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SHAPING STRATEGIC ACTION THROUGH THE RHETORICAL

CONSTRUCTION AND EXPLOITATION OF AMBIGUITY

Abstract. This paper extends existing understandings of hotersicconstructions of
ambiguity shape the emergent process of strategicnadtfe theoreticdf elaborate the role of
rhetoric in exploiting strategic ambiguity, based omalgsis of a longitudinal case study of an
internationalization strategy within a business sth@ur data shows that actors use rhetoric to
construct three types of strategic ambiguity: prote@drn®iguity that appeals to common values in
order to protect particular interests; invitational amibhygthat appeals to common values in order to
invite participation in particular actions, and adaptambiguity that enables the temporary adoption
of specific values in order to appeal to a particulaliezog atone point in time. These rhetorical
constructions of ambiguity follow a processual patteat shapes the emergent process of strategic
action. Our findings show that 1) the strategic astithat emerge are shaped by the way actors
construct and exploit ambiguity; 2) the ambiguitirimsic to the action is analytically distinct from
ambiguity that is constructed and exploited by actargl3) ambiguity construction shifts over time
to accommodate the emerging pattern of actions.

Keywords. Strategic action, ambiguity, strategic ayuwiby, rhetoric



Ambiguity exists in an organization when there is a “state of having many ways of thinking
about the same circumstances or phenothdifaldman, 1989: 5). Although much literature on
ambiguity indicates that it constrains collectiveatgic action (Cohen & March, 1974; Denis et al,
1996, 2001; Middleton-Stone & Brush, 1996; SillinceMeller, 2007) this paper argues that actors
use rhetoric to construct ambiguity in ways that enabtion. The view of ambiguity asbarrier to
action is part of the common Western assumption thainéss is and should be discussed and
communicated in a direct and clear way (Scollon & BopR001). Such an assumption implies that
choosing what products to offer and where and how tken@nd sell them are clear strategies.
Contrary to this assumption our starting point is thetsé strategic actions are fundamentally
rhetorical and ambiguous. Consistent with other scholaesconsider action strategic when it is
perceived as consequential by those actors thatdgibnsibility for the prospective and overarching
directions, survival and competitive position of thgamization (e.g. Hendry, 2000; Jarzabkowski,
Balogun and Seidl, 2007; Johnson, Melin and Whitting2003). For such actors, strategy involves
persuasion of various audiences that particular adtame a significant and long term impact on the
organization. We argue that strategic action invotiiesrhetorical construction of ambiguity in order
to persuade relevant audiences that different potetimbes of action are aligned to their interests
and the interests of the organization

Organizations with a professional, knowledge-basetkfimze, such as universities and
hospitals, are characterized as having ambiguous gitrageals and directions (Cohen & March,
1974, 1976; Denis, Langley & Cazale, 1996; Middlestane and Brush, 1996; Mintzberg, 1979).
Generating organizational action around a specifiateygic goal is difficult, as different interest
groups pursue their own goals with little consideratiwrthe strategies of the organization as a whole
(Cohen, March and Olsen, 1972; Cohen and March 1974djsDeamothe, and Langley, 2001;
Jarzabkowski, 2005; Weick, 1976). However, the questiohow actors experience and attempt to
shape ambiguity when carrying out strategic actionnoa®een widely explored in management and
organization theory. This gap is problematic, as amilyigcontradicts rational actor models of
management processes, and has been portrayed asigeisultiertia, inability to pursue coordinated

action and political behavior (e.g. Denis, et al98;92001; Eisenhardt and Zbaracki, 1992). This



paper uses a rhetoric theory lens to explain how diffexretars construct ambiguity in order to enable
collective strategic action. The paper is based upothree-year, longitudinal study of an
internationalization goal in a university businesshoet We show that different rhetorical
constructions of the ambiguities encountered in pugsthis goal shaped the emergence of particular
strategic actions. Our study makes three contributitirsd; that strategic action does not happen
despite ambiguity but rather that the action thatrge®is shaped by the way actors construct and
exploit ambiguity second that the ambiguity that is intrinsic to #wtion is analytically distinct from
the way that ambiguity is constructed and exploiaw, third, that ambiguity construction shifts over
time to accommodate the emerging pattern of actions.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Ambiguity in organizations. The literature is divided on the issue of whether auilyig
‘really’ exists as intrinsic to particular contexts or whether ambiguity is rhetorycadinstructed.
Some argue that there are ambiguous contexts anihétyatan be identified in terms of level of
uncertainty, risk, unresolvable contradictions, andgisement about boundaries, clear principles or
solutions that pertain to the context (Alvesson, 12881; Wilkinson, 2006: 27). Such ambiguity
may arise as an unintended result of perceptual bEgiénson, 2006: 25) or of the strategy making
process itself (Cohen and March, 1974). In particular, smongexts, such as universities and
hospitals (Denis et al 1996; Jarzabkowski, 2005), areejved to be innately ambiguous and some
work types, such as the professions, are consideredambiguous (Alvesson, 1993). In such
contexts, Cohen et al., (1972) have suggested thhtgtaority and technology ambiguity arise
unintentionally as a byproduct of the organizatiotrategy process. Goal ambiguity arises from the
plurality of interests and meanings that multiple ¢trents attribute to any given goal. Authority
ambiguity refers to the diffuse sources of power heldifigrednt constituents, which enables them to
pursue at least partial solutions to their own intsresthout regard to hierarchical power.
Technology ambiguity refers to the unclear relationdeigveen goals and the means to achieve them
(Cohen and March, 1974; Cohen et al, 1972), whiclkdserbated by indirect control over resources
(Middleton-Stone and Brush, 1996). Ambigutity is thusspreged as the intrinsic conditionaf

specific organizational context, with which actors tragpe



This view of ambiguity as the condtiaf a particular context, presents it as problematic for
collective strategic action. For example, authaaitybiguity challenges leadership as it is difficult to
align the competing political interests of different stioents (Denis et al, 1996; Fenton and
Pettigrew, 2000), while goal ambiguity manifestslfitseongoing tensions over direction (Denis et al,
2001; Sillince and Mueller, 2007; Vaara et al, 200B)e garbage can model of decision-making
provides insights intdiow strategic action occurs in such ambiguous contdtespremise is that
problems, solutions and choice opportunities are @lggnt streams of activity that converge
according to the energy and attention that can bea#d by a range of potential participants and the
amount of load upon the system at any given time (Ceheal, 1972; Lutz, 1982; March and Olsen,
1976; March, 1981). Importantly, while actors can shdme ambiguity arising from these
independent streams of activity, decisions are noentgdesolving ambiguity (Cohen et al, 1972).
Ratherdecisions emerge from actors’ ongoing responses to ambiguity as it occurs within the garbage
canover time. Thus, the garbage can model provides soitig insights on the dual nature of
ambiguity as both a property of the organization, Isg as something that actors can shape through
their responses to the streams of activity, albeineoessarily with intended consequences (Denis et
al, 1996; 2001; Jarzabkowski, 2008; Maitlis and Lawee 2003).

We may further understandgluual nature of ambiguity if we turn to a stream of liera
that suggests that ambiguity is intentionally carged by actorsActors are able to vary meanings,
and thus to generate ambiguity, by making use ofesdifterences between the symbolic social
norms of different groups and contexts (Feldman and Mag#i,). From this perspective, ambiguity
is not simply located within a particular context Busomething that actors discursively co-construct
in interaction with each other (Sillince and Muel007; Vaara, Kleymann & Seristo, 2004). For
example, when managers wish to avoid making decglogy tend to make their responsibility more
ambiguous by involving many others in the decisimtess (Jackal, 1988). However, when they
wish to retain control, delegation may also be ussbiguously as a disguised form of command and
control (Bourgeois and Brodwin, 1984 254; Davenport agitth, 2005). Sillince and Mueller
(2007) found that senior managers made ambiguous statethat could be interpreted as supporti

either empowerment or control and that this ambidaty the effect of encouraging a project team



of middle managers to rhetorically expand their work reWihen the project failed, however, the
team used rhetoric that presented a reduced remiteaiesenior managers clarified what they were
saying to mean a preference for more control in ordeatoeothe team. In this way senior managers
delegated the risk of blame while retaining controllii8e and Muelley2007 see also Davenport
and Leitch, 2005). Ambiguity is thus not solely stimigy that actors encounter in organizations, but
rather can be actively exploited where actors encotirgsran organizational property (Vaara, 2002).
The literature on strategic ambiguity, defined as amityign the communication of goals
(Davenport and Leitch, 2005; Eisenberg, 1984; RingRamdy, 1985) provides insights into how
actors both construct ambiguous meanings and aldoitetke ambiguity within organizations as a
possible resource for strategic action. From this petspeambiguity enables different constituents
to attribute different meanings to the same goal amedal actors to persuasively construct different
meanings for any given goal according to the interefstiseir audience (Eisenberg, 1984; Eisenberg
and Goodall, 1997). For example, powerful actors maipitxipe ambiguity of goals strategically in
order to generate collective action by encouragingttoests to sign up to a higher-order or more
abstracted meaning that does not counteract theicydartinterests (Eisenberg and Goodall, 1997,
Ring and Perry, 1985). Managers may even exacerbateldylbigough contradictory messages,
such as the use of progressive and stability narratiweisg strategic change, in an attempt tapb-
participation from employees with different perspectiveshe change (Sonenshein, 2010).
Participants may have different interpretations of atatadout still agree on what action to take
(Donnellon, Gray and Bougon, 1986), particularly wheeeititial goals are expressed with sufficient
ambiguity that all actors can subscribe to them. Dpod and Leitch (2005: 1607) suggest that the
particular circumstances in which constructing ambygoiy be an appropriate strategic response
include: ‘when goals are not clear, when stakeholders areampliant, have power bases from
which to resist the goal, or when achievement efghal requires a creative engagement between the
organization and its stakeholders’. Thus, those contexts in which ambiguity is mosiiko occur,
are also those in which actors may actively consttndtexploit ambiguity in order to influence

particular courses of action (Eisenberg and Goodallf)1®rategic action in such contexts is both



shaped by the ambiguity of the organization and laystbhe way that actors respond to and construct
that ambiguity.

Most studies are conducted from the perspective of mmg @f key actors who are trying to
construct ambiguity according to their interests (egni®et al, 1996; Jarzabkowski and Sillince,
2007; Sillince and Brown, 2009). However, there is lesearch into how other constituents perceive
attempts to exploit ambiguity or how they might relactonstructing ambiguity in turn, in order to
shape the possible courses of strategic action tovtlagasinterests. While the literature indicates
how powerful actors can exploit ambiguity, it is impmitto recognize that ambiguity is also
constructed through their interactions with others. &by may be used by the sender of a message
in order to enrol the recipient into the c@ation of its meaning. However, the speaker’s message
must also be constructed ambiguously as a necessatiion for the construction of shared
meanings (Nerlich and Clarke, 2001: 10) because it @itk recipient of a message with choices
in ascribing meaning to the message independently of the speaker’s intended meaning (Fredsted,

1998: 529; Ramsland, 1987: 334). For example, sendaraliow several recipients with differing
opinions to interpret a message as being close itaothia (Glazer, 1990; Aragones and Neeman,
2000; Tomz and Van Houweling, 2009)s Sonenshein (2010) shows, ambiguous managerial
messages intended to co-opt employees into stratbgitge were variously received by recipients
who constructed their own versions of ambiguous messageder to resist or champion the change.
The construction of ambiguity thus occurs within kb speaker and the recipient. While Eisenberg
(1984) has suggested that the sender can narrow devanmetining of a message, ambiguity is not
only the property of the sender of the message butleame created or modified by the
interpretations of the recipients, who ascribe meanimsfit with their personal or organizational
preferences (Middleton-Stone and Brush, 1996: 647; R3ioé and Corley, 2008: 180; Sillince &
Mueller, 2007; Sillince and Brown, 2009; Vaara, Kleym&nSeristo, 2004).

Strategic ambiguity is thus in need of further theorktdaboration in order to account for
the ways that multiple actors shape ambiguity aedrtiplications of these different constructions for
the way that strategic action emerges within orgdioizs. We propose that rhetoric, which is a

branch of discourse and language theory associategeritiuasion, is an appropriate theoretical and



methodological lens for understanding how multipléoesc construct strategic ambiguity and how
those constructions shape strategic action (MiddiStone and Brush, 1996). Strategic ambiguity is
the ambiguous construction and exploitation of stiatgoals through the use of rhetoric (Davenport
and Leitch, 2005; Eisenberg, 1984; Ring and Perry, )198bile strategic action is the emergent
pattern of action that an organization follows over tintzberg, 1978).

Rhetoric in organizations. While various authors have proposed that languagerigans of
constructing ambiguity (e.g. Davenport and Leitch,520d@iddleton-Stone and Brush, 1996; Vaara,
Kleymann and Seristo, 2004), less attention has pa&nto how that ambiguity enables or disables
strategic action. This paper addresses this gap égrating ambiguity with rhetoric theory. Drawing
upon Eisenberg’s (1984) definition of strategic ambiguity as a resource to facilitate action, we argue
that ambiguity can be rhetorically constructed by @cto order to align particular actions with the
interests of different audiences and persuade themégtak in those actions. Rhetoric, as a theory
specifically concerned with argumentation, justifioatiand persuasion (Artistotle, 1984) is
particularly well suited to the examination of strategition because it is a strategic form of speech
act, in which actors use speech to have effects ap@ctual or implied audience (Heracleous, 2006).
We first explain the growing attention to rhetoric asway of understanding how modern
organizations construct ambiguity. We then locateousriorganization studies approaches within
rhetorical theory and define our stance on rhetoricisngiper.

The organization studies literature increasingly detnates the importance of rhetoric in
both the micro and the macro processes of managemgniGheney, et al, 2004; Fine, 1996; Golant
& Sillince, 2007; Green 2004; Jarzabkowski & Sillin@007; Sillince, 2002, 2005; Suddaby &
Greenwood, 2005; Zbaracki, 1998). However, while soawspof the classical rhetorical tradition
(e.qg., Aristotle, 1984: 2295), Western business c{8egllon & Scollon, 2001)and common sense
notions of honesty recommend that rhetoric should kar,c modern organizations are often
characterised by ambiguity in terms of speaker, audiancemessage (Cohen and March, 1974
Eisenberg and Goodall, 1997). Indeed, classical rioefomadition did qualify its prescription of
clarity by introduction of the concept of the enthyme(Aaistotle, 1984: 2157). Rhetorical theory

shows how actors draw flexibly on archetypal rhetorsthtegies that are based on different



underlying assumptions and values (Eastman and BdiR98; Heracleous and Barrett, 2001;
Suddaby and Greenwood, 2005). For example, proponadt®@ponents of the multidisciplinary
organizational form drew on competing assumptions abgpertise and trusteeship respectively
(Suddaby and Greenwood, 2005). Rhetoric plays on thégaiybof particular assumptions (Boiral,
2003). For example, Zbaracki (1998) noted a difference between the ‘technical’ practice of total
guality management (TQM) that was adopted in his rebesites and the appropriation @hetorical
TOM ...a broadly used, ambiguous term with unclear organizational implications’ (p.603). Ambiguity
surrounding the rhetorical appropriation of TQM enalaletbrs to proclaim success in one successful
project by overlooking five failed projects. This amliigwas amplified by attributing meanings to
technical TQM that excluded its challenging staidt content. Such uses of rhetoric exploit the
ambiguity of modern organizations, in order to justigrtgular meanings (Fine, 1996; Heracleous
and Barrett, 2001). Ambiguous constructions presentcpéati courses of action as desirable
(Jarzabkowski and Sillince, 2007; Zbaracki, 1998)hutit necessarily excluding other meanings and
actions that may be drawn upon for other purposes (Sydmiad Greenwood, 2005). Classical
rhetorical theory is thus challenged by the ambigaftynodern organizations, which have neither a
single clear message, a single, identifiable speakeroften, any co-present audience (Cheney,
1992).

New Rhetoric theory has developed in order to betteragxpiow rhetoric establishes
connections with different audiences that may nothysipally present during the speech act (Burke,
1989a; Perelman and Olbrechigteca, 1969), in particular by uncovering an ‘implied audience’
(Bitzer, 1999). Given the complexity of modern organizaijcspeakers invite various audiences to
attribute particular meanings to the organization amdyoals, values and actions (Burke, 1989a).
They do so by constructing the organization in wags are congruent with the values of an implied
audience. New Rhetoric establishes ‘a sense of communion centred around particular eglu
(Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969: 50-1). Suchnibetesumes a common audience and evokes
the values of that audience (Berkenkotter and Hucki@5)18s socially accepted values (Burke,
1989b). The common knowledge, values and assummifahe audience are also used in the concept

of the enthymeme: ‘The enthymeme must consist of a few propositioesef often than those which



make up a primary deduction. For if any of thesepoisitions is a familiar fact, there is no need to
mention it; tke hearer adds it hisalf” (Aristotle, 1984: 2157: 16-19). For example, Jarzabkoarsd
Sillince (2007) show how university managers rhetoricadlgstruct academic values in discussing
multiple goals associated with teaching, commeeadélities and research. By assuming the common
values of an academic community in their rhetorieytbonstruct multiple goals as congruent with
academic pursuits. Such rhetoric is not addressenytsgecific audience but constructs a general
invitation to an implied academic audience to litleé academic values and meanings to these goals.
New Rhetoric theory (e.g. Burke, 1989a; Perelman and Oityrélgyteca, 1969) advocated designing
messages for a universal or less specific audiencenawldoing broke away from classical rhetoric
theory (e.g. Aristotle, 1984) that had prescribed theetag of messages at specific audiences.
Ambiguity is an important part of such rhetoric, as esee clarity may exclude recipients
(Eisenberg, 1984; Mey, 2003). For example, an actor avayd explicit statements or extreme
opinions in order to appeal more to the communal gadfiehe audience, and to enable the audience
to attribute meanings to the statements that arestenswith their own specific values (Aragones
and Neeman, 2000; Glazer, 1990; Shepsle, 1972).efhyihasis on how links are constructed to the
values of an implied audience has widened the retevahrhetoric as an explanatory approach, for
example in understanding how the audience is draterile world of a speaker (Burke, 1989a). For
organization studies scholars, New Rhetoric is usefulnderstanding how speakers construct
messages that establish a connection with an ichplislience even where that audience is not co-
present in the speech act.

This paper draws the above strands of literature togetkeloring how rhetoric as a strategic
form of speech act enables different groups of actorsnstaat and exploit ambiguity according to
their own interests in any particular strategic agtaomd how these differences shape the emergent
process of strategic action. With this aim, we addies$ollowing research questions
1. Whatrhetoric do actors use to construct and etxplmbiguity?; and
2. Howdo these constructions facilitate strategidoa

RESEARCH DES GN AND METHOD
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We used theoretical sampling to select a case tHactexl the phenomena under
investigation (Yin, 1994). Business schools have a gs@gal workforce with multiple goals, diffuse
power relations amongst different actors and tensiongelegt managerial and professional values, all
factors that have been associated with members’ use of ambiguous language (Cohen and March,
1974; Mintzberg and Rose, 2003). Our study is conducted in a UK business school, ‘BizEd’, where
we were able to follow the construction of a stratdlgicambiguous goal over time from the
perspective of different constituents. Our study examihesy a specific strategic goal,
internationalization, was rhetorically constructed argloited by different groups within BizEd over
a three year periddAs the following brief case history illustrates, theernationalization goal was a
case of ambiguity because it had unclear meaningseti@bled it to be interpreted differently by
different groups according to their own interests.

For some time, in School meetings and awaydaysntennationalization strategy had been
raised as part of BizEd’s ambitions to be a leading business school. In late 2001 BizEd developed a
Strategic Internationalization Group (SIG) that was clérgih developing an internationalization
strategy for the School and determining ways to impfeénite However, in early 2002 BizEd also
underwent accreditation by an international Businesso@cAccrediting agency (BSA). BSA
accreditation focused largely on the teaching programits anember schools. BSA withheld full
accreditation of BizEd because of a lack of evidendatefnationalization in its teaching programs.
BSA would revisit in 2005 and award or withdraw full adlitegion of BizEd, based on a range of
internationalization indicators.

The ‘internationalization’ goal quickly became central to the campaign for BSA accreditation;
‘When BSA came [...] they didn’t think we were international enough. It made us sit back and think.
The BSA panel wanted the business school ‘to have stronger international links with other
universities overseas’. Managers began to influence the SIG to incorporate 83#editation in the
internationalization strategy. For example, in Jun@32be Dean attended an awayday to determine

the SIG’s mandate; ‘It was given that it was a very important thing fas strategic objectives that the

% Actual names of the School, accrediting agencyspetific dates are changed, to preserve the angng
the case. However, the intervals between the evmrdshe events themselves are accurately repes.ent
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school had BSA, and so in a sense had that asflarnning factor that was getting in the way of
anything which marked the long term strategy

While managers endorsed the Dean’s perspective, there was considerable ambiguity about
BSA as the internationalization goal. For example,esamademics at the awayday contradicted this
view, querying ‘Why are we going for BSA? Is BSA important? It isdéstraction’ Despite this
ambiguity, BSA was incorporated into the internatiar@ion goal. However, this decision did not
resolve ambiguity and make BSA the appropriate solitidhe internationalization problem. Rather,
ambiguity persisted, as some protested; ‘It may be better that we would actually developleac
internationalization strategy for its own purposesid that we develop a vision of what an
international business school needs and not judbtsuit the understanding of BSAtill others felt
that the BSA definition was potentially dangerous awse it would switch attention to BSA
definitions of international quality, such as inteimad | teaching exchanges, rather than international
reseach; ‘If you talk about research at an international llevdends to mean a high quality of
research Even this definition was ambiguous; ‘When we talk about international research it fely
often that it just means international quality, lwtat | am talking about is collaborating with
somebody in another country

Data collection. The process of developing the internationalizatiorl go8izEd thus had the
characteristics of ambiguity appropriate for examining i@search questions. We began to collect
data at the formation of the SIG in 2002, completing data collection after the 2005 BSA vistt,
collecting interviews, emails, documents, and 10 tmgeobservations. In total 34 open-ended
interviews were collected over three rounds, with @hagers and academics in the SIG; one round
at the start of the process in 2003 (11 interviews)yourd during 2004 (11 interviews) and an exit
interview round in 2005 before the BSA visit (4 intervig\aad after the BSA visit (8 interviews). All
interviews were transcribed verbatim, forming the pringata source, supported by being on-site on
the days when we had interviews or when we attendestimys. We attended an audio-taped and
fully transcribed eight-hour awayday, 6 SIG meetingsthree BSA preparation meetings, as well as
being on-site at the three days of the BSA panel, asall of which detailed notes were taken about

the way the internationalization goal was discudsgdifferent constituents. All field notes were
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written up within 24 hours of an event to which thekted. Additionally, relevant documents, such
as letters between BSA and BizEd, documents for BSAsanmik emails pertaining specifically to
internationalization and the BSA were collected, régpiin a data set in excess of 1,000 type-written
A4 pages.

Data analysis. Data were collected primarily by two of the authors, wiass-checked their
impressions and tentative findings after the initisdmiews and meeting observations, in order to
inform the second round of interviews. A coding meetiag then held between the three authors, to
discuss emergent findings from the existing data setesviews and meetings, with one author
acting as an ‘outsider’ in questioning the findings and themes of those who had collected the data
(Evered and Louis, 1981). Following this, a codingesuéa was proposed, based around different
constituents and their rhetorical practices, which eszdbe below. The third round of interviews
was then conducted and all interviews, meeting natelsdocuments were coded. We describe the
stages of analysis below. In each of these stagdsaeghor individually coded the interview and
field note data when we were looking for types of metphases of strategic ambiguity, and how
rhetoric constructed ambiguity. Prior to each stagediseissed how we would approach the data, in
order to provide consistency and then met to talk tiiraur codes, themes and ideas, discuss
discrepancies and further refine our analytic categorielegMind Hubermann, 1994). In summary, at
each stage all three authors had a coding meetieg vetfich they did separate coding and then met
again to discuss their coding, examining any datarevkhey did not agree, in order to arrive at a
commonly agreed coding. This was an interpretativege®of discussing and refining what we
meant by the particular codes described below, andwehfglt a particular datum fell into one or
another coding category, as appropriate to the gereeraéthods of working with qualitative data
(Locke, Golden-Biddle and Feldman, 2008). By triangudadata through multiple participants and
different sources, using multiple investigators and gogrgnd refining the coding throughout the
analysis, we minimized the bias attendant upon a single data source or a single researcher’s
interpretations (Yin, 1994).

All three authors read through the interview transcrigdgd notes and documentary data

searching for text extracts that could be classifiedhasoric. Consistent with the method used by
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other scholars of rhetoric in organizations (e.g. Fin@619arzabkowski & Sillince, 2007; Suddaby
& Greenwood, 2005), we identified spoken and writtert extracts as rhetoric because they
illustrated persuasive argumentation about the intemeization goal or its associated actions (see
Cheney, 1991; Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969). lipiiiee classified these text extracts in terms
of nine rhetorics. We created nine separate files apgd@dext extracts into one of these files. For
each rhetoric we created a table containing a defmitiee relevant text extracts, the claim being
made, who (academic or manager) used the rhetoriasthemptions the rhetoric was based on, how
the rhetoric positioned the individual actor or BizEdam organization with regard to the actions and
goal of internationalization and how the speaker @kedhetoric to construct ambiguity about the
specific issue to which the textual item referred. Tlwemsistent with the principles of abductive
research (Locke et al, 2008), we discussed these mit@icis extensively, comparing and contrasting
them in terms of their effects on speakers, audienceetiwhs, which led us to perceive some as
subcategories, which we merged into six final categanf rhetorical responses to ambiguity that we
agreed were clearly distinct and that were used somedifferently by the two classes of speaker
that we identified: managers and academics.

We then ordered the story of strategic action chrond@tlgjoconstructing a narrative of how
the BSA process unfolded over time (Langley, 1999). Frusnwe identified five overlapping phases
of ambiguity in which different aspects of strategicacemerged. Next we analyzed the way that
rhetorical responses evolved over time in relation ese¢hemerging actions within the strategy
process, exploring the consistency of our rhetoricadaeses with the theory of rhetoric. We found
that three responses enabled the speaker to cormtregploit the ambiguity surrounding particular
actions in ways that blocked or withdrew support frowséh actions: these we labelled doubting,
distancing and fogging rhetoric. The other three rhetbresponses of conformity, responsibility and
impression-management rhetoric constructed or explaiteliguity in ways that enabled the speaker
to support specific actions. We found that these rlogtioresponses altered over time as academic
and managerial actors constructed ambiguity anew diSsoad| actiols emerged from the process
Furthermore, we found that the ambiguity constructednar@uny particular action encouraged the

search for new actions, so shaping the pattern of gizadetion that led to the attainment of BSA.
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This finding motivated us to further analyze how rhietaonstructed or exploited ambiguity over
time, leading to our next phase of analysis.

We next explored the concept of strategic ambigwgamining how the six rhetorical
responses were used to construct the speaker’s interests over the internationalization goal generally
and BSA specifically. We queried the data intensivalgking questions such as; how does this
rhetoric construct or exploit ambiguity? Who is the liegbaudience for this rhetorical act? How does
it assert the speaker’s interests in the action being proposed? From this we concluded that our two
classes of speaker, managers and academics, weret distine way that they appealed to an implied
audience. Academics took the implied audience ta behort of academics with similar professional
values to themselves about privileging research in iaternationalization goal. They thus used
rhetoric to assert academic interests, constructing eapdbiting ambiguity in a way that was
protective of those interests. We labeled thistective ambiguity Managers moved between an
implied audience with managerial values to strengtBéfd as a reputable institution, and an
academic audience, trying to construct rhetoricatslino each of these audiences. They thus
constructed ambiguity around different interests, sorestinmsing rhetoric to construgtotective
ambiguityover BizEd’s reputation by appealing to managerial values. At other times they rhetorically
invited academics to participate in supporting thadutation by constructing links to academic
values. We labeled this constructimvitational ambiguity We also found that, as actions began to
coalesce around the BSA Vvisit in the final phase, modnagerial and academic speakers began
rhetorically to construct ambiguity with consideratiohthe BSA audience and to posttion their
interests as aligned for the purposes of persuadingtithiénce. As they still displayed rhetoric that
supported their other interests, we labeled dhia ptive ambiguitybecause it enabled the speaker to
temporarily adapt to assume the interests of a pati@lidience whilst still retaining their own
interests. Table 1 summarizes our definition of éhédwee types of ambiguity and provides a
representative example of each.

INSERT TABLE ONE ABOUT HERE
Finally, we examined the six specific rhetorical forfos association with the three ways of

constructing ambiguity. While there were general tremds only found exclusive one-one
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correspondence between impression management rhetaticadaptive ambiguity. The other
rhetorical forms clustered more to one way of construcéingbiguity than another but the
associations were not exclusive. However, we did &ingorocessual evolution in the way that
rhetorical forms and construction of ambiguity movedrdiree in response to the emerging strategic
actions, which we present in the findings and expiathe discussion.

We thus addressed our two research questions, in tdrbwth the rhetorical responses that
actors use to construct ambiguity and how these rmtisins faciltate strategic action. We now
present these findings in two parts. Section 1 explua six rhetorical forms, while Section 2 shows
how these rhetorical forms shaped emerging strategonadaind constructed protective, invitational
and adaptive ambiguity around those actions.

FINDINGS
Section One: Six Rhetorical Forms

In this section we explain the six rhetorical forms dimel way that actors used them to
respond to the ambiguity that they encountered ar@®®é4 as one means of achieving the
internationalization goal. As section two presentsh&rrevidence of the rhetorical forms and how
they constructed ambiguity, this section is interlolgeffly to introduce each category of rhetoric

Doubting rhetoric responded to the ambiguity encenatt about any particular action, such
as whether to pursue BSA, by casting doubt on its necessity: * “Do we need it? ” and I have no idea. |
don 't know’ (academic, June 2004Y;do not see the necessity to move from here to there’ (academic,
Jure 2004); as well as doubting whether particular actions would actually enable the goal; ‘1 don 't
know whether that counts for BSA’ (academic, May 2002). This avoided commitment t@achs
actors constructed the ambiguity around BSA in wayisddst doubt on its validity.

Distancing rhetoric distanced the speaker from any cpdaiti action, such as teaching
exchanges, asserting that if that was part of the B&A, ¢ was not the goal for that speaker but
rather a goal thatThey’ [managers] are after continuing international teaching activities ang bi
partners, you know’ (academic, May 2004) whereas academics should reatiping something else,

such as research;.. why should I do this, what’s the added value for me?’ (academic, March 2004).

16



This rhetoric constructed ambiguity over academiolirement in BSA related actions, and made it
easier for speakers to resist enrolment on BSA relatksl. tas

Fogging rhetoric queried what BSA meant: ‘I is not very clear this strategy’ (academic, June
2003), stating that the internationalization strategy was unclear and so could not be acted upon; ‘I
think the issue is what do we mean by Internationalization’ (manager, June 2002). Fogging rhetoric
avoided action by constructing ambiguity over therimhtionakation strategy generally and BSA’s
place in it specifically.

Conformity rhetoric suggested that BSA was an inevitgbd in a global marketSo we live
in a globalized world and education to a large mixtellows what is happening in the woild
(academic, June 2003). Conformity rhetoric assumed tgateasonable audience would understand
the necessity of achieving BSA and so supported action: ‘Following this trend you are benchmarking
the school against internationally recognized schools’ (academic, May 2002).

Responsibility rhetoric made an implicit assumption that BSA was the goal: ‘we have got to
think what it is in each area which would make a difference to BSA’ (manager, June 2003) and
allocated individuals to take responsibility for antiolt needs a central person, a manager, to take
this forward (academic, May 2002)This redirected attention from the validity of the gtwahow
BizEd and its members could responsibly carry out thak go supporting action

Impression management rhetoric had BSA as the implid@éace:‘other things are more to
do with the presentation; to present the informatimore cleverly (manager, June 2003). It
constructed ambiguity over the internationalisatioalggenerally and BSA more specifically, to
suggest that actions already being undertaken by Bsiedh as its research, were international and so
already fulffilled that goal. This suggested it wasnmetessary to take new actions to achieve the goal
but rather to spend effort impressing upon othexg good BizEd was; ‘we didn 't present ourselves
properly. It was all a matter of presentation or a lot of it was presentation’ (manager, May 2002)
This meant that individuals did not have to be aw®d to undertake new actions but rather had
simply to help demonstrate how good their existing actions were; ‘in international terms we are
actually pretty good but we are not always peratideat way (manager, May 2002). Thus,

impression management rhetoric created commitmenttiona of presenting a united and positive
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image to outsiders. The next section explains hagelrhetorical responses constructed ambiguity
and how these constructions shaped emerging actions.
Section Two: Rhetorical constructions of ambiguity shape emergent strategic action

In this section we present five overlapping phases obiguiy construction that
progressively shaped the emergence of strategic aclibese is always some tension in qualitative
research between presenting sufficient representativapies of the data to show richness, while
also ensuring a tight story line (Golden-Biddle andckey 1993). We present the data as a
chronological story, explaining the prevalent forms @tohic for academics and managers in each
phase, how they constructed ambiguity, and how thlmmsestructions shaped emerging strategic
action.
Phase 1. Ambiguity over whether BSA is aworthy goal for BizEd (M arch 2002 — August 2003)

At the outset, there was ambiguity about whether oBISA was a worthy goal for BizEd
with academics and managers constructing the goak@dng to their different interests. Table 2
shows that academics responded to the failure to \ech®SA on grounds of insufficient
internationalisation by drawing on doubting, distagcand fogging rhetoric to construct protective
ambiguity that enabled them to maintain academiorewmy and detachment from managerial
concerns about BSA. By contrast, managers respondedcuaritfformity rhetoric that constructed
protective ambiguityabout this knock to BizEd’s reputation. Managers also used responsibility
rhetoric towards academics constructing invitationalbigoity in an attempt to gain their
commitment to BSA as a goal.

INSERT TABLE TWO ABOUT HERE PLEASE

Managers, mindful of the importance of accreditatfondusiness school rankings,
demonstrated willingness to comply with BSA in theRi letter to BSA in February 2003he
simple goal has been to try and make sure thatchveae the requirements for the BSA
Internationalization ...".. They thus construetithe ambiguity of the BSA goal protectively, as a way
of preserving BizEd’s reputation: ‘the main goal is to improve our profile so that the world, and
especially BSA knows that means we are a very goednational school’. Managers also used

rhetoric to construct invitational ambiguity in an effarenroll academics’ participation in BSA: ‘In
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my view simply because it is the [academic] subggoups that actually do it. In the end, the
teaching and theesearch are done by the subject groups, so that if they don’t buy in to the
internationalization then whatever the people who set up the strategy might wish to happen, it won’t
acwally happen’. Managers appealed to the self-interest of an acadamience by implying that the
School’s research reputation was affected by the BSA-accreditation:7he over-riding indicator of that
[research reputationfill be full BSAaccreditation, because it is thelyoaccreditation that we go for
that has a major spéti international dimension’.

In contrast, academitsloubting and fogging rhetoric obscured the BSA goalstoning its
value to BizEd Their rhetoric emphasized academic values, in ordargwe that BSA was less
important than research and hence unnecessary for id@algation: 7 don’t know whether that
[good research] counts for BSAbut | think it isrething that definitely improves
internationalization’. Academics thought that BizEd should proactively tegvéts own
internationalisation strategy may be better that we would actually develop a clear
internationalization strategy for its own purposes] that we develop a vision of what an
international business school needs and not jydo suit the understanding of BSA. | would ref
that we are prerctive and take the lead and say that this is what we want’. They thus positioad
themselves and their academic goals as superior to BS#A¢? of felt that | have actually got more
important things to do’ while suggesting that the internationalisation stygitwas confusedYou are
again trying to change the criteria, which we haven’t fully understood, or which are by definition not
fully understandable siecthey are contradictory or ambiguous or whatever.” Academic rhetoric thus
exploited the ambiguity of the BSA goabe cannot have a strategy if we don’t have clear criteria of
what we wantto do. So it is not very clear, hiyito group members where it is goihngVhat
exactly are the BSA criteria and how exactly do they translate into what we are doing?’ This
rhetorical construction of ambiguity enatithem to avoid actions associated with BSA: ‘| amnot
sure how valuable [accreditation] is’. Throudh doubting, distancing and fogging rhetoaicademics
constructed protective ambiguffyat preserved academics’ interest in research goals and autonomy

from managerial attempts to co-opt them into strategions.
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Constructing ambiguity shapes strategic action: Managers’ rhetoric responded to the

ambiguity of BSA by constructing it as a strategic geald suggesting teaching exchanges as a
possible strategic actipn\Well, there are actions in place. One is thae [8IG chair] is really
working hard and getting involved and improvinglabbration. At the group level we are to send
out lecturers to teach in France and Germany’. Their rhetoric impresd upon academics their
responsibility for carrying out the teaching, couchingmbiguously in invitational terms that also
noted the potential research benefits of such exchanges; ‘we also have to rely on faculty participation.
So since the faculty are members of the subjeatmrthey are not members of the programme, then it
is up to the subject grpwo engage with our partners and participate in exchanges for research’.
Yet academic commitment to this action was uncertain; ‘/ don 't think internationalization is really
embedded within the school - | think we are playngt still. | think you have to make everyohe
and breathe it’. Thus, possible courses of action emerged thattedtiturther ambiguity in Phase 2.
Phase 2. Ambiguity over teaching exchanges (February 2003 — February 2004).

The different views of managers and academics towacthitgpexchanges were a source of
ambiguity in Phase 2.Table 3 shows that academics used doubting andndisg rhetoric to
construct protective ambiguity over the teaching emgba, in order to preserve their academic
interest in research. Managers responded by increeesspgnsibility rhetoric and accompanying it
with financial incentives, so constructing invitaidd ambiguity in an attempt to enroll academics in
teaching exchanges.

INSERT TABLE THREE ABOUT HERE PLEASE

Academics still constructed themselves as doubtfolitatihe validity of BSA as a goallt
needs a discussion about. ‘Is it worth the effort to do that?’’ and thus as distant from the associated
teaching exchanges: ‘you don’t get anything for it [teaching abroad], so would you volunteer?
There’s nothing you can gain’. The incentives that were introduced in an attemtotopt academic
commitment, actually elicited angry distancing rinetdhat strongly reiterated academic values:
‘BizEd tends to take the view that if we pay pegene extra money to do something that would be
more motivating ... You know, throwing money at them when we are supposed to be doing research’.

Academics thus constructed ambiguity over teachimdpanges in ways that were protective of their
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acaemic interests, emphasizing these exchanges asapprapriate strategic action, regardless of
any financial incentives;Well, you know you can’t do everything with incentives’.

In response, managers constructed invitational ampigudrder to enroll academics in both
BSA as a goal and teaching exchanges as a wayaio #iat goal. At an awayday in June 2003 to
discuss internationalization the Déamhetoric argued that academics had responsibility for BSA
‘you have to realise we decided to go 84Bs part of the strategy [...] so it was a choice’. Managers
emphasized teaching exchangas an essential strategic action for conforming with BSA
requirements: ‘Programmes. Students ... and opportunities for study abroad. That’s programmes.
They are what they [BSA] say are below standard’. They tried to construct ambiguity over teaching
exchanges in invitational terms in order to surmoucddamic reservationsthey wouldn’t be
academics if they were totally obsessed with mohegause they could earn a lot more money
elsewhere. ... However, we are all human and even the most hard-nosed academic, who loves his
subject, wouldn’t mind a bit more money so I think it is absolutely quite a good motivator’. At the
same time, managers were conscious of the ambidguieaching exchanges as a strategic action, in
terms of the values of an academic audieréere is still the pressure to publish. I mean many of
them were saying “I am not interested if it would get in the way of the real pressure to publish’.
Increasingly, therefore, managers became persuaded bigraicaconstructions of the teaching
exchange actionThey [academics] are told when they come here ‘You will get your promotion if you
get four international journadrticles out, and if your teaching quality is brilliant’. They don’t say
anything about going a week to teach somewhereagldemarking a hundred MBA scripts for French
students or something’.

Constructing ambiguity shapes strategic action: While teaching exchanges and associated
financial incentives emerged as a possible strategionato support the BSA goal, they met with
little success. Rather, managers became convincadtehahing exchanges would not work.
Responding to academic constructions of protectiveigarityp, they reached a resigned acceptance of
academic autonomy: ‘in the end it is the subject groups that actually do the doing. If they don’t buy
into it academics can’t really be ordered to do things’. In response to the lack of progress on BSA, at

the SIG awayday in June 2003 a further possibility eatkthat would not be so dependent upon
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academic commitmenDelegate A: ‘We re not co-ordinating, for example, the teaching inputs, the
exchange teachinig Delegate B: ‘There’s a missing link organisationally’. The ‘missing link’,
developed into a new possible course of action, as it was explored; Delegate A: ‘Joint programmes,
it’s one that has been added recently and we haven 't talked about it much. Is it important?’ Delegate

B: ‘I think as an international school we look conspicsi in not having any, in the same way of not
having any international students several years ago, ... most schools you go to have got something

they 're doing, and some of them have had them for a long time. I think we’re just late into the
business’. Delegate C: ‘Is it something we need to put attention on be88&?” Delegate B: ‘ We 've

got to have something in the programme before B@fecback Delegate A: ‘So that’s where the
partnership comes in ... That’s the link, that’s the one that works’ Delegate C: ‘Is that possible? To
have something in the prospectus before BSA comes?’ Delegate B: ‘Yes. Just’. By the end of the
awayday, student exchange (as opposed to teachihgmge) programs had become the top priority:
‘Are we happy about this issue about actually gettire students out to our partners? It was only
given two green dots...but it’s our priority now’. Exchanging students enabled managers to pursue
BSA as a goal, particularly responding to a BSA letteMay 2003 about international partners:
‘BizEd should be encouraged to look outfor highly qualified partnering institutions’.

Phase 3. Ambiguity over who is responsible for BSA (June 2003 to July 2004).

As shown in Table 4, Phase 3 was characterized bygaity over who should be responsible
for BSA. Managers constructed protective ambiguity about BizEd’s reputation. Rhetorically, they
constructed themselves as responsible for BSA and tiantreon academics. They sidelined
academics and began to push through student excpamgeams and educational partnerships that
could be pursued without academic commitment. Acadepersisted in constructing protective
ambiguity to assert their right to remain disengaged fB#A activities. While these divergent
perspectives enabled managers to undertake BSA autidmsut academics, ambiguity remained
over whether managerial responsibility would be suffidierttain the goal.

INSERT TABLE FOUR ABOUT THERE PLEASE
Managers exploited ambiguity to constructreditation as necessary to protect BizEd’s

reputation. This led them to dissociate themselvas ioademics. They expressed frustration at the
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lack of academic commitment, and stopped trying to persuade academics to take part; ‘It is an
incredibly thankless task; banging my head against a brick wall’. Instead, managers clagah
responsibility with their rhetoric’the [international teaching] project, I think it is such a potentially
big winner ... I think we should take more care of it’. In doing so, their rhetoric drew upon
managerial values thatere appropriate to achieving BSA: ‘I am a conplete pragmatist and a doer. |
shall be one of the people who will be making any international strategy work ...typically academics
have chosen to be academbecause they like thinking and talking...whereas I am paid to make it
work’. At the same time, they portrayed academics as urieeligbey [academics] regard doing
something for the good of the business school, luing another institution, as beingetea duties’.
Any reliable support for BSA required managers and administrators: ‘the average academic is
research driven. If we hadn’t had those full time administrators nothing would have happened’.
Responsibility rhetoric was used to strongly affirm agins’ role in BSA: 1 am really keen to do a
lot more internationally...we are missing a trick if we don’t capitalize on every opportunity we have
in order to expand their [students’] horizons and give them exposure to as many international
contexts as possible, because a lot of them wibrking internationally.

On the other hand, academics continued to cast:dowtked how important is it? And [the
Dean] found it really difficult to answer, becaus=knows that actually they [BSA] are playing some
games and it goes against some of the strateggctibn we would like, that we are comfortable with,
and that it is not very strategidoubting rhetoric exploited the ambiguity of the BS@adgin order
to protect academic research interess: it really seems bad that it is internationaleeash and it
doesn’t really fully count [to BSA]’. BSA was portrayed as inappropriate to BizE&hould we do
things which are not natural just to seem inteorei? They cast doubt on the partnerships: ‘So there
was some clarification that the partners are sedecdne of these criteria is accreditation - theeyeh
to be BSA accredited. And then | was querying ’ttasd distanced themselves from student
exchangesasinferior to academic research relatibips: ‘we do a lot of international links on an
indvidual basis, research based mainly’ ; ‘I would much prefer personally to have seen a much

smaller number of relationships with a lot of ... research collaboration ... and we haven’t got that’.
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Constructing ambiguity shapes strategic action: Rhetorical constructions of ambiguity
increasingly shaped strategic action in this phasmadémics were no longer targeted for specific
actions and the international student exchangesethatged as a possibility in the previous phase
were accelerated. New managers were appointed taolicate specific BizEd responses to BSA
Thus management responsibility for BSA was consolidadtdspecific actions and a stronger cohort
of managerial engagemeritt the same time, specific French and German parthatsatere BSA
accredited were identified. Academics continued & daubt on the value of these emerging actions.
However, such doubts were episodic compared with cib@inuous and systematic activity by
managers to dewvelop actions that supported BSA, sacktument exchanges, BSA-accredited
partnerships, and development of a clear strategy wiibhwto persuade BSA that BizEd had a
consistent and committed approach to internatioriaiza

However, despite assuming responsibility for BSA anddt®ns, as Phase 3 drew to a close,
managers became aware that some of the strategies Hewiag BSA would need academic
cooperation. In particular, they needed to respond to a BSA letter in 2004, asking ‘whether, in the
context of internationalization, the intercultutadining component could be offered to all students
whether or not they undertake an international placement’. Such training would need to be an integral
component of internal student courses and so would taeievolve academics. This became a critical
turning point in the process.

Phase 4. Ambiguity about academic commitment to BSA (April 2004 to November 2004)

As Table 5 shows, in Phase 4, there was ambiguéy the extent of academic commitment
to BSA. Responsibility rhetoric enabled managers twsitoct ambiguity over BSA in ways that
would invite greater academic commitment. Academicmdahemselves increasingly persuaded by
managerial rhetoric, particularly the appeals to avédédnterests. They began to rhetorically
construct conformity to BSA as one way to protect theademic interests.

INSERT TABLE FIVE ABOUT HERE PLEASE

Managers suggested that the problem of interculturadiicgawas consistent with academic

values and one for which academics could take refpliigsusing their existing research resources.

They asked one academic group doing research imtbatto create a course on intercultural training
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for students studying at BizEdye have also introduced intercultural training ®lt first year
students, so as part of foundations of managerherythtave had a week or two weeks of tutorials
from specialists onintercultural issues’. At the same time tlire conformity rhetoric heightesd
academic awareness that academic interests were also tied to protecting BizEd’s reputation. Managers
raised the spectre of what would happen to funding iatednational reputation if BizEd failed to
conform to international rankings standards, such as BSA: ‘Well we have been very public about this
... and our Head of School because he is tasked with making sure we are credible and high up the
ranking of international schools as possible. hkhit [failing to get BSA could shake, for a
while...some of the foundations of what we have been thinking’. These managerial constructions of
ambiguity emphasized academic commitment to atigiBSA, as a means of protecting their
academic standing.

Academics were increasingly persuaded by this proteaiwbiguity construction. Their
rhetoric also began to display conformity to BSA as panoving up the business school rankings
and soprotecting their academic status: ‘/t’s important to appear on the ranking's Academics were
thus responsive to managerial constructions that invited them to take part in BSA; ‘We [academic
group] are now in the process of discussing witarjager] to offer this more widely and the credits
for teaching as a cultal sensitivity training’. They reflected the managerial responsibility rhetaric
their own rhetorical acts, adopting inter-culturalrtiag as an action that was within their academic
remit: ‘So from my role as group convenor and now anotligeabtivity in the group [inter-cultural
training], | am ready to contribute, from withinetyroup, to whatever target is given or whatever
initiative is given to say, ‘Well, yes, we could deal with this” (academic June 2004). They presented
inter-cultural training as consistent with their acaidevalues of quality in researctthe meeting that
| just pulled out of is about something that a Ftldent of mine developed as part of her PhD work,
which is a cross cultural training for studentsjahihis evaluaté and everything .

Constructing ambiguity shapes strategic action: During this phase, intercultural training
emerged as an action that both satisfied a BSA regaimeand was something that academics felt
they could do. The successful implementation of #dsion, and academic acceptance of it as

something that could be incorporated more widely tinir teaching programs, marked an important
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turning point, as it brought academics into the precdsachieving BSA. The international student
exchanges that arose in Phase 3 were now also gamonsiderable momentum. Nonetheless,
ambiguity over academic commitment remained. Manageosied that the various student
exchanges might not be enough to convince BSA of eangd commitment to increased
internationalization; ‘What will be interesting to see is if BSA thinks that is enough development’.

Phase 5. Ambiguity about academic commitment to BizEd performance for BSA (Nov 2004 —

M ay 2005)

As Table 6 shows, during Phase 5, ambiguity persisiet academic commitment to
supporting BizEt performance for BSA. Managers argued that BSA was stilienbalance and
dependencrucially on academic support; ‘we still feel that we aren’t necessarily going to get it’.
Their rhetoric constructed adaptive ambiguwishich enables a speaker and audience to temporarily
assume shared interests, in order to enable acadengias aside their former reservations about the
BSA goal, at least temporarily. Academics respondeddopting the managerial responsibility and
impression management rhetoric and colluding in agapimbiguity in order to perform for the BSA
visit in February 2005.

INSERT TABLE SIXABOUT HERE PLEASE

BizEd managers had amassed considerable evidence witownt to internationalisation,
including academic participation, which they inteshdle submit to the BSA visiting panel.
Internationalisation was always an agenda item atbJect group meetings and this was reproduced
in documentation that was submitted to BSA. For edartipe minutes of the February 2004 SIG
meeting were included in the 2005 BSA documentatiinied: Subject groups should have
‘Internationalisation’ as an agenda item at each meeting. SIG would provide guidance by looking to
other business schools who had excelled in thia’akHowever, managers realised that despite
increasing consciousness of school rankings, academiesnot venyinterested in BSA: “it’s not the
most important thing on people’s agendas’. Therefore most of what managers said about inter-
cultural training and about the paper tradttdemonstragd consistent BSA-compliant actions over

the previous three years had to be carefully constructadler to enrol academics.
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Impression management rhetonias important in constructingdaptive ambiguity. It enadd
managers and academics to participate in a shareddayeperformance in front of the BSA visiting
panel in February 2005. Managers developed a scriptredfto as ahymn sheet’, which the Dean
emailed to all academics. The hymn sheet enabkedkatcs to take part in adaptive ambiguity by
constructng BSA as a performancéfhey produced a hymn sheet awlsb ... arranged to have an
extra meeting where they want to prepare all members for BSA’. Managers were strategic in their
impression management rhetordeveloping a one day rehearsal three months before the BS
was all very well organized. We were preparingtéeam [that would meet the assessors] and
thinking carefully about who would represent what at various meetings’. At the BSA visit in February
2005 any staff due to appear before the BSA assess@assambled 45 minutes before their
performance for a rehearsal and preparation briefing. §aadurther emphasised a front stage
performance to the BSA assesdoysasserting collective responsibility for the performance:
‘[Internationalization] is a very important aspect that is likely to be explored by the assessors in all
the other panels and we must avoid any contradictioconfusion. Everyone must therefore be
‘singing from the same hymn sheet’’. The Dean’s email was an attempt to overcome academic
resistance by means of adaptive ambiguity that ackdged that academics might have different
fundamental meanings but could temporarily assume responsibility for attaining BSA: * The ‘hymn
sheet’ is attached. ... Please read and digest this. It doesn't matter if you cannot sing in tune but you
need to get the words right!

Sensitive to the value of achieving BSA for their owatig of being in a well-ranked school,
academics colluded in the adaptive ambiguity. iTheéhetoric assumed responsibility for
internationalization; for example, referring to more international content in teaching: ‘We all or many
of us have more international examples and thirdualthat when we teach. | would say that in most
aspects of our operations internationalizatiorvigeshing that is included’. They also participated in
impression management rhetoric to persuade the BSA audience of internationalization: ‘Here is the
real evidence of our achievement: I think that the internationalization of staff is an accomplishment’.
They presented a positive image of BizEahcreased internationalisation: ‘There is an awareness

that developed a lot stronger since the last B$Antember from the last BSA as | was on the panel
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and | mentioned activities and PhD work launched aow three years later it’s there and they could

see it. Everyone was also very positikk was important to emphasise the unanimity of viearess
BizEd during the BSA visit. By creating high visibilitgf academics in meetings with BSA,
particularly those of internationally diverse backgroymdswell as marshalling a documentary trail
of evidence about increased internationalization iadamic courses, all BizEd members were
constructed as committed participants in BSA. Thisr@spion management rhetoric persuaded the
visiting BSA assessors, whose written feedback in M20b noted that There was a balance of
academic versus managerial dimensions’.

In May 2005, BSA granted full accreditation to BizEd ahd Dean held a champagne
reception for managers and academics to celebrate. Ahfeam the Dean in 2005 clarified that the
next internationalization goal was the coming ReseaAssessment Exercise (RAEBSA was the
first of the three great challenges the Schooldaioethe coming months. 4 other two are [...] and
RAE 2007. An academic reflected on the ambiguity of this goal; ‘Can you do world class RAE
research that is centered in the UK?...Look bey?2d@7 and 2008, we would like four research
publications rather than ten, but four really gaotérnational publication's Ambiguity over what
internationalization meant and how to pursue it tieusained but shifted to the next goal.

DISCUSSION

This paper set out to address two research queshons @mbiguity What rhetoric do actors
use to construct ambiguigndHow do these constructions facilitate strategidca@ Our findings
from Sections One and Two, respectively, answer thaseqtestions. The findings show how
ambiguity is both shaped by the strategic actiorgpgsed, but also how actors construct that
ambiguity rhetorically in order to shape ongoing awtio We show that strategic action does not
happen despite ambiguity but rather that the patfeanton that emerges is shaped by the way actors
construct and exploit ambiguity over tim&e now discuss the findings on rhetoric and thekslito
construction of different types of ambiguity, before depielp a process framework that explains the
evolving relationship between strategic ambiguity sindtegic action.

Much of the literature on ambiguity indicates thatdnstrains collective strategic action

because of ongoing tensions over direction (Denis, &08lL; Sillince & Mueller, 2007), competing
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polttical interests of different constituents (Denis etL896; Fenton & Pettigrew, 2000) and means-
ends ambiguities over how to pursue goals (Cohen & Ma&#4; Middleton-Stone & Brush, 1996).
Our finding of six rhetorics through which actors constambiguity indicates that ambiguity need
not always constrain action. Rather, we found three nibgtaloubting, distancing and fogging
rhetoric, that construct ambiguity in ways that comstspecific actions whereas other rhetorics of
responsibility, conformity and impression managemensttaced ambiguity in ways that enabled
action. Furthermore, these rhetorical ways of construatingiguity shaped the pattern of action over
time; for example, new actions, such as student ege® emerged in response to rhetoric that
obstructed teaching exchanges.

The Processual Dance of Ambiguity and Action

Our findings extend the theory of strategic ambigwityich indicates that ambiguity can be a
resource for action (Davenport and Leitch, 2005; Eisgnli®84; 2007; Eisenberg and Googdall
1997; Sillince and Brown, 2009; Sillince and MueligdQ7). We show that particular types of
rhetoric construct ambiguity in protective, invitatidand adaptive ways in order to support the
interests and values of their managerial and acadeeiakers (see Table 1). While we did not find a
strict one-to-one correspondence between specific rhetorical formsharttiree types of ambiguijty
rhetorical forms did cluster to types of ambiguity coretiom. As shown in Tables 2 to 6, doubting,
distancing and fogging rhetoric were most associatidbenstructing ambiguity that protected
academic interests. They protect the values of thekspdy persuading the audience that particular
actions are not appropriate for or pertinent to the spe@kaformity rhetoric was also associated
with protective ambiguity. However, it was primarilyad by managers to construct BSA as a
necessary goal in order to protect BizEd. Even whereagiad adopted conformity rhetoric in Phase
4, they did so in order to protect their own acadent@rests, by taking part in the protection of
BizEd’s reputation. We may understand these different rhetorical ways of constructing protective
ambiguity with reference to the way that managerial@otessional roles are associated with diffuse
power and authority in professional organizations (Mietgh1979; Podsakoff, Willams & Todor,
1986), such as universities and hospitals (e.g. C&Hdarch, 1974; Denis et al, 1996) As

professionals, academic power is grounded in their priofedsole as knowledge-workers whose
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specific knowledge furthers the goals of the organizgt@nif, 1999, 2003; Levina & Orlikowski,
2009). Their power to resist managerial goals is basewwstructing those goals in accordance with
their own professional interests. Hence, they usedribi¢ihat denigrated the BSA goal as a means of
protecting their professional interests; here, rhetosg a source of professional autonomy and
resistance to managerial goals (Anderson, 2008; Thénizavies, 2005).

By contrast, the managerial role is one of enabling azgtional action, particularly by
persuading professionals to take part in that ad#tlamagerial rhetoric was grounded in protecting
BizEd, whilst not alienating the academic audiernogformity rhetoric persuades an audience that
particular actions are inevitable, even if they arepatstable to the speaker or the audience. Hence,
we may see this rhetoric as a way of asserting manbgewnar in the context of ambiguity and
diffuse power, through persuasion about the nece$siyezific goals (Davenport & Leitch, 2005;
Denis et al, 1996). Responsibility rhetoric was largadnagerial. Sillince and Mueller (2007: 167)
showed that managers construct ambiguity by intengréiie concept of responsibility differently
over time. However, they did not speculate abound#tare of that ambiguity or how it worked as a
rhetorical device, issues that have been dealt wite.rOur data also showed that responsibility
rhetoric shifted its focus from teaching to student emgba and that it was coupled to invitational
ambiguity, in which the speaker invites the audietociake part in the values being espoused.
Responsibility rhetoric goes a step further than contgrrhitoric in the persuasive construction of
ambiguity, by suggesting that, as the audienceptetkat a particular action is necessary or in their
interests, they will want to take responsibility fah&ving that action. Both conformity and
responsibility rhetoric are thus aimed abtdy serving the managerial speaker’s interests by
connecting with the values of the audience (PerelmmanOlbrechts-Tyteca, 1969), in order to
persuade them to act in particular ways. Their effeealg be seen in the way that academics
eventually accepted and adopted both of these maslaetorical forms in Phase 4, in order to
persuade themselves that the actions of protectinglBirH taking responsibility for specific BSA
actions were appropriate to academic values.

Impression management rhetoric was only associatbdadéptive ambiguity; the encoding

of a message in ways that allowed the speakerdaraldience to construct temporary alignment
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between their interests. Impression management rhetasdasgely a strategy of enabling actors to
dissemble in their exploitation of adaptive ambiguiityorder to attain a temporarily important goal
without sacrificing their other interests. For examplademics constructed themselves as
participants in BSA for the purposes of the performance mi &fothe panel, without having engaged
in many tangible actions, other than cross-culturalitrg, in the preceding three years.

These findings on rhetoric elaborate existing undedstgs of the association between
ambiguity and action. When examined from the perspeofimultiple actors, rhetorics that exploit
ambiguity to avoid a particular action may be stratégi those actors in supporting the status quo,
but may also stimulate the search for alternative cewbaction. That search may generate
alternative constructions of ambiguity that shapeethergent process of strategic action. This
shaping process involving the way that existing goiby is exploited rhetorically, and the genemti
actions that lead to new constructions of ambiguityyarisesa processual ‘dance®” of ambiguity, in
which successive constructions of ambiguity shape dxtergent actions and the way that actors
respond to and interpret those actions.

Protective ambigujt occurred most in Phases 1, 2 and 3. Its effect on a@stioremphasize
that the implied audience has common values inrdidprotect the interests of the speaker. The
actions were intrinsically ambiguous; for example lwehether BSA was a worthy goal for BizEd
about whether or not there shoblelincentivised teaching exchanges, and whether anaotgers
could achieve BSA accreditation sindierdedly, without academics’ help. Rhetorical construction
and exploitation of protective ambiguity about thastions ignored inconsistency and non-
prioritisation by emphasisingnd protecting the speaker’s values in the action. Managers and
academics were each able to separately construetpivetambiguity about strategic actions by
emphasising their own values, despite having diffentetpretations that either constrained or
enabled the specific action. For example, it wasoéea as a form of resistance to action, such as
when academics resisted teaching exchanges in argestect research autonomy. Such exploitation
then led to alternative strategic actions, which vibeesubject of further ambiguity construction and

exploitation. For example, managers constructed praeginbiguity to enable the strategic action of

4 We thank Reviewer 1 for suggesting the metaphdiaoice to capture our process
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student exchange programmes as a substitute for e t@dching exchanges. We suggest that, in
these early phases, protective ambiguity enabled gesinhand academic speakers to reveal their
interests to each other, so clarifying which actionghtbe desirable or acceptable to them.

Invitational ambiguity has the effect of emphasiziogionon values between the speaker and
audience in order to encourage the audience to intesppeeific actions as in their common interests.
It thus opens up a space for the audience to act, thiaethe audience may respond with alternative
constructions that exploit ambiguity differently. lational ambiguity was most important to action
in Phase 4. The BSA goal was still intrinsically agnlous; academic commitment was ambivalent,
and academics did not want to put in effort despé# timbition to belong to a well respected school.
Managers constructed invitational ambiguity by emjaiag that academics were partners in
achieving some actions for BSA, such as cross-culitaaing Managers were able to exploit the
invitational ambiguity surrounding that action to nent with academic interests and values,
persuading them that BSA was a common goal for whintfedorms of academic action were
appropriate. This turning point shows how the consitnu@nd exploitation of ambiguity shapes both
action and the interpretations that speakers attribugetions. Managers and academics had each
been sufficiently persuaded by the other’s protective ambiguity, that they were able to find a common
action that was acceptable to both.

Adaptive ambiguity enables the speaker to temporadppt common values with the
audience for the purposes of undertaking a specifiorgatihilst reverting to their own interests and
values upon completion. Adaptive ambiguity wasduseost in Phase 5. There was intrinsic
ambiguity in the context because of ambiguity aduaw much academic commitment would be
‘enough’ to convince the visiting panel. Academics constructed adaptive ambiguity in order to sht
their behavior between settings. They exploited thabiguity of the goal through temporary
performance for BSA whilst retaining their ongoing comraitnto their own research interests. We
suggest that adaptive ambiguity is critical to sg@tection because it enables actors to allow a
particular action to take place about which they fmaye ambiguous feelings, without committing
them to that action. They are thus able to preseriedvn values, whilst acknowledging that other

actions and values also have a place within then@agon.
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Processual Framework of Ambiguity and Action

In examining how managerial and academic actors rhakgreonstructed three types of
ambiguity to support their own interests in particuletions, we develop an empirically-grounded
elaboration of the theory of strategic ambiguity. Whilest studies examine strategic ambiguity as a
resource for a single group of powerful actors (e.g. Davegpbeitch, 2005; Denis et al, 1996;
Eisenberg & Goodall, 1997), our data suggest thatgaiityppcan be used in more pluralistic ways that
serve the interests of multiple actors with different pobases. Strategic ambiguity is thus not only
the property of one group of actors. Rather it is expldiedifferent actors, according to their
specfific interests. Rhetoric is an important lens bec#ghows us the interactive nature of
constructing ambiguity. Furthermore, we find a processssdciation between the three constructions
of ambiguity. In settings of pluralistic power such d&we there are managers and professionals,
each side must initially preserve its separate posiia identity by means of protective ambiguity
before any breakthrough to collective action can emetgaever, it is likely that there will also be a
process of convergence involving the construction leyasrboth sides of invitational ambiguity.
Where convergence is impossible, incomplete or insdndbere is the possibility of constructing
adaptive ambiguity to put on a plausible performanceope with any unavoidable event.

Based on these findings, we develop a general proddssugwork for understanding the
association between strategic ambiguity and emegfirggegic action. Any particular action has a
degree of existing ambiguity it will not be clear, unequivocal and unanimousatioactors. This
ambiguity means that the action is open to rhetbcioastruction and exploitation by actors, either to
protect their own interests (protective ambiguity), tevothers to join them in those interests
(invitational ambiguity), or enable others to dissemd® that some actions can occur without either
resistance or commitment (adaptive ambiguity). In tumcheof these ambiguity constructions
stimulates the search for further actions, which thexd ® a new cycle of existing ambiguity.
Ambiguity as a rhetorical resource thus involves aroomgdance between on the one hand existing,
intrinsic ambiguity that resides in any particulari@ctand on the other hand the construction and
exploitationof that ambiguity in the heat of the moment as evewtge forward.

The Duality of Ambiguity
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Our findings contribute to the literature by showing domlity of ambiguity, in which it is
both a property of action that actors encounter but @gothat actors actively shape. These two
elements are analytically distinct as shown in our éaork, albeit that they may appear entangled
and messy in the practice of constructing and expipaimbiguity Nonetheless we suggest that this
analytic distinction is important for strategic acti@s it enables actors to continuously interpret
ambiguity in ways that enable them to perform certaiioas, even as they acknowledge their
ongoing ambiguity. It is thus important to recognizattambiguity is not only an intrinsic, singular or
fixed property pertaining to a context, action, stateamdition of certain types of organization. It is
also rhetorically constructed (Davenport and LeitcB52@-eldman and March, 1981; Feldman, 1989;
Sillince and Mueller, 200, Vaara, Kleymann & Seristo, 2004; Vatz, 199ur general processual
framework generalises from our data, and suggests ths¢ ttveo types of ambiguity can be
distinguished analytically and that they shape @tiobr dynamically.

Garbage can models of decision-making (Cohen et aR)18liggest that action occurs
despite ambiguity, rather than through ambiguity ré®&olu Our study has gone further by showing
that action not only occurs together with ambiguity b actually shaped by the various constructions
of ambiguity.We have shown the dual nature of ambiguity, as botpeshdy and shaping of action
through the ways that it is rhetorically constructad exploited by actorsSpecifically, construction
of ambiguity in each phase led to actors exploitirg ambiguity, and led to the emergence of a new
potential action, which then led to the next phasambiguity construction, so enabling the process
of emergent action over time. We thus extend existingerstandings of strategic action in
organizations by showing that strategic action do¢gusboccur despite ambiguity but rather that the
construction and exploitation of ambiguity by differactors shapes the emergent pattern of strategic
action.

Research Agenda

Finally, our study of patterns of rhetoric and ambigeibnstruction provides grounds for
future research in other contexts. Our case is a bssswd®ol, which is an ambiguity-prone context
(Cohen et al, 1972; 1974) and the internationalisagtoategy isan ambiguously expressed goal

Hence, our case lends itself to exploitation ofsemg ambiguity and construction of further
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ambiguity in relation to specific action. Further resbais needed to explore whether or not
ambiguity follows a similar process in more structuredanizational contexts, and the extent to
which strategic ambiguity faciltates action in suotntexts. For example, it may moderate the
alienating effects of coercive control or it may be usedanaging the conflicting demand for greater
empowerment by subordinates and for more control by gupervisors. Furthermore, while our
study showed how rhetorical construction of ambigeirgntually led to the emergence of strategic
action that gained sufficient common interest to besyed, other studies may show how ambiguity
construction continuously shifts the goals, so tlmtcammon action is enabled. As ambiguity is
considered both a problem for organizational action @sd a feature of many organizations, we
suggest that these are important topics for future &sear
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TABLE ONE. Three types of ambiguity

Definition How rhetoric exploits | Example of actors constructing ambiguity
ambiguity
Protective X rhetorically appeals | Academics appealing to managers

ambiguity: Appeal
to common values
in order to protect
particular interestg

to Y. X uses value that
both X and Y believe ir
to protect X’s interest,
even where this may
not align with Y’s
interest

‘I think staff has also been an issue because of the RAE [Research Assessment Exercise] pressures
to excel in international researahd I think there are some obvious conflicts there [with BSA]’
(academic, June 2004).

Through this rhetoric, academics exploit the ambigpfitthe BSA goal, by asserting the value o
research excellence as the source of BizEd’s international reputation. Managers can agree that
research excellence is ONE of the setiof BizEd’s international reputation. The academic
interest is in protecting their time to do researcheratian put effort into BSA.

Invitational
ambiguity: Link
values of Xand Y
in order to invite Y|
to interpret the
situation in the
same way as X

X rhetorically supplies
Y with a link between
X’s own values and Y’s
values, inviting Y to
interpret the situation a
one of common
interest. In doing so, X
invited Y’s

participation in the goa

Managers inviting academic participation

‘The goalis to be a truly international school. | think getting tB8A accreditation is an objective
in achieving that goal...I think one of the goals will relate to the research opportunities that [BSA]
provides and trying to refocus on some of the redeactivities and some of the other corporat
activities, rather than specifically focusing on student exchanges and faculty exchanges’ (manager
June 2003).

Through this rhetoric, managers exploit the ambigdithe® BSA goalin order to link BizEd’s
international reputation (managerialist value) to reseactiity (academic value). Academics ci
agree that an international reputation that supporéarels activities is in their interests. Hence,
managers are inviting academics to interpret BizEd’s reputation as a common interest goal that ca
be supported by engaging in BSA.

Adaptive X rhetorically Managers and academics adopt common values for theodwhthe BSA visit
ambiguity: Adopt | constructs common e ‘Next week we face BSA 2008 challenge we must win... please support your colleagues as they
temporary stanceg values with Y for a ready to battle for us’ (dean’s email to all staff February 2005). Academics present an interest in

of common values
with specific and
distinct audiences

discrete time period,
even where these
values may not be a
priority or longer-term
interest for X

internationalization through BSA during the visit: “/ was on one of the panels. It’s all part of it that
| amfrom overseas. We met beforehand and we caitneeoy well in terms of all the
Internationalization dimensions that we could emphasize to them [the BSA assessors]” (academic
March 2003.

Through this rhetoric, managers and academics exXpdo#@mbiguity of the BSA goal to construg
common values about it as a valid internationatiragioal, so enabling them to present a uniteg
front for the duration of the BSA vistt.
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TABLE TWO.
Phase 1. Ambiguity over whether BSA is a worthy goal for BizEd (M arch 2002 — August 2003)

Phase, type of rhetoric, and construction of ambiguity

Effect on action in next
phase

Doubting rhetoric

We academics question the validity of BSA as thenatiionalization strategy. BizEd academics alreadytdoriational
research and should not be pushed around by BSA. disracts protective ambiguity that supports acadauaionomy
over research (g. ‘Because of the reasons that | said earlier abeuttbious nature of the accreditation, in the sdimeskeit
is a club and run by people who are untrained and bring baggage, I wouldn’t put it any higher up”)

Distancing rhetoric

We academics need research time and so need tadistarselves from BSA. This constructs protective antlyiglsat
supports academic autonomy over research and detaiclhommanagerial concerns (e.@e do research, not to get a good
score on the RAE, but we do reseabehause that is part of what we do )

Fogging rhetoric

We academics remain sceptical and confused abostrtitegic value of BSA. This constructs protective amityighat
supports academic detachment from managerial concerns (e.g. ‘I think the problemare more ‘What is the strategy of
internationalization?’ at the moment it is going everywhere and it’s a logical argument. It’s very well, but if we don’t know
the criteria that BSA is using then we cannot have a strategy if we don’t have clear criteria of what we want to do. So it is ng
very clear, | think, to group members where itasng )

Conformity rhetoric

We managers, regardless of our views about the qoathe BSA judgement, should conform to BSA in orderrtaqet
BizEd’s reputation. This constructs protective ambiguity that enables managexgn with BSA as a necessary goal for
BizEd. (e.g. “Well, 1 guess that by receiving BSAfrom the accratldn it is validation really that we are doing thght
things. If you like BSAaccreditation would besgnal to us that we have achieved the right go#dims of
Internationalization, and even if BSAaccreditatess not an issue we should be looking at thesésgo®yway because it
will enhance our reputation at home and abroad”)

Responsibility rhetoric:

We managers need help from academics to deliver thegd&lAtherefore we need to appeal to their acadetaiceists in
taking on specific actions that will support BSA. isTtonstructs invitational ambiguity by positioniB§A as of value to

academics (e.g. ‘So the role of the group is to make it attractovgtoup members to participate in programmes

Action in next phase:
While academics
asserted their autonon
from managerial
concerns over BSA,
managers made the
first steps in complying
with it as a goal.
Academic participation
in international
teaching exchanges
thus emerged as a
possible strategic
action for pursuing
BSA




TABLE THREE.
Phase 2. Ambiguity over teaching exchanges (February 2003 — February 2004).

Phase, type of rhetoric, and construction of ambiguity

Effect on action in next
phase

Doubting rhetoric:

We academics question whether BSA is worth the anafieffort going into it. This constructs protective agoliy that
supports academic detachment from managerial concerns (e.g. ‘we had away days about this where we said ‘Where shall
we go?” Maybe that’s not very good, Where should BizEd be in ten years or so? ... I don’t know. I am not fully in the
picture)

Distancing rhetoric:

We academics should not be doing teaching excharegemuse they distract us from our research, whichris important.
This constructs protective ambiguity that supports ac@dautonomy over research and detachment from maabgeri
concerns (e.gl do not feel, as | say, enough in the game tatrg establish what | think they are really afjer

Responsibility rhetoric:

All of us, managers and academics, have responsbditpuse we have all chosen to pursue BSA as a Halconstructs
invitational ambiguity by positioning BSA as a galvhich everyone has subscribed and hence would tevaaipport
(e.g. ‘we are really struggling to expand on teaching exchanges. ... Offering anyone, you could almost throw money at
people at the moment and it doesn’t mean anything’).

Conformity rhetoric:

We managers need you academics to undertake teasisihgreges in order to comply with the commitment Bibad
made to BSA. This constructs invitational ambiguiydositioning BSA as a goal to which everyone hasauiited and
hence would want to carry ospecific actions in its support (e.g. ‘it is up to the subject group [of academics] toayg
with our partners and participate in exchariges

Effect on action:
Managers were
persuaded by academn
constructions of the
teaching exchange
action and questioned
the previous
assumption of shared
responsibility for BSA.
Managers developed 3
resigned acceptance (
academic autonomy
and proposed student
exchanges as an
alternative strategic
action for pursuing
BSA
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TABLE FOUR.
Phase 3. Ambiguity over who is responsible for BSA (June 2003 to July 2004).

Phase, type of rhetoric, and construction of ambiguity

Effect on action in

next phase

Doubting rhetoric:

We academics doubt the value of BSA if it excludesane$e This constructs protective ambiguity that stigpacademic
autonomy over research (e:§ome of themachieve world standard and could #igtna recognized internationally for
the work that they do, and that is way beyond BSA. 1t is miles beyond BSA! It is another galaxy, beyond... And thatis
why BSAis not so research obsessed, as compatbdowie of the other schools we are’)

Distancing rhetoric:

We academics already have a lot of international linfeugh our research that are superior to BSA-driven. lifkis
constructs protective ambiguity that supports acadeamimnomy over research and detachment from managaree s
(e.g.‘To be candid, | would say that the Research Comeitf the three committees (Undergraduate teaching,
Postgraduate teaching and research) Researchadsé¢hthat has probably engaged least with theiaffic
internationalization proces$.

Responsibility rhetoric:

We managers need to take over full control of BSA process in order to protect BizEd’s reputation through accreditation. Th
constructs protective ambiguity that excludes academics and legitimates managerial control (e.g. ‘There are one or two
Course Directors and Supervisors that aren’t keen for their students to be abroad’)

Effect on action:

Student exchange
programmes were
developed, with
specific managers
appointed to take
responsibility for
those particular
actions. As the
phase progressed,
managers became
aware that they
needed academics
take responsibility
for some BSA
actions




TABLE FIVE.
Phase 4. Ambiguity about academic commitment to BSA (April 2004 to November 2004).

Phase, type of rhetoric, and construction of ambiguity

Effect on action in
next phase

Responsibility rhetoric:

We managers see intercultural training as a BSA requiretingt is also consistent with academic valuesraselarch
interests. This constructs invitational ambiguiiyt seeks to enrol academics in specific BSA actions (e.g. ‘So for
example the meeting that | just pulled out of isattof something that a PhD student of mine dewvedogs part of her
PhD work, which is a cross cultural training fondgnts, which is evaluated and everything. Sohhisdeveloped over
the last two years as a core part of teaching in undergraduates’)

We academics can respond to meaningful requests foorsimg BSA that are within our academic remit. Thiestoucts
protective ambiguity over academic autonomy whilstlding academics to take part in specific actionsdha consisten
with academic values (e.g. ‘We have also introduced intercultural training ddIrfirst year students, so as part of
foundations of management they have had a weekmweeks of tutorials from specialists on interatdt issues, they
gotthem for example into groups and made them pilaple card game and then moved them into diffegenups and
weren 't allowed to discuss rules and they couldn’t understand why they were all playing by different rules. So that’s been
good as wel)

Conformity rhetoric:

All of us, not just the manaep, need to support BSA, because it is essential to BizEd’s rankings, and hence its status,
reputation and funding. This constructs both proteambiguityabout BizEd and alsinvites academics to take part in
that protection to support their own irdsts (e.g. ‘catch 22 one of the things is we do want to benggrmational
accredited school. The problem is one of the vimyghich you show the public you are is BSA. cduld, | think,
undermine our potential as a top international etholt is a real conundrum

To us academics, BizEd’s international reputation is important and we can undertake reasonable academic actions (student
exchanges but not academic exchanges) to suppatitiement of BSA. This constructs protective ambjgover
academic autonomy whilst enabling academics to pakein specific actions that are consistent withdaogc values
(e.g. ‘what the SIG is heading for, they offered kindpportunities to go abroad, to study abroad,dsreabout
institutions, you know, the kind of programmes whére students go fromone major player to andiher

Effect on action:
Managerial and
academic rhetoric
align, both
constructing BSA as
necessary.
Academics set up af
intercultural training
course that is BSA-
compliant
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TABLE SIX.

Phase 5. Ambiguity about whether BizEd will be able to perform for BSA (Nov 2004 — M ay 2005).

Phase, type of rhetoric, and construction of ambiguity

Effect on action in
next phase

Responsibilty rhetoric:

Not only we managers but also you academics apemsible for preparing persuasive scripts for the BSA perfaenan
the day, regardless of any personal interests or aci@ighe previous three years. This constructs adagtieguity
by training academics to temporarily align with mamage taking responsibility for the BSA goal, throughithe
performance in front of the BSA pangl.g. “You do see it in other [academic] groups as welk tegularly announce
in guest lecturers, seminars yernational researchers from various groups. If you look at the faculty that’s been hired
in the past three years it is a fairly international crowd’)

We academics know that BSA is important for our schodlirgs. We have a responsibility to perform appropsietel
help convince the BSA panel of BizEd international@atiThis constructs adaptive ambiguity by motivatiegdemics
to temporarily align with managers in taking respotigildor the BSA goal, through their performance in front fué
BSA panel(e.g. ‘Xhas strong Business School and University. Iklitin done better in terms of positioning itsdff, i
might just be about PR and publicity issues. It'd done better at positioning itself on the leading edge, more people that
government work with, Xmanufacturing group is aample of that. | think over time you build a geakreputation and
Industry says well if we send top managers to Business School we send them to X.’)

o

Impression Management rhetoric:

We managers know that achieving BSA requires acadéonuartake in a performance in front of the BSA. Theydman
this by using adaptive ambiguity for creating an impi@swithout undertaking actions that substantielignge their
academic values (e.g. ‘the major accomplishment woul@ the strong awareness that internationalization is important’).

We academics are willing to collude with manage@@senting our actions over the past three years as gkdeBthe
purposes of the panel. This constructs adaptive aityblgyienabling managers and academics to tempoyzifprm
harmoniously together for the BSA panel (e’ Bhere isn’t an international panel on BSA, so the people are going to be
distributed across the panels. So they have dedlicsdwould like to meet, so that when [a hamedaoeic] appears on
the randomfaculty panel he will be able to talkatthe things that are coming through from Si@&wolught that was a

good idea’).

Effect on action: Co-
ordinated, well
rehearsed and
convincing
performance before
BSA visiting panel
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