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Chapter VIII

REFLECTIONS ON RESEARCH

8.1 Introduction

This research has been conducted to inquire how senior managers deal with sustainability issues.  It has been put forth that these are just one category of obligatory and externally imposed (OEI) issues and that they confront institutions with urgency and interruption.  This topic was selected because of a concern held by the author that some organizations dealt with OEI issues better than others, in that some organizations appeared to start and complete programs of dealing with OEI issues and others started but never completed them (Sub-Section 1.2.2).  The author was interested in what might set apart those organizations that were successful at dealing with OEI issues. 

Findings of this research suggest that, to deal with sustainability issues, senior managers deal with the social order.  Through the concept of a social flux – developed in Chapter 7 to represent the outcome of social order – an understanding has been developed of how senior managers deal with sustainability issues.  Specifically, the four components of the social order, as depicted in Figure 3-5, have enabled findings to be expressed concisely.

8.2 Limitations

Having conducted this research, the author realizes there are limitations on his findings.  These are reflected on in the following Sub-Sections and provide part of the basis for extensions to the research.

8.2.1 Sensitivity of Sustainability Issue

As seen in Sub-Section 2.3.1, the sustainability debated over qualitative factors can become embroiled in emotions.  This can lead to people being reluctant to discuss some aspects openly.  While participants in this research were willing to contribute to this research and were generally highly co-operative and open, they occasionally would not expand on comments or answer certain questions.  To a degree, this limited the extent to which the research could proceed.  For example, Gellerman’s (1986) rationalization for making bad ethical choices prompted the author to consider asking participants if, in dealing with sustainability issues, they dealt with people who made those sorts of rationalization.  This line of questioning was not pursued, as it was perceived to be possibly too confrontational.  This limitation is perceived to have been caused by the relatively public availability of a submitted thesis.

The sensitivity of the sustainability issue limited some 360 degree verification.  Where some self-reports have been found to conflict with reality perceived by the author, they were omitted or overlooked.  In a more private and confidential report, such conflicts would be presented to the participants for further clarification and perhaps adjustment.
8.2.2 Uncertainty of Researcher

At times, the author was subject to limitations of his own creating.  The learning process especially confounded his common sense from time to time.  Working in the shadows of great academics can be daunting.  This and the constant pressure of conforming to protocols of academic regularity led the author to experience periods of awkwardness.  As this apprenticeship evolved, the author realized some early steps had been performed without the insight of full fluency of a seasoned academic.  What might have occurred with more fluidity was at times reduced to dysfunctional thinking.  As a result some stupid decisions were made during early stages and reflection has inspired the researcher to achieve a high standard of planning and conducting research activities.  This is not to say that this research is flawed.

As Harré (2002c) wants to take out the Chapter that states ‘rules explain everything’ from Harré and Secord (1972), the author hopes that one day he will have achieved developments that lead him to want to take out parts of this thesis.  It is understood that the work presented here presents many doors to be opened and many paths for this researcher or others to follow.

8.2.3 Positioning of Researcher

During each interaction, in addition to observing participant’s positioning of self and others, the author was sensitive to how he was positioned by his experience dealing with the senior managers in conducting interviews.  He could not help feel that he was imposing himself on the senior managers who agreed to spend their time participating in the research, and because of this he displayed a degree of deference to their office and appreciation for their participation.  In retrospect, the researcher felt this had a subordinating impact on him and, at times, struggled to sustain a parity relationship.  This did not happen in all situations and – to a degree – matched with the way participants spoke about positioning themselves and others.  The author was cautious not to let his reaction influence his interpretation of the data by focusing on the phenomena observed in the data itself (Outhwaite, 1985).
8.3 Extensions 

Limitations arising out of the author’s learning process, the nature of the research, and the participants have led to the extensions discussed in this Section.  If the research were to be done again, steps would be taken to prevent the limitations raised in the previous Section as noted in the following Sub-Sections.

8.3.1 Due Process

Hindsight has convinced the author that there is significant benefit to be gained from following due academic process.  While the author benefited from various workshops offered by his faculty, they often occurred after the author had broached the issues.  In the future, the author will spend considerably more time laying out a foundation on which to build research and do so in a more efficient sequence.

8.3.2 Gellerman’s Rationalization

If a suitably trusting relationship could be developed with a CEO, it would be interesting to determine if that CEO dealt with instances that could be explained by Gellerman’s (1986) rationalization, as referred to in Section 2.5 and Sub-Section 8.2.1.  This could be done in single or multiple case studies focusing on that specific issue.  In light of recent alleged unethical behaviour of key officers of major corporate collapses, such understanding may be most timely. 

8.3.3 Assessing Social Order

Having developed the social constructionist model, the author views this as a potentially effective instrument for inquiring into business effectiveness.  It is suggested that social flux can used to explain how obstructions to change such as paradigms are caused.  Furthermore, it is suggested that an altered social flux can lead the way to the introduction of new paradigms (or reinforcement of existing paradigms).  This instrument could also be harnessed as an audit tool to judge the effectiveness of social order.  To be a usable business effectiveness instrument, the four components of the social constructionist model would need further development to enable clear articulation of current and proposed states.  Perhaps variables could be identified to enable a quantitative measurement.

8.3.4 Comparison with Other Assessment Models

It may be possible to integrate the social constructionist model with other assessment models, such as various quality standards and award systems.  In order to do so, it would be necessary to determine the differences and similarities between each of these.  Likewise, the fusion of Schein’s (1997) generative learning ideas may complement the concept of social flux.  It may be that to be able to undo coercive persuasion – for one to be able to question their basic assumptions – there needs to be a sufficient change of the social flux.

8.3.5 Parrhesia as a Framework for Analysis

Foucault’s concept of parrhesia (Foucault 1985b) may provide insight into how senior managers deal with issues by speaking the truth.  It could be said that senior managers who effectively deal with sustainability issues identify the truth that needs to be dealt with and then get on with dealing with that truth.  Foucault’s parrhesia provides a framework for understanding the frankness and the difficulties faced by those who deal with issues by speaking the truth.  Coupled with Foulkes’ (1989) gracious talk, parrhesia could provide useful insight.

8.4 Final Words

It is put forth here that the author has uncovered a new direction for dealing with sustainability and other OEI issues.  Understanding the social order of an organization might well be valuable to augment existing management assessment tools such as quality audits, environmental audits, safety audits and even financial audits.  There is much to be researched by specialists in social psychology especially.  For example, how can discursive psychology technologies be integrated with management practices?

Early on during this research, the author selected positioning theory as a framework to conduct this research.  His inquiries led him to take a step backwards in the genealogy of influence; rather than feminism being the font that led to the development of positioning theory (Davies and Harré 1990), it is suggested that Foucault’s ideas are at the core of positioning theory.  Furthermore, Foucault has provided codes and order to enable articulation of the unsayable with empirical assiduousness.  With this foundation, positioning theory has been augmented to enable the author to gain fresh insight.  As suggested previously in this Chapter, there are applications of the ideas developed here that have not yet been pursued or perhaps even identified.

Another outcome of this research has been to demonstrate that Ling’s approach as applied in an education context has been used effectively in a management context.  This presents opportunity for other disciplines to extend the application of this approach more widely and perhaps legitimize the approach as an accepted assessment methodology for use by organizational analysts.

Positioning theory has been a helpful way to articulate how senior managers deal with sustainability issues and other OEI issues (Boxer inpress).  Furthermore, it has enabled the author to answer the question that led to the research question driving this research.  Positioning theory can be used to show how senior managers can enable or obstruct change.  Conversely, positioning can be seen as a skill that enables senior managers to deal with sustainability.  This is an area of personal interest that the researcher is keen to pursue and further develop.









