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Abstract:

Sustainability is one issue that has become a focus of democratic expression regardless of political and economic boundaries.  It is used here to demonstrate a social constructionist organisational development framework.  Having been formed in various discourses, the social representation of sustainability turns into one component making up the acknowledged environment.  Those initiated to assume a sustainability attitude when making sense of their world feel obliged to confront imbalance with wholehearted dissent.  Faced with a growing population that has assumed environmental and social responsibility as a granted reality, managers in contemporary business find that they are obliged to be perceived as dealing with environmental, social and economic factors in three-way mutually dependent balance.  To achieve such a balance, business managers assume this new catch cry in support of the triple bottom line.  Through a fusion of the ideas of Foucault with those of Harré it is possible to observe the phenomena of business managers dealing with pressure to be perceived as running their businesses in a sustainable way.
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Introduction:

Organizations now need to deal with sustainability issues effectively.  Some managers are doing so, while others are not.  A discursive psychological analysis based on positioning theory has been used to show that senior managers who effectively deal with sustainability issues do so by aligning the social order in such a way that there is a common acceptance that sustainability issues need to be dealt with (Boxer 2003a, 2005).   This paper explains the challenges presented to business by the growing pressures to achieve sustainability and explains a way to understand how managers deal with sustainability issues.

A Snapshot of Sustainability

Conflicting objectives of environmental, social and economic pressures are really nothing new (Boxer 2003a, 2005).  However, approaching business decisions from a perspective that acknowledges these three factors as having equal priority in a triple bottom line (TBL) measure of success has been brought to prominence.  For example, Elkington (1998, 2001) has shown that  senior managers need to be seen to be dealing with this TBL in such a way that their organizations carry on business in a way that is ecologically, socially and economically sustainable.  In other words, the physical place, social place and financial place they create should be able to continue into the future.  Questions of an organization’s viability should not be based on whether or not it is economically profitable, but whether or not it can achieve a profitable position without – in the process of carrying on its business – destroying the ecology or society in the locality where that organization operates.

Sustainability has achieved prominence and become an issue to be dealt with by managers through a variety of pressures exerted by both individuals and collectives.  Throughout the latter half of the 20th century, governmentality (Foucualt 1979) of most societies composing the Western world appears to have declined.  Foucault (1978, 1980) provides an understanding of resistance and power, which has been harnessed by a variety of movements devoted to disrupting several entrenched social norms (Cheney 1995, O’Farrell 1997, McInlay and Starkey 1998).  With respect to sustainability, activism has been directed to disrupt the normalisation that business has a right to achieve profit at the cost of damaging ecology and society.  As such, contemporary populations tend to disapprove of businesses that do not behave in a sustainable way.  This presents business managers with a growing need to ensure that their businesses are seen to be sustainable.

Observing Senior Managers Being Sustainable

It could be said that senior managers do not deal with sustainability issues until they have been caught not dealing with sustainability issues and at that point they start dealing with those issues a lot.  Gellerman (1998) speaks of good managers making bad ethical choices, but Wakin (1984), drawing on Learner (1975, p.111) goes further, suggesting that financial ‘bottom line’ ethics are adhered to by ‘careerists’, whose behaviour suggests that their blatant self interest overrides every factor.  When such careerist behaviour is uncovered and confronted, a triple ‘bottom line’ replaces the single financial ‘bottom line’.  It could be said that being sustainable then becomes obligatory and externally imposed (OEI); and sustainability issues can be defined as being OEI issues, because forces external to organizations appear to cause sustainability to be an issue in the first place.  What is of interest is how managers realise the need to change, how they change themselves and how they influence others to do the same.

Senior managers being sustainable would not be of interest if they had never been unsustainable.  Their social reality has led to them being unsustainable and to become sustainable that social reality requires change.  Harré (1983, p. 58) shows that reality for people is defined in their conversation.  So, a discursive psychological analysis can show what managers do to achieve change necessary to achieve sustainability.

When managers change the social reality of their organization they appear to address the four components of social order: rights, duties, morals and acts (Boxer 2002, 2003).  Discursive action of managers can be reconstructed to demonstrate how they confront and change others regarding their perceived rights, accepted duties, assumed morals, and habitual acts.

Observing Components of Social Order through a Fusion of Foucault with Harré

The introduction of positioning theory by Davies and Harré (1990) drew extensively on Harré’s ideas, in that case influenced by Goffman and Garfinkel (Harré 2002).  However, from their bibliography, the authors reveal that over a third of the works cited drew on Foucault to varying degrees, including one of Davies (1989) own works; there has always been an element of Foucault in positioning theory.  This realisation led to an exploration of Foucault and the development of a social constructionist model (figure 1) that described the various components of the social order and their effect on discursive action (Boxer 2003a).  Sensitised by Foucualt’s concept of gaze, the concept of electromagnetic flux was borrowed from physics to describe the residual nature of any social order.  It is suggested that a social flux exists that can influence and interfere with the discursive action of individuals and collectives.


Figure 1

(Boxer 2003a, p. 18)
Based on Figure 1, it is suggested that discursive action can be altered to change the social order of organizations.  With this in mind, it can be shown how senior managers alter specific components of the social order: rights, duties, morals and acts.

· Local System of Rights.  It is expected that people would assume certain rights based on their perceived relationship with others.  Those rights relate to how they should acknowledge one another, extending to courtesies and protocols of behaviour.
· Duties and Obligations.  In every moral order people are expected to do certain things.  The moral order requires conformance with those expectations, and any deviation from that norm is disruptive and harmful to the stability.  As Davies and Harré (1990) demonstrate through a clash between conflicting moral orders, emotional outbursts can occur when people disagree about their duties and obligations.
· Local Moral Order.  A moral order defines how individuals may view themselves and others, as well as how they should interact with others.  This is based on Harré’s (1983) notion that individuality is linguistically determined within a context that has a moral order and linguistic and political rules.  A society is commonly thought of as being at a national or municipal level, but here society is meant to refer to an organization; perhaps even parts of an organization.  Moral orders oblige people to behave the way they do.
· Public and Private Acts.  People can act passively or deliberately, which raises the issue of agency.  Do people submissively accept their courses of action or are they proactively engaged in a discourse to select and depict an alternate?  How people tend to act will contribute the moral order; the moral order will determine how individuals act.
Demonstrating How to Deal with Sustainability Through Data Reconstruction

Discourse relating to dealing with sustainability issues can be used to show what managers do to alter the social order and, it follows, how sustainability issues are dealt with.  A gap analysis can be conducted by comparing snapshots of discourse before and after change to sustainability has occurred (Boxer 2003b, 2005).  Figure 2 shows a graphical representation of such before and after snapshots.  The challenge for managers is to engage in discourse that neutralises residual flux of an unsustainable social order and enables change to a sustainable social order.


Figure 2

Bibliography

Boxer 2005, The Sustainable Way, Brolga, Melbourne

Boxer 2003a, “Using Positioning Theory to Understand How Senior Managers Deal with Sustainability Issues”, Unpublished PhD Thesis, Business Faculty, RMIT University.

Boxer 2003b, “A Positioning Theory Method for Culture Analysis and Development”, 4th International Conference for the Advancement of Organisational Excellence – “MAAOE03: Excellence in the Face of Crisis”, Melbourne, 20-22 Oct 2003

Cheney, L.V. 1995, Telling the Truth: Why our culture and our country have stopped making sense, and what we can do about it, Simon and Schuster, New York


Davies, B. 1989, Frogs, Snails and Feminist Tales: Preschool children and gender, Allen and Unwin, Sydney

Davies, B. and R. Harré 1990, ‘Positioning: The discursive production of selves’, Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour, 20(1), pp. 44-63

Elkington, J. 1998, Cannibals With Forks: The Triple Bottom Line of 21st Century Business (Conscientious Commerce), New Society Publishing, London

Elkington, J. 2001, The Chrysalis Economy: How Citizen CEOs and Corporations Can Fuse Values and Value Creation, Capstone Publishing, London

Foucualt, M. 1979, Governmentality, Ideology and Consciousness, Vol. 6, No. 3, pp. 5-21

Foucault, M. 1978, History of Sexuality Vol 1, Random House, New York 

Foucault, M. 1980, Power / Knowledge: Selective interviews and other writings 1972 – 1977, (ed.) C.Gordon, (trans.) C. Gordon, L. Marshall, J. Mephan and K. Soper, Pantheon, New York

Gellerman, S.W. 1986, ‘Why “good” managers make bad ethical choices’, Harvard Business Review, Reprint 86402

Harré, R. 1983. Personal Being, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Harré, R. 2002, email to L. Boxer, 14 May 2002 08:00:24 –0400
Learner, M. 1975, ‘The shame of professions’, Saturday Review, Vol. 3, No. 3, pp. 10-12

McInlay, A. and K. Starkey 1998, Foucault, Management and Organization Theory: From panopticon to technologies of self, Sage, London
O’Farrell, C. (ed.) 1997, Foucault the Legacy, Queensland University of Technology, Kelvin Grove, Queensland

Wakin, M.W. 1981, ‘Ethics of leadership’, in (eds.) R.L. Taylor and W.E. Rosencach, Military Leadership: In Pursuit of Excellence, Westview Press, New York, originally in (eds.) J.H. Buck and L.J. Korb, Military Leadership, Sage, London, pp. 95-111

SOCIAL


FLUX





Discursive Action





Speech Acts





Story-line





Position











Tri-polar Discursive Action











    Public &


  Private


Actions





Local


   Moral


      Order





Duties


& 


Obligations





     Local


  System


of Rights





Social Constructionist Model 








Actions


I am too busy to get involved; that is for the technical guys.


The manager tells us to do things his way, but he never does it.


That department has their own policy regarding doing things.





Morals


Standards around here are for show.


Our strength is reliability and doing things as we have always done.


Wiz-kids come and go with their plans; we never follow them.





Duties


I cannot help that people have problems with the new way.


Someone else will resolve that problem when they find it.


The plan is top management’s.  If they don’t drive it I won’t. 








Rights


People here think they can continue doing things their way.


I will not make an effort; this new way will soon be forgotten. 


This guy is ensuring the new way will fail so the old way is kept. 





Actions


We persist in promoting the new way of doing things.


I see the manager doing things that match what is being expected.


I am here to listen to people and help them to achieve plans.





Morals


The standards are in place to help us work properly.


We have to fight against the inertia that causes complacency.


Our people ensure they are aware of the issue.





Duties


We need to work at the levels that enable plans to be implemented.


I was the line manager directly responsible for doing that.


People recognise that this plan has to be supported. 





Rights


I expect my staff will support plans.


We cannot continue doing what we have been doing.


Learning helps me to do new things. 





Before Change to Sustainability





After Change to Sustainability








Social Life and Nature: “sustainability” the new catch cry


