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Abstract 

One commonality across the leadership and knowledge related literature is the 

apparent neglect of the leaders own knowledge.  This thesis sought to address this 

issue through undertaking exploratory research into the content of leader’s personal 

knowledge and the associated process of knowing it.  As an emergent longitudinal 

study, the research purpose was later expanded to examine the altered nature of these 

factors over an extended time period.  The nature of the empirical inquiry involved 

semi-structured interviews with twelve leaders from a variety of backgrounds at two 

separate time periods with an approximate interval of ten years between each.  

The overall findings from this research contrast with images of leadership that promote 

the idea that leaders are in control of what they know, that they own their own 

knowledge.  The picture that emerges is much less one of omnipotence and 

omniscience, than of individuals struggling to keep abreast of the knowledge required 

to deal with the dynamics and uncertainties of organisational life.  Much knowledge 

is tacit, provisional and perishable; with the related process of knowing it more 

organic, evolutionary and informal than any structured or orchestrated approach. The 

collective nature of knowing is a central feature of this process, with these leaders 

embedded in networks of relationships that they cannot entirely control. 

In view of the indeterminate, messy and fragile nature of knowing, the boundary 

between what these leaders know and what they need to know is both amorphous and 

ephemeral, and the likelihood that they will not know is escalated.  Indeed, for the 

most part, these leaders are threading a fine line between knowing and not knowing. 

A significant findings in this regard is the identification of two critical pressure points 

where knowledge-absences are most likely to occur: the initial stages of take-up or 

entry into a leadership role and the final stages of role-exit.  On becoming a leader, 

while not-knowing ‘in action’ is acceptable, (given the transition from specialist to 

generalist), as a consequence of the heightened knowledge expectations that 

accompany the elevation to a leadership position, not-knowing in a social situation 

becomes stigmatized with these leaders masking their perceived knowledge 

deficiencies.  On exiting the leadership role, an absence of knowledge on how to exit 

is uncovered as these leaders struggle to practice and rehearse for this eventuality.   

Over time there is an absence of the security and surety that was in evidence in the 
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first phase, as these leaders replace the dogmas that were previously held in high 

esteem with the lessons from their own experience. This experience brings increased 

self-knowledge, an awareness of their own weaknesses, a questioning and evaluating 

of their pre-conceptions and a deeper appreciation of who they are and what it really 

is to ‘know’.  In this respect, there is a lament for much that has been lost through an 

over-reliance on hard data, systems and procedures, a deeper appreciation of the need 

to operate with integrity, honesty and humanity and a return to the values and morals 

instilled in their early lives.  

In view of the above findings, this study makes theoretical contribution to the literature 

on authentic leadership, role transition and knowledge-absences.  Opportunities exist 

to conduct further research into the relationship between role transition and not-

knowing, the social stigmatisation of not-knowing and exit wisdom.  This research has 

several implications for the design and delivery of executive education, where much 

scope exists to tailor these programmes to ensure that aspiring and existing executives 

are aware of the challenges they will encounter at the pivotal stages of the leadership 

role. 
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1  INTRODUCTION  

 

1.1  The Background to the Research 

Since the early 1990’s knowledge management has attracted much attention both in 

academic and practitioner circles alike.  At a broad level the discussion has concentrated 

on organisational level matters, such as corporate knowledge management systems, 

largely, (though not entirely), based on advancements in information technology.  Such 

approaches are primarily concerned with knowledge that can be captured, codified, shared 

and stored (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995); this ignores the fact that much knowledge is 

subjective, ambiguous and intuitive.  Some argue that this knowledge cannot be 

‘managed’, and for this reason, ‘knowledge management’ has often been considered a 

contradiction in terms (McDermott, 1999; Skyrme, 1997). 

 

Critical advances in the field have addressed this issue, acknowledging that while 

knowledge is not amenable to management as a conceived bureaucratic phenomenon 

associated with hierarchy, formalisation, direction and control; there is much an 

organisation’s management can do to create a context that enables knowledge to flourish 

(Alvesson and Kärreman, 2001).  The associated behaviours of enabling, nurturing, 

caring, influencing and shaping are more representative of leadership, where the 

distinction between management and leadership is upheld (Bass, 1990; Bennis, 1989; 

Kotter, 1990; Yukl, 1989; Zalenik, 1992).   

 

It is surprising therefore, that while the critical role of leaders in knowledge management 

has been recognised (Armstrong and Sambamurthy, 1999) the field of knowledge 

management has remained virtually silent on the topic of leadership (Dirkx, 1999).  The 

exception is Skryme (2000) who introduced the term ‘knowledge leadership’ into the 

knowledge management lexicon.  Subsequent developments in ‘knowledge leadership’ 

(Politis, 2001) have been confined to the leadership domain and tend to address only one 

aspect of this phenomenon, the leader’s role in developing others’ knowledge. A 

corresponding focus on how leaders develop their own knowledge is clearly lacking.  This 

is the subject matter of this thesis.   

 

Exploring leader’s personal knowledge shifts the central focus of knowledge-related 

research from the organisation to the individual.  In doing so it addresses a dearth of 



 18 

conceptual development and empirical research within this area and adds to a nascent 

development within the knowledge management field (Pauleen and Gorman, 2011).   

 

 1.2  The Research Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this study is to conduct exploratory research into the lived experience of 

individual leaders1 with respect to the content of their personal knowledge and the 

associated process of knowing it.  Truch (2001) defines personal knoweldge as: 

What you know/don’t know, how and where you know, whom you know and what 
they know (Truch, 2001:11).   
 

Drawing on this definition, and in view of Yin’s recommendation to refine one’s overall 

research objective in terms of ‘who, what, where, when, how and why’, (Yin, 1994), the 

author has sought to address this purpose through the following research questions:   

Q1  What is the nature and content of leader’s personal knowledge? 

Q1a How do they perceive knowledge? 

Q1b What knowledge do they prioritise? 

Q2 How do leaders build and maintain their personal knowledge: how, when and 

where is knowledge acquired and who is involved in this process? 

Q3 To what extent are knowledge absences recognised, how are they accounted for 

and how are they manifested, perceived and ‘managed’? 

 

As explained in greater detail in Chapter 3, a lengthy, unintentional break in the PhD 

process provided an interesting opportunity to convert this research into a longitudinal 

study.  As a consequence, two additional research questions (questions four and five) were 

introduced.  

Q4 How does the content of leader’s knowledge and the process of leader’s 

knowing/not knowing evolve?  

Q5 What contextual factors appear to account for these changes?  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Drawing on the HBR 10 must-read articles on leadership (HBR 2011) the author 
defined a leader as someone who: occupies a position of authority, has an ability to 
influence followers and the capability and capacity to instigate change.   
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1.3  The Contribution to Knowledge 

The findings from this research will make a contribution to knowledge on a number of 

fronts.  This contribution is summarised in the following paragraphs and elaborated upon 

in Section 7.3 of the concluding chapter.   

 

In researching an unexplored aspect of the literature, the nature, content and process of 

leader’s personal knowledge, this thesis will make a core contribution to knowledge with 

respect to two primary literatures, the knowledge-related literature and the leadership 

literature.  The exact nature of this contribution will be identified below. 

 

A secondary contribution arises from the positioning of this research at the intersection 

of three literatures: knowledge, learning and leadership.  In its efforts to upack the issues 

at their intersecting core, this research creates stronger linkages between each of them.  In 

addition, a review of the knowledge-related literature alongside aspects of the learning 

literature contributes to a reduction in the theoretical confusion that exists between them.  

 

This study provides a methodological contribution to knowledge.  As a qualitative study 

with an extended time-frame that spans almost two decades and a unit of analysis at the 

level of the individual leader, the nature of the empirical inquiry is unique amongst studies 

of leadership and leadership development. Section 7.3.2 elaborates on these claims.   

 

As a longitudinal study, this research captures the temporal, non-deterministic nature of 

the content of leader’s personal knowledge and the criticality of context in understanding 

the process of change as it unfolds over time.  In the second research phase, in relating 

stories of their lives ‘as leaders’, the knowledge that is prioritised is altered from its 

heretofore concentration on all that is explicit, towards a form of knowledge that 

corresponds to the components and characteristics of ‘authentic leadership’.  In this 

respect, this study provides empirical support for the ‘intrapersonal (Shamir and Eilam, 

2005) and ‘developmental perspectives (Avolio and Gardner, 2005; Gardner, Avolio and 

Walumbwa, 2005; Walumbwa et al., 2008) on authentic leadership.   

  

While a triad of contextual influences on leader’s knowledge/knowing were identified 

(the environment, professonal and personal contexts); in identifying the overriding impact 
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of role transition, this study substantiates Gosling and Cases’ notion of a ‘role as a 

repository of knowledge’ (Gosling and Case, 2011).     

 

An additional contribution that stems from this relationship relates to the state of ‘not-

knowing’, recently highlighted as an aspect of the knowledge-related literature that is 

need of greater attention (Spender, 2008a; 2008b).   This study identifies two critical 

pressure points where knowledge absences are most likely to occur: role take-up and role 

exit.  At the take-up stage, the research findings highlight the stigma that is associated 

with not-knowing in a social context.  Not appearing elsewhere in the role transition or 

knowledge-related literature, this represents a novel concept that is worthy of further 

exploration.  At the exit stage, the findings provide rich insight into the unique nature of 

‘exit wisdom’ (Byrnes, 2010), again an aspect of the literature that is ripe for exploration.   

 

Finally, a clear applied contribution stems from this research. A more in-depth 

understanding of what knowledge is actually considered important to leaders, and the 

factors that shape their knowledge, the process of knowing it and the existence of 

knoweldge absences should significantly inform the design and delivery of leadership 

development programmes.  Section 7.3.3 provides a more detailed examination of these 

issues through the lens of the leader’s transition from ‘novice leader’, to ‘seasoned leader’, 

to ‘potential ex.’ or ‘ex. leader’; recommending that leadership development programmes 

are tailored to meet the needs of leaders and aspiring leaders at each stage.   

 

1.4  The Thesis Structure and Chapter Outline 

This thesis comprises seven chapters.  Chapter 1, this chapter, delineates the broad 

direction of the research providing background information on the research topic.  This 

chapter also outlines the research purpose, the research questions and the contribution to 

knowledge.   

 

Chapter 2 presents a review of the literature. It is divided into two parts: Part one examines 

how knowledge is characterised within the traditional and contemporary knowledge 

management literatures.  Beginning with the rather elusive question, ‘what is knowledge?’ 

it seeks to answer this question from two differing perspectives, an objectivist perspective, 

viewing knowledge as content, and a practice-based perspective that moves the 

conversation to the realm of action, or knowing. Recognising the contradiction between 
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knowledge and management, when management is understood in the traditional 

command-and-control sense, in its concluding commentary, part one underscores the 

important, yet unexplored role of leadership in the ‘knowledge management’ arena.  In 

part two of this chapter, the concept of knowledge leadership (Politis, 2001; Skyrme, 

2000; Viitalia, 2004), is explored.  It is here that the core contribution of this research lies, 

for while the literature adequately addresses the role of the leader in terms of developing 

others’ knowledge, a corresponding focus on the leader’s own knowledge is clearly 

absent.  Taking an individualised view of leaders’ knowledge/knowing requires an 

appreciation of the ‘personal’ at the intersecting core of three parent literatures; 

knowledge, learning and leadership.  This is the subject matter of the final section of this 

chapter.  

 

Chapter 3 describes the methodology and research design.  It begins with a description of 

the philosophical stance of the study and justifies the ontological, epistemological and 

methodological choices of the researcher in the light of the research purpose. Based on its 

positioning within the interpretive paradigm, a qualitative approach is adopted with the 

primary research instrument being semi-structured interviewing. As indicated in Section 

1.2, a break in the PhD process provided an opportunity to conduct a longitudinal study. 

This involved re-interviewing all of the original interviewees to explore changes which 

occured over the time interval and the factors associated with those changes (Holland, 

2007). The author’s efforts to ensure the approach to data analysis engaged with and 

captured the three foundational principles of qualitative longitudinal research: time, 

change and process (Saldana, 2003), are documented in detail in section 3.55 of the 

research methodology chapter.   

 

The analysis of research findings is presented across two chapters.  Chapter 4 presents 

part one of the analysis.  This comprises a case-by-case analysis of each of the individual 

research participants that is presented in the form of a ‘case story’ (Richmond, 2002).  

Each case story is presented in three parts: part one provides a narrative account of the 

first interview, part two provides a narrative account of the second interview and part 

three emphasises the key changes over the time period under review.   

 

Chapter 5 presents part two of the analysis.  This comprises a cross-case analysis 

providing a systemic view of the re-occurring themes and patterns across each of the 
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twelve cases.  This analysis is presented in two parts.  Part one concerns phase one of the 

research while part two identifies the changes that have occurred in the intervening time 

period and the contextual factors that may account for these changes.   

 

This approach to data analysis is line with the recommendations of Einsehardt (1989) and 

Dey (1993), who have suggested that being intimately familiar with each case as a stand-

alone entity allows the unique patterns of each case to emerge before researchers push to 

generalise patterns across cases.  In addition, it provides a rich familiarity with each case, 

which, in turn, accelerates cross-cases comparison.     

 

Chapter 6 presents a discussion of the research findings (across both phases), in relation 

to the main positions identified in the literature reviewed in Chapter 2 and other literature 

that was not previously considered.  The decision to incorporate additional literature is 

based on its ability to shed light on the issues raised by the research findings.  In 

exploratory research this is an acceptable practice.  Chapter 6 is divided into two parts: 

Part one discusses the research findings for phase one of the research in relation to the 

relevant literatures, while part two follows the same process for the research findings from 

phase two of this study.  In doing so, it identifies the key changes in the content/process 

of these leader’s knowledge/knowing overtime.  The issues arising are subsequently 

explored in terms of the contextual changes that have occurred during the same time 

period.  These include the external environment, professional circumstances at an 

organisational and individual level and personal circumstances.  While this research 

points to the overriding influence of changing professional circumstances (at an individual 

level) in terms of what and how these leaders know, the researcher is mindful of the 

difficulty in isolating moderating influences in any longitudinal study (Saldana, 2003).  

All of these issues are expanded upon in Chapter 6.     

 

Chapter 7 revisits the research questions as outlined in section 1.2 above, and then 

presents the conclusions of the study and the theoretical and practical implications.  The 

limitations of the study are addressed and recommendations for future research are 

outlined.  

  

1.5  The Conclusion 
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This chapter has laid the foundation for this thesis.  It has provided the background to the 

research and has outlined its purpose and the related research questions. The research was 

then justified in terms of its contribution to the conceptual and methodological literature 

and to management practice.  The overall structure of the thesis was then introduced.  On 

these foundations the thesis now proceeds to Chapter 2, which provides a review of the 

extant literature.   
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CHAPTER TWO  

A REVIEW  OF THE LITERATURE  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2  A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE  
 

2.1 Background/Introduction 

Given the critical role of leaders in the knowledge management process (Armstrong 
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and Sambamurthy, 1999), it is rather surprising that the field of knowledge 

management has, until relatively recently, remained silent on the topic of leadership 

(Dirkx, 1999).  The term ‘knowledge leadership’ initiated within the knowledge 

management domain (Skyrme, 2000), remained nascent prior to its advancement by 

the field of leadership (Byrant 2003; Lakshman, 2005, 2007, 2009; Politis, 2001; 

Viitali a, 2004).  The primary focus here was the leader’s role in developing and 

managing organisational knowledge (primarily through others’ knowledge), while the 

subject of the leader’s own knowledge was ignored.  This thesis sought to address this 

issue through conducting exploratory research into the nature and content of leader’s 

personal knowledge and their associated process of knowing it.  Consequently, an 

initial review of the literature gravitated towards the field of organisational knowledge 

and its sub-set of knowledge management. As the inherent overlap with the 

organisational learning literature and the potential synergies from an integration of 

both literatures became increasingly apparent (Vera and Crossan, 2003), elements of 

the organisational learning literature became a secondary literature source. Given that 

the unit of analysis in this study is the individual leader, aspects of the leadership 

domain became a tertiary literature.  A territory map of the literature base is provided 

in Figure 2.1.  The intersecting point of the three literatures: knowledge, learning and 

leadership (point 4), is the focal point of this research as it is here that the core research 

issues are situated.  To gain some perspective on these issues it was necessary to 

unpack the points of intersection between these three, numbered 1, 2, and 3 in Figure 

2.1 below.  The process leading to point 4, and the manner in which it is presented in 

this literature review, is outlined in the discussion that follows.   
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Figure 2.1 A Territory Map of The Literature 
Source  Author 
 
This chapter is organised as follows: Part one examines how knowledge is 

conceptualised within the traditional and contemporary knowledge related literatures. 

Beginning with the rather elusive question ‘What is knowledge?’ it seeks to answer 

this question from two different perspectives.  In section one, those who ascribe to an 

objectivist perspective, viewing knowledge as content, are reviewed and critiqued.  

Section two, a practice-based perspective, moves the conversation to the realm of 

action, or knowing.  It is at this juncture that the overlap between the organisational 

knowledge literature and the organisational learning literature is most visible, as while 

the content perspective fits neatly with the notion of knowledge as something that can 

be possessed (Cook and Brown, 1999), the idea of knowing as practice fits more 

closely with the process of learning from experience (Easterby-Smith and Lyle, 2011).  

In section three the implications of the different perspectives are reflected upon.  Part 

one of this chapter highlights the contradiction between knowledge and management.  

It indicates the manner in which the practice-based perspective downplays the role of 

management as traditionally understood through its description of senior 

management’s role as creating a climate that facilitates knowledge development, in 

contrast with any attempt to control knowledge from above (Alvesson and Kärreman, 

2001).  This, the author argues, is much more akin to a leadership role and, more 

particularly, to that which has recently been described as ‘post-heroic’ leadership 
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(Etcher, 1997; Fletcher, 2002, 2003; Huey, 1994).  Despite this compatibility, as 

previously indicated, the knowledge management literature has remained virtually 

silent on the topic of leadership other than a rudimentary reference to the idea of 

‘knowledge leadership’ (Skyrme, 2000).   Part two of this chapter explores the concept 

of ‘knowledge leadership’ as portrayed by the leadership literature (Byrant, 2003; 

Lakshman, 2005, 2006; Politis, 2001; Viitalia, 2004).  It is here that the core 

contribution of this research lies, as, while the literature on knowledge leadership 

adequately addresses the role of the leader in developing others’ knowledge, a 

corresponding focus on the leader’s own knowledge is clearly absent.  Taking an 

individual view of leader’s knowledge/knowing necessitates an appreciation of the 

‘personal’ at the intersecting core of the three parent literatures: knowledge, learning 

and leadership, as presented in Figure 2.1 above.  This is the subject matter of the final 

section of this chapter.  

 

Part One 

 

2.2 What is Knowledge? 

What is knowledge represents one of the most fundamental questions that humanity 

has grappled with, occupying the minds of philosophers for centuries.  Answering this 

question therefore is by no means simple or straightforward.  However, a useful 

starting point in attempting to define what knowledge is can be achieved by 

differentiating knowledge from what it is not.  In this regard, the earliest distinction is 

found in T.S. Elliot’s poem ‘The Rock’.   

Where is the life we have lost in living? 
Where is the wisdom we have lost in knowledge? 
Where is the knowledge we have lost in information? 
T.S. Elliot, The Rock (1934: 7). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Nearly half a century later, American composer Frank Zappa articulated an extended 
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version of the information-knowledge-wisdom hierarchy in: 

Information is not knowledge, 
Knowledge is not wisdom, 
Wisdom is not truth,  
Truth is not beauty, 
Beauty is not love, 
Love is not music, 
Music is the Best.  
Frank Zappa, Packard Goose (1979) 

 

Notwithstanding these and other distinctions (Bell, 1973), the most commonly cited 

typology is that of Ackoff (1989).  He differentiated between a progression from ‘data’ 

or raw facts, to ‘information,’ which is data that are presented in some ordered 

sequence, through to ‘knowledge’, which involves personal judgement concerning the 

significance of the information, within a given context, to ‘wisdom’, which is 

knowledge used to improve the human condition.  The DIKW framework implies that 

knowledge is best evaluated in terms of its usefulness.  In other words, knowledge is 

seen as data or information with another layer of intellectual analysis added.  It thus 

provides a means to analyse and understand data/information, beliefs about the 

causality of events/actions, and the basis to guide meaningful thought and action. 

 

While this discussion is of initial value in establishing a broad and general definition 

of knowledge, the ‘nested nature’ of the categories (Spender, 2008a); that is, the 

manner in which one progresses from and understands one in terms of the other; does 

little to explain the characteristic properties of knowledge or the types of knowledge 

that exist.  To do this, it is necessary to examine different perspectives on knowledge.  

In a manner similar to Burrell and Morgan’s epistemologies of the social sciences 

(Burrell and Morgan, 1979), the contemporary knowledge management literature is 

engaged in an ongoing debate between two epistemological perspectives.  While 

labeled in a variety of different ways, by a variety of different authors, see Table 2.1 

below, the distinction within each dichotomy is broadly similar.  In each of the former 

perspectives knowledge is seen as content, an asset or resource, something that can be 

possessed, while within the latter, knowledge is viewed in terms of the process or 

practice of knowing.  

Author  Objectivist Perspective Practice-Based 
Perspective 

Scarbrough (1998) A ‘content’ theory of A ‘r elational’ view of 
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knowledge knowledge 
Cook and Brown (1999) Epistemology of  

possession 
Epistemology of practice 

McAdam & McCreedy 
(2000) 

Knowledge as truth Knowledge as socially 
constructed 

Empson (2001) Knowledge as an asset Knowing as a process 
Werr and Stjernberg 
(2003) 

Knowledge as theory Knowledge as practice 

Schultze and Stabell 
(2004) 

Epistemology of duality Epistemology of dualism 

Table 2.1 Competing Epistemologies          
Source:  Hislop (2009) 
 
The remainder of this section is devoted to a more in-depth examination of both 

perspectives. Section one adopts an objectivist perspective, viewing knowledge as 

content, while section two, in assuming a practice-based perspective, takes the 

conversation to the realm of action or knowing.  In an effort to reflect the somewhat 

fragmented, contradictory and competing nature of the knowledge related literature, 

each perspective is presented separately.  In Section 2.3, where the implications of the 

different perspectives are reflected upon, the continued existence and utility of both 

perspectives is acknowledged (Comas and Sieber, 2001; Cook and Seely-Brown, 

1999; Orlikowski, 2002). 

 

2.2.1 An Objectivist Perspective on Knowledge-Knowledge as Content 

The literature has progressed through identifying fundamentally different types of 

knowledge resulting in a variety of overlapping and often confusing categories 

(Badaracco, 1991).  One of the earliest typologies, by Ryle (1949), differentiated 

between ‘knowing that’ and ‘knowing how’; while the former is abstract, the latter 

adds the capacity for action to the abstract understanding of the situation.  James 

(1950) made a similar distinction between ‘knowledge about’ and ‘knowledge of 

acquaintance.’  Once again the former is abstract, while the latter is intimate and the 

immediate result of experience.  The contrast between ‘know-what’ and ‘know-how’ 

continues to pervade the literature.  For instance, Blackler (1995) speaks of 

‘embrained knowledge’, or knowledge that is dependent on conceptual skills and 

cognitive abilities (know-what), and ‘embodied knowledge’ which is action- oriented, 

i.e. practical, and is likely to be only partly explicit (know-how).  However, the 

categorisation or typology that has had the greatest impact on the study of knowledge 

is Polanyi’s (1962, 1966, 1976), distinction between tacit and explicit knowledge.  For 
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this reason, greater attention has been devoted to understanding this particular 

dichotomy, with the author using it as a lens through which to examine other 

knowledge types.   

 

Although Polanyi’s ‘tacit-explicit’ distinction reflects the earlier one of James (1950), 

in that explicit knowledge is similar to ‘knowledge about’, and tacit knowledge is 

similar to ‘knowledge of acquaintance’, it is richer.  According to Polanyi, all tacit 

knowledge is contextualised, reflecting the active participation of the knower in a 

particular domain of activity, hence his use of the term ‘knowing’ in place of the term 

‘knowledge’ (Polanyi, 1962).  Polanyi (1966) distinguished between two forms of 

tacit knowing. The first term, ‘proximal knowing’, indicates knowledge that is 

centrally attached to the knower.  For example, the particulars of a particular action 

such as riding a bike or swimming, the bicycle rider knows about steering, peddling 

and balancing and the swimmer knows about breathing and buoyancy.  The second 

term, ‘distal knowing’, is knowledge that is subsidiary to the knower, (the overall 

knowledge of how to ride the bike or how to swim is knowledge that is greater than 

the sum of one’s knowledge of the individual actions).  According to Polanyi, there is 

a functional relationship between the two terms, “we know the first only by relying 

on our awareness of it for attending to the second” (Polanyi, 1966: 10).  In other 

words, our knowledge of the proximal is tacit, we know about it only through the 

distal term and we cannot express it in words.  In terms of the earlier examples, 

Polanyi has argued, swimmers generally do not know how they keep themselves afloat 

by regulating their breathing and buoyancy and the bicycle rider does not know how 

he/she balances the bicycle (Polanyi, 1962).  It follows that they can neither articulate 

this knowledge nor teach it to others.  In 1962 Polanyi wrote, “the aim of a skillful 

performance is achieved by the observance of a set of rules which are not known as 

such to the person following them” (Polanyi, 1962: 49), and in 1976, that “the grounds 

of from-to or from-at knowledge are often unspecifiable” (Polanyi, 1976: 335).  Hence 

the often-quoted phrase, “We know more than we can tell” or “we have the power to 

know more than we can tell” (Polanyi, 1966: 4).  Indeed a switch of attention from 

the subsidiary to the proximal will almost certainly interrupt the performance, as 

attention to the mechanics of the activity causes the cyclist to loose her balance and 

the swimmer to flounder or sink. 
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Tacit knowledge has several other synonyms such as: ‘subjective knowledge’ 

(Popper, 1972), ‘intuitive’, ‘non-verbalised’ or ‘non-verbalisable knowledge’ 

(Hedlund, 1994) ‘procedural knowledge’ (Kogut and Zander, 1992), ‘know-how’ 

(Corsini, 1987), ‘a recipe’ (Kogut and Zander, 1987), or ‘a script’ (Sternberg, 1994).  

As a result, tacit knowledge is often viewed more as a capability (Ambrosini, 1995), 

or a form of competence (Badaraco, 1991), which requires the active participation of 

the knower in the process of knowing (Spender, 1992, 1995).  

 

From an objectivist perspective, tacit knowledge is said to possess at least three 

distinguishing characteristics.  First, tacit knowledge is intimately attached to the 

knower; it is personal knowledge (Ravetz, 1971).  Second, it is practical knowledge 

of a particular process (Sternberg, 1994), that is, it is knowledge about how to do 

things (Eysenck and Keane, 1993) such as skills or know-how (Kogut and Zander 

1992).  A subset of this feature is the idea that tacit knowledge is context specific.  It 

is knowledge typically acquired on the job or in the situation where it is used 

(Sternberg, 1994).  As Nonaka (1991) suggests “tacit knowledge is deeply rooted in 

action and in an individual’s commitment to a specific context - a craft, a profession, 

a particular technology, product, market, or the activities of a work group or team” 

(Nonaka, 1991: 98).  Finally, tacit knowledge is hard to formalise or inexpressible in 

a codifiable form.  Thus it is difficult to share (Nonaka, 1991), or as Badaracco (1991: 

82) put it: “it cannot be clearly communicated to someone else through words or other 

symbols” In line with these characteristics, the notion of ‘tacitness’ is said to arise in 

three ways: first, it occurs as high-speed action, secondly, the action is deeply 

embedded in the context and, thirdly, the details are lost in language.  In conclusion, 

tacit knowledge is personal, uncodified knowledge which can only be communicated 

through activity.  Nonaka and Takeuchi’s bread-maker (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995) 

and Lave and Wenger’s case-studies of apprentice midwives, tailors, meat-cutters and 

alcoholics (Lave and Wenger, 1991) bear testament to these characteristics.  

 

Customary explanations of tacit knowledge have inevitably turned to comparisons 

with explicit knowledge. Once again there are several terms synonymous with explicit 

knowledge.  Among the most frequently employed are: ‘objective knowledge’ 

(Popper, 1972), ‘articulated knowledge’ (Hedlund, 1992) ‘articulable knowledge’ 

(Winter, 1987) ‘verbal knowledge’ (Corsini, 1987) and (borrowed from the artificial 
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intelligence domain), ‘declarative knowledge’ (Kogut and Zander, 1992).  Despite an 

abundant variety of terms there is widespread agreement on the meaning of explicit 

knowledge.  One of the most detailed definitions is given by Winter (1987): “articulate 

knowledge can be communicated from its possessor to another person in symbolic 

form and the recipient of the communication becomes as much in the know as the 

originator” (Winter 1987: 7).  This description highlights the two main distinguishing 

characteristics of explicit knowledge: The first concerns communicability: explicit 

knowledge can be written down, encoded, explained, or understood quickly.  The 

second characteristic concerns ownership: explicit knowledge is “not specific or 

idiosyncratic to the firm or person possessing it” (Sobol and Lei 1994: 170).  As a 

consequence, explicit knowledge can be shared and is said to loose little in the process 

of transmission.   

 

Drawing on these notions of tacit and explicit knowledge (Polanyi, 1962; 1975), the 

combined contributions of Nonaka (1994), Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) and Nonaka 

et al (2000) provide the best-known exemplar of this perspective. Their fundamental 

premise is that the two types of knowledge, tacit and explicit, interact with one another 

through the creative and social activities of people.  This interaction takes the form of 

‘knowledge conversion’, in which tacit knowledge is converted to explicit knowledge 

and vice versa.  Four modes of knowledge conversion are identified, with each one 

characterised by a particular knowledge content as summarized in Figure 2.2 below. 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2 Four Modes of Knowledge Conversion  
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Source  Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) 
 

The first stage, ‘socialisation’, involves sharing tacit knowledge between individuals 

without the use of language through observation, imitation and practice.  

Apprenticeships or on-the-job training are based on this principle. Socialisation yields 

‘sympathised knowledge’ such as technical skills.  In the next stage, ‘externalisation’, 

triggered by dialogue or collective reflection, articulates tacit knowledge explicitly 

through developing ‘conceptual knowledge’ in the form of concepts, metaphors, 

analogies, hypothesis or models.  This is followed by ‘combination’, which involves 

formally passing codified or explicit knowledge from one person to another.  For 

example, individuals exchange knowledge through documents, meetings, telephone 

conversations or electronic media.  Combination generates 'systemic knowledge' in 

the form of a prototype or new component technology.  Finally, ‘internalisation’ is 

rooted in learning by doing.  The explicit knowledge becomes part of the individual’s 

knowledge base in the form of 'operational knowledge' or technical knowledge 

concerning policies, processes and procedures.  

 

Organisational knowledge creation occurs when these four modes of knowledge 

conversion interact in a continuous and dynamic spiral represented by the acronym 

SECI (Socialisation – Externalisation – Combination - Internalisation), as illustrated 

in Figure 2.3 below.  The spiral consists of five-phases: sharing tacit knowledge, 

concept creation, concept justification, archetype building and cross-leveling 

knowledge and amplifying it throughout the organisation (Giroux and Taylor, 2002).  

When newly created knowledge is ‘cross-leveled’ at an organisation level, it becomes 

organisational knowledge and a new cycle of knowledge creation can begin (Tsoukas, 

2003).  Knowledge creation equates to knowledge accumulation in the model, as each 

cycle of knowledge conversion builds on a previous cycle to form a spiral (Gourlay, 

2006).   
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One of the key purposes of the knowledge creation model was ‘to identify conditions 

enabling knowledge creation in order to improve innovation and learning (Nonaka et 

al, 2006: 1185). Consequently, extensions to the SECI model involved identifying 

specific organisational practices, contexts or triggers that were said to favour shifts 

between knowledge conversion modes and the emergence of knowledge creation 

cycles.  In this respect Nonaka and Konno (1998) introduced the concept of ba from 

the Japanese philosophy of existentialism, wherein Ba is defined as a space for 

emerging relationships, which provides a context for advancing individual/collective 
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knowledge.  Based on two distinct variables: the type of interaction (individual or 

collective), and the media used for interaction (face to face or virtual), four types of 

ba were identified (Nonaka et al, 2000).  These four types corresponded to the four 

phases of knowledge conversion.  Socialisation occurs in the context of originating ba 

(individual, face-to-face interaction), whereby individuals share their experiences and 

emotions; the move from socialisation to externalisation occurs in the context of 

dialoguing ba (collective, face-to-face interaction); combination occurs in the context 

of systemising ba (collective, virtual interaction), whereby explicit knowledge is 

transmitted to a large number of people in virtual form, and finally, the move to 

internalisation occurs in the context of exercising ba (individual, virtual interaction), 

where individuals internalise the knowledge that has been transmitted to them.  The 

contribution of the extended model is that bas can be generated by organisational 

effort, where teams represent bas for individuals, organisations for teams, and markets 

for organisations. 

 

While Nonaka et al view knowledge as dynamic rather than static, (with new 

knowledge continually being created through the dialogue between tacit and explicit 

knowledge), ultimately, their conceptualisation of knowledge as an entity that 

individuals possess, fosters their continued allegiance with the objectivist perspective.  

This notion that knowledge can only ever exist at the level of the individual, has been 

disputed by a number of theorists.  Foremost amongst these was Spender (1994, 

1996a), who argued that while much knowledge resides within individuals, knowledge 

also resides in social groups. While acknowledging the tacit/explicit dimensions, 

Spender made an additional distinction between individual and social knowledge, 

which were extended in the form of a two-by-two matrix of knowledge types as 

illustrated in Table 2.2 below, and elaborated upon in the following paragraphs.  The 

terms in parenthesis are those used in the earlier 1994 version of the typology.   

 
 Individual  Social 

Explicit  Conscious Objectified (Scientific) 

Tacit (Implicit)  Automatic (Nonconcious) Collective 

 
Table 2.2 The Different Types of Organisational Knowledge 
Source  Spender, J. C. (1996b) 
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According to Spender, four types of knowledge exist: Conscious knowledge (explicit 

knowledge held by an individual); objectified or scientific knowledge (explicit 

knowledge held by a group/organisation); automatic knowledge (tacit knowledge held 

by an individual); and collective knowledge (tacit knowledge held by a 

group/organisation).  The critical difference between the different types of knowledge 

is the extent to which each type is more or less separated from practice.  For instance, 

objectified knowledge, knowledge contained in a documented system of rules, 

operating procedures, or formalised organisational routines, can be compared with 

collective knowledge: the knowledge contained in informal routines, rituals and 

stories.  Collective knowledge goes far beyond the idea of knowledge being shared 

throughout the organisation.  It is knowledge that is highly context-dependent, that is 

affected by, and contingent upon, the relationships of individuals with other members 

of the ‘collective’.  Broadly speaking, it is similar to the concept of a ‘group mind’ 

(Weick and Roberts, 1993).  Collective knowledge is a dynamic concept that is not 

only held collectively, but also generated and applied collectively within a pattern of 

social relationships.  In this way it is knowledge that is manifest in the practice or 

activities of an organisation.  While the emphasis on tacit and explicit knowledge as 

separate knowledge types situates Spender’s work within the objectivist perspective, 

his recognition of the existence of collective knowledge, as knowledge manifest in 

human activity or practice, is more closely aligned with the practice-based perspective.  

In view of this, his contribution is more aptly considered here as providing a bridge 

between both perspectives.  

 

 

 

2.2.1.1  The Characteristics of the Objectivist Perspective 

The primary characteristic of the objectivist perspective is its entitative nature, 

wherein knowledge is regarded as an entity or commodity that people possess, but 

which can exist independently of them in a codifiable form.  Hence Cook and Brown’s 

description of this perspective as ‘an epistemology of possession’ (Cook and Brown, 

1999).  A second assumption regarding the nature of knowledge from this perspective 

is that it is possible to develop a type of knowledge that is free from individual 

subjectivity.  This represents what McAdam and McCreedy (2000) described as the 

‘knowledge as truth’ perspective, where explicit knowledge is seen as equivalent to a 
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canonical body of scientific facts and laws.  These ideas are deeply rooted in the 

philosophy of positivism, the belief that social phenomena can be studied scientifically 

and that objective knowledge is produced as a result.  The third key characteristic of 

the objectivist perspective is that it privileges explicit knowledge over tacit 

knowledge.  While the sharing of tacit knowledge is acknowledged as difficult, 

complex and time-consuming, due to its highly subjective nature, the sharing of 

explicit knowledge is regarded as fairly straightforward.  As a consequence, the overall 

emphasis of the objectivist perspective is on converting all tacit knowledge into 

explicit knowledge (externalisation) rather than attempting to share tacit knowledge 

directly.  The final major assumption of the objectivist perspective reflects Simon’s 

insistence (Simon, 1991) that “all learning takes place inside the heads of individuals,” 

(Cook and Brown, 1999: 385), in other words knowing is a cognitive process and 

knowledge is a cognitive, intellectual entity (something that is held in the head) that 

is ultimately codifiable.  Figure 2.4 below provides an overview of the objectivist 

perspective that summarises the fundamental questions raised and the associated 

assumptions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

What is knowledge?  

How is the phenomenon of 
knowledge framed?  

Knowledge is an entity, a 
commodity, a possession/resource  

Knowledge is derived from 
intellectual, cognitive processes  
Knowledge as ‘duality’ – either 
tacit (subjective) or explicit 
All knowledge is ultimately 
codifiable/objective 

Fundamental Questions Raised:  
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Figure 2.4  An Overview of the Objectivist Perspective 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    Figure 2.4  An Overview of the Objectivist Perspective 
    Source Author 
 

The fundamental questions raised by the objectivist perspective have been adapted 

to formulate the first research question.  

 

Research Question One: 

What is the nature and content of leader’s personal 
knowledge? 
How do they perceive knowledge? What knowledge do they 
prioritise? 

 

 

 

 

2.2.1.2  A Critique of the Objectivist Perspective 

The characteristic tendency of the objectivist perspective to reify knowledge, treating 

it as a stock or set of discrete elements, has been the subject of much criticism 

(Scarborough and Swan 1999; Scarborough and Swan, 2001).  A number of authors 

have argued that while such approaches may have analytical benefits, they also 

misrepresent the extent to which these elements are inseparable and mutually defined 

(Alvesson and Kärreman, 2001; McAdam and McCreedy, 2000; Soo et al, 2002, von 

Krogh et al, 2000). While Polanyi’s assertion, ‘we know more than we can tell’, is 

often used to justify the tact-explicit distinction, this, it has been suggested, (Brown 

Contradictions/uncertainties do not 
exist 
A prioritisation of explicit over 
tacit knowledge 
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and Duiguid, 1991; Pritchard, 2000) misunderstands the true meaning of Polanyi’s 

thesis (Polanyi, 1969).  A return to Polanyi supports this viewpoint, “The idea of 

strictly explicit knowledge is indeed self-contradictory; deprived of their tacit 

coefficient all spoken words, all formulae, all maps and graphs are strictly 

meaningless” (Polanyi, 1969: 195).  This assertion implies that rather than tacit and 

explicit knowledge representing separate and distinctive types of knowledge, they 

actually represent two aspects of knowledge that are, in fact, inseparable (Tsoukas, 

1996; Werr and Sternberg 2003). As Tsoukas (1996) suggested, “tacit knowledge can 

indeed be linguistically expressed if we focus our attention to it and vice versa: explicit 

knowledge is always grounded in a tacit component” (Tsoukas, 1996: 14).   

 

Blackler (1995) was foremost amongst those who argued in support of the 

inseparability of the tacit-explicit dimension; recognising not only was knowledge 

multidimensional, as suggested by Spender (1994), but simultaneously so.  Adapting 

the conceptual study of Collins (1993), he initially described five ‘images’ of 

knowledge in organisations: ‘embrained knowledge’, ‘embodied knowledge’, 

‘encultured knowledge’, ‘embedded knowledge’ and ‘encoded knowledge’.  Lam 

(2000) built on this schema in terms of whether the knowledge was tacit, explicit, 

individual or collective, see Table 2.3 below and the descriptions in the paragraphs 

that follow.  In Lam’s version, Blackler’s original five types are collapsed into four 

with encultured knowledge (shared understandings in the form of ideologies or 

recipes), subsumed into the embedded knowledge.   

 

 

 

 

 
 Individual  Collective 

Explicit  Embrained Knowledge Encoded Knowledge 

Tacit Embodied Knowledge Embedded Knowledge 

 
Table 2.3 Images of Knowledge in Organisations 
Source Blackler (1994, 1995) 
 

Embrained knowledge (individual/explicit) is knowledge that is dependent on 



 40 

conceptual skills and cognitive abilities.  It is formal abstract or theoretical knowledge.  

Scientific knowledge, which focuses on the rational understanding and knowing of 

universal principles or laws of nature, belongs to this category.   

 

Embodied knowledge (individual-tacit) is action oriented.  It is the practical individual 

type knowledge (or know-how) on which Polanyi (1962, 1966) focused.  In contrast 

with embrained knowledge, which depends on abstract theoretical, reasoning (or 

knowing), embodied knowledge builds on bodily or practical experience (or doing).  

It has a strong automatic and voluntaristic component: its generation and application 

does not need to be fitted into or processed through a conscious decision-making 

schema (Spender 1996b: 67).  Embodied knowledge is also context specific: it is 

particular knowledge that becomes relevant in practice only in light of the problem at 

hand (Barley, 1996).  Its generation cannot be separated from its application.   

 

Encoded knowledge, sometimes referred to as information, is knowledge that is 

collective and explicit.  It is knowledge that has been codified and stored in blueprints, 

written rules, procedures or expert systems and is usually conveyed by signs, symbols, 

printed materials such as manuals or codes of practice.  It tends to generate a unified 

and predictable pattern of behaviour and output in organisations and, in turn, to 

facilitate centralisation and control.  In this sense, encoded knowledge is inevitably 

knowledge that is simplified and selective, failing to capture and preserve the tacit 

skills and judgement of individuals.   

 

Embedded knowledge is the collective form of tacit knowledge residing in 

organisational routines and shared norms that aims to achieve shared beliefs and 

shared understandings.  Embedded knowledge is relation-specific, contextual and 

dispersed.  It is organic and dynamic: an emergent form of knowledge capable of 

supporting complex patterns of interaction in the absence of written rules.   

 

Although many of these types of knowledge are similar to those identified previously, 

for example, ‘embrained knowledge’ is what Ryles (1949) called ‘knowledge that’ (or 

‘know-what’) and James (1950) called ‘knowledge about,’ and ‘embodied knowledge’ 

is what James (1950) termed ‘knowledge of acquaintance’ (or ‘know-how’), Blackler 

extended his typology to reflect organisational differences.  Two sets of differentials 
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were identified: firstly, organisations that focus on problems of a routine kind versus 

those that focus on unfamiliar problems and, secondly, organisations that depend on 

the contribution of key individuals versus those who are more dependent on collective 

effort.  Blackler suggested that different types of organisations depend on different 

types of knowledge.  Organisations that depend on key individuals and need solutions 

to routine problems rely most on embodied knowledge.  If organisations depend on 

key individuals, but need solutions to unfamiliar issues, then they are mostly reliant 

on embrained knowledge.  On the other hand, if a collective effort is required for the 

solution of routine problems, then organisations depend on embedded knowledge.  

Finally, when collective effort is used for the solution of unfamiliar issues, the 

encultured knowledge becomes critical.  Blackler suggested that in today's economy, 

with the focus on novel or unfamiliar problems, organisations are becoming less 

reliant on embodied and embedded knowledge and more reliant on embrained and 

encultured knowledge.   

 

Having presented this typology, Blacker identified the weaknesses inherent in such 

distinctions.  In acknowledging the ‘disruptive role’ of new forms of encoded 

knowledge, (such as information technology), on other knowledge types, he suggested 

that “embodied, embedded, embrained, encultured and encoded knowledge cannot be 

sensibly conceived as separate from one another” (Blackler, 1995: 1033). Referencing 

the work of Star (1992) and Lave (1993), Blacker contends that traditional conceptions 

of knowledge as abstract, disembodied, individual and formal are unrealistic.  

Knowledge, he argues, is multifaceted and complex, being situated and abstract, 

implicit and explicit, distributed and individual, physical and mental, developing and 

static, verbal and encoded. Recast in this way, the heretofore-common understanding 

of knowledge is fundamentally altered; no longer a discrete entitative object, 

knowledge is considered inseparable from human activity.  Thus, according to 

Blacker, all activity is to some extent knowledgeable: involving the use and/or 

development of knowledge; and conversely, all knowledge work, whether using it, 

sharing it, developing it or creating it; will involve an element of activity.  Blackler 

suggested that “rather than talking of knowledge as something that people have, 

knowledge is better regarded as something they do” (Blackler, 1995: 1023).  As a 

consequence, knowing (rather than knowledge) is a phenomenon which is: “manifest 

in systems of language, technology, collaboration and control (mediated), located in 
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time and space and specific to particular contexts (situated), constructed and 

constantly developing (provisional) and purposive and objective-oriented 

(pragmatic)” (Blackler, 1995: 1039).  

 

Tsoukas (1996) similarly emphasised the distributed, decentered and provisional 

nature of organisational knowledge that he justified in the following observations. A 

firm’s knowledge is distributed in that ‘no single person can have the knowledge that 

the firm needs’.  Added to which a firm’s knowledge is inherently indeterminate, 

‘firms do not know, they cannot know what they need to know’ (Tsoukas, 1996: 22).  

Lacking an overseeing mind, and dealing with ‘radical uncertainty’ (Piore, 1995: 120) 

or ‘second order ignorance’, (not knowing what one needs to know), knowledge is 

continuously reconstituted through the firm’s activities or social practices.  Such 

practices are three-dimensional: First, there are the standard expectations associated 

with carrying out any particular organisational role, secondly, are the habits, 

dispositions, or tendencies that have been formed in the course of past socialisations 

outside the context of the organisation, (religion, education, life-experience), thirdly, 

there is the interactive-situational dimension; the social and dynamic context of any 

particular activity.  A firm has some control over normative expectations that seek to 

establish consistency across behaviours in different contexts, but very limited control 

over externally shaped dispositions and activities shaped by local circumstances.  As 

a consequence, there will be inevitable tensions and gaps between ‘canonical practice’, 

or normative expectations, and ‘non-canonical practice’, or dispositions and 

interactive situations (Brown and Duiguid, 1991). At any point in time, a firm’s 

knowledge is the indeterminate outcome of individuals attempting to manage these 

tensions. In other words no matter how explicit and well defined the rules are that may 

guide action, the essential distinctiveness of each and every situation means there will 

always be some element of ambiguity or uncertainty that creates a need for the ‘actors’ 

to make inferences and personal judgments in an effort to fill these gaps.  Tsoukas 

(1996) referred to this state of affairs as ‘the indeterminacy of social practices’ 

(Tsoukas, 1996: 19), which, as illustrated in the preceding discussion, is always a 

contingent, emergent and indeterminate event.   

 

The fundamental beliefs of Blackler (1995) and Tsoukas (1996) are compatible.  Both 

emphasise the active and processual nature of knowledge, knowledge is embodied in 
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people and embedded in practice; in other words, knowledge cannot be separated from 

the process of knowing, or from the people involved in that process.  As Maturana and 

Varella (1987) suggested: “All doing is knowing, all knowing is doing”, (Maturana 

and Varella, (1987: 27). The combined contributions of Blackler (1995) and Tsoukas 

(1996) in rethinking the nature of organisational knowledge in this way constituted a 

significant turning point in advancing the knowledge-related discourse towards a 

‘practice-based perspective’ on knowing.  An overview of this practice-based 

perspective is provided in Section 2.2.2 below.  

 

2.2.2 A Practice-Based Perspective on Knowledge:  

 Knowledge as Process 

Interest in the theory of practice is not new (Ortner, 1984), yet it was not until 

relatively recently that notions of activity and practice entered the knowledge 

management domain.  In this regard, the work of Cook and Brown (1999) was 

particularly instrumental in differentiating between ‘an epistemology of possession’, 

that treats knowledge as something people possess, and an ‘epistemology of practice’, 

where knowing is part of action.  Orlikowski (2002) made a similar distinction 

between knowledge as a separate entity, static property or stable disposition embedded 

in practice, and a view of knowledge “at any given time, as what the practice has made 

it” (Olikowski, 2002: 250).  The latter view sees knowledge as enacted – every day 

and over time in people’s practices.  It leads to an understanding of knowledge and 

practice as reciprocally constitutive, so that it does not make sense to talk about either 

knowledge or practice without the other. 

 

The emerging nature of practice-based theorising (Gherardi, 2000) has encouraged a 

literature that is, once again, rife with a multiplicity of research approaches that have 

as many differences as they have commonalities.  While there is no such thing as a 

unified theory of practice, in recent years a convergence of sorts has emerged from 

amongst a variety of theoretical approaches (Nicolini, Gherardi and Yanow, 2003).  

These include: situated learning theory (Lave and Wenger, 1991), a cultural-

interpretive approach to learning (Cook and Yanow, 1993; Yanow, 2000), activity 

theory (Blackler, Crump and McDonald, 2000) and actor-network theory (Gherardi 

and Nicolini, 2002; Suchman, 2000).  It is beyond the scope of this literature review 

to examine each theoretical approach in detail, or to provide coverage of the entire 



 44 

body of work.  Rather, the aim is to provide a brief account of each tradition 

accompanied by a selected sample of studies that are representative of the salient 

aspects of each.  In doing so, the author has primarily relied on two key publications 

that have attempted to bring together the four strands of this conversation.  These are: 

The special issue on ‘Knowing in Practice’, Organisation (2000) and ‘Knowing in 

Organisations a Practice-based Approach’ (Nicolini, Gherardi and Yanow, 2003).  

 

2.2.2.1  Situated Learning Theory 

Social or situated learning theory emerged during the past decade as an alternative to 

dominant cognitive perspectives on learning (Kolb, 1984; Revans; 1982).  Lave and 

Wenger (1991) were foremost amongst those who argued that learning should not be 

viewed as the simple transmission of abstract and decontextualised knowledge from 

one individual to another; but as a social process whereby knowledge is co-

constructed (Lave and Wenger, 1991), and learning is located or situated within 

everyday practices; in other words learning takes place in the same context in which 

it is applied (Lave and Wenger, 2000).  

 

The basic building blocks of situated learning systems are ‘communities of practice,’ 

‘groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic 

and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an 

ongoing basis’ (Wenger et al., 2002: 4).  Thus, according to Wenger, communities of 

practice became containers of competencies with respect to specific tasks or activities.  

He defined competence by combining three elements: joint enterprise, mutual 

engagement and a shared repertoire.  In other words, members of the community are 

bound together and held accountable by their collectively developed understanding of 

what their community is about; members engage and interact with one another, 

establishing norms and relationships that reflect these interactions; and members share 

a repertoire of communal resources, language, routines, sensibilities, artifacts, tools 

and stories.  Knowing, in this context, is a matter of displaying these socially defined 

competencies: to understand the enterprise well enough to contribute to it, to engage 

with the community and be trusted as a partner in these interactions and to have access 

to and be able to use the shared repertoire appropriately.  

 

In their study of midwives, tailors, quartermasters, butchers and recovering alcoholics, 
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Lave and Wenger (1991) used the term ‘legitimate peripheral participation’ to reflect 

the progressive involvement of newcomers or apprentices in a practice as they acquire 

growing competence.  The adjective ‘peripheral’ denotes the existence of a route that 

a new member must follow in order to gain the esteem of the community’s established 

members.  At the same time, the idea of ‘legitimate participation’ emphasises that as 

the newcomer passes through the various stages of learning he/she must connect with 

others performing actual practices.  Since knowledge is integrated and distributed in 

the life of the community and learning is an act of belonging, (or becoming an insider), 

learning necessitates participation.  The professional development of the members and 

the development of the practice sustained by the community go hand in hand; the 

members’ identity and the knowledge of the community evolve in parallel.  In this 

way, communities of practice are highly dynamic entities: evolving as newcomers 

become absorbed into a community, as old-timers leave and as the knowledge and 

practices of the community evolves with changing circumstances.   

 

The contribution that social/situated learning makes towards understanding knowing 

and learning in organisations is best explained through its use of the adjectives ‘social’ 

and ‘situated’. The term ‘social’ points to the localisation of learning and knowing, 

not in the mind of the individual but in a collective subject, a subject that 

simultaneously thinks, learns, works and innovates, (Brown and Duguid, 1991); 

knowing is no longer considered as a separate activity but one that is attached to, or 

enacted in, a communal practice (Gherardi, 2000).  In contrast with traditional 

cognitive learning theory, which regards context as the container of decontextualised 

knowledge (knowledge that is impersonal, detached, asocial, apolitical, immaterial 

and ahistorical), the term ‘situated’ emphasises the contextual nature of knowledge.  

In other words, what is learned is specific to the situation in which it is learned.  Thus 

all knowledge is contextual and reciprocally so, context shapes individuals’ 

knowledge and individual thinking and actions in turn shape the context.   

 

The reconceptualisation of knowing and learning as social and situated has been 

further explored by other intellectual traditions that now form part of the practice-

based perspective.  In terms of its social character, detaching the concept of knowing 

from the mental and the individual and attaching it to practice, according to Gherardi 

(2000), opened up a whole new world; one where the influence of pathos and not just 
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logos was recognised (Gagliardi, 1990).  To address these heretofore unexplored 

issues, an interpretive approach to the study of organisational culture emerged (Cook 

and Yanow, 1993; Yanow, 2000).  This approach is explored in the next section.   

 

2.2.2.2  A Cultural- Interpretive Approach to Learning  

A cultural-interpretive approach to learning considers an organisation as a culture, 

with culture perceived as a practice comprising a set of acts and interactions that 

involve language and objects repeated overtime with patterns and variations (Yanow, 

2000).  Cook and Yanow (1993) provide an example of a flute making company, 

‘Powell Flute makers’, to illustrate the contribution of this perspective to 

understanding knowing as practice.  Their study highlighted the collective nature of 

knowing and learning; developing individual mastery (knowing how to make a flute) 

depended on social processes, both for its existence and its communication.  Cook and 

Yanow noted that ‘no single individual was responsible for making an entire flute’, 

people were, they suggested, working on parts of flutes, rather than making entire 

flutes, ‘collectively they mastered the practice or know-how of flute making’ (Cook 

and Yanow, 1993).  The practice of flute making was also the medium through which 

mastery was expressed; knowledge was communicated through the vehicle of the 

flute, in acting on it, in interaction with it and concerning it.  Members of the collective 

learned how to make their work-practices (what they knew) visible to each other in 

the context of objects and embodied acts (handling flute sections, working on them, 

handing them to the next flute maker or back to the preceding one), and by way of 

talk, wherein they spoke to each other of ‘the feel of the flute’.  Vague, abstract and 

cryptic remarks such as, ‘it doesn’t feel right, it’s cranky’ or ‘this bit doesn’t look quite 

right’ were readily understood and prompted very specific corrective action without 

any other intervention being necessary (Cook and Yanow, 1993).  That the language 

in such exchanges remained inexact was in no small part due to the fact that many of 

the actual physical dimensions and tolerances of the flutes had never been made 

explicit; and those that had were rarely referred to in those terms.  The precise 

standards and high quality upon which ‘a Powell flute’ relied had been maintained 

purely on the basis of ‘individual and mutual hand-to-hand judgements of feel and 

eye’ (Cook and Yanow, 1993: 380).  Flute makers talked in terms of the ‘right look’ 

and the ‘right feel’ that are unique to the Powell workshop.  Such insights highlight 

the context-specific, site-specific or local knowledge that are embedded in, sustained 
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by, and reproduced through practice.  In this context, organisational learning requires 

socialising or acculturating new members into the organisation.  This necessitates 

active maintenance, preservation and confirmation of existing know-how as opposed 

to any form of overt change.    

 

The kinesthetic, tacit and aesthetic dimensions of knowing unearthed by Yanow 

(2000) were further developed by Strati (2003, 2007) who illustrated the centrality of 

‘sensible knowing’, (what is perceived through the senses, judged through the senses 

and reproduced through the senses) within practice-based knowing.  Sensible 

knowledge resides in the visual, the auditory, the olfactory, gustatory and in sensitive 

and aesthetic-judgement.  Reporting on field research amongst a team of workers 

whose job it was to strip a roof in preparation for re-roofing, (work that literally and 

metaphorically removed the ground from beneath their feet), Strati questioned them 

on how it was done, how they did not slip or put a foot wrong and how could he learn 

to perform this work with a similar level of competence?  Stamping his feet the 

designated team leader answered, “the secret is in feeling the roof beneath your feet, 

you need to feel the roof attached to or nailed to your feet; you need your hands to 

work, your feet are what keep you on the roof.” (Strati, 2003: 64).  ‘Looking with your 

ears’, ‘ listening to noises and paying attention to suspicious ones’, ‘being able to 

almost lean on air between one’s body and the roof’ and ‘appreciating the beauty of 

working up there’ were also considered critical dimensions of the ‘roofing capability’.     

 

An aesthetic take on practice emphasises knowing as a form of experience that is both 

personal and social.  On the one hand, aesthetic knowledge is conceptualised as a form 

of competence that persons acquire by activating their perceptive-sensorial faculties, 

aesthetic judgements and kinesthetic skills.  In this sense Strati’s take on practical 

knowledge has more in common with Polyani’s tacit knowledge ‘a knowledge that 

cannot be spoken about because it is not itself verbal (Polanyi, 1966) than with 

Nonaka’s version, ‘a knowledge that has not yet been rendered explicit (Nonaka, 

1994).  On the other hand, while Strati highlights the importance of the personal 

dimension of knowing, he does so within the context of the social. As Nicolini, 

Gherardi and Yanow (2003) remark, the socialised, trained, habituated and 

conditioned sentient human body described by Strati (2003) becomes a critical locus 

of connection and social order (Nicolini, Gherardi and Yanow, 2003: 11) upon which 



 48 

the conduct of roofing relies.  As Strati himself notes, these disciplined bodies are 

aesthetically and emotionally doing and re-doing organisation.   

 

As is evident from the preceding discussion, taking a cultural-interpretive and 

aesthetic perspective on knowing and learning means focusing on: collectives, their 

acts and interactions, the objects that are the focus of these acts, the language used in 

these acts, and the personal and site-specific meanings of these various artifacts to the 

actors in the situation.  This latter attribute, the context-specific, or local nature of 

knowledge embedded in practice (also highlighted by the situated perspective on 

learning), became the central focus of two other intellectual traditions, activity theory 

(Engeström 1987, 1999; Leont’ev, 1978, 1981; Vygotsky, 1978, 1987) and actor-

network theory (Callon, 1986; Latour 1987; Law 1987).  The following section 

introduces the first of these through its presentation of knowing as the outcome of a 

cultural and historical activity system.  While the emphasis is once again on knowing 

in action, there is divergence of focus: while the situated/cultural-interpretive theorists 

focus on learning as enculturation and the transmission of a legacy and shared 

repertoire, for the activity theorists collaboration is always a transformative 

endeavour.  In other words, while in the former approaches change is a variation 

arising from unexpected events, in the context of activity theory, change is a 

component part of the practice; while former approaches emphasise the power of 

tradition, this next approach stresses expansion, creativity, tension and unease.   

 

2.2.2.3  Understanding Knowing As Situated and Mediated Activity 

From an activity-based perspective, the overall emphasis is on active achievement and 

the minimum meaningful context for understanding action is the activity system. At 

its most basic an activity system entails a triadic relationship between: a subject (an 

individual, dyad or group), an object (an outward goal, a concrete purpose, or 

objectified motive towards which the activity is directed), and cultural-historically 

constructed mediating tools or instruments that may be material or psychological in 

nature, for example, artifacts, signs, symbols and language. Engeström (1987, 1999) 

built on Vygotsky’s original concept of mediation (Vygotsky, 1978, 1987) and 

Leont’ev’s concept of activity (Leont’ev, 1978, 1981), identifying additional 

contextual components of the activity system that mediate action.  These included: the 

community (the wider organisation and its culture), the outcome (the intended or 
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unintended implication of the activity), the manner in which the subject relates to the 

community using rules, norms, and behavioural conventions and the manner in which 

the community relates to the subject through division of labour.  This relationship is 

depicted in Figure 2.5 below.   

 

 
 
Figure 2.5 General Model of An Activity System  
Source  Engeström (1987)  
 

A critical dimension of the activity system that is not immediately obvious from the 

above illustration is the concept of contradictions, which includes tensions, paradoxes, 

conflicts, inconsistencies and incoherencies.  Engeström (1987) identified four levels 

of contradiction that may occur.  These are: primary contradictions; which arise within 

each node of the central activity system; secondary contradictions; which arise 

between the constituent nodes (for example, between the subject and the tools); 

tertiary contradictions; which arise between different objects and motives; and 

quaternary contradictions; which arise between the central activity and adjacent 

activities that comprise the network of activities that make-up the organisation.  While 

contradictions may often manifest as problems, breakdowns or clashes within a 

system, from the perspective of activity theory, they are perceived as sources and 

opportunities for development and learning, with activities always directed at working 

through them.  

 

Activity theory has found application in several domains, such as: organisational 

theory (Blackler, 1995), organisational learning (Engeström, 1999), organisational 
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memory (Kuutti and Virkkunen, 1995), and organisational sensemaking (Hassan, 

2000). Blackler (1995) is primarily associated with introducing the concept to the 

knowledge management domain.  His recognition of the inseparability of knowledge 

from human activity/practice and the mediated situated, provisional and purposive 

nature of knowledge (as previously outlined in Section, 2.2.1.2) were foremost in 

advancing theories of knowledge beyond the objectivist perspective.  Blackler 

continues his association with this tradition, being one of the core contributors to 

Nicolini et al’s illustration of how activity theory can be used to interpret knowing in 

practice (Nicolini, Gherardi and Yanow, 2003).  In their comparative study of three 

multi-disciplinary teams charged with developing a new strategic direction for their 

organisation, Blackler et al (2000) illustrate the emergent and often competing nature 

of multiple objectives.  Realisation of these priorities was explained through the 

processes of ‘perspective shaping,’ the group’s interpretation of their priorities and 

their ‘steer’ on problem solving; ‘perspective making’, the evolving dynamics of the 

team (group identity, integration, resources, division of knowledge and leadership); 

and ‘perspective taking,’ the way in which members of each community of activity 

understood and adapted to significant others (Boland and Tenkasi, 1995).  For Blackler 

et al, explicit recognition of the existence of these processes, as distinct from 

management’s habitual tendency towards centralised control, was considered essential 

in achieving integration and co-operation both within and between the different 

communities of activity. They describe activity systems as ‘disturbance producing 

mechanisms’ (Blackler et al., 2003: 281), as the tensions, paradoxes, inconsistencies 

and incoherencies within the system fuel on-going change, both in terms of how the 

system understands its objectives and the activities that accompany those objectives.  

The term ‘expansion’ is used to describe this process.  The expansive nature of activity 

systems is seen to engender a cycle of continuous learning and change.   

 

This latter aspect of the activity system has been further explored by Engeström et al 

(2003,) who examined three cases of emerging practice: white-collar crime 

investigation, crop rotation in organic farming, and caring for patients with multiple 

chronic illnesses. The recursive relationship between practice and its object becomes 

particularly apparent when there is an expansion of either one.  For example, in the 

case of patients with multiple chronic illnesses who increasingly drift between 

multiple caregiver locations, ‘the care episode’ (the patient visit inside the walls of the 
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doctor’s office) was no longer considered the appropriate object.  ‘Expansion’ of the 

original object designed to facilitate the collaborative representation and negotiation 

of the patient’s trajectory of care triggered the emergence of new instruments.  These 

new instruments consisted of ‘a care map’, which outlined the most important 

caregiver connections (for example the primary hospital, health station, rheumatic 

association), and ‘a care calendar’, that listed all past and current events in the patients 

care trajectory.  Reconstituting the original object (the care episode) into the new 

object (the patient’s care trajectory) facilitated joint examination, remembering, 

interpretation and revision by all parties involved.   

 

The preceding examples encapsulate the essence of activity theory and the core 

elements of Engeström’s (1987, 1989, 2001) ‘expansive learning cycle’.  The act of 

knowing is viewed as compromising: a ‘multi-voiced collective’ made up of multiple 

points of view, traditions and interests and ‘a historic accomplishment’ that forms and 

takes shape over lengthy periods of time.  The relationship between knowing and 

change is an integral aspect of the activity system with the emergence of 

‘contradictions’ (tensions and inconsistencies), leading to ‘expansive transformation.  

The latter entails an ongoing process of examination, reflection, evaluation, learning 

and change wherein the object, or motive, of the activity is reconceptualised to 

embrace a radically wider horizon of possibilities.  

 

The situated and mediated nature of knowing/learning emphasised in activity theory 

was similarly represented in another intellectual tradition known as actor-network 

theory (Callon, 1986, Latour 1987, Law 1987).  While there is shared recognition of 

uncertainties, conflicts and inconsistencies in both approaches, once again there is a 

difference in emphasis, with power, inequalities, silencing, and hegemony-related 

terms featuring much more prominently in this next and final approach of the practice-

based perspective.  

 

2.2.2.4 Understanding Knowing as an Actor-Network Relationship 

From an actor-network point of view knowing is a process of ‘heterogeneous 

engineering’ (Law 1987) wherein human elements and non-human elements form a 

network of heterogeneous activities that are constantly being engineered, 

transformed or re-aligned (Callon, 1986, Latour 1987, Law 1987).  In guiding the 
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analysis of practice, actor-network theory (ANT) advances three principles: The first 

is agnosticism, which advocates abandoning any a priori assumptions on the nature 

of networks, causal conditions or actors accounts.  In other words, ANT imposes 

total impartiality; all interpretations must be unprivileged.  The second, generalised 

symmetry, suggests employing a single explanatory frame when interpreting actants, 

(human and non-human elements) and affording equal agency to each.  The third 

principle, free association, advocates abandoning any distinction between natural 

and social phenomenon.  For ANT theorists the goal of heterogeneous engineering 

is ‘translation’, or the stable alignment of all elements in the form of an actor-

network.  This is a precarious process of ‘ordering’ that, according to Callon (1986), 

entails four ‘moments’: During the first moment of ‘problematisation’, one actor, 

‘the initiator’, attempts to make other actors subscribe to its own conceptions by 

demonstrating that it has the right definitions of, or solutions to, the problem.  

Initiators attempt to demonstrate their indispensability to the solution of the problem, 

establishing themselves as ‘obligatory passage points’ through which other actors 

must pass through.  Passage requires acceptance of roles, rules, conventions and 

operating procedures laid down by the first actor.  In the second moment, 

‘ interessement’, an attempt is made to impose and stabilise the identities and role 

defined in the problematisation stage on the other actors, thereby locking other actors 

into the roles proposed for them.  The third moment is ‘enrolment’; this occurs when 

a stable network of alliances is formed, and the actors yield to their defined roles and 

definitions.  The final moment, ‘mobilisation’ is a set of methods that initiators 

employ to ensure that allies do not betray the initiator’s interests.  During 

mobilisation the proposed solution gains wider acceptance and achieves stability.     

 

Suchman (2000) illustrates how the practice of building a bridge, in a large state 

agency, is a canonical example of ‘heterogeneous engineering’ (Law, 1987) 

involving the alignment of human and nonhuman elements into a stable artifact.  The 

account details the often hidden and unprioritised aspects of this work that consists 

of knowing, aligning or ordering the multiple, conflicting and inequitable demands, 

of a range of human (engineers, residents, citizens) and non-human constituents 

(properties, technologies, endangered species) embedded in the extended network. 

By way of illustration, Suchman, highlights the differences in what he terms ‘orders 

of stabilisation’ between the engineers; who view the bridge as a project to be 
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completed on time and within budget; and the residents, for whom the timeframe 

represents a period of disruption to be limited with the bridge being an outcome they 

will have to live with long after it is built.  Through other examples, he relates the 

impact of that which Callon (1991) called ‘punctuated organisational actors’: irate 

citizens, vocal politicians and privileged non-humans with examples of the latter 

being ‘the harvest mouse’ and ‘the delta smelt’ (a small fish) whose endangered 

habitats represent further issues to be reconciled.   

 

In this situation, selecting a preferred alternative from amongst the bridge-design 

options is much less a rational choice process than an act of ‘persuasive performance’ 

and ‘constitutive storytelling’.  As the engineers engage in the ‘ordering processes’ 

of approval, design and construction, they are also engaged in ongoing 

reconciliation, negotiation and management of the persistent contradictions and 

uncertainties endemic in the project. At different moments they occupy different 

roles, varying from technical experts, to politicians, to advocates for a particular 

point of view (Suchman, 2000: 323).  As Nicolini et al suggest, the collective 

knowing involved in bridge-building cannot be understood as a self-standing body 

of knowledge; it is, instead, a contingent process of performing competence, and 

making oneself accountable, artfully balancing compliance and the endless need for 

practical subversions in order to get the work done (Nicolini, Gheardi and Yanow, 

2003: 19)   

 

Actor-network theory presents yet another way to understand knowing in practice.  In 

contrast with heroic accounts of scientific knowledge creation, or essentialism, it 

advances ‘a relational view of performance’, in the words of Law (1992): “an actor is 

always in a network and never alone” (Law, 1992:4).  In view of this, practice is 

always and irremediably a contingent, or humbling process that is subject to the 

interests of a range of disparate and heterogeneous elements of both a human and 

nonhuman nature.  In this context, knowing is equated with being able to skillfully 

participate in and influence the ordering of the world while pursuing one’s own 

interests; ‘the capacity to proceed unhampered in whatever one does’ (Nicolini, 

Gherardi, and Yanow, 2003:19). Achieving this, as Suchman’s case indicates, is much 

less a process of rational choice, than an ongoing struggle to overcome resistance.  As 

Gherardi et al suggest, ordering and knowing efforts do not coexist in an orderly 
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fashion.  Instead they permanently both interfere with and annul each other (Gherardi, 

Nicolin and Yanow, 2003).  In awakening our sensitivities to the messy, chaotic and 

unpredictable nature of knowing in practice, the words of John Law are particularly 

poignant here: “perhaps there is ordering (or knowing or acting), but there is certainly 

no order” (Law, 1992: 4).  

 

Having introduced this section with the statement, “there is no such thing as a unified 

theory of practice” (Nicolini, Gherardi and Yanow, 2003), the preceding discussion 

attempted to highlight the differences as well as the commonalities between the four 

voices of the practice-related conversation.  The following section draws these four 

strands together in presenting their shared portrayal of knowledge in comparison with 

its earlier characterisation by the objectivist perspective (see section 2.2.1.1).   

 

 

 

 

2.2.2.5  The Characteristics of the Practice-Based Perspective 

As previously stated, the primary characteristic of the objectivist perspective is its 

entitative nature wherein knowledge is conceptualised as a discrete entity or object 

that can be codified and separated from people. In contrast, the practice-based 

perspective views knowledge and the development of knowing as occurring on an 

ongoing basis through the routine activities that people undertake.  In other words, 

knowledge develops through practice and is inseparable from practice. The idea that 

knowledge is embedded in practice brings forth a host of related assumptions that 

challenge the central beliefs of the objectivist perspective.  Firstly, in addition to 

questioning ‘the knowing-doing dichotomy’, the practice-based perspective also 

disputes ‘the mind-body dichotomy’ that is a fundamental aspect of the objectivist 

perspective.  The objectivist perspective, drawing on a positivist epistemology, 

conceptualises knowledge as being primarily derived from intellectual processes, 

something that involves the head/brain but not the body.  In contrast, the practice-

based perspective speaks of the holistic nature of knowing (Gherardi, 2000), wherein 

thinking and doing are fused in knowledgeable activity.  In this sense knowledge is 

considered embodied in or inseparable from people. The embodied nature of 

knowledge challenges the communicability of tacit knowledge, the idea that tacit 



 55 

knowledge can be converted into explicit knowledge and communicated in its entirety, 

as suggested by Nonaka (1994) and Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995).  It stresses the 

inseparability of tacit and explicit knowledge (Tsoukas, 1996; Werr and Stjernberg, 

2003), as outlined in the earlier critique of the objectivist perspective, and emphasises 

the idea that all knowledge has tacit elements. The holistic, embodied nature of 

knowing is particularly evident in those studies that refer to knowledgeable people 

whose mastery is sensorial and emotional in character; Strati’s bricklayers who feel 

and fear the roof, (Strati, 2007) and Yanow’s flute makers who share knowledge of 

the flute by passing it to and fro (Yanow, 2000).  Such studies are indicative of the 

personal nature of knowing, wherein knowing is always indeterminate (Tsoukas, 

1996); there is always some element of personal judgment involved.   

 

Secondly, in stark contrast to the ‘knowledge as truth’ assumption of the objectivist 

perspective, which suggests that codified knowledge can exist in an objective form, 

independent of social and cultural values, the practice-based perspective argues that 

all knowledge is socially constructed and culturally embedded.  Knowing is a social 

subject that is always perceived as participation in, and belonging to, social patterns 

such as activity systems, networks, communities of practice and local cultures.  Thus 

knowledge is never totally neutral or unbiased, inseparable from the values of those 

who produced it; is always somewhat subjective and open to interpretation. As a 

consequence, knowledge is contestable: conceptions and interpretations of what 

constitutes legitimate knowledge are open to dispute and related issues of power, 

politics and conflict have become much more important.  Nicolini, Gherardi and 

Yanow (2003) speak of the manner in which ‘knowing’ grants citizenship to a host of 

terms marginalised by the objectivist perspective.  Drawing on Blackler’s description 

of activity systems as ‘disturbance-producing arrangements’, they highlight the 

incoherencies, inconsistencies, paradoxes and tensions that are a fundamental and 

uneliminable element of practice (Blackler, 1995).  A similar range of terms is used in 

Suchman’s study of the conflicting and inequitable demands, the conflicts and 

uncertainties that are embedded in the network that constitutes engineering practice 

(Suchman, 2000).  

 

Also worth noting here is the manner in which Suchman’s study extends the network’s 

sociality to include relations with non-human elements such as endangered species 
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and plant life. This is characteristic of the practice-based perspective.  Many of the 

studies described earlier told stories that were both social and material in character. 

Stories of flutes, roofs and bridges figure prominently.  Unlike other approaches these 

artifacts do not play a background role.  On the contrary, they participate as active 

characters that embody social relationships, which provide sources of uncertainty and 

points of resistance requiring acts of negotiation, reconciliation and ongoing 

persuasion.  

 

Thirdly, in addition to considering knowing as a social process, the practice-based 

perspective also emphasises the situated nature of knowing.  The term ‘situated’ 

indicates that knowing occurs within a temporally, geographically or relationally 

situated context.  Thus all practice approaches emphasise the provisional, ephemeral 

and emergent nature of knowing; knowing is a performance, an occurrence or an 

event.  Gherardi (2000) stresses this feature in drawing attention to the distinctive 

presence of performative verbs (such as learning, knowing, belonging and 

understanding), and performative nouns (activity, alignment, construction and 

enactment), amongst practice-based approaches.  These, she suggests, “conjure up a 

world that is always in the making, where doing more than being is always at the centre 

of attention and where the object of enquiry becomes the capacity of humans to 

perform actions competently” (Nicolini, Gherardi and Yanow, 2003: 21).  

 

As previously indicated, the embedded, embodied, socially constructed, culturally 

situated, contested and provisional aspects of knowing are captured in many of the 

aforementioned studies: in Blacker et al’s strategy groups (Blackler et al, 2000), Orr’s 

photocopier repairmen (Orr, 1990), Yanow’s flute makers (Yanow, 2000) and 

Suchman’s bridge-builders (Suchman, 2000).  In their introduction to the book 

‘Knowing in Organisations: A Practice Based Approach’, Nicolini, Gherardi and 

Yanow (2003) eloquently capture the sociality evoked by a practice-based repertoire.  

It is, they suggest, very different from the refined, clean, aseptic abstractions 

predicated by the objectivist perspective:   

 

In the world depicted by practice-based terms, people act and interact 
but they also look at, listen to and ignore each other.  They have bodies, 
they touch, smell, taste, they have sentiments and senses, they argue, 
yell, fear, get nervous and even die.  They are not solely ephemeral 
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social entities; they are living beings that inhabit a life that, far from 
constituting a problem, is the object itself of study and representation 
by this approach (Nicolini, Gherardi and Yanow, 2003: 22)   
 

 
Figure 2.6 below provides an overview of the practice-based perspective summarising 

the fundamental questions raised and the associated assumptions.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2.6  An Overview of the Practice-based Perspective 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

When/how/where does 
knowing occur?  

How is the phenomenon of 
knowing framed?  

What aspects of knowing 
are legitimised/prioritised? 

Knowing is developed through 
practice and is inseparable from 
practice 

Knowing is socially constructed – 
embodied in people/inseparable 
from people  
Knowledge as ‘duality’  
Tacit and explicit knowledge 
inseparable 
Knowing and doing mutually 
constitutive  
Not all knowledge is ultimately 
codifiable/objective 

A prioritisation of tacit over explicit 
knowledge 
Contradictions/uncertainties and 
tensions recognised as inevitable 
part of practice 

Fundamental Questions Raised:  
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Figure 2.6  An Overview of the Practice-based Perspective 
Source  Author 
 
The fundamental questions raised by the practice-based perspective have been 

adapted to formulate the second research question.  

Research Question Two: 

How do leaders build and maintain their personal knowledge: 
how, when and where is knowledge acquired and who is 
involved in this process? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2.3 The Implications of Shifting Perspectives 

So far, this chapter has identified two epistemological perspectives that characterise 

knowledge in extremely different ways.  Although presented separately, and initially 

identified as competing epistemologies (Hislop, 2005), the literature acknowledges 

their mutually enabling nature (Comas and Sieber, 2001; Cook and Brown, 1999; 

Orlikowski, 2002), with each one perceived as ‘doing the work that the other cannot’ 

(Cook and Brown, 1999: 381).  Notwithstanding their ability to co-exist, they have 

very different assumptions on how knowledge is acquired and shared, and, as a 

consequence, equally divergent implications in terms of how knowledge is managed.  

Indeed, in terms of the latter, a critical issue is whether it is possible to ‘manage’ 

knowledge at all (Scarborough, 1999).  Based on a view of knowing as a cognitive 

process, with tacit and explicit knowledge regarded as distinctive and separate types 

of knowledge, with quite specific characteristics, from an objectivist perspective, the 

sharing of tacit and explicit knowledge is regarded as being fundamentally different. 

While the sharing of tacit knowledge is acknowledged as difficult, complex and time-

consuming, the sharing of explicit knowledge, by contrast, is regarded as relatively 

straightforward (Grant, 1996).  As a consequence, as previously indicated, one of the 

distinguishing features of the objectivist perspective is the privileging of explicit over 

tacit knowledge and the subsequent emphasis on converting all tacit knowledge into 
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explicit knowledge (‘externalisation’), rather than attempting to share tacit knowledge 

directly. In knowledge management terms this translates into the following stages: 

identifying what knowledge is important; making it explicit; collecting it; codifying it 

and placing it in a central repository; and structuring it systematically to ensure ease 

of access for others (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995).  

 

While Nonaka’s framework was at the epicentre of knowledge management in the 

early 1990’s, informing much of the hope and hype behind new forms of information 

technology (Cairncross, 1997), in more recent years the mechanistic nature of such 

approaches have been subjected to much criticism.  At the forefront of these criticisms 

were Scarborough and Swan (1999) and Scarborough and Swan (2001), who lament 

what they characterise as the uncritical and unreflexive nature of the mainstream 

literature on knowledge management where many of the metaphors used suggest that 

knowledge has a comfortingly solid nature, allowing it to be ‘captured’, ‘stockpiled’, 

‘mined’, or ‘drilled’ (Scarborough and Swan, 1999).  Such literature, they suggested, 

failed to discuss the fragile, socially constructed, context-dependent, and political 

nature of knowledge. Being highly prescriptive and managerial in tone, it was 

concerned with the question of how knowledge should be managed rather than 

questions of can or should it be managed?   

 

The concerns of Swan and Scarborough were taken up by a number of critics who 

believed the intrinsic characteristics of knowledge make it difficult, if not impossible, 

to control and manage in the conventional sense of the word ‘manage’.  Such 

characteristics include its vague, all encompassing, contradictory and dynamic nature 

(Alvesson and Kärreman, 2001; Davenport and Prusak, 1998; McAdam and 

McCreedy, 2000), its invisibility and immeasurability (Soo et al, 2002), and its 

inseparability from human beliefs and values (von Krogh et al, 2000).  Despite these 

characteristics, the traditional or first-generation approaches treated the management 

of knowledge as something that was self-evident and unproblematic (Gore and Gore, 

1999; Hanson et al 1999).  In part, this may be explained by the rhetorical appeal 

associated with the notion of ‘knowledge management’.  In an ironic sense it promises 

to manage knowledge, while at the same time it uses the term knowledge to indicate 

something, unspecific and inexplicable (Cook and Brown, 1999; Lam 2000; Nahapiet 

and Ghoshal 1998), that cannot be managed (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2001).  This 
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promise, to ‘manage the unmanageable’, has caused some critics to consider 

‘knowledge management’ as nonsensical, an oxymoron or something of an odd couple 

(Alvesson and Kärreman, 2001; McDermott, 1999; Skyrme, 1997).  

 

While the dominance of the objectivist perspective was evident when these critiques 

were written, this has become less so over time.  As this literature review has shown, 

a vibrant body of work now exists that has questioned and challenged the assumptions 

of the mainstream perspective.  From a practice-based perspective, knowledge, or 

‘knowing’, as it is more appropriately termed, occurs through immersion in practice 

(Gherardi, 2000); with ‘epistemic work’ (Cook and Brown, 1999) becoming the 

process of making real the internal constructions defined as personal knowledge by 

the objectivist perspective (Comas and Sieber, 2001). As a consequence, knowledge 

sharing does not represent the simple transfer of a fixed entity between people, but 

rather involves the rich social interaction that entails inference, personal judgment, 

and an appreciation of the tacit assumptions and values on which the knowledge of 

others is based (Boland and Tenkasi, 1995).  

 

Conceiving of knowing as an informal discursive, social process, (that is much more 

provisional, emergent and contestable than previously considered), has significant 

ramifications in terms of an organisation’s knowledge base.  Rather than being unitary 

and coherent, it is now considered fragmented, distributed, dispersed and decentered, 

situated and embedded in local practices that are mediated, shaped and influenced by 

the particular demands of their specific context.  Recognition of this altered context 

eschews the idea that it is possible for organisations to collect knowledge together into 

a central repository, or for middle or senior managers to fully understand the 

knowledge of those working for them (Goodall and Roberts, 2003).  Tsoukas (1996: 

15), quoting Hayek (1945), suggests, that a belief in the ability to achieve such a state 

represents the ‘synoptic delusion’, a belief that knowledge can be known in its totality 

by a single mind’ (Tsoukas, 1996: 22).  As previously indicated in the critique of the 

objectivist perspective (Section 2.2.1.2), Tsoukas acknowledges the ‘radical 

uncertainty and second order ignorance’ that firms face, acknowledging that ‘they do 

not know, they cannot know what they need to know’ (Tsoukas, 1996: 22).  A firm’s 

knowledge, he suggests, is always the indeterminate outcome of the inferences and 

personal judgements that arise as individuals attempt to manage the tensions, 
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ambiguities and uncertainties that are an inevitable and unavoidable aspect of any 

practice.  As a consequence, knowing is always contingent, emergent and 

indeterminate.  In this context, managerial understanding of organisational knowledge 

will always be fragmented and incomplete and ‘attempts to collect knowledge in a 

central location will always be limited’ (Tsoukas, 1996: 15).  In view of this Tsoukas 

suggests: 

 

The key to achieving coordinated action does not depend on those 
‘higher up’ collecting more and more knowledge, as on those, ‘lower 
down’ finding more and more ways to get connected and interrelating 
the knowledge each one has (Tsoukas 1996: 22). 
 

Tsoukas’s contribution is significant on two fronts, both of which can be framed in the 

context of the broader question alluded to earlier: Is ‘knowledge management’ feasible 

or is it, as some authors have suggested, more of a contradiction in terms? (Alvesson 

and Kärreman, 2001).  Firstly, Tsoukas highlights issues with respect to uncertainty, 

not knowing and ignorance, that in view of the objectivist perspective’s overriding 

urge for rationality (Spender, 2008a: 164) were (prior to the existence of a practice-

based perspective) rejected or ignored.  Chia and Holt (2008) elaborate on this matter, 

detailing the manner in which the objectivist perspective imposed a kind of perfection 

or certainty upon the ordinary use of the word ‘know’ and its derivatives.  Referencing 

Hänfling (2000) they argue that a propositional view of knowledge, in definitively 

claiming something to be the case, sublimates all other claims.  Three sublimations 

are identified: The first, is the presumption that knowledge conforms to a high degree 

of exactitude and hard-edged visibility; the assumption being the less exact one is, the 

less one can claim to know something. For instance, where managers were seen to 

have particular skills in liaising with constituent interests such as investors, or local 

communities, the articulation of this knowledge drifted into definitive terminology of 

the kind: ‘These managers know how to manage external relations’ (Chia and Holt, 

2008: 142).  As being knowledgeable was seen to rule out any possibility of doubt, 

and with what is known guaranteed as fact, in the words of Wittgenstein (1980: 315): 

One forgets the expression ‘I thought I knew’. 
 

The second sublimation declares, to claim that something is ‘knowledge’, rules out all 

other possibilities; knowledge has an inbuilt colonising impulse, a dominant logic 

(Prahalad and Bettis, 1986) that restricts one from thinking in terms of other 
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probabilities.  The third form of sublimation refers to the bind of entailment, whereby 

if something is stated as a knowledge claim then other future claims are necessarily 

entailed, wherein the impetus of one state of affairs is entailed in another.  

 

As previously discussed, (see section 2.2.2.5), from a practice-based perspective the 

aforementioned claims with respect to knowledge are not upheld.  To paraphrase the 

words of Nicolin, Gherardi and Yanow (2003: 22): in granting citizenship to a host of 

terms, previously marginalised by the objectivist perspective, such as: the tensions, 

incoherencies, inconsistencies, paradoxes, conflicts and inequitable demands that are 

very much part of any practice; the practice-based perspective provides a rich palette 

of emotionally charged situations in which uncertainty, indeterminacy, not knowing 

and ignorance are unavoidable.   

 
Yet, while the practice-based perspective acknowledges the state of ‘not-knowing’, 

across the four strands of this perspective, to some extent at least, incomplete 

knowledge is perceived as a negative condition or state.  For instance, from the situated 

and cultural-interpretive approaches, the overall emphasis on socialising or 

enculturating members into communities of practice or cultures, promotes conformity 

(preservation and confirmation of the existing know-how), as opposed to any type of 

change.  In such situations, those who are not ‘in-the-know’ remain as ‘outsiders’ until, 

through a process of participation, a state of belonging, acceptance or ‘insider’ status 

is conferred.  

 

Similarly, from an activity theory (Engeström, 1987; 1989) and actor-network 

approach (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1987; Law, 1987), the language used to portray any 

state of knowing that is less than complete, intimates situations or conditions that need 

to be resolved.  What is different with respect to these latter approaches is the manner 

in which this resolution is perceived.  While initially perceived as negative states, for 

example, disturbance producing mechanisms; contradictions; inconsistencies; 

incoherencies; uncertainties and inequities; the ongoing reconcilation and negotiation 

that such occurences necessitate are recognised as opportunities for new knowledge, 

as opposed to problematic circumstances that necessitate obliteration.     
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This idea, that ‘not-knowing’ can be an opportunistic source of new knowledge has 

recently been advanced by a number of critical theorists.  Within the knowledge-

management domain, J. C. Spender has been particularly vocal in this regard.  

Rejecting the negativity that surrounds knowledge-absences (Spender, 2008a), he 

suggests that conditions such as: bounded rationality (Simon, 1997, Spender 2008b),  

ignorance and uncertainty (Spender, 2008a) should be embraced rather than viewed 

as a problem to be solved.  In Spender’s view the knowledge management literature 

is inclined to excessive rationality.  He suggests, as long as the field’s theorising stands 

on perfect rationality alone, the different aspects of knowledge management will end 

up as mere subsets of existing disciplines, (such as information technology, formal 

decision-making or micro-economics) and there will be no distinct field which is 

knowledge management’s alone (Spender, 2008b).  In view of this he reasons: 

Knowledge management begins precisely and only with the 
uncertainties and knowledge failures that arrest rational decision-
making and force us outside rationality’s box.  Knowledge management 
is really about managing knowledge-absences not knowledge assets  
(Spender, 2008a: 165).   

 
The importance of directing attention to ‘not-knowing’ as opposed to ‘knowing’ has 

received additional support from other areas, amongst which are the fields of 

organization studies and leadership.  Within the field of organization studies, Chia and 

Holt in their (2008) paper discussed above, acknowledge the contributions of 

Czarniawska (2003) in recognising the tendency of managerial studies to regard 

uncertainty negatively, when it is, she suggests, an ‘inevitable partner to knowledge’.  

In a similar way, Cooper (2005) suggests that managerial knowledge is engendered by 

an enduring sense of latency or incompleteness.  It is this incompleteness, he suggests, 

that can produce genuine outpourings of acheivement that can endure the test of time.   

 

From a leadership perspective, while this chapter has earlier pointed to an absence of 

references to the leader’s own knowledge within the leadership domain (Section 2.1), 

an issue that will be elaborated upon in Section 2.4 below; it is particularly interesting 

that the leadership literature should address the relationship between leadership and 

‘not-knowing’.  In this context, in recent years, the concept of ‘negative capability’, 

has entered the language of leadership (Bennis 1989; Handy, 1989).  Conceived of by 

the poet John Keats, in an attempt to capture the frame of mind that underpins creative 

genius, Keats described it as:  
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A state in which a person is capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries 
and doubts without any irritable reaching after facts and reason” (Keats, 
1970: 43).   
 

Prior to its import into the leadership domain, the term was first adopted by the field 

of psychoanalysis where it was again variously described as: “the ability to tolerate 

anxiety and fear, to stay in the place of uncertainty in order to allow the emergence of 

new thoughts or perceptions” (Eisold, 2000: 65), or “the capability to resist the 

tendancy to fill with knowing the empty space created by ignorance” (Bion, 

1970:125).  Simpson et al (2002) have specifically addressed the need for leaders to 

adopt ‘negative capability’, in order to ‘contain’ aspects of situations that are 

themselves negative, such as incidents of not knowing what to do, or not having 

adequate information.  In such situations, it is suggested, while one can exercise 

positive capabilties, such as the application of knowledge from previous experience; 

at times, there is, a necessity to wait for insight, to watch, observe and listen.   

 

The paradoxical nature of this advice in the context of a culture that emphasises 

performativity (Fournier and Grey, 2000) and creates expectations of the leader to 

‘give a strong lead’ (Needleman, 1990), are not being ignored here; what is advocated 

is a form of ‘reflective inaction’ (Simpson et al, 2002: 1209) the ability to tolerate 

frustration and anxiety and to resist dispersing into defensive routines when leading at 

the limits of one’s knowledge.   

 
In view of the greater recognition and value that is attributed to ‘not-knowing’ as 

opposed to ‘knowing’ in the knowledge management and related fields, the author 

framed the third research question around this condition.  In essence, this question 

sought to examine the extent to which leaders recognise their own knowledge 

absences, how they explain or account for these, how they are manifested, how they 

are perceived and what approaches, if any, they take towards ‘managing’ them.   

 
Research Question Three: 

To what extent are knowledge absences recognised, how are 
they accounted for and how are they manifested, perceived and 
‘managed’? 

 
 

Earlier in this section the author claimed that the contribution of Tsoukas (1996) was 
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influential on two fronts.  The first of these was in bringing to the fore issues with 

respect to uncertainty, ‘not-knowing’ and knowledge absences. The second 

contribution that Tsoukas made was in highlighting the altered role of senior 

management in the ‘knowledge management process’.  As previously outlined; from 

Tsoukas’s point of view, the key to effective management lies in sharing knowledge 

at the lower levels of the hierarchy as opposed to collecting more and more knowledge 

at the top (Tsoukas 1996: 22).  As suggested earlier, this issue can also be framed in 

terms of the overriding question of the feasibility of knowledge management.  For a 

number of theorists, the argument that knowledge cannot be managed, (McDermott, 

1999; Scarborough, 1999; Skyrme, 1997), is more a semantic critique of the term 

‘management’ than a suggestion that all attempts by organisational management to 

shape knowledge processes are doomed to failure (von Krogh et al, 2000).  While 

knowledge may not be amenable to ‘management’ in the traditional top-down 

command and control fashion, (with, as Tsoukas suggests, those at the top collecting 

more and more knowledge); when the term ‘management’ is used in a looser sense, 

there is much an organisation’s management can do to enable, influence and shape 

knowledge processes (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2001).  In a similar line of argument, 

rather than the term ‘knowledge management’, von Krogh et al use the term 

‘knowledge enablement’, to describe the way in which an organisation’s management 

can utilise and shape what they call ‘people-centered processes and policies’ (they use 

the words ‘caring for people’), to persuade workers to manage their knowledge 

towards the achievement of organisational objectives.   They suggest: 

While you may be able to manage related organisational processes like 
community building and knowledge exchange, you cannot manage 
knowledge itself (von Krogh, Ichijo and Nonaka, 2000: 17) 

 
Alvesson and Kärreman (2001) adopt a similar stance, pointing out that ‘while the 

traditional role of senior management as a bureaucratic phenomenon associated with 

hierarchy, formalisation, direction and control has been downplayed in the practice-

based approach, it has not been ignored (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2001: 1006). In 

knowledge management terms, the new challenge represents, not so much controlling 

or managing knowledge from above, but rather creating a climate that is conducive to 

supporting and facilitating people in their efforts to share their knowledge.  In view of 

this, they argue for a shift of emphasis from the knowledge side of knowledge 

management; which, heretofore, those interested in the topic of knowledge 
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management have found more intriguing, towards the management side of knowledge 

management.  

 

The inclination to divide knowledge up into a four-fielder has seldom, they argue, 

been accompanied by a similar move to sort out versions of management.  This is a 

challenge they embrace.  Operating from a distinction between two modes of 

management intervention: co-ordination and control, and two mediums of interaction: 

social and techno-structural, a typology of knowledge management approaches is 

established.  The following distinctions are made: Managerial interventions in the ‘co-

ordination’ mode are ‘weaker’ and denote the minimal activities needed for 

orchestrating collective action, in contrast with managerial interventions in the 

‘control’ mode which are stronger, broader in scope and include systems for 

specifying, monitoring and evaluating individual and collective action.  In terms of the 

mediums of interaction, ‘a techno-structural’ medium represents the exploitation of 

knowledge through technical means, while ‘a social’ medium relies heavily on people 

and interactions.  Combining the two modes of intervention with the two mediums of 

interaction leads to the identification of four analytically distinct knowledge 

management approaches.  Presented in Figure 2.7 below, these are: extended library, 

community, normative control and enacted blueprints.   
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Figure 2.7 A Typology of Knowledge Management Approaches 
Source: Alvesson and Kärreman (2001) 
 
The ‘extended library’ approach involves extensive use of the available technology 

(for example, databases, advanced search systems and sophisticated communication 

systems), to turn internal and external information into actionable knowledge.  This, 

it is suggested, is quite similar to what is normally referred to as bureaucracy.  The 

result of this knowledge management system is a database, or library, accessible as a 

support for those who need this information.  Knowledge management as a community 

is much less technocratic, adhering to a softer notion of hierarchy and control.  This 

position is often grounded in an interest in tacit knowledge. Management is a matter 

of coping with diversity and encouraging knowledge sharing through influencing 

workplace climate.  Knowledge management as normative control is based on the idea 

that the ‘right’ values or interpretations will produce the correct line of action.  In this 

line, knowledge management is compared to an assembly line that provides templates 

and guidelines (that take the form of a strong cultural ideology), that produces the 

wanted actions, regardless of what the individual values and thinks.  Knowledge 

management, as enacted blueprints, shares the orchestrated character of knowledge 

management as normative control, but attempts to engineer and control individuals on 

a behavioural level, through templates for action, rather than through values and ideas.  

 

Alvesson and Kärreman suggest management in the control mode operates in such a 

fashion that it is bound to have a tension-riddled relationship with knowledge and, in 
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particular, knowledge creation.  Technocratic and socio-ideological types of 

management will, they claim, streamline knowledge production and trivialise 

knowledge; in the drive to efficiency, management are predisposed to operate in a way 

that eliminates and substitutes knowledge, rather than maintaining or creating it. Thus 

much knowledge is lost not gained.  Adopting a clerical approach to knowledge 

management is, the authors argue, misleading in that administration appears to play a 

limited role in knowledge creation and knowledge dispersion relative to knowledge 

maintenance.  In this regard the authors quote McDermott (1999) who suggests: 

The great trap in knowledge management is using information 
management tools and concepts to design knowledge management 
systems (McDermott, 1999: 104).   
 

Understanding knowledge not as objective facts and causal explanations but as a 

situated community-based set of meanings, they suggest, may bring the 

epistemological outlook in knowledge management more up to date.  Their preferred 

‘community’ approach to knowledge management (Figure 2.7 above) is broadly 

similar to von Krogh et al’s ‘knowledge enablement’ (von Krogh et al 2000), where 

knowledge management is much less about managing and more about persuading and 

enabling workers to share their knowledge.  Indeed, as Alvesson and Kärreman 

suggest: 

The more management, the less knowledge to ‘manage’ and the more 
‘knowledge’ matters the less space for management to make a 
difference (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2001: 996) 
 

Continuing Alvesson and Kärreman’s line of thinking, Wenger (2004), in an article 

entitled “knowledge management as a doughnut”, also focuses on the ‘management’ 

aspect of the knowledge management process.  This, he argues, despite being a 

productive topic to investigate, has received much less attention in the literature.  

Adopting von Krogh et al’s line on semantic differences (von Krogh et al, 2000), he 

suggests, ‘If by manage we mean to care for, grow, steward, make more useful, then 

the term knowledge management is apt’ (Wenger 2004: 1).  In terms of the form 

knowledge management should take and who should be doing it, in Wenger’s view, 

knowledge management is the business of the practitioners, as, being the people who 

use the knowledge, they are in the best position to manage it.  The role of professional 

management is, he suggests, ‘not to manage knowledge directly, but to enable 

practitioners to do so’ (Wenger 2004: 2).  Using a doughnut to illustrate his theory, 
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(see Figure 2.8 below), Wenger notes the empty centre and the surrounding ring that 

is representative of the performances of a community of practice. 

 

Figure 2.8 The Doughnut Model of Knowledge Management 
Source:  Wenger (2004) 

Wenger views this approach to knowledge management as a substantial 

transformation of organisations because it turns Taylor’s traditional scientific 

management theory (Taylor, 1911), on its head.  Rather than assuming that knowledge 

is the property of management and that the worker is the implementer of this 

knowledge, it assumes that knowledge is the property of the practitioners and that the 

role of management is to make it possible for practitioners to act.  Management can 

achieve this, it suggested, through shifting the focus of their knowledge initiatives 

towards developing a culture of open communication and collaboration that is 

supportive of the sharing of innovative work and business practices through 

communities of practice.  

 

The aforementioned contributions of Tsoukas, (1996), von Krogh et al (2000), 

Alvesson and Kärreman, (2001) and Wenger (2004) present a concerted view: to 

paraphrase the words of Henry Mintzberg, ‘the role of senior management in the 

knowledge management process is not dead, it is just different’ (Mintzberg, 1994).  

The favoured vocabulary used to describe this new role (for example, caring, enabling, 

encouraging, facilitating, persuading, supporting and creating a conducive 

collaborative climate), is far from the conventional idea of management as a 
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bureaucratic phenomenon associated with hierarchy, formalisation, direction and 

control (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2001: 1006).  Instead, it is much more representative 

of the types of behaviour that are associated with leadership, where the distinction 

between management and leadership is upheld (Bass, 1990; Bennis, 1979, 1989; 

Kotter, 1982, 1990; Yukl, 1989; Zalenik, 1983).2  Yet, while the importance of 

leadership in the knowledge management process is acknowledged within the 

knowledge related literature, until very recently, the field still lacked research on 

leadership issues (Dirkx, 1999).  Skyrme (2000) is credited with being the first to 

introduce the term ‘knowledge leadership’ into the knowledge management lexicon.  

In contrast with knowledge management, which advocates custodianship, even 

control, and a concentration on managing existing resources, knowledge leadership, 

he suggests, is about the continuous development of information resources, individual 

skills, and knowledge and learning networks (Skyrme 2000: 81). In other words, while 

knowledge management makes better use of the knowledge that already exists within 

the organisation through sharing best practice (addressing the issue ‘If only we knew 

what we know’) knowledge leadership entails sharing ideas that have the potential to 

generate new knowledge (‘if only we knew what we don’t know’).  A ‘knowledge 

enhanced strategy’ Skyrme suggests incorporates both thrusts.  While Skyrme 

introduced the term ‘knowledge leadership’ (Skyrme, 2000) into the knowledge 

management discourse, he did so primarily to distinguish between knowledge sharing 

and knowledge innovation.  He did not elaborate on what these strategies meant in 

terms of leader behaviour.  Indeed, the term ‘knowledge-leadership’ remained 

dormant in the knowledge related domain with subsequent developments confined to 

the leadership literature.  In view of this, the intersecting point between the knowledge 

related literature and leadership literature, (point 2 in Figure 2.1 page 11), provides a 

useful lens through which to explore the ‘knowledge leadership’ phenomenon.  This 

is the focus of part two of this literature review.   

 

Part Two 

 

2.4 From Knowledge Management to Knowledge Leadership 

                                                 
2 Basic differences identified include: a tendency for management to concentrate on the day-to-day 
business issues incorporating a drive towards efficiency; as opposed to leadership’s tendency to focus 
on people issues, effectiveness, vision and change.   
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Until very recently, there has been a distinct lack of integration between the knowledge 

management and leadership literatures, with the knowledge management literature 

remaining virtually silent on the topic of leadership (Dirkx, 1999) and the leadership 

literature failing to address the role of leaders in ‘managing’ knowledge (Lakshman, 

2005). Viitala (2004) conducted the first study that conceptualised and empirically 

examined knowledge leadership.  In a paper entitled ‘Towards knowledge leadership’, 

she sought answers to two specific questions: what are the key elements of the ideal 

knowledge leadership phenomenon and in what way and in what form does it exist in 

practice?  Using the input of those with top-level expertise in knowledge 

management,3 phase one of this study involved producing ‘the ideal knowledge 

leadership model’. The central dimensions of this model are identified in Figure 2.9 

below and described in the following paragraphs 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure whatever 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.9 The Ideal Knowledge Leadership Model 
Source:  Viitalia (2004) 
 

Orienteering of learning consists of activities through which leaders show and help 

                                                 
3 Six of the experts had written a dissertation on the topic and six of them were in charge of 
knowledge management in their organisation. 
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others see the direction for learning.  An important part of this dimension is the 

leader’s effort to clarify the need for knowledge and capabilities in the future.  The 

description of leaders’ activities here closely reflects the kinds of organisational-level 

matters described in the literature on knowledge management, strategy and 

management, such as vision, core competencies, tasks, processes, clients’ needs and 

quality.  To facilitate these activities, leaders must create forums for discussion and 

structures and routines that encourage feedback.  In other words, it is important that 

leaders organise the time, place and frames for people to communicate the direction 

in which knowledge and capabilities should be developed.   

 

Creating a climate that supports learning comprises those activities through which 

leaders intentionally endeavour to develop the social climate of their unit.  This 

includes reducing anxiousness and fear and developing a culture of trust in the work 

community.  Accordingly, leaders are inclined to deal with mistakes proactively and 

in a positive way.  Issues concerning the leaders themselves are also meaningful in 

this area, one of which is the leader’s own capability and willingness to receive 

feedback from subordinates.   

 

The third dimension, supporting individual and group level learning processes, comes 

nearest to the learning process itself.  It indicates the active role of leaders as 

supporters of both group-level and individual-level learning processes.  This role of 

the leader is analogous to that of teacher or coach.  Firstly, they analyse, plan and build 

a portfolio of the competencies needed in their unit. Secondly, they ensure effective 

individual development.  In this dimension leaders support their subordinates by 

reflecting on their knowledge and capabilities.  They also plan together with their 

subordinates the way in which to develop their proficiencies.  Important activities here 

include instilling the importance of continual learning, monitoring progress and giving 

positive feedback.  All of these tasks are associated with the individual’s motivation 

and perceived ability to learn.  In view of this, a key task of the leader is to increase 

followers’  confidence through guidance, support and feedback in evaluating, directing 

and reflecting upon their learning.   

 

Acting as a role model consists of three expressions of the leader’s own attitudes 

towards their work.  Firstly, they lead learning and knowledge development through 
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their own example.  To be credible, leaders themselves have to learn and constantly 

develop their own capabilities.  Additionally leaders’ interest and enthusiasm in their 

work influence subordinates motivation to learn.  Finally, it is important that leaders 

commit themselves and follow through on the changes and developments agreed with 

subordinates.   

 

In operationalising the ideal model of knowledge leadership, the second phase of 

Viitalia’s research entailed a survey of the subordinates of one hundred and fifty four 

managers at different levels across thirty-six organisations.  In this way each leader 

was given a profile.  Four types of ‘knowledge leaders’ were identified: ‘captains’, 

‘pilots’, ‘coaches’ and ‘colleagues’.  The boat metaphor was used to describe these 

leaders, with each leader exhibiting varying levels of the ideal characteristics 

identified above.  The biggest group of leaders was found to demonstrate a good level 

in orienteering, a tolerable level in climate building, a weak level in supporting 

learning processes and a good level in their own attitude to work.  These were called 

‘captains’ because they ensured the correct direction of the ‘boat’ and to some degree 

the working climate of ‘the crew’.  In addition they provided a good example for their 

followers.  The next largest group demonstrated quite a good level in orienteering and 

in their own development orientation, but it was weak in terms of climate building and 

supporting learning processes.  They were called ‘pilots’ as determining the direction 

of the boat is their main task.  The third group was considered closest to real ‘coaches’ 

in that they were relatively active in all dimensions.  They demonstrated a good level 

in orienteering learning, a quite good level in climate building and a very good level 

in their own attitude to work; even in supporting learning processes they were at a 

tolerable level.  The smallest group, who were called ‘colleagues’, consisted of those 

who did not respond to the challenges in a leader’s role.  They demonstrated a weak 

level in the first three elements and only a tolerable level in their own attitude to work.  

They were passive in their role as leaders preferring to act in the same way as everyone 

else. 

 

Overall Viitalia’s research revealed that, in reality, the activities of leaders are often 

far from those represented in the ideal model of knowledge leadership (Viitalia, 2004).  

In particular, leaders were found to be rather passive in the role of supporters of 

learning.  In assuming the role of supporting learning processes, Viitalia suggested the 
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nature of leaders’ tasks becomes more closely associated with that of a teacher and 

coach.  The principal means for a leader to support learning were considered as 

fostering communication as well as creating forums and channels through which that 

communication takes place.   

 

Lakshman (2005, 2007) continued this line of enquiry using a grounded theory 

approach in investigating the role of the leader in knowledge management.  In contrast 

with Viitalia who focused on micro-level knowledge leadership (leaders at different 

levels of the organization), he examined the knowledge management activities of chief 

executives.  The research indicated that the leader’s role begins with the realisation of 

the importance of knowledge management to the effective performance of the 

organisation.  This realisation is manifest along two dimensions one internal and the 

other external.  Both internally and externally the leader establishes socio-cognitive 

and technological routes for managing knowledge within their organisation.  The 

findings in this regard support the two key routes to knowledge management identified 

by Hansen et al (1999) ‘personalisation’ (social) and ‘codification’ (technological).  

The personalisation approach includes: face-to-face communication through 

networks, cross-functional teams, committees, task forces, training and development, 

benchmarking, job rotation and strategic alliances.  The codification approach adopts 

the technological route for knowledge management and includes setting up databases, 

data warehouses, decision support systems and electronic networks for 

communicating and sharing knowledge.   

 

The second strand of researchers focused on leadership styles.  Politis (2001) studied 

the relationship between traditional and contemporary styles of leadership and their 

relationship to effective knowledge management. The results indicated, leadership 

styles that are characterised by participative behaviour, mutual trust and respect for 

subordinates’ ideas and feelings (such as self-leadership and consideration-

behaviour), are positively related to knowledge management by comparison with the 

leadership style factors that are characterised by task-oriented and autocratic 

behaviour. Building on the term ‘knowledge-enablement’ (von Krogh et al, 2000), 

Politis coined the term ‘knowledge-enabled leader’ to describe what he called ‘a new 

breed of leadership’: 

The knowledge-enabled leader is capable of understanding the strategic 
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relationship between knowledge acquisition and the business processes 
and functions; supporting and facilitating employees to acquire and 
share knowledge; leading the enterprise’s effort to exploit knowledge; 
and sponsoring and supporting ideas for further use in knowledge 
strategies for knowledge acquisition  (Politis 2001: 8). 

 
In a similar vein, Bryant (2003) examined the role of transformational and 

transactional leadership styles in converting knowledge into competitive advantage.  

Knowledge management, he argued, involves three key processes occurring at 

different organisational levels: ‘knowledge creation’ (which was considered to occur 

primarily at the individual level), ‘knowledge sharing’ (occurring at the group level) 

and ‘knowledge exploitation’ (at the organisational level).  Their results suggest 

different leadership roles are more or less effective at different organisational levels.  

Transformational leadership is more effective at creating and sharing knowledge at 

the individual and group levels, whereas transactional leadership is more effective at 

exploiting knowledge at the organisational level.  This argument is based on the 

varying organisational requirements at each level. At the individual level, leaders 

provide the context in which workers create knowledge and can influence the levels 

of creativity in the organisation.  At the group level, leaders encourage workers to 

share their ideas by creating a climate that is receptive to new ideas.  At the 

organisational level, leaders assume a transactional role in ensuring the correct 

structures and systems are in place to convert creative ideas into valuable products or 

services (Boisot, 1998).   

 

In conclusion, studies on the ‘knowledge leadership’ phenomenon can be roughly 

divided into two categories. The first category is concerned with what leaders do to 

promote knowledge creation, sharing and exploitation, i.e. leaders’ roles and tasks; 

while the second category is concerned with how they approach this role, i.e. 

leadership styles.  While acknowledging the insightful contributions of this work in 

terms of framing the challenges facing leaders in the ‘knowledge economy’ (Drucker, 

1969); a cursory review of the literature on the role of leaders with respect to 

organisational learning suggests that the concept of ‘knowledge leadership’ is neither 

new nor distinctly different.  Indeed many of the traits, behaviours and orientations of 

the so-called ‘knowledge leader’ repeat the themes of previous conversations.  For 

instance, Viitalia’s ‘knowledge leadership roles’, captains, teachers and coaches 

(Viitali a, 2004) are reminiscent of leaders’ roles in learning organisations, for 



 76 

example: coaches (Bartlett and Ghosal 1997; Bowerman and Collins 1999; Conger 

1993, Ellinger et al 1999, McGill and Slocum 1998); facilitators (Macneill, 2001; 

Weaver and Farrel 1997), teachers (Cohen and Tichy, 1998; Senge 1990); leaders of 

learning (Argyris 1993; Popper and Lipshitz 2000) and developers (Boydell and 

Leary, 1994).  The specific tasks associated with so-called knowledge leaders: setting 

the direction/vision, creating a conducive climate, supporting learning and acting as a 

role model (Viitalia, 2004); are, again, broadly similar to those activities associated 

with leading the learning organisation. For instance, in the seminal work of Senge 

(1990, 2000), the objectives of a leader in a learning organisation were defined as: 

clarifying mission, vision and values, specifying strategies, structures and politics, 

creating efficient learning processes and helping subordinates continually develop 

their mental model and systems thinking.  Popper and Lipshitz (2000) provide similar 

guidelines on the leader’s three-fold task: first, putting organisational learning on the 

agenda as a central issue; second, building the structural foundations needed to turn 

individual learning into organisational learning; and third, creating cultural and 

psychological conditions that make the learning effective. The common denominator 

across both discussions (knowledge leadership and learning-oriented leadership) is the 

key task of the leader in creating an organisational culture or climate that facilitates 

and supports continued learning/knowledge creation, sharing and exploitation.   

 

Regarding the leadership styles most appropriate to ‘knowledge leadership’, (the other 

half of the knowledge leadership discussion), the ‘knowledge-enabled leader’ was 

seen to incorporate aspects of transformational leadership, consideration-behaviour 

and self-leadership. In supporting and facilitating employees in acquiring and sharing 

their knowledge, the knowledge-enabled leader’s style is largely characterised by 

participative behaviour and mutual trust and respect for subordinates’ ideas and 

feelings (Politis, 2001). Again the discussion repeats the themes of classical leadership 

theories that emphasise people-oriented over task-oriented behaviours (Blake and 

Mouton, 1964; Tannenbaum and Schmidt, 1958).   

 

In light of these observations, the assertion of Politis (2001), that the ‘the knowledge-

enabled leader’ is ‘a new breed of leadership’ (Politis, 2001: 8), may be seen to 

overstate the case.  At most, the concept might be viewed as a natural offshoot of 

parallel developments in both the knowledge related and leadership literature.  From 
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a leadership perspective, over the past two decades, a significant shift has occurred in 

the language used to describe leadership activities.  The image of the organisation as 

a machine, or a black box that transforms inputs into outputs, with leaders at the apex 

directing and controlling the process is no longer relevant.  In its stead is an image of 

the organisation as a living, dynamic system of interconnected relationships and 

networks of influence (Brown and Duguid, 2000; Senge, 1990).  In isolating the 

pressures that have encouraged this turn-around, Pearce (2004) and Pearce and Manz 

(2005) speak of a more competitive and global environment in which “it is becoming 

more and more difficult for any one leader to have all of the knowledge, skills and 

abilities necessary to lead all aspects of knowledge work” (Pearce and Manz, 2005: 

132). Acknowledging that organisational effectiveness depends on a network of 

interdependencies rather than on individual leaders (Heifitz and Laurie, 1999; Senge 

and Kaeufer, 2001) encouraged the emergence of a new era of leadership that assumed 

a ‘post-heroic’, as opposed to an individualistic or heroic label (Eicher, 1997; Fletcher, 

2003; Huey, 1994).  

 

In essence, post-heroic leadership rejects what it sees as ‘the myth of the heroic 

leader’; the idea that the source of all wisdom and power is a larger than life, all-

knowing, charismatic, transformational leader (Badaracco, 2001); in favour of less 

top-heavy omniscient approaches.  In this sense, leadership is perceived as a set of 

shared practices that can and should be enacted by people at all levels, rather than a 

set of personal characteristics and attributes located in someone at the top (Pearce and 

Sims, 2000). A host of ‘new’ leadership styles have emerged under the post-heroic 

umbrella, for example, self-leadership (Pearce, 2004; Pearce and Manz, 2005), shared 

leadership (Fletcher and Kayer, 2003), servant leadership (Boje and Dennehy, 1999; 

Greenleaf, 2003) and distributed leadership (Gronn, 2002).   

 

At their core the aforementioned leadership types share some common characteristics: 

First, they question the very concept of an autonomous self and individual 

achievement; the leader is but the tip of the iceberg, compromising as he/she does, of 

a vast network of collaboration and support which enables their individual 

achievement.  Second, they challenge static, command-and-control images of 

leadership.   Leadership is envisioned as a collaborative social process that relies on 

egalitarian and less hierarchical interactions between leaders and their followers 
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(Aaltio-Majosoal, 2001; Harrington, 2000).  Third and last, post-heroic models 

challenge the goal of effective leadership and the skills it requires (Fletcher, 2003). It 

is no longer assumed that leaders will have all the answers or solutions, or the charisma 

to get others to implement them, instead, leaders are expected to create conditions 

under which collective learning and continuous improvement can occur (Argyris and 

Schon, 1978; Marsick and Watkins, 1999; Senge, 1990).  According to Pless and Maak 

(2005), achieving these knowledge-based outcomes depends, not so much on technical 

expertise but on ‘relational intelligence’ which is defined as that combination of 

emotional intelligence (Goleman, 1995, 1998) and ethical intelligence (Wickham and 

O’Donohue, 2012), that involves the ability to be aware of, and understand, one’s own 

and others’ emotions, values, interests and demands; to discriminate among them, to 

critically reflect on them and to use this knowledge to guide one’s actions and 

behaviours with respect to people.  Employing relational intelligence is seen as the 

route to ‘responsible leadership’ (Maak and Pless, 2006).   

 

While the above discussion indicates how the concept of ‘knowledge leadership’ 

(Viitalia, 2004), or ‘the knowledge-enabled leader’ (Politis, 2001), is a natural 

outgrowth of recent developments in the leadership literature, the earlier review of the 

knowledge-related literature indicates that the concept similarly reflects the 

decentered, distributed and emergent nature of knowledge as recognised by Tsoukas, 

(1996), wherein no single person has all of the knowledge that a firm requires.  

 

Although the concept of ‘knowledge leadership’ (Viitalia, 2004), and that of the 

‘knowledge enabled leader’ (Politis, 2001), may not be radically different from prior 

discussions with respect to the role of the leader in the ‘learning organisation’ (Senge, 

1990); viewed in the context of the aforementioned developments, (the recent 

emphasis on post-heroic leadership approaches (Eicher, 1997; Fletcher, 2004; Huey, 

1994) and the distributed, decentered nature of organisations and their knowledge), 

the repercussions for individual leaders, on a number of fronts, are quite considerable.  

Adapting the claims of Fletcher (2002, 2003) with respect to ‘post-heroic approaches,’ 

these effects can be identified in terms of three aspects of leadership: the who, the what 

and the how.  In summary, ‘knowledge leadership’ re-envisions the who of leadership 

by challenging the primacy of individual achievement, the what of leadership by 

focusing on collective knowing and mutual influence, and the how of leadership by 
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noting the more egalitarian skills and relational intelligence needed to practice it.  

Given the fundamental nature of these changes in terms of what and how leaders’ 

themselves know, it is surprising, that for the most part, references to the leaders own 

knowledge (with the exception of some cursory references in Viitalia’s 2004 

framework) are notably absent.  As indicated in the introduction to this chapter, 

viewing knowledge management from the perspective of the individual leader 

necessitates an appreciation of the ‘personal’ at the intersecting core of the three parent 

literatures; knowledge, learning and leadership (see Figure 2.1 the original territory 

map in the introduction to this chapter).  The precise matter of what those issues entail 

is the subject of this next section.   

 

 

 

2.5  From Knowledge Leadership to Leader’s Personal Knowledge 

As previously indicated, the knowledge management literature has remained relatively 

silent on the topic of leadership, with the exception being the contribution of Skyrme 

(2000).  As discussed in section 2.4 above, although it originated in the field of 

knowledge management, the term ‘knowledge leadership’ remained nascent there, 

with further developments attributable solely to the leadership literature.  In addition, 

until very recently, the knowledge management literature has been particularly reticent 

to extend its concerns beyond ‘the corporate’, to engage with the individual or personal 

(Pauleen and Gorman, 2011).  Taking both of these factors into account, it is not 

surprising that the knowledge management literature lacks empirical research into the 

content and process of leader’s personal knowledge/knowing.  Existing contributions 

are conceptual, typically presenting typologies of ‘management knowledge’, where 

‘management’ is considered as an activity as opposed to an occupation or hierarchical 

level that encapsulates three dimensions: the art of meeting objectives through others; 

systematic or rational planning and control; and a messy, sometimes reactive, political, 

emotional and frenetic mix of activities (Hales, 1986; Mintzberg, 1973, 1975; Stewart, 

1982; Watson, 2001).  The literature’s conceptualisation of the nature of ‘management 

knowledge’ and how this knowledge is acquired is reviewed in section 2.5.1 and 2.5.2 

below.   

 

2.5.1  ‘Management Knowledge’ and How it is Acquired 
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In line with the diverse nature of management activity, Spender (1994) emphasised 

the multi-faceted nature of managerial knowledge.  He suggested, that in general, 

‘competent’ managers must have four types of knowledge’ (Spender, 1994: 393): 

scientific or objective knowledge about the physical world in which they operate; 

social knowledge about the social, economic, and cultural context in which their firms’ 

activities are embedded; local knowledge about the particular people and processes 

embraced by their managerial activities; and self-knowledge about their own personal 

history, attitudes and motives. Spender stresses the overlapping nature of these types 

of knowledge; they are not, he suggests, completely divorced from each other: the 

differences between them reflects an attempt to categorise knowledge that would 

otherwise appear to be seamless, ‘endlessly interacting and embracing every aspect of 

human thought’ (Spender, 1993: 394).  

 

Avalrez (1998) similarly set out a number of forms of ‘management knowledge’, 

which roughly corresponded to Blackler’s classification (Blackler, 1995), discussed 

in section 2.2.1.2 above.  First there is technical or instrumental knowledge such as 

specific marketing techniques (embrained and encoded knowledge). Secondly, there 

are habits and a sense of intuition, such as that employed in routine decision-making 

(embodied knowledge).  Thirdly, there is an understanding of what is acceptable, both 

formally in terms of professional behaviour and informally with respect to who is in 

or out of favour.  Alvarez argues that all types of knowledge are embedded in local 

settings (encultured knowledge).  The value attributed to this typology is the manner 

in which it combines both tacit and explicit forms of knowledge, rather than a specific 

focus on explicit management knowledge or management ideas.   

 

Expanding on his (1994) typology, Spender suggested that each knowledge type 

required a different kind of managerial activity.  The application of scientific 

knowledge requires the manager to select an abstract theory judged appropriate to the 

situation.  It also requires the manager to ‘bridge back to action’; in other words, to 

implement the chosen theory.  Thus scientific knowledge is inherently static because 

it is decontextualised from both time and context.  On the other hand, the 

organisation’s embeddedness requires the manager to negotiate with social agents and 

power holders who make up the organisation’s environment, whether they are the 

government, customers or other stakeholders.  The knowledge that can be obtained 
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about this environment is embedded, dynamic and necessarily incomplete.  It is 

descriptive rather than predictive and calls for continuous involvement as the manager 

protects his/her personal and organisational position against these agents.  This 

knowledge cannot be separated from the process of implementation; it is as much 

about implementation as about explanation.  Local knowledge is similarly embedded 

and dynamic, but it is also inter-subjective in that it synthesises the different interests 

of those who have subordinated themselves to the manager as they become involved 

in this activity, and the different types of knowledge which these actors bring to it. 

Again this knowledge deals with realities beyond the manager’s immediate control.  

Thus it is embedded in action, requiring continuous negotiation with those involved 

and a continuing awareness of the interplay of events, practice and others’ 

personalities.  Finally, self-knowledge requires the manager to develop insight into the 

interaction between events, impressions, attitudes and motivations.  Far from requiring 

implementation or attachment to action, the manager’s struggle is to achieve some 

measure of objectivity in understanding his/her impression of events; to discipline 

emotion enough to allow some degree of detachment as well as the application of cool 

reasoning.  

 

Fulop et al’s (2009) account of the common activities encountered in everyday work 

situations that can contribute to building a manager’s knowledge (Exhibit 2.1 below) 

reinforces some of Spender’s categories; with scientific knowledge loosely 

corresponding to ‘soft’  academic theories or mid-range theories and social and local 

knowledge acquired through workplace talk and local accounts of practice. According 

to Fulop et al, these sources are not discrete, rather they interact with each other: 

building, enriching or limiting how managers see and react to the daily challenges of 

managing.  
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Five Activities that Build Management Knowledge 
1. Workplace talk, practice and local accounts of practice – much of 

managing involves talking to people to get tasks done: much informal learning 
about management occurs during these ‘first-order’ conversations; other 
learning can occur through stories about work that has been done. 

2. Reading popular accounts – published, electronically transmitted or publicly 
recounted (for example, at management seminars) experience-based accounts 
of management stories or sagas with ‘lessons for other managers to benefit 
from.  

3. Reading the fads and fashion approaches or theories – the bestsellers, 
management magazines and workshops, dominated by recipes or prescriptions 
for management action derived from a variety of approaches. 

4. Studying ‘soft’ academic theory or middle-range theories – textbooks that 
attempt to link theory and practice, less emphasis on prescription than popular 
theory and makes more use of concepts. 

5. Deciphering ‘hard’ academic theory – emphasis on explanation, 
understanding and theorising aspects of work, technology, personality, society 
and so on.  Analytically demanding and methodologically rigorous with little 
focus on directly applying knowledge to the day-to-day practice of the 
manager.  Managers are left to take the initiative to extract what they see as 
important and relevant to them.  Most scholarly journals fit into this category.   

 
Exhibit 2.1 Five Activities that Build Management Knowledge 
Source:  Fulop, Maréchal and Rifkin in Linstead et al (2009)  
 

Fulop et al’s commentary on the above sources emphasises the critical role played by 

workplace talk, practice and local accounts of practice in organisations.  The term  

‘commonsense knowledge,’ is used to encapsulate the knowledge derived from these 

sources; defined as that which is ‘taken-for granted, assumed and unquestioned, 

accepted as commonly known or left implicit; what remains unconsciously known, 
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almost as a rule of thumb (Fulop et al, 2009: 38).  While Fulop et al do not provide 

empirical support for these, as sources of managerial know-how; they are broadly 

supported and expanded upon by a host of studies that concern ‘work-related learning’ 

(Doornbos et al, 2004; Raelin, 1997; 2008).  The term ‘work-related learning’ 

acknowledges the contested nature of the terminology in this area, where various terms 

are used to describe the field such as: ‘workplace learning’, ‘learning at work’, 

‘learning on-the-job’ (versus learning off-the job), ‘incidental’ and ‘informal’ or ‘non-

formal’ learning and ‘implicit’ versus ‘explicit’ learning (Candy 1991; De Jong, 1991; 

Eraut, 2000; Marsick, 1988; Marsick and Watkins, 1990).  The quest to develop a 

clearer understanding of this area was addressed by Sambrook (2005) who 

distinguished between ‘learning in work’, ‘learning at work’ and ‘learning outside of 

work’.  She suggests that ‘learning at work’ is concerned with the existence of planned 

training and education and in this respect may be associated with the concept of 

workplace learning, while in contrast, ‘learning in work’ is focused on informal, 

incidental learning processes, and ‘learning outside work’ is concerned with learning 

outside the boundaries of the work setting (Jacobs and Park, 2009).  Eraut et al (2005) 

and Eraut (2007) make a similar distinction based on the intentionality of different 

processes, whether the principal object of each process was working or learning.  

Processes in the left column of Table 2.4 below were judged to be working processes, 

of which learning was a by-product, (similar to the ‘learning in work’  classification 

above), while those in the right-hand column are clearly recognisable as learning 

processes (at or near the workplace) that are similar to Sambrook’s ‘learning at work’ 

category (Sambrook, 2005).  The nine learning activities in the central column are 

embedded within most of the work processes and learning processes.  While these 

sources are drawn from empirical studies of mid-career workers, they are broadly 

supported by other studies into executive or managerial learning in the workplace 

(Richter, 1998; Sherlock and Nathan, 2008).   

 

Work Processes  Learning Activities Learning Processes 
Participation in group  
processes  
Working alongside others  
Consultation  
Tackling challenging tasks   
and roles  
Problem solving  
Trying things out  

Asking questions  
Getting information  
Locating resource people  
Listening and observing  
Reflecting  
Learning from mistakes  
Giving and receiving  
feedback  

Being supervised  
Being coached  
Being mentored  
Shadowing  
Visiting other sites  
Conferences  
Short courses  
Working for a qualification  
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Consolidating, extending and  
refining skills  
Working with clients  

Use of mediating artifacts  
 

Independent study  
 

Table 2.4  Sources of Work-Related Learning  
Source:  Eraut and Hirsch, 2007 
 

Fenwick (2008) brought additional clarity to this domain.  Dropping the ‘learning 

outside work’ category, she distinguished between ‘learning at work’ (workplace 

learning), which she saw as learning that is bounded within, or limited to the confines 

of the workplace and ‘learning in work.’  The latter, she suggested, is spatially and 

temporally fluid, involving formal and informal interventions that are practice-based, 

participative and embedded in action. In this respect, her contribution is closest to the 

practice-based perspective view on knowing.   

 

 
2.5.2  ‘Leadership Knowledge’ and How it is Acquired 

As section 2.5.1 indicates, while the knowledge related literature per se displays a 

dearth of empirical research into ‘management knowledge’, with existing 

developments occurring in the mainstream management and ‘work-related learning’ 

literature; the leadership literature appears much less reticent on the subject of 

‘leadership knowledge’, the knowledge required to be an ‘effective’ leader.  McCauley 

(1986) identified three categories of leadership knowledge: personal skills, such as 

listening and self-insight; technical skills and business or organisational skills.  

Lindsay, Holmes and McCall (1987) elaborated on what ‘leadership knowledge’ 

comprises in detailing the five key demands of leadership in terms of the roles they 

are expected to perform and the processes they are expected to engage in.  These 

entailed: setting and communicating the organisation’s direction, aligning critical 

constituencies and handling interpersonal relations; developing an executive 

temperament to cope with the pressures, ambiguity, complexity and frustrations of a 

leadership role; setting and living values through conveying and re-inforcing what the 

organisation stands for and what the leader believes in; and developing personal 

awareness and growth through taking the necessary actions to insure that one’s self 

and one’s people continue to learn, grow and change.  

 

Studies into how this knowledge is acquired were first conducted during the growth 
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of formal leadership development4 programmes throughout the 1980’s and 1990’s 

(Kempster, 2002).  The collective findings have been broadly consistent across 

organisations (for example, Douglas, 2003; McCall and Hollenbeck 2002; McCall 

Lombardo and Morrision, 1988) and within organisations (for example, Valerio, 1990; 

Yost and Plunkett, 2005; Yost, et al 2001) with experience, (as opposed to formal 

training/education) identified as the primary source of leadership development; much 

learning is informal and/or incidental or accidental learning in action (Bennis and 

Nanus, 1985; Burgoyne & Hodgson, 1983; Davis and Easterby-Smith; 1984; Ferry & 

Ross-Gordon, 1998; Marsick, 1988; Marsick and Watkins, 1990; McCall, 1988, 

McCauley et al 1988).  This assertion is supported by all of the major learning theories, 

which explicitly or implicitly place experience at the centre of the learning process 

(Dewey, 1938; Kolb 1984, Kolb et al, 1979; Mezirow, 1991, 1994; Piaget, 1974; 

Schön, 1983).  The role of reflection in the learning process (earlier identified as a 

learning activity in Table 2.4 above) must be recognised here.  Experience alone does 

not teach; learning only happens when there is reflective thought and internal 

processing of that experience by the learner in a way that actively makes sense of the 

experience, links the experience to previous understanding, and transforms the 

learner’s previous experience in some way. Kolb’s experiential learning cycle (Kolb 

1984; Kolb et al 1979), depicted in Figure 2.10 below, illustrates this process.  The 

cycle starts with an experience [1] that is reflected upon [2] This reflection helps form 

an explanation of what has happened and possible rules for action in similar situations 

[3] The learner then tests out those experiences to see if they work and, if so, the 

learning is then consolidated [4] If they do not work then the learning starts again with 

a new experience [1]. 

                                                 
4 McCauley et al (2010) define leadership development as the expansion of a person’s capacity to be 
effective in leadership roles and processes, with leadership roles and processes being those that 
facilitate: setting direction, creating alignment and maintaining commitment in groups of people who 
share common work.   
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Figure 2.10 Kolb’s Learning Cycle 
Source  Kolb (1984) 
 
Across the aforementioned studies, certain experiences were considered to make a 

greater contribution to the leader’s development than others.  The types of experiences 

that were considered to afford greater learning are listed in Exhibit 2.2 below, and 

elaborated upon in the sub-sections that follow.   

 

 

 

 

 

Experiences that Develop ‘Leadership Knowledge’ 
1. Formative life experiences and early work experiences 
2. New and challenging experiences – new jobs, new projects or new tasks 
3. Interaction with notable others – almost always very good or very bad 

bosses or superiors 
4. Professional hardships – missed promotions, demotions, job losses or 

business failure 
5. Training programmes and formal education 

 
Exhibit 2.2 Experiences that Develop ‘Leadership Knowledge’ 
Source  Author: adapted from McCall (2009), Kempster (2006) 
 
 
2.5.2.1  Learning from Formative Experiences  

A number of research studies have examined the formative effects of life experiences 

on leaders’ learning and while judgement on what constitutes a formative life 

experience is largely subjective (Avolio and Gibbons, 1998), as is the meaning and 

value attributed to them (Shamir and Eliam, 2005), they are generally categorised 
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according to the nature and value of the experience.  In this vein, many formative 

experiences are considered traumatic.  For example, Bennis and Thomas (2002) 

labeled the experiences that shape leaders’ development as ‘leadership crucibles,’ 

describing them as unplanned, intense and transformative experiences through which 

these individuals came to a new sense of identity.  In terms of their transformational 

nature, such experiences were viewed as tests that involved deep self-reflection, 

forcing these leaders to question who they were, the values that mattered to them and 

the rationale underlying their actions.  Not all formative experiences were considered 

negative however, Avolio and Luthans (2006) speak of ‘positive trigger events’ or 

‘moments’ that could, on occurrence, appear negligible, but when viewed in retrospect 

bring to the surface important insights.  Prominent in this category is the role of a 

positive role model in one’s formative years, such as family members, early educators, 

or challenging bosses, colleagues or mentors (Gardner et al., 2005). A summary of the 

types of formative experiences consistently identified across a range of studies is 

presented in Exhibit 2.3 below.   

 

 

 

 

 

Types of Formative Leadership Experiences 

A Natural Process Leadership is thrust upon one, often for reasons one was 
unsure of (for example, an individual naturally takes 
charge as a child in situations of uncertainty). 

Coping and Struggle Dealing with adversity (for example, a difficult boss). 
Self-improvement Striving to challenge one-self (for example, taking time 

out for mid-life academic study). 
Alignment with a cause Leadership is inspired by serving the needs of a 

particular cause 
Relationships with Real/ Parents or those perceived as parents create a lasting 
Symbolic Parents  influence 
Role models One or more role models was prominent in the formative 

experience described (e.g. subject was developed 
through admired leaders. 

 
Exhibit 2.3 
Source Author: Adapted from Janson (2008)  
 

2.5.2.2  Learning from New Situations or New Experiences 
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According to Mumford (1980), when asked to talk about the events or processes from 

which they learn, leaders will often highlight new situations or new experiences; 

sometimes a new job, sometimes a new task added to their existing job.  Later studies 

confirmed this assertion.  For example, Nicholson and West (1998) suggested that 

work transitions or a change in a work role offer a positive opportunity to learn because 

the manager is exposed to a new situation which may require novel behaviours and 

different methods of dealing with problems. Several researchers similarly emphasise 

the importance of ‘developmental challenges’ or ‘stretch assignments’ which in 

moving the leader beyond existing skills and knowledge, require them to learn 

(Lindsey, Holmes and McCall, 1987).  Other studies have sought to identify the 

particular characteristics of work experiences that provide these challenges.  For 

example, McCauley et al (1994) and McCauley, Ohlott and Ruderman (1999), suggest 

that the more challenging the project assignment in terms of encompassing the 

unexpected, the higher the stakes, the greater the complexity, pressure and novelty 

involved, the more powerful the learning experience provided.  In a similar manner, 

Ohlott (2004) suggested that challenging developmental experiences entailed at least 

five characteristics: high levels of responsibility, unfamiliar or novel responsibilities, 

working across boundaries, managing diversity and creating and faciltating change. 

 

2.5.2.3 Learning from Others: Vicarious or Observational Learning 

A number of studies recognised the importance of ‘others’ in contributing to 

managers’ or leaders’ learning (Garrat, 1987; Kotter, 1990).  McCauley and Douglas 

(2004) used the term ‘agents’ to describe a range of individuals that help leaders to 

learn.  These included: peers, mentors, bosses or supervisors, networks, professional 

groups, clients and customers (McCauley and Douglas, 2004).  The term ‘notable 

people’, first introduced by McCall et al (1988), was later adopted by Kempster (2007) 

in identifying the prominance and significance of other people in how leaders learned 

to lead in different contexts.  Of significance here, was the prominent influence of 

‘notables’ from formative contexts such as birth-family and early education as 

discussed in Section 2.5.2.1 above.  In contrast with their male counterparts, whose 

notable influences were limited to the organisational context Kempster’s female 

leaders reported an extensive sphere of influence that included, formative family, 

educational influences and friends.   

 



 89 

While much learning in the context of others was through active experience or 

engagement, some individuals preferred to learn vicariously by observing and copying 

others (Bandura 1977).  Manz and Sims (1981) highlighted three learning effects that 

flow from observation: managers may learn new behaviours, they may be inhibited 

from engaging in certain behaviours, or certain behaviours may be facilitated through 

observation.  The value of observation was seen to depend upon the credibility of the 

role model, the success or failure of the model, the vividness and detail of the 

behaviour that the model displayed and the degree to which the manager percieved the 

model to be similar to themselves.  The observation of notable others was also 

considered central to the process of identity development (Ibarra, 1999) and self-

concept (Janson, 2008).    

 

The role of narration in learning from vicarious experience has also been highlighted 

in the literature, in the sense that people were found to learn from others’ narrative 

accounts of their experience in the form of stories (Denning, 2005; Ready, 2002; 

Sparrowe, 2005) that may be factual or fictional (Barry and Elmes, 1997).   

 

 

 

2.5.2.4  Learning from Professional Hardships 

While the role of traumatic formative experiences has been discussed in Section 

2.5.3.1  above, the role of professional hardships such as business failure, loss of one’s 

job, or demotion (Lindsay, Holmes and McCall, 1987) was also considered influential.  

Indeed, for some researchers, failure was deemed to be of greater value in the 

developmental process (Smith and Morphey, 1994).   

 

2.6   An Overview of the Literature Reviewed 

Figure 2.11 below provides an overview of the literature reviewed in this chapter.  This 

overview is best understood in conjunction with a re-iteration of the original and 

revised research purpose.  The original purpose of this research was to conduct 

exploratory research into the lived experience of individual leaders with respect to the 

content of their personal knowledge and the associated process of knowing it.  With 

this purpose in mind, the author first examined how knowledge was conceptualised in 

the literature.  This was undertaken from two perspectives: an objectivist perspective 
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and a practice-based perspective, as indicated on the left-hand side of the framework 

below.  As earlier illustrated through Figures 2.4 and 2.6 respectively, the objectivist 

perspective, raised fundamental questions with respect to: what is knowledge? how is 

the phenomenon of knowledge framed? and what knowledge is legitimised or 

prioritised?  These questions were used to frame the first first research question.  This, 

as previously outlined within the body of the literature  review, reads as follows:  

Q1  What is the nature and content of leader’s personal knowledge? 

Q1a How do they perceive knowledge? 

Q1b What knowledge do they prioritise? 

 

Through its concern with questions such as: when, how and where does knowing 

occur?, the manner in which it frames knowing as a social process, and its 

legitimisation of contradictions, uncertainties and knowledge absences; the practice-

based perspective, in turn, brought forth the second and third research questions.  

Previously stated within the main body of the literature, these are as follows: 

 

Q2 How do leaders build and maintain their personal knowledge: how, when and 

where is knowledge acquired and who is involved in this process? 

Q3 To what extent are knowledge absences recognised, how are they accounted 

for and how are they manifested, perceived and ‘managed’? 

 

As stated in Chapter One, an unintentional break in the PhD process provided an 

opportunity to convert this research into a longitudinal study.  Consequently the 

research took on a revised purpose: to explore how the content of leader’s knowledge 

and the associated process of knowing/not knowing changes overtime; and to uncover 

what contextual factors appeared to account for these changes.  With this purpose in 

mind, research questions four and five emerged.  As these have not been previously 

presented in the literature review, they are provided additional emphasis here.   

 

Research Question Four 

How does the content of leader’s  knowledge and the process of 
leader’s knowing/not knowing evolve?  
 

Research Question Five 



 91 

What contextual factors appear to account for these changes?  
 

The rationale for the literature reviewed on the right-hand side of Figure 2.11 stems 

from the unit of analysis in this study, the individual leader.  As illustrated through 

this literature review, discussion of knowledge leadership is largely confined to the 

leadership literature; with just one aspect of the phenomenon attended to, the role of 

the leader with respect to others’ knowledge.  Taking an individual view of leader’s 

knowing necessitates an appreciation of the ‘personal’ at the intersecting core of the 

three parent literatures; knowledge, learning and leadership, as presented in Figure 2.1 

above. That is where this literature review concludes, as is indicated by the final two 

elements on the extreme right of Figure 2.11 below.    
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Figure 2.11 An Overview of the Literature Reviewed 

Source  The Author 

  

 

Part One 
What is Knowledge? 

Part Two 
From Knowledge Management to 

Knowledge Leadership 

An objectivist perspective 

Taxonomic approaches 

Characteristics of 
knowledge from an 
objectivist perspective 

A critique of the 
objectivist perspective 

A practice-based perspective 

Practice-based approaches 

Characteristics of knowledge 
from a practice-based 
perspective 

The implications of shifting 
perspectives 

What is known about the 
role of leaders with regard 
to others’ knowledge? 

What is known with 
regard to leaders’ own 
knowledge? 

Knowledge – 
Leadership roles/styles 

What is 
management 
knowledge? 
How is it 
acquired? 

What is 
leadership 
knowledge? 
How is it 
acquired? 

SL AT ANT CI 

SL: Situated Learning 
CI: Cultural Interpretive 
ANT: Actor Network Theory 
AT: Activity Theory 

Figure 2.11 An Overview of the Literature Reviewed 
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2.7  Conclusion 

This chapter has argued that the critical importance of the leader in the knowledge 

management process has only been partially addressed in the literature, outwardly 

focusing on the leader’s role in developing others’ knowledge, yet lacking a 

corresponding focus on the leader’s own knowledge. To some extent, this is 

symptomatic of the downgrading of the personal in favour of the corporate that is a 

feature of the knowledge management literature in general.  Exploring the nature and 

content of leaders’ personal knowledge requires taking an individualised approach to 

the questions that have emerged from the way knowledge has been portrayed in the 

traditional and contemporary literature (See Figures 2.4 and 2.6 above).  Such 

questions are concerned with how leaders perceive knowledge, what types of 

knowledge they prioritize and when, how and where (in what context) does 

knowing/not-knowing occur.  While the knowledge related literature makes some 

attempt to conceptualise the types of knowledge that managers need and the sources 

of such knowledge, in the absence of any empirical work, our perceptions may be 

rather different than the reality, and the resulting implications in terms of leadership 

development rather erroneous.  While the leadership literature provides empirical 

evidence of how leaders learn to be effective leaders, it does so in isolation from the 

knowledge related literature.  In operating at the intersection of three literature bases, 

knowledge, leadership and learning, this thesis seeks to fill this gap.  In the next 

chapter, chapter three, the methodological approaches used to address these questions 

are documented, while the empirical findings are presented in chapters four (case-by-

case analysis) and chapter five (cross-case analysis), respectively.  
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THE RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  
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3   METHODOLOGY/RESEARCH DESIGN  

 

3.1   Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to describe and justify the interrelated choices that have 

influenced the approach to and design of this research.  The chapter is organised as 

follows.  To initiate the discussion, it is first necessary to characterise the nature/purpose 

of the study in order to determine the philosophical approach most appropriate for the 

given piece of research.  Section 3.2 begins with a statement of the purpose of the research 

and outlines the specific research questions.  Drawing on the framework of Creswell 

(2003) the remainder of the chapter addresses three central issues: 

1. The knowledge claims being made by the researcher.  

2. The strategies of inquiry that will inform the procedures. 

3. The methods of data collection and analysis that will be used.    

 

Stating a knowledge claim means that the researcher starts a research project with certain 

assumptions about how they will learn and what they will learn during their research 

journey (Creswell, 2003).  Such claims have been called paradigms (Lincoln and Guba, 

1995), or worldviews representing an individual’s value judgements, norms, standards, 

frames of reference, perspectives, ideologies, myths, theories; anything that governs their 

thinking and action (Gummesson, 2000).  Paradigms are a fundamental starting point to 

guide research inquiry (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). The philosophical stance guides the 

conceptualisation, impacts on the perspective and research approach in addition to the 

means through which data is collected and analysed.  As a consequence, in the social 

sciences there is a long-standing debate about the most appropriate philosophical position 

from which research methods should be derived.  Two major perspectives have dominated 

this discussion: one positivism, the other phenomenology. These are introduced in section 

3.3  Each paradigm makes ‘ontological’ claims about what knowledge is, 

‘epistemological’ claims about how we know it, and methodological claims about the 

processes for studying it (Creswell, 1994).  Table 3.1 provides an overview of the two 

paradigms along these dimensions.  The distinctions between the two paradigms are 

debated at a philosophical level in relation to the current research in section 3.3.2  

 

From philosophy stems methodology.  Operating at a more applied level, section 3.4 

outlines the strategy of inquiry, (Creswell, 1998) or research methodology (Mertens, 
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1998), that provides specific directions for the research design.  Arguments are initailly 

presented as to why qualitative methods must play a central role in leadership research.  

The focus then shifts to the role of qualitative research in meeting the purpose and research 

questions of this study.  The design of the research process in terms of data collection and 

analysis is described in section 3.5  In section 3.6 philsophical and methodological 

conclusions are drawn 

 

3.2  The Research Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose statement is the central, controlling idea in any study (Castetter and Heisler 

1977, Wilkinson 1991).  As outlined in the introduction, chapter one, the original purpose 

of this study was to conduct exploratory research into the lived experience of individual 

leaders5 with respect to the content of their personal knowledge and the associated process 

of knowing it.  This purpose was been refined into the following research questions: 

 

Q1  What is the nature and content of leader’s personal knowledge? 

Q1a How do they perceive knowledge? 

Q1b What knowledge do they prioritise? 

Q2 How do leaders build and maintain their personal knowledge: how, when and 

where is knowledge acquired and who is involved in this process? 

Q3 To what extent are knowledge absences recognised, how are they accounted 

for and how are they manifested, perceived and ‘managed’? 

 

As will be explained in greater detail in Section 3.5.3 below, an unintentional and 

extended break in the PhD process presented the opportunity to use the original 

empirical data as a basis for a longitudinal study.  With this in mind, two further 

research questions were added: 

Q4 How does the content of leader’s knowledge and the process of leader’s 

knowing/not knowing evolve?  

Q5 What contextual factors appear to account for these changes?  

3.3   The Philosophical Considerations/Alternative Knowledge Claims  

                                                 
5 As indicated in Chapter 1, this study defines a leader as someone who has authority and influence 
over followers and the ability to introduce change within their organisation.   
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The epistemological roots of positivism can be traced to the social theorists of the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  The French philosopher, Auguste Comte (1853) 

was an early and influential proponent of this view.  His assertion,  that there can be no 

real knowledge but that which is based on observed facts, illustrates the two fundamental 

tenets of a positivisitic approach.  These are: firstly, that reality is external and objective 

and secondly, that knowledge is only of significance if it is based on observations of this 

external reality.  The implications that follow describe a research approach which seeks 

to “explain and predict what happens in the social world by searching for regularities and 

causal relationships between its constituent elements” (Burrell and Morgan, 1979: 21) “as 

opposed to subjective inference through sensation, reflection or intuition” (Easterby Smith 

et al., 1991: 22).   

 

The basic tenets of phenomenology are virtually the reverse of those that characterise 

positivism. Phenomenolgical research views the world and ‘reality’ as being socially 

constructed and given meaning by people (Husserl, 1965).  In other words reality is 

actively created through social interaction.  Phenomenology is about understanding and 

interpreting the meaning of peoples’ actions, rather than trying to identify some external 

cause that explains their behaviour.  As Boland and Day (1989) indicate, 

phenomenological studies mark an extreme destination from positivism   

Traditional method would like to stand apart from the 
social process and capture it with a clear picture from the 
outside.  A phenomological hermeneutic study, in contrast, 
is not trying to step outside the social process but is instead 
trying to step inside of it and reveal meaningful structures 
at work that are only masked or distorted by a search for an 
exernal set of social laws (Boland and Day, 1989: 92) 

 
Many different variants are associated more or less closely with phenomenology.  These 

include interpretive sociology (Habermas, 1970), naturalistic inquiry (Lincoln and Guba, 

1985), social constructionism (Berger and Luckman, 1966), qualitiative methodology 

(Taylor and Bogdan, 1984) and ‘new paradigm enquiry’ (Reason and Rowan, 1981).  Each 

of these takes a slightly different stance on the application of phenomenology and in the 

features of positivism it finds most distasteful.  Table 3.1 provides an overview of the two 

paradigms along three dimensions, ontological (the nature of reality) epistemological (the 

nature of the relationship between the researcher and what can be known) and 
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methodological (the practice or process of doing research).  These aspects are expanded 

upon and applied to the current research in section 3.3.2 

 

Assumption Question Positivist Phenomenological 
Ontology What is the nature 

of reality? 
Stable, external reality Internal Reality 

Reality is subjective 
Epistemology Grounds of research 

 
What is the relationship 
between reality and the 
research? 
What is the relationship 
between the researcher  
and the research? 

Detached Observer 
 
Possible to obtain hard  
secure objective knowledge 
 
Goverened by hypothesis 
and stated theories 

Empathic  
engagement 
Understood through  
‘perceived knowledge’ 
 
Seeking to understand  
a specific context 

Methodology What is the process of  
research? 
 

Context Free 
 
Concentrates on description and 
explanation 
 
Distinguishes between science  
and personal experience 
 
 
Experimental 
 
Primarily Quantitative 
Seeks to maintain a clear  
distinction between facts and  
judgements 

Context Bound 
 
Concentrates on  
understanding and 
interpretation 
Accepts influence  
from both science and 
personal experience 
 
Interactional 
 
Primarily Qualitative  
Distinction between  
facts and value-  
judgements less clear 

Table 3.1 An Overview of the Positivist and Phenomenological Paradigms 
Source:  Author 
 

3.3.1   Positioning The Current Research 

Easterby-Smith et al (1997) identify three reasons why the philosopical choice between 

positivism and phenomenology is a signficant issue for all researchers.  

1. It assist the researcher in refining and specifiying the research methods to be 

utilitsed.  

2. It enables the researcher to evaluate different methodologies and avoids 

inappropriate and unecessary work by identifying the limitiations of particular 

approaches at an early stage. 

3. It encourages the researcher to be creative and innovative in either selection or 

adaptation of methods that were previously outside of his/her experience.   
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The preference is greatly dependent on the researcher’s own philosophy and the 

proposition or misson in hand. In light of this, the discussion that follows examines the 

ontological and epistemological assumptions and the methodogical considerations 

underlying this study.   

 

3.3.2   The Ontological and Epistemological Assumptions  

In terms of ontology, positivists generally assume that reality is objectively given; relying 

on the ontological assumption that we live in a material, objective world, an ordered 

universe made up of discrete and observed events.  For phenomenologists, reality is 

subjective and the world is observed through the eyes of individuals:  people create and 

attach their own meaning to the world around them and to the behaviour they manifest in 

that world (Schutz, 1962).  As a consequence, the phenomenologist understands that the 

world is not composed of a single objective reality, but rather is composed of a series of 

multiple realities, all of which must be understood and taken into account (Remenyi, 

1996).  

 

In terms of epistemology, positivists emphasise the role of the detached observer. Nagel 

(1985) highlights this point:  For positivist epistemology, “the researcher must be 

indifferent, disinterested, neutral and impartial, eliminating all subjective elements 

through the suspension of preferences and personal experiences” (Nagel, 1985: 42).  

Positivist studies usually attempt to test theory, in an attempt to increase the predictive 

understanding of phenomena. This involves precise empirical observations of individual 

behaviour in order to discover probablistic causal laws that can be used to predict general 

patterns of human activity (Neuman, 1997: 63).  As phenomenlogists assume that reality 

is subjective and socially constructed, the task of the researcher is not to gather facts and 

measure how often certain events occur, but to appreciate the different constructions and 

meanings that people place upon their experience.  This involves attempting to understand 

and interpret why people have different experiences, rather than any search for external 

causes and fundamental laws to explain their behaviour.   

 

The ontological and epistemological position of this research is situated within the 

phenomenological paradigm.  This claim is reflected in the earlier review and critique of 

the knowledge related literatures.  Here, two perspectives on knowledge were examined. 

The objectivist perspective assumed a positivistic stance; knowledge was seen as an 
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objective, transferable commodity or resource.  The practice-based perspective assumed 

a phenomenological stance; knowledge was seen as subjective, tacit and socially 

constructed, embedded in human activity or practice and embodied in people.  In short, 

knowledge was percieved as inseparable from the actual process of knowing.  This 

research ascribes to the latter position.  From an ontological point of view, it is the 

researcher’s belief that, given their unique contexts, each leader’s reality is subjective, 

affected by events and relationships in varying ways and to different degrees. In essence, 

each leader has a unique understanding of what knowledge is and what they need to know.  

This necessitates the examination of each research subject on a case by case basis. To 

dehumanise the leaders in this study through traditional positivist approaches would in 

the eyes of the researcher generate ‘thin’ as opposed to ‘thick’ (Geertz, 1973) results. 

 

From an epistemological point of view this research leans heavily on ‘social learning 

theory’, the belief that knowing and learning does not occur in a vacuum but is socially 

constructed.  This necessitates a research approach that minimises the distance between 

the researcher and the researched. Postivist epistemology with its emphasis on the 

detached observer is therefore rejected. Understanding knowing as a social process 

involves the researcher getting inside each leader’s world to capture, understand and 

attempt to vocalise their individual, subjective, tacit insight and experience.  To convert 

the process of knowing into testable ‘atoms’ would be to reject the advances that have 

been made in the knowledge related literature in the past decade and to return to a 

commodified notion of knowledge as an objective, measurable resource.  In the next 

section the arguments in favour of a phenomenlogical approach will be continued and 

supported through an examination of the strategies of inquiry or methodological choices.  

 

3.4   The Methodological Considerations  

As previously alluded to, in conducting any piece of research an immense number of 

choices must be made.  Amongst these is the choice between a quantitative orientation, a 

qualitative orientation, or a combination of these two. This choice is determined by a 

variety of factors chief amongst which are: The overall purpose of the research, the 

research question(s) and the suitability of the selected methodology in addressing these. 

This section discusses these issues in relation to the current study.  In doing so it justifies 

the overall methodological approach and provides specific direction for the research 

design (see Section 3.5). 
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A cursory review of the purpose statement and the associated research questions as 

outlined in section 3.2 indicates the phenomenological, exploratory nature of this research.  

The aim of the research is not to test out a theory in order to increase the predictive 

understanding of particular phenomena, nor is it governed by any particular hypothesis 

which would indicate an emphasis on deduction in methodological considerations.  

Rather, this research is interpretive: placing greater emphasis on gaining an in-depth 

understanding of participants’ experiences based on the assumption that the views 

garnered will be context and time specific.  Through the power of the interpretive 

paradigm, this study seeks to provide new perspectives or insights into established 

management concepts such as knowledge management and leadership and on newer 

concepts such as ‘knowledge leadership’.   

 

Historically, leadership research has been dominated by the discipline of psychology, 

which relied upon the quantitative analysis of quantitative data. In more recent years 

however, persuasive arguments have advanced a call for more qualitative approaches 

(Alvesson, 1996; Avolio, 1995; Bass, 1990; Bryman, 1992; Byrman et al 1988; Hunt, 

1991; Strong, 1984; Yukl, 1994), and for a greater in-depth understanding of the lived 

experiences of leaders (Byrman, 1996; Byrman et al 1988; Day, 2000; Kempster, 2006).  

There is now an increasing body of research on leadership which uses methods borrowed 

from the disciplines of sociology and anthropology  (Bryman et al., 1988, 1992; Hunt and 

Ropo, 1995; Irurita, 1996; Lantis, 1987; McCaslin, 1993; Meindl, 1990; Roberts, 1985; 

Roberts and Bradley, 1988).  The  desire here is not to downgrade the value of one 

methodological approach over the other.  The author supports the growing appreciation 

that both quantitative and qualitative methods are necessary for leadership research (Parry, 

1988) recognising, that often, a combination of these approaches can produce valuable 

insights (Chen and Meindl, 1991; Gepahart, 1988; Potter and Wetherell, 1994).  In this 

instance, however, the decision to adopt a ‘pure’ qualitative approach was chiefly 

influenced by the consistency across the leadership literature in calling for a profound 

reorientation from the elaboration and measurement of abstracted constructs to the 

analysis of leadership as a social influence process6 (Byrman, 1996; Hosking, 1988; 

                                                 
6 Parry (1998) argues this assumption provides the justification to conceive of an organisational 
setting as a society, and the interactions within that society being social interactions 
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Knights and Willmott, 1992; Smirch and Morgan, 1982). The next section expands on this 

issue.  

 

3.4.1   A Qualitative Approach to the Study of Leadership  

The advantages of qualitative approaches to research are well-known and need not be re-

hashed at this juncture.  Suffice it to say there are voluminous references in the literature 

to the ‘thick description’ (Geertz, 1973), ‘rich insight’ (Fineman and Mangham, 1983), 

‘full, earthy, holistic and real data’ (Miles, 1979) that such approaches entail.  The interest 

and subsequent emphasis, here, is on the distinct advantages of a qualitative approach to 

leadership as a specific area of research. For a large part, these arguments centre around 

the extreme and enduring complexity of the leadership phenomenon itself. This is 

powerfully exemplified by the fact that “after literally thousands of studies in the field, a 

general theory of leadership that explains all aspects of the process adequately has yet to 

be developed” (Yukl, 1994: 19). As Conger and Kanungo (1998: 2) noted:  

For the foreseeable future, there will be no endpoint, a 
moment where researchers will be able to say that’s it, now 
we have a complete and shared understanding of leadership.   

 
Such complexity is a byproduct of several important characteristics of leadership. Firstly, 

a crucial aspect of leadership is the ability to influence others.  In an extensive review of 

the leadership literature Yukl (1994) acknowledges this dynamic: “most definitions of 

leadership reflect the assumption that it involves a social influence process whereby 

intentional influence is exerted by one person over other people” (Yukl, 1994: 3).  

Secondly, leadership is closely associated with the notion of change (Bennis and Nanus, 

1985; Kotter 1990; Tichy and Devanna 1986).  Thirdly, leadership is embedded in 

multiple levels or ‘nests’ of phenomena (Avolio and Bass, 1995). Events such as 

achievements, failures, opportunities and crisis are constantly shaping and reshaping 

leadership beliefs, actions, motivations and experiences for both the leader and the led.  

Finally, leadership has a symbolic and subjective component, an ever shifting reality, 

where human beings shape its creation (Conger, 1989; Pondy, Frost, Morgan and 

Dandridge, 1983; Hunt, 1991; Morgan and Smircich, 1980; Pondy et al, 1988).  The 

literature contends that mainstream research methodologies have only been partially 

sucessful in theorising about these aspects of leadership (Parry, 1998). Consequently a 

number of authors support the case for more qualitative approaches (Alvesson, 1996; 

Bryman, 1996; Bryman et al., 1988; Day, 2000; Hosking, 1988; Knights and Willmott, 
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1992; Parry, 1998; Smircich and Morgan, 1982), with such approaches seen to offer the 

following advantages over quantitative methods:  

1. The opportunity to explore phenomena in significant depth and to do so longitudinally. 

2. The flexibility to discern and detect unexpected phenomena during the research.   

3. The ability to investigate processes more effectively, in other words to examine the rich 

detail of how events unfold or how they may reshape interpretations of events. 

4. The chance to explore and be sensitive to contextual factors. 

5. The provision of a more effective means to investigate symbolic dimensions.    

 

3.4.2   Towards a Qualitative View of Leader’s Knowing  

So far, this chapter has argued that this research is best situated within the 

phenomenological, interpretive paradigm.  In this respect it follows the lead of a number 

of researchers who see leadership as a social influence process (Byrman, 1984; Parry, 

1988, 1998; Yukl, 1994), and knowledge, or, more correctly, ‘knowing’, as a social 

process embedded in action and embodied in people (Blackler, 1995; Brown, Collins and 

Duiguid, 1989; Orr, 1990; Lave and Wenger, 1991).  Researching and understanding 

social processes necessitates the interpretation of action, events and perspectives through 

the eyes of those being investigated (Bryman et al., 1988).  Gaining such rich, deep, 

contextual interpretative accounts is the basic thrust of a qualitative approach. As Byrman, 

(1984: 77) suggests:  

The sine qua non of qualitative methodology is a 
commitment to seeing the world from the actor’s point of 
view.      

 
In following an inductive, qualitative, methodological approach the author agrees with the 

sentiment that a qualitative approach to the study of leadership is fruitful, not simply 

because it takes the actor’s viewpoint as its central focus, but because, in doing so, it may 

bring to the surface issues and topics which are important yet may be omitted if relying 

on the researcher as the source of what is relevant.  In other words, in terms of this 

research, a qualitative approach to the study of leader’s personal knowledge may allow 

greater attention to what leaders think about knowledge and knowing and how they 

respond as leaders to the variety of situations they confront, rather than what the 

researcher considers to be important.  Such a strategy may bring concepts and data into 

closer alignment, as well as allowing for greater purchase on the question of the variety 
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of ways in which leadership and phenomena related to it are experienced.  The next section 

will detail the methods employed for the collection and analysis of empirical data.   

 

3.5   The Research Design 

In the most elementary sense, the research design is a logical sequence that connects 

empirical data to a study’s initial research questions and, ultimately, to its conclusions.  

To some extent, the research design is a blueprint for the research.  It deals with at least 

four problems: what questions to study, what data is relevant, what data to collect, and 

how to anlayse the results (Yin, 1989).  The purpose of this study and the research 

questions have been detailed in section 3.2.  In section 3.3.2 the author justified the 

appropriateness of a phenonemnological, interpretive, qualitative approach in addressing 

these issues.  The discussion that follows provides more precise details on the data 

sources, methods of collection and analysis.  

 

3.5.1  The Unit of Analysis 

The author is cognisant of the argument which suggests that to understand leadership as a 

process one must go beyond the study of individual ranks in organisations to incorporate 

leadership processes of people at various levels of the organisation (Parry, 1998).  

However, the unit of analysis in this particular study is the individual leader.  This decision 

relates to the purpose of the research, and the related research questions, which, as stated 

in section 3.2, entail examining a process of a different nature: how individuals in 

leadership positions build and maintain their personal knowledge (and, relatedly, what 

this knowledge entails).  In its focus on individual leaders, this study is not unique. A 

number of authors have restricted their investigations on leadership or aspects of 

leadership to senior management only: for example: Kirkland (1990), Martin (1993), 

Richter (1998), Sherlock and Nathan (2008) and Tierney (1988).   

 

 

 

3.5.2   The Research Sample 

The sampling method followed was purposeful, criterion based and convenient (Lincoln 

and Guba, 1985; Patton, 1990).  Cases for study were selected because they were 

considered to be information rich and illuminative of the issues considered central to the 

research purpose; not for their ability in terms of empirical generalisation, hence the term 
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‘purposeful’.  The chief criteria for selection were: that each participant occupied the most 

senior leadership role within their organisation; that they occupied this role for a period 

of at least three years; and that they added to the research sample in terms of being 

representative of a broad spectrum of industries/organisational types. The second criteria, 

relating to the parameters of leadership experience, was included to ensure that 

participants had spent sufficient time in their role to be ‘settled’, while allowing for a 

recency of experience to facilitate recall in a leadership capacity (Sherlock and Nathan, 

2008).   

 

The final research sample consisted of twelve leaders from a variety of industries (profit, 

not-for profit and creative), and organisational backgrounds (private sector/public sector, 

indigenous/multinational, family business and religious).  With the exception of 

participants A, D and F and L (contacts provided by the researcher’s supervisor), all of 

the participants had previously engaged in an executive development programme 

facilitated by the Department of Management and Marketing at the National Univeristy 

of Ireland, Cork.  The relative convenience of this sample made for easier access in 

providing the researcher with ready-made contacts.  The number of participants was 

arrived at through adopting a theoretical approach to sampling as originally advocated by 

Glaser and Strauss (1967).  In line with this approach, each case was chosen on the 

expected level of new insight it would provide; the decision to stop integrating new cases 

was reached once the same issues were repeatedly raised, leading the researcher to believe 

nothing new would be added by the addition of further participants.  The author accepts 

that this approach is not clear-cut; the decision to stop interviewing can never be made 

with complete certainty, there is always the possibility that the next participant will bring 

something new to the conversation.  In this respect, the author acknowledges particular 

absences from the sample, such as leaders from political, sporting and educational 

backgrounds.  This was due to unwillingness to participate on their behalf.  Had the 

researcher been successful in achieving participation from these sectors, there is a 

possibility that something new may have emerged, but, again, without such participation, 

this is just speculation.  Notwithstanding these factors, the author judged a sample size of 

twelve participants to have provided sufficiently rich data to address the research purpose 

and to be meaningful and manageable in terms of its analysis.  Furthermore, the decisions 

taken with respect to sampling were consistent with the epistemological and 

methodological choices as outlined in Section 3.32 and 3.4 respectively.  Table 3.2, below, 
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provides an overview of the research participants indicating their position, the 

industry/sector from which they originated, and the number of years in a leadership role 

at the time of the first interview.    

 

Participant  Position Industry/Sector Years In Role 

Participant A Bishop Religious 9 Years 

Participant B Managing  
Director 

Engineering  
Design Software 

7 Years 

Participant C Managing  
Director 

Consultant  
Engineering 

3 Years 

Participant D Director Creative/ 
Cultural 

7 Years 

Participant E Managing  
Director 

Brewing 9 Years 

Participant F Curator 
 

Creative/ 
Arts 

7 Years 

Participant G Senior  
Manager 

Public Sector 4 Years 

Participant H Chief Executive Not For Profit 
Charity 

15 Years 

Participant I Managing  
Director 

Family Business 
Home Heating 

20 Years 

Participant J Chairman Publishing 4 Years 

Participant K Regional Director Public Sector 10 Years 

Participant L CEO Brewing 4 Years 

Table 3.2 A Profile of the Research Participants 

 

3.5.3   The Research Procedure 

The process of gathering data for this study extended over two time periods, with an 

approximate time interval of ten years between each phase.  The original research began 

in 1997 and set out to address research questions 1, 2 and 3 as outlined in section 3.2 

above.  For a variety of personal reasons the author was unable to continue with her PhD.  

Returning to the research in 2007 presented an interesting opportunity to convert the 

research into a longitudinal study.  In doing so, questions 4 and 5 were added to the 

original research questions.  The process of re-interviewing is considered in the discussion 

on the research instrument in section 3.5.4 below.   

 

3.5.4  The Research Instrument - The Research Interview 
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The sole method of data collection used in this study was the research interview. This 

choice was considered appropriate for a number of reasons.  Primarily, as a research 

instrument, the interview approach remained true to the interpretive paradigm, and to 

the inductive, qualitative approach justified earlier.  In addition, the major strength of 

the interview approach is its contextual nature; interviews capture the respondents’ 

meanings and interpretations in a natural setting (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000).  

Furthermore, given the contextual, situational and interactional nature of knowledge 

itself (as highlighted in the literature review); the author is very much of the opinion 

that only contextual research is capable of gaining ‘real’ insight into the nature, content 

and process of leader’s personal knowledge.   

 

Having examined the different types of interview approaches available (Kumar, 2005; 

Silverman, 2000, 2010), a semi-structured interview style was chosen. This decision 

was reached on the following basis.  The structured interview, which uses standardised 

questions, was considered overly formal and restrictive for the nature of this study and 

was judged more suitable for quantitative research.  The unstructured, open or 

informal interview (Robson, 2002), while it is extremely useful for exploratory 

research, neccesitates a very skilled researcher to guide the respondents.  The author 

did not consider herself to be in the possession of such skills.  The semi-structured 

interview provided a suitable alternative.   

 

As is common practice for semi-structured interviewing, the researcher drew up an 

interview guide (see Appendix 1), which comprised a list of topics/questions to be 

covered in each interview.  This was used in the following way: In each case the 

interviewee was given leeway on how to reply to the questions asked; questioning did 

not always follow in the manner laid out in the schedule but was varied to suit the flow 

of the conversation and questions not on the schedule were sometimes introduced to 

follow an interesting comment.  However, despite these variations, by and large all of 

the participants were asked all of the questions and similar wording was used from 

one interview to the next.  The primary advantage of this approach over other 

interview types was that, through the use of the interview guide, the lines of enquiry 

were standardised across all interviews, while, at the same time, the researcher was 

afforded the flexibility to deviate from the prescribed path to explore emergent issues 

or to conduct further probes. In this way the process remained conversational and 
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situational (Patton, 2002).  In addition, the wider scope of the semi-structured 

interview offered participants a number opportunities to respond in their own words, 

to express their personal perspectives (Bryman, 2004) and to describe their own 

experiences (Alvesson, 1996).  Again, given the nature of this research, such 

freedoms, in particular the collection of experience in the form of critical incidents, 

were considered integral to the data gathering process (Parry, 1998).  

 

3.5.4.1   Re-Interviewing 

Epstein (2002) has identified three types of qualitative longitudinal research: the first 

involves continuous research in the same community or society over a number of 

years; the second involves periodic re-studies at regular and irregular intervals; while 

the third entails returning after a lengthy time interval has lapsed since the original 

study. As previously explained, (see section 3.5.3 above), a number of personal factors 

impacted on the author’s original attempt to complete this study.  Returning to the 

thesis some ten years later presented an interesting opportunity to conduct longitudinal 

research. In this respect, this study subscribes to Epstein’s third category, in which the 

researcher returns to the original research sample after a lengthy time-interval.    

 

There are mixed opinions on the optimum time interval that should exist between the 

different phases of a longitudinal study; some suggest at least one year (Young et al., 

1991) while others, who follow the life-course tradition recommend researching 

across several generations (Heinz and Kruger, 2001), Saldana (2003) is definite that 

longitudinal means a lonnnnnnnnnnnng time.  Interviewing is a key feature of 

qualitative longitudinal research.  All longitudinal approaches involve re-interviewing 

the original interviewees to explore changes which occur over time and the processes 

associated with those changes (Holland, 2007).  In view of this, Saldana (2003) 

identifies the three foundational principles of qualitative longitudinal research as: 

time, change and process, and emphasises the criticality of an approach to analysis 

that engages with and captures each of these elements.  The author’s attempt to ensure 

this was achieved are outlined in Section 3.5.5 below.   

 

As previously stated, the original interviews for this study were conducted in 1997.  

Returning to the research in 2007 the author sought to re-interview all of the 

participants. This was a time-consuming process.  A number of the participants proved 
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difficult to trace, one had set up a new business, two had changed the location of their 

business and four had retired, (of which, two had re-located, one within Ireland and 

one overseas).  In terms of locating participants, gaining agreement for re-interview 

and conducting the actual interviews, the entire process took approximately two years 

to complete.   

 

Once again an interview guide was prepared in advance.  As with all longitudinal 

studies the researcher was primarily interested in gaining insight into how respondents 

views had changed over the intervening time period and why this was the case.  To 

this end, while some of the original questions were re-introduced, some new questions 

were included (Appendix 1).  While some authors suggest it is useful to feedback the 

original data in advance of the second interview, a decision was taken not to do this 

as it was felt that it could overly influence interviewees’ reponses. On more than one 

occasion participants asked for the original transcript in advance of the second 

meeting. While this request was declined, as a matter of courtesy the transcript was 

given to them on completion of the interview.   

 

While certain aspects of each interview followed a standardised format, some aspects 

were tailor-made to pick-up on issues mentioned in the first interview.  Each interview 

began with the researcher reminding the interviewee of where they were the last time 

we met and what they were doing.  The interview then followed an orderly format, 

starting with the past (what had occurred since we last met), moving to the present 

(what was happening currently), and, finally, ending with the future.  As previously 

indicated, while respondents were not afforded the opportunity to review their original 

comments prior to the second interview, selected excerpts were taken from each 

interview and fed back to the interviewee in the course of the second interview.  This 

had a dual purpose.  It allowed one to get confirmation or disconfirmation of an 

original statement or opinion; while, at the same time, displaying to the participant 

that one judged his/her previous commentary to be of sufficient interest to warrant 

further study and reflection.  Once again all interviews were taped and transcribed 

verbatim.   

 

3.5.5  Data Analysis 
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While the data gathered from the intial empirical work was originally analysed in the 

late 1990’s, this data was re-visited in the context of the second data set.  The overall 

process of data analysis occurred at two levels. At the first level, a case-by-case 

analysis for each of the individual research participants was conducted.  The second 

level involved a cross-case analysis of the re-occurring themes and patterns across the 

twelve cases.  This approach is in line with researchers such as Einsehardt (1989) and 

Dey (1993) who suggest, that being intimately familiar with each case as a stand-alone 

entity allows the unique patterns of each case to emerge before researchers push to 

generalise patterns across cases.  In addition, it provided a rich familiarity with each 

case, which, in turn, accelerated cross-case comparison.  The precise details of how the 

data was analysed at each level are presented in section 3.5.5.1 and 3.5.5.2, below. The 

results of the analysis are presented in Chapters 4 and 5 respectively.   

 

3.5.5.1  Part One: Case-by-Case Analysis - Constructing Case Stories  

The first stage in the case-by-case analysis was to construct a summary table of the 

themes/sub themes within each interview.  For each of the research participants, the 

following process was followed.  The first step involved reading and re-reading the 

first interview transcript to get an initial sense of what was going on in the interview, 

what the particpant was saying, feeling etc.  The author was assisted in this task by the 

work of Wolcott (1990) who recommends subjecting each of the transcripts to a set of 

broad open-ended questions.  While Wolcott’s original probes appeared very apt for 

the nature of this research, slight adaptations were made where deemed necessary. In 

the end the process was guided by the following questions: 

1. What is going on here? 

2. What does the person in this setting have to know to do what he/she is doing? 

3. How are knowledge and skills acquired, particularly in the absence of 

intentional efforts or instruction? 

4. What does the author think the participant is feeling? 

5. What was the author feeling at the time of interview, what is the author feeling 

now?  

 

Sitting at her kitchen table, using A4 sheets of blank paper, the author took notes of the 

key themes and sub-themes from each interview.  After about three iterations of this 

process the final notes were written up.  The next stage was to construct a summary 
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table of each interview identifying themes, sub-themes and presenting sample 

quotations for each of these.  This process was usually conducted over a two-day 

period, with the second day usually given over to reviewing and editing the previous 

day’s work.  On completion of one table, an interval of a few days was allowed before 

tackling the next.  This time interval was considered necessary to avoid the outcomes 

from the analysis of the previous interview from overly influencing the analysis of the 

next one.  This process was continued until a total of twelve tables were produced for 

the first phase of the research.  On completion, the author replicated this process for 

the twelve interviews conducted in phase two.  These tables are presented in Appendix 

2.   

 

The second stage in the case-by-case analysis was to construct an overall narrative or 

‘case story’ (Richmond, 2002) for each of the individual research participants. In 

constructing each narrative, the author followed the advice of Elliott (2005), who cites 

Mishler (1995) and Labov and Waletzy (1997), on the different forms of narrative 

analysis.  The case stories are presented in chapter four.  Each case- story has four sub-

sections. Sub-section one, provides a brief biography of the participant.  Sub-section 

two provides a narrative account of the first meeting.  Sub-section three provides a 

similar account of the second meeting with an emphasis on the key changes over the 

time span under review.  In sub-section four the author makes some concluding 

comments based on her own analysis and interpretation of the two previous sub-

sections.  

 

In writing sub-section three, the author referred to the work of Farrall (2006) on 

qualitative longitudinal research that suggests a list of questions that researchers might 

subject their data to.  While he is clear that the list is not definitive, it is recommended 

as a good entry point to the data for those embarking on the initial stages of qualitative 

longitudinal research.  Taking this advice on board, the author was loosely guided by 

these questions in writing up the account of the second interview for each research 

participant: 

1. What is the difference between time one and time two?  The intention here was 

to build up a picture of the general direction or trajectory of the individual’s 

professional and personal circumstances. 
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2. Are there any epiphanies or sudden events that have triggered changes? Is there 

accleration of some factors that build up to a change?  Are there any tipping or 

turning points? 

3. What has increased or decreased overtime?  For example are there changes in 

values, self-esteem or self-knowledge? 

4. What is missing, what do the respondents avoid talking about?  Avoidance of 

certain topics may reveal things they are uncomfortable about which may go 

some way to explaining their position, disposition or values. 

5. What are the contextual processes that influence change and the timing of 

changes? 

6. Which changes support or oppose the process of human development? 

7. How meaningful are the changes to the respondants? 

8. Are the changes substantive or symbolic? 

 

3.5.5.2  Part Two: Cross-Case Analysis 

The first layer of analysis considered each leader’s case independent of the other 

interviewees.  The second level of analysis for this research aggregated the data gleaned 

from each individual case.  Commonalities or disparitites across cases in both phases 

of the research were then highlighted.   

 

3.5.5.3  Part Three - Discussion 

An essential feature of theory building is a comparison of the emerging concepts, 

theory or hypotheses with the extant literature (Eisenhardt, 1989: 544).  Hence the 

final stage of data analysis was to relate the research findings to the literature reviewed 

in Chapter 2, with the aim of probing what was similar, what was different, and why?  

In the introduction to this discussion presented in Chapter 6, the author explains how 

and why, she incorporated, where it was considered appropriate in terms of assisting 

the discussion, additional literature, that is both related and unrelated, to that which 

was originally presented in Chapter 2.  

3.6  An Evaluation of the Research Process 

Without rigor, research is worthless, becomes fiction and 
looses its utility (Morse et al 2002: 14). 
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In recent years a great deal of attention has been directed towards the objectivity and 

rigor of qualitative approaches and the reliability and validity of their findings. This 

section details the steps taken by the author to evaluate the ‘goodness’ of this study 

(Arminio and Hultgren, 2002; Denzin and Lincoln, 2000; Smith, 1993) and, in doing 

so, to address the challenges that are ordinarily directed towards the interpretive, 

qualitative, inductive approach that is at the core of this research.  The chief means of 

conducting this type of evaluation require the establishment of internal validity, 

external validity and reliablity (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Yin, 1989).   The sections 

that follow provide a brief description of each of these constructs and the proactive 

steps taken by the researcher to achieve them.   

 

3.6.1  Internal Validity  

Internal validity or consistency is the degree to which an account is accurate, truthful 

or credible (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).  In terms of qualitative research, the most 

important form of internal validity is descriptive validity, which concerns the factual 

accuracy of an account (in other words, one is not making up or distorting things one 

hears).  Without this foundation, other forms of validity are not possible (Yin, 2003).  

As previously stated, all interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim.  

Transcripts were returned to participants following each interview to ensure they 

represented an accurate account of what  was discussed.   

 

In addition to descriptive validity, interpretive validity; the degree to which a finding 

has been judged to have been interpreted in a correct way; is also of particular concern 

in qualitative research.  To ensure interpretive validity, the author devoted a 

considerable amount of time to the data analysis stage. The procedure followed is 

detailed in section 3.55 above.  To re-iterate, data analysis was a three stage process 

that comprised of: first, constructing summary tables for each interview which 

highlighted themes/sub-themes and direct examples of each; second, compiling case-

narratives for each participant, and, finally conducting cross-case analysis.  At each 

stage of this process, the author obtained second opinions on the interpretations reached 

through inviting comments from colleagues, friends and family members.    

 

3.6.2  External Validity  
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The idea of external validity, in the sense of producing universal laws, is not a useful 

standard for qualitative research given its overall aim of gaining rich insight as opposed 

to mass generalisation.  For this reason, for qualitative researchers, ‘generalisability’ is 

best thought of as ‘transferability,’ in other words, obtaining a fit between the situation 

being studied and others who might be interested in applying the concepts and 

conclusions of that study (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).  To enhance external validity 

‘thick description’ is considered essential.  Such thick descriptions are richly described 

data that provide the reader with enough information to judge the appropriateness of 

applying the findings to other settings (Byrne, 2001).  The in-depth nature of the 

interviews conducted and the extended amount of time spent in the field in re-

interviewing generated a rich and descriptive data set.  The author placed heavy 

reliance on the use of this in all three stages of data analysis, as described previously.  

In addition, while social phenomena are too variable and context bound to allow for 

significant generalisations, in research studies where the researcher does a good job of 

particularisation (within case analysis), before looking for patterns across cases, a 

reasonable extrapolation in terms of considering other applications of the findings may 

be possible.  The depth and breadth achieved in this study through compiling individual 

case narratives and cross-case analysis increases this liklihood.   

 

3.6.3  Reliability  

Reliability is the ability of different researchers to make the same observations of a 

given phenomenom if and when the observation is conducted using the same methods 

and procedures.  To ensure reliability, the author followed the following procedures.  

A robust interview protocol was drawn up and followed for both phases of the research 

(see Appendix 1).  The procedures followed in data analysis were rigorously 

documented and presented (see Section 3.55 above).  In addition, during the data 

analysis stage, the author kept a diary recording thoughts, reflections, decisions and the 

basis of those decisions.   

 

3.6.4  Objectivity  

Objectivity, or ‘conformability’, relates to the neutrality of the research (Lincoln and 

Guba, 1985).  The researcher recognises that, due to the epistemological stance taken, 

bias cannot be totally eliminated. However, as with the preceeding aspects of the 

research discussed in this section, the author adopted a number of strategies to ensure, 
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where at all possible, that bias would be reduced to a minimum.  As previously stated, 

while interviews were semi-structured in nature, to allow for a degree of flexibility; in 

all cases the interviewer followed a robust interview protocol to ensure systematic 

coverage of the selected topics and related questions.  Furthermore, the process of re-

interviewing is seen to increase the overall research objectivity on at least two fronts: 

firstly, the second interview provides a check on the first, reducing the possibility of 

major distortions or eliminations; and secondly, meeting respondents for the second 

time develops a sense of familarity which reduces the possiblity that they would feel 

overly influenced by the interviewer’s expectations in terms their responses (Holland, 

2007; Saldana, 2003).  

 

3.6.5  Ethical Considerations 

The researcher followed a strict code of ethical practice in conducting this research.  

Participants were assured of complete confidentiality and anonymity with respect to 

the presentation of findings.  While tape-recording was used throughout the 

interviewing process, control of the tape-recorder was given to the interviewee who 

remained at liberty to discontinue or pause it at any time.  Any requests from the 

interviewees to keep certain comments off record were duly respected.   

 

3.6.6  Conclusion 

This chapter described and justified the philosophical and methodological choices 

made and outlined in detail the primary research approach used.  In view of the 

phenomenological, exploratory nature of this research, an interpretive, qualitative 

design was deemed most appropriate.  The longitudinal nature of the study involved 

re-interviewing all of the original research participants.  Data analysis occurred at two 

levels: each participant was, first considered as an individual case, being the subject of 

within-case-analysis (Pettigrew, 1990) and a case-story write up (Richmond, 2002).  

Next, this process was followed by cross-case analysis, whereby systemic themes or 

patterns were identified across the twelve cases over both phases of the research 

(Bourgeois and Eisenhardt, 1988; Eisenhardt, 1989).  Given the longitudinal nature of 

the study, at both levels of analysis the researcher concentrated on documenting what 

had changed over time and what contexual factors might be considered explanatory.  

Chapter Four presents the first stage of the data analysis.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

ANALYSIS OF RESEARCH FINDINGS  

PART ONE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
4 ANALYSIS OF FINDINGS PART ONE  
 

4.1 Introduction   
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Chapter 3, the methodology and research design detailed the means through which 

data was collected for this research.  This chapter begins the analysis of data 

accumulated during the research period.  This, as previously indicated, extended over 

two time periods, henceforth referred to as phase one and phase two, with an 

approximate interval of ten years between each phase. An explanation for this time 

interval has been provided in Chapter 3.  The analysis is presented in two parts. Part 

one, Chapter 4, presents a case-by-case analysis of each of the individual research 

participants.  Part two, Chapter 5, provides a cross-case analysis presenting a systemic 

view of the re-occurring themes and patterns across the twelve cases.  This approach, 

as earlier explained in the research methodology, Chapter 3, is in line with researchers 

such as Einsehardt (1989) and Dey (1993) who have suggested that being intimately 

familiar with each case as a stand-alone entity allows the unique patterns of each case 

to emerge before researchers push to generalise patterns across cases.  In addition, it 

provides a rich familiarity with each case, which, in turn, accelerates cross-case 

comparisons.     

 

This chapter is organised as follows.  Each section provides a ‘case-story’ 

(Richardson, 2002) of one of the research participants. To respect each individual’s 

right to anonymity, each respondent is identified by a letter of the alphabet and where 

first names have been used these have been changed.  The approach used in 

constructing these case-stories is detailed in Chapter 3, the research methodology.  

Each case-story is presented in four parts: part one provides a brief biography of the 

participant, part two provides a narrative account of the first interview, part three 

provides a similar account of the second interview emphasising the key changes over 

the time period under review while part four presents a concluding commentary based 

on the researcher’s analysis and interpretation.   

 

 

 

 

 

4.2  Participant A    

4.2.1 Biography 
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Participant A was ordained in 1953.  Having spent a number of years in the US he 

returned to Ireland in the early 1960’s.  He served in various parishes in the North and 

South of Ireland.   He was consecrated as a bishop in 1988 and retired from episcopal 

life in ten years later.  

 

4.2.2                 Participant A’s Story: Part One 

In broad terms, the time period during which Participant A was bishop was largely 

confined to the 1990’s, a time when much that was traditionally held in high regard, 

particularly in relation to the institutions and authorities of Irish society came under 

increasing scrutiny and suspicion.  Reflecting on the issues that dominated his 

epsicopacy four key events were highlighted: Retrenchment in the form of church 

closures, a declining number of worshippers, severance and schism as a result of the 

church’s views on homosexuality and child sexual abuse.  The overriding sense in the 

first meeting was of a man, catapulted unexpectedly into episcopal life.  Participant A 

recalls setting out for the electoral meeting, having assured his wife he would be home 

for supper and later telephoning her with the news that they would shortly be taking 

up residence in an eighteenth-century episcopal palace.   

 

Recalling those early years, there is a sense of unease and inner conflict in terms of 

the daunting (yet sometimes flattering), expectations and infallibility associated with 

his new position.  The language used is quite emotive as he relates feelings of 

inadequacy, vulnerability and at times a sense of ‘nakedness’ or ‘being bereft’.  Such 

feelings are somewhat heightened by the transformative and isolated nature of the 

Episcopal office. In this respect, the excerpt he quoted from John Betjeman’s poem, 

“You knelt a boy and rose a man and so your lonely life began,” was poignant.   

 

The overriding impression of being challenged, the idea that because you are ‘The 

Bishop’ ‘somehow you know’, was not limited to the earlier years, but rather an 

integral part of everyday episcopal life.  In this regard, Participant A spoke of the 

church’s continued emphasis on ‘doing’ and the lack of  adequate time and space for 

learning and reflection.  Added to this, he spoke of a culture that does not encourage 

academic pursuits in that they may nurture a form of self-promotion, or self-

indulgence that is deemed unacceptable.  
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The negative image of the church alluded to earlier, brought even greater pressures to 

bear on the role of the bishop.  Chief amongst these was the need to enhance the 

church’s collective image, provide a much needed boost to followers and remain 

somewhat relevant in a society that was searching for answers. Once again, certain 

emotions were in evidence: a degree of sadness and weariness when relating the cloud 

of suspicion associated with those ‘who wear a dog collar’ and a degree of frustration 

in terms of the invidious position one is often placed in, when perceived power and 

actual power rarely equate.   

 

A natural outgrowth of this topic was a discussion on how one learns to deal with or 

resolve these challenges.  From the outset, the importance of technical or constitutional 

knowledge, as ‘a court of final appeal’, was emphasised, as were various types of 

experiential knowledge.  In terms of the latter he spoke at length about the knowledge 

and relationships accumulated, often unintentionally, in the course of one’s duties 

(one’s baggage), and the legacy of second-hand knowledge and relationships one 

inherits on assuming a new role.  From an experiential point of view, he stressed the 

importance of balancing prior knowledge with new knowledge, being open, where 

necessary, to disregarding one’s ‘personal predilections’, and recognsing the need to 

personalise or to ‘make one’s own’ of the knowledge inherited.  Coming to own the 

knowledge one inherits, being oneself rather than trying to emulate one’s predecessor, 

or playing at pretence through ‘acting out a part’, was of crtical importance to this 

participant. On this, he displays immense perspicacity.  His advice on ‘recognising 

ones limitations’, ‘coming clean’, ‘owning up’, ‘seeking the support of his 

‘community and not being afraid to do so’, are clear indicators that he truly 

understands the leadership dillema of balancing one’s position ‘on a pedestal’, with 

the process of growing through humility.   

 

4.2.3 Participant A’s Story: Part Two  

The second meeting with Participant A presented a very different scenario.  Retired 

from eclesiastical life and living in a modest suburban dwelling, the conversation 

largely centered around the changes resulting from retirement. The ‘great 

expectations’ associated with being a bishop as portrayed in the first interview are set 

in stark contrast with the void depicted in the second as the bishop recalled the moment 

of his actual retirement:  
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 One could not help contrast the setting on new year’s eve with the 

splendour and dignity of the consecration cermony eleven years 
before.  I was very concious that on that occasion the bell was tolling 
for me and also for my wife. We would return home later that evening 
divested of the rights and priviledges of office. True there were much 
valued liturgical and social farewells, but at the moment of actual 
departure one felt there was an indefinable void. 

 
Once again reference is made to the lack of preparation in advance of assuming a new 

role, “as it was in the beginning so it was in the end’.  Of interest perhaps is the fact 

that it was the bishop’s wife who experienced the greatest difficulties in this regard.  

Joining us towards the end of the interview, she spoke of her difficulties in moving 

from a position where, “you are very much the centre of things where there is a certain 

amount of deferene paid, to being one of the crowd, a fish out of water and having to 

start all over again.”    

 

While retirement is spoken of in terms of ‘a sudden isolation from the sphere in which 

one has been involved for almost fifty years’, there is a residual sense of once a bishop, 

always a bishop.  The pressure to keep up eclesiastically, to make informed comment, 

to be able to stand over everything you say doesn’t disappear when you retire, ‘because 

‘you are,’ to a certain extent ‘who you were’.  Despite this, a key change across the 

time interval was the greater sense of freedom now felt.  The struggle to be oneself 

alluded to in the first meeting and the difficulties of being ‘The Bishop’, (5% of your 

time you will experience the nearest thing to a living hell), was compared with how 

refreshing it is to be ‘ treated just as John’ in the second.  Here this participant points 

out, “it is not that you are not yourself when you are a bishop, it’s just a change of 

emphasis.”  ‘Keeping up eclesiastically’ now co-exists with the opportunity to read 

less ‘regimental churchy material’, while the caveats in terms of maintaining 

boundaries and keeping one’s distance, no longer in place, allow for a wider and closer 

circle of contacts. In this respect, Participant A remarks, he has he learned ‘to do 

nothing, and to do it very well’.    

 

Family featured strongly in this second meeting.  Aspects of the conversation 

concerned the dynamics and tensions of family life, and the obligations concerning 

support and confidentiality inherent in a clerical partnership.  One aspect of family life 

which was particulary emphasised was the idea of learning from family. A key event 
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related was the late vocation of the bishop’s son-in-law and the first-hand opportuity 

this provided to ‘observe the intricate process of becoming a cleric’.  Reference was 

also made to learning from grandchildren.  In this context, he recalled an earlier 

incident when his young grandson, on seeing a photograph of a group of bishops (all 

wearing purple cassocks), remarked, “Oh look at all those Barney’s.”  The Barney in 

question being a larger than life purple dinosaur that features in a popular childrens’ 

television programme.  He later used this story as part of a sermon in which he spoke 

of the importance of the community’s perception of the church.  

 

While both interviews show a strong sense of self-awareness, it is really only in the 

second meeting that the bishop begins to reflect on his role in a wider sense.  As 

mentioned earlier, family appear for the first time in the second interview.  

Furthermore, in the second meeting, a greater degree of self-assessment was in 

evidence.  Certain questions were raised.  Had he been more courageous, vocal and 

critical would he have created more impact?  Why was this the case? Perhaps, he 

mused, it resulted from his upbringing as an only child?  Was this self-reliance, 

stubborness or an unwillingness to ask for help?  In any event, with the benefit of 

hindsight, he believes he should have made better use of the contacts and supports 

available to him.  Certain factors may have encouraged the tendancy towards greater 

reflection at this time.  In 2004, six years prior to the second interview, the bishop 

wrote a book entitled ‘On Being a Bishop: Reminisences and Reflections’.  This book 

drew attention to the opportunities and constraints of episcopal life.  In the latter 

interview, he returns to the central events that are addressed in this book.  In addition, 

the relaxed atmosphere of the family home, as opposed to the palatial surroundings of 

‘The ‘Bishop’s Palace’ encouraged greater informality and openness.  Indeed, an early 

morning telephone-call, enquiring as to whether or not I was a vegetarian, was not a 

topic of conversation I ever imagined having with a bishop (albeit at this time a retired 

bishop).   

 

 

4.2.4 Concluding Commentary 

The title ‘Great Expectations: The Naked Bishop’, (see Table A1 Appendix 2) reflects 

the central theme of the first interview.  The sudden elevation to a high profile role 

brings expectations of superior knowledge and infallibilty, with a resultant sense of 
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public exposure.  In coping with this, while the importance of technical 

(constitiutional) and experiential knowledge, (his baggage of clerical experience) is 

emphasised; it is self-knowledge, (an awareness and acceptance of one’s knowledge 

limitations and the extent to which one relies on others), that is prioritised.  Table A2, 

bears the title ‘The  Cool Bishop’, these words were taken from a plaque displayed in 

the bishop’s home (created by his grandchildren), bearing the words “Cool Bishop 

Award”.  Once again this title is used to convey the key change that has occurred in 

the interval between the two interviews.  A change in life-stage and a diminution in 

the role occupied has altered others’ perceptions of the bishop, (‘no longer a dog-

collar’), and his associated sense of identity (‘no longer the bishop just John’).  This 

changed context creates a corresponding change in the content and sources of his 

knowledge: There is a broadening, as opposed to a deepening of knowledge as he 

delves beyond ‘the churchy material’ that has long formed part of his mainstream 

learning.  The influence of family and other social-networks are given greater credence 

as he questions the value of being overly self-reliant in the past.  While his changed 

status diminshes the need to safeguard the knowledge that he publically displays, he 

is keen to point out that to a large extent, he is, who he was.  The impact of his position, 

(the great expectations associated with being a bishop), reverberate beyond the formal 

occupation of the episcopal role; while the requirement ‘to know’ may have 

diminished, to some extent remnants remains. 

 

4.3  Participant B   

4.3.1 Biography 

Participant B graduated with a master’s degree in civil engineering in the early 

eighties.  In 1990 she became owner/managing director of a company which 

distributed a portfolio of computer aided design solutions. In the early years of 

business ownership she completed an MBA and a Diploma in Company Direction on 

a part-time basis.  In later years, the business extended into training and consultancy 

services and was acquired by a major IT distributor in 2009.  At this point, Participant 

B became exective chariman of a fully-integrated software solutions company.  

Currently, she acts as a non executive chairman for a manufacturer of remote software 

and is a member of the advisory board for a university-based business incubation 

centre.  
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4.3.2 Participant B’s Story: Part One 

Having graduated with a masters’ degree in civil engineering in the early 1980’s, a 

time of high unemployment and mass emigration, Participant B spent a number of 

years working on building sites in the UK.  She returned to Ireland in 1990, which was 

a time, she suggests, when the changes in technology were, ‘like being part of the 

industrial revolution’.  Unable to get the job she wanted, and identifying huge 

opportunties for advancing the creative potential of engineers through harnessing new 

technologies, she became, as she described it, somewhat of a ‘reluctant entreprenuer’ 

as she set up her own engineeering design software company in 1990.   

 

The first interview occurred in 1997.  Reflecting on her role as managing director, the 

key thrust of the initial conversation was the altered nature of this role by comparison 

with her life as an engineer.  In this context she spoke of ‘leaving the technology to 

the technocrats’ and ‘moving into the organisational side of things’.  In terms of what 

she needed to know, the emphasis was more firmly focused on changing market 

trends, customer information and finance.  On renouncing her role as an engineer, 

mixed feelings were in evidence: On the one hand, there was a huge sense of relief, 

she no longer felt threatened by not knowing every single aspect of every new 

engineering application; On the other hand, there was the difficulty in relinguishing 

her passion for ‘playing around with’ and ‘figuring out’ such systems.  

 

While the transition to managing director diminshed her need to know the specifics of 

engineering applications, it brought new demands.  From the outset, the absence of a 

formal business degree was considered a distinct disadvantage, engendering a sense 

of inferiority with an underlying perception that she was missing out on some great 

formula or solution. This was quite quickly rectified through undertaking a part-time 

MBA and later a Diploma in Company Direction.  This hunger for business knowledge 

and the associated need to learn continued throughout Participant B’s career.  

Describing herself as ‘a card-carrying bookaholic’ and someone who reads business 

magazines with a religious zeal, she spoke of her continued fascination with the fads 

and fashions of management theory.   

 

Participant B expressed a particular desire to understand more about leadership, as 

this, she felt was an aspect of the job where she and most others in her position, 
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experienced the greatest amount of self-doubt and uncertainity.  Her knowledge of 

leadership she explained, was largely based on her experience of former bosses; she 

continues to imitate the behaviour of those she considered to be ‘good bosses’, while 

avoiding the behavioiur of those she considered to be ‘lousy bosses’.   

 

Recognising the continuing gaps in her own knowledge, she admitted that there were 

times when she has felt, and continues to feel ‘out of her depth’ and ‘screaming for 

help’.  In terms of ongoing learning and development she spoke of relying on her 

business partner, to calm her down and keep her grounded; and of learning from 

colleagues, specialists, employees and the community of customers, suppliers and 

competitors within which her business operates.   

 

4.3.3 Participant B’s Story: Part Two 

In the ten year interval between the two meetings a key event was the sale of the 

company’s core knowledge management system to a potential competitor in 2003. 

Recalling, this event, Partcipant B described it as a time when ‘the solar allignments 

changed, the nature of the business changed, her role changed, and continues to 

change.  On the specifics of her changed role, to some extent there was a repetition of 

the sentiments expressed in the first interview.  Once again she spoke (with some 

regret), of the distance between what she does now, and her original professional 

qualification: ‘It’s been far too long since I was a civil engineer even though I 

graduated as one’.  What is different here perhaps is the intensity with which she 

describes this change.  The sense of loosing her voice, being silenced or marginalised 

in her capacity as an engineer came through on more than one occassion: “For sure 

my capability in terms of talking the technology is gone; I love to hear the engineers 

talk; It’s great to be able to rely on other people to talk the message”.  Although she 

spoke of appreciating it (engineering technology), she admitted ‘she didn’t know it 

anymore, or at least she didn’t know the detail of it anymore’.   

 

While her life as an engineer was considered ‘long gone’, her current role continued 

to afford her the opportunity to ‘grow her learning in an organic way’.  While sources 

of knowledge alluded to previoulsly, such as solving customer problems, taking part 

in project-post mortums and her interest in management theory resurfaced; in this 

second phase of her career, learning through making mistakes and honing her instincts 
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through experiencing failure were particulary emphasised.   In this latter context, 

Participant B spoke proudly of ‘wearing the scars of business-battle’, of learning to be 

adaptable, never giving up, and never over-reacting to the peaks and troughs of 

business cycles.  A common theme running through this aspect of the interview was 

her ideas on ‘de-demonising business failure’, promoting greater humanity, and 

encouraging more forgiveness in the business community.   

 

Once introduced, the human face of business re-surfaced on a number of occassions.  

On her own leadership style she spoke of creating a family atmosphere in her business, 

of looking after people and making them feel cherished.  At times, she believed, she 

may have been too soft with employees, couching the difficult messages to such an 

extent that the situation then got out of control.   

 

On a personal note, she reflected on the difficulty of being a working mother, the 

feeling of being torn in two and the isolation that resulted from lack of time to network.  

In terms of whom she has learnt from, and who continues be most influential in her 

life, she spoke of her three daughters; their energy and positivity and their ability to 

make strong and lasting relationships with their peers provide continued inspiration.  

In terms of regrets, she wished she had been braver and less conservative with respect 

to her investment decisions.  There were times, she admitted, when she should have 

said, ‘to hell with it’, and thrown more money behind a particular investment 

opportunity.   

 

On the future, with her children are almost grown up, she spoke of her desire to ‘give 

something back to the community’.  While the intention was not expressed at this time, 

in hindsight, some of these reflective comments may have hinted at a forthcoming 

change in her career direction.  In view of this, it was not surprising to hear then, that 

in 2009, just just two years after the second interview, the business was sold and the 

individual in question took early retirement.  This phase of her life was short-lived.  

Eager for a new challenge, in 2010 she assumed the position of executive chairman of 

a company providing integrated software for managing R&D experiments, project 

management, learning and quality.  She continues in this capacity today.  She has also 

realised her intention to contribute to the community through her involvement in a 

number of business mentoring and entreprise programmes.   
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4.3.4 Concluding Commentary 

This case illustrates how a career change, (from engineer to owner-managing director), 

is accompanied not only by a change in identity, but by a modification in the 

knowledge that is prioritised.  As the individual at the centre of this case comes to 

terms with her new role, and the knowledge inherent in that role, certain emotions are 

evident.  There is a degree of anxiety with respect to assuming a leadership position 

in the absence of any ‘knowledge of how to be a leader’.  There is a sense of loss and 

a sense of grieving for the days when she could ‘fiddle around with the technology’, 

and a degree of enviousness with respect to those who can continue to do so.   

 

In the time interval between phase one and phase two of this study, the distance 

between her ‘old’ and ‘new’ life widens.  The sentiment that she has lost her capability 

in terms of talking the technology; that she has given away her voice, is a powerful 

indicator of the extent to which she feels she has left her professional background 

behind, relying on others to fill in the perceived knowledge gaps.   

 

Through her experience of operating her own business there is a form of wisdom, an 

appreciation of the value of imperfection and a celebration of learning through failure.  

There is a growing awareness of the broader context within which she carries out her 

role; and an acknowledgement of the continuous struggle faced in achieving a balance 

in her roles as wife, mother, lapsed-engineer, owner-manager/leader and member of 

the broader business community.  In the end, there is a feeling of resolution. There is 

acceptance of her perceived short-comings, and a growing recognition of the 

importance of her children in terms of her own learning and development. 

4.4  Participant C   

4.4.1 Biography 

Participant C graduated with a Masters in Engineering Science in 1971.  Following a 

period of time working with a consulting engineering firm in the US, he returned to 

Ireland in the late 1970’s and joined his present employment. He was appointed 

managing director of the company in 1979 and group managing director in 1995.  In 

the year 2000 he became chief executive of the company, and began its international 

expansion in 2005.  In the late 1990’s he undertook a Diploma in Business Leadership 

and Corporate Direction, which was followed by an open-university MBA .   
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4.4.2  Participant C’s Story: Part One 

The one line descriptor under Table C1 (Appendix 2), encapsulates the trajectory 

described by this participant in the course of our first meeting.  At this point, he had 

occupied a senior management position for close on seventeen years.  Reflecting on 

his changed role he acknowledges: “I often say, I used to be an engineer, it’s a long 

time now since I was into the guts of the acutal engineering design process; I was a 

specialist and now it’s more important that I am a Jack of all trades and yet at the same 

time I have to give a certain amount of leadership.”  This statement is indicative of 

this respondent’s perception of the dual aspects of leadership.  First, there is the 

transition from specialist to generalist.  Elaborating on this difficulty he suggested: 

“We take very good engineers and we give them the title of manager, and very often 

we lose a good engineer but we don’t necessarily get a good manager.”  In short, the 

intended metamorphosis is not always realised with the ‘Jack of all trades’ becoming 

‘a master of none’.  Second, there is the consequent dissimilation that was associated 

with being elevated to a senior management role.  In this respect, Participant C 

remarked, “You need to stand up there and pretend you know the way, when it is not 

like that.”   

 

Much of the discussion on the aforementioned issues was framed in the context of his 

recent promotion, (two and a half years previously), to group managing director.  

Three challenges were associated with this new appointment: Firstly, there was the 

demand arising from the sheer volume of information he had to deal with; secondly, 

there was the pressure to keep up to speed with new developments; and thirdly, there 

was the need to balance the day-to-day with the strategic.  In light of such tensions 

there was an overt acceptance and a degree of solace in the fact that others knew much 

more than he did.  In this respect he remarked, “I can’t be the IT expert, the HR expert 

and the marketing expert, in a way its far better if others know more than I do, that 

wouldn’t bother me in the slightest, indeed I’d be comforted by that.”  The related 

issue of control was raised in this context.  For this leader, there was an overt 

acceptance that he could not control everything, his control was confined to raising 

issues, while leaving others to solve them: “The control I have at the moment is to 

control the agenda, trying to come up with the big issue and then there are lots of 

people around here who will direct their attention to it,” he explained.   
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The sense of acceptance that one could not know or control everything did not impede 

attempts to update and expand his own knowledge.  In this regard he spoke of a dearth 

of continued professional development received in the first twenty years of his career; 

when, partly through a sense of personal curiousity and the desire to ‘treat himself to 

a little bit of training’, he undertook an MBA.  Here he related incidents of reading 

course material in airports and preparing assignments in hotel rooms.  While he 

expressed the view that much management theory can be mechanistic, he gratefully 

acknowledged the manner in which business education has forced him him to ‘stand 

outside the company’ and to go beyond his own subjectivity.  In this context, he 

compared his learning to acquiring a new vocabulary and related instances of how he 

continues to run the company through what he called these ‘objective filters’.  This 

desire to remain objective appeared to be particularly important to him, being a topic 

he returned to throughout the course of the interview.  For instance, alongside formal 

education, he also spoke of the value of consultants in getting ‘a true picture’ of what 

it was like to work in his company.  In this vein he commented, “I could look out the 

window and say they are all happy, sure they were all happy ten years ago anyway, 

but he, (the consultant), is going at it from an objective point of view and he is getting 

very real and gutsy reactions.”   

 

The most challenging aspect of leadership for this participant was mastering the ability 

to ‘keep close to continuous change’.  In this context he spoke of the unprecedented 

changes that had occurred in the organisation in the past five years and the liklihood 

of even greater changes in the next five.  He conceded an inability to predict future 

changes, attributing greater importance to the idea of being open to change rather than 

trying to ‘get a fix on it’.  On the subject of continuous change and the associated 

adaptation, a particular concern of his was the organisation’s inability to capture 

individual learning. In this regard, he commented: “We are not a learning organisation, 

even though we learn a lot.” This, he suggested, stemmed from a project-based 

environment wherein the movement of staff between projects does not facilitate 

sharing of knowledge between individuals.  With the sense that this was an issue that 

he needed to resolve, Participant C brought our first interview to a close.   

 

4.4.3 Participant C’s Story: Part Two 
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From the outset, the second meeting engendered a sense of a changed reality.  On a 

brief tour of the company’s new offices, Participant C declared: “My world has 

changed from running an Irish company with all its business in Ireland to an 

international company with twenty five offices.” As he spoke he pointed out the 

related symbolism of the current reality of operating a 24:7 business.  For instance, in 

the reception area a clock, masquerading as a map, highlighted the potential to do 

business throughout the world on a twenty-four hour basis; while in the open-plan 

offices and hallways pictures of international projects adorned the walls.  The story of 

how this journey evolved became the central topic for discussion.  Three interelated 

aspects were emphasised: The move to chief executive, the expansion of the business 

overseas, and a changed organisational culture.  A chronological review of these 

events provides greater clarity.  Particpant C took over as chief executive in May 2000 

almost three years after our first meeting.  While several facets of this transition were 

explored in our conversation, they tend to sit neatly within three different time-frames: 

the initiation period, the transitional period of settling in and making his mark and a 

final period of letting go in preparation for exit.   

 

The first four years that followed his appointement to chief executive were described 

as the toughest years of this participant’s entire career.  As an outsider taking over 

from the business founder, it was a time of loneliness, stress, anxiety, self-doubt and 

changing perceptions: “Others see you differently and you see them differently,” he 

confided.  The middle period, moving the company overseas and rejeuvinating the 

management team, was marked by excitement without the associated stress of the first 

period.  The final period was predominantly concerned with planning for succession.  

 

The immediacy of retirement at the time of the second interview resulted in a more 

intense discussion of this issue, with a number of related aspects being explored.  

Amongst these, was the issue of timing.  Participant C spoke of what he called ‘a time 

to stay’ and ‘a time to go’, one should not leave it too late, he suggested and more 

importantly one should plan for an orderly succession.  On the subject of leave-taking, 

on the one hand there was a sense of freedom, or a burden eased, “Every CEO carries 

around an invisible ruck-sack with a lot of heavy rocks,” he said, “I will be handing 

that over to my sucessor, so I will be mightly relieved.”  On the other hand, there was 

an admission of the difficulties of letting go and the need ‘to practice’ in preparation 



 
 

 
 

131 

for the ultimate departure.  Having attended interviews for his successor, he recalled 

the strain of remaining silent, although he felt like ‘kicking people under the table,’ 

acknowledging the need to accept he is no longer centre stage, as he concludes, “It’s 

no longer about me now, it’s about them.”   

 

Reflecting on the overall journey he had taken, and to some extent drawing the three 

periods (newly appointed, mid career and towards retirement), together, Participant C 

described his role as chief executive as being responsible for ‘taking a map of the 

world and putting the dots in different places, essentially mapping out the path of 

international expansion.  His sucessor’s challenge, he suggested, is to join up those 

dots, achieving the synergies and collaborations that come with global expansion.  

This he explained is something he cannot do in the time he has left.  In this regard he 

spoke of the effect of different time horizons on prioritising one’s goals.  His sense of 

‘being on the finishing line’ brought forth a degree of urgency in terms of ‘tying up as 

many of the knots’ that he considered possible.  He admitted that in the final two years 

in the CEO role he had accelerated his pace of work and had become a lot more 

impatient, and questioning in terms of the time-frames associated with particular tasks.  

Age was introduced as an explanatory factor here.  In this respect  he felt that once 

you reached your sixties you have a different view on life and your own mortality: “all 

that kind of stuff is going on inside you”, he explained.  Here, in a manner that almost 

brought this part of the conversation full circle, he spoke of the desire of some leaders 

(or despots), to remain on forever.  Once again he emphasised the need to retire at the 

optimum time, which, he clarified, is very much context dependant.   

 

This participant was was re-interviewed at a critical juncture in his life. Stepping down 

from the position of CEO in six months time, he would remain in a directorship role 

for a further three years at which point he would retire. Not surprisingly, the substantial 

and life-changing nature of these events fostered a degree of reflection not apparent in 

the previous interview.  Deliberations centred on lessons learned and advice he would 

give to his successor.  Two categories were identifiable: lessons for business in general 

and lessons on leadership.  On the former, he singled out the previous chairman as 

someone he had learnt most from.  He, (the chairman), always encouraged him to think 

at least three years ahead, to see the big picuture, to take control where you can, 

(particularly in your internal environment) and not to get overly tied up by the strategic 
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plan, but to deviate, or plan emergently as opposed to rigidly.   On the latter he 

distinguished between management as steady process and leadership as dis-location, 

making impact, or ‘doing wild things’ (in his case, taking the business to China).  In a 

manner reminiscent of the first interview he spoke of engineers as being very good at 

steady process, getting into the detail, getting the job done.  He mused on the 

progression from engineer to manager to leader; questioning the point at which one 

stops being an engineer and becomes a manager, and stops being a manager and 

becomes a leader. He admitted his desire to be remembered not so much as a good 

manager, but as a good leader, as he does not think management is what is needed to 

run company in a period of rapid change.  In this sense he would like to think he has 

grown beyond his engineering days. He accredits his MBA with taking him out of that 

comfort zone (wherein engineers gravitate towards figures), and providing him with 

the vocabulary and concepts to think strategicaly. In this regard there is almost a direct 

repetition of the sentiments expressed in the first interview.   

 

Having distinguished between management and leadership, he expanded on his own 

leadership philosophy.  Central to this was the idea of being yourself, not trying to 

emulate your predecessor, playing to your strengths and relying on others to fill in the 

gaps.  In this regard, he believed your style, ‘the way you do your strengths’ was 

significant.  He favoured a collegiate, persuasive, participative style.  He believed 

leading by example and adapting your style to suit followers was critical.  Again the 

importance of context came in here. He talked about the challenges inherent in 

working in a professional services firm, where “all your senior people are stars, who 

don’t want to be told what to do.”  His advice once again veered towards recognition 

and acceptance.  The best you can do is allign these people towards the vision with the 

route towards achievement being of secondary importance.   

 

The third and final thread in the discussion on leadership turned to what this participant 

might have done differentlly. Here he spoke about his earlier unwillingness to trust his 

gut feel, and his inclination to agonise and not move the business along at a faster 

pace.  With the benefit of hindsight he might have been too collegiate and his advice 

to his sucessor would be to ‘push and prod’ in the sense of gaining more momentum. 

Despite these misgivings, there is a sense of acceptance, a sense that he takes pride in 

his achievements and does not beat himself up over what might have been. 
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4.4.4 Concluding Commentary 

The tendancy to closely associate oneself with the organisational role that one 

occupies is clearly illustrated in the first half of this case.  At the outset this participant 

recalls, how he used to be an engineer, but it’s a long time since he was into ‘the guts 

of the actual design process’.  As group managing director, it is more important that 

he is a ‘Jack of all trades’.  Inherent in this transition there is a requirement for new 

knowledge and new skills; which often times the conversion process, (constituting 

little more than a change in job title), does not address.   

 

For this participant however, perhaps the greatest challenge associated with the 

transition to leadership, is to create the impression that, as a leader, he truly knows 

‘the way forward’.  In acknowledging what he considers as ‘the pretence’ of ‘the all-

knowing leader’, there is a recognition of what ‘leadership knowledge’ entails. 

Participant C associates the leadership role with knowing the right questions, not 

formulating the answers; it is up to others to provide the answers and for him to know 

how to capture and retain that knowledge.  Identifying and formulating these issues or 

questions requires an objectivity, which neccesitates ‘learning a new language’ 

through formally studying business management concepts or/and relying on so-called 

expert knowledge in the form of external consultants.   

 

The interval between the two time periods provides evidence of substantive changes.  

A changed business landscape encouraged a move to internationalisation and a 

corresponding change in the company’s culture.  As a central player in this 

transformation, these broader contextual changes are once again reflected in the 

knowledge that is prioritised.  The move to the CEO role is perceived in different 

phases, or rites of passage almost.  The initiation phase brings another change in 

identity, once again others see him differently, and he sees them differently; knowing 

how to manage his emotions is critical here as he recalls the early struggle, the stress, 

anxiety and loneliness that this period entailed.  The transitional phase is more about 

acquiring management skills, how to take the company overseas, how to build the 

management team.  In the exit or leave-taking stage, we find this participant in 

preparation for his retirement. This phase of his professional life requires knowledge 

of a different kind, knowledge that is more akin to good judgement or wisdom.  Here 
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he speaks of judging the right time to go, accepting that it is no longer all about him 

and prioritising what he can and cannot do in the time that is left.  Acquiring this 

knowledge requires a form of rehearsal, as he relates incidences of ‘practicing letting 

go’.  In contrast to acquiring a new language, (that was very much a part of his initial 

move into a leadership role), he must now learn how to remain silent.  Between 

stepping down from the CEO role and his retirement, he informs of his intention to 

assume an interim directorship role for a period of one year.  Here there is a sense of 

experimentation, one final dress-rehearsal, a dummy-run as he gets one step closer 

towards the ultimate moment of departure.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.5 Participant D 

4.5.1 Biography 

Participant D has a BA and a Masters in English Literature.  Prior to joining the 

organisation with which he was affiliated at the time of both interviews, he spent some 

time in academia.   

 

4.5.2 Participant D’s Story: Part One 

When Participant D assumed the role of executive director in 1979, he entered, what 

he described as ‘an organisation that was going downhill’.  With an infrastructure that 

had not been upgraded for a number of years, an operating system that allowed for 

wastage and mis-appropriation of funding, and revenues that were in continuous 

decline; the impending challenges were significant.  Yet, despite this very obvious 

need for change, it was, he suggested, an organisation where ‘change was not on the 

agenda’.   
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The underlying resistance to change was in part attributed to the extant age profile 

within the organisation, at thirty five, Participant D was considerably younger than the 

prevailing fifty year age average.   Additional barriers arose from the organisation’s 

structure, whereby, in the absence of line management, each department was run like 

a separate fiefdom, with each vying to protect its own ‘turf’.  These factors were 

exacerbated by a somewhat unusual governance structure.  As an art’s organisation 

the director was answerable to a voluntary board that included shareholders and 

representatives of both local council and national councils.  Engaging with these 

stakeholders, was, as Participant D described it, the ‘real pressure point’ in terms of 

introducing any form of change.   

 

Following a long and stressful period during which he uncovered fraud and 

consequently reduced the head-count, the board finally conceded to to the introduction 

of middle- management.  It was only at this point that Participant D felt he was in a 

position to pursue his designated role, the strategic development of the organisation.  

He described this role as being ‘mainly about programming, but ending up doing 

everything else’.  “You need a combination of knowledge to run an organisation such 

as this one,” he added.  Elaborating on this combination, he set forth on ‘the triple 

A’s,’ the three core knowledge requirements of his role: the academic, the artistic and 

the administrative.   

 

In academic terms, with a background that was principally in english literature, he 

spoke of an expectation to know the seamless continuity of drama from ancient greek 

times, through renaissance times through to the development of european theatre.  

While he acknowledged that this knowledge needed to ‘be in place’, it was not, he 

admitted, something he would have to call upon too often. 

 

In artistic terms, he emphasised the need to understand the cultural history of various 

art forms and to be familiar with newer ones, (such as film), that have emerged and 

developed in the last century.  While he recognised artistic knowledge as important, 

he differntiated between it, and what he described as the criticality of ‘artistic 

judgement’.  This, he described as having a strong sense of idealism, a vision, a belief 

in your own instincts and how you want ‘to mix your hand in programming terms’.     
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The final A, arts administration and management systems, he acknowledged as a part 

of the job in which he found himself lacking, yet, it was an aspect of the job that he, 

and indeed other professionals, were under increased pressure to know more about.  

With ‘the arts’  now recognised as an industry, there is, he explained, an increased 

recognition that those who occupy management or leadership positions within this 

‘industry’ are only qualified in a particular discipline and are not actually prepared or 

trained for the commercial reality of turning a discipline into a business.  As a 

consequence, many of those in similar roles to himself now have some form of 

management qualification.  

 

From his own perspective, he acknowledged that most of his administrative and 

organisational ability was ‘brought out by the task in hand’.  Having only ever read 

one management book, Charles Handy’s ‘The Empty Raincoat’, he admitted to being 

totally reliant on his ‘impressionistic and opioninated approach’ in managing the 

organisation. In this respect, he recalled feeling ‘a bit put out and slightly off his game’ 

when he first encountered the sort of ‘business jargon’ which he considers people use 

to ‘impress or get around one another’.  In his early years in the job he recalled being 

asked to put together a business plan, and how he tried for a year, with his narrative 

going one way and the figures the other.   His failure to deliver was attributed to the 

absence of certain skills, (such as accountantcy or finance) which he did not have and 

which were not provided for him.  In the absence of these supports the struggle 

continued.   

 

Returning to the subject of formal business education, in an ideal world, he believed, 

he would, have taken time out to address this knowledge gap. While he had considered 

part-time management education on more than one occasion, the pressures of work 

and an unwillingness to sarcrafice his home-life did not facilitate this option.  As a 

consequence, much of his learning has been informal. In this respect, he explained,  “I 

am a customer myself, so I know what people want; I relate very well to a number of 

people I have met on the theatre circuit, though I don’t get to go to too many 

conferences for funding reasons.”  While he acknowledged that a certain amount of 

information ‘flows to him’ through various publications, he admitted to reading less 

and less, due to the pressures of home and work-life.  There comes a time, he 
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explained, when you end up reading the reviews, rather than getting to the original 

source. 

 

For Participant D, the most difficult aspect of management, (that one is ill-prepared 

for), is acquiring the knowledge of how to deal with people, how to manage them and 

how to motivate them.  This, he perceived as his greatest deficiency.  Having come 

from a mixture of academic, intellectual and artistic life, where one is working with 

intensly driven, and highly motivated individuals; it is something of ‘a sea-change to 

find oneself surrounded by people who are in mundane, poorly paid jobs, he explained.  

While acknowledging the important roles that these people play: “Theatres are like 

circuses or fairgrounds somebody has got to sweep up the sawdust from the spit from 

the beer,” there was a sense that, to some extent at least, he regretted his fate. 

 

While administrative knowledge and people skills were seen as his greatest deficiency, 

he also related feeling quite vulnerable with respect to certain aspects of the artistic 

domain, such as ballet, where he spoke of having ‘a shallow appreciation’, or music, 

where he admitted to ‘needing someone with a good ear’.   With opera not being an 

art form his generation were intimately familiar with, it was only with a degree of 

irony that he  suggested: “I am running an opera house that has lost all contact with 

opera.”  Not feeling entirely comfortable with these genres, and yet having to make 

judgements upon their suitability for particular audiences, resulted in a degree of 

exposure as was evident when he admitted: “Sometimes I am in a darkened auditorium 

looking at a work and estimating its worth and I feel quite at sea.”   

 

In terms of future challenges, he acknowleded the significance of recent advancements 

in technology, but disputed the idea that it would create fundamental change in his 

‘business’: “Going from ancient old lime light to an intelligent lighting system isn’t a 

huge change, it’s just lighting effects,” he remarked. The real challenge, he suggested, 

was to keep up with changing tastes which are largely affected by economic 

prosperity.  “ In the recession of 1980’s, people went away from experimentation, back 

to what they know, what was safe, and as director I had to clue into that,” he explained.  

At the end of the day, he concluded, running an organisation that offers ‘artistic and 

cultural entertainment’ is all about tuning into what people want; “it is the times that 
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are a changing and the people around you that are changing and you have to read into 

or feed into that zeitgeist,” he explained.   

 

On the likelihood that he will continue to occupy the directorship role he was upfront 

and honest about his own feelings of inadequacy.  In this respect he posed the thought 

provoking question, “people are surprised you are in charge of an organisation, surely 

there is someone better out there, am I here by the Peter principle or what?”  The 

significance of this question was to become much more apparent as the story of 

Participant D unfolded.   

 

4.5.3 Participant D’s Story: Part Two 

At the outset, Participant D reflected on the timing of our previous meeting in 1997; 

at that stage he had come through the first difficult eight years in an organisation that 

was still on the brink of insolvency and struggling to survive.  He admitted, he may 

not have been completely frank on the extent of the pressure he was under at that time.  

He related incidents, (one before the last interview and one since), of times he felt 

stressed and burnt out, times when he had thrown in the towel, lost his compass point, 

crashed and was unable to turn in for work. He recalled periods of self-doubt when he 

wondered if he was any good and questioned his ability to do the job.  He spoke of 

taking time out to go fishing, to rest and reflect, and to find new goals and motivations, 

some ray of hope to lift the despair and help him to move forwards.  The sense of a 

man who has struggled to survive is best illustrated in his reponse to my question 

concering the major events that had occurred since our last meeting: “I suppose the 

main event is that I managed to stay in the job.”  

 

The turning point in the difficult fortunes of this organisation occurred post 1997 (the 

time of the initial interview).  Extensive refurbishment and an expanded programme 

offering brought the organisation past the point of mere survival towards 

sustainability.  Ten years later, in the same position, working on the same tasks, 

Participant D perceived a deepening as opposed to a broadening of his knowledge: “I 

think I have got to know more and more about less and less,” he suggested, hence the 

heading ‘On becoming a fox’ in relation to Table D2 in Appendix 2. 
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On reminding him of the triple A’s (academic, artistic and adminstrative), spoken of 

in the previous interview, he acknowledged, while these are still part of his job, the 

emphasis amongst them had changed. For instance, whereas academic interests might 

have felt closer ten years ago (when we first met), they are now further and further 

behind him. Evidence of this he suggested is the sense of separation that has occured 

between him and his college friends, with their pursuits being very different from his 

own.   

 

On the artistic front, while there is still a need for him to combine artistic appreciation 

with administrative ability, he acknowledges a growing acceptance that he will never 

be the flamboyant director with the baton, surrounded by a dance or theatre company.  

His role, as he now sees it is to create the conditions to facilitate artistic endeavour.  

In metaphorical terms he spoke of ‘taking his academic hat off and putting his artistic 

hat to one side’, which suggests that while he has moved somewhat away from both 

the academic and artistic, the latter remains in closer proximity to his daily pursuits.   

 

While the academic and artistic interests are no longer central to his directorship role, 

they have not totally disappeared, but remain in a supporting capacity.  In this context 

he described them as being like ‘trainer wheels’, that keep him balanced and grounded.  

The choice between these pursuits, he believed was absolutely necessary; being in a 

position where he could not do everything, he had ‘tried on the role of producer, 

manager, chief executive and he had decided to stay with it’.  There is a sense of 

acceptance here, a mellowing of the man previoulsy encountered that is verified in 

other references where he talks of ‘growing old gracefully’ and accepting without 

complaint that he is now ‘the elder lemon’ in the company.    

 

Participant D’s journey which began with a fight for survival and ended with a sense 

of acceptance, brought new knowledge in two areas.  First there is evidence of 

increased self-awareness.  On being asked what he had learned throughout the 

intervening years, he replied: “I have learned an awful lot about myself, not in a self-

obsessed narcissistic sort of way, but I have learned to recognise my own strengths 

and weaknesses, I have learned how to deal with people.”  The addendum ‘knowing 

how to deal with people’, is particularly interesting here, in one part, because it was 

earlier (in the first phase of the research), recognised as one of the greatest deficiencies 
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in his character; in another part because of the manner in which it is closely linked to 

his increased self-knowledge.  In coming to know more about himself, and presumably 

in moderating his perceived weaknesses, Participant D has developed his ability to 

deal with others.  As an older man he describes himself as being more personable, 

political and consensual than his younger impulsive, dogmatic and confrontational 

self.   

 

These changes in Participant D’s approach are partly attributed to age, ‘no longer a 

young man, he sees himself as ‘not so brittle or confrontational.’  He is, he suggests, 

less inclined to do everything by conviction, though he still works from conviction, he 

trys to ‘manipulate’ a consensus.  The changed context also played a part here.  

Participant D recalled the earlier years, when as a younger man, (the new broom), he 

had ‘to root out, or sweep out a lot of bad practice’ and ‘rattle the cage a bit stronger’ 

against an older staff.  Having weathered the storm he is now in the more comfortable 

position of finding himself surrounded by staff of his own choosing; as a consequence 

the need to be dogmatic and confrontational is diminished.   

In the context of ‘weathering the storm’ or his struggle to survive, Participant D made 

a number of references to ‘learning through hard, bitter experience, and being purely 

frustrated’.  Observing other people, particularly older people was a rich source of 

learning.  Here he explained what he called the ‘myth of maturity’, that one behaves 

better in old age. Age he believed reveals the essential personality, which does not 

always amount to good behaviour.  He spoke of learning how not to behave through 

the difficulties he experienced in dealing with a board of aging directors, politicians 

and old fashioned merchant princes, “who failed to recognise it was time to pass on 

the torch; hanging on till their bony old hands were scorched.”  With a comparision to 

King Lear, and a reference to the idea of life imitating art, in terms of the knowledge 

he was gaining through observing older people; perhaps, he mused, what I am dealing 

with is not so far away from my original profession after-all.   

 

In the context of his own learning and development he spoke of family for the very 

first time.  He told of how he learned from his children, each of whom brought out 

something in him, challenging all of his preconceptions.  In this respect, he related a 

story of his son being bullied in school and how in one sense while it was terribly 

traumatic, in another sense it was fascinating in terms of its contribution to his 
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understanding of human behaviour. Experience of this situation, he believed, made 

him more sensitive, something that he has transferred to the workplace in introducing 

policies on bullying and intimidation.  Women and the absence of male egos were 

singled out as a particularly positive influence.  In this context, he spoke of his wife 

and female colleagues from whom he believed he had learned a great deal.  In terms 

of formal learning, once again he acknowledged the absence of any management 

education, which he has since attempted to address through participating in a number 

of occassional courses on leadership.   

 

On reflection, he does not believe he could have done anything differently.  As a chief 

executive or director you are not a solo operator he explained.  Acknowledging the 

impact of the political context, he described the organisation within which he worked 

as one ‘where the art of politics meets the politics of art’.  He admitted there are things 

he is not proud of, in particular he recalled a time when he believed the organisation 

had lost its way.  Moving into the business of a late night club, he describes a form of 

identity crisis wherein the organisation became a ‘giant pub with an opera house 

attached’.  The rhetroic and the reality were miles apart, he recalled.  Though it was 

considered morally ambivalent it was financially necessary, he explains.  Then again, 

he adds, one can always justify one’s behaviour on the grounds of survival; that is 

always the difficultly, balancing the commerical aspects with the cultural interests.  

This, he remarked is where you really have to examine your conscience, and that 

process and that honesty is not always easy, sometimes it is easy to go with the line of 

least resistance he concluded.    

 

4.5.4 Concluding Commentary 

This case illustrates, while a combination of knowledge, is needed in a leadership role, 

(succinctly identified as the 3A’s, academic, artistic and administrative knowledge),  

parity of esteem does not exist between the different types. While it is important to 

have one’s academic credentials in place, in the context in question, as director, this 

knowledge is not often called upon.  Indeed, the use of the metaphor ‘taking my 

academic hat off,’ provides a sense that one’s professional background becomes 

almost redundant as one progresses to a senior management role.   
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Artistic knowledge, which is associated with understanding, instinct  and judgement 

also takes a back seat; speaking of ‘putting his artistic hat to one side,’ this individual 

now recognises he will never be the flamboyant director with baton in hand, but will 

rather facilitate and create the conditions for artistic endeavour to flourish.   

 

In terms of knowledge prioritisation, the emphasis then is clearly on the third A, the 

administrative aspects of the job.  Arts organisations are increasingly recognised as 

‘real industry players’ whose leaders must deal with the reality of turning a discipline 

into a commercially viable enterprise. While adminstrative knowledge, (equated with 

management skills), is now afforded priority, as previously alluded to, the other types 

of knowledge, the academic and the artistic continue to play a lesser role.  The 

metaphor of ‘the training-wheels’ used in conjunction with these knowledge types is 

perhaps indicative of the support they provide, and the manner in which, (although 

they are not highly visible), continue to keep this leader balanced, grounded and 

protected. For instance, whilst one’s academic qualifications are no longer central to 

the directorship role, they provide a certain authenticity to the role occupier, as this 

participant comments, “my academic credentials give a certain amount of street cred. 

with the board.”    

 

It is at the administrative level that the greatest deficiency in knowledge is perceived; 

in particular with respect to dealing with and motivating people who operate at the 

lower end of the career spectrum.  In the absence of any formal business management 

qualifications, much of this knowledge is innate, experientially and organically 

developed in the face of the tasks in hand.  In the artistic domain, this participant also 

recognises inadequacies in terms what he knows.  In particular, he speaks of the 

superficiality of his knowledge with respect to certain artistic genres, such as opera 

and ballet;  accepting that these are areas that he cannot speak with any great authority 

on, and acknowledging his need for continued support.   

 

Reflecting on the years since our first meeting, Participant D perceived a deepening, 

as opposed to a broadening of knowledge, described as ‘knowing more and more about 

less and less.’  In particular, he speaks of self-development, a growing inner strength 

and endurance in the face of the difficulties he has encountered; and a sense of 

acceptance with the choices that he has made.  As a consequence, he acknowledges 
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greater self-knowledge (particularly of his own strengths and weaknesses), and 

relatedly greater knowledge of how to deal with other people.   

 

On his greater knowledge of how to deal with others, while the passage of time has 

brought a changed context, (he is now surrounded by a self-selected team), it is age 

that is provided as the main explanatory factor here. Now in his fifties, Participant D 

describes himself as a man who is less brittle, less confrontational and more 

comprimising than the man I previously met; as a consequence, although he remains 

realistic of the political constraints that exist within any organisational context, 

interpersonal difficulties have significantly diminshed.  

 

In terms of how he has come to know what he now knows, there is an evident gentility 

or mellowness with respect to his endeavours.  Rejecting what he terms the ‘male-

egos and the win-win relationships’, there is recognition of the ‘softer’ sources of 

knowledge as he emphasises learning from his wife, his children, and his female 

colleagues.  Observation and reflection come to the fore as he talks of the ‘bad 

behaviour’ of ageing family members and an elderly board of directors.  The re-

introduction of the ageing factor here, his reference to understanding ‘the myth of 

maturity’ (‘old age doesn’t mean you will behave any better’), and his earlier 

recollections on what he has learned from his children’s adolescence, is perhaps, his 

way of encapsulating the essence of what he has truly learned overtime, the very 

difficult business of growing up.   

 

4.6 Participant E 

4.6.1 Biography 

A chartered accountant by profession, having worked with an number of accountancy 

firms, Participant E, became managing director of a subsidiary of an international 

brewing group in the late 1980’s.  He remained with this company for approximately 

twenty years, during which time he acted in an advisory capacity to a number of 

voluntary organisations. He completed a Masters in Executive Leadership in 2009.   

    

4.6.2      Participant E’s Story: Part One 

The company at the centre of this case has a long history in the brewing industry.  

Initially a family business, it has changed ownership a number of times over the years.  
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When Participant E joined the company in 1988 it had earlier become a subsidiary of 

an international brewing group.  A chartered accountant by profession, he came into 

the business on a short-term contract (originally six weeks), to replace the exiting 

financial controller.  Remaining on with the company for a further four years he was 

offered the post of managing director at the age of thirty.  At the time of the first 

interview he had spent almost five years in this post.   

 

Participant E recalled the initial period following appointment as being a time of great 

difficulty.  Indeed, he was of the opinion, had he taken up the position of managing 

director at a later stage, he may not have been so dogged and determined, and as a 

consequence, he may not have survived.  Within that early period he identified two 

critical junctures: The first in 1994, when, as a result of the company loosing almost 

fifty percent of its business, it was necessary to reduce the company workforce by a 

corresponding fifty percent.  The second, a year later, when once again the company 

was targeted for acquisition, becoming a subsidary of one of the largest brewers in the 

British Isles.  

 

Looking back on the aforementioned events Participant E spoke of the factors he 

considered as vital, not only for success, but for survival.  Firstly, he emphasised the 

need to have knowledge, (although not in any great detail), of what is happening in all 

areas of the business.  In this context, while particular reference was made to 

‘knowledge on the personnel front’, knowledge of the marketplace, (information on 

customers, brands and competitors), was prioritised.  Lack of knowledge was not 

considered to be problematic, ‘information’ was considered easily accessible, either 

internally or externally.   

 

Once accessed, this participant placed particular emphasis on the need to ‘action 

knowledge’, as opposed to getting overly caught up in what competitors knew, or what 

competitors were doing. For him, getting things wrong was considered less damaging 

than pondering on issues or being inactive.  In this context, creating (although he used 

the word ‘forcing’), a decision-making culture was a very much part of his agenda. 

An essential aspect of this, he believed, was surrounding oneself with a well 

motivated, highly competent team.  For him, leadership, was the route to achieving 

this, with two aspects of leadership afforded emphasis: first, having a leadership style 
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that encouraged and brought ‘good’ people on board, and second, openly 

communicating with the members of that team.   

 

On the subject of open communication he related instigating a system of bi-annually 

communicating the results of the company and future targets to all senior management 

and staff, and creating an open forum for questions and suggestions.  On a short-term 

basis he spoke of monthly briefs with staff-teams that encouraged two-way 

communication on key issues.  He dismissed any notion that open communication 

could lead to greater demands from employees, diminshed management power, or a 

threat to one’s position; emphasising instead the advantage his organisation has over 

bigger bureucratic organisations in getting things done very quickly.  In this context 

he related his philosophy of ‘thinking big and acting small’, which, he suggested was 

at the core of his company’s competitive advantage. 

 

Throughout our conversation, Particpant E returned again and again to the topics of 

‘having good people’, ‘communicating with them’, ‘recognising them’ and ‘rewarding 

them’.  For this reason, it was not surprising, that the interview closed with his over-

arching claim: “I suppose the key thing for me within business is leadership, if you 

can get that right you have done the job.” 

 

4.6.3           Participant E’s Story: Part Two 

The second interview occurred in December 2008, a very challenging time for the 

industry and a time of great uncertainty for the company.  Participant E spoke of ‘a 

new Ireland’, a seismic shift in industry fortunes as a result of increased regulation, a 

tarnished public image, and a shift in consumer tastes and preferences. A raft of 

legislation including random breath testing, the smoking ban and the groceries order 

(which permitted below cost selling), had particulary reduced ‘on trade’ consumption.  

This, coupled with an increased consumption of wine and spirits, (much of which 

occured in the home), had drastically impacted beer sales.  Furthermore, alcohol in 

general was receiving increasingly bad press, as issues such as the higher than average 

european consumption levels and teenage binge drinking were continously highlighted 

in the media.  Although not specificaly mentioned, this time period also co-incided 

with the the beginning of the global economic downturn and the end of the so called 

Celtic Tiger, the period of economic growth that occurred between 1995 and 2007.   
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In response to the aforementioned pressures, Participant E spoke of the need to change 

one’s approach to doing business: moving from richer, to leaner, meaner and swifter. 

In this regard reference was made to delayering and reduced formality in the 

organisation’s culture.  Sitting in a building that dated back to the eighteenth century, 

the portraits of former merchant princes were very much in contrast with the casual 

mode of dress that prevailed.  Participant E commented, “when you came here ten 

years ago we would all have worn suits, now we only wear suits to meet the bankers.”   

 

While organisation structures and symbols (such as dress codes), exhibited a reduction 

in formality, the opposite situation prevailed with respect to staff processes and 

procedures.  In this context, Participant E, spoke of greater formalisation in systems 

and procedures related to: staffing, performance reviews, training and grievance 

systems; all of which were directed at energising the workforce.   

 

In a manner reflective of the earlier interview he once again emphasised the 

importance of people: “People are the ace card, you can have all the strategy in the 

world, but if you don’t have the right people, it is of little value”, he commented.  On 

this point he expressed gratitude for having virtually the same team around him as he 

had ten years previously.  This, he believed, reflected a commited and motivated 

workforce, as opposed any underlying malaise.   

 

On the changed nature of his own position in the intervening time-period, he explained 

how he was now chairman of the company as distinct from managing director. This 

meant increased contact with the international parent company, which for him had 

become a rich source of learning. He also spoke of voluntary participation in activities 

outside the domain of his business, for example, local chambers of commerce and 

mentoring programmes for small businesses.  Involvement in something one is 

passionate about outside of one’s business was not only, he suggested, an opportunity 

to ‘fly the company flag’, but also a chance to refresh one’s thinking.   

 

In terms of the specifics of his role, he recognised, to a greater extent, that his 

leadership responsibility necessitated ‘stepping away from the detail’ and ‘doing more 

thinking about mission, vision and the future dynamics of the industry’.  Indeed, at 
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another point in the interview he spoke of a leader that he admired, who was not good 

on the nuts and bolts, yet was visionary and inspiring. He admits, that while in the 

past, he may have given insufficient attention to these bigger conceptual issues; this is 

something he is now attempting to address.   

 

In terms of moving towards more conceptual thinking, at the time of the second 

interview this participant had just begun an MSc in Executive Leadership, his first 

venture into formal education in almost twenty years.  While previous learning was, 

as he put it, ‘mainly in the trenches’, and while much of his ongoing learning is ‘on 

the job’, the value of formal learning was seen as an opportunity to take stock, time 

out from the fire-fighting to examine one’s approach and question one’s ability to do 

better in the future. Expresing a particular interest in learning more about leadership, 

he mentioned books that he had read such a Jim Collin’s ‘Good to Great’ and Gary 

Hamel’s ‘Leading the Revolution’.  There are similarities here with the first interview 

when the importance of leadership was again emphasised.  In this instance however, 

he was much more forthcoming about his personal leadership philosophy.  The salient 

aspects of this emphasised: creating inspirational leadership with a strong vision and 

a challenging mentality; energising people and creating a sense of fun, enthusiasm and 

celebration in the workplace; and leading by example and maintaining honesty and 

integrity throughout.   

 

The greater emphasis on leadership in this interview may be explained by his 

immersion in the related literature as part of the MSc process; on the other hand it may 

relate to his earlier admittance, that he has now reached the stage where he can separate 

himself from the detail and assume more of a leadership role. The latter explanation 

appears plausible. For someone who came in on a six week contract, some twenty 

years later we find a man who has obvioulsy grown into, and continues to be 

challenged by the leadership role he has now found himself in.  As previoulsy alluded 

to, at the time of the second interview, the industry and the company were at a critical 

and very uncertain juncture.  On the day of the interview, as part of the worldwide 

drive towards consolidation in the brewing industry, the media announced the 

potential takeover of this company by a major international player. Although not 

discussed in detail, in the course of the interview some reference was made to the 

liklihood of this event which could lead to ultimate business closure.  At this point, 
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Participant E spoke with some regret that he would be unlikely to ever achieve his 

ambition to return the business to private ownership. Three months after this second 

interview the business was sold and the existing plant was shut down.  Meeting this 

participant in a different context some years later, only then did he admit  just how 

frightening this particular time period had been. 

 

4.6.4         Concluding Commentary 

The chief executive in this case acknowledged his need for knowledge in all aspects 

of the business, whilst accepting he does not need that knowledge in any great detail.  

While he recognises the need to know about employment related practices such as 

recruitment and renumeration; knowledge of the marketplace is afforded priority.  

Lack of knowledge is not considered overly problematic, most of the knowledge 

needed is considered readily availabe and easily accessible.  Participant E does not 

spend too much time worrying about what information his competitors have; indeed, 

for him, having knowledge does not equate with power; taking action on that 

knowledge, (irrespective of the mistakes one may make), is where the real power lies.  

In view of this, his main priority is to create an orgnisational climate that is conducive 

to decision-making.  Achieving this, he suggestes, is primarily about knowledge 

sharing, sharing his knowledge with others and sharing in the knowledge of those that 

surround him.  The link between knowledge and power is once again emphasised in 

this context as he dismisses the notion that knowledge sharing, dilutes power; or that 

the need to access others knowledge would in any sense diminish his leadership 

profile.  Indeed the importance of shared-knowledge and his role in leading his team 

are very much central to his conceptualisation of leadership.  

 

In the ten year interval between the two interviews, an increasingly competitive and 

regulated business environment has encouraged speed and economy with respect to 

business practices.  While delayering and reduced formality in terms of dress-codes 

suggest that the openness in communication, so eagerly sought after in the first 

interview, has been fostered; practices with respect to evaluating, training and 

supporting employees have, on the other hand, become increasingly regulated.  In the 

midst of such officialdom, now in the role of chairman, in some sense he appears to 

have extricated himself from the detail, engaging in a more ideological and futuristic 

view of the company.  It is here that the real gaps in his knowledge become apparent.  
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Lamenting insufficient attention given to this ‘bigger picture’ in the past; he now 

recognises the need to go outside his comfort zone to redress this situation. While 

‘learning in the trenches’ was considered sufficient for dealing with the day-to-day, 

nuts-and-bolts issues, the need for higher-level conceptual knowledge necessitates a 

more speculative, questioning and reflective approach to understanding his leadership 

role.  For this chief executive this knowledge comes through formal management 

education.  

 

 

 

 

4.7           Participant F 

4.7.1        Biography 

Having graduated with a masters degree in nineteenth century fine art Participant F 

became the curator of an organisation that operates within the cultural/artistic domain.  

At the time of the second interview he occupied the role of director.  

 

4.7.2          Participant F’s Story: Part One 

A key topic in the first interview was the changed role of museums in today’s society. 

According to Participant F, the original function of museums, to cherish aspects of the 

past, contrasts with their current role as major contributors to the growth and vitality 

of particular nations.  Tracing this development, he initially presented the traditional 

idea of a museum, a place of curiosity to resort to on a wet Sunday afternoon, an attic 

or storehouse into which things were put if they were considered to be of any value or 

interest.  Overtime, as the definition of what is considered to be of value or interest 

has changed, he explained, a more encompassing idea of musuems has emerged; with 

musuems now capturing popular culture, and general life-culture in the widest possible 

sense.   

 

Elaborating on these developments Participant F spoke in some detail about the 

repositioning of museums, which resulted in them becoming an integral part of 

communities.  No longer passive repositories, institutions or storehouses, museums 

have become more akin to vibrant, fluid and oftentimes industrial spaces of 

experimentation, innovation and interaction.  Perceptions of museums as a societal 
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burden, or slight abberation, have increasingly been questioned as governments are 

recognising the important role that they can play in the generation of economic 

activity.  

 

Having clearly delineated the historical path of museum development, Participant F 

then proceeded to focus on his own role and its associated requirements.  In doing so 

he emphasised the broad range of knowledge needed; this extended from the 

philosophical basis on which a particular artist’s work is based and the broader context 

within which it was developed (the theory of the theory), to issues such as what type 

of roofing one would use on an art gallery.  He admitted, while the professional 

knowledge gained in his M.Lit. was indispensible, it was, he recognised, rarely used. 

In his current role as curator of a gallery that deals mainly in 18th and 19th century 

art, having a good command of english and some academic skills in accessing libraries 

and published sources was the basic skill-set required.  In addition, it was important 

to know about fundraising, how to organise an international exhibition, to know about 

the regulations governing installations with regard to heat, light and humidity; or how 

to ensure the transport company will turn up, collect the exhibit and not tramp their 

muddy boots all over someone’s carpet, thus ensuring the continuity in the lender-

borrower relationship.   

 

In terms of ‘not-knowing’, the aspect of the job in which he felt particularlly lacking 

and rigorously tested was on the information technology front.  Technical skills such 

as how to type, how to get the printer working, how to use the internet, or send an 

email; while they may not be skills taught in arts administration courses, they are, he 

suggested, areas that could increase a museum’s productivity three-fold.  In terms of 

dealing with these issues, he spoke of being ‘self-taught’, having ‘a do-it-yourself 

mentality’, with long hours spent figuring things out in a rather dispiriting fashion.   

 

Of other areas in which he may be found wanting, on the artistic front, given the 

breadth of the field, there are, he admitted, areas he knows virtually nothing about.  

Taking the example of an exhibition of Islamic art, he would, he suggested, be coming 

at it, ‘just like a tourist, seeing what he is seeing and learning from what he sees’.  On 

being tasked to present such an exhibition, he used the metaphor of ‘cramming for an 

exam’, ‘needing to know the chapter headings’ (not the detail of the Koran), and in 
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some instances ‘having to bluff’.  This, he believed, is sometimes necessary; there is 

only so much one can retain.  “When an exhibition is current, the knowledge will be 

at the top of your mind, come back a year later and it will be gone, you will be at sea,” 

he explained.      

 

The existence of incomplete knowledge did not appear problematic for this participant.   

This was mainly attributed to the context within which he operated.  On a day-to-day 

basis he spoke of the acceptability of knowing enough ‘to hack the conversation’, 

‘make a reasonable amount of sense’, or ‘a reasonable fist of things’. This, he related 

to the idiosyncratic nature of the artistic domain.  The existence of somewhat arcane 

and obtuse specialisms created an environment where, (unlike many other 

professions), the tendancy to ‘quiz one another on the detail’ did not exist.  As an 

example of such specialisms he related the example of someone who completed their 

PhD thesis on the ink-blot drawings of Victor Hugo.  Indeed, according to Participant 

F, in the current climate, knowledge of specific specialities was considered of 

secondary importance by comparision with having a sense of what was necessary to 

ensure finanical stability or liquidity for both borrowers or lenders alike.  An additional 

reason why lack of knowledge was not considered problematic again related to the 

context within which he was operating. In the artistic domain, the consequences of 

error were considered minmal by comparsion with for example rocket science, he 

explained.  This, he suggested, brought greater freedom, the latitiude to experiment, 

to explore and to be creative.  

 

Taking the impact of context to a broader level, Participant F made comparision with 

the international scene, where museums often play a more visible, symbolic role, 

important markers that people can relate to, particularly in societies where there is a 

corresponding social disintegration.  In this sense, he acknowledged being in the 

fortuitous position of operating within a less pressurised, less demanding, less testing 

environment.  This, he pointed out, did not mean substandard operations; on the 

contrary, it provided greater freedom for innovation and experimentation than those 

operators tied into a popularising vein.   

 

Continuing on this latter point the conversation returned to what was clearly a central 

theme of this interview, ‘the new museum concept’.  Once again the traditional idea 
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of a museum was presented; a somewhat static institution in a specific urban location, 

with rows and rows of paintings, or labelled sculptures on plinths, parquet floors and 

little barriers to prevent you from touching anything. By way of contrast he then spoke 

about the Sache collection, a contemporary display held in a nineteenth century 

industrial building, a converted paint factory, in St. John’s Wood.  Participant F’s 

vision for this gallery is to incorporate both of these approaches. With a permanent 

collection on permanent display and a new extension underway, this, he believed is 

achievable.  In planning this extension he spoke of the state of ‘flux’ (not chaos, he 

quickly clarified), that exists in the museum world: “I just can’t know what this new 

extension will be for, it could be anything from performance art, to a more technical 

display, to some form of installation, a ton of ice melting on the floor, I literally don’t 

know”, he added.  Labelling this new space as ‘a temporary exhibitions gallery’ he 

suggested will capture the sense of flexibility, fluidity and openness that he is trying 

to achieve, allowing the gallery to take its place in the contemporary museum world.    

 

4.7.3          Participant F’s Story: Part Two 

One of the biggest events in the history of this organisation occurred four years prior 

to our second meeting, when the then Minister for Arts, Sports and Tourism 

announced that this organisation would be designated as a national cultural institution. 

This was a momentous decision in that the gallery would now be the first institution 

of its kind outside of the country’s capital city.  While the idea had been under 

discussion for a number of years, the catalyst for change was the government’s belief 

that the city in question should have a lasting legacy following its earlier tenure as 

European Capital of Culture.  According to Participant F, the announcement was 

greeted with a sense of celebration, pride and anticipation by those within the gallery; 

and a degree of speculation and almost envy by those without.  

 

Despite the earlier perception that it was the best thing that could have happened for 

the organisation; in Participant’s F words: “it was not the golden dawn that was hoped 

for”. Reflecting on what he termed ‘a painful, intense, transitionary period’ the old 

adage ‘be carful what you wish for’, was quoted.  While the elevated status meant 

increased notoriety, very little thinking had occurred on how this change would be 

implemented.  Indeed the consequences in terms of the day-to day-operatons and 

future positioning of the gallery were far from clearcut.   
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Participant F compared his current situation to ‘being in a state of limbo’, in fact the 

word limbo was used several times in our conversation.  “I don’t know where I am 

going and I don’t know where this organisation is going” he admitted.  Part of the 

problem he explained is that the gallery no longer has a full-time administrator. Prior 

to becoming a national cultural institution, for historical reasons, the organisation was 

adminstered by an educational institution, which, while far from ideal, provided some 

support in terms of human resources and finance.  The change in status resulted in a 

transfer of administrative responsibiliy to the Department of Arts, Sports and Toursim.  

No longer having recourse to the resources of the prior administrator, and not yet being 

fully integrated at a national level, the operation in question was, ‘bereft of support 

and left fending for itself’.  In this regard Participant F spoke of a situation that ‘on 

the outside’  appeared to be conducting business as usual, while behind the scenes the 

organisation was ‘floundering and close to collapse’.  Operating with a skeleton staff, 

in the absence of a curator or registrar, in international terms, resources were derisory.  

In view of this Participant F believed the organisation was ‘trying to manage the 

unmanagable’, being expected to perform like a national cultural institution while 

being resourced like a local operation.  

 

With respect to his own role he related examples of multi-tasking, micro-managing 

and fire-fighting. Unlike others in his position (where it is now commonplace to have 

completed some training in arts adminsitration), he lacked any formal management 

training. Describing his day-to-day activities he used terms such as: ‘parking work’, 

‘coping and keeping going’, ‘making it up as you go along’, drawing on ill-advised 

and well-meaning intuition’, or ‘using string and sellotape solutions to patch things up 

and get by’.  All in all the picture painted was that of an individual struggling to survive 

through engaging in a range of fragmented and ad hoc activities.   

 

On a personal level, he described himself as being at a very difficult crossroads.  The 

attempted rescue plan is a proposed amalgamation of this institution with a larger one.  

What would this mean?  While it would make economic sense, it would not, he 

admitted be the best chapter in the long history of this operation.  Although it would 

provide the much sought after and necessary resourcing and support; it would also 

mean loss of independence whereby the gallery would become an outstation of the 
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larger operation.  This would have significant consequences in terms of its artistic 

autonomy.  Ironically, it would mean loosing the distinguishing feature that gained the 

attention of the government in the first place; the sense of innovation, experimentation 

and vitality and the ability to present a vibrant and interesting exhibition.   

 

While the aforementioned implications are clearly not advantageous in terms of the 

organisation’s future; (in a somewhat weary manner), Participant F confessed that at 

this point in time, he would welcome this decision and the solace and role clarity it 

would provide.  The ideal outcome he mused would be to acquire the resources 

necessary to allow the organisation to continue with their ‘laboratory type approach’.  

In fact, at an earlier stage, the idea of almagamating this operation with a third player 

(that holds a modern art collection), was mooted; for him this would have been more 

a more advantageous solution.  On being questioned on the likelihood of this 

happening, he remained hopeful, saying ‘the game isn’t over yet’; while stressing the 

that the current situation was unsustainable: ‘the cracks are too deep not to continue’. 

 

On reflection, Participant F did not think he could have done things differently. 

Suggesting that the situation sounded a bit like a a Greek tragedy, while stressing his 

wish not to appear so fatalistic, he admitted to feeling somewhat powerless.  Museums, 

he pointed out, to a certain extent, have their own life-blood; being part of the fabric 

of a society they are shaped by and respond to the prevailing conditions within that 

society. In this sense they do not fit neatly within the ‘normal’ strategic development 

mode.  At the close of the interview this participant issued an invitation to return: 

Come back in a year, a year will tell a lot, he said.  From a conventional viewpoint, 

this statement would would be atypical of the museum world; indeed sitting in an 

eighteenth century georgian building, the sense of timelessness was almost palpable.  

In this instance however it was entirely appropriate and provided re-newed emphasis 

to one of the central themes of this particular case: the changed nature of museums, 

from archaic static institutions, to innovative spaces of creativity and flux.   

 

4.7.4 Concluding Commentary 

This case illustrates the changed nature of museums, from organisations whose 

business was the storage of sacred objects or oddities, and whose economic survival 

was largely dependant on grand philanthropy or government support; to organisations 
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whose business is about the development of innovative, experimental, interactive 

programmes and market sensitive endeavours.  The participant at the centre of this 

case, simultaneoulsy explores the redefined concept of a museum and his own place 

within it.  With a academic background in 19th century art, he speaks of  a professional 

knowledge, which, while indispensible, is rarely used.  Much of the knowledge he 

requires is transient, tending to be task specific (for a particular exhibition), and time-

specific (for the duration of that exhibition).   

 

Given the myriad of archaic and obtuse specialisms that exist in an artistic domain and 

the reduced likelihood that that one will know, (or indeed need to know), the minutia 

of any one; and the mimimal consequences of error by comparison with other 

industries or sectors, lack of knowledge was not considered problematic in this 

context, 

 

This is borne out in discussions on his role.  As curator of an art gallery, Participant F 

considers his role in the wider context of museum operations, needing to be more of a 

generalist than a specialist; knowing everything from the history and philosophy of a 

particular piece of artwork, to knowledge of the type roofing best suited to an art 

gallery and everything else in between. As he speaks of the criticality of having a sense 

of financial stability and liquidity, over being a expert in any one artistic genre, the 

musuem world and his role within it is at once more closely alligned to the world of 

commerce.    

 

Whilst he defines his role quite broadly, he is quite specific in terms of identifying the 

aspects of this role where he feels greatly lacking and most severly challenged.  

Developing a basic level of computer literacy and coming to grips with advances in 

information technology were deemed considerably demanding; requiring a learning 

by doing mentality which was particularly time-consuming and often times 

accompanied by a inner-struggle, between learning how to do it oneself or bringing in 

an outsider.   

 

As previoulsy alluded to, the overriding emphasis in this first interview is on the 

changing nature of the museum value proposition; no longer repositories of objects, 

but spaces for innovation, creativity and flux.  In line with this, although not overtly 
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alluded to, is the changed role of the museum professional.  In the context of this 

research it is perhaps pertinent therefore to speak of museums as ‘respositories of 

knowledge’, and curators, as not so much keepers of artistic collections, but facilitators 

of ideas, questions and speculations. 

 

The second interview brings forth a different scenario.  While an elevation in status 

(from municipal gallery to national cultural institution), brings increased notoriety; the 

absence of a clear vision on how this change will be put into effect leads to an absence 

of role clarity.   The associated anxiety is aptly captured in the repetitive use of the 

phrase ‘being in limbo’.  This limbo, or uncertain period of awaiting a resolution is 

much deeper than any lack of knowledge referred to in the first interview.  Not only 

does this participant not know what is going to happen, he does not know what the 

eventual impact of each likely outcome might be and as a result does not know what 

he wants to happen.  In this situation we witness an inner struggle, in his quest for 

some form of solace, he may, he admits, accept an outcome which he is aware may 

not be in the best interest of the gallery in the long-term.  Thus, in the presence of real 

uncertainity, individual self-preservation comes to the fore.    

 

4.8             Participant G  

4.8.1          Biography 

Participant G spent over thirty years in the public sector with twenty of these in a 

senior management role.  He retired from this position exactly one year after our first 

meeting, yet continued his involvement with local communities.  Particpant G holds a 

Diploma in Company Direction and an MBA.   

 

4.8.2          Participant G’s Story: Part One 

As a senior manager in the public sector charged with overseeing the provision of local 

government services, from the outset, the span of the role and the extent of knowledge 

required by this participant was apparent.  Particpant G spoke of his factory floor of 

3,000 square miles, 300,000 people, 15% of public roads and one fifth of the coastline.  

Describing the demands placed upon him, he differentiated between what he called 

the ‘the ordinary straightfoward aspects of the job’ and the ‘job of vision’: ‘doing the 

job’ and ‘owning the job’, ‘keeping the business going at breakneck speed, whilst 

thinking and planning’.    
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In terms of ‘doing the ordinary job’ he spoke of the need to be ‘knowledgeable’ in 

three areas: The fundamental operations of the county council, a knowledge of the 

county itself and a general knowledge of the environment within which the county 

council operates. The first two aspects he spoke about in some detail with only passing 

reference to the third.  In terms of the first area, he focused on the legislation governing 

county council operations in housing, roads and sanitation.  Being knowledgeable, in 

this regard, he explained, meant ‘going beyond following the detail religiously or 

slavishly’.  He admitted to not being fully conversant with all the rules and regulations, 

believing it was enough to have a good background knowledge, (‘to be half-way up 

there’), while ensuring his team knew that they were expected to know such detail.  

His role he described as being more about examining the nuances (such as new 

legislation), and coming back to brainstorm with his board of directors in terms of 

future implications and actions.  In this context, he described his role as a bridge 

(between the council and the board), a negotiator, but a negotiator with a bottom line.  

In this respect he remarked: “It’s a difficult tightrope to walk, you can’t negotiate away 

the jewels of the county council. I’m in charge, I’m the boss of this organisation, I 

come back from council with ideas and I shape them out, prise things open, I run the 

show; There’s only room for one prima donna and that’s me”.   

 

As a lead into the second area, Participant G spoke of his desire to do the ordinary 

aspects of his job extraordinarly well.  There is, he explained, a straightforward way 

of doing any job and there’s a way of putting your own stamp on it.  The latter he 

believed could only be achieved by having a more detailed understanding of the needs 

of an area, the economy that underpins that area, and the community groups within 

that area.  This approach reflected a change in the modus operandi of the county 

council; whereas previoulsy the council did its job and the local community could take 

it or leave it, they now worked in partnership.  Relating examples of working with 

community groups he spoke of not wishing to be seen as ‘the fellah who rides in on a 

white horse, solves all the problems and rides back out again.’  He spoke of his efforts 

to determine the ‘figure’ that would allow communities to achieve their goals, whilst 

at the same time stretching their necks and not making it so easy that they get lazy: 

“I’ll come in but you must keep the monkey on your back you must feed him I will 

give you some food  to feed him but that’s it.”  
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Turning to the second aspect of his job, what was earlier called the ‘the job of vision 

or owning the job,’ he then spoke of the leadership expectations that people have of 

the county council; the obligation it has ‘to put flesh on the structured strategic plan’, 

to support people and to provide them with the self-assurance to develop enterprising 

and innovative ideas.  For him an essential aspect of this was to assume a figure-head 

role. He emphasised the importance of being able to ‘put a face on the county manager’ 

and talked of going ‘out to the peripheries’ where, in his predecessor’s time people 

never saw the county manager, they never heard of him and they never knew what he 

looked like.  In this context he also spoke of the related roles of spokesperson and 

gate-keepker, emphasising the opportunistic nature of rural events to impart a message 

and instill confidence in communities, whilst in turn providing valuable feedback on 

public perceptions to his staff.   

 

On a less positive note he spoke of the difficulties of being the spokesperson in an 

organisatin that equates to the public’s ‘fairygodmother’.  The county council he 

explained spends its time looking after everyone, while there is little 

acknowledgement of this role when things are going right as soon as things go wrong 

people ask, “Who got us into this mess?”, “Who hasn’t rescued us?”.  As a result, he 

recalled a considerable amount of time spent acknowledging mistakes, answering 

charges and attempting to put things right.   

 

All of the aforementioned roles, he believed are performed with deference to certain 

personal values, charactertistics that he believed ‘others’ would use to describe him: 

A bias for action; operating with integrity, humanity and equity; and prioritising 

innovation.  In elaborating on these he captured the essence of his leadership approach.  

First, he described himself as someone who is willling to take a chance, someone who 

gets on with the job, not a ‘double-check, treble-check, belt and braces type guy’, but 

someone who believes in doing something when there is a reasonable chance of 

success.  Next, he spoke of ‘caring’, taking the equitable aspects of bureaucracy while 

introducing a degree of humanity or balance: bending the rules when it is fair to do so, 

and treating others like you would like to be treated yourself.  Finally, he stressed the 

importance of creating an innovative culture and spoke of how he had succeeded in 

promoting an awareness amongst his staff of his willingness to support creative 
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endeavour.  Overriding all of these was the importance of having a team-approach. 

Alluding to his earlier personfication as a prima donna, he attempted clarification: I 

don’t believe I am alone, even though I said there is ony room for only one prima 

donna at the same time I believe in team-work. Elaborating on this duality he spoke 

of the importance of bringing people on board, allowing them to contribute to 

decision-making, whilst remaining adament that there would never be room for 

compromise: “The ultimate decision is mine,” he remarked, “It’s a majority decision 

as long as I go along with it.”  The one line descriptor to Table 7a, ‘The Prima Donna 

with the Team Approach’ highlights the somewhat contradictory nature of this 

discussion.    

 

In addressing his personal values, the subject of this participant’s own learning and 

development arose.  While he acknowledged the importance of formal education in 

providing the background information necessary to do the job; the role of experience 

and informal learning was also emphasised. On the former, he mentioned (on more 

than one occasion), that most of what he does is on autopilot.  On the latter, he drew 

attention to unplanned and informal situations, where it is possible to ‘touch-down’ so 

to speak, either openly or covertly, to gain insight into the relevance of the county 

council to peoples’ lives. One such occasion he recalled meeting someone half-way 

down a mountain and having a very insightful discussion on the problems of the area 

and what the council were doing to solve them; all the whilst not revealing his 

occupation.   

 

While Participant G acknowledged the importance of what he called ‘background 

knowledge’ (formal education and reading), he stressed the importance of achieving a 

balance, between the time spent doing the job, the time spent learning how others deal 

with similar situations (colleagues, outsiders or experts), and ‘the cold-time taken for 

thinking, putting it all together, taking from it what is relevant and pointing yourself 

in the right direction’.  In this respect, he spoke of the need to be proactive, as opposed 

to doing the background research, while commenting, with a level of seriousness, that 

if people saw him reading they would think he was sickening for something.   

 

Creating that balance between doing and thinking meant peforming a role that 

stretched him to the absolute  limit, provided great satisfaction, yet at times made him 
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very nervous. In this context, he recalled moments of great doubt where he questioned 

himself: “Am I doing things right?, Should I be doing things differently?, What would 

someone else do?, Who is doing things better?” At such times he has sought 

consolation through validation from external sources.  The board of directors having 

unanimously voted to renew his contract was provided as a recent example of this.  “I 

know I am not doing everything right,’ he admitted, ‘but I must be doing something 

right.”   

 

Continuing on the subject of doing things right he spoke very positively and with great 

certainty of the ‘legacy’ he would leave behind, describing an organisation where the 

core operations would be conducted more efficienctly, where a greater sense of 

openess and friendliness would prevail, and where the communites at the periphery 

would feel cared for.  While he accepted, even lauded the fact that he would not be 

able to decant everything, that there would be, indeed should be, space left behind for 

the efforts of someone new; the notion of ‘leaving a footprint’ appeared particularly 

important to him. In the course of this first interview he described himself as someone 

who does not copy or model himself on anyone else, but rather someone who ‘strikes 

a blaze’, or ‘makes his own mark’.  Relatedly, he returned again and again to what he 

termed, his ‘raison d’etre’, doing something to make sure that the organisation is 

considered relevant.  This, he was adament, was achievable in the time he would 

remain in office.   

 

4.8.3          Participant G’s Story: Part Two 

Participant G retired exactly one year after our first meeting. Given the time lapse 

between both meetings one might have expected him to be somewhat divorced from 

the operations of local government.  This was not the case.  Almost immediately he 

turned to the more recent events that have impacted on his former employer, with two 

key changes dictating the direction of our conversation.  The first of these was the 

introduction of a governmental campaign to improve public sector services at a local 

level.  While it was acclaimed as the most comprehensive series of measures ever, 

Participant G spoke of a system that was ‘fundamentally flawed’ and the ‘missed 

opportunity’ it represented for local government reform.  Weaknessess were identified 

on two fronts.  First, in terms of formulation, he spoke of a centralised ‘Big Brother’ 

type approach, with all of the main issues being decided at departmental level and an 
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absence of any real consultatation with those with direct responsibility for the delivery 

of these services.  Secondly, he spoke of the associated difficulties of implementation 

wherein the directors responsible for strategic policy were also involved in the day-to-

day administrative activities.  The absence of any mid-level management resulted in a 

‘dilution of strategic thinking’, with, in many cases, the immediate driving out the 

important.  

 

The second major event recalled was the emergence of cases of fraud and corruption 

with respect to land zoning, planning permission, and development. Participant G 

recalled the shock, shame and disillusionment he felt when such incidents were 

uncovered; while describing a system that was ‘cowardly in the handling of this mis-

behaviour’.  In particular he criticised a judicial system which shyed away from 

punishing the wrong-doer, indeed was overly protective of the wrong-doer in an 

extraordinary effort to avoid any form of procedural error.   

 

Reflecting on his own handling of ‘bad behaviour’, he spoke of a system of zero 

tolerance with respect to cases, where, to put it politely, “people got their own money 

confused with the council’s money.”  In this regard he related a number of incidences 

where it was necessary to terminate people’s employment for what might now be 

considered fairly minor offences.  This, he suggested was the real root of the problem.  

Somewhere along the line he believed the controls had been loosened, so much it 

became difficult to know right from wrong.  His approach, ‘nipping things in the bud’, 

avoided the potential for things to get out of hand.  “Things start small” , he pointed 

out, “ it is not the intrinsic value of things but the damage done to the element of trust 

in any relationship.”  Particularly dispiriting for him was the way in which the 

unethical actions of a few resulted in many being guilty by assocation.  At this point 

in the interview he revealed how deeply saddened he was about the manner in which 

the image of a tremendously principled service (that a number of people had given the 

best part of their lives to), was now tarnished.  

 

On a personal front, the other major event was his retirement from public sector life a 

year after our last meeting.  Since then much of his attention has been devoted to 

greater involvement with the rural community.  This was something he was 

particularly passionate about when we first met, and an aspect of his previous job that, 
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in his own admittance, had been somewhat neglected.  In this regard, he spoke of a 

greater appreciation of the spirit of volunteerism and the enthusiasm and dedication of 

those who give freely of their time for community development purposes.  

Expounding on this subject, the language used was particualrly indicative of not only 

a change in thinking, but an associated change in identity.  In times past, he regretted 

being ‘on the outside’ and not being ‘in there enough’.  Evaluating his former 

employer’s ‘partnership’ with the rural community brought forth evidence of a new 

‘them and us’ mentality, with Participant G clearly shifting his alliegances towards the 

latter.  Obviously  frustrated, he related a number of difficulties with respect to this 

relationship: First “they think they can do what we are doing better, but the advantage 

we have is we are close to, we have our tenticles into the rural community”.  Having 

used the term ‘we’ he was quick to add that he was something of a maverick in this 

regard. Relating incidents of how the council sought all of the recognition and praise, 

he talked of ‘the big boys’ (the council) and ‘the small boys’ (the commuity).  In this 

regard he spoke of the lack of respect and acknowledgement that the council has for 

volunteers and the heavy handed manner ‘using a sledge hammer to crack a nut,’ in 

which the council polices community initiatives in their effort to prevent cases of 

fraud.  In conclusion, the council, he believed, has lost touch with the issues on the 

ground and has becoming increasingly alienated from its public.   

 

In his assessment of the former situation, Participant G revisited some of the themes 

of the previous interview.  The first of these was the structural weaknesses within his 

former employment.  Once again he spoke of too many layers, with too many chiefs 

at each layer, and the consequent dillution of talent referred to earlier.  On this 

occasion, he spoke of not being a passive insider but of his attempts to instigate change 

through a position paper he sent to the department.  While to a large extent this fell on 

deaf ears, it also resulted in some very bitter accusations that he was trying to create 

positions for close colleagues in advance of his retirement. He was greatly offended 

by this remark, being adament that he was a strong believer in everyone, including 

himself, having to earn their stripes.   

 

The importance of strong leadership was a recurrent theme in this interview. In 

Participant G’s view, “the leader, must be all things, the hired hand, the gallow glass, 

the paid servant, more than that, the leader carries the very soul of the organisation.”  
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In this respect two of the roles identified in the first interview were re-visited.  As 

figure-head, Participant G believed the leader must be seen, ‘people must know you 

are around’, while as spokesperson ‘the leader must be answerable, must acknowledge 

criticism and defend against it or change it’.  On his personal leadership philosophy 

once again the values of honesty, integrity and equity were emphasised.  He spoke of 

having a clear conscience, ‘being able to sleep at night’ and with ‘hand on heart’ 

having treated everyone he has come into contact with ‘fairly and without vindication’.     

 

On the notion of regrets, and he did not think he had too many, one was perhaps that 

he had lived too much by the rules and had been and bit too strict.  By way of 

illustration he told a story of encountering an old school teacher of his and refusing 

him a certain grant on the basis of missing a deadline by twenty four hours.  In 

hindsight, he reflects on this incident with shame, and has often wondered what his 

former teacher thought of him.  In another incident he recalled being particularly blunt 

or rough when dealing with a request for grant aid.  Again, looking back, he thinks he 

could have been more humane, he now sees his reaction as unwarranted and later 

apologised to the party concerned.  He hopes there were few of these incidents.   

 

On a domestic front, his biggest regret was that he ‘neglected his family more than he 

ever neglected his job’.  In this regard, he spoke very emotionally about ‘the job taking 

him away from his family’ and the pressure this created for his wife and children, 

though he is confident they do not hold this against him.  He also explained how in 

local government one is personallly associated with the decisions made; as a 

consequence, at any given time, one can be considered the hero or the villan.  In this 

respect, Participant G, related stories of how he came to the shocking realisation that 

his children, at a young age, were often placed in the awkward position of having to 

publically defend his actions.  On reflection, he does not think he could have done 

anything differently.  His sense of duty remains.  In his own words, “you take the 

shilling and you do the fight.”  

 

 

 

 

4.8.4       Concluding Commentary 
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In describing his role this participant differentiates between two aspects of the job: 

‘ the ordinary job’ and ‘the job of vision.’  Doing the ordinary job, he suggests, requires 

environmental, functional and technical knowledge: knowledge of the economy, the 

county, the fundamental operations of a local authority, and specific expertise in areas 

such as finance and law.   With a vast ‘factory floor’ (3,000 square miles and 30,000 

people), it is not, he stresses, necessary to embrace the detail of this knowledge, but 

rather to rely on others to keep him informed of the essentials.  Doing the job of vision, 

he suggests, means owning the job, living up to public expectations, defending the 

council’s actions, acknowledging mistakes and taking the blame.  Here he speaks of a 

duality of roles, being the fairy-god-mother (granting everyones wishes), whilst also 

being the scape-goat, the wicked witch that everyone wants to blame when things go 

wrong.   

 

Whilst he intially differentiates between the ordinary job and the job of vision, he 

stresses the importance, (for him), of doing the ordinary job in an ‘extraordinary way’.  

Here both aspects of the job begin to merge; doing the ordinary job in an extraordinary 

way means ‘going beyond following the detail religously or slavishly’, it means going 

out into the community and coming to a real understanding of the needs of a particular 

area.  In a similar vein, on the job of vision, he talks of ‘going out into the peripheries’ 

becoming the face of the county council, becoming the flesh of the strategic plan; 

touching down with the community and not being ‘that fellah who rides in on the white 

horse’.  The commonality between both aspects of the job is their recognition that, to 

truly perform the role of the county manager means pushing the boundaries, going 

beyond the factual knowledge, (which to some extent he suggests is superficial), 

towards coming to a truer, more realistic, more personalised sense of the issues 

inherent in that role.  In doing so, there is a sense of confluence, he becomes the role, 

his face is the face of the county manager, his body is flesh for the strategic plan.  

There is a stark comparision here with his predecessors, who remained aloof from the 

community, remained invisible as county managers.  His legacy, is to have made that 

role visible again, as he speaks of leaving his footprint while remaining cognisant of 

the space required for his successor to do likewise.   

 

The second interview presents him in a different role. Now retired his has become 

more actively involved in local communities in a voluntary capacity.  This role change 
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has brought a change in identity, a switch in allegiance, as we find him more strongly 

than ever in alliance with the community (us - the small boys), against the council 

(them - the big boys).  There is a sense that he has almost forgotten that he was once 

one of them.  He is particularly critical of the council on two fronts: There has been a 

dilution in strategic thinking, he suggests, as through lack of middle-management 

appointements, the immediate concerns have driven out the important ones.  There has 

been a repetition of the pattern that he had tried to undo, whereby the council, (unlike 

the voluntary groups that have their ‘tenticles in close’ to the community), continue to 

remain aloof.  These concerns are representative of a stronger desire to become a more 

intimate knower, getting in closer to the community which he is involved in, putting 

a face on the requests that are made, and exhibiting a greater degree of humanity. In a 

related example, he recalls, with a sense of shame, the dismissive manner in which he 

treated his old school-teacher who was one day late in making an application. Over 

the years he has learned an important lesson, while knowledge of factual rules and 

regulations are essential, one must not become bound up by them at the expense of 

treating people fairly.   

 

This participant’s career-long desire to do the ordinary job in an extraordinary way 

has came at a cost.  He became personally associated with the role occupied, the role 

was personified and the decisions made in that role were seen as a manifestation of 

him. On personal sarcrafice, he spoke of the time spent away from family and the 

pressure he unknowingly placed upon his children in terms of defending him and 

worrying about him.  Of this, while there is some regret, there is acceptance, if you 

take up the mantle, (‘if you take the shilling’), you must own that job, you must own 

that role (‘you must do the fight’), and wear the scars associated with that role.   

 

4.9 Participant H 

4.9.1    Biography 

Participant H was the chief executive of a registered charity that provided schooling, 

training, supported employment and housing information for adults and children with 

a range of intellectual disabilities.  Having joined the organisation in the early 1950’s 

in an administrative capacity, he took over the chief executive role in the 1970’s.  He 

remained in this role until the late nineties, at which point he retired.   
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4.9.2      Participant H’s Story: Part One 

Participant H began our first meeting with a brief overview of the organisation’s 

history and the nature of its ‘business’.  The foundation, he explained, has commited 

itself to providing services to people with a broad spectrum of intellectual disability: 

from individuals with profound disability who require extensive support, to people 

who have a moderate disability who require some form of sheltered accomodation and 

occupational activity, to those who have a mild disability requiring schooling and 

vocational training in preparation for open-employment. This type of commitment, he 

continued, requires a person-centred approach to planning, where the service-user is 

central to their individual programme of development.   

 

Adopting an individualised, person-centered approach involves consultation with, and 

inputs from a wide range of individuals, groups and organisations, he explained. 

Elaborating on the nature and content of this consultation process, the importance of 

statistics and information (on the numbers of people requiring their services and the 

types of services they would need), was emphasised.  While in the past, the absence 

of accurate and timely information presented particular difficulties for this 

organisation, this is no longer the case.  In this regard, Participant H attributed 

particular importance to recent advancements in government publications on the 

spectrum of potential clients and their associated needs.   

 

Beyond the statistics and information, ‘being able to slot people in’ according to their 

degree of independence, was according to Participant H the next stage in this process.  

Here the importance of shared knowledge was emphasised.  In this context, examples 

of ‘internal case conferences’ and ‘multi-disciplinary assessment teams’ that would 

assist in the determination of dependancy levels, associated staffing and budgetary 

requirements were provided.  

 

Outside of the structured case-assessments and formal monthly meetings with heads 

of departments, Participant H stressed the importance of informal and ongoing 

interaction with the relevant constituent players.  While the latter was considered 

essential in terms of keeping up-to-date, it also facilitated the co-ordination and 

synchonisation of the foundation’s services with those of related service-providers.  In 

this regard, a simple, yet illuminating example of the manner in which domestic 
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science teachers liased with house-parents to ensure that the kitchen appliances used 

in school mirrored those used ‘at home’ illustrates the effective transfer of learning. 

 

The importance of international contacts in terms of exchanging ‘knowledge, 

expertise, ideas, and experience’ was also alluded to.  Participant H reflected on a 

changed environment, where the standards governing the provision of services for 

those with intellectual disabilties were rising, and the taken for granted was no longer 

acceptable.  In particular, he drew attention to the more inclusive approach to 

education apparent in the United States, where many of those with less severe 

intellectual disabilities are being integrated into mainstream schools.  The Irish 

system, (whereby those who attend mainstream education at primary level are not 

catered for at secondary level), was seen to lag behind the US system in this respect.  

While acknowledging a modicum of development, the scope for advancement was 

considered immense.  With Participant H stressing his personal determination to 

ensure continued progress in satisfying the unmet and changing needs of service users, 

this first interview came to a close.   

 

4.9.3 Participant H’s Story: Part Two  

On the signficant events that had occured since our last meeting, Participant H first 

turned to the personal, relating the sad loss of his wife four years previously and the 

way it had changed everything for him: “Everything has changed, everything has 

changed, I live alone now, all my children are living their own lives; that is how it 

should be, he added, they can’t be mollycodlling me.”  In this context, he also related, 

with obvious pride, an account of his son who went forward for local election and 

while he failed to get elected in the local constituency, found himself appointed at 

national level.   

 

On his professional life he spoke of his retirement, and of his continued involvement 

(albeit with less responsibility), with his former employer; an organisation that has 

‘changed radically’ in the intervening time-period. The nature of the envirionment 

within which charitable foundations currently operate was considered particularly 

instrumental in these changes.  In this respect, the challenges identified included: a 

centralisation of funding sources (where face-to-face relationships have been replaced 

by more distant and formal structures); changes in human resource legislation, 
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(particularly with respect to maternity leave and part-time pay), that have made 

continuity of service a nightmare; and the inadequacy of government support and 

funding towards a more inclusive education system. On the latter, as a board member 

of ‘Inclusion Europe’ and a committee member of a national self-advocacy group, this 

participant was particularly concerned with providing his clients with ‘their own 

voice’, with this becoming a re-ocurring theme  throughout the remainder of our 

conversation.   

 

Turning to the subject of self-advocacy, Participant H recalled ‘the old days’, when 

one spoke of ‘the dignity of risk’ whereby those with intellectual disabilties were 

granted a fair and prudent share of risk-taking commensurate with their abilities.  

Underlying this approach was the belief that denying them exposure to normal risk 

would have a damaging effect on their dignity and personal development.  In addition, 

the removal of all risk was seen to diminish those with intellectual disabilties in the 

eyes of others, and to limit their sphere of community interaction in terms of jobs, 

recreation and relationships.  Today, he pointed out, while some of the barriers towards 

promoting ‘dignity of risk’ have diminshed, others have increased.   

 

On a positive front, Participant H spoke of ‘the changed lives’ of those with 

intellectual disabilities, where there is greater acceptance of them, and people are more 

educated about, their needs and abilities.  A critical aspect of this was the advancement 

in residential care and the migration of those with so called ‘mental handicaps’ from 

psychiatric hospitals, to large scale residential homes and in more recent years to 

‘smaller regular houses out in the community’.   

 

One consequence of the latter developments was a greater level of community 

integration, with greater involvement in activites such as sport, art and music.  In this 

context, Participant H also spoke of the more active role played by parents, with much 

more of a partnership between the parent and the service provider.  In illustrating this 

progress a number of distressing stories were related.  One particular case related to 

an incident that occurred forty years previously, where on a particular friday afternoon 

a little boy was brought into one of the residential homes, the same day his parents 

emigrated to America.  He is still there today, never having seen his parents again.  

Only on the parents death did his siblilng discover that she had a brother.   
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Another case related to a young couple that came to see him asking his advice on their 

‘mongrel child’, having mis-understood the term ‘mongoloid’ which was then in 

common usage.  Such appaling terminology, he explained, compounded the levels of 

fear, ignorance and oftentimes hostility, that surrounded intellectual disability. While 

the use of such language has long been frowned upon, pondering on the term 

‘intellectual disability’, Participant H wondered if sufficient progress had really been 

made in terms of highlighting the abilities of those who are intellectually challenged.   

 

While progress has been made in terms of promoting inclusivity, dignity of risk, and 

self-advocacy, he lamented an increasingly bureaucratic system, that in most cases 

exists to meet the needs of the service provider, (in particular to ensure avoidance of 

litigation), as opposed to the individual needs of each client.  For many years, he 

suggested, the system has worked very hard to find clever ways of building avoidance 

of risk into the lives of those with intellectual disabilities; now it needs to work equally 

hard in trying to find ways to find the proper amount of risk to suit each person. To 

some extent the essence of the second interview may be summed up in one sentence, 

there is human dignity in risk, there is dehumanising indignity in a system that speaks 

of safety yet promotes an overly protective approach. 

 

4.9.4       Concluding Commentary 

The environment within which those with intellectual disabilities are cared for has 

changed dramatically over the professional life of this participant.  Amongst the more 

positive changes identified were increased public acceptance and understanding, a 

greater move towards inclusivity in terms of education, accomodation, and leisure 

activities, and rising standards in the provision of services both here and 

internationally.  Such changes have encouraged a more person-centered approach to 

service provision.  Understanding the needs of clients in terms of their dependancy 

levels and their associated requirements is an essential aspect of this approach.  While 

the necessity for timely and accurate statistical information is emphasised; it is 

judgement, the ability ‘to slot people in’ to varying support structures, that is 

prioritised.  Shared knowledge, through internal consultation (as part of a 

multidisciplinary team), close relationships with related service providers, and 
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working in partnership with clients, their families and support systems are all 

considered central to this process. 

 

Notwithstanding such positive advancements, in more recent years, service provision 

for those with intellectual disabilties has become increasingly burdened by an overly 

bureaucratic, centralised system, within which risk avoidance is often at the expense 

of human dignity.  The voice metaphor captures the loss of power experienced by 

those who are not understood.  In a related theme the power of language and the 

negative connotations that arose from the use of inappropriate terminology is similarly 

captured.  Although not directly alluded to, the symbolism and subtle language of 

buildings is nonetheless present.  The incidents recalled bring to life a story of a 

marginalised people, people who were ‘put away’, placed out of sight, in hospitals or 

homes where the underlying, yet unspoken message was, ‘you need to be kept under 

surveilance, you need to be controlled, we will watch you like a hawk’.  Recent 

attempts at greater community integration in the form of assisted living arrangements 

aim to communicate protection with some degree of risk normalisation.  In other words 

‘We will protect you but we won’t take all the dangers of human life from you; we 

will allow you to live like other human beings’.   

 

Living through the aforementioned changes this participant now recognises the power 

of language to inform and misinform, to create understanding and misunderstanding 

and to articulate the intensity of the message.  He has learned how to legitimise that 

power.  He has also learned a new language, an integrity of self-expression and a 

respectfullness.  There is some evidence to suggest that this has not been an easy 

process.  At times he lapses, almost stumbling on his words, between old terms such 

as ‘mentally handicapped’ and the more politically correct ‘intellectually challenged’.   

 

The knowledge gained in the course of his professional life is reflected in his personal 

life.  He opens the second interview with his own story, a story of adjustment, the loss 

of his wife, living alone, determined not to burden his children or to encroach on their 

freedom to live their own lives. The balancing act alluded to, balancing safety and 

security with loss of dignity, independence and personal freedom; while professionally 

learned is now personally lived.  
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4.10 Participant I  

4.10.1        Biography 

Participant I, entered the family business at the age of seventeen.  At the time of the 

first interview, with twenty years experience in the business, he occupied the role of 

managing director.  Two years after the first interview the business was sold. 

Following the closure of the business he undertook a part-time programme in project 

management. Since then he has set up a company that provides off-site document 

storage and records management services to companies in the banking, legal and 

financial sectors.   

 

4.10.2        Participant I’s Story : Part One 

Setting the context for our conversation, Particpant I spoke about what it was like to 

work in a seventy year old, three-generation family business.  He depicted an 

organisation that was built on inheritance and a sense of entitlement, “full of stick in 

the muds, who continued to do things in a particular way because they had always 

been done that way”.  He spoke of carrying employees, who, despite an absence of 

purpose, were allowed to remain on in the business ‘serving out their time until 

retirement’.  These people, who were family relatives in the main, may have 

understood the business in the 1950’s, 60’s or 70’s, he explained; but beyond this they 

had lost touch, becoming illequipped to deal with the uncertainties and instabilities 

that were now an integral aspect of this industry.   

 

Charting the phenomenol changes that occurred in the past twenty years, Participant I 

described an industry in which it was becoming increasingly difficult to survive.  With 

their core business, the wholesale distribution of solid fuel in decline, they had become 

a nice player in a growing home heating industry.  In this respect he remarked: “Our 

business hasn’t grown in the past ten years, people aren’t lighting coal fires anymore, 

we are has beens.”  “The avenues for growth are limited,” he continued, “you can 

redefine your business all you want, you can say we are in the home-heating business, 

or the stay in on a Saturday night business, but at the end of the day you can only stay 

in one core thing and peddle that knowledge as much and as much and as much as you 

can.”  Exacerbating this situation was the declining cost competitiveness of older 

incumbents vis a vis more recent players. In this regard he spoke vehemently of the 

irrelevance of much that was previously considered essential.  Dismissing the 
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surrounding office space, its associated trappings, and the building in which they were 

housed as being ‘absolutely useless,’ ‘a big zero’, he envisaged a future where the 

business could be operated from a tree-house. Picking up his mobile phone he 

remarked: “We found the greatest thing for the transmission of knowledge was one of 

these things, so now we give all our key people one and we don’t communicate in 

writing anymore.”   

 

The inclination to consider the tree-house scenario referred to earlier was possibly 

encouraged by the timing of my first visit very shortly before the company was due to 

leave the current premises.  Acknowledging that it was a pleasant building to work in, 

it was, he stressed, no longer necessary. The lead up to the exit decision was 

characterised by a sustained period of rationalisation or ‘elimination’ which began in 

the mid 1980’s.  Reflecting on this time period the importance of being able to 

differentiate between what is essential, and what can be done without, what is obselete 

and what is in vogue was emphasised.  On the former, Participant I recalled how 

several retired positions were not replaced, leading to a significant reduction in staff 

numbers and management layers. On the latter he spoke of a reversal of authority, 

from being product-led to being market-led, and the associated change in the 

knowledge and skills required.  We are now a trading company, he remarked, the 

market dictates what we do; all the skills that we have developed down through the 

years of sourcing, bagging  and supplying the product in the right format has been 

replaced by knowledge of customers, suppliers and competitors.   

 

In discussing the change in orientation from product-led to market-led several insights 

emerged in terms of what Paritcipant I perceived knowledge to be and how he came 

to ‘be in the know’.  Perceptions of knowledge varied:  Firstly, it was considered to be 

a store of experience, shared history or stories passed down from one generation to the 

next.  Phrases such as ‘a reservoir of folklore,’ ‘stored in folklore’ and ‘reservoir of 

experience’  appeared throughout.  Participant I recalled how his father ‘spent a lot of 

time in the shadow’ of his predecessor (his grandfather’s partner), ‘picking up bits and 

pieces after him.’  Similarly, he spoke of the knowledge that he posesses that goes 

right back to when his father worked in the business in the 1940’s.  This knowledge 

was seen to create value for the organisation, providing a useful backdrop, a means of 

avoiding repetition of the same errors.  He spoke of how events in business repeat 
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themselves, customers move to competitors, suppliers go out of business.  Such 

incidents are, he suggested, ‘virtually uncollectable when they happen, you need a 

reservoir of experience to anticipate them.’  In this context, he questioned whether he 

had twenty years experience, or just one year’s experience repeated twenty times.  He 

elicited some surprise at the number of organisations that don’t possess this reservoir 

and are thus destined to a cycle of forgetting and then repeating the same mistakes.  

 

Relatedly, Participant I spoke of knowledge as “a common-sense approach to 

problem-solving, that is not so much about developing flows of information, but about 

eliminating bad thoughts such as we will do it this way because it has always been 

done this way; while at the same time clinging onto the good stuff, the connections 

and relationships that you have with suppliers and customers.”  The reference to ‘bad 

thoughts’, the idea that prior knowledge can be more of a hinderence than a help, was 

alluded to elsewhere with respect to the competitiveness of new entrants with his 

comment: “those new to the industry don’t come in with the raft of bad thoughts that 

we have.”  In this respect Participant I emphasised the need for caution, in the process 

of ridding oneself of ‘bad knowledge,’ one should be careful not to destroy the 

underlying linkages that were the source of value created in the first place.   

 

In another respect, knowledge, was considered as a form of judgement, or as 

Participant I quite bluntly put it, ‘having a nose for bullshit’.  In light of this he a told 

a story of a colleague who had earned the nickname ‘the roundabout’ as he was always 

in the way of change, and so it was necessary to get around him and sell new ideas to 

him.  According to Participant I, the roundabout was, unbeknowns to himself, “a huge 

fountain of knowledge, who was vastly experienced, and shrewd in judging people; 

he (the roundabout) doesn’t know what he knows, and doesn’t know the value of what 

he knows, he just knows.”  Such knowledge,  Particpant I pointed out, “would be of 

little value to competitors as they wouldn’t be able to unlock it’ or tap into it.”   

   

Interspersed within the converstation on what he perceived as knowledge, there were 

equally insightful references to how he came to ‘be in the know’.  Indeed at times it 

was rather difficult to separate the two.  Again a number of themes were in evidence.  

At the forefront was the idea of ‘staying close to’ and ‘keeping in touch with’ your 

operations and your marketplace. Participant I spoke with some disdain of the manner 
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in which senior management have become more remote and rarified through the 

addition of management layers as the business grows.  Indeed he appeared rather 

intimidated by the idea of ‘management’.  “I always felt a bit isolated by those guys 

in suits, wondering what they knew that I didn’t,” he remarked.  He also appeared to 

be somewhat uncomfortable with the idea that he was a manager or a leader himself; 

giving the impression that to think so would be to automatically suggest that you were 

better than others: “I wouldn’t ever designate myself a manager or leader 

intentionally,”  he said, “ I wouldn’t ever claim to be better than anyone else.”  

Describing himself as ‘a hands-on down to earth type of guy’ he spoke of needing to 

get out of the office: “nothing flows to you in here, I learn nothing in here; you need 

to get out into the fields where you can dig things up yourself.”  The reference to 

nature here is interesting and might be interpreted as further evidence that for him the 

office environment is somewhat unnatural or confining, he is certainly at pains to 

emphasise that he doesn’t need the trappings of an office.   

 

In terms of how he knows what he knows, the language used by Participant I was very 

informal and causal.  He spoke of the importance of insignificant ‘tittle-tattle’, 

‘swapping yarns’, ‘the little subtleties, knowing the customer’s wife’s name, that the 

daughter recently celebrated her 21st birthday’.  He admitted to being stunned by the 

little ‘asides’ or ‘utterances’ that are picked up from suppliers, or competitors, for 

example, ‘so-and-so has gone out of business,’ of little signifcance to others, but of 

huge consequence to him.  In a similar vein he spoke of accidental learning from 

unusual as opposed to more obvious sources.  For example, he related stories of 

adapting and eliminating machinery through visits to building sites, fertliser plants and 

cement factories.  Trial and error and the value of mistakes (his own and others), were 

also mentioned as routes towards the evolution of what would and would not work.    

 

Formal learning did not appear to play a significant part in Participant H’s 

development.  He spoke of doing an executive development programme in the early 

1990’s, of which he remembers just one thing, the importance of benchmarking, 

‘lining up or improving on what the other guy is doing, if you don’t do that you are 

going backwards’.  The downside of formal learning he pointed out is the difficulty in 

finding a programme to suit the level you are at and the waste of time it can be if you 

get that wrong.  For this reason, with respect to new technologies, most of his learning 
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comes from ‘fiddling about and trying things out’, which, he added, can also be a very 

inefficient way of learning.   

 

Coming towards the end of our meeting, Participant I wondered had he really 

answered my questions.  He revealed that prior to the interview his expectations were 

of a discussion on the importance of controlling knowledge.  Revealing his thoughts 

on this, he spoke of how one has to be careful to control what is allowed to seep down, 

or percolate hrough the cracks in the organisation.  The problem with knowledge, he 

explained is that you have to learn as much as possible, while giving it out as 

economically as possible to those who need it.  The difficulty is to get the balance 

right.  In his opinion, some companies ruthlessly delegate, overloading those on the 

ground with knowledge and information way beyond their abilities; some struggle to 

survive and others just can’t handle it.  This was something that puzzled him.  While 

he appreciated to grow a company you can’t do it all yourself, he was adament that 

the more sucessful companies were those operated by down to earth guys.  Although 

he did suggest it, in view of his earlier description, the unspoken reference to himself 

did not go unnoticed.   

 

4.10.3          Participant I’s Story : Part Two 

Of all the participants in the study, Participant I was the most difficult to track down, 

indeed, he seeemed to have disappeared off the face of the earth.  When I finally made 

contact with him and remarked how he was a very difficult man to find, he responded: 

“My life has been turned upside since I met you last.”  On meeting him, indeed this 

seemed to be the case.  He immediately spoke of the sale of the former company, 

approximately two years after our last meeting.  For his 73 year old father, who was 

retired by then, it was a time of great sadness and disenchantment.  This was a business 

he (his father), had ‘taken from his father’ and passed to his son.  While his father saw 

the sale of the business as an admittance of failure, for Participant I, this was not the 

case. Given, as he put it, ‘the impossible task of continuity in any family business’, 

it’s demise was inevitable he explained. “There is no future in family businesses, he 

added, family businesses are doomed to fail, they are designed to fail.”   

 

Family businesses he explained are usually held together by an autocrat, and when it 

comes to passing the business from one generation to the next all sorts of problems 
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with respect to meritocracy arise; particulary when the family members themselves 

have family that they wish to have in the business. “There comes a time, he explained, 

when you need to recognise that your family are your wife and children, not your 

brothers and sisters; If you don’t do this, he warned, there can be all sorts of exalted 

expectations and misplaced loyalties.”  “In truth, the only way to run a family business, 

he suggested, is to get rid of the family, treat them like shareholders, buy them out or 

bring in a professional manager.”  According to Participant I, the only family 

businesses that could survive were craft or skills-based operators, those that were more 

of a vocation, such as artisan cheese makers. “If you are making or selling widgets 

then your business is doomed,” he said.  “Family business is all about ego”, he added, 

“it’s all about controlling things beyond the grave, it would be great if it worked but it 

just doesn’t and you have to accept that and move on.”  Posing the rhetorical question, 

“Does anyone make it to the fourth generation?”,  he quickly answered, “I don’t think 

so.”  He quoted the saying ‘Find it, Make it, Break it’, then laughed, adding, “my 

grandfather was the finder, my father the maker, and I was the breaker.”   

 

The break-up of the business, was, for Participant I, a difficult juncture in his life.  In 

his mid forties, he recalled feeling too young to retire, (in addition to being unable to 

afford it), and too old to take up employment.  He recalled going for a career 

assessment and gettting the message that he was ‘too opinionated to be an employee’.  

While he knew he had to do something, he was not clear on the direction he should 

take.  At one point he considered emigrating, he recalled considering a warm climate, 

(somewhere like Spain), but thought it would not be a good idea.  Laughing, though 

with an underlying seriousness, he admitted he lacked the self-discipline to live 

somewhere where the bad weather wouldn’t drive him into work.  “I am very weak 

like St. Agustine”, he admitted, “I would give into all sorts of temptations, I would be 

a mess, an alcoholic, an awful eejit, maybe I am one now but at least I am concious of 

what I am supposed to be” he added.   

 

In the aftermath of closing the business, Participant I spoke of ‘taking time out’ and 

taking part in a part-time programme in project management.  He spoke of being 

‘badly burnt’ in the coal trade (no pun intended), and of ‘scratching around’ for a very 

different business opportunity.  In 2001 his efforts were rewarded; responding to 

increased legal and financial regulation that requires companies to retain business 
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records, he saw an opportunity to provide off-site document storage and records 

management services.  The business has been very sucessful, with eleven full-time 

staff and a growing client base that includes the banking, legal, accountancy and 

medical professions.  

 

The developemnent of the new business has not been without its difficulties.  Seven 

years after the business start-up Participant I recalled a type of epiphany, which had a 

immediate and lasting effect on both his professional and personal life.  He 

remembered waking up on the morning of January 1st 2008, suffering the effects of 

the previous new year’s eve celebrations, looking in the mirror and uttering the words, 

“Johnny you have to cop on boy.”  Elaborating on this statement he spoke of a business 

that was overstretched, and yet had plans for expansion.  He told of having a 

celubriouis office, a private secretary (whose purpose he was not entirely sure of), a 

huge number of back-office staff, and time spent in meetings talking about how great 

he was.  Returning to an earlier sentiment he spoke again of ego as being the biggest 

problem in business today.   

 

In view of his earlier realisation, the message was clear, he was heading for a fall.  He 

had done exactly what he had condemned in the first interview.  He had repeated the 

same mistakes, mistakes he had said he would never make again, now it was time to 

shout stop.  Shouting stop meant severe cut backs in incomes and staff layoffs, 

(particulary with respect to the back-office), while continuing to support the customer 

through front-end staff and keeping services levels up.  On being asked to explain how 

he came to this sudden realisation, Participant I returned to the cycle of repetition 

alluded to in the first interview.  “I am young enough, he said, to remember the 1980’s, 

I read the tea-leaves, the writing was on the wall; I knew I couldn’t continue to trade 

on recklessly and hope things would turn, I learnt that from my time in the coal 

industry.”  Other people have not been as fortunate as him in making this observation 

he concluded.  In this regard he spoke with derision of the ‘Celtic Tiger’, wherein the 

country lost the run of itself entirely, lost all sense of core values, bringing out some 

of the worst of our collective traits, greed, jealously and selfishness.  He recalled his 

father’s wise words as the economy grew, “Jeepers people want America at home; and 

later as it reached its peak, ‘Jeepers, people have America at home but this can’t last.”  

He spoke of ‘the me generation’, the elevated expectations and the resultant feelings 
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of being let down.  He prided himself on not leading a very profligate life; which to 

some extent meant his family felt hard done by.  As human beings we are not equipped 

to deal with huge success or failure he insisted, people go off the rails, he added.  In 

this regard he spoke of various lotto winners and the case of one of the survivors of 

the recent Chilean mine disaster who had become a drug addict. “We are not equipped 

to deal with change and I know because I have been through lorry loads of change and 

I have had to learn how to deal with it and to re-invent myself more than once and that 

has been very difficult,” he continued.   

 

Explaining how he learnt to deal with change, how he learned to re-invent himself, he 

spoke of ‘going back to the kitchen table he grew up at and finding out what is normal’.  

The image of the kitchen table is a very powerful one.  It creates a sense of permanence 

and solidness, a space where domestic life was lived out and family history created. 

Participant G would belong to a generation that gathered regularly around the kitchen 

table for family rituals such as the Sunday dinner. It is often the place where people 

congregate in times of celebration or sadness.  In his youth, the kitchen table was 

probably the place where school-work was completed, lessons were learned and 

advice was given, stories were shared.  The idea of ‘going back to the kitchen table’ 

creates a strong sense of going back to one’s roots, back to reality, back to a time when 

things were simplier.  The return to his birth family at a time of crisis and re-invention 

presents an interesting contradiction when placed alongside his earlier admonishment 

that at some point in your life you have to leave your original family behind in favour 

of the family that you have created through marriage or partnership.  Indeed, despite 

all his misgivings about the family aspect of the family-business, the importance of 

his upbringing and his birth family is a topic he returns to again and again. For 

instance, on the subject of recruiting new staff he told of how he uses ‘his kitchen table 

measure of normality’ as a guiding principle in selecting employees: “I want to find 

out about their kitchen table, what is their idea of normal?  If it is too far away from 

mine I won’t hire them no matter what skill-sets they have.”   

 

At another point in our conversation, where he reflects on what he has learned in his 

career, he returns yet again to his upbringing, and its intrinsic values.  “What I learned 

is that your parents were right all along, and the importance of the core values they 

gave to you – work hard, play fair, don’t deal in short-termism, don’t milk the situation 
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when times are good, as times will turn again.”  These core values he stressed will 

stick with you for the whole of your life.  “These are the things I tell to my own 

children but they only half listen to me,” he added.   

 

Turning to his professional life, he described the world of business as a lonely place, 

where one doesn’t really have friends, only colleagues.  He strongly believed as a boss, 

he could not get too close to people, he couldn’t over-engage, he had to keep a 

distance. He would not call himself a spiritual person, he believed he was too cynical 

and too opinionated for that, and as a result he has had to seek out other resources to 

help him deal with the pressures he faces.  In this regard he spoke of his good fortune 

in having  a tight network of friends who run a variety of different busineses.  He told 

of speaking with many of them at least twice a day, teasing things out, learning from 

them and vice versa.  They would, he admitted, know his innermost business secrets 

and he would know theirs.  The other resource he relies on is reading.  While he would 

not call himself spiritual he expressed a keen interest in phillosophy.  He mentioned 

the book ‘A little book of calm’ as one that has helped him enormously.  He spoke of 

keeping it in his car and dipping into it every so often, at one stage once a day, now 

maybe once a week.  Alongside his bed he told of having Machievelli’s ‘The Prince.’  

He continously reads this book and gets much guidance from it. He quoted passages 

from this book, in particular the following: “Those who stand to loose from change 

will currently be in the various chains of command and will see nothing of certainty 

in the change and will conspire against it; people will conspire against you if they 

don’t trust you and they won’t trust you if you are inacessible, if you are a big chief,” 

he explained.  “There is a really good message here,” he concluded.  “Don’t spend 

your time in a castle, get out amongst people and yet here I am in a castle,” he 

remarked waving his hand to encapsulate the surrounding office, “but I only came here 

to meet you, and to make you a fancy coffee,” he added, “now that meeting is over I 

will return to my normal office, which is a portakabin down there on a building site.”  

This final comment left me thinking this is a man who has indeed returned to his 

kitchen table.   

 

4.10.4 Concluding Commentary 

The concluding comments on this case are best presented in the trajectory through 

which this participant’s professional and personal life have developed.  On first 



 
 

 
 

180 

meeting him, as a third generation member of a family business, it is not surprising 

that the role of the family in terms of what he knows is given particular emphasis. 

While the unfavourable sense of entitlement that family businesses encourage is 

acknowledged; on the positive side, continuity of service, (that often extends to psuedo 

family), serves to retain knowledge within the business through the generations.  

 

Knowledge is spoken of in terms of folklore, stories, a reservoir of experience passed 

down from one generation to the next, ‘bits and pieces’ picked up in the shadow of his 

father and his grandfather.  The use of the word shadow is perhaps suggestive of his 

perception that these people had a greater presence than him, he looked up to them 

and worked under their guidance.  The emphasis here is very much on remembering; 

having a backdrop or store of knowledge means you do not make the same mistakes.  

In an interesting aside, it is suggested that ‘this experience is uncollectable when it 

happens’ and while it is difficult to determine exactly what is meant here, it suggests 

a bank of knowledge that is developed more through accident rather than by design; 

in other words it is unintentional; one is unaware that one is accumulating new 

knowledge.  In contrast to the emphasis on remembering, knowledge is also perceived 

as forgetting, not repeating the same mistakes, having the common sense to approach 

problems differently, and eliminating, (which in some respects is akin to a cleansing 

process), the ‘bad thoughts’ (bad habits presumably), of predecessors.   

 

In a another guise, knowledge is equated with commonsense, shrewdness and 

judgement.  In this context he speaks of an older colleague, whom he describes  as 

having ‘a nose for bullshit’.  The terminology used, which at first may appear rather 

crude, is perhaps his attempt to convey the almost hidden ability of the knower to 

sense what is right, a skill that is developed overtime, a refinement, like as having a 

nose for a fine wine.  The tacitness of this knowledge is borne out in a related statement 

about the same colleague, whom he suggests ‘doesn’t know what he knows, or the 

value of what he knows, he just knows’.  The knowledge embedded in this individual 

is considered particularly valuable as competitors, ‘would be unable to unlock or tap 

into it’ .   

 

In the face of significant industry changes, the knowledge prioritised by this 

participant changed.  A switch from being product-led to being market-led has resulted 



 
 

 
 

181 

in much of the technical knowledge built up over the years (bagging and supplying 

the product in the correct format), becoming obselete; replaced by knowledge of 

customers, competitors and suppliers.  Dismissing the relevance of many of the 

organisation’s physical assets, considerable emphasis is placed on the notion of 

‘peddling one’s knowledge’, ‘transmitting knowledge’ and getting to grips with what 

others know.  Being ‘a down to earth type of guy’ and not ‘one of the suits’, this 

participant likes to get out and about, digging things up, getting his hands dirty.  

Repetitive references to nature suggest knowing and learning is very much a natural 

process; knowledge is spoken of in very pedestrian terms, ‘tittle-tattle’, ‘customer-

asides’ and things that others might consider insignificant.   

 

The interim period following the closure of the family business and the start-up of his 

own venture was a difficult time.  Whilst he dismissed the feasibility of  any family 

business moving to the fourth generation, and joked that he was ‘the breaker’ of the 

business; one sensed he felt somewhat guilty, that he had in someway failed the family, 

in particular his father. A time of self-assessment, self-development, reflection and a 

growing self-awareness followed.  During this time Participant I came to a greater 

understanding of his own weaknesses, his lack of discipline, his difficulty in dealing 

with authority, and the need for structures in his daily life.  All the whilst, he speaks 

of ‘scratching around for a business idea’.  The term scratching (with its origins in 

chicken feed), conveys the idea of scarcity and starting from very little.  In this sense 

it strongly conveys the idea that he was in effect starting from nothing, it also suggests 

a certain desperation that he may have been feeling at this time. 

 

Having set up his own business a number of very positive years followed.  The turning 

point in this participant’s fortunes came about seven years later.  Previously described 

as a sort of ephihany, once again there is a period of self-questioning, self-berating 

almost, as he realises he is loosing control.  In the face of this realisation he speaks of 

returning to his birth family, (the kitchen table in the original homeplace), to bring him 

back down to earth.  This is an interesting turnaround.  Having spent a considerable 

portion of the second interview arguing for the necessity to relegate ones original 

family in the presence of one’s family through marriage or civil partnership; in the 

face of uncertainity, he returns without hesitation to that central core of normality.  

The fact that he does not acknowledge this is not surprsing, indeed he is proably not 
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even aware of the contradictory nature of the scenario he has presented. Although he 

remains adament that family businesses are destined to fail, he recognises the 

overriding influence of his family of origin in terms of his own knowledge and 

learning.  The basic principles imparted to him by his parents, ‘work hard and play 

fair’ have become, to some extent, all he really needs to know.   He speaks of imparting 

these same values to his own children, whilst recognising that may chose to ignore 

him.   

 

In the final phase, we find him back on track.  Having begun the second meeting by 

telling me that his life has been turned upside since we last met, now he appears to 

have managed to turn it around again. He has come to recognise and accept the 

boundaries that he needs to maintain as a boss.  This differs somewhat from his earlier 

admission that he would never consider himself as a manager, a leader, or as he put it 

someone better than anyone else. Creating that detachment, he recognises, brings a 

degree of loneliness; he speaks now of needing other support structures and resources 

and relates stories of delving into religion, philosophy and psychology to find answers. 

To some extent he has created yet another family, a very close network of friends that 

are privy to the ‘secrets’ of his business and he to theirs. To suggest that he has created 

a ‘virtual kitchen table’ may be to extend the original metaphor a bit too far; although 

there is little doubt that he is more at peace with himself.  Emerging from the shadow 

of his grandfather and his father, leaving behind many of the trappings commonly 

associated with a succesful business, his story is one of coming to know himself; and 

for the moment he appears content with the ending.   

 

4.11           Participant J 

4.11.1        Biography 

As the great-grandson of one of the original owners, Participant J worked in one the 

oldest family-owned newspapers in Ireland and Britain from about the age of fourteen.  

Initially employed during the summer holidays and prior to going to college, having 

graduated with a degree in science he took up full-time employment in the early 

1950’s. Having undertaken some postgraduate study in Sweeden he returned to the 

business in the late 1950’s where he assumed the role of technical director throughout 

the 1960’s and 1970’s. He was appointed chief executive in the early 1980’s and 

assumed the role of executive chairman in the early 1990’s.  At the time of the first 
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interview in 1997 he occupied the role of chairman.  He retired in 2001, yet continues 

his involvement in the company, coming into the office on a daily basis.  Locally he 

is known as ‘the city’s quintessential newspaper man,’ and once famously described 

himself as ‘a chemist by training, a shovel engineeer by vocation and a manager by 

desperation’.   

 

4.11.2        Participant J’s Story: Part One 

Our first meeting took place in what is today known as ‘the old building’, in the rather 

opulent surroundings of Participant J’s eyrie-like office.  Here, he recalled his early 

association with the print media industry.  From about the age of fourteen he was 

encouraged to familarise himself with the family business, spending much of his 

summer holidays there, literally learning the business from the ground up.    With a  

keen interest in model making, he quickly became absorbed with how the printing 

presses worked. One of the fitters eventually taught him machining skills and 

elementary fitting, thus enabling him to build on his fascination with modern 

engineering principles.  He spoke of this time, the period during, and in the immediate 

aftermath of Word War 2, as a time of scarcity, when “business was not so much about 

selling something, but about adding value to what you could actually get.”  He told of 

the huge paper shortages that significantly reduced the circulation figures and page 

content of their publications, and spoke with great admiration of the workers whose 

ingenuity was tested to the limit in keeping the machines functioning in the absence 

of supplies.   

 

Participant J recalled the early years spent in the family business as “the years that had 

the greatest influence on his life.”  It was a period, he explained, “which was primarily 

about meeting demand in the most efficient way possible, knowing your trade better 

than your opposition and using your judgement on investment to keep improving it.”  

These lessons stayed with him throughout his entire career.  Alongside an appreciation 

for craftmanship this period also engendered a deep respect for those that had suffered 

the hardships of war and the circumstances that have shaped past (and indeed present), 

business practices. “L eadership has nothing to do with knowing your job, well, it has 

something to do with knowing your job but it is also to do with the realisation of the 

conditions that we live in and the conditions that we have come through,” he 

suggested.  Returning to those post war times he recalled, how in 1949, at the age of 
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eighteen, having just finished school, he was put on the business payroll for £3 a week.  

He told of a very short career in the office, where, he felt, “nobody really wanted the 

chairman’s son around,” and of being quickly and very carefully shifted into the area 

where the printing blocks were made.  Describing this work he spoke of “an absolutely 

unique process, undertaken by very skilled men who taught him how to use his hands, 

something that he has kept onto to this day.”  During this period of induction, the seeds 

were sown for what was to become his  pivotal role in the company.  While his 

involvement with the business was indeed all encompassing, his ability to ‘use his 

hands’, as well as his head, was very much in evidence throughout the trajectory that 

followed.  Participant J’s initial inclusion on the company payroll lasted until the time 

came to make choices with regard to his future education. Enthralled by chemistry at 

school, it seemed only natural that he chose to study science at university from which 

he graduated with “a full honours degree in chemistry and physics in 1952.”   

 

On his return to the family business Participant J was allocated the task of advising 

the engravers on chemical usage.  Within the first year his father encouraged him to 

undertake some post-graduate study in Sweeden.  There he spent nine months studying 

cellulose chemistry and paper testing in one of the major paper suppliers.  Of his time 

in Sweeden, he spoke of acquiring great respect for ‘good scientific and engineering 

principles applied properly’, a value that he has retained throughout his professional 

life.  Returning to Ireland his focus remained on the technical aspects of the business, 

through which he earned the respect of  the craftsmen as he could literally take a 

problem printing press to pieces, get it fixed and put it back together again.   

 

By the early 1960’s, on studying changes in the print industry, he identifies himself as 

being one of the first in Ireland to realise that the days of lead, ink, sweat and tears 

associated with the hot metal printing processes were coming to an end.  In the 1970’s, 

as technical director, he began the process of designing, commisioning and training 

for the change-over to the new era of web offset printing, which came on stream in 

May 1976.  This placed the company at the cutting edge of the newspaper industry in 

Ireland.  The long process of change was not without its moments; Participant J related 

his father’s advice in the early stages, when wastage of paper was very problematic: 

“Never have anything to do with litho boy, it’s like putting water in the product.”  

When his father passed away a few years later, and the workers were ‘up to their necks 
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in waste paper’, he recalled “looking up to heaven and saying, how right you were 

Dad, how right you were.”   

 

As chief executive, from the early eighties Participant J continued to lead the group 

through dynamic developments.  In 1986 ‘The Reviewer’ was the first Irish newspaper 

to produce full colour photography and the journalists became the first in Ireland to 

input their stories directly into a computer system.  These critical periods of change 

created great challenges for the company and its workforce. Alongside the technical 

development, he was also actively involved in labour relations, where his cost cutting 

expertise was vital in ensuring a dispute-free transition.  

 

Particpant J stepped down from the post of chief executive in 1993 and was replaced 

by another family member.  On the subject of handing over the role, he believed “the 

time was just right.”  As somewhat of a latecomer to the chief executive role (at the 

age of fifty), he believed his ability was somewhat diminshed in the latter years.  Of 

this time, he spoke quite emotively of a increasingly pressurised environment, one in 

which he was gradually loosing his grip.  The final two years he described as a  period 

of time when things were “getting away from him, the fires were boiling up under him, 

things were going on he should have noticed, and he was tired and mentally 

transmogified.”  He admits that he was unaware of this slippage himself, but 

thankfully, there were others who noticed.  

 

Of his sucessor, Participant J spoke quite graciously and at times in a self-deprecating 

manner of the way in which things have changed for the better.  He told of how his 

replacement recognised the gaps in management, quickly re-designing the 

management committee which provided greater clarity in terms of roles and 

responsibilities.  On the change in leadership style he acknowledged ‘the more 

collegiate approach’ of his successor; “he made his managers manage as opposed to 

watching the chief executive manage’ which was my style”, he admitted.  “Under my 

leadership in the 1980’s we reverted back to the 1930’s,” he added, “it was a very 

divided culture, the them and us, the leaders dealt with the trade unions and formalised 

agreements, while the foreman got the paper out, he ran the place really and yet and 

was stuck in the middle to some extent.” Without hesitation (and a rogueish laugh), 

Participant J admits that the business is being managed much more effectively now 
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(in 1997), than it was in the 1980’s when he was at the helm.  He does not condone 

his actions, nor is he defensive, in short he explains, he didn’t know any better: “I 

lacked the knowledge to spread the effectiveness of leadership across a broader 

number of people, but I never learnt to do it any other way,” he explained.      

 

Exiting the chief executive role, yet wishing to retain some executive responsibility, 

Participant J retained the role of executive chairman until April 1997, when the title 

changed to chairman.  In terms of his current involvement in the business, his drive is 

not what it used to be, he confessed, though quickly amended this admission with “but 

I am still searching things out all the time”.  On keeping up to speed, he spoke of 

continuously reading (four technical trade-related publications a week), attending 

exhibitions and talks in the trade, and liasing with management and staff.  In terms of 

international travel, he spoke of not moving around much in the past year, due to the 

tragic loss of his wife, which he is still coming to terms with.  He then quickly 

apologised, (“I didn’t expect to get into all this”), for making the interview so personal.   

 

On keeping in touch with what is happening within the organisastion, he spoke of 

routinely having members of the management committee and various staff members 

to his office to discuss what is going on: “Just yesterday the head of machines was 

here making a presentation on the inking system they are using in Spain, so I think my 

technical side is as strong as ever”, he said.  Participant J’s technical side, as previoulsy 

alluded to, is very much his core competence.  He makes this very clear in the 

following statement: “I have a rudimentry knowledge of finance, I have taught myself 

enough to know if things are going wrong, I have never sold advertising, but I know 

how it works; but if you were to ask me what special knowledge I have that takes me 

outside the other directors in the business, I would say it is knowledge of the nuts and 

bolts of the trade.”  For him, the importance of skills, know-how, or craft-knowledge 

is sadly underestimated in business today.  In his own industry he laments the absence 

of formal training structures: “The apprenticeship model is fast dissapearing being 

replaced by modular learning, coupled with a huge rise in part-time and free-lance 

workers”, he explained.  This he believed creates instabilty, “under the old system 

there were credible stuctures, you could measure where you were at and how far you 

had advanced, but all that has been done away with.”  On business in general, he 

pointed to the demise of the craftsperson, “you see very few people now who are 
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running a business because they have made something or developed something or 

created something, yet I think that is the best kind of business you can start up, if you 

have somebody with an idea and with the money then that is the best combination, but 

it is usually the accountant that gets ahead.”    

 

On the future, Participant J told of his ambition to see further increases in the 

circulation of the recently (1996) re-branded core publication and to commence work 

on the planned for off-site printing facilty.  For the moment, he is content, taking pride 

in the state of the art facilities and the remarkable achievement of having a five-

generation family business.  Getting this far, he explained, comes down to taking a 

long-term view, being in business for the long haul; which in turn means being 

responsible on profits.  “It’s not all about profits, some years you have to take a loss,” 

he explained, “in the 1980’s, we kept investing though there was not much return on 

investment, now that takes leadership.”  “Leading an organisation,” he added, is about 

“having faith in your product and faith in your company, while not being so starry 

eyed about it that you think it is so sacred you won’t change it.”   “I am coming to the 

end of my career now,” he aptly concluded, “and for me the big difference between 

the beginning of my commerical life and the end of my commerical life is that the 

changes at the beginning were very small compared to the end, things were much more 

predictable in the past; nowdays I think you need a bit of luck and a bit of common 

sense to survive in business.”  Common sense is not something that this participant is 

lacking, indeed there appears an underlying wisdom in much of what he imparts, even 

that which may at first appear as a throwaway comment, or a littlle bit of banter.  A 

rich example of this is illustrated by the title taken from Table J1 in Appendix 2, 

‘Everything Stops For Tea’.  This was a comment made by Participant J when our 

conversation was interrupted (quite early in the meeting), by the arrival of a silver tea-

tray laden with china and a silver service.  While at the time, though duly noted, the 

comment did not appear overly signifcant; later, I believed there was a message he 

was trying to impart; while I could only conjecture as to exactly what that message 

might be, it initially spoke to me of the immediate driving out the important.  In light 

of what I came to know of this very interesting and accomplished man, later still I 

came to revisit that message.    

 

4.11.3         Participant J’ Story: Part Two  
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The second meeting took place in the new company premises.  On arrival I was 

particulary struck by the stark contrast in décor between this building and those I 

previously visited.  This transition from traditional to modern was again very much in 

evidence in Participant J’s office, which while very minamalist, was not lacking in the 

latest technology.  I was pleased to see he had not sacrificed everything to the move 

and somewhat amused in imagining him defying the interior designer in his bid to do 

so.  An antique writing desk housed, what I was later to discover was the engine of an 

old printing press, and his pride and joy the original type-setting from The Reviewer.   

 

The sense of modernity replacing tradition was re-inforced by the arrival of the 

morning coffee.  The ritual of the silver-tea service now replaced by the disposable 

cup in hand.  Prior to switching on the tape-recorder Participant J related the major 

events in his life since we last met: “Last time I met you my wife had just died, my 

daugher died two and a half years ago, so I am living on my own now”, he revealed.  

Having offered my condolences, he quickly turned to the business at hand.  Turning 

on the tape record, he spoke of his ‘official retirement’ in 2001, which is very much a 

retirement in name only, given that  he continues to come into the office each day until 

at least 3p.m.  The other major event, he said jovially, is a slow moving event, “I am 

growing old, I will be seventy nine in April, though life never stays still, even when 

you get old.”  In this vein he spoke of the continued development of the company’s 

core business and its growth and expansion through acqusitions.  In particular he 

recalled the re-branding of its main publication in 2000, (in a bid to increase 

circulation), and, in 2002, its entry, via acquisition, into the Sunday weeklies market.  

The other significant event, (and one which was part of his wish list at the end of our 

first interview), was the outsourcing of the printing function in 2006.  This was a new 

departure for the company which had not previously engaged in outsouring.  It also 

represented a significant advancement in the print technology resulting in a degree of 

standardisation of colour quality throughout all publications.  While there were 

obvious positives associated with the move, it was the end of an era.  Shutting down 

the old facilties resulted in a significant change in staffing, with many of the existing 

staff opting to take early retirement.   

 

The earlier comment, ‘life never stays still, even when you get old’, certainly rang true 

as Participant J turned to more recent developments in the industry.  Here he spoke of 
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a media landscape, that has changed so much as to be virtually unrecognisable.  While 

he belongs to the generation who remember when media was confined to newsapers, 

the wireless, magazines, and later one basic black and white television channel; now, 

a little over a half a century later Generations Z’s ‘digital natives are travelling with 

the internet in their pocket’.  Evidently unphased by such profound transformations, 

he spoke with ease of concepts such as: You tube, social networks, facebook, 

blogging, twitter and wikileaks. A specific concern of his was the rise in ‘citizen 

journalism’, whereby members of the public play an active role in collecting, 

analysing, reporting, and disseminating news.  In particular, he spoke of the dillution 

of power and loss of control that widespread usage would encourage. He provided a 

rather unusual, yet insightful, example of this. Taking me back a thousand years, he 

set the scene where there were no printing presses and no movable type.  The image 

of a monk sitting up on his stool, producing a copy of a beautiful illustration.  He is 

under the authority of the abbot (editor), what appears on that script or that page is 

under the abbot’s control.  If they needed another copy, another poor monk was given 

the illustration and copied it again.  Along comes printing and Guttenburg and 

moveable type in the 14th century; and “if you worked for twenty four hours you could 

probably get two hundred copies with a small sweating boy pulling the handle.”   

“Now skip along a bit faster”, Participant J continued, “and today the monk does his 

work with his laptop.” “Now think of forty-nine other monks, they’ve all been up since 

4a.m. had a poor breakfast, been in the fields for twelve hours, had a poor supper, and 

they are celibate and they are all very tired and cranky; they all have their laptops, and 

they are no longer under the control of the abbott (editor), so they can write what they 

like and they can now press a button and communicate with some five million people.” 

That, according to Participant J, is citizen journalism.  Citizen journalism, he 

explained, brings a huge danger in that there is no editorial responsibilty.  That danger, 

he stressed, must be recognised; “newspapers and their editorials have to re-estalblish 

that responsibility.  how is it to be done?  now I wish I had the answer to that one he 

laughed, but it will probably not come in my lifetime, I will be gone, it is your 

generation and the generation after that will have to solve that one.”  

 

Considering his own demise and the changes that he will not be around to witness 

brought a moment of quite reflection from which Participant J returned with renewed 

energy, reclaiming the conversation to speak on a subject that, was central to our last 
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meeting, and is obviously still very dear to him.  “One of the things I believe, he began, 

is that we are swinging too far towards what is called the smart economy, and we have 

moved too far away from what I call value-added; you have to get that mix of the 

intellectual and the manual right, and that is not happening,” he explained.  “But then 

I suppose I would consider myself a value-added person”, he continued, “I always did 

a fair bit of tinkering about.”  At this point, with a chuckle of gleeful memory, he 

recalls how he built a small car that he called ‘Aluminium Alice’ from the chassis of 

an old Morris Minor in the early 1950’s.  “In the process of building and maintaining 

her I learned a lot about engines and learned to use my hands, which stood to me all 

my life,” he added.  “I trained as an engineer,” he continued, “I get a lump of metal 

and I create something else, I create model steam engines in my workshop at home, I 

don’t sell them, I do it for my own entertainment.”  Returning to the sentiments 

expresssed in the first interview, he spoke again of his great respect of people who 

have the capacity to make things, warning against the accountants or ‘the bean-

counters’ taking over.  Terms such as ‘value-added’ , ‘ ingenuity’  and ‘skill-sets’ were 

scattered throughout examples of companies he admired and innovative accounts he 

observed on television and elsewhere.  

 

Continuing in reflective mode, Participant J posed the rhetorical question, “What have 

I learned looking back over my professional life?”  Here, without prompting, he turned 

to the lessons learned with respect to management or leadership.  “It is what I learnt 

in school”, he laughed “there is no such thing as a bad boy only bad teachers, there is 

no such thing as a bad worker only bad managers; I am not sure I was taught it so 

much as having to learn it – everyone has to learn that you know,” he added.  

“Something else I learned, as a leader,” he continued, “you don’t need to know 

everything, but you do need to assembe a very good committee under you, that was 

my leadership role from the early eighties onwards, making sure the committees were 

doing their job.”  And finally, he added, appearing to bring the interview to a close, 

“more recently I have learned there is a time to go, you loose your edge, you get tired, 

that is what happened to me in 1993, and you have to step down and you have to go 

through that change without resentment.”  One gets the sense that resentment or regret 

are not emotions that this individual entertains too often.  His conversation continously 

lapses into warm memories and amusing stories of family members and former 

colleagues. He speaks of those who influenced him most, chief amongst these is his 
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father whom he describes as “a bit of a depressive, but a great humanitarian who taught 

him to always treat the unions with great respect”.  The memory of his father brings 

him back to the war and once again he holds forth (in words almost identical to our 

first meeting), on the need to pay tribute to the war-time generation.  “We were a very 

lucky generation, I have been fortunate, in that I had a comparatively easy life 

commerically and economically, I try not to be self-satisfied, I have had my own 

hardships in other ways but I am very lucky, of my six children five of them are alive, 

they are all married with lovely children living within five miles of me, so that’s not 

bad”, he explains.  “It would be easy to get self-satisfied but I do think a little,” he 

adds and with that great understatement our conversation ends. 

4.11.4        Concluding Commentary 

While this participant has over sixty years experience in the newspaper industry, it is 

his early life, (the period during and directly after World War 2), that he returns to in 

recalling the critical learning episodes of his career.  As a time of great scarcity in 

terms of raw materials and resources, the lived experience from this time brought forth 

an ingenuity and skilfulness that remained with him.  His inclination towards technical 

and craft knowledge is very much in evidence throughout the first interview with 

numerous references to his fascination with engineering principles, the concept of 

value added and being able to use his hands as well as his head; these skills, have 

become his signature knowledge, that which has set him apart from the other directors 

in the business, and earned him the respect of his fellow workers.  In a closely related 

sentiment, the demise of the apprenticeship model and credible training structures that 

provided definitive measures of ‘where one was at and how far one had advanced’ in 

terms of any profession were lamented.  In a business housed by freelance, temporary 

and part-time staff, he bemoans the absence of tangible evidence of the knowledge 

and skills of employees.  Indeed his self-description, ‘a chemist by training, a shovel 

engineer by vocation and a manager by desperation,’ encapsulates the essence of this 

man’s proclivities.   

 

While his reference to graduating with a full honours degree in chemistry indicates he 

is undoubtedly proud of his academic qualifications, and while he understands the 

necessity of, indeed laments his lack of knowledge in the management/leadership 

domain, his true calling is very much in the realm of creativity; it is with respect to the 

doing, the making, and in the solving of technical problems that he appears at his most 
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passionate.  The value he places on craftmanship, skill and dexterity, exist alongside 

a strong sense of honouring and respecting the past; those circumstances that have 

shaped, and continue to shape business practices.  Both of these themes reappear in 

the second interview.  In terms of the latter, one senses a struggle between revering 

the past while remaining firmly in the present.  Initially this manifested in the physical 

space he now occupies.  As previously described, Participant J is now housed in a 

bastion of modernity, saving one corner for the vestiges of a previous life.  The 

enduring silver-tea service, now replaced by a disposable cup, is suggestive of a time 

when nothing stops for tea.  In the fast-paced world of electronic media, while he 

speaks intelligibly of the various developments, he remains concerned with respect to 

an absence of control that such advancements facilitate.   

 

In the midst of all this change, we find Participant J holding firmly to his core values: 

again honouring the past, he repeats, (in words that are almost identical), the 

sentiments regarding the various world wars expressed in the first interview; returing 

to the importance of value-added, once again he bemoans the imbalance between the 

intellectual and the manual so prevalent in business today. Telling of his new home-

workshop, he continues to describe himself as a value-added person, a grizzly old bear 

who likes to tinker about, who takes a lump of metal and makes something of it.  There 

is a sense of getting closer to the real person here; not so much the quintessential 

newspaper man, but the nuts and bolts man, the man who is returning to what he really 

knows, his true vocation, his true passion, that of the shovel engineer. This is a new 

departure.  There is a blurring in the boundaries between his personal and professional 

life here that was not previously evident.  In the first interview, having spoken of his 

wife’s death, he then apologised for making it so personal.  On meeting him ten years 

later, while he initially recalled the death of his wife at the time of our last meeting, 

and related the recent loss of his daughter, once the interview proper began these 

events were never spoken of again.  While there is no doubt that these life-changing 

events have significantly impacted on how he has operated within the business 

domain, how he makes decisions, how he learns; on the face of it he appears to 

discount them. This explanation is unlikely.  Reflection and self-questioning are no 

strangers to this individual, our conversation is scattered with moments of total 

honesty that range from mistakes he made, his perceived inadequacies as a leader, 

times when he was loosing his grip, and aspects of the business which he considers 
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more efficient in his absence.  A more likely explanation is that he is concious of not 

allowing these personal circumstances to cross the personal-professional divide.  This 

is not  unusual.  The requirement to compartmentalise one’s personal and professional 

life, succintly expressed in the expression ‘leave your personal problems at the door’, 

is an well-known, if not accepted, part of corporate life.  This explanation is borne out 

by this participant’s apology “I am sorry to have made it so personal; I didn’t realise I 

was going to get into that.”  Though the knowledge of these traumatic events are 

obviously uppermost in his mind, (particularly in the second occasion when he opens 

the conversation with reference to them), he does not feel at liberty to bring them into 

the main conversation.  This tendancy to discount knowledge of a personal nature may 

shed light on the earlier quip ‘everything stops for tea’.  While it initially suggested 

the insignificant drives out the importance, perhaps the word insignifcant does not 

capture the message he was trying to impart. The morning ritual of his tea drinking 

may be a metaphor for daily rituals.  Perhaps, he was hinting that there is no human 

activity, however significant, that is not interrupted impacted upon, or affected by, the 

rituals and happenings of our daily  lives.  While there is a tendancy to consider these 

events as being somewhat separate from the workplace, they are what gives our lives 

order, structure and most of all meaning.  We cannot truly discount them, nor should 

we attempt to discount them, as part of our past hisory, they most be honoured, they 

will continue to influence our present and our future.  This explanation sits more 

comfortably with the man I have come to know, the nuts-and- bolts-man who respects 

the past, remains grounded in the present, while being mindful of the future. 

 

4.12  Participant K 

4.12.1        Biography 

The individual at the centre of this case is employed as a director in a state agency that 

provides training and employment services to both jobseekers and employees.  It also 

acts as an advisory service for various industries and supports community-based 

enterprises. Operating throughout Ireland, it is divided into eight regions, with 

directors appointed within each region. 

 

4.12.2        Participant K’s Story: Part One 

At the time of the first interview Participant K was director of services in a state agency 

engaged in the direct provision of labour market services.  In broad terms, this role 



 
 

 
 

194 

entails anticipating the needs of, and responding to, the evolving labour market 

requirements within this particular region.  For Participant K, the most critical aspect 

of this role was to understand how the emphasis in the labour market is changing, and 

the subsequent impact on the nature and content of the services this organisation is 

charged to deliver.  “We are a public service organisation”, he began, “and what is 

often forgotten in a public service organisation is that our first job is to serve the 

public; in recent years this reality has come to the fore and the realisation and 

acceptance of this has been quite traumatic for this organisation,” he added.   

 

On the specifics of the changes that had occurred in recent years, he told of a more 

demanding client that wants to be involved in determining the shape of the services 

that affect their lives.  From a strategy perspective, he explained, “When you are 

developing programmes and allocating resources you have to be aware of that; you 

can no longer have a single-minded autocratic way of saying you know, we think this 

is the best programme for this group of people, people are no longer prepared to accept 

these dictats.”  In a similar vein, he told of the manner in which clients are now playing 

a greater role in programme evaluation, with a formal requirement of any programme 

provided being that some form of evaluation must taken place.  In addition, (though it 

has always been an underpinning requirement in the allocation of funding), the 

provision of value for money and the presentation of best practice models have 

become chief requirements in terms of programme delivery.  This client-centric 

orientation has largely been driven by supply-side changes.  While the organisation in 

question has been a monopoly for almost thirty years,  government policy has moved 

towards the provision of services at community level, with training programmes now 

being offered in conjunction with (and sometimes in competition with), community, 

voluntary and public organisations.  Furthermore, while much of the planning in the 

past was more centralised, in recent years this organisation has been granted greater 

regional autonomy.  While continuing to dovetail into national programmes, this 

creates an additional demand to tweak services to suit regional requirements.  From a 

strategy point of view, Participant L commented on the lack of attention that would 

have been afforded to these issues in times past. 

 

Framing his own role in the context of this changed environment, he initially focused 

on what he termed, ‘the things he needs to know at the director level’.  Firstly, he 
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spoke of the need to have accurate information on the evolving demographic 

frameworks, (the key inputs into the system in terms of future demand); next, he spoke 

of the need to understand how and why skills profiles are changing, and to be able to 

match those requirements with the programme development strategy; while finally he 

spoke of the need to be able to anticipate the up-skilling required.  Acknowledging the 

difficulties and challenges that often accompany this process, he admits, “there are 

things we don’t know and things that we don’t know enough about: The growth in 

physical skills is being gradually outstripped by knowledge-related skills, but we are 

not sure of how much or how far that is changing.”  In addition, he spoke about the 

uncertainty associated with skills obselescene, whereby resources are put into the 

development of skills whose life-cycle is difficult to ascertain: “A company goes from 

manufacture of hardware to software, some skills are transferrable a lot are not, you 

may put investment into the wrong area, balancing that, it is something we know little 

about,” he added.   

 

On being asked to recall a specific incident where he lacked the knowledge needed; 

and how he dealt with it; Participant K provided an example from what he called the 

non-glamourous side of the business, where restructuring or re-organisation results in 

company closure. In this particular case, the company in question was a longstanding 

state-led company which had undergone a number of interventions and was now being 

sold off to an international operator.  For these reasons the situation became one of 

heightened sensitivity that was played out in the public arena.  “Work practices and 

skill levels all had to be changed over a very short period of time,” he explained “and 

the difficulty was we didn’t have full disclosure, with the sale of the assets going on 

in the background the full picture wasn’t clear; we didn’t have the information on 

ultimate manning levels, the ultimate skill profiles required, or the timing cycles 

within which it was to be achieved, these outcomes were being negotiated throughout 

the process of review.”  “We dealt with this”, he continued, “by putting two people 

into the plant full-time for about eighteeen months, these people had to do two things, 

firstly they had to determine the skill profiles for the residual staff and ensure that the 

programme development at the centre matched with what was required; and secondly 

they had to interview and assess those that were displaced and to cater for their needs.”  

Looking back on this event, Participant L suggested, the absence of full disclosure and 

the politically charged environment made this one of the most difficult cases he has 
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ever been involved with.  While his experience of similar company closures was a 

useful fallback, for him, the key to bringing this situation to a satisfactory conclusion 

involved ‘staying close to the client throughout the entire process’.   

 

The idea of ‘staying close to the client’ is an aspect of Participant K’s operating 

strategy which he believes sets him apart from those in a similar role: “I am not an 

office-bound director of faxes,” he states, “I would only spend two days a week at 

most in the office, I would be a bit different than other directors, I think, in that I walk 

the floors of the workshops, I walk the floors of the unemployment offices more than 

I sit here.”  Re-appearing in various guises, there is sense that this closeness to the 

client is something he feels very passionate about: “I learn quite a bit by going to some 

of the groups that would have strong reservations about the provision of some service, 

I listen to people, I listen to the consumers as to what they have to say about 

programmes rather than just trying to review things based on structured impressions; 

I spend time interviewing unemployed people, I spend a bit of time each year teaching 

myself, I tend to work on some of the projects myself as an operator, and that is where 

I particularly learn.”  For Participant K, it is very important that “the chief executive 

is seen to do these very simple things.”  This statement captures two essential aspects 

of his leadership style: Being prepared to do the ordinary, simple things and leading 

by example.  The latter is particulary evident when he talks about the central mission 

of this organisation, to promote learning: “We can’t on the one hand be an organisation 

that promotes systematic training and development within companies and then not 

apply it ourselves, so we try to practice what we preach,” he states. In line with this he 

acknowledged his success in demonstrating the need for ongoing skill-renewal and 

development: “I think the pattern has been established, it is very evident to staff that 

you have to bring something to the table, in terms of best practice, new knowledge, 

new skills and so on if you want to part of the more progressive types of programmes; 

similarly when the product life cycle of some programmes reaches decline, we have 

to retrain our staff for a totally new direction.”  Skill-renewal, according to Participant 

K, must occur across all levels of the organisation, and this, he explains, is ‘part of the 

pattern’ that he has tried to demonstrate through continuously updating his own 

knowledge and skills.  The repetition of the word pattern, and his reference to being 

part of this pattern is suggestive of the more visible role that this director plays in the 

realisation of the organisation’s mission.  This is borne out in his reference to the 
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strategic planning process; while on the one hand he recognises the value of the plan 

in terms of transparancy, equitable decision-making and accountability; for him the 

process of consultation takes precedence over the finished document.  Holding up a 

copy of the current strategic plan he remarked, “too much time is often put into the 

actual drafting of text, we have much less text now than we ever had in the past, our 

plan is much more of an operational document now.”  “To me, the process by which 

you get to the final plan is much more important than the actual building of sheets of 

paper,” he continued, “ultimately it is not just a plan you need, but a series of them; 

we haven’t got that far yet but we are working towards it,” he added. As a closing 

remark, this reference to continuous improvement, from the director that appears to 

embody this principle, appeared an appropriate point at which to bring this interview 

to a close.   

 

4.12.3 Participant K’s Story: Part Two  

Speaking with Participant K exactly ten years later, his initial comments concened the 

enormity of change in the time interval since our last meeting.  “The concept of 

managing change was a theoretical concept to some extent ten years ago, (at least in 

manufacturing), he remarked; but the changes that arrived, came thick and fast, and 

the reality of change bit hard.”  On these events, he first recalled the closure of 

significant tracks of industry, indigenous companies that were perceived as the 

bedrock of security dissappeared over-night; while the declining cost competitiveness 

of multi-national subsidiaries resulted in many choosing to relocate overseas.   

 

His role with respect to these changes was two-fold: To encourage those engaged in 

manufacturing industry to move up the value-added chain, and to develop re-

deployment policies with respect to displaced workers. Of the latter, he admitted he 

could never have anticipated the extent of the re-alingnment that would be required; 

particularly when it came to moving workers from traditional non-regulated industries 

to regulated industries such as pharmacueticals.  On a particularly poignant note he 

told of uncovering significant numbers of workers who lacked the basic foundational 

skills of literacy and numeracy; a problem that came to light, in many cases, not 

through the workers themselves, (who were unprepared to admit this), but through 

their families whose lives had been disrupted by changes they could not understand.  

This was a humbling experience, it was a reality that he believed belonged to a bygone 
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era, a time of poverty, not this current time of prosperity. The use of the word 

prosperity here is a reference to the so-called ‘Celtic Tiger’, the rapid period of 

economic growth that the Irish economy experienced between 1995 and 2007.  While 

traditional industry was in decline, this period saw an exponential growth in 

construction, a significant reduction in unemployment levels and a massive inflow of 

workers from Eastern European countries.  Of this time, Participant K recalled the 

massive demand for apprenticeships that accompanied the growth in construction 

related industries, and a demand for up-skilling the like of which was never seen 

before.  With near full employment the pendulum had very clearly swung in favour of 

the employee, providing greater choice, freedom, and flexibility with respect to work 

and study.  It was a time of increasing capacity to meet increased demand, continously 

shortening programme life-cycles and the provision of training in non-standard hours 

and formats.  Summing up what this period has taught him, he stated: “Skills 

obselesence is not an abstract concept.”   

 

Elaborating on the aforementioned statement, the focus turned to his own career.  “The 

concept of skill-renewal, as applied to myself is much quicker than I could ever have 

imagined,” he explained.  In this respect the told how the engineering principles he 

had learned in the 1950’s and 60’s are now virtually redundant.  He recalled leaving 

college with a degree and virtually no practical skills to speak of.  Entering the 

workforce, began, what he described as ‘a time of waiting to see where he could apply 

what he had learnt’.  The early realisation that the skills given to him as an engineer 

were not the most pertinent to the job he was doing, encouraged him to study business 

economics.  Having completed an MBA in the late 1980’s, he spoke of continually 

‘bolting on’ additional qualifications to meet the disparate skills that his role entailed.   

 

On workplace changes he spoke of the rise of a more participative work-culture; I 

grew up in an era of autocratic management, he explained, now you have to engage in 

project-work and team-work which was unheard of in the past.  Learning, he recalled, 

was a matter of default, with no one person having all the skills necessary to undertake 

a particular project, people naturally assumed different roles in line with their 

partciular capabilities; “in the past we would have assumed everyone had equal 

capabilties,” he explained.  Participant K continues to a be an avid reviewer of 

develoments in pedadgogy.  In his view, the changes that have occurred, on balance 
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have been, quite positive.  In particular, he pointed to the university alternance model, 

whereby one can alternate periods of work and study as a very favourable 

advancement.  It is, he explained, a means of growing your academic skills at the same 

time as you grow your pracical capabilities; “it means people don’t leave college like 

I did with no practical understanding of anything.”  There is however, he continued, 

still room for improvement.  Here, he returned to the theme of the earlier interview, 

“we need to go to the ultimate consumer, we need to ask the ultimate customer what 

they want,” he stressed.  In this regard he suggested the provision of greater 

opprortunities for second chance education with increased access and routes to transfer 

and progression.  For too long we have paid lip service to all these things he added.  

Of his own part in this, he speaks with some regret of his failure to increase the 

international mobility of qualifications.  With his recent appointment to the National 

Qualifications Board this is something he hopes to rectify.   

 

“Things have changed utterly and then things haven’t changed that much at all,” he 

pointed out, “there are still fundamental weaknesses in the schooling system, to some 

extent we have inherited the same problems that there were there thirty years ago and 

we keep making those mistakes again and again.”  Continuing in this vein he ponders 

on the value of experience, acknowledging that he has thirty years experience, he is 

thirty years older, but he is not sure if he is any brighter.  On the other hand, in defence 

of experience, he speaks of the re-occuring nature of economic cycles, things that have 

new names and new titles, but are essentially the same as what has gone before.  Such 

parallels, he explained, help us to buld a little caution into the planning process, they 

help to put a bit of reality into it.  “There is too much reliance on hard data these days, 

he adds; time was when you could interview a fellow for a job in the back of a taxi, 

that’s all gone now that sort of gut feel that tells you to go ahead, and as a result we 

have lost something.”  Concluding on the important strides that have been made in 

education, Participant K stressed the continued importance of experience.  While he 

clarified that his reference to ‘five year cycles’ may not, in precise terms, actually be 

five years, there is he stressed repetition over time and an associated intuition that one 

needs to hold onto.   
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4.12.4         Concluding Commentary 

As a public sector organisation engaged in the provision of labour market services, 

recognising ones core purpose in serving that public, and correspondingly operating a 

more client-oriented organisation, at the behest of a more demanding client, was one 

of the central themes of this case.  In the role of director, this participant referred to 

the ‘different things he needs to know.’ Instinctively, he relates this in terms of the 

hiearchical distinction commonly made between information (demographics), 

knowledge, (how this changing demographic will affect the demand for certain skill-

sets); and understanding, (why this is the case).  Taking this understanding to another 

level, anticipating the upskilling that would be required in the future, could be 

interpreted here as a form of judgement, even wisdom.  The lack of knowledge and 

uncertainty, that is commonly associated with the progression between these levels is 

also recognised here.  For instance, while in terms of demographics, he speaks of a 

bank of information that is readily available; beyond this, he speaks of “being unsure 

of the balance between the growth in knowledge skills and physical skills; and of being 

uncertain of the life cycle of certain skill-sets.”   

 

Recalling an incident (the sale of a semi-state company), where he lacked the 

knowledge needed, or as he puts it ‘there was an absence of full disclosure’, he 

expalins how he dealt with this through ‘staying particularly close to the client’.  This 

idea of becoming intimately involved with the client is very much a part of how this 

director operates, how he knows what he knows.  In the course of the first interview 

he emphasises the importance of doing what he calls ‘the simple things’, walking the 

floors of the workshops, walking the floors of the unemployment offices and working 

on projects.  Such behaviour serves a dual purpose; not only does it allow him to see 

things from the client’s perspective, a more intimate or connected form of knowing; it 

also allows others to see that he is not above doing the ordinary and mundane tasks 

himself.  This idea of leading by example is very important to him.  As an organisation 

charged with the task of promoting and addressing the need for skill renewal at all 

levels; communicating this purpose is, he believes, much less about documenting it in 

a strategic plan, and much more about imparting it (his vision), in a very conspicious 

way.  In this sense, he sets himself apart,  as the arbiter of the company’s strategy his 

role is to create a pattern and in doing so to guide the evolving process of 

organisational change.   
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Meeting this participant ten years later he speaks of significant changes, whereby 

much of the theoretical knowledge that he had, with respect to change management 

and skills obselesence ‘became the reality’.  Recalling the changes ‘that bit hard’ he 

conveys the pain suffered; and the manner in which many of his pre-conceived 

assumptions were challenged.  In this context, he provided  a very honest example of 

his own ignorance, (not knowing what he didn’t know), where he had no idea of the 

existence of a widespread problem with respect to literacy and numeracy skills.  

Facing up to a new reality, that he could never have imagined possible taught him a 

valuable lesson: things are not always what they seem, true knowledge can differ from 

assumed knowledge. The process of uncovering his own ignorance he describes as a 

very humbling experience.  Trying to get to grips with the extent of the problem 

brought him face to face (literally and metaphorically), with the sense of shame, 

embarrassment, and helplessness, that often accompanies the admittance of not 

knowing how to do something, that it is naturally assumed everyone can do.  Dealing 

with this situation brought a greater awareness of the need to tailor one’s approach to 

knowledge acquisition to the sensitivities of any given situation; and in turn, to tread 

carefully on how one acts on this knowledge.   

 

In contrast to the first interview, in the second, this participant focused more acutely 

on his personal situation; the story of his own skill-obslesence.  This is not so 

surprising. As he comes close to retirement the inclination to reflect on the path of his 

own development would have been quite strong.  On reflection he sees the 

inadequacies of his early formal education in preparing him for his initial role.  He 

speaks of a sort of ‘cart-before-the-horse approach’, learning and then waiting to see 

where he could apply it.  When the gaps in his knowledge quickly became evident, he 

first opted to fill them with formal learning, and later a combination of learning by 

default and ‘bolting on’ additional qualifications.  This combination of formal and 

informal learning he believes is the better way.  He believes there is an overreliance 

on hard knowledge today; that is to the detriment of the softer, intuitive, gut feel, the 

experience that indicated patterns and parallels, at time cautionary, at others urging 

you to go ahead.  Balancing these two knowledge sources, is something that needs 

addressing.   
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4.13           Participant L    

4.13.1       Biography 

In 1971, as a qualified ergonomist, Participant L joined the company at the centre of 

this case.  Following a two-year period as a management trainee, he was appointed to 

his first management position in 1973.  Over a period of twenty years he progressed 

from managing one brewery in one country, to managing seven breweries across a 

number of European countries.  In 1993 he came to Ireland to take up the position of 

chief executive of a subsidiary of one of the leading brewers in the world.  After five 

years in this role, he returned to his home country, where, two years later he took early 

retirement.   

 

4.13.2 Particpant L’s Story: Part One 

Reflecting on the twenty years experience he acquired prior to becoming chief 

executive, Participant L described it as a sustained period of ‘solving identical 

technical and organisational problems that only varied in terms of scale and location’.  

After twenty years he felt he had really mastered the job, he had seen all the challenges 

and was eager to broaden his scope and to move on.  It was at this time, (1993), that 

an opportunity arose in the Irish subsidiary when the incumbent chief executive was 

appointed general manager to the U.S. operation. Prior to taking up this role, 

Participant L took part in an intensive, four-week executive development programme 

in the US.  As the first full-time period of study since his undergraduate days, he 

recalled this time as excellent preparation in terms of understanding the problems, 

interactions and route to cohesiveness across the different disciplinary areas.  

 

Despite his prior experience as part of the management team, and the management 

education provided, the transition to chief executive was, in his own words, ‘a big 

thing’.  “There is that first time,” he explained, “when all of a sudden you find yourself 

outside of your technical area, and you have all of the responsibility of the 

organisation, all of the responsibility for the co-ordination, and all of the responsibility 

to know the way forward.”  Reflecting on that time he described the first few weeks 

in his new role as “a time of looking around him, talking to people, getting to know 

them, winning their trust and coming to an understanding of their perspectives on the 

problems and challenges that existed for the organisation.”   
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This time of observation and conversation could not continue indefintely however.  In 

words reminiscent of those used to describe the crucible moment of assuming the CEO 

role, he spoke next of “a time when you have to come with your own vision and your 

own set of programmes, you have to decide what you are going to do with the problems 

and challenges; how you are going to solve them.”  It is at this juncture that the key 

difference between his previous role and his new role is articulated.  For twenty years 

Participant L was used to dealing and co-operating with all of the different functional 

areas.  While he acknowledged the value of this knowledge in the context of his new 

role, of itself, he considered it insufficient: “As CEO of a highly intensive technical 

operation you need a certain depth of functional know-how, you need to know the 

technical and economic side of beer manufacture, you need to know about marketing, 

human resource management and finance; but above all that you need to have the 

experience to differentiate between what is critical and what is not critical,” he 

explained. The elevation of the CEO role beyond the detail, towards the abstract and 

concpetual is borne out in later statements where he describes the position, as “a state 

of mind, that involves thinking into the future, questioning, what can I do, what should 

I do, what should I not do, what opportunties are there?”  Though initially presented 

in the form of a solitary process of self-questioning, as the conversation continues, he 

goes to some lengths to acknowlege that this is not the case.  Referring to a conceptual 

exchange of different ideas, he speaks of encouraging those reporting to you by 

“giving them a problem, asking them to come up with a solution, getting them to take 

ownership and giving them the discretion to come back with an answer.”  There is an 

interesting contrast here between his earlier perception that as CEO he has all of the 

responsibility, and his acknowledgement at this point that this is not the case.  “I am 

the first among equals, it is not me who is managing the company, it is the team that 

is managing it, we have joint responsibility,” he states; “It is not about me saying I 

want it this way because I am responsible, it is about saying you are responsible 

aswell.”   

 

The idea of shared responsibility, and his reliance on what others know that he doesn’t 

know, are parallel themes throughout the remainder of this interview. In the position 

of chief executive, he explains, it is more about who you know than what you know.  

In this regard he speaks of others who are much more specialised, and consequently 

much more knowledgeable in certain areas than him, admitting that he is comfortable 
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drawing upon them to compensate for what he does not know. On one occasion he 

refers to his role in the context of defining the problems or identifying the 

opportunties, whilst knowing he does not know the solutions, he is not going to 

formulate the solutions on his own; on another he speaks of knowing that if he has a 

problem he is not going to solve it himself, very often it is those around you that help 

to do that.  His sense of feeling supported is further emphasised in his reference to the 

multinational subsidiary-headquarter relationship; here there is a sense of being almost 

cosseted, cocooned by the parent company, continuously ‘fed’ up-to-date information, 

alongside regular meetings with head-quarters, in-company presentations/training and 

the availablilty of specialist training or consultants where required. While recognising 

the manner in which he leans on those around him to develop his knowledge, real 

learning, he points out comes through reflection, the analysis of mistakes. Here, at the 

close of the first interview, the image of the self-questioning chief executive returns: 

“I learn most from the mistakes I have made, analysing for example, have I made a 

mistake in terms of the organisation’s direction, how can I change that, how can I re-

direct that; that is how you learn to lead and be a leader, by doing it and making 

mistakes,” he concludes.     

 

4.13.3 Participant L’s Story: Part Two  

In this company it is common practice to rotate the senior managers every five years.  

Appoximately one year after the first interivew, having spent five years in Ireland, 

Particiapnt L returned to his home country to take up the position of chief executive 

there.  Of his time in Ireland, his abiding memory concerned the overall effectiveness 

of the team in working together to achieve a common ambition, and the over-riding 

importance of group-chemistry in that overall equation.   

 

On returning home he assumed responsibility for the production and distribution of 

beer in the domestic and export market.  A key concern for the company at that 

particular time was the relatively poor performance of the export market vis a vis the 

domestic situation.  In addressing this situation, it was, according to Participant L, 

necessary to introduce a complete change of mindset in the company.  From a culture 

of thinking ‘my boss really is the general manager of this organisation’, it was 

necessary to think ‘my boss is the U.S. client, because ultimately he is the guy who is 

paying for everything in the supply chain’.  This paradigm change was dependent on 
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two requirements: Firstly creating awareness that a problem existed, that the old ways 

were not working, that there was a need to change; secondly, convincing everyone that 

the problem could not be solved without external support.  At the height of the change 

process Participant L spoke of a time where there were upwards of one hundred 

consultants in the company assisting with the new processes and the new systems to 

support these.  It was, he recalled, a delicate and complicated process to give 

leadership to.  With over one hundred workers released from their normal jobs and the 

entire process taking approximately two years, it was often difficult to maintain the 

momentum.  At such times, he spoke of ‘keeping going because he knew he was not 

alone,’ he had the help of the consultants, the management team and those who were 

reporting to him.  In terms of what he learnt from this experience he spoke of the 

importance of not loosing focus; not getting distracted by matters that were not 

conducive to the completion of the project; and of coming to a greater acceptance, 

through experience and age, that as the leader you are ultimately responsible for the 

organisation’s progress.  In light of this he spoke of coming to terms with making 

decisions in the absence of full information and living with the consequences.  This, 

he explained, is a lot easier when everyone is behind you; when a decision is required 

in the absence of follower support, it is then, he pointed out, that the real question of 

leadership comes into play.  

 

At the time of the second meeting Participant L was close to his seventieth year, and 

well into his retirement having taken the opportunity for early retirement in advance 

of his sixtieth birthday.  Following retirement, he joked, that he had gone to work in 

the Zoo; here he was referring to four years voluntary work with the ‘Animal 

Ambulance Service’ .  In this role he told of his experiences in uncovering management  

corruption, of problems with motivating state employees and of a lack of co-operation 

between volunteers and staff.  The problems in this organisation, he remarked, were 

much the same as every other organisation I have worked in, again only the context 

and the scale of those were different.  The ease of transferring the knowledge he has 

to different organisational contexts and the repetitive nature of many organisational 

problems were similarly highlighted in the first meeting when he recalled the twenty 

year period he spent in a technical role.  Before the close of the second interview he 

returns to this matter.  “I think I probably would have liked to get general management 

responsbility at an earlier stage in my career,” he admits, “twenty years in a technical 
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discipline is too long,” he explained, “it doesn’t widen or deepen your knowledge.”  

On reflection, he believes he should have been more forthcoming in asking for the 

responsibility: “I didn’t ask for it he says, I waited to be asked.”  On my final question, 

as to whether he regrets this action, he answers with, unequivocal honesty, “Yes, 

maybe, I don’t know, maybe I have not reflected on it.”  

 

4.13.4          Concluding Commentary 

For this particpant, twenty years experience in a middle management role, solving the 

same problems, (only on a different scale and in a different location), meant he had 

reached a plateau in terms of knowledge development.  The transition to a senior 

management role, while it provided an opportunity to broaden and deepen his 

knowledge, was presented as a particularly unsettling experience.  This participant 

speaks of “finding himself outside of his technical area; with all of the responsibility 

of the organisation, all of the responsibility for the co-ordination, and all of the 

responsibility to know the way forward”.  The use of the words, ‘finding himself 

outside’ are suggestive of being flung, hurled, or propelled, beyond his comfort zone.  

The repetition of the words ‘all of the responsibility’, conveys the burden of 

accountabilty that he felt, the significance of the challenge, and  the transformation 

that it represented.  In describing this transition, he was keen to differentiate between 

an initial period of coming to grips with what others knew; and the point at which he 

comes to own this knowledge, and subsequently to create his own knowledge.  Once 

again this is described as a particularly transformative moment: “There comes a point 

when you have to take ownership, what you are going to do with the problems, your 

own vision, your own solutions.”  Owning knowledge in terms of deciding the future 

of the organisation represents an analytical and conceptual leap, beyond the functional 

detail that he has been accustomed to.  He now speaks of knowledge in terms of 

developing a state of mind, of which self-questioning is an integral part.  Growing into 

the CEO role, and owning the knowledge that comes with that role, brings a dilution 

of the earlier sense of isolation and being over-burdened with responsiblity.  His rather 

dramatic reference to being ‘first among equals’ indicates, while he recognises his 

authority, he does not see himself as omnipotent.   

 

In the second interview he recalls his return to the company he originally worked with 

and his involvement in a fairly dramatic cultural change from a domestic to a more 
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international orientation.  While the sense that he was not alone carried him through 

this difficult process; he is very clear that it is he, and he alone, who has ultimate 

responsibilty for the organisation.  To some extent this second meeting recalls the 

themes of the first. What is different here perhaps is his reference to lack of knowledge.  

While previously, he appeared confident, even protected by the amount of knowledge 

at his disposal, in the latter period of his career he recognises the inevitability of 

uncertainity as he frequently operates in the absence of complete knowledge.  While 

age and experience are identified as factors that mitigate the fear of decision-making 

in this climate; above all the support of followers in those crucial moments of 

judgement is recognised as the overriding criticality that can make or break a leader.   

 

4.14 Chapter Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an indvidual case-story (Richmond, 2002) of each of the 

research participants.  Central to each case are the changes that have occurred over the 

time period under review and the researcher’s interpretation of what this represents in 

terms of the content and process of these leader’s knowledge, knowing and not-

knowing.  The next chapter, Chapter 5, provides a cross-case analysis of the recurring 

themes and patterns across each of the twelve case over both time-periods.   
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5  ANALYSIS OF FINDINGS: PART TWO  

 

5.1  Introduction 
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Chapter Four, the analysis of findings part one, presented a case-by-case analysis of 

each of the twelve research participants.  Each case was presented in the form of a 

case-story, a chronological review of events over both phases of the research, with an 

emphasis on the key changes occuring during this time period.  This chapter continues 

the process of analysis providing a systemic view of the re-occuring themes and 

patterns across the twelve individual cases.  The process of cross-case analysis is 

organised as follows. The first half of the chapter analyses and presents the research 

findings under the original research question from the first phase of the research.  For 

the purpose of clarity these questions are re-iterated here: 

Research Questions: Phase One 

Q1  What is the nature and content of leader’s personal knowledge? 

Q1a How do they perceive knowledge? 

Q1b What knowledge do they prioritise? 

Q2 How do leaders build and maintain their personal knowledge: how, when and 

where is knowledge acquired and who is involved in this process? 

Q3 To what extent are knowledge absences recognised, how are they accounted 

for and how are they manifested, perceived and ‘managed’? 

 

The second part of the chapter adopts a similar structure presenting the research 

findings for the second phase of the research under the following research questions: 

Research Questions: Phase Two 

Q4 How does the content of leader’s knowledge and the process of leader’s 

knowing/not knowing evolve?  

Q5 What contextual factors appear to account for these changes?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Research Findings Phase One 

 

RQ1  What is the nature and content of leader’s personal knowledge? 
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RQ1(a) How do they perceive knowledge? 

 

5.2  Knowledge is Perceived as a Possession 

Many of the leaders in this study viewed knowledge as a possession or belonging, that 

they, or indeed others owned, a stock or store of something that had accumulated over 

time.  Evidence of this perception is contained in the following sub-sections in which 

these leaders speak of knowledge as a tangible asset or resource (Section 5.2.1), or an 

intangible asset in the form of a competence, a skill, or a particular form of know-how 

(Section, 5.2.2).  

 

5.2.1  A Tangible Asset or Resource 

One participant relied on a metaphor to develop this idea, describing his knowledge 

as ‘the baggage’ one brings from past to present, from one situation to the next.   

 

While initially presented in a positive light, he was keen to point out the more 

commonly held negative association that the word ‘baggage’ incites. In such instances 

previous experience and long held opinions are considered to be of more weight than 

value. The leader’s need to achieve the optimum mix between drawing on one’s 

history and the acquisition of new knowledge is expressed in terms of ‘balancing one’s 

luggage’; the caveat being, one should unload some baggage and hold onto what might 

continue to be of use.  In the words of Participant A: 

 
There can be occasions when the baggage we accumulate en route comes 
to dominate our ministry in an obsessive manner.  Over the years I have 
seen baggage being totally divisive as a new broom seeks to sweep clean 
the perceived archaic practices of the past. While one cannot be expected 
to jettison their baggage completely, neither must they so impose their 
personal predilections that people feel dragooned in ways that undermine 
the practice that may have sustained them over the years. What this means 
in effect is that a bishop more than most has to perform a diocesan balancing 
act.  
 

The portable nature of knowledge alluded to in the above quotation was developed in 

related perceptions of knowledge as something that would remain in one’s absence as 

a type of legacy or inheritance.  In the following excerpt this participant tangibilises 

We all bring baggage with us: political, cultural, theological, liturgical, 
spiritual and one of the pieces of baggage I carry with me is the people that 
I know that I can turn to. [Participant A] 
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the relationships he has formed as he speaks of leaving behind ‘a residue’ of that which 

he has ‘fermented and formulated’.  While ‘know-who’ in the form of a list of contacts 

can be inherited by one’s sucessor as a form of tangible knowledge; the necessity for 

the benefactor to personalise these contacts, ‘make their own of them’, turning that 

explicit knowledge into something tacit or personal, is also emphasised in the 

following excerpt: 

 
If you have built up good relationships with people and communites there 
will always be a residue of that remaining when you go.  I would hope that 
if I were to leave in the morning my successor would be able to enter into 
the community relationships that I had helped to ferment and formulate 
while I was here, so I don’t think it’s starting from a tablula rasa each time.  
I think you leave behind you this residue of relationships, that you have 
built up, but the person coming in is a different person and while they 
inherit excellent relationships you’ve got to make them your own and 
you’ve got to develop them in your own way. [Participant A] 

  
The following comment from Participant G is similar to those of Participant A on two 

fronts: His use of the verb ‘decanting’ once again portrays knowledge as a tangible 

entity, a set of ‘facts’ that can be held or contained until required.  He similarly, speaks 

of the necessity for the inheritor to make his own mark, judging the likelihood that 

some knowledge will exit the organisation with the previous role occupant as a positive 

occurrence, that will, it is assumed, allow space for the creation of new knowledge.  

 
When I move on a certain amount of knowledge will go with me, you can’t 
decant all your facts, I’d say an awful lot of people around here don’t want 
it anyway, I think it’s good that change comes at the top and that someone 
will come after me and they’ll try again.  
 

5.2.2  An Intangible Asset: Ability or Know -How 

While the above examples represent times when participants’ knowledge was, in the 

first instance, perceived as a tangible asset or resource, at other times they spoke in 

much less concrete terms of their own and indeed others’ knowledge.  Cases of 

‘others’ knowledge are included here as the researcher has interpreted them as 

examples of ‘others’ who were judged to be ‘knowledgeable’; that such individuals 

had ‘knowledge’ that these participants clearly admired, or indeed envied, was 

considered insightful in terms of their own perceptions of what knowledge was.   
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While the terminology used in the following quotation is very much in line with those 

presented in sub-section 5.2.1, there are underlying differences.  Participant I’s use of 

the terms ‘reservoir of knowledge’ and ‘fountain of knowledge’, powerfully capture 

the depth of knowledge that is possessed by his colleague, the character known as ‘the 

roundabout’.  As a reservoir, he is a receptable, a container, a holder, a stockpile or 

supply of knowledge that is held in reserve until required.  As ‘a fountain’ he is a 

wellspring, or a natural source of something desirable.  Each of these images is 

compatible with the perception of knowledge as a possession.  However, the 

knowledge spoken about here is rather different to the knowledge described in the 

preceeding examples.  In this case, the knowledge possessed is intimately connected 

and particular to the knower.  The appearance of the word ‘folklore’ supports this 

assertion.  Taken literally the ‘folk’ dimension suggests a form of knowledge that is 

uncontrived, unaffected and unpretentious; the term ‘lore’ suggests a form of oral 

history passed from one generation to the next.  In essence, this is knowledge that is 

very personal to this particular individual, it is his story so to speak.  Indeed, as 

Participant I explains, the roundabout’s knowledge is so much a part of him, he does 

not recognise it as being of any real value.  While the admission that competitors 

would be unable to unlock, or tap into this knowledge strongly re-inforces its 

intangibility, its tacitness and the associated opportunity for competitive advantage; 

the closing comment, that this participant could unlock it anytime he wants to, is 

suggestive of a type of knowledge that has the potential to be made explicit by those 

who know how to do so.   

 
It’s stored in folklore, all in folklore, that’s why we’d be down now talking 
to this guy ‘the roundabout’, the guy whose really in the way, he’s a huge 
reservoir of knowledge, he doesn’t know it, but all you’ve got to do is ask 
him the right questions and you’ll get the answer, he doesn’t know he is 
giving me a very important answer, he just happens to know, he doesn’t 
even know what he knows, he doesn’t know if it’s of any value, but he’s 
vastly experienced and very shrewd about judging people.  He’s a huge 
reservoir, a fountain of knowledge, no good to our competitors because they 
wouldn’t know how to unlock it, but we can go down and unlock that any 
time we want.  It’s just one of the reservoirs that are rafting out there.  
[Participant I] 
 

The personal, intimate and tacit knowledge that the roundabout possesses is knowledge 

that has been partly inherited and partly acquired through personal experience. It is 
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knowledge with respect to people and how to judge people.  In this sense, it is practical, 

action-oriented knowledge, or a form of know-how.   

 

In similar examples, other particpants spoke about their knowledge in the context of 

their ability to perform, highlighting the possession of certain skills that conferred 

‘knowledgeability’.  For instance, for the museum curator, being, and possibly more 

importantly, appearing knowledgeable, meant being able to keep up with the 

conversation.  In Participant F’s words: 

 
When you enter into a conversation with a museum professional you have 
got to be able to hack it to a certain degree.  
 

For the artistic director ‘being knowledgeable’ was seen as having the abililty to 

discern or detect changes and trends in popular artistic culture. 

 
You have to be very tuned into your society and where each generation is 
coming from… you have to be able to read where the whole culture is going 
– the Zeitgeist, what it is that people want… it’s the times and the people 
around you that are changing and you are trying to feed into it.  [Participant 
D] 
 

While for Participant G, being knowledgeable meant knowing how to customise his 

knowledge to suit the requirements of a particular context.  

 
What I mean by knowledgeable is, it’s one thing to know the detail and just 
follow along with it religiously or slavishly, it’s another thing to come back 
and do a bit of brainstorming with your colleagues and see are there ways 
in which we can  prise open the cask of central government. You know 
what I’m talking about, there’s a straightforward way of doing any job and 
a way of putting your stamp on it and part of the way of  putting your stamp 
on it is to understand the needs of an area.  [Participant G] 

 
Some participants suggested that the knowledge associated with these skills and 

abilities was intuitive or instinctive; they knew it without knowing how they actually 

knew it, they just knew.  For example, in reminiscing about his father, Participant I, 

recalls a cuteness, (in the sense of astuteness), that relies on an inner-voice or gut-feel.  

He describes knowledge as ‘a little judgement call,’ which in the apparent absence of 

rational step-by-step analysis provides answers to various decisions.    

My father would have been cute enough to know when to cut the price, to 
go for the business, that judgement call, that little call that you have to 
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make, when to buy out your competitor, when not to buy out your 
competitor.  [Participant I] 

 
In another example, (in more polite terms), the same individual speaks of the ability 

of his sales manager to distinguish between that which is authentic or inauthentic.  His 

use of the term ‘having a nose’ suggests a refined sense (like having a good nose for 

fine wine), that is innate or instinctual.  The description of this character as a country 

(rural), kind of guy’ re-inforces the idea that his abilities are natural or basic; he is ‘a 

very straight talker,’ who, in the opinion of this participant, has none of the slickness 

or smoothness of his urban counterpart.  As Participant I explained: 

 
My sales manager is a country kind of guy and he is a very straight talker 
and he doesn’t take no for an answer, he tends to have a nose for bullshit.   

 
Participant D, similarly describes his programming skills in terms of ‘having a strong 

sense’ of how he wants to mix his hand, and his marketing skills as ‘having a very 

strong instinct for what the market wants.’  

 
I have a strong sense of how I want to mix my hand with some of the 
programming, this is what would be called ‘the halo effect’ to my 
programming, this is deserving, this is intellectually or artistically 
stimulating but cannot survive in a popular market, this has the potential to 
draw from a wide audience and be perceived to be worth the money that’s 
put into it. Similarly, I wouldn’t have any training in marketing but again I 
would have a very strong instinct for trying to research and analyse what 
the market wants.  [Participant D] 

 
While the author recognises that the terms intuition and instinct may have been 

employed interchangeably here, in at least one case, there are clear differences between 

their usage.  For instance, while Participant D’s description of his sales manager’s nose 

suggests that knowlege is innate or instinctual; his description of his father’s 

knowledge as deep-rooted judgement is more akin to intuition.  The role of experience 

is often cited as the differentiating factor between these two and while experience was 

not overtly referred to in the examples provided so far, (other than a rudimentary 

reference to ‘the roundabout’s vast experience), this was not always the case.  For 

instance, in the following quotation Participant G recalls the influence of prior 

experience on his ability to make decisions without recourse to concious reasoning.  

For him, experience builds up a resource base or a stock of automatic knowledge that 

he refers to as ‘this autopilot thing’. 
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You learn from experience, if there is something new or novel that has 
worked you go away and have a look at it and see is there relevance in it, 
it’s amazing many things I would be doing now, 10 or 15 years ago I would 
not have seen the relevance of, but you are all the time building up this 
autopilot thing I was talking about, you’re all the time building up this 
resource and you say, Yeah I remember now I saw something, I might have 
seen it ten years ago and thought that’s nice but it wouldn’t’ work for us 
and all of a sudden you see some use for it and you say God… you know.  
[Participant G] 
 

Other participants similarly recognised the contribution of experience to their intuitive 

knowledge and related decision-making.  In a manner similar to Participant G above, 

Participant I, returns to his reservoir metaphor explaining, without this stock of 

experience he would not have the knowledge (or memory), to recognise that certain 

events represented little more than a repetition of previous ones.  As a consequence he 

would not have the associated ability to anticipate their re-occurance and to act 

appropriately. As Participant I noted: 

 
Everything repeats you know, all your customer get fed up of business 
eventually and they let you down and they go broke and they get you for 
£10,000, well that might be £20,000 today, but it could have been £5,000 
twenty years ago, £2,000 in the 1950’s but it’s the same thing, it’s a constant 
repeating process, its virtually uncollectable when it happens that’s why 
you need a reservoir of experience to anticipate it.  

 
Drawing on experience to recognise this repetition, anticipating a re-occurrence and 

acting accordingly ensured the same mistakes were not made over and over again. 

Once again Participant I explains this in the context of a reservoir of folklore (this time 

possessed by his father), that allows him to remember back to the 1940’s.  In the latter 

half of this quotation he questions the value of this, wondering if the collective memory 

makes the organisation resistant to change (‘stick in the muds’), and pondering on the 

benefit of learning through mistakes.  This point is taken up again at a later stage of 

the interview and is discussed below in the context of ‘forgetting’. 

 
I am amazed how outfits continously forget, they forget the mistakes they 
made and keep making the same mistakes again, they don’t have a 
backdrop of knowledge at all.  If you maintain a backdrop of knowledge 
like we have a constant reservoir of knowledge all the way back, I do it 
through my father going way back to the 1940’s, but maybe that makes 
us stick in the muds I don’t know, maybe we are staying too close to the 
pack.  Maybe you have to keep making all these mistakes all over again, 
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maybe that’s what success is, I really have no idea, I’m constantly 
scratching my head and saying jeekers, you know.’  [Participant I] 

 
Participant K makes a similar point, describing his knowledge  in  terms of repetitive 

cycles of experience, recognition of this underlying pattern informs decision-making, 

wherein one can apply the same solutions to problems which essentially differ in scale, 

context or time-period only.   

 
Well, After 30 years I suppose experience doesn’t make you any brighter,  
it makes you older.  But it does give you an interesting thing I have found 
in cycles of five years roughly while some of the things have new names 
and new titles, fundamentally, in the labour market things begin to repeat 
themselves in different ways.  Even with the difficulties in companies, or 
the high demands that come now for big groups of inward investment, there 
are parallels for those in the 80’s the 70’s and the 60’s, okay the scale was 
smaller but there are parallels.  That is what the experience is, you can 
fallback, like big factory closures, the one we had with Z, we previously 
had it with X and Y and the models we developed for X and Y for the 
interviewing and appraisal and re-development of staff were quite useful to 
us.  Okay it was a different era but the principles were the same [Participant 
K]  

 
Participant K returns to this point at a later stage in the interview when he talks of the 

way experience provides for discretionary decision-making.  

 
Experience is also good from the point of view of putting a little bit of 
caution into your planning process, it doesn’t help sometimes if you are too 
open-ended with the plan, I don’t use caution to mean one wants to be 
reserved or sluggish or slow, I mean it puts a better reality and a better 
balance into it.  [Participant K]  
 

While experience was mainly spoken of in terms of remembering or ‘a backdrop of 

knowledge’, it was also seen as a form of ‘forgetting’.  In the following example, 

reminiscient of the earlier reference to being ‘stick in the muds’, Participant I equates 

experience with having the common sense to hold onto what is good, while knowing 

what to let go of.  In this respect, ‘negative knowledge’ is associated with ‘wrong 

information’ and redundant thoughts, such as ‘let’s do it this way because it was 

always done this way’: 

 
It’s all about common sense, it’s not about developing flows of information, 
if anything it’s about eliminating wrong flows of information, about 
eliminating bad thoughts, about eliminating ‘it was always done that way’ 
and yet clinging on to the good stuff that you have and the connections that 
you have with your customers and your suppliers. [Participant I] 
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The underlying sentiment here, that not all knowledge is necessarily valuable or 

positive, was repeated at another point in the same interview when Participant I spoke 

about the negative impact of prior knowledge in creating a ‘first-mover disadvantage’.  

Newcomers to the industry, he explained, ‘don’t have the same raft of bad thoughts as 

long-term industry incumbents’. In this sense he questioned the relationship between 

experience and knowledge development; did cumulative experience result in greater 

knowledge or was one simply repeating the original experience over and over again?  

Participant I remarked: 

 
I’m almost twenty years, nineteen years in this game now and I often 
wonder have I nineteen years experience or one year’s experience repeated 
nineteen times.   

 
The similarity between this latter comment and that of Participant K above is worth 

noting.  While Participant K extols the virtues of experience in terms of pattern 

recognition, his opening comment, that ‘experience doesn’t make you any brighter, 

just older’, suggests he is partially in agreeement with Participant I.  Both of these 

comments reflect the earlier sentiment of Participant A, that not all knowledge is 

necessarily good, indeed being in possession of certain knowledge can create blind-

spots for the knower, or encourage divisive or co-ercive behaviour.   

 

RQ1(b) What knowledge do they prioritise? 

 

5.3  A Prioritisation of Explicit Environmental Knowledge  

When questioned on what they needed to know, to do the jobs they did, for a number 

of these leaders, explicit environmental knowledge, often in the form of hard data and 

information, was first mentioned.  Indeed in one case, the interviewee began the 

interview with the assertion, that, above all else, understanding one’s external 

environment was of critical importance.  In the words of Participant B: 

 
From my point of view, the knowledge I need to have, an awful lot of it is 
outside the company.  Basically what’s happening in the states, what’s 
happening in Europe, what changes are happening in the information 
technology revolution, what’s become an new standard in engineeering or 
in the area of electronic document management? 
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This idea, that the most important knowledge exists on the boundary of the 

organisation and its external context, was given additional support by Participant C 

who spoke of ‘looking for trends out there.’  

 
Knowledge of the external environment would be I think the most 
important, anybody who would be running a business today like ours, a 
service industry who wouldn’t be keeping in touch with the external 
environment would be daft. Where is the engineering design business 
going, where are our customers taking it, what are the customers of 
tomorrow going to be interestd in?  So I would be looking for trends out 
there, what the market is doing.  

 
Participant E also emphasises the importance of knowing one’s external environment, 

asserting that ‘market information’ is ‘the single biggest and most important piece of 

information for the business’.  Repetition of the word information (a total of six times), 

lends further weight to the priority that he affords to it.   

 
If you were to ask me ‘what is the single biggest and most important piece 
of information we get in the business to force us and to help us make 
decisions?’ it is market information.  I would say the uppermost thing in 
my mind would be market information, information about what competitors 
are doing, information about what’s growing, what’s declining and so on, 
that’s the critical part.  Brands are the lifeblood and the more information 
we have on our brands and on our competitors brands the more we can think 
readily and more forcibly make decisions in terms of moving us forward.  
[Participant E] 

 
While the type of environmental knowledge that was considered important varied in 

terms of each individual case, there was some semblance across cases with nearly all 

participants citing some combination of the macro-environment, the industry 

environment and the marketplace.  Participants related their knowledge requirements 

in objective terms such as: ‘engineering standards’ [Participant A] ‘information’ 

[Participant E] ‘statistics’ [Participant H] and ‘demographic frameworks’ [Participant 

K].   

 

On other occassions, this knowledge was related as a form of restriction or constraint, 

within which one had to operate.  For example, in the following quotation, Participant 

G, speaks of needing a thorough knowledge of local government law, as the practice 

either fits with the law or it doesn’t.   
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You have to have a thorough knowledge of local government law in 
practice, if members want to do something it either fits with the law or it 
doesn’t, it’s my job to advise them and if they go wrong I’m culpable. 
[Participant G] 

 
Participant A, the Church of Ireland Bishop, speaks in a almost identical way of the 

manner in which he is restricted in what he can do and say by the church’s constitution.   

 
In a sense the Church of Ireland’s constitution is the final court of appeal 
and therfore the bishop, who in a sense is also the final court of appeal has 
got to be pretty familiar with the contents and know what he can do and 
say. Problems that may arise, concerning relationships or to do with 
authority and parochial life often relate back from a bishop’s point of view 
to the constitution.  

 
While explicit knowledge of the external environment appeared to be foremost in these 

leaders minds, at other times, their attention turned to the neccessity for core-business 

knowledge, in other words, their need to know the ‘nuts-and-bolts’ of the business. 

Participant L, CEO of a brewery gave particular weight to this aspect of his knowledge 

base.  For example, in posing the rhetorical question, ‘What do you need to know to 

manage an operation like we have? he answered: 

 
First of all the core of our business is the production and marketing of beer, 
so you need to know a little bit about the economics of beer manufacture, 
the process of beer manufacture and the quality of beer manufacture.   

 
He quickly followed this by the need to ‘know’ the different functional areas: 

Secondly, since the company is basically about beer brands, consumer 
marketing is tremendously important so you need to know about that.  Then 
of course to run a business you have the other support functions.  

 
In addition, given that the initial interviews were conducted in the late nineteen 

nineties, a time of significant advances in information technology; for a number of 

these participants knowledge of new technologies (such as the internet and e-mailing) 

were areas that were becoming increasingly important in their roles.  In the words of 

Participant A: 

 

More and more whether one likes it or not, one is going to have to become 
a bit familiar with this whole internet thing [Participant A] 

 
The other ‘knowledge’ that appeared with some regularity throughout the various 

discussions was knowledge of how to deal with people, how to manage them, motivate 
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them and understand them.  For example, one participant spoke of the need to know 

how to lead a diverse workforce:  

 
I have a board of forty-eight members, now forty-eight members of diverse 
backgrounds, diverse knowledge bases, diverse political persuasions; 
trying to get them all to think strategically for the county council when they 
are part-time, with all due respects to them is an extremely difficult task but 
that is my job.  [Participant G] 
 

Another spoke of his difficulty in motivating those at the lower end of the scale in 

terms of renumeration and advancement [Participant D], while yet another talked about 

needing to understand how his workforce felt about working for the organisation.   

 
The other knowledge then, if we move away from the customers and the 
market and the whole technology back to the people side, ‘what’s it like for 
someone to be working for us out there in the corridoor? [Participant C] 

 
While explicit knowledge, (and in particular that which related to the external 

environment), was afforded priority by many of these participants; the need to get 

beyond that which is explicitly known was also recognised, albeit by fewer numbers.  

As participant A explains, having ‘book information,’ the history of methodism or 

presbyterianism (explicit knowledge), does not replace the lived experience of 

worshipping with another denomination; while the former is seen to provide a snapshot 

or brief impression, the latter brings an implicit or deeper understanding.   

 
No matter how well structured post-ordination training courses may be, 
there is no substitute for time spent in a parish with an experienced 
colleague.  You can have what you would call book information about 
another church, I can read the history of methodism or presbyterianism, but 
unless I am actually living the life, worshipping with another denomination 
over a period of time I don’t know how they tick.  We’re not all that good 
at doing that, it is much easier to make snap decisions rather than actually 
coming to grips with how other people think and worship and live their 
lives.  [Participant A] 
 

Participant D speaks in a similar way of the difference between knowledge and the 

judgement that can only be honed through extensive experience.  While the former is 

valuable, the latter has much greater potential in terms of its ability to add value.   

 
Knowledge is very important, but then after knowledge comes judgement, 
you’ve got to make decisions, call the risks, so I suppose it’s best informed 
by a good knowledge of your subject but it’s no guarantee you are going to 
be right more than half the time.  You have to have someone who believes 
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in their own judgement even though you know you are wrong half the time.  
[Participant D] 

 
The importance of judgement was further emphasised by the chief executive of an 

organisation that provides services to those with mental and physical disabilities.  

While he initially spoke of the vital importance of client data and statistics, later in the 

interview he stressed, on more than one occasion, the importance of being able ‘to slot 

people in’; in other words being able to use this data to differntiate between clients in 

terms of their dependency levels and associated service requirements.  In the words of 

Participant H.   

 
We need to determine whether they are going to be in the independent 
group, semi-independent group or the dependent group.  

 
Thus, for a few participants, while knowledge (often in the form of explicit data or 

statistics) is important, using this information judiciously is of greater importance.  In 

this sense, a minority of participants appear to differentiate between knoweldge as 

information (the statistics and data) and knowledge as experience and judgement; 

placing the latter at a higher level of the hierarchy in terms of added value.  While this 

section addresses the types of knowledge that these leaders prioritised, the knowledge 

that they believed that they needed to possess, the extent to which they felt they were 

actually in possession of this knowledge is dealt with in a section 5.4.6 which deals 

with the issue of not knowing.   

 

 

 

 

 

RQ2 How do leaders build and maintain their personal knowledge: how, 

when and where is knowledge acquired and who is involved in this 

process? 

 
5.4  The Process of Knowing is Informal, Emergent and Social 

When questioned on how they came to know what they need to know, across the twelve 

participants the following sources were identified: Networking and involvement with 

professional associations, attending seminars/conferences, learning from customers, 
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clients, suppliers and colleagues, on the job/project work, reading trade and company 

publications, the internet, expert advice and benchmarking.  While a number of these 

sources are suggestive of a deliberate and directed effort to build and maintain one’s 

knowledge base; the overriding sense was of a more informal and unintentional 

endeavour. Participants related numerous examples of how the manner in which they 

came to know what they needed to know was grounded in their ordinary every-day 

activities, both work-related and non-work related. In some instances, this knowledge 

was considered task-specific and time specific, emerging to meet the needs of a 

particular situation and remaining only for the duration of that situation.  The majority 

of leaders in this study did not possess a management qualification and engagement in 

further education and training was limited.  While the value of a formal education was 

acknowledged, there was much less emphasis on validated knowledge (including 

reading), and much greater emphasis on the colloquial. Knowledge development was 

particularly dependant on learning from other people, both in and and beyond the 

workplace.  While the role of reflection was not directly refererred to, self-questioning, 

self-assesment and a form of retrospective analysis were at times alluded to.  Each of 

these aspects are expanded upon in more detail in Section 5.4.1 to Section 5.4.5 

inclusively.     

 

5.4.1  Knowing is Grounded in Every Day Activities 

Across the full range of participants, incidents of how they developed their knowledge 

were related in the context of the ordinary everyday activities that were part of their 

working and non-working lives.  In this sense much of their knowledge evolved in 

action, while undertaking tasks associated with their role, or during their own leisure 

activities.  Examples of statements relating to each of these sources are provided in the 

sub-sections that follow.   

5.4.1.1  Every Day Work-Related Activities 

Across all of the participants, the examples provided suggested that much of their 

knowledge was developed in the course of doing the job, and as a consequence as the 

job evolved so too did their knowledge.  For example, Participant D described how, 

administrative skills, which he considered innate, emerged through the necessity to 

undertake this work due to staff shortages:   
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Almost all administrative experience or organisational ability was innate 
and was just brought out through the challenges in hand, something 
acquired through a desire to do things.  [Participant D] 

 
Other participants also spoke of knowledge acquisition through engaging in certain 

tasks.  For instance, Participant K placed particular emphasis on the importance of 

project-work in terms of his own development.   

 
I learn from other people through project-based work, I am a great believer 
in the building of teams, project based work is very applicable to our 
business. [Participant K] 
 

In a similar way, Participant A, the Church of Ireland Bishop, recalled how his 

knowledge developed through ‘being put to the test’, having to answer questions in the 

ordinary course of events.  The use of the word ‘ordinary’ here again signifies the day-

to-day evolutionary nature of knowledge development.   

 
Being tested by people asking you questions and just in the ordinary 
course of events. [Participant A] 

 
Participant F, the art gallery curator, drew attention to what might be considered the 

perishable nature of task-specific knowledge.  In the following quotation he compares 

preparing for an exhibition to cramming for an exam; in advance of the exhibition you 

fill your head with as much knowledge as possible, after the exhibition that knowledge 

is gone, presumably to make space for the knowledge required for the next task.  In 

view of the sheer volume of knowledge that pertains to any given artistic domain, this 

approach is deemed acceptable.   

 
Coming up to an exhibition, it’s rather like cramming for exams, because 
you can only retain so much in your mind, it is a very quick and intensive 
trawl through reference books and so at the time of the exhibition it would 
be all fresh in my mind, but you come back in a year’s time and ask me 
about 5th century Greek sculpture and I’d be at sea, I would really have to 
go back and research it.  So I find that like when the exhibition is current, 
that the knowledge tends to be at the top of my mind, but a year later you 
really have to delve, but it is such a huge span anyway, I am not sure any 
historian would be expected to have that in-depth knowledge of such an 
enormous area.  
 
 

5.4.1.2  Every Day Non-Work Related Activities 
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In conversation with six of the participants, there was a sense that the spatial 

boundaries for knowledge acquisition were not confined to the workplace.  For 

example, one participant related how he tries to fill perceived knowledge gaps in his 

knowledge of technology, purely by playing around with the computer at home: 

 
Most of my knowledge about data processing has been through owning a 
computer at home and playing with it and trying to learn and trying to keep 
up to date, your best way is just fiddling around.   

 
Participant B, an engineer, simlarly spoke of filling in the gaps in her knowledge of 

business through reading when ‘off-the-job’. 

 
There are four or five trade and business magazines that I would religiously 
read from cover to cover at weekends or evenings 

 
On another occassion, recreation and leisure time was seen as an opportunity to engage 

with the community, gaining insight into the relelvance or otherwise of one’s 

organisation.  In the following example, Particiant G relates, how an afternoon’s 

hillwalking provided a covert opportunity to ‘touchdown,’ and uncover the ‘true’ 

relevance of the county council to the rural community.   

 
I go out sometimes on social occasions just to find out what the general 
public think of the county council.  Like I was coming down a hill 
someplace last year and a lady stopped me to give a man a lift and without 
actually knowing who I was we had a good discussion, a good debate.  I 
use those opportunities to try and find out from people, particularly without 
identifying myself, ‘what are the problems in this area what are the things 
that are causing ye problems and what is this organisation doing about it’.  
So I use it as a kind of touchdown, try and find out about the organisation, 
how relevant it is.  Then when I talk to our own people invaribly I’ll be told 
how great we are or whatever and I’ll say well that’s not what people are 
telling me. So that’s all building up a kind of cadre of information a bank 
of knowledge.  [Participant G] 

 

The reference here to a ‘cadre of information’  and ‘a bank of knowledge’  re-

emphasises participants’ earlier perception of knowledge as something tangible that 

can be captured, stored and accessed as required.    

 

5.4.2  A Dearth of Formal Management Education Exists 

Of the twelve leaders in this study, ten were educated to at least primary degree level, 

(with qualifications mainly in engineering and the arts), but only four possessed any 
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formal management education.  Across the twelve participants, one was an accountant, 

one had completed a business degree, one an MBA and one was in the process of 

undertaking an MBA. For example, Participant D made the following admission: 

 
I have an academic background that’s principally in english literature and 
there would be no formal business training whatsoever.  I think I read ‘The 
Empty Raincoat’ last summer and that’s the only business book I ever read, 
so there’s no formal background.  [Participant D] 

 

Reasons cited for the absence of a formal management education primarily related to 

the pressures in balancing home-life and work-life.  Yet, for a number of participants, 

particularly those from the creative industries, they were under increased pressure to 

operate as commercial enterprises; thus the absence of a business education made them 

feel increasingly vulnerable: Participant D explained these competing commitments 

in the following way: 

 
I think there’s a huge pressure on us to know more about business than we 
used to know.  I think it’s there both for lawyers, doctors, for English 
literature graduates, because there’s a recognition that we’re only trained in 
a particular discipline and we’re not actually prepared and trained for the 
commercial reality of turning a discipline into a business.  And I remember 
to some extent feeling put out and a little off my game when I first ran into 
the kind of jargon that some business people will use and they use it partly 
just to impress their little bit of knowledge in getting past or around you. 
 

He continued: 
So, yes, I am conscious in an ideal world we would be taking off to do one 
of the courses, I mean I enquire about them every year, will I do an MBA, 
a Postgraduate Diploma in Management and Marketing is it impossible? 
And the answer every year is yes I’m afraid.  Partly because my work is 
already so night-oriented that part-time study is just going to kill off all 
contact with children and domestic life. 

In other domains, beyond the artistic and cultural ones, the absence of a business 

qualification was similarly construed as something that was lacking; a knowledge gap 

that needed addressing.  In this regard, the following comment was made by Particpant 

B who originally graduated with a masters in engineering and has since undertaken an 

MBA and a Diploma in Corporate Direction (an executive education programme for 

business directors).   

 
Having come from an engineering degree and not having any management 
component in it, it was something I always felt I was missing out on, that 
there was some great system out there, and because I didn’t have a business 
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degree I didn’t know what it was.  So as a result I have everything that 
Charles Handy or Tom Peters ever wrote.  [Participant B] 
 

Participant C, another participant with an engineering background, also spoke of taking 

a formal business programme.  His comment that he decided to ‘treat himself’  to a little 

bit of training suggested that business education was more the exception than the norm 

in his organisation.  Participant C explained: 

 
Over the past twenty years I would have put a huge amount of time into 
project work, all my focus would have been on customers and their 
demands and getting projects out. I set out then a couple of years ago, not 
having received a days training in something like eighteen years with the 
company, I said I am going to treat myself to a little bit of training.  The 
first thing I did was the Business Leadership and Corporate Development 
programme, and then I got particularly interested in the area of strategic 
management so I did the strategy module with the OU two years ago and I 
liked that so much I did corporate finance last year and I am doing HR this 
year.  If I keep going like that I will have an MBA in two years time.  So 
that is what I do on planes and on my Monday and Tuesday nights in 
Dublin.    
 

The following quotation from Participant K encapsulates much of what has gone 

before.  His opening admission ‘for my sins’ suggests not having a business education 

is considered a sin, something those in positions of organisational authority should to 

be ashamed of.  For him, the value in having that knowledge is the manner in which it 

increases his ability to examine the dynamics of competitive positioning.   

 

Well, myself, for my sins, a few years ago, I did a postgraduate thing in 
Business Studies.  But I suppose anyone in my position what would you 
do?  I think, business skills training at postgraduate level helps you to 
position your organisation, from an intellectual framework anyway.  To 
look at things, not just in the hinterland of your own area, and even 
compared to what you are doing nationally, but also internationally, 
because you need to have benchmarks established. 

 
Participant C made a similar point with respect to his MBA programme, describing 

each module as an ‘objective filter’ (through which issues are highlighted), which 

offered a new vocabulary’ to think things through.   

 
I am now an MBA and even though it is fairly mechanistic it has still forced 
me to stand outside myself, not so much outside myself but outside the 
company in a more objective manner and it has given me a filter, that’s the 
best way I’d describe it.  I run the company through these filters all the time, 
a filter on strategy, a filter on finance, a filter on HR.  And I say ‘what are 
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we doing well and what are we doing not so well’. So that is how issues are 
being thrown up.  In a way it has given me a vocabulary I didn’t have before 
and a lot of people say if you don’t have a vocabulary you can’t think it out.  
And it allows me to be objective because I could look out the window there 
and say everyone is happy, they were all happy ten years ago anyhow, but 
it has forced me I suppose to get closer to change, the concept of continuous 
change.  [Participant C] 

 
In summary then, while time and family commitments created barriers to the take-up 

of formal management education, its absence created gaps (both real and perceived) 

in these leaders’ knowledge.  The value of having a formal management education 

therefore was more about filling this gaps than being awarded a badge of honour. 

 

5.4.3  Little Time for Reading 

In comments reminiscent of the earlier one made by the participant who had only ever 

read ‘The Empty Raincoat’ (Charles Handy, 1994), a number of participants spoke of 

no longer having the time to engage in reading academic or popular management 

publications.  Participant D in relating ‘the danger of reading the reviews’ (as opposed 

to the full article) explained how reading time has been sacrificed to the demands of 

family and professional circumstances.  The use of the word ‘danger’ here perhaps 

signifies what is for him the balance between reading enough to get by, at the risk of 

not being fully informed.  Participant D explains: 

 

While I would have read an awful lot, I’m reading less and less.  The 
pressures of work, there’s two of us, two jobs, two children, too little time.  
The danger is I think at a certain age you’re reading the reviews rather than 
always getting to the source.   
 

Other participants gave the impression that reading was a luxury, something that one 

certainly did not do in the course of the working day: In the words of Participant F: 

 
I spend about an hour each day reading, and that’s fortuitous as I get the 
train in and the train home and that’s thirty minutes each way.  

 
For another participant, reading was considered an abberation, the underlying 

suggestion being that if one is reading as opposed to ‘doing’ then there is something 

wrong.  Similar to Particpant D, Participant G gave the impression that one might have 

spent more time reading at a different point in one’s career.  In addition, there was an 

emphasis on the discretionary nature of reading, the idea that you ‘chew things around 
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and  take what is applicable to you’.  To some extent this reflected participants earlier 

comments on the need to personalise their knowledge or adapt it to suit the given 

context.  Participant G elaborated: 

 
If they saw me reading here they would think I was sickening for 
something.  I suppose on management, I used one time read Drucker and 
Peters, whatever his name is.  Okay, you take them on, and you chew it 
around.  You look at others and you say okay, I’ll take that point and I’ll 
drop the other, I do things one way, others do it another way.  

 

5.4.4  Knowing is Dependent on Significant Others  

All of these leaders recognised that what they knew was particularly dependant on the 

knowledge they gained from others.  These ‘others’ existed both within (colleagues, 

employees and previous bosses) and beyond the workplace (customers/clients and 

professional contacts).  The findings with respect to each of these are presented in the 

sections that follow. 

 

5.4.4.1  Significant Others in the Workplace 

As indicated above, amongst these leaders there was a strong awareness that they were 

not working in isolation.  The following quotation captures this sentiment.  At an 

earlier point in our meeting, Participant G claimed, with only a degree of jocularity, 

that he was the chief or most important person in the organisation.  “There is only room 

for one prima donna and that is me,” he remarked. At a later point in the interview he 

returned to that comment admitting, although he is the prima donna, he is aware of, 

and accepting of, the reality that he relies heavily on those around him, ‘he does not 

[actually] believe he is alone’.   

 
Although I did say there’s only room for one prima donna, at the same time 
I’m saying I believe in a team approach, I have a team approach, I don’t 
believe I am alone.  [Participant G] 

 

Within the work-environment the process of obtaining knowledge from others was 

both an emergent and informal process.  As the opportunity arose, or the occassion 

demanded it, participants availed of or sought out additional knowledge.  For example, 

in the following example Participant B relates how a throwaway comment ingnites 

interest and results in a quest for further knowledge.    
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Somebody would say something that would spark my interest, you know, 
‘such and such a company have done scenario planning, whatever’ and I 
would think, well okay, ‘what impact did that have?’  That would be enough 
to get me interested.  

 
Similarly, in the case of Participant J, developing one’s knowledge through others is 

often considered as little more than a casual conversation, albeit one, as in this case 

that was somewhat engineered.   

 
I have total freedom to talk to any member of the management or staff and 
as a matter of routine, I have umpteen members of the management 
committee and various members of the staff up here [to my office] to 
discuss what is going on. I had the head of machinery in here yesterday and 
he gave me a presentation on a system that they are using in Spain, he had 
been out there to improve and automate the inking system.  I keep myself  
up to speed like that.  The chief executive would do the same, but he would 
do it in a slightly more formalised manner through the management 
committee, but I don’t do it that way.  [Participant J] 
 

 
For other participants, their dependency on colleagues in keeping up to speed was a 

great deal more orchestrated. In the following quotation the language used is rather 

forceful, for example: ‘I am prepared’, ‘I must know’, ‘I’m to be told’, ‘I want to 

know’, leaves no doubt of the extent to which this individual makes a concerted effort 

to furnish his own knowledge through mobilising the  knowledge of others.  Participant 

G explains: 

 

I am prepared, I have never said ‘I’ve no comment,’ no matter how 
controversial it is, so I must then know if I am going to talk about 
something.  So I have a message around this place if there is anything 
controversial or likely to be controversial I’m to be told the background to 
it so that if I am asked by the media I can answer it, I don’t want to say ‘I’ll 
ring you back or I’ll check it or whatever’.  I have a situation where all the 
key people in this organisation ring me up and say ‘by the way there was a 
problem, someone was killed on the road, there was a skid’ and I want to 
know was the road deficient or was the car deficient, were we responsible, 
if we are why, what are we doing about it, to know the background to it so 
that I can actually acknowledge mistakes, if there are mistakes, make steps 
to put them right or whatever. 
 
 

In addition to the acquisition of explicit knowledge, as in the case of Participants J and 

G above, the role of others in terms of developing one’s self-knowledge and one’s 

abilities was also mentioned.  In both of the following examples, Participant B speaks 
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of how she came to see the weaknesses of her approach through her interactions with 

colleagues and employees.    

 
I tend to be you know, drive straight through things, and I’m smiling 
because my business partner gives out to me quite a bit about doing that, 
he’s much more people oriented than I would be, he calms me down quite 
a bit.   
 
You learn ways in which their [employees] approach is probably better than 
yours.  [Participant B] 

 
While the above examples speak of acquiring knowledge through personal interaction, 

only three participants spoke of the role of observation.  In two of the three cases 

identified, observation was associated with the development of certain skills, as in the 

examples from Participant L and B that follow:  

 
Well one of the ways that you learn is in specific meetings or from projects 
where people carry particular responsibility for doing something and you 
see how they are doing it and you gain knowledge from the way they are 
presenting it. [Participant L] 

 
Participant B was alone emphasising the role of  observation in leadership 

development.  For her, observing ‘good’ and ‘bad’ beahaviour was considered equally 

informative in terms of developing one’s leadership style, with the former teaching one 

what to do, and the latter teaching one what not to do. 

 

You learn an awful lot about how not to do something from the bosses that 
you’ve had.  I was lucky in that I had some lousy bosses while I was coming 
out of college which helped formulate for me, well that’s something I would 
never say to someone who is working with me, or that’s something I would 
never make somebody feel like that.  On the other hand, I had one boss in 
particular who I used to say like if I ever become a boss I want to be like 
him.  [Participant B] 

 
Participant I, managing director of a family business also spoke of observation.  Here 

he recalls the manner in which their accountant shadowed his father.  The re-

introduction of the word folklore and the use of the words ‘bits and pieces’ once again 

emphasises the knowledge that emerges from engaging in common common ordinary 

everyday activities:  

 
My father would have been folklore, our accountant here who spent a lot of 
time with my father, spent a long time in his shadow just picking up bits 
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and pieces around after him.  He would have an awful lot of folklore.  
[Participant I] 
 

5.4.4.2 Significant Others Beyond the Workplace 

Going beyond the confines of the workplace and being more proactive in terms of what 

one needed to know was considered particularly important in terms of building up 

one’s knowledge base as Participant I explained:  

 
People ring me now and say ‘you’re never in the office’ , I’m never in the 
office anymore, I learn nothing in the office, you need to be out and about 
now all the time, that’s where you need to be and that’s where you learn 
things, you learn nothing in here because nothing will flow to you, you have 
to be out in the fields, dig it up yourself or talk to people who have already 
done some of the work.  

 
Participant G supported this idea emphasing the criticality of external relationships 

in terms of shaping his thoughts.  

 
I would have a very good relationship with the business community, like 
I’d be close, part of the people, part of the networking, I would be dealing 
with the key people in the Chamber of Commerce, the President of the 
University, the key people in the IDA, they would be the outside influences 
that I would be meeting with regularly shaping my thoughts. [Participant 
G] 

 
The use of the term ‘networking’ by Participant G, and the idea of ‘digging things up 

for yourself rather than waiting for them to flow to you’, provided by Participant I 

above, are indicative of a formal and intentional process.  Further analysis discredits 

this idea.  Indeed, for the most part, participants’ ‘networking’ activity appeared more 

casual and sponteanous than formal or engineered.  For example, Participant J, in 

relating the business trips he has made of late, spoke of ‘meetings with friends in the 

trade’.  In a similar vein, Participant D, speaks of a ‘casually convening with those on 

the theatre circuit’ to ‘pick each other’s brains’.  In short, the manner through which 

these participants build up a network of ‘significant others’ is much more an emergent, 

organic process, than any deliberate, orchestrated or contrived endeavour.  In the words 

of Participant A: 

 
I think you build up a core of people to whom you can turn and you can 
only do this over a period of time, it’s not something you can do instantly.  
I’m not sure that I ever deliberately set out to build them up.  
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One consequence of the unplanned nature of participants’ ‘networking’ activity was 

the manner in which these engagements were perceived, with Participant B 

emphasising the support and reciprocity that such relationships offered; while 

Participant A spoke of a familial relationship with his church community.   

 
I would tend to talk to other people in a similar businesses, talk to them 
about the models that they use and watch very carefully and see the impact 
of different things that they use.  We even share marketing and bright ideas 
that work for us, we would make sure they know aswell, we would pass on 
the same information.  [Participant B] 

 
If there was an issue arose on which I felt I needed help or advice, I would 
sit down and think ‘who is there that will be able to help me?’ because we 
are a small community, more like a family. [Participant A] 

 
Another consequence of this activity is the nature of the knowledge gained, that is 

oftentimes more casual and anecdotal than verifiable or factual.  This idea is richly 

conveyed in the following quotation where Participant I speaks of ‘swapping yarns’ 

and ‘picking up on small utterances’.  The personal or contextual nature of this 

knowledge is conveyed in his admittance: “it is of no consequence to anyone else but 

me.” 

I swap yarns with people and network more than anything else.  I am 
constantly stunned by the small things people say, utterances they make, 
‘course we won’t see him any more’, real small stuff that’s of no 
consequence to them, but to me it is very important. [Participant I]  

 
 

In addition to acquiring knowledge through business contacts or associates, the other 

commonality across participants was the emphasis placed on the knowledge sourced 

from customers or clients.  In the following quotation, through his use of the words 

‘customer asides’ and his emphasis on ‘finding out the most important things by 

mistake’, Participant I once again stresses the informal, colloquial nature of such 

exchanges.   

 
Customers say the most important things in asides.  You learn a hell of a 
lot about your competitors from your customers, ‘oh so and so retired now, 
he took early retirement, there’s a new policy in that outfit’ and you listen 
away and you find out about their personnel policy which is directly 
applicable to you, and you find out all this by mistake and he doesn’t even 
realise he’s telling you the personnel policy. [Participant I] 
 


































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































