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(Engaging or avoiding) Change through Reflexive Practices 

 

Abstract  

In this paper, we explore the ways in which individuals deploy reflexive practices in order to 

avoid or engage with a call to change either oneself or the social context. We begin by 

developing a categorization of the modes of reflexive practice associated with avoidance or 

engagement. We go on to develop – through a relationally reflexive research process – three 

contributions that build on this. First, we build an understanding of what a repertoire of 

reflexive practices may include, and ‘what is going on’ in such reflexive practices. Second, 

we explain how reflexive practices can be mobilizing, thereby enabling shifts between 

avoidance and engagement modes, or fix action within a single mode. Third, we develop an 

understanding of the ways in which emotions and relationships influence how reflexive 

practices of either kind are deployed. 

 

Keywords: reflexive practice; relational reflexivity; emotion  
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(Engaging or avoiding) Change through Reflexive Practices 

 

Introduction 

Reflexive practice has been recognized as an important element in enacting change in 

academic (Alvesson, Hardy, & Harley, 2008), managerial (Cunliffe, 2004; Paton, Chia, & 

Burt, 2014) and organizational (Gorli, Nicolini, & Scaratti, 2015; Nistelrooij & Caluwé, 

2016) contexts. Yet, is not sufficient to recognize reflexivity as important. We need to 

understand how reflexivity relates to action and vice versa, otherwise our understanding of 

this dynamic remains limited (Antonacopoulou, 2004, 2010). Addressing the call for more 

understanding of dynamic reflexive practices, this paper brings new insights into our 

understanding of how reflexive practice enables or constrains responses to the need for 

change, in different modes of practice that embrace or avoid responsibility (Hibbert & 

Cunliffe, 2015; Paulsen, 2015). 

 

We follow recent authors in characterizing responsibility as a recognition of our own 

role (with others) in the social construction of the situations we encounter, and the call to 

action that this places on us (e.g. Cunliffe, 2009; Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015). While for some 

the recognition of responsibility leads to a normative requirement to “do good” or “do the 

right thing” (Gunia, Wang, Huang, Wang, & Murnighan, 2012; Maak & Pless, 2006), we are 

not focused on moral decision-making. Our take on responsibility is simpler and more 

ethically neutral and we do not seek to problematize the term. Instead, we are concerned with 

the awareness of our responsibility to ourselves or others, and our choices and constraints in 

deciding how and when to take action that can lead to, or prevent, change (c.f. Nistelrooij & 

Caluwé, 2016). Consequently, we argue that deciding how to enact responsibility and the 

choices it presents involves dynamic reflexive practices. Furthermore, we recognize how 

these practices involve reflexivity of two kinds, namely critical- and self-reflexivity (Cunliffe 
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& Jun, 2005; Hibbert, Coupland, & MacIntosh, 2010; Hibbert, Sillince, Diefenbach, & 

Cunliffe, 2014), and we consider that reflexivity is not just a rational process, but also 

intrinsically involves emotion (Brown & Graaf, 2013; Burkitt, 2012; Holmes, 2010). 

 

By considering how these different kinds of critical- and self- oriented reflexivity, 

together with emotions, are involved in deciding how to act, we identify at least four modes 

of reflexive practice by individuals. To achieve this, we employ a relationally reflexive 

approach amongst an authorial team who assumed the roles of both researchers and 

practitioners (MacIntosh, Beech, Antonacopoulou, & Sims, 2012) in dialogue with prominent 

voices in the literature. Through this conversational to-and-fro, exploring the otherness 

presented to us and enacting connections with it (Hibbert et al., 2014), we develop our 

argument into a theory of reflexive change.  

 

We present our resulting argument in four main parts. First, based on current literature 

debates we identify the key dimension of reflexive practice, and from that, we propose a 

framework of four reflexive practice modes: resigning, relocating, resisting and 

reconfiguring, that provide an outline of how individuals act (or chose not to act) to change 

themselves or their context when recognizing a call to change. Second, we present our 

reflexive methodology. Third, we offer interpretations based on our own reflexive accounts, 

from which we develop descriptions of particular reflexive practices and their application 

within and across the four modes described earlier. Fourth, we discuss how individuals may 

enact an emotionally and rationally entangled set of reflexive practices that are either fixing 

(thereby limiting the range of responses to change for individuals) or mobilizing (leading to 

shifting responses to a call to change over time). These insights lead to further theoretical and 

practical implications. 
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Key Aspects of Reflexive Practices 

 

Outward and inward orientations: critical-reflexivity and self-reflexivity 

As we have already suggested above, reflexive practice involves reflexivity of two kinds, 

namely critical- and self-reflexivity (Cunliffe & Jun, 2005; Hibbert et al., 2010, 2014). 

Critical reflexivity focuses on one’s external environment and one’s place and constitutive 

role within it (Cunliffe & Jun, 2005; Hibbert et al., 2014; Manz, 2014). Self-reflexivity 

focuses on surfacing and questioning one’s values and assumptions that are often taken-for 

granted in the process of academic inquiry or managerial work (Cunliffe, 2003). However, 

individuals do not necessarily exist in a constant state of critical questioning (c.f. Manz, 

2014), but instead have moments of “being struck” whereby our ways of making sense of our 

everyday experience are called into question (Cunliffe, 2002a). In the face of new insights 

assumptions about our everyday experience are challenged and the status quo begins to break 

down (Antonacopoulou, 2010). This ‘breakdown’ might (or, indeed, might not) produce 

“arresting moments”, in which affected individuals notice new possibilities for future practice 

and initiate change of the context (Greig, Gilmore, Patrick, & Beech, 2013). Hence, self-

reflexivity has a symbiotic relationship with critical reflexivity since acknowledging our 

constitutive role in the social order and “being struck” by the flaws in these social 

arrangements presents us with a call to enact change through personal praxis (Cunliffe, 

2002a, 2002b; Shotter, 2005). And at the same time self-reflexivity recognizes the “power of 

critique” in challenging and changing own assumptions and practices (Antonacopoulou, 

2010; Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015). These experiences lead individuals not just to question the 

constitution of the social order, but also to question themselves: how they might act in 

response to the issues they perceive, and who they should be (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2014) or 

become (Carlsen, 2006). 
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Being struck does not, however, always directly lead to change and progress (Gorli et 

al., 2015; Nistelrooij & Caluwé, 2016). Instead, it can lead either to action that challenges the 

source of the discomfort or to self-interested disengagement; the latter may address the 

symptoms but not the causes of discomfort, and is focused on the search for desirable 

interpretations of such (in)action (Paharia, Vohs, & Deshpandé, 2013). For example, 

individuals may choose to “keep slacking” at work (Paulsen, 2015) if they have no ambition 

– or power – to change the context. Similarly, they may in order to re-configure their own 

practice to fit the context, they may reduce the scale and scope of their work activities 

(Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). Alternately, they might re-craft the cognitive and relational 

boundaries of their job, changing the meaning of their work if not its actual content (ibid). 

However, such cognitive work may also emphasize a call to action; through deploying 

different theoretical and conceptual “lenses” to view the ongoing construction of the 

environment, individuals can bring to light the irresponsibility, irrationality and inequalities 

in the social order, that otherwise remain unexposed (Cairns, Śliwa, & Wright, 2010; 

Cunliffe, 2003, 2004; Cunliffe & Jun, 2005; Gorli et al., 2015; Hibbert, 2013; Myers, 2010). 

 

The emotional entanglement of reflexivity 

So far, we have focused on cognitive and relational aspects of reflexivity and reflexive 

practice. However, the experience of ‘being struck’ is not necessarily a tidy, cognitive 

realization but can involve, or perhaps be led by, an emotional response to a situation. 

Similarly, relational connections with others are not anodyne situations of clinical rationality, 

but are in fact emotionally entangled. Indeed, responsibility has been conceptualized as 

interpersonally oriented and being accountable to others (Cunliffe, 2009; Pless & Maak, 

2011), increasingly suggesting that emotion and reflexivity play as important a role as 
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rational calculation (Gunia et al., 2012; Paharia et al., 2013). Furthermore, research has long 

recognized the importance of emotion in relation to understanding reflexivity and the choices 

individuals make, although early research tended to regard “feelings” as something that one 

should aim to set aside in reflexive practices (Mills & Kleinman, 1988). As Burkitt (2012, p. 

458) has commented, “while emotion is considered in theories of reflexivity it is generally 

held at bay, being seen as a possible barrier to clear reflexive thought”. 

 

However, recent research tends to see emotion as being more tightly bound to 

reflexivity, and that therefore understanding reflexive thought and practice requires a better 

understanding of the entangled role of emotions (Brown & Graaf, 2013; Burkitt, 2012; 

Davies, 2012; Holmes, 2010). Lines of inquiry in this area have opened up in three particular 

directions: attention to one’s own emotions in reflexive practice(s); emotions as key triggers 

or pivot points of change; and the ways in which negative or positive emotions impact 

differently on reflexive practices and individuals’ willingness to take positive action in 

difficult circumstances. We address each of these points in turn. 

 

First, attention to one’s own emotions has been a focus of much recent debate 

amongst researchers, mainly in relation to reflexivity in the context of their research. In 

particular, it has been argued that by avoiding the typical suppression of emotion in the 

research process (c.f. Fineman, 2005) a richer and more informed account of the research 

context or phenomenon of interest can be developed: 

 

“…In the method we used, however, emotion emerged as key. We saw how the 

research experience – and discussion of the research experience – was infused with 

anxiety, a strong sense of attachment, warmth and belonging to the organization along 
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with a related aversion to discussing this in later writing, and feelings of guilt upon 

departure”(Gilmore & Kenny, 2014, p. 71).  

 

Gilmore and Kenny (2014) emphasize the value of this approach, but are similarly 

emphatic about how this was only fully enacted in the presence of engaged other(s). This is 

consistent with Burkitt’s (2012) arguments that “…we are emotionally engaged with others in 

our social interactions and these emotional engagements regularly motivate our reflexivity…” 

(p. 469) and that “reflexivity is not just rational and involves rationalization; it is also 

relational, dialogical and emotional” (p. 471). Thus, research has concluded that emotion and 

rationality are entangled in reflexive practice, even if one strives for rationality and neutral 

feelings, partly because of our unavoidable emotional entanglement with others (Blackman, 

2007). 

 

Second, therefore, thinking about emotions as pivot points or key triggers for change 

requires that we acknowledge their role in the social processes that shape understanding. For 

example in the context of research, Gray (2008: 947) argues that “emotional 

(dis)identifications and attachments are central to the framing of the object of study, to the 

interaction of feeling and thought in the research process and to why the production of 

particular knowledge matters.” Similarly, Holmes (2010, p. 139) argues that “emotions are 

crucial to how the social is reproduced and to enduring within a complex social world” and 

that means that one must avoid the misconception that rationality and emotionality can be 

held apart. She also goes on to argue that “within a complex world a person does not usually 

have the knowledge required to make a fully reasoned decision […] they often have to rely 

on feelings. Feelings of trust or liking or pleasure, or their opposites, frequently guide 

reflexive practices” (Holmes, 2010, p. 145).  It is in this way that emotions can be an 
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important pivot point for reflexive practice as they open up new understandings. For 

example, King (2006, p. 873) found, in her study of social activists, that “it was only by 

reflecting through and on their emotions that they were able to identify and change the 

processes through which they both participated in and challenged hegemonic constructions of 

the world”. Building on this, we concur with Gray (2008) about the impossibility of complete 

detachment from emotions: the question is not whether they are there, but how better 

awareness of them informs reflexive practice. 

 

Third, therefore, while Holmes (2010) and King (2006) agree in general terms on the 

role of positive and negative emotions in enacting reflexive practice and taking action, there 

is more that can be said about the variations in emotions, practice and action. Goss et al. 

(2011, p. 214) provide a useful first level of insight, arguing that “emotional energy, 

conceived as a long-term “emotional tone” (ranging from an “up” tone of excitement and 

happiness to a “down” tone of depression and sadness), can be regarded as synonymous with 

motivation…”. They also highlight Summers-Effler’s (2002) insight that individual agency 

can be associated with emotions that break with the conventions of the social context, and 

whether these emotions are expressed or suppressed. Thus, there is a combination effect 

between positive or negative emotions and the perceived freedom to express them, in the 

context of reflexive practice. Nowhere is this combination effect more powerfully 

exemplified than in Brown and de Graaf’s (2013) study of terminal cancer patients. 

 

Brown and de Graaf (2013) found that terminal cancer patients’ ability to deal with an 

uncertain time frames in their (negative) prognoses differed: some were able to make positive 

plans for their time, based on possibilities rather than probabilities; others were more likely to 

be overwhelmed by the unavoidable suffering and death that would, at some time, come. The 
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difference seemed to be principally related to emotional disposition, or perhaps the ability to 

engage in “skillful emotional work”. They noticed that “being careful with how one thinks, 

seeking to change how one feels, or expressing certain emotions and expectations of futures 

and not others, were each apparent within participants’ accounts of their lived experiences” (p. 

557). The key to making the most of an uncertain future was most strongly connected to the 

ability to maintain hope, in the face of uncertainty, and seeing freedom to act within the 

possibilities of this limited time. 

 

Our conclusions on the role of emotion in reflexive practice are threefold: first, that it 

is unavoidable and has to be considered; second, that it involves the self in the social context, 

and that emotional engagement with others in this context provides a better understanding of 

the insights provided by one’s own emotions; and third, that differences in motivation 

towards reflexive action may be associated with emotional tone (positive and energizing, or 

negative and demotivating). Perhaps the most important aspect of the emotional tone is the 

presence of hope, which has been characterized as an anticipatory emotion that supports 

behaviors focused on bringing about a desired future (Bagozzi & Pieters, 1998; Pradies & 

DeJordy, 2016). 

 

Reflexive Practices of Avoidance or Engagement 

In the preceding argument, we outlined our understanding of how reflexive practice leads to 

an awareness of responsibility for our situation. Furthermore, that responsive action to this 

awareness involves a consideration of both the self-and-other orientations characterized by 

critical and self-reflexivity; and the positive or negative emotional tone that the individual 

experiences, perhaps most strongly related to the presence or absence of hope. 
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While individuals, to some degree, are always reflexive and always changing 

themselves in response to incoming perceptions (Archer, 2007; Giddens, 1990), reflexive 

practices can lead to two types of response. Firstly, it can help individuals to recognize that 

their responsibility, that is “to see themselves as agents and as authors of the organizations 

and institutions in which they live” (Gorli et al., 2015, p. 5), places a call for action on them. 

This call for action can be both rationally understood and emotionally experienced (and 

arguably, usually both) and this may involve some discomfort which suppresses action or 

some more positive stimulus, when the emotional tone involves hope. Thus a call to change 

that arises from “being struck” may lead to transformative action in some cases, but reflexive 

practices can also be oriented towards stasis in the face of transformative pressures (e.g. see 

Nistelrooij & Caluwé, 2016) that are experienced in an unhopeful emotional tone or driven 

by self-interest. Hence, reflexive practices can be deployed to avoid a call to change as well 

as to engage with it (Antonacopoulou, 2004, 2010; see also the examples discussed in 

Cunliffe, 2004; Hibbert et al., 2014; Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). 

 

Whether one chooses to engage with or avoid the call to change, this always requires 

some action to either change or maintain one’s position. The action may be oriented towards 

taking the opportunity offered by a hopeful emotional tone (engagement), or ameliorating the 

experience of an unhopeful emotional tone (avoidance). Furthermore, this action can either be 

internally oriented (reflexive practices focused on the self) or externally oriented (reflexive 

practices focused on the context). Taking these two modalities together (emotionally 

entangled engagement-avoidance, and self-context) leads to four modes of reflexive 

practices: resigning, relocating, reconfiguring and resisting (See Figure 1). We outline each 

mode below.  
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<Figure 1 about here> 

 

Resigning 

Within the avoidance modality, one potential option is to resign oneself to the issues behind 

the call to change and ‘just go on’ as before, despite knowledge of the problematic nature of 

these issues. While avoidance is associated with a disconnection between reflecting and 

acting (c.f. Pless & Maak, 2011; Wilson, 2007), resigning still involves enacting reflexive 

practices that seek to diminish one’s sense of responsibility and involvement in order to ease 

discomfort while avoiding an active response to pressures to change (Nistelrooij & Caluwé, 

2016). Nevertheless, this can be a discomforting situation. For example, the salespeople in 

the Mill’s “White Collar” case hate not only the job, managers and customers – but also 

themselves (Cederström & Fleming, 2012) for carrying out commercial activities that 

contradict their intrinsic beliefs and values. In this way, individuals reluctantly comply with 

the requirements of their work context, playing to the rules even though this feels 

uncomfortable to them (Antonacopoulou, 2010). 

 

The emotional tone is therefore negative and there is an absence of hope, whatever the 

“realities” of the situation (Brown & Graaf, 2013). In such circumstances, the emotional 

entanglement of reflexivity heightens awareness of discomfort and difficulty (c.f. Archer’s 

(2007) ‘fractured reflexives’) and does not lead to action. The individual is present, yet 

disengaged from their awareness of having a role in the social construction of the situation 

(Cunliffe, 2009). This present-yet-disengaged stance was described by Paulsen (2015) as 

“enduring”; sees individuals acting against their desires and beliefs, compliant to the 

demands of their work yet demotivated and enclosing their lives in the feeling of emptiness 

(see also Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). This kind of “enduring” results in a self-directed 
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avoidance of grappling with a need for change. Alternately, individuals might direct blame 

towards “others”, or the context, as plausible explanations for the discomfort (Cunliffe, 

2009), as we discuss below. 

 

Relocating 

An alternative option within the avoidance modality is relocating, in which one seeks to 

place oneself at some physical or mental distance to the issues that create discomfort. Instead 

of being present-yet-disengaged (as in the resigning mode discussed above), in this mode one 

seeks to dis-identify and distance oneself from the troublesome context (Thomas, 2009 in 

Courpasson, Dany, & Clegg, 2012). While this still avoids meeting a call to change head-on, 

there is less of a disconnection between reflecting and acting (c.f. Pless & Maak, 2011; 

Wilson, 2007). The reflexive practices deployed show some awareness of the challenge to 

change, but still seek to diminish the relevance of the challenge rather than engage with it. 

This can, for example, be achieved through an escape to the world of fantasy as a way of 

reconciling oneself to the current somewhat dire conditions (Adams, 2004) or by refocusing 

one’s attention on more meaningful activities in life that take place in other contexts (Parker 

& Weik, 2014). 

 

We do not claim individuals deliberately act irresponsibly in this situation. Instead, in 

the context of uncomfortable (e.g. unethical) decisions, individuals might engage in a search 

for beliefs and rules that support desirable interpretations of a given situation, which can 

provide them with some “justification” for these choices (Paharia et al., 2013). In doing so 

they minimize the emotional aspect of reflexivity, thereby disconnecting from both the 

negative emotions that might keep the problematic nature of the situation within their 

awareness, and the positive (hopeful) emotional stance that helps to drive action (Brown & 
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Graaf, 2013; Burkitt, 2012). (Self-)disconnected from their feelings through escapist 

maneuvers of one kind or another, they are less likely to take action to change themselves or 

situations in their current contexts (Goss et al., 2011; Holmes, 2010; King, 2006). Essentially 

there is either a mental or physical move to a different context (at least for some of the time) 

to separate oneself from the call to change and thus reduce the emotional discomfort, without 

addressing the issue. 

 

Resisting 

Moving to the engaging modality, the first option is resisting, in which one seeks to change 

the current context to lessen, undermine or remove the presenting issue. Resisting is a way of 

responding through direct action to challenge organizational authority or dominant ideologies 

(Diefenbach, 2009; Nistelrooij & Caluwé, 2016). Resisting can take multiple forms of a 

discursive or physical kind, such as stereotyping others (Antonacopoulou, 2010), cynicism 

(Parker, 2001) or undermining the ideas or staging protests such as not attending formal 

events to display resistance to the change (Parker & Weik, 2014). There is a key emotional 

mix in this, with motivation driven by both positive and negative emotions (Goss et al., 2011; 

Summers-Effler, 2002), such as a combination of anger combined with hope that the 

situation can be changed, in similar ways to those described in King’s (2006) study of social 

activists. 

 

In less extreme cases individuals, though re-crafting their relations with colleagues 

and taking direct action to alter the parameters and expectations of the work context 

(Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001), address the tensions on a smaller scale than mass social 

action. Similarly, the kinds of production-limiting, work-to-rule practices that Paulsen (2015) 

describes as “soldiering” have a similar role as physical acts in the practices of resisting. But 
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resistance does not necessarily need to be always negative: it can also be both a productive 

and creative practice in organizations (Courpasson et al., 2012; Fisher, & Ashkanasy, 2015), 

depending on the nature of the ends that are sought by those interrupting the status quo and 

‘business as usual’ through their resisting practices. Thus resisting can signify a reflexive 

awareness of one’s own role in the social construction of the situation but lead to actions of 

different kinds (Nistelrooij & Caluwé, 2016). These kinds of action address the context with 

the notion of benefiting the self, self-with-others or wider social groupings. 

 

Reconfiguring 

Finally, the most clearly self-oriented mode within the engaging modality is reconfiguring. 

This could involve seeking to deliberately transform oneself to fit with a desired picture or 

role model (such as those described in Archer's, 2007 account of ‘meta reflexives’; and 

Hibbert et al's., 2010 process of reflexive participation within a community that ‘speaks to 

one’s condition’). This position arises when individuals perceive that the flaws they become 

aware of when “being struck” are their own, and that they do not like the person that they are 

or are becoming, as described by Hibbert (2013). 

 

Realization of the undesirability of oneself (or the desirability of an alternative self) 

may be related to the particularity of the situation and/or to the social expectations of “usual” 

behavior for individuals finding themselves in that situation. These are both emotionally 

laden situations, as De Graaf and Brown’s (2013) work with terminal cancer patients shows. 

The emotional pivot turns on becoming a different person than expected or presumed, to 

enable positive outcomes for oneself or others. For example, Blackman (2007, p. 702) 

crossed boundaries of emotional engagement and self-positioning – in his case in a research 

context – in a way that had positive benefits for others: 
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“When I returned to the fieldwork I found to my surprise that this small intervention 

had inspired some of the young people to apply for jobs, seek new accommodation 

and try to gain access to college courses. This account remained part of the hidden 

ethnography because I was unsure how drinking with participants would be 

interpreted in the discipline, yet it had a major impact in establishing rapport. These 

young people had changed and held a new belief because I was emotionally 

committed to them.”  

 

This kind of realization – of the desirability of a different way of being (with others) – 

leads to an interrupting and reconfiguring of the self (which may also lead to some 

downstream impacts on the organizational or social context). As Gorli et al. (2015) put it, 

there is a switch from ongoing authorship (the construction of the context through one’s 

practices) to a reflexive focus on authoring (understanding oneself as a constructor of the 

organization and changing how one practices in response to that). As such, it may not be 

about transforming oneself to resemble a positive role model, but instead be about avoiding 

becoming a negative one. A good example of this would be recognizing the existence of a 

toxic organizational culture and one’s own role in propagating it rather than interrupting it 

(see Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015, for an example of this).  

 

Exploring Reflexive Practices through a Reflexive Approach 

Our approach to the development of this paper has been relationally reflexive, and 

operationalized a process consistent with that of Hibbert et al. (2014), as outlined in Table 1. 

That is, we sought to develop theory through successive rounds of engaging otherness and 

enacting connectedness, in cycles of conversation and interpretation.  
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<Table 1 about here> 

 

We began with a general interest in mutual exploration of reflexivity and reflexive practice 

and developed our initial ideas through a two-day workshop process involving academic 

participants from a range of business school disciplines. Our focus became reflexive practices 

in the context of academic career incidents. Consequently, we considered ourselves both as 

researchers and as practitioners in relation to this research paper. This allowed us to proceed 

in line with Shotter’s (2010) approach to dialogically generating knowledge between 

researchers and practitioners, signifying a move away from approaches based on the two 

groups continually translating for each other  towards “a dialogue between practitioners of 

theory with different foci” (MacIntosh et al., 2012, p. 375). This kind of engagement is 

believed to help to bridge the theory-practice gap, and enact connectedness through the 

collective conversation (Hibbert et al., 2014; MacIntosh et al., 2012). 

 

Despite its relatively small size, our five-member team incorporated considerable 

diversity: five nationalities, female and male, gay and straight, with an age range spanning 

mid-20s to over 50, and at different points in our respective academic careers. Such 

differences in authorial teams bring into relief cultural assumptions that can lead to new 

insights (Thomas, Tienari, Davies, & Meriläinen, 2009) but the differences also meant that 

there was some doubt, confusion and a range of interpretations about our emerging ideas in 

the first – theory conversation – “phase” of our research.  

 

Operationalization of the first phase of our research began, therefore, with engaging 

otherness through eliciting our different understandings of reflexivity and reflexive practice 

in conversation, and sharing ways of representing our understandings in text and graphical 
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form. That is, we moved between texts and graphical representations in rounds of challenge 

and debate, iteratively developing a framework that captured our theoretically informed 

understandings in as simple as possible a form. Once we had developed a robust common 

understanding around a simple framework, we enacted our connectedness with the 

established literature through developing a richer account of it (while maintaining our novel, 

simple structure). These discussions and writing processes led to the development of the 

theoretical framework presented in Figure 1. Our approach, therefore, involved engaging 

otherness through the multiple interpretations offered by each team member (affording rich 

and generative conversations) and enacting connectedness between team members and the 

literature, as evidenced in our articulation of reflexive modes in the previous section, as we 

continually resolved our insights in a single text (Hibbert et al., 2014). This kind of process of 

engagement and enactment can enable meaning-making and change (Ripamonti, Galuppo, 

Gorli, Scaratti, & Cunliffe, 2016). 

 

In the second phase of our research, we individually sought to gather accounts of 

incidents, issues or processes that are more gradual from our own careers, which we felt 

involved a possible call to change. We took this approach since such accounts can facilitate 

the exploration of practices associated with a profession – in this case our shared academic 

profession – and how such practices are constituted and connected (Ripamonti et al., 2016). 

The framework developed in the first phase of our research provided us with a simple focus 

for reflection in order to identify suitable accounts – they needed to include a (felt or 

recognized) call to change that involved the author her/himself, relate to particular contexts 

and result in avoidance or engagement with the call to change. 
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To maximize the range of interpretations and generativity, we sought stories that 

evidenced (from the author’s point of view) elements of this reflexive practice framework 

over any time scale – from a very defined incident that left a deep impression on the author 

immediately, to more gradual processual understandings evidenced in longer-term narratives 

and retrospective realizations. Thus the accounts acknowledged that being struck (Cunliffe, 

2002a) is not necessarily always triggered by a critical event, but can build up over time 

towards the realization of arresting moments (Greig et al., 2013). More importantly, the focus 

on our own life stories allowed for rich conversations in which detailed, small-scale 

recollections and plausible meanings could be related to other discourses and meanings 

(Ripamonti et al., 2016), particularly those outlined in our initial conceptual framework. 

 

Still within phase two of the research, each member offered their written account for 

interpretation within the team, and one of the other authors undertook an initial interpretation 

of the material. Our initial interpretive aims were twofold. First, to identify, within the 

accounts, simple reflexive practices enacted by individuals that showed some response to the 

call to change. Second, to assign simple labels to the reflexive practices that we identified to 

capture their essence and facilitate discussion about them. Consistent with our overall 

approach (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2014) and the insights offered by Ripamonti et al (2016), this 

process of interpretation was followed by a collective discussion in which the offered 

interpretation was used to trigger “open dialogue and alternative interpretations to surface 

different voices and perspectives and to question what may be taken for granted” (p. 58). We 

then added another layer to this research phase as the author of each account then offered a 

reaction to the interpretation. This leveraged individuals’ feelings of doubt and confusion, 

provoking different interpretations and thus avoiding a collapse towards premature 

conclusions (and thereby risking a loss of the richness of our data). We collated the 
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interpretation and reaction to each account and gave finalized simple descriptive labels to 

each reflexive practice through collective discussion. Continuing our collective discussion 

and debate, we then connected the descriptive labels with the particular modes described in 

Figure 1. Thus phase two of our research involved engaging otherness in the form of multiple 

interpretations, discussion and debate and enacting connectedness through developing a 

shared lexicon of reflexive practices that were ‘anchored’ to the shared framework developed 

in the first phase. However, being open to empirical insights and interpretations showed that 

this lexicon included descriptive detail that added to our original framework. These additions 

were of two kinds: the particularities of varieties of practice within each mode, and the 

identification of key characteristics of practices that help to explain their role in enabling (or 

not) broader variations in reflexive practice. This phase potentiated new emotions among the 

participants, which in turn challenged the perceptions of the self, potentially steering future 

actions related to learning, but also engagement when faced with similar situation(s) 

(Antonacopoulou, 2004). 

 

The third phase of our research process is our collective interpretation that remains 

ongoing. This has included collective reflection on the accounts and their interpretations and 

“engaged otherness” within our team to refine our interpretations towards some interim 

theoretical implications. Here we sought to move beyond the descriptive characterization of 

reflexive practices (“what” questions) to address questions about how and why avoidance or 

engagement with a call to change came about in each of the accounts offered by the team. 

This phase included further rounds of conversation and debate within the team, but 

importantly extended beyond the authorial team. As vehicles for the continuing engagement 

of otherness to challenge our emerging theoretical arguments, we shared our ideas with other 

academic practitioners in various conversations. This included seeking feedback from trusted 



 

 20 

colleagues, presenting our ideas at internal seminars and conferences and, finally, engaging in 

textual conversation with reviewers and editors. In these layers of expanded dialogue, we 

engaged internally and externally in multiple ways as practitioners and researchers, and as 

vulnerable and distinctive individual voices, seeking to speak with a unified voice 

(MacIntosh et al., 2012). Indeed, “our stories of self and other became modified through the 

dialogic encounter as we picked up new experiences, reflected upon ourselves and acted into 

the future” (MacIntosh et al., 2012, p. 377). These interactions with peers beyond the 

authorial team enabled us to refine our ideas through continued processes that followed 

rounds of conversation which involved writing, reflecting and reviewing (Feldman, 2004), 

thereby enacting connectedness through refining our interpretations and theoretical 

implications into a written form that supported a widely-shared common understanding. We 

believe that the process of iterative conversation with others outside our team, interpretation 

and writing facilitated deeper personal engagement with our focal themes of reflexivity and 

responsibility and highlighted the hitherto unexplored role of emotions in the processes we 

describe. Thus, the development of the paper was intimately connected to our doing, learning 

and knowing (Antonacopoulou, 2004; MacIntosh et al., 2012) 

 

Overall, in relation to the process described by Hibbert et al. (2014), phase 1 of our 

research is evidenced in the theoretical/conceptual debate that precedes this section, and 

culminated in Figure 1.  Phase 2 is evidenced in the collective interpretations of practices 

from the individual accounts that follow below this section of our article. Phase 3 is to be 

regarded as indefinitely under way; there is always more to consider and learn in the 

conversation with theory, data and peers. Nevertheless, we offer our current refined 

understandings of the theoretical and practical implications of our work in the discussion 
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section that follows below the description of reflexive practices. These understandings both 

underpin our contribution and are intended to stimulate further debate. 

 

Exploring practices across the four modes 

In this section, we draw illustrations of each mode of reflexive practice (see Figure 1) from 

our individual accounts, providing conceptual labels for particular practices within each of 

these modes. The particular practices we identify show that the framework presented as 

Figure 1 is a useful way of categorizing reflexive practices across four modes, but empirical 

engagement allows us to explore further levels of detail and distinctiveness. Through this 

exploration, we increase the complexity further in identifying two further distinct 

characteristics of reflexive practices, namely that they may be fixing or mobilizing. More 

specifically, using our framework to explore our accounts leads to insights about the ways 

that some practices support “moves” across reflexive modalities, affording possibilities for 

both avoidance and engagement and/or a change of focus between self and context. We have 

referred to these as mobilizing practices. In contrast, fixing practices maintain practice within 

a mode. As we illustrate reflexive practices of each kind, we briefly draw out the mobilizing 

or fixing characteristics of these practices; we develop our insights in relation to these 

characteristics in more depth in the discussion section that follows later. 

 

In presenting our insights, we have chosen not to identify the particular author of each 

account. Instead, we use pseudonyms simply to show that all five of our voices informed our 

interpretations. The pseudonyms are Chris, Alex, Phil, Jacky and Jo. The actual author of 

excerpts from some of the accounts might nevertheless be guessed at, but we ask that readers 

do not seek clarification or speculate too deeply on this matter. This is because our stance 

provides a degree of anonymity (or deniability!) in relation to what are, in most cases, 
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personally and professionally sensitive narratives. We have taken rational and emotional risks 

in this article, and needed to set limits that all the authors agreed. 

 

Exploring resigning practices 

The first exploration of a resigning practice is from Chris’s account, providing a clear 

illustration of the use of alcohol as a way of dealing with the self-imposed career stress 

associated with ambition: 

 

“There is only so much that you can do to work harder, and the glass(es) of wine at 

the end of the day became less of a reward for achievement and more and more a 

means of taking the edge off the pain.” (Chris) 

 

The individual initially seeks to resign her/himself to the situation, and alcohol becomes a 

way of “taking the edge off the pain” and avoiding responsibility. We labelled this kind of 

resigning practice as dissolving. The self-abuse through alcohol in this case leaves the 

individual unhappy and inert. While negative emotions need not result in inaction, there 

normally needs to be some additional hopeful emotional element to lead to action towards 

change (Brown & Graaf, 2013; Goss et al., 2011). We see this as an attempt to disconnect 

from emotion that nevertheless wallows in hopelessness, and therefore locks the individual 

into the current practice, context and idea of the self (c.f. Brown & Graaf, 2013; Goss et al., 

2011). Resigning through the use of abusive means (including, for example, overconsumption 

of alcohol, use of illicit drugs or the abuse of prescription medicines (Jayne, Valentine, & 

Holloway, 2012) enables a disconnection and a way of going on in the same way, despite the 

call to change; the dissolving type of resigning practice was therefore characterized as a 

fixing example. 
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In contrast, while originating in the resigning mode, the second illustration shows how 

the practices supported a move – from resigning to resisting practices. Initially, as the text 

below illustrates, Alex’s account shows that practice was originally situated in the resigning 

mode and resembles Chris’ dissolving practice.  

 

“There was no way out – no posts elsewhere. […] Camaraderie developed in these 

‘times of oppression’ and going to a pub after work became a norm – this did not exist 

before! […] A few beers down one evening we were plotting our revenge […] We 

wanted sophisticated ideas…”  

 

Alex’s colleagues gathered in the context of resignation, in response to a perception that there 

was no possibility to take action in the situation. Yet, in the process of supporting each other, 

another kind of reflexive practice developed in the form of reinforcing relationships. While 

this was originally rooted in the resigning mode, the community, was changed towards social 

grouping, which enabled resistance. Alex was changed through relationships to this new 

community (c.f. Archer, 2007). Alex’s bonding times in a local bar, in which positive and 

nourishing relationships formed in response a difficult situation, illustrates this:  

 

“Camaraderie developed in these ‘times of oppression’ and going to a pub after work 

became a norm – this did not exist before! A few beers down one evening we were 

plotting our revenge [on ‘Homer’]. We knew he had no clue about cars … With time 

we had at least 10 ideas each week. Slashing tires was too crude. We wanted 

sophisticated ideas: hard to trace modifications that would get him stuck halfway back 

home. Over the time we had a list of the ‘top 10’. Hours on-line checking details of 
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the car design. Looking around for the various ingredients. This felt good. We had a 

purpose again.”  

 

It is clear that drinking alcohol at a bar after work was associated with the coming together of 

disaffected individuals to support one another through resistance to the context, which was 

achieved through “plotting revenge”. Consequently, Alex’s account is a mobilizing example 

originating in the resigning, and moving towards the resisting, mode. This mobilization 

seems to be enabled by the object of reinforcing relationships, which provided emotional 

support in a context in which non-serious talk allowed other alternatives to be imagined, 

whether realistic or not, and the group from which meaning and purpose was derived was 

changed. 

 

Exploring relocating practices 

Similarly, we found fixing and mobilizing examples connected to relocating practices. 

Individuals can relocate and thereby find comfort through exploring possibilities of other 

organizational arrangements, such as changing jobs or profession, and other social 

arrangements, such as social milieu. The practice of exploring possibilities sits within the 

mode of relocation, but does not need to be physically enacted and often can border on the 

world of fantasy (c.f. Adams, 2004). We highlight an example of this from our author 

accounts. In this excerpt, Chris is imagining a radical alternative way of life:  

 

 “A life in ministry […] offered not progress but peace, and the chance just to be in 

the midst of a community and to love them. Rather than the hamster-wheel of 

research there would be the rhythm of the church seasons. Rather than a struggle for 
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notional status there would be an acceptance that the best that you can be is simply: to 

be human, and be trying to do good. To be at the heart of a community…” (Chris) 

 

Individuals often strive for an imaginative ideal; while this picture can act as a motivation 

and lead to changes in actual behaviors (Adams, 2004), this does not mean that those 

individuals are actually ready to “take the plunge”. In this case, the imaginative escape is a 

fantasy since a desired outcome is pictured without an engagement with the struggle 

necessary for realization; we will return to Chris’s story later to show how this played out. 

However, in other situations, exploring possibilities can lead to action. This opens up 

a mode of reflexive practice that is concerned with self as well as context, in which the focus 

becomes a need for a means of achieving certainty. This need arises in the context of a 

difficult and troubling internal conversation that originally offers no prospect of resolution 

(c.f. Archer, 2007, on discussion of ‘fractured reflexives’); rather than an appealing fantasy, a 

struggle ensues. Thus in our accounts, there is some evidence of individuals seeking to go 

beyond imagining and exploring possibilities to enacting change, through effort directed 

towards a change of role or identity: 

 

“Over the coming months I explored the first two options, ending up enrolling into a 

full-time PhD.” (Phil) 

 

Interestingly, in Phil’s case there seemed to be a rationalization of the situation and a radical 

rebalancing of time, based on a rather dispassionate intervention of a colleague who had 

presented stark choices. Nevertheless, this intervention allowed the emotional tone to include 

more positivity: 
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“I found it refreshing to have someone provide such straightforward options to what 

had turned into a less than straightforward problem” (Phil) 

 

Therefore, whether relocating practices such as exploring possibilities lead to other forms of 

practice in modes of engagement or remain rooted in avoidance may depend on nuanced, 

entangled relationships between rationality and emotions (as also implied by Holmes, 2010).  

 

Still within the relocation mode, there is also evidence for a practice that we describe 

as rebalancing time – in one’s patterns of work and life – such that the activity context is 

changed. This has been discussed in the literature in relation to involvement with other 

activities and altering the “work-life balance” (c.f. Parker & Weik, 2014), or by simply 

moderating the scale and scope of the job as the needs for control, positive image and 

connection can be met elsewhere in employees’ lives (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). In this 

practice, the author decides to “move away” from one kind of life and “towards” another, 

through changing the time committed to different aspects of life. For example: 

 

“We went into automatic job mode: come in, teach, sneak back to the office, avoiding 

any contact with the ‘others’” (Alex) 

 

In this case, while the emotional tone is negative, it does not seem to be strongly so and there 

is an inherent feeling that small-scale changes can have a positive effect, so it is not without 

hope. Thus as an entangled practice (with exploring possibilities) it provides some rational 

and emotional resolution of a call to change in a particular situation, even if it does not tackle 

it “head on”. 
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Overall, we see the preceding examples of relocation mode reflexive practices as mobilizing 

– leading to different possibilities for (in)action – but the mobilization comes through 

entanglement between practices that differ in emotional tone. 

 

In contrast, the following relocating example – a practice we label ridiculing has more 

of a fixed character. Jacky seeks relocation through mental distance from the context by 

directing humor towards the author’s own discomfort:  

 

“Then the colleague mentioned with a concerned expression, “I feel so under 

dressed”, looking around at all the people in formal suits and dresses. I looked down 

at myself, wearing a pink skirt and a white blouse. Previously, I firmly believed that 

my outfit would be formal enough to attend such a casual conference. But now I felt 

embarrassed. I realized that I was not giving enough credit to this event, nor to the 

people attending it. I was under-estimating what an academic conference is supposed 

to be like—a gathering of important scholars well known in their field. These were 

people that I envied and could learn from, yet I had been treating the conference as 

something less significant. With the sudden realization, I joked to colleague, “do I 

look like one of those sexy Professors in Asian soap opera?” and tilted my body 

sideways to make a funny posture, attempting to emphasize my curves. Laughing at 

my awkward effort to turn the attention away from my concerns, it did provide me 

with a little comfort, but it also focused unintended attention towards me as well from 

bystanders.” 

 

Ridiculing mentally relocates the author, in order to avoid and seek relief from the 

current situation, by preserving a sense of self (May, 1953). As Burkitt (2012) suggests 
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emotions in this case are entangled with reflexivity, however in this case the emotional tone 

does not lead to change. The author uses self-directed humor to create a distance from reality, 

to separate one’s self and the problem to provide temporary relief from the uncomfortable 

situation (Davis, 1979). Yet, by turning the humour on oneself to diminish a sense of guilt 

from the decision to avoid change, there is a negative emotional tone. Thus, the emotional 

entanglement (Blackman, 2007) in this case contributes to ridiculing as a fixing practice. 

However, as we shall indicate below, ridiculing was a complex practice that could be 

expressed in more than one reflexive mode and thus had a predominantly mobilizing 

character. 

 

Exploring resisting practices 

We have touched on the practice of ridiculing in the context of the relocating mode of 

reflexive practice above. However, as we have indicated, this practice was observed in more 

than one mode. In general, ridiculing practices appear when the author seeks to resist the 

dominating call to change from the organization by using humor to undermine authority (c.f. 

Courpasson et al., 2012), and call it to account (c.f. Manz, 2014). Thus in some situations, 

ridiculing fits into the resisting mode as it seems to be a part of a process of collectivization 

against a “ruling elite”. In such circumstances in-group humor acts as a medium to unify the 

“oppressed people” by mutually expressing their discomfort through humor (Graham, Papa, 

& Brooks, 1992), while dissolving stress caused by an authoritative body at the same time 

(Yovetich, Dale, & Hudak, 1990). This example from our accounts illustrates this point well: 

 

“The whiteboard in our office soon became a dynamic comic strip: there was ‘Marge’ 

and ‘Homer’. A whole new narrative, caricaturing the Ruling Party, came to life. 

Other ‘oppressed’ people started popping into our office. It was a safe haven where 
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sarcasm and humor were served on daily basis. Ridiculing the clique became part of 

the coping mechanism. More nicknames, more drawings…” (Alex) 

 

However, there were also more straightforward examples of reflexive practices within the 

resisting mode. An example from our accounts of a resisting practice, which we label 

blocking, is provided by Phil: 

 

“I did find myself becoming increasingly unwilling to accommodate her. Instead of 

travelling to the campus where she worked, which was the same distance from my 

home than the campus I worked, I’d insist that she’d have to travel to the campus 

where I worked.” 

 

The author blocks “normal” patterns of action and interaction through refusing to engage in 

discussions and activities. This type of response can be triggered by the different perceptions 

of what is responsible action (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015; Paharia et al., 2013), especially 

when the organization engages in activities that are at odds with individuals’ values and 

beliefs (for example see Ashforth & Reingen, 2014). Other examples include collective 

actions such as strikes or attempts to “change the rules” through buyouts (Parry, 2003), or 

how individuals and groups may enact procedural justice in collaborative settings, where 

radical action involving the disengagement of dissatisfied participants or the collective 

exclusion of “unjust” partners (Siedlok, Hibbert, & Sillince, 2015). 

 

Interestingly, in this example (most particularly as demonstrated by Phil’s 

disengagement with a troublesome colleague), there is no resolution to the emotional 

situation, but instead the individual maintains the resisting mode and structures his/her life 
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around the pattern of avoidance. Additionally, the emotional tone is negative, since protest in 

any context is not necessarily associated with confidence that change will result, even if there 

may be some slim hope of that. There was no evident hope in Phil’s blocking practice, 

however. Thus, we see this as a fixing example, which does not necessarily enable different 

modes of reflexive practice by itself. 

 

Overall we see that practices that fit within the resisting mode can be fixing or 

mobilizing in character, and again the emotional tone and/or connection with other practices 

seems to be important. 

 

Exploring reconfiguring practices 

As previously discussed, the reconfiguring practice involves changing one’s patterns of work 

and life such that one’s own role or identity is changed (c.f. Parker, 2004; Parker & Weik, 

2014) through a reorientation of focus. In such cases, the individual is trying to change 

her/himself to better fit the situation through taking action, which, it seems to her/him, they 

must choose. For example, returning to Chris’s story from earlier we can see how her/his 

choices played out: 

 

“I went with the head. I abandoned the ministry training and redoubled my research 

efforts, engaged in academic communities with all the energy I could muster and tried 

to develop as a teacher.” (Chris) 

 

In this case, the emotional tone is once again mixed; there are feelings of loss, reflected in 

Chris’ feelings of having “abandoned” something important and at the same time there are 

feelings of hope, since the rational choice is perceived to be conclusive and offer scope for 
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self-development. Thus, the negative emotional costs of the radical decision are subordinated 

to positive emotions.  

 

Phil’s choices show a similar level of complexity. Once Phil’s practice of exploring 

possibilities in a relocating mode (as described earlier) had led to a choice that could be 

enacted, the final response to the call to change was also affected through the practice of 

reorientation of focus in a reconfiguring mode – from the context (and/or other) to the self. 

Phil’s response was therefore similar to that of the participants in Antonacopolou’s (2004) 

study who initially resisted and criticized the need for additional training then went on to 

acknowledge that it was their own fault for not to seeing the benefits of such training. In both 

the instances,   exploring alternatives functions, through connecting with the reflexive 

practice reorientation of focus, as a mobilizing practice. This connection enables a shift 

between the  relocating and reconfiguring modes, to provide a final resolution that involves a 

fundamental change directed towards the self. Overall, this shows another way in which 

practices can be mobilizing in combination.  

 

However, another type of practice in the reconfiguring mode – that we label 

recommitting – can relate to accepting the potential risks of the individual’s actions and taking 

responsibility for improvement in the situation or context as it currently is. In some ways, this 

connects with Archer’s (2007) characterization of “autonomous reflexives” –  individuals that 

are self-confident and motivated towards success (and willing to take risks), as Jo’s example 

from our accounts illustrates: 

 

“I really felt as if I put my life on a line and a recurring quote during the first semester 

of running the ‘new’ course was ‘I probably won’t be here next year if this doesn’t 



 

 32 

work’” (Jo) 

 

Recommitting practice also resonates with individuals and teams who are able to 

participate in the enhancement of organizational processes. Wrzesniewski and Dutton (2001) 

cite examples that span a wide range of organizational work, such as: cleaners through re-

timing their tasks improving overall performance, but also starting to perceive themselves as 

being part of the healing process and health team; and engineers re-defining their power 

relationships to better fit the organization as a whole. Thus, this practice does not necessarily 

lead to different modes of practice, as the other examples of mobilizing practices, but it does 

involve an intensification of effort either towards engaging with the context or towards the 

self.  

 

Discussion: an Emotional and Rational Entanglement of Reflexive Practices 

Drawing from the collective analysis and discussion of our personal accounts, we identified a 

range of practices associated with each of the reflexive modes, and the distinguishing 

characteristic of reflexive practices not captured by the framework. This distinction is 

between mobilizing practices associated with movement between modes, and fixing practices 

that did not enable shifts between modes and instead maintain practice within a mode. We 

consider key examples of these practices from our accounts in more detail here, to enrich our 

discussion of this important distinction. As with the preceding section, our aim is not to 

attempt to construct an exhaustive catalogue, but instead to exemplify and characterize the 

differences between these kinds of practices. After doing so, we draw out some general 

theoretical and practical implications. 
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Fixing and mobilizing practices 

We identified three particular fixing practices and there seem to be some interesting 

commonalities and differences in them when considered together. We characterized 

dissolving as a practice of (self-abusive) self-medication that was focused on “taking the edge 

off the pain”. This enables a disconnection and a way of going on in the same way, despite 

the call to change. We see this as an attempt to disconnect from emotion that nevertheless 

wallows in hopelessness, and therefore locks the individual into the current practice, context 

and idea of the self (c.f. Brown & Graaf, 2013; Goss et al., 2011). Interestingly, the practice 

of blocking (most particularly as demonstrated by Phil’s disengagement with a troublesome 

colleague) did not offer a resolution to the emotional situation either, but instead structured 

the individual’s life around the pattern of avoidance.  

 

In distinct contrast, there was a hopeful (and fearful!) emotional engagement with 

risks of the situation as they were felt, but a disengagement from entertaining radical rational 

alternatives. Thus overall, we speculate that fixing practices are those where there is a lack of 

connection with either the emotional or rational perspectives on the situation (c.f. Holmes, 

2010). In contrast, emotion and rationality in mobilizing practices played more dynamic and 

entangled role, as we shall discuss below. 

 

As briefly alluded to earlier, Phil’s and Alex’s experiences highlighted that 

reinforcing relationships is a mobilizing practice. Initially Alex’s colleagues gathered in the 

context of resignation, in response to a perception that there was no way in which they could 

take action in the situation. Yet, in the process of supporting each other, the community as 

part of which Alex chose to be defined and judged was changed. In this way Alex changed 

through relationship to this new community (c.f. Archer, 2007). The reinforcing relationships 
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practice that initially was focused on a resignation mode (and avoidance), became oriented 

towards a resisting mode (and engagement). A similar process was identified in Phil’s 

account in which the reinforcing relationships practice is mobilizing. Here is how Phil 

elaborated on this experience in the later stages of theorizing: 

 

“Relationships were a central feature of the situation; however it wasn’t until others 

[in this authorial team] pointed this out to me that I realized how central they were. 

The situation arose because of an unhealthy relationship with a colleague; my initial 

blocking behavior was an attempt to resist other colleagues’ behavior with whom I 

also had relationships with. And, then it was another relationship with my then 

Department Head that prompted me to start looking for options to fix the situation. 

Initially, I looked into leaving the academy but this really wasn’t what I wanted 

because I like what I do – it might have been different if I had found something 

outside of the academy that I really wanted to pursue, but I didn’t. I did look at PhD 

programs at different universities here and overseas. I was interviewed and did get 

offers but it still felt like running away [from the difficult situation]. I’ve often 

believed that the relationships I have with a few close colleagues are what make the 

difference in the [teaching and research] work we do, but by seeing reinforcing 

relationships as a practice, I can see that those relationships provided a way for me to 

move out of a difficult space without leaving the organization … I kind of feel like I 

worked through it [the difficult situation] rather than running away from it.”  

 

What our collective analysis and discussion uncovered is how as a mobilizing practice 

reinforcing relationships enabled moves both within a modality – from a resistance mode 
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(avoidance) to a relocating mode (both variants of the avoidance modality) – and across 

modalities to a reconfiguring mode (which is a variant of the engagement modality). 

 

Furthermore, both Alex’s and Phil’s accounts indicate the peripatetic and dynamic 

characteristics of some mobilizing practices. We characterize them as peripatetic to the extent 

that neither are they rooted a particular context, nor does their performance put the individual 

on some pre-determined path. Instead, it is the fact that individuals can fine-tune mobilizing 

practices that makes them dynamic; just as one might deploy a tool; one might also modify 

and adapt a tool to perform a different task. However, the ability to ‘fine tune’ this practice is 

not just simply a matter of making a rational choice about how to best address the situations 

with which one is faced. There is instead an entanglement of rationality and emotions. Some 

practices lead to a rational resolution of a situation, but it is the subsequent change in 

emotional tone that allows purposive action towards change to follow. In contrast, some 

practices support a change in emotional tone, which then allows choices to be examined 

rationally in a new way. These shifts are mobilizing either through enabling a change in the 

modality or focus of a current practice, or through exploiting an overlap with a different 

practice. For example, Alex’s reflection on another author’s interpretation of his account 

illustrates how overlapping practices collectively acted as mobilizing practices within the 

resigning mode:  

 

“Now that I think about it, it [the interaction of practices in a difficult situation] was 

bit more complicated. Going down to a pub started as a way of resigning: there was 

no hope left; we wanted to be out of the office. Two or three of us would just wander 

down and have a drink as a way to deal with it all – it was a form of dissolving, I 

guess. Over time, reinforcing relationships within the oppressing environment 
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became more prevailing. Then the plotting – a sort of escapism into a dreamland of 

sweet revenge – which was always underpinned by ridiculing. We started with 

making fun of ourselves – individually or as a group. The ‘plotting’ was backed up by 

cartoon names, laughing at the oppressors’ poor tastes (especially in cars!) and vivid 

descriptions of ‘what would it look like’ once the plan was implemented. The routine 

also became a way of rebalancing time – we were out of the building at 5pm.” 

 

From Alex’s account it is evident that practices can overlap, with multiple practices 

occurring in a particular mode at any given time, and that these overlaps provide the 

(sometimes latent) potential for mobilization to another modality of reflexive practice or a 

different focus for change. Alex’s practice of reinforcing relationships overlapped with the 

practice of dissolving on some level; the former ‘leading’ to the latter. The “drink after 5” 

could still act as a way of dissolving, yet reinforcing relationships and ridiculing soon 

became more prominent.  

 

An interesting aspect of Alex’s practice of reinforcing relationships was that it 

overlapped with the practice of dissolving on some level, a practice that is otherwise static 

and locked into a negative emotional tone. However, because of the contextual overlap with 

reinforcing relationships, alcohol was also a social lubricant associated with bringing people 

together into a safe and comfortable place, building camaraderie, and enabling resistance – 

often through further implicit overlaps with ridiculing. This connects with Summers-Effler’s 

(2002) insight that individual agency can be associated with emotions that break with the 

conventions of the social context. Indeed, the in-group humor helped to unify the “oppressed” 

(Graham et al., 1992), while also allowing for some dissolving through relieving stress 

(Yovetich et al., 1990). The overlap between the practices provided collective emotional 
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resilience and allowed for rational purposive action to follow (c.f. Blackman’s 2007 

experiences with disadvantaged groups). The possibilities for overlap between certain 

practices seems to allow for a degree of change that would not otherwise be possible if 

individuals were locked in to single fixing practices. 

 

Overall, we have shown how reflexive thought and practice involves both rationality 

and emotions (Brown & Graaf, 2013; Burkitt, 2012; Davies, 2012; Holmes, 2010); emotion is 

intrinsic to the situations in which individuals are confronted with a call to change, but there 

is also potential for to-and-fro maneuvers between emotional and rational responses to such 

calls. We have thereby gone some way towards the intention of this study, to explore how 

engagement in or avoidance of action are enacted through reflexive practices, and what is 

“going on” in the different modes of practice associated with each of these modalities when 

focused on either the self or the context. Nevertheless, there are further theoretical and 

practical insights that follow from our findings and discussion. To conclude our discussion, 

we turn to those implications now. 

 

Theoretical and Practical Implications 

 

Theoretical implications 

We can draw three main theoretical insights from our findings and discussion. First, we 

expect that “being struck” (Cunliffe, 2002a) or facing “arresting moments” (Greig et al., 

2013) are unlikely to be an once-in-a-lifetime events. The range of examples – and their 

variety of scale and scope – in our limited range of accounts strongly suggests that these 

experiences might be encountered multiple times in a variety of contexts, or across most 

career paths. Continual changes in the nature of work and its demands (Antonacopoulou, 
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2010; Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001), changes from which individuals find it difficult to 

detach themselves (Gray, 2008), will only amplify this potential. Thus our accounts, 

combined with insights on the changing nature of work, suggest that many individuals might 

therefore encounter a range of such confronting challenges, varying in scope and scale. 

 

Second, the processes of reflexivity – and thus the enactment of reflexive practices – 

does not necessarily lead to change in either the context of the individuals, or in the involved 

individuals themselves (c.f. Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2014). A lack of change may be because 

there are possibilities for reducing the “symptomatic” discomfort occasioned by “being 

struck”, as our elaboration of the avoidance modality – and the practices that are applied in 

the modes within this modality – has shown. In contrast, we had initially assumed that an 

effective stimulus to the engagement modality might be the degree to which “being struck” 

reveals or reinforces our awareness of the relational nature of our praxis – that the social 

processes, practices and relationships which constitute our lives are essentially built between 

us (Lambrechts, Grieten, Bouwen, & Corthouts, 2009; Shotter, 1996; Steyaert, 2010). 

However, as we examined our own accounts, matters did not seem to be so clear-cut; part of 

the key difference seems to be the degree to which the emotional and rational aspects of 

reflexivity are both in play and engaged with. Nevertheless a link to relationality can still be 

established because, based on the accounts of our own practices, engaging with others was 

likely to provide complementary emotional support to address a rationally demanding call to 

change – and vice versa. As discussed earlier, the influence of participation in external 

conversations (Gunia et al., 2012) – either confronting or collaborative – was evident in some 

cases. Thus, relationality may be important in enabling the “full range” of reflexive practices 

(or overlapping sets of practices) to be activated. 
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Going further, the relational aspect of practices also connects to the concept of 

“responsibility” and responsible action. Further to the usual relational and moral perspectives 

on responsibility (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015), we add an emotional understanding. Emotions, 

being inherently entangled in reflexive practices, can act as triggers or pivot points of change 

(Burkitt, 2012, p. 471). Furthermore, responsibility and emotions are both subject to specific 

context and agency: negative or positive emotions impact differently on individuals’ 

definition of responsible decisions (Gunia et al., 2012) and the willingness to take positive 

action in difficult circumstances (Brown & Graaf, 2013). Individuals’ trajectories seen in this 

light might be perceived in one of two ways. On the one hand, their trajectories may illustrate 

multiple experiments in trying to seek a way to resolve a situation before finding the right 

path. On the other hand, their trajectories may provide evidence of a fortuitous resolution in 

the short term, either because of the helpful relational aspect of the context or because the 

problem was amenable to the simple application of a limited set of practices. Thus, on 

balance, we confirm that relational influences do have some role in the responsible 

application of reflexive practices, although this is more complex than expected and relates to 

how relationships support rationality and emotional awareness in a particular context. 

 

This leads to our third area of insight, through which we begin to explain the dynamic 

possibilities for moving between avoiding and engaging with a call to change (c.f. Gorli et 

al., 2015; Greig et al., 2013; Paulsen, 2015). It is clear that some reflexive practices can be 

enacted in more than one mode and with a range of intentions, and some that are less flexible. 

Our exploration shows that there are evidently “cul-de-sac” practices in which options for 

change within and between modes may not open up. However and perhaps more importantly, 

we have shown how possibilities for mobilization may be afforded through the enactment of 

practices in two ways, either within a mode through overlap with other practices, or 
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emergently between modes through the inherent flexibility of a given practice. Such moves 

are associated with dynamic and partial resolutions (emotional or rational) of the call to 

change. 

 

Overall, the insights developed in this paper provide an outline theory of reflexive 

change. Our work is small-scale and interpretive, and while we value the non-traditional 

approach we have adopted here, we offer our insights for with the intention of stimulating 

further research and debate rather than closing it down. In summary, then, we express our 

appropriately tentative theory in this very simplified way:  

(i) Professional / social life delivers multiple opportunities for confronting 

experiences, in which an individual recognizes a call to change. 

(ii) In response to a call to change, individuals enact practice(s) initially in one of 

four modes. 

(iii) Individuals are able to enact a greater variety of practices and potentially move 

between modes of reflexive practice when either or both: 

a. They are situated in a rich relational context; 

b. They pay attention to their own rationality and emotionality. 

(iv) Attention to relationality, rationality and emotionality is consistent with an 

approach to reflexive practice that recognizes one’s responsibility to oneself 

and context. 

(v) Attention to relationality, rationality and emotionality are all possibilities for 

practical attention and learning (c.f. Antonacopoulou, 2004), and through such 

attention individuals may accumulate a repertoire of reflexive practices for 

addressing change through doing so. 
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The outline theory that we have described above ends with implicit practical implications, but 

there are some additional practical points to which we now turn. 

 

Practical implications 

We highlight a particular practical implication that we have derived from our relationally 

reflexive explorations. That is, our framework and analysis provide a tool for reflexive 

practitioners – in management, organizational and indeed academic contexts – to better 

understand themselves and their possibilities for change. While it does not answer every 

question, it does suggest that there are additional options for practicing, which open up more 

reflexive choices when responding to a call to change. The framework highlights the 

particular value of humor (ridiculing) and reinforcing relationships as flexible practices, 

which enable reflection and action to step across multiple modes of reflexive practice through 

partial resolutions at an emotional or rational level. A better understanding of how ridiculing 

and reinforcing relationships are and could be deployed might equip reflexive individuals 

with a more versatile repertoire of reflexive practices. Indeed, with the benefit of hindsight, 

these practices have been significantly important for the development of our own thought and 

action in the process of constructing this paper. They have been also been intrinsic to the 

successful implementation of our reflexive method. 

 

Our second practical implication is for organizational development (OD) 

practitioners, who are often concerned with trying to implement deliberate changes, which 

organizational members will respond to by enacting the kinds of reflexive practices that we 

have described in this paper. For OD practitioners, our framework provides two practical 

benefits. On the one hand the framework provides a diagnostic tool, to help understand what 

is (or may be) going on with the organizational members who are the focus of their 



 

 42 

interventions. On the other hand, the framework can also help OD practitioners to think about 

how their interventions and interactions might have consequences - rational and emotional - 

on the particular patterns of practicing within the organization. In contexts where both OD 

practitioners and organizational members use our framework to be better informed about 

reflexive practices and their effects on self and context, matters might become more complex 

as each “second-guesses” the other. In such circumstances to avoid conflict, a participative, 

relational approach would seem to be appropriate. 

 

Importantly, in relation to both of our practical implications, we do not claim to offer 

a complete catalogue or exhaustive repertoire of reflexive practices. There may be new 

practices that are evident when examining one’s own experience, for example. Nevertheless, 

our framework may still be important in helping individuals to speculate about how such 

practices might be enacted in a variety of modes, or overlap with other practices in 

mobilizing ways, and we encourage reflection on this. We also encourage individuals to 

consider how both emotion and rationality are evident in their practicing, and to accept that 

both have a role in responding to calls for change. In this way, individuals may be more 

aware of how their practices may lead them to particular choices, but also discover more 

ways of arriving at options for change. 
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Figures and Tables 

 

 

Figure 1: Engaging and avoiding modes of reflexive practices and change outcomes 
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Theory Building 
Stage 

Relationally Reflexive Methodological Practice 
Engaging otherness Enacting connectedness 

1. Pre-research 
conceptualization: 
the latent 
resources for 
theory building 

Engaging otherness to increase the richness 
of scholarly conversations. Actively 
seeking alternative views outside one’s 
community. 
 
Operationalization: Developing our 
research focus and conceptual framework 
through dialogue between members of the 
(diverse) authorial team, in the context of a 
workshop process that also involved other 
teams working on different ideas. 
 

Enacting connectedness to construct scholarly 
selves differently. 
 
 
 
Operationalization: Allowing our individual 
interpretive lenses to inform expression in the 
construction of the conceptual framework in a 
cumulative way, leaving space for doubts, 
confusion and alternatives to surface. 

2. Emerging 
theorizations in 
the process of 
conducting 
research 

Engaging otherness to transform theoretical 
assumptions. Conversations across 
paradigmatic and disciplinary boundaries. 
 
Operationalization: Offering personal 
accounts as data absent of specific 
theoretical claims, for interpretation by 
others within the team and oneself, in order 
to explore theoretical possibilities in the 
form of practices and processes. 
 

Enacting connectedness to construct different 
conversations with data. 
 
 
Operationalization: Retaining data, 
interpretation and responses as separate yet 
linked aspects of our research conversation, 
and withholding attempts to reduce these 
aspects to a consensus or ‘superior’ 
interpretive position in the first instance. 

3. The refinement 
of theory in its 
(broader) context 

Engaging otherness to increase the richness 
of contextual conversations. 
 
Operationalization: Collective reflection, in 
dialogue, on our contributions as both 
researchers and the subjects of our 
research, to flesh out plausible points of 
generative theoretical conversation to take 
to others. Discussion and dialogue within 
the authorial team through meetings. In 
particular, theorizing in response to 
conference feedback and sharing our 
experiences of developing our collective 
thinking through writing conference 
papers. 
 

Enacting connectedness to construct our 
shared contexts differently. 
 
Operationalization: Discussion and dialogue 
with other researcher/practitioners (i.e. 
professional academics) in seminars, 
conference settings and review processes.  

 

Table 1: A relationally reflexive approach (adapted from Hibbert et al., 2014, p. 280) 
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