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Chapter IV

METHOD

4.1 Introduction

In Chapter 3 positioning theory was explained and put forward as a way to derive meaning from deliberation regarding sustainability issues.  Through observing discursive phenomena that occur in a matrix of socially-constructed binary dimensions, positioning is identified by qualitative appraisal of parity or power, self or other, subjectivity or objectivity, public or private, and technical or moral values (Ling 1998, p.151).  This Chapter presents a method that has been outlined in Figure 4-1.  It is based on an approach used by Ling (1998) that has been influenced by positioning theory, narrative research, phenomenology, and grounded theory.  Before doings so, the portability of the method will be demonstrated.








Overview of Research Method

Figure 4-1

4.2 Portability of Ling’s Approach

Positioning, being grounded in conversation, requires a method that deals with discourse.  The method needs to capture and describe the person engaging in positioning, those with whom the person interacts, the process of positioning and type of positioning ultimately adopted by those involved.  The tradition of narrative studies provides an appropriate method to capture this information.  Such a method was developed by Ling (1998) for listening to curriculum co-ordinators relate their experiences – in dealing with curriculum issues with heads of departments and school principals – and subsequently developing cases.  Yin (1994, p. 6) suggests that ‘“how” … questions … are likely to lead to the use of case studies’.  It is proposed that this method can be applied in a business context to observe how senior managers deliberate about sustainability issues.

4.2.1 Managers Help Others Learn

All people engage in discourse and, while context may vary, the same social dynamics are at work.  Rudgley (2001) shows that even Ice Age peoples were our social and intellectual equals, apparently engaging in discursive action to develop their relationships.  It could be suggested that contemporary professional managers being leaders and coaches, their work largely involves learning themselves and developing others.  Senge (1990, pp. 298-300) explains that the new role of managers is learning, helping others to learn and ‘designing the organization’s learning processes’, which in a way resembles teaching and curriculum co-ordination.  

4.2.2 Managers Have Personal Practical Knowledge

Ling (1998, p. 46) drew on a body of research in the education discipline that used narrative as a foundational approach.  Two different streams of thought were consolidated into his method.  In the first stream, there was an objective of capturing the voice of the person being studied in context of institutional discourses so it was heard and incorporated as a central feature in the output of investigations into the person of management.  The second stream applied narrative reconstruction to determine personal practical knowledge or agency of each manager.  It is from this that the core of the method is formed; narratives assist in determining the context within which people develop both practical and formal knowledge of doing their work.

Because this ontological research concerns a search for meaning within personal practical knowledge, a retroductive research strategy has been adopted.  In doing so, it is presumed that what is known is largely abstract and created by communities (Healy and Perry 2000) in conversation.  Thus the author acknowledges an imperfect and unproven yet perceptible nature of reality and he assumes plausible truth from his findings.  The author is exploring what he believes must have caused observable data.  From this retroductive strategy, a qualitative method has been assembled, which includes interviews, ‘metaphorical’ narrative reconstruction, theoretical studies to explain findings, and formation of description for a prospective theory (Blaikie 2000, pp. 108-127).  Metaphorical constructs are noted as useful in interpretation by Huberman and Miles (1994), and Blaikie (2000, p. 25) ties indirect methods, creative imagination and analogy with retroduction.  However, Harré (1986, p. 7) warns that metaphor is a deviation from scientific argument, implying that it is necessary to return to theoretical terms to achieve formal validity in the accounts. 

4.2.3 All Individuals have a Personal Practical Knowledge

The insight gleaned from Ling’s approach has two effects on this research.  First, it introduces insight from the curriculum co-ordination field into business management.  Second, and perhaps of greater essence, it prepares the researcher to think about the data in terms of one’s ‘personal practical knowledge’; where Ling’s knowledge was concerning curriculum co-ordination, the author’s research involves the ‘personal practical knowledge’ of business management issues.

Ling’s approach is useful for this research, as it provides a window on to a reality beyond what people say into the world of ideas, science, language, ethics, and institutions (Healy and Perry 2000, pp. 120-1).  In keeping with Ling’s approach, the method used here has been designed to satisfy Healy and Perry’s criteria for qualitative research within the realism paradigm, as summarized by the author in Table 4-1.

	Criteria
	Question to Ask
	Appropriate Techniques

	Ontological Appropriateness
	Is the research dealing with complex social phenomena?
	Selection of a ‘how’ problem:

How do senior managers deal with sustainability issues?

Select senior managers who are successfully dealing with sustainability and willing to reflect.

	Contingent Validity
	Is the research sensitive to context?
	Aim to describe why sustainability was dealt with as it was and define context – participants and their organizations – in which they were observed.

	Multiple Perceptions of Participants and of Peer Researchers
	Does the research inquire through several windows to reality and combine these?
	Multiple interviews to provide a variety of perspectives about the same reality, which enables triangulation.  Encourage participants to be self-descriptive and aware of their own values.

	Methodological Trustworthiness
	Is the research auditable through records that map progress?
	Conduct in-depth interviews that have an interview protocol, with questions based on answering research question.  Then develop descriptions using quotations to understand things born of people’s minds, but independent of any one person.  Maintain traceability through to interview data. 

	Analytic Generalisation
	Does the research result in developing understanding?
	Identify research issues before data collection, to formulate interview protocol that will provide data for developing prospective theory.

	Construct Vitality
	Is the information about constructs measured in the research?
	Information about constructs are measured by use of prior theory from discourse and positioning, case study database, and triangulation.


Criteria for Qualitative Research Within the Realism Paradigm

(as modified from Healy and Perry  (2000, p. 122))

Table 4-1

4.2.4 Similar Issues Being Dealt With

Ling’s participants – six curriculum co-ordinators at independent high schools in Melbourne – dealt with the introduction of externally imposed curriculum and technology issues.  These included coping with change in an organizational environment and asking questions such as, How much should an independent school follow the curriculum imposed on government schools?  The independent schools were under no obligation to implement prescribed K-10 curriculum for government schools, but there were social issues such as making sure that students coming from government schools to independent schools felt as though they could join.  Regarding technology issues, there was a perception that personal computers had great value and a belief that there was a need to work with staff and get them involved in the implementation process.

Managers in complex organizations face similar issues to those explored by Ling.  For example, these days all organizations are required to adopt and integrate various sorts of technology.  Furthermore, the introduction of environmental and social stewardship could be seen to be similar and to present similar challenges as state-imposed curriculum issues to independent schools.  While the specific issues surrounding curriculum co-ordination in independent high schools are different from those found in business management, an independent high school is an entity that depends on sound economic management.   Furthermore, all institutions produce ‘powerful institutional narratives’ (Sheridan 1992, p. 91) that individuals in authority need to contend with demonstrating that they can control if they are to achieve objectives.

4.3 Overview of Research

The method developed for this research is presented in Figure 4-1 (shown at the opening of this chapter) and overviewed in the remaining Sub-Sections of this Section.  Subsequent Sections discuss the method in detail.  However, as depicted in Figure 4-1, it is not necessarily a linear process.  Instead, a series of iterations result in revisiting each step and refining the conceptual model, data analysis, and findings achieved.

4.3.1 Data Collection

Data has been collected primarily through transcripts of interviews (see Section 4.4), but journal materials, biographical data and field notes have contributed to a holistic contextual understanding.  Journal materials are records of conversations outside of formal interviews, biographical data relates to the participants, and field notes were taken during interviews and follow-up discussions.

As explained in Section 3.6, data was collected from those senior managers who were dealing with sustainability issues well.  They have experienced doing what is being searched for in this research.  The selves that they reveal in their discourse have provided evidence of how sustainability issues were dealt with.

Interviews have been conducted with six chief executives and general managers, who were engaged in dealing with sustainability issues, because of their potential to contribute rich and varied descriptions of how they dealt with sustainability issues.  Details of participants and their selection are in Section 4.5.  In keeping with Heidegger’s (1962) ‘everyday life-world’ influence on grounded theory, representativeness is not considered to be an issue (Blaikie 2000, p. 206).  Rather, a phenomenological approach is taken; one that describes how senior managers were engaged in dealing with sustainability issues without theory, deduction or assumptions from other disciplines, but from the phenomenon itself.

Field notes were collected prior to, during and following each interview.  These notes contribute descriptions of the organizations within which participants worked.  From these, an understanding is derived of the local culture and structure.

4.3.2 Data Structure – Narrative Reconstruction

Prior to analysis, data was reduced to consolidate the vast amount of data collected through interviews.  This is largely explained in Section 4.4.

Briefly, transcripts were scanned for various stories being told by participants, from which understanding was derived by coding the data into categories and configuring the narrative so that storied accounts or cases – and later vignettes – could be developed.  This sort of understanding is alluded to by Foucault’s (1972, pp. 141-5) map reading analogy, where he speaks of mapping, meaning from the formation of discourse one finds.  From this he explains there are things to know at all places in the formation and that ‘there is no immediately recognizable resemblance’.  Narratives reconstructed in these groups will separate irrelevant discourse from narratives, and provide opportunities to analyse consistent data relating to each participant.

4.3.3 Data Analysis

Positioning theory (Davies and Harré, 1991) provides the theoretical basis for data analysis.  Chapter 3 refers to several diverse applications of positioning theory to understand discursive action and derive meaning from that discursive action.  To reduce researcher bias, it was decided to engage coding procedures.  Open, axial and selective coding has been conducted as outlined in Strauss and Corbin (1990) in their explanation of grounded theory.  Concepts developed through this coding have been used to develop narratives of experience, which Connelly and Clandinin (1988, p. 59) explain are a way people ‘make meaning of their lives’.
Various software data-analysis tools were considered.  Due to the richness of data and the lack of standard lexicon for discussion topics in this research, Bookworm (Howard 2000) was selected as the most appropriate software tool.  However, it became increasingly apparent that simply reading transcripts, colour coding, cutting and pasting was more effective.  After several iterations of analysis, it was realized that the data was sufficiently small to handle without a computer.  Furthermore, the volume of work that could be done with computer-aided analysis did not repay loss of richness.  Software was used mostly in the earlier steps of analysis during open coding.

Borrowed from grounded theory, the iterative process of open, axial and selective coding enabled the researcher to invent and impose concepts on the data (Blaikie 2000, p. 241).  The three types of coding involve cycles of chunking, conceptualizing and categorization of data (open coding), reassembling categories of chunked data into strategies used to respond to phenomena (axial coding), and selecting core categories around which to build theories or descriptions (selective coding).  It is about these built theories – grounded in data – that a final descriptive narrative can be reconstructed.  As with the grounded theory approach, this cycle of coding will overlap data structuring and data analysis (Glaser and Strauss 1967, Strauss and Corbin 1990, Blaikie 2000).

In keeping with Blaikie (2000, p. 27) a conceptual model was conceived early during analysis and revised with ongoing iteration of coding (as shown in Figure 4-1).  As instructed by Blaikie (p. 76), this conceptual model endeavoured to explain a pattern by locating the causal mechanism that produced it.  Later, Blaikie (p. 166-7) notes that Harré and Secord (1972) accept abstract descriptions influenced by linguistic philosophers and psychologists.  Hence, the author’s harnessing of Foucauldian ideas has been congruent with Harré’s broader approach.  Blaikie (1993, p. 167) advises that drawing analogies from other disciplines is a useful aid to retroduction.

Once narratives were reconstructed, case studies were written in Chapter 5, from which vignettes were drawn in Chapter 6.  Findings were further developed in discussions in Chapter 7.

4.4 Interviews

Interviews were selected as the primary source of data for this research.  The objective was to arrive at rich meaningful stories through which participants would relate meaning.  Archival records referred to by participants were noted and read, if available.   The participants were observed for personal characteristics, as were their offices.  Of interest were physical artefacts such as photographs and awards (Yin, 1994).  Prior to and following interviews, media releases concerning the institutions were observed.

4.4.1 Interview Protocol

In his research, Ling (1998) used a series of questions he had derived from Weber (1990).  On reflection and with minor alteration, these questions were determined to be appropriate for this current research also.  The opening question, as Ling (1998, p. 51) observes was a crucial leading question that intended to entice participants to open up at the earliest stage.  

In all cases, each question was answered, but the order in which the questions asked varied, and there were variations in the quantity and quality of their answers.  Some required refocusing to address the scope of the author’s research, some needed to be urged on, while others would not stop talking.  In some cases, participants answered questions without the need for them to be asked.  Each interview began with the same question:

What is one of the most memorable experiences you have ever had as a senior manager regarding sustainability issues?  Tell me what happened?  Describe it in detail.

In unique ways, each interview took peculiar twists.  Participants understood questions in different ways and provide answers of varying detail and duration.  In some cases it was necessary to intervene to get the discussion on topic, and in others the variation provided greater opportunities for developing constructs.

As mentioned above, subsequent questions were adapted from Ling’s research and modified to address the sustainability topic, which he had adopted from Weber (1990).  The questions used are as follows:

What are the tensions that senior managers with TBL responsibility experience?  Think of the cause of tensions or dilemmas that you have experienced.  Tell me what happened.  Describe it in detail.

Are there any special commitments that you feel as a senior manager, with TBL responsibility?  What are they?  Give me an example of such a commitment.  Describe it in detail. 
Do you have a particular view of what constitutes knowledge of TBL?  Is there an event that highlights this for you?  Tell me what happened.  Describe it in detail.

I would like you to think about the understanding that you have as a senior manager, with TBL responsibility.  Is there an event that describes how you gained these understandings?  Tell me what happened.  Describe it in detail.

Do you feel that your colleagues understand what it is that you do?  Is there an event that highlights this?  Tell me what happened.  Describe it in detail. 

What is it like being a senior manager in your organization?  Think of an event that highlights this.  Tell me what happened.  Describe it in detail. 

As Ling (1998, p. 52) observed, these questions were most provocative and contributed to a thorough ‘excavation’.  While some participants needed some ongoing focusing, the quality and volume of data is reflected in case studies and vignettes.

4.4.2 Interview Process

It occurred that little persuasion was required; most participants spoke extensively on just the first question.  With that initiation, each interview proceeded differently.  One participant immediately said the question was inappropriate and rephrased it for the researcher.  In that case, the manager in question had not yet encountered a sustainability issue and they chose to refer to other kinds of changes that were organization-wide.  These, the participant said, would be indicative of how they were planning to deal with sustainability issues.  It was in reflecting on this situation and in discussion with a visiting professor that the author arrived at the term obligatory and externally imposed issues.  In doing so, the author realized that sustainability issues are part of a wider construct.

Each participant received the questions in Sub-Section 4.4.1 in advance and was informed that the interviews would be semi-structured and that they may choose to answer or not answer the questions.  They were also advised that interviews would be tape-recorded.

On arrival, the author was faced with a situation not dissimilar to what a consultant faces when meeting a prospective client.  Three of the participants had met the author previously, and three had never met him.  Having been a consultant for 20 years, the author was comfortable meeting new people and attending to the work at hand.  Being busy people, the senior managers were comfortable answering the author’s questions, but it was necessary to guide the process.

It was evident that a high level of trust was placed on the research process; all original materials have been codified and secured, such that there is no indication of individual or organizational names, and care has been taken to disguise the situations to prevent disclosure.  In some cases, license was taken to alter the make-up of the organization (such as size, location, and activities undertaken) but this did not alter the data collected.  

4.4.3 Impact of Participants’ and Researcher’s Experience

The epistemological status of the stories told during the interview was shaped by the relationship established with the participant.  Furthermore, what the participants were prepared to speak about and how they interpreted questions affected the nature of interaction with them during the interview.  The degree of influence of speaking to a researcher was considered during the interviews, and steps were taken to reduce any adverse impact.

In the application of narratives for professional development, Wood (1992) sought to pass the locus of control to those with which she worked.  In doing so, the individual’s voice became central to the work at hand and to the development of expectations.  Through listening to voice, the researcher hears the direct opinion of the person.  Diamond (1992, p. 67), in discussing voice suggests that people need to be listened to and be permitted to speak in the direct opinion of the person.  Ling (1998, p. 52) assembled Diamond’s focus on voice – and the need to permit it to be heard in collaborative discourse – into a parameter for his research.  However, through this and other considerations of voice, Ling realized the need to break with ‘traditional academic voice’ and the ‘conventions of scholarly writing’.  His description of method required adherence to his understanding of ‘personal practical knowledge’.  With that, the results of his investigations provided the rich textural detail for his method.

Trust conveyed through such processes and issues were more easily resolved.  Being impressed with Wood’s approach, Ling (1998, p. 49) made it part of his approach to look for examples of similar phenomena displayed by his participants.

The insight gleaned from Ling’s approach has had important effects on this research.  It prepares the researcher to think about the data in terms of one’s ‘personal practical knowledge’; where Ling’s knowledge was concerning curriculum co-ordination, the researcher’s research involves the ‘personal practical knowledge’ of business issues.  Some things influenced Ling and others have influenced the researcher, but they were both interested in how individuals dealt with conflict in their relevant situations.

4.4.4 Dealing with Contextual Variations
Cox (1993) explains how predominant groups affect the behaviour of those who live and work within them.  From their involvement in unique organizations, each participant in the current research was influenced by the context of their organization.  Hence, what they related about dealing with sustainability issues was unique but the same.  Each participant brought organizationally unique issues and organizationally unique ways of dealing with those issues.  Likewise, they demonstrated personally unique approaches of dealing with those issues.  Yet, the obligatory and externally imposed nature of the sustainability issues remained the same.  To gather necessary data in the current research required a contextually sensitive approach that was able to identify what was common among the participants.

Connelly and Clandinin (1988) recognize that the practical and experiential knowledge of educational professionals has been shaped by their purposes and values.  They view that the personal and practical knowledge of professionals and the way it is modified and developed is best understood through narrative.  Their narrative method involves synthesizing biographical data, journal material, interview transcripts and field notes into narrative reconstruction.  It is not the exceptional that Clandinin (1989, p. 125) suggests is of interest.  Rather it is the meaning intimately linked with the individual’s personal practical knowledge.  It is from these unique discourses that contextual insight merges with generic understanding.

In light of the requirement for validity of this method, context becomes a factor of central importance (Ling 1998, p. 49, Fenstermacher 1994, Clandinin and Connelly 1996).  With context in mind, narrative reconstructions were produced to give meaning to everyday dealings with sustainability issues experienced by managers in their places of work.  The approach allows the researcher to hold the context and the person in focus at all times.  Formal psychological accounts tend to lose focus on the context and sociological studies lose focus on the person at the point of analysis. 

4.5 Selection and Preparation of Participants

Preliminary inductive desk research was conducted of the 1998/1999 annual reports of top 50 Australian listed businesses to identify those that appeared to deal with sustainability-related issues to any degree.  The rationale was that shareholders are the most important stakeholder to listed businesses; the annual report is the key communication tool with shareholders; if management deems something to be important to the business it would be referred to in some detail in the annual report.  

Each annual report was read, noting evidence of sustainability issues.  While some organizations glossed over philanthropy, less than ten per cent appeared to be dealing with sustainability in a way that reflected the realization demonstrated by Nasser (1999).  From this desk research, it appears that those organizations dealing with sustainability issues tend to be involved in resource extraction or use of those resources.  However, other organizations did espouse the same sort of commitment that was observed.

Based on Eisenhardt (1989), between four and ten participants from the top ten per cent of the author’s desk research were sought from resource, manufacturing, service (in which there was potential for misuse of social or natural resources), and education.  These sorts of institutions were approached to participate.  A combination of networking, forthright requests, and luck resolved this challenge.  As a recurring theme through the author’s research, Ling has suggested that serendipity played a part in acquiring participants.

Huber and Power (1985) advise that it is best to choose participants who have the moral authority here considered as comprehensive knowledge of the issue.  They warn that selecting the wrong people may limit findings.  Of relevance to this research is to avoid people who are motivated to provide inaccurate or biased data, and those who may be limited with respect to cognition or facts.  For that reason, the author has selected chief executives or those dealing especially with sustainability issues.  They also suggest that people may consciously or unconsciously alter facts to increase their self esteem or to protect themselves.  This led the author to select individuals who were known to have dealt effectively with sustainability issues.  In all cases, the individuals were recommended to him by virtue of their attitudes towards sustainability.

Golden (1992) suggests that participants need to be motivated and prepared to provide appropriate information.  To accomplish this, the author did not press people into participating.  Then, during interviews, he followed the series of questions – listed in Sub-Section 4.1.1 – that guided participants through the material he needed to be covered.  Golden also raises the concern that CEOs might forget the way things were before major strategic changes.  To prevent this, he was careful not to involve CEOs whose organizations had recently encountered significant organizational change.

Whereas Ling’s (1998) research is directed at definable job categories within a precise industry, this research is asking a question regarding a broad range of individuals.  Senior managers exist in many types of organizations, and the term covers everything from the owner of a family business to a chief executive of a multi-national corporation.

4.6 Participants and their Organizations

Participants, as summarized in Table 4-2, ranged in age from early 30s to mid 60s.  There were senior managers of both genders in this research, but that gender is not identified to ensure anonymity.  All have at least one tertiary qualification and two are PhD qualified.  Industries range from high to low tech, manufacturing to service, and local to global operations.  Participants all met the following criteria:

· Senior manager (either CEO or invested with significant authority responsible for definable activity, with ability to make strategic decisions)

· Australian organization or multinational with relative autonomy

· Engaged in obligatory and externally imposed (OEI) changes – preferably relating to sustainability

	Name
	Experience
	Organization
	Industry

	Berti Fender
	22 years
	Trendply
	Building products

	Robyn Floyd
	18 years
	Convenco
	Entertainment

	Kim Warren
	35 years
	Alto Chemicals
	Petrochemical

	Ange Dunn
	32 years
	Silverwood
	Research

	Leslie Schmidt
	24 years
	Stanwick
	Service Organization

	Hillary Black
	28 years
	Glenwood
	Public Service Organization


Participants

Table 4-2

As mentioned earlier, participants and their organizations have been disguised to prevent their identity being determined.  Furthermore androgynous first names have been selected to disguise gender.

Unlike Ling’s (1998) research that was able to classify the target population clearly, managers who deal with sustainability issues well are not consolidated in an identifiable group.  As such, the circumstances of finding participants varied greatly.

4.6.1 Berti Fender – Trendply

Trendply was selected due to public proclamation made about its commitment to sustainability and that it was a multinational business operating in Australia.  The author inquired about the possibility of interviewing the chief executive.  A reply to the author’s email suggested that he would not be in Australia for at least a year, but the Australian general manager, Berti Fender would be available for an interview.  The author realized that Berti shared the enthusiasm for the chairman’s sustainability initiative.

After five years, Berti views the Australian General Manager role at Trendply as the best job Berti has ever had, having come from what they considered to be the worst job of their career.  With a clear sense of the sort of company Berti wanted to work for, they were immediately attracted to Trendply after being told what the company stood for.  Berti explained, ‘This is too good to be true.  Just in case this is true, I have got to take this job to see if it is a reality or not’.  Berti accepted ‘the job with a proviso – if I get there and it is just words and not reality then maybe I will not stay that long, but quite frankly I came in and, if anything, I was pleasantly surprised’.

Trendply was founded in the mid 1970s and has become the largest global manufacturer of a particular construction product.  Its brand is well known and its products installed in many offices and factories throughout the world.  The Australian operation imports raw materials, which are processed in Australia for domestic and export markets.  Globally, the business is impressively profitable, but its share price has fluctuated due to unstable performance with respect to targets.  Berti explains, ‘Even in the years we were getting hammered, it was only because we had set unrealistic expectations for the market; we were still very profitable, but those results were not what the market expected’.  As the business is listed on the NASDAC, during ‘1998, 1999 and probably most of 2000 (along with) dot.com companies we really copped a hammering on our share price’.

4.6.2 Robyn Floyd – Convenco

In this case, the participant was a second-tier manager, whose perspective the author was keen to include from direct involvement and leadership in dealing with recent NGO protests against globalisation activities (during this research, Robyn was promoted to general manager).  In this case, Robyn enabled the continuation of operations in the face of highly disruptive and, in some cases, dangerous circumstances.

Robyn Floyd was selected based on how normal business operations were sustained throughout militant siege of their place of work.  The author met Robyn in the Convenco tower above the very site that had been under siege only a few weeks earlier.

Having autonomy and a level of support invests Robyn with a capacity to get things done.  Robyn is further complemented by ‘an organization that moves very quickly; it is easy to get executive support to make decisions’.  From this it could be suggested that the Board of Convenco extends a message that it intends to enable subordinates to get on with development and implementation of their ideas.  This appears to produce a culture ‘that moves very quickly; it is very easy to get hold of money to do things’.

Robyn’s strong ethic about ‘the way you work’, which is attributed to ‘more of their parents than anything else’, supports the daily challenges and Robyn notes that some others did not have the same opportunities as Robyn did in this regard.  This is revealed in a situation that requires Robyn to deal with waste disposal and general cleanliness.  Within the Convenco facility there are both internal and external tenants, who are all contractually obliged to perform a degree of housekeeping.  Foucault observes ‘Obedience cannot be guaranteed … if only because of the complexity and contingency of agency, as a nexus of calculation.  Discretion need not entail dissent: it may be organizationally creative, productive, reproductive’ (Clegg 1998, p. 41).

While Robyn was a special-project manager on the commencement of this research, Robyn was made general manager of contracted services before follow-up interviews took place.  It was interesting the approach did not alter on promotion and in the subsequent months.
4.6.3 Kim Warren – Alto Chemical

Alto Chemicals is a multinational chemical extractor, producer and distributor.  Its brand is among the best-known consumer lines, and it is part of most communities in the world.

Kim Warren has worked with this multinational corporation for their entire career.  Working in various parts of the world, Kim has held diverse positions that would be expected by a corporate executive, who had been groomed for the highest positions in the business.  Kim’s perspective was based on experience, preparation and exposure to the traditions on which Alto Chemical had been established.

4.6.4 Leslie Schmidt – Stanwick

The Chief Executive of a Melbourne institution, which is commencing a commitment to sustainability, was keen to contribute to this research.  In their inaugural address as Chief Executive of the Stanwick, Leslie had committed very publicly to pursuing a sustainable future.  The author was promptly given an appointment at the next available opening and, within a few weeks, the author was in Leslie’s office.

A rather abrupt and self-assured person was introduced as Leslie Schmidt and briskly ushered me to the office.  On the way there, the author was particularly impressed to pass what appeared to be a problem-solving group engaged in dealing with an issue and writing ideas on a flip chart.

Stanwick is a large and diverse institution that is facing social upheaval due to changes to government funding.  It also has a considerable environmental footprint due to the extensive real-estate holdings and volumes of material consumed.

4.6.5 Hillary Black – Glenwood

The author was fortunate to hear Hillary Black’s enthusiastic overview of how Glenwood had embraced sustainability and driven it through the company’s public service organization and into the broader community.  The author was briefly able to explain this research to them before Hillary departed.  

Glenwood is undergoing dramatic changes to infrastructure, recreation facilities and buildings.  It has embraced a holistic sustainability program, and has received awards for progress and involvement in the sustainability arena.  Having achieved this level of success, Glenwood has turned some of its efforts to guide and help other similar organizations in their sustainability journey.

4.6.6 Ange Dunn – Silverwood

The CEO of an environmentally focused research and development organization was most happy to participate.  It was not until ten months later that we met at Silverwood offices.

Ange explained that a consortium of government, industry and universities (all sharing a common desire to develop sustainability-based operational enhancements to utility operation) funds their business.  As such, the business was involved in managing a budget, as opposed to earning a profit.  Yet, the continuation of funding was an ongoing economic reality that did indeed combine with environmental and social issues, as implied by the TBL concept.  Ange nevertheless made a judgement on their understanding of this research and, as a result, provides a unique inside perspective to decisions made by several CEOs in the state of Victoria.

4.7 Narrative Reconstruction Through Narratives of Experience

The positioning that will be observed in this research occurs as an effect of the discursive action offered and described by participants.  Components of discourse include the position at the beginning of the conversation, the story-line that unfolds, and the speech acts that occur.  In positioning self and others, these components interact to produce both tacit and intentional positioning, as was summarized in Table 3-1.  Only intentional positioning is of interest to this research.

With examples of intentional positioning isolated, these will be determined as being forced, deliberate or deliberative positioning.  Forced positioning is defined as a result of established interest, ideology, information and institutional need.  Deliberate positioning occurs with one-sided deliberate action.  Deliberative – as opposed to deliberate – positioning is distinguished by being a function of Schwab’s process of deliberation, in which a consensus is achieved through a collaborative achievement.  In short, forced positioning is the way things are as a result of the societal situation, whereas deliberate and deliberative positioning take place with deliberate attempts to exercise power (deliberately) or achieve parity (deliberatively).

Observation of positioning was enabled through collection of narrative data that represented the variety of discursive action.  As used in this research, narrative study is a tradition largely derived from the education discipline.  From this discipline, the author was able to draw on an approach of narrative reconstruction to determine personal practical knowledge.  To enable narrative reconstruction, interview data were required.

During interviews, participants were invited to talk about their experiences with sustainability through an interview process that was covered in Section 4.4.  This process resulted in rich textual data in the form of narratives, story telling, biographic narratives regarding others, autobiography, and any documents they may have been offered during interviews.  Particular attention was paid to any such artefacts in light of Vygotsky’s tools referred to in Section 3.6.  An example of such a piece is presented in Appendix A.

Once selected, effort was made to triangulate, or qualify participants’ comments through published documents and, in some cases, anecdotal comments by members of their organizations.  As Golden (1992) suggests that ‘past facts or behaviours’ can be expected to be more verifiable than ‘past beliefs and intentions’, the author has focused his interest on specific instances, and how participants behaved and felt about what happened.

4.7.1 Narratives of Experience

Data collected is in the form of narratives of experience; participants spoke about their experience with sustainability issues.  These narratives were lived, being participant’s context specific descriptions about what they had experienced or been through.  Davies and Harré (1990) explain how harnessing such lived narratives provides a clear insight into how people make sense of their lives about their historically and linguistically constructed selves by a continuous process of telling and retelling stories.  People live stories through ‘narratives or experience’ (Clandinin and Connelly 1988) and reaffirm the experience.  Clandinin and Connelly say (p. 79) ‘the study of narratives … is … a study of the individual in context’.  They repeat and modify anecdotes about themselves in ways that put the past into more favourable terms and craft raison d'être for their future.

The author has limited the scope of this research to situations previous to and at the time of interviews.  To develop lived narratives of the present and past, the author drew on Connelly and Clandinin (1988, p. 44-54) to limit his research to the interviewing of participants and story telling.  Once conducted, each interview has been transcribed and subject to analysis, from which case studies (Chapter 5) and vignettes (Chapter 6) have been prepared to enable findings to be presented (Yin 1994, Eisenhardt 1989, and Dyer and Wilkins 1991).

To arrive at sufficiently rich detail from interviews, the questions asked were open-ended, personal and concrete.  It was necessary to engage with others in a way to collect meaningful information relevant to the situation under investigation.

Learning about individual senior managers and their experiences dealing with sustainability issues was done through these narratives of experience.  The place of positioning theory was to make determinate meaning in the narrative based dialogical accounts.  

4.7.2 The Phenomenon is the Positioning

The senior managers interviewed were telling selected stories about their experience with sustainability issues.  The stories were guided through the interview-questioning process, through the participants’ choices of appropriate stories, and from the analysis and reporting in the writing of the thesis.  From these, instances of positioning were identified.

Participants explained how they dealt with sustainability issues and in doing so through their voice they revealed how – with variation of agency – they engaged in positioning of themselves and others.  Each participant presented different issues for discussion and demonstrated different approaches to dealing with those issues.

With interview transcripts – narratives of experience – of participants’ recollection of deliberating about sustainability, a variety of perspectives were provided for further analysis.  Rather than the actual experiences of the person under observation, the focus of the narrative was defined by the research question How do senior managers deal with sustainability issues?  As borrowed from the principles of grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin, 1990), the direction of the research was guided by the unexpected and interesting stories that were revealed.  As such, interviews with participants and subsequent follow-up interviews included elements of what was uncovered.  These resulted in expanded understanding of the positioning that took place.

4.7.3 Structuring Narratives Through Contextual Representative Metaphors

In an effort to consolidate the enormous quantity of data collected during interviews, Connelly and Clandinin (1988, p. 59-60) suggest the development of a particular language to enable the essential elements of knowledge to emerge.  Davies and Harré (1990, p. 52-3) explain that positioning of an unfolding narrative is needed for people to interact; it is through such positioning that positions are constituted upon actors.  Metaphors are assigned to describe the positioning that occurs.  They go on to suggest that, through altering the discourse, actors can alter the positions that are construed upon them.  This repositioning can be marked in the discourse and analysed at the juncture of the speaker’s intentions and organisational necessity.

Connelly and Clandinin (1988) put forth that the metaphor, once arrived at for understanding ‘a way of action’, should become part of that practice.  Hence, metaphors become representational descriptors of doing things, for example dealing with sustainability issues.  Symbolic language is harnessed to develop the particular language.

In this thesis, metaphor had a paramount place in providing that symbolic description, for from these metaphors positions followed.  Further derivation resulted in the emergence of personal practical knowledge of the senior managers regarding their dealings with sustainability issues.

4.7.4 Program for Narrative Reconstructions

To collect narratives of experience in which positioning could be marked, it was necessary to manage and control each interview so that participants would contribute appropriate data.  This was done by preparing open-ended questions, as listed in Sub-Section 4.3.1, and conducting interviews that permitted each participant to expand on each situation.

Through asking them to provide details and expand about how situations made them feel, rich textual data was collected.  In that data were examples of how senior managers engaged in positioning themselves and others, as well as how others positioned them.

Reducing the data through representational metaphors produced a concise picture of each participant that could be offered for further discussion.  These metaphors also provided the basis for case study preparation and subsequently to derive vignettes.

In summary of the preceding Sub-Sections, these steps were planned to achieve narrative reconstructions.

1. Interviews were conducted to capture a memorable event when the manager dealt with a sustainability issue.

2. Initial interpretation of transcript in which these factors became guides for the reconstruction of narratives in the form of case studies:

· Manager’s voice as a hint for core categories

· Evidence of trust and collaboration

· Clash of manager’s priorities

3. A second interview to judge discursive positioning metaphors.

4. Consideration of reaction of managers.

5. Preparation of Interpretation

4.8 Bringing Metaphors into View in Case Studies

Coding procedures resulted in categories being developed.  From these categories came meaningful ideas through identifying properties and determining dimensions (Strauss and Corbin 1990).  This enabled the author to deal with his participant’s stories within stories (Sheridan 1992, pp. 87-8) that had been previously experienced.

Sheridan (1992, p. 83-5), who has also been influenced by Foucault (1972), challenges readers to become ‘an active participant and interpreter of the text’ and goes on to show how the understanding derived from this learning alters one’s actions and affects subordinates ‘own making of meaning’.

‘Telling what we experience … about our (working) lives … in active language within a narrative can make room for language that is both personal and evocative.  A text that itself acts out that telling in personal language makes possible a connection between persons as individuals and brings readers closer to an experience of the other’s experience.’ Sheridan (1992, p. 88)
Reflecting on the author’s interpretations required him to present his ideas to participants and others in such a way that they were able to understand and reflect.  This required the author’s expressions to include contextual, yet generic language.  Clearly defined and simple metaphors finally emerge from the richness of data, through qualitative descriptions.

Bringing the metaphors into both a single view and one that is holistic was accomplished.  Each metaphor presents a personal construct of the management of sustainability observed in this research.  When consolidated, they provided a model that represented how senior managers deal with sustainability issues, while each voice remained distinct.  To be successful, metaphors represented individuals and the collective of participants.  The individual voices could be heard as they scrutinized the powerful in their deliberation about sustainability issues.  Finally, each participant’s voice was identified through metaphors, positioned and then linked, in a holistic way, via the conceptual framework established in Chapter 3.

4.9 Vignettes – Extrapolation of Memorable Experience

Urquhart (2001) and Barter and Reynold (1999) argue that vignettes can be useful in presenting a mass of textual information or a data analysis.  A vignette is a writing device that could be described as a slice of life.  It is not a complete story, nor is it a scene; it does not have a beginning, middle and end.  Its purpose is not to provide a narrative, but to offer a glimpse of an essential element out of that narrative for consideration during research.  The vignette catches and freezes a moment in space and time that expresses a reality that needs to be discussed.  Urquhart shows that vignettes can be used iteratively to develop ideas and arrive at an agreed understanding of the situation being studied.

Sheridan (1992, p. 88) spoke of vignettes or ‘arranging snippets of stories to illustrate themes’.  Vignettes emerged out of representational metaphors and, as in Ling’s (1998) research, these were discussed with participants before final versions were completed.

4.10 Conclusions

In this Chapter, the author has presented the method used to collect, structure and analyse data.  Within the positioning framework established in Chapter 3, a program for narrative analysis of interview data has been developed.  This includes the representation of that data in case studies and vignettes.  The next Chapter presents case studies, and that following will present vignettes.
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