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ABSTRACT 
 

The purpose of this research study is to explore dominant conceptualisations 

of leadership in both the business and research domains. Of particular interest 

is firstly the degree to which these conceptualisations are underpinned by 

unquestioning, taken for granted essentialist assumptions. Secondly, how 

both practitioners and researchers involved in leadership work and leadership 

development activities, may reinforce these assumptions in their attempts to 

define and drive leadership effectiveness criteria alongside organisational 

change agendas. In locating the current leadership discourse within an 

essentialist hegemonic frame of reference, the research study also explores 

the power and structural dynamics which seek to uphold particular kinds of 

leadership conceptualisations, thus preventing other anti-essentialist 

alternatives from being publicly acknowledged. 

 

Drawing upon critical accounts of leadership practice and leadership research, 

this thesis represents an autoethnographic account of conducting research 

into leadership development programs and strategies set up by a large-scale 

public sector organisation. This involves a re-reading of existing 

conceptualisations of leadership in organisations through a predominantly 

poststructualist and feminist lens along with an illustration/development of this 

anti-essentialist re-reading via an ethnographic study of LIRO (organisation 

pseudonym).   

 

The major research finding of the study is that leadership may be more 

effectively conceptualised and practiced as a continuous, co-created, 



 



 ii 

contextualised and relational sense-making process, emerging within 

interdependent constructions of reality (ways of knowing). Consequently, the 

continued imposition of essentialist, reductionist leadership premises on 

organisational participants with the objective of replicating, controlling and 

measuring their behaviour and actions is likely to have unplanned and 

detrimental consequences for all concerned.  Indeed, these participants were 

more likely to develop their own leadership understandings and realities in 

relationally responsive and embodied ways.  

 

The major implication of this research finding is to accept that essentialist 

conceptualisations of leadership cannot be readily imposed on people as a 

static set of performance criteria in order to produce predetermined forms of 

behaviour.  Along these lines, the recommendation is for those involved in 

leadership work and research to appreciate the ‘ways of seeing’ leadership 

that emerge from continuous, co-created, contextualised and relational sense 

making processes. This awareness will enable them to engage and then 

utilise the perspectives of a wide range of organisational participants in order 

to build shared understandings around their own and others’ leadership 

performance realities. Consequently, this may create the space for meaningful 

‘ways of being’ leaders to be recognised and named. 
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Introduction: The Story Behind the Story 

 

Prologue 

 

I like to think of this introductory chapter as giving the reader a Global 

Positioning System (GPS) to help them to navigate the research terrain of the 

study. As a part of this navigation, I intend to introduce the reader to the author 

alongside the many identity scripts (Sinclair 2007: 3) which I draw upon 

throughout this thesis, i.e. a PhD student, a former HR professional, a junior 

member of the academic community, a migrant and a new parent. The intention 

of this author-reader introduction is to invite the reader into the interpretative 

process underpinning any piece of research writing. 

 

This postmodernist idea is reflected upon by Joyce Fletcher (1999: 7) one of the 

many commentators whose work has influenced the development of this thesis. 

She says that ‘[t]elling the story behind the research is a common tradition in 

feminist research’. She continues by outlining conventional feminist wisdom 

which holds that the story behind the story is crucial to understanding research 

because all research – feminist or otherwise – is value laden. In other words, 

any research cannot escape being influenced by the history, life situation, and 

particular world view of the researcher.  
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Furthermore, by taking up a poststructuralist gaze, this thesis will tell a story 

which I now recognise as one story amongst many possible stories that could 

be told.  By making my perspective towards this research study explicit, I invite 

you as the reader, to react to this story and position it according to any other 

perspectives that you might hold. The reader will notice that I am already 

starting to send some signals about the theoretical and methodological 

influences underpinning this thesis. The reader may even be reacting to these 

signals already.  

 

This chapter has two main purposes. Firstly, it will tell the story of how I came to 

be recruited to this particular research project. In telling this story, it will also 

begin to challenge the assumptions that underpinned the basis upon which I 

was brought into the project as a PhD student. Secondly, this introductory 

chapter will situate the research study into the economic and political context 

within which it is embedded through a tale of two narratives about LIRO1: the 

organisation around which this thesis is based. 

 

Entering the Research Project: A personalised account 

 

It is useful at this stage to present the reader with an idea of how I entered the 

research project. I applied, and was successfully recruited via an interview 

process involving members of LIRO and my PhD supervisors, to the locally 

advertised ‘position’ of a full - time, scholarship funded, PhD student.  The 

                                            

1 LIRO is a pseudonym. 
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principal requirement of the PhD student was to undertake the necessary 

research needed to inform the pre-determined research question, ‘what is the 

effectiveness of leadership development in driving organisational change?’ 

within a specific organisation (LIRO – the industry partner) and potentially a 

comparative organisation.  

 

My interest in this project was sparked for two main reasons: my past 

experience of being a Human Resources (HR) professional and my desire to 

start a family. To expand upon the first reason, as an HR practitioner, I held a 

number of Human Resource Development (HRD) and Organisational 

Development (OD) roles in both the UK and Australia. My remit alongside these 

roles often included the design and development of leadership and 

management development initiatives. I was often confronted with comments 

from employees involved in these initiatives along the lines of, “I really enjoyed 

the program, but when I try to enact some of the ideas I have become 

passionate about, those around me argue that it is not ‘the way things are done 

around here”. In my past, I have ‘explained these comments away’ through 

deploying various evaluation techniques that would classify them as being 

isolated incidents and individual cases. My description of these incidents 

referred to individuals as just not trying hard enough to get their ‘voices’ heard 

when they ‘finished’ their leadership or management development and headed 

back to their workplaces. 

 

However, the comments of these individuals, and their sense of hopelessness 

have stayed with me. This is despite the various rationales for ‘success’ that I 
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continued to deploy to senior management teams in order to justify their 

organisational spend on such initiatives.  As I began to reflect further, I began to 

see the organisational world as a much more resistantly powerful location than I 

had earlier imagined in the sense that individuals were both constrained and 

enabled by deeper structural forces. I started to realise, but without the means 

to act on this realization, that the individual is embedded within an already 

politicised world.   

 

Therefore, I was attracted to this particular research study because it posed a 

question that I had often reflected upon myself; how do we ‘know’ that our 

management and leadership development training activities are contributing 

something to organisations and the societies of which they are a part? In other 

words, what are we using as the basis for our decision-making around 

‘effectiveness’ and ‘change’ in the leadership development and organisational 

arenas? 

 

Furthermore, as an HRD/OD practitioner, I would frequently find myself in the 

uncomfortable position of claiming apparent expert status in the management 

and leadership fields. In ‘teaching’ these subjects to others, I often felt that I was 

fraudulently and uncritically drawing upon the work of others in order to justify 

my ‘expertise’. I sensed that in order to engage with HRD and OD work in the 

future (if that’s what I decided that I wanted to do), I would need to develop 

another basis from which to operate. A funded PhD candidature seemed to offer 

me the opportunity that I was looking for in this regard. 
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My desire to start a family, as a mid-thirty something woman feeling like I was 

running out of time, was also becoming stronger at the point that I applied for 

the PhD scholarship. Being dependant upon defining my identity according to 

my career, I sensed that I needed to find ‘something to do’ so that I could still 

retain my professional identity whilst embracing the identity of a new parent. As 

my children have been born and are growing up throughout the duration of my 

PhD candidature, it is not surprising that I have made a number of links to the 

parenting and leadership discourses. Indeed, as I attended a seminar last night 

about ‘gaining cooperation from your children’, I was struck by the number of 

references made to ‘parents as leaders’. It seems that as parents, we are 

joining CEO’s, sports and media personalities in their claim to the leadership 

title. 

 

Understanding the Research Project: A political perspective 

 

This research study was formulated as a response to LIRO’s concern to 

evaluate the ‘effectiveness’ of their flagship leadership development program 

called the Accelerated Leadership Development Program (ALDP). This was due 

to a perceived need to measure the impact of leadership development upon the 

bottom line in order to justify the significant expenditure being spent on the 

development of ‘LIRO’s leaders’. The research was to be funded by the 

Australian Research Council (ARC) and LIRO as part of a funded grant 

awarded to my supervisors. Therefore, I inherited the research question, its 

supporting rationale and various forms of ‘funded’ and ‘in kind’ support gained 
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from a negotiated process undertaken between my supervisors, organisational 

members of the industry partner and ultimately, the Australian Research 

Council.  

 

The relevance of locating the research study within this context is to reflect 

upon the research endeavour as a political process. As Cheek (2005: 408) 

suggests, this brings ‘into focus issues concerning the regulation and production 

of forms of knowledge, through practices associated with, and arising from, the 

funded research process’.  One issue relates to how the origins of this research 

study are bound within a contemporary political climate that can be described 

as neo-liberal. This is representative of a larger trend, especially in the United 

States, Australia and the UK, where research, ‘is viewed as an enterprise and is 

being colonized by corporate and market derived and sustained understandings 

and premises’ (Cheek 2005: 388). 

 

In other words, and in relation to this study, the success of the application for 

the ARC grant can be partly attributed to the perceived value of the research to 

the business world and advancing neo-liberal enterprise culture such as, ‘the 

measurement of ‘output’ and ‘efficiency’ through performance indicators and 

other statistical indices of ‘productivity’ (Shore and Wright 1999: 564). This is 

reflected in the noted intentions of the research study, as articulated in the grant 

application to the ARC (Bamber and Barrett 2002: 5): 

The research study will evaluate links between leadership training and 
organisational change goals in LIRO; develop key performance indicators 
for the change process and its outcomes; and if practicable, undertake 
comparisons with another enterprise. 
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I now recognise that by articulating these grand expectations, the proposed 

research study was closely aligned to a neo-liberal discourse in that relations 

between the specified elements are represented as readily unitable with the 

promise of positive(ist) progressive outcomes.  The particular ‘variables’ 

themselves are not put under question as an essentialist reading of linear, 

causal linkages are simply taken-for-granted, being perceived as ‘natural’ 

correlations.  Neo-liberalist discourse therefore is underpinned by modernist 

beliefs in rationality and notions of progress.  Furthermore, in relation to the 

exercise of scientific research, this discourse is a product of modernism.  As 

Parker (1992: 3) elaborates, 

Modernism is described as having elevated a faith in reason to a level at 
which it becomes equated with progress. The world is seen as a system, 
one that comes increasingly under human control as our knowledge of it 
increases. The common terms for this kind of belief system are positivism, 
empiricism and science.  
 

 
 
The unproblematised assumptions of simple causality that underpin a research 

question such as, ‘What is the effectiveness of leadership development in 

driving organisational change’? is characteristic of a positivist approach to 

research. This version would hold that it is possible to define ‘effectiveness’ 

according to a number of static and, typically ‘economic’, markers. In addition, it 

would accept that any ‘changes’ in an organisation can be captured, classified 

and definitively reported. 

 

An affiliation to postmodernism 

My increasing problematisation of the assumptions underpinning my inherited 

research question forms the backbone to this thesis by creating a sense of 
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freedom about how the research process could potentially unfold. Moreover, it 

is by adopting the story format characterising my writing that this unravelling 

process has been captured (rather than being hidden or silenced as tends to 

occur in more conventional research reports).  Adopting a more critical stance 

has often been uncomfortable for me as a junior, and unknown member of the 

academy negotiating myself around the dual worlds of academia and business. 

However, my own experience of being in these institutions seems to resonate 

with the postmodern project; I found myself empathising with the idea that 

‘[m]odernism explains how organisations should be, postmodernism the 

experience of how they are’ (Boucher 1999: 6).  

 

The ‘uncomfortableness’ arising through adopting a critical stance reflects my 

increasing realisation that the business of knowledge creation is a highly 

politicised one. One implication of this politicisation is that the reporting findings 

may displease the sponsors of the research. As Cheek (2005: 407) reminds us: 

Doing funded [qualitative] research is not a neutral and value – free activity. 
Researchers must constantly examine the motives of funding bodies in 
funding research. This is particularly important in a context in which new 
forms of neo – liberal rationality are emerging, defining the performance, 
worth and mission of the research, researchers and the institutions in which 
they work. 
 

Another implication of this politicisation is that research conducted under the 

auspices of postmodernism is potentially ‘disappeared’ (using Joyce Fletcher’s 

description about relational practice) or ‘made invisible’ (using Amanda 

Sinclair’s description about leadership) by not being considered to be valid 

research. Paradoxically, it is the postmodernist position that sensitised me to 
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the issue of power so that I can now involve the reader in these ‘disappearing’ 

and ‘invisibility’ dynamics as they occurred. 

 

Critics of postmodernism, as applied to organisational studies, tout it as a 

flawed and disreputable notion (Harvey 1989; Tsoukas 1992). In a scathing 

critique, Harvey (1989: 116) describe postmodernists as being,  

obsessed with deconstructing and delegitimating every form of argument 
they encounter, [so] they can end up condemning their validity claims to the 
point where nothing remains of any basis for reasoned action. 

 

I have also already encountered such criticisms from a reader, coming from a 

modernist position, in relation to this thesis; this has involved questioning the 

legitimacy of my PhD thesis in terms of its content (the ‘leadership’ component) 

and the way the content is framed (the ‘research’ component). The arguments 

run along the lines of; 

o Whilst challenging (by adopting a critical perspective) the basic 
assumptions upon which the dual processes of leadership and research 
are built may be a useful project, it is not something that is new or 
different. Therefore, the ‘new knowledge’ which emanates from this self 
indulgent, postmodernist inspired naval gazing is inconsequential to the 
end purpose of telling us about how leadership and its development 
leads/or not to organisational change at LIRO.  

o The location of my inherited research question within a positivist mindset 
is said to be a red herring meaning that I have taken a ‘wrong turn’ away 
from the more important path of seeking a way to ‘tweak’ the question. 
This ‘tweaking’ should run alongside expectations of ‘the answer’ 
according to a number of important power brokers who were involved in 
setting up this research project. 

o Setting up the research study as being located within a postmodernist 
framework in which the ‘empirical’ material is weaved throughout the 
thesis takes up too much of the reader’s time and attention -  time which 
would be ‘better’ spent on getting to the most important part of the thesis 
which is an analysis of the ‘data’ in order to produce an authoritative and 
definitive account about leadership at LIRO. 
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o The personalised self-narrative is an unwelcome and tedious distraction 
from the main business of ‘telling’ the reader about what is actually 
happening in the leadership development arena in an organisation such 
as LIRO. 

 

My responses to these challenges, which emerge from a ‘realist’ set of 

assumptions, constitute my defence of this thesis as making a contribution to 

knowledge about the ways that the related topics of leadership and research 

are typically conceptualised and experienced in organisations such as LIRO. I 

am conscious that in feeling the need to ‘defend’ myself, I am joining George 

Bush in his widely cited phrase ‘you’re either with us, or you’re against us’. The 

effect of marginalizing and polarizing thinking (and therefore the production of 

knowledge) along these lines runs the risk of setting up an attack/defence type 

of strategy.  

 

This strategy ensures that we continue to be locked into our well-established 

mindsets about the ways in which ‘good’ leadership and research (and in 

George Bush’s case, the American way of life as the ‘right’ one) are typically 

conceptualised. This is a ‘risky business’ as we start to understand that the 

ways in which we think about, and begin to ‘know’ about the world has 

implications for the ways in which we ‘see’ and ‘be’ within it. Therefore, the 

knowing/seeing/being trilogy is fundamental to the stories that I relay in the rest 

of the thesis as epitomised by incorporating it into the title of this thesis. 
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Finding my voice 

My experience in the leadership and research domains suggested to me that 

this exploration would be difficult to do without drawing on a personalised 

narrative using notions of identity and selfhood through which to theorize.  

Moreover, as a reflective practitioner activity, it could provide a 

space/encourage the reader to enter the text as a subject too.  As I began to 

engage with the head work (knowing), field work (being) and text work (seeing) 

– as postmodernist feminists Erica McWilliam, Patti Lather and Wendy Morgan 

(1997) describe it - that is at the heart of this research project, I began to find 

my voice through the postmodernist gateway. I also recognised that although 

my voice was just one amongst many, it had started to be heard by others. I 

noticed that they had heard it because they reacted to it; sometimes by 

dismissing it and naming it as irrelevant and inappropriate and sometimes by 

engaging with it in ways I had never imagined. 

 

As we begin to locate power loaded ideas which imply that there is one best 

way to ‘do’ leadership, research (or life) as the dominant discourse, we 

experience a sense of freedom from having to subscribe to and engage with the 

restrictions such discourses place upon us. However, we also risk ‘tipping over 

the apple cart’ as a lot of people have a vested interest in the ways that 

leadership and research (and life) are typically conceptualised and enacted. 

Sinclair (2007: 184) writes that:  

adopting a critical approach to leadership is not straightforward. [She 
continues by saying that] many executives have spent their careers working 
towards it, investing time and energies cultivating it. Family life, health and 
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personal interests have been sacrificed in order to fill leadership 
responsibilities. The long and arduous leadership road may leave little 
appetite for questioning the end that is finally in sight.  
 

The leadership and research domains are two places where the dominant, 

(essentialist) discourse is well established and therefore seemingly 

impenetrable. An anti-essentialist mindset gives us a means to penetrate these 

domains so that we can attempt to construct alternative constructions of 

knowledge regarding ways of being in the world.  

 

Identifying and naming the inherited research question as emanating from an 

essentialist mindset was the first ‘breakdown’ (Alvesson and Karreman 2007) of 

this thesis endeavour. This breakdown meant that I was freed from the overly 

restrictive assumptions that I held about leadership;  

that leadership is an ‘essentially’ good thing, that leadership ‘necessarily’ 

enhances organisational performance and ‘inevitably’ leads to organisational 

change, that leadership is ‘naturally’ possessed by the individual and that the 

leadership development industry is living up to its reported claim of developing 

leaders for the future. 

 

Engaging with a more reflective frame of reference allowed me to begin drawing 

upon the inspiration of writers such as Margaret Wheatley, Joyce Fletcher, Mats 

Alvesson and Amanda Sinclair to ask a different set of questions. These 

questions included: “how is leadership conceptualised and experienced in 

organisations such as LIRO e.g. how is it ‘known’, and from these processes of 

‘knowing’, what are the implications for the ways in which it is ‘developed’ and 
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heralded as ‘effective’”?  In staying faithful to the wording of my original 

research question, I also wondered about the consequences of asking such 

questions and if they ultimately held any relevance for organisational change.   

 

The scepticism about the question was raised by my growing involvement with 

critical accounts of leadership.  From this perspective broader questions could 

be posed such as how does leadership ‘function as a social idea, a dominant 

motif of our times, bringing many unspoken intents – for example, the value of 

material outcomes – and often silently serving powerful interests’ (Sinclair 2007: 

184). By asking what leadership is for, and in whose interests it is being 

promoted, my observational gaze, whilst embedded as an ethnographer in 

LIRO, began to shift focus. 

 

This shift represented an opportunity to seek different ways of reflecting upon 

how I would respond to this new set of questions. It also allowed for yet another 

breakdown’ making me realise that the lenses through which we look “at” the 

world directly relate to a world that we end up constructing and discovering. 

Postmodernism and its anti-essentialist counterpart were directly responsible for 

my affiliation to a critical form of ethnography focusing on how to articulate the 

interrelatedness of these various lenses. 

   

The reader will notice that I have actively engaged with this embodied 

framework throughout the thesis.  In so doing, I have moved away from a 
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traditional PhD structure in terms of ‘weighting’ it allocates to methodological 

and theoretical issues and resisted segmenting the reporting and analysis of 

“data”. Instead the reader should expect to find that the “empirical” component 

of the study does not sit separate from the rest of the thesis in a dedicated 

chapter of its own.  Rather, it is weaved into the narratives which constitute the 

storylines that, although referring to the stories of ‘the head work, field work and 

text work’; ‘ways of knowing leadership’; ‘two immersions’, and ‘the conclusion’ 

etc, actually reflect integrated and embodied analysis.  

This conscious deviation from the norms set by traditional modernist research 

conventions is undertaken to show that each element of the research is 

interwoven and cannot be adequately understood in isolation from each other. 

The structuring of a thesis in terms of a linear, elemental format, is an 

illustration of a modernist scientific mindset where everything is reduced to its 

parts, in a mechanical analogy of the world. As Wheatley (2005: 205) explains,  

In the West, people have spent many decades drawing lines and boxes 
around interconnected phenomena. The world has been chunked into 
pieces rather than reorganized for its webby nature. Think of how many 
lines and boundaries exist: org charts, job descriptions, town boundaries, 
nation states, ethnic identities. All these neat lines obscure the natural 
messiness of this interconnected world. 

Therefore, the construction of the storylines in this thesis focus on this 

messiness and interconnectedness as it was encountered. 
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Setting the Scene for the Research Project: A tale of two 

narratives 

 

The first draft of writing this section began by describing LIRO from a financial 

perspective. It reported that LIRO is one of Australia’s major transport and 

logistics businesses which, during the early part of my research stay, had an 

operating revenue of around $2.2 billion, assets of $7.5 billion and delivering a 

pre-tax profit of $287 million for the year ended 30 June 2005 (LIRO 2006: 6). It 

is also a Government Owned Corporation (GOC), became a corporatised body 

on 1 July 1995 and is therefore governed by the Government Owned 

Corporations Act 1993.  

 

This description of LIRO also outlined how the introduction of Australia’s 

National Competition Policy in 1995 altered both the nature and future direction 

of Australia’s transport industry meaning that “Australian state borders are 

irrelevant and [LIRO’s] network is open to competition from interstate, national 

and international rail operators” (LIRO 2002a: 2). Despite pursuing an 

acquisition strategy which has provided the organisation with a “solid framework 

for its bid to be recognised as a national player” (LIRO 2006: 6), the 

organisation’s reported 2005/6 pre tax profits have reduced by almost a third 

from the previous year.  The reported reasoning for this declining profitability 

include “reduced above and below rail freight rates in the coal business, lower 

shareholder agreement revenue, and organisation-wide pressures on cost” 

(LIRO 2006: 6). 
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I reported that according to the latest annual report (LIRO 2005/6), a CEO 

heads the corporations as well as a group of sixteen individuals named as the 

Senior Management who are remunerated according to the level of position 

they hold in the organisation. The CEO is rewarded by the highest remuneration 

in the organisation because according to the annual report, “[t]he Chief 

Executive Officer is the primary link between the Board and the corporation, 

accountable to the Board for the day to day affairs, management and 

performance of the corporation’” (LIRO 2006: 55).  

 

The modernist assumptions embedded in the original research question allude 

to expectations of the inevitable delivery of results from “leadership” and 

therefore considerable pressure is placed on the individuals involved. This 

pressure can potentially explain why both the CEO and Chairman have 

changed throughout the research process.  The new chairman replaced his 

female counterpart in July 2006 whereas the latest CEO has only recently been 

announced (August 2007) and has only recently started his tenure at LIRO. The 

size and composition of the LIRO Board is determined by the Governor in 

Council and has also changed during my research time. During the financial 

year 2005/6 there were nine Directors on the Board. The key responsibilities of 

the Board, in addition to those set out in Section 92 of the Government Owned 

Corporations Act 1993, include strategy formulation, approving the 

remuneration and performance targets of the CEO and Senior Management, 

monitoring and supervising management, approving LIRO’s annual budget, 

developing, approving and ratifying LIRO’s policies and procedures as well as 
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approving major operating and capital expenditure. According to the latest 

annual report, “[t]he Board aims to ensure that Shareholding Ministers and their 

representatives have ready access to key information, issues and 

developments affecting the organisation” (LIRO 2006: 60). Ministers and their 

representatives are employed by the State Government, and mainly represent 

the Treasury and Transport departments. 

 

I now recognise that I was caught up in an annual reporting narrative which 

typically describes, and therefore positions the success of such organisations, 

from the point of view of their economic position primarily linked into the 

achievements of those ‘personalities’ who occupy the senior positions in the 

organisation’s hierarchy. Moreover, I am also now aware that this was at the 

expense of my own impressions of LIRO which were developing as soon as I 

entered the organisation’s premises in tandem with more critical perspectives 

on the world of work as we now experience it (Thompson and Warhurst 1998). 

In order to redress this balance, a more personalised and critical narrative will 

provide a parallel alternative description of the context for this research study by 

mapping an anti-essentialist reading alongside the essentialist one. 

 

The New Economy ‘Bureaucracy’?: A new leadership narrative 

enacted? 

 

LIRO can be described as a bureaucracy in that it is organized hierarchically 

and by functional specialization. As Weber (1947) described, the logic of 
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organisation is such that the larger and more complex an organisation becomes, 

the greater functional specialization it will display. During my research stay with 

LIRO (from 2002 – 2007), the organisation had undergone a number of internal 

restructuring processes resulting in the movement of employees in, out and 

around the organisation.  

 

For instance, in 2002, the organisation had 13,700 employees and was made 

up of ten business groups. In comparison, and at the time of writing this section 

in 2007, LIRO’s annual report claimed that 14, 000 employees, located in seven 

divisions known as its ‘business operations’ “work hard to deliver a range of 

services to [LIRO’s] millions of customers in many communities and industries” 

(LIRO 2006: 2). The reorganisation of ‘business groups’ into ‘business 

operations’ can be seen as a wider change agenda to position LIRO as a global 

competitor moving from a public sector to corporatised persona.  

 

This change agenda is reflected in a number of ‘corporate’ narratives that 

continually seek to re-position, and re-brand LIRO as a state owned and run 

railway turning itself into a highly efficient and competitive national and 

international body. However, one of the negative consequences of this re-

branding meant that LIRO’s members often reported experiencing the tension of 

having to pay attention to managing public service obligations whilst at the 
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same time having to compete on an unequal basis with private companies 

(Journal Note 2003)2.  

 

As well as privileging a privatised model of efficiency and effectiveness, these 

re-branding narratives can be seen as representations of one of the most 

pervasive trends influencing the functioning and operation of organisations 

today: globalization. There are many competing definitions of globalization 

which frame it either positively or negatively and which encompass,  

narrow technical definitions associated with the structure of international 
trade to those that define globalisation as a fundamental change in the 
ideological principles underpinning the international, social, political and 
cultural order (Bamber, Lansbury and Wailes 2004: 2). 
 

 

Relating this to LIRO, I remember one of their employees arguing against the 

company’s decision to adopt a ‘preferred supplier’ strategy in order to reduce 

costs (Journal Note 2004). His argument was simple; “but what about the 

impact upon ‘Bob’ and his local hardware store in regional Queensland? What 

happens to the local communities when he, and others like him, have to shut 

down”? The response to such arguments was always enacted alongside the 

“globalization and competition is the way forward” narrative. The result of this 

enactment was that anyone who raised such concerns was often silenced. This 

silencing was achieved by casting the individuals concerned as being ‘behind 

the times’ and ‘out of touch’ with this dynamic advancing reality.  The 

globalisation discourse again mirrors the original research question, as well as 

                                            

2 These notes came from the keeping of a reflective journal in which I recorded ideas and thoughts related 
to the development of my conceptual understanding of the research topic (from both a content and 
methodological point of view. 
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presumptions of leadership, where notions of progress and development are 

embedded. By leaving this discourse unproblematised, the result is that anyone 

who questions their implications is readily dismissed.  

 

Another change agenda at LIRO involved a new focus on ‘the customer’ who 

could be identified by their positioning at the end of the supply chain. This 

meant employees were asked to work differently; to cast off their ‘silo mentality’ 

in favour of embracing more cross functional modes of working aimed at 

improving service quality by meeting the customers’ needs. These pleas for 

‘different’ ways of working’ are documented in the ‘new organisational forms’ 

literature where it is argued in a business environment that is dynamic, fast 

changing and competitive, the traditional bureaucracy is inflexible and 

unresponsive (Daft and Lewin 1993; Child and McGrath 2001). As a result, 

bureaucracies need to be replaced by ‘new, post-bureaucratic organisational 

forms’ that allow for speed, flexibility and innovation (Volberda 1996; Nadler and 

Tushman 1999; Child and Rodrigues 2003). 

 

Thompson and Warhurst (1998: 17) believe that it is a mistake to presume that 

the post bureaucratic organisation with its new horizontal forms of co-ordination 

has replaced more traditional vertical divisions of labour as vertical structures 

remain the backbone of organisations. My experience at LIRO resonates with 

this premise. For example, I noticed that project teams were only called 

together on a temporary basis, for specific purposes and then disbanded after 

project tasks were completed. And despite calls for cross functional team 

working, budgets were typically set at business group level thus encouraging 
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these groups to compete for resources rather than to work together in the 

interests of meeting the customers’ needs. 

 

The prevalence of the post-bureaucratic organisation is represented in a widely 

contesting body of literature as Dunford, Palmer, Benveniste and Crawford 

(2007) note. However, of interest to this research study is the way in which the 

leadership narrative is enacted alongside that of the post-bureaucratic 

organisation. For example, during my research stay at LIRO, supervisors began 

to be known as team leaders and functional managers began to be known as 

project leaders. This new narrative exposition sees “leadership” shifting from an 

individualist, ‘leadership as person’ (Grint 2005) focus, to a more relational 

activity in which providing vision for, and working with, fellow organisational 

participants becomes of value.   The changing social constructionist nature of 

conceptions of leadership is thus illustrated as resulting from changing political, 

economic and social circumstances. 

 

However, this ‘new economy’ cooperative leadership ‘knowing’ process did not 

simply replace one system with another unproblematically. Rather it occurred 

alongside more bureaucratically inspired definitions of what it meant to be a 

leader. For example, many employees would still primarily identify themselves 

according to their hierarchical level in the organisation (for example, a group 

general manager (GGM) was known as a ‘level two’) and according to their 

division within a specific business group (such as the marketing ‘division’ within 

the ‘Passenger Services Group’). In addition, the further up the organisational 

hierarchy you were, the more able you were to claim your leadership title.  
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Hence the notion of ‘leadership as position’ existed alongside the new 

‘leadership as process’ depictions (Grint 2005). 

 

Redrawing the leadership boundaries 

As I began to reflect further upon what it meant to be a leader in an organisation 

such as LIRO, I started to recognize that part of their cultural change agenda 

was attempting to redraw these boundaries around what it meant to be a leader. 

The threat of competition, as articulated within the changing context of the 

national transport and logistics industry, was often used as the rationale for 

change in the leadership arena. This rationale was articulated according to 

three main premises; the need to employ leaders from outside the organisation, 

the need to encourage female as well as male leaders and the need for leaders 

to achieve results by leading differently. 

 

The first premise was based upon the idea that ‘new blood’ was essential to the 

future functioning of LIRO, especially at the ‘top’ of the organisational hierarchy. 

I was frequently told that the average age of a LIRO employee was 45, the 

average length of time an employee had been with the organisation was 25 

years and that a high percentage of the workforce was unionized. Tenure (if 

over 25 years) was linked to success in that it was proudly displayed on security 

passes which had to be visible at all time when on LIRO’s premises, e.g. when 

you got in a lift with someone, you could immediately recognize them as a long 

standing LIRO employee.  
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There was a paradox inherent in these ‘vital statistics’; in the now perceived  

‘old economy’ bureaucratic organisational world, those who matched them were 

positioned as ‘leaders’ due to their accumulation of experience and knowledge, 

gained whilst pursuing a bureaucratised career and/or a unionised career. 

Nonetheless, in this post-bureaucratic regime, employees matching these vital 

statistics were beginning to be positioned as ‘out of touch’ and ‘linked to the 

past’. Therefore, their claim to the leadership title was thwarted as their 

knowledge, experience and affiliations were now considered to be limiting and 

restricting the organisation by preventing it from taking the necessary leap into 

the future.  

 

The second premise is linked to the first in that in an ‘old’ organisational world, 

these vital statistics linked leadership to gender; if you were a ‘leader’, you were 

typically a man. With a workforce made up of ninety percent men, attracting 

women into LIRO started to be positioned as a way to achieve competitive 

advantage. This was embedded within the wider rhetoric suggesting that an 

organisation’s workforce should reflect its customer base. During my 

ethnographic study, three women were positioned as ‘leaders’ according to their 

placement at or near the top of the organisational hierarchy; the Executive 

General Manager of HR, the Chairman and the Manager of Corporate Affairs 

and Marketing. Their presence was made all the more visible by their minority 

status.  As well as the issue of customer representation, women are constructed 

according to the ‘new economy’ discourse (which crosses the second and third 

premise) as more likely to fit the leadership as process (Grint 2005) category in 
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that they are seen as strong team players and communicators (reflecting 

naturalised stereotypes of their tendency to nurture others). 

 

The third premise reflects upon how leaders ‘perform’ in accordance with their 

new competitive environment. In LIRO, traditional leadership markers as 

associated with the old bureaucratic organisation began to be positioned as 

unworkable and unfeasible in a post-bureaucratic world favouring a ‘dispersed 

leadership’ narrative.  This meant that ‘who you were’ (leadership as person) 

and ‘where you worked’ (leadership as position) were no longer sufficient 

platforms from which to enact leadership as everyone, in theory, had the 

potential to be a leader. Secondly, how you enacted leadership (leadership as 

process) predetermined your claims to performance (leadership as results) in 

that the more collaboratively you worked, the better the results you were likely 

to achieve, hence opening up a space for affirmation of a more feminine style of 

leadership. 

 

Through starting to articulate these premises, I now understand why LIRO’s 

Human Resources (HR) division was identified as the ‘right’ place for this 

research project to reside according to those who commissioned the study, and 

by implication, why HR officers have become the custodians of LIRO’s 

leadership strategy.  This is because the leadership and change agendas as 

positioned above resonate with expectations of the more strategic function 

attributed to HR in these new economy times - as articulated in the HRM 

literature, see Kulik and Bainbridge (2006)  for example. This literature reports 

that the last few decades has seen a transition from a personnel management 



 

 25 

function, which served a peripheral role in organisations, to the rise of human 

resource management (HRM), and more recently the underpinning of a more 

SHRM business role to support a competitive advantage agenda for the 

organisation (Gratton 1999; Schuler and Jackson 1999; Storey 2001). 

 

In attempting to move HRM away from a more ‘mutualist’ role, serving both 

employers and employees, to a singular focus on the supposed ‘strategic’ 

needs of the organisation, this study has been fortunate in being able to monitor 

the stresses, strains and gaps in everyday practice that emerge between an 

imposed dominant discourse and the difficulties of implementing such a rhetoric. 

In drawing on the experiences of managers, employees and HR officers 

themselves, I will identify the complexities, contradictions and ambivalences 

they encountered.  To balance out the view of HRM from a managerial 

perspective (Guest 1999; Grant and Shields 2002; Edgar and Geare 2005), the 

research will also concentrate on the experiences of those who engaged with 

‘leadership’ and ‘leadership development’ at LIRO as part of a wider HR change 

agenda. 

 

Overview of the Thesis: Introducing the storylines 

 

Before giving the reader a description of how this thesis will unfold, I want to 

offer a suggested reading strategy (being mindful that it may not meet your 

readership needs). As this thesis has been written as a processual piece, the 

reader may find that it does not say “everything that needs to be said’” at the 
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point at which it may typically be expected. This is a deliberate writing strategy 

which attempts to engage the reader actively in the critical and reflective 

learning process in which I have been involved throughout this thesis.  

 

By situating the research study in terms of more critical leadership perspectives 

and by applying these perspectives to this specific organisational site (LIRO) 

where ‘leadership is said to be exercised’, the thesis will proceed as follows. 

Chapter one will outline “the story of the head work, field work and text work” by 

charting the intersection of theoretical positioning/influences and chosen 

methods. By positioning this chapter at the beginning of the thesis, I am 

signalling my realisation that methodology plays a far larger role in determining 

the nature of ‘theory construction’ than ‘traditional’ modernist research 

conventions would suggest. In parallel, chapter two will outline the “story about 

ways of knowing leadership” by positioning the ‘traditional’ leadership literature 

as a dominant discourse promoting a unidirectional, chronological story. 

Following Grint (2005), it continues by framing the leadership literature 

according to four conceptualisations: leadership as person, position, results and 

process. Working with these conceptualisations, chapters three and four - the 

“stories of the immersions”, form an essentialist and anti-essentialist guide to 

‘knowing’ leadership at LIRO. Finally chapter five, the story of the conclusion, 

rejects the traditional notion of the ‘conclusion’ as seeking to summarise what 

has been ‘found out’ during this thesis endeavour. Instead, it works with the 

idea that conventional ‘endings’ often became the ‘beginnings’ from which to 

develop further understandings.  
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Chapter One: The Story of the Head Work, Field Work 
and Text Work  

 

Prologue 

 

By placing this story at the beginning of the PhD thesis, I am making three 

related statements about the research process that will unfold throughout the 

chapter. The first statement challenges the traditional order by which the 

research process is supposed to unfold, (e.g. the methodology follows a review 

of the theory) because of my realisation that methodology plays a far larger role 

in determining the nature of ‘theory construction’ than ‘traditional’ modernist 

research conventions would suggest.  

 

The second statement in effect takes the reader to the conventional end of the 

thesis in that it (supposedly) somewhat prematurely reveals its secrets in the 

form of ‘discovered conclusions’.  This is necessary because the experience I 

have encountered in learning/doing/writing this story has transformed my 

approach to the PhD.  As the journey of both ‘discovery and construction’ has 

been pivotal in influencing my decision to frame the thesis as a postmodern text, 

it is therefore important that the reader gets to see the workings in a more 

transparent way than tradition would normally allow.  It also means that 

conventional conclusions become beginnings to be explored throughout the 

thesis.  The central premise I allude to is that just as research, viewed from a 

postmodernist perspective, allows it to be ‘known’ as a co-created, politicised 
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and contextually dependent social process, so too is the case for leadership, 

and it is this premise that I explore throughout the rest of the thesis.  

 

The third statement is specifically related to the writing process; in choosing to 

name all of the chapters as ‘stories’, I am inviting the reader to consider the 

‘writing up’ part of the research as a dual process of construction and discovery 

which is ongoing and opens up possibilities for alternative readings.  Therefore 

in order to show my agenda is not to claim the production of a definitive work on 

the subject of leadership, exploration of the methodology at this point, will 

(hopefully) allow the reader freedom to enter the narrative in a more engaged 

way then traditional ‘authoritative’ thesis writing usually permits. 

 

With this in mind, the purpose of this chapter is to give the reader a sense of 

how the exploration of my methodological preferences and choices throughout 

this research study is related to the evolution of the learning/doing/writing trilogy 

that was developed in the first year of the research process. It will show how 

these methodological insights led to a reframing of my original, inherited 

research question which in turn influenced the way that I presented the rest of 

the thesis from this point forwards. The story that I will tell in this chapter will 

also help the reader to understand how I worked with various notions of 

reflexivity in order to develop the ‘immersion strategy’ that has been used to 

develop and write the subsequent chapters in the PhD thesis.  The importance 

of this information will be shown to relate to the social constructionist aspects of 

any research project which, if utilised productively, by openly acknowledging 
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and referencing the influences at play, can allow for enhanced understanding of 

the complexity of social phenomena being studied. 

 

Telling the Story of the Head Work, Field Work and Text Work: 

How did I do it? 

 

The temptation when writing the story of the head work, field work and text work 

underpinning this research study is to present a linear and unidirectional 

account, which follows the rational, staged model as presented in a number of 

research textbooks, e.g. dealing with conceptual issues, searching the literature, 

determining the research design, collecting the data, analysing the data, writing 

up the study (Hussey and Hussey 1997). 

 

However, the actual experience of doing research is often more messy and 

complicated than this staged model. Both Holliday (2002: 103) and Alvesson 

(2002: 8) take this idea further when they mind map a ‘complex’ version of the 

research process. A number of researchers have also reflected upon the 

research process in practice and concluded that methodological choices do not 

seem to be made in the ways suggested in conventional methods textbooks 

(Morgan 1983; Gill and Johnson 1991; Silverman 2005). Rather, the process is 

characterized by ‘various difficulties’, ‘dead ends’, ‘false leads’ and ‘muddling 

through’ which encourages the researcher, if they embrace this situation, to 

present the history of their research process as a ‘detective story’ (Alasuutari 

1995: 192), rather than a linear, clear cut account. 
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This detective story analogy is an interesting one. As I use it to reflect upon the 

research process, I am aware that I did experience it as a confusing, anxiety 

ridden, and often unsolvable mystery.  Alvesson and Karreman (2007) recently 

inspired me when they talked about ‘breakdowns’ offering a vital step in the 

production of a (research) mystery. They argue that all research has the 

potential for breakdowns as long as we accept that social reality/ies is/are not 

fully understood. They report that breakdowns are good news because they 

make space for theoretical reconceptualisations and development.  As they put 

it: ‘establishing a mystery offers an interesting source of further thinking, as it 

encourages problematisation and self reflexivity’ (Alvesson and Karreman 2007: 

25). This thesis will work with the idea of ‘breakdowns’ in that I will reference 

and reflect upon them when they occurred. 
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Naming Positions: An interpretivist’s reaction to a positivist’s 

question 

 

The story of the introduction presented the reader with a detailed account into 

my entrée into this research study. The first implication of doing funded 

research became apparent before I had even entered the research organisation 

or begun the research process and relates to a number of ontological, 

epistemological and axiological issues. By raising a, ‘cautionary note about the 

idealized nature of the rational research model’, Gill and Johnson (1991: 142) 

urge the researcher to comment upon their prior exposure to, and socialisation 

into, particular intellectual and social traditions, mores, norms and values. In 

other words, they promote the idea that research is not a neutral activity 

(axiology), but that the researcher enters the research site with particular 

philosophical assumptions regarding the nature of reality (ontology) and 

regarding what constitutes warranted knowledge (epistemology). 

 

Following Gill and Johnson’s (1991) advice, it is timely at this point to connect 

my entry into the research process with the paradigmatic assumptions I brought 

with me. According to Lincoln and Guba (1985: 15) 

Paradigms represent a distillation of what we think about the world (but 
cannot prove). Our actions in the world, including actions that we take as 
inquirers, cannot occur without reference to those paradigms: “As we think, 
so we act”. 

 

As researchers, we have a variety of paradigms from which to conduct research 

and theorize about the subject matter with which we are concerned. These 
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paradigms are linguistically represented in a number of ways but can be 

collapsed into two main positions: positivist and interpretivist (Morgan and 

Smircich 1980). The first position reflects the assumption that social reality has 

a real and concrete existence independent of us. The second position suggests 

that social reality does not exist, independently from us, in any discrete sense 

but rather is the product of the subjective and inter-subjective 

encounters/experiences of individuals. 

 

My first dilemma in ‘doing’ funded research was that I had inherited a research 

question which appeared to be located in a positivist paradigm, (in that it sought 

to establish and confirm the effectiveness of leadership development in driving 

organisational change without questioning this relationship) whereas my 

previous research affiliations had been developed in the interpretivist paradigm.  

The positivist versus interpretive epistemology maps onto essentialist/anti-

essentialist notions of ontology (which I later review in the leadership literature.)  

As my research philosophy, developed throughout my educational and research 

career, was firmly located in the interpretivist camp, I was already questioning 

my inherited research question based upon such assumptions. These early 

questions and my responses below are articulated alongside paradigmatic 

assumptions outlined by Hussey and Hussey (1997: 48):  

 

• Is it possible to make a casual link between the (a) effectiveness of (b) 

leadership development upon (c) organisational change? – No because 

a straightforward correlation between any of these ‘variables’ cannot be 

assumed unproblematically.   Hence the essentialist premises inherent in 
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the question and the associated positivist causal model are themselves 

put into question;   

• Who and what determines notions of effectiveness? Is this a problematic 

notion? - Yes, because reality is subjective and thus multiple and varies 

according to the views of participants in a study rather than being 

objective, singular and somehow apart from the researcher. Our notions 

of subjective reality (in this case effectiveness) are also affected by social 

contexts, and dominant discourses, as well as other people's 

interpretations. Therefore notions of ‘measures’ of effectiveness are 

equally a moving feast;  

• What is the researcher’s role in making judgments about the 

effectiveness of leadership development upon organisational change? - 

The researcher interacts with the social phenomena being researched, 

from their own located positioning, rather than being independent from 

such determinations. The researcher exhibits pre-existing sets of 

assumptions and values, which help to determine what is recognised as 

‘facts’, and the likely interpretations that are drawn from them. 

 

Dominant approaches to leadership theorising 

Leadership theorising has tended to fall into the positivist camp with quantitative 

methods of analysis privileged (Conger 1998; Sinclair 2007). The subject focus 

in such research is largely restricted to preconceived notions of what/who fits 

the category of ‘the leader’: CEOs and senior executives for example, with the 

‘individual’ studied in isolation from surrounding relationships (intersubjectivity) 

as the leader is assumed to contain/possess leadership traits as aspects of their 

essential character (Collins 2001c). Favouring the more relational aspects of 

interpretivist (intersubjective) accounts of leadership led me to seek out material 

which confirmed this choice as more valid for my study.  Conger (1998) verified 
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this preference indicating that the interpretive dimension plays a significant role 

in how leadership is both defined and experienced.   He also points out that 

‘leadership involves multiple levels of phenomena, [and] possesses a dynamic 

character, and has a symbolic component’ (1998: 109).  The elements of 

indeterminacy involved thus indicated a qualitative methodology would be most 

appropriate.  This also related to my commitment to document the various 

social meanings articulated by individuals positioned at different levels in the 

organisation, in relation to their notions of leadership and organisational change.   

  

Herman and Egri (2002: 143) argue that qualitative research approaches are 

more likely to further our understanding of the interplay between acclaimed 

individual leaders and their organisational contexts.  And Conger (1998: 111) 

claims that qualitative methods, when rigorously employed, offer the leadership 

field several distinct advantages over quantitative methods. These include: 

• more opportunities to explore leadership phenomena in significant depth 

and to do so longitudinally (Bryman 1984) 

• the flexibility to discern and detect unanticipated phenomena during the 

research process (Lundberg 1976) 

• greater chances to explore and be sensitive to contextual factors; 

• more effective means to explore symbolic dimensions (Morgan and 

Smircich 1980) 

 

Reflecting upon my early thoughts about paradigmatic assumptions as 

recounted above, I have since become aware that the debates surrounding 

whether or not we can operate from more than one paradigm position at a time 

is fiercely argued amongst academics. Named in the literature as the issue of 

paradigm commensurability/incommensurability or the ‘paradigm wars’ 
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(Jackson and Carter 1993), these debates have encouraged the development 

of paradigm thinking as a meta-theoretical approach to organisational studies 

(Rhodes 2000). 

 

In support of the paradigm commensurability position, authors such as Gioia 

and Pitre (1990) and Schultz and Hatch (1996) argue that paradigmatic 

boundaries are permeable and therefore commensurable. They suggest that a 

paradigm crossing or bridging strategy is possible without compromising 

underpinning assumptions. On the other hand, authors such as Kuhn (1962) 

and Burrell and Morgan (1979) argue that paradigms are unequivocally 

incommensurable. They believe that the epistemological differences inherent in 

different paradigmatic approaches are so great that theory can only be 

developed within rather than between the different frameworks. Therefore, it is 

difficult for paradigms to speak to each other because of radically different 

assumptions about knowledge and the use of language (Thompson and 

McHugh 1995). At this stage in the research process, I was leaning towards the 

paradigm incommensurability stance (although I could not have named it in 

these terms at this point). At a simplistic level, this was because the essentialist 

assumptions behind my inherited research question were completely at odds 

with the more qualified assumptions I was bringing into the research process. 

 

Entering a ‘bounded’ social setting 

In the meantime and despite the confusion I was experiencing on a 

philosophical level, I entered the research organisation in October 2002.  I 

believed that a case study approach was useful because, ‘[t]he case to be 
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studied is a complex entity located in a milieu or situation embedded in a 

number of contexts or backgrounds’ (Stake 2005: 449).  I also recognized that 

LIRO had a number of subsections (e.g. business groups, divisions, work 

groups) and dimensions (e.g. various business operations across a number of 

states), which would be contextually interesting. As qualitative research is 

based upon a view that social phenomena and the nature of cases are 

situational, LIRO posed as a suitable context for this study. 

 

The parties involved in my recruitment ‘assigned’ me to the Human Resource 

Development (HRD)3 team which was part of the Training and Development (T 

& D) section. In LIRO’s organisational structure, the T & D section was part of 

Human Resources (HR), which in turn was part of the Corporate Services 

Group (CSG). At this time, the manager of the CSG was one of the Senior 

Executive (SE) team reporting directly to the CEO. By recounting my positioning 

within LIRO’s bureaucracy, I am acknowledging that my research is contained 

within a ‘bounded social setting (Holliday 2002: 39) which was already culturally 

and structurally determined before my arrival. Rather than the researcher 

carefully choosing the setting in which their research is to take place, my entrée 

into LIRO was characterised by a priori assumptions, on the part of members of 

the host organisation, about where would be the appropriate place to gather the 

information that was needed for this study. As ‘custodians’ of the ALDP program, 

the HRD team was named as the ‘appropriate’ place to begin my research stay. 

                                            

3 The abbreviations used in this thesis represent the actual terms used by LIRO’s employees. However, all 
names have been changed to preserve anonymity. 
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Also, with later storylines in mind, it is noteworthy that the ALDP’s Program 

Director, Helen, was a member of the HRD team. 

 

More examples of this ‘bounded social setting’ can be explored from the day 

that I entered the organisation as a researcher. I received a security ID card that 

was to be worn when I was on LIRO premises. This photo ID card categorized 

me as a ‘LIRO employee’ with an all important service number (SN), which was 

my identifying number in LIRO’s computer system. I was also issued with an 

email address that linked me to the HRD team if anyone was to search for me 

using LIRO’s internal telephone directory. The desk and computer that I could 

use during my research stay were also situated in the office that hosted the 

HRD team. This office was located within a building in central Brisbane. 

 

Experiencing the ‘culture of dealing’ 

The term ‘relations in the field’ (Hammersley and Atkinson 1983; Silverman 

2005) is used in qualitative textbooks, to characterize discussions about the 

relationship between the researcher and participants within the research setting.  

While positivism portrays any such interactions as contaminating the scene and 

thus needing to be eliminated wherever possible, from a qualitative perspective, 

the ‘influence of the researcher is unavoidable, and indeed [serves as] a 

resource which must be capitalized on’ Holliday (2002: 145). In detailing my 

entrée into my research setting I am signalling to the reader that I understand 

the relationship between the researcher and the research setting pervades all 

aspects of the research process.   
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For example, I appreciate that the researcher within any research project enters 

the research site with a number of predetermined factors operating, which will 

significantly impact upon their research stay, and ultimately their research 

outcomes.  In this regard, who I would meet when I first entered the 

organisation was pre-determined by their existing and my allocated place within 

the LIRO hierarchy.  Hence the researcher does not control the research setting 

but rather as Holliday (2002: 149) suggests the interdependence between the 

researcher and the research setting is best represented as a ‘relationship of 

culture making’ and a ‘relationship of dealing’ which he collectively names the 

‘culture of dealing’.  Having met my participants, we were mutually influencing 

from that day forward.  Indeed, rather than representing the researcher entering 

a virgin, research setting characterized by passive participants, Holliday points 

out that research participants, ‘have the potential, if they wish, to be as much 

involved as the researcher in negotiating the research event’ (2002: 149). 

 

The ‘culture of dealing’ is further complicated by the important idea that 

participants are, ‘not really participants at all’ (Holliday 2002: 161), rather they 

are people with their own issues connected to their life and work. Just as 

followers are dualistically represented alongside leaders in the leadership 

literature, so too participants are oppositionally represented alongside 

researchers in professional research discourse (Fairclough 1995).  However, at 

my entry point into LIRO, I was not even thinking of the people who happened 

to be in the research setting as ‘participants’ but as HR practitioners. In much 

the same way, I am sure that my presence in their work team was probably a 

microscopic part of their world too. 
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In order to explore Holliday’s (2002) concept of the ‘culture of dealing’ in more 

detail, I will outline the key aspects of my researcher culture and the associated 

attempts to become familiar with the culture of the research setting (see Figure 

1 below). The first three months of entering the research setting were 

characterized by nervousness and facing the unknown. Hammersley and 

Atkinson (1983: 89) talk about the researcher as an ‘acceptable incompetent’ 

and ‘novice’ when they enter a new research setting and suggest that novices 

get to ‘know the ropes’ by following the strategy that I did: watch what other 

people are doing, ask other people to explain what is going on and sometimes 

make mistakes and blunders. 

 

Indeed, my entrée into the research organisation was not any different to other 

processes of induction. As Skeats (1991: 16) writes about induction into an 

organisation, ‘it can be defined as any and all arrangements made to familiarise 

the new employee with the organisation, safety rules, general condition of 

employment, and the work of the section or department in which they are 

employed’. My induction was in a sense a ‘double induction’: a familiarization 

with the culture of my university (which represented a ‘new’ institution in a ‘new’ 

country for me) as well as familiarization with the culture of the research setting. 

Alvesson (2003: 176) also talks about this as a ‘double socialization process’.  

As I migrated to Australia from the UK only one year before embarking upon 

this research project, I had already experienced and was attuned to ‘culture 

shock’ as a ‘process of estrangement’ which Hammersley and Atkinson (1983: 

91) relate to the early stages of entering a research site. 
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Figure 1: Exploring the 'Culture of Dealing’ (Adapted from Holliday 2002: 148)  

Researcher Culture 

 

Research Setting Culture 

Nervousness of entering research site for the 

first time and a sense of being an outsider 

Researched LIRO’s company website and 

annual report in order to understand the 

business 

Awareness of my need to build relationships 

with members of HRD team in order to build 

up trust 

Attended weekly HRD meetings and ‘hung out’ 

in the office where team members were 

located on a daily basis 

Awareness that I don’t really know what I am 

doing in the field but attempting to disguise 

this by ‘being professional’ 

Attempt to understand concerns and issues of 

key organisational members/stakeholders 

involved in the research project by organizing 

formal meetings 

Dress in business attire in order to ‘fit in’ to the 

norms of the organisation 

Familiarization with company discourse by 

listening to conversations and asking 

questions about terms, acronyms and 

abbreviations used 

Introduce myself via my CV in order to present 

my HR/OD practitioner background as an 

attempt at legitimatisation and impression 

management 

Familiarization with background influences of 

HRD team members (professional and 

organisational positioning, relationships 

between colleagues etc.) by asking questions 

and listening for cues 

Awareness that I need to build relationships 

with my PhD supervisors 

Attempt to understand the conversations that 

my PhD supervisors had already had with 

members of LIRO prior to my arrival by 

organizing meetings and reading 

correspondence and formal documents 

Nervousness at entering the ‘unknown world’ 

of a PhD student and belonging to a particular 

student, department and university culture 

Attempt to present myself as both an 

organisational and university member in order 

to bridge the perceived gap between the ‘two 

worlds’ 

 

Making an impression 

To expand upon one of the ideas presented above, I want to explore the 

important issue of ‘impression management’ (Hammersley and Atkinson 1983) 
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and the management of my ‘personal front’ (Goffman 1959). Being located in an 

office environment, and being familiar with this environment from my previous 

career history, I dressed in the appropriate business and professional attire: 

smart neutral coloured trouser suit. However, when I was meeting people in 

areas such as the workshops (where trains are serviced) I looked for cues from 

those around me as to how I should present myself. For example, I frequently 

‘dressed down’ when visiting rail yards and repair shops and ‘dressed up’ when 

attending corporate functions. 

 

It is also interesting to note that I downplayed my affiliation with the academic 

world and emphasized my allegiance with the practitioner world (Journal Note 

2003). I did this by using the various ‘identity scripts’ (Sinclair 2007) outlined in 

my CV outlining my expertise and experience in the Organisational 

Development (OD) and Human Resources (HR) fields and demonstrating a 

familiarization with the professional discourse associated with these disciplines. 

This followed from me ‘picking up’ that I was successfully recruited to the 

research project because I had a mixture of academic and practitioner 

experience. It was noted by Helen that, “we liked you because we thought that 

you would be able to relate to our managers without scaring them off with 

academic talk” (Conversation 2002).   Therefore, it seemed sensible to ‘give off 

the message’ that I wanted to be seen as an acceptable organisational member, 

‘to declare the essential affinity between researcher and hosts’ (Hammersley 

and Atkinson 1983: 79). 
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‘Hanging out’ at LIRO 

As outlined above, from the moment that I entered the research site, I was 

unsure about what I was actually doing in terms of my fieldwork and how it 

linked to the research question.  Through the guidance of my PhD supervisors, I 

began observing what was happening around me and making notes that took 

the form of a chronological research diary. I also gathered company 

documentation and kept records of email correspondence. It should be noted 

that I was concerned about what I should be observing and was also anxious if I 

was observing the right thing. 

 

In retrospect, my concern was representative of the pressure I still felt to adhere 

to a positivist paradigm and its belief that reality is ‘out there’ waiting to be 

discovered (despite my earlier proclaimed affiliation to interpretivism). My 

anxiety was also related to my feelings of being a novice in the field.  Holliday 

(2002: 73) notes that it is not unusual for the researcher to have, ‘difficulty in 

finding things to describe or knowing what is important to describe’. I initially 

found his observation framework useful as a guide to help me to capture what 

was going on around me (see Figure 2 below). In the types of data column, ‘a – 

e’ represent what the researcher describes and ‘f – i’ represent what 

participants say, write or have said about them. By immersing myself in the 

research setting, I had the opportunity to collect some, if not all, of the data 

listed below. I was particularly interested in anything that related to leadership, 

leadership development and organisational change (as per my research 

question) and as a consequence, this interest guided what I began to record as 

data in the early part of the research process. 
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Figure 2: Types of Data (Adapted from Holliday 2002: 71-2)  

Type of Data 
 

Characteristics of Data How Data Collected 

a) Description of 

behaviour 

 

what are people seen of 

heard doing or saying 

observation notes, research journal 

b) Description of 

event 

 

Behaviour sets defined 

either by the people in the 

setting or by the researcher 

observation notes, research journal 

c) Description of 

institution 

 

the way the setting operates 

in terms of regulations, tacit 

rules, rituals 

observation notes, research journal 

d) Description of 

appearance 

 

what the setting or people in 

it look like (e.g. space, 

buildings, clothing, 

arrangement of people or 

objects, artifacts and 

symbols 

observation notes, research journal, 

photographs, drawings, diagrams 

e) Description of 

research event 

 

what people say or do in 

interview, focus group etc. 
observation notes, research journal 

etc. 

f) Account 

 

what people say or write to 

the researcher – actual 

words 

interview, audio recording, 

questionnaire, participant’s diary, 

transcription, verbatim notes 

g) Talk 

 

what people are heard 

saying – actual words 

audio recording, transcription, 

verbatim notes 

h) Behaviour in 

setting 

 

what is seen as happening film, video recording 

i) Document 

 

piece of writing belonging or 

pertaining to the setting 

photocopy 

 

I am conscious at this stage of writing a retrospective account of the story of my 

methodology, that by choosing to write about field relations and observation, I 

am addressing some of the main tenets of my guiding ethnographic 

methodology without actually acknowledging this choice or talking about 

ethnography in any great detail. This is one of the dilemmas of writing a ‘story’ 
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type of account. At this stage of the research, I was unaware that I was doing 

ethnography and was not fully conscious of my methodological choices and 

their implications. Suffice to say that I will come to a more detailed account of 

these issues and choices at a later point in the story when I ‘came out’ as an 

(auto)ethnographer. 

 

In the meantime, and about three months into my research stay, I sensed that 

stake holding members of my host organisation were not too concerned about 

the progress of my research. In ‘their’ world, they were involved with a 

controversial debate about whether their flagship leadership development 

program (ALDP) should continue (this was the program that I was supposedly 

evaluating according to my inherited research question). Harry, a senior HR 

Manager, did ask me to carry out a piece of consulting work to analyse some of 

the available historical data from previous cohorts (e.g. number of participants 

who had left the organisation since completing the ALDP program, analysis of 

the career progression of past ALDP participants).  I interpreted this request as 

a political move in that I was seen to be ‘an independent voice’ in the debate 

about the future of the program. Helen, a more junior member of the HRD team 

but the ALDP Program Director, also involved me in this debate by asking me to 

embark upon a ‘benchmark study’ to explore how leadership was being 

developed in other organisations and industries. Once again, I interpreted this 

as a counter political move that would gather ‘evidence’ to support the 

continuation of the program. 
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Both Helen and Harry were part of the HRD team and this team became an 

interesting mini case study in itself. About a year into the research study, the 

team split due to an HR restructure and by being an accepted part of the team 

by this stage, I was also closely involved with this split and the implications for 

all of the team members including myself. Although I was not fully aware of the 

implications of my close involvement with the HRD team, I now realise that it 

gave me some early insights into how leadership was typically conceptualised 

at LIRO. 

 

For example, Harry’s request for me to analyse historical ALDP data gave me 

an insight into how members at LIRO believed that they could ‘measure’ the 

effectiveness of their leadership programs. If I found out that a large cohort of 

past participants had left the organisation after it had invested money in them 

through the program, then this was deemed as a failure of the program (despite 

the paradoxical point that perhaps the program had succeeded because people 

became more conscious of what they really wanted to do with their lives). In 

another example, if I found out that the majority of past participants had been 

promoted after their attendance on the program, it was considered that the 

program was effective because they went on to become the future ‘leaders’ of 

the organisation. In short, I was looking to the leadership literature for insights 

as to how leadership is typically conceptualised and these insights were 

simultaneously providing me with a lens through which to ‘observe’ how these 

conceptualisations played themselves out at LIRO. These early reflections will 

be explored in more detail in chapters three and four. 
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Seeking legitimacy 

Fulfilling the university's guidelines, it was necessary to complete a confirmation 

paper and seminar in order to proceed into the second year of the PhD process. 

It was during the writing of the confirmation paper that I began to explore my 

methodology in more detail, as I sought some legitimacy for what I was actually 

doing in my research organisation as well as developing a language to 

communicate this to others. The important point is that what and how the 

researcher writes is often determined by others within professional and 

academic communities (Golden-Biddle and Locke 1997; Miller, Nelson and 

Moore 1998). Therefore, as part of the confirmation process and being 

conscious of my junior academic status, I followed the requirement to cover off 

on a number of areas. This included charting how my thoughts about the 

‘literature’ led to the formulation of my ‘methodology’ (in a traditional linear way). 

It should be noted that I was extremely uncomfortable about flouting what I 

believed were academic conventions and writing in the first person. Ivanic and 

Roach (1990: 103) would argue that I was seeking to acquire ‘privilege power’ 

by, ‘conforming to the discourse conventions in order to gain status and 

qualifications’. 

 

Alongside these discourse conventions, a number of factors were influencing 

my writing at this ‘confirmation’ stage of the research process. Firstly, I began to 

engage with a variety of writing which took a critical management, 

poststructualist or postmodern perspective.  Secondly, I continued to 

conceptualise leadership through an interpretivist lens as outlined at the 

beginning of this chapter. Thirdly, I began to reflect upon the ‘findings’ from my 
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research stay with LIRO (note my use of the language of positivism – I was still 

unaware of any alternatives at this stage). The simultaneous intersection of 

these three areas: learning about the research study from a conceptual and 

methodological perspective, doing the research into the leadership 

phenomenon through observation and participation and writing about these two 

interlinked areas led me to revise my research question along more qualitative 

lines as well as to begin to make specific choices about how, when and where 

to ‘collect data’. 

 

To explain this in more detail, I will attempt to retrospectively outline the 

development of my thinking about methodological issues which occurred at this 

stage in the research process by utilising the learning, doing and writing trilogy. 

My discovery of the importance of this trilogy formed an important conclusion to 

the writing of my confirmation paper. At the same time, it signalled the 

beginning of an interest in the interplay between theories and empirical material 

as ‘discovered’ and ‘constructed’ through the process of writing. It is therefore 

not accidental that I chose to entitle this paper: ‘Learning, Researching and 

Writing about Leadership: Reflecting upon the Research Process by Examining 

the Relationship between the Literature, Methodology and Fieldwork’ (Saunders 

2003). 
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The Head Work: ‘Learning’ about the research study 

 

As I began to engage with the leadership literature, I was prompted to reflect 

upon what counts as valid knowledge in the leadership arena. The story about 

ways of knowing leadership (as contained in the next chapter) outlines the 

‘unravelling process’ during which I began to recognise the limitations of 

essentialist conceptualisations of leadership. This was important because it 

prompted me to think about the link between how leadership is ‘conceptualised’ 

affecting how it is subsequently ‘developed’ or deemed as ‘effective’. 

 

In order to ‘see’ and then be able to articulate these limitations, my principal 

PhD supervisor 4  encouraged me to engage with material written from a 

postmodern, poststructuralist and/or critical management studies perspective(s). 

It was from reading this material that I could begin to articulate the theoretical 

influences that underpin this thesis.  The next section briefly outlines my 

experiences of these influences.  They will be further elaborated upon at the 

various points in the thesis where they started to make sense in light of the 

empirical material I chose to present as data. In telling this story, I realise that 

my singular focus on ‘hard academic theory’ denies other sources of 

‘knowledge’ (Fulop and Rifkin 2004) that have contributed to the ways in which I 

have contemplated the related processes of leadership and research.  This 

reflects a disembodied tendency in academia. 

 
                                            

4 who had been appointed after the research project was under way and hence was not responsible for the 
original research question. 
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Postmodernism (PM) 

My early engagement with postmodernism was in the context of management 

as introduced by Palmer and Hardy (2000). I was particularly interested in 

postmodern approaches that questioned notions of individualism. This is 

because they subsequently challenged the ways in which I had previously 

encountered ‘individuals’ in organisational and management theory; where the 

focus is on how to reward them, how to motivate them, how to lead them. etc.  

This was of course integral to a study of leadership and will be commented 

upon more fully in the story about ways of knowing leadership. The other aspect 

of postmodernism that caught my attention was storytelling. Postmodern 

approaches remind us that while one story may dominate, it is never the only 

story and not everyone gets to hear all stories (Boje 1991, 1995). This partiality 

is otherwise known in postmodern circles as ‘voice’ and relates to issues of 

multiplicity and marginalization in that individuals with what I consider to be less 

cogent stories tend to be marginalized (Cobb and Rifkin 1991). I was 

particularly interested in notions of ‘voice’ and ‘storytelling’ from a 

methodological point of view becoming aware, that ‘the variation and plurality of 

voices in any empirical material… should be carefully nurtured’ (Alvesson 2002: 

129). 

 

Critical Management Studies (CMS) 

I was reading and engaging with material written from a critical management 

perspective long before I could articulate what was specific or unique to this 

body of literature. It is surprising to me that despite being a former (Human 

Resource Management) postgraduate student located within a management 
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school in the UK (from 1994 - 1997), it was my principal PhD supervisor who 

introduced me to the work of academics who affiliate themselves to CMS when I 

started my PhD in 2002. These academics are familiar to anyone who has a 

CMS bent, but for me they represent the ‘big’ names that I now associate with 

CMS (although I’m not sure that they do): Mats Alvesson, Hugh Wilmott, David 

Knights, Paul Thompson, Tony Watson, Chris Grey, Martin Parker, Stewart 

Clegg, Liz Fulop, Ian Palmer and Cynthia Hardy. 

 

As I reflect upon the influence of CMS upon my research study, I recognise that 

there are a number of versions of how CMS came to exist as a field of inquiry. 

For example, Linstead, Clegg and Sewell (2005: 240) talk about how in Europe 

and Australia, critical organisational studies was pioneered in the 1970’s by 

Burrell and Morgan, Clegg and Dunkerley, Thompson, Littler and Salaman, and 

Storey, and Knights and Wilmott. They explain that this migrated into CMS 

during the 1980’s and name the first explicitly critical management reader as 

Alvesson and Wilmott’s 1992 version of Alvesson and Willmott (1996). Fournier 

and Grey (2000) expand upon this ‘migration process’ by seeking to understand 

the political, institutional and epistemological trends which meant that CMS 

could emerge as a distinct field of inquiry. 

 

What is common to both analyses is the reflection that CMS constituted a move 

away from US dominated management theorising underpinned by positivistic 

tendencies. Interestingly, however US management theories are still considered 

to be the template for management practices in the West  (Sinclair 2007). In 

reflecting upon the UK as a site of CMS (Fournier and Grey 2000) and Australia 
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as a site of CMS (Linstead et al. 2005) all authors name the influence of a 

plurality of intellectual traditions upon CMS; Critical Theory of the Frankfurt 

School, Radical Weberianism, Postmodernism, Poststructuralism and Feminism 

among others. 

 

In seeking to understand more about CMS, so that I could articulate my 

affiliation to it, I found the article by Fournier and Grey (2000) a useful one. 

They consider what constitutes CMS is an anti-performative stance and a 

commitment to denaturalization and reflexivity. To elaborate on the first CMS 

tenet, they argue that management theorizing has a performative intent and it 

develops and celebrates knowledge that contributes to the production of 

efficiencies. In contrast, CMS questions the alignment between knowledge, 

truth and efficiency so that it is concerned with performativity only in that it 

seeks to uncover what is being done in their name. 

 

Fournier and Grey’s (2000) reference to denaturalization, a term linked with 

CMS by Alvesson and Wilmott (1992), recognises CMS as being engaged in 

work which deconstructs the ‘reality’ of organisational life or essential 

‘truthfulness’ of organisational knowledge. These deconstructions occur in the 

context of reflexivity which they name as the third defining feature of CMS and 

thus CMS is characterised as ‘a political project in the sense that it aims to 

unmask the power relations around which social and organisational life are 

woven’ (2000: 18). 
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Poststructuralism 

I consider poststructuralism (PS) as a separate theoretical inspiration for this 

thesis, as not all CMS academics fit into this camp (Alvesson 2002: 30).  I have 

chosen to talk about it as a third theoretical inspiration because my 

understandings of PS have developed through an initial engagement with CMS 

and PM.  I found that poststructuralism was a useful perspective because it 

offered a way to think about power by focusing not on people’s individual 

intentions, but rather on the system of everyday assumptions that underpin 

notions of ‘reality’. I also related to the poststructuralist idea that individual 

phenomena only gain meaning by virtue of their relationship with other 

phenomena as elements within a systemic structure. This expands on a PM 

critique of individualism. 

 

After reading and engaging with a number of poststructuralist texts, I can now 

understand that PS draws upon the ideas of a number of French analysts, such 

as Barthes, Derrida, Foucault and Lyotard. They share a critical concern with a 

number of issues summarized by Smart (1993: 20-3) as (i) the crisis of 

representation and associated instability of meaning; (ii) the absence of secure 

foundations of knowledge; (iii) the analytic centrality of languages, discourses 

and texts; and (iv) the inadequacy of the Enlightenment assumption of rational 

autonomous subjects and a contrasting concentration on the ways in which 

individuals are constituted as subjects. 

 

These critical concerns served to deconstruct the pillars of Western thinking 

expressed as Modernism (Alvessson 2002: 11). Modernism emerged from the 
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Enlightenment and in particular its focus on rationality.  The latter is portrayed in 

the literature as the moment when man invented himself, rather than seeing 

himself as a reflection of God or Nature, and Reason was elevated to the 

highest of human attributes (Cooper and Burrell 1988). Modernism has also 

come to be associated with the various attributes of industrial society. As I 

understood them, PM and PS reflect a growing dissatisfaction and unease with 

notions of progress in relation to modern society and awareness of the fallibility 

of modern institutions like science (Rosenau 1992: 10). From this perspective, 

one of the most interesting paradoxes of science, as Kuhn (1970) pointed out, is 

that the expansion of knowledge is accompanied by an expansion of ignorance. 

As Kiduff and Mehra (1997: 466) summarise, ‘[t]he idea of progress in science 

is a myth, therefore, in the sense that the more we know, the more we realize 

we don’t know. We progress toward ever greater knowledge of our own 

ignorance’. 

 

Moving from the Head Work to the Field Work: Articulating the 

challenge 

 

As I began to engage with critical theorizing as outlined above, I realized that it 

held implications for how I was framing the leadership literature as well as the 

methodological literature. By drawing on these literatures, as well as conferring 

with my supervisors, I began to find the language that would help me to 

articulate what I thought I was doing when I ‘hung out’ in my research 

organisation. This process of articulation was experienced in a directly 
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contrasting manner to the positivist notion of defining a ‘research question’ and 

then developing a research approach which would best ‘answer’ the question 

(Hussey and Hussey 1997). In contrast, my engagement with critical theorizing 

was integral to problematizing my inherited research question and led to the 

development of more useful insights that would inevitably guide the research 

process.  This process was much more expansive and circular then the linear, 

progressive depiction that positivism indicates 

 

The methodological literature outlines a plethora of research strategies that can 

be employed when ‘doing’ research.  As I have already outlined, the ways in 

which I was problematising my research question were rooted in an 

interpretivist paradigm. It is therefore not surprising that I became particularly 

interested in two main qualitative strategies: action research and ethnography. 

Action research captured my interest because it is often linked to management 

research, and this was the field I had affiliated myself with. Similarly, 

ethnography warranted further exploration because descriptions of it resonated 

with what I was actually doing in my case study organisation. In seeking to 

justify my research strategy to the panel of academics who were reading my 

confirmation paper, I began to explore action research and ethnography in more 

detail so that I could write about them and link them to my still unknown, 

research direction. Feeling that I had to make an either/or decision, I eventually 

represented ethnography as “a relevant and appropriate mode of enquiry for 

this study” (Saunders 2003) and rejected action research. I will comment on my 

reasons for this now. 
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Action Research 

Being originally trained as a historian and in seeking to understand action 

research as a methodology, I studied its history and origins. The first conscious 

use of the expression ‘action research’ is generally attributed to Kurt Lewin in 

the 1940’s (Lewin 1946). Concerned with the serious problems of Facism, anti-

Semitism and intergroup conflict in the 1940’s, he saw traditional positivistic 

research methods as helpless in resolving critical problems. The main feature of 

action research, according to Lewin, was that it should be focused on applied 

problems and that it should lead to some kind of action and at the same time 

research the effects of that action in order to understand the dynamic nature of 

change. 

 

Although the term ‘action research’ was not used by the Tavistock Institute of 

Human Relations in the UK until the 1960’s, their work has also been shown to 

resonate with action research philosophies as it too was problem centred, 

based on a long term involvement with clients and their needs and concerned to 

help with the implementation and monitoring of changes (Gill and Johnson 

1991). In seeking to understand the intentions of early action researchers, 

Cherry (1999: 5) comments that the originators of action research were 

concerned with challenging the mindsets of organisations and whole societies 

which went well beyond superficial shifts in the practice of individuals. 

 

Moving from the origins of action research to seeking clarity about its purpose, I 

looked for widely cited definitions. Dick (1992) suggests that it is a methodology 

which has two aims: 
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• an action aim (to bring about change in some community or organisation 

or program or intervention); 

• a research aim (to increase knowledge and understanding on the part of 

the researcher or the client or both, or some wider community). 

 

This view is consistent with Rapoport’s (1970: 499) widely quoted definition of 

action research which states that it ‘aims to contribute both to the practical 

concerns of people in an immediate problematic situation and to the goals of 

social science by joint collaboration within a mutually acceptable ethical 

framework’. Underpinning both definitions is the idea that action research has 

the potential to liberate or emancipate individuals, communities and societies 

from socially conditioned mindsets, values and possibly even states of 

consciousness (Cherry 1999).  

 

The process of actually doing action research has been described as a process 

of planning, action and review incorporating strands of learning, acting and 

knowing. On seeking to understand action research as a methodology and 

determine its relevance for my study, I believed that two main strands related to 

my research situation at the time:  first, the link between action research and 

systemic reflection and second, the link between action research and the 

consultancy relationship. In exploring these strands more closely, I will also 

signal my concerns with embracing this methodology. 

 

The link between action research and systemic reflection 

Reg Revans (1980) originally coined the term ‘action learning’ as a 

developmental approach based on experience-based learning that entails 
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simultaneous processes of action learning.  Central to the action research cycle 

(Cherry 1999) is the need to engage in ‘systemic reflection’.  There are a 

number of techniques/frameworks which can be used to assist this such as 

critical incident techniques (Pedler, Burgoyne and Boydell 1986), contract 

learning processes (Knowles 1984) and double loop learning (Argyris and 

Schon 1974, 1978, 1989). 

 

An interest in ‘systemic reflection’ in the action research context coincided with 

my engagement with the postmodern notion of reflexivity. Palmer and Hardy 

(2000: 264) define reflexivity as ‘[t]he importance of reflecting on the 

assumptions that we make in producing what we regard as knowledge’. I began 

to engage with action research as it encouraged reflexivity and defined the work 

of the action researcher as being in a cycle of learning, acting and knowing. 

This trilogy paralleled my own learning/doing/writing trilogy that emerged from 

writing the confirmation seminar. 

 

In response to this realisation, I began to explore ways to record my data whilst 

being conscious of this important trilogy. This manifested itself in my keeping of 

a reflective journal which recorded ideas and thoughts related to the 

development of my conceptual understanding of the research topic (from both a 

content and methodological point of view) alongside my fieldwork notes and 

collection of ‘data’ (see Figure 3 below). At this stage in the research process, I 

was also a full participant on LIRO’s leadership development program. As a 

requirement of the program, all participants were given an A4, spiral notebook 

to write down any reflections. Therefore, my keeping of a journal was prompted 
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by two simultaneous influences: my engagement with the notion of systemic 

reflection and arrival of a vehicle to do this while carrying out my research. 
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Figure 3: A Page from my Reflective Journal 

  

 



 

 60 

Drawing inspiration from the work of Heidegger (1962) and the hermeneutic 

interpretivist perspective, I can now articulate that the keeping a reflective 

journal in this way reflects the view that research in itself is a form of human 

action. As Cherry (1999: 72) says: 

human minds are the research instruments through which all data is initially 
generated and ultimately interpreted. From that perspective, the concepts, 
filters, blind spots, assumptions, values, stereotypes, projections and 
implicit theories which are in the investigator’s mind must inevitably be part 
of the product in any attempt at description and explanation. 
 

Keeping a reflective journal has provided me with a resource/tool to reexamine 

the influence of the ‘learning’ and ‘doing’ aspects of research on the ‘writing’ 

process. Therefore, I have been able to consciously ask such questions as: 

Why did I attend to that particular idea or event? Why did I notice it? What 

makes it ‘count’ for me as ‘data’? What meaning did I attach to it? What 

significance did it have for me that made me ‘notice’ it even before I understood 

it? The learning/doing/writing trilogy also supports an awareness of ‘data’ 

collection and analysis as simultaneous activities (Holliday 2002; Cherry 1999) 

rather than being separate parts of the research process as assumed from a 

positivist positioning. 

 

On reflection, my decision not to affiliate myself with an action research method 

at this point was related to a perceived lack of experience in linking the learning, 

acting and knowing strands of the action research process.   By affiliation, I 

mean that I did not acknowledge in my confirmation paper that my methodology 

was aligned to ‘action research’ principles and I did not use the term ‘action 

research’ when in conversation with members of my research organisation. 

However, as my discussion has shown, I was simultaneously being influenced 
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by, and indeed enacting, some of the main tenets of the action research 

methodology such as systemic reflection and indeed fulfilling the research aim, 

‘to increase knowledge and understanding on the part of the researcher’ as 

articulated by Dick (1992). 

 

The link between action research and the consultancy type relationship 

To explore the second strand more closely, I became aware from the moment 

of entry into my research organisation that the line between research and 

consultancy was a difficult one to draw.  Action research seemed to 

acknowledge, and indeed embrace the impact of the researcher on the 

research site. Indeed, the early action research projects in the management 

field (Jaques 1951; Sofer 1961; Wilson 1961) included full accounts of fieldwork 

methods, especially the day-to-day interactions between researcher and client 

and their influence upon the change process. By placing the researcher in a 

consultancy type relationship, Gill and Johnson (1991: 72) empathetically 

suggest that ‘the action research process is essentially collaborative, 

synthesizing the contributions that both the action researcher and client make to 

solving problems’. However, despite the similarity between the academic and 

consulting worlds in this regard, Gill (1986: 103) also acknowledges the 

differences between action research, consultancy and ‘pure research’ by 

examining the entry, contracting, diagnosis, action, evaluation and withdrawal  

stages of the three relationships (see Figure 4 below). 
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Figure 4: Differences between Action Research, Consultancy and ‘Pure Research’ 
Models (Adapted from Gill 1986: 103) 

Stages Action research Consultancy “Pure’ research 

Entry Client or researcher 

presents problem. 

Mutually agreed 

goals. 

Client presents 

problems and defines 

goals. 

Researcher presents 

problem and defines 

goals. 

Contracting Business and 

psychological 

contracting. Mutual 

control. 

Business contract. 

Consultant controls 

client. 

Researcher controls 

as expert. Keeps 

client happy. Minimal 

contracting. 

Diagnosis Joint diagnosis. Client 

data/researcher’s 

concepts. 

Consultant diagnosis. 

Often minimal. Sells 

package. 

Researcher carries 

out expert diagnosis. 

Client provides data. 

Action Feedback. 

Dissonance. Joint 

action plan Client 

action with support. 

Published. 

Consultant prescribes 

action. Not published. 

Report often 

designed to impress 

client with how much 

researcher has 

learned and how 

competent he or she 

is. Published. 

Evaluation New problems 

emerge. Recycles. 

Generalizations 

emerge. 

Rarely undertaken by 

neutrals. 

Rarely undertaken. 

Withdrawal  Client self-supporting. Client dependent. Client dependent. 

 

It was an exploration of these differences that prompted me to question my 

affiliation to action research. A key theme running through the action research 

column in Gill’s (1986) table is the notion of mutuality and joint decision making. 

However, I believed that the main stakeholders from my research organisation 

wanted to conduct our relationship on consultancy lines:  they were defining the 

problem (my inherited research question), they encouraged me to develop a 

“project plan” and “communication strategy” similar to their expectations of 
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previous consulting arrangements. They were also looking to me to provide a 

diagnosis and prescribe future action from my ‘findings’. 

 

Despite attempting to meet their expectations by adopting the reporting 

conventions typically used at LIRO, I was becoming more and more 

uncomfortable with my ‘consulting role’ and was moving more towards the ‘pure 

research’ model as outlined by Gill (1986). For example, when writing reports in 

the early stage of the research process for my industry partner, I did feel the 

need to impress LIRO with how much I had learned and I wanted to keep the 

client happy by meeting their needs. However, my affiliation with 

postmodernism was also making me question this model, especially in terms of 

the notion of the researcher as ‘expert’ and the possibility that they could carry 

out ‘expert diagnoses’ due to their ‘outsider’ status. 

 

So although I was keen to move to an action research type relationship with my 

research organisation at this stage the research process, I was finding it difficult 

to develop a collaborative, problem-solving approach within LIRO. My 

reluctance to identify myself with an action research methodology was based 

upon a lack of personal belief that my research could bring about change in 

LIRO. As this is one of the two main purposes of adopting an action research 

methodology as articulated by Dick (1992), I decided to examine ethnography 

as a preferred methodology for my research study. 
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Ethnography 

My strategy for understanding more about ethnography was the same as my 

strategy for understanding action research as a methodology: to learn more 

about its history and origins, especially in relation to the management field. It 

soon became evident that ethnography has a long history that can be traced 

back to the fifth century BC (Wax 1971).  In ‘reading ethnography’, I learnt that 

historically it has been aligned with anthropology (Atkinson, Coffey, Delamont, 

Lofland and Lofland 2001: 2), particularly as an approach taken by Frank Boas 

(1858  - 1942), Ruth Benedict (1887 – 1948) and Margaret Mead (1901 – 1978) 

who are cited as US examples of early influential anthropologists (Tedlock 

2000).  In the UK, Charles Booth and Beatrice Potter carried out ethnographic 

research around the same period (Gill and Johnson 1991). The Chicago School 

of ethnography, although not formally identifying itself with this title at the time, 

is also reported to have dominated the field until the 1940s (Deegan 2001). 

Ethnographies conducted by sociologists associated with the University of 

Chicago analyzed the everyday life of communities and in particular ‘symbolic 

interactions’ of specific groups. 

 

The range and breadth of contemporary ethnographic studies is impressive. 

Smith (2001) has catalogued some of these studies according to the subject of 

their inquiry, whilst broadly terming them as ethnographic studies of work.  She 

details how ethnographic researchers either conform to a model of ethnography 

based upon ‘sustained immersion’ often becoming paid researchers/employees 

in their field of study or many researchers call upon ‘data’ which can be named 

ethnographic i.e, observational, interview, experiential, but have derived that 
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data from fieldwork that is ‘intermittent’ (Smith 2001: 221). Some examples of 

the ‘sustained immersion’ model are researchers who have become phone sex 

operators (Flowers 1998) and locomotive repairers (Gamst 1980) as compared 

to those following the more ‘intermittent’ approach by attending corporate and 

workplace meetings (Kunda 1992; Kanter 1993; Kleinman 1996) or observing 

police detectives attending to dead bodies (Jackall 1997) as part of their 

fieldwork practices. I became particularly interested in Kunda’s (1992) study of 

an engineering firm because he writes about ways the firm’s employees 

respond to the various culture management initiatives which are happening 

around them. This made me think about the value of ethnography for gathering 

the responses of LIRO’s employees towards the various leadership 

development initiatives (as a form of culture management) that were happening 

around the organisation. 

 

When reading about how ethnography has been used in studies of work and 

management, I was also writing my confirmation seminar paper. At this time, I 

was looking for definitions of ethnography that would justify its use as an 

appropriate methodology for my study that was beginning to problematise 

essentialist depictions of leadership. Friedman and McDaniel (1998: 115-6) 

provided one such definition that outlined four distinctive features of 

ethnography: 

 

• Ethnography requires direct and personal observation of the people and 

situations being studied; 

• Ethnographers make their observations in the context of people doing 

their jobs and interacting with others at work; 
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• Ethnography gives prominence to the words, interpretations, and 

experiences of the people being studied; 

• In ethnographic research, the subjects’ experiences are not only 

considered valid but absolutely primary to understanding social actions. 

 

I used this definition in my confirmation seminar as it seemed to resonate with 

what I was actually doing when I ‘hung out’ in my research organisation. I was 

also drawn to the simplicity of Hammersley and Atkinson’s (1983: 2) definition 

that describes how: 

The ethnographer participates, overtly or covertly, in people’s daily lives for 
an extended period of time, watching what happens, listening to what is 
said, asking questions – in fact, collecting whatever data are available to 
throw light on the issues that are the focus of the research. 

 

Whilst there are a number of divergent trends in the practice of ethnography, it 

would seem that: extended participant observation; the first hand exploration of 

research settings; the privileging of the subject’s perceptions; and the seeking 

of an in-depth appreciation of the culture under observation; are the central 

feature of most studies (Gill and Johnson 1991; Atkinson, Coffey, Delamont, 

Lofland and Lofland 2001). 

 

Developing my ethnographic positioning  

The issue of divergence can be partly explained by recognizing that within the 

qualitative paradigm itself, researchers doing ethnography can subscribe to a 

number of differing perspectives. I originally liked Holliday’s (2002: 18) 

presentation of these perspectives on a continuum that outlines a naturalist, 

qualitative perspective at one end of the spectrum and a progressive, qualitative 

perspective at the other. If a researcher adopted the naturalist perspective, they 
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would hold to a number of key assumptions such as the notion that ‘reality’ is 

still quite plain to see and that researchers must not interfere with ‘real’ settings. 

In contrast, a progressive qualitative researcher would assume that reality and 

the process of science are socially constructed phenomena indicating that 

researchers are inseparable from the research settings of which they are part. 

 

However, when Holliday (2002: 18) positioned ethnography, as a strategy of 

enquiry, at the naturalist, qualitative end of the continuum, I began to see how 

his placement differed from a variety of postmodern inspired literature. In 

particular, his modernist ‘progressive’ labelling of one variant made me realize 

that these differences reflect wider epistemological and ontological beliefs that 

the ethnographer may hold. For example, the work of the naturalist 

ethnographer or anthropologist is underpinned by the belief that you can 

‘discover the truth’ about people by studying them in their natural settings. 

Skeggs (2002) cites traditional anthropologists such as Malinowski as an 

obvious example. However, Denzin and Linclon (2005) cast a critical gaze upon 

these early studies implicating them in a broader ‘racist project’. As they frame it: 

The observer went to a foreign setting to study the culture, customs, and  
habits of another human group. Often this was a group that stood in the 
way of white settlers. Ethnographic reports of these groups were 
incorporated into colonizing strategies, ways of controlling the foreign, 
deviant, or troublesome Other. 
 

My engagement with such critical accounts of naturalist ethnography alongside 

an aversion to Holliday’s (2002) ethnographic preferences was formative in 

developing my own positioning. I was becoming aware that ethnography 

straddles a wide, qualitative spectrum with my study located at the more ‘critical 

ethnography’ end (Lather 1991, 2001; Alvesson 2002).  
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Engaging with a wide range of postmodernist methodological literature which 

refers to the relationship between head work, field work and text work in the 

context of ethnographic studies (McWilliam et al. 1997)  spoke to my experience 

so I framed my activities around these headings.  Mirroring the 

learning/doing/writing trilogy, engagement with this work alerted me to the 

relationship between ‘data as evidence [and] writing as presentation and 

discussion of this evidence within the context of developing argument’ (Holliday 

2002: 98).  

 

Critical ethnography (Thomas 1993) accentuates the repressive, constraining 

aspects of culture focusing on relations of control and subsequent injustices 

through ethnographies of institutional discourse for example (Baszanger and 

Dodier 1997; Miller 1997). Being influenced by poststructuralism, notions of 

discourse are key to meaning-making in social settings in such studies. In 

denaturing phenomena, the relationship between language and power becomes 

a central focus.  Hence critical ethnography reflects a scepticism with regards to 

essentialist notions of ‘data’ and ‘informants’ and thus deconstructs established 

ways of thinking.  

 

Being sensitized to the issue of power, the critiques of the fictional nature of 

ethnographies, due to their silence on issues of authorship, encouraged me to 

reflect on my own research role.  As noted previously, in doing and writing 

research from a ‘naturalistic’ perspective, it is assumed that ‘reality’ is out there 

and can be objectively commented upon by the researcher.  However, as 

Alvesson (2003: 173) reminded me, 
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The text is seen as central. It tells a story, it adapts a particular style, the 
author makes all sorts of moves in order to create certain effects, e.g trust-
worthiness, legitimacy, brilliance. All these things go far beyond simply 
reporting upon data and describing objective reality. 

 

Being an Autoethnographer: Without ‘coming out’ 

 

In an attempt to combine insights from critical ethnography and 

poststructuralism, I decided to locate my research within the autoethnograpy 

genre.   This interest had also emanated from my reflective journal and the 

many introspective entries that started from detailing my responses to being a 

leadership development program (ALDP) participant. In researching the field, I 

learnt that autoethnography also occupies diverse ground involving: personal 

lived experience narratives (Denzin 1989; van Maanen 1995); reflexive 

ethnography (Ellis and Bochner 1996); emotionalism (Gubrium and Holstein 

1997); autobiographical ethnography (Reed-Danahay 2001), for example. 

Despite the differences in the way that autoethnography is characterized, the 

common strand is recognition of the relationship between notions of an inner, 

vulnerable, though often resistant self, and their situatedness within cultural and 

social aspects of the research experience.  

 

This approach appealed to me as a way to reflect the ‘embodied’ nature of 

research, by marrying the poststructuralist concerns with the power relations 

involved in research with a critical reflexive interrogation of my role.  

Autoethnography initially can appear as somewhat essentialist in treating the 

researcher’s own experiences as central to the research process.  However, in 



 

 70 

writing about lived emotional, as well as intellectual, experiences of unfolding 

events and interactions, the intention is an empathetic one in that the process is 

designed to reflect on how ‘the particular’ fits within wider social relations.  Ellis 

and Bochner (2000: 737) captures the essence of this in the following words: 

I start with my personal life. I pay attention to my physical feelings, thoughts 
and emotions. I use what I call systematic sociological introspection and 
emotional recall to try to understand an experience I’ve lived through. Then 
I write my experience as a story. By exploring a particular life, I hope to 
understand a way of life… 

 

Autoethnography addresses poststructuralist concerns by openly 

acknowledging the power the researcher exerts in determining which narrative 

voices appear in the research text. In taking ownership of their selective input in 

a more public vein for example, autoethnographers open themselves up for 

rigorous interrogation from the readers.  In accepting that the researcher plays a 

key role in constructing ‘the story’ about their research, experimentation with 

‘different’ (outside of typical academic conventions) forms of writing such as 

poetry, short stories, streams of consciousness etc, are also encouraged thus 

expanding on the use of first person narratives (Ellis and Boucher 2000).  

 

At this early stage of the research process, I was nervous about affiliating 

myself fully to such an ‘out there’ methodology. I was unsure if “the world 

according to Sharon Saunders” would be an acceptable position for a PhD 

researcher, and by association, a junior member of the academic community. I 

was also unsure about how I could justify my research approach and the 

knowledge produced from this stance to those who commissioned this research 

study. As I write this, I am reminded yet again of the ‘double socialization’ 

process in which I was embedded (Alvesson 2003). It just felt too ‘risky’ to 
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immerse myself within autoethnography at this particular point in my career and 

in the context of working with an industry partner. 

 

My way forward from this uncomfortable position was to work with some of the 

main tenets of autoethnography without ‘coming out’. Following Ellis’ and 

Boucher’s (2000) lead, I started to consciously note in my reflective journal, the 

physical feelings, thoughts and emotions that resulted from ‘doing the research’. 

I also started to experiment with including some personal insights during the 

process of writing. More importantly, I began to question the notion of ‘narrative 

truth’ and to think of my thesis as a ‘storied narrative’. I will return to these 

insights later when I explore the implications of writing as text work. 

 

My comfort with autoethnography and the postmodern preference for detailed 

understandings of the particular local knowledge and local times, began to play 

out in my handling of ‘empirical’ considerations. As Kiduff and Mehra (1997: 466) 

reassured me, ‘those working from a postmodern position tend to provide as 

much vivid immediate detail to the reader as possible’. I abandoned the notion 

that I needed to compare my ‘findings’ from LIRO with those from a comparable 

organisation in the name of generalisability (as was suggested in the original 

Australian Research Council tender document) and focused my attention back 

to the localised context in which I was embedded. Interestingly, my growing 

understanding of notions of ‘leadership’ as a socially constructed phenomenon 

was happening in parallel.  Hence ‘doing ethnography’ at LIRO allowed me to 

observe how certain behaviours became coded as leadership while others didn't 

(and these reflections will be explored more fully in chapters three and four). 
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Turning back to ethnography, and in my quest for ‘knowledge’ about how to ‘do’ 

ethnography, I discovered that most generic textbooks commented upon the 

following issues in some way: access and ethics, field relations, field roles, 

recording and analysing data, and writing ethnography (adapted from 

Hammersley and Atkinson 1983). I originally intended to write about the 

research process in the context of these headings.  However, as I started to 

write, I felt frustrated by trying to ‘fit’ my experience into these categorisations. 

Therefore, what follows is a story type account of the research process drawing 

upon these headings as a means to talk about what I noticed as important.  The 

reader will also notice that this exploration documents my ‘coming out’ as an 

ethnographer and the methodological implications of this self-disclosure. 

 

The Field Work: ‘Doing’ ethnography 

 

As I reflect upon my research stay with LIRO, and begin to think about how I 

might articulate this story, I can identify five main access phases to the research 

process: gaining access, full access, restricted access, invited access and 

negotiated access (see Figure 5 below). It is only from this retrospective 

vantage point that I can reflect upon why I experienced each stage of the 

research process differently in regards to the issues of access, ethics, field roles 

and field relations. In addition, I have noted a number of ‘key events’ that I am 

going to talk about in the context of their implications for my ethnographic stay 

with LIRO. Interestingly, it was during my second edit of this section that I chose 

to allude to my two pregnancies and name the birth of my children as ‘key 
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events’ which occurred during the research process and which affected my 

understanding of the leadership process material.  I now realise that in originally 

intending to keep the ‘personal’ and the ‘professional separate (thus replicating 

notions of an ‘intact essentialist self’, which I later critique), I was denying that 

and gender had anything to do with the research process and was underplaying 

the autoethnography role. This realisation has allowed me to engage with 

writers such as Pullen (2006) when they examine the problems inherent in 

taking a reflexively gendered position in writing research accounts. 

 

Figure 5: Doing Ethnography: A 'Phased' Account 

Access Phase Description of Access 
 

Examples of Research Activity 

Phase 1: Gaining Access 

Nov 2002 – May 2003 

Being a Newcomer - Hanging out in the HRD office 

- Going for coffee with HRD team 

members 

- Attending HR meetings and 

events 

 
KEY EVENT 1: ACCEPTED ONTO ALDP PROGRAM (May 2003) 

OFFICIALLY NAMED AS “RESEARCH OFFICER” 
 

Phase 2: Full Access 

May 2003 – Jan 2004 

Being an Insider - Full participant on ALDP 

program 

- Meeting regularly with an 

‘executive coach’ 

- Asked to be part of Strategy 

department’s internal leadership 

program 

- Member of ALA 
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KEY EVENT 2: BECAME CONFIRMED PHD CANDIDATE (October 2003) 

KEY EVENT 3 : HR RESTRUCTURE (January 2004) 
 

Phase 3: Restricted 

Access 

Jan 2004 – Dec 2004 

Being an 
Insider/Outsider 

- Gathered company 

documentation 

- First phase of semi – structured 

interviews 

- Completed Conversation Paper 

 
KEY EVENT 4: BIRTH OF MY SON (November 2004) 

 

Phase 4: Invited Access 

2005 

Being an Expert - Second phase of semi – 

structured interviews 

- Invited into meetings with HR 

colleagues to give advice about 

LIRO’s leadership strategy 

 
KEY EVENT 5: LIRO ID CARD & EMAIL ACCOUNT EXPIRED (December 2005) 

 

Phase 5: Negotiated 

Access 

2006 – Present 

Being an Outsider - Negotiated meetings with HR 

colleagues and LIRO employees 

to keep up to date with what is 

happening in the leadership 

arena. 

 
KEY EVENT 6: BIRTH OF MY DAUGHTER (December 2006) 

 

Key to terms:   HRD – Human Resource Development 

ALDP – Accelerated Leadership Development Program 

PLP – People Leadership Program 

ALA – ALDP Leadership Alumni 
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Phase One: Being a newcomer 

 

I have already touched upon gaining access into LIRO at the beginning of this 

chapter as well as my experiences of being considered as a newcomer. Looking 

back, it was when I was accepted onto LIRO’s flagship Accelerated Leadership 

Development Program (ALDP) that I began to move into what I have termed 

phase two – full access.  From May 2003 until the end of that year, I found that I 

could move freely about the organisation, talking to or contacting any LIRO 

employee with whom I came into contact. Interestingly, this full access around 

the organisation was only made possible because I had recently become an 

ALDP participant and was therefore regarded as a ‘potential leader’ in LIRO’s 

terms. 

 

Phase Two: Being an insider 

 

Being accepted onto ALDP was a significant achievement. This was because I 

had to go through an official and lengthy selection process and compete with a 

large number of LIRO’s ‘internal’ employees. The final decision about who 

should participate on the program was made by members of the Senior 

Executive (SE) and I later came to realise that the ALDP Program Director 

(Helen) had championed my cause, especially because each A$22,000 place 

on the program was so sought after (Journal Note 2003). Helen supported a 

number of my requests for participation until she left the organisation in 2004 to 

pursue her own consulting career. Helen's support enabled me to be privy to the 
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‘insider’ workings of the ADLP grouping.  Without her support I wouldn't have 

gained the in-depth understanding of how leadership was ‘acted out’ at LIRO 

that ethnographic research requires.  This illustrates how the research role is 

often arbitrarily determined by the preferences of other players.  It also shows 

that the researcher cannot simply be a neutral body, floating in the environment, 

to successfully gain access to important sites of information.  Instead they need 

to actively build engaged relationships to smooth the path along the way. 

 

My acceptance onto the program meant that I now had an ‘official position’ 

within LIRO. For example, when introducing myself to others in the organisation, 

I could now call myself a ‘Research Officer’, located within Human Resources. 

Indeed, the discussion with my HR colleagues about my organisational title was 

part of a wider ethical concern about how much my fellow ALDP participants 

should know about my role in LIRO. In consultation with my colleagues, we 

decided that if asked, I would say that I am researching leadership at LIRO.   In 

starting to understand the importance of leadership being all about ‘person’ and 

‘position’ (Grint 2005) in LIRO, I found that people were much more responsive 

to me when they knew (1) where I ‘sat’ in the organisational hierarchy and (2) 

that I had been picked as one of the ‘chosen ALDP few’.  Thus my credibility as 

a potential leader was being socially constructed for me and sanctioned 

officially. In terms of being responsive, I mean that people would take the time 

to talk with me and to find out who I was and what my role was in the 

organisation. On another level, I began to feel that what I had to say was valued 

and listened to (Journal Note 2003).   
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In order to ‘be’ a full participant on the ALDP grouping, there were a number of 

commitments I needed to make to the ‘formal’ part of the program. These 

included attendance at six two day ‘events (including overnight stays in hotels); 

regular meetings with a project team (which was made up of five other ALDP 

participants) in order to complete a Senior Executive chosen and sponsored 

project; a monthly meeting with an executive coach, including the completion of 

reports and tasks; presentation of project ‘findings’ to the Senior Executive and 

Board and attendance at a graduation dinner. At an informal level, I began to 

form a number of relationships with my project team members and other 

participants from the program. This meant that we would regularly meet for 

coffees, lunches and sometimes after work drinks to discuss our shared 

experience of the ALDP program. 

 

Also, as the LIRO employees found out about my involvement in ALDP and the 

executive sponsored project, I began to be invited (mainly by email) into a 

number of forums and meetings. These included attendance at Alumni events 

for past and present ALDP participants, being considered as a ‘critical friend’ to 

the strategy department’s internal leadership program, meeting with a range of 

consultants who were being employed by LIRO on various projects and being 

considered as someone who could give advice on other research projects 

happening around LIRO. As a consequence from the moment I entered LIRO 

as a researcher in late 2002, I experienced a year of being a ‘full time’ LIRO 

employee-cum consultant. Importantly, this reflects an aspect of researcher 

privilege (even if not enduring) not easily experienced by most employees, 

where in this case my views on leadership were being officially endorsed  



 

 78 

Mirroring the buzz we experience in an emerging new relationship, in terms of 

access and ethics, this phase of the research was enjoyable, busy and 

relatively unproblematic. The ethical concern about how much my ALDP 

participants should know about my role in LIRO quickly dissipated as ‘concern’ 

as I began to form relationships with them. Consequently, I found that everyone 

who asked accepted my response as, “a researcher interested in leadership”. 

There was one occasion when I was asked by one of my project team members 

about how much of what I noticed was going to be reported back to HR. I 

remember answering that it all depended on what they wanted to know, whilst 

consciously deciding not to tell him that LIRO was not my employer (in case this 

made him even more suspicious of what I was up to). This seemed to satisfy 

him and we continued on with developing our relationship (Journal Note 2003).  

My failure to fully disclose information that might affect this individual’s 

preparedness to engage freely with me, demonstrates how the researcher gets 

drawn into power relations that can become increasingly difficult in terms of 

crossing ethical boundaries, when attempting to maintain an incognito role. 

 

Working with reflexivity 

In terms of ‘recording the data’ during this phase of the research, I abandoned 

the use of Holliday’s (2002) framework as outlined in  
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Figure 2 on page 43 finding it too restrictive. I found that in trying to ‘fit’ my 

research experiences into his categories felt clumsy and unhelpful. As I delved 

deeper into understanding ethnography from a critical perspective, I became 

more comfortable with working with the notion of ‘reflexivity’. At this point, I 

understood reflexivity in terms of a response to the realization that researchers 

and their methods are entangled with the politics of the social world 

(Hammersley and Atkinson 1995: 16; Gubrium and Holstein 1997: 9). 

 

In practice, this meant that I started to reflect upon why I attended to this 

conversation, event or action and not that one. In particular, I considered how I 

was being influenced in this environment, to frame certain behaviours as 

examples of leadership and to recognise certain individuals as leaders. The 

keeping of a reflective journal, provided me with an experimental resource and 

taking a lead from Alvesson (2003; 2002), I expansively reflected upon a variety 

of empirical and theoretical material, and contemplated their possible linkages. I 

was also influenced by Malcolm Gladwell’s book entitled ‘Blink’. He talks about 

thin slicing as ‘the ability of our unconscious to find patterns in situations and 

behaviour based on very narrow slices of experience’ (Gladwell 2005: 23). I 

began to work with the idea that every reflection constituted a ‘thin slice’ of my, 

or another’s, experience which I would eventually formulate into a sense making 

pattern (Weick 1995).  

 

Furthermore, I began to think of this material as the body of knowledge that I 

would work with during the process of writing, rather than being concerned with 

categorising and coding this material according to the traditional data 
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conventions as described in most ‘traditional’ qualitative textbooks. My 

resistance to formalising this material extended to using computers and 

qualitative software as analysis tools, although I briefly flirted with the idea of 

using mind mapping software (before deciding that my hand written versions 

were distinctive for their sense of intact embodiedness). 

 

However, the transition from privileging ‘data’, to ‘empirical material I would later 

work with’ was not an easy one. Indeed, my anxiety about my methods for 

‘collecting and analysing data’ returned during a high profile question and 

answer session at the end of 2003. This session followed the first presentation 

that I had ever delivered to an academic community at the Australia and New 

Zealand Academy of Management (ANZAM) conference. After sketching my 

proposed ethnographic methodology, a well known Australian academic asked 

me the classic modernist question, “how can you guarantee that what you are 

seeing and recording is the ‘real’ LIRO?” (Journal Note 2003). As I recall my 

stumbling response to this question, I wish that I had Wheatley’s (2006) work on 

participant observation to hand.  

 

‘Seeing is believing’ 

By drawing upon the new sciences for her explanation, Wheatley (2006) 

explains that observation is not a neutral act. Today I would also remark that the 

postmodern critique of the ‘unitary real’ allows the plurality of perspectives, 

engaged in research, to come to the fore.  Moreover, I would point out that the 

notion of guarantees calls on an elitist idea of the researcher/leader holding a 

privileged ‘objective’ point of view.  In effect, I would be suggesting the question 
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revealed the limits of their knowing (but I suspect the incommensurability of 

ways of knowing would not allow for much leeway here).   

 

Wheatley’s observations were to be responsible for one of the many 

breakdowns related to such contemplation, which characterised my research 

journey. Signifying its importance to me, the following passage is in full: 

Think of organisational data for a metaphoric moment as a quantum wave 
function, moving through space, rich in potential interpretations. If this wave 
of potentials meets up with only one observer, it collapses into only one 
interpretation, responding to the expectations of that particular person. All 
other potentials disappear from view and are lost by that solo act of 
observation. This one interpretation is then passed down to others in the 
organisation. Most often the interpretation is presented as objective, which 
it is not, and definitive, which is impossible. Consider how different it is, in 
quantum imagery, when data is recognised as a wave, rich in potential 
interpretations, and completely dependant on observers to evoke different 
meanings. If such data is free to move, it will meet up with many diverse 
observers. As each observer interacts with the data, he or she develops 
their own interpretation. We can expect these interpretations to be different 
because people are (Wheatley 2006: 66-7). 
 

 

Any interpretative act, Baszanger and Dodier (1997: 12) advise ‘is influenced, 

consciously or not, by the tradition to which the interpreter belongs’ and Rose 

(1997) similarly suggests every observation involves selectivity regarding what 

is relevant. It was only with the benefit of such insights that I stopped being 

concerned about ‘capturing reality’ and started to reflect upon the related 

processes of what I had chosen to notice, how it related to the theories that I 

was engaged with and why I decided to write about it. Wheatley (2005: 210-13) 

talks about these related processes in terms of a ‘willingness to be disturbed’. 

 

By the end of 2003, the ALDP forum had come to a conclusion, I had become a 

confirmed Griffith University PhD student, and an HR restructure was 
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happening around me at LIRO. These three ‘events’ conspired to make me 

more conscious about naming my research methodology as based upon 

ethnographic principles for the following reasons. Firstly, after I had completed 

the ALDP undertaking, I was aware, according to the textbook definitions, what I 

had been doing at LIRO was a (postmodern) form of ethnography.  Atkinson 

and Hammersley (1994) loosely define it as a study of an explorative nature that 

works with unstructured data, is case orientated, and expresses an interest in 

meaning.  In contrast, Silverman (1995) classifies ethnography as involving 

observation of ‘naturally’ occurring events. Hence Alvesson’s (2003: 171) 

description resonated specifically with what I thought I was doing, 

I think that the term serves us best if reserved for studies involving a longer 
period of fieldwork in which the researcher tries to get close to the 
community (organisation, group) being studied, relies on their accounts as 
well as on observations of a rich variety of naturally occurring events (as 
well as on other material, e.g. documents or material artefacts) and has an 
interest in cultural issues (meanings, symbols, ideas, assumptions). 

 

As I reflect upon my affiliation with ethnography as a research methodology, I 

am aware that I did not consciously ‘do’ ethnography from the beginning. In 

contrast, it emerged as the preferred research strategy, alongside critical 

insights gained from the writing of the story about ways of knowing leadership 

as an in depth way of interrogating how leadership knowledge at LIRO was 

being constructed at LIRO.  

 

Coming out as an ethnographer 

My PhD confirmation seminar and the HR restructure at LIRO can be named as 

the ‘external pressures’ which made me ‘come out’ as an ethnographer. In the 
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case of the confirmation process, I was required to justify my research 

methodology to a panel of academics in order to be able to continue with the 

PhD journey. In terms of my research role at LIRO and due to the implications 

of the HR restructure, the budget for the research project moved from Harry to 

Maureen. Whereas Harry had been fairly laissez-faire about what I had been 

‘doing’ in terms of my research, Maureen wanted to know all the details about 

what I was doing and why. This was in the context of her being seen as 

‘capable’ in her newly constructed role of ‘Capability Manager’ with the 

responsibility for overseeing LIRO’s leadership strategy and People Leadership 

Program (PLP)5.   

 

In response to her interrogations, and being keen to be seen as a ‘professional’ 

researcher, I started to communicate by using a technologised research 

discourse (Fairclough 1995). For example, I started to use terms such as 

“ethnography” and “methodology” in my conversations with HR officers and 

managers. I found my meetings with Maureen difficult and stressful because I 

felt constrained by her perspective.  She had very fixed ideas about what “was 

right” for LIRO from a leadership point of view and told me “she was all about 

results” (Journal Note 2004). As I write about Maureen I can identify her as an 

important ‘gatekeeper’ in Hammersley and Atkinson’s (1983: 38) terms; ‘actors 

with control over key resources and avenues of opportunity’. 

 

I vividly remember when I ‘came out’ as an ethnographer at LIRO and 

interestingly Maureen plays a key role here too. Following the HR restructure, 

                                            

5 which replaced ALDP as the corporate leadership program in use 
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during which strategic and operational HR were divided into two departments, 

there had been a number of newly created work teams. As a consequence, 

Maureen decided to organise a ‘retreat’; a two day teambuilding event which 

was held at an upmarket conference centre in a rural area outside Brisbane. 

Hearing about this retreat, I asked Helen (with whom I had developed a trusting 

relationship) to ask if I could come along too and she cleared the suggestion 

with Maureen (and Maureen reluctantly agreed).  As part of the retreat, 

Maureen asked everyone who attended to give a five-minute presentation about 

themselves and their role within LIRO. It was during this ‘speech’ that I talked 

about the research that I was doing as being based upon ethnographic 

principles with an explanation of what this meant in light of the methodological 

knowledge that I had recently developed myself. 

 

Phase Three: Being an insider/outsider 

 

I can almost pinpoint the beginning of the ‘restricted access’ phase of the 

research as coinciding with this ‘coming out’ as an ethnographer. On reflection, 

I think that it had two main consequences; firstly, it made the people that I was 

closely involved with at LIRO more wary of my presence in ‘their worlds’. In 

other words, they began to think of themselves as ‘participants’ in my research 

study and therefore consciously decided whether they wanted me around or not. 

Secondly, I noticed that access to meetings, events and conversations started 

to be denied and monitored.  
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For example, Maureen told me that I could not attend the People Leadership 

Program (PLP) because I wasn’t a LIRO manager.  Also, I was expected to 

justify why I wanted to attend a meeting or be part of a conversation and to 

name the benefits for those who were involved alongside LIRO’s stated 

agendas. From this vantage point, I am not sure if my ‘coming out’ as an 

ethnographer was a mistake or an opportunity.  What it does reveal is the 

dangers of using discourse that ‘insiders’ are unfamiliar with and the difficulties 

encountered when researchers attempt to bridge two worlds.  In so doing, I 

marked myself as an ‘outsider’ incurring the discomfort that organisational 

practitioners often display in relation to perceptions of academia.  While the 

academic world was becoming more of ‘natural’ reference point for me, the 

attempt to connect the two worlds in this context ended up alienating the 

participants and myself. 

 

In terms of seeing it as a mistake, I am reminded of my feelings of frustration at 

this stage of the research process. I began to think about myself as an 

insider/outsider because I still held all the trappings of a LIRO employee (ID 

card, email account, hot desk from which to work from) but was now considered 

to be someone who was not employed by the organisation and whose ‘voice’ 

was becoming less important in organisational decision making around 

leadership (Journal Note 2004). I found it increasingly difficult to ‘hang around’ 

the organisation, thus resorting to making formal appointments to meet with 

people through the internal, computerised email system. Due to the HR 

restructure coupled with people leaving the organisation, many of the people 

with whom I had formed trusting relationships in the ‘gaining’ and ‘full’ access 
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stages of the research, had now left the organisation or were relocated to 

another organisational location. 

 

In terms of seeing it as an opportunity, my coping strategy in 2004 was to be 

very conscious of noticing how people at LIRO were interacting with me.  In a 

sense, I took Holliday’s (2002: 165) advice and realised that, 

in all social interaction we need to respond to people according to how they 
see us – not to be people totally in their terms, but to be ourselves in 
response to how we see that they see us, and to work with this scenario  to 
achieve the images we want for ourselves. 

 

As those around me were now thinking of me as an ‘outsider’, I began to work 

with, rather than against their perceptions.  For example, I began to find my 

‘voice’ again by promoting the view that I could ‘add value’ (and adopting the 

discourse of the organisation) to LIRO by linking my research to the needs of 

those around me. I have also failed to mention that I was now becoming visibly 

pregnant which also impacted upon how others related to me (for example, I 

noticed that LIRO employees started to talk to me more readily about their 

family lives) and how much time I wanted to spend at LIRO.  

 

Seeing the ‘real’ LIRO 

It was with these insights in mind that I began to formulate a plan which 

involved travelling around the state of Queensland in order to ‘see’ LIRO’s 

regional operations. Whilst I was a participant in ALDP, I was frequently told 

that the ‘real LIRO’ was to be found in the regions and not in Brisbane itself.  I 

was also told that the ‘real LIRO’ was represented by the business groups and 

not the corporate services such as HR (Journal Notes 2003). Following these 
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leads, whilst understanding that this belief in the existence of a ‘real’ LIRO 

reflected the positivist notion of an objective reality that I was beginning to 

critique, I decided to travel around regional Queensland. 

 

Due to the new gatekeeping arrangements by which I was being monitored, 

alongside an organisational mandate to reduce costs, and a perception that 

corporate services such as HR were an “add-on” to the main business of LIRO, 

Maureen requested that I developed a cost/benefit proposal which outlined what 

I was doing and why.  Drawing upon my recent ALDP experience and contacts, 

I proposed that I should visit thirty past ALDP participants who spanned 

different business groups and ask them a number of open-ended questions 

about the dual topics of leadership and change (for an understanding of these 

questions, see Appendix One). The logistics of such a visit meant that I would 

later spend a week in three different locations in Queensland (Mackay, 

Townsville and Rockhampton). 

 

In order to get my proposal approved and funded, I needed to find a link to 

Strategic HR’s agenda. I became aware that one of Maureen’s needs was for 

PLP to be deemed as a ‘success’ for two reasons; so that strategic HR was 

seen to be ‘adding value’ to the wider business and so that she could claim it as 

a ‘result’ in terms of her own career prospects (once again, I noted these 

insights as being important).  Therefore, as part of my proposal, I stated how I 

could disseminate information about PLP as I travelled around the regions. I 

also agreed to invite interviewees to give their thoughts on what LIRO’s future 
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leadership strategy should look like and to write a report summarising my 

‘findings’ on my return. 

The double whammy of socialisation 

Alongside the gatekeeping arrangements I experienced at LIRO, I also noted 

that I was being monitored from a university perspective too (Journal Note 

2004). I am therefore reminded of the ‘double socialisation’ (Alvesson 2003) 

process in which I was embedded. The next phase of a confirmed PhD 

candidature was to gain ethics approval by following the specified university 

guidelines. In keeping with standard practice in Australia, I could not conduct 

research with human participants until I had formal ethics approval from the 

university’s Human Research Ethics Committee.  Therefore, in my application, I 

was expected to state who I was going to talk to, what I was going to ask them, 

etc.  

 

Interestingly, as I was filling in the relevant documentation, I realised that 

ethnography was a problematic methodology in terms of gaining ethics approval. 

This is because it does not lend itself to prematurely detailing every aspect of 

what ‘will’ happen in the research process alongside linear, predetermined, 

expectations. It is also symptomatic of wider concerns that qualitative research 

approaches may be disadvantaged in so much as that ethics committees 

critically question them on the grounds that their work is ‘unscientific’. As van 

den Hoonaard (2001: 19) points out, ethical review often is based on, 

the principles and epistemology of deductive research…[This] tends to 
erode or hamper the thrust of qualitative research…[and] it is a question of 
whether it is appropriate to judge the ethical merit of qualitative research 
using criteria derived from other paradigms of research. 
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In light of such issues and feeling constrained by the whole process of gaining 

ethics approval, I downplayed my affiliation to ethnography in favour of stating 

my preferred research method which involved conducting a series of semi-

structured interviews with about thirty past ALDP participants and a number of 

other organisational ‘leaders’ (such as members of the Board, members of the 

Senior Executive). In doing this, I could more readily outline what I thought I 

was going to ask and state how I would provide each participant with an 

information sheet outlining possible ethical issues (see Appendix Two). I 

believed that this would reassure both members of LIRO and the ethics 

committee so that the research process would not be interrupted. I am 

conscious that Hammersley and Atkinson (1983: 70-2) would refer to my 

decision-making at this stage of the research in the context of ‘secret research’ 

and ‘possible deception’.  

 

Despite my reservations about managing gatekeepers in this secretive and 

deceptive way, I am also conscious that my socialisation into both University 

and LIRO’s norms and expectations already held unforeseen consequences. By 

setting up the interviews as a ‘monitored social situation’, it was inevitable that 

interviewees would, ‘speak in accordance with the norms of talk and interaction 

expected of them in this situation (Alvesson 2003: 169).  I am reminded of an 

interview that I had with a LIRO Board member in 2005. He suggested that we 

meet at one of the most exclusive gentleman’s clubs in Brisbane, making the 

specific point that women were only allowed in the room in which we dined. 

Feeling uncomfortable about being ‘wined and dined’ (and paid for) in this 

context, I started to reflect upon the underpinning leadership messages which 
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our interaction embodied; that leaders (by position and person) have privileged 

access to elitist institutions, that leadership most comfortably belonged in a 

man’s world, that leadership was something to displayed to others through 

extravagance, that leadership is undeniably linked to notions of status and 

affluence etc. 

 

Taking a reflective moment 

Acknowledging my tendency to focus my attention towards LIRO’s already 

established ‘leaders’ creates the space for further reflections upon my research 

strategy to date. Moreover, due to my commitment to ‘showing the workings’ 

(Holliday 2002), this discussion is a critical part of the story of the head work, 

field work and text work as evidence of the reflective education process that I 

have been going through. Indeed, as I now reflect on the way that these semi 

structured interviews progressed, from the questions that I asked to the 

discussions that took place, I now recognise that I held a ‘romantic’ view of the 

interviewing process (Alvesson 2002: 108). This view holds that by establishing 

close, personal contact with respondents, who are seen as ‘research 

participants’, a more ‘realistic’ picture of social reality is achieved.  By 

presenting myself according to a plethora of identity scripts (Sinclair 2007), I 

believed that if I could establish rapport, trust and commitment from the 

interviewees, they would feel more willing to give rich accounts and engage in 

‘real’ conversation (Fontana and Frey 2000). 

 

As an example of my romanticism in action, I can vividly remember the details 

of an interview with a (female) member of the senior executive. At the beginning 
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of the interview, I positioned myself and attempted to establish my credibility by 

drawing upon my ‘HR practitioner’ and ‘fellow female’ identity scripts. By doing 

this, I believed that I could establish rapport in order to find out what was ‘really’ 

happening in her world as a senior leadership figure in an organisation such as 

LIRO. When I had turned the tape off and completed my interview, I remember 

feeling disappointed with the responses that she gave. I kept asking myself why 

she refused to acknowledge her gender as having anything to do with her 

leadership performance when she told me that   

“[p]ersonally it’s not an issue that I ever consider. I am an executive and I 
see myself as an equal...yes, it is a bit of a bloke’s world but personally it 
has no impact on me at all…I, like everybody else who comes into a new 
organisation, need to build relationships, earn my credentials and get some 
quick runs on the board”. 

 

I now wonder if I had shadowed her for a day or joined her in a meeting if I 

might have had some different empirical material to work with.  In hindsight, the 

benefits of the critical reflective education I have undergone through this PhD, 

means that in future studies I would be endeavouring to conduct research in this 

manner in order to draw out the contradictions between espoused and lived 

discourse. 

 

As I played out my ‘romanticism’, I recorded and transcribed all of these 

discussions after they occurred (as well as making a series of reflections in my 

journal).  My reasoning was that once I had ‘documented’ all of these 

discussions, I could begin to ‘sort’ or ‘categorize’ them in some way according 

to typical qualitative coding procedures. Looking back, I think my need to 

transcribe all of the interviews in detail reflected my resistance to fully affiliating 

myself to postmodernism. I could not envisage how the reflections, notes, ideas 
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and mind maps that were contained in my reflective journal would become the 

empirical material upon which this thesis is founded. In other words (and I say 

this with irony in my voice), it just did not seem ‘scientific’ enough. 

Embodying the research experience 

I could not have predicted the unintended consequence of travelling around the 

state under the auspices of conducting a series of semi-structured interviews. 

Interestingly, the ‘named, formal part’ of the research process gave me the 

opportunity to engage in a number of informal, relational interactions, thus 

reinforcing Holliday’s (2002: 157) idea that, ‘prescribed moves don’t work’. For 

example, by extending an existing relationship, I went for dinner with a 

management consultant who was working for LIRO in Townsville. I also caught 

up with one of my former ALDP project team members and he showed me 

where he worked (which happened to be in a remote location outside Mackay) 

and gave me some time to talk to his colleagues. I also found out about a 

number of localised leadership development offerings that were occurring 

around the state and used my HR contacts to gain access to those who were 

delivering them and participating in them. The insights that I gained from these, 

and other interactions, were invaluable in terms of the ways that I could begin to 

‘do something’ with my empirical material. 

 

When I returned from my regional visit, I continued to attend and be part of as 

many meetings and conversations as I could gain access to. I continued to 

operate as a researcher in LIRO by enacting my various identities alongside the 

expectations of others’, i.e. as a ‘researcher’ interested in what was happening 

around LIRO, as a ‘friend’ interested in my colleagues’ issues, as a ‘pregnant 
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woman’ relating to employees with young children or relating to women who 

were also pregnant, as a ‘past ALDP participant’ interested in keeping in touch 

with my fellow participants.  Holliday (2002: 162) talks about this as ‘mutually 

appropriate positioning’ that means that both the research ‘participants’ and the 

researcher look for appropriate ways to interact with each other.  I am 

conscious that when I talk about ‘positioning’ and ‘enactment’, it all sounds very 

instrumental, as if I planned my ‘research strategy’. On reflection, it was simply 

what happened and what seemed natural at the time with the result that I have 

made a number of great friends and colleagues along the way.  This suggests 

our actions are continuously both spontaneous and planned as we engage as 

embodied subjects in our daily organisational interactions 

 

As part of this process of ‘mutual positioning’, I continued to be seen, and to 

present myself, as a ‘leadership researcher’ at LIRO. In this role, I was 

expected to fulfil a number of ‘research obligations’ including the compilation of 

a report that would summarize the ‘findings’ of my regional visit alongside 

LIRO’s future leadership strategy.  In this report entitled, ‘Conversation Paper: 

Leadership Strategy in LIRO’ (Saunders 2004), I chose not to problematise the 

notion of leadership alongside the essentialist/anti-essentialist dyad in which I 

was embedded from a theoretical point of view. My decision to provide a report 

that matched LIRO’s expectations at this time was a pragmatic one. I felt that I 

needed, at this time of upheaval in HR, to build trust amongst my HR 

colleagues around the ‘value’ and ‘purpose’ of my research. Retrospectively, I 

now recognise that by seeking to reposition myself as ‘just one of the group’, I 

was attempting to regain an insider grounding.   Hence, I purposefully set up the 
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report as adding to discussions that were already happening around the 

organisation so that: 

The aim of this paper is to continue the conversation about LIRO’s 
leadership strategy; a conversation which has already been started in a 
number of areas within the organisation. It does not intend to make 
recommendations, but rather to provide an analysis of the current thinking 
about LIRO’s leadership strategy, based upon participants’ comments, 
perceptions and ideas. 

 

The reality of navigating this complex situation made me even more conscious 

of the implications of partaking in funded research (Cheek 2005). Despite 

reading about doing funded research at the beginning of this study, it was only 

when I lived the experience in an embodied way that I began to understand the 

intricate issues and problems involved.  I sent a copy of the ‘Conversation 

Paper’ to everyone that I had interviewed when I travelled around the regions. 

Despite offering a university based email address inviting feedback (thus 

naively thinking at the time that I was disassociating myself with HR), I did not 

receive a single reply. My sense is that this could have been due to people just 

not being interested enough to comment and/or they may have been intimidated 

by academic reports even if written in an immediate style. In other words, I 

recognise that they may have had other, more pressing concerns in their worlds. 

 

Phase Four: Being an expert 

 

It was during the restricted access phase of the research that I positioned 

myself as a researcher alongside Holliday’s (2002) earlier advice about thinking 

about yourself from the perspective of those around you. However, I could not 
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have foreseen the reactions. After distributing the Conversation Paper to my 

colleagues in HR, I went on a period of maternity leave. When I returned six 

months later, and as a consequence of writing the report, I realised that despite 

my intentions otherwise, I was now perceived as a ‘leadership expert’ who 

would be a valuable contributor to the development of LIRO’s leadership 

strategy. Suddenly, I had my voice back again. 

 

It is with this memory in mind that I have named the next phase of the research 

as ‘invited access’. If I were to describe my experience at LIRO during 2005, I 

would remember the feeling of those around me listening and responding to 

every word that came out of my mouth. I was invited to attend a number of 

meetings at which LIRO’s leadership strategy was being discussed as well as 

being welcomed to ‘hang out’ around the HR office. I was given special email 

access to a ‘leadership community portal’ that was in its development phase. 

My feedback and comments were frequently requested from a variety of areas 

within LIRO. 

 

Despite being flattered by this sudden interest in my opinions, I felt that I 

needed to ‘get out’ of the confines of HR and the essentialist depictions of 

leadership that surrounded me. At the same time, my writing was focusing on 

the important dynamic between ‘leaders’ and ‘followers’ and I realised that the 

semi – structured interviews I set up last year had unwittingly focused on LIRO’s 

‘leaders’ in terms of Grint’s (2005) ‘person’ and ‘position’ conceptualisations 

which are outlined more fully in the story about knowing leadership. Therefore I 

proposed another series of interviews during which I would talk to those who 
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reported to LIRO’s ‘leaders’.   As I sought to gain funding for this visit, I began to 

experience some of the gate keeping arrangements that characterized the 

previous phase of the research. Once again, Maureen wanted to know who I 

was going to talk to and which business divisions they ‘belonged to’. In addition, 

she wanted me to contact the managers from last year’s visits and ask them to 

nominate one of their direct reports6 for me to meet with. 

 

By making these preconditions, Maureen attempted to take control of the 

research process when she stopped me from talking to those employees from a 

certain business group that were facing a number of redundancies. She also 

enabled the illusion of control for the LIRO’s managers in question because 

they could decide which one of their ‘direct reports’ I could meet with. However, 

I was relatively unphased by these dilemmas in so much as I remembered the 

importance of the ‘relational’ aspect of last year’s visit.  

 

Thinking relationally 

Consequently, I was much more conscious of ‘informally’ arranging to meet 

those past ALDP participants which whom I had formed relationships back in 

2003. I also decided to turn the visit into a ‘campervan road trip’ (with my 

husband and seven month old son in tow) so that I wasn’t restricted to the 

amount of time I could spend in each location (because I had to catch flights 

back to Brisbane). Therefore, I was much freer to follow any ‘leads’ that I was 
                                            

6 This was the terminology in use at LIRO alluding to the hierarchical reporting arrangements that 
emanated from its organisational structure; therefore ‘direct reports’ were those employees who were 
managed/led by a more senior member of LIRO. 
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given such as, “you must talk to so and so whilst you are here” or “have you got 

time for me to show you around”. By naming this phase of the research as 

‘invited access’ I am reflecting upon the experience of being ‘invited’ into 

people’s working and personal lives. 

 

In addition, as I began to engage with postmodern perspectives about 

interviewing, I began to deconstruct my earlier romanticism. I started to 

appreciate that interview talk does not offer valid knowledge of other settings, it 

just informs us of how people behave in the interview situation, what stories 

they choose to tell and how they are affected by the ‘cultural scripts’ about how 

one should express oneself on particular topics (e.g. Potter and Wetherell 1987; 

Shotter and Gergen 1994; Dingwall 1997).  

 

I also distanced myself from thinking about the interview as a rational enterprise 

undertaking and started to understand the interviewee’s response as largely an 

outcome determined by how the researcher frames the situation, asks and 

follows up questions, in a context of ‘interviewees’ themselves also being 

politically aware actors. To further complicate this picture, I also began to 

appreciate how interview accounts are produced within the context of one to 

two hour interplay between two people with their own gender, age, professional 

background etc.  Therefore, the research interview is better viewed as ‘the 

scene for a social interaction rather than a simple tool for collection of “data”’ 

(Alvesson 2003: 169). 
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I remember being particularly aware of this when I visited a guy who worked in 

the highly unionised, male dominated workshops area of LIRO (where trains are 

built, repaired and serviced). We met in the canteen, away from his workplace, 

as he was nervous about ‘being seen’ with me, a (female) researcher dressed 

in a relatively formal way as compared to the ‘dirty overalls’ he was wearing. My 

experience of finding that my calculation of what to wear was still insufficient to 

prepare me for the gulf between my identity and the expectations of 

respondents forced me to reflect upon the implications of cultural scripting. I 

think that he associated me with ‘management’, and the ethical protocols which 

I was required to follow (e.g. providing him with an information sheet about the 

research project and getting him to sign it) did nothing to alleviate his anxiety 

around this association. In another example, I spoke to a train driver who told 

me that he had ‘found out about me’ from his union contacts in order to decide if 

he could ‘speak freely’ or not. After being satisfied that I was ‘affiliated’ to the 

University and not to LIRO, he agreed to meet and talk with me.  

 

Postmodernism as a help and a hindrance 

I admit that I found postmodernist debates around the usefulness (or not) of 

interviewing confusing at times. However, by adopting a sceptical, rather then a 

romanticised approach to interviewing, I could further reflect upon how I could 

conduct the interviews and understand the interview material according to a 

moderate version of postmodernism (Alvesson 2002: 120). In terms of 

conducting the fifteen semi-structured interviews, I was still required to adhere 

to ethical protocols that set up the interview as having something to do with 

leadership and change at LIRO. However, wherever possible and taking 
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Alvesson’s (2002: 119) pragmatic advice, I avoided using these terms explicitly 

in favour of responding to interviewees’ leads in the areas of hierarchy, power 

and social relations between people at work, etc. (thus rejecting the notion of an 

interview script). In terms of interpreting the material, I focussed on how the 

interviewees worked with the ‘leadership’ phenomenon from both an essentialist 

and anti-essentialist perspective according to the story about ways of knowing 

leadership (as outlined in the next chapter). In this way, I could consider the 

interview material as examples of language use in which a particular view on 

social reality is constructed rather than revealed.  

 

The ‘doing’ of the invited access phase of the research yielded a variety of 

interesting insights and perspectives that I would not have had ‘access to’ if I 

had only focused on the prearranged semi-structured interviews. In terms of 

working with the empirical material, I did not feel the need to structure, record 

and transcribe every conversation, interview and/or interaction but simply note 

what I ‘reacted’ to and ‘noticed’.  Ironically in gaining the confidence to let go, I 

believe I learnt a lot more about the daily workings of the organisation in terms 

of the people's relationships.  By writing about these reflections in my journal, I 

began to think about them as the empirical material that I would later work with. 

I also consciously located this material in relation to the influences of 

postmodernism, poststructuralism, critical management studies and any other 

‘sources of knowledge’ that I was engaging with at the time. 
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Phase Five: Being an outsider 

 

In October 2005, my husband’s job meant that we relocated to the Sunshine 

Coast (two hours north of Brisbane) for nine months. I had also transferred from 

being a full time to part time student after the birth of my son. From this point 

onwards, I felt like an ‘outsider’ in terms of my links with LIRO and the 

University to which I was affiliated. Both distance and lack of time to devote to 

my studies were contributing factors in making me think about this phase of the 

research as one of ‘negotiated access’. Using the opportunity to be away from 

everything that was familiar, I began to focus upon reflection and writing. 

Consequently, any visits to LIRO and to the University were ‘negotiated’ before I 

arrived (whilst continuing to maintain some form of contact via email of course). 

Examples of these ‘negotiated’ meetings included arranging an interview with 

LIRO’s CEO (this took six months to negotiate) and meeting with my principal 

PhD supervisor. 

 

On moving back to Brisbane in June 2006, a number of key events had 

occurred. Firstly, my LIRO email account and ID card had expired as it was 

thought (myself included) that my research would be completed by this stage. 

Secondly, the funding arrangements that surrounded the research project had 

expired and thirdly, I was five months pregnant. All of these events lead to 

another period of sustained absence from ‘being an ethnographer’ at LIRO. 

Also it is worth noting that at this point in the research process, I was thinking 

about people I had become involved with at LIRO as ‘friends and ‘HR 
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colleagues’. I talk about the impact of this incorporating effect in immersion two 

when I started to recognize and make sense of it. 

 

To bring this story up to date, in May 2007 I returned to my office at the 

University as a full time student. I also ‘negotiate’ to meet and speak regularly 

with HR officers, thus resuming my ethnographic role again. This is because I 

am nearing the time when I will need to decide upon the story that I am going to 

tell to LIRO (this can be found in the conclusion of this thesis). Therefore, I need 

to be aware of the current issues that are facing LIRO and build upon my 

existing relationships. By referring to this here, I am also reflecting upon how I 

might present the ‘outcomes’ of my research to others alongside my developing 

postmodernist tendencies to reject an absolute ‘truth’ or ‘reality’.  Just as we in 

act out different personas according to specified audiences, so too we need to 

‘represent’ material appropriately according to the vested interests, established 

conventions, of which group we are responding/contracted to. 

 

Reflecting on the storyline 

As I have reflected and written about a research process that has spanned a 

five-year period, I realise that I have constructed a story in which a critical 

postmodernist form of ethnography emerged as the guiding methodology to 

underpin the thesis. This ‘emergence’ occurred within the localised contexts in 

which I was embedded. In essence, it was only by ‘doing’ ethnography’ that I 

began to assess its potential and limitations alongside the problematisation of 

my research question.  It was in the process of ‘doing ethnography’ that I 

became convinced of the need to formalize my allegiance to this methodology 
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in response to the needs of representatives from both the University and LIRO 

as part of the ‘double socialization’ process in which I was embedded. Despite 

‘dabbling’ in autoethnography and action research, it was my nervousness 

around their use and interpretation that prevented me from affiliating myself fully 

to them and ‘coming out’.  

 

My experience of actually doing the research has also led me to conclude that 

‘doing ethnography’ and ‘being an ethnographer’ did enable me to adapt my 

research direction alongside the various breakdown (Alvesson and Karreman 

2007) which characterise this thesis. My acknowledgement that ethnography 

straddles a wide methodological spectrum was also a key sub plot in this story 

of the methodology. This acknowledgement meant that I could locate my study 

at the critical end of the ethnographic spectrum and continue to work with 

postmodernism as the key theoretical influence informing the thesis.   

 

Moving from the Fieldwork to the Textwork: A tale of ‘retreat’ 

 

I now realise that my deepening understanding of and gradual affiliation to 

postmodernism as a guiding philosophy enabled my retreat from a search for 

‘truth’ as an ideal and viable mode of knowledge creation. This retreat 

happened through a number of breakdowns. Firstly in terms of the ‘headwork’ 

questioning the leadership and research processes from a critical perspective. 

Secondly in terms of the ‘fieldwork’ questioning my ability to ‘see’ and ‘record’ 

the reality of what was happening around me. 
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Indeed, as I reflect upon this further, I realise that I have been struggling 

throughout the headwork and fieldwork with alternatives to conventional wisdom 

about social research.  Alvesson (2002: 163) positions this conventional wisdom 

as, ‘being in the business of serving truth by producing authoritative knowledge 

based upon the mirroring of, and testing of, hypotheses and ideas against 

reality revealed by the data’. Indeed, throughout this narrative, I have been 

questioning the conventional criterion of ‘good knowledge’ to the point where I 

have started to think about ‘empirical material’ rather than ‘data’. In my mind, 

this breakdown was significant because I could start to think about the empirical 

material as being impregnated with theory, rather than believing that theory 

emerges ‘after the event’ from detached bodies of ‘data’ as advocated by other 

inductively driven qualitative methodologies such as grounded theory (Glaser 

and Strauss 1967; Strauss and Corbin 1994). 

 

Similarly, as I expanded upon my understanding of the learning/doing/writing 

trilogy through a postmodernist lens, I began to reflect upon social research as 

a processual endeavour. From this perspective, I became interested in 

organisational studies which had been conducted and written from a processual 

perspective (Pettigrew 1985; Dawson 2003b)  and even contemplated naming 

my research study alongside the key tenets of processual research. However, 

despite seeing the similarities as being longitudinal and related to specific 

organisational case studies, I now realise that my affiliation to postmodernism 

allowed me to articulate the key differences between a processual and 

postmodern approach. For example, the most striking difference is that 
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processual research still works with the segmented inductive/deductive rhetoric 

as the means to talk about the theory/data interaction whereas postmodernism 

embraces the more politicised conception that all ‘data’ is theory laden.  

 

Embracing postmodernism 

As I began to wonder how I could engage with the empirical material in order to 

articulate my research story, I turned to Alvesson’s (2002: 89) reference to 

grounded fictionalism, data constuctivism and discursive pragmatism.  He 

believes that these three versions of working with the empirical material lead to 

different methodological implications so that:   

 

• grounded fictionalism takes a rather liberal view of empirical material and 
uses it mainly as a source of inspiration; 

• data constructivism pays careful attention to the perspective, vocabulary    
and operations leading to certain constructions of data; 

• discursive pragmatism takes a rather ambitious view of empirical material 
and studies language use in depth. 

 

By positioning these three responses alongside the postmodernist concern with 

‘using language to map an external world’ (Alvesson 2002: 64), I was 

encouraged to engage with one of these three responses as a means to 

describe how I would work with my empirical material. In order to engage with 

discursive pragmatism, I attempted to present a paper at an Organisational 

Discourse conference in Amsterdam in 2004. However, my experience of being 

at this conference, and (ironically) feeling alienated in terms of the language 

used and the people involved, I abandoned any further investigation into 

discourse or conversational analysis (DCA) as a means to work with my 

empirical material.  
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From this initial foray into discursive pragmatism and after reading some studies 

in my area adopting discourse or conversational analysis (e.g. Baxter (2006), I 

decided that I wanted to work with the empirical material from a broader 

perspective. Therefore, I started to write about my empirical material according 

to the principles of data constructivism as outlined by Alvesson (2002: 75). In 

keeping with this approach, the empirical material is considered as important 

but not as important as what is done with it. In addition, the problems of 

representation and also social reality outside language are taken into 

consideration. Also, when I learned that Morgan’s (1997) seminal paradigm text 

was written from a data constructivist perspective, my interest was sparked as I 

remembered my engagement with Morgan’s work as a key influence on my 

previous studies. 

 

As I write this section, I need to ‘come clean’ and reveal that it was only by 

‘having a go’ and writing chapters three and four that I can now affiliate myself 

to Alvesson’s (2002) principles of data constructivism. However, I am conscious 

that reflexivity has been my guiding methodological principle throughout this 

storied narrative and it came to the rescue here too. I find it interesting that I 

have worked with the differing definitions of reflexivity at various stages of this 

research process according to my understanding of the term. In the early stages, 

I was preoccupied with reflexivity as a means to explore how the researcher is 

part of the social world that is being studied. However, as I moved from a 

preoccupation with the fieldwork to an engagement with the textwork, I began to 

relate to the term reflexivity in a different way. 
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Reflexivity to the rescue 

To explain this emerging engagement with reflexivity in more detail, it was at the 

point of writing my confirmation seminar that I talked about how the notion of 

reflexivity has emerged and is defined within many disciplines7.  I found it 

noteworthy to mention at the time that explorations of reflexivity in the field of 

organisation and management theory had been gaining interest in the last ten 

years and this ‘newness’ sparked my interest and enthusiasm too. I discovered 

that the main tenets of reflexivity are characterized by terms such as ‘a crisis of 

truth’ (Cuncliffe 2003) and ‘a crisis of representation’ (Clifford 1986).  

 

By engaging with the main tenets of reflexivity, I began to subscribe to the 

postmodernist idea, as articulated by writers such as Cuncliffe (2003), that 

singular notions of truth and essentialist assumptions about reality should be 

challenged to reveal the inherent instability of knowledge and the plurality of 

possible interpretations that are inevitably repressed by such singularity. I also 

began to question our abilities as researchers to capture the complex, 

interactional and emergent nature of our social experience through the 

philosophical and methodological certainty implicit in the goal of mainstream 

social science to provide an absolute view of the world. As Alvesson and 

Skoldberg (2000) emphasize, one of the principal tasks of reflexive social 

science is to become aware of the interplay between philosophical positions 

and research practice. 

 

                                            

7 Cuncliffe (2002: 42) provides a useful overview: ‘[r]eflexivity involves reflecting on the way in which 
research is carried out and understanding how the process of doing research shapes its outcomes’. 
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Following Alvesson (2002: 171), I began to identify my research as a ‘pragmatic 

reflexive’ approach. From the perspective of ‘reflexivity’, this approach 

encourages the researcher to make conscious and systematic efforts to view 

the subject matter from different angles.  By adopting this approach, Alvesson 

(2002: 172) encourages us to maintain awareness that there is more than one 

advantageous way of understanding something, and there is a great risk that 

the one chosen may hide more interesting understandings. From the 

perspective of ‘pragmatism’, there is a willingness to compromise between 

reflexive ideals and the ideals of ‘delivering knowledge’ although Alvesson 

reminds us that ‘results’ are informed by reflexive consideration of how 

empirical material can be used. 

 

Putting it into practice 

It is with these thoughts in mind that I developed my ‘immersion strategy’ which 

characterizes the empirical material component of this study. I was inspired by 

writers such as Rhodes (2000) who adopts a multiple reading strategy (one 

feminist, one critical, one deconstructive) as a way of ‘knowing’ about 

organisational life as an alternative to paradigm thinking (which he names as 

the ‘dominant’ approach to organisational theorizing). I also gained confidence 

by reading other PhD theses written in the form of producing a preliminary text 

and then critically deconstructing this text from another challenging angle (e.g. 

poststructuralist). Taking their lead, I used the essentialist/anti-essentialist 

insights that I developed by writing the story of ways of knowing about 

leadership to ‘immerse’ myself in the empirical material according to these two 

positions.  Reflecting the autoethnography aspects of the thesis, it was because 
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I was emotionally engaged with these insights through the writing of the story 

about ways of knowing leadership that I was compelled to work with them in the 

rest of the thesis.  

 

It was through the doing of this ‘textwork’ that I began to understand it more fully 

as a dual process of discovery and construction (known in conventional 

methods literature as ‘data analysis and results’). Indeed, as I reflect upon how I 

have ‘delivered knowledge’ in this thesis, I recognise the importance of the 

writing process as the delivery vehicle.  With this in mind, the role of the 

researcher in reflexively considering and connecting the empirical material in 

order to develop argument becomes paramount. As Holliday (2002: 75) points 

out (and I note that he still uses the ‘data’ term), 

although the setting provides boundaries within which the data can be 
connected, the researcher has to do the connecting. The social world does 
not have a ready-made sense which the researcher simply needs to record; 
the researcher must make sense of it. 

 

The next section will focus upon how I began to recognise the importance of 

this text work as the third major component of the learning/doing/writing trilogy.  

 

The Text Work: ‘Writing’ about empirical material 

 

As I was writing my confirmation paper, I can remember two main emerging 

realizations. Firstly, the realization that I was faced with choices about how I 

would write the paper to retell my research story and secondly, the realization 

that writing itself was a dual process of construction and discovery. To 
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concentrate on my first realization, I have already alluded to my struggle about 

writing in the first person. These struggles epitomized not just my nervousness 

about using personal pronouns but also reflected my reluctance about being 

explicit about how I see things and have made sense of them as the research 

has progressed. I have been continually reassured however by writers such as 

Holliday (2002), Richardson (1997) and Ellis and Boucher (2000) who argue for 

the place of powerful, personal authorship. Indeed, Miller, Nelson and Moore 

(1998: 401) see the move towards the liberation of the researcher voice in 

writing as a major battle against ‘the more detached positivist voice’. 

 

In focusing on my second realization that writing itself is a dual process of 

discovery and construction, Holliday (2002: 130) describes this as the antithesis 

to positivist research. The latter version takes the static, linear view that data is 

collected until the ‘research’ is finished, at which point ‘writing up’ begins.   

However, Richardson (1994: 516) eloquently articulates the interpretative 

alternative as: 

a method of inquiry [which represents] a way of finding out about yourself 
and your topic. Although we usually think about writing as a mode of ‘telling’ 
about the social world, writing is not just a mopping – up activity at the end 
of a research project. Writing is also a way of ‘knowing’… 
 

Indeed, my experience of writing this chapter resonates with Richardson’s 

(1994) description as I have only come to ‘know’ about my methodological 

choices and dilemmas by writing about them. This process of discovery that I 

have constructed/embedded into this storied narrative awaits the conclusion to 

be finally revealed to the reader (and myself). This is because the 

methodological affiliations that I have decided to adopt from this point on in the 

thesis takes me (and the reader) in different directions on an emerging journey.  
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Poststructuralist influences 

By choosing to notice and then to write about these realisations, I am further 

placing myself within a critical postmodern positioning. So, as I write, I am 

becoming more aware of the idea that how we write is also inextricably tied to 

our methodological choices.  For example, my writing is now firmly located as 

poststructualism. By linking language and subjectivity with social organisations 

and power relations, poststructualism shows us that language is the centrepiece 

allowing power to be contested, in such sites and where our sense of 

self/selves, our very subjectivity is delineated/constructed on a continuous 

evolving basis. As Richardson (1997: 89) states: 

Poststructuralism thus points to the continual co – creation of self and 
social science: They are known through each other. Knowing the self and 
knowing ‘about’ the subject are intertwined, partial, historical, local 
knowledges. Poststructualism, then permits – nay invites – no incites us to 
reflect upon our method and explore new ways of knowing. 
 
 

Therefore, in terms of relating poststructuralism to qualitative forms of writing, a 

number of insights can be made (Richardson 1997) - and it should be pointed 

out that I have been experimenting with these two insights throughout this 

chapter. Firstly, it allows us to understand and write about ourselves as persons 

writing from particular positions at specific times, Secondly, it frees us from 

trying to write a single text in which everything is said to everyone, but instead 

encourages us to maintain awareness that there are numerous ways of 

understanding something. As Richardson (1997: 91) puts it: ‘[i]n this way, there 

is no such thing as “getting it right”; only “getting it” differently contoured and 

nuanced’. Thirdly, informed by feminist and postmodernist critiques of 

qualitative writing practices, qualitative work has been appearing in new forms 
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and formats which Richardson (1997) calls ‘experimental representations’. 8 

Broadly speaking, these representations raise and display postmodernist issues 

such as how does the author position the knower and teller?  Is it appropriate 

for the writer to make claims to authorship, authority, truth, validity and reliability, 

and if not, what are the alternatives? 

 

Engaging the reader 

Finally, postmodernism also encourages us to consider the relationship 

between the author and the reader. Interestingly, van Maanen (1995) positions 

ethnography as relating to the three important processes of data collection 

(fieldwork), the construction of a report (textwork) and the reading and reception 

of the report (which I would probably name as ‘engagement - work’). Of course, 

the reader is always a ‘considered unknown’ for anyone engaged in writing for 

an audience. However, the poststructuralist position emphasizes the power-

knowledge connection and the centrality of discourse and language as turning 

the research text into a vital source of power. In this regard, as Grey and 

Sinclair (2006: 443) suggest, writing ‘doesn’t just tell people things in a didactic 

way, it opens a door for experience to be had by the reader’.   

 

In order to engage the ‘creative activity’ of the reader, Alvesson (2002: 141) 

suggests a number of writing strategies such as challenging the reader to 

rethink favoured positions, unpacking established and cherished categories and 

                                            

8 Richardson (1997: 91) has represented these experimental representations as narratives of the self, 
fiction, poetry, drama, performative science, polyvocal texts, aphorisms, visual presentations, mixed 
genres and cybertexts.  



 

 112 

writing in more engaging styles. Indeed, I have been working with his advice 

throughout this thesis: 

A general piece of advice for the author interested in activating - or avoiding 
passivizing - the reader is to resist the urge to persuade and control the 
reader’s response by making the case and writing as watertight as possible. 
The norm is to present arguments and support for one’s case that are as 
strong as possible, and to minimize revealing the loopholes and 
weaknesses that one does not want the reader to discover. A more 
generous style, where one points out debatable issues – within the 
favoured line of reasoning – and opens up the text for dialogue, is one 
option. 

 

Being encouraged by the postmodernist positioning of the authors who have 

been profiled in this section, I decided upon three key tenets to guide the writing 

of this thesis. Firstly, I decided to adopt a story format in order to guide the 

writing of the six chapters of which it is comprised (including the ‘story behind 

the story’ which the reader has already encountered in the introduction). 

Secondly, I decided to maintain my commitment to ‘showing the workings’ so 

that the reader can engage with the various breakdowns which have 

characterised the research process. Thirdly, I am consciously choosing to 

include my voice in this thesis to symbolize my affiliation to reflexivity and all it 

has to offer. In conclusion, if I were to describe my writing style, I would borrow 

my PhD supervisor’s (Bissett 2007) description of it as a ‘critical, self-reflexive 

practitioner style’. 

 

Confronting the silences 

I am conscious that up until this point in the story of the head work, field work 

and text work, I have spoken in different ways about authorship and truth, but 

been silent about the so-called important methodological issues of validity and 
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reliability. I have been conscious of this silence in that, according to the notion 

that writing is a dual process of construction and discovery, I needed to get to 

this point in the story in order to know what I wanted to say.  

 

Throughout the early stage of doing the fieldwork, I was content to work with the 

notion of triangulation as the means by which I would claim validity and 

reliability in the context of case study and ethnographic research. At this time, I 

valorised ‘triangulation’ and was convinced that if I deployed ‘different methods’  

- such as interviews, documents and fieldnotes – I could eventually triangulate 

the ‘findings’ which emerged from these methods in order to accurately 

represent the multiple perspectives which may emerge. Bloor (1997: 38) reports 

that under the auspices of triangulation, ‘[v]alidity is claimed because replication 

of the findings by different methods minimizes the possibility that the findings 

may be the result of particular measurement biases’.  

 

As I engaged with critiques of triangulation from a postmodernist perspective, I 

was particularly influenced by Richardson’s (1997: 92) crystallization metaphor 

as it allowed me to question more objectivist notions of validity and reliability. 

She proposes that: 

the central imaginary for “validity” for postmodernist texts is not the triangle 
– a rigid, fixed, two – dimensional object. Rather, the central imaginary is 
the crystal…crystals are prisms that reflect externalities and refract within 
themselves, creating different colors, patterns, arrays, casting off in 
different directions. What we see depends upon the angle of our repose. 

 

Noting the similarities between Richardson’s last comment and Wheatley’s 

(2006) earlier quote on observation, I began to understand that the 

crystallization metaphor deconstructs the traditional idea of ‘validity’ and 
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‘reliability’ in so much as what we ‘see’ and name as reality depends upon the 

lens through which we are looking. Therefore, our ‘data’ cannot be triangulated 

according to a single, ‘valid’ truth or a ‘definitive’ reality.    

 

In light of such realizations, I wondered how I could ‘rethink’ my criteria of 

‘rigorous’ social research? Alvesson (2002: 166) helped me out by suggesting 

that whilst I might not arrive at the truth with a big ‘T’, I should attempt to 

produce an insightful and illuminating study of the (leadership) phenomenon 

under investigation. He also suggested that: 

Important here is the working back and forth between consideration of how 
theoretical frameworks, cultural assumptions, personal subjectivities and 
various uses of vocabularies and interpretive moves do construct empirical 
reality.  
 

I must admit that I found these challenges to my original and well established 

ideas about ‘reliability’ and ‘validity’ in the context of social research difficult to 

grasp and accept. After all, I have dedicated five years of my life to ‘getting my 

PhD’ and have been attracted to all the ‘expert’ and ‘status’ trappings that it 

embodies. On this basis, I have found it difficult to go all the way down the 

relativistic route where any claim to any claim to truths are denied and any 

reference to notions of empirical material are devalued. For now, I am content 

to work with a ‘softer’ version of postmodernism, which works on the 

assumption that: 

Empirical material and support are important, but the uncertainties are so 
profound that one cannot privilege data as the road to results, but must add 
a number of additional considerations and criteria for the production of 
valuable knowledge (Alvesson 2002: 167).  
 

In this regard, I am attracted to Melia’s (1997: 27) suggestion that plausible 

stories are the ‘best that we can hope for’. 
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Conclusion 

 

 In resisting the temptation to tell a linear and unproblematic account of the 

research process, I have constructed a story of the methodology telling the 

reader about my experience of actually doing the head work, field work and text 

work. This experience has been so profound in challenging many of my 

established assumptions about ‘doing research’, that I will to continue to work 

with it in my post PhD world. I am already beginning to re-work my original 

learning/doing/writing trilogy into an approach to research practice which 

celebrates the three related processes of knowing, seeing and being (which 

later became the title of this thesis). This ‘renaming’ reflects my deepening 

awareness of reflexivity as the key methodological influence which underpins 

this thesis.   

 

As I have reflected upon and recounted the research process according to my 

experience of it, I have shown how my methodological choices were made 

alongside the ‘double socialisation’ process in which I was embedded. I have 

also shown how the actual research process was characterized by various 

difficulties, and muddling through to the point where I often had to ‘give it a go’ 

before I could actually start to articulate my various affiliations. This is in direct 

contrast with the pre-determined, staged approach to developing a research 

methodology represented in so many research methods texts. 

 

In this regard, I started to recognize that by ‘discovering’ and ‘constructing’ the 

research process from a modernist perspective, reality is ‘known’ as 
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individualised (definitive account of reality produced by the ‘researcher’), 

apoliticised (the ‘researcher’ is seen as apart from the reality they are 

researching) and decontextualised (validity based upon generalisability). 

However, by ‘discovering’ and ‘constructing’ the research process from a 

postmodernist perspective, notions of reality are ‘known’ as co-created 

(researcher working with and responding to already established discourses), 

politicized (the researcher is part of the social setting) and contextualized 

(validity based upon plausibility as one possible account of many).   

 

Interestingly, and in parallel to my deepening recognition that the research 

process can be known ‘differently’ according to a postmodernist positioning, I 

started to recognize the implications of knowing leadership from anti-essentialist 

premises. These implications will be more fully explored in the following chapter, 

but they all work with the main premise that ways of knowing and noticing 

leadership and leaders as they appear around us are more complicated and 

fascinating meaning-making processes that I ever imagined when I embarked 

upon this research study. 

 

Meeting expectations? 

As I approach the chapter’s conclusion, I ponder on if I have met the 

requirements of a methodology chapter in answering the following questions:  

• How does this methodology assist me in making a unique contribution to 

the field of leadership?  

• How is my methodology a development on what has been done before in 

this field?  
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• How does my methodology provide unique access to more valid 

understandings of leadership in the context of an organisation like LIRO? 

 

On contemplating my responses to these questions, I believe that any study in 

working from qualitative assumptions in order to understand the leadership 

phenomenon from this perspective, makes a particular contribution to the field, 

especially in light of the dominance of quantitative approaches (Sinclair 2007; 

Conger 1998). In addition, by adopting a critical postmodernist form of 

ethnography, I will be adding to a small body of work which problematises 

leadership and the ways it is typically conceptualized and ‘known’ in 

organisations (Knights and Wilmott 1992; Alvesson and Wilmott 2002; Gordon 

2002; Collinson 2003; Sveningsson and Larsson 2006; Sinclair 2007)`.  

 

Finally, and perhaps more importantly, the involvement of LIRO as an industry 

partner has encouraged me to write and tell a number of ‘plausible’ stories that 

have the potential to engage others. This engagement may help to ‘disturb’ 

(using Wheatley’s term) peoples’ conceptualisations and experiences in terms 

of the dual processes of ‘leadership’ and ‘research’ in the future (and in writing 

this, I can now begin to affiliate myself more closely to the principles of action 

research again as articulated by Gill (1986) – see page 62). However, I do have 

to admit my apprehension about how to engage organisations such as LIRO in 

postmodernist perspectives and I am hoping this feeling will lessen through the 

writing of the rest of this thesis. 
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Chapter Two: The Story About Ways of Knowing 
Leadership 

 

Prologue 

 

When I originally wrote this chapter in 2004, I had no sense at this stage of 

where the writing process might take me or how I might proceed with the rest 

of the thesis. Therefore, as I begin to edit it in 2007, it is tempting for two 

reasons to rewrite it. Firstly, I could easily add new references to support what 

I have already written; things that I have subsequently read and noticed which 

have expanded my understandings about the ways in which leadership is 

typically conceptualised through an essentialist mindset.  

 

Secondly, I feel that my writing at that point in time only begins to experiment 

with the critical self-reflective and embodied style that I have subsequently 

developed throughout this thesis. I am conscious that I mainly draw upon 

ways of knowing about the leadership phenomeon from ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ 

academic theory (Fulop and Rifkin 2004). My sense is that at this stage of the 

research process, I was unsure of and not confident in developing alternative 

writing strategies aligned more closely to postmodernism.  By acknowledging 

these insights here, I am resisting the temptation to ‘write out’ a now 

presumed amateurish style in favour of a more sophisticated one. In thinking 

about research as a social process, I am committed to ‘showing the workings’ 
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as Holliday (2002) suggests, rather than simply presenting the reader with a 

polished product. 

 

Despite my reservations, I have decided to leave it (albeit with a few added 

reflections) as it stands for two reasons.  Firstly, in recognizing the links 

between the head work, field work and text work relationship (McWilliam et al. 

1997), I can now articulate that the reading which I undertook as part of the 

‘literature review’ endeavour shifted my ethnographic focus - hence 

illuminating links between theory and its application. Secondly, the storyline 

constructed in this chapter builds upon the preliminary reference to an 

unravelling of the leadership phenomenon (alongside postmodernism) alluded 

to in the previous chapter and draws out key observations which then guided 

the research process beyond this particular ‘literature review’ narrative. In this 

regard, the story about ways of knowing leadership grapples with the 

problematic notion that it is possible to readily identify and classify and 

therefore develop and practice ‘effective’ leadership alongside the wording of 

my inherited research question.  

 

Essentialism – versus Anti essentialism: A framework for organising the 

leadership literature? 

In critically evaluating the traditional leadership literature, the chapter works 

with the premise that whatever is said to constitute ‘appropriate’ and ‘effective’ 

leadership is always a matter of social interpretation, and being social 
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constructions become contestable issues. Grint (2000: 2) outlines the 

distinctions between essentialist and anti-essentialist approaches in his study 

of the leadership phenomenon. From a research perspective, the first position 

sees the essence of leadership as ‘out there’ waiting to be discovered.   This 

way of thinking has underpinned mainstream leadership theorising over the 

last 100 years. The second position, the constitutive or anti-essentialist 

approach (Grint 2000: 3), questions this claim to an objective grounding that 

produces ‘leaders’ and ‘leadership’, suggesting instead that concepts of 

leadership are, in a sense, social fabrications constructed to validate political 

privilege. Such claims therefore represent contestable phenomena because 

matters of judgement are involved in such naming processes.  I became 

aware that ‘leadership’, conceptualised according to these two positions, 

would come to very different conclusions regarding its possible ‘existence’, 

notions of ‘effectiveness’, and potential ‘development’.   

 

In critically evaluating the conventional leadership literature, the idea that 

meanings about what constitutes ‘appropriate’ and ‘effective’ leadership are 

located within specific historical, social, political, economic and cultural 

backdrops is drawn upon. Considering these backdrops, a number of authors 

have already commented upon the US domination of leadership theorising 

contained within the wider hegemonic managerial discourse. For example, 

Sinclair (2005a: 390) warns that: 

Calls for leadership need to be read as belonging to periods of history 
and reflective of dominant political ideologies (Sinclair 1990; 
Czarniawska-Joerges and Wolff 1991). The revival of interest in 
leadership, which has occurred since the early 1980’s and been 
dominated by American research, is not neutral but reflects the economic 
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agenda, cultural preoccupations and insecurities of that nation, with its 
belief in the power of individualism and conquest. 
 

Talking about the relationship between national culture and leadership allows 

us to question how assessments of leadership ‘effectiveness’ are underpinned 

by cultural assumptions (Javidan and Carl 2004). This kind of thinking 

encouraged me to reflect upon the kind of conceptualisations of leadership 

operating in organisations such as LIRO as being embedded within wider 

politically and economically motivated discourses.  

 

Following Grint (2000), this chapter reviews the theory and research on 

leadership from this essentialist perspective as it represents the dominant 

discourse.  Therefore, the anti-essentialist perspective, inspired by 

postmodernism, is engaged with the poststructuralist relational theory of 

social interaction.  From this positioning, the reader will notice that the 

storyline presented in this chapter presents an embodied response to the 

leadership literature reading as it unfolded rather than taking an authoritative, 

omniscient, detached narrative voice characterising ‘traditional’ reviews of the 

literature.   As a qualitative writer located in the postmodernist genre, and 

using Richardson’s (1997: 88) words, I ‘have plenty to say as [a] situated 

speaker[s], subjectivities engaged in knowing/telling about the world as [I] 

perceive it’.  

 

Telling the Story of the Leadership Review:  How Do I Do It? 

Conventional management literature, modern business life and most 

organisations are replete with fashionable ideas and concepts about what 
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constitutes sound, appropriate and effective leadership. As Alvesson and 

Sveningsson (2003: 961) state: ‘[w]e can talk about a leadership discourse 

constituted by repertoires of terms and a line of reasoning that inform how a 

manager should talk and act in order to practice modern leadership’.  A key 

element in this essentialist discourse is that leaders and leadership are central 

to the direction of an organisation without which the latter would eventually 

lose its competitive edge. As Dubrin (2001: 6) notes: ‘[a] common assumption 

underlying the study of leadership is that leaders affect organisational 

performance. Leaders, through their actions and personal influence, bring 

about change’. 

 

This positivist assumption strongly underpinned my original research question 

in that it framed a positive correlation between leadership development and 

organisational change.  Before I even began to problematise this causal link, I 

sensed that in order to be able to reflect upon the assumptions underpinning 

this question, it was necessary to learn more about leaders and leadership by 

delving into the vast leadership literature.  This was a daunting prospect 

especially when noticing that long-term leadership commentators such as 

Grint (2000: 1) have rather playfully produced a graph that maps how his 

understanding of leadership has decreased as his knowledge has increased. 

This reminded me of Kuhn’s (1970) point that the expansion of knowledge is 

accompanied by the expansion of ignorance. 

 

Attempting to become familiar with the leadership literature, I realised that I 

was confused about what would be considered as acceptable sources of 
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information on my subject area for the purposes of a PhD thesis.  Leadership 

is discussed in a variety of places such as leadership forums and 

development programs and leadership knowledge is claimed by academics 

and non-academics alike.  Fulop and Rifkin (2004: 17) offered a solution to 

my confusion by suggesting a framework to consider how knowledge about 

any topic, including leadership, is formulated. (Interestingly, in terms of a 

parallel to the hierarchical role leadership knowledge plays in organisations, in 

my PhD confirmation seminar, the examiner advised me that as Fulop and 

Rifkin’s work was contained within a textbook, it was inappropriate for the 

purposes of a PhD literature review). 

 

Fulop and Rifkin (2004: 17) identify six main sources of management 

knowledge or know-how: learning by doing, hearing local accounts, reading 

popular accounts, reading the fad approaches/theories and attending 

workshops, studying “soft” academic theory or middle-range theories, and 

deciphering “hard” academic theory.  In developing this conceptual framework, 

these authors encouraged me to accept that my knowledge about leadership 

could be developed from multiple sources. They also encouraged me to 

consider how academics, practitioners and consultants claim ownership and 

knowledge about leadership and are then able to market and share this 

knowledge to organisations and the wider community. Cameron (2000: 85) 

writes about a similar process of ownership occurring in the communications 

field outlining how:  

communication - the use of spoken language to interact with others - is at 
the heart of several important developments in workplaces which have 
been restructured in line with new managerial approaches. It is both an 



 

 124 

instrument of organisational ‘culture change’ and a target for change in its 
own right.  
 

Cameron thus links the development of communication skills to organisational 

cultural change by suggesting that language, as a social construction, is 

constantly being reformulated to suit particular purposes, and reflects 

changing representations of ‘the real’.  This led me to start to think about 

leadership in terms of specific narratives thus engaging poststructuralist 

insights at an early point in my research travels. 

 

In the first twelve months of the PhD process, I documented the evolution of 

my understandings about ‘leadership’ referencing Fulop and Rifkin’s (2004) 

model. Engaging with the postmodern notion of reflexivity influenced the 

development of my thinking at this point. As Cuncliffe (2002: 47) explains, 

‘reflexive dialogical practice draws upon a radically reflexive stance to 

recognize the part we play in constructing the “realities”, ‘systems’, ‘structures’ 

and ‘practices’ we critique’. Or as Wenger (2000: 226) simply states: ‘[w]e 

each experience knowing in our own ways’. 

 

Learning by Doing:  

When considering what leadership meant, I found myself asking the questions, 

“could I be or am I a leader?”, “when have I exhibited leadership behaviour?” 

and “what does it mean to be a leader?” This led me on a journey of self-

analysis and self-discovery which has forced me to look around and decide 

what I identify as leadership and to question why I think about leadership in 

this particular way. The notion of ‘learning by doing’ has produced an ongoing 
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internal dialogue about leadership that I suspect was own ending. My 

conclusions when writing this section were that definitions of leadership were 

being constructed by me and around me; I had partial control over some of 

these constructions and how I considered I demonstrated leadership in my 

world but I had limited control over how others interpreted my supposed 

demonstrations of leadership.  

 

Hearing local accounts  

Conversations with colleagues in various organisations yielded interesting 

results. When asked about what leadership meant to them, individuals usually 

began by talking about either their manager or leader by their formal status - 

or about somebody in their organisation and/or life whom they believed to be 

a leader. Usually this was somebody at a senior level in the organisation or a 

visible public figure (‘position leadership’ in Grint’s (2005) terms). My limited 

observations at this stage suggested that people make judgments about the 

effectiveness of leadership on a daily basis and that it is sometimes difficult to 

find shared judgments; one person may identify someone as a leader whilst 

another will disagree. Furthermore, mythologies are often built up around 

perceived heroic individual leaders (‘person leadership’ in Grint’s (2005) 

terms).  

 

In contrast to leadership researchers, who agonize and disagree over 

definitions of leadership, the general public seems to have little difficulty with 

the term and in identifying what they see as ‘effective’ and ‘ineffective’ 
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leadership. People have specific ideas about the nature of leaders and are 

able to determine the characteristics of ‘effective’ leaders.  It was only through 

my engagement with critical theory that I began to understand that these 

everyday depictions are not just the product of an individual’s experience. 

They rest on taken for granted, normative assumptions that, in not being 

recognised, are not up for challenge.  

 

In other words, these depictions are being replicated and reinforced on a daily 

basis. In order to explain how leaders are deemed as “effective” by followers, 

psychologists have adopted the cognitive categorization perspective (Lord, 

Foti and de Vader 1984; Dorfman, Hanges and Brodbeck 2004). These 

researchers show how individuals are perceived as ‘good’ leaders if there is a 

match between the followers’ tacit conception of leadership qualities and the 

qualities expressed by potential leaders. As Hillon, Smith and Issacs (2005: 

17) explain: ‘[t]hese notions will not only influence the values that individuals 

place on selected leader behaviours and attributes, but will also be reflected 

in the expectations that followers bring to the leader/follower relationship’.   

 

Once again, it was by engaging with ‘hard’ academic theory that I began to 

problematise this approach to leadership theorising. I recognised that what is 

missing from a cognitive categorization perspective is any recognition of the 

power based processes which underpin the ways in which “leadership” is 

known and recognised. By factoring in the power/knowledge dimension, it 

follows that if notions of leadership are socially constructed according to 

prevailing social and economic norms (which in turn are expressed by 
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individuals), then these social meanings will largely represent those 

embedded within hegemonic discourses. 

 

Reading popular accounts  

The popular leadership literature is currently replete with titles about 

leadership that prescribe what it is and how to do it. This literature asserts a 

direct relationship between leadership, enhanced organisational performance, 

financial success and effective organisational change, though the preferred 

criterion for what counts as evidence, is usually the economic category. Most 

of these texts reduce leadership to a simple formula that involves a narrow set 

of characteristics specified as the defining criteria.  

 

The following texts have been analysed in this regard because they were 

utilised by LIRO to promote understandings around leadership and change 

management in leadership development activities.  These include, ‘Built to 

Last’ (Collins and Porras 1994) and “Good to Great” (Collins 2001b), the 

former of which analyzes 18 visionary “gold medal” US companies.  Jim 

Collins claims that the leap from good to great occurs partly because of Level 

5 leadership.  This is defined as ‘having an ambition for the cause of the work 

– the outcome, the company, the organisation – above the self’ (Collins in 

(Collins in Finnie and Abraham 2002: 11). A similar study of eleven 

organisations in Australia entitled “The First XI” claims that leadership, not 

leaders, plays a part in the success of these organisations with leadership 
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being defined as “a team based capability…[which needs a] captain-coach 

leadership style” (Hubbard, Samuel, Heap and Cocks 2003: 150).  

 

It is hardly surprising that leadership is being identified as the answer to the 

dilemmas that may face organisations and their employees, when the popular 

literature claims such successes. However, it also begs the question: what 

motivates the contemporary belief that leadership can be linked to ‘enhanced’ 

organisational performance and drives ‘positive’ organisational change? By 

considering this question from a critical perspective, I began to recognise that 

this link validates and legitimates the presence of a hierarchy, at the top of 

which sits generously paid ‘leaders’, single handedly initiating far reaching 

changes. 

 

The claim that leadership development is a priority for business leaders in 

Australia is a well established one. This claim is reported as being fuelled by 

the Karpin Report (1995: 45) - known formally as the Industry Task Force on 

Leadership and Management Skills - which advised on measures to 

‘strengthen management development and business leadership within 

Australian enterprises’. Sinclair (2005b: 8) argues that the report, entitled 

Enterprising Nation, is most often quoted for its assessment of the quality of 

Australia’s management as being seventeenth out of twenty-two top industrial 

nations. At the outset of its report, the task force named three global change 

drivers: globalisation, technological innovation and customisation, as the 

impetus for developing Australia’s leaders.  
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Answering this call, a number of consultancy-led studies outline the key 

capabilities needed for leaders in the future (Barrett and Beeson 2002; Morley 

and Durant 2002). The latter study identifies these competencies from the 

perspectives of practising business leaders and senior managers, and 

reduces them to such skills as strategic thinking, building relationships, 

planning and organizing (2002: 6). These studies, like the Karpin Inquiry, 

situate the prioritisation of leadership development according to the demands 

of a climate of unprecedented change. Following this thinking, I began to 

recognise LIRO’s need to evaluate leadership development according to 

organisational change outcomes (as per my inherited research question) 

reflecting this already established discourse. It is only by problematising this 

link that critical perspectives on the ‘change fetish’, like those offered by Grey 

(2005: 94) started to make sense to me.  As he writes:  

There is no reason to think that the present time is one of greater change 
than the past, nor that we are the first people to experience change as 
being unprecedented. Or, to put it differently, and perhaps rather better, 
there is no basis upon which it would be possible to sustain or evaluate 
such claims. 
 
 

Reading the fad approaches/theories and attending workshops  

Focusing on the Australian scene, an analysis of the fads approaches and 

theories of leadership which are currently marketed in workshop type formats 

to business organisations, (and which fill up bookshop shelves) reveals 

several recurring titles: situational leadership (Centre for Leadership Studies), 

strategic leadership and high impact leadership (Macquarie Graduate School 

of Management; Proteus Enterprises), functional leadership (University of 
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Queensland), best practice leadership (V-M Group Australia) and naked 

leadership (Success Quest) represent just a few of those on offer.  

 

Further analysis of the content of these titles revealed that leadership was 

being described in a variety of ways: e.g. communicating with confidence, 

influencing the performance of others, building morale, designated leadership 

behaviours, improving interpersonal skills and even interviewing techniques. It 

seemed that there was no common understanding about what leadership 

meant and how it consequently should be developed. However, there was an 

underlying assumption that leadership can be defined according to a narrow 

set of criteria that in turn are presented in terms of “right stuff”, “one best way” 

commoditised types of prescriptions.  

 

Studying “soft” academic theory or middle-range theories 

A web search on “leadership” in academic journals or textbooks will reveal an 

alarming number of “hits”. Leadership is linked to theories about strategy, 

culture, teamwork, performance management, learning organisations, trust 

and many others. It was difficult for me, as the researcher, to know where to 

search or what to study in the first place. My reading strategy was to locate 

texts or articles with which I empathised and then to follow up with the 

references named in the bibliographies. These generally turned out to be 

sources I also engaged with. Hence we witness the social constructionist 

process in action through this selection strategy (and I later appreciated that 

this thesis represents a discursive formation in itself). 
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Deciphering “hard” academic theory 

 Reading “hard” academic theory such as postmodernism and critical 

management studies allowed me to begin questioning the ways that I was 

reflecting upon and learning about the topic of leadership itself. This growing 

awareness also led to deeper confusion and ambiguity as it prompted me to 

ask more and more questions. As Chia (in Cuncliffe 2002: 38) reassuringly 

states however: ‘reflexivity means complexifying thinking or experience by 

exposing contradictions, doubts, dilemmas, and possibilities’. Hence these 

testing questions ultimately freed me to encounter more open-ended working 

definitions and to respond to the dialogical nature of the learning experience 

that the research posed.  

 

For example, an analysis of the leadership literature, in terms of the 

poststructuralist notion of ‘discourse’, reveals a predilection, ‘to represent 

phenomenon in terms of binary oppositions which work to reproduce certain 

beliefs or values about the world and our place in society’ (McWilliam et al. 

1997: 6). Interestingly, in conceptualising leadership more generally, a 

plethora of dualisms exist. Leadership researchers have been fond of 

contrasting leadership with managership (Zaleznik 1977; Bennis and Nanus 

1985; Kotter 1990), transformational with transactional leaders (Burns 1978; 

Bass 1985) participative with autocratic leadership styles (Tannenbaum and 

Schmitt 1958) and, the most common binary, leadership and followership 

(Gronn 1998; Collinson 2005; Prince 2005). All of these dualisms support an 

either/or focus, e.g. you are either a manager or a leader; you are either a 

leader or a follower. 
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Postmodernist theorists such as Lather (1991: 21) contend that this dualistic 

way of accounting for the world is entirely too simplistic as: 

Philosophically speaking, the essence of the postmodern argument is that 
dualisms which continue to dominate Western thought are inadequate for 
understanding a world of multiple causes and effects interacting in 
complex and non-linear ways, all of which are rooted in a limitless array of 
historical and cultural specificities. 

 

Similarly, Collinson (2005: 1427) writing specifically on the dialectics of 

leadership and drawing upon a post-structuralist perspective, argues that 

many leadership studies have favoured the ‘leader’ side of the leader/follower 

relationship, thus assuming that, ‘leaders are powerful and in control while 

followers are largely powerless, passive and predictable’. He argues for a 

more dialectical understanding of the complex, interactional relationships 

between leaders and followers (which also mirrors the research/respondent 

dyad).  

 

Barley and Kunda (1992: 364) also demonstrate the prevalence of such 

dualisms by commenting upon how the objects of rhetorical construction in 

managerial theories have typically been corporations made up of employees 

and managers/leaders, and targets the means by which the latter can direct 

the group. By questioning how power relations and political processes 

underpin these representations of the world and organisations, I began to 

reflect upon how readily I had accepted these taken for granted dualisms 

underpinning essentialist leadership theorising. 
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Leadership Theory: Noticing the hegemony 

 

Despite my early reflections on how my knowledge about leadership was 

developing using Fulop and Rifkin’s (2004) framework and faced with 

representing the ever-burgeoning leadership literature within the constraints of 

actually writing my literature review chapter, I opted to follow the approach 

that dominates most traditional leadership textbooks in the first draft of this 

chapter. This approach (for example, see Dubrin 2001; Yukl 2002; Daft 2005) 

reveals an apparent hegemony where the leadership literature is presented in 

terms of chronological categorisations. This entails outlining leadership theory 

according to classical, trait, behavioural, contingency and situational 

dimensions, closely followed by charismatic and transformational leadership 

theories (often classified under the ‘new’ leadership banner) before ending 

with a cursory glance at the so called, ‘current emerging paradigm’, focusing 

on dispersed or post-heroic leadership.  

 

For most textbooks, the starting point for any topic is usually to begin with a 

definition, or set of definitions, of the topic under investigation. By 

demonstrating an understanding of the variety of potential viewpoints on the 

subject material, in this case leadership, one definition is usually chosen and 

the writing process proceeds under the guise of this definition and the 

assumptions that underpin the chosen definition. Within the mainstream and 

essentialist leadership literature, one omnipresent and underlying assumption 

is that ‘leadership’ implies a relationship with ‘followership’ (following a 
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dualistic interpretation of the world as critiqued by Lather 1991, Barley and 

Kunda 1992 and Collinson 2005) 

 

Embedded within this leader/follower dualism, is an essentialist assumption 

that followers need to be changed according to their leaders’ wishes and in 

this regard, the former are characterized as passive recipients who are 

‘unproblematic and predictable cogs in the (leadership) machine’ (Collinson 

2005: 1424). This approach is paralleled in leadership textbooks so that after 

examining the theories associated with ‘the leaders’, traditional leadership 

textbooks then move on to discuss ‘the followers’ in terms of what motivates 

them and how they operate in teams, i.e., how they behave and learn, etc.  

 

Finally, once the reader has gained the knowledge needed about followers, 

the remaining chapters concern themselves with the skills a leader needs in 

order to communicate with, influence and develop them. Notions of power, 

politics, gender and the cultural dimensions of leadership are often addressed 

in their own dedicated chapters, reflecting a segmented add-on approach 

rather than being integrated into previous chronological discussions.  This 

reinforces perceptions that such factors are merely peripheral complications 

to the main performance of organisational life rather than being embedded in 

every aspect of organisational functioning. 

 



 

 135 

It’s all in the storyline 

I was convinced that I needed to use the traditional chronological ordering of 

the literature favouring the leadership side of the relationship to demonstrate 

my knowledge of the topic under investigation. Hence, despite my earlier 

critical reflections on the way that knowledge about leadership was being 

constructed, the first draft of this chapter presented a traditional overview of 

the leadership literature telling a chronological, unidirectional and progressive 

story beginning with early leadership theorists - such as Aristotle and 

Machiavelli, and ending with the current thinking about post-heroic or 

dispersed leadership.  

 

This story catalogued the ‘big names’ found within academic discussions of 

leadership (such as Bass, Fiedler and House) and ‘key theories’ (such as 

situational and transformational leadership) by using chronological 

classifications and showed how each group of theories were introduced, 

championed and gradually discredited according to a number of 

methodological and theoretical flaws. As I was writing the first draft of this 

chapter, I found myself thinking, “how much do I have to include to show that I 

know all of these theories and therefore demonstrate my knowledge of 

leadership”? Emotionally and intellectually, I felt constrained and frustrated by 

my decision to replicate the leadership literature in the same way as the 

textbooks that were strewn across my desk. It was this feeling that led to a 

breakdown (Alvesson and Karreman 2007) and this will be expanded upon in 

the next section. 
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The Leadership Literature:  A dominant discourse promoting 

a unidirectional, chronological story? 

 

On reflection, it is easy to be seduced as I was, by presenting the leadership 

literature from these more dominant categorical reference points grounded in 

‘soft’ academic theory. This is despite my increasing awareness from the 

outset of my PhD, about the difficulty in naming a definitive all-embracing 

definition of leadership as well as a belief in Fulop and Rifkin’s (2004) more 

embodied model which reflects that knowledge can be generated from a 

number of sources, not just from ‘soft and hard academic theory’.  

 

However, as a PhD student, attempting to present myself as an ‘expert’ in my 

chosen subject area (paralleling the expectations in relation to leaders 

presenting themselves as ‘experts’ in organisations) the ‘big names’ contained 

within the leadership literature lured me with their authoritative stamp on the 

subject matter to be discussed and their belief that leadership is a knowable 

and discoverable phenomenon. I unquestioningly cited a number of ‘key’ 

theories and theorists and replicated the leadership textbooks by presenting a 

consensus view about which researchers or groups of researchers claimed 

ownership of particular leadership theories.  

 

For example, I reported that the behavioural approach to leadership research 

occurring after the Second World War, was dominated by researchers from 

the Ohio State University in Columbus, USA and that the contingency 
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approach to leadership studies was championed by ‘big names’ such as Fred 

Fiedler, Robert House, Paul Hersey and Kenneth Blanchard (for example, see 

the synopsis of leadership theories as presented by (Fulop, Linstead and 

Dunford 2004; Bratton, Grint and Nelson 2005)). On reflection, I was unaware 

of my own positioning which continued to present these various individual 

studies as the legacy of ‘great men’ narratives that are rehearsed today. By 

doing this, I not only replicated the notion of the researcher as ‘hero’, mirroring 

the leadership literatures focus on the notion of leaders as great heroic 

individuals, but also vindicated a belief in modernist trends which still persist 

today. 

 

This paragraph represents my breakdown (Alvesson and Karreman 2007) or 

‘the light bulb moment’ regarding how embedded I was in a modernist 

discourse. This is not to say that previous researchers have not contributed 

significantly to the development of new theories and ideas in the field of 

leadership but rather to demonstrate (as previously stated) that knowledge is 

produced within particular historical, social, cultural, economic and political 

preconceptions. In relation to the mainstream leadership literature, the cult of 

individualism and the heroic leader are dominant precepts in this regard. Both 

aspects are enacted in depictions of leadership (with a concentration on 

‘successful’ leaders personas, thoughts and actions) and with the researchers 

themselves (with an emphasis upon discovering leadership ‘success’ stories).  

 

Missing from my chronological discussion was any consideration of how 

researchers have managed to claim an apparent hegemony as to what was 
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counted as leadership at specific points in history. This convention is enduring 

and powerful in that even supposed critiques of these leadership theories 

continue the chronological, incremental and segmented leadership story 

(Fulop, Linstead and Dunford 2004; Bratton et al. 2005) rather than 

challenging the assumptions which underpin the telling of this story.  

 

Good guy, bad guy 

In parallel, Grey (2005: 43) has critiqued the good guy/bad guy story of 

organisational theory as set up in conventional textbooks; the bad guy being 

scientific management approach and the good guy being the human relations 

approach. Naming this good guy/bad guy story as the orthodox story, Grey 

(2005: 61) draws our attention to four interrelated issues:  

it is a constructed story, each part of the story is part of a philosophical 
and historical context, it is a story which provides a technical and 
ideological legitimation of management and finally, it presents a one sided, 
and limited picture of instrumental rationality and control. 

  

In terms of retelling the story of the leadership literature, Grey’s (2005) good 

guy/bad guy analogy is a useful one. The good guy in the leadership arena is 

currently represented by post-heroic/dispersed leadership theories that 

reposition the follower as the crucial element in the leader/follower dynamic. 

The bad guy in the leadership arena is everything that had gone before, e.g. 

trait, behavioural, situational, contingency and transformational theories 

presented as being gradually discredited according to a number of 

methodological and theoretical flaws. However, if we were to interrogate the 

story of leadership literature from the vantage point of say, the 1950’s, 
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leadership trait theories focusing on the attributes possessed by a leader were 

seen as the bad guy and behaviourist theories which framed leadership as an 

activity and emphasised how leaders operate and behave towards their 

followers, was being positioned as the good guy.  

 

If we turn to the context in which these leadership theories were developed, it 

is possible to see their good guy/bad guy positioning differently. Behaviourist 

theories were developed in the context of a post war world that was still to 

coming to terms with the atrocities presided over by leaders such as Hitler. If 

Hitler’s possessed traits led to the leadership enacted, then the leadership 

outlook for the future looked bleak. If on the other hand, leadership could be 

leant and enacted differently, then the outlook for leadership looked more 

optimistic. The point that I am making is that what is/was reported as current 

thinking in the leadership arena is wholly dependant upon historical markers 

strongly underpinned by philosophical, political and economic influences, etc.   

 

By questioning the chronological and unidirectional story of the leadership 

literature, and by noting Grey’s (2005) critique of the story of organisational 

theory (from which the leadership literature story is enacted), I began to 

approach my research with a number of insights in mind. Firstly, it is a 

constructed story, which is embedded within a wider social, political, 

economic and cultural backdrop. Secondly, the processes by which the 

various leadership theories come to be known as the unconventional wisdom 

about ‘what leadership is’ are underpinned by complex power dynamics. 

Thirdly, essentialist theories of leadership are framed within the context of 
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how leaders get others (in the guise of followers) to do what they want them to 

do.  

 

These insights are particularly relevant in the context of the current ‘good guy’ 

of leadership theorizing, post-heroic or dispersed leadership theories. 

Following from the legacy of Taylorism and scientific management, 

researchers adopting this approach have simply shifted ground from 

analysing the ‘individual’ leader to interrogating the ‘individual’ follower. The 

theories of knowledge still remain objectivist in orientation with positivist 

generalisations being the markers of research rigour. This ensures that 

subsequent researchers are in a position to replicate the research design and 

to build a science of organisational behaviour alongside this new leadership 

focus. 

 

Adopting a Critical Stance: Free at last? 

 

By adopting a critical stance and considering how knowledge about 

leadership, or any other social phenomenon, is socially constructed according 

to particular interpretative lens, I was freed from the constraints of presenting 

the leadership literature as a retelling of a coherent, unidirectional, 

chronologically and progressive story that assumes leadership can be 

definitively defined. I have since discovered a number of authors who have 

similarly questioned the apparent coherence of various bodies of literature in 

other subject areas. For example, borrowing from Townley’s (1994: 3) 
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reflections on the Human Resource Management (HRM) literature and 

gaining support and encouragement from her line of questioning, I realised 

that the same questions can be posed for leadership: 

 

- What is the effect of constructing the (HRM) leadership literature in a 

particular way? 

- To what has our attention been directed and from what has it been averted? 

- What are the limits of the seeable and the sayable within the discourse of 

(HRM) leadership?  

 

By problematising the mainstream leadership literature as a coherent and 

unidirectional story, I continued to question the need to and difficulty of 

presenting an all-embracing definition of leadership. As Forray and Mir (1994: 

210) state: ‘[p]roblematize means to embrace differences or tensions rather 

than to resolve them by designing ‘solutions’ that either compromise both 

positions or ‘privilege’ one over the other’. 

 

As Grint (2005) has also challenged the quest for a definitive definition of 

leadership, he offered me a way forward from this uncomfortable position. By 

directly confronting the issue of discovering an all embracing leadership 

definition or providing a consensus view on the leadership topic, it is possible 

to consider an alternative position. Grint (2005: 18) presents this alternative 

through a framework that illustrates four different ways of understanding what 

leadership is, and in so doing examines the ‘foundational assumptions’ of the 

four different answers.  
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• Person: it is WHO ‘leaders’ are that makes them leaders 

• Position: it is WHERE ‘leaders’ operate that makes them leaders 

• Result: it is WHAT ‘leaders’ achieve that makes them leaders 

• Process: it is HOW ‘leaders’ get things done that makes them leaders 

 

By presenting this framework, Grint (2005) offered me a path on which to 

proceed in the rest of this chapter. Abandoning the need to retell the story of 

the leadership literature in terms of the conventional and consensus 

orientated leadership narrative, this chapter will instead consider leadership 

from Grint’s four interrogating positions. The plurality inherent in these four 

positions aims to provide a fresh angle from which to create insights regarding 

the leadership literature and to generate new directions from which to 

continue the research process.  

 

Being ‘critical’ 

Productively, after adopting Grint’s (2005) framework, I found myself reading 

a host of leadership articles from a more critical perspective.  For example, 

Denis, Langley and Pineault (2000) have integrated ideas from the literature 

on socialization and role theory as well as that on executive succession 

processes to explore the process of becoming a leader in an organisation. 

Their research aimed to develop an understanding of the dynamics of the 

entry process for a new CEO in a large hospital. They conclude that a new 

leader can enhance his or her room for manoeuvre as the integration process 

evolves. 
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This paper makes a number of assumptions that can be unpacked using 

Grint’s (2005) framework as a starting point. Firstly, it assumes that the CEO 

as the leader of an organisation, single-handedly influences outcomes. This 

reinforces the notions of leadership as position and ‘leader as person’. 

Secondly, the research does not consider the notion of leadership success as 

problematic (success according to whom and based upon what outcomes or 

results?), thus presenting a traditional approach to ‘leadership as (alleged) 

results’. Finally, they fail to acknowledge that notions of becoming a leader 

are inherently linked to the ascribed position of CEO. In other words, they 

unproblematically assume that it is possible to ‘know’ when the CEO has 

become a leader without considering that this assessment is a fluid and 

dynamic process involving the interpretation of various assessors (e.g. senior 

managers, board members, employees) regarding the CEO’s behaviour and 

accomplishments.  

 

By neglecting to acknowledge their own subjective judgments as researchers, 

who hold inherent beliefs and assumptions about the leadership process, they 

also reinforce traditional beliefs that leadership evolves in an unquestioning, 

deterministic and sequential way. These reflective considerations, which 

problematise any simple notions of becoming a leader, are noticeably absent 

from their conceptual framework, methodology and conclusions. Combining a 

critical take on the leadership literature using Grint’s (2005) four positions 

combined with Fulop and Rifkin’s (2004) framework outlining different ways to 

produce knowledge, the rest of this chapter will review the mainstream 

leadership literature whilst challenging the essentialist domination of 



 

 144 

leadership theorizing. This review will interrogate the traditional 

categorizations found in the leadership literature through a more critical and 

reflective lens that draws upon a range of knowledge sources and related 

literatures. 
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Leadership as Person: It is WHO leaders are that makes them 

leaders 

 

Following Grint’s (2005) framework, this first section will concentrate upon the 

approach to leadership that perceives it to be a consequence of the given 

attributes of a person, ‘an individual human who embodies and demonstrates 

personal characteristics traditionally associated with leaders’ (Grint 2005: 33). 

Underpinning a traditional synopsis of the leadership literature, the notion that 

leadership as person was the starting point for western leadership theories at 

the beginning of the twentieth century is unchallenged.  

 

This body of research is classified as the ‘trait approach’ to leadership in 

which it is the ‘essence’ of the individual leader that is critical, not the context 

or situation in which they operate. Therefore, organisations need to select the 

‘right’ leader with the ‘appropriate’ traits. As Grint (1997: 2) states, ‘a leader is 

a leader under any circumstances and it is more than likely that such traits are 

part of the individual’s genetic make up’. This section will critically review this 

dominant strand in the leadership literature by problematising the 

assumptions underpinning the trait approach to leadership theorizing. This 

section is lengthier than the subsequent analyses of Grint’s (2005) remaining 

definitions. This is due to the endurance and persistence of this perspective 

reflecting a longstanding belief in, and allegiance to, the heroic, individual 

leader. 
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Searching for the ‘right stuff’ of leadership 

Descriptions of the ‘trait’ approach focus on the notion that leaders have 

special qualities that distinguish them from their followers and show how this 

body of research established the ‘great man’ theory identifying potential 

military leaders in World War I. For example, US intelligence tests were 

designed to identify competencies for responsibility and screen recruits 

(Townley 1994: 88). Drawing upon the Eugenics movement, trait theorists 

shared the view that individual differences were based on genetic inheritance 

(Rust and Golombok 1989). Consequently, supposed gifted individuals who 

possessed superior qualities and attributes were predestined to lead 

organisations and nations.  

 

Researchers pursuing a trait approach to leadership theorizing adopted a 

discovery model of research which concentrated on three related areas: 

‘discovering’ specific traits that distinguished leaders from followers, 

‘discovering’ traits that correlated with effective leaders and ‘discovering traits’ 

which differentiated effective from ineffective leaders (Bratton et al. 2005: 142). 

To this end, research efforts were directed towards identifying a universal 

cluster of traits that differentiated leaders from followers. Early researchers 

utilized various methods to identify these trait clusters including: a) observing 

individuals in structured leadership activities and clustering the traits of 

successful leaders, b) getting members of a group to nominate or rate their 

preferred leaders and then analysing the characteristics of these leaders, c) 

selecting persons who occupied positions of leadership and then analysing 

their biographical data. Many early studies involved children or college 
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students or individuals occupying senior business or professional positions 

(Bratton et al. 2005: 143).  

  

These researchers then categorized the traits according to particular 

taxonomies, which included physical characteristics, social background, 

intelligence and ability, personality, task-related characteristics and social 

characteristics (for example, see Stogdill 1974). Other commentators such as 

Bryman (1999) state that the bulk of traits fell into three broad groups: 

physical traits: such as physique, height and appearance; abilities: such as 

intelligence and fluency of speech; and personality characteristics: such as 

conservatism, introversion-extroversion and self-confidence. Other category 

taxonomies include technical skills, conceptual skills and interpersonal skills 

(Yukl 2002). The assumption embedded in this research is that it is possible 

to define ‘leadership’ according to an identifiable set of successful traits or 

characteristics. As Kirkpatrick and Locke (1991: 59) put it, ‘[l]eaders do not 

have to be great men or women by being intellectual geniuses or omniscient 

prophets to succeed. But they do need to have the ‘right stuff’ and this stuff is 

not equally present in all people’. 

 

Researchers who pursued the trait approach to leadership theory emerged at 

a time when scientific management had made its debut as a means to 

improve the productivity and efficiency of operative personnel through the 

separation of conception and execution (Robbins, Bergman, Stagg and 

Coulter 2000). Advocates of scientific management, such as Taylor and the 

Gilbreths, designed work practices that defined the ‘one best management 
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way’ for a job to be done. Clegg, Kornberger and Pitsis (2005: 366) show  that 

Taylor disliked the fact that workers knew more about their work processes 

than he or their managers did. They claim that ‘Taylor’s 1911 ‘The Principles 

of Scientific Management’ initiative, in getting the knowledge out of workers’ 

heads and making it an object of managerial manipulation in Bethlehem Steel, 

was a harsh way of transforming tacit into explicit knowledge’ and in so doing 

also provided a formal role for managerial leadership for the first time. Clegg 

et al. (2005) reveal this exercise, to enshrine the control of production 

processes in the hands of appointed leaders, to be one of power and 

domination as workers were stripped of their sense of self worth and 

bargaining power. 

 

The ‘search’ continues 

The search for specific leadership traits dominated the research agenda until 

three reviews questioned the legitimacy of this approach (Bird 1940; Jenkins 

1947; Stogdill 1948). From 1948 onwards, these reviews began to be cited 

frequently challenging the view that personal characteristics or traits could 

accurately predict leadership effectiveness (Bass 1990). The intention was to 

put forward the idea that leadership was in fact situational in origin. Stogdill’s 

(1948) major survey of trait studies for example, led him to conclude that 

patterns of traits, as characteristics of leaders, are difficult to isolate without 

factoring situational effects into the equation. Stogdill (1948: 64) thus 

introduced the idea that leadership was not simply a unique quality of some 

particular bearer but rather a much more active phenomenon taking place 
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within a relationship between a leader and follower. Hence, subordinates were 

brought back into the equation, as followers admittedly, but still playing an 

active role: 

 A person does not become a leader by virtue of the possession of some 
combination of traits…the pattern of personal characteristics of the leader 
must bear some relevant relationship to the characteristics, activities and 
goals of the followers.     
 

 

This was not to say that Stogdill’s review ‘sounded the seeming deathknell’ of 

the trait approach per se (Bass 1990: 78). Rather the notion that leaders were 

born with innate leadership traits and abilities was surpassed by the view that 

certain leaders need to consider the situation in which they found themselves 

(which included an emphasis upon their ‘followers’) and the key question 

researchers began to ask became: to what extent does the same trait-

leadership connection remain true for a wide variety of situations? (for 

instance, see Gibb 1947; Carter 1953; Shartle 1956). 

 

Despite this change of emphasis, the core belief in ‘discovering’ specific traits, 

which would then lead to leadership effectiveness in specific situations 

continued to prevail. For example, Mann’s (1959) survey on the connections 

between personality and performance in small groups ‘found’ a positive 

relationship between assumed personal traits, such as intelligence and 

extroversion and leadership potential.  In this example, it is possible to 

consider that notions of ‘intelligence’ and ‘extroversion’ are just as problematic 

as any other trait factor in that they are culturally bound and illusive in terms of 

research protocols. 
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In 1974, Stogdill reviewed another 163 trait studies published between 1948 

and 1970 and claimed improvements in the research methodologies being 

used: experiments that addressed one variable at a time had been replaced 

by multivariate experiment and factor analysis. He found, as he had in his 

original study in 1948, that leadership was based on a complex, integrated 

grouping of traits and social interactions, rather than a simple ownership of 

traits (Stogdill 1974). Although it would seem that researchers advocating a 

trait approach were rethinking their research questions and methodologies, 

they were still being conceptualised from a positivist position that related 

leadership effectiveness to a directly knowable and measurable cluster of 

traits.  

 

In tandem with the ongoing emphasis on trait theory, a focus on behaviourism 

began to enter the leadership research agenda with a belief that leadership 

skills and abilities could be learnt and developed. Thus researchers sought to 

trace clusters of leadership skills that could be traced, replicated and exhibited 

by particular individuals with leadership capabilities. In contrast to this 

positivist orientation, Stogdill (1974) demonstrates awareness of the social 

production of knowledge in this area. He points out that readers should 

interpret the data with scepticism because his conclusions were based only 

on published studies that may overemphasize positive findings due to the 

reluctance of academic journal editors to publish negative findings (cited in 

Bratton et al. 2005).  
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Leadership as a readily definable phenomenon prevails within popularist 

accounts too with lists of essentialist, discoverable traits, skills and abilities 

being named. Recent contributions include Covey’s (1989) principle-centred 

leadership that outlines the ‘seven habits’ of successful leadership and 

Goleman, Boyatzis and Mckee’s (2002) book which posits a link between 

emotional intelligence and successful leadership. Goleman et al. (2002: 46-8) 

list a number of emotional intelligence factors, as self-awareness, self-

management, social awareness and relationship management, as well as 

detailed competencies that underpin these four categories and claim that 

‘[n]ow, guided by the neurology underlying the emotional intelligence 

framework, we can make a sharp distinction between what works and what 

doesn’t work when it comes to…the art of leadership’. 

 

Questioning the assumptions 

This section will ‘break’ with the evolution of trait and behaviourist theory, to 

consider the assumptions underpinning this dominant leadership as person 

strand in the leadership literature. Drawing upon postmodernism, this section 

questions the modernist assumption positioning the leader as person as the 

focal point in organisation and management theory.  Postmodernism 

challenges our notion of the individual by revealing the multiple and often 

contradictory ways we enact our subjectivity.  Palmer and Hardy (2000: 273) 

frame this as ‘constrained actors’ and ‘complicated identities’.  
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In the ‘constrained actor’ category, it is argued that by de-centering the 

subject, doubt is cast on the individual as an autonomous leader who can take 

action and make a difference. Instead, individuals as leaders are constrained 

by the web of relationships in which they are embedded. To link this to 

leadership as person, leadership theory needs to consider the possibility that 

individuals defined as ‘leaders’ arise out of interactions with ‘followers’ rather 

than the other way around. Instead of considering leadership as simply a 

matter of possessing the relevant traits, what is taken to be leadership and 

who is accepted to be a leader is socially constituted through the interactions 

that take place between ‘leaders’ and ‘followers’ (Collinson 2005). In the 

‘complicated identities’ category, the challenge is to the concept of the ‘true 

self’. Drawing upon the multiplicity of identities that ‘make up’ an individual, 

Hill and Stephens (2005: 131) introduce the phrase ‘portfolio of selves’ to 

describe the personal and professional ‘selves’ we perform as part of our 

individual identity. These ‘selves’ are connected, complicated and undivided 

(Bowring 2004).  

 

To link this to leadership as person conceptualisations, trait and behavioural 

theories are debunked as leaders do not exhibit of possess leadership traits 

or abilities, rather they perform leadership in a particular time and place 

(Goffman 1959; Butler 1990). In this regard , notions of gendered leadership 

can be considered as a performance; it’s what you do at particular times, 

rather than a universal who you are. Therefore, individuals have ‘leadership’ 

identities insofar as they are recognized by those with whom they interact and 

more importantly, other actors involved must accept this identity. As Clegg 
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(1989: 159) states, ‘[i]dentities are not absolute but always relational: one can 

only ever be seen to be something in relation to something else’. 

 

Leadership as Person: A gendered issue  

Postmodern feminist writers draw upon the ideas of complicated identities and 

constrained actors to highlight the experiences of particular subjects, notably 

women (and minorities). Their ideas are particularly relevant to critiques of the 

leadership as person notion, as they consider that men and women do not 

exhibit inherently distinctive leadership traits but rather that the meanings of 

maleness/masculinity and femaleness/femininity are socially constructed in 

ways that create different leadership ‘realities’ or ‘experiences’ for men and 

women (Palmer and Hardy 2000; Bowring 2004). This questions the 

leadership as person classification, but it is also particularly relevant to this 

thesis as the case study organisation under investigation is predominantly 

male dominated and currently seeking to increase the percentage of women it 

employs. Nonetheless the mainstream quest to define a set of effective 

leadership attributes or traits encompassing a gender dimension continues to 

include differentiation between those designated successful versus 

unsuccessful traits and attributes assumed to be either masculine or feminine.  

 

Debates over gender, in both the leadership literature and in the broader 

social sciences reflect on what it is, where it comes from and how it is 

expressed and understood, as well as the power and political implications of 

gendered roles (Butler 1990; Grosz 1994). It is easy to be convinced by 
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research studies, popularised accounts and government reports that claim: a) 

leadership traits, styles and behaviours can be simply categorized by gender 

(Kirton and Greene 2001) and, b) that men and women lead differently 

(Peters and Waterman 1982; Loden 1985; Australia 1995). Other debates in 

the literature and within the talk of organisations, focus upon whether women 

who make it into leadership positions only do so because they adopt 

masculinist behaviours, and/or that they have ‘chosen’ a career over a family, 

and/or women have in some way sold out to their female counterparts by 

adopting such masculinist leadership styles (Wajcman 2000). 

 

This binary mode of differentiation between masculine and feminine styles of 

leadership is present in the wider organisational literature also. For example, 

Fletcher (2004: 652) notes how popular debates covering work and family 

relationships are constructed according to gender dualities.  She points out 

that they are also constructed as segmented and oppositional (i.e. skills in 

one arena are assumed to be inappropriate in another), gender linked (i.e. 

men and images of idealized masculinity are associated with work, and 

privileged, and women and images of idealised femininity are associated with 

home) and under valued (i.e. labour in the home sphere is assumed to be the 

domain of the unskilled and related to innate characteristics).  

 

A similar dichotomy currently exists in the leadership literature. Dissatisfaction 

with the heroic leader model, as epitomised in transformational and 

charismatic leadership theory (once again advocating the trait approach), has 

led to the development of a ‘post-heroic’ leadership model which advocates 
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nurturing attributes usually associated with femininity. This in turn has led to 

claims of possible ‘female advantage’: as prospects for women to gain 

advantage in managerial work by using their female identity and 

characteristics to transform organisations into more flexible, participatory and 

caring institutions is posed (Helgesen 1990; Lipman-Blumen 1992). Wajcman 

(2000: 255) also sees a positive re-evaluation of gender stereotypes of 

women managers taking place, noting that: ‘this development is due largely to 

the fact that standard renditions of women’s leadership qualities are in tune 

with current fashions in management theory’. 

 

Billing and Alvesson (2000: 149) note such essentialising of gender provides, 

‘a counterfoil making it easier for a number of females – and progressive men 

– to identify with leadership and get some guidelines and legitimation’. The 

‘counterfoil’ suggestion is both compelling and a seductive avenue for those 

wanting to decide if they ‘have the right stuff’ to be corporate leaders.  

However, the notion of ‘female advantage’ and this ‘positive re-evaluation’ 

reinforces the perception that gendered identity represents particular, defined 

leadership attributes, traits, styles or behaviours. 

 

Following Fulop and Rifkin’s (2004) invitation to theorize through oneself 

(learning by doing), I decided to read through the stated lists of masculine and 

feminine leadership traits.  I found myself deciding that female values 

characterized as: ‘interdependence, cooperation, receptivity, merging, 

acceptance, awareness of patterns, wholes and contexts, emotional tone, 

personalistic perception, being, intuition, and synthesizing’ (Marshall 1993: 
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124) seemed to describe my values rather than those traditionally associated 

with masculinity, ‘hard, dry, impersonal, objective, explicit, outer-focused, 

action-orientated, analytic, dualistic, quantitative, linear, rationalist, 

reductionist, and materialist’ (Hines 1992: 328).  However, after reading 

Wajcman’s (2000: 257) reflections on the leadership literature in which she is, 

‘struck by the way in which it is permeated by gender stereotypical 

oppositions’ (whilst becoming increasingly aware that this reductionist notion 

linking values and gender is far too simplistic), I began to recognize the way in 

which such dualisms feed into essentialist precepts. As Wajcman (2000: 258) 

puts it: 

The central fallacy of leadership studies is that they reduce the study of 
power and leadership to the individual. Like power, leadership is not 
simply a trait which people possess. It is a structural asset that is 
exercised through a social network and is dependant upon the 
accounts and responses of those who are assessing the actions of a 
manager in particular situations…The point at which a decisive move 
becomes precipitative, or a tactful decision becomes a cave-in, 
depends on the interpretative framework, not on the behaviour itself. 

  

The ‘structural’ context 

Such dualistic categorizations force the individual to place themselves in one 

gendered camp or the other. It is noteworthy that leadership success in a 

corporate world, valuing competition, cost cutting and the exploitation of 

labour, is often linked with masculine values and traits.   As Fletcher (2004: 

651) states: 

It is important to underscore that these traits, skills and abilities are not 
essential aspects of masculinity or femininity and indeed may not reflect 
the behaviour of many men and women. Nonetheless, these idealized 
images exert subtle but real pressure on women and men to “do gender” 
by defining themselves in relation to these stereotypes.  
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As gender stereotypes are deeply embedded within all institutions, these 

pressures are significant (Palmer and Hardy: 2000: 93). In support of this 

position, Billing and Alvesson (2000) contend that it is the very principles that 

underpin capitalist market economies that operate to constrain gender 

relations and ensure the continuing domination of men in leadership positions. 

As they write: ‘[p]roductivity and the ability to compete are the criteria by 

which the worth of employees including managers is being measured, not the 

ability to share, to show kindness, to be empathetic’ (2000: 153). Martin (2001) 

comments further, that the ease with which men mobilize masculinities at 

work may be due to a resonance between some forms of masculinity and 

bureaucracy, market capitalism and western conceptions of science. 

 

Moreover, Collinson and Hearn (1996) point out the emphasis on women’s 

different ways of organizing, managing and leading, and the pressure for 

women to develop skills appropriate to contemporary managerial hierarchy, 

fails to represent the diversity of behaviours present in organisations. They 

cite research that has found few consistent differences between female and 

male managers in terms of managerial behaviours, levels of commitment, 

decision styles, stress factors or subordinate’s responses (Donnell and Hall 

1980; Boulgarides 1984; Powell 1988). However, a growing body of research 

suggests that men and women enact distinctive gendered performances even 

as they claim to operate in gender-neutral ways (West and Zimmerman 1987; 

Scott 1997).In order to encourage some deeper thinking around ‘doing 

gender’, Martin (2001) calls for reflexive processes that critique pervasive and 

taken for granted assumptions about gender performance.  
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The invisibility arguments 

Authors that highlight the embeddedness of specific leadership norms claim a 

combination of social, economic and political forces as shaping constructions 

of leadership in gender terms. As Billing and Alvesson (2000: 145) frame it: 

‘deeply rooted cultural ideas and current processes of social construction, 

give leadership a masculine image in most countries’. Eveline (2004), writing 

about gender and leadership in the university context, references empirical 

material from the “ivory basement”, as occupied by largely female secretaries, 

cleaners and causal tutors, contrasting this with the “ivory tower”, a site mainly 

inhabited by male academics. Her analysis makes visible behaviours we 

characterize and value as ‘leadership’ and shows ‘cultural norms and 

practices [as] embedded in the exercis[e] of power’ (2004: 34). She reports 

that the ‘glue work’ and ‘relational activities’ frequently performed by women in 

the ’ivory basement’, although exhibiting forms of leadership, is not 

represented thus.  Indeed it is undervalued, taken for granted and made 

invisible (Eveline 2004: 159).  

 

Sinclair (2005b) also argues that women’s leadership activities are rendered 

invisible due to their dissimilarity with accepted leadership definitions 

operating in organisational settings. Commenting specifically on Australian 

leadership and masculinist archetypes she suggests they are represented in 

everyday life through, 

rights of passage, in the language of combat and sport, in jokes and 
assertions and demonstrations of sexual and physical prowess. Many 
contemporary business practices help to reproduce and perpetuate the 
heroic archetypes with their emphases on endurance and stoicism, on a 
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larrikinism and light-hearted mateship, alongside a more sober 
paternalism (2005: 32/33) 
 

Collinson and Hearn (1996: 3) situate the Australian macho in relation to the 

1980s and the 1990s corporate scene where, ‘masculine, abrasive and highly 

autocratic managerial styles were widely valued and celebrated as the 

primary means of generating corporate success’. They identify journalistic 

images which depict male executives as heroic, ‘hard men’ and show how a 

central criterion of performance evaluation processes reflects a masculinist 

concern with personal power expressed through a capacity to control both 

others and the self.  Furthermore, these authors argue that because of this 

pervasive association with men and power and authority, in organisations, 

management theory has consistently ignored the gender question.  Hence 

despite the organisational hierarchy largely remaining dominated by men, the 

dominant management and leadership frameworks allude to gender-neutral 

activity. 

 

A number of authors have also highlighted how many key organisational 

studies, such as the Hawthorne experiment, Taylorism, Maslow’s hierarchy of 

needs and Braverman’s labour process theory, pay no attention to gender 

(Mumby and Putnam 1992; Mumby 1996; Wilson 1996). Martin (2001) names 

traditional gendered conceptions as ‘depend[ent] on the material, social and 

cultural relations in which they [are] embedded, including how power [is] 

distributed among men and women’ (2001: 611), thus showing that it is 

possible to identify their context-specific nature and undermine the essentialist 

perceptions that confine them. 
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The Contribution of Poststructuralist Theory: Identity 

formations 

 

In seeking to understand why leadership definitions become embedded in the 

leadership as person categorisation, poststructuralists provide context-specific 

understandings of how power relations affect identity formation. Collinson 

(2003) for example, draws upon the work of Nkomo and Cox (1996) to argue 

that it is necessary to deconstruct gender dualities as, ‘[t]he attachment to 

identity can be especially problematic given that in practice, we 

simultaneously occupy many subjective positions, identities and allegiances’ 

(2003: 534). He argues that by privileging one aspect of identity (such as 

gender) and ignoring other important features of self (such as class, family 

status, ethnicity and age), the multiple aspects of identity become neglected.  

Rather than experiencing a singular or unitary sense of self, aspects of our 

identity can be mutually reinforcing and/or mutually contradictory. In seeking 

to encourage us to embody the point he is making, Collinson (2003: 534) 

continues by inviting the reader to imagine the discomfort and awkwardness 

which can be felt when normally discrete worlds come together, such as when 

friends meet parents, or when work meets home.  

 

Foucault’s (1970; 1972; 1977) analysis of power and knowledge has 

implications for our understanding of the individual subject.  In denying the 

existence of an essential human subject, whose nature is to be discovered or 

uncovered, he proffers a relational and dynamic model of identity which 
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emphasises the constituted nature of self. As Townley (1994: 11) explains, 

‘[t]he individual is continuously constituted and constructed through social 

relationships, discourses and practices’. Rather than a ‘given’ identity of 

(leadership) skills, abilities and personality traits, Foucauldian analysis 

identifies the processes by which the individual is rendered knowable, as that 

by which the individual (leader) is constructed (Townley 1993).  

 

Knights and Wilmott (1999) also expose the tenuous link between leadership 

and gender dualities caricatured in the trait leadership literature. Moving away 

from traditional managerial literature, they refer to novels (such as The 

Unbearable Lightness of Being and Nice Work), to explore the complexity of 

the protagonists’ identities and thereby challenge notions of a unitary, 

gendered self.  For example, in Nice Work, one of the main characters, Robyn, 

is portrayed as a “politically correct” feminist and academic whose research 

interests are based on poststructuralist theory. However, in the novel, she is 

shown to encounter difficulty in applying her principles when they collide with 

the complexities of her personal and professional life (especially when she 

enters into an affair with Vic who she is shadowing as part of a research 

project). As Knights and Wilmott (1999: 35) reflect: 

[b]y getting to know each other through a relationship that is physical as 
well as intellectual, the adequacy and coherence of their respective ways 
of making sense of the world are challenged as each discovers a good 
deal about the boundaries of their self-identities. 

 

In alluding to the plot and characters within such novels , Knights and Wilmott 

(1999: 60) show how the notion of particular traits, abilities and behaviours, as 

solely represented by and confined to gender stereotypes (or any other 
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aspect of  identity), is highly contentious given their often ambiguous, 

contradictory and fragmented expression.  

 

Griffin (2002) highlights the paradoxes operating here by referring to 

Napoleon as both a hero of the French revolution as well as a despot and 

dictator in his internal rule of France. He argues that biographers choose one 

perspective or the other and try to make a case that their view is the ‘real’ 

Napoleon, thus producing a mutually exclusive and contrasting ‘either/or’ 

perspective. Another way of depicting Napoleon is to adopt the ‘both/and’ 

perspective such that: as a foreign conqueror, Napoleon was perceived as a 

hero, whilst as an internal administrator, he was perceived as a despot, thus 

dissolving the ‘either/or’ dilemma. Griffin (2002: 13) introduces the post-

structuralist notion of ‘at the same time’ meaning that Napoleon was, in all his 

actions, portrayed as both a liberator and a dictator at the same time. As he 

frames it: ‘[h]olding this sense of at the same time is to become aware of key 

paradoxes and it remains uncomfortable. The very essence of such 

paradoxes is that they do not settle down to a resolution’.  

 

Poststructuralist researchers like Calas and Smircich (1991) similarly question 

trait and behaviourist theory, re-visiting four classic leadership texts 

(Barnard’s The Functions of the Executive, McGregor’s The Human Side of 

Enterprise, Mintzberg’s The Nature of Managerial Work, and Peters and 

Waterman’s In Search of Excellence). In doing so they reveal how 

‘deconstructing leadership helps to analyse the dependency of supposedly 

opposite concepts on one another and shows how rhetoric and cultural 
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conditions work together to conceal this dependency’ (1991: 569). They 

conclude that leadership knowledge itself reflects a privileging of so-called 

masculine values and engages narrowly framed definitions of femininity. 

Deconstructing the myth of leadership they demonstrate it is tied to prevailing 

endorsements of inequitable structures based on hierarchy and power. 

Bratton et al. (2005) point out how a culturalist reading problematises trait 

approaches as what constitutes a positive leadership trait in one country may 

well not be considered so in another. Brodbeck and colleagues (2000) study 

of middle-level managers from 22 European countries, also endorses this 

view 

 

Leadership as Person: A persistent and seductive approach 

Despite the problems and issues surrounding the trait approach to leadership 

and in particular gender (as outlined above) and despite trait theory 

researchers having failed to find a consistent set of personality traits that 

differentiate leaders from followers, its appeal appears to be seductively 

persistent such that it has undergone a renaissance from the 1980s when 

more active interventionist research methodologies began to be employed. 

Boyatzis (1982) for example, used behaviour event interviews to infer 

successful traits and skills from incidents reported by managers. Also, McCall 

and Lombardo (1983) gathered descriptions of managers who advanced into 

middle or top management but subsequently ‘derailed’ and compared them to 

managers who made it to the ‘top’ (although the possibility is that much of 

their research data relied on manager self-reports). The search has continued 
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to ‘discover’ traits that relate most consistently to managerial effectiveness or 

advancement so that Yukl (2002) for example, recorded another ‘trait 

taxonomy’ which included self-confidence, energy, initiative, emotional 

maturity, stress tolerance, and belief in internal locus of control, as 

characteristics most likely to indicate leadership effectiveness. 

 

As further evidence of the tenacity of this theory of leadership, the trait 

approach is currently used in human resource management (HRM) and 

leadership/management development practices on the grounds that it aids the 

identification, selection and development of potential leaders. Proponents of 

the use of an assessment centre to identify the potential of prospective 

leaders, using a variety of techniques, are common. Townley (1994: 99) 

explains that processes followed in such centres, ‘involve[s] a series of 

exercises and tests conducted over a few days, in which candidates have to 

demonstrate knowledge, skills and abilities considered to be most important to 

the new position’.   

 

Analysing assessment centres from a Foucauldian perspective, Townley 

(1994) critiques the functions involved and describes the precepts engaged as 

nebulous, challenging the notion that there is a set of verifiable, predictable 

leadership or management characteristics that can be uncovered through 

such exercises and tests. She shows how individuals are assumed to be 

reduced to standardized, describable and measurable dimensions through a 

process of objectification that reinforces a hierarchical evaluation of 
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performance or success. As she puts it: ‘[s]tandard descriptors of planning, 

organizing, leading and controlling are rarely reflected in behaviour. There is 

the danger that dimensions identified reflect the image of management, rather 

than what managers actually do’ (Townley 1994: 98). 

 

 
Clegg et al.  (2005), drawing on Foucault (1977), consider that the 

assessment centre is a form of enforced examination which serves as a 

common practice to integrate knowledge and power in the interests of 

authority figures. According to Foucault (1977), examinations become 

powerful instruments that shape behaviour and represent hierarchical forms of 

people surveillance by normalizing particular judgement systems. Clegg et al. 

thus betrayed assessment centres as ‘examples of the knowledge/power link 

because they have the power to assess someone (using the knowledge 

dimension) and change him or her (using the power dimension)’ (2005: 366). 

That normative devices, such as the Myers Briggs Type Indicator and the 

assessment centre are still very much in use in organisations is testament to 

the endurance of and belief in the trait approach to leadership theorizing 

(Garrety 2005). 

 

The entrepreneur as ‘leader’ 

The study of entrepreneurship has also further entrenched the persistence of 

the trait approach where there has been an outpouring of leader/entrepreneur 

biographies in the last twenty years. These biographies seek to uncover, and 

therefore promote, the successful qualities and characteristics of an 
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entrepreneur who is often also considered to be an important business or 

military leader. Analysing the entrepreneurial literature, Bouchikhi (1993) 

highlights three main areas of research within this field of study: (1) 

endogenous explanations which focus on an entrepreneur’s personality or 

behaviours to explain success, (2) exogenous explanations which give 

primacy to the environment as the most critical source of the success or 

failure of the ventures and (3) explanations which combine the two.  

 

It is interesting to note that these explanations run in parallel to the leadership 

literature in that trait/behavioural/transformational and charismatic approaches 

focus on a leader’s personality or behaviour, situational approaches focus 

upon the environment in which the leader operates and contingency theories 

combine the two.  Noting the limitations of a essentialist approach to the study 

of entrepreneurship, Bouchikhi (1993: 567) also suggests that future research 

should adopt a constructionist perspective where: 

individuals are fully recognised as competent and purposeful actors who 
can make a difference, but they seldom make it alone. Their own 
rationality is bounded both in time and space. Their own projects and 
actions interact with a complex set of phenomena, thus introducing 
uncertainty about the final outcome. 
 
 

Bruni, Gherardi and Poggio (2004) further problematise the notion that it is 

possible to ‘discover’ the qualities and characteristics of a successful 

entrepreneur. They deconstruct five thematic areas that are prevalent in the 

business literature on women entrepreneurs and highlight the gender subtext 

that underpins them. For example, they show how reported patterns of female 

entrepreneurship, such as the “aimless” young woman and the “success-
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orientated” woman, contain a gender sub-text in which patterns of female 

entrepreneurship are depicted as reflecting the reproductive life-cycle: 

interruptions, discontinuities in the business field and ways to plan the future 

which do not distinguish between business plans and personal plans.  They 

show how gender is socially constructed, ‘in the discursive practices that 

create everyday interactions and shape what is deemed to be knowledge and 

transmitted as expertise and science’ (Bruni et al: 264-5) and show how: 

A knowledge system constructed on implicitly reductionist gender 
assumptions thus becomes an instrument of dominance because it is 
used to draw boundaries among categories of persons, to exercise 
control over resources (Bruni et al: 266). 
 
 

Bouchikhi (1993) asks ‘why do biographers and journalists conceive of 

success in business as the product of great men or women’?  thus 

questioning the endurance of the trait approach to leadership and 

entrepreneurship studies. His answer draws upon sociological explanations 

such as attribution theory (Calder 1977; Pfeffer 1977) which outline how 

human beings develop simple explanations of complex phenomena and 

attribute events and outcomes to some easily identifiable actor.  However, 

poststructuralists would see this as a reductionist explanation and, as noted 

previously, point to powerful discourses operating in society that act as 

legitimising forces which continuously promote and uphold structural privilege. 

 

The charismatic as ‘leader’  

Charismatic leadership theory also claims that followers make attributions of 

heroic or extraordinary leadership abilities when they observe certain 
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behaviours. For example, Weber (1978) suggested that followers comply with 

a leaders’ demands based upon one of three forms of legitimate authority: 

traditional, rational –legal and charismatic. He believed that charisma involved 

five related elements: an individual of exceptional powers or qualities, a social 

crisis, a radical solution to the crisis offered by the individual, devoted 

followers attracted to the individual’s transcendent powers, and repeated 

successes (Trice and Beyer 1986). He also believed that only a few 

exceptional people possessed charisma so that it could not be taught and 

insisted that charismatics only emerge during periods of social crisis.  

 

However, demonstrating the endurance of the ‘trait’ approach and leadership 

studies, writers in the 1970’s attempted to identify the personal characteristics 

of the charismatic leader, thus signalling a departure from Weber’s original 

ideas (Zaleznik 1977; Bennis and Nanus 1985; Conger 1989; Beyer 1999). In 

attempting to link notions of the charismatic leader to traits, House (1977) 

identified extremely high confidence, dominance and a strong conviction in his 

or her beliefs as key factors, whereas Bennis and Nanus (1985) identified four 

common competencies: as compelling vision or sense of purpose; capacity to 

communicate a vision in clear terms so that their followers could readily 

identify with them; demonstrating consistency and focus in the pursuit of their 

vision; and knowing their own strengths and capitalising on them. Conger and 

Kanungo (Conger and Kanungo 1987, 1998) proposed that charisma was an 

attributional phenomenon and believed that charismatic leaders are perceived 

as unconventional, assertive and self confident, and as agents of radical 
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change rather than managers of the status quo. They also held to an idealised 

goal. 

 

The dark side of leadership 

Problems associated with the charismatic leadership literature are revealed in 

an interesting debate that focuses on the ‘dark side’ of charisma and the 

negative consequences of being led by a charismatic (Kets de Vries and 

Miller 1984; Conger 1990; Thomas and Slade 2004). The dilemma, as it is 

revealed in this particular debate, relates to processes of interpretation and 

attribution that in turn define how leaders are judged and identified. For 

example, Yukl (2002: 266) states that many entrepreneurs who establish a 

prosperous company are tyrants and egomaniacs whose actions may cause 

the eventual downfall of their company. Missing in his analysis however, is an 

understanding of how this judgement has been formed or any appreciation 

that this understanding could be contingent upon various accounts and 

interpretations, all of which have vied for dominance in identifying an 

entrepreneur/leader in this way (Grint 2000).  

 

Building upon the idea of charisma as a negative concept, Gemmill and 

Oakley (1992: 116) shed some light on this topic by arguing that the 

importance of charisma, ‘is to be found in its meaning as a social fiction or 

social delusion that allows followers to escape responsibility for their own 

actions and inactions’. Their primary concern was that charismatic leadership 

engenders in its followers a sense of alienation, helplessness and failure that 
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leads to a childlike dependence on the leader.  Conger (1990) expresses 

similar concerns, but this time from the leader’s perspective. He argues that 

that there are three main areas in which leaders can become deluded and 

lose touch with reality: strategic vision, communication and impression 

management techniques and management practices. 

 

Kets de Vries and Miller (1984) and Maccoby (2000) point to an almost 

compulsive or pathological trend within leaders towards narcissism. Maccoby 

(2000) argues that larger-than-life leaders are almost inevitably driven by a 

need for recognition, power and self-promotion that is the key to their success, 

but also to their downfall. Kets de Vries and Miller (1984) echo these thoughts, 

as well as those of Gemmil and Oakley (1992), by stressing that leaders and 

followers are susceptible to neurosis at both an individual and collective level. 

They argue that the blind desire of followers to be lead can be just as harmful 

as the blind ambition of the leader.  

 

It is likely that the recent interest in the corporate psychopath will soon be 

named as the latest iteration of the dark side of leadership. Profiling yet again 

the leader as person, books such as ‘Snakes in Suits’ (Babiak and Hare 2006) 

and movies such as The Corporation (Achbar and Abbott 2004) portray the 

corporate world, in which high risks can equal high profits, as attracting 

psychopaths. Often these psychopaths occupy leadership positions in 

organisations.  Importantly though, in these examples introducing a 

structuralist analysis, the modern organisation is scrutinized as well as the 

individuals who inhabit them. 
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An autoethnnographic conclusion 

It was during the process of writing this section that I came to understand the 

dominance of the leadership as person type of thinking in the leadership 

literature, which presents the individual as an essential modernist subject 

whose nature is to be discovered or uncovered.    The numerous typologies 

existing to distinguish a leader from a non-leader (or follower) are 

representative of this never-ending quest to define leadership. Thus, by 

drawing upon poststructuralist (and especially feminist) theory, I began to 

appreciate the constitutive nature of the leadership phenomenon.  This 

appreciation allowed me to shift ground to focus on the interests at play in 

typologies that define appropriate leadership in organisations such as LIRO.  

 

As I continued to reflect upon my research question, “what is the effectiveness 

of leadership development in driving organisational change” from a critical 

perspective, I could then proceed with to two observations. Firstly, the ways in 

which organisations think that they can develop leadership is inextricably 

linked to the particular ways they conceptualise leadership in the first place.  

Therefore, adopting a person centred perspective restricts notions of 

leadership to individualist types of development.  While this is hardly a 

startling insight (Rodgers, Frearson, Gold and Holden 2003) my own HR 

experience tells me that the limits imposed here may well be recognised in 

specific contexts but then get glossed over as soon as action plans come into 

being.  The focus then turns to: “what methods or strategies do we need to 

put into place to ensure that ‘individuals’ can develop their leadership 

capabilities”?  
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I was now encouraged to focus on the implications of the research question, 

turning my attention to the issue of: how are judgements about individual 

effectiveness in relation to these individualistic strategies confirmed? Once an 

intern has undergone a particular leadership developmental initiative, how do 

they demonstrate the respective attributes called for? Is the after-the-fact 

analysis also kept at this level so that ‘self-reporting’ serves as effectiveness 

data?  These questions led me to focus more directly on ‘context’ exploring 

Grint’s (2005) second model: it is where ‘leaders’ operate that makes them 

leaders.  



 

 173 

Leadership as Position:  It is WHERE ‘leaders operate that 

makes them leaders 

 

The study of leadership as position is not a new undertaking as it has 

sustained the interest of commentators throughout the ages including 

intellectual giants such as Plato, Aristotle, Sun Tzu and Machiavelli.  The 

leadership view promoted tends to depict an activity carried out according to 

historically specific forms of legitimation by certain individuals: citizens 

(excluding women, slaves and those of foreign origin - Aristotle), soldiers (Sun 

Tzu), princes and the aristocracy (Machiavelli). For Machiavelli in the city 

states of Italy, ruthless princes were leaders because they excelled at 

conspiracies in general and poisoning wine in particular both of which served 

as essential survival tactics for the time. By examining the reflections of such 

major contributors to our conventional wisdom on about leadership, we can 

explore nature of contemporary legitimating criteria.  

 

Aristotle’s Ars Rhetorica is regarded as one of the first prescriptive texts for 

prospective leaders. It focused on the capacity of the art of speech to 

persuade and exposed the tricks engaged by public speakers who, in 

Aristotle’s view, were corrupting Athenian public life. Training in rhetoric 

throughout Greek society was commonplace considered necessary for 

potential leaders to navigate themselves through the political and legal 

systems of the day (Bratton et al. 2005). In parallel, the central leadership 

message in Sun Tzu’s The Art of War is that ‘responsibility for a martial host 
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of a million men lies in one man. He is the trigger of its spirit’ (cited in Bratton 

et al. 2005: 95). In keeping with this viewpoint, The Art of War sets out to 

outline the most crucial elements of strategy and tactics for military leaders as: 

use strategy to avoid military conflict if possible, but if you do need to engage 

in military conflict commit yourself or suffer the penalty.  

 

In contrast, the religious and political leaders of 16th century Italy condemned 

Machiavelli’s The Prince because it was seen to criticise immoral leadership 

practices. Instead of writing about leadership from a utopian and prescriptive 

point of view, such as his predecessor Castiglione had done, Machiavelli 

wrote a more observational text located in the history and politics of his day 

focusing on the darker side of leadership. As Anglo (1984: 78) notes, 

Machiavelli’s text: 

teems with dismal pronouncements on his fellow men. They are fickle, 
selfish and evil. They do good only under constraint. They are both 
deceitful and easily deceived. They are envious, more prone to evil than 
to good, inefficient, discontented and ambitious. 
 
 

In commenting on leadership as it appeared to him however Machiavelli saw 

protecting the interests of a community as integral to an ideal of leadership. 

Hence a leader should primarily do what is necessary for the greater good 

and this is likely to mean that it is better for a leader to be feared than loved.  

The thesis becomes rather pragmatic then as leadership becomes a solution 

to the dire conditions in play. Hence, despite his dismal prognosis, Machiavelli 

did believe that princes and their subjects were redeemable if taught rules of 

effective political behaviour.  
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Leadership as ‘position’ in the modern organisation 

Affirming connotations attached to the term “business leader” have 

proliferated as the size of corporations has grown. The recent research focus 

on CEO’s and senior management for example depicts their leadership as 

entirely responsible for the success (or subsequent failure) of the organization 

(Collins 2001c; Jackson and Parry 2001; Guthey and Jackson 2005). Bresnen 

(1995: 497) reports that empirically: 

This ‘top down’ approach to leadership finds its fullest expression in 
culture-based research, in which the focus of attention is often solely 
upon the organisation’s chief executive and/or its senior cabal and on 
their role in defining the purpose and influencing the culture of the 
organisation [for example] (Deal and Kennedy 1982). 

 

Barker (2001: 471) links these ideas to the hierarchical view of the universe 

promulgated by the early Christian Church in which: ‘leadership is all about 

the person at the top of the hierarchy, this person’s exceptional qualities and 

abilities to manage the structure of the hierarchy, and the activities of this 

person in relation to goal achievement’. Despite proponents of ‘new theories 

of leadership’, such as Bennis and Nanus who argue the ‘great man’ theory of 

leadership fails to explain the phenomenon sufficiently, there is no shortage of 

subjects in their own text as they not only identify twenty-two historical figures 

as great leaders but also cite CEO’s and particular famous people as 

examples of good leadership. 

 

By comparing western conceptions of leadership with the eastern tradition of 

Taoism, Prince (2005: 106) demonstrates the cultural grounding of forms of 

legitimation. In describing western conceptions of leadership for example, as 
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imbued with the inevitability and desirability of hierarchy and control, she 

notes: ‘[t]his presupposes that the natural and social order must be imposed 

and maintained from ‘above’ through active intervention and ‘leading from the 

front’ if we are to avoid the alternatives of chaos, disorder, decay and death’. 

 

The question of how and why figures like Aristotle are represented as 

‘classical contributors’ to knowledge about leadership yet the contribution of 

women like Mary Follett is less documented or known about despite her 

remarkable intellectual and practical contributions to the leadership field. 

Smith (2002) suggests her legacy was soon forgotten after her death in 1933, 

especially in the US as her ‘participatory leadership’ ideas were not 

acceptable to mainstream American management and organisation thinking in 

at the time.  Nonetheless, with the recent emphasis on notions of ‘distributive 

leadership’, as well as the emergence of discourses around the learning 

organisation, Follett is now being heralded as the earliest advocate of a post-

heroic model of leadership (Pearce and Conger 2003) and cited as a ‘prophet 

of management’ (Drucker in Babcock 1998). According to Bissett (2004: 327) 

her philosophy reflects:  

a contemporary ‘stewardship’ theory of leadership [in that], the traditional 
top-down, distanced manager is dispensed with in favour of a post-Fordist 
‘coordinating’ management role where leaders are very much a part of 
the team. 
 
 
 

This discussion raises two interesting paradoxes surrounding the cultural 

depictions of the leadership as position stance. Firstly, those considered as 

‘leadership experts’ (either writing about or practising leadership) have to 
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firstly occupy and be recognised as occupying, a relevant position of authority 

themselves in order to promote their ideas. Secondly, as the example of Mary 

Follett demonstrates, their leadership expertise may not acceptable to specific 

cultural times and therefore find their voices being suppressed  

 

The idea of leadership as position still predominates as a powerful 

conceptualization. Townley (1994: 163-4) adds to this debate by stating that 

as formal interactions are positioned as hierarchically ordered exchanges, it 

becomes difficult to envisage other alternatives. Nonetheless, she advocates 

a poststructural relational view that calls for recognition of the aspects of 

interdependency and connection that represent social relations in any 

institutional setting. As she explains:  

[f]rom the recognition of the relational comes the critique of meaning 
based on the privileging of one half of a binary pair, a hierarchical 
relationship which is posed of one term being dominant over the other. It 
requires a rejection of a philosophy that has systematically and 
repeatedly construed the world in hierarchical terms, and an emphasis on 
connectedness and relatedness, the importance of reciprocity, mutuality 
and vulnerability.  

 

A ‘new’ dispersed/distributed/post-heroic leadership narrative 

The recent move away from heroic leadership to more dispersed notions of 

leadership goes some way to introducing a more egalitarian relational 

awareness. In coining the term ‘transformational leadership’ Burns (1978) 

suggested that leadership could be exhibited by anyone in an organisation, 

thus reflecting the shift away from sanctioning bureaucratic forms of authority.  

Dispersed leadership theory, has been referred to as ‘unleadership’, ‘self-

leadership’, super-leadership (Manz and Sims 1991; Sims and Lorenzi 1992) 
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and post-heroic leadership (Huey 1994). The main tenets of the theory can be 

summarized as follows: leaders encourage followers to become leaders 

themselves by nurturing them so that they are not dependant on formal 

leaders to stimulate their talents and motivation (Sims and Lorenzi 1992); 

leaders develop leadership in others by building commitment and confidence, 

removing obstacles, creating opportunities and being part of a team 

(Katzenbach and Smith 1993) and credible leaders develop capacity in others 

and ‘turn their constituents into leaders’ (Kouzes and Posner 1993: 156). 

Leadership in this context becomes all about nurturing a capacity for self-

leadership throughout the organisation.  

 

Fletcher (2004) summarises the common themes as: 1) leadership as practice 

- shared and distributed; 2) leadership as social process - interactive; and, 3) 

leadership as learning - outcomes-focused. From the shared and distributed 

perspective, the interdependencies inherent in the exercise of leadership are 

acknowledged and this signals a shift from individualism to an emphasis on 

collective achievements, social networks, teamwork and shared accountability. 

Leadership thus becomes a social process, a ‘dynamic, multidirectional, 

collective activity – an emergent process more than an achieved state’ 

(Fletcher 2004: 649). 

 

In contrast to traditional models, which emphasize a positional leader’s effect 

on others, the relational interactions that underpin expressions of post-heroic 

leadership are understood as collaboratively delineated and fluid, with 

influence flowing in both directions: bottom up and top down. The terms 
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commonly used are: ‘power up’ (Bradford and Cohen 1998), ‘leading up’ 

(Useem 2001) and ‘servant leadership’ (Greenleaf 1977). The anticipated 

outcomes of post-heroic leadership are also different including mutual 

learning, greater collective understanding and concern for positive action for 

the whole community not just for particular individual.  Optimistically this 

transition is represented as moving: ‘from individual to collective, from control 

to learning, from ‘self’ to ‘self in relation’ and from ‘power over’ to ‘power with’ 

(Fletcher: 2004: 650).   

 

However, despite claims that dispersed leadership constitutes a late twentieth 

century paradigmatic shift (Bryman 1999), Grint (2005) argues that dispersed 

forms of leadership have been around for centuries. He states that the idea 

that leadership should be ‘distributed’, spread throughout an organisation, 

rather than restricted to individuals at the top of a formal hierarchy has a long 

history. As examples, he refers to those who built the pyramids and quality 

circles (Grint 2005: 144). 

 

However, it should be noted that suggesting that these events were 

underpinned by a philosophy of ‘dispersed leadership’, as outlined above, is 

somewhat problematic.  The pyramids while engaging skilled artisans were 

nevertheless constructed within a marked system of social hierarchy and 

quality circles. In discounting dispersed leadership, Grint (2005: 164) claims 

the key dilemma is that: 

[d]istributed Leadership offers an alternative … but it also generates the 
means by which liberal democratic societies can be destabilized by small 
and unrepresentative groups or even individuals. For example, part of the 
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success of al-Qa’ida relates to the difficulty of democratic states 
penetrating and dealing with terrorist groups that have little in the way of a 
formal hierarchy. 
 

While Grint (2005) indicates that the dispersed leadership model does not 

necessarily replace or lead to a viable alternative to traditional, top down 

leadership practice, yet again however, the notion that al-Qa’ida, represents a 

distributed leadership model is highly debatable given the underlining 

autocratic premises that the groups adhere to in terms of a religious model. 

 

The influence of poststructuralism 

The attempt to redress a ‘power over’ leadership approach by advocating a 

more collaborative model is commendable, but hardly new given that Follett 

advocated this approach in the 1930’s. The supposed simplicity of ‘dispersing’ 

leadership around the organisation is also critiqued from a poststructuralist 

perspective. Ray, Clegg and Gordon (1999) critique the literature that 

engages with followers (referred to as distributed leadership) due to its lack of 

attention to power relations.  As they comment, if power is shared between 

leaders and followers in this model, ‘it seems reasonable to expect that critical 

analyses of power would be pivotal to meaningful interpretations of the 

processes by which dispersion is achieved’ (1999: 323).  

 

The other key issue, I would suggest, is that maintaining the language of 

‘leader and follower’ fundamentally undermines the notion of dispersal in any 

meaningful sense.  Fletcher (2004) makes a similar point when she argues 

that post-heroic theories of leadership fail to explore the systemic nature of 



 

 181 

gender and other identity power dynamics operating in the workplace.  In 

terms of relating these concerns to my case study organisation, I began to 

contemplate if/how dispersed leadership theories were being picked up on 

within LIRO and to consider the influence of the social, economic and political 

context in terms of how leadership as position rationalisations were being 

enacted.  My responses appear in the immersions chapters. 
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Leadership as Results: It is WHAT leaders achieve that makes 

them leaders 

 

Grint’s (2005) third definition promotes the claim that leadership can be 

defined by the results that leaders achieve.  However, the obvious immediate 

question that is raised is: ‘results according to whom?’ At the time of writing 

this section, and with the case example of al-Qa’ida in mind, terrorists had just 

attacked London via four bombs detonated in the city’s transport system and 

the British government reported that they would find and punish the 

perpetrators and the organisation that they represented. To that organisation 

or set of individuals who carried out the attack (now identified as al-Qa’ida), 

their leaders could claim that they have produced the desired ‘results’: killing 

people, protesting about Britain’s involvement in the Iraq war, disrupting the 

G8 summit, disrupting London life, and tying up millions of pounds of 

resources in seeking to find the culprits and in dealing with the aftermath. 

However, according to the British public and their assigned leaders - Tony 

Blair and his government - they have not been successful. Their reasoning, 

which echoes that of the Spanish government following the Madrid train 

bombings, and the American government after the attack on the World Trade 

Centre, points to the fact that, ‘they have not destroyed our way of life’. The 

qualifier is therefore made apparent: it all depends on where you are 

positioned as to whether you see the London bombings as a success or 

failure. 
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Grint (2005) make four salient points in problematising leadership success as 

based on leadership ‘results’. Firstly, it is impossible to establish a direct 

causal link between leaders and results, even if followers and subordinates 

prefer to attribute the latter to the former. Secondly, even when the results can 

be related to the actions of a leader, this does not necessarily bode well for 

organisations, especially if the results that are monitored are chosen because 

they are easy to measure and/or because they reflect the needs of the 

managerial hierarchy, rather than other stakeholders like employees, 

customers, and clients.  Thirdly, the results of leadership are difficult to 

quantify, not just in terms of establishing whether the aims were achieved but 

in taking account of the subtle influences and the multifactorial aspects of 

change involved, as well as long-range impacts and implications. Finally, 

accounts of leaders and leadership, ‘are never raw but always cooked’ (Grint 

2005: 97); that is they never arrive as neutral transparent accounts of ‘the’ 

truth but are always constructed from particular perspectives engaging 

selective forms of evidence.  These observations are particularly relevant 

when considering the ‘situational leadership’ perspective. Advocates such as 

Hersey and Blanchard (1969) suggest that if a leader ‘analyses the context 

‘correctly’ they can simply adjust their leadership style to achieve appropriate 

results but with no conception of competing interpretations of information 

being entertained. 
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Results according to whom? 

Thus Grint (2005) critiques the prevalent bias towards an individualised, short 

term, quantifiable and unified, view of leadership as results.  This failure to 

problematize essentialist claims of leadership success occurring within 

academic theorizing contexts is replicated through popularist accounts. 

Through media outlets and the legal system, such accounts refer to recent 

corporate scandals like Enron in the US, Pharmalat in Italy, and OneTel and 

National Australia Bank in Australia, for example - as the responsibility and 

fault of individual company executives in relation to unethical company 

behaviours.  

 

This targeting of executives in this way only serves to reinforce the notion that 

leadership success/failure is readily attributable to such individuals.  However, 

mirroring earlier analysis, Grint (2005: 73) examines the relational aspects of 

daily organisational life. He suggests, at the level of perceptions, it is the 

crucial dynamic between leaders and their followers that should be the focus 

of attention: 

[i]n effect, it does not matter whether we regard the acts of leaders as 
unethical; what matters is whether the followers of those leaders regard 
their leaders as unethical; and if they do whether this is less relevant than 
the results of their leadership. 
 
 
 

Griffin (2002) also sees the interaction between leaders and followers, within 

a specific context, as critical when considering notions of ethical leadership. 

He advances a ‘participative self-organisation’ perspective (Griffin 2002: 17), 

in which leaders and followers operate through mutually reinforcing processes 
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to form ethical judgements.  This is because he suggests leaders do not 

simply form visions for company development, and make plans for strategy 

and change, in isolation but rather are both ‘participants and observers at the 

same time’ In situating ethics and leadership thus, both Griffin (2002) and 

Grint (2005) deconstruct conventional conceptions of ‘ethical leadership’, 

‘leadership by results’ and ‘effective leadership’ by emphasizing meanings as 

constantly being negotiated between leaders and followers within particular 

contexts. 

 

In fact, mainstream leadership theorizing tends to be silent on the issue of 

‘results’ because it is assumed the results will speak for themselves and will 

be known in an obvious transparent way. The point that there are all these 

contentious issues and potential interpretations surrounding notions of 

leadership ‘success’, ‘effectiveness’ or ‘ethical behaviours, is thus simply not 

encountered. The assumption that leadership performed effectively will 

automatically result in enhanced individual and organisational outcomes is 

accordingly taken for granted. Indeed, improving organisational ‘effectiveness’ 

is usually the key driver behind investment in management and leadership 

development initiatives.   

 

Whilst claims about the discovery of empirically identifiable links between 

management and leadership development, and enhanced organisational 

effectiveness, are made the factors of analysis are restricted to economic 

indicators (Lee, Coaley and Beard 1993; Mabey and Thomson 2000; Horne 

and Stedman-Jones 2001). The acclaimed measurements are used to justify 
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the view that leadership effectiveness at an individual level has led to 

enhanced economic performance at an organisational level.  Collinson (2005: 

1423) has criticised research in this area for making simplistic causal links 

between leadership and organisational performance by adopting, ‘a pseudo-

scientistic mode of enquiry [which] draw[s] on positivist epistemologies, [and 

relies on]…laboratory methodologies’. The link between the success of the 

individual and the success of the organisation is treated unproblematically 

because it is taken for granted that a leader’s behaviour or accomplishments 

will be geared towards the overall performance of their organisation.  

 

For example, the transformational leadership concept describes a successful 

leadership process that is recognised primarily by outcomes such as major 

changes in the culture and strategies of an organization (Yukl 1989). This is 

said to have a cascading effect such that it draws in leaders at different levels 

to effect major changes in the attitudes and assumptions of organisational 

members usually designed to build commitment to the organisation’s mission, 

objectives and strategy. As Yukl (1989: 271) states: ‘[t]ransformational 

leadership is viewed as both a micro-level influence process between 

individuals and as a macro level process of mobilizing power to change social 

systems and reform institutions’. However, by vocalising the silences 

embedded in the transformational leadership literature, it is possible to pose 

relevant questions like: How do you measure outcomes such as major 

changes in the culture of an organisation? How do you know when attitudes 

and assumptions have changed? And in whose interests are the changes 

being promoted?  
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In parallel, the behavioural leadership literature assumes that a leader’s 

behaviour can be readily shaped, changed and manipulated too to meet 

organisational requirements. For example, Blake and McCanse’s Managerial 

Grid (1991) and Hersey, Blanchard and Johnson’s Situational Leadership 

model (2001), continue to be used as organisational development (OD) tools 

with the agenda that managers should reflect upon their leadership styles and 

adjust them according to prescribe directives. In my previous work experience 

in OD departments these models have been used in training and development 

forums to ‘encourage’ managers to move towards organisationally preferred 

approaches, rather than allowing managers to develop their own leadership 

styles as they see fit.  

 

We can identify both the behavioural and transformational leadership models 

operating in Barley and Kunda’s (1992) review of ‘organisational culture and 

quality 1980 – present’ (also known and discussed as ‘culture management’) 

by Grey (2005) where they identify three main tenets underpinning culture 

change rhetoric. Firstly, a claim that economic performance in turbulent 

environments requires the commitment of employees who make no distinction 

between their own welfare and the welfare of the firm. Secondly, the rhetoric 

suggests that strong cultures can be consciously designed and manipulated 

and therefore ‘enlightened’ managers are capable of not only formulating 

value systems but of instilling those values in their employees. Thirdly, the 

discourse suggests that strong cultures result in some form of economic 

advantage as conformity and emotional commitment amongst employees 

fosters financial gain.  
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Locating the behavioural and transformational leadership models into this 

wider discourse we can question the underlying premise; that individuals will 

willingly place the goals of the organisation for which they are working above 

their own interests. By problematising the link between individual and 

organisational results we can engage similar considerations of how managers 

might feel and react when they are expected to promote a particular view of 

leadership that doesn't fit their ethos. Watson (1994) has called this the 

“double control” aspect of managerial work in that every manager has a 

responsibility to contribute to the performance of the organisation but at the 

same time, they have their own personal preferences and concerns make 

which may well conflict with those of the organisation.  As Watson (1994: 896) 

frames it: 

when we study managerial behaviour, we often find that managers make 
choices and pursue policies which do not directly follow from the priorities 
established for them at the level of corporate ownership and control but 
which fit with their own perceived interests, priorities and values. 
 
 

Further reflections 

It was at the point when I was trying to find the words to end this section that I 

left the leadership literature and turned to a book called the War of Art 

(Pressfield 2002). This engagement led to reflections on the writing process. 

While I had been writing about the nebulous notion of results in the context of 

what leaders’ are said to achieve, I found that what I thought of as my ‘non 

PhD reading’ (other valid sources of knowledge in Fulop and Rifkin’s terms) 

was helping me to make connections to how results are interpreted, and then 

heralded as “effective”.   
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In the War of Art, Pressfield writes about territory versus hierarchy. He argues 

that most of us define ourselves (and therefore ‘create’ our identity) 

hierarchically yet are unaware of this. We evaluate our success by our rank in 

the hierarchy, fuelled by pecking orders experienced at school and at work 

and promoted at large by our materialist culture (e.g. owning a BMW means 

you more successful than your neighbour who drives a Falcon). In contrast, 

he suggests if we evaluate our success from a ‘territorial’ perspective, we will 

be more likely to be content with our place in society. Following Plato, he 

argues that ‘[o]ur job in this lifetime is not to shape ourselves into some ideal 

we imagine we ought to be’ (2002: 147-159). Instead he suggests getting in 

touch with more authentic notions of selfhood that are unique to us.  

 

I began to think that we all judge each others’ success on the supposed 

results that we achieve although these results are often tied to modified 

versions of career, status, etc. Therefore, our criteria for effectiveness are 

framed within capitalist values, just as leadership effectiveness criteria are 

similarly framed according to economic imperatives. Using Pressfield’s 

definitions and recalling the leadership as ‘person’, ‘position’ and ‘results’ 

frames of reference, leadership from each of these positions are 

conceptualised hierarchically rather than territorially where being the most 

effective leader is represented by making it to the top of the organisational 

ladder.  In terms of the tools of modernist scientistic analysis, it could be the 

results of your Myers Briggs assessment that will indicate you have the 

necessary skills and attributes to be a leader because you have met your 

performance targets and received the necessary large bonus. And it is this 
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bottom-line determination that ultimately confirms your identity as a ‘super-

hero (inevitably) leader’. 

 

However, the problem with this hierarchical ordering can be found in reversing 

these assumptions -. if the CEO leaves the organisation where they held the 

position, are they still an effective leader? If they have met their performance 

targets on safety but there’s a train crash in a year’s time, are they still 

considered to be an effective leader? As I began to problematise notions of 

effectiveness in this way, I started to recognize that the reporting of these 

‘results’ were being framed as largely a matter of: 1) how they are 

represented and in whose interests constructed and, 2) who has the power to 

draw and enforce the effects of these distinctions. 
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Leadership as Process: it is HOW ‘leaders’ get things done that 

makes them leaders 

 

The conceptualisation of leadership as process constitutes Grint’s fourth frame 

of reference. In this category, he takes the process of leadership literally and 

turns his attention to the process through which leaders ‘learn to lead’.  The 

profitable and ever burgeoning leadership development industry is built upon 

the belief that it is possible to teach leaders ‘how to lead’ and to 

straightforwardly ‘replicate’ the process. Any attempt to problematise these 

assumptions risks challenging the management and executive education 

business, which spends approximately $50 billion a year on leadership 

development alone (Raelin 2004). 

 

Typically, development initiatives entail four key dimensions: conceptual 

approaches, skill building approaches, personal growth and feedback programs 

(Conger 1993). Weindling (2003) identifies a number of these trends operating 

in UK and US leadership development programs. They include widespread use 

of active learning approaches including experiential learning and reflection 

(reflecting Conger’s first two dimensions) as well as increasing the use and 

popularity of mentoring and coaching (reflecting Congers last two dimensions). 
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Learning Leadership 

In questioning the claim that it is possible to readily learn how individual leaders 

get things done, Grint (2005: 101) takes up the notion that learning takes place 

inversely through collaborative processes.  However he indicates that shared 

learning context can have negative effects, as well as positive, in that the limits 

of any given community restrict the possibilities for leadership learning. 

Reframing common assumptions about leader/follower learning relationships, 

the principal of inverse learning is reversed so that followers teach leadership to 

leaders rather than the other way around. Grint (2005) illustrates the practice by 

drawing on the child-parent relationship to argue that primarily parents learn 

their role by listening and responding to their children, rather than by engaging 

with books, websites or talking with other parents. While the latter sources are 

relevant, emphasising the dynamic and changing aspects of learning, the true 

test comes from their application; ‘[t]his is not just because power is a 

relationship and not a possession but because much of both parenting and 

leading seems to be acquired through experiential – and reflective – trial and 

error’ (2005: 3).  

 

Linking the concepts of inverse learning, community of practice and notions of 

leadership, Grint (2005: 115) argues that, ‘leadership is not something that only 

affects, or is effected through, isolated individuals and their atomised group of 

followers’.  Hence leadership too is portrayed here as essentially a social 

activity taking place within various ‘communities of practice’ (as introduced by 

Wenger 1998). This concept is well documented in the educational literature. 

Wenger (1998) cites examples from history such as early tribes, the guilds from 
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the Middle Ages and, more recently, a group of software engineers meeting 

regularly in the cafeteria to share tips, as evidence of the centrality of such 

practices.  

 

Wenger (1998) believes that people seek out those who have the knowledge 

and experience that they need, despite the hierarchical ordering which places 

them in particular relationships within organisations. As people find each other 

and exchange information, relationships develop and communities form thus 

creating becomes a rich marketplace of ideas. He argues that many of the core 

competencies in corporations develop within these informal, self-organised 

communities, rather than from any intentional development strategy. Wenger’s 

(2000: 227) contends that 

[l]earning, so defined is an interplay between social competence and 
personal experience. It is a dynamic, two-way relationship between people 
and the social learning systems in which they participate. It combines 
personal transformation with the evolution of social structures. 
 
 
 

Linking Wenger’s (2000; 1998) concept with leadership as process, Grint (2005) 

cites examples from two RAF leadership courses to outline the limitations of the 

leadership as process frame of reference.   He maintains that given the success 

of ‘communities of practice’ is defined by constructive dissent entailing 

legitimate advice and criticism from followers, then this ultimately undermines 

community practice because it generates destructive consent played out as 

irresponsible followership (Bratton et al. 2004). This he concludes, is evidence 

of the limits of both community practice and process conceptions of leadership.  

His examples are somewhat unfortunate however as he is referring to 

communities that for various reasons operate as authoritative units leading to 
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questions over their representativeness for other communities.  Indeed we 

could suggest that Grint (2005) is guilty here himself of the reductionist science 

practices for which he critiques others.  

 

Nonetheless Grint’s (2005) leadership as process category does confirm the 

centrality of social interconnectedness paralleling poststructuralist authors like 

Collinson (2005) and Fletcher (2004). By emphasizing the interdependencies 

characterising leader-led/follower relations, this challenges the individualist 

leadership precepts that in turn characterize the leadership as person framing.  

As Grint (2005: 106) puts it, citing Weiss (1990), ‘learning is not so much an 

individual and cognitive event but a collective and cultural process’.  Taking this 

premise of the centrality of social learning context of leadership, the next 

section will seek to examine this collective (and cultural) process perspective in 

more detail. 

  

Looking through the process lens 

By contemplating leadership in this way, I began to understand leadership 

theorising itself as a phenomenon embedded in a distinctively western milieu, 

where the evolution of trait, style, contingency and dispersed bodies of literature 

has contributed to the ‘historical constitution of this differential in power between 

leaders and followers [such that]…the superiority of leaders has become a 

taken-for-granted reality’ (Gordon 2002: 155). However, some academics 

contest that by conceptualizing leadership as process, new insights and 

researchable questions can be developed to challenge and undermine this 

assumed reality.  
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Knights and Willmott (1992) for example, adopt a conceptual framework delving 

into deeper understandings of leadership as process. Building upon the work of 

attribution theorists such as Calder (1977) and Pfeffer (1977), they call for 

leadership research which examines the processes through which dominant, 

identifications of leadership behaviour become commonsense and are 

sustained or transformed. As Hosking (1988: 164) frames this potential: ‘[t]he 

study of leadership properly conceived, is the study of processes in which 

flexible social order is negotiated and practiced so as to protect and promote 

the values and interests in which it is grounded’. Similarly, Gordon (2002: 161) 

focuses on distributed leadership as process for emancipatory purposes, 

addressing the leadership and power relationship, like querying: 

 
• Who controls the organisation’s meaning systems? Why and how? 
• Who are the carriers of meaning? Why them and how do they do it? 
• Who are the gatekeepers to truth? Why them and how do they do it? 
 

Thus, I began to contemplate leadership at LIRO from these perspectives. 
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Conclusion: Ways of knowing leadership 

 

 Being conscious of the leadership as process conceptualisation and reflecting 

upon the construction of the person, position and results storylines in this 

chapter, I have come to ‘know’ leadership through an anti-essentialist mindset. 

In so doing, I moved away from what I began to see as Grint’s narrow focus on 

‘how’ leaders learn to lead, towards a more embodied focus on how 

power/knowledge processes underpin ‘how leadership is known and 

experienced. These differences are précised below (see Figure 6): 

 

Figure 6: ‘Knowing’ Leadership  

An Essentialist’s Guide to ‘Knowing’ 
Leadership  

An Anti – Essentialist’s Guide to 
‘Knowing’ Leadership 

Leadership is a phenomenon which is ‘out 
there’ waiting to be discovered 

Leadership is a socially constructed, 
interpreted and contested phenomenon 

Leaders and leadership lead to enhanced 
organisational performance and positive 
organisational change 

Leaders and leadership are positioned as 
contributing to an organisation’s economic 
success as a means to legitimate their 
existence 

Leadership can be definitively defined 
according to a narrow set of criteria 

Leadership meanings emerge from the 
social, economic and political context in 
which they are embedded 

Leadership is a commodity which can be 
marketed and ‘sold’ as a replicable process 

Leadership is a co-created, contextualized 
and emergent sense-making process 

Leaders are heroic individuals single-
handedly influencing others 

Leadership identities are only known in the 
context of relationships with others 

Leadership promotes the marginalization of 
followers through the notion they need to be 
changed according to their leader’s wishes 

Leadership promotes the importance of 
participants rather than followers alongside 
the principles of reciprocity and mutuality 

Power is possessed by the individual leader Power reflects structural relations that are 
embedded and exercised through social 
networks 

Leadership is a gender neutral activity Leadership is framed according to 
masculinist discourses that privilege a logic 
of effectiveness 

 

As I brought the story about ways of knowing leadership to a close, I reflected 

upon the storyline that I had constructed. The narrative in this chapter originally 
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worked with Grint’s (2000) framework which positions leadership from the dual 

perspectives of essentialism and anti-essentialism.  This allowed me to 

problematise essentialist leadership theorizing as ‘known’ through a coherent, 

unidirectional, chronological, progressive narrative as represented in traditional 

leadership textbooks. As I started to ‘know’ leadership differently from, a 

theoretical point of view, I found this also released me from the prison of 

empiricism which in turn translated into a sense of confidence as to how the rest 

of the thesis could potentially proceed.   

 

Fulop and Rifkin’s (2004) conceptions contributed to this sense of liberation by 

drawing out the elements of multiplicity and embodiedness that represent 

subjects as knowing beings. As I began to work with the postmodernist idea that 

an overly categorical frame of reference should be treated with caution, I 

realised that I could abandon the need to construct a segmented conceptual 

framework chapter in the usual modernist vein (despite my many attempts at 

writing such a chapter) because, as Alvesson (2002: 132) warns: ‘it should be 

recognised that such frames of reference can impede understanding and 

mislead the researcher or reader, as a result of their totalizing effect and their 

tendency to present reality as unambiguous’. 

 

I see this statement as rejecting adherence to an overly rigid reductionist 

framework with the premise of keeping oneself open to possibilities of different 

vocabularies and understandings.  In an attempt to remain amenable to a range 

of insights, I have thus worked with a number of frames of reference in this 

chapter so that when I experienced a breakdown (Alvesson and Karreman 
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2007) , I could use a new inspiration to jump’ to the next place I needed to travel 

to.  Indeed, as I finally ‘let go’ of my inherited research question, I began to ask 

a number of different questions instead: ‘how is leadership conceptualised and 

experienced in organisations such as LIRO; e.g. how is it ‘known’, and from 

these processes of ‘knowing’, what are the implications for the ways in which it 

is ‘developed’ and heralded as ‘effective’?  Whilst being faithful to the wording of 

my original research question, I also wondered if these implications held any 

relevance for organisational change.  

 

It was with these new questions in mind that the following immersion chapters 

were developed.  The story of immersion one starts by attempting to ‘know’ 

about leadership at LIRO from an essentialist mindset.  Immersion two starts by 

attempting to know leadership at LIRO from the anti-essentialist mindset 

position.  The purpose of these chapters is to work with the idea that the 

construction of the empirical material according to these distinctive mindsets will 

lead to different discoveries about the leadership phenomenon within a specific 

organisational site and in cracking the essentialist frame, may reveal the glass 

ceiling of leadership in a new light. 
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Chapter Three: The Story of Immersion One 

An Essentialist’s Guide to ‘Knowing’ Leadership at 
LIRO 

Prologue  

 

At this stage of the research process, I needed to ‘do something’ with the 

empirical material. To guide this next phase, I spent time reflecting upon the 

storylines that were constructed in the previous two chapters. I recognised the 

central premise in both storylines as questioning the basis of truth claims in the 

leadership and research domains. Awareness of and sensitivity to different 

ways of knowing and understanding was articulated alongside the 

modernism/postmodernism positioning in the story of the head work, field work 

and text work and alongside the essentialist/anti-essentialist positioning in the 

story about ways of knowing leadership. 

 

I also noted that these storylines positioned modernism and essentialism as the 

dominant discourse in the corresponding research and leadership domains. 

However, it was only through an engagement with poststructuralism that I 

began to recognise the dominant discourse as having a potentially oppressive 

underpinning to its way of representing social realities. Therefore, I was 

concerned in my rendition of this narrative not to give undue credibility to this 

dominant positioning. These observations led to another important breakdown 

(Alvesson and Karreman 2007) about the purpose and content of the following 

two chapters.   
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Focusing specifically on the leadership domain, I decided that I should proceed 

with the thesis by engaging with the dominant narrative but also relay the 

alternative set of representations that I experienced in LIRO. In this way, I could 

present two different but ‘plausible’ stories (Melia 1997) thus showing that the 

intentional essentialist one was countered by a resistant anti-essentialist strand 

in practice. This would seek to represent the relational aspects of leadership 

that conventionally are made to disappear. Through the telling of these stories, I 

could explore the idea that how we ‘see’ leadership ‘depends upon the angle of 

our repose’ (Richardson 1997: 92). Moreover, I began to feel excited by the 

implications of ‘knowing’ leadership from this ‘crystallized’ perspective. 

  

Accordingly, immersion one relays what it means to ‘know’ leadership at LIRO 

from an executive essentialist mindset and modus operandi. Immersion two 

(outlined in the next chapter) in contrast, attempts to ‘know’ leadership at LIRO 

from the more directly anti-essentialist, relational ‘being’ perspective of the 

participants and myself. The theme of the following chapters then is to work with 

the idea that the construction of the empirical material according to these 

different mindsets will lead to different discoveries about the leadership 

phenomenon within a specific organisational site.  Hence, just as my reading in 

this chapter demonstrates how leadership activities at LIRO are framed and 

validated, by the positional leaders, in terms of essentialist premises, the next 

chapter will focus on re-reading these activities from the participant’s co-

constructionist experiential point of view.  
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Contextualising LIRO’s Leadership Activities:  A critical 

perspective 

 

The story of the introduction began an outline of how the leadership narrative 

was being enacted alongside that of the discourse surrounding the 

establishment of the post-bureaucratic organisational form at LIRO. This section 

will expand upon this by reflecting how the nature of the various leadership 

activities and strategies represented this broader corporate culture change 

project occurring to the organisation itself and whose influences come from the 

wider economy/society. This illustrates that what happens in the leadership 

arena in organisations such as LIRO does not occur in isolation but in turn 

reflects transformations going on in the wider environment.   

 

The current business environment at LIRO reflects an attempt to move the 

organisation from a perceived rigid bureaucratic one to more flexible, 

‘enterprising’ organisational structures and methods of governance in order to 

ensure profitability in a ‘new’ and more highly competitive environment. In light 

of recent (negative) financial assessments of the organisation, the impetus for 

change was framed through a narratives in which the role of the Board and 

Senior Management was to ‘strengthen financial profitability of the 

organisation…[by] focusing its strategies on reducing operational expenses and 

further streamlining processes to create efficiencies through economies of 

scale’ (LIRO 2006: 6). 
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Du Gay (1991) and Salaman (2001) both believe that moving from a 

bureaucratic to an enterprising organisation means much more than simply 

restructuring against traditional notions of bureaucracy (such as the ways in 

which LIRO has organised its business operations so that they are more aligned 

to the ‘customer’ as the end user). Salaman argues that it also means 

‘overturning and replacing the attributes associated with bureaucracy 

(obedience, detachment, professionalism, impersonality) with the virtues 

associated with, and required by, market based organisational forms’ (2001: 

192). At LIRO, this process of ‘replacement’ is imposed through a revisioning of 

the ‘leadership’ narrative positioned as moving from autocratic to dispersed 

leadership. 

 

Thinking about the enactment of the leadership narrative alongside that of the 

‘enterprising organisation’ encouraged me to critically reflect upon ‘what was 

going on’ at LIRO during my ethnographic stay with them. I began to recognise 

leadership development programs conceived under the auspices of ‘cultural 

change’ as seeking ‘to achieve corporate enterprise by creating individuals who 

reflect, represent and implement organisational priorities in their attitudes and 

behaviour’ (Salaman, 2001: 192). Hence the move to this democratic 

representation of leadership is designed to draw employees into becoming 

actively engaged with the organisation in ways that are foreign to more 

formalised, bureaucratic systems. 

 

In suggesting that the purpose of such programmes is to somehow translate a 

conception of the free-market system into an organisational reality, Salaman 
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talks about how management, ‘convert[s] employees into economic agents 

along the way’ (2001: 191). Thompson and McHugh (1995: 198) add to this 

‘conversion’ perspective by showing how management attempts to manipulate 

and mobilize values, language, ritual and symbols in an effort to ‘unlock the 

commitment and enthusiasm of employees’ towards the profitability of the 

organisation’.  

 

Wray Bliss (2003) contextualises these ‘conversion processes’ metaphorically 

by paralleling the management and drug cultures over the last two decades. 

Referring to the Peters and Waterman (1982) and Deal and Kennedy’s (1982) 

‘excellence’ texts specifically, Wray-Bliss comments upon how these texts 

encouraged organisations to create a ‘strong’ corporate culture to meet the 

challenges of a more competitive global environment. The strength of the 

culture is thought to lead to the success of the corporation on the grounds that it 

is people who are recognised as creating innovative potential in organisations. 

Twenty-five years after these texts were written (and ecstasy became widely 

available on the free market), the link between a strong corporate culture and 

profitability has become an institutionalized and taken for granted assumption in 

business organisations today. 

 

In LIRO, the creation of a Strategic Human Resources division in 2003 was 

positioned to assume the responsibility for creating such a strong corporate 

culture. This was to be achieved by developing high performance/commitment 

practices (of which leadership “development” and “strategising” formed an 

integral part). From a critical perspective, HRM can thus be seen as now 
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located as a tool of and embedded in a ‘managerialist’ framework. 

Postmodernist analysis reminds us to question the notion of singular, ‘strong’ 

cultures which in turn encourages us to question how and why this assumption 

has established dominance amongst managers, especially at the ‘top’ of 

organisations.  The importance of asking such critical questions is outlined by 

Alvesson (1991) and Wilmott (1993) who suggest that organisational attempts 

at developing a strong corporate culture (through enterprise – style leadership 

development programmes at LIRO for example) represents a form of control 

which operates not by the external regulation of behaviour, as in bureaucracy, 

but by shaping the subjective identity of people at work. Therefore, these writers 

encourage empirical analyses focusing on the significance of corporate culture 

in practice. It is with their insights in mind that I will continue charting and 

detailing the ways that essentialist premises are engaged by the corporate 

executive to set up and justify particular ways of ‘being a leader’ at LIRO to 

achieve predefined ends. 

 

During the process of writing the literature review narrative, I was 

simultaneously embedded ‘doing’ ethnographic research at LIRO. My thinking 

about leadership within this specific organisational site was thus inevitably being 

shaped by Grint’s (2005) framing of leadership as person, position, results and 

process. I was keen to use Grint’s (2005) framework to organise my thinking 

because it appeared to be inclusive; it allowed for the possibility that the four 

conceptual positions could ‘exist’ in organisations at the same time, even 

though in the literature they are presented in terms of notions of linear 

development and subsequent abandonment. I was also emotionally attached to 
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this framework as a result of working with it throughout the story of ways of 

knowing about leadership which is a key criterion for ‘data constructionist’ 

research (Alvesson 2002: 133).  

 

The Leadership as Person Narrative: A taken for granted 

assumption? 

 

I began by exploring the leadership as person essentialist elements operating at 

LIRO because individualism reflects the most commonplace taken-for-granted 

perception.  Accordingly, when most people referred to leadership in our 

discussions, they would almost always mention an individual ‘person’ whom 

they identified with as a leader. These ‘individuals’ were either known through 

their personal relationship with the person (e.g. worked with them) or were 

someone that they didn’t know, but felt that could relate to because of the way 

that they were profiled as a leader in the public sphere.   

 

When talking about an ‘individual leader, numerous references to sport and 

sporting personalities were made during our discussions. For example, Julie 

(Conversation 2005), one of the ‘direct reports’ of an ALDP participant, in 

referring to an Australian swimmer, states: “I feel that people are sometimes 

natural leaders. And naturally by default, they are able to bring people along 

with them. Just by who they are and what they do. It’s like natural athletes such 

as Ian Thorpe” (– an Australian elite swimmer – my emphasis added) - I 

wondered if Julie would have held to these essentialist depictions of leadership 
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if the drug charges later alleged against Ian were proven? As a relative 

newcomer to Australia, I often found myself not knowing the particular sporting 

personality mentioned but I related these perceptions to the Australian 

archetypes of corporate leadership that Amanda Sinclair refers to. She sees 

masculinist emblems as ‘threaded through’ such archetypes so that ‘[s]porting 

heroes [become]…compelling objects of identification’ (2005b: 43).  

 

I witnessed such conceptual and metaphorical linking occurring frequently on 

the Accelerated Leadership Development Program (ALDP). In one instance the 

‘expert’ speaker was a past winner of the ‘Iron Man’ competition (an Australian 

sporting event testing strength and endurance according to the culture of life-

saving). The conclusions that he drew from his own leadership research were 

based on a series of interviews with high profile sporting personalities and 

politicians (I remember being impressed that he had interviewed the Dali Lama). 

In another leadership forum, a corporate video visually promoted how managers 

could lead their team to maintain a safe working environment. A leading 

Australian football coach, Wally Lewis, had been hired to appear in the video 

and relate his coaching experiences to the ‘leadership’ messages portrayed in 

the video.  

 

Acting out the stereotypes 

 It was during a residential dinner when all of the Accelerated Leadership 

Development Program (ALDP) participants (including myself) were required to 

present a speech about an individual who personified leadership for them. We 

also had to dress up as that person when delivering the speech (and I was 
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particularly pleased as I won the award for the best speech and outfit). I noted 

that five out of thirty participants dressed up as, and spoke about, Australian 

sporting personalities (Journal Note 2003). In contrast, it was interesting to 

watch the reactions to a middle manager called James who had decided to talk 

about Hitler. I sensed the discontentment felt amongst the management 

consultants who were facilitating the event because of James’ supposedly 

‘inappropriate and politically incorrect’ choice of leader. In light of the context of 

presenting leadership as the vehicle to gain the support of the staff, such a 

negative representation could be seen to undermine the ‘touchy feely’ 

empowering depictions being forged.    

 

The following day, I was sitting next to James and remember him commenting 

that he felt that the activities on the residential reinforced the ‘good side’ of 

leadership rather than the potentially destructive and manipulative side of 

leadership. He told me that this was the point he was trying to make when he 

decided to represent himself as Hitler (Journal Note 2003).  James’ 

deconstruction of dominant reductionist perceptions can be seen as a positive 

expression of resistance.  However, in revealing uncomfortable truths and given 

that, in effect, the point of the ALDP events was to reinforce cultural stereotypes 

and perpetuate the myths around leadership, this marked him as an 

‘unfortunate’ leadership choice by those management consultants who were 

running the program. James’ comments also reminded me of the debate found 

in the leadership literature around the ‘dark’ side of leadership  - which is often a 

cursory add-on in the traditional literature (Kets de Vries and Miller 1984; 

Conger 1990; Gemmill and Oakley 1992; Maccoby 2000).  These writers also 
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suggest that there are a number of power brokers (management consultants in 

this example) who influence how leadership is conceptualised as it occurs at 

workplaces like LIRO.  

 

Emphasising that management consultants, as representatives of the guru 

industry, perpetuate and sustain powerful discourses regarding how leadership 

is conceptualised, Meindl (1991) considers the important role the media too 

plays regarding constructions of leadership. He emphasises how such 

leadership conceptions come to serve as expressions of national culture at 

large. Analysing how the image of Donald Burr, the CEO of People Express, 

unfolded in the business press for example, Meindl (1991: 546) notes that: 

Just as buyers and sellers, through their influence on supply and demand, 
determine prices in the marketplace, writers and readers, who traffic in 
images of leadership, influence each other to determine how leaders are 
talked about and, in the end, how these images are systematically 
reconstructed so as to preserve leadership as a concept. 

Given the particular focus on individual sports people expressed at LIRO, when 

I think about Grint’s (2005) first leadership definition, I have a picture in my head 

of individual sporting heroes (heroines don't figure of course) carried on the 

shoulders of others; special, singled out and more important than those who are 

carrying them. It is this type of image which personifies essentialist perceptions 

of leadership as person as it is who you are that makes you a leader. 

 

Chris Grey points out that portraying leadership in this way is representative of 

modernist notions of ‘personhood’ – what it means to be a human being (2005: 

46). In the pre-industrial era, leadership was about the person only insofar as 

that person was ordained by God and ‘ascribed’ according to position (thus 

moving us into Grint's second frame of reference). However, with the birth of the 
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Enlightenment and the associated notion of ‘rational man’, perceptions of heroic 

‘achievement’-orientated individuals became the focal point for meanings about 

leadership with associated clusters of traits, behaviours, competencies and 

capabilities evolving over time (detailed previously as required to fit prevailing 

economic, social and political objectives).  

 

Feeling ‘special’ and ‘different’ 

That perceptions of leadership as person were alive and kicking within LIRO 

also manifested themselves in less obvious ways appearing symbolically, 

through the idea that when you become a leader, you were somehow special 

and different to others.  It was during the process of being a full participant on 

LIRO’s Accelerated Leadership Development Program (ALDP) for example that 

I experienced what it meant to be ‘given’ the opportunity to be considered as a 

leader in LIRO. Before I was accepted onto ALDP, I was trying to get a sense of 

what it meant to be a participant on the program from the workshop materials, 

talking to people who were involved in the design and delivery of ALDP as well 

as past participants. However, it wasn’t until I ‘lived’ the program that I began to 

sense that participants, including myself, were part of the chosen (‘handpicked) 

few.  

 

This was reaffirmed by the program name (Accelerated Leadership 

Development Program) and also by comments such as ‘‘look at the amount of 

money LIRO has invested in you”. You were very much made to feel ‘special’ 

and this was promoted in a number of ways: all correspondence was personally 
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addressed; individual photographs were taken throughout the program and 

personal coaches were allocated to every participant. Entry onto the program 

was restricted to a small cohort of about thirty participants across five years 

(1999 – 2003). There were many ‘all expenses paid’ nights out and overnight 

stays accommodated in plush hotels. The opening and closing ‘events’ (each 

part of the program was called an ‘event’), were presided over by a motivational 

speaker who talked about “the call of leadership”, and encouraged each 

participant to answer “their call”.  

I reflected later that this particular speaker reminded me of the US evangelical 

speakers that I have watched on television (Journal Note 2003). This represents 

another element of the overall enterprise grooming programme; a kind of 

confirmation ceremony, in which the cultural symbols of ‘affirmation’ draw the 

individual into willingly taking on responsibility for playing a highly committed 

leadership role in the company through which they in turn will be expected to 

engender enthusiastic commitment in their staff to high performance outcomes.  

Interestingly though, catching up with a past ALDP participant and middle 

manager some two years after she had completed the program, Tamara, a 

middle manager talked about some of the more difficult every day (coming 

down to reality) aspects of her job before saying; “I just want to get that ALDP 

feeling back and feel some of that energy again” (Conversation, 2005). Wray-

Bliss (2003) identifies these hyped up elements integral to culture change 

programmes as paralleling the experiences of a drug trip.  
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I became involved in the ALDP Alumni Association by virtue of my ALDP status 

and noted that special privileges were opening up for me because of this status 

also (Journal Note 2005). Created by former participants, this forum aimed to 

provide ‘networking opportunities’ for past members of the ALDP groups and 

reveals how privilege is systematically embedded and continuously reinforced in 

such companies through informal mechanisms. For example, I witnessed the 

CEO and other senior members of the organisation ‘popping in’ for drinks on a 

number of occasions.  This also replicates observations posed in feminist 

analyses of organisations, in particular (Kirton and Greene 2001), that point to 

how these social events perpetuate a narrow ‘closed shop’ grouping of leaders.   

 

The opportunity for past ALDP participants gain continued access to senior 

members of the organisation formed part of the raison d’etre to perpetuate their 

sense of feeling ‘special’ after the formal ALDP program had finished thus 

maintaining levels of heightened commitment.  This is illustrated by an email 

correspondence I had with a management consultant who was trying to get 

some work with LIRO. He prompted me not to share our discussion with past 

ALDP participants and concluded by saying “let them carry on thinking they are 

special for now”.  His comment was part of his wider critique of the ALDP 

program for endorsing “a positive spin on impression management” 

(Conversation with Tobias 2003). His point was that the program inflated the 

egos of those who participated on it whilst leaving their often inadequate 

behaviours unchecked and unchanged.  However, it had become clear to me 

that these programs were not about critically matching notions of leadership 
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with ‘results’, but rather ‘inscribing’ the role of these potential LIRO managers in 

order to gain their full allegiance for the task at hand (the wider change process). 

 

The feeling that leadership is all about you as a person being identified and 

treated as a ‘special’ individual is representative of the idealised, heroic version 

of leadership that Sinclair (2005b) refers to. The various ALDP events and 

alumni association provided opportunities for the favoured individuals to 

imagine themselves as encountering ‘a chance to be great, to be revered, 

perhaps even to glimpse immortality’ (2005b: 48).  The sense of heightened 

stature and prestige is seductive and I can remember personally thinking that I 

‘could do anything and be anyone’ immediately after completing the program 

demonstrating how effective these ‘performance management’ events are 

initially at least.  

 

High flying 

My ALDP experience (and the ethnographic field work approach) thus provided 

me with the opportunity to know what it feels like to be considered as a high flier 

in LIRO’s terms (Journal Note 2003). Wheatley (2006: 62) reflects on the self-

fulfilling prophecy aspects surrounding those who are anointed as ‘high flyers’ in 

organisations when she says that they 

are given at least some of their wings through our desire to observe them 
as winners. We endow their ideas and words with more credibility. We trust 
them with more resources and better assignments. We have already 
decided that they will succeed, so we continually observe them with the 
expectation that they will confirm our beliefs. 
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Her reflection confirms the earlier point that the participants didn't have to 

demonstrate leadership (i.e ‘results’) in terms of organisational practice to be 

defined as a leader, rather the executives determined who would be regarded 

as a leader (or otherwise) by effect of their induction onto the ALDP programme; 

thus modelling the leadership as person approach.   

 

Wheatley’s observations were enacted at LIRO by reinforcing perceptions of 

leadership through the common practice of past ALDP award winners being 

invited to speak and share their ‘leadership wisdom’ at leadership events and 

functions. Every year the most promising participants were given a special 

award at the graduation ceremony. It was also common for award winners to be 

‘given’ high profile projects, roles and assignments following their completion of 

the program. I am particularly reminded of Kevin who was asked to ‘head up’ a 

new department that was considered to be a departure from LIRO’s main 

business. Kevin, a middle manager said he felt obliged to take up this position, 

because of “the investment that the organisation has put into me” through the 

ALDP process, despite his reservations about it being “career suicide” 

(Conversation 2005). Returning to Tamara, she was also considered by one of 

her ‘direct reports’ to have the “ear of the senior executive” because of her high 

profile status as an ALDP award winner (Conversation with Bella 2005). 

 

 

Reflecting on the observation that there is innovative talent available at all levels 

in the organisation Wheatley (2006: 62) laments that, ‘[o]thers in organisations 

go unobserved, forever invisible, bundles of potential that no-one bothers to 
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look at’.  I remember that Wayne and Emma (both at middle management level) 

expressed similar sentiments during our discussions in 2004. Wayne told me 

that he “uses the term ‘latent leader’. There is a lot of leadership in people. They 

don’t know its there but you can bring it out”. Emma talked about the waste of 

latent leadership as well “unless someone is aware of your capabilities or 

potential, how do you promulgate that?”  This was a common complaint in LIRO 

with the perception that while you might be a star waiting to shine you were 

likely to be out of sight of the stargazers.  

 

The HR officers at LIRO did display a more complex appreciation of leadership 

attempting to work with Wheatley’s9 ideas on ‘emergence’; for example, by 

identifying the existence of three types of leaders within LIRO as “established 

leaders, existing leaders and emerging leaders”. Established leaders were 

classified as those who occupied senior positions in the organisation’s hierarchy, 

existing leaders were identified as those occupying middle management 

positions and emerging leaders were classified as employees who had the 

potential to enter into a management role.  However, contrary to Wheatley’s 

thinking about allowing leaders to emerge ‘naturally’, just as with the appointing 

of successful ADLP candidates, this process involved decisions being made 

about who these ‘emerging leaders’ should be; hence leadership as position 

imposed depictions were enacted. For example, for the purposes of 

identification and development, it was decided that emerging leaders would 

                                            

9  Margaret Wheatley regularly visited Queensland and her leadership thinking has become hugely 
influential in the Queensland Public Service. Her ideas around rational and non-rational leadership 
dimensions are referred to at LIRO as “above and below the green line’’.  It seems this phrase entered 
into their leadership discourse when a facilitator, in referring to Wheatley’s model, drew a green line on 
the whiteboard to delineate between the two!   
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come from certain levels in the organisational hierarchy. Hence individuals 

could only apply for leadership development training if they had already 

‘climbed’ the organisational ladder to a certain, ‘positional’ height. 

 

The Leadership as Position Narrative: A self-perpetuating 

legitimation? 

 

The previous section alluded to the idea that at LIRO, an individual’s claim to 

the leadership title (leadership as person) was simultaneously enacted 

alongside positional expectations. Therefore, the discussion began to move into 

Grint’s leadership as position frame of reference which will now be expanded 

upon in this section. Part of LIRO’s leadership strategy was to host a number of 

‘leaders forums’ for managers to attend but they were only invited because they 

occupied a certain place in the organisational hierarchy. The hierachical 

underpinnings of the strategy were emphasised by the point that individuals 

needed to receive a personalised e-mail invitation directly from the CEO to 

attend the forums. Furthermore, symbolising the prestige of the event, these 

forums were hosted in the grand ballrooms of the most exclusive hotels in 

Brisbane.  

 

Reflecting the type of rituals that occur at celebrations like weddings, the guests 

would be greeted by representatives from HR (indeed I often participated 

‘playing’ the role of a hostess), receive a name badge and be located at a 

specifically named spot on a seating plan. The MC would always be a member 
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of the Senior Executive team, even though tellingly, (in terms of the disconnect 

between the ‘leadership and results’ annotation) their speeches were almost 

always written by HR staff.  Paralleling the type of detailed planning Rosen 

(1985) describes as a feature of these highly symbolic cultural events, the 

proceedings were scripted; a company hired in to manage the audio and visual 

components; group exercises with a competitive element amongst the tables 

were facilitated by a roving mike and prizes awarded.  All this pomp and 

ceremony served to reinforce the symbolic and actual trappings of luxury that 

are associated with leadership and in turn linked to notions of ‘success’.  

 

These forums profiled leadership ‘experts’ who would talk to an audience of 

LIRO’s ‘top’ managers about their particular ‘brand’ of leadership. These so-

called experts typically were former CEO’s, current CEO’s or management 

consultants who had written best selling books about leadership and often their 

books would be given out as a parting gift for those that attended – (indeed I 

have a number sitting on my bookshelf but have never read them as is the case 

for some of the other attendees I have spoken to). Being privy to discussions 

about which ‘leadership experts’ should be invited to these ‘leaders forums’, I 

remember the dialogue between HR officers which outlined their hiring 

philosophy reflecting the effectiveness of this ‘affluenza spin’; it became clear 

that “the more the speakers charged for the appearance, the ‘better’ their ideas 

about leadership were perceived to be” (Journal  Note 2003). 

 

As I re-read this last paragraph, I notice the word ‘brand’ to describe these 

leadership offerings. This was prompted having read a newspaper article which 
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was commenting on the branding chosen for the 2012 London Olympic games 

(2007). The conceptualisations of leadership at LIRO played out in these 

sessions mirrored this type of branding exercise involving paid advice and the 

support of an external PR agent, just as the Olympic logo was designed by a 

marketing consulting company at the cost of A$940, 000. 

 

Being a ‘guest’ and a ‘host’ 

In my dual roles as guest and as host at these leaders’ forums, I had the 

opportunity to glimpse how you might feel playing both a leadership and 

follower role. In terms of the guest-leader role, your visibility as a ‘leader’ was 

strengthened by simply being on the ‘guest list’ to one of these functions. You 

could capitalize on this visibility if you took the opportunity to enter into 

conversations with LIRO’s senior members whilst waiting to be seated in the 

hotel ballroom lobby. You could also ensure that you were noticed by 

volunteering to ask the guest speaker a question; in doing this, you were ‘on 

view’ and ‘audibly present’ to other ‘leaders’ and were able to impress (or not – 

depending on the question asked) members of the Senior Executive and the 

Board. 

 

As I entered the ballroom lobby to attend the forums, I found myself (and 

noticed others) desperately searching for a ‘familiar face’. Mirroring the feeling 

you may have when you attend a friend’s wedding and find yourself only 

knowing a small group of the guests (whilst realising that your friend has many 

more ‘identity scripts’ than you knew about) – this could be a disconcerting 

experience. However, in parallel with the way that you find connections with 
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other wedding guests through your link to the bride and groom, my participation 

on the ALDP program allowed me to introduce myself to others through this link. 

Therefore, every time I attended a forum, I came to recognise  more of LIRO’s 

‘leaders’ as I had encountered them through the networking opportunities made 

available to me as an “ALDP’er”. These forums ensure that leadership by 

position becomes a self - perpetuating phenomenon in such organisations as 

LIRO as the visibility aspect allows individuals to be marked as potential leaders 

and the continuity of encounters ensures an “outlet” for their star-like qualities to 

shine. 

 

I also remember a contrasting feeling of invisibility in terms of the host-follower 

role. Indeed, the ‘success’ of this behind the scenes role, as encouraged by the 

senior HR Officer, was based upon more junior HR officers blending into the 

background of the event so that ‘our presence is only known by the fact that 

nothing goes wrong’ (Journal Note 2003). Despite the image of enterprise 

organisations as agile, adept entrepreneurial entities, in an attempt to minimise 

mistakes, the event was heavily scripted. This script resembled typical 

bureaucratic train timetabling in the details specified on the ‘running sheet’, e.g. 

“7.00 -   everybody seated. CEO enters the room and takes his position on the 

stage; 7.02 - CEO introduces Senior Executive team and they join him on the 

stage; 7.05 – CEO introduces guest speaker and leads the applause…”. 

Ironically, despite members at the top of the organisation making ‘million dollar’ 

decisions about LIRO every day, such heavy scripting alluded to a profound 

lack of trust in the same senior figures to improvise and ab-lib their way through 

‘leading’ such an event.  
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This sense of invisibility on the part of the more junior ‘leaders’ was only 

partially lessened if a member of the Senior Executive formally invited thanks 

from the audience for the role that HR had played in ‘administering’ the 

particular event. However, I remember that Freddie, recruited as a trainee and 

the most junior member of the HR work group, told me “I like working in this 

team because you get access to the “big wigs” in the organisation” 

(Conversation 2003). Like royalty, Gabriel (1997: 315) believes that to “ordinary” 

members of the organisation  

top leaders do not appear altogether human…The "Big Boss" is the object 
of acute curiosity, fascination, and gossip, the more so when followers 
rarely catch sight of him/her, and then only on ceremonial occasions’.  
 

The wedding like ceremonies thus enacted at the leadership forums provided a 

contrary opportunity for senior members of the organisation to be ‘gazed upon’ 

by employees such as Freddie as well as by LIRO’s middle managers. 

 

The ‘thinkers’ and the ‘doers’ 

Alerting us to a pervasive sense of insecurity surrounding leaders and their hold 

on this prized location, they have to be seen to be ever in motion - making 

changes for changes sake in the organisation in order to be ‘seen’ to be 

producing results. Hence, the leaders’ forums were abandoned in 2004 

alongside the establishment of a new strategic ‘thinking’ arm of HR. It was 

during a HR restructure that the team - to which I and other HR officers were 

affiliated - came into question mirroring the drive to utilise HR to achieve the 

people-led enterprise objectives. The HR function was to be split into two: 

strategic HR and operational HR, and in a team briefing outlining the restructure, 
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the former was described as the “thinking” arm with the latter as the “doing” arm 

of HR (actual wording used by a senior manager, Jack, in 2003).  

 

The fallout over Jack’s choice of words was something that I remember to this 

day. It was Jack’s description that linguistically portrayed those who were to 

remain in the ‘doing arm’ of HR as inferior to those at the ‘thinking’ arm of HR, 

and this was how members of HR came to think of themselves and their teams 

depending on where they ended up in the organisational structure.  Interestingly, 

this move to an enterprise structure prevalent in many organisations seeks to 

restructure HR along leader/follower lines (Kulik & Bainbridge 2006). 

 

It was during this change process that leadership, as a phenomenon belonging 

to a particular organisational location, was deemed to be best placed in the 

‘thinking’ arm of HR and on the basis of this decision, I was thus moved to 

another team, another office and another building. Similarly, those leadership 

activities which had been conceived of by the ‘doing arm’ of HR (such as the 

leaders forums and the ALDP program) were now considered ‘inappropriate’. 

Named as the ‘new’, ‘strategic’ version of what leadership would mean to the 

organisation, I remember hearing from senior HR managers that the ‘thinking 

arm’ of HR was going to be much more aligned to promoting the needs and 

interests of LIRO’s Board and Senior Management (Journal Note 2003), thus 

contradicting the more dispersed leadership rhetoric that promised staff 

empowerment through the enterprise profile (Salaman 2001). 
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Indeed the ‘velvet glove’ and ‘iron fist’ analogy is pertinent here as rather than 

abandoning bureaucratic style controls, the movement of ‘leadership’ from the 

‘doing to the ‘thinking’ arm of HR at LIRO can be situated historically as 

involving two moves. Firstly, the shift from Human Resource Management 

(HRM) to Strategic HRM (SHRM), where HR moves from a mutualist to unitary 

role serving employers primarily. Secondly, the movement towards work 

intensification and surveillance of staff through performance measurement 

systems designed by SHRM. The new strategic HR arm began to perform a 

‘policing’ to ensure staff complied with the requirements of a high 

commitment/performance workplace. These shifts play a key part in the wider 

transformation change process at LIRO moving the organisation to a super- 

bureaucratic state rather than an enterprising one in terms of the latter’s 

flexibility and empowerment criteria.  

 

Throughout the 70s and the 80s, due to the context of industrial and 

employment relations, employee rights were more centrally drawn into the 

equation (Storey 1995; Gratton 1999; Schuler and Jackson 1999; Storey 2001).  

Hence, as noted earlier, HRM was presented by a discourse of ‘mutualism’ due 

to its direct role in managing people.  In contrast the 1990s and 2000s have 

witnessed a shifting discourse emphasising competitiveness as key to 

organisational survival.  HRM is now reframed as Strategic Human Resource 

Management (SHRM) indicating its now specific, restricted strategic role.  This 

is typified by a unitarist approach where the organisation’s concerns are 

privileged over employees’ rights and the measures of ‘performance’ selected 

are invariably those relating to increasing financial performance and productivity 
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for the company (Legge 2001: 26). The activities of HR specialists are thus 

reallocated and redesigned in conjunction with HR’s new role as a strategic 

partner (Ulrich 1997; Lawler and Mohrman 2000).  

 

In a novel twist differentiating themselves from the members of the ‘doing’ arm 

of HR, I noted that HR officers from the (Strategic HR) newly developed work 

group started to critique the leaders’ forums according to the following rationale 

(Journal Note 2004); 

 
(i) they send off the ‘wrong’ messages to LIRO’s leaders – by serving 

them breakfast in a plush hotel, we are putting them up on a pedestal. 
Why can’t they serve themselves bacon butties instead?  

(ii) the ‘staging’ of the forums is an ‘extravagance’ at a time when the 
organisation is calling upon the business groups to make significant 
cost cuts across the board. By continuing with these events, HR is 
going to be considered as a ‘joke’ by the rest of the organisation.  

 

Hence, we can begin to see HR officers taking their ‘new’ role at face value very 

seriously. Rather than acknowledging the rhetorical element involved, they 

linked the role and purpose of Human Resource Management (HRM) alongside 

the ‘strategic’ focus strictly in terms of LIRO’s profitability. This was to be 

achieved by constructing and introducing ‘performance measurement’ 

processes to monitor the sought-after heightened productive output for ‘leaders’ 

as well as other staff. Hence the leaders’ forums (and ALDP) were replaced 

with a People Leadership Program (PLP) constituting a more ‘aggressive’ 

attempt to link leadership with performance introducing the notion of leadership 

as ‘results’. In order to address this ‘new’ agenda, the shaping of appropriate 

leadership enactments was typically outsourced to consultants. 
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Outsourced to the ‘expert’ 

Thus one of my early reflections was that anything to do with leadership 

seemed to have a management consultant attached to it (Journal Note 2003) 

My gradually unquestioning acceptance of this norm was brought sharply into 

focus about two years later. It was during my invited attendance at another 

leadership program that I noticed a common pattern in my note taking; I was 

only documenting what was said by the leadership ‘expert’, rather than taking 

account of what was said by the participants during the program. Through this 

act, representative of my socialisation into the organisation, I was becoming 

drawn into the premise that leadership knowledge was the domain of ‘the 

expert’ where the knowledge that was imparted to others was derived from their 

individual expertise in the leadership field.  

 

It was my growing affiliation to postmodernism which rescued me from this 

myopic state and in particular Palmer and Hardy’s (2000: 282) reflection that 

‘there is nothing about the expert’s voice that is definitive or natural. It is simply 

one voice among many in a contested arena, which has managed to drown out 

other voices that may be equally “expert”’. At LIRO, there were a number of 

‘individual voices’ that were privileged by being given (at significant cost to the 

organisation) the time and space to express their opinions in the leadership 

domain. One of the most noticeable criteria for being attributed this ‘expert’ 

status was that they were not employed by LIRO. Wheatley (2005: 28) reflects 

this when she points out how, in organisations: 

plans and designs are constantly being imposed. People are told what to do 
all the time. As a final insult, leaders go outside the organisation to look for 
answers, returning with programs and methods invented elsewhere. Those 
in the organisation only see these pre-packaged solutions as insults. Their 
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creativity has been dismissed, their opportunity to invent something new for 
the organisation has been denied. 

 
 
Indeed, as I reflect upon the postmodernist critique of the notion of ‘the expert’, I 

am reminded of my own perceived status as a ‘leadership expert’ because I 

was considered to be ‘outside’ the organisation and therefore able to ‘see’ 

things that those employed by the organisation supposedly could not (Journal 

Note 2004). This reinforces the belief in scientific objectivity, where ‘distance’, 

as a form of disembodiment, is seen to represent a capacity for clarity of 

thought ‘uncontaminated’ by contextual issues.  

 

This privileging manifested itself at various points in the research process. For 

example, I was asked by human resource specialists to help them identify what 

leadership would look like in the next five to ten years in terms of the 

capabilities, skills and behaviours required of their leaders. In keeping with the 

postmodern tradition,  my response was along the lines of “your guess is as 

good as mine but lets look at why we are thinking about leadership in the ways 

that we do and see where this exploration takes us’”. In adopting this relational 

positioning, my response was often interpreted as “not delivering” (LIRO speak) 

on what was expected of me as a researcher affiliated to LIRO (Journal Note 

2005).  Of course, this is because the whole context was one where expert 

‘prescriptions’ were expected to be delivered and in that sense I wasn’t playing 

my role according to the rulebook. 

 

Thinking about this further, I am reminded of Fletcher’s (1999: 110) 

poststructuralist inspired comment that ‘activity springing from a relational belief 



 

 225 

system “gets disappeared” as relational practice (something new) and gets 

constructed as something familiar’ (e.g. indecision)’. Following Fletcher, I was 

often concerned that the way that I was conducting my research and presenting 

myself as a researcher would also become part of this disappearing dynamic 

(although I now more confidently ‘name’ and ‘explain’ my research approach as 

being based upon a relational view of the world). 

  

The Leadership as Process Narrative: Or is it? 

 

Despite the dominance of leadership as position realities in LIRO, the wider 

change process under way (involving the stated shift from a bureaucratic to 

flexible, enterprising organisation) required a rhetorical shift, on the part of the 

executive, towards a leadership as process positioning.  Discursively this 

emerged in the context of a ‘confidential’ report, written by management 

consultants and presented to LIRO’s Board in 2002.  It called for the need to 

modernise the organisation and critically profiled LIRO as:  

an authoritarian organisation having a ‘pre 1960’s culture’, ‘a residual 
military style culture’… Its culture was consistently described as one that 
‘goes after’” people – where ‘people are tagged for life’. The culture is seen 
largely as unashamedly sexist: paternalistic and unaccepting, indeed 
hostile, towards women. There is a universally acknowledged lack of 
fundamental people management skills…also little depth of leadership skill. 

 

Interestingly however, the report also recognises a co-existing culture which the 

authors describe as a, “compelling, family, dynamic LIRO [which] elicits great 

dedication and commitment from its staff and customers alike” (LIRO 2002b).  

While clearly the depiction of culture as a homogenous entity is reductionist and 
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typical of a corporatist perspective, equally though this observation is important. 

This is because the sort of staff commitment described here ironically reflects 

the types of commitment enterprise-orientated organisations now seek.  I say 

ironically because rather than incorporating the positives reflected in such public 

sector institutions, in their culture change programmes, organisations tend to 

proceed with top-down ‘clean sweep’ managerialist plans, despite the 

sentiments expressed in the document calling for: 

A conscious reshaping of the culture of LIRO from authoritarian to more 
collaborative and a consequential redefinition of the people management 
skills which LIRO values. Importantly, this should include an articulation of 
the expected behaviours of those who manage people (2002: 7) 
 

 

In outlining the need to redefine and develop the ‘management’ skills in terms of 

more facilitating behaviours, the report provided the stimulus for translation of 

the recommendations (through the People Leadership Program (PLP)). 

However a subtle shift took place by moving the focus from ‘management’ to 

‘leadership’, signalling a programme forged to create leaders capable of the 

much-needed wider cultural change process from which to establish an 

entrepreneurially driven organisation. The training was needed because of the 

alleged cultural shift away from ‘authoritarian’ enactments of managing and 

leading towards more ‘collaboratively’ inspired principles and practices.  Hence 

throughout the PLP forums, the point was made that managers should no 

longer primarily rely on their ‘position platform’ in dealing with followers, but 

rather develop ‘dispersed leadership’ styles involving first hand interactions with 

and thoughtfully relating to their ‘direct reports’ in order to achieve ‘results’ 

(Journal Note 2004). 
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The discourse of enterprise cultures striving to be high performance workplaces 

entails a persuasive argument encouraging all organisational participants to 

adopt a quality service mentality.  Salaman (2001) suggests this requires the 

individual changing their subjectivity in order to internalize and privilege the 

company’s ethos instead of pursuing their own sectional interests.  While the 

rhetoric is shrouded in ‘soft’ and ‘human’ dimension terminology in order to 

engender staff commitment to this new intensified work environment, in 

consequence it is actually more than bureaucratic control in terms of the 

‘concertive control’ outcomes (Barker 1993).  This means then that while a 

leadership as process approach appears to be engaged, in reality the 

substantive focus is on ‘results leadership’. 

 

The Leadership as Results Narrative: Masquerading as the 

process approach? 

 

Hence the LIRO enterprise leadership narrative referred to an urgent need for 

LIRO to become more businesslike in its operations if it was to survive in the 

market. It was against this backdrop of a drive for efficiency and effectiveness in 

business led terms that ‘leadership’ was touted as one of the key means by 

which the organisation could achieve ‘results’. Indeed as discussed previously, 

this was the basis upon which I was recruited as a researcher to LIRO in the 

first place; premised on the implicit assumption of an explicit causal link 

between leadership and change. 
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When I entered the organisation in 2002, the change mantra was already in 

process as a direct result of the introduction of Australia’s National Competition 

Policy in 1995 which the CEO signalled as ‘entering a new era of competition’ 

(LIRO 2002a: 8). For LIRO, this had had the effect of opening their railway 

network to competition from interstate, national and international rail operators 

for the first time in its 140 year old history. LIRO is heavily reliant on coal 

revenue; however from 1995 onwards other operators could compete with them 

to transport coal and other freight. Operating under the specific threat of 

privatisation and deregulation, the CEO, senior managers and the Board at 

LIRO launched a new business direction policy in 2002 focused on the vision of 

“Performance” and “Releasing LIRO’s Potential”. This was discursively outlined 

as “the way we do business and the way we will be judged” (LIRO 2002a: 7). 

This mission statement became embedded in all forms of communication, the 

most strategic representation as the company logo adorning reports and 

external correspondence to the daily symbol of the screensaver on every 

employee’s computer.  

 

As I write this section in 2007, a new CEO has arrived and no doubt ‘his’ (sic) 

appointment will witness the introduction of a new organisational vision, as is 

expected of such successor leaders.  Nonetheless elements of Australia’s 

National Competition Policy are being realized in the company occurring at a 

number of levels. For example, in 2005, the first major third party operator 

started to use LIRO’s tracks thus signalling an end to its monopoly and forcing a 

number of voluntary redundancies (Journal Note 2005). I also remember a 
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LIRO employee describing his sadness and disbelief upon seeing a non-LIRO 

train running on the tracks for the first time (Journal Note 2005). 

To bring this section up to date, it is notable that the federal government has 

also been pressuring the state government (and therefore LIRO) to improve its 

rail capacity in order to move coal more rapidly from the mines to the ports in 

Queensland. This is because it perceives that Australia’s current economic 

prosperity is being driven by the demand for coal (and other exports) fuelled by 

China and India’s booming economies (Ergas 2007: 23). Mirroring the federal 

government’s concerns, LIRO acknowledged “[a] major capital investment 

program is now required to ensure that we meet [such] demand[s]” (LIRO 2005: 

8). However, the organisation continues to position itself as just one of the 

strategic partners in the coal supply chain and therefore refuses to take sole 

responsibility for transporting coal from the mines to the ports. It will be 

interesting to see how this debate translates in terms of rhetorical manoeuvring 

around LIRO’s change agenda from this point forwards. 

 

Benchmarking for ‘success’ 

When I first entered LIRO, I was asked to benchmark what LIRO was doing in 

the area of leadership alongside other organisations. I dutifully went off and 

engaged with eight organisations regarding what they were doing in the 

leadership development area. My conclusion arising from this exercise was that 

it all depended on what particular changes the organisation was trying to 

achieve as to how leadership was conceptualised and therefore developed. For 

example, Boeing Australia was facing issues in the area of employee relations 

so they framed their leadership strategy with this in mind. Australia Post, who 
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was in a similar position to LIRO, faced the threat of privatisation so their 

leadership development programs focused on making their managers aware of 

what this would mean for the organisation. Interestingly, the question that every 

interviewee wanted me to answer for them was how you ‘measure’ and ‘link’ the 

leadership development strategies and initiatives to the changes that the 

organisation wanted.  This draws attention to the general anxiety expressed 

around demonstrating the ‘results’ relationship I had been hired (in effect) to 

establish. 

 

This relationship is also mirrored in the leadership literature in the form of the 

leadership/management dualism which invites an either/or focus, e.g. you are 

either a leader or a manager. By positioning leadership as the ‘alternative’ to 

management, the discursive space is created to claim that what differentiates 

leadership from management is that the former is all about change and the 

latter is all about maintaining the status quo (Zaleznik 1977; Bennis and Nanus 

1985; Kotter 1990). Therefore, the link between leadership and change is 

discursively preserved. Accordingly, CEOs are usually represented as change 

agents and middle managers as providing stability.  However, with the current 

split between HRM and SHRM (doers and thinkers), and the notion of dispersed 

leadership, these fabricated dualisms begin to collapse as it is middle managers 

who are now charged with effecting change and monitoring the results. 

 

Guru led reductionisms 

Those who unproblematically articulated an essentialist link between leadership 

and effective change in the organisation are the ones who found their voice 
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being listened to in the leadership arena at LIRO (Journal Notes 2004 - 7). For 

example, by rhetorically linking leadership to improvements in the organisation’s 

financial position, Thomas, the management consultant from the US, has 

become LIRO’s current leadership guru. He has already been metaphorically 

described as “the Messiah” in the way that his ideas are perceived to be able to 

help LIRO improve its bottom line (Discussion with Karen 2007). His thinking, as 

recounted to me by HR officers, is that leadership can only be defined 

according to the results that it achieves. He talks about results in terms of 

improvements to the ‘bottom line’ adding value for customers and  shareholders. 

 

Thomas has criticised LIRO’s culture for defending a number of what he terms 

‘root guards’. He argues that the way for the organisation to get the required 

‘results’ is to attend to what he frames as the antithesis of these root guards (as 

written in brackets); ‘Knowing (to Learning), Family (to Team), Rail (to Logistics), 

Government (to Partner) and Queensland (to National)’. His oppositional 

framing depicts a ‘bad’ (root guards) culture versus a ‘good’ (anti-root guards) 

culture, with the latter being results driven. His thinking is clearly aligned to the 

culture change project outlined in the confidential report (to which I referred 

earlier). Both have framed LIRO’s change issues as due to their outdated “bad 

culture” so that they can then direct their recommendations to developing the 

alternative, prescriptive “good culture”.  

 

Margaret Wheatley (2006: 138), recounting parameters of the modernist 

scientific approach taken by organisations when instituting change, describes 
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such moves as traditional in which aspects under consideration are broken 

down into parts. She describes such mechanistic Newtonianism thus:  

We treat a problematic organisation as if it was a machine that had broken 
down. We use reductionism to diagnose the problem; we expect to find a 
simple, singular cause for our woes. We sift through all the possible causes 
of failure, searching for that one broken part – a bad manager, a 
dysfunctional team, a poor business unit. To repair the organisation, all we 
need to do is to replace the faulty part and gear back up to operate at 
predetermined levels.  

 
 
The results of these practices of reductionism are then assumed to be 

amenable to quantification and measurement to verify positive(ist) outcomes.   

In this regard, Thomas argues that organisations don’t have enough leadership 

because they do not measure it.  Many of his ‘leadership mantras’ are similarly 

based upon essentialist premises; apparently, his favourite saying which has 

been taken up by middle managers is that,  “you know a golfer when you see 

one because they are playing golf. You know a leader when you see one 

because they are leading” (Conversation with Kelly 2007). Thomas’ consulting 

services are therefore directed at encouraging LIRO to be quantifiably specific 

about the results they want to achieve so that effective leadership, in line with 

the new corporate image, can be claimed at the point that it is reached. 

Effective leadership at LIRO, claimed under the auspices of this type of results 

banner, will no doubt be financially rewarding for those individuals, located at 

the top of the hierarchy, thus combining and reinforcing the leadership as 

person, position and results rationalisations.  

 

Providing a leadership solution that resonates with LIRO’s current concerns 

over their financial performance, Thomas’ thinking has been embraced by those 

at the top of LIRO’s hierarchy.  Reflecting the privileged access elites have to 
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key networks, he has also worked with LIRO’s Chairman when the latter was 

the CEO at General Electric (GE) and the incoming CEO at BHP Billiton.  

Thomas’ thinking reflects the form of ‘culture management’ outlined earlier that 

Grey (2005: 68) states: ‘aspires to intervene in and regulate being, so that there 

is no distance between individuals’ purposes and those of the organisation for 

which they work’. By linking leadership with such results, he imagines a world 

where managers are recognised as effective leaders only when their work 

activities, and those who report to them, are solely directed at improving LIRO’s 

profitability. 

 

Returning to Leadership as Process LIRO Style: It’s all about 

‘results’ really 

 

It is by asking ‘how’ managers and employees achieve these “results” that 

Grint’s (2005) leadership as process comes to the fore.  At LIRO, questions 

about how leaders should enact leadership were often answered from an 

organisational development (OD) perspective. A typical OD response would 

focus on developing methods and strategies through which managers could 

learn to become more effective leaders. The most popular learning methods 

found at LIRO included coaching, mentoring, and experiential learning.  For 

example, both the ALDP and PLP forums were founded upon the idea that 

every participant would work with a personal coach, someone who was 

‘external’ to the organisation, in order to develop their expertise in the 

leadership arena. The Women in Business Leadership program in particular, 
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was based around mentoring concepts and practices with every participant 

paired to a senior female manager to help them to learn tips and models for 

operating in a predominantly male working environment. 

 

The mentoring and coaching processes set up at LIRO emphasised self-

awareness as a key marker of leadership on the assumption that the better you 

know yourself, the more effective you will be at leading others. This reflects a 

modernist view of essentialist individual identity that recognizes itself as a 

singular, integrated entity; ostensibly through processes of introspection and 

reason (Stacey 2007). From this perspective, being in control of ‘the self’ is the 

ultimate aim.  At LIRO the ‘results’ of this leadership project were presumed to 

be the modelling of appropriate behaviours that followers would in turn take up.  

These principles and practices underpinned the way the learning development 

procedures were set up on the understanding that they would ultimately 

produce effective leadership performance.   

 

A poststructuralist understanding of ‘process’ 

Of course, in part this reflects the poststructuralist observation that we learn 

who ‘we are’ through our relationships with others.  However rather than identity 

construction reflecting a one best way, directive style of interaction, as imagined 

at LIRO, poststructuralists address a more embodied notion of ‘learning as 

process’ which accounts for the interplay between our sense of selves and 

others.  This is a much more messy process than modernists would 

acknowledge, where the daily relational interactions are marked by 

contradictions, anomalies, and general complexity.  As Stacey (2007: 296) 



 

 235 

explains, ‘[w]hile individuals can plan their own actions, they cannot plan the 

actions of others and so cannot plan the interplay of plans and actions’. The 

notion of an isolationist, intact, singular and static self thus ignores the dynamic 

and unstable aspects of identity formation. 

 

Hence the leadership as process approach adopted by LIRO is deterministic in 

conception, narrowly defined and mechanistically interpreted and adopted.  For 

example, a popular method of approaching questions about ‘how to ‘do 

leadership’ was for managers to visit and/or learn about other organisations and 

their leaders rather than asking staff at LIRO what they experienced as sound 

management practices. I have already talked about this in the context of the 

benchmarking activities which were undertaken, by myself and others, as part 

of LIRO’s approach to developing a leadership strategy for the organisation.   

 

Being the ‘best’  

In 2003, LIRO’s Strategy Unit also developed the concept of the ‘best practice 

tour’. This was where middle managers, identified as LIRO’s ‘key influencers’ 

(because of their link between the senior executive above them and the rest of 

LIRO’s employees below them), were “exposed to a range of Australia’s top 

private and public organisations to assist them in seeing what’s possible for 

LIRO’s future” (wording from LIRO Board Information Paper 2003). As part of 

the tour, they would talk to their hierarchical counterparts, and often the CEO to 

see how they managed elements of cost control, asset management, supply 

chains, customer and stakeholder relationships, people leadership and change 
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procedures.  After they had completed the tours, LIRO’s Divisional Managers 

would present their findings to LIRO’s Board and Senior Executive. 

The notions of best practice and benchmarking have been subject to significant 

scrutiny in the critical management and more general academic literature. 

Wheatley (2005: 28) provides a particularly incisive assessment of the 

importance of such prescriptions, stating: ‘[a]s a final insult, leaders go outside 

the organisation, to look for answer, returning with programs and methods 

invented elsewhere’. She refers to people in organisations having to follow 

formula-led practice. Grey (2005: 98) also critiques benchmarking from this 

perspective as involving three ‘obvious inanities’: i) benchmarking is premised 

upon the notion of organisations achieving competitive advantage, yet by 

copying others, they can only achieve equality at best; 

 ii) organisations should focus on ‘the process’ by which an organisation 

achieves competitive advantage, rather than just the outcome, and; 

 iii) successful companies may well become failures in the business world of the 

future (as Micklethwait & Wooldridge (1997) demonstrate).  Grey (2005: 98/99) 

summarises the problem as: 

benchmarking…[is] predicated upon the assumption that organisational 
settings are homogeneous with respect to the relevant features. In other 
words, it is assumed that doing what another organisation did with a 
different set of people in a different place at a different time will yield the 
same results as those claimed for the original implementation.   The irony of 
such an assumption is that, within a discourse obsessed with change, it 
relies upon everything being the same. 

 

Sameness/differences dilemmas 

 When talking to those who had been involved in the best practice tours, I noted 

a number of reactions.  Leith told me that many of the Divisional Managers 
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came away from the best practice tours questioning the skills and abilities of 

their managers (LIRO’s top management). Hearing about this feedback 

prompted certain members of the Senior Executive to go on the tours as well in 

order to find out what and who they were being compared to. Leith also told me 

that she wanted to leave LIRO after being involved in the best practice tours 

because she realized that their top managers “were dinosaurs” compared to 

those others who were heading up Australian corporations (Discussion 2005). 

 

Another essentialist inspired solution was that managers at LIRO should learn 

about the process of leadership from having individual successful business 

‘leaders’ and/or leadership gurus come to deliver their ‘sermon on the Mount’. 

Hence the leadership programs and forums were crowned by ‘Leader X’ talking 

about why they thought they had been successful. Part of their presentation 

typically included ‘top leadership tips’ as they recounted their steady climb to 

the top of the organisational ladder. Managers would also be given books or 

articles to take away with the aim being to equip them on how to ‘be’ a leader in 

tandem with ‘Leader X’s’ journey. 

 

The guiding underpinning of these leadership offerings (and the best practice 

tours) was that it was possible to learn how to be a leader simply by replicating 

the path that another individual leader had taken.   Hence by implication, 

leadership is learnt ala scientific reductionism as a de-contextualised and 

generalisable endeavour.  References to the specific context in which the 

individual leader was embedded were ignored with the focus centred instead on 
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the essentialist elements of their leadership identity and prescribed set of 

practices.  

 

Despite claiming to approach leadership from the ‘process’ perspective, I learnt 

that those involved in developing learning and development strategies and 

activities were most comfortable at the point when leadership was 

conceptualised as a static phenomenon; i.e. represented as a set definition; as 

a series of stereotypical behaviours; as a singular shared value; as a static, one 

best way approach; typified by a heroic individual (person) occupying an exalted 

position; and claiming superior results.  This model of leadership as process is 

stultified by narrowly inscribed notions of ‘the real’, which neglects opportunities 

for more ‘communities of practice’ type emergent approaches to learning. 

 

Grint’s Framework in Practice: Reacting to segmentation  

 

Having framed this section of the ethnographic material according to the 

leadership as process conceptualisation, I am struck by the complex 

interweaving elements of Grint's (2005) framework in practice.  I saw that in 

attempting to ‘learn’ about how to do leadership by replicating so-called tried 

and tested remedies for effectiveness, Grint’s other three frames of reference 

were called on and continuously enacted. For example, the best practice tours 

focused on introducing Divisional Managers to individuals (leadership as 

person), who occupied certain positions in the hierarchy (leadership as position) 

according to the successes that they had achieved (leadership as results).  
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However the limits of the essentialist perspective is that this approach to 

leadership as a process is limited to categorically reductionist caricatures that 

have little meaning, in terms of specific daily practice, for the managers 

undergoing the developmental programme or activity.  

 

Reflecting also on the writing process and the element of discovery I have 

emphasised, despite starting the chapter focusing on the leadership as person 

classification with the intention of moving to the other classifications, in 

documenting my encounter at LIRO, it has become clear that the evidence 

suggests the categories were overlapping, sometimes reinforcing each other, 

and sometimes in conflict. For example, in relation to the ‘results’ and ‘process’ 

dyad; in the drive to get ‘results’ at LIRO, the executive often enacted the 

leadership as process narrative. I have found this segmentation ‘forces the data’ 

and limits the complexity of the experiences I sought to recount.  Therefore, in 

the final section, I will draw out this complexity by relaying LIRO’s approach to 

developing a (corporate) leadership strategy for the organisation in relation to 

Grint’s (2005) framework but in so doing will show where and how the 

categories overlap. This will introduce the reader into some anti essentialist 

insights that challenge the essentialist, executive mindset.  
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The Use of Evaluation Frameworks: A means to ‘profile’ 

leadership 

 

One of the benefits of conducting a longitudinal, ethnographic study at LIRO 

was that I witnessed the use of a number of different evaluation frameworks that 

profiled what an effective ‘leader’ should look like (named at LIRO as (i) 

Leadership Success Profile, (ii) Values and Behaviours (iii) Leadership 

Capability Framework). The rationale behind such frameworks was twofold: 

firstly, to identity who should be considered as ‘leadership material’ and 

secondly to develop and performance manage employees in light of these 

frameworks so that they became ‘economic agents’ for the organisation 

(Salaman 2001).    

 

In thinking about leadership as person, the most obvious comment to make is 

that all of the evaluation frameworks are based upon the assumption that 

leadership is all about the individual, though of course the ‘results’ and ‘position’ 

aspects were also referenced.  These frameworks profile for example, 

according to their emphasis, the ‘values’ ‘actions’, ‘skills’, ‘knowledge’, ‘abilities’ 

and ‘behaviours’,(VASKAB) which a leader in LIRO is expected to ‘demonstrate’ 

(results) in order to be recognised, and located, as a leader (position). They are 

therefore based upon the premise that leadership is identifiable as a particular 

cluster of behaviours/capabilities/skills/values/abilities/knowledge that can be 

named, learnt and then exhibited by individuals.  
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Incorporating the leadership as position premise, these profiles assumed that as 

you progressed up the organisational hierarchy, your VASKAB would change 

according to your position. For example, the Senior Executive Manager’s 

‘Success Profile’ differs from the Team Member’s Success Profile in that the 

former is charged with “driving for results” whereas the latter is only expected to 

“initiat[e] action”. In another example, members of the executive are discursively 

categorised as exhibitors of “entrepreneurship” in contrast to a team member’s 

‘technical/professional knowledge’ base. The use of the word ‘Success’ in the 

‘profile’ is also laden with meanings that infer that there is only one, best way to 

be successful as a leader in an organisation such as LIRO.  Covering both the 

person and position frames of reference it is taken for granted that a group of 

designated leaders and ‘expertly’ produced scientific tools can, and should, 

define what leadership means for others.  

 

This last comment is important because it demonstrates how only already 

legitimated voices are considered to be capable of defining what leadership 

means for others. As Wheatley (2005: 94) simply states: ‘[t]he source of 

authorship makes all the difference’. The defining process is therefore not 

neutral, but rather highly politicised. At LIRO for example, the frameworks were 

always presented to the CEO and members of the Senior Executive for ‘sign off’ 

before they were disseminated to the rest of the organisation. Therefore the 

leaders by position had the final say as to what leadership as person would 

come to mean for others.  
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It’s all in the definition 

In order to explore this politicised ‘defining process’ further, I will comment on 

my reflections of LIRO’s approach to developing a corporate leadership strategy. 

I have noted a similar process occurring three times during my research stay 

with them from 2002 – 2007. Developing a leadership strategy for LIRO is 

conceptualised as a ‘project’: to be achieved within a specific, and short (one to 

two years) timeframe involving HR specialists/and a myriad of management 

consultants being brought into the project because of their ‘perceived’ expertise 

in the leadership area (leadership as person).  

 

As I have already outlined, the responsibility for LIRO’s leadership strategy was 

attributed to the strategic HR function so the link to the positional leaders was 

maintained. In the process of developing a leadership strategy, HR officers 

spent a lot of time and energy trying to find a ‘shared definition’ by talking to 

those people who had a known interest in leadership and by conducting 

desktop research into what other organisations were doing in the leadership 

arena. This consultation process always included the views of those at the top 

of the organisational hierarchy, who because of their social location, were 

perceived to hold the most important views on the topic under investigation. 

 

For example, when the Success Profiles were being ‘adapted to fit’ with the 

Values and Behaviours framework, I became aware of a list of around thirty 

senior managers being invited to input into how this should occur (Journal Note 

2004). Once again, discussion about what leadership meant for others was 

being restricted to those who were already classified as ‘leaders’ by virtue of 
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their position in the organisational hierarchy. As further proof of this type of 

restrictive practice, it was only when I was hanging around the office during 

2002 that I came to hear about how decisions were made about who should 

attend the ALDP program. Despite the nomination process being available to 

any employee who had the support of their manager, the final selection decision 

was made by the CEO and Senior Executive team. They were presented with a 

list of potential candidates and they decided which individuals held the most 

leadership potential based upon what they knew, and/or had heard about these 

specific individuals.  

 

Invariably, after about three or four months after the leadership strategy project 

started, there would be concern expressed as to whether everyone who needed 

to be spoken to had been consulted and conversely a sense of panic that there 

has been too much talking without any “deliverables”’ (LIRO speak) being 

produced. There was also an underlying unease that a ‘shared definition’ could 

not be reached as it turned out through the discussions that leadership means 

many different things to many different people. Rather than choosing to engage 

with this multiplicity of perceptions within LIRO, HR officers typically invited a 

number of paid management consultants into ‘the defining process’ in an 

attempt to allay their unease and re-impose a unitary viewpoint. Eventually, with 

project milestones mapped and a strategy ready to be presented to the HR 

Director (which she could run by the Senior Executive team and Board), a 

detailed and singular definition of leadership was decided upon.   
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It was from this ‘definition’ that an evaluation framework was developed and this 

framework profiled what an effective leader would look like in LIRO’s terms 

(leadership as results).  When I joined the organisation in 2002, the framework 

in use was called the ‘Leadership Success Profile’. This profile, developed with 

the paid advice of a large consulting firm, outlined the ‘key actions’ that were 

expected of LIRO’s leaders. The Success Profile was the evaluation framework 

upon which the ALDP program was built.  Every participant (including myself) 

was required to partake in an assessment process which measured their level 

of competence in four areas: Interpersonal Effectiveness, Leadership 

Effectiveness, Business/Management Skills and Personal Effectiveness.  The 

consulting company that had developed the Success Profile also administered 

the assessment process that involved responding to a typical business scenario, 

by undertaking a series of verbal and written exercises.  

 

A representative from the same consulting firm then produced a written 

assessment summary that outlined areas of strength, proficiency and 

development. These ‘results’ were then fed back to each participant. I 

remember learning that one of my strengths was ‘communication’ whereas I 

needed to develop in the areas of ‘aligning performance for success’ and 

‘facilitating change’ (DDI, Personal Profile for Sharon Saunders 2003). As these 

two development areas were positioned in the Business/Management Skills 

quadrant, I was labelled as “deficient” in my current abilities as being able to 

play a major ‘leadership’ role in helping LIRO to become a more ‘enterprising’ 

organisation. No doubt this was also because of my refusal to go along with 

deterministically framed leadership depictions relating to results. 



 

 245 

 

However, I (and others) were not perceived as ‘lost causes’; indeed, we were 

told that we were “lucky” to have learned about our weaknesses at the 

beginning of the ALDP program as the aim of the next six months was to 

address these ‘deficiencies’ through our attendance at six leadership events, 

monthly meetings with a personal coach and the completion of an executive 

sponsored project. By the end of the indoctrination program, we were told that 

we could expect to be ‘LIRO’s future leaders’ (Journal Note 2003). 

 

I remember noting that some ALDP participants were unhappy about the way 

that they had ‘come out’ of the assessment exercise (e.g. they couldn’t relate to 

the way the profile document had described them). In defence of their own self-

perceptions, they responded by questioning the legitimacy of the process. As a 

result, these individuals were deemed, by the management consultants 

facilitating the profile, as desperately needing personal development in order to 

change their ‘negative’ behaviour (Journal Note 2003). By 

questioning/challenging the credibility of the process, or judgements made at 

any point, these forms of resistance are seen to threaten the entire credibility of 

the exercise and thus such individuals tend to be classified as deviant (see 

Kunda and van Maanen 1999).  In this way, narrowly prescribed forms of 

behaviour are policed in organisations on a continuous basis to maintain 

legitimacy for those doing the prescribing. 

The ‘who’s who’ of leadership 

The context of these changes form another reflection on the constructionist 

elements and continuous policing of ‘who’ and ‘who is not’ designated as a 
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leader.  From this perspective, I began to recognise the various evaluation 

frameworks as ‘performance measurement’ processes. Therefore, when the 

Values and Behaviours evaluation framework replaced the Success Profile 

(alongside the restructuring of HR), it began to be used more specifically as a 

surveillance mechanism ensuring that ‘employees aspirations and identities 

were bound up with corporate goals’ (Wray-Bliss 2003: 162).  

 

For example, the content and rationale of LIRO’s People Leadership Program 

(PLP), which replaced ALDP as the organisation’s corporate leadership 

program in use, was based upon the Values and Behaviours framework. 

Representing a more aggressive pursuit of the strong corporate culture agenda, 

strategic HR officers began to organise and monitor the mandatory attendance 

of 1800 managers who were to be ‘re-educated’ in line with LIRO’s Values and 

Behaviours through the People Leadership Program (PLP). As the PLP 

participant notes (LIRO 2004: 1) explain,  

The People Leadership Program has been developed to enhance the 
people leadership capability of LIRO managers and supervisors. This is a 
people leadership program specifically designed to meet the needs of 
LIRO. It is a critical strategy for aligning LIRO’s culture with LIRO’s 
Values and Behaviours [their emphasis] 

    

In recapping how the Values and Behaviours framework came into existence, it 

also becomes apparent that it was an attempt at culture management in terms 

of Grey’s (2005: 71) assertion that ‘cultural values are hierarchically defined, 

that is defined by senior management or head office’. This is because it was the 

CEO and Senior Executive team who embarked “upon a journey” in which they 

“debated”, with the help of a high profile management consultant, what LIRO 

should “stand for” (Conversation with Chris, 2005). It was through this process 
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that the Values and Behaviours platform was drawn up and then disseminated 

throughout the organisation by a number of corporately staged communication 

processes and events (such as PLP). Therefore, shared meaning about what 

LIRO ‘stood for’ was once again shaped by ‘leadership by position’. This 

reinforces Gidden’s (1979) point that the communications of meaning does not 

take place separately from the operations of power. Rather, power is expressed 

by certain individuals to make particular views meaningful. 

 

Shape up or ship out 

Taking this idea further, the forced dissemination of such evaluation frameworks 

through the vehicle of PLP further entrenched the corporate culture “ideal” that 

the individual will privilege the organisational values/needs above their own. 

Despite apparently referring to the ‘soft’ human dimension of organisational life, 

the Values and Behaviours evaluation framework has a hard underbelly; fit in 

and shape up to the high performance enterprise workplace or ship out. 

Maureen, a senior HR Manager, often voiced the opinion that those who could 

not see a place for themselves in the new competitive era at LIRO (alongside 

the Values and Behaviours framework) should find themselves another place to 

work (Journal Note 2005). This is similar to Peters and Waterman’s (1982: 528) 

mantra that ‘you either buy into the norms or you get out’ mantra which Gabriel 

(1999: 186) describes as indicative of ‘corporate totalitarianism’. New ways of 

presenting leadership formed a central platform in this drive for compliance and 

coercion.  Thus, the corporate executive identified six core values and then 

outlined the associated behaviours that were expected from employees (see 

Figure 7 below).  
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Figure 7: LIRO's Values and Behaviours Framework (2003) 

VALUE      BEHAVIOUR 

 

Leadership  

Inspiring and encouraging 

 

 

• We provide clear direction and manage performance for 
sustainable results 

• We champion high performance, potential and talent 
• Encourage and reward contributions made by others 
• We lead with integrity 

 

 

Customers  

We respond, we deliver 

 

 

• We make time to understand our customers’ business and needs 
• We are solution focused 
• We ensure all interactions add value to the customer relationship 

 

 

Results  

Relentless pursuit of 
sustainable results 

 

 

• We do not accept complacency 
• We take responsibility for all our performance 
• We use teamwork for the best outcomes 

 

 

People  

Respect in all our actions 

 

 

• We do not condone actions that demean others 
• We support people with empathy, openness and honesty 
• We balance work and life 
• We keep commitments 
• We act ethically 
• We commit to equal employment opportunity 

 

 

Creativity and Innovation  

New ideas powering our 
future 

 

 

• We constructively challenge for a better way 
• We sponsor creativity and sharing of ideas 
• We embrace ideas for improvement 
• We proactively identify opportunities for growth 
• We capture and share knowledge 

 

 

Safety and Environment 

Everyone’s responsibility 

 

• We ensure our own safety and the safety of others 
• We act with care for the environment 
• We make business decisions that respect safety and the 

environment 
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The rationale behind the Values and Behaviours initiative, as described in 

official company documentation, by the CEO, was that: 

The challenge facing us as leaders is to ensure there is a strong awareness 
and understanding of the values by our people across the organisation. The 
task for us all is to work together to put QR Values and Behaviours into 
action on a daily basis (Toolkit for Managers and Supervisors 2003: 2).  
 
 

Within the Values and Behaviours evaluation framework, ‘Leadership’, defined 

as “Inspiring and Encouraging” was one of the six identified values which would 

help LIRO to enhance their profitability. The expected ‘behaviours’ were 

identified as, “[w]e provide clear direction and manage performance for 

sustainable results; we champion high performance, potential and talent; we 

encourage and reward contributions made by others; we lead with integrity”. 

The discursive attention paid to ‘results’ and ’performance’ is further evidence of 

the link between leadership and profitability despite it being overlayed with 

softer conceptions of leadership that are committed to encouraging ‘others’ and 

acting with ‘integrity’. 

 

The importance placed upon the ‘leadership’ value meant that one of the three 

modules on the PLP program was dedicated to “Leading QR Values and 

Behaviours” whilst the other modules were based around “Valuing People” and 

“Developing Potential”.   Despite the ‘soft’ language of value used to describe 

these modules, the hard reality reveals itself in the content of the program; 

managers who attended the program were encouraged to performance manage 

their direct reports alongside LIRO’s expectations of delivering profitable 

‘results’ for the organisation. 
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As I write this in 2007, different HR officers are currently developing yet another 

evaluation framework called the LIRO Leadership Capability Framework. This 

framework is said to specify the knowledge, skills, abilities and behaviours that 

“drive exceptional work performance [and] which are needed to grow LIRO’s 

immediate and future people management and leadership capability” (LIRO 

2007 - emphasis added). As the key people involved with the development and 

dissemination of the framework (including the CEO and senior HR managers) 

have now left the organisation, the ‘success’ of the Values and Behaviours 

framework is being framed by these HR officers as “setting out what it meant to 

achieve” and “right for its time” (Journal Note 2007). Indeed, one person who 

had been with LIRO for 30 years, told me that they have been through ten 

different iterations of what leadership means during their time with the 

organisation (Journal Note 2004).  

 

Being an ‘exceptional’ performer 

To elaborate further on the “drive for exceptional work performance”’, I am 

going to return to Thomas - the management consultant (or Messiah) who was 

seen to be influencing the direction of LIRO’s current leadership evaluation 

framework. As noted earlier, contracted to consult to LIRO on their leadership 

strategy for two years, Thomas’ main philosophy is that leadership is all about 

getting “results”. Interestingly, the ‘enterprising’ organisational language also 

outlined in his co-authored book has started to enter into my conversations and 

email discussions with HR officers.  Hence we witness a highly politicised and 

selective form of leadership as process reinforcing the status quo in that the 

defining processes are: i) restricted to groups who form associations with each 
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other through their ‘position’ ranking; ii) individuals become established as 

gurus in the area through such validation processes; iii) this represents a further 

layering/correlation between hierarchy and validating processes. 

 

This is not to conclude however that HR officers automatically embraced 

Thomas’ philosophy and ideas and more generally that other actors play no role 

in mediating inscribing processes. Indeed, as I met with HR officers Karen and 

Marni, they were reacting to a recent meeting with Thomas in which he 

recounted his personal experiences of leadership at General Electric (GE). 

Karen felt that he was “indifferent” to her ideas about leadership and both Karen 

and Marni were visibly hostile towards his comment that “Jack Welch was an 

arsehole, but he got results and therefore he was a good leader” (Conversation 

2007).  Their meeting with Thomas came at a time when Karen and her 

colleagues had just spent a year developing the LIRO Leadership Capability 

Framework which she was trying to get the Senior Executive to ‘sign off on’. 

Karen was very keen to include a module entitled ‘Leading Self’ in which 

leadership was defined, alongside other behaviours as, ‘highly present and 

authentic’.  

 

When I spoke to her, Karen was struggling with how someone like Jack Welch 

could be considered as ‘authentic’ under her definition of a good leader. She 

was therefore being prompted by members of the executive to describe what 

she meant by ‘authentic’ as well as to make such definitions ‘more practical’ for 

the organisation. Representative of the current interest in authenticity in relation 

to leadership (Goffee and Jones 2005), Karen can be seen to be drawing upon 
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already established discursive trends but which are somehow seen to deviate 

from the narrow framing the organisation’s senior executives adhere to. 

Interestingly, Sinclair (2007: 136) has interpreted the explosion of the interest in 

authenticity ‘as the result of leaders feeling under pressure with a loss of ‘true’ 

self in the highly monitored culture of corporate life’. In other words, managers 

feel inhibited to ‘lead’ according to their own preferred approaches. 

 

The Poststructuralist Perspective: A different  ‘process’ 

approach? 

 

Adopting a poststructuralist lens meant I could name the corporate story in 

which I was embedded as the dominant leadership discourse at LIRO. From 

this position, I began to notice subtle forms of resistance and/or compliance to 

the dominant discourse appearing in my dialogues with LIRO employees. 

Interestingly, my ability to notice these reactions has become enhanced 

alongside the construction of this thesis; at the beginning of this research study, 

they were ‘invisible’ to me thus drawing our attention to how we become 

incorporated into dominant perspectives not so much by what we see as rather 

what we don’t.  

 

As noted previously, poststructuralists emphasise the role of power in discourse 

in terms of effects on shaping organisational and social practices.   In drawing 

our attention to how discursive practices determine what is taken to be known 

and established, Foucault (1970; 1972; 1977) suggests objects of knowledge 
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are not natural, but rather ordered or constructed by discourse. To demonstrate 

this Rajchman (1985: 52) points out ‘Foucault does not write a history of 

madness, sickness, crime or sex, but a history of how it ever came to be taken 

for granted’. Taking a lead from Foucault’s genealogical approach helped me to 

notice when particular conceptualisations of leadership infiltrated the wider 

organisational discourse at LIRO.  

 

Leadership as multiplicity 

Thus, as I reflect upon the storyline that I have constructed in this chapter, I now 

notice how embedded I was in the corporate story when playing an active 

practitioner role at LIRO. In contrast, my ethnographic role in LIRO as a 

‘researcher interested in leadership’, presented me with the opportunity to begin 

noticing multiple iterations of what leadership meant to others in the 

organisation For example, leadership from a safety perspective was defined as 

‘looking after your mates’ (Discussion with Kevin 2004). I often heard that this 

perspective went down really well with certain groups in LIRO’s workforce. 

These groups, who were often working in remote, rural areas in Queensland, 

included train drivers and men who were working in gangs whilst maintaining 

the track.  

 

This ‘leadership’ perspective can be linked to Cockburn’s (1983) work 

commenting on the connections between masculine identity and mateship in 

physical working-class jobs. She argues that ‘[m]anual work is identified as 

hefty, masculine and desirable; mental work as effeminate and despicable’ 

(1983: 139), thus indicating that physicality rather than intellect gets privileged. 
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Thus we can see how different occupational groupings within LIRO hold 

different ‘ways of knowing’ about leadership that greatly differ from the top down, 

executive version. 

 

This also held true for those involved in ‘mental work’ as opposed to ‘manual 

work’. For example, Helen, the former director of the ALDP program who was 

consulting back to LIRO on their People Leadership Program (PLP), told me 

that she defined leaders as “dealers in hope” (thus returning to leadership as 

person according to Grint’s framework).  She arrived at this definition by taking 

up the “Inspiring and Encouraging” aspect of the LIRO’s Values and Behaviours 

agenda in order to help the 1800 managers, who would be attending the 

program, to ‘interpret’ the perspective. She felt that the dealing in hope 

definition was a useful one because many of LIRO’s employees, especially the 

middle mangers towards whom the training was directed, were struggling to 

adapt to the new competitive thrust of the organisation. Their insecurity about 

the future direction of the organisation was impacting upon their direct reports in 

terms of the role they might play in the LIRO of the future. Helen therefore 

believed that a middle manager’s role was to deal firstly with their own 

insecurities and then to offer hope to those others who they were managing 

(Conversation with Helen 2005). Therefore, although Helen developed the 

dealing in hope mantra as a means to encourage middle managers to subscribe 

to the executive notion of leadership as results, paradoxically her intention was 

also to offer some comfort and support to those in the organisation who were 

struggling with LIRO’s move to become an ‘enterprising’ organisation (see 
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similar tensions expressed in study of a bank undergoing such change 

processes in Smith (1992). 

 

 Despite Helen being employed by LIRO to promote their corporate evaluation 

framework entitled ‘Values and Behaviours’ (and she was also coaching a 

number of the senior management work group under the auspices of her 

‘executive coach’ identity) she also ascribed her own meaning and definition of 

the framework before the point of dissemination. She said that in order for her to 

be able to translate it for others, she firstly needed to make sense of it for 

herself (albeit within the confines of the leadership as results narrative).  In her 

words, “It’s interesting because in defining PLP, my own beliefs about 

leadership are now very, very clear” (Conversation 2005).  Following Helen’s 

translation, I reflected on how the managers who were on the ‘receiving end’ of 

the training would in turn be using their interpretive meaning-making processes 

to assess the relevance of the material they were presented with, and then how 

this process would continue as these managers went about their daily working 

lives?   

 

This means that while the senior executive laid down prescriptive accounts 

documenting their understanding of leadership, in the end they can't control the 

relational interpretive processes that represent the interdependencies of 

meaning-making processes.  The multilayered social constructionist, learning 

leadership as process elements, operating in the above examples therefore 

challenge the realist transparency perspective where the individual is viewed 
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merely as a passive ‘object’, (an empty vessel waiting to be filled) rather than an 

active ‘subject’ drawing on their own interpretive agency (Townley 1994). 

  

Leading/learning as emergence 

Hence we witness layers upon layers of meaning (definitions) operating in LIRO 

at any one time incorporating leadership as person, position, results and 

process. These leadership ideas, and those who were promoting them, were 

vying for ‘leadership’ status regarding the position of the most novel 

‘unconventional wisdom’ about what leadership should represent for an 

organisation such as LIRO.  Emphasising the learning as process elements of 

an ethnographic approach itself, it was not until I experienced Grint's frames of 

reference in practice that I began to see the corporate story (in which I initially 

unreflectingly became embedded) as the dominant (and dominating) leadership 

discourse at LIRO.  While the discourse was presided over by a number of 

individuals who were deemed to be ‘experts’ because of their social location 

(position), individual knowledge (person), and acclaimed results, there were 

many other discursive narratives in play that remained hidden from the 

corporate panopticon. 

 

Dawson’s (2003a; 2003b) research on organisational change, which adopts a 

more expansive process approach, to interrogate unidirectional depictions of 

change programmes, also prompted me to see the defining of leadership as a 

decidedly political process. Dawson recounts for example, how narratives are 

constructed that suggest, ‘results’ driven, and positive outcomes in order to 

show particular organisations in a beneficial light. Contesting these overly-
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rationalist, linear, simplistic recipes, Dawson (2003a: 37) argues that, ‘change is 

a far more dynamic political process consisting of competing histories and 

ongoing change narratives which may vie for dominance in seeking to be the 

change story’.   

 

From a methodological perspective, Dawson (2003a; 2003b) also helped me to 

focus upon the lived experience of leadership rather than focusing solely on the 

ways in which leadership is abstractly conceptualised in the literature His 

attention to the dynamics of everyday process, in relation the complexity of daily 

organisational practices, helped me to see the parallels in relation to leadership, 

and to recognize the value of allowing a sense-making framework to emerge (in 

a discovery vein) rather than impose a predefined model. This approach allows 

him to name the ‘multiplicity’ of perspectives that make up any given change 

process. In his empirical studies, he includes managers, change agents and 

trade unionists as well as academics and practitioners, as contributors to 

change narratives and provides examples to illuminate these processes 

(Dawson 1997). 

Leadership as discursive fields 

Dawson’s (2003b) focus on corporate organisational change stories 

emphasises how other stories remain hidden and/or become silenced in the 

shifting terrain of organisational politics. As well as focusing on the power 

relationships that make up organisational life, Dawson points to the ambiguity of 

meaning ever present in such multifaceted contexts. Lawler (2005: 223) 

continues this somewhat poststructuralist theme observing that:  
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We live life as a continuous stream of events which only make sense to us 
in relation to each other. Thus the concept of ‘leadership’ is open to many 
interpretations and might only make sense to us when viewed in hindsight 
or through considering situations or occasions where we experience its lack, 
i.e. no leadership. 

 
 

Conceptualisations of leadership are played out around us all the time; in the 

media, in the business press, through BBQ conversations etc.  Potter and 

Wetherall (1987) conceive of these discourses as making up a ‘linguistic 

repertoire’ which we draw on to ‘dialogically’ argue with ourselves and relevant 

others about what is/should be (Bahktin 1981; Billig 1995; Watson 1996). 

Watson and Harris (1999: 6) describe such discursive framing as: 

a process whereby human beings draw on sets of linguistic resources, 
categories, and concepts made available in their culture to make sense of a 
particular aspect of their lives and are thereby influenced in the way they 
conduct themselves in that part of their life. 
 
 
 

A striking conclusion emanating from a series of interviews I conducted in 2004 

and 2005 (with mostly middle managers) was that the most of the people that I 

spoke to sought to quickly move away from the topic of leadership and onto 

something else they considered more was important to them at the time of our 

discussion. If they did talk about leadership in any great detail, only a few of 

them mentioned the content of corporate leadership frameworks or leadership 

programs, despite the fact that the majority of the managers I spoke to would 

have recently attended them or been exposed to them through various 

organisational communication processes (Journal Note 2005). The leadership 

silence conveyed by these middle managers seemed to indicate hegemonic 

depictions of ‘leadership, as a discursive field at LIRO had no relevance in 

terms of their daily work activities. 
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Reflecting on this, I am also transported back to my discussion with a train 

driver called Lionel in 2005. His words speak for themselves in the context of 

what LIRO’s leadership strategy means for the “average LIRO bloke”: 

We can put a big complicated document together and say, yep, this is our 
strategy, but as soon as it goes outside the Boardroom, it means nothing to 
anyone because it is too complicated. I think that we need to get back to 
grass roots level, right back to the basics of running a railway profitably 
rather than looking for all these big, scuse the pun, wank words that we 
tend to put in. 
 
 

Emphasising the contextual and positional factors underpinning an individual’s 

depiction of what leadership is, in Lionel’s world, and in the world of those 

around him, an effective leadership strategy would ensure that they had ‘a 

sustainable job and a quality of life’ indicating he held a much more post-heroic, 

socially orientated, conception of leadership in practice. In another example, a 

high ranking trade unionist at LIRO explained to me how his leadership 

perspective differed from members of the executive so that “their outlook on life 

is that it’s all about industry and it’s got to pay dividends somewhere. Whereas 

my outlook is more that I want to look after the worker and make sure they get a 

decent take home pay”. 

 

Furthermore, while the leadership as position hegemonic discursive framing did 

seem to influence employee perceptions within LIRO, here too there were signs 

of resistance. For example, Udi told me that “[p]eople think because they have 

qualifications and rank, particularly rank, that they are automatically a leader”. 

Edward expressed a similar sentiment when he said that: 

In LIRO, the title has been king in the past. Now I can see a movement 
away from it. It’s still got a way to go and I think it will get there. It’s starting 



 

 260 

to understand that it’s not an automatic right with your title to be called a 
leader (Discussion 2005).  
 

This type of disaffection is not surprising when considering LIRO’s history as a 

state railway organisation organized according to bureaucratic and hierarchical 

principles since its inception.  Disillusionment and expressions of alienation are 

common reactions to such institutional structures and systems (Thompson and 

Warhurst 1998).  
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Conclusion: Reflecting upon the essentialist-anti-essentialist 

dyad 

 

This chapter began by setting the scene of an expansive programme of change 

that LIRO was undertaking and identified how the leadership development 

programmes sat within this wider reframing agenda.   As I summarise the 

chapter and try to bring it to some sort of conclusion, I will make a number of 

observations about the essentialist-anti-essentialist dyad.  I originally started out 

with the idea of using Grint’s (2005) person, position, results and process 

conceptualisations as a guiding framework to organise my observations and the 

empirical material. However I soon found I felt restricted and constrained in 

trying to organise the material into these classifications in a segmented 

modernist way.  Apart from my own growing intellectual resistance to this form 

of organising data, the nature of the experiences that were being relayed to me 

didn't fit neatly into these hypothetical boxes.  Hence the theoretical awakening I 

had undergone earlier, canvassing material for the literature and methodology 

chapters, was matched by a more embodied experience myself in which I learnt 

first-hand the limits of modernist, rationalist depictions in constructing 

knowledge. 

 

While assuming I could restrict the chapter to an essentialist reading of 

leadership at LIRO by identifying the individualised, apoliticised and 

decontextualised context and practices undertaken, I soon realised that at some 

level this signalled acceptance of the adequacy of essentialism to describe what 
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I witnessed. Therefore, just as with Grint's (2005) framework, rather than 

chapters three and four sitting alone as essentialist versus anti-essentialist 

readings, they are now comprised of integrated reflections that more 

appropriately match the embodied nature of organisational life that I 

encountered myself.  

 

Hence while documenting how leadership at LIRO is constructed from an 

essentialist perspective, known as an individualised achievement which 

positions the leader as a centred self occupying a specific place in the 

organisational hierarchy, the lived reality challenged this simplicity. Instead I 

began to see that whilst leadership thinking at LIRO, in the first instance, is 

situated within a hegemonic discursive frame, nevertheless at the operational 

(being) level, it becomes co-created; undergoing a complex form of revisionism 

involving elements of resistance, accommodation and outright rejection. Thus 

as a living, guiding practice, notions of leadership are re-interpreted and re-

enacted by active rather than passive participants. 

 

Similarly, while leadership from an essentialist perspective is known as 

apolitical, this naïve belief was undermined by showing that those who 

unproblematically linked leadership effectiveness and change found their voices 

being heard in the leadership arena while others who attempted to voice more 

subtle, nuance renditions were actively silenced. Equally the chapter has 

demonstrated that LIRO regularly defers to leadership heroes and experts who 

gain legitimacy purely because of their social, economic and political location. 



 

 263 

The identification of a dominant corporate discourse over others added further 

strength to this claim.  

 

Finally, leadership, from an essentialist perspective was revealed to be 

constructed as decontextualised because of the reductionist search for 

replication. In turn, this assumption was undermined by demonstrating the limits 

of best practice and benchmarking leadership generalisations as firmly 

articulated by various middle management respondents. Finally, locating 

leadership as a contextualised phenomenon, the possibility of discovering its 

essence was substantively challenged.   

 

Critical management and poststructuralist perspectives emphasise the control 

and power aspects of essentialist leadership depictions in relation to 

organisational practice. At LIRO, it is top management who, because of their 

social location, attempt to define and control what leadership means for others. 

However, the managers in this study at least suggest that this grand narrative 

undertaking to change their subjectivity is in no way all encompassing. Their 

clearly articulated compliance and/or resistant practices indicate to me that 

power and control are not simply resources, rationalistically engaged by leaders, 

from which to successfully brainwash their subservient followers.  Rather they 

are encountered through enacted sets of social relations in which the other 

plays a decidedly active role in the meaning construction process.  Hence, while 

the senior executive may gain a level of compliance from their staff to the new 

economy enterprise discourse, they are unlikely to achieve the levels of 

commitment they seek whilst holding to power over frames of reference. 
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Consequently, having identified a version of the LIRO tall poppy tale, I leave this 

particular narrative having begun to articulate a series of anti-essentialist 

observations that frame a challenge to the naturalist view dominating both the 

organisation under appraisal here and the wider represented a considerable 

journey for me, as an individual, documenting my original tacit (even if uneasy) 

acceptance of an essentialist way of knowing leadership through to a 

breakdown brought on by exposure to anti-essentialist ways of knowing, seeing 

and being.   

 

Having affiliated myself to poststructuralism, I can no longer define/conscribe to 

the whole notion of leadership and am struggling particularly with its legacy of 

inherent elitist assumptions.  Hence in the next chapter I will further explore 

what happens to the notion/practise of leadership when grounded in everyday 

activities documented from the point of view of ‘other’ organisational participants.  

The leadership concept will inevitably be problematised by both my 

respondent’s accounts and my own.  As to whether this deconstructionist 

undertaking leads to an abandonment of the leadership premise altogether or 

rather, due to its dominating presence in the organisation, means it necessarily 

needs to be encountered, will be a key focus in that final, ethnographically 

immersed, chapter. 
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Chapter Four: The Story of the Immersion Two 

An Anti - Essentialist’s Guide to ‘Knowing’ Leadership 
at LIRO 

 

Prologue 

  

This has been a challenging chapter to write. It has taken several attempts over 

a two-year period and vast amounts of feedback. Despite my previous 

engagement with the literature on postmodernism, poststructuralism and critical 

management studies, my early reflections on the material I had re-produced as 

data re-created an account which, in my PhD supervisor’s words, created “an 

external, idealised, jargonised and abstract model of something called 

leadership artificially imposed on current practice” (Bissett 2006). In other words, 

my early writing of this chapter reinforced the essentialism that underpinned the 

individualised, apoliticised and decontextualised (IAD) conceptualisation of 

leadership that was framed in immersion one. 

 

My sense is that my difficulty in writing about an anti-essentialist 

conceptualisation of leadership in practise is partly due to the prevalence and 

dominance of the IAD representation within organisations. This is similar to 

Townley’s (1994: 164) observations about hierarchies. She states that because 

hierarchy is the norm in organisations, alternative structures are notoriously 

hard to visualize. In order to be able to frame an anti-essentialist representation 
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of leadership, it has been necessary to limit my connection with LIRO in order to 

be able to reflect critically on my research stay with them.   

 

I am reminded here of Alvesson’s (2003: 172) concern with the researcher 

‘going native’ in ethnographic studies. I recognise myself now as Alvesson’s 

native ‘caught in details and local understanding without being able to say 

something systematic of wider theoretical interest’.  I am aware that my close 

involvement with the HR staff, my ‘HR practitioner’ identity and my extended 

‘stay’ at LIRO, at certain times had an incorporating effect on me that limited my 

perceptiveness in the manner that Alvesson describes.  This demonstrates the 

double-edged implications of ethnography where on the one hand the deep 

immersion can produce rich ‘data’ and on the other such intense involvement 

can lead to obscurity. Cherry (1999) writes about this as one of the dilemmas of 

insider/outsider qualitative research. 

 

This chapter has been written during the final stage of the research process that 

I have named in the story of the method as the ‘negotiated access phase’. It 

follows a two-year period of reflection during which I continued to engage with 

various literatures, some of which would be typically classified outside of the 

leadership arena (and furthering the scope of my thinking beyond the story 

about ways of knowing leadership). At the same time, I have been reflecting 

further upon the empirical material from my research time with LIRO.   

 

While immersion one framed Grint’s (2005) conceptual model as a 

methodological guide (linking theory and practise) to organise the discussion 
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(thus breaking down the conventional separations), the writing of this chapter 

works with the tenets of anti-essentialism as a theoretical backdrop to 

interrogate the experiences of LIRO’s managers. The reader will recall that I 

reported finding the writing process restrictive when I started out attempting to 

‘fit’ the data into Grint’s classifications.  In this regard, Wheatley (2006: 65) 

warns ‘[e]very act of measurement loses more information than it gains, closing 

the box irretrievably and forever on other potentials’.  Resisting the desire for 

safety by relying on too rigid categories, in this chapter I draw out the fluidity of 

meaning-making processes, by documenting the narratives of respondents, 

rather than remaining confined within a ‘data’ measurement psyche. 

 

In this regard, the storyline presented in immersion two works with the idea that 

the leadership process, in a similar way to the research process, unfolds in 

ways that cannot be foreseen. One of the main tenets of this thesis is that there 

are elements of both discovery and construction taking place simultaneously in 

any new learning process.  While the former term is key to a ‘realist’ perspective, 

I am seeking to reclaim it as a marker for new insights (breakdowns) that occur 

as part of the socially constructed interpretive process.  I believe it is a valid 

term (if appropriately qualified) to describe the glimpses of new knowledge and 

growing awareness that occur experientially during any research activity.  

 

Expanding upon the poststructuralist influences which were introduced at the 

end of immersion one, this chapter will document participants’ reactions to the 

dominant, essentialist leadership discourses identified in the previous chapter. 

My reading of their reactions recognises Karathanos’  (1998: 124) comment that 
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‘individuals are not continually aware of creating reality and do not constantly 

think about the reasons why they see the world as they do’.  Rather, it is when 

participants embody these discourses that their ways of knowing, seeing and 

being (in this case leaders/leadership) are encountered. This is not to suggest 

that these processes of embodiment are linear and straightforward. Indeed, 

poststructualism encourages us to name the contradictions, complexities and 

ambiguities that characterise such processes.  

 

Exploring Leadership at LIRO from an Anti-essentialist 

Perspective: Some early reflections 

 

Immersion one argued that the leadership narrative was enacted alongside the 

enterprising organisation agenda, imposed as a form of control that sought to 

shape the identity of people at work.  Gabriel (1999: 186) suggests that the 

totalizing quality of today’s organisational controls make distinctions between 

different groups and types of employees almost redundant. He continues by 

arguing that, ‘it is remarkable how easily skill, occupational class, national, and 

even gender distinctions fade into the background of today’s academic 

discourses’.  

 

With his comments in mind, I am conscious that the experiences that are 

relayed in this chapter are mainly those belonging to middle and senior 

managers at LIRO, when I originally believed that I would be incorporating the 

experiences of employees from all levels of the organisation. This leads me to 
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make another important ethnographic point; when I entered the research site, 

leadership, as ‘person and position’ type classifications were already in situ. As 

immersion one showed, ‘leadership’ was already positioned as an activity that 

was the exclusive domain of senior and middle managers. This meant that 

ethnographic access to different occupational groups was difficult to realise in 

the context of this study. Therefore, although other ‘voices’ (trade unionists, 

train drivers, management consultants) have already been presented in earlier 

chapters, this immersion will focus my attention towards middle and senior 

managers documenting their responses to the ‘executive’ framing of leadership 

as presented in immersion one. 

 

In doing this, I join other academics in acknowledging that managers (as well as 

employees ‘further down’ the organisational hierarchy) are subject to the 

organisations’ totalizing controls (du Gay 1996; Parker 2002; Watson 2004). I 

also expand upon this premise by suggesting that senior management and 

middle management should not be defined as homogeneous groupings.  Indeed, 

two of the interesting sub-storylines presented in this chapter are that: (i) the 

gender dimension cuts across such hierarchical positioning, and (ii) that senior 

managers, despite being part of the executive group who frame these 

conceptions of leadership, are both ‘dominators of’ and ‘dominated by’ these 

discourses.   

 

Constructing the storyline 

In order to begin the story of articulating an anti-essentialist guide to leadership 

at LIRO, I will revisit the work of Riane Eisler in her book The Chalice and Blade 
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(1987) A friend introduced me to her work and I found it a relief to be taken 

away from the narrow confines of the leadership literature. Bringing together ten 

years of her own research and drawing from a variety of fields, Eisler introduces 

us to two different paradigms: the dominator model and the partnership model 

(as explained below).    

 

Of interest to this storyline and drawing upon Eisler’s work, Montuori and Conti 

(1993) replicate traditional stereotypes by summarizing the model in gendered 

terms. For example, the dominator model reflects a social ranking system 

where men (and nations) dominate women, children, nature and other men (and 

nations).  In the partnership model, in contrast, women, men and nature are 

linked together in more mutualist ways with the driving force being to create a 

better world for all.  Dominator power is thus all about striving for ‘power over 

others’, motivated by fear and a preoccupation with control whilst the 

partnership ‘power with others’ reference stems more from internal motivations 

and a dedication to enabling people to achieve desired ends by realizing our 

inherent possibilities. 

 

As I read more about the two models and contemplate my experience at LIRO, 

the two models of power appear to overlap respectively with the 

essentialist/anti-essentialist leadership conceptions. Attempting to write this 

chapter as a processual piece, and responding to my PhD supervisor’s 

comments that, “integrated and embodied analysis should involve 

contemplation of the linkages between the empirical material you represent as 

“data” and the insights from your literature reading” (Bissett 2006), I will explore 
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these representations in terms of the embodied experiences documented at 

LIRO. 

Naming interdependencies 

As I have already indicated there is no doubt that leadership at LIRO, in the first 

instance, was framed in a top-down ‘dominator’ style fashion.  During the 

defining process, voices were restricted in order to reduce leadership 

conceptions to a specific kind of knowable phenomenon.  However, paying 

attention to the partnership perspective and the day-to-day activities in which 

leadership was operationalised, prompted recall of numerous conversational 

moments from my time with LIRO that suggested a more nuanced lived reality. 

One of these moments made visible the role of spouses in helping to forge their 

husband’s identities as ‘leaders’, and enabled me to recognise leadership 

depictions as continuously co-created (legitimated) phenomenon rather than 

just a one-off individualised, named achievements.  

 

The CEO of LIRO gave a talk at an ‘International Women’s Day’ event and in so 

doing referred to the key part his wife played in his executive role. He recounted 

how she dutifully attended functions, got to know the partners of his colleagues 

and was primarily responsible for the raising of their children. I also hold a vivid 

memory of a discussion with a former LIRO CEO at his home. This is because 

whilst he was talking, his wife listened into our conversation from the kitchen, 

often jogging his memory on certain issues. He reflected: “[w]hile it was hard 

work for Francis [him being a CEO], I think in her own way she enjoyed it too. 

We knew everyone in Queensland. We went everywhere together” 

(Conversation 2005).  
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I am also reminded of David, a middle manager, who won an award for being 

the most promising participant on one of LIRO’s leadership development 

programmes. In his acceptance speech, David dedicated his award to his wife 

(who had accompanied him to the graduation dinner) because she was the 

“unseen force” behind his being recognised as a leader (Journal Note 2003). 

Further discussions with David revealed that his wife was a Human Resource 

Manager for a large corporation who he “would often bounce ideas off” 

(Conversation 2004).  Another example involved my husband and I being 

invited to a BBQ with a leadership development program participant in his home 

in the north of Queensland. Our lasting memory of that visit was just how 

intertwined Edward and Kim’s lives were around co-creating his identity as a 

‘leader’. They told us how they often hosted BBQ’s for Edward’s “direct reports” 

and their families and often attended sporting events with LIRO’s customers. 

 

Kevin, who was another high profile ALDP participant situated at middle 

management level, also comes to mind. When I met with him, he told me that 

he had been unhappy with the way his career had progressed since he 

completed the program two years earlier (in that he had been “encouraged” by 

senior members of the organisation to take on a number of organisational roles 

which Kevin described as ‘career suicide’). As he started to self-script his 

diminishing commitment to the organisation (once again questioning the long 

term ‘effect’ of leadership development programs), he told me “my wife and I 

don’t really need the money that this role pays me. She has a ‘big’ job which 

means that I don’t have to be too bothered about what happens to me here” 

(Conversation 2004). 
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I am conscious that I came into contact with these managers because they 

were identified as ‘leaders’ by virtue of the leadership as person (Colin - CEO), 

‘position’ (CEO and middle managers) and ‘results’ (David winning the award) 

frames of reference. I am also mindful that there might be a number of 

speculations as to why they felt it appropriate to make the role of their spouse 

visible, i.e. they were talking to me as a female researcher, or they may have 

wanted to be seen as ‘politically correct’ (as in the CEO’s speech on 

International Women’s Day). However, their spontaneous and frequent links to 

their spouse seemed to fit more readily with the ‘partnership’ view of the world, 

as articulated by Eisler.   

 

My own experience of the ‘partnership’ paradigm means that while I am here 

writing this paragraph, my husband is caring for our two young children so that I 

can dedicate this time to my writing. Of late, instead of thinking of my 

achievements as independently gained, I have begun to recognise them as 

interdependently realised because of the relationships in which I am embedded. 

Wheatley (2005: 27) talks about this fluidity between self-determination and 

interdependency as, ‘the need to be free to create one’s self and the need to 

reach out for relationships with others’ (tellingly, these embodied relationships 

tend to be marginalised in the traditional PhD and therefore located in the 

acknowledgements section).  It was only after reflecting on the conversational 

moments represented above, as well as my own experiences of the partnership 

paradigm that I joined Fletcher (1999: 11) where she, ‘started noticing how the 

world was organized as if achievement were an individual phenomenon and 
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how relational and support activities, although essential, were commonly 

devalued’.   

This devaluing process is widespread with the Oscars ceremony as a prime 

example.  Actresses and actors are rewarded for their individual contributions to 

the entertainment industry yet in their acceptance speeches winners often 

dedicate their awards to significant others who have played a key role in their 

success, including partners, parents, colleagues, etc.  Over and above these 

immediate relationships, the movie industry serves as a model of the 

‘partnership’ approach  with producers, directors, designers, camera, costume 

and make-up staff, all contributing in a communities-of-practise enterprise. 

 

Relating this to LIRO, I began to appreciate that when leadership was 

represented by the corporate executive it tended to reinforce aspects of the 

individualist dominator narrative (even when the managers in question were 

being allocated the task of developing team spirit).  Yet a capacity for co-

creation of alternative narratives was witnessed by myself, and reported by staff, 

signalling active rather than passive reception. Therefore when leadership was 

enacted, often the practise reflected a partnership approach.  Hence following I 

concur with Sinclair (2005b: 65) that ‘we can never again read that phrase – 

‘self made man’ – without questioning the instrumentalism and individualism it 

lionises’.  In relation to their research on entrepreneurship and gender, Reed 

(1996) and Mulholland (1996) argue that the construction of entrepreneurial 

masculinity is all about validating the capacity of male entrepreneurs to ‘go it 

alone’ whilst underplaying the relational reality that such men often consume 
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their wives/families ‘emotional labour’ in order to function in the ‘dominating’ 

world of market competition. 

  

Acknowledging mutuality 

Foucault’s view of human social relations (as presented by Townley, 1994: 163) 

epitomizes the partnership model.  His representations acknowledge elements 

of mutuality, relatedness and vulnerability, thus challenging conventional 

‘dominator’ conceptions.  Expression of such self-other connectedness, 

embedded in non-hierarchical relationships, was ignited through a chance 

meeting with Tom in 2003. Tom was employed by LIRO as a management 

consultant and delivered a series of Performance Management (PM) workshops 

to LIRO’s managers (to which I was invited in my capacity as a researcher). 

Based on his own PhD findings, which framed alternative conceptions of 

notions of ‘quality’ - underpinning the Total Quality Management fads and 

fashions development (TQM) - Tom conducted himself and the PM workshop, 

along the lines of “reciprocity”. 

 

Following a conversation at the end of the PM workshop, we began to meet 

regularly to discuss these issues and continue to hold regular mutually 

supportive discussions to this day (thus replicating the partnership model in 

action). In contrast to conventional depictions, Tom conceptualizes quality 

judgements as emerging from dynamic social processes and has developed his 

consulting activities, in the area of performance management, according to 

these principles (Email correspondence 2003 and continuing conversations).  
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Similarly Pye’s (1988) work on management competencies, demonstrates 

notions of ‘competence’ as socially constructed involving observers who 

attribute competence to particular preferred behaviours. Hence, in her words 

‘competence is not something to be ‘possessed’, rather it is something ‘given’ 

by other people in their evaluation of the actions of others in a particular 

situation at a particular time’ (1988: 63). Pye (1988) and Tom’s (2003-7) 

research secured my attention because it complemented my own reflections 

where quality/competence or leadership are read as active terms only made 

meaningful ultimately through relations with others.   

 

However, feminist poststructuralists also remind us that such constructions are 

not just spontaneously advanced but rather reflect embedded systems of 

meaning that are mutually shaped. Fletcher’s (1999) research on the 

masculinist ‘logic of effectiveness’, operating in organisations indicates it is so 

taken for granted that attributing gendered specificity to it is often met with 

incredulity. Linking hegemonic masculinity and the dominance perspective, 

Fletcher (1993: 3) draws our attention to the contradictions that can result 

where ‘[t]his logic of effectiveness suppresses or ‘disappears’ behaviour that is 

inconsistent with its basic premises, even when that behaviour is in line with 

organisational goals’.  

 

Granting/withholding leadership identities at LIRO 

My early thoughts about the relationship between notions of leadership and 

effectiveness as dynamic, active and emergent developed during my stay with a 

specific work group at LIRO. This cohort was the appointed custodian of LIRO’s 
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corporate leadership development program (ALDP) at the time. As this was the 

program I was ‘brought in’ to evaluate, it was deemed appropriate for me to join 

them so that I could gather some background information about it. Whilst I hung 

about the office, listening in to conversations, watching what happened in 

meetings, being mindful of the group dynamics, I came to a simple but striking 

conclusion. Although Harry, a senior HR manager, was a formal, designated 

leader by virtue of his position in the organisational hierarchy, it was the day-to-

day assessments of his team members that determined his effectiveness (or 

otherwise) as a leader in their worlds. Indeed, those who reported to him often 

considered him ineffective and his lack of leadership abilities were frequently 

the source of office speculation (Journal Notes 2002/3).  

 

Therefore, whilst his identity as a leader was predetermined by virtue of his 

position and status, it was also made precarious by these contextualised 

assessments of his work performance delivered by his direct reports. Following 

poststructuralism, I also noted that a number of differing assessments could 

coexist at any one time. Following a meeting in which Harry outlined a potential 

HR restructure (as outlined in chapter three) which had implications for his work 

group, I listened to their reactions. Beatrice expressed concern “well we are all 

doomed with Harry leading us through this one”, yet Gemma believed that 

“Harry is good at managing upwards and knows the politics” and put her faith in 

his leadership abilities (Journal Note 2003). According to these and other 

assessments, his endorsed identity as a leader could be ‘given’ or just as easily 

‘taken’ away and while it may not mean he would be replaced, such 

interpretations have implications for leadership effectiveness potential. 
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Focusing on the idea that leadership is given rather than possessed, a number 

of conversations with middle managers Tamara and David also come to my 

mind.  These engagements began during the formal interview process and 

subsequently continued over coffee when we bumped into each other at LIRO. 

For Tamara and David, their identity as leaders within LIRO was ‘given’ to them; 

firstly by being selected for the ALDP program and secondly by winning their 

leadership awards. For the five-year span of the program, one or two 

participants were selected to win this award which was presented to them at a 

graduation dinner attended by members of the Board, the CEO and the Senior 

Executive team.  

 

In the year that David won the award, I attended this prestigious event as a 

participant. Representing the culmination of this affirmation process (as 

contextualised in immersion one), he committed himself to the future success of 

the organisation by telling us in his acceptance speech to “watch his career to 

see that LIRO’s investment in him was a worthwhile one”.  I remember the 

formality of the evening; ‘black tie’ was the dress code and it was held in the 

ballroom of one of the oldest buildings in Brisbane. The event, alongside David 

and Tamara’s success was later profiled in LIRO’s newsletters and internal 

correspondence. In painting a picture of this event, I am trying to evoke a sense 

of the responsibility felt by winners such as David and Tamara to maintain their 

‘inherited leadership identity’ in the workplace.  

 

During our first discussion, Tamara told me that: 

I have started to think about myself as a leader in this organisation since I 
won the leadership award on the accelerated leadership development 
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program…people used to say to me, you have natural leadership ability, but 
I had no idea what that was. Now I suppose just learning about the 
attributes of a leader and knowing that these are the kinds of things that I 
have a tendency to do, I have started to recognise myself as a leader 
(Conversation 2004).  
 

She continued the conversation by saying how people ring her up now and ask 

her to speak on business courses and ask her to be their mentor. However, 

during our later discussions, Tamara expressed the struggle she had trying to 

maintain this leadership identity. She told me that “LIRO is an exhausting place; 

People are trying to knock me down, throwing stones at me because I won the 

leadership award” (Conversation 2005). David, who later gained the award, 

expressed the same sentiment “[a]s soon as you become visible, people start to 

cut you down and it’s quite painful emotionally to deal with that…knowing 

there’s a critical mass of people out there who don’t like you” (Conversation 

2004). 

 

It seems that David and Tamara are experiencing the weight of responsibility 

associated with their newly acquired leadership status. I am reminded of 

Knights and Wilmott’s analysis of the novel The Unbearable Lightness of Being. 

Making a series of poststructuralist inspired comments regarding identity 

formations, they comment that, ‘[o]ur sense of self is endangered by situations 

where we perceive ourselves to be vulnerable to social or interpersonal 

rejection or denial’ (1999: 77). It seems that David and Tamara’s sense of 

themselves as leaders is precarious precisely because it has been ‘given’ to 

them by others. It is therefore emotionally ‘painful’ and ‘exhausting’ for them 

now to deal with challenges to their sense of leadership identity and their 

suffering manifested itself throughout our conversations.  
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Although these members of middle management were subject to such 

challenges and willing to admit to them, similar admissions were not so 

prominent at the executive level. Reflecting the investment put in to heightened 

constructions of their exceptional competence as leaders, my discussions with 

senior management were typically confined to their achievements and 

accomplishments, presented in the formal interview process as a series of 

individualised narratives. My only glimpse of vulnerability was presented by the 

former CEO when he told me that it is “lonely at the top”. During our continuing 

conversation, he articulated his difficulty in trusting and confiding in others as he 

proceeded “up” the organisational ladder because of the potential perception 

that he was not a “decisive leader” (Conversation 2006). Memories of a 

discussion with a ‘Professor’ friend of mine revealed a similar experience; she 

reflected upon how hard it was for her to expose any vulnerabilities as she 

progressed up the academic career ladder because she believed her 

‘leadership capacity’ would be questioned by her colleagues alongside their 

expectations of an academic leader. 

 

Poststructuralist Identity Formations at LIRO: In relation to 

leadership 

 

I was motivated and encouraged by Sveningsson and Larsson’s (2006: 204) 

recent reflection that there are ‘relatively few empirical studies addressing in 

depth the significance of specific subjective processes of identity constructions 

in relation to leadership’. Being inspired by the growing critical management 
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studies body of academic literature, which addresses aspects of subjectivity and 

meaning in writings on managerial leadership (Knights and Wilmott 1992; 

Brown 1997; Alvesson and Wilmott 2002; Collinson 2003), I decided to attempt 

to make sense of David and Tamara’s comments and experiences in relation to 

this theorizing. 

 

Beech and McInnes (2005: 23) introduce three modes of reading identity which 

are useful in contemplating the links between leadership and such identity work;  

Mode 1 represents a ‘modernist’ conception of self with the individual depicted 

as a contained, relatively stable persona; revealed via specific ‘personality’ 

types constructed according to dualistic typologies (e.g.  they are either an 

introvert or an extrovert profiled in the Myers-Briggs assessment tool).  In the 

leadership context, individual leaders are characterized so because they 

possess specific traits or attributes typified in Mode 1 types of thinking. 

 

Mode 2 reflects a middle ground ‘interpretative’ perspective of self, where 

although identity is a central ‘unifying conception’, it can also be expressed and 

perceived differently according to the respective social setting. This more 

socially interactive theorizing assumes that our social identities (team members, 

leaders, etc) are formed from a distinctive basis of individual identity (Worchel 

and Coutant 2003).  Hence while an individual can adjust their behaviours and 

perform various roles, the basic essence of ‘who they are’ remains stable. This 

means that while they may be perceived differently by others in different social 

circumstances nevertheless the identity of the individual operates as a unifying 

factor. In the leadership context, behaviourist theorists who suggest the 
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individual learns continuously and adjusts their leadership styles to the needs of 

their followers assume a Mode 2 style of thinking. 

 

Mode 3 reflects a post-structuralist perspective which holds that ‘identity is carte 

blanche for multi-authoring’ (Beech and McInnes 2005: 26). Notions of selfhood 

are constructed relationally so that we learn who we are through the 

relationships we engage with. This is an ongoing and continually changing 

process because the interactions themselves are varied so that we ‘perform’ our 

varied identity locations in different ways with different people. These multiple 

points of identification undermine Mode 1 conceptions of a singular and 

consistent sense of self.  Braidotti (1994) frames this, in respect to a woman’s 

identity, as encountering contradictory and overlapping experiences of self, 

derived from a range of intersecting identifications (such as class, race, age and 

sexual orientations). Thus in Mode three, our identity is seen as continuously in 

flux despite our best endeavours to render it stable and secure. 

 

Reflecting on Mode 3, I am reminded of a Robbie Williams (of pop star fame) 

biography that I read recently. The biographer, Heath (2005: 374) comments 

upon what it is to be a pop star in the twentieth century:  

few people are judged more harshly in the modern world than someone 
famous or privileged who is caught contradicting himself.  When you are 
seen to be doing this, you face being derided as either stupid or insincere. 
But it is not in the nature of lives to be neat, and all lives, when examined 
close up, are crammed with contradictions. Often, when lives are written 
about, these are smoothed away in a cosmetic fake narrative, but there are 
plenty of contradictions scattered across these pages, most of them as 
obvious to the book’s subject as to the reader. 
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This passage draws our attention to a key focus in Mode 3 type thinking which 

is ‘contradiction’. This biography reflects upon Robbie’s identity as embedded in 

a number of distinctive relationships. This is set against the backdrop of a 

media presence determined to render his identity as stable and secure. 

Consequently, his personality is labelled as ‘schizophrenic’ and ‘unstable’ 

because of the apparent variety of identity enactments.  

 

The strength of Beech and McInnes’ (2005) study is that it relates these three 

modes of identity to empirical material gathered from organisational settings. In 

order to explore the three modes discourse and follow the idea that leadership 

and effectiveness are ‘active’ terms, in the following I deconstruct the identity of 

a member of the Senior Executive team. I am focusing on ‘Ben’ because he is 

considered to be a ‘leader’ in terms of his location on the organisational 

hierarchy. It is because he is responded to in terms of that social location that 

the empirical material is relevant to draw upon.   

 

During my research time at LIRO, the number of references made about Ben 

struck me. It seemed that members of the organisation looked upwards, to the 

Senior Executive team and especially Ben, in any discussion about what 

leadership meant to them. The inability to escape the realities of such a top-

down system was evident in practice in terms of (what I named) a “culture of 

looking up” (Journal Note 2003). For example, decisions were often made on 

the basis of sending a briefing paper to the Senior Executive team in order for it 

to be ‘signed off’ (this could often take months). I remember discussing my 

‘culture’ observation with a relative newcomer to the Senior Executive team who 
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told me “I must keep remembering what it feels like not to have a voice” 

(Conversation with Neil 2004). In reflecting on the way that all manner of 

decisions were made on the basis of positional power, he was acknowledging 

that his own voice was privileged accordingly.  

 

Applying the three modes reading  

Ben (Conversation in 2005) articulated a Mode 1 storyline of his identity as a 

‘leader’ as singular and consistent because it was uncontested. As he put it “a 

core part of leadership is if people want to follow you as an individual; what sort 

of individual are you and what sort of behaviour do you manifest as a leader?” 

However, it was really being a member of the Senior Executive that 

automatically granted leadership status to Ben in terms of the organisation. 

There were varying opinions about his leadership effectiveness (or otherwise). 

 

Indeed, it is only at the point where effectiveness is considered that the analysis 

moves into a Mode 2 narrative. This is because Ben’s identity as a leader is 

only rendered stable when he is perceived as being successful/ effective, such 

as when Bob, a middle manager insisted “Ben has done the right thing and 

removed people from the organisation who clearly did not have the right values 

and behaviours” (Conversation 2005).  However, a ‘direct report’ called Julian 

told me during our discussion in the same year, “[h]e’s probably good to the 

organisation but when I see Ben he doesn’t strike me as the guy who’s taking 

us into the future…He’s not a role model. He doesn’t sort of lift people (I hope 

he never hears this)”. In this extract, he is questioning Ben’s leadership abilities 

and therefore his identity as a leader in the eyes of others becomes precarious. 
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Ben himself explained such comments away by saying that “in my position, you 

quickly accept that you can’t be liked by everyone” (Conversation 2006).  

 

These assessments reflect Mode 2 in that they acknowledge Ben’s formalised 

status as a leader yet reflect varied interpretations of his effectiveness capacity.  

Furthermore, it is possible to find differing perspectives from one person, over a 

period of time.  For example, in 2004, Helen talked about Ben as “the reason I 

come to work everyday”. By 2005, she had modified her position somewhat:  

I think that everyone respects Ben, but I don’t think he inspires and 
encourages others [this was at a time when Ben was part of the group who 
defined leadership as inspiring and encouraging]. His speeches have 
improved out of sight and they can be highly inspirational but there is 
something about the man that doesn’t click with everybody.  
 

Emphasizing the precariousness of identity, Ben is only considered to be a 

leader in so much as the last assessment deems him so; he is only as good as 

his last encounter.   

 

Interestingly, during my research stay, comments were often made by middle 

managers questioning the ability of many of the senior executives to ‘lead’ LIRO 

into the new competitive era. Despite these assessments, the composition of 

this latter group remained relatively static until 2007.  This indicates that senior 

executives are relatively ‘safe’ from ‘bottom up’ assessments about their 

‘performance’, despite the rhetoric used at LIRO which indicated that ‘they too’ 

were subject to peer reviews enacted through the ‘360 degree’ type appraisal 

process (Journal Note 2006).   Nonetheless, as the organisation welcomes a 

new incoming, externally recruited CEO at least four members of this executive 
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group have “opted” to leave the organisation   (Conversation with Maureen 

2007). 

 

When we begin with the premise that Ben’s identity as a husband and a son is 

just as valid as his membership of the Senior Executive team, then we can 

apply a Mode 3 reading.  I have referred to Ben as a husband because he 

identified himself with this role during a speech he made on International 

Women’s Day in 2004.  Similarly, it was during our discussion in 2005, as well 

as in numerous speeches, that he talked about himself as the “son” of a father 

who had worked in the railway all his life.  Indeed, I reflected how well Ben 

engaged with his audience by ‘using’ his identity to effect presenting himself in 

these different roles (Journal Note 2004).   

 

In contrast, I also remember noting how Ben separated his physical appearance 

from his ‘performance as a leader’ in a way that a female leader could not 

expect (Journal Note 2005).  This was founded on a throw away line that Ben 

made at the end of our interview (after the tape had been turned off).  I 

commented on how much weight he had lost in the last year and he recounted 

an example of someone in the organisation telling him that he was an inspiring 

leader because of his weight loss. He said he was surprised, as he didn’t see it 

as having anything to do with his role as a member of the Senior Executive. I 

was reminded of Sinclair’s (2007) analysis of gender when she argues that it is 

usually women who are confronted with comments about their bodies in 

organisations whereas men’s bodies are typically ‘invisible’. This example is 

interesting in that it may indicate social changes occurring where body image is 
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extended to both genders and/or the current Australian and world wide 

preoccupation with obesity.  

 

If we move beyond Modes 1 and 2 storylines, then we can consider the 

possibility that ‘being a leader’ is just another representation of Ben’s identity. It 

is from this vantage point that a Mode 3 poststructuralist analysis of identity as 

relationally constructed has value. The emphasis and importance that is placed 

upon Ben as a member of the senior executive team and/or as a son/husband 

and/or as a leader, is being constructed through his many and varied 

relationships with other people. His identity is ‘active’ in that it is temporary (as 

the context that defines it may change) and contestable (in that others may 

reject his representation of self) and thus may not traverse the differing identity 

spheres (e.g. he could be considered a’ leader’ in a public sphere but not in the 

private sphere and vice versa).  

 

Walking the talk 

This deconstructionist analysis challenges the dominant notion of leadership 

theorizing that the ‘leader’ is a singular, centred subject. Nonetheless, the 

pervasiveness of such essentialisms persists in LIRO as reflected through a 

series of ‘leadership’ narratives that I encountered.  One of these was based on 

the expectation that managers should ‘walk their talk’ in the leadership arena. 

The rationale was that if managers practiced what they preached, others would 

take this ‘preaching’ seriously and model it in their own work (Weick 1995: 182).  
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The expectation that mangers should and could readily ‘walk their talk’ was 

taken for granted.  However, when senior and middle managers were perceived 

as “not delivering” on this premise, it became a source of much dissatisfaction 

and unresolved tension. I particularly remember my discussion with Leonie in 

2004 as she was often involved with Board and Senior Executive meetings.  

She talked about “learned leadership” happening around her. When I asked her 

to explain this further, she articulated that:  

They [members of the Senior Executive team and Board members] know 
what they have to say [about leadership] because they’ve studied it to 
the maximum but it doesn’t come through. It doesn’t ring true. You know 
how you can tell when somebody is speaking and you think, I don’t 
believe that. It’s so obvious. I think that’s what I see around a lot these 
days. It’s that people don’t speak from here [points to her heart], they 
speak what they think is expected of them to hear. 
 
 

Leonie is articulating the mismatch between the leadership walk and talk, and 

the dissatisfaction that it causes her.  

 

This is partly explained by Weick’s (1995) analysis of sense-making in 

organisations where he suggests that part of the reason people fail to walk the 

talk is because their intention was doomed from the outset (as Leonie’s 

example demonstrates). In Weick’s words:  

Failure was inevitable because they have things backward. Walking is the 
means to find things worth talking about. People discover what they think 
by looking at what they say, how they feel, and where they walk. The talk 
makes sense of walking (1995: 183).   
 

In other words, it is through talking that managers make sense of what they 

think leadership means in their world, just as in the context of research, it is 

through the act of writing that meaning and understanding emerges as I am 

experiencing in this thesis. This relates to my claim that both aspects of 
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discovery and construction continuously and interchangeably reflect our 

embodied experiences of sense making. 

 

The ‘complexity’ of these processes as outlined in Mode 3 analysis is 

demonstrated by Weick when he notes that ‘[u]nfortunately, this often means 

that when a manager walks the talk in the eyes of one subordinate, that walking 

is seen as insincere by someone else who links it with a different set of words’ 

(1995: 182).  The point that Weick (1995) makes here takes us back to my 

earlier discussion about the possibility that leadership identity can be ‘given’ or 

‘taken away’. Weick is reiterating the idea that a manager’s leadership identity is 

co-created, at the level of ‘reception’, within their relationships with other people.   

 

Weick (1995) also makes two further important points that emphasize the 

dynamic character of these processes which helps us understand expectations 

related to leaders ‘walking their talk’. Firstly he suggests that meanings about 

and enactments of ‘leadership’ (or any other social phenomenon) are constantly 

emerging as people engage with, and reflect upon, what is most important to 

them at the time. Secondly, he highlights that meanings about and enactments 

of ‘leadership’ emerge during interactions with other people. This ‘active’ 

depiction of sensemaking shows that ‘effective’ (in other words meaningful) 

leadership in practice only exists in so much as others recognise it (as noted 

earlier).  

 

The important distinction here in relation to the ‘dominator’ model is to 

recognize that the masculinist, hegemonic depiction of leadership is powerful in 
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its capacity to prevent other available discourses openly coming into the public 

arena. A ‘both/and’ reading means that whilst the environment is one of 

constraint, it is when this discourse is actively interpreted and enacted that the 

elements of resistance and self-determination come into being.  Accordingly, 

Leonie’s discontentment with the leadership she sees around her cannot be 

readily dismissed.  

 

Naming the contradictions 

Whilst contemplating Leonie’s comments, I was influenced by a series of CMS 

academic articles that address managerial talk and action in the leadership 

domain (Alvesson and Sveningsson 2003; Sveningsson and Larsson 2006) 

These empirical articles focus on the apparent contradiction between espoused 

managerial claims regarding leadership rhetoric and lived leadership practice.    

Drawing attention to the inherent ambiguity between representations of 

leadership and practise, Alvesson and Sveningsson (2003) call the very notion 

of leadership into question.  They demonstrate how the managers in their 

studies would ‘talk’ about leadership as expressing vision and values but when 

asked how they actually accomplished this, managers described traditional 

administrative practices, such as budgets and employee’s leave, to claim the 

walking aspects of leadership.  

 

By engaging with this type of critically engaged empirical material, I was able to 

problematise Modes 1 and 2 and reaffirm my own study as fitting into a Mode 3 

frame of reference.  However, I part company when these researchers raise the 

possibility that leadership does not exist. My departure relates to their focus on 
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the disjunction between leadership ‘talk and walk’ because in failing to 

acknowledge the importance of how other people interpret this in the workplace, 

I believe they neglect the empowered role of participants to name or negate 

leadership, thus drawing attention to the co-created social process aspect I 

have been emphasising.  I am also left wondering how they account for their 

influence as researchers regarding their own empirical contact with 

organisations even if operationalised according to the partnership model.  

 

Therefore, pertaining to my previous discussion of Weick (1995), it is the 

process by which others make sense of the ‘walk and talk’ phenomena 

identified as leadership in their worlds, which secures its existence ‘in practice’. 

Elaine, a LIRO middle manager, presented an example of this. She articulated 

what leadership was not about according to her interpretation:   

Looking after their own self interest before they look after the person who 
might report to them. A lack of understanding of the effort that is going on 
around them whilst being happy to stand up and take the glory. To me, 
that’s not walking the talk. That’s not what leadership is all about 
(Conversation 2004). 

 
Taking the antithesis of her comments, it can be presumed that if those around 

her acknowledged her effort in the workplace, she would therefore recognise 

them as leaders according to Elaine’s frame of reference. Helen expressed a 

comparable sentiment in describing her transition to a new work team: “[g]ood 

leadership is clarity in what my role was. Some support. Other people arrived 

after me and there were morning teas to welcome them and I had no such thing 

(Conversation 2005). Once again, we can presume that if Helen’s manager had 
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made her feel like a valued part of the team, she would have recognised her as 

exhibiting suitable leadership behaviours according to her frame of reference.   

 

My discussions with ‘direct reports’ Julie and Olivia in 2005 were interesting in 

that they both reflected upon the ways in which their (male) bosses (leadership 

by position) operated in the workplace. They also inferred that they were 

expected to operate according to similar rules and lamented the fact that their 

bosses were often too busy to talk to them at work. Identifying this “culture of 

long hours”, “working around the clock” and “people coming to work half dead 

because they think they are indispensable” as ineffective leadership, Olivia told 

me that “I don’t aspire to be where they are. There is no quality of life there. I 

would not want to be in their shoes”. In a similar vein, Julie explained to me that 

she often “carted her daughter around stations at 5am in the morning so that 

she could attend marketing launches” and was recently “told that she couldn’t 

have a day off to go to a family funeral as she was needed in the office”. She 

concluded that in most instances, she was not really needed at all, thus fuelling 

her “anger”. She also commented on “the irony” of such decision making in light 

of the CEO’s recent admission on International Women’s Day that he has never 

missed one of his children’s’ sporting events at school due to work.  

 

My involvement in a stress management project, as part of the ALDP program, 

allowed me to relate first hand to the ‘long hours culture’ that Julie and Olivia 

identified.  However, I began to notice another dimension to this cultural 

observation; my fellow (male) project team members “enjoyed” the feeling that 

they could be ‘reached’ and were ‘needed’ – symbolically realised by having 
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their mobile phones switched on 24/7 (Journal Notes in 2003). They also “liked” 

telling each other how busy they were at work and what time they had arrived in 

the office that morning. I remember being asked to share my insights with a 

work-life balance consultant who was helping HR to develop a strategy in this 

area. Being mindful that I didn’t buy into the whole work-life balance debate 

anyway (for separating human existence into this nonsensical dualism), I 

enacted a discussion in which we explored the idea that many middle managers 

at LIRO derived their sense of self through their careers and work 

(Conversation 2005). In spite of our conversation, her proposed strategy aimed 

at developing ‘flexible working patterns’ denied this leadership link ‘in which 

work is privileged as the marker of identity’ (Sinclair 2007: 135).   

 

In this regard and considering Mode 3 depictions of leadership, I started to 

reflect upon how all the managers presented in the above examples thought 

they were ‘doing’ leadership, according to their understanding of it, but that it did 

not match the experiences of female respondents Leonie, Helen, Elaine, Julie 

and Olivia. My stream of consciousness contemplation reminded me of a host 

of other such situationally determined interpretive comments like Shelley saying 

“[i]t’s impossible to write down what a leader looks like. What he or she actually 

does. A bell will ring when you see it “(Discussion 2004). And as Wheatley 

(2006: 24) puts it ‘[w]hen people speak of leadership, they describe how people 

create something that best responds to their needs at the time’. 
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On hearing these comments I was continually asking myself “is this simply an 

issue of Leonie, Helen, Elaine, Julie and Olivia having particular unmet needs 

and expectations which they are retrospectively expressing and is there a 

gender dimension here that is worthy of further contemplation?” The male 

managers that I interviewed did not enter into such discussions. Their mental 

models of leadership (typically framed as ‘person’, ‘position’ and ‘results’ type 

enactments) matched much more readily with what they saw around them. 

More ‘process’ orientated discussions about how leadership was achieved 

(such that the female respondents in this study expressed) were visibly absent 

from our discussions (Journal Notes 2004/5). 

 

Time for an ‘auto-ethnographic’ moment 

On rejecting Alvesson and Sveningsson’s (2003) abandonment of the 

leadership premise, I am conscious that I could have continued this chapter by 

developing an alternative conceptualization of leadership. Indeed, based upon 

the experiences that I have relayed in this chapter, I started to ‘play’ with such 

alternatives that I named as my “pegs in the sand”. For example, I developed 

the dual mantras that “leadership only exists in the relationship in which it is 

recognised” and that “by focusing on the other first, you will become a leader in 

their world” and began to share them with members of LIRO and other 

colleagues (Conversations in 2006). However, as I began to name these 

alternative definitions, I was struck by two realisations; (i) they jeopardised my 

continuing argument which considers leadership as multiple meaning-making 

processes that are contextually and experientially defined and thus specific to 
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‘particular’ situations and (ii) they underplayed the idea that such meaning-

making processes are not just spontaneously advanced but rather reflect 

embedded systems of meaning (hegemonic discourses) that are mutually 

shaped. In other words, I recognised that the co-creation aspect that I have 

been emphasizing naively implies that participants have equal power to those 

who initially construct/reinforce ways of knowing about leadership. 

 

In this regard, and drawing on the both/and mode 3 framing of 

poststructuralism, I recognise that although there are general accounts of 

‘responsive’ (rather than directive) behaviours (eg facilitation, nurturing, 

mentoring, supporting, resourcing, rewarding, recognising) that commonly 

appear in the so-called ‘followers’ reports, these activities are named by them in 

the process of interpreting the ‘new’ dispersed form of leadership narrative.  The 

complexity involved here is that while this may now reflect the current 

hegemonic discourse, for the most part, the senior executives do not follow their 

own directives. As the storyline in immersion one suggested, top-down, 

‘dominator’ leadership models are still being privileged in day-to-day activities in 

spite of the ‘partnership’ rhetoric.   

 

Contradictions abound 

This also means that any dispersed leadership activities these managers may 

informally engage in potentially remains hidden to the hierarchy due to the lack 

of formal recognition and it is this type of contradictory situation that 

poststructuralism alerts us to. I am reminded again at this point of the five 

middle managers that became my project team members for the six-month 
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duration of the ALDP program. Challenged by a member of the senior executive 

to develop a ‘model’ for stress management, we met at least twice a month, 

produced a research briefing paper and presented our ‘findings’ to the entire 

Board and Senior Executive, at the end of the leadership program in 2003. 

 

As a result of my close encounter with five middle managers in my capacity as 

an ALDP participant, the collaborative ‘stress management’ project provided 

space for them to ‘see’ (being told by their direct reports) that they were 

operating in alienating top – down styles of leadership (thus identifying the 

presence/effects of the dominant leadership discourse). For example, 

involvement in the project created the discursive space for Steven to talk to his 

‘direct reports’ about the impact of his leadership philosophy for those around 

him. He learned that some of them felt that he didn’t trust them to carry out their 

day to day work activities because he would often “take over” and “dominate the 

discussion” (Conversation 2003). Interestingly, as the project progressed, 

Steven started to report how his employees were “happier” that he was 

“delegating more” and “spreading the workload according to what people were 

interested in”. 

 

In another example, I heard Daniel say that his direct reports described him as 

being, “ahead of the present…as he would rush around not sparing the time for 

others” (Conversation 2003). By discussing the impact of his actions upon those 

that he was supposed to be ‘leading’, Daniel started to reflect upon the impact 

of “taking the time to give those around me the attention and consideration they 

deserve”. I personally remember that Daniel sent me an encouraging email that 
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talked about the highs and lows of parenting as he had experienced them 

around the time my first child was born (this was a year after the ALDP program 

had finished). At the time, his care and concern reflected a ‘leadership act’ 

according to my interpretation of it alongside the dispersed leadership narrative. 

  

The point I am making by relaying these examples is that any attempt (by self 

and others) to identify ‘leadership’ behaviours at LIRO was set against the 

narrative of dispersed leadership – thus alerting us to the already powerful 

structures (discourses) within which this co-created sense making process 

takes place. My close and ongoing involvement with these middle managers 

gave me the opportunity to listen to them identify and name their behaviours, 

which responded to particular situations, as ‘responsive’ rather than ‘directive’, 

thus identifying them with the dispersed leadership narrative.  The contradiction 

apparent here is that these alternative perceptions were set against a backdrop 

of the ALDP program specifying what leadership meant for others through the 

Success Profile evaluation framework, through exposure to ‘expert’ speakers, 

and by senior management anointing successful ALDP participants with their so 

called ‘leadership’ status.  

 

Following up the contradictory theme, I also recognised that an individual’s 

leadership potential was often being ‘measured’ according to different 

leadership definitions and evaluation frameworks occurring at the same time. To 

expand upon this premise from a personal perspective, it was during a ‘HRD 

team day’ that my leadership potential, as part of the HRD team, was evaluated 

under the Belbin team profile and Myers Briggs (MBTI) frameworks. At the 
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same time, my leadership potential was also being evaluated according to the 

Success Profile in my capacity as an ALDP participant as outlined in immersion 

one.  

 

Defining leadership in any definitive sense (according to the discourse of the 

day) provided a legitimating language from which individuals began to describe 

themselves and one another in relation to their ‘leadership’ potential. I heard 

members of LIRO starting to articulate their strengths and weaknesses 

according to these frameworks. For example, David told me that the reason he 

has lot to say in meetings in because he is an extrovert (according to the MBTI 

introvert/extrovert typology). He continued by saying that he couldn’t help it if 

people thought he didn’t listen enough as being an extrovert is, “who he was” 

(Journal Note 2004). Secondly, it was possible for the ‘results’ from these 

frameworks to be given contradictory signals.  For example, according to the 

MBTI framework, I was an introvert but then how could I also be a good 

communicator as I was named according to the Success Profile evaluation 

framework? The ‘results’ emanating from these frameworks suggested they 

were powerful inhibitors or creators in helping individuals ‘co-create’ potential 

leadership identities for themselves and others.  
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Relational Accounts of Leadership: Self in relation to others 

 

Post-structuralism also provides a solid grounding to demonstrate the varied 

nature of expressions individuals report in their self-other relational accounts of 

leadership.  In this regard, Fairhurst (2001) critiques the primary individual 

(leader-ship) versus collective (follower-ship) dualism present in leadership 

studies for either typically concentrating on leaders, in ways that overlook the 

dynamic of the collective, or solely on the collective, thereby neglecting the 

former’s basis for action. Townley (1994: 164) further suggests that the recent 

focus on followership has simply reversed the hierarchy, not removed it, as the 

leader/follower dualism is reinforced and strengthened rather than alternatives 

sought. As Ford (2006) frames it ‘[t]he whole notion of leadership is arguably 

constructed through the leader/follower pairing with the followers being the 

(subordinated) other to the leader’s (dominant) position’. 

 

Fairhurst (2001) thus advocates an alternative view which focuses on the 

‘interplay’ and ‘dynamic tension’ inherent in the leader/follower pairing. She 

shows how the individual versus collective reflects a dualism between 

contradictory opposites, which she renames as a ‘dialectic’.  This line of 

reasoning is developed to explore common dualisms within the leadership 

literature and reframe them as multiple, shifting, contradictory and ambiguous 

identities that underpin notions of ‘leadership’ and ‘followership’. Collinson 

(2005) also highlights the value of rethinking leadership as a set of dialectical 

relationships. He argues that there is a need for more research to reconsider 
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the relations and practices of leaders and followers as mutually constituting and 

co-produced.   

 

As I reflect upon my previous discussion about middle managers Elaine and 

Helen, I am alerted to my own difficulty in imagining a dialectical alternative to 

the traditional leader/follower pairing, given that it was only a few pages ago 

that I unproblematically talked about both Helen and Elaine as ‘followers’ and 

those people whose behaviours they were referring to as the ‘leaders’. To work 

through the benefits of adopting a dialectical alternative’ I will revisit the material 

I have presented as data and in so doing, address Collinson’s and Fairhurst’s 

call.  However, my deepening awareness that processes of co-creation in 

practise occur within already established, hegemonic discourses has alerted me 

to the possibility that both writers embody too much power in the individual to 

co-produce and mutually constitute enactments of leadership from the outset. 

 

 

Exploring the both/and position 

Looking at the empirical material I documented referring to Helen for example, 

(as I followed her various identity enactments throughout this research process), 

it is possible to construct her ‘leader’ identity in much the same way that I 

constructed her ‘follower’ identity earlier. For instance, in reference to the ALDP 

leadership development program, Tamara says that “[e]verybody moved a little 

because of Helen’s input” (Conversation 2004). This statement identifies 

Helen’s leadership identity as endorsed by a number of participants on the 

program. I also remember Helen sending Christmas cards to all those who she 
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worked with (including myself). She had ‘personalised’ these cards by hand 

decorating them with pictures and slogans representing how she perceived the 

‘identity’ of her work colleagues. This heavily symbolic act was recognised by 

one of her work colleagues, Tracy, who told me that Helen always paid attention 

to the specific details of their lives.  Tracey identified her as the informal leader 

in their work team rather than Harry, who was their ‘leader’ by virtue of his 

position in the hierarchy (Conversations in 2003). 

  

The dialectic ambiguity alerted to here is that leadership as position may well 

represent the formal public persona of the leader but in terms of embodied 

expression, it is leadership as process that leads to the attribution of leadership 

to different individuals, informally at least.  Equally in terms of multiplicity, I 

describe Helen’s shifting leader/follower identity as existing within different 

relationships (e.g. as a leader in one and a follower in another) but also a more 

reflective dialectic stance allows us to consider the possibility that Helen can 

exist as a leader and as a follower within the same relationship.  

 

If I reflect upon my own relationship with Helen, I recognise both her ‘leadership 

identity’ in so much as she supported me as I negotiated my way as a 

researcher around LIRO and her ‘follower identity’ in the way that she created 

space to listen and respond to my developing understandings of the leadership 

phenomenon. Importantly, I recognise that my ‘identity recognitions’ are shaped 

alongside expectations set up through the dispersed leadership narrative (e.g. 

of ‘responsive’, rather than ‘directive’ behaviours). This example underscores 

the importance of Collinson’s (2005: 1436) statement that more research should 
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focus on the ‘multiple, shifting, contradictory and ambiguous identities of 

“leaders” and “followers’’’ and also expands upon how these identities are 

embodied within existing power structures.   

 

Another ‘breakdown’ 

Engagement with the hard, academic theory profiled above led to another 

important breakdown that occurred at a relatively late stage of this thesis 

endeavour.  Following on from this breakdown, I began to recognise the 

storyline constructed in this chapter as challenging Collinson’s premise that 

‘multiple, shifting, contradictory and ambiguous’ leadership encounters are ‘co-

produced’ (or co-created in my terms) from the outset as the discourses are 

being established. I argue instead that this premise rests on a faulty neutralism 

that underplays Foucauldian insights about power relations. My departure from 

Collinson (2005) rests on the idea that it is only at the point of ‘reception’ that 

employees get to exercise their acceptance or rejection of hegemonic 

depictions (of leadership in this instance).  

 

Following a critique of Smircich and Morgan (1982) where Collinson (2005) 

suggests they portray the participants as passive victims, he then falls into the 

trap of oppositionally reframing the participants’ role as active creators of their 

original situation. The problem is a too-ready acceptance of an uneasy dualism 

that underplays the tensions I have been highlighting. In this way, I intend to 

demonstrate the benefits (and the limitations) of a poststructuralist re-reading 

for both the thesis and ultimately the organisation.  
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Collinson (2005) reminds us that although the influence of discussions about 

dualisms and dialectics is relatively new to leadership theorizing, it has a long 

history in social theory (e.g. Hegel, Marx and Derrida). He shows how Giddens 

(1979; 1991) challenges the reductionist reference to the individual/society 

dualism (or ‘agency versus structure’) in social theory. Giddens (1979) presents 

the person-society relationship as a dyad where the citizen becomes a 

mediated product of society (as I have just suggested above) but also actively 

reproduces and/or potentially transforms that society. Grey (2005: 31), following 

poststructuralism, explores this intersecting relational perspective through 

language. In order to communicate through language we follow imposed rules 

and structures, yet, at the same time, language only exists because individuals 

speak it. As Grey (2005: 31) frames it ‘[i]n this sense, language users are 

agents or actors but they both exist within, and enact, the structures of the 

language they speak’.  

 

Throughout this chapter, I am suggesting that this both/and-embodied 

representation is actually practiced at LIRO as represented by the forms of 

dispersed leadership that staff value.  Because the hegemonic discourse tends 

to restrict leadership to either/or subject positions (identities, behaviours, ways 

of seeing the world), the interplay between discourse (structure) and identity 

(agency), in terms of ‘leadership behaviours’, is thus made invisible. The 

complexity that poststructuralism alerts us to is that while some managers (both 

male and female) buy into the ‘dominator’ depictions and perform leadership 

accordingly, the female ‘respondents’ in this study do not name the subsequent 

behaviours as expressions of leadership as we saw with Leonie, Helen, Elaine 
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(middle managers) and Julie and Olivia (‘the direct reports’ of middle managers). 

This is likely to be because many men identify with the masculinist elements of 

hegemonic depictions of leadership (Sinclair 2005b, 2007). 

 

Revisiting ‘Values and Behaviours’ 

As we witnessed in immersion one, LIRO’s leadership activities and strategies 

were framed as reflecting a broader corporate cultural change project occurring 

within the organisation itself. In this regard, leadership programmes ascribed 

particular ways that employees should ‘behave’ in order to be recognised as 

‘doing’ leadership alongside the ‘enterprising’ organisation narrative.  An 

underpinning assumption behind these programs and strategies was that the 

organisation can readily modify the behaviour of employees. Townley (1994: 

106/7) states that this way of thinking is based upon ‘the view that knowledge of 

the individual is an important dimension of productivity and profitability for the 

organisation, and that social and psychological attitudes are important factors in 

the ‘production process’.   

 

This attention to social and psychological aspects of their staff seems like a 

promising start to engage employees in an inquiry process regarding 

appropriate values and behaviours to lead an enterprise company. However, 

the overly dominating approach taken at LIRO (which references ‘particular’ 

values) prevents managers from playing an ‘active’ role in contemplating the 

parameters of more appropriate styles of leading at the outset.  It is only 

moments related to application (such as reception, like those referred to earlier) 

that the gap between the dominator and participatory model becomes visible as 
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the initial delegating process of defining values and behaviours gets subverted 

by an executive takeover.  Hence, as immersion one suggested, although this 

type of culture change masquerades as ‘participatory’ and is said to be all about 

leadership as process, in reality domination and leadership as position/person 

approaches continues to prevail. 

 

Nonetheless, as it is application (leadership as results) that matters and this is 

where resistance takes place, it is worthwhile to explore these complexities 

further by re-engaging with my earlier analysis of a corporate initiative 

developed under the banner of ‘Values and Behaviours’. The drive for every 

organisational member to adopt this generic set of Values and Behaviours was 

a mechanism through which employees’ identities were to be re-shaped 

alongside those of the enterprising organisation. However, as we see from the 

following discussion, the content of such programmes tends to remain at the 

level of rhetoric rather than being developed meaningfully, e.g. what does it 

mean to operate with integrity?  Where is the specificity?  Even the notion of 

providing ‘clear’ directions can itself be nebulous given the complexity of daily 

organisational processes that poststructuralism alerts us to.  

 

The respondents’ point of view 

In terms of responding to criticisms around the ‘Values and Behaviours’ 

campaign, LIRO’s senior management reported that “they are just the baseline 

by which our society is operating anyway” (Journal Note 2005). However, this 

overly simplistic response becomes apparent if we accept the depiction of 

enacted ‘business values and behaviours’ outlined in the (2004) documentary, 
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screened around the world, entitled ‘The Corporation’. Following this script, 

we’d be left with the impression that ‘base’ is the operative term for the 

exhibited values of these organisations.   

 

Bearing this in mind, the power brokers who trade in images and 

representations of leadership appear hypocritical in engaging a ‘values’ 

discourse to sell such culture change projects. While Grey (2005: 81) describes 

these ‘programme[s as] devised by a small number of people and projected 

onto other people’, he also questions their possible success on the post-

structuralist grounds that meaning structures are multiple, indeterminate, open-

ended and thus, ‘unpredictable in their effects and likely to give rise to 

‘unintended consequences’ (Grey 2005: 101). Similarly, Wheatley (2005: 89-94) 

points to the difference between outcomes of imposed compliance and 

voluntary commitment in such endeavours, by noting that ‘people only support 

what they create and people react to messages rather than obey them’. The 

interplay between structure and agency thus undermines the overly-determinist 

nature of this managerialist agenda. 

 

Examining the reactions of various LIRO employees to the Values and 

Behaviours initiative, I am reminded of a discussion with an ALDP participant 

from 2003 (which was the same year that I participated on the program). David 

was a very visible and high profile member of the 2003 ALDP cohort and had 

recently attended an organisational Values and Behaviours workshop. In this 

extract he reflects on the content of the program: 

The worded versions of the Values and Behaviours are very good…but 
having a situation where we don’t deal with flexibility is a real problem. I 
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look at diversity and I think ok, as part of diversity, you are going to have 
people with very strong, different beliefs, who behave in different 
ways…and to me that’s a good thing and not a bad thing, as long as people 
understand how to react to that, rather than trying to have a generic 
behaviour system across the board. For example, making a blue joke in the 
workplace. If you are making a blue joke in the workplace with a team of 
people that you understand and know and it is appreciated, I believe that is 
one way, not the only way, that people build a personal bond that allow 
them to work together. Having a situation where they can’t talk about 
personal issues or personal beliefs means that you resort back to a strictly 
work relationship. And when you don’t know people, it is really hard to work 
with them in a really effective way.  
 

I understood from this extract, and from our subsequent conversations, that he 

held serious concerns about the organisation being so definitive about the 

values and behaviours it expected from its members. He acknowledged that his 

view was controversial because he was a manager who was supposed to 

promote the Values and Behaviours framework to his ‘direct reports’. His 

argument, as articulated above, was that in the interests of building 

relationships with others, people behave in ways that are appropriate to the 

expectations of those with whom they are interacting. Therefore, imposing (and 

then punishing) employees for not behaving in specific ways is 

counterproductive to the promotion of diversity.   

 

A similar argument was made by Tony, a management consultant, employed by 

LIRO’s Strategy Department to help this particular business function “to 

promote their role to the wider organisation”. Being asked to incorporate the 

Values and Behaviours into his material by one of the senior managers, he 

refused by asserting that, it was “disrespectful to shove values down your 

throat” (Discussion with Tony 2004). He told me that this view had made him 

unpopular with some of the senior management team but he didn’t believe that 
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anyone could identify values for other people. Hence, as a post-structuralist 

perspective indicates, ‘contradiction’ emerges from the executives’ attempts to 

reference a more ethically-based embodied discourse. This is because 

participants recognize the gap between the ‘walk and talk’ so that the narrative 

line is rejected more rigorously than if the corporate agenda was acknowledged 

in a more transparent way.   

 

In responding to being treated as passive objects rather than active subjects 

(Townley, 1994), David and Tony’s remarks typify how people were feeling 

around LIRO at the time. The problem as Grey (2005: 100) articulates is that: 

people are assumed to be passive receivers of others’ actions rather than 
being themselves actors who can (and do) respond differently to events, 
interpret them in a differential way and deliberately and unwittingly obstruct 
or subvert these actions 

 

In failing to engage and validate the multiple voices/views participant’s hold, the 

organisation loses the potential benefit this diversity can bring to improve the 

organisation's performance and overall morale.  Moreover, as poststructuralism 

demonstrates, while David and Tony attempt to exercise their agency by 

reacting ‘against’ the dominating approach, this produces further levels of 

ambiguity, contradiction, multiplicity and shifting realities that senior 

management are likely to be unaware of.   

 

Hence significant consequences arise from such ‘dominating’ corporate 

initiatives when staff are not adequately prepared or empowered to embrace 

such culture change shifts.  For example, a former senior manager reflected 

upon how his “command and control” style of leadership became viewed as a 



 

 309 

weakness when the LIRO executive started to call for consultative and adaptive 

leadership behaviours (in terms of ‘talk’ of course, not the ‘walk’ itself at their 

end). The outcome was that although John had been a high profile employee 

(by position and status), he had been sacked from this position two months 

previously. The story circulating around the organisation was that John’s 

behaviour did not live up to the organisation’s expectations as outlined in the 

Values and Behaviours profile. The gossip suggested swearing in meetings and 

bullying his direct reports, as the reasons for his sudden departure from the 

organisation.  

 

When I spoke to John however, he was still in a state of shock and confusion 

about what had happened to him. He talked about those around him “going for 

the jugular” and “making an example out of him”. The main thread of his 

conversation, as I heard it, was that he had been behaving in the same way for 

30 years and it had got him the leadership as results which allowed him to 

progress up the organisational ladder. Then, all of a sudden, the behaviour 

which had enabled his subsequent promotions was suddenly responsible for his 

“downfall” (Conversation 2004).  

 

Karen, a middle manager, tells a similar story when she reflects upon her 

experience at LIRO.  She says that:  

I had to change the way in which I do things to fit in with the LIRO culture…I 
found that it’s probably my behaviour that has had to change as opposed to 
other  people’s. In some ways I feel better about myself for that but in other 
ways I feel pretty stifled and fairly ordinary because why is it that you have 
to change that dramatically? 
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She recounted how her behaviour, alongside the Values and Behaviours 

framework, was viewed as ‘exceptional’ in one work team. However, when she 

took up a new position, her colleagues assessed her behaviour alongside the 

framework to conclude that, “I am a very poor communicator, I have no 

leadership skills, I have an appalling manner with people” (Conversation 2004). 

As Karen struggled to make sense of these differing assessments, we witness 

the contradictions, ambivalences and shifting realities poststructuralists name 

as reflecting the embodied nature of representations of daily institutional life.  

 

In both Johns’ and Karen’s worlds, the Value and Behaviours framework 

(especially in regards to the ‘leadership’ criteria) was utilised to reposition 

aspects of their identity and control their leadership behaviours in the workplace. 

The challenge to the ‘appropriateness of their behaviour’ translated into real 

consequences for their lives; when I spoke to Karen, she was on the verge of 

leaving the organisation and John had already left.  It is clear from this analysis, 

that ironically given the intent of the change direction, the type of doctrinaire 

training engaged by LIRO executives had staff pitted up against each other.  It 

therefore prevented the forming of collegial forums where staff could air their 

concerns and resolve them through a community of practice, partnership mode 

of action.   

 

In terms of learning organisation objectives, there is no room here for ‘reflection’ 

from which to develop more effective approaches and avoid the loss of talented 

employees. Indeed, I remember John lamenting the fact that his manager, who 

was located at the top of the organisational hierarchy, never sat down with him 
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to tell him what others were saying about him or to give him a chance to reflect 

on these perceptions in order to modify his behaviour or change his approach 

(Conversation 2004).  

 

Masculine versus feminine contradictions 

In reflecting on Karen and Johns’ stories, the gendered dualisms underpinning 

depictions of leadership styles comes to the fore. Whilst John previously had 

successfully engaged 

‘[t]he type of behaviour deemed appropriate for managers in 
contemporary organisations coincide[ing] with images of masculinity 
and centr[ing] on rationality, measurement, objectivity, control and 
competitiveness (Ford 2006: 81),  

 

the kinds of ‘authenticity’ type leadership behaviours now sanctioned (named in 

the recent Capability Frameworks emanating from HR) appeared to fit more 

readily with images of conventional feminine behaviours. 

 

While these are clearly reductionist, essentialist ascriptions, nonetheless, they 

identify a supposed feminization of the HR leadership discourse.  The 

contradiction apparent at the executive level of course, was that a familiar, 

masculinist discourse and set of practices continued to reign. Thomas, the US 

management guru who has the ear of the Senior Executive and Board for 

example, continues to position leadership as all about ‘results’ delivered through 

the masculinist ‘logic of effectiveness’ style of strategic performance 

management.  The presence of a multiplicity of discourses and shifting terrains 

can be explained as the ‘hard’, masculinist, structural agenda of efficiency, 

effectiveness, performance and productivity, being re-framed through a ‘softer’ 
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feminine process discourse.  The latter is engaged to appeal to the emotional 

needs of individuals in order to achieve buy-in to the ‘culture of commitment’ 

style high-performance workplace.   

 

A poststructuralist reading allows us to see the levels of complexity, ambiguity 

and multiple tensions involved here as the ‘values and performance’ agenda, 

rather than being actively defined by the participants is imposed on others, by 

the executive in a traditional ‘hard’ masculinist, dictatorial manner (hence the 

harsh criticisms and sackings).  This pervasive presence of dualist, 

oppositionally framed gender perspectives operating in work environments 

prevents awareness of the more complex, fluid nature of identity behaviours 

poststructuralists draw our attention to. 

  

The manager/consultant interplay 

Relating the imposition of and resistance to LIRO’s normalizing frameworks to 

the development of management/leadership knowledge and practice in general, 

an intersecting interplay regarding guru fads agendas is revealed (Abrahamson 

1996; Clark and Salaman 1998; Collins 2001a; Jackson and Parry 2001; Collins 

2003; Clark 2004).  This presence is widely deliberated on in the literature with 

the debaters (in typical determinist versus voluntarist either/or mode) on the one 

hand depicting managers as passive recipients of these ‘quick fix’ ideas 

(Micklethwait and Wooldridge (1997) and on the other portraying them as active 

shapers of the trends (Clark and Salaman 1998; Jackson 2001; Clark 2004).  
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The influence of consultants for example is said to ‘belittle management and 

serve as a brake upon sensible management practice, because they obscure 

the true nature of management and organisations’ (Collins 2001a: 27) (thus 

reinforcing the idea that there is one true and objective view of management 

and organisational realities). However, critics reject both the idea that managers 

are just passive recipients of fads and fashions ideas, and the assumption, of a 

one-way linear relationship between the advocates and recipients of 

management ideas (Clark 2004; Clark and Salaman 1998; Grint 1997; Jackson 

2001).  As Collins (2003: 187) puts it ‘managers have been portrayed as the 

hapless victims of a malignant consulting industry whose raison d’etre is 

assumed to rest with the production of faddish and immaterial notions’.   

 

Du Gay (1996) argues that instead of simply debunking the gurus, it is useful to 

investigate more fully how the fads and fashions industry works to create 

meaning.  In this regard, Clark (2004: 301) appropriately contends that 

‘management ideas are ‘collective social products’ which depend for their 

realization on reciprocal collaboration between a group of people’ (emphasis 

added).  Nonetheless the dominator aspects of the enterprise culture style 

power relations witnessed at LIRO through the influence of individuals like 

Thomas would seem to be underplayed through this latter depiction. Hence 

perhaps it is more fruitful to see a both/and situation occurring here where 

‘dominant’ ideas are instigated through hegemonic discourses and enforced to 

an extent through constant monitoring (hence Johns’ sacking) but at the same 

time there is no straightforward translation as, at middle management level, 

their reception is resisted, complied with and/or ignored.  It is at this stage that 
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the discourses enacted become embodied so that that co-creation process 

becomes apparent (as the mangers at LIRO have been indicating). 

 

Leadership as Co - Creation: The embodiment of power  

As I have continued to reflect upon and modify the storyline that I have 

presented in this chapter, I recognise that participants’ responses are framed 

within existing hegemonic discourses thus inferring that processes of co-

creation are not beyond the powerful structural formations (discourses). It is the 

leadership as process dispersed narrative which was called upon by (female) 

participants more often than the leadership as ‘person, position and results’ 

narratives that were more readily engaged by members of the executive and 

male respondents (although adding another level of complexity as immersion 

one suggested, leadership as process was enacted under the results banner 

anyway).  

 

Relating these insights to LIRO’s approach to developing their leadership 

strategy, much is made of their attempt to build a ‘shared definition’ by engaging 

the stakeholders.  Typically as noted in immersion one however, it is 

management consultants (this is where my ‘expertise’ was sought) and the 

senior executive work group who get to decide who and what represents 

leadership and this is what gets documented for the historical record of life at 

LIRO. My research on the other hand reveals more expansive notions of 

leadership operating as a moving feast along the lines of mode 3 which don’t 

appear in any written record of leadership practised at LIRO. Hence it is no 



 

 315 

wonder, given the dominance of positivist research (which relies on self 

reporting surveys from designated leaders) that the bookstores are filled with 

literature documenting this reductionist account of leadership as representative 

of organisations today. 

 

Meaning-making in relation to leadership  

I now return to the somewhat dated article by Smircich and Morgan (1982) 

mentioned earlier, where they attempt to illustrate the ways meaning-making 

occurs in organisations in relation to leadership. I came across this article at the 

beginning of the research process and it played a part in influencing the way 

this research study has unfolded. In presenting results of an ethnographic study 

of executive staff, in an insurance company, they identify four key movements 

involved.  The first two points refer to the operation of ‘social agency’ (ala the 

partnership model) and the second two to the ‘exercise of domination’: 

 

1) Leadership is essentially a social process defined through interaction. 

2) Leadership involves a process of defining reality in ways that are sensible to 

the led. 

3) Leadership involves a dependency relationship in which individuals surrender 

their powers to interpret and define reality to others (my emphasis). 

4) The emergence of formal leadership roles represents an additional stage of 

institutionalization in which rights and obligations to define the nature of 

experience and activity are recognized and formalized (my emphasis). 
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However, with the discoveries I have constructed during my own ethnographic 

study, I now recognise that point three undermines point two and point four fails 

to acknowledge that hegemonic discourses determine the way that 

organisations are set up in the first instance as Foucault effectively 

demonstrates (1970; 1972; 1977). Hence, the presence of hierarchical 

structural formations allows for the continuous reification of leadership as 

person and position on a daily basis. The enactment of the leadership narrative 

in terms of the enterprising organisation agenda equally allows for the 

legitimation of leadership as results and process.   

 

As the character of theorising in management studies has moved on 

considerably since the 1980s, the critique of Smircich and Morgan (1982) may 

be considered unfair yet Collinson (2005: 1425), following Fairhurst (2001) 

argues that by:  

concluding that leaders create situations in which followers are ‘crippled’ by 
powerlessness and are complicit in ‘surrendering’ their autonomy, Smircich 
and Morgan’s ‘monological approach’ fails to appreciate how meaning is 
co-constructed through dialectical forms of talk that are ‘essentially 
contested’. 

 

While agency is always circumscribed by predetermined structures within which 

localised meanings and actions emerge, it doesn’t operate in a straightforward, 

rational manner.  Rather as poststructuralism indicates, embodied practise 

operates in much more adhoc, contradictory, ambivalent, complex and shifting 

(mode 3 identity work) ways.  This means, ultimately, that: (i) imposed structural 

discourses do not readily control outcomes; in this case the results of leadership 

and that: (ii) agency is not just exercised as resistance; it can also be exercised 

as compliance. 
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In this ethnographic study of LIRO, many managers complied with the 

leadership as person, position and process conceptualisations because they 

were so inextricably linked to positive notions of their identity and the benefits 

that followed (such as feeling special, different and immortalised as outlined in 

immersion one). But even here we can see this ground can shift rapidly as John 

found to his discomfort. Employees at the lower levels of the organisation may 

have less investment in complying with dominant identity portrayals. 

Nonetheless, like all of us, they are often influenced by the hype and promise of 

empowerment as promoted in the dispersed leadership narrative. Recognition 

of this complexity should prevent critical analysts from falling into reductionist 

depictions that sit neatly in opposition to similar positivist accounts of original 

practice.   

 

Revisiting the concept/practise of emergence  

Taking these depictions of the dynamic nature of embodied practice further, 

Watson and Harris’ (1999) in-depth study of managers and the process of 

managing, have strongly influenced my thoughts on leadership as a similarly 

emergent process.  Their discussions, based on a series of interviews with 

managers, contrast the hegemonic depiction of managers, as already endowed 

with management skills (through the notion of ‘being’ - leadership as person), 

with a conception of subjectivity as a continuously evolving process:  

There is not a point when one actually and ambiguously becomes 
something. There is never a point when one has actually emerged. Instead 
there is an ongoing process of becoming; one is forever emergent (Watson 
and Harris 1999: 2).  
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Their fluid depiction of emergence confounds the separation between managing 

and leading revealing this essentialist segmentation as a hegemonic social 

construction that allows management to be seen as a more benign mediated 

position. However, as the LIRO situation indicates, middle managers are 

expected to deliver on their senior leader’s agendas. The notion that leaders 

represent change and management stasis is therefore problematised as 

managers are expected to both endorse and enforce the principles and 

practices pertaining to the new enterprise workplace culture.  Watson and 

Harris (1999: 4) also effectively dethrone and deconstruct the notion of 

management/leadership as exclusive to position and person, by documenting 

how we manage/lead our everyday lives in all manner of spheres (although in 

all of these domains, managing/leading is represented as messy, complicated 

and filled with ambivalences and hesitations). 

  

Watson and Harris (1999) explore how managers approach and enter 

managerial work (career focus), how they learn to be a manager (self-

development focus) and how they manage themselves at work (identity focus).  

As this managerial work takes place in a capitalist competitive and profit-driven 

context, their emergence is seen to be inextricably defined by this system.  

Hence I started to recognise the content of my interviews revealing managers 

making sense of their role within such defined limits.  

 

At LIRO for example, effective leadership was often reduced to discursive 

linkages such as competitiveness and profitability as immersion one suggested. 

As Steven, a middle manager told me in 2005, “we’ve got a Chief Executive 
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that’s continually pushing competitiveness, continually pushing capability…If we 

want to survive, we have to grow…the leadership have to keep pushing that”. 

As a continuation of this narrative, Steven expressed frustration with local 

politicians due to “their tendency to make decisions that support their political 

aspirations alongside the needs of their local constituents”. Alongside a number 

of middle managers in this study, Steven thus reported experiencing the tension 

of having to pay attention to managing public service obligations whilst at the 

same time having to compete on an unequal basis with private companies 

(Journal Note 2003) 

 

On this basis, the preoccupation with “competitiveness” was overlaid by a 

counter-narrative which focused on the “leadership role” LIRO plays in 

maintaining and developing local, rural communities (which was often the focus 

of Queensland’s politicians as in Steven’s critique above). Being responsible for 

a “thousand kilometres of track” gave Julian, a train driver, a number of insights 

that he shared with me in 2005. He told me that he had seen first hand the 

“suicides” and “marriage breakdowns”’ that resulted from communities breaking 

down due to decisions made on a narrow criterion of competitiveness. He 

continued our discussion by focusing on the “success”’ of a number of 

community based leaders at LIRO who were responsible for fostering support in 

these remote locations. This again suggests in terms of reception theory, that 

people on the ground refuse imposed reductionist depictions in favour of more 

expansive, relational representations of the identity work carried out in their 

daily lives. 
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Conclusion: The wisdom of relationalism 

 

Fittingly, Wood (1995: 272) citing Whitehead (1967), argues that ‘the 

emergence of leadership is more properly described as a ‘systematic complex 

of mutual relatedness’ thus contrasting essentialist depictions with the three 

concepts of process, emergence and becoming. This post-structuralist relational 

view emphasises the point that individuals occupy ‘meaningful’ leadership 

identities only insofar as they are recognized by those with whom they interact.  

Therefore, the ongoing, co-created process of becoming a leader in the eyes of 

another (rather than simply being classified a leader) is the vantage point an 

anti-essentialist conception of leadership provides.  

 

However, reflecting on the various authors I have engaged with from which to 

apply the poststructural lens (Fletcher and Sinclair in particular), this anti-

essentialist reading has revealed that the depiction of ways of knowing 

(leadership) as being co-created in a dialectical relationship (see Collinson 

(2005) and Fairhurst (2001)) needs to be expanded due to itself being 

embedded within existing power structures.  This research endeavour has 

found that negotiations of meaning don’t take place in a mutually defined way 

from the outset as much of this material suggests.  To imagine so is to deny the 

power of the individualised, apoliticised and decontextualised (IAD) 

representation of leadership outlined in immersion one.  

 

Rather the interplay between the take up of hegemonic discourses occurs in a 

more relationally responsive process than is indicated by Collinson (2005) who 
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depicts the agency of subjects as overly voluntarist and Smirich and Morgan 

(1982) who emphasise determinism at the expense of individual resistance. The 

strength of the type of poststructuralist analysis applied in this chapter is to 

break that dualism through a subtle shift that acknowledges the presence of 

both power over and power with agency within social institutions.  Put simply, 

moving beyond this either/or position, the participants in this study have been 

constructed as responding to already defined conceptions (of leadership in this 

case). However, the nature of those responses have reflected the complex 

realities of their own embedded social, not just economic relationships.  

 

Poststructuralists provide a systematic frame of reference from which to 

understand the limits of either/or reductionist sets of representations. However 

they refuse a too easy turn to holism.  Instead the situatedness of our 

perceptions are emphasised to identify the partiality of all perspectives.  In 

relation to leadership, the combination of a ‘community of practise’ multiple 

input approach, combined with relational know-how, could address such limits 

by making visible the various ‘informal’, more embodied representations of 

leadership.  Moving beyond just setting these alongside the formal disembodied 

rigid depictions, a both-and comprehension could emerge to allow the aspects 

of complexity, ambivalence, contradiction and multiplicity to emerge.   

 

The storyline in immersion two has suggested that at LIRO, respondents are not 

involved in setting the initial conceptions of leadership in any meaningful way 

yet they don’t just straightforwardly inhabit leadership depictions. Rather they 

actively embody its imposition by complying with, reframing, resisting or even 
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ignoring its relevance to their daily encounters. Demonstrating that power is not 

simply a resource but rather a relational factor, those members of the executive 

who were involved in setting up the dominating conceptions of leadership were 

not themselves immune from their impact.  

 

In both discovering and constructing a Mode 3 version of leadership in action 

(that I consider to be meaningful), my key conclusion is that organisations in 

enforcing particular versions of leadership, face a dilemma. Like any other 

hegemonically imposed structural formation, such meaning systems are 

themselves both emergent, evolving and unpredictable processes and also re-

interpreted and re-presented at the point of embodiment.  The narratives of the 

respondents relayed here also support my notion of the combined discovery 

and construction aspect underpinning continuous meaning-making processes.  

In this regard, we witness both them and myself struggling to make sense of the 

relational, embodied mode 3 responses encountered in every day operations 

and relationships. 
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Chapter Five: The Story of the Conclusion  

Beginnings as Endings and Endings as Beginnings 

 

Prologue 

 

As I begin to construct the ‘story of the conclusion’, my sense is that there are 

number of audiences I need to acknowledge and engage with in this closing 

reflective narrative.  Firstly, there are those who commissioned this research 

study who will be expecting an ‘answer’ to my inherited research question. 

Secondly, those who are reading this thesis with the remit of deciding if I have 

fulfilled the requirements needed to receive a PhD qualification. Thirdly, I am 

reminded of my own purposes in undertaking this research project as 

articulated in the introductory chapter.  

 

Therefore, I am mindful that the conclusion needs to be framed with these 

different audiences in mind. Inspired by Richardson (1990) when she describes 

how a major piece of research she had conducted led to the production of 

various different versions, each aimed at a different kind of audience, and 

couched in a different style, in this chapter, I will construct ‘three vignettes’ 

which ‘speak’ to the audiences identified above. As Hammersley and Atkinson 

(1995: 260) describe, 

In writing for different audiences, and in different styles, we are not simply 
describing the ‘same thing’ in different ways; we are subtly changing what 
we describe as well as how we do so. 
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I am also conscious that it is difficult to define the ‘end point’ to an ethnographic 

study sitting at the critical end of the methodological spectrum. This is because 

the conclusion is merely a reflection of “where the researcher is now” according 

to their embodiment of the head work, field work and text work relationship 

(McWilliam et al. 1997). For example, if the reader were to check in with the 

author in a year’s time, it is likely that they would be told a different story to the 

one that will be expressed here. In this regard, I am reminded of the conclusion 

to Heath’s (2005: 422) ethnographic study of Robbie Williams when he writes 

that,      

books like this don’t end neatly; not with a pat, rounded conclusion, or with 
an apposite moral, or with a crowning moment, or with a final resonant 
incident presented as the satisfying culmination of an arc. They just finish 
where and when they finish, and in that instant they and their subject part 
company. They stop, having said all they can say for now, and their subject 
carries on… 
 

I like the idea of the author and the subject parting company for now and the 

subject carrying on because it alludes to the temporality of the author/ subject 

interaction.  In relation to this research study, I think of the ‘subject’ according to 

the three audiences presented above; firstly, in terms of those who 

commissioned this research study secondly, in terms of the reader as a ‘subject’ 

involved in the thesis formation and thirdly, myself as the auto-ethnographic 

‘subject’. 

 

Following the postmodernist position denying singular definitive meanings or 

final truths, this final chapter problematises the traditional notion of a conclusion 

as seeking to summarise what has been found out during this thesis endeavour. 

Instead, it argues that what has been discovered throughout this thesis 

construction is that conventional ‘conclusions’ often become the ‘beginnings’ 
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from which further understandings are developed.  In this regard, a series of 

breakdowns around essentialist and disembodied ways of knowing allowed me 

to move into a different discursive space to one that I envisaged originally. 

 

Consequently, this thesis has been constructed by developing a series of 

plausible storylines (Melia 1997). As I encounter various reactions to these 

storylines, I began to recognise that, as Gabriel (2000) in Dawson and 

Buchanan (2007) points out, ‘storytelling is not just about description, but about 

emotional engagement with an audience, about creating and sustaining 

meaning, and about discrediting other world views’. Although I agree with his 

first two points, an affiliation to postmodernism has encouraged me to advocate 

a more tolerant approach which seeks to create a space for the various 

audiences to react to my storylines according to their own world views, and 

where they are at now, rather than simply discredit these views. The tendency 

to discredit other ‘ways of knowing’ is more likely as we seek to defend a rigid 

position and judge others from this perspective. In this regard I agree with 

Richardson (1997: 88) when she says that ‘knowing is easier…with a 

postmodernist consciousness because it recognises the situational limitations of 

the knower.
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First Vignette:  For those who commissioned the research 

study 

 

I am conscious that throughout immersion one, the narrative focused critically 

on LIRO as the organisation at the centre of this study. In this vignette, I intend 

to broaden my perspective by proposing that the postmodernist/poststructuralist 

lens, as applied to LIRO in this thesis, is not simply restricted to 

deconstructionist analysis. This lens can also provide ‘systemic’ constructionist 

value to traditional, public sector organisations who are seeking to re-position 

themselves in terms of the ‘enterprising’ organisational script.  

 

At the beginning of this research study, I imagined that it would ‘end’ with me 

presenting a report to members of the Board and Senior Executive, as LIRO’s 

key influencers.  I now recognise that this assumption not only reinforces 

leadership as ‘position’, ‘person’ and results type thinking, it also underplays the 

wisdom of relationalism (as articulated at the end of immersion two). Engaging 

others, in the discoveries and constructions of this thesis endeavour, does not 

need to happen solely at the top of organisational hierarchies as I previously 

imagined. Instead, I will continue to engage in conversations through the 

relationships I have developed as a result of this research endeavour. Covey 

(1989) names this relational approach as operating within our ‘circle of 

influence’. Batchelor (1997: 50) talks about it from a community of practice 

perspective such that ‘we are participatory beings who inhabit a participatory 
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reality, seeking relationships that enhance our sense of what it means to be 

alive’. 

 

Throughout this thesis documentation, I have signalled LIRO’s response to my 

researcher identity as being constructed on the basis that I am “not delivering”. 

This reflects the idea that it is the ‘product’ of research (in the form of ‘the report’) 

and the answer/solution (in the form of ‘the conclusion’) presented as a ‘formal’ 

document which are more important than the collaborative meaning-making 

processes which characterise any research process (the conversations that 

were shared, the relationships which were developed, the identities which were 

enacted and the understandings shared, etc.). Following Fletcher and Sinclair’s 

‘disappearing’ arguments, this would mean that the many and varied insights 

that I have shared with others during my ethnographic stay with LIRO are not 

recognised as valid research findings in the conventional sense because of their 

informal, grounded, relational bearing.  

 

This is further complicated by the recognition that ‘others’ exercise their agency 

in reacting to these insights and that also there are entrenched hegemonic 

meaning structures already in place which will play a key role in determining if 

they are deemed to be valid or not. In relation to the leadership domain, my 

main insight at the end of immersion two was that meaning-making processes 

take place within already defined structures (discourses) but that there is space 

to re-act and reformulate categories of representation. Paralleling this 

conclusion, I am conscious that reactions to my research approach have been 

shaped within pre-determined meaning structures about the value of ‘good 
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research’. However, I do believe that I am now better equipped to call attention 

to, and to name affects and outcomes of relational practice in this research 

domain and thus have developed a ‘language of competence’, as Fletcher 

(1999: 121) suggests. 

   

So how can I begin to express to others the value of a postmodernist 

perspective/reading for organisations such as LIRO? My sense is that the 

starting point is to engage members of organisations in discussions re-

presenting leadership as a power-laden term, and set of practices, currently 

defined and validated in relation to the ‘enterprising high performance’ 

organisational agenda. I am conscious that this key insight was positioned in 

the thesis introduction, thus alluding to the postmodernist idea that beginnings 

and endings are interchangeable.  

 

It is only after making these links that we can begin to ask questions about the 

taken for granted assumption that leadership ‘necessarily’ enhances 

organisational performance and ‘inevitably’ leads to organisational change. 

Consequently, such qualified, contextual understandings ensure that we are 

freed from posing such questions as the one that I inherited at the beginning of 

this research study. From this platform, we can begin to reframe the issue of 

attention by asking how and why leadership operates as a dominant motif of our 

times (Sinclair 2007) leading to essentialist/absolutist judgements about its 

effectiveness and development. 
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From an effectiveness perspective, I have argued that although such judgments 

are co-created, these meaning-making processes don’t take place in mutually 

defining ways from the outset. This has implications for the development of 

leadership in that it is typical for ‘developers’ to simply draw upon and reinforce 

dominant discourses without questioning or problematising the power relations 

and structural dimensions within which they function and thus reinforce. Hence 

we see leaders being ‘selected’ for development from already established 

person, position and results leadership conceptualisations so that the “knowing, 

seeing, being” trilogy, underpinning the naming of leadership, works to ensure 

continuity of legitimations. These processes are also reinforced symbolically by 

a degree of romantic remoteness engendered on the part of those positioned at 

the organisation’s pinnacle whose identities are built around constructing 

leadership in this somewhat alluring way. 

 

Furthermore, problematising the assumed casual link between leadership 

development and organisational change could form the basis of an important 

debate and point of departure for public sector organisations, such as LIRO, 

who are seeking to transform themselves in terms of the performance criteria of 

their privately owned competitors.  Referring to the UK context, Legge (1995: 

236) suggests that the public sector was used by the government as a “test 

bed” for its experimentation with free market principles. Two decades on, it 

would seem that a similar process of experimentation is occurring with 

government owned ‘corporations ‘(GOC’s) in Australia. 
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The application of the principles of enterprise competition to the public sector 

can disturb symbolic orders, values and meaning systems (Anthony 1990). At 

LIRO, this process of disturbance happened by enacting the leadership 

narrative; where the attributes associated with bureaucracy  (obedience, 

detachment, professionalism, impersonality) were being replaced with the 

presumed virtues associated with market based organisational forms (du Gay 

1991; Salaman 2001).  

 

Although the meanings of these traditional bureaucratic virtues are all highly 

debatable in themselves, they are nevertheless called into question by the 

importation of market principles. This is reflected upon by Talbot (1994) who 

argues that many public sector workers express fear that values held dear to 

the ‘public sector’ ethos may be undermined through moves to create 

‘enterprising’ organisations. This is further reflected upon by Wilmott (1993: 537) 

when he argues, against the grain of culture change theories, that rather than 

buying into the new corporate commitment ethos individuals may distance 

themselves from such corporate values in order to assert and preserve their self 

identity.  

 

In this regard, we need to be mindful that the dominating leadership discourses 

imposed upon others at LIRO exhibit both restrictive and enabling capacities, 

thus demonstrating the complexity of such culture change processes.  In this 

regard, both Wheatley (2005: 207) and Grey (2005: 29) reflect on the dynamic 

of interrelatedness underpinning human actions, behaviours and perceptions, to 
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show that we cannot control or predict the ‘results’ of our actions or other 

people's responses (as noted throughout this thesis).   

 

Hence organisations such as LIRO would do well to acknowledge this element 

of ‘unintended consequences’ as a caution to their tendency to introduce overly 

deterministic culture change projects. Relatedly, focusing on notions of 

interdependence and emphasising the ‘systemic’ intersection between the 

individual and wider social processes can encourage organisations to work with 

the benefits of alternative representations to the current scientific reductionisms 

and essentialisms which pervade modern organisations.  This could enable 

management to begin to recognize more expansive embodied ways of 

‘knowing’, ‘seeing’ and ‘being’ in an everyday manner. Acknowledging the 

complexity of people’s ordinary organisational lives, would be a useful starting 

point from which to gain the type of staff commitment management requires. 

 

These insights may be all the more relevant when we consider that GOC’s are 

moving in a direction that often challenges the individual’s perceptions of the 

very nature of the organisation they work for and their association with it (Weick 

1995). I am reminded again of the report complied for LIRO’s Board and Senior 

Executive which profiled the co-existing good culture/bad culture dyad (as 

presented in immersion one).  This report identified that the ‘bad culture’ that 

was to be ‘replaced’ through improving the leadership capability of the 

organisation, ‘elicits great dedication and commitment from its staff and 

customers alike’ (LIRO 2002b: 3). As noted earlier, ironically this represents the 

very level of commitment that top-down leadership directives seek.   
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I have already started to engage with anti-essentialist ways of knowing in the 

context of ‘real’ organisational settings. For example, I was recently invited to 

input into a leadership development program for women in the Queensland 

Police Service (QPS). Instead of defining leadership for others  (as I would have 

done in the past), I started by inviting program delegates to think about why 

they framed leadership according to the main sources of (management) 

knowledge or know-how (Fulop and Rifkin 2004). I adapted this framework (see 

Appendix Three) with the more ‘user friendly’ headings such as; “books/articles, 

your boss, knowledge experts, role models, by doing it, media/internet” and 

included “parents” as another source of knowledge about leadership in 

reference to Sinclair’s work on the importance of childhood and the ‘roots’ of 

leadership (Sinclair and Wilson 2002; Sinclair 2007). As participants started to 

work through this exercise, they automatically began to ‘deconstruct’ dominant 

notions of leadership (especially in relation to their own organisation) and 

articulated a sense of being “freed up” (in a similar way to my experiences). 

This created the space for them to think about ways that they might 

imagine/practice ‘leadership’ and correspondingly draw attention to these 

practices so that others could potentially recognise their worth and relevance in 

the future. 

 

Second Vignette: For those who are examining the thesis  

 

I am intrigued by the paradox inherent in the examination of a thesis based 

around the power/knowledge dyad. The process of seeking to claim a 
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‘contribution to knowledge’ is itself embedded within an existing structure of 

power relations in which the arguments pertaining to leadership as person, 

position and results can just as easily be applied to the research domain (e.g. 

who decides what a ‘contribution to knowledge looks like and on what basis are 

they making such decisions?) Indeed I am struck by my own, (and the 

colleagues with whom I share an office with) early (naïve) assumptions that 

doing a PhD somehow shrouds us from the ‘politics’ of organisational life from 

whence we came. I have learnt that academic institutions are themselves 

exemplars of organisational life, in terms of the intricate power dynamics that 

are represented (as indicated by authors such as Eveline (2004) and Sinclair 

(2007), in conjunction with the experiences of my fellow students). 

 

The construction of the thesis narrative has been founded upon an affiliation to 

postmodernism and its poststructuralist counterpart. Emanating from these 

theoretical perspectives, the guiding methodological tenet of reflexivity has been 

positioned as creating the discursive space to comment upon these ‘affiliations’ 

and their implications for the head work, field work and text work components of 

this research study.  Nonetheless while realist commentators argue that the 

main limitation of a postmodernist approach is that there is no ‘truth’ with a big 

‘T’ (Alvesson 2002), the strengths of this positioning is its acknowledgement of 

the partiality of all perspectives and the rejection of a detached, authoritative 

narrative voice.  I therefore invite ‘other’ voices to inhabit ‘other’ spaces from 

which to respond, and challenge the formulations of this thesis much in the way 

I have depicted organisational relational meaning-making processes taking 

place.  
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In seeking to construct this thesis according to the approaches encouraged by 

postmodernism, I also realise that I have at this point ‘shut out’ other options 

and thus ‘narrowed the potential’ for other constructions and discoveries to be 

documented. This realisation mirrors Wheatley’s (2006: 65) warning as 

identified at an earlier point in this thesis that ‘[e]very act of measurement loses 

more information than it gains, closing the box irretrievably and forever on other 

potential’. In other words, by explicitly affiliating myself to postmodernism and 

poststructualism, I recognise that other ways of ‘knowing’ about the dual 

processes of leadership and research have been downplayed. 

 

However, the key benefits of a poststructuralist approach is the identification of 

the contradictions, ambiguities and complexities that comprise the routines of 

organisational life; spaces we all inhabit but often struggle to name. This 

awareness thus allows us to articulate our particular embodied experiences.  

For example, contradictions have been identified highlighting how the very 

expressions of leadership organisations seek is currently being practised 

informally at LIRO, on a daily basis, yet because of the presence of formalised 

essentialist ways of knowing remains invisible and thus under-utilized.  

Furthermore, the both/and conception of structure-and-agency demonstrates 

that the dominating leadership formations, in being imposed on organisational 

participants, leads to reactions that cannot be foreseen or predicted; reframing, 

resisting, complying and/or the simply ignoring these leadership formations on 

the part of individuals have been some of the reactions documented in this 

thesis.  
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Another discovery aspect of this thesis endeavour is that any attempt to come 

up with static definitions of leadership/effectiveness/change (or for that matter - 

all life concepts) is based upon the false hope for permanence and security; 

attempts that instead can to lead to fear, confusion and internal conflict. The 

Buddist philosopher Pema Chodran (1997) frames this as entrapment in a 

damaging quest to create (what can only be an illusion of) certainty. Thus I feel 

that I have come full circle (from beginning to ending and back again) in 

recognising the benefits of a nomadic, rather than a static mindset embracing 

the dual concepts of emergence and becoming in the leadership and research 

domains.  

 

Third Vignette: To myself as the authoethnographic subject   

 

Just as feminists have attempted to reclaim terms like ‘mothering’ and 

‘womanhood’ that traditionally carry a great deal of essentialist baggage, I have 

sought to reframe traditional essentialist conceptions of discovery in order to 

apprehend the complexity of my PhD journey. It has become clear to me that I 

have both actively and unconsciously constructed the material from a particular 

critically orientated perspective.  Yet, there have been many points on the 

journey that entailed what I described as breakdowns; both theoretically and 

empirically founded. Many of these encounters have challenged my ways of 

thinking and practising. Therefore, naming this multifaceted constructionist and 

discovery interactive process draws attention to the dynamic, relational and 

emergent conceptualisations that underpin our illusive ways of ‘knowing’. 
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Therefore, I am mindful that the wording of the title of this thesis (“Knowing, 

Seeing, Being: Embodying the Leadership Trilogy”) was one of the last ‘jobs’ of 

this research study even though, at the same time, I have been working with its 

main premises from the beginning (thus signalling the difficulty in separating 

beginnings and endings). It is only upon framing this title that I recognised the 

main tenet of this thesis that I will take away with me namely that: our ways of 

‘knowing’ determine what we ‘see’ and how we choose to ‘be’ in this world. The 

simplicity of this statement would seem to indicate that this is a relatively 

unproblematic notion.  However, as the personal narratives and wider storylines 

of this thesis have indicated, the production of knowledge and meaning-making 

processes in the leadership and research domains operate within already 

established and dominating power structures (discourses) and thus the naming 

processes are not straightforward.  

 

In seeking to create the space for readers to respond to this thesis according to 

their own positioning, I also recognise that I need to acknowledge and react to 

their responses as part of this final thesis narrative. In this regard, I want to 

return to the reader, coming from a modernist perspective, who was featured in 

the story of the introduction. In regards to the “progress” of this thesis, she felt 

that “although at this point I had shown that I understood anti-essentialist ways 

of knowing, I now needed go back to my “data” and show that I could “apply” 

these ways of knowing”. It was also pointed out that “writing out my learning, 

although useful for me, was not meaningful for the readers of this thesis”, 

indicating that the auto-ethnographic positioning was not seen to contribute to 

the ‘substance’ of the empirical data. This suggests that when the subjectivity of 
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the author is made invisible in realist empirical studies in order to strive for rigor 

(objectivity), it thus becomes invalidated.   

 

My response (perhaps subconsciously moving into the attack/defence type 

strategy outlined in the story of the introduction) can be framed according to the 

interrelatedness that I now recognise between the head work, field work and 

text work trilogy which forms the backbone of this thesis. As the ‘doing’ of the 

headwork is a constantly evolving and emerging process, the “data” cannot 

simply be ‘revisited’ mechanically as the reader above suggests. Rather, the 

point that I have been emphasizing throughout the thesis is that in the process 

of doing research, what we choose to notice is a reflection of ‘where we are’ in 

the head work.  As Louis (1983) claims in Karathanos (1998: 124) ‘culturally 

derived meaning systems make some things important and some things not. 

Culture determines what will be noticed and what will be excluded as part of 

perception’. In other words, as expressed by the poet Michael Chitwood: ‘what 

you notice becomes your life’ (cited in Wheatley 2005: 91). Hence it is not 

possible to separate the author from the field work and text work components of 

the research process in the manner that the reader indicates.  This awareness 

also challenges the extreme postmodernist positioning of the ‘death of the 

author’. 

 

With the benefit of hindsight, I now recognise that during my participation on the 

ALDP program, which occurred at the beginning of this research study, I was 

still firmly entrenched within an essentialist mindset. Indeed as noted, my 

identity as an HR practitioner had been previously legitimated through knowing 
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leadership in ways that were reinforced through the program. Therefore, if I was 

to repeat the ALDP experience again, my sense is that that what I would notice 

and then choose to write about would be strongly aligned to anti-essentialist 

ways of knowing. In other words, it would be impossible for me to simply revisit 

this part of the research process and ‘apply’ a different mindset, as this would 

deny the research process as being an embodied one. 

 

Nonetheless with any research process, the benefit of hindsight is a useful one. 

If I were to conduct this ethnographic study again, I would seek to be more 

involved in the day-to-day worlds of a wider range of participants. In other words, 

my sense is that, after completing this particular research study, because I 

would be more able to readily identity the power structures and dominant 

discourses within which I am embedded. This awareness would provide a level 

of confidence to engage more proactively with a range of actors I previously 

was inhibited by. Yet again, I am influenced by Wheatley (2005: 77) when she 

says that  

as we work together, doing real work, meaning always becomes visible. 
For example, what topics generate the most energy, positive or negative? 
What issues do people keep returning to? What stories do they tell over 
and over? No-one can do this from outside the group, observing 
behaviours or collecting data in traditional ways. We have to be there 
working.  

 
This more reflective engaged process of doing embodied, ethnographic 

research will be my guiding frame from this point forwards. 

 

My deepening and continuing affiliation to the ideas and approaches associated 

with postmodernism has been a difficult but liberating experience for me. Its 

deconstructionist tendencies have encouraged me to approach the interrelated 
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head work, field work and text work components of this research study very 

differently to my former research experiences. The embodiment of these 

endeavours has enabled me to challenge my own, deeply socialised 

expectation that my personal and professional identities should be kept 

separate. Furthermore, the use of the personalised narrative throughout this 

thesis has created the space for me to share what would have typically been 

confined to my reflective journal.  

 

My simultaneous commitment to ‘showing the workings’ has allowed the critical, 

reflective learning processes which have underpinned the thesis to be laid out 

for myself and others to see. This is not without its consequences when we 

consider that  

storytelling produces a story that no longer represents one person’s 
unchallenged view of the world: it exposes the means by which the view 
was acquired [so that it] is on full display and can be readily critiqued from 
others’ (Cherry 1999: 104).  

 

Consequently, this notion of doing research (and leadership) from an embodied 

perspective is not an easy option. Exposing vulnerabilities and admitting to 

anxieties and concerns are often interpreted as displays of incompetent ‘not 

knowing’ amongst essentialist circles. Carolyn Ellis (Ellis and Bochner 2000: 

752) presents an alternative view when she writes in an auto-ethnographic 

dialogue with a research student that ‘vulnerability can be scary, but it can be 

the source of growth and understanding’. By referencing her perspective, I am 

signalling my recognition of the many benefits of the critical, reflective education 

process that I have encountered over the last five years. 
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I have constantly struggled throughout this research process with a desire to 

name an alternative conceptualisation of leadership more aligned to anti-

essentialist ways of knowing. Immersion two witnessed me resisting this 

temptation. However, whilst recognising conventional depictions of leadership 

as individualised, a-politicised and decontextualised (named as the IAD), I am 

still keen to retain notions of leadership, as I do believe they need to be 

encountered rather than disregarded (not least because of the hegemonic 

presence).  However, my point of differentiation in the future will be to engage 

with such conceptions/practices according to poststructuralist ideas of 

emergence and multiplicity. In this regard, I am currently exploring the 

reciprocal idea of ‘other awarenesses’ rather than just ‘self-awareness’ as a 

starting point for enacting a relational form of leadership. Consequently, in my 

role as change consultant, I am also considering the power and structural 

implications of this alternative to the conventional “know thyself, know others” 

‘leadership mantra’ for developing an appropriate relationship context for these 

enactments to play themselves out. 

 

This auto-ethnographic journey has ultimately provided me with a ‘partnership’ 

model for such future work where my intention is (paralleling Tom‘s reciprocal 

approach) to apply a much more open, questioning, reflective and empathetic 

frame of reference to engage with community-of-practise people-focused 

organisational settings. In order to attempt to resist the lure of authoritarian 

displays of leadership, I will continue to strive for a ‘power with’ mode 3, 

partnership frame of reference, aligned to anti-essentialist ways of knowing. 

Hence, as a final reflection of this thesis endeavour, I recognise that in writing 
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three vignettes to specified audiences, I am pre-empting what their readership 

responses might be.  However, as I will proceed to engage with each of these 

audiences through consultancy, publishing articles, informal conversations, etc, 

this gap has the potential to be addressed.  These dialogues may encourage 

the various audiences to inhabit their own specific representations of leadership 

in the future in more affirming and embodied ways of seeing, knowing and being.   



 

 342 

APPENDIX ONE 

Semi – Structured Interview Guide used in 2004/5 

 
Introduction 

• Tell me about your time with LIRO. What’s it like working here? 
• Tell me what’s happening in your world of work at the moment? 
• What are the things you like about your job? 
• What are some of the things you wished were different about your job? 
• What stops you from doing the things you want to do? 
• What helps you to do the things you want to do? 
• Tell me about the changes occurring in LIRO at the moment? 
• What is your role in these changes? 
• Are there any stories about the past that would help outsiders understand where LIRO 

is at now? 
• What kinds of people are likely to have a successful career here? 
• What characteristics/qualities do you think are necessary to work for LIRO? Why? 

 

Leadership 

• What does leadership mean to you? 
• Who are the leaders in LIRO? 
• What impact do they have on the organisation?  Why? 
• What is the role of leadership in LIRO? 
• LIRO is currently developing a leadership strategy. Would do you think it should be 

about? 
Conclusion 

• So what does the rest of your week involve?
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APPENDIX TWO 

Information Sheet Given to Interviewees in 2004/5 to meet 

Griffith University Ethics Committee Guidelines 

 

Effectiveness of Leadership Development in Driving Organisational Change 

INFORMATION SHEET 
 

Who is conducting the research? Sharon Saunders 

Graduate School of Management, Griffith University 

     Contact Phone: 0421 790452 

     Contact Email: s.saunders@griffith.edu.au 

 

PhD Supervisors are Dr Ngaire Bissett,  

Professor Greg Bamber, Professor Mary Barrett  

 

Please Note: This research project is being jointly funded by the Australian Research Council 

(ARC), Griffith University and LIRO through an ARC (Industry) Linkage Project Grant. 

 

 

Why is the research being conducted? 

 

Organisations, such as LIRO, face challenges in managing changes bought about by 

increased competition, deregulation, competition and changing technologies. According to 

organisational development notions, leadership training and improved management practices 

can help achieve such changes. The aim of this research project is to evaluate the 

relationship between these claims whilst providing strategic guidance to LIRO on the 

development of leadership and management development initiatives. 
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What you will be asked to do? 

 

You will be asked to participate in a discussion lasting from one to two hours. During this 

discussion, you will be asked a number of questions and asked to respond. 

 

 

The basis by which you have been selected 

 

You have been selected to participate in the research because you are a member of the 

[insert affiliation on which decision to interview has been made, e.g. past ALDP participant]. It 

is intended that the research will benefit the researcher, LIRO (as the participating 

organisation) as well as contributing to the existing body of knowledge on the research topic. 

 

 

Confidentiality and risks to you 

 

The main risk of your participation in this research project is linked to the possibility of your 

identification. In order to accommodate this low risk, a number of strategies are being used by 

the researcher. These include a guarantee that you will not be identifiable in any publications 

or reporting (to meet either University or LIRO requirements) associated with this project. 

Although the researcher will have the name of participants, the interview transcripts and tapes 

will be kept in a locked filing cabinet located at the University and access to the transcripts will 

be only available to the PhD student associated with this project. 

 

 

Your participation is voluntary 

 

Your participation in this research project is voluntary and you are free to withdraw from this 

study at ay time. It is assured that your decision will no way impact upon your relationship 

with LIRO. 
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Questions/further information 

 

If you require further information, please do not hesitate to contact the researchers mentioned 

at the beginning of this information sheet. 

 

 

The ethical conduct of this research 

 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical 

Conduct in Research Involving Humans. If you have any concerns or complaints about the 

ethical conduct of the research project, you should contact the Manager, Research Ethics on 

(07) 3875 5585 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. 

 

 

Privacy Statement 
 

The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and use of your identified 

personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to 

third parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or other regulatory 

authority requirements. A de-identified copy of this data may be used for other research 

purposes. However, your anonymity will at all times be safeguarded. For further information, 

please consult Griffith University’s Privacy Plan at www.gu.edu.au/ua/aa/vc/pp or telephone 

(07)3875 5585. 
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APPENDIX THREE 

Model used in conjunction with Queensland Police Service 
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