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Inside a Cultural Agency: Team Ethnography
and Knowledge Exchange

Philip Schlesinger, Melanie Selfe, and Ealasaid Munro
University of Glasgow, Glasgow, United Kingdom

This article undertakes an auto-critical analysis of the research team’s ethnographic study of Cultural
Enterprise Office (CEO), a Scottish creative business support agency. We discuss the team’s compo-
sition and how this relates to other analyses of ethnographic teamwork. Our research is situated in
the wider policy context of the “creative-economic” turn in the UK’s research funding. This has been
accompanied by increased emphasis on “knowledge exchange” and “impact” in the drive for greater
accountability in higher education. The team’s evolution in the course of undertaking research is
illustrated by reference to four “pivotal moments,” which illustrate how we “performed” knowledge
exchange.

Keywords creative economy, cultural enterprise, ethnography, knowledge exchange, performance,
teamwork

INTRODUCTION

In this article, we reflect on our experience of working as an ethnographic team while engaged
in a study of a Scottish cultural agency, Cultural Enterprise Office (CEO). So far as we can
ascertain, in its precise focus, as well as in its first-time use of ethnographic teamwork in this
kind of context, our study is unique, although others have researched cognate organizations with
a different focus and approach (O’Connor and Gu 2010; Prince 2014).

The locus classicus for discussions of team ethnography is Erickson and Stull’s (1998) per-
ceptive and accessible slim volume. Their argument, deeply rooted in US experiences and cases,
presents ethnographic team work in counterpoint to what they call the heroic “Lone Ranger” ap-
proach of going into the field, embodied in the work of anthropology’s greats, such as Bronislaw
Malinowski. For Erickson and Stull, the making of a team, with all the complex negotiations
and arrangements that this entails, offers a positive model most crucially because it sets up a
deliberative process that involves testing the work as it is being done. Much referred to in the
subsequent literature, this is one key entry point into the argument.
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TEAM ETHNOGRAPHY AND KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE 67

Jennifer Platt’s (1976) sociology of sociological research work has also been an important
point of reference. Although she addressed a particular formative moment in the expansion of
British empirical sociology, her analysis offers some enduring insights. She rightly observes that
any given research project is “the point of intersection of several careers” (1976, 12) and that this
needs to be addressed as fairly as possible. It also remains the case that most, if not all, funded
projects are also inherently hierarchical in their teamwork. Platt’s observations about the quite
different time-budgets of those on stable academic contracts and those on precarious research
contracts hold today. Investigators are usually part-time because of their extensive work portfolios
and accumulated busyness, whereas contract researchers are usually fully focused on the project
at hand. This difference is firmly structured into the work process.

While our work adopted Platt’s “democratic” style, we acknowledge the force of her observa-
tion that ultimately this depends on the Principal Investigator’s (PI) approach to leadership and a
willingness to decide, so far as possible, on “equity among researchers.” She is right to say that in
making this call, the PI demonstrates that “no team is completely non-hierarchical” (1976, 76).

Platt concluded that “democratic” teams tended to compromise too much and often did not
meet their deadlines. While we certainly acknowledge our own rather enjoyable loquacity in
team meetings, this has neither impeded keeping our project firmly on track, nor being clear
about how to drive it forward. On the contrary, our lengthy and regular roundtable research team
discussions undoubtedly provided the most inventive (and often amusing) moments for evaluating
the fieldwork, devising presentations, writing papers, and organizing meetings.

Building on earlier work, others, such as Clerke and Hopwood (2014, 10), have sought to
provide more developed accounts of how work is produced in teams and how this process is
negotiated. We are particularly interested in the latter point, not only in respect of the delicate
complexity of the internal dynamics involved but also because, for us, the structure of the team
had particular significance for our relations to the structure of the organization studied.

Due to the single organization focus of the study and the depth of access we were granted,
another indispensable framework for us is the sub-field of organizational ethnography. Helen
Schwartzman (1993), in an incisive short review of the literature that has set the lines for much
subsequent discussion, laid particular stress on the importance of meetings as a key way of
understanding the functioning of an organization. The analysis of these encounters, along with
the stories told by members of an organization—in particular, how such tales may constitute
varied accounts of the organizational trajectory and of the part played by key individuals in
making decisions—are of critical interest for any ethnographic investigation. Certainly, in our own
research, the conduct and role of meetings within CEO gave us considerable insight into internal
power relations and the extent to which the operating culture of the organization embodied its
aims and values. The reconstruction of organizational history was essential to our understanding
of CEO’s present workings. The shape and ethos of the organization also strongly shaped the way
in which we interacted with it.

Our research objectives and the nature of our interactions with CEO were also undeniably
structured by the strategic priorities of our research funder, as the application was written in
response to the UK Arts and Humanities Research Council’s (AHRC’s) Creative Economy
Knowledge Exchange competition. This was one of a growing number of specific funding strands
designed by the AHRC (the body responsible for awarding UK government funding for academic
research in the sector) as a means to increase the social, economic and cultural “impact” of
arts and humanities research. It has been part of a wider political imperative to demonstrate
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68 SCHLESINGER, SELFE, MUNRO

these disciplines’ usefulness and relevance in line with an increasingly instrumental framework.
While our interest in investigating the work of a cultural agency fitted easily into the “impact”
rubric, the specific criteria for this funding competition left their mark on the project in three
key ways. First, the study was framed explicitly in terms of the “creative economy.” Second, the
nature of the work and documentable outputs needed to fit within an emerging academic trend
for “knowledge exchange” (KE). Third, the one-year timescale was dictated by the timing of the
larger AHRC Creative Economy funding pot. We were unable, therefore, to design our project
as flexibly as we would have wished to fall in line with CEO’s own organizational rhythms and
strategic development. Consequently, before setting out the methodological challenges we faced
and the approaches we took, it is important to sketch the economic and academic policy context
of the project and then provide a brief account of our object of study.

CONDUCTING KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE IN THE CULTURAL SECTOR

Our project was titled “Supporting Creative Business: Cultural Enterprise Office and its Clients.”
Part of a larger initiative intended to engender “knowledge exchange” in the “creative economy,”
it was aligned with an established focus of UK government policy, in place since 1998. The
British state has a driving interest in fostering profitable cultural production because it is seen as
integral to improving the UK’s ability to compete in the global economy. This policy is premised
on the creative economy countering the weaknesses of other economic sectors, using “soft power”
to enhance the UK’s international reputation and its attractiveness as a locus for investment and
tourism and, crucially, increasing the UK’s international cultural trade.

The AHRC has supported numerous initiatives that have adopted this focus and consequent
lines of inquiry. Although one facet of our research design was to ensure that our findings would be
regularly presented to CEO throughout the fieldwork—holding up a mirror to its practice—our
fundamental interest was to understand how such a body actually worked and what it could
actually achieve in light of the framework of policy nostrums that gave it a raison d’être. Our
study was therefore quite distinctive among the KE projects funded by the AHRC. It did not
attempt to share knowledge between the academic team and those directly involved in creative
ventures; nor did it aim to be a broker between different parties involved in a creative enterprise.
Rather, because CEO is a support agency that aims to communicate business knowledge and
skills to creative practitioners, we were engaging in a meta-study of existing KE. But, at the same
time, we were involved in KE ourselves, between academia and a third sector body in the creative
field.

As it happens, knowledge exchange has become a fetish and, along with “impact,” an official
requirement of British academic life. In undertaking the present research, we have all been
committed to the idea that our work should be accessible and enlightening to those we are
studying and, indeed, that it should have a wider public interest. We have willingly adopted this
position in line with our own academic norms. Increasingly, however, KE has been given an
obligatory official cast and is usurping and displacing academics’ autonomous commitments to
nominally identical goals. A typical definition of present KE doctrine, insofar as it is understood
by the UK research councils, states, that “knowledge exchange is a two-way process where social
scientists and individuals or organisations share learning, ideas and experiences” (Economic and
Social Research Council 2014, np). While, in itself, this is hardly objectionable, it does not come
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TEAM ETHNOGRAPHY AND KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE 69

free of baggage. Over the past 30 years, knowledge exchange—which is now coming fully into
its own—has been increasingly institutionalized in the higher education sectors of North America
and Europe, becoming a key mechanism for connecting business and education; it is also seen
as a driver for innovation and economic growth (Kitagawa and Lightowler 2013). This raises
fundamental questions about super- and subordination in the development of research.1

Schlesinger (2013) has noted elsewhere that, in the creative sector, the knowledge exchange
agenda has been used to mobilize significant numbers of researchers—whether public, private, or
third-sector—to ensure that the UK (and likeminded states) remain resilient and competitive in a
volatile global economy. The programmatic approach to knowledge exchange promoted by the
UK research councils is directly aligned with this goal. However, the official advocates of KE are
strikingly incurious about what the experience of “doing” knowledge exchange might actually
reveal. Our research practice strongly suggests that KE does not take the fondly imagined linear
form of the arrow of knowledge moving in each—and opposite—direction. Rather, our experience
of undertaking such work in the cultural sector shows just how complex and unpredictable the
process can be.

The consequent need to be very flexible means that we worked out what to do as we went
along; thus, we cannot report on a team ethnographic process theorized at the outset of the project
and then neatly executed according to a plan. Rather, having assembled a strong three-person team
with a mix of relevant skills and knowledge, we shall recount the evolution of a process of working
within the field, and in response to issues encountered there, constantly adapting and reflecting
on our practices. Contemporary discussions of knowledge exchange commonly fail to address
precisely how the pressure to exchange knowledge, coupled with quite diverse expectations of
what that knowledge actually is or the potential benefits that it might offer, profoundly shape the
practical formulation of KE in the field. In what follows, therefore, we show how the knowledge
exchange component of our project profoundly affected how we conducted our ethnography.

INTRODUCING CULTURAL ENTERPRISE OFFICE

Our fieldwork took place during 2013–14 in Cultural Enterprise Office (CEO), a mainly publicly
funded body focused on giving business support to “creative” microbusinesses and individual
traders.2 Launched in 2001, as a result of collaboration between two public agencies, the Scottish
Arts Council and Scottish Enterprise Glasgow, CEO was originally a purely Glasgow-based
operation designed to provide “bespoke” support to recently graduated creative practitioners,
helping them to become “business ready” by developing their entrepreneurial skills. Over time,
CEO’s trajectory has been greatly shaped by measures taken by Scottish governments and public
agencies. It has also been profoundly formed by the focus on the creative economy that has so
characterized successive UK and Scottish governments’ policies since 1997 (Schlesinger 2009a,
2009b). In combination with an evolving geographic remit, CEO has expanded the range of
services offered and the types of client served. It currently provides business advice tailored to
the creative sector through its website, phone enquiry service, one-to-one sessions, and a range of
workshops. It also delivers programs targeted at different business stages and subsector needs.3

Typical of agencies of this kind, CEO’s core staff is relatively small, with some 20 personnel in
all, although it also brings clients together with a range of expert advisers with specialist sector
and business skills.
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70 SCHLESINGER, SELFE, MUNRO

CEO’s activity is focused on the three largest and most central Scottish cities: Glasgow
(arguably the pre-eminent center of cultural life in Scotland, where the main office is located),
Edinburgh, and Dundee. However, in recent years, a number of new creative sector support
initiatives have emerged in these cities and beyond. CEO—which since 2009 has operated
as an independent organization, answerable to a board of directors—therefore needs to work
cooperatively with newer, smaller organizations, in addition to coordinating its support activities
with much larger, mainstream business support agencies, such as Scottish Enterprise and Business
Gateway.

CEO is therefore located in a wider Scottish cultural policy landscape. Moreover, during the
period covered by our study, it was operating in a nation on the brink of voting in a referendum on
major constitutional change. The issue was whether or not Scotland should become an independent
state and leave the UK (Scottish Government 2013). In the event, on September 18, 2014, the vote
went against independence. As a nation with its own parliament and legislative powers devolved
under the Scotland Act 1998, Scotland has complete autonomy over its cultural affairs. The bulk of
CEO’s core funding presently comes from the Scottish Government, the country’s executive and
central administration, which routes the funds through the statutory agency, Creative Scotland.
This is the public body that, in 2010, superseded Scottish Screen and the Scottish Arts Council
to provide support across the spectrum of the arts, screen, and creative industries in Scotland.4

Therefore, just as our academic research must frame itself in relation to the priorities of our
funding bodies, CEO must also develop its work pragmatically and responsively in relation to its
funders and partner bodies.

Our project was initiated just as CEO was seeking to refine and consolidate its position in
a support agency landscape that was in flux. Therefore, the organization’s engagement with us
as an academic research team was shaped by how, at various levels, CEO’s personnel imag-
ined that knowledge exchange with academic researchers might help them to articulate the
agency’s worth and achieve its goals. At points, this became a source of anxiety inside CEO.
In particular, the fact that our main period of fieldwork was comparatively short (a consequence
of the terms of our funding) and coincided with CEO’s internal reorganization meant that at
both director and management levels there was sometimes concern about the picture of the
organization we were capturing. The key worry was that the teething troubles accompanying
immediate change might be more visible than deeper practices and values. While we were
acutely conscious of the challenges of researching a moving target and representing it fairly,
the KE-driven imperative to feed back our tentative findings, both early and often, undoubtedly
meant that our research partner’s concerns were more explicitly present during the fieldwork
phase than they might have been for a project with a clearer temporal separation between re-
searching and reporting. Doing KE gave us a productive framework for testing our developing
thinking with the organization, and thus refining our analyses. However, it also created occa-
sional tensions for our continuing research relationships, which the team needed to manage with
care.

Our field research began in April 2013 with observation of CEO activities, including the
work conducted in their Glasgow office and the client-facing events that were being delivered
throughout Scotland. Mostly undertaken in the first six months of the project, our observation of
a number of key events and activities relating to services and programs continued throughout the
funded period. The second, overlapping, phase of the project began in June 2013 and involved
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TEAM ETHNOGRAPHY AND KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE 71

conducting a series of interviews with CEO personnel, and a range of its expert advisers, clients,
and key stakeholders.

The next section considers the development of our ethnographic team research practices in
relation to both recent literature and the project-specific factors and contexts outlined previously.

DEVELOPING TEAMWORK PRACTICES IN CONTEXT

At the outset of the project, the team sought to define what we hoped would be the ideal KE
relationship—that of being a “critical friend” to the organization being researched. As the project
developed, it became clear that fulfilling this role would mean setting aside some of the traditional
tenets of ethnographic research. Instead of adopting an ideal-typical detached observational stance
designed to minimize disruption in the field, for us to engage in the kind of knowledge exchange
most useful for our partner organization meant allowing ourselves to be pulled into the day-to-
day routines and processes of the organization and also to be drawn upon, as and when we were
needed.

In terms of the particular “intersection of careers” that occurred in our project, the team
consisted of the Principal Investigator (PI)—a senior, male researcher with extensive experience
of ethnographic research (particularly within media and cultural institutions and organisations),
and an in-depth knowledge of the Scottish policy landscape and its key actors. The female,
mid-career Co-Investigator (CI) brought skills in historical organizational inquiry. The female,
early-career Post-doctoral Research Associate (PDRA), our contract researcher, like the PI, had
experience of organizational ethnography and extensive professional and personal contacts in the
Scottish cultural and creative sector commensurate with her career stage and personal background.
While none of the team members was born in Scotland, the PI had spent the larger part of his
career there, and both the CI and PDRA moved to the country as children. As a result, all three
team members were deeply familiar with the distinctive Scottish political, social, and cultural
context in which CEO operates.

Our project conformed to one of Platt’s (1976, 66–67) types of teamwork: “1–3 team mem-
bers, director(s) working, no other resource used.” Platt applied a minimalist criterion to the
investigators “working,” which amounted to a “degree of participation once the project has been
initiated.” In our case, aside from the full-time effort of the post-doc, “working” certainly went
much further, as it involved an extensive commitment by the PI and CI, each of whom exceeded
their respective one- and two-day buy-outs. Moreover, and crucially for present purposes, the
team we put in place enabled work to proceed in line with our own division of labor. We rapidly
became aware that how the team was organized—according to our own career stages and the time
each could dedicate to the project—aligned helpfully with the stratification of Cultural Enterprise
Office itself. CEO consisted of a Director, a small team of managers, and a larger team of junior
“floor” staff.

Recent studies of ethnographic teamwork observe that the most obvious advantage is the way
in which such a research group facilitates a division of labor, enabling a greater range, volume,
and complexity of work to be undertaken (Mauthner and Doucet 2008, 974; Woods et al. 2000,
90). This was certainly essential for our project, in order to make the most of the exceptional
access we had been granted within the limited timespan of the funding.
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72 SCHLESINGER, SELFE, MUNRO

It has been argued that as the size and structure of teams and projects varies greatly, so does the
mix of individual tasks and collaborative effort that constitutes teamwork. At one end of the scale,
are “federated” teams, coming together at the writing stage to think across the shared themes of
discrete research sub-projects (Woods et al. 2000, 87). At the other—and much closer to our own
experience—are smaller-scale endeavors, where overlapping involvement in data collection and
a collaborative approach to analysis lead to a deeper shared knowledge of the field and a more
fluid and less temporally segmented process of knowledge production (Döös and Wilhemson
2014). Whereas in some projects there is just one researcher’s perspective on each element of
the fieldwork (Woods et al. 2000, 85), a number of studies stress the benefits of being able to
bring multiple perspectives on the same subject to the table in order to explore the differences and
tensions between them (Creese et al. 2008; Gerstl-Pepin and Gunzenhauser 2002). We support
this position. Observations do not need to be concurrent; nor do the overlaps need to be extensive,
as having a few key triangulation points in the field data can be highly productive. Döös and
Wilhemson (2014, 1097) note that, early on in the fieldwork process, each of their study’s four
research team members was involved in interviewing each of the four R&D work teams being
studied. This provided the basis for a shared understanding of the field, which was then deepened
during the fieldwork period by frequent research team discussions of the latest interviews and
observations. It was in these intensive but informal meetings that the emerging interpretations of
the evidence could be collectively aired and tested against their theoretically driven starting point
and used to develop tentative working hypotheses which informed the later, more structured and
transcript-focused stages of analysis.

However, this integrated and collaborative approach to fieldwork, and the iterative production
of research understanding it enables, is commonly not supported by the normative division of
labor in Anglo-American qualitative research practice. More usually, there is a hierarchical split
between data collection and data analysis; the Principal Investigator often does not enter the field
but instead takes the lead in what then necessarily becomes a paper-driven interpretation of the
findings. Drawing on Platt (1976), Mauthner and Doucet (2008, 976) argue that this “research
manager” approach to ethnographic teamwork creates an internal “division of knowledge” as
a consequence of its division of labor. Through the specific practices of sharing knowledge
within the team, coupled with a culture of valuing objectivity and critical distance in analysis,
this project-managerial approach implicitly privileges a flattened, textual account of the field as
represented in transcripts and field notes, whilst devaluing the more embodied, tacit, and deeply
contextual understanding that comes from being in the field. In short, it takes its distance. As they
argue:

Fieldwork tends to be viewed as a technical activity that can be done by anyone, rather than an
intellectual process in which meaning and knowledge are being shaped and created by subjective
researchers. But to recognise fieldwork as a knowledge-producing activity means to regard contract
researchers as intellectual partners equally engaged in the production and construction of knowledge,
and as creative scholars drawing on their experiences of the world in “crafting” knowledge. (Mauthner
and Doucet 2008, 979).

Recent work by Gupta (2014) and Middleton and Cons (2014) stresses the particular impor-
tance of contract researchers to the production of ethnographic knowledge, given the extent of
their immersion in the field. Echoing Mauthner and Doucet’s (2008) earlier line, Gupta (2014)
suggests that, within Anglo-American ethnographic practice, the work of contract researchers
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TEAM ETHNOGRAPHY AND KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE 73

is often not given due weight. In our project, not only was the contract researcher’s knowledge
valued as unique, but the PI also took an active role in the fieldwork, conducting key interviews
and making observations. Moreover, it quickly became apparent that no one member of our
research team was interchangeable for any other. Because of the structure of the team and the
way this mapped onto the structure of the researched organization (and was perceived by its
members as doing so), each of the researchers was able to access and thus construct different
types of knowledge. Furthermore, while Mauthner and Doucet’s primary concern has been to
revalue and reposition the work of contract researchers, in the context of a KE project such as
ours, there was a commitment to share and reflect on the findings with our research subjects, and
to deliver insights to the partner organization both during and after the project. Not to see equal
intellectual exchange as the norm within a research team working on these principles contradicts
the commitment to mobilizing all resources, equitably, in the process of producing knowledge.
Consequently, both we in the research team and those within CEO, the researched organization,
were regularly and sometimes self-consciously involved in the process of “crafting” knowledge
and performing knowledge exchange.

Crucially, as it was not expressly designed that way, we first began to understand our strengths
as an ethnographic team through the ways in which CEO staff related to us, both collectively
and as individuals. So, while we did not set out to perform our team structure and roles as a
deliberate research strategy, once we became aware of their visibility and legibility, knowledgeable
management became a crucial aspect of our ability to function in the field. To deploy Erving
Goffman’s (1959) famous distinction, there was an unquestionable difference between our front
stage performance and how we conducted ourselves back stage. If the outward projection of the
team was perceived as involving a clear hierarchy, this contrasted with the much more fluid nature
of our private team interactions and routine working processes. In order to explore this duality,
the remainder of this article will describe the nature of the teamwork through examples of how
it operated in the field and consider the way our research meetings, written communications,
and interpretative practices contributed to the production of knowledge. Throughout, we pay
particular attention to exemplary moments of research and organizational “performance” and
their relevance for both formal and informal moments of knowledge exchange.

The Ethnographic Team in the Field

Our ethnography of CEO took the form of extensive semi-structured interviewing (n = 26) of
staff from across the organization (including the board, the Director, and core advisory staff). We
also conducted interviews with specialist advisers (n = 12), key clients (n = 17), and stakeholders
(n = 11). We conducted extensive non-participant observation in meetings and advice sessions,
as well as participant observation in other meetings, at events, and during CEO’s day-to-day
activities.

Due to the intensive nature of the field research, at different points in the project, the CI and
PDRA became highly embedded in CEO’s day-to-day routines. In particular, the CI became rather
close to the management team, and was instrumental in helping them to collate staff feedback
informing the commissioning of a new client management system.5 For her part, the PDRA forged
a close relationship with the team of “floor” staff and, during the course of the research, fed back
some junior staff members’ concerns about the organizational restructuring underway. The PI
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74 SCHLESINGER, SELFE, MUNRO

played an active role in the conduct of fieldwork, but his interactions were more occasional, and
mostly involved attending board meetings and managing the relationships with CEO’s Director
and the chair of the board.

These distinct roles meant that information was initially gathered in each context and then
circulated in our team meetings. CEO staff knew that a “team” was conducting the research but
much of what they imparted to us depended on the specific context and which research team
member was in the field at that particular moment. While research team meetings were not
hierarchical, unlike the “front stage” team performance, our growing awareness of the stratified
nature of our ethnographic fieldwork also came to shape aspects of our “back stage” interactions.
The CI and PDRA often found themselves “speaking for” specific cohorts of CEO staff within
research meetings, voicing the concerns of those to whom they felt closest (Creese and Blackledge
2012) and which they knew could not be accessed or represented by any other team member.
Similarly, the PI’s contribution often included something akin to a “Director’s” report, delivering
information about and interpretations of emerging issues and policy directions drawn from
attendance at board meetings and informal one-to-one chats with CEO’s Director—sources to
which no other team member had the same degree of access. Over the course of the research
project, the team qua team—rather than as individuals—had to make collective judgments as
to the sensitivity of what they had been told, and therefore what could freely circulate in each
of our continuing personal interactions with CEO staff—and what could not. In short, we were
very careful not to feed information learned at one “layer” of the organization into another if we
judged it to be too sensitive.

In the course of the research we also became aware of the extent to which gender (coupled
with career seniority) was affecting the research. CEO is a predominantly female work context.
At the time of writing, of the core workforce of 20 staff, only four were male. We found that
the CI and PDRA “fitted in” to CEO not only in terms of gender and age but also in the way
they comported themselves in the field: we often noted the friendly and supportive atmosphere
that characterized the working environment, and contributing to this was key. As a result, the CI
and PDRA were able to move around CEO freely and unobtrusively, accessing spaces that the
partner organization would have been entitled to keep private. Crucial accounts and nuances were
often imparted informally, in brief conversations, over cups of coffee and occasionally outside
of the workspace. The PI’s relationship to CEO’s staff was qualitatively different from that of
the CI or PDRA. Known for his various roles in the policy field and as a senior academic figure,
his occasional visits to the office for meetings were appreciated, and cordially received, but they
were not routine. It was recognized that his principal points of liaison were with the Director and
the board and, as such, he was not able to move around the organization as freely as the CI or the
PDRA.

Recognition and management of these issues, of course, involved a degree of reflexivity. Whilst
reflexivity is often understood as an individual pursuit, Barry et al. (1999, 31) state that it can
and should be a part of team working, noting that “a team approach [to reflexivity] requires both
individual and group reflexivity, with a dialogue between the two.” As experienced ethnographers,
committed to “good” research practice, this meant paying close attention to the roles played by
each individual, as well as to the shifting place of the team in the field. Consequently, in order to
mitigate potential problems regarding the division of labor within the team, we met frequently,
particularly during the data-collection stage of the research. However, while initially driven by
purely practical demands, our regular meetings became increasingly important as the project
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progressed, in that they became as much about developing an interpretation of our findings as
about reporting back and planning future strategy.

PIVOTAL MOMENTS

In this section, we describe and analyze four key events that constituted pivotal moments in
the Supporting Creative Business project. These were, first, an organization-wide staff meeting
on June 4, 2013, held at CEO; second, a knowledge exchange event held at the University of
Glasgow on November 11, 2013; third, a board meeting on September 25, 2013, held at CEO, and
fourth, the research team’s presentation at the AHRC’s Creative Economy Showcase in London
on March 12, 2014, at which CEO’s Director appeared alongside the research team to discuss the
experience of knowledge exchange from the point of view of the “partner” organization.6 Events
such as these should not be understood simply as “mirrors,” or key scenes in an organization’s life
that merely reflect what was going on within—and without—the organization at that particular
moment in time. Rather, we propose that these moments be understood as performative: they
are productive spaces in which the organization is brought into being (Cranston 2014; McCann
2011). This understanding of key events represents the team’s approach more generally, where
“the organization” is understood as a set of spatially and temporally located practices, rather than
as a discrete, bounded “object” of study (Del Casino et al. 2000).

Researchers’ Presence and Non-Presence at a Key Staff Meeting

Much in line with Schwartzman’s (1986; 1993) analysis, which argues that meetings are vitally
important spaces where organizations seek to align intention with action, we found that the CEO
staff meeting of June 4, 2013, was an early, pivotal moment for our project. It was important
in two ways. First, it constituted a space in which our ethnographic team came into its own
by demonstrating the way that we collected data and, furthermore, we also performed our role
hierarchically to match the hierarchy of our partner organization. Second, it was an occasion when
managerial strategy—driven by changes in the Scottish cultural policy field, cultural support
milieu, and funding landscape—was disclosed to core CEO staff. The meeting therefore acted as
what McCann (2011, 117) calls a “site of persuasion” within which abstract policy drivers, and
the managerial understanding and translation of policy into discourse, become a basis for future
organizational action.

The staff meeting was a day-long event, and split into three sections: in the first, CEO’s
advisers met, and reported back on trends witnessed in advice sessions over the past quarter. The
second part of the day involved all CEO staff, who were present as the Director unveiled a new
organizational structure,7 designed to “future-proof” the agency in light of significant changes in
the creative sector. In the third part of the day, members of CEO’s extended network of non-core
staff met and reported back on trends that they had witnessed in recent months.

The CI and PDRA attended all three parts of the day. In the first session, the atmosphere
was open, honest and—at times—celebratory, because adviser meetings were relatively rare and
represented a valued opportunity for both personal and professional dialogue. In this meeting,
both the CI and PDRA were able to sit in and take notes unobtrusively, without individual
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76 SCHLESINGER, SELFE, MUNRO

staff members feeling unable to speak freely. In the second part of the day, the atmosphere was
much more tense. CEO staff had, in recent years, lived and worked through a prolonged period
of organizational upheaval, and while the Director worked hard to persuade them that a new
structure was needed and that the transition need not be too difficult, it was apparent that the staff
were fatigued by constant change. Furthermore, as there had been no consultation period, staff
were surprised that the new structure was due to come into effect immediately.

The CI’s and PDRA’s immersion in the organization enabled them to sit in on this meeting
without in any way affecting its tone or content, and to take extensive notes. Moreover, despite
the highly charged nature of the discussion, the CI and PDRA were able to ask for clarification
on certain points; crucially, each did this with one eye on the staff “cohort” with which she was
most closely aligned, thereby reinforcing the perceived stratification of the research team. They
also began to use their own positions in the research team by deploying their growing sense of
how each of the other research team members had been positioned by CEO. Specifically, the
PDRA was acutely aware of asking a question—regarding the extent of staff consultation prior to
the restructure—that she felt might be perceived as slightly “cheeky,” but chose to do so anyhow
because she felt it led to an important clarification and thought it would constitute less of a
challenge coming from her than if it came from the CI.

In a short, mutual debriefing conversation after the second session, the CI and PDRA agreed
that the meeting would most likely have taken on a different complexion had the PI been present,
in that CEO staff would have been less comfortable with a relatively unfamiliar figure sitting in.

Managing Researcher Criticism at a Knowledge Exchange Workshop

In line with our original research proposal, submitted to the AHRC in May 2012, the knowledge
exchange component of our project required the research team to organize three knowledge
exchange events. It is to the first of these—known within the team as “KE1” —that we now
turn our attention. KE1, a plenary meeting with all the staff and the chair of the board, was held
in November 2013, some five months after the staff meeting just described. In the interim, we
had conducted interviews with core CEO staff as well as the extended network of non-core staff
and clients. We had also continued with our participant and non-participant observation, and had
witnessed first-hand the teething problems caused by the new organizational structure.

At KE1, we reported back on some of our early research findings, including an examination
of CEO’s history since its inception in 2002 and our initial thoughts about the organizational
restructuring. All of CEO’s staff, from the Director “downwards,” attended the event. KE1 was
held in the university’s spacious Senate Room. The choice of location was important, because
after several months of becoming embedded in CEO’s office space and their day-to-day routines,
we felt it necessary to show CEO our own working environment. KE1 was the first time that CEO
staff had been exposed to the way that we functioned as a research team outside the field. If, during
the fieldwork period, we often performed as three separate but clearly interlinked researchers, each
with a position that mirrored the hierarchy within CEO, within our own space—the university—we
appeared as a coherent unit. The potential confusion and disruption that could have been caused
by this shift in performance cannot be underestimated; hence individual team members found it
necessary to oscillate both between the roles that we had performed in the field and those that we
performed outside the field.
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TEAM ETHNOGRAPHY AND KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE 77

The importance of this oscillation is illustrated by the Director’s reaction to some of the material
contained in the presentations made on the day, and the subsequent Interim Report. The PDRA,
in particular—who had spent a considerable amount of time embedded within CEO, and clearly
had been the most “visible” researcher around the organization for some months—critiqued the
new organizational structure, and the way that it had been communicated and implemented.
Her presentation was based on staff and client interview material. As a team, evidently we
felt our co-written—but individually presented—material was fair, and supported by empirical
evidence. However, it later emerged that the Director was unhappy with what she saw as premature
criticism.8

The team discussed KE1 in a meeting shortly after the event and noted the important role that
our perceived hierarchy had played in the exchange of information. We judged that, despite the
sharp reaction by the Director to the PDRA’s presentation, it was necessary for the PDRA to
be the one to pass on this criticism, and that to have done otherwise would have run the risk of
appearing misleading (at best) and conspiratorial (at worst).

There were three reasons for this. First, reporting back the junior staff’s concerns was necessary
because it was a material finding. A failure to air some of their concerns would have looked like
indulging the Director.9 It was essential for the PDRA to ensure that her relationship with junior
staff was undamaged. Second, this critique could have come only from the most immersed
researcher, because it was precisely the extent of her immersion that provided credible access to
the material presented. Third, we concluded that, had we taken an alternative tack and nominated
the board-aligned PI or management-aligned CI to take on the role of critic in front of the
assembled CEO staff, this would have caused the Director embarrassment because of the level at
which the criticism might be seen to come.

While it was clear from what we collectively chose to present that we did talk amongst ourselves
as a team, sharing the different layers of information we had gathered, to maintain a distinction
between the roles played at the formal level of our presentation was very important. On subsequent
reflection, by then we had already recognized that had the CI or PI passed on this critique, the
collective interchanges and evaluations conducted by our team outside the field would have been
thrown into sharp relief. Performatively, we would have highlighted the difference between our
“front stage” team personas and our “back stage” team dynamic, potentially undermining the
comfortable and effective roles which we had adopted for the fieldwork. Due to her more junior
staff position and greater immersion in the field, the PDRA was also uniquely able to defuse
the palpable tension by slipping convincingly and quite naturally from “you” to “we” as she
discussed the staff experience of the restructure. This “slip” produced smiles and laughter all
round, and a quip from the CI about her “going native” may have suggested that some distance
existed between the PDRA and the two senior team members.

Being Discreet about a Hyper-Sensitive Board Meeting

The PI attended board meetings throughout the fieldwork. In the board’s minutes, he was desig-
nated formally as an observer, but it quickly became apparent that he was expected to engage in
discussion at various points as well as sometimes quite explicitly to be used as a source of advice.
On September 30, 2013, about halfway through our fieldwork, a crucial board meeting took
place. On that occasion, CEO’s chair proposed to resign.10 The PI was privy to a very passionate
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78 SCHLESINGER, SELFE, MUNRO

and revealing meeting and, in the usual way, the team later discussed the issues raised. Clearly,
the wider background factors that had led to this potential crisis of leadership were of major
importance for CEO and the continuing fieldwork and interviews by all the team. While the PI
could obviously discuss this moment of crisis at subsequent meetings with the Director and chair,
the other team members did not feel they could do so, nor even indicate that they were aware of
it. Nor could they even hint at their knowledge of a crisis in the board to CEO’s staff when going
about their observations and interviews. So far as this matter was concerned, we explicitly made
use of a selective firewall and were successful in maintaining discretion.

The crisis arose because the chair had concluded that CEO could not develop further without
longer-term assured funding. It was revealed that, at a crucial meeting with CEO, the Scottish
Government and Creative Scotland had attempted (in the phrase used) to “give comfort” that
core funding would be available for the following year. The chair thought this assurance was
insufficient and did not meet CEO’s ambitions. His angst about the future was also tied to his
wish to establish a new, influential place for CEO in the Scottish agency landscape.

The precise details of the policy background need not detain us further, other than to note that
they underlined the research team’s sense of CEO’s precarious status as an organization that was
not especially loved by the powers that be. The chair’s dramatic reaction at the board meeting
to CEO’s key funders’ refusal to recognize the agency’s broader case for change in the agency
landscape revealed how it stood in the power brokers’ estimation. The chair, who was particularly
invested in bringing about institutional change and a policy rethink for the creative economy, was
reluctant to step back from the brink. After lengthy exchanges, however, he was persuaded by
the other board members to withdraw his resignation, for the moment at least. It was clear at that
meeting—as subsequently transpired—that he had already determined on stepping down soon.

This incident revealed two asymmetries. First, between the confidential discussions inside the
board and the knowledge of CEO’s staff; second, the knowledge circulating inside the research
team and its own differentiated relationship to CEO’s staff, on the one hand, and CEO’s leadership,
on the other. Once again, Goffman’s (1959) distinction between actions performed “front” and
“back” stage for the presentation of self is pertinent. The board’s deliberations were kept back
stage from the rest of CEO but witnessed front stage by the PI. The research team as a whole was
privy to this sensitive back-stage information, but its own front-stage performance in conducting
fieldwork inside CEO ensured that what might prove to be damaging if leaked was kept quietly
back stage, staying firmly in the shadows.

A Collusive Performance of Daytime KE

On March 12, 2014, the project team attended a major promotional event organized by the AHRC.
Held at the new and gleaming King’s Place Conference Centre, in the burgeoning creative quarter
springing up near King’s Cross Station in London, the main point of the Showcase was to
demonstrate to government ministers and creative industry figures the value of investing in
research in what was lauded at the meeting as the UK’s fastest-growing business and industrial
sector—the creative economy.11 Of course, the Showcase was also a space for researchers to find
out what their academic peers had been doing, but we consider this aspect to have been secondary
in importance to the PR exercise.
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The key point for present purposes is that we had to perform our ethnographic teamwork in a
corporate setting at an event “produced” by a specialist team, on which much money had been
lavished to impress the powerful and influential. As it was a show, appropriately enough, we
were offered a stage from which to present our findings, for which we chose the mildly intriguing
title “Inside the Agency: Ethnography and Knowledge Exchange.” We had decided that the best
way to demonstrate that something akin to knowledge exchange had indeed occurred in our
project would be to complete the session with an interview with CEO’s Director, bringing out her
perspective on what had been achieved alongside our own. Both we, and she, were well aware
that this was a joint performance needing special preparation and, moreover, that it had been
selected for streaming on the day and eventual posting on YouTube.

This high-profile public setting was in stark contrast to the previous week when, on March
3, 2014, we had held our end-of-project seminar—more matter-of-factly titled “Researching
Cultural Enterprise Office” —in the stolid wood-panelled Melville Room at the University of
Glasgow, surrounded by serious-faced portraits of Principals past rather than video cameras.
That event had been conceived as a roundtable. With two dozen specially invited participants
from government, cultural agencies, think tanks, academia, and comparable bodies to CEO from
Denmark, Norway, and the US, it was intended as a private, systematic sounding board for our
findings. We had constructed the sequence of presentations to give CEO’s Director and chair the
last word and to air their views on the value—or otherwise—of the research we had conducted.

For the Showcase, our preparation was quite different. We had to envision an audience of
all-comers, about whose knowledge or interest we could assume nothing. We therefore had to
present the rationale for our work with great explicitness as well as decide just how much detail
would illuminate—and not bore—those present. We were also acutely aware of being a Scottish
team in London. That meant treading a tightrope of necessarily talking about the Scottish context
of our research while, at the same time, demonstrating its general relevance to debates about
public intervention in the creative economy.

Seated on deep sofas, we presented our work from a podium with a large screen behind us onto
which our slides were projected. It was more like being on a daytime TV studio set than inside
a seminar room. The audience, seated at round tables well suited to diners viewing a cabaret or
taking in a jazz set, was barely visible due to the powerful studio lighting trained on the presenters.

We conformed to our setting and fell into what had become our standard way of presenting
our findings, once again enacting our hierarchy in public. First, the PI gave a brief introduction
to the project, underlining its Scottish context and how this fitted into the UK’s policy debates,
also noting that we would conclude the event with an interview. Then, the CI presented a short
account of CEO’s history, organization, and geographical range. This was followed by the PDRA’s
account of how CEO dealt with its clients and its own precariousness. Finally, the PI addressed
the question of knowledge exchange and what the team had learned from its research. After a
brief pause, he turned to CEO’s Director and conducted an interview with her.

On this occasion, both researchers and researched had a common interest in enacting a jointly
agreed process of knowledge exchange for an invited but unknown public. Above all, both
parties wanted to demonstrate the value of knowledge exchange, but from different perspectives.
Although the interview itself was not rehearsed, the PI had sent CEO’s Director a list of the
questions he intended to raise. She had been invited—in effect—to collaborate in a performance
of knowledge exchange, and knew beforehand that she would be there to offer her own views
about the value of academic research.
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80 SCHLESINGER, SELFE, MUNRO

The interview illuminated very clearly what the Director had wanted from the research and
how she saw knowledge exchange. She told the audience that she had been inspired by the
experience of another agency in the US, which had commissioned an anthropologist to undertake
its evaluation. She hoped that a new narrative might emerge from the present study that would be
of help with CEO’s funders and convey the value of her agency’s activity to the “stakeholders”
in a novel way. She was also very clear about the difference between a consultancy and a piece
of academic research, and why the latter mattered just now:

[W]e were ten years in and it was really a point to . . . consolidate and develop or consider doing
the opposite of that. So it was definitely time for a real change and I’d been kind of toying with the
usual economic development consultation evaluations . . . and though they kind of found some good
things, they always felt like a bit of a drive-by shooting. And, you know, they’d leave and we’d get
a report and yet actually the real value of the work . . . and why it’s important for the sector was
never really caught and . . . it never gave us a really useful argument to really start to inspire the
policymakers that we’re working quite closely with.

The Director was also well aware that she had taken a calculated risk by opening the doors and
that the research had taken place just as the organization was facing the challenge of changing its
structure:

[T]here was a sense of change fatigue, you know, that had definitely started to creep in. And in many
ways I think it was this project that really helped everybody make meaning again out of, you know,
what we’re doing and why we’re doing it.

Without having seen the final analysis of CEO’s work, she had already found that the
work to date had forced her to reappraise some past decisions “and really start a kind of
process of reframing our delivery model and thinking about certain things that you just be-
come attached to and maybe it’s time to let those go.” The very fact of the research, she
thought, had added to CEO’s credibility for “our key funders, the government, the stake-
holders and the kind of conversation that we’re having now which has come out of this
research.”

The Director’s eloquent performance was one in which she expressed a very positive
view of what this kind of research could bring, while realistically recognizing that while it
could not solve CEO’s problems, it could stimulate questions that were productive for future
strategy.

CONCLUSION

Writing an article on team ethnography such as this is likely to be provoked by one of two
sets of circumstances: working out what went wrong or working out what went right. For us it
has been the latter, and specifically our desire to analyze and convey an account of the positive
team dynamic that emerged during the fieldwork, rather than being designed in advance of it. In
our back-stage interactions we have sought to be as democratic as possible. Consequently, we
have consequently chosen to work in ways that, so far as practical, resist the prevalent norms of
academic practice in funded research projects. But there are, of course, limits to the degree to
which this is possible. In addition to inequalities of experience, ultimately, the PDRA had a fixed
contract and the PI was responsible for delivering on the grant.
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We have drawn on Goffman (1959) to characterize the distinction between our front-
and back-stage team performances but, in line with that thinking, it is crucial to stress that
our front-stage work should not be understood as calculated to mislead. Rather, evolving a
more overt performance of our team hierarchy in situ was both a necessary and legitimate
response to what the field threw up; it was built up by a series of incremental and intu-
itive decisions, taken severally in order to connect with our research subjects in meaningful
ways.

This occurred because the intersection of careers within research teams observed by Platt
(1976, 12) is only one of the dynamics in play in this kind of project. From the moment that
it moves into an organization, the team—both collectively and as individuals—also intersects
with people occupying a variety of career stages and professional perspectives in the researched
organization. In our case—where there was continuing fieldwork within a single organization
and a need for all to make this comprehensible and legible—all parties (both ourselves and
CEO personnel) slipped into an analogous mapping of one structure onto the other. This was
central to building trust and creating shorthand for day-to-day communication. Given the one-
year timescale, we have concluded that it was the only practical option. For a longer-term project,
however, it might have been possible and productive to deliberately disrupt at least some elements
of this structure, switching roles and increasing the range of research perspectives on each aspect
of CEO’s work. However, it seems unlikely that anyone but the PI would have been able to operate
as effectively at boardroom level, and it is equally hard to imagine either of the more senior team
members being able to access the kinds of frank confidence at junior level that the PDRA
did.

In addition to meeting the demands of the project’s short duration, its shape and nature
determined other ways in which we worked. In particular, having to track rapid developments
within CEO, and managing the front-stage/back-stage flow of information about these, created
the need for unusually frequent team meetings during the data-gathering stage. These quickly
became really important sites of interpretative work, feeding back into each subsequent phase
of the fieldwork we conducted, as well as reinforcing our sense of team identity. Another factor
determining the frequency of team meetings was the schedule of KE events, which required
us to assemble our thoughts early and articulate them clearly to different internal and external
audiences.

In this article, we have chosen to narrate our account of the teamwork by recounting some
pivotal moments, both front and back stage. Such events occurring in the field may be un-
derstood as more than simply snapshots of an organization, being not merely illustrations of
actual teamwork but productive spaces in which the team was made. To write this is to of-
fer a retrospective take. The encounters in question were either witnessed in fieldwork or
devised to achieve KE, rather than to build the team. But, as we take our distance at this
project’s conclusion, we can see clearly how such pivotal moments have been the means by
which the research team’s working practices and its growing sense of itself as a team were,
in fact, produced over the course of the project. Inevitably, so far as possible, the collabora-
tive work of writing reflexively about our ethnographic teamwork has endeavored to transform
the implicit into the explicit. Formalizing our collective reflections, and in this way settling
on a means of telling, has permitted us to articulate the constitutive practices of ethnographic
teamwork.
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NOTES

1. As space does not permit us to take the matter further here, we note this point and will address it in
a companion article. We also note that, increasingly, the social sciences are attracted to the concept
of co-production, an idea that has some lines of congruence with KE, and the closely related concept
of “impact.” However, Pain et al. (2011, 184) contrast formal, measurable, Research Councils UK-
formulated requirements such as KE and impact with co-production, emphasizing the grassroots focus
of the latter: “[w]here knowledge is co-produced, impact is two-way: research may inform society, but
its own agendas, design, conduct and outcomes are also profoundly informed and shaped by various
users, publics and participants.” Whilst we are sympathetic to Pain et al.’s (2010) attempt to emphasize
the radical, epistemological potential of co-production, not all approaches fit this model.

2. There is a risk of being recursive here. “Creative” has become a widespread and ill-defined term, in line
with the increased attention paid to those who work in the “creative economy.”

3. Including a competitive scheme for start-ups, Starter for 6; an incubator called Fashion Foundry; and,
for more established businesses, the Flourish mentoring program.

4. While CEO’s key relationships are with the Scottish Government and Creative Scotland, it also has to
manage its connections with other players on a rather cluttered stage: Scottish Enterprise, Highlands
and Islands Enterprise, Business Gateway, and Skills Development Scotland. Together, these bodies
constitute the Scottish Cultural Industries Partnership (SCIP), which is meant to ensure a coherent
and consistent approach to the creative economy. At this time of writing, SCIP’s functioning is under
review.

5. The client management system is an online repository that stores information about CEO clients and
drives the content of their website.

6. This presentation is available to view on YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
8JdxCe0atqg&feature=youtu.be

7. In some respects, the unveiling of the structure was intended as performative, signalling a break;
however, the old structure, routines, and practices were so embedded that the new structure could not
cleanly supersede the old one.

8. On subsequent reflection, the Director accepted much of this critique, which was concerned primarily
with the lack of staff consultation prior to the restructure, and the confusion that resulted as staff
attempted to adjust to the new organizational structure.

9. Although it must be noted that the junior staff felt we did not go far enough in critiquing the new
structure, and how its launch had been communicated.

10. Lest it be thought that we have thrown discretion to the winds, permission to reveal this incident was
requested from the former Chair of CEO and readily granted.

11. The Centre for Economics and Business Research (2013, 17) has claimed that the creative industries
make a £5.8bn per annum contribution to the UK economy.
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