

these kinds of neat systemic models is that the sense of process, fluidity, messiness

and movement of organisational life get lost in the reified” representations of culture.

My understanding of culture as a system had important implications for how | saw
my role as consultant. | understood my role as a 'designer’ of the 'system' who
would work with a leader or 'management' to 'design' a 'better' culture. | saw myself
and the 'design team' | was working with as somehow 'outside’ the 'system'. It also
Influenced my understanding of culture change. Schein draws on the work of Kurt
Lewin (1951) and suggests that the appropriate 'methodology’ for culture change is
to:

= Unfreeze the current culture by providing the 'motivation to change' (p. 298);

= Restructure the culture (through 'cognitive restructuring' ); and

» Refreeze the new culture

Most culture change models (see Brown (1998) for a detailed exploration of five of
these models) are, like Schein's model, mostly based on a systems understanding
of organisations and are concerned with large-scale changes of the 'whole system'

through planned processes of intervention which is heavily dependent on the leader

(as designer and implementer of a new culture)

Through the process of my research, | have come to realise that it is never possible
to be outside any process of interaction, and that it makes little sense to talk about
culture as something that can be 'designed’ or 'restructured' or 'implemented’. As |
engaged with the literature around culture change, | started to 'hear the many
questions that were being raised about the idea of culture change as a planned
process (e.g. Brown, 1998; Stacey, 2003b ; Shaw, 2002). | also became aware of
how many others were struggling with the practical applications of concepts such as
'shared assumptions and beliefs' (e.g. Cooke & Szumal, 2000; Hatch, 2000) in large
organisations and suggestions that it is possible to change the culture of the 'whole
system' (eg. Ashkany et al., 2000; Sathe & Davidson, 2002). Brown (1998) suggests
that much of the current interest in organisational culture stems from an interest to
understand the political and social processes in organisation. However, | have not
found the systemic models useful in developing my understanding of the complex
social processes amongst people in organisations. As a practitioner, | needed a

different way of understanding organisations and 'culture' in particular. In Projects

> New Oxford Dictionary of English (Pearsall, 2001): Reify: make (something abstract) more concrete or real
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two, three and four, | will be exploring the implications of a theory of organisations
as complex responsive processes for my practice as facilitator and | will be

returning to offer a process perspective on culture in the Synopsis.

An invitation to organisational change practitioners and scholars

b

Lincoln (1997) suggests that our imagined readers have an impact on our writing:
'The choice of audience, the conscious imagining of those who might read our work,
will have some influence on who are in text' (p. 41). | am imagining that this thesis
will be read by other organisational change practitioners and scholars in the field -
people who are interested in organisational change and the potential role of change
agents in this process. In my experience, these people come in many guises: they

work as advisors, consultants, academics, facilitators, project leaders, researchers

and managers in organisations.

| work mostly as an external consultant / facilitator. However, | spent a large part of
2003 grappling with the experience of joining a new organisation which made me
realise how misleading these 'labels’ are - suggesting states of ‘internal’ or
'external, when we are actually always in-process (joining and leaving groups). One
of the discoveries | made through my research is how language acts as a constraint
- making it difficult to hold on to the sense of 'process’ when we write about our
experiences. Mary Follett (1924) argues that we need to focus on the continuing
activity of our experience in the world, and suggests that we should use verbs rather
than nouns when talking about our experiences and the development of knowledge:
'| think it is better when practicable to keep to verbs; the value of nouns is chiefly for
post mortems' (p. 88, italics added). In paper three, | explore my experience of
becoming more of an internal (having joined a new organisation from the outside)
without ever feeling that my 'state' has changed from external to internal. My
exploration covered the political processes and the insider/outsider dynamics
associated with processes of joining and | hope that this exploration will encourage
my readers to re-think their assumptions about the joining process and the role of

newcomers to organisations.
My research text is not presented as a traditional social science report in 'academic

prose' (Tierny, 1997). Instead, | am writing in a way that will hopefully be accessible

and interesting to other practitioners (Gergen, 2003) (even those who do not usually
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read academic texts). | am hoping that my readers will recognise their own
experience in my stories and that this will lead them think and reflect with me on our
various endeavours in organisations. For the large part of my portfolio (specifically
papers one to four), | am inviting you to join me on an exploratory journey as | reflect
on the stories of my own experience and the sense | made of these experiences
(Weick, 1995). Having gone through this joint inquiry and exploration, | will not
attempt to offer any 'objective truths'. Instead, | will conclude my thesis by offering
the ‘practical theory' (Shotter, [1993] 2000; Cunliffe, 2003) that has emerged through
my research. | will argue for a different perspective on cultural change and the
contribution’' of permanent/temporary members of organisations. | will suggest that
culture Is not a stable 'thing’, but that it may be more useful to think of culture as a
configuration of continuously-evolving themes that organise processes of interaction
In organisations. | will argue that it is impossible to 'change the culture of an
organisation’ outside of these processes of interaction, but that it is possible to
Influence the cultural themes through active participation in the formal/informal and
legitimate/shadow organisational processes. | will also suggest that all of us
(permanent-internal/temporary-external members of organisations) are always
iInvolved in political processes of inclusion/exclusion that are inextricably linked with
experience of membership and identity. This means that we are constrained in what
we can or cannot do because of our interdependence on each other. | am arguing
that it is important for external consultants to acknowledge the nature of their
involvement in these political processes and the constraints arising from these

processes, rather than holding on to an illusion of being ‘unaffected by the internal

politics'.

12



Methodology

My methodology is quite different from the ‘usual’ PhD process of hypothesis —

literature studies — research — thesis. It is therefore Important to say something

about my research methodology before sharing my research text.

Researching organisations - a complex responsive process

My purpose with doing this Doctoral programme of research was to develop a better
understanding of the experience of people in organisations. My starting point was
the provocations offered by members of the Complexity and Management Centre at
the Business School of the University of Hertfordshire who developed a theory of
organisations as complex responsive processes and published a book series called
Complexity and Emergence in Organisations (Stacey et al, 2000; Stacey, 2001;
Griffin, 2002; Streatfield 2001; Fonseca, 2002; Shaw, 2002). In this series, Stacey
and his colleagues argue for a different perspective on organisations - as complex
processes of relating rather than systems. According to this perspective,
Interactions do not produce a 'thing' (or system) outside of interactions. Patterns of
Interaction just lead to further patterns of interaction. This perspective gives rise to
questions about research and method: How are we to study organisations as

processes of interaction? If there is no 'system' to study, what should we study?

In the introduction, | shared some of my discomforts with the 'systems' view of
organisations. | saw this particular doctoral programme as an opportunity to take
these discomforts seriously, but it also required me to re-think my assumptions
about research. When one considers organisations as complex processes of
interaction, it does not make sense to want to study 'it' from outside of these
processes of interaction, to take up the position of 'detached observer' (Lincolin,
1997). The only 'valid' method of study is to study these processes from within - as a
participant in the processes of organising (Stacey & Griffin, Forthcoming). It Is
therefore necessary (and important) for me to study own experience (Ellis &
Bochner, 2000) as a practitioner (Polkinghorne, 1988). In their exploration of various
forms of personal narrative, Ellis & Bochner (2000) argue for the importance of
making the researcher's own experience a topic of investigation in its own right.
They point to the extent to which this kind of research is valuable for the researcher
(as he/she comes to understand him/herself in deeper ways which leads to

understanding of others) and readers of their stories (who might find new insights
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from reading the researcher’s stories). In choosing my own experience as the focus
of my research, | am taking my own experience seriously. But what does this mean

In practice”? What is an appropriate 'method' for researching personal experience?

Locating my method of inquiry in the history of Qualitative Research

Researching experience is clearly not something that lends itself to a Quantitative
research methodology, so | turned to the body of Qualitative Research. In their
Handbook of Qualitative Research, Denzin & Lincoln (2000) set out to explore the
field of Qualitative inquiry; the state of play at the beginning of the new millennium.
Most of Qualitative Research, with its roots in Sociology and Anthropology, Is
concerned with understanding ‘the other’ (Vidich & Lyman, 2000:38). For many
years, researchers have worked on an assumption that it is possible for the
researcher to remain as an ‘objective observer’ to the research process - while
researching ‘the other’, they could remain ‘outside’ of the research process.
However, from the mid 1980’s, different groups of social researchers have been
challenging this assumption, arguing that it is impossible for the researcher to
remain ‘outside’ the research process. There is a call for ‘reflexivity’ - researchers
are urged to reflect critically on themselves as researcher, and how they are
contributing to the research process (Reed-Danahy, 1997). Constructivists in
particular, argued that the researcher, as ‘gendered, multiculturally situated
researcher is actively involved in the process of research — co-creating the results
with his/her ‘subjects’. The interest moves from a positivist interest in ‘what is real,
to social processes of sense-making and meaning-making (Lincoln & Guba, 2000;
Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). It is also during this time that small groups of researchers
turned to researching themselves and their own experience. Researcher became
‘subject’ in various forms of autoethnography and personal experience methods
(e.g. Reed-Danahy, 1997, Ellis, 1997, Ellis, 2004) — making possible for
researchers to overcome abstractions and generalisations and, instead ‘capture

those elements that make life conflictual, moving, problematic’ (Lincoln & Guba,

2000:179).

Researching experience — the method | developed for my research

| did not use a ready-made off-the-shelf methodology for my research, but have
been developing a methodology that seems to be appropriate for my task and
consistent with my developing understanding of organisations as complex
responsive processes of relating. Lincoln & Denzin (2000) borrow Levi-Straus’ term

‘bricoleur’ to describe this aspect of the researcher's task — to use the tools and
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strategies available to create a method that is appropriate for the specific inquiry.
They describe research as ‘improvisation’, a process of creating something new

where the various aspects of the process shape and define each other.

| have come to see my own research as a social process where | am engaged in a
process of responding to others and to myself in my public and private
conversations. In this thesis, | will be following Stacey and his colleagues (2000) in
arguing that all social processes are self-organising and emergent processes. | have
experienced the emergent and social nature of this process in that my inquiry has
taken me down various paths in ways that | could never have predicted or imagined
but | always found myself returning to the core question of the contribution of an
external facilitator to processes of organisational and cultural change.
Although it was my research, | could not control or predict the outcome of this seilf-
organising emergent process. My inquiry and my method were paradoxically forming
and being formed by the research process. This means that | could only describe
my method in retrospect (Vidich & Lyman, 2000) by telling the story of how | went

about the research process, by telling my writing story (Richardson, 2000).

Writing reflective narrative — evocative stories about my experience

There is no absolute beginning to my research process. | am always continuing from
where | was before. As an embodied human being, | am not able to split thought and
action. | am acting and thinking simultaneously, making sense of my experience
whilst taking the next step. As Denzin & Lincoln (2000) point out, it is impossible to
research experience itself — the best we can do is to consider the stories we tell
about these experiences (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Cunliffe, 2003). We make sense
(Weick, 1995) of our experiences through our narratives about our experiences
(Polkinghorne, 1988; Bolton, 2001, Sederberg, 2003). During my research, when |
have felt particularly challenged or intrigued about an encounter with clients or
colleagues — | wrote a reflective narrative about the 'micro detail’ (Stacey & Griffin,
forthcoming) of this experience. | did not write to share something | knew. Through
writing about an experience, | discovered what | thought about it (Ellis, 1997). As
Richardson says, ‘| write because | want to find something out. | write in oraer to
learn something | did not know before | wrote it’ (p. 924). | do not do research and
then ‘write-up’ the results of my research. My writing is in itself a method of inquiry
(Ellis, 1997; Richardson, 2000), a form of ‘'meaning-making' (Polkinghorne, 1988)

that 'can lead to unexpected insights and new ways of knowing' (Bolton, 2001)
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Over time | realised that | learnt more from exploring experiences where my sense
of identity felt at risk than writing about experiences or aspects of my practice that |
felt confident about. For example, when | joined Duneford Organisational Consulting
(see Project three), | initially resisted writing about my experience of joining as it felt
too emotionally challenging to use this experience as research material. My
attempts to write about 'design’ (something | feel quite comfortable with) tured out
to be dull and uninteresting for myself and others. It required me to take a deep
breath and confront the challenging situation | was grappling with before the inquiry
came to life. When asked about her autoethnographic work, Ellis (2004) speaks to

this experience:

| tend to write about experiences that knock me for a loop and challenge the
construction of meaning | have put together for myself... | write when my world falls
apart or the meaning | have constructed for myself is in danger of doing so (p. 33)

My research is more than a reflective process. It is also a reflexive process. There
are many different definitions for reflexivity (Cunliffe, 2003) but when | refer to my
research as reflexive, | am thinking of the reflexive process that Mead ([1934] 1967)
describes as 'turning back of the experience of the individual upon himself (p. 134),
where the individual re-interpret his/her own experience and practice from a new
vantage point (Hatch, 1997), in a process that transforms identity and understanding
of the present. Steier (1991) reminds us that the 'self to which the bending back
refers is socially constructed. We are therefore talking about a 'circular process, in
which reflexivity is the guiding relationship allowing for the circularity' (p. 2). As |
reflect on my narratives, | also reflect on my own life history and how previous
experiences have shaped my participation and the assumptions and values that
iInfluence the ways in which | reflect and make sense of 'ordinary everyday’
experience (Bolton, 2001; Cunliffe, 2003; Stacey & Griffin, forthcoming). It is
impossible to separate who | am and who we are (my 'l'-identity and our ‘'we'-
identity)) and what | and we do. My narratives express something of my and our
identities and the iterative process of reflecting and rethinking the assumptions
underpinning my stories and the sense | make of these stories has the potential to
shift my sense of who | am and what | do (Ellis, 1997; Bolton, 2001; Ellis, 2004).
These circular processes of reflexive reflection and sense-making (Steier, 1991)
also affect my professional practice. | will illustrate both the movement of my

thought, changes to my sense of identity and the changes in my practice through my

papers.
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Research as a complex responsive process — conversations with others
about my stories

| understand research as a complex social process from which knowledge emerges
(Stacey, 2001). The DMAN programme design embodied this perspective by
bringing together a community of researchers to reflect together on the sense that
we were all making of our experience. | have always found that | achieve more in
conversation with others than | would on my own. When | spend too much time
thinking about something, | get stuck in repetitive patterns. However, when | talk
with others about my work, these conversations lead to new ideas and insights. In
my thesis, | will be showing how | have come to see conversation as an organising

process through which change emerge (Shaw, 2002).

The practical implication of this approach for my Doctoral research was that | would
write a narrative about my experience, spend many hours thinking and writing until |
got to a point where | felt | needed to talk with others about it. | would then share it
with other people in my research community — always with the three members of my
learning set and my supervisor and often with other people in my community of
practice (colleagues, clients and other interested people). | asked them to read my
story and to share their responses with me. | preferred to discuss their reaction to
my writing in face-to-face conversation with them but it was not always possible.
Sometimes | had to be content with a short telephone conversation or comments by
email. My friends and colleagues offered their thoughts on my story — which aspects
of my story they found interesting or meaningful — which aspects ‘said something’ to
them, which aspects connected with their reality (Vidich & Lyman, 2000:39). In their
responses, they often asked more questions, like ‘when | read this ..., | was
wondering about ...?" or ‘what do you mean by...?7 or ‘are you really suggesting
that...? | don't agree with you. | think we should talk about this a bit more’ or "You
really made me think here.. .| would like to talk to you about the work | am doing...".
My conversations with others often led me to re-think some of the assumptions |
made, or to re-consider or strengthen my argument. Most of my new insights came
when | disagreed with others and felt the need to justify my perspective. Stacey &

Griffin (forthcoming) argues that conflict and disagreement is essential for the

movement of thought.

Sometimes, the comments from others were more along the lines of the kinds of
comments that a good editor would make — offering suggestions on how to make it

easier for the reader to remain engaged in my story ‘/ think you need to explain
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why...". or suggesting that | tighten a specific section. | came to see 'writing as a
social process' (Ellis, 2004:170), as | revised and rewrote in response to the
reactions of my readers (Ellis, 1997). For the next 4-12 months of my life (depending
on how long it took to complete the project in question), this inquiry became an
Inextricable part of my life. In Judy Marshall’'s words: ‘| lived life as inquiry’ (Marshall,
1999). | incorporated the comments from others in my writings and re-wrote parts of
the story in response to further conversations and experiences. | began to recognise
the theme of my inquiry in encounters with others and found myself ‘high-acking’

conversations to talk about processes of belonging and power relating.

Throughout this process, | continuously went back to my earlier writing — sending
|ater iterations to my colleagues for their responses. As | re-read my earlier writings,
new questions were opened up and new insights emerged. My experience with each
teration was that it became more and more challenging — requiring me to reflect
critically on my earlier reflections and interpretations of events. This was often not

easy for me. As Carolyn Ellis (2000) explains to one of her prospective students:

The self-questioning autoethnography is extremely difficult. So is confronting things
about yourself that are less than flattering....honest autoethnographic exploration
generates a lot of fears and doubts — and emotional pain (p. 738).

Engaging with literature and other sources — another kind of
conversation

Whilst engaged in conversations with others, | turned to the literature — to read what
others have to say about the themes emerging from my inquiry. In the process of
reading, | found myself engaged in a dialectic process of ‘bumping up’ against things
which | disagreed with, and other times agreeing passionately with what | was
reading. All of these readings influenced my writing, and in some cases, | chose to
bring the voices of these authors into my text. Richardson (2000) calls this way of

locating one’s text ‘into the literatures and traditions of social science’ (p. 042) a

layered text.
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Writing ‘layered texts’ — representing many voices

The ‘crisis of representation’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000) led to the postmodern textual

representations where researchers attempt to use their text to break the boundaries

between science and literature, to

portray the contradiction and truth of human experience, to break the rules in the
service of showing, even partially, how real human beings cope with both the
external verities of human existence and the daily irritations and tragedies of living
that existence. Postmodern representations search out and experiment with
narratives that expand the range of understanding, voice, and the storied variations

In human experience (Lincoln & Guba, 2000:184).

This is exactly what | attempted to do in my writing — to offer different voices and
different perspectives (Lincoln, 1997): | shared my story of ‘what happened’, my
reflections on the story and how | made sense of it. | sometimes included the
responses of others to my stories and reflections and often included the voices of

other authors who had said similar and different things about issues | am grappling

with.

However, there is a catch. As Denzin & Lincoln point out, these kinds of texts
(incorporating different voices, different perspectives, different ‘angles of vision’) are

dialogical texts. ‘They presume an active audience. They create spaces for give-

and-take between reader and writer’ (p. 5). In Bochner’s words:

the accessibility and readability of the text repositions the reader as a coparticipant
In the dialogue and thus rejects the orthodox view of the reader as passive receiver

of knowledge (Ellis & Bochner, 2000:744).

| expect my readers to join me in my inquiry — to ask themselves what my story

means for them, what the implications are for their own practice. This is at the heart

of the methodology of autoethnography - an expectation that readers will engage

actively with the text:

Readers, too, take a more active role as they are invited into the author's world,
aroused to a feeling level about the events being described, and stimulated to use
what they learn there to reflect on, understand, and cope with their own lives. The
goal is to write meaningfully and evocatively about topics that matter and may make
a difference, to include sensory and emotional experience and to write from an ethic

of care and concern (Ellis, 2004: 46)
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The final product (the research text)

When | started an inquiry, | started with my reflections on my own experience (my
field work’). Many iterations later, | ‘completed’ the inquiry with the final product of
my research (the research text). This is similar to the methods described by
Richardson (2000) and Ellis & Bochner (2000) where ‘Fieldwork and writing blur into
one other’, and there is ‘'no difference between writing and fieldwork’ (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2000:17). | knew when | was finished with a project, when | no longer felt
excited about the inquiry — when it felt as if it had ‘run its course’ and | found myself
thinking about the next project. At this point, | began the ‘tidying up’ process —
cutting unnecessary words, sorting out grammar, punctuation and format, getting the

text ready to be ‘presented’ as a product (Vidich & Lyman, 2000).

Validity and generalisability

'Validity' is a tricky concept in the social sciences today. Tierney & Lincoln (1997)
talks about a 'culture of doubt' in the social sciences where 'words such as
‘reliability”, "validity" and "trustworthiness" have become contested terms in a
postmodern world' (p. vii). | am arguing for a perspective on knowing as social
process that emerges from conversational processes between people (Stacey,
2001), and 'knowledge' as 'an agreement reached by a community of practitioners’
(p. 7). How then, are we to think about 'validity'? Stacey and Griffin (forthcoming)
point out that there can be no objective validity in this kind of research as the
research method is subjective reflection and interpretation of personal experience
(Ellis, 1997). However, it is not just an arbitrary account. My account must make
sense to others and resonate with them. | often gave my writing to people who were
'there' with me, who were in the same meeting or involved with the same project that
| wrote about. | wanted to know whether my account was ‘truthful’, whether they

recognised their experience in my interpretation and, thankfully, they always

responded positively to these questions.

Ellis (2004) suggests that, in authoethnographic work, we should consider validity in
terms of what happens to the readers as well as the researchers. She sees

'evocation' as a goal of social science and therefore, validity means that the work

seeks 'verisimilitude':

it evokes in readers a feeling that the experience described is lifelike, believable, and
possible. You also can judge validity by whether it helps readers communicate with

° New Oxford Dictionary of English (Pearsall, 2001): Verisimilitude: the appearance of being true or real
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others different from themselves or offers a way to improve the lives of ...readers (p.
124)

She suggests that a story's 'generalisability’ can be judged by whether it speaks to
readers about their experience’ (Ellis, 1997:133). In my writing, | tell the story from
within my experience. | do not just offer a neatly-packaged ‘end-product' but attempt
to show how | struggled to make sense of my experience as | went along. Cunliffe
(2003) refers to these sense-making processes as the 'provisional contextualised,
In-the-moment ways of making sense' which allows me to illustrate how my 'practical
theory' emerged over the course of my studies. | am hoping that my struggles to
make sense of these questions would resonate with my readers, thereby helping
them to make different sense of their own experience (Weick, 1995). | am also
hoping that sharing my 'research-in-process' (Steier, 1991:166) will open
opportunities for different conversations and provoking my readers to consider their
work afresh. | take care to locate my thinking in the wider tradition of Organisational
Development and Organisational Cultural work - showing how | differ and agree with

others in our field (as well as related fields of sociology and psychology).

Following Mead ([1934] 1967), | am suggesting that the meaning of my writing (and
therefore the validity) is in the response from my readers (Ellis, 2004). | have been
surprised and grateful for the responses that | have received from those who have
read my work so far as they all indicated that they recognised some of the things
that they were grappling with in my work and that my writing 'made them think
differently’ about their own practice. | am hoping that my readers will find my
argument persuasive and worth taking up in their further conversations and wouid

like to argue that this response will render my methodology as valid and useful.
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Project one: Making sense of past experiences
and realising how they continue to shape my
practice

Introduction to Project one
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| grappled with this project during the first six months of the DMAN programme
(February - July 2002). The invitation was to write a reflective narrative ‘weaving
together the influences and experiences that inform my current practice in
organisations’. As | wrote my story, | discovered how certain experiences (some
from 20 years ago) are still ianLIencing my practice. | re-discovered texts and
authors that have excited me along my journey and found it challenging to narrow all

of these influences and experiences down to (only) 8,000 words.

The process of writing this paper led to the following insights:
e That my practice as group facilitator and organisational change consultant
has been shaped by many early experiences from my time as systems
implementation consultant;

e How important it is for me to feel that | am making a contribution through the

work | do;

e How my wish to belong influence my practice.

Reading this project now (almost three years after writing it) makes me realise how
my thinking has changed. | am tempted to change the paper - to try to make It
'‘better' before offering it for public consumption. However, an important purpose of
this portfolio is to show the 'movement of thought' - how my thinking has developed
through my research. | have therefore decided to leave it largely untouched -
thereby offering an un-sanitised account of where | was when | wrote Project one. |
am also intrigued to note how all of the work | have done in subsequent projects
developed the themes highlighted above. In all of my projects | kept returning to the
theme of contribution - with each iteration bringing new insights about the potential
contribution of an external/outsider. The belonging theme developed into an inquiry
into the cultural and political processes in organisations and the insider/outsider

dynamics associated with these processes.
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Early experiences of Systems Implementations
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My journey from Psychology to Computer Science and beyond

My journey to organisational consulting started with a dream to become a
Psychologist which led me to doing a degree course with Psychology and Computer
Science as core subjects. | was one of the few in my Computer Science class who
thoroughly enjoyed the subject. We were the first students that were able to use
Personal Computers which meant working without the constraints of punch cards.
Previously, students had to develop a perfect algorithm before creating the punch
cards that were fed into the mainframe computer. The introduction of PCs meant
that we were able to use creative processes of trial-and-error in our work. Contrary
to the days of punch cards, there was no longer a single ‘right answer’ for any
assignment — we knew that many answers would emerge through processes of
experimentation. Our challenge was to discover what might be possible by
continuously pushing the boundaries and endeavouring to go just a little further from

where we had been before. | loved the creative freedom that Computer Sciences

offered, and decided to make this a career.

In this paper, | will offer a glimpse into the experiences and insights that have
shaped my current practice as an organisational change consultant. | will start by
telling a few stories about my early experiences of systems implementation projects,
and will share some of my ongoing attempts to make sense of these experiences.

This leads to an exploration of my current understanding of my role as consultant
and facilitator, and | conclude the paper by highlighting the themes that emerged at

this stage of my inquiry.

My first system implementation and a training session in Pietersburg

My first real job as an analyst programmer in the early eighties involved the
development and implementation of a new bookkeeping system for a semi-
government organisation in South Africa. This was exciting! We were designing a
new way of working for hundreds of people and could not walit to complete
development so that we could start the implementation of the system. We realised
that implementation was going to be more difficult than the development as this was
going to require interaction with ‘real people’ (as opposed to obedient computers),

but in our naivety, we were not too concerned about what this might mean.
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Thinking about it today, | am appalled by the ignorance and arrogance of our
approach and thinking. We were so confident that we had the answers. We were.
after all, part of a small in-crowd of ‘Pick’” programmers. (‘Pick’ had an almost cult-
like following in the computer world at that time). We were a bunch of bright-eyed
techies, fresh out of university with no worries about getting a few hundred people to
change their ways of working. | guess some of this arrogance came from the fact

that we had been very successful at programming computers. and that may have

led us to think that it would be just as easy to change people.

Having completed the system development, we embarked on a tour to train all the
employees around the country. If | had to choose a ‘beginning’ for the journey that
led me to where | am today, | would point to my experiences on this trip. There is
one particular story about a meeting in Pietersburg (a small town in Northern South

Africa) that | have been carrying with me, as a reminder to why | am working as a

‘change’ consultant.

| received a warm welcome on my arrival. It was not often that people from Head
office visited the far-flung offices and the three people in the office seemed to be
delighted to see me. The objective of my visit was to train the manager of the office
(an elderly lady). | noticed a little bit of her anxiety when the niceties over coffee
were taking a little bit longer than she had anticipated — it appeared as if she was
keen to get down to business. Our training course was going to be conducted
around her computer (the only one in the office). | started the session with a bit of
background about the system, and how it was going to allow the organisation to
have more control over finances, etc. | quickly realised that | had lost her, but could
not really understand why, so | just rambled on about controls and benefits, whilst
noticing my own discomfort with the situation without being able to understand why |
felt so uncomfortable. The next part of the training course required me to be logged
onto the system so | quickly switched on the computer and pressed the required
buttons. After a few minutes, | was ready to start the formal part of the course so |
stopped to look at her. This was when it hit me: she was absolutely terrified! | had
absolutely no idea what to do. Her eyes were brimming with tears, her hands were
clutched around the armrests of her chair and she was desperately trying to regain

her composure, but completely unable to do so.

" ‘Pick’ is a programming language

24



As | write about the experience, | remember some of the emotions of that day, and it
Is still painful. | remember being totally unprepared for her reactions, and feeling
angry at my lecturers for not having warned us that this kind of thing might happen
on a training course. | did not know how to deal with my own emotions and feelings,
so | deliberately tried to push them aside and focused on her instead. | stopped
talking, touched her hand and said ‘/ am sorry. | was going too quickly. Please
forgive me’. We took a break and started again. Having received a metaphorical kick
In the gut, | started to pay attention. | told stories and anecdotes about others who
found this whole computer thing daunting. | laughed with her, we cried a little. we
gave the computer a silly name, | told a few jokes (not my strong point) and, most
importantly, | listened. | heard how she had been working in that office for 25 years
and how her identity was defined by her competence as a manager of the
Pietersburg office. | heard about the manual systems that she had devised around
the finances and heard the pride in her voice when she showed me her red
ringbinder with all the invoices neatly numbered. And | started to realise what a

threat this new system was to her security and her sense of self-worth.

Luckily, this particular story has a happy ending. This was the Eighties. None of us
were brave enough to create a project plan with tight deadlines — there were just too
many uncertainties. Not having a deadline meant that | did not feel pressured to get
the training done within the day that | had allocated for it. | thought it was more
important to do whatever it took to get people to feel comfortable with the new
system than to be concerned about a day here or there. This is very different from
my recent experiences of projects that are tightly managed and controlled by teams
of project controllers. All activities are carefully measured and managed, which
means that it would be very difficult to have the kind of flexibility | had in those days.

But let us return to the story: | managed to re-schedule my appointments and sat
with her for a few days whilst we got acquainted with the computer and the new
system. We found ways to adapt her manual systems to accommodate the new
system and even found a way to file the invoices so that she would be able to fina
them easilly. | left the office with a list of changes to be incorporated in the next

release of the software, and she became one of the strongest supporters of the

system.

| realised at the time that this was a significant experience. | remember feeling

deeply troubled by the thought that so many of my class mates would be out there,
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Implementing systems and technology without paying attention to the people who

were expected to change their ways of working to accommodate the new systems.

When | got back to the office, | tried to talk to my colleagues about this and was
even more troubled when they laughed and brushed my concerns aside. They were

frustrated about my ‘inability to identify resistance to change’ and my ‘willingness to
be affected by it’.

In many ways, this was the start of my journey as a change consultant, and the story
encapsulates many of the principles that guided my practice since that day: A
recognition and awareness that all systems and process are used by people with
hopes, dreams, fears and anxieties and that the least | could do was to engage with
the people affected by these systems and processes. | realised that the only way
that | could facilitate successful change and an acceptance of the system, was to
keep my facade as ‘expert’ for my clients (usually managers). When working with
the end users, it felt more important to roll up my sleeves and work with them until
we found a way forward that they felt comfortable with. My colleagues did not agree
with my approach. The expectations were that cohsultants (especially systems
consultants) should focus on the task, not on relationships. Clients saw ‘expert
knowledge’ as the main contribution from consultants and the primary reason for
using them which made it difficult to argue for a focus on people and relationships.

We were expected to know and have the answers.

Novelty emerging — in the Intensive Care Laboratory in Bloemfontein

However, 'knowing' was another fagade. We did not know. There were no
methodologies for system implementations in the early Eighties. We were literally
feeling our ways through the process — through trial and error and working closely
with our users during the implementation. We knew more or less what we were
trying to achieve, but had no idea how we would get there. Our journey was
determined by our day-to-day interaction and explorations of possible ways in which

we could achieve our objectives.

A story that describes this way of working is from a project | did in Bloemfontein
(South Africa): | was project manager for the implementation of a new patient
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