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A relational method for studying management learning in small firms

DEVELOPMENT PAPER

Abstract:

We learn while we move, therefore this development paper sketches a research method we really
would like to discuss with colleagues with the purpose to learn how it might be improved. The
method stands on a platform of relational social constructionism and is right now used in a study of
management learning through development projects in six small firms. The paper is divided into
three sections. One on the ontological, epistemological and methodological setting, one on the de-
velopment of an action learning model in a relational way, and one on questions related to the
practical way to conduct such a study to meet its intentions.

Introduction

A reason for writing this development paper is to use the possibility to participate in discussions
and to get useful advises on how further to develop the methodology we use in our newly started
research project. It is a project that has the intention to get deeper into understanding how managers
in small firms learn while they work on development projects. We are interested in learning more
about how they practice leadership as a way of being-in-relation-to-others, as Cunliffe and Eriksen
(2011: 1430) put it. How do they bracket, understand and make sense of strategic challenges and
how do they act upon these in what they believe to be meaningful ways? The method or pragmatic
we use to learn more about these issues is by spending time together with managers from different
firms and have them select projects and tasks they each believe are necessary and beneficial to de-
velop in their firm. This way we center our attention on the local-cultural-relational reality that
these managers live in (Hosking, 2010: 6) and try to make this the starting point of our joined con-
struction process about how their challenges can be understood and handled.

Our understanding is that the knowledge needed for solving practical tasks, knowledge on devel-
opment processes, and learning go hand-in-hand. Following, that this knowledge is generated as
actors are on their way trying to grasp what goes on among them and figure out how to act in a sen-
sible way (Ingold, 2008), and this knowing is constructed through living conversations in the mo-
ment (Cunliffe, 2011: 665). So if we want to know something about how managers learn to handle
challenges on their way we, as researchers, have to talk with these managers as they are on their
way and be an integral part of the sensemaking process in the moment (Cunliffe, 2011: 664).

Enhancing the number of actors that take part in these relational sensemaking processes we bring
together managers from different small firms, who all come with their local-cultural-relation



knowledge and world view and who all practice leadership as being-in-relation-to-others in differ-
ent ways. Interesting here is it what happens when these different views on the world meet each
other, how do they handle the: ““... complex, back and forth, unfolding process of attempts of mutual
construction, one full of tensions and takenfor-grantedness.” (Cunliffe, 2001: 353) What happens
with their local-cultural-relational realities? Do they change and influence each others’ being-in-
relation-to others? Do they grasp each other and try to develop shared discursive constructions
or...? Since 2005 we, together with other colleagues, have gradually developed and used a method-
ological practices for following how local-cultural-relational knowledge is being developed and
altered through communication between a manager, other managers and researchers:

Meeting between indivdual companies & 2

. Meeting between individual companies &
researchers Case meeting

Follow up case meeting
2 researchers
Shared discussion between all 6 company

leaders & all researchers, aso.

Preparing a case on the strategic Shared discussion between all 6 company S E @ S Gl R SiEEse

development projects and other issues

development projects the companies want leaders & all researchers
to discuss

This approach is strongly inspired by action learning, where a guiding assumption is: ”The King-
dom of Heaves, as we read in St. Luke, is to be found within ourselves, and it is the other searchers
for it, rather than men with the packages, who will tell us when they think we are getting warm.”
(Revans, 1983: 44) This quote emphasizes that there is no single and real reality independent of the
local-cultural-relational reality (Hosking, 2010: 6). It is by exploring how actors bracket and make
sense of situations in various ways that they can figure out new ways of seeing themselves and new
ways of engaging in their organizational life (Cunliffe, 2010: 658). And in this process the way oth-
er managers bracket and understand a concrete challenge and their ideas on how they would deal
with the challenge can help and support the individual manager in enhancing the possible ways he
can be-in-relation-to-others.

Earlier on we have applied the method as a process where we started by visiting the individual
firms. At the meetings with the individual companies the researchers and managers talk about the
current status of the strategic research projects, and perhaps other issues that are not shared with the
other companies on the joined meetings. The joined meetings are app. 3 months apart and the meet-
ings in the individual firm are placed in between these meetings. The project runs in this manner for
app. 1% - 2 years.

The current project is set to run in the same way, with managers from six small Danish firms, with
interest in projects and products on renewable energy. They participate in the research project to-
gether with six researchers with interest in innovation, organizational development, competence
development, learning and relational communication. This development paper is written by three of
the researchers, and focuses on practical, methodological and paradigmatic issues in the creation of



the method as we in practice - and here and now - go along with the study together with these firms
and their management.

The ontological, epistemological and methodological setting

The three authors have through a number of different empirical studies, including the Action Learn-
ing method sketched above, developed interests in a (broad) relational, social constructionist para-
digm for the understanding of development in organizations. This interest has been inspired by
some more general outline of relational viewpoints from Kenneth Gergen, empirical studies on
leadership and management from Ann Cunliffe, Matthew Eriksen, Diane Hosking and Mary Uhl-
Bien, works on strategy and strategic management by Robert Chia and Robin Holt, Mats Alvessons
studies on organizational change, and Barbara Czarniawska on stories and discourses. We also have
in our work in research and teaching through a number of years drawn on the works done by Peter
Berger & Thomas Luckmann. And we are also inspired from some of the classic writers such as
Wittgenstein, VVolosinov, Schiitz and James.

From this broad basis we have developed a form of platform, which contains the following main
elements

- Organizations are in a continual state of becoming shaped by actors’ learning and their at-
tempts to maintain the current organizing through routines and simultaneously trying to de-
velop it in meaningful ways

- Communication are discursive processes that both interpret and construct local-cultural-
relational realities

- Organizations are meshworks for multiple voices, norms and values

- Workable solutions are constructed locally, culturally and relationally through language and
actions

- Learning is a relational practice, where actors together try to find their way and build better
organizations

- Meaning made, sensible actions and possible understandings are local, temporal, relational
and always in the making

This platform enables us to conduct studies on organizational change and management learning
where it becomes interesting to follow how the individual manager in relation with the other partic-
ipating managers and the researchers interweave actions and thoughts through discursive language,
develop new understandings, initiate new actions and thereby enact new ways of organizing and
being-in-relation-to-others (Cunliffe, 2011: 658). Our focus on management learning is how man-
agers change their competences through working on practical tasks that include the use of signals
and recipes (Revik 2011) from without and within the organization. Interaction and mutual learning
processes which include employees, co-managers and other, and own previous experiences are also
focused upon. As we have experienced through our previous studies with managers in small and



medium sized firms they learn mainly from practice and together with other practitioners and from
bringing together understandings and views from different local-cultural-relational realities.

Conducting studies, as the research study presented here isn’t without challenges. It is difficult to
follow all the twist and turns that a manager experiences in his organizational life and continually
be a part of the sense he makes in the moment. Therefore retrospective communication and sense
already made also come to play an important role. This is, however, not a problem per se, as the
sense already made always is open for reinterpretations and often will be altered with time depend-
ent on the current moment and situation the actor finds himself in (Cunliffe, 2011: 665). It is always
possible through communication to construct new brackets and join experiences in new ways that
enable the actor to see himself in another perspective and engage in the organizational life in anoth-
er way, thus construct new and meaningful sense and initiate new actions based on actions previ-
ously conducted (VoloSinov, 1986, Cunliffe, 2001: 357).

The development of Action Learning (AL)

A version of Action Learning is our methodological framework for producing knowledge together
with the six firms on development and learning. As we first saw AL it grew from a critique of the
way Business Schools taught their students, by emphasizing the use of practical examples and en-
couraging the students to take part in AL processes. This is close to our personal favorite principle
of teaching and learning: Problem Based Learning, which is the learning method the university the
three of us belong to, Aalborg University. Current use of AL in the business research area has at the
same time developed into a variety of onto-epistemological assumptions and methods, and we try to
combine parts of these to a practical learning and research method.

During our use of AL one of our inputs is as described in Pedler et. al. (2007), that AL research can
be described in 3 extreme forms

e Speculative (Knowledge is produced for its own sake, focus upon theoretical work not ac-
tion)

e Emancipatory (Knowledge that is critical of current power structures and can help the indi-
vidual to challenge own socially constructed ways of thinking)

e Performative (Knowledge, that leads to action and help solve problems)

Earlier our AL method was focused upon primarily the performative and to a lesser extent to the
emancipatory perspectives. However based upon the research we have conducted a further interest
in the emancipatory and wayfaring perspective has been developed. One of the things we want to
explore with this paper is therefore how and in what way the current AL research project can be
integrated in an emancipatory/relational/social constructionist approach. As we see it, AL is a con-
textual, participatory and change oriented process where different kinds of contributions are consid-
ered equally important. The aim of AL research methods is to bring together different local-
cultural-relational realities and based upon this open up horizons for discussion, and to create



time/space for collective reflection that again leads to actions. Boje argues that;*...organizational
life is more indeterminate, more differentiated, more chaotic, than it is simple, systematic, monolog-
ical, and hierarchical’ (Boje, 1995, p. 1001), which corresponds well with some of the fundamen-
tal assumptions within the AL method, we have presented, where different world views, multiple
voices, norms and values are favored.

In order to work within these different worldviews, multiple voices, norms and values from a social
constructionist perspective one needs to accept that all knowledge is socially constructed (Gergen,
2011). The search for one transcending truth is abandoned and instead the ongoing social construc-
tion of local-cultural-relational truths becomes the focal point of the research. The only way to ac-
cess these processes are through the study of how language is being used in the moment. When
these philosophical ideas are applied in the study of the AL processes with both managers and re-
searchers one focal point becomes on studying special vocabularies, language repertoires and poly-
phonic expressions (Boje 1995, Potter & Wetherell, 1986). The organization becomes a "phenome-
na in and of language” and is best studied as “collaborative and contending discourses” (Boje 2004
p.571). Or as Chia (2000) describes it: discourse is organization. Seen in an action learning perspec-
tive construction of self and others becomes a discursive action, created in the ongoing relationship
with others (Gergen 2011). To study these processes is to study language in use, focus upon the
words applied, the narratives constructed, and the application of interpretative repertoires and con-
struction of discourse: Within the constructionist dialogues we find that it is not the individual
mind in which knowledge, reason, emotion and morality reside, but in relationships (Gergen, 2011:
109).

Social constructionist research applies Wittgenstein's (1953) argumentation that the ongoing lan-
guage construction process is socially constrained. In other words it is socially constructed through
a community, and thereby constrains what it is possible to say. We are always constrained by the
ongoing language games and to make sense we have to follow certain rules: ”As constructionists
also suggests, playing by the rules of a given community is enormously important to sustaining
these relationships™ (Gergen 2011: 101) In the study here presented and the method chosen with
bringing managers together from different local-cultural-relational realities, we also bring together
different discursive rules. It hence becomes interesting to see how the managers understand their
own and each others’ rules and how they might influence the way the enact the rules through their
being-in-relation-to-others.

The researchers participate in this process and we also bring with us our rules, our roles are howev-
er different as we do not bring any concrete organizational challenges with us, we want to discuss.
The research forum can therefor also be perceived as a shared time and space opportunity, with the
purpose of exploring the reified constructions of participants and researchers. In an action learning
process these socially constructed discourses must be taken into consideration. Both seen as an op-
pressive force upon some of the members of the group and the things that are not mentioned can be
seen as equally interesting points of research. It is also important for the researcher to analyze



his/her own socially constructed truths and to question these in the research process. It is important
to see the language game as a shared construction process in the group as a whole.

How to practice the intentions of AL in a social constructionistic way?

It is not without problems to combine relational social constructionism, discourses and AL and this
leads us to the following central questions that we wish to discuss and explore further;

e In an AL research process, who learns? Is it focused upon how managers improve their
business skills, or how to improve the researchers understanding of managerial praxis. Seen
in a relational perspective, the learning process is mutual and ongoing, it is developed via
the exchange of language construction. How is this language focus best developed, and what
can be gained from different approaches?

e In the Emancipatory perspective, there is primarily focus upon a post-modern understanding
of power relationships (Derrida, Foucault), but we are not especially interested in investigat-
ing the grid of power. We are more interested in observing how all the participants in the AL
process over time reconstruct their local-cultural-relational beliefs about their own and the
others’ discussed strategic problems and how they alter their being-in-relation-to-others.

e How is it possible to go from an AL project primarily concerned with problem solving activ-
ities to an AL project concerned with both concerned with problem solving and with study-
ing language based social construction processes? What are the implications for method and
research design?

This also raises some very practical questions in how the study can be conducted. Some of the ele-
ments in the framework for conducting this AL-research are defined. Participants are managers with
development and project responsibilities in each firm. The number of participants from each firm is
between one and three, but additional managers and experts from these firms could be involved.
Development projects are more or less chosen by the participating managers. A time structure with
an AL seminar each third month and in between visits by pairs of researcher in between has been
agreed upon by both managers and researchers. Specific knowledge on the technical and commer-
cial dimensions of each project has to be kept inside the AL boundaries. Each firm and each manag-
er participate as long as they feel they learn from the AL process.

e What could be done to make it easier to support different perspectives actively in the AL
process between managers mainly looking at processes from an analytic perspective and re-
searchers with their different constructionistic views?

e How should we facilitate the double co-construction that goes on in relation to challenges
that are kept within the specific firm and those that are discussed open at the joined AL sem-
inars?

e How can the material collected in the individual firm by researchers and manager ('s) most
efficient be used as cases at the AL seminars?



e How do we measure the progress in these processes, beyond the actual success or failure of
the specific development project?

e Have methods for keeping these two levels processes: firm and inter-firm nurturing each
other and securing that all participants have gained from participating?

These practical questions as well as the more methodological, paradigmatic and ontological ques-
tions are the ones we would like to discuss with colleagues at the Management Learning conference
in Lancaster with the purpose of developing a full paper that can take part in further developing the
field.

References
Alvesson, M. (2007) Understanding Organizational Culture, London: SAGE Publications

Alvesson M. & S. Sveningsson (2008) Changing Organizational Culture. Cultural change work in
progress, London and New York: Routledge

Alvesson, M. & Sveningsson, S. (2011a) Management is the solution: Now what was the problem?
On the fragile basis for managerialism, Scandinavian Journal of Management, VVol. 27, pp. 349-361

Alvesson M. & Kérreman D. (2011b) Decolonializing discourse: Critical reflections on organiza-
tional discourse analysis, Human Relations, Vol. 64, No. 9, pp. 1121-1146

Alvesson M. & Karreman D. (2011c) Organizational discourse analysis — well done or too rare? A
reply to our critics, Human Relations, Vol. 64, No. 9, pp. 1193-1202

Bargiela-Chiappini F. (2008) Disourse(as), social construction and language practices: In conversa-
tion with Alvesson og Karreman, Human Relations, VVol. 64, No. 9, pp. 1177-1191

Berger & Luckmann (1966) The SocialConstruction of Reality. A Treatise in the Sociology of
Knowledge, Garden City: Anchor Books

Boje, D. (1995) Stories of the storytelling organization: A postmodern analysis of Disney as “Tama-
ra-land”, Academy of Management Journal, VVol. 38, No 4, pp. 997-1035

Boje, D., Oswick, C. & Ford, J. (2004) Introduction to special topic forum: Language and
Organization: The doing of discourse, The Academy of Management Review, Vol. 29, No. 4,
pp. 571-577

Chia R. (2000). Discourse analysis as organizational analysis, Organization, Vol. 7, No. 3, pp. 513-
518



Chia, R. & R. Holt (2008) Strategy as wayfinding, Paper for the 24™ EGOS Colloquium, Amster-
dam, June 2008

Chia, R. & R. Holt (2009) Strategy Without Design. The Silent Efficacy of Indirect Action, Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press

Cunliffe, A. L. (2011) Crafting Qualitative Research: Morgan and Smircich 30 Years On, Organi-
zational Research Methods, Vol. 14, No. 6, pp. 647-673

Cunliffe, A. L. (2001) Managers As Practical Authors: Reconstructing Our Understanding Of Man-
agement Practice, Journal of Management Studies, Vol. 38, No. 3, pp. 351-371

Cunliffe, A.L. & M. Eriksen (2011) Relational leadership, Human Relations, VVol. 64, No. 11, pp.
1425 -1449

Czarniawska, B. (2004) Narratives in Social Science Research, London: SAGE Publications
Czarniawska, B. (2008) A Theory of Organizing, Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing
Foucault, M. (1979) Discipline and punish: The birth of the prison. New York: Random House

Gergen, K. (2011). The self as Social Construction, Psychological Studies, Vol. 56, No. 1, pp. 108-
116

Gergen, K. J. (2009) Relational Being Beyond Self and Community, New York: Oxford University
Press

Gergen K. & T. Thatchenkery (2004) Organization Science as Social Construction Postmodern Po-
tentials, The Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, Vol. 40, no. 2, pp. 228 - 249

Hardy C. & Grant D. (2011) Readers beware: Provocation, problematization and... problems, Hu-
man Relations, Vol. 65, No. 5, pp. 547-566

Hosking, D. M. (2009) Moving relationality: Mediations on a relational approach to leadership,
draft to appear in the 2010 Sage Handbook of Leadership

Ingold, T. (2008) Lines. A Brief Story, Oxon: Routledge
James, W. (1909) A Pluralistic Universe, New York: Longmans, Green and Co

Mintzberg, H. (1978) Patterns in Strategy Formation, Management Science, Vol. 24, no. 9, pp. 934
- 948

Mintzberg, H. (1994) The Rise and Fall of Strategic Planning, Harlow: FT Prentice Hall
Nonaka, I, (1996) The knowledge-creating company, K. Starkey (ed.), How Organizations Learn

Pedler, M., J. Burgoyne & C. Brook (2006) What has action learning learned to become? Action
Learning: Research and Practice, Vol. 2, No 1, pp. 49 -68



10

Pedler et. al. (2007) Lean Thinking and Action Learning, Action Learning: Research and Practice,
Vol. 4. No. 1.

Potter, J. & Wetherell, M. (1987) Discourse and social psychology — Beyond attitudes and behav-
ior, London: Sage Publications

Revans, R.W. (1981) The Nature of Action Learning, OMEGA. The International Journal of Man-
agement Science, Vol. 9, No. 1, pp. 9-24

Revans, R.W (1983) Action Learning. Its Terms and Character, Management Decision, Vol. 21,
No. 1, pp. 39-50

Revans, R.W. (1992). What is Action Learning? Journal of Management Development, Vol.1, No.
3! pp- 64'75

Robichaud D., Giroux H. & Taylor J. (2004). The Metaconversation: The recursive property of lan-
guage as a key to organizing. Academy of Management Review, Vol. 29, No. 4, pp. 617-634

Ravik, K. A. (2011) From Fashion to Virus: An Alternative Theory of Organizations’ Handling of
Management Ideas, Organization Studies, VVol.32, No, 5, pp. 631 -653

Schon, D. (1983) The Reflective Practitioner. How Professionals Think in Action, Basic Books —
Harper Collins

Tsoukas, H. & Chia, R. (2002) On Organizational Becoming: Rethinking Organizational Change,
Organization Science, Vol. 13, No. 5, pp. 567 - 582

Uhl-Bien, M. (2006) Relational Leadership Theory: Exploring the social processes of leadership
and organizing, The leadership Quarterly, VVol. 17, pp. 654-676

Volosinov, V. N. (1986) Marxism and the Philosophy of Language, Harvard University Press, USA
Wittgenstein, L. (1953). Philosophical investigations. McMillan, New York.

Yang, L. & Gergen K. (2012) Social construction and its development: Liping Yang interviews
Kenneth Gergen. Psychological Studies, Vol. 57, No. 2, pp. 126-133.



