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Abstract
The project investigated a practice question. How can public and
third sector m anagers and clinicians develop their capability to be
constructively awkward? That is, to confront and challenge while
keeping relationships intact.
The literature on ineffective
leadership links such outcom es to a failure of followership and the
loss of an individual and collective capacity to critically evaluate
accepted ways of behaving and thinking and their consequences
for self and others. The experience of leaders and practitioners is
that while challenge is espoused by the leadership literature and
frameworks, there is insufficient guidance on how to enact such
c hallen ge, belying t he am biv alence t owards challe nge in the
workplace.
Ten people were interviewed, each with a reputation for
c onstructive awk wa rdness and the abilit y t o reflect on tim es when
they had been silenced. The data was transcribed and analysed
according to grounded theory principles and a Critical Realist
ontology. The m ajor elem ents of the theor y to em erge wer e: the
presence of a self-authorisation m echanism, constituents of which
were reflexivity, holding a boundary position and having an explicit
value base; a self-silencing m echanism reflecting the anxiety som e
f elt in r elat ion to look ing stupid; and a repar at ion m echanism , t hat
som e used to backtrack when their em otive expression alienated
the recipients of their challenge.
The project theory was consistent with the finding of Archer (2003)
and her study of reflexivity as the m eans by which personal
concerns are negotiated with one’s social context.
The project
suggests that the capacity for self-authorisation was relied on
more by comm unity-based practitioners, who could not rely on
p rof essiona l and in st itutional deriv ed aut hor it y. The project drew
upon the insights into the causes of bad leadership and suggested
how an active followership, described in the literature as
necessary, could be pr actically enacted via a valid developm ent
activity.
The conclusion notes the project’s shortcom ing in relation to the
lack of ethnic and cultural diversity in the interview group. This
r esu lted in a lack of depth to the conclusion t hat com munit y-b ase d
leaders may authorise their interventions differently.
The
conclusion ends with four propositions.
It would be useful to:
further develop the theory in relation to self-authorisation; to
continue to explore the application of the concept of the
psychological contract to understanding how one learns about how
to manage feelings and challenge in the workplace; to test the
assumption that comm unity leaders authorise their interventions
differently to public sector practioners and that there is a
d ist inctive comm unit y- based leaders hip theory th at is different to
the public sector discourse that currently defines such leadership.
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Introduction
The aim of t his proj ect is to und ersta nd the c apabilit ies, v alues
and experiences people use when they question, confront and
challenge in the conversations that are part of their work
discourse.
The objective is to apply this learning, to the
developm ent of interventions that can be applied within structured
e ducativ e program m es, ru n by t he King’s Fun d, m y emplo yer, f or
p u b l i c a n d t h i r d s e c t o r p r a c t i t i o n e r s 1, b y w h i c h p e o p l e c a n
evaluate and develop their capacity for being ‘constructively
awkward’. There are two subsidiary objectives. First, to produce
developm ent interventions that m eet the cr iteria developed by
Argyris (2000).
That is, to enable King’s Fund programm e
participants to test the validity of the propositions embedded in
the development activities in relation to the work issues they face.
Secondly, to develop a level of theoretical and practical
com petence sufficient to effectively facilitate such interventions.
The f oc us on construct ive awk wardnes s has em erged f rom m y
professional role as a senior fellow in leadership developm ent at
the Kings Fund. The King’s Fund is a health foundation, based in
London.
I intend, through this project, to face a significant
practice and theoretical challenge, arising from m y work listening
to people reporting their experience of being silenced, choosing
silence and wanting to speak up. I have felt that I have had little
to offer by way of practical advice. My personal objective is then
to develop m y pr ofessional pr actice by becom ing what Lester calls
a ‘practical thinker’ (2002, p.3), a capability a colleague has
called ‘phronesis’. Rhodes and Garrick (2000) describe phronesis
as emergent from the nexus between knowing and doing and what
is r ight, em bedded in the context of work. W hat is developed is a
practical wisdom, rooted in the ability to use ideas from the
liter ature, from one’s own and other’s experience, while rem aining
cognisant of how one’s own assum ptions inform s and distorts such
work.
This project is the final component of a professional doctorate
( DProf) and reflects the objectives of such a programme of study
to ground learning in the student’s work context (Portwood and
Thorne, 2000). Lee et al, 2000 describe the DProf as a process of
le arning to produce ‘n ew k inds of knowle dge and new wa ys of
producing knowledge’ (p.127), rooted in the intersection between
work -place, prof essiona l ba ckgrou nd a nd the universit y. L est er
(2002) describes the defining characteristic of a DProf as being
‘grounded in practice as opposed to academic research,
and explicitly geared to the needs of senior practicing
professionals’ (p.2).
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‘The Government defines the third sector as non-governmental
organisations that are value-driven and which principally reinvest
their surpluses to further social, environmental or cultural objectives.
It includes voluntary and community organisations, charities, social
enterprises, cooperatives and mutuals’ (Cabinet office, 2007, p.6).
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I have therefore made use of exam ples from m y work facilitating
leadership developm ent activities for senior public sector and
c om munity-b ased leaders t o justif y m y proj ect and to begin the
process of explaining constructive awkwardness. These exam ples
also serve to describe the potential contexts into which the
outcom e of this project will be grounded in practice.
This professional experience has inform ed m y approach to the
theory dev elopm ent required to achiev e the proj ect ’s aim and
objectives. The potential consum ers of any developm ent activities
work in a variety of contexts and structures, characterised by
com plexity, conflicting policy dem ands and the desire to achieve
the variety of tasks associated with delivering high quality health
and social care services. Given such a context, I have assumed
that there can be no overarching explanation about how to do
c onstructive awk wardness and that what is require d is a m id-range
theory. Merton (1968, quoted in Pawson and Tilley 1997, p.123),
defines such a theory as lying
‘betw een the minor but necessary w ork ing hypotheses that
evolve in abundance during day-to-day research and the
all-inclusive system atic efforts to develop a unified theory
that will explain all the observed uniformities of social
behaviour,
social
organization
and
social
change.’
Merton,1968, p.39).

I have spent many hours thinking about what people report in
relation to their own and others’ behaviour, when they discuss
being silenced or initiating a confrontation.
I concluded that
s im ply inf erring t heor y f rom this experie nce would be insuffic ient.
Any developm ent activities based on such insights would risk
la psing into ‘hort ator y’. This is a term used by Braithwaite (2004)
to critique m anagem ent advice that is character ised by ‘oughts,
shoulds and how tos’ (p.241), rather than grounded in the
operational realties of practioners. I suspect that people do not
need m ore advice, they need practical help and such help can be
developed if what is going on below the empirical surface can be
theorised.
Hence m y dec ision t o ado pt Crit ical Realism and
ethnographic and grounded theory principles as the basis for this
practical enquiry.
Critical realism has provided ontological depth to the project’s
work and offered a sm all num ber of valuable practical exam ples of
such theor ising about sim ilar ly com plex hum an behaviours. For
exam ple, New and Fleetwood’s (2006) investigation into how
gender determ ines participation in academ ic conferences; Archer’s
( 2003) sm all scale st udy of reflexiv e voices; and More n and Blom ’s
(2003) enquiry into how social work interventions may work with
resistant clients. Critical realism has provided a language with
which to theorise about how observable effects, like speaking up
or being silenced, m ight be generated in particular contexts. I
have
used
principles
based
on
grounded
theory
and
ethn om ethodolog y to provid ed s ys temat ic guidance o n organis ing,
coding and synthesising the data from ten semi-structured
interviews I carried out in 2006/07. This m ethodology brought into
8

the theory developm ent process the voice of the pr actitioner,
with out surrendering the a nalyt ic t ask im plied b y the devel opm ent
of m id-range theory.

This chapter’s structure
The first section offers an analytical description of constructive
awkwardness, based on m y tacit knowledge and reading as I
prepared m y Progr amm e Plan and m y understanding then about
the aims and purpose of m y final project. The term constructive
awkwardness is explained and located as an intervention
contextualised in and by conversation. The second section m aps
the risk facing the practitioner.
The third section justifies the
project focus and the fourth section locates constructive
awkwardness in a wider, conflicted policy context. Section five
locates the challenge em bedded in the constructively awk ward
intervention in the wider leadership literature.
The concluding
section sets out the project questions and structure.

A note on the project’s figures and tables
The developm ent of useful, sim ple visual aids has b een im portant
in helping to develop and present key theoretical insights. All
figures have been developed by the author and, where these are
an adaptation of others work, this has been referenced.

1.1 An initial definition of constructive
awkwardness
The origin of the term constructive awk wardness as a leadership
capability is based in the work of Boxer (2003). He uses the term
‘constructive disobedience’ to describe a double challenge facing
clinicians. They have to be capable and prepared to question their
own practice, as implied by Argyris’s double loop learning (1977),
and challenge m anagem ent str uctures when these act against the
interests of patients.
Boxer (2003) argues that clinicians m ay
p ref er to act inform ally and b ypass blockag es in the sys t em , what
he calls ‘going the extra mile’ (p.6).
W hile this m ay m ake a
service add up for the patient, it can be argued that greater
efficiencie s can be gained b y an exp licit com m itm ent to working
thr ough s ystem blockages with m anagers.
Proponents of Lean principles in the NHS argue that the
identification and working through of inefficiencies delivers change
that benefits patients (W estwood et al, 2007; Jones and Mitchell,
2006). Lean places an em phasis on engaging staff to develop a
‘c ulture of cont inuous im provem ent’ by constant qu est ionin g ab out
how things are done and their effects (Liker, 2004, p.10).
However, there is little guidance in Lean about how the Faustian
pact between clinicians and m anager, referred to by Boxer(2003),
can be challenged. Kram er ( 2007), from a transactional leadership
c ont ext, sim ilar to t hat in the public ser vices (e.g. Gr int, 2005)
believes, as in this project, that a culture of ‘argum entation’ is
required to achieve the changes proposed by Lean.
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W h y c on s tructi ve aw kw ard ne s s?
I hav e developed the term ‘construct ive a wk wardness’ to focus
attention on what is missing from Boxer’s (2003) description and in
a change tool like Lean.
The word ‘disobedience’ tends to be
associated with such term s as indiscipline, refusal and disloyalty.
The focus of this project is to understand how one can express
d iss ent and, s im ultaneous ly, dem onstrat e a com m itm ent t o a
s har ed pr im ar y t ask, wh ere task is def ined in relation to an open
s ys tem and what it ‘m ust p erf orm if it is to surv ive’ (Miller and
Rice, 1975, p.62). The application of any learning can thus be
considered in relation to participation and leadership of services,
teams and individuals and across sectors.
To exp lore further, R oget ’s Thes aurus ( 2002) link s being awk war d
with going against the grain, reflecting Minger’s (2000) four
d im en sions of crit ical m anagem ent enq uiry.
That is, to be
prepared and able to question the logic of argum ents; to critique
tradition, authority and objectivity.
Awkward is associated in
Roget’s with being capable and willing to be non-conform ing, uncom prehending, ignorant, foolish, impolitic, clum sy, quarrelling,
wa yward and b oth ers om e.
To be constructive is to demonstrate m ore culturally valued
attributes. It is to be productive, creative, innovative, capable of
lucid explanations and to be helpful and obliging. Constructive
awkwardness is a juxtaposition which helps to keep in mind a
question: what would it be like to be obliging, helpful, bothersom e,
argum entative and lucid? This is a set of capabilities that Billig
(1996) defines as a capacity for ‘argumentation’ and ‘witcraft’.
A basic assum ption in this project is that organisational life, where
hierarchical leadership is the norm, may benefit from a willingness
and capability to engage in behaviours that are questioning and
aligned to the primary task. That is, to have conversations that
seek to explore, without rancour and excess emotion, the origins
and effects of deeply held assumptions about what is going on and
should be going on.
Walzer (1994) calls these ‘thick’
conversations. Such conversations are not about winning or losing
(‘thin conversations’) they are about the exploration of ideas,
beliefs and their consequences. The f ollowing diagram descr ibes
these two outcom es.
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Figure 1.1 - two possible outcomes from the constructively awkward
intervention.

It can result in ‘thick’ or ‘thin’ conversations.

C on st ruct ive aw kw ardne ss a s a co n ve rs ation
C onstruct ive awk war dness is assum ed t o be em ergent from
conversation. If this is the case, then how this emergence occurs
in a s erv ice and organisat ional conte xt is det erm ined by the
psychological work contract and wider social and cultural
assumptions that underpin conversation.
Conway and Briner
( 2005, p.53), in relat ion to the ps yc hological contract, note the
effect of social cues and workplace socialisation on individual
behaviour and perception. Such phenomena can powerfully shape
expectations about how disagr eem ent and argum ent are to be
managed.
The eff ects of work and wider s ocia l values is
described by Billig (1996); New and Fleetwood (2006); Appiah
(2006); Ginsborg (2005); and Khane (2004), all of whom are
discussed in Chapter 2. If conversation is culturally defined, it is
assum ed that each service or team will have its own particular
cultural
assumptions.
That
is,
expectation
about
how
disagreem ent, the m anagem ent of em otions, tur n taking and the
length of intervention are expressed, valued, gendered and the
d om ain of part icular r oles. Con struct ive awk wardness is a way of
talking about the capability to go against the grain of a prevailing
conversational culture and to offer what Heron (2001) calls an
‘uncom fortable tr uth’, ( p.59). The following exam ple reflects the
le vel of challenge indicat ive of construct ive a wk wardn ess.

An example of constructi ve aw kw ardness
A participant on the second day of a five week
program me for com munity leaders said the following.
11

leadership

‘Do you k now what it is like for some of us to be faced b y
three white programme directors?’

H is q uestion def ines a dim ens ion of constructive awk wardness. It
is a blunt, clearly delivered, surprising, authority-challenging,
assumption-probing intervention.
He sought to question our
understanding of what we might represent as white directors to
black participants. In particular, to test our capacity to participate
in conversations that explored how we might collectively re-create
those aspects of structur es that som e found oppr essive. That is,
as we asked them to cr itically reflect upon their behaviour, could
we, would we, do the same? As Gregory and Romm (2001) note in
relation to facilitating critical reflection in management:
‘W hat is important in our view, is that the facilitator, in
confronting others, is also willing to subject his or her own
reflections to critical self-reflection, and to challenges from
others as a part of the process of engagement in the
discourse’ (Gregor y and Romm, 2001, p.457).

His intervention took us out of our everyday context and
destabilised our normal practice. We faced an ethical moment in
that we had a choice. Did we, in Schon’s (1987) terms, seek to
‘preserve the constancy of our usual patterns of knowing in action
and respond to surprise by ‘brushing it aside’ or could we and
would we respond with reflection’ (p26)? The fact that we could
respond, is indicative of another dimension of constructive
awkwardness.
The intervention was pitched in a way that
f ac ilit ate d, albeit uncomf ortably, a collaborativ e enquiry, a thick
conversation.

D e ve l opi n g t he def i ni t i o n
Bas ed on the exam ple, constructive awk wardness can be
construed as a deliberate act, preceded by som e internal,
psychological pr ocess, represented in the diagram by the brain. It
is likely that the context of any intervention, which em bodies a set
of rules, roles and values and has the potential to be recreated in
any conversation, will m ediate the sense of agency that is required
to initiate an intervention.
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Figure 1.2 - An initial theory of constructive awkwardness that shows
the link between internal deliberations and action, w hich is assumed to
be mediated by social structures embedded in the local context of the
intervention.
This prelim inar y induct ive rea soning d raws upon Ar cher’s (2 003)
study
of
ref lex ivit y.
Reflexivity
relates
to
our
private
deliberations, the means by which personal intentions and effects
are negotiated with what we take to be the social obligations
embedded in the structures within which we live and work.
How structure affects individuals is com plex and is assum ed to
confront the constructively awkward practitioner with a dilemma.
This dilemm a is characterised by a desire to conform to the rules
em bedded in structures and the desire to be autonom ous. This
com plexity in part arises from Foucault’s assertion in Tr uth and
Power that power perm eates social relations (Rabinow, 1984). In
each conversation the practitioner initiates, power is negotiated,
often without conscious awareness of the parties involved.
An
o utc om e is a pr essure to c onf orm , albeit tem porar ily, to o ne’s
position in what may be an informal hierarchy (Mills, 2003). This
effect of holding role is described by Thornborrow (2002) in her
a nalys is of ta lk in orga nisat ion s. Posit ion and role determ ine what
sort of turn taking, talk and behaviour are expected and
acceptable.
Schutz’s (1979) insights into group relations suggest a further
d im en sion of c onform it y.
He argues that group m embership is
influenced by com peting dem ands for affection, control and
inclusion. This results in a conflict between the desire to develop
a social identity and to individuate. The anxiety associated with
13

this dilem m a can lead to individual and collective unconscious
defence mechanisms, as theorised by Klein (1959) and by Bion
(1961), in relation to groups, further elaborated by Turquet (1974)
and Lawrence et al (1996).
These defences, are mobilised to
reduce the risk of the anxiety that can arise when expulsion or
lo ss of se lf are felt to be imm inent.

1.2.
The
challenges
facing
the
constructively awkward practitioner
The desire to belong described by Schutz (1979) has evolutionary
benefits and can inhibit cr itical engagem ent with what is going on.
Waller (2002) argues that being part of a group has helped
develop solutions to adaptive problems that relate to survival of
the individual, group and species.
Developing a sense of
belonging and the co-operation this facilitates, is critical in getting
things done in organisations.
Sim on (1997), in h is s tudy of
adm inistrative behaviour, argues that where there ar e shared
values, people are prepared to accept the authority of others and
to express a willing compliance. He notes that organisations give
people the opportunity to exercise power over others. If this is
e xper ienced as aut hor itarian, t hen t he prim ary task of the
o rganisat ion ca n s lip from wh at it n eeds t o do to s urv ive, to
a rguing about who is in control and why. Sim on ’s insights endorse
W aller’s conclusion that the evolutionary benefits of mem ber ship
can be problem atic in the present.
‘Our adaptations also include some darker ultimate motives
that people sometimes have - inter-group competition,
boundar y definition, and fear of social exclusion.
These
behaviour traits foster a hostility to other groups that often
tears societies apart’
(W aller, 2002, p.152).

The constructively awkward practitioner is prepared to put him/her
s elf at r isk in the expres sion of their own idios yncrat ic
understanding of what is going on, with less regard paid to their
authority or organisation sanctioned rights to speak.
This
suggests that constructive awkwardness is relevant as a
le adership and f ollowers hip cap ability. Kellerm an (2004), in her
a nalys is of bad leadership, concludes that t he capac ity to be an
a ct ive f o l lo wer i s c r it ic a l i n m ana g i ng t h e r is k s o f m em b ers h ip.
‘Should followers follow the leader, or the dictates of their
consciences? On the one hand, a strong argument can be
made that to maintain order and get work done, followers
should
go
along
with
the
leader
except
in
dire
circumstances. On the other hand, followers are not sheep,
nor should they necessarily be part of any herd’
(Kellerman, 2004, p.30).

To b e construct ively awk war d is r isky. I t is a c omm itm ent to the
belief that ‘solutions to problem s derive from a deep belief in
inquiry and a pragm atic search for truth’ (Schein, 2004, p.397).
That is, an enquiry that m ay challenge and subvert existing
14

a ssum ptions. Construct ive a wk wardness can be a c om m itm ent to
learning at the level of Mezirow’s (1989) epistemic critical selfr eflection on assum ptions, defined in the following terms. It is a
com mitm ent to self and others
‘to examine the assumptions and explore the causes
(biographical, historical, cultural), the nature (including
moral
and
ethical
dimensions),
and
consequences
(individual and inter-personal) of his or her frames of
reference to ascertain why he or she is predisposed to
learn in a certain way or to appropriate particular goals’
(Mezirow, 1989, p.195).

It is a com m itm ent that is likely to raise anxiety in self and others,
anxiety that is the consequence of one’s certainties being
q uest ioned, the rea l and im agine d risk of be ing ex cluded and the
fear of looking stupid and ignorant. This is what Schein (2004)
calls ‘learning anxiety’.
Such experiences can trigger a set of
defensive routines to preserve a sense of what m ay be false
com petence (Argyris, 2000; 1991) adding a further barrier to
achieving the ‘thick’ dialogue described by W alzer (1994).

Sc op ing th e ra ng e
aw kw ard inter ve nt ion

of

t he

c o nstru cti ve l y

The diagr am 1.3 below has been developed to locate the
constructively awkward practitioner in a set of roles that reflect
the dilemm a between being capable of a critical engagem ent, to
question what is going on and acknowledging the desire to belong.
The diagram conceptualises four possible positions in relation to
this dilem m a.

Figure 1.3 - Positioning constructive awkwardness. The practitioner
is defined by their capacity for compliance to get the job done and selfauthorising questioning interventions.
15

Dependent followership
This position is associated with high com pliance, and low
authorisation.
Such a person accepts another’s authority as
described
by
Simon
(1997).
However,
under
certain
circum stances, the identification of which is the objective of this
project, s/he is willing to put at risk their affiliation and question
what is going on and so m ove into the orange box.

Constructi vely aw kw ard
This position is an expression of comm itment to the comm on
purpose and m ay be predicated on high levels of self-authorisation
and indeterminate levels of structural authorisation.

Ap ath etic foll ow ership
This position takes to extr em es the positive behaviours associated
with being constructive. The capacities to be helpful and obliging,
becom e the m ore risky behaviours of pliant and m alleable.

Destructi vel y aw kw ard
This position is characterised by a constant questioning from
position of low affiliation. It is the behaviour of the aggrieved.
is to repetitively pick a fight and to be indifferent to the effects
this behaviour on an individual’s and team ’s capacity
collaborate.

a
It
of
to

The
following
explains
why
understanding
the
processes
underpinning constructive awkwardness is relevant. I do this in
relation to the professional challenges I, and participants in Kings
Fund developm ent programm es for public and third sector leaders,
faced.

1.3 Justification
My int er est i n the subj ect of c onstr uct iv e a wk wardness a rise s from
a deficiency in m y professional practice that I want to address. In
particular, the usefulness of the advice I have given people who
are
being
bullied
and
silenced
through
intra-psychic,
interpersonal, group and organisational pressures.
These
deficiencies are best illustrated by two work-based vignettes. The
first confronted me with a lack in m y educational practice about
how to address the issue of developing sufficient self-authority to
over com e structural constraints.
Up to this point, I had just
assumed that people had the capability to act but in certain
s it uat ions we re unwilling to exerc ise t his authorit y. The secon d
exposed how m y lim ited range of explanatory ideas undermined m y
work with a manager to effectively challenge established
m anagem ent practice, an obvious site of the constructively
awkward intervention.

1. A doctor’s story
The following arose from a leadership programm e for senior
registrars. I was leading a session on group facilitation and had
talked about confronting skills.
A participant described being
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under enorm ous pressure to carry out a delicate ear operation with
the wr ong instrum ents. He was still upset by h ow he resolved t his
situation, as he had gone ahead with the operation because he felt
that to question would put his career at risk.
I h ad nothi ng c onstr uct iv e to s ay to him . This wa s the et hica l
m om ent, associated with Schon’s (1987) choice of avoiding an
uncom fortable truth or facing what is lacking in one’s practice. In
Sch ein’s t erm s, this was a m om ent of im poss ibilit y, when wh at one
knows is recognised as lacking in relation to what needs to be
faced.
Here, Schein (1989) is talking about a crisis in a
consultancy assignment.
‘As I listened to the discussion I reached a terrifying
conclusion - neither my clients or I had the faintest idea
what this job would be really lik e’ (Schein, 1989, p.64).

Barrow (1999, describing the role of impossibility in scientific
a dvan ce, identif ies the anxiety of this m oment within a lim ina l
space, where what is revealed is the limits of one’s knowing ‘an
in evit able by- pro duct of the k nowing process’ (p.2). W h ile facing
im possibility is the way of progress, it is a difficult place to occupy
in front of a group of doctors.
I chose t o giv e advice, ( ‘you need
to be m ore confronting’), a decision that Braithwaite would
c orrectly dism iss as ‘hort atory’ and ‘discursive’ (200 4, p.241).

2 - A public sector manager’s dilemma
I wrote the following evaluation of a consultation with a senior
manager, who was responsible for leading a partnership to coordinate a borough-wide learning disability service. Her authority
was rooted in the public sector policy discourse of using
partnerships to personalise services (Banks, 2002). Once again, I
felt I had little to offer. The following is an early extract from m y
r eflective journal.
She is an effective leader of the partnership, attentive to
different voices, has the confidence of members and has
established a network of suppliers. As she turns to her line
manager, this capabilit y, her sense of confidence and
authority is diminished. She particularly notices this effect
when
her
conversation
with
her
manager
involves
requirem ents from the partnership that question the supplyside logic of the authority.
Her manager will veto
proposals from the partnership and this undermines her
authority in the partnership.
This is not about her
professionalism but an inability of her manager and wider
system to hold a dilemma. She acts as a transformational
leader in the partnership and when this partnership
questions
the
supply
side
logic
she
has
to
act
transactionally to hold off this pressure, mirroring the
hierarchical control she feels from her manager. She feels
she must let either her boss down or her partners, as if she
can only be loyal to him or the partnership (May, 2005).

I did know that advising her to challenge her m anager, however
capably she did this, would probably end up with him becoming
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irritated and nothing changing - she would do the wrong thing well.
W hile her intervention m ay confront problem atic behaviour, it
would lack explanatory ‘grip’, in that it would fail to pr oblem atise
the effects of structure. That is, how em bedded rules, roles and
values would fram e how people could respond to her partnership,
leadership and wider personalisation task.
I used the c ase-m aterial t o form ulat e an under lying dilemm a, using
the struct ure develop ed b y Mc Caug han and Palm er (1994), to
c apt ure t wo sorts of construct ively awk ward int erv ent ions.

Left side

R ig hht sid e

T he prob lem:
People are struggling to m anage
w ithin existing resources

N ew dem ands are disrupting hum an
relations in the organisation/service/
team

W hy th ere is a pro blem:
There is a deficit in the
understanding of w hat is possible

Sstructures do not authorise new
w ays of behaving and organising
R einforces theory
about w hat is problem atic

W hat to do:
Existing w ays of w orking need to
be challenged

Question and re-conceptualise the
w hat, how , for w hom and w hy of the
organisation of resources and
people

Outcome 1:
People change behavior and
m ake the system w ork better

N ew roles, relationships em erge
and are m ore adaptive to dem and
environm ent

Outcome 2:
The effects of existing structures
are not problem atised

C hange is resisted and old w ays are
conserved

Figure 1.4 - the structure agency dilemma.
The constructively
awkward intervention can be based in different assumptions.
Acting
from either can produce two types of outcomes. O ne reinforces and the
others questions the assumptive base of the intervention.

The right side characterises a constructively awkward intervention
that seeks to question how things are done.
That is, are we
following procedure?
The underpinning logic is to pay close
attention to a practitioner’s experience and skills, the learning
from the literature in relation to challenge and securing the
opportunity to pr actise new ways of behaving. The developm ent of
a t heor y of con struct ive awk wardness m ay help practit ion ers
f ac ilit ate t his s ort of question ing m ore effect ive ly.
I m ay have
som ething m ore useful to offer other than just advice.
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The left side of the dilemm a is encountered when sim ply acting
within agreed procedures and structures is part of what is
problematic. Facing Boxer’s (2003) double challenge, ‘flips’ the
dilemm a to the left. The challenges people face cannot just be
explained in terms of problematic personal and inter-personal
behaviours. Trying harder will not work.
What the manager required was an alternative formulation to
explain her experience and that of her partnership colleagues, a
formulation that helped her to evaluate her experience in its
context and ask ‘why’. Such questioning is indicative of Mazirow’s
(1997) third loop of learning.
Her intervention would identif y
problematic behaviours and the assumptions that underpin these
behaviours; question how these assum ptions produce observable
effects; and consider how useful these are in relation to the stated
task. She would question these particular assum ptions, given the
r ange of poss ibilit ies and how t hes e choices can determ ine ways
of talking, theorising and behaving in relation to partnership
working.
This questioning requires access to an alternative set of
assumptions, reflecting Schein’s (2004) learning theory that, as
questioning at this level leads to the unfreezing of epistem ic and
ontological assumptions, new ideas have to be offer ed.
The
following section explores one source of an alternative theory
r elevant to the participants on King’s Fund developm ent
program mes.

1.4 The policy context
The personal challenges described in the doctor’s story and the
public sector m anager’s dilemma on page 10-12, were experienced
by the practitioners in their local contexts, which are determ ined
(in relation to this project) by wider public health policy. Policy, is
described by Gough (2004) as
‘essentially about choice: who’s in and who’s out, whose
ideas hold sw ay and w hose don’t, whose needs are more
important’ (Gough, 2004, p.55).

It is assumed that such decisions can be hard to notice and that
they reflect the overt use of power to suppress agendas and
conflict and m ore subtly determine wants and needs (Lukes, 2004).
This suggests that practitioners, if they are to consciously think
about and evaluate how they ‘do’ constructively awkward
interventions, may need the following.
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A capability to notice and cr itically exam ine the effects of
the local and wider policy context in which they are
c ont em plat ing a constru ctive ly awk war d intervention.



An awareness of alternative policy formulations to develop
and m aintain the underpinning analytic capability implied by
a formulation of constructive awkwardness that draws upon

the learning theory of Schein (2004) Argyris (2000) and
Mezirow (1997).


Access to development interventions that are underpinned by
an understanding of the complexity of practitioners’ policy
contexts.

The following section explores an element of that policy context
a nd ho w c om peting dem ands, bot h articu lat ed and im plied, help to
explain why constructive awkwardness m ight be useful and
difficult.

Pe rs on alisat ion
Practitioners attending King’s Fund leadership programm es
describe a dem and of them to achieve m ore personalised services.
This requires them to construct, lead and engage in partnerships
across
team s,
services,
organisations
and
communities.
Chesterm an and Horne (2002), from a local authority perspective,
describe the leadership challenge of partnership working in the
following term s. It is a challenge rooted in
‘the idea of deliberation, the measured process by which
communities of interest bring to the surface their diverse
aspirations, experience the dilemmas in their midst, explore
different
perspectives
and
gradually
come
to
an
accommodation of competing claims’ (Chesterm an and
Horne, 2002, p.22).

Such a negotiation implies that ‘thick’ conversations are in order
and that the capacity to question and challenge is useful. Equally,
the capacity and willingness to ‘rethink and rework’ the
behavioural routines that reflect normative assumptions, will also
be required (Blackler, 1993, p.866). However, there is a lack of
guidance in the leadership literature and public sector leadership
frameworks (e.g. NHS LQF) about how to ‘do’ effective and
appropriate challenge beyond detailed descriptions of the desired
behaviours. For exam ple, Banks ( 2002), discussing the challenges
presented by the demand for partnership working, notes that
guidance on how to lead partnerships can be lacking.
‘Middle managers are caught between meeting explicit
corporate responsibilities and adopting new , flexible w ays
of working.
They are expected to be leading change
agents, often with inadequate training and support, and at
the same time fulfil routine operational responsibilities’
(Banks, 2002, p.2).

This lack, discussed later, is argued to arise from an
am bivalence, em bedded in the hierarchical form s of leadership
about challenge.

As ym m e t r y a nd p e r s o nal i s at i o n
The policy of personalisation can be explored through the work of
Zuboff and Maxmin (2002).
They argue that private sector
organisations now face a new challenge, that arises from a self20

determ ining individualisation, which is not satisfied by having its
n eeds m et through the s im ple c ons um ption of m ass produced
objects and services. They describe this as a move towards the
‘individuation of consum ption’ (p.10).
People will no longer be
prepared to fit their needs to the supply side logic of providers.
What they require is ‘tangible support in leading the lives they
choose’ (p.4). Services have to be supplied in ways that reflects
their unique context of use.
The problem, as they define it, is that business, and by implication
public services, are rooted and organised around managerial
capitalism . The dom inant assum ption is that people want services
and things delivered through efficient m ass production. Value is
created by focusing on the organisation and its processes that
secure efficiency to achieve the most profitable exchange with the
e nd c onsum er. Symm etry is assumed bet wee n wh at is required
and what is supplied. Zuboff and Maxmin (2002) argue that the
capacity of the current enterprise logic to face new dem and,
c har act er ised by asym metr y, is lacking.
The management and
leadership structure cultures have reached the end of their
a dapt ive capac it y. Zuboff and Maxm in (2002) th ink a new
enterprise logic is required.

P er s o nal i s a t i on a n d t he p ubl i c sec t or
The argum ent of Zuboff and Maxm in ( 2002) does not have to be
fully accepted in order to recognise that there is a public policy
dem and for m ore personalised services.
The emergence of
in dividuat ion c an be f ou nd in he alth and wider public polic y. For
exam ple, the Departm ent of Health (2006) paper, Our health, our
care, our say: a new direction for community services speaks in
the f ollowing term s:
‘This W hite Paper confirms the vision in the Green Paper of
high quality support meeting people’s aspirations for
independence and greater control over their lives, making
services flexible and responsive to individual needs. W e
will build on what we have done, putting people more in
control and shifting to a greater emphasis on prevention’
(DoH, 2006, p.5).

Brickell (2000) and Leadbetter (2004), note the challenges arising
f rom suc h a policy. Br ick ell’s pap er, ‘People bef ore structures ’
emphasises a requirement to re-distribute power and decisionm aking closer to local comm unities and states that such a m ove
poses a threat to ‘vested institutional authority and to established
political interest’ (2000, p.13). Leadbeater focuses on the context
of use of services and identifies the need for professionals to
e ngage in ‘intim ate co nsu ltat ions’ with client s in order to ‘unlock
their needs, preferences and aspirations through extended
dialogue’ (p.57). What is required is that the state acts as a
platform upon which inform ed users can access networked
services offered by a wide range of suppliers.
This demand has im plications for how professionals think about
and enact their role.
In a later paper, Leadbeater (2006) also
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introduces the idea of a post-industrial public service and its
eff ects on the constr uct ion and p ractice of prof es sionalism .
Professional practice will be characterised as enabling: intelligent
self-assessment; self-assembly of services; challenge to facilitate
m otivation in the service user; engagem ent in peer learning; and
the distribution of self-diagnosis tools.
If
it
is
assum ed
that
personalisation
challenges
current
organisations’ forms and that a new sort of structure, capable of
c ont ainin g an d resp onding to asymm etric dem and is requir ed, t hen
there are im plicat ions f or ho w leadersh ip is conceptua lised.

As ym m e t r y a nd l ea d e r s hi p
Albert and Hayes (2003; 2006) offer a useful concept in thinking
about how leadership, and within it the role of challenge, will need
to change to deliver personalisation. Their work is emergent from
t h e as ym m et ric t hr e at s f a ce d b y U. S. m ilit ar y c omm and an d c o nt ro l
structures, post Cold W ar. They argue that command and control
has served the military well. It is an efficient way of deciding,
resourcing and managing missions where the threat can be
anticipated, assessed and responded to. Post-Cold War and post9/11, conventional forces and civil society can be attacked and
d isru pted with a m inim um of resourc es.
Threats have becom e
harder to anticipate and manage.
They argue that in what they call the ‘Information Age’, the ability
to gather, pr ocess and com m unicate inform ation to m ultiple
lo cat ions off ers an op port unit y t o m ove be yon d c omm and and
control. Decision making has to be, and can now be, moved to the
‘edge’ of the organisation.
The ‘edge’ is where the resources
( people, equipm ent and inform ation) m eet with dem an d, to be
c onf igur ed in ways to f it unique cir cum stances. Organisat ions will
thus need,
‘To change the way they think about information and its
dissemination, and about accomplishing task s, organising
and training. This also means that they need to explore
new interactions among individuals and organisation and
d ev el op n ew pr oc e sse s’ ( A lber t a nd H a ye s , 2 00 3, p. 202 ).

Thompson (2006) notes in relation to their work that what is
r equir ed is t hat ‘a spec if ic pattern of cognit ive and social practices
must also be adopted’, the purpose of which is ‘distributing
decision rights to frontline personnel’ (p.619). He criticises Albert
a nd Hayes f or not specif ying th e ‘how’ of this new f orm of relat ing.
Kramer’s (2007) grounded theory study of Dutch peace keeping
troops and their com manders in Bosnia, introduces the role of
doubt and ‘argum entation’ in a hierarchical culture. He considered
how junior officers, facing high level of oper ational com plexity,
developed ways of circum venting orders issued by remote senior
com manders.
Junior officers exhibited the sort of ‘constructive
disobedience’ noted by Boxer (2003) in relation to clinicians.
Kramer concludes that an adaptive response to the complexity of
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peace keeping that requires idiosyncratic responses, is to create
s ys tem s
‘that are prepared to act and are able to mak e sense of
their experiences and are able to discredit their existing
insights [and] are better able to deal w ith dynamic
complexity than others’ (Kramer, 2007, p.75).

If it is the case that there is a policy shift towards personalisation,
and this requires that som e practitioner s and m anager s are
capable of authorising and expressing the doubt advocated by
Kramer (2007) and Boxer (2005; 2003), what are the prevailing
attitudes towards this capability?
If this wider attitude can be
understood it will inform the way that developm ent interventions
are contextualised.

1.5 Leadership and challenge
This section m akes thr ee points.
Firstly, popular leadership
writers and public leadership fram eworks espouse the value of
challenge. ‘Popular’ is defined as authors likely to have been read
by the people on King’s Fund developm ent program m es and
d escribed by Boyett and Boye tt (199 8) as ‘gur us’. Sec ondly, there
is lim ited guidanc e in this lit erature about how to do t his
challenge.
Thirdly, there is evidence of ambivalence and
resistance to ‘doing’ challenge, despite the value placed on it.

Po pula r lea de rs hip w riters
Senge (1990, 1999); Peters (1992) and Druker (2001), like Grint
(2005) recognise the power of m ental m odels to shape what
c onstitutes r ealit y. A leadership t ask is to c hallenge the se m odels
when they act against the interest of the business. Roberto (2005)
uses ‘constructive conflict’ to describe a leadership capability that
‘enhance[s] the level of critical and divergent thinking, while
s im ultaneous ly building consens us’ (p. xv). Kouzes and Pousner
(2003) argue that leaders need to learn to ‘challenge the process’
and to ‘have the courage of their convictions’ (p.182). Drucker
( 2001) em phasis es t he need f or ‘m anage d disagreem ent’ to ensure
an adequate air ing of assum ptions.
Adair (2005) identifies sk ill in argum ent and resilience as
necessary leadership capabilities. Greenleaf (1998) argues that
leaders must pay attention to how followers are authorised.
L eader s hav e to then ac cept t hat argum ent and diff ere nce ar e a
consequence of this em powerm ent.
‘Power is generated in these relationship because it admits
to mutual criticism, spirited arguments can occur, and it
does not depend on artful stratagems’ (Greenleaf, 1998,
p.86).

The initiation and facilitation of challenge can be argued, based on
these influential leadership writers, to be an espoused leadership
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capability.
The value of this capability is reflected in
definition of effective public sector leadership discussed next.

the

Pu blic s ector lea ders hip fram ew orks
The NHS Leadership Qualities Framework (LQF, 2002) and the
Managem ent Standards (MSC, 2004) are part of the espoused
leadership discourse that invokes challenge.
Such fr am eworks
identify the characteristics of outstanding leaders and constitute
the criteria against which leaders can be assessed.
The
characteristics are indicative of the transformational leadership
st yle t hat is perce ived to be relevant t o the challenges fac ing the
NHS (Storr, 2004) and wider public sector leadership (Peck, 2006).
The LQF and MSC describe a leader who is actively interested in a
diver sity of view, som eone who can give and receive feedback and
who is capable of maintaining a culture of high challenge and high
support; someone in which the capacity for having an authoritative
voice is coupled with the cognitive and emotional skills to hold
their ground; and som eone who can change their views when faced
with new data.
These fram eworks reflect the study carried out by the Perform ance
and Innovation Unit (2001), which sought to define effective public
sector
leadership.
Cross-sector
workshops
(health,
local
governm ent and education) identified effective leadership as one
that can ‘draw on multiple views, to dissent for the sake of the
task’ and which rec ognises the need to ‘m ak e org anisatio ns safe
for people who don’t fit and by doing so, add richness and
perspective’ (p.19).

Am bi va le nc e tow ards c halle nge
Leader ship in the NHS and wider public sector is com plex.
Com plexity is defined as contexts which are hard to determ ine and
require analysis which will not fully reveal what is going on. There
is a pressure to act and interventions will have to be taken on the
basis of an incomplete understanding of their effects, which will
also have to be m anaged ( Kram er, 2007). This suggests that a
level of self-author isation and the capacity to question will com e
to the fore. However, Blackler (2006) observers, after talking to
NHS chief executives, that in the face of such com plexity, leaders
can paradoxically be required to act in a context of hierarchical
control.
‘This study shows that the popular image of empowered,
proactive leaders has little relevance to the work of NHS
chief executives…The approach to running the NHS that
they developed has m ore in common with Taylorism than
with contemporary approaches to management that feature,
for example, the advantages of collective learning in
complex work systems’ (Blackler, 2006, p.19).

Kouzes and Posner (2003) note that leaders face a ‘paradox of
routines’ (p.189) within their own organisations that can reinforce
a
directive
approach
and
a
requirement
for
com pliance.
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Conform ity to routine is necessary to get things done. Leaders
and managers have to create conditions of quasi-closure in open
s ys tem s to actualis e the ir causal po wers to ac hiev e ‘desirable
regularities’ (Tsoukas, 2000, p.40).
However, routines can
underm ine the capability to innovate in the face of the com plexity
facing the NHS.
Grint (2005), like Blackler, argues that leaders can be evaluated
poorly if they insist on being argum entative. Critical m anagem ent
theorists not e that t o cha llenge t he legitim ac y of represent atives
of particular contexts and to question oppressive practices is to
face a risk.
Power struct ures can f ight back (Fenwick , 20 05,
Mingers 2000). Questioning and challenge can thus be heard as
insubordination, resistance and a lack of followership.

W h y i s t he r e am bi val e nc e ?
The idea of the co-developm ent of services, personalisation,
power to the edge and learning from experience begins to look
naive in the face of this developing com m entary. However, if this
is the reality of practitioners’ experience, then it has to be faced
and incorporated into any development activity. Am bivalence is
explained in term s of two f actors. There is a m acro policy that is
att em pting to lim it th e autonom y of prof es sional groups; and t here
is an understandable reluctance by individuals to taking risks.
Krefting and Powers (1998) explore the attitude to the dissenting
em plo yee voice.
They argue that it is rooted in the origins of
what constitutes effective m anagem ent and this in turn leads to
the im pact of Ta yl orism . I n part icu lar, the assum ption t hat only
managers are endowed with the requisite skills to choose what
needs to be done, leaving others to follow (Stacey, 2003).
Sim on’s (1997) concept of ‘willing com plian ce’ is a way of
describing this subordinate relationship and the requirement on
managers to deliver a consenting attitude to their authority and
behavioural expectations. The em ployee is perceived to have a
lim ited capacity to engage in the planning and delivery process
and compliance is secured through sanctions and inducements to
be obedient.
‘Through its domination of discourse management can
enact a hegemonic view of the ideal employee, including
obedience, which is to so pervasive that it seems ‘natural’
and remains unquestioned’ (Krefting and Powers, 1998,
p.268).

Krefting and Powers (1998) note that some voices and emotional
e xpr ess ion are valued, f or ex am ple e nth usiasm and being r eady
for assignm ents. However, others are heard as dissenting or antiauthority. One of the reasons for this differential hearing is that
managers may themselves be judged by the levels of compliance
they achieve. One way they can react to dissent is to personalise
the attack and respond em otionally.
The issue becom es the
p ers on rather t han the under lyin g circum stances that prom pted the
intervention.

25

On a public policy front the analys is dev eloped by Kirk patrick et a l
(2005) of new managerialism and its effects on public service
professions is helpful in understanding why hierarchical control is
dom inant. They reviewed how the ‘regulative bargain’ between the
state and professional groups is being renegotiated (p.31). As
noted on page 9, Boxer (2003) described this historical bargain as
a Faustian pact, in which clinicians and m anagers agree to leave
each other alone as long as the patients do not com plain.
As
patients and service users have developed higher expectations,
public services are m oving from this ‘passive consensus’, rooted in
a n adm inistrative m odel, yok ed t o profess ional s elf-regulat ion, to
one that authorises managers to intervene on grounds of cost,
quality and efficacy. W hile Kirkpatrick et al (2005) acknowledge
that the im pact of t his m anageme nt has been patch y, and
professional
groups
have
been
adept
at
colonising
new
bureaucracies, there is evidence of a
‘positive attachment to work organisations [rather than
defensive connections to professional groups] and …a
closer alignment of professional interests with management
concerns’ (Kirkpatrick et al, 2005, p.99).

The increased influence of m anagement and the dem and for new
wa ys of working can j ust becom e a ‘new laye r of s edim ent ’
(Leadbeater, 2006, p.190) that confuses and disables any
questioning of the effects of policies and theories in use.
Som e clues about an individual’s capacity for challenge can be
f oun d in the analys is of the effectiveness of se lf-m anaged team s.
This analys is suggests th at anxiety is aro used when opportunit ies
for-self authorisation are available. Such teams are evidence of a
distributed leadership, which, like ‘edge leadership, gives weight
to the assum ption that organisational effectiveness is not just
dependent upon the qualities of one appointed leader but the
leadership capability of the m any (Ross et al, 2005).
Selfm ana ged team s a re c haract erised b y: collabor ative wo rk ing;
shared determination of work processes: a developed sense of
task ownership: a utonom y: and a capacit y t o learn f rom exper ience
(Flory, 2005; Tata and Prasad, 2004). The effectiveness of such
team s is depe ndent o n t wo dim ensions.
Firstly, the level of
resources, authority and power delegated to the team and the
wider or ganisational culture, characterised by an absence of
polices and procedures. Secondly, the skills and com petence of
team members.
Kauffeld (2006) calls this second dim ension, ‘social com petence’.
This is the com petence to establish and m anage r elationships and
tensions that arise from devolved decision m aking.
Such
behavioural and emotional challenges are characteristic of, but not
exclusive to, self-managed teams.
Flory (2005) concludes that
while people initially welcom e the opportunities of self-m anaged
team s, they go on to resist the learning task em bedded in such
teams.
This manifests as a reluctance to challenge others,
particularly if these are long-standing relationships.
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Flory im plies that resistance is to be expected at the level of
r evie w of proced ures and the eff ects of under lying as sum pt ions.
Such resistance persists, despite arguments m ade for the
im portance of critically reviewing the assumptive base of human
services (French, 1997, 1999; O’Brien, 1987).
Argyr is (1986,
1 991) note s that learn ing anx iet y ca n tr igger act ions aim ed at
c onserv ing exist ing ways of th ink ing and behavin g, unle ss there
are opportunities to give and receive feedback. It is not surprising
that Power and Waddell (2004) conclude that the claim m ade for
the innovative capacity of self-m anaged team s for organisationwide learning is weak.

Th e f i r s t i t er a t i o n
aw kw ar dn e ss

of

a

t h e or y

of

c o ns t r u c t i ve

The preceding analysis of prior reading and the critical reflection
upon work-based experience has produced the following initial
theory. This first iteration begins to describe and contextualise
the capabilit ies em bedded in the term ‘constructive a wkwardness ’.
This theory also defines the sensitising concepts and interests
that frame m y enquiry and thus represent, in a project that
em plo ys grounded t heory p rinc iples, t he ‘points of departure’
( Charm az, 2006, p.17).
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The constructively awkward practitioner is capable of
collaboration and compliance in pursuit of a shared primary
task and putting the benefits of membership that such
com mitm ent gener ates at risk by their comm itm ent to
dissent.



Diss ent is the observa ble eff ect of a ps yc hological proc ess,
that involves a reflexive voice.
This process and its
outcom es are m ediated by the structures that constitute the
c ont ext in which the act of c onstructive a wk wardn ess is
being considered.



Effective practitioners can critically exam ine, by com paring
and contrasting alternative policy formulations, the effects of
the context in which they are working and contem plating a
constructively awkward intervention.



This dissent is expressed in the desire to establish and
engage in the ‘thick ‘conversations described by Walzer
(1994).
The purpose of such conversations is the critical
questioning of the assum ptions and fram es of reference that
help determ ine what is going on, and what needs to be done,
in relation to this analysis.



Conversation, the narrow context of the constructively
awkward intervention, is determined by wider social, cultural
and local assum ptions about who gets to say what to whom ,
how and when.



The authorising policy context of challenge is m ixed. The
espoused leadership theory validates challenge as a desired

capability.
The
theory
in
use
suggests
that
the
constructively awkward should be prepared for criticism. Any
developm ent activities have to be m indful of this reality.
On the basis of the above the following section sets out the
project’s questions and associated structure.

1.6
The
structure

project’s

questions

and

The aim of t his proj ect is to und ersta nd the c apabilit ies, v alues
and experiences people use when they question and challenge in
the c onvers at ions that con stit ute t he econom y of pub lic sect or t ype
discourse. The intention is to develop a m id-range theory, a level
of theory assum ed to be appropriate to the project’s task of
producing valid developm ent interventions.
The developm ent of such a theor y suggests four questions on
which to f ocus th e enquir y.
1. How can a willingness and capability to question and
challenge the actions, ideas, and assum ptions of others be
developed?
2. How can an intervention in a context where there is the risk
of being silenced, punished for speaking out and/or seen as
difficult, naive and foolish be initiated and sustained?
3. What constitutes a useful theory to enable the development
of the relevant skills, knowledge and experience? That is, a
theory that addresses the following sorts of issues:







How do people know when they should challenge?
What triggers their intervention?
How do they explain why they have intervened?
How does context and personal experience determine
the intervention?
What skills are required to intervene well?
How
do
people
keep
relationships
viable
post
challenge?

4. What is an appropriate ontology and methodology to ethically
access the private deliberations of constructively awkward
practitioners and synthesise this with relevant extant
theories to underpin developm ent interventions?

The pro ject str ucture
The following diagr am m aps the key project activities designed in
relation to the questions above. These are explained in relation to
the relevant chapter headings.
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Figure 1.5 - The project structure and activities

The pro ject ac ti vit ies
C ha pt er 1
This chapter articulates an initial description and a first
articulation of a theory of constructive awkwardness, based on
work based template experiences and reading prior to the project.
The scope, structure and relevance of the project to my
professional practice are set out.

C ha pt er 2
In this chapter the relevant literature is reviewed.
e xplores constr uctiv e awk wardness as a cha llenge
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Section 1
t o power.

Luke’s conceptualisation of power is discussed but Foucault’s
ideas are highlighted as offering hope in relation to leadership that
may be silencing and oppressive. Section 2 defines the context in
which constructive awkwardness might be useful by reviewing the
literature on bad leadership as a source of insight into the role of
active followership. Section 3 considers the generative effects of
a cle arly artic ulated ethical f ram ewo rk in relation to author ising
the constructively awkward practitioner. Section 4 explores the
underpinning skills and capabilities required to be constructively
awkward. The chapter concludes with a second iteration of the
m id-range the ory of construct ive a wkwardness.

C ha pt er 3
Section 1 describes three experiences that helped to determine
the selection cr iteria for the sem i-structured interviews. Section 2
identifies the ethical issue associated with being an ‘insider
researcher’. Section 3 identifies the methodological challenges I
faced and how I managed them in relation to the developm ent of a
valid theory, rooted in first person accounts to underpin
developm ent interventions.
This substantial section has three
com ponents.
The first title explains m y decision to em ploy a
Critical Realist ontology to probe and theorise below the empirical
surface of what interviewees said (Sayer, 2000).
The second
explains how I processed the interview data using grounded theory
principles based on the four stages identified by Straus and
Corbin, 1998). The th ird sect ion exp lores t he im plication of taking
a n et ic sta nce t owards the interv iew ac counts a nd how I though
a bout and m anaged r ef lexiv it y.

C ha pt er 4
In this chapter I discuss how I processed the interview data based
on what I intended and how this turned out in practice as I
gathered and coded the interview data. I discuss what I learnt
about m y own practice as a researcher and identify the main
c om ponents of the theory to explain construct ive awk wa rdness in
particular contexts.

C ha pt er 5
This chapter presents the third and final iteration of the projects
theory, based on the s ynt hes is of the f irst and sec ond iterat ions
and the learning from the interviewees.
This is where the
practitioner’s voice is integrated to produce a valid m id-range
theory capable of sustaining useful developm ent interventions.
Such an intervention, as a concrete outcom e of the project, is
proposed and elements of it discussed.

C ha pt er 6
In this chapter the main conclusions of the literature review are
reviewed and the findings of the project are integrated into
previous work. The m ajor com ponents of the data collection and
data production process are summarised, including a discussion of
the strength and lim itations of the approach taken. The chapter
ends with questions and proposals for future work.
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Chapter 2 - The literature review
Positioning the review
Chapter 1 concluded with a first draft of a theory to describe and
contextualise the capabilities em bedded in the term ‘constr uctive
awkwardness’.
The wider purpose of this theory and its
subsequent developments are rooted in the grounded theory and
ethnographic principles that underpin the methodology described
in Chapter 3. The theory has been described as a point of
departure and relates to what Glaser and Straus call ‘theoretical
s ens itiv it y’ (196 7, p. 46). Suc h s ens itiv it y i s usef ul in direct ing the
researcher (and reader) to what s/he thinks might be the issues
and their possible explanations.
The a im s of t he literature rev iew are two-f old. Firstly, t o locate
the
em ergent
theorising
in
others’
‘significant
theoretical
argum ents’ (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007, p.194). Secondly, to
manage the risks of reflexivity by developing a transparent theory
developm ent process and evidencing a comm itment to a sense of
c urio sit y t hat seeks out new patt erns and ways of c onnect ing ideas
and events (Cecchin, 1987).
The outcome of the review is a second iteration of a theory of
c onstructive awk war dness.

The chapter structure
Section 1 explores constructive awkwardness as a challenge to
power.
The idea of a ‘strategy ceiling’ is introduced to
differentiate questions that are authorised and those which are
not, reflecting vested interests. Lean as a key tool in the NHS is
reviewed in relation to authorised questions and to note the
effects of culture on questioning.
The concept of the
psychological contract is briefly discussed as a way of thinking
about how challenging interventions may be encouraged (or not),
which leads into a discussion of Lukes’ (2005) conceptualisation of
power. Foucault’s ideas are highlighted as they appear to offer
hope in relation to leadership behaviours that may be silencing
and oppressive.
Section 2 defines the context in which constructive awkwardness
m ight be useful.
This involves reviewing the literature on bad
leadership because this is where there are useful insights into the
role of active followership, a role that may authorise confronting
interventions.
Section 3 considers the generative effects of a clearly articulated
ethical fram ework and its role in helping the constructively
awkward practitioner define the good of their own and others’
behaviour in the context of conversation.
Section 4 begins to
define the underpinning skills and capabilities required by a
practitioner. How an intervention gets authorised in the face of
what may be considerable anxiety and uncertainty is considered.
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The chapter concludes with
c onstructive awk war dness.

a

revised

m id-range

theory

of

2.1 Challenge and power
Challenge has a political dim ens ion.
It seeks to question how
power is used, particularly in the context of transactional
leadership, to construct behaviours and contexts which need
r em edyin g. Leaders can invok e contexts whic h they k no w how to
m anage ( Grint, 2005). This can result in com plex situations being
s im plified. Grint gives the exam ple of President Bush an d the war
o n terror ism . It is presented as a crisis that r equires c omm and
and control. It can be ar gued that a com plex situation is polar ised
into s im ple opt ions and an effect of this sim plic ity is t o m ake
crit ic s of th is p olicy lo ok unpatriotic. Gr int notes that John Ke rry,
who attem pted a more com plex conversation, was portrayed as
indecisive and ‘flip flopping’ (2005, p.1489).

The qu est ions t hat can be a ske d b y w hom
Quest ions ab out the ‘for whom ’ and ‘why’ of an organisat ion,
q uest ions that c an s peak to com ple xit y, can be pushed above the
‘strategy ceiling’. This term is used by Boxer and Palmer (1997)
and denotes what sorts of questions are authorised (below the
ceiling) by the leadership of an organisation. They argue that to
face com plexity, talk ing about what the organisation does and how
resources are to be organised is insufficient. W hat is required is
feedback from the organisation’s ‘edge’, where those providing the
service meet with users.
The feedback will be in the form of
questions about whose needs are privileged in relation to what
should be done and questions about the particular ways of
organising r esources in relation to dem and. In sim ple term s the
edge challenge can be characterised as speaking to what is silent
and left out of any form ulation of dem and.
Blackler et al (1999, 2000) investigated how a complex defence
m anufacturing or ganisation faced changes in its pro curem ent
envir onm ent. Using activity theory, they explored how the learning
im plied by Boxer’s raising of the strategy ceiling, could be
enacted. Learning can take place as the tensions and dilem m as in
the activity system are addressed. Em bedded in this assum ption
and reflected in the case material, are the willingness and
capacity to notice the effects of structure, to speak from any
insights such noticing m ight generate and to m anage the intra- and
inter-personal and group consequences that m ight be catalysed.
Blackler
(2000)
exploring
the
links
between
power
and
organisational learning notes that the decentred collaboration that
underpins asking ‘why’ question, in a context characterised by
com plexity, requires high level interpersonal sk ill.
Sk ill is
r equir ed be cause it is hard to notice how ‘the pragm at ism and
security of fam iliar arrangem ents obscures vested interest and
power plays’ (p.848).
The possibilities of what can be done
becom e confused with ‘descriptions of what already exists’ ( p.848)
r eflecting Tsoukas’s (2000) observation that (noted on page 71)
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what m anagers are capable of doing can be conflated with what
they are observed to do. In an earlier paper, Blackler notes that
learning requires engagem ent and that ‘the confidence to act is a
prerequisite for learning’ (1993, p.881) His work asks a question,
r eflecting the pr actical outcom e of this project, about how such
skills and confidence might be developed.
‘The ability to engage, negotiate, cross boundaries and
contribute is the essence of decentred collaboration and
important questions arise about how such abilities might be
nurtured’ (Blackler, 2000, p.849).

The focus of this project is on defining this ability to question and
t h e ac q u is it io n and d ep l o ym ent o f s uc h s k i l l i n t h e p ar t ic u lar
contexts of King’s Fund program m e participants.

I m pl i c at i on f or Le a n t hi nk i n g
In Chapter 1 reference was m ade to Lean as a change tool used by
potential consum ers of this project’s developm ent activities. W hat
follows is a m ore detailed elaboration of Lean with particular
r eference to the effects of organisational culture on what is
essentially a structured critical enquiry process.
Culture is
defined as a ‘shared pattern of basic assum ptions’ learnt to
‘solve
problems
of
external
adoption
and
internal
integration’ taught to new members as ‘the correct w ay to
perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems’
(Schein, 2004, p.17).

Liker’s (2004) research, carried out with the cooperation of
Toyota, interviewed over forty Toyota engineers and m anagers
using an ethnographic approach, to define what Lean was and the
underpinning
skills,
attitudes
culture
that
sustained
its
effectiveness. Such attention to context is not reflected in the
versions presented to the NHS (e.g. Jones and Mitchell, 2006). In
his introduction, Liker notes that
‘most attempts to implement Lean have been fairly
superficial’
because
using
the
tools
rather
than
establishing a conducive culture has been the focus of
attention (Liker, 2004, p.7).

Liker (2004) identifies fourteen principles that define Lean.
Num ber fourteen relates to being a learning organisation
characterised
by
‘relentless
reflection
and
continuous
im provement’ (p.250).
Reflection is the m eans by which any
shortcom ings of a project are identified and counter m easures
agreed. Liker reflects Blackler et al’s assum ption that ‘expertise
is culturally situated’ (1999, p.6). Japanese culture reinforces and
replicates the assumption that asking questions starts with the
individual and facing one’s own weakness, being sorry for the
consequences and having a plan to im prove things. Liker notes
that this cultural belief was problematic when used with U.S.
em plo yees of Toyota who preferre d to speak to what went well,
s ugge sting t hat Arg yris (1999) is correct in assum ing t hat it’s
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tough teaching sm art people (from som e cultur es) to lear n because
they individually and collectively act to avoid not knowing.
The version of Lean produced by the NHS Institute for
Im provem ent and Innovation ( NHS Institute) and the NHS
Confederation are positive about the effects of this approach and
its consequences.
The NHS Institute article does not mention
r eflection. The tone is instr um ental and the effects of context and
culture to conserve or support questioning of ways of organising
a re not prob lem atised. The Confede ration article cites p ositive
cases studies, which are presented as if sound logic, coupled with
standing back and observing the whole system , will produce
change. W hat is not defined is how far back people can stand and
upon what their critical gaze should fall.
This lack of definition has practical and em otional consequences.
On a r ecent developm ent progr am me for twenty f ive senior
foundation trust managers, the majority talked about a culture,
that highly valued Lean, and also appeared to value a permanent
s ense of instabilit y, as if they could do better, that t he y sho uld not
relax.
A consequence of this culture becam e apparent when
people were em bedded in an educational context.
They talked
about what they believed could not be discussed in their work
deliberations.
For exam ple, talk of coercive m anagem ent,
over work, the desire to have a child and be am bitious, and to
express negative feelings were not authorised even though they
p robably im pacted o n p erf orm ance.
This self-silencing suggests that, at least in this organisation, the
triple loop posited by Mezirow (1989) was not authorised. Such
r eflection questions the or igins of fram es of reference and how
these lead to a focus on particular sorts of situations and
problems. Such questioning will bring into focus the effects of the
prevailing management culture.
A lack of questioning of the
m anagem ent leadership culture increases the risk that one’s
performance will be judged against a wrong or incomplete theory.
Morgan (1997) notes that questions of power are not incorporated
in the critical reflection proposed by Lean.
The insights of
s ys tem s think ing accordin g to Miller and Rice (19 75) and Menzies
( 1998) are also absent. They argue that system s of work, with a
varying degrees of adaptability, are mobilised to help people
manage the anxiety aroused by the task.
This
means that
activities will always be sub-optim um in crude efficiency term s.
‘A major constraint on the efficiency of any activity system
is that technology has not eliminated, and never will
entirely eliminate, the need to mobilise human resources,
which bring with them to the enterprise more than the
activities they are required to contribute’
(Miller and Rice, 1975, p.66).

The f oundation trust m ana gers c ould be evaluat ed poor ly, which
they (and their m anagers) would tend to attribute to some defect in
themselves.
This suggests that refection on self and others
should not be detached from an equally critical ref lection upon
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culture and its underpinning explanatory assumptions. Liker, while
advocating Lean is critical of the failure to develop a supportive
c ulture. That is, one t hat is ch aracteris ed b y s t abilit y, s upport of
self-refection and acceptance of responsibility, a comm on purpose,
s ecurit y, respect and prof essiona l deve lopm ent.
He notes that
Lean thinking based on the Toyota Way, involves ‘far deeper and
m ore persuasive cultural transform ation than m ost com panies can
begin to imagine’ (p.11).

Implications for the psychological w ork contract
In this section the relevance of the psychological work contract is
discussed.
In Chapter 1 the contract was introduced because
constructive
awkwardness
was
assum ed
to
be
rooted
in
conversation and that conversation is partially determined by
organisational and wider culture. The concept of a psychological
contract could be a m eans by which people internalised the
cultural norms and assumptions about ‘doing’ dissent and
argum ent. However, in the liter ature reviewed here this aspect of
the contract is not directly addressed.
Cortvriend (2004) conceptualises the NHS psychological contract
as a socialisation, a
‘set of perceptions, expectations, beliefs and schemas
about what each party are entitled and obligated to give in
exchange for the others contributions’ (Cortvriend, 2004,
p.178).

Guest (1998) in his review of the value and context of the
psychological contract supports the idea that the contract can
in clude im plic it r ules a nd expect at ions.
‘The socialization process for any newcomer to the
organisation and the social information processing that
occurs, results in assumptions about appropriate behaviour
and expectations about the consequences of conforming or
transgressing w hich go beyond the context of the formal
contract. Is this a psychological contract?’ (Guest, 1998,
p.651).

He
conceptualises
the
em ployer/em ployee
contract
as
a
continuum. At one end are the formal contractual obligations, at
the ot her the im plicit rules and expectat ions a bout recipr ocal
c om mitm ent and the m eaning of em ploym ent. The m id -gr ound is
occupied by the rules that define appropriate conduct and the
agreem ents and expectations that em erge from conversations
between a m anager and their subordinate.
Argyris (1960) was one of the first researchers to consider the
im pact of the formal organisation upon the individual. He argued
that this exchange was based on contractual issues such as
wages and the r elational based on the ‘the norm s of the em ployees
inform al world’ (p.166). For exam ple, the need for contr ol over
one’s work environment and opportunities to relate to others. This
and Cortvriend’s (2004) conceptualisation does not exclude the
possibility that such an exchange of expectations includes
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information about how one learns about what can be said by whom ,
in what context, at what time, with what level of emotion. Guest
a nd Conway (2000) in their surv ey of the ps yc hological contract in
the public sector stress that the contract is based upon subjective
perceptions but that ‘it is these perceptions that can be crucial in
shaping related attitudes and behaviours’ (p.1).
Cullinane and Dundon (2006) take a m ore critical stance to the
concept of a psychological contract. They argue that the contract
should be seen to arise from particular structural factors at a
m om ent when or ganisations are having to face increasing levels of
com plexity, that require m ore and m ore flexibility from their staff.
The m anag ers develop ing the ps yc holog ical contracts draw upon
internal m anagem ent assum ptions and external econom ic, cultural
and social factors to
‘construct a set of value judgment and expectations…to
combine to engender a set of values and norms within an
organisational setting’ (Cullinane and Dundon 2006, p.121).

Cullinane and Dundon argue that an imbalance in power m eans the
em p lo ym ent co nt rac t i s a n e xc h an g e b et we e n un eq ua l p a rt ner s.
The risk is t hat this im ba lanc e is used t o im pose a set of values
and norm s that favour ‘a particular command and control culture of
m anagem ent’ (p.122). They also ar gue that the concept of a
psychological contract is itself an aspect of this socialisation
process. It is a concept that seeks to redefine the meaning of
work and t he relat ions hip bet wee n em ployee and em p loye r with out
s ubj ect ing th is relationsh ip to critica l s crut iny.
Conway and Briner (2005) identif y three m ain factors that shape
em plo yees perceptions of t he p sychologica l contract. First ly, prior
e xper ience such as pr e-em ploym ent exp erien ces (com m unity,
cultural, educational), reflecting Ringer’s (2002) stance that any
group like activity, is partiality determined by our very earliest
experiences. Secondly, the content of local HR practices and the
authority and style of m anagers, though Guest and Conway (2000)
note that the presence of progressive HR practice does not lead to
g reat er satisf act ion wit h the em ploym ent relat ionship in the public
sector. Thirdly, that the contract is subjectively understood and a
key determinant of this understanding are ‘social cues and
work place s ocia lizat ion ’ (p.53). Thes e cues com e f rom colleagues
and observation about the way things are done. As a result of this
p roc ess, indiv idua l ex per ience is gradua lly soc ialized to be sim ilar
to that of existing m em bers of the or ganisation.
This lim ited literature rev iew s uggest s a ps yc holog ical contract
may be a useful concept in thinking about the extent to which
constructively
awkward
interventions
might
be
authorised,
encouraged and determ ined.
However, there appears to be a
frustrating lack of explicit attention, other than that implied by
Cullinane and Dundon’s (2006) inclusion of structure and power,
about how challenge and dissent can be an explicit part of the
psychological contract. As will be argued on page 39, an active,
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authorised
necessity.

and

challenging

followership

is

an

organisational

Q ue s t i o ni n g an d t he or i e s of p ow e r
Quest ionin g, in some cultures c an be heard as awk war d b ecause it
challenges whoever has the power to construct organisational
reality and knowledge (Grint, 2005). Such questioning is probing
L uke’s second d ime nsion of power (2005). Th at is, the power to
exclude another’s questions from the authorised discourse. The
s ilenc ing, im plied by t his second d imension, is im pose d by the
c oer cive elem ent s of Luk e’s f irst dim ens ion, which, as discussed
later, can be reinforced by self-silencing, an internalised control
that shades into the colonisation of consciousness, characteristic
of his third dimension. This abstract reading of power, linked to
the concept of the strategy ceiling, in the context characterised by
Gr int ( 2005), su ggests a rem ote leaders hip t hat can act t o lim it
questioning.
Mills, (2003) in her discussion of Foucault, describes power as
som ething that is active and which perm eates day to day
relationships. She notes that
‘power is negotiated and one’s position in the hierarchy is
established, however flexibly, changing and ill defined
hierarchy is’ (Mills, 2003, p.48).

Thornborrow (2002), in her exploration of institutional talk, uses
the concept of asymmetry to describe different types of turn-taking
b etween pe ople. One’s in st itutio nal ro le det erm ines what s ort of
turn-taking and what behaviour is appropriate. These are the sorts
of lim itat ions that the c onstructively awk ward pr act itioner m ay
have to confront in order to speak.
Halford and Leonard (2001) theorising gender and power in an
organisational context, note Foucault’s distinction in Discipline
and Punish (1977) between sovereign power, as directly applied to
the body, ’through com plex circuits and whole interplay of
p e t i t i o n s a n d r e s p o n s e s a n d d i s c i p l i n a r y p o w e r ’ 2.
In the latter
case, power is exercised through m onitoring, judgm ents and power
of the norm. It is an effect of power that is hard to notice and can
‘render the body inert and docile’ (p.226). O’Grady (2006),
discussed later, in relation to her insights about silencing,
describes this as ‘power reaching into the depth of society to
influe nce at th e level of t he bod y, will, thoug hts and conduct of
e ver yda y life’ (p.14). Cr itic ally, f or a proj ect that ass um es t hat
relationships and ideas can be changed through conversation,
Halford and Leonard note Foucault’s later view that while power
acts upon the subject, the subject is not passive. The regulatory
effects of power are not causal, it works indirectly and erratically
through everyday relations between people.
It is in these
e ver yda y relations that in a m undane wa y

2

Quoted in Faubian, J. ed. (1994) Michel Foucault - power essential
works of Foucault 1954 -1984 volume 3. London, Penguin.
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‘we see the reintroduction of individuals as subjects with
(some) freedom and autonomy, and it is here that we (may)
see individuals resisting’ (Halford and Leonard, 2001,
p.228).

Braynion (2004) in his review of leadership and power in the NHS
draws a distinction between Luke and Foucault, that em phasises
the possibility of resistance.
The individual from Luke’s
perspective is subject to structural power ‘which is greater than
their own’ (2005, p.455). They m ay be subject to decisions that
they may not be consciously aware of, m aking resistance very
difficult.
This suggests that that the constructively awkward
practitioner should know ‘that the absence of grievances [in self
and others] does not m ean the existence of consensus’ (Lukes,
2005, p.455). As will be dem onstrated later, som e inter viewees
drew authority from their assum ptions that they were speak ing up
for others, who they believed to be silenced.

Questioning and risk
Despite Foucault’s theory that power can change in different
situations and that the individual is not passive, questioning is
r isk y. The invitation to be con struct ively a wk ward, to raise the
strategy ceiling, can be an invitation to take a critical stance
against the oppressive practices of others. Minger’s notes (2000),
that a person can become isolated if they challenge; power
structures t end t o f ight back. The e xperience of whist leblowers
confirm s the concrete nature of these personal and professional
risks.
‘The painful irony for the whistle-blower is that their
personal integrity and trustworthiness, which originally
motivated their actions, are put in doubt, and they
frequently end up being blamed for the very thing they
exposed’ (Kets De Vries, 2003, p.67).

The Independent on Sunday (29th July 2007) described a leading
traum a surgeon as ‘br eaking cover’ ( p.8) and who is ‘risking
c ensure from the NHS for sp eak ing out ’ (p.8). W ilm hurst (1997),
investigating dishonesty in m edical research, notes the pressure
o n doctors to conceal the disho nesty of assoc iates ‘out of loyalty
to the individual or the profession, or out of fear of reprisal, or
perhaps because dishonesty might not be considered inherently
wrong’ (1997, p.569). The experience of Dr Bolsin in the Bristol
enquiry supports this perception of risk.
Dr Bolsin was instrum ental in questioning the perform ance of the
Bristol paediatric cardiac surgeons. By being puzzled about the
results, his reputation and motives were as m uch under scrutiny as
those he was questioning.
However, the enquiry validated his
concerns and describes the problems that arise from autocratic
leadership and a ‘club’ culture that values belonging over
q u e s t i o n i n g 3.
3

Final Report. Learning from Bristol: the report of the public inquiry
into children's heart surger y at the Bristol Royal Infirmary 1984 -1995.
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The research into bullying in the NHS suggests that a conducive
context for questioning cannot be assum ed. In the survey carried
out by W oodm an and Cook (2005) for the Chartered Managem ent
Institute, 39% of all managers reported being bullied in the past
thr ee ye ars. Public sector m anagers we re at m ost r isk. Cooper
and Faragher (2001) conclude in their large scale survey across
p ublic and private sector in the UK th at ‘wo rkplace bullying is a
major social problem’ (p.457). Rayner et al (2002) quote Hoel and
Cooper (2000) that 10.6% people had been bullied over the
previous 6 m onths and when the time fram e was extended to 5
years, 24.7% said they had been bullied. The question is, given
the r isk s, why should an yon e s peak up?

2.2 Challenge and followership
The association between a leadership role and seniority was not
questioned in the literature cited in Chapter 1. The theories of
Greenleaf offering a model of servant leadership (1998) and of
Ross et al, of a distributed leadership, conceptualise leadership as
a capability of leaders and followers.
If the constructively
awkward practitioner seeks to question who has power and its
effects, then the notion of an active followership, and the attitude
of leaders to this challenge, may help to authorise the
intervention.
Both leader and follower respect the autonom y and integrity of the
other and each allows and encourages the other to find his or her
own intuitive confirmation of the rightness of the belief or action’
(Greenleaf, 1998, p.55).
Linking constr uctive awkwardness with an active aut onom ous
followership, willing to and capable of questioning above the
strategy ceiling relates to the project questions noted on page 22.
In terms of developing useful development advice the following is
worth em phasising: why and when is an active followership
necessary, and when m ight be a conducive context in which to
initiate and sustain challenge? These questions are the foci of
this section.
Their exploration requires going into some of the
m ore extrem e outcom es of the leadership/followership dynam ic.

Go ing to w here th e diff ic ult ies are
Roth (2005), exploring the role of philosophy in the age of
g enoc ide, argues th at philos ophers like h im h ave to go where the
difficult conversations are. In his view, the relationship between
philosophy and genocide has not always been one of opposition.
A s im ilar argum ent is m ade by Sa nds (2008) in r elat ions hip t o the
r ole of lawyer s in e nabling t ortur e in Guantanam o a nd Abu Ghraib.
W hile he invokes Nazi Germ any as the benchm ark of collusion, he
m akes the distinction between com parison of outcom e, which is
Command Paper: CM 5207
Available from:
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not valid, to one of principle.
Lawyer s, like p hilos opher s and
presum ably leaders and m anagers, have responsibilities for what
they do.
‘I felt uncomfortable even making this kind of comparison,
but w hat struck me was the underlying issue of principle:
the idea that lawyers, as the guardians of constitutionalit y
and legality, have a special responsibilit y to ensure rules
of law are protected’ (Sands, 2008, p.30)

Bad things happen under the auspices of a leadership that
effectively m otivates followers. Sands’ (2008) work is a rem inder
that leaders, m obilising lawf ul struct ures and willing advis ors and
supporters, can co-create the context for unlawful things to
happen.
‘The primary responsibility rests with those who signed the
orders and took decisions, but they were not alone.
In
removing the obstacles to aggressive interrogation, the
la w ye r s len t t he ir a ct iv e s up po rt and b ec a m e w ill ing
accomplices’ (Sands, 2008, p.269).

Adam s (2006), exploring this leadership/followership dynam ic in
relation to the abuses at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq, talks about a
le adership context t hat leads to ‘m or al inv ersion’. He uses the
term ‘adm inistrat ive ev il’, the negative f orm of Sim on’s (1997)
willing com pliance, to describe the risk of a slide into a lack of
awareness of what is being done.
His prescription is m ore
effective line m anagement.
Gourevitch and Morris (2008) carr ied out an ethnographic study of
the soldiers accused of abuse in Abu Ghraib prison. The stories
told illustrate the huge difficulty of expressing a right to dissent
where the m anagement/leadership context is fracture d by extrem e
threat and confusion about what things m ean, and where espoused
policy and that sanctioned on the ground, are divergent and where
who is accountable to whom for what is confused. The absence of
a conducive context m eans the right to dissent can be an empty
right.
‘…they knew if it wasn’t illegal, it ought to be. They k new
they had the right, and that it w as their duty, to disobey an
unlawful order and the right to report it to their immediate
superior; and if that failed - or if that superior was the
source of the order - to keep reporting it up the chain of
command until they found satisfaction’ (Gourevitch and
Morris, 2008, p.164).

McKie (2004), like Sands (2008), takes a historical perspective to
nursing. He notes that nurses have a duty of care, and when they
lose a critical awar eness of outcom es, the risk of collusion with
s ys tem atic abuse increas es. Nurs es m ust rem ain a lert to t he
‘propensity for caring to include empowering and inhumane
aspects, demands rigorous ethical critique in the areas of
technology, pow er and context’ (McKie, 2004, p146).
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This logic is not new. W innicott (1947) argues there is an ethical
r equir em ent t o f ace one’s hatred aroused by ‘the heav y em otiona l
b urden on those who care’ (p. 194). Not to face th is emotion is to
r isk doing awf ul things. McKie (2004), San ds and Burleig h (1994),
r eviewing the role of clinicians in Germ an euthanasia program me
in 1900-1945, recognise that history can rem ind us of the capacity
of leaders and professional groups to behave in ways that are
harmful. As Roseman (2003) notes in his analysis of the W annsee
conference (January 1942), the intelligent professional can collude
with irrationality in the right context.
‘Despite the euphemism of evacuation, the minutes
unmistakably contain a plan for genocide - formulated in
sober bureaucratic language…Serious intelligent men had
conferred together and delved into the details of the halfJew , the quarter Jew’
(Roseman, 2003, p.1).

Straub (1989), reflecting Waller’s (2002) evolutionary effects of
group membership, and Janis and Mann (1997) and Harvey (1988)
on collusive decision m aking, identifies the elem ents of the
context that can authorise the collusive relationship between
le aders and followers.
There has to be a sense of em otional,
p hys ical and cultural t hreat; a sens e of disr upt ion to person al and
g roup ident it y; an increas e in th e se nse of belonging t o an ingroup; incr em ental acts of violence targeted at an out group; a
strong respect f or authorit y; lim ited f lex ibilit y in sens e-m aking;
a nd a lack of inter vent ion by bys tanders. Marchak (200 3), think ing
about how people can do terrible things, notes the following based
on his review of the literature.
‘The possible answers proposed in the literature include
the human tendency to obey authorit y; praise; group
support; conformity to group norms; distancing and dehumanization and modernity’ (Marchak, 2003, p.110).

Pawson ( 2002), speak ing from the very different context of an
evidence based policy practice, notes that ‘knowledge should
speak to power, but in reality does so ‘in a whisper’ (p.227).
Vaughan (1996), in her analysis of the decision to launch what
som e knew to be the defective space shuttle Challenger, identifies
a culture of compliance, which silences by ascribing the
articulation of contrary evidence to the role of ‘deviant’.
‘…how conformity to rules and norms, incrementalism,
precedent,
patterns
of
information,
organisational
structure, and environmental conditions congeal in a
process that can create a change resistant world’s view
that neutralises deviant events, making them acceptable
and non-deviant’ (Vaughan, 1996, p.410).

There a re real and im agined
consequences for not doing so.
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D e f i ni n g b a d l e a de r s hi p
The negative effects of leadership described above constitute a
site for the constructively awkward intervention. Kellerman (2004)
proposes a continuum of outcom es that define this sort of
leadership.
This continuum helps to realistically locate where
c onstructive awk wardnes s m ight be useful in th e face of r eal and
im agined risks.
Such a diagram begs the question about what
constitutes effective leadership, itself a disputed concept (Storr,
2004).
However, a useful definition is that proposed by
Edm onstone and W estern ( 2002), based on their review of
leadership in health care settings. In such a context, effective
leadership ‘enables people and organisation to face adaptive
challenges where new learning is required’ (p.35).
As noted
below, Northouse’s (2004) definition, rooted in collaboration and
com mon goals is both useful and problem atic.

Figure 2.1 - a continuum of bad leadership based on Kellerman
(2004)

Heron (2001) uses the term ‘degenerate leadership’ (p.204) to
describe a leadership that lacks awareness or experience.
He
uses the term ‘perverted’ to describe leadership that is
intentionally harmful.
Both Heron and Kellerm an argue that
leadership should be seen as capable of these outcomes.
Leadership is too narrowly defined when confined to the influence
of a group or individuals to move towards a comm on goal. The
assumption can be that a common goal does not require
e xam inat ion in t erm s of the ‘good ’ t hat it im plies.
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Padilla et al (2007), writing about the toxic triangle between
destructive
leaders,
susceptible
followers
and
environm ent
navigate around this evaluative question by arguing, like
Northouse (2004), that leadership is a functional role. Significant
achievem ent requires the uniting of individuals in a comm on
purpose. Leadership is judged on how well this co-operation is
achieved and, when divorced from outcom es, can be considered
‘value neutral’ (Padilla, 2007, p178).
They think the utility of
le adership em erges o ver tim e.
Such an assertion begs the
question about what constitutes useful outcom es and the
im possibility or desirability of conceiving of leadership as value
neutral, particularly in the face of the preceding political and
historical analysis.
The assumption made in this project is that in accepting the
benefits, the shadow side of leadership should be acknowledged.
Accepting this possibility, m ay alert som e to the uncom fortable
r equir em ent to act. However, history also teaches that challenge
can be silenced and threats to job and life are real. In the context
of this project, leadership defined as evil or perverted is not taken
to be the everyd ay chall enge facing indiv iduals lik ely to be the
tar gets of this project’s developm ent interventions.

D efining an ac ti ve f ollow ersh ip
Even if the extrem e outcom es of leadership ar e excluded, an
a ct ive f ollowers hip rem ains necessary a nd d ifficult. The pres sures
to be acquiescent can be enorm ous, even in the face of the
e vidence of incipient disaster. Beatt y (1 995), writing about hum an
factors in aircraft leadership, at a time when com pliance r esulted
in accidents, notes the following.
The problem of the subordinate conforming to the ideas and
wishes of his superior, and being too scared or too wary to
risk his job and promotion, is not confined to aviation
(Beatty, 1995, p.157).

To be a follower is thus to be faced with Kellerm an’s dilemma.
‘Should followers follow the leader, or the dictates of their
consciences? On the one hand, a strong argument can be
made that to maintain order and get work done, followers
should
go
along
with
the
leader
except
in
dire
circumstances. On the other hand, followers are not sheep,
nor should they necessarily be part of any herd’
(Kellerman, 2004, p.30).

McMaster (1997) in his analys is of t he d ecis ion m ak ing of
President Johnson and his principle advisors, leading up to the US
involvem ent in Vietnam , notes how a rigid leader in Kellerm an’s
(2004) term s can surround themselves with complaint followers.
‘Above all President Johnson needed reassurance.
He
wanted advisors who would tell him what he wanted to
hear, who would find solutions even if there were none to
be found.
Bearers of bad news or those who expressed
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views that ran counter to his priorities would hold little
sw ay’ (McMaster, 1997, p.61).

The ar gum ent for an active followership, capable of independent
thought and action is strengthened by the Heron’s (2001) link of
com plicity with perverted leadership. Gottileb (2005) argues that
the com plicity is linked to m anaging the anxiety ar oused by
contem plating taking a stand.
‘To go against this grain requires courage.
W e risk
alienating our employers, compromising our standing in the
profession, affronting people who think we are overstating
the case in an overly emotional way and- the ultimate
threat to a young academic philosopher
- not getting
tenure’ (Gottileb, 2005, p.293).

Th e i m p or t a nce of d e ni al
Cohen (2001) argues that risk of over-compliance, noted above,
can be m oderated by a capacity for denial.
Denial has two
purposes. Conventionally it is a defensive reaction to something
disturbing. That is, ‘nothing has happened here’ or ‘it’s not what
you think’. This can be expressed individually and ‘built into the
ideological façade of the state’ (p.10).
Certain m eanings are
endorsed and others are not. Cohen argues that individuals have
the potential to keep inform ation in the zone of awareness and use
appropriate language to describe what is going on to avoid the
norm alising effects of language. The task of active followership is
to keep feeling, m obilise em otions to support action and to rem ain
puzzled in the sense of ‘a signal that something disturbing or
special has been recognised’ (p.262).
Denial is a refusal to
accept taken for granted explanations about what is going on.
‘Denial in the sense of shutting out the awareness of
other’s suffering - is the normal state of affairs. This is
precisely why so much effort has to be devoted to breaking
out of this frame. Far from being pushed into accepting
r ea lit y, p eo ple ha ve t o be dr ag ge d o ut of r e al it y’
(Cohen, 2001, p.247).

The role of the Fool
K et s D e Vr ie s ( 200 3) c on f r ont s t he m yt h of ra t io na l it y a s gu i d in g
force in leadership.
He values the r ole of the Fool, a loya l
subject, capable of denial and who, when suitability self and
contextually authorised, can confront leadership’s tendency to
hubris.
‘The jester is privileged in that, under the guise of madness
or stupidity (which suggest harmlessness), he can iterate
the otherwise unspeakable… The sage /fool is often the
only person who can protect the k ing from hubris’ (Kets De
Vries, 2003, p.63).

Firth and Leigh (1998) associate the role of Fool with being on the
boundary of an organisation.
Being on the inside risks being
silenced. Being on the outside enables seeing and speaking from
an ability to notice ‘otherness’ (p.45). Boxer and Palm er (1994)
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use the term ‘Fool’ in relation to organisational consulting. The
Foo l holds him/herse lf and t he c lient in a sust ained questi oning of
how assum ptions about what is going on thr ows light on som e
issues and puts into darkness others. Samuels (2001), describing
d iff erent t ypes of politic al style us es the term ‘Trickster’ f or
som eone capable of breaking the rules, som eone capable of
‘in genuit y, im provisatio n, f lexibility…seeing things diff ere ntly,
d oing things diff ere nt ly’ (p.93). This is som eone capable of the
positive attributes of the ‘Shaper’, described by Belbin (2004) as a
necessary team role. That is, som eone who can confront ‘inertia,
ineffectiveness complacency or self deception’ (Belbin, 2004,
p.72).
To be constructively awkward includes the questioning disposition
and sense of personal, and possibly the structural, authority of the
Fool, acting from their capacity for denial. W illiam s, in her 1997
Reith Lectures, defines this disposition as the ethical project. One
should
strive
to
r em ain
oneself.
McKie
(2004,
p.140)
characterises this position as being prepared to face two sorts of
questions.
First ly, what is being asked of m e a s I f ace this
s it uat ion? Secondly, wh at sort of organisation or comm unit y am I
part of?
To ask these questions and evaluate the responses, requires and
r ef lects a pers onal et hical f ram e work .

2.3 Ethics and organisational life
Bas s and Ste idlmeir (1999) argue that leadership has a m ora l
d im en sion.
Congruency with these values is evidence of an
ethical expression of leadership. This proposition is predicated on
questioning what they call good governance, questions that seek
to explore the ‘ends, m eans and consequences’ (p.184) of
leadership. The language used has to be sufficiently precise to
d iscrim inate what is bein g said. Singer (1993) notes that m oralit y
and ethics are used interchangeably. This can m ake it harder to
differentiate between what people say they would do and what they
actually do.
Storr (2004) defines ethics as what people should do. It is an
active ‘guide to conduct’ (p.417). Morals are discerned from how
people behave when faced with choices.
The development of
ethical standards is discussed by Blackburn ( 2001) and Solom on
( 1997). Blackburn em phasises the transcultural requirem ents to
deal with basic issues like property and sexuality. He does not
assum e these standards have to be the sam e.
He avoids
relativism by factoring in power.
‘…it is usually not at all certain that the values we are
upholding are so very alien to the others…typically it is
only the oppressors who are the spokespersons for their
culture or ways of doing things’ (Black burn, 2002, p.24)

He av oids the extrem es of subject ivism by f actori ng in the role of
conversation as the site of what Singer (1993) calls ‘ethical
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reasoning’ (p.8). Who believes what and why needs to be worked
out.
Solom on (1997) em phasises a m ore personal sour ce of
organisational ethics.
Solom on (1997) asks what the proper unit of study in business
ethics is. He concludes that one drawn from econom ics is too
abstract, and is ‘utterly inaccessible to the people for whom we
supposedly do business ethics’ (p.206). Likewise, the focus on
in dividual res ponsibilit ies is too n arr ow.
He opts for the ‘the
individual within the corporation’ (p.207).
He calls this microbusiness ethics. The focus is on the values that define individual
responsibilities and role behaviour.
‘People
in
business
are
ultimately
responsible
as
individuals, but they are responsible as individuals in a
corporate setting where their responsibilities are at least in
part defined by their roles and duties in the company and,
of course the ‘bottom line’’ (Solomon, 1997, p.208).

He argues for no separation between personal ethical standards
and those expressed in one’s organisational life.
Good
organisational values em erge from the individual in conver sation
with a receptive context.
These argum ents suggest ther e are som e basic character istics of a
‘g ood organis at ional cit ize n’.
It requires the willingness and
capability to question leadership in terms of the espoused and
ethic in us that it em bodies.
Such questioning requires selfauthorisation.
Sufficient self-authorisation is linked to contexts
that author ise conversations within which the effects and outcom es
of leadership and m anagem ent can be discussed in an ethical
framework.
Conversation in organisations tends to be too
instrum ental to facilitate such talk.

C on ve rs a tio n
Two sorts of conversation are considered.
The first is
‘instrum ental’ and is only briefly discussed.
The second is
conversation as enquiry, a conversation that is socially and
historically contextualised and assum ed to be conducive to
c onstructive awk wardnes s.
Focusing here reveals some of the
com plexity ar ising from the interaction between structures, as the
em bo dim ent of ru les, belief s and v alues and an indiv idual’s sense
of agency.

I nst r um e nt al co n ve r s at i o ns
These conversations are seen as discrete, neutral contexts in
which skilful practitioners exercise leadership.
For exam ple,
writers offering advice about dealing with difficult people (Lilly,
2002; Harvard Business School, 2005; Salter & Langford-W ood
2000).
They stress the need to depersonalise the encounter,
anticipate the reactions of the other and recognise that own
emotions can distort the confronting intervention. The context of
the individual who is the client of the intervention and wider social
factors is not explored.
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Writers on coaching (Clutterbuck and Megginson, 2005; Rodgers,
2004; Claridge & Lewis, 2005), introduce the idea of special sorts
of conversation, orientated towards challenge of self and others.
These conversations are again characterised by having a leader of
the process and a recipient of the intervention.
W hile the issues under discussion may be com plex there is an
assumption that authoritative advice and skilful facilitation will
help to understand that they have to change or re-fram e how they
are seeing their situation. An alternative view is held by Khane
(2004).

C on v er s at i o n as en q ui r y
Khane (2004) observes that com plex problem s will not be solved
b y t alk as telling. Auth oritat ive int erv ent ion m ay work for sim ple
problem s but not where there is com plex it y. Appiah (2006) and
W alzer (199 4) see conversatio n as the m eans of negotiating
difference about the way the world is. They challenge a relativist
position to create tolerance.
Such a stance is evidence of a
r etreat into relat iv ism in the f ace of dis agr eem ent a nd will res ult in
silence and no learning.
Appiah (2006) talks about a process of exploration of values and
beliefs based on the agreem ent not to agr ee. You do not have to
shar e som eone’s values to recognise how they m ight m otivate
som eone.
Disagreem ent is integral to the discussion of the
application of values.
‘If this is the aim, then the fact that we have all these
opportunities for disagreement about values need not put
us off.
Understanding one another may be hard; it can
certainly be interesting.
But it does not require that we
come to agreement’ (Appiah, 2006, p.78).

He invokes a distinction between ‘thick’ and ‘thin’ values. Thick
r elates to judgm ents about right and wrong that are enm eshed in a
com plex social context. ‘Thin’ values are context free, e.g. it’s
wrong to kill yourself . W alzer (1994) t alk s of a ‘m oral discours e,
[where] thinness and intensity go together, whereas with thickness
com es qualification, com prom ise, com plexity and disagreem ent’
(p.5), what Appiah (2006) calls the negotiation of self-interest.
Disagreem ent can and will occur:
‘when one party to a discussion invokes a concept that the
other simply doesn’t have. This is the kind of disagreement
where the struggle is not to disagree but just to
understand’ (Appiah, 2006, p.47).

Ginsbourg (2005) raises the effects of the wider cultural context of
conversations, what he calls ‘the m icro-elem ents of daily practice’
(p.140). He asks what kind of rhetorical traditions people have;
what the y t hink is a rea sonable t ime to s peak ; what are their
attitudes to being ‘right’; losing face and listening to the other’s
argum ent.
Zeldin (1998) notes that the social etiquette of
47

c onvers at ions has changed ov er t im e. There is now an assum ption
in som e cultures of the r ight to free speech. This was an:
‘empty right until people freed themselves of the feeling
that they did not k now how to express themselves properly’
and they also needed to overcome ‘the old ingrained dislike
of being interrupted, which seemed lik e a mutilation’
(Zeldin, 1998, p.33).

Establishing and sustaining conversation is the objective and
context of a constructively awkward intervention.
There is the
a ssum ption of a cap abilit y t o speak and t his im plies s om e sens e of
a genc y. The literature on c onversat ion recognises that agency is
determ ined
by
the
structures
that
are
invoked
through
conversation.
These structures reflect the cultural history and
local context of conversations.
In this next section the literature on empowerment and being
silenced is reviewed.

2.4 Skills and capabilities
This section begins with a review of what enables a sense of
em powerm ent and assertion, both of which seem relevant to a
theory of constructive awkwardness. This review suggests that
while there is some useful behavioural advice on offer, the
fundam ental question of the ‘how’ of an intervention based on
speaking up is unclear.

Emp ow e rme nt
Suom inen (2005) defines em powerm ent as the feeling that one can
act and successfully execute a certain action. He distinguishes
between verbal, behaviour al and outcom e em powerm ent. Verbal is
the ability to state one’s opinion and debate this with different
groups. In his study of head nurses in Finland he found that they
felt most able with peers and m anager and least with people
outside their directorates. Behavioural is the ability to work in
groups to identify problems, gather data, recommend solutions and
develop new skills to do more challenging work. This was most
felt when working with peers. Outcom e em powerm ent is the ability
to determ ine the cause of problem s and solve them . This was the
least experienced.
The study of em powerm ent is superficial in the abse nce of a
theory about power that enables a critique of structures
( Masterson and Owen, 2003). It is superficial, because attention
is switched to the individual and m asks the effects of structure.
Disem powerm ent is explained away in term s of an individual’s
com petence and experience.
Patrick and Lasc hinger (2006) link ed nurses’ sens e of d im ini shing
authority to structural changes. These are changes that reduced
access to inform ation, r esources, support and opportunities to
le arn. Crit ically, the loss of f orm al r ecognit ion of work role and
access to networks were felt to be particularly disempowering.
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The study by Mok and Au-Yeung (2002) adds a cross-cultural
d im en sion t o co nceptu alisin g em powerm ent and the assum ption
that being challenging is good.
While supporting the value of
access to networks and inform ation, they note the assum ption in
the western literat ure that em po werm ent and invo lvem ent in
m anagem ent process is to be desired. Their study of Hong Kong
Chinese identified an avoidance of public confrontation and
crit ic ism .
What was valued was open mindedness and
conversation.

Assertiveness
What is briefly considered here is the body of self-help literature
associated with assertion. Defined by Dryden and Constantinou
(2004) as having
‘preferences met, our opinions voiced, our emotions, and
beliefs honestly communicated in an appropriate way at the
relevant time’ (Dr yden and Constantinou, 2004, p.3).

The y, along with other ass ert iv eness t heor ists s uch as Back and
Back ( 2005) and Bishop (2000) differentiate assertiveness from
a ggression, which is a bu llying indiff eren ce to others ’ concerns
and passivity, a submission and an avoidance of speaking up for
one’s self.
Dryden and Constantinou (2004) describe the required behaviours
based on six core skills. These are preparation, including what to
say and where to say it; the expression of what needs to be said
s im ply and, if required, repeatedly; att ent ion to h ow the other is
reacting via listening skills and appropriate body language; the
avoidance
of
defensive
behaviours
that
can
spoil
the
com munication with others; the use of self disclosure to m atch,
m odel and encour age disclosure fr om the other; and, when
r equir ed, being prepared to negotiate a realistic com prom ise.
Underpinning these skills is a preparedness to question one’s own
thinking reflecting the level of enquiry proposed by Schein and
Argyris. The assumption attached to our sense of our right to be
assertive, m ay need to be critically examined and changed first via
an intellectual process and then em bedded thr ough practice.
Back and Back (2005) talk about an inner dialogue as a m eans by
which to check if an inter ventio n is required and what it will
constitute. This check ing assum es a set of explicit rights which
may be under threat.
‘rights are important because they are one of the bases for
deciding w hether other people are behaving aggressively’
(Back and Back, 2005, p.44).

The sense of one’s rights as the basis for deciding on what to
intervene is a view shared by Bishop (2000) in his practical guide
to being assertive.
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The problem of the focus on the individual
O’Grady (2005) argues that a focus on the individual reflects a
western bias for personal responsibility that ‘discourages the
contextualisation of experience’ (p.18).
W hen this bias is
internalised it can lead to self-silencing and self-policing. Blaming
ourselves, we go quiet and this is heard as com pliance. New and
Fleetwood (2006) investigated how gender determ ined engagem ent
at realist conferences. They concluded that people held and acted
from assum ptions about the sort of contr ibutions different genders
should m ake; what constituted an effective presentation; how m uch
argum ent there should be; the support one should show to a fellow
s peak er and how m uch t im e it sho uld tak e to m ake one ’s point.
Structures are internalised and reproduced by individuals even
though they may be disabling.
They noted that this? level of
thr eat can be ov er-est im ated.
We catastrophise and m iss
opportunities for speaking up.
Macalpine and Mars h (2006) add a dim ension to the meaning of
silence and the effects of context on em powerm ent. They consider
the experience of m inority groups. Being gay or black can feel
wrong in the face of the silent assumption of heterosexuality and
whiteness.
They argue that in these situations, power is
expressed through the silence. This is silence as discourse which
authorises certain ways of talking and thinking. This boundary is
m aintained by self-policing as em barrassm ent or fear. This m akes
it harder to question how language and practice,
‘discursively conceals what would be otherwise be so
noticeable
the
continued
huge
disjuncture
in
power/status/life chances between black and white people’
(Macalpine and M arsh, 2006, p.443).

Self-policing is linked to Jack (1991) and her work to understand
women’s self-reported experience of depression. She noted that
an outwardly com pliant self was often m istaken for agr eem ent and
this external com pliance was enforced by internal processes:
•
•
•
•

Judgm ent of self by external standards and reduction in the
power of internal standards.
Putting the needs of others before self.
The inhibition of self-expression.
The splitting of self into a com pliant public and private
emotional self.

Besser et al (2003) based on their investigation of loneliness
suggest these processes apply to m en as well.
‘The construct of self silencing was hypothesised by Jack
(1991) as way of accounting for the predominance of
depression among females rather than males.
However,
subsequent research has shown that self silencing is
relevant for both females and males…’ (Besser et al, 2003,
p.1737).
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The process of going silent may not be within conscious control.
The next section argues that going quiet can be a deliberate tactic
of resistance to the pressure to conform to real and im agined
dem ands.

Silence as resistance
Van Dyne et al (2003) differentiate three types of silence to argue
that silence is not the opposite of speaking but is ‘strategic and
proactive - conscious, purposeful and intentional’ (p.1365). She
describes
an
Acquiescent
Silence
that
withholds
relevant
information and is associated with disengaged behaviour and
sense that one cannot m ake a difference; a Defensive Silence that
omits information because of fear of the consequences of
speaking; and a Pro-Social Silence, that omits speaking to protect
others.
Another m anifestation of choosing to withhold an aspect of self is
the em otional labour, required of m any people working in service
industries.
Noon and Blyton (2007) describe this as the work
p erf orm ed by emp loyees in cont act with ‘client s’ to induce
particular feelings and responses by the display of a specific set
of feelings, som e of which are determ ined by m anagem ent and
backed up by m onitoring and sanctions. This definition implies the
p oss ibilit y of a d issonance between fe lt and disp layed em otions
and a capacity for the self-regulation implied by the behaviours
described by Van Dyne et al (2003). Noon and Blyton (2007) link
self-regulation to resistance that m ay be exercise d by em ployees
in t he f ace of work that is experienced as alienating, an
‘objective condition of all work under capitalism’ and
‘alienation varies between occupations, and to this extent
is experienced subjectively b y employees’ (Noon and
Blyton, 2007, p.247).

A particular form of withdrawal they describe is ‘mental escape’,
characterised by the ‘withdrawal into ones own thoughts’ (p.269)
that is, a resigned, som etim es cynical acceptance of current
circum stance. This behaviour is m ore likely in m onotonous, low
status, highly regulated and m onitored work.
It is a form of
resistance, in that management values are held at a distance and
not internalised.
Em powerment arises from an interaction between some personal
processes and structures and an outcom e of em powerm ent is
speech. Another outcom e can be voluntary silence or a silence
that is in less conscious control.
The next sect ion aim s to
theorise these personal processes by referring to the work of
Archer (2003).

R e f l ex i vi t y a n d e m p ow er m ent
The contents of reflexive conversations are private deliberations
about future behaviour.
These deliberations, as suggested by
Back and Back (2005) and Archer have causal power.
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‘Fundamentally we cannot account for any outcome unless
we understand the agent’s project in relation to her social
context.
And we cannot understand her project without
entering into her reflexive deliberations about her personal
concerns with the objective social context she confronts’
(Archer 2003, p.131).

These deliberations endorse one’s personal ontology. A person
c an c laim to k now best what they th ink about what they kno w and
experience, what Archer calls ‘self warranted’ beliefs (p.50).
While a person can draw erroneous conclusions about their
knowing, such beliefs have ‘special epistem ic statu s’ (p.50). The
causal power of reflexive conversations ar ises from reflecting on
this pers onal o ntology and dec iding what is im portant to oneself .
There are three outcomes to these deliberations.
•
•
•

The identification and prioritisation of our concerns.
The prioritisation of this personal agenda in relation to what
one deem s desirable and achievable given the context.
A decision about what we are going to do.

Reflexivity enables us to recognise how social roles and
obligations apply to us in particular and how this determines and
is modified by our intention to act. Archer describes a range of
r eflexive talk.
Th e focus her e is on ‘m eta ref lex ivit y’, a
conversation characterised by self-exam ination.
The aim i s to
m ove bet ween ‘self -k nowledge - s elf -crit icism - self-im provem ent ’
(p.273).
This will enable a person to enact the qualities they
desir e to be m anifest in their behaviour.
This sounds like the ethical conversations proposed by McKie
(2004). That is, what is being asked of me in this situation and
how do I act from what I think is r ight? This will lead to tension if
the context im poses silen ce on part icu lar issues of concern to the
meta-reflexive practitioner.
They resolve this tension by acting
from their ethical principles and Archer describes them as ‘birds
without nests and f oxes without holes, finding no resting place’
(p.261). Their ethical stance can be heard as subversive, as they
can be indifferent to structural constraints. They ‘willingly pay the
objective pr ice, rather than conform , collabor ate or comprom ise’
(p.291). This is not naive resistance. Interventions are initiated
in r ecognition of the constr aints and consequences.
The ‘comm unic ative r ef lexive’ is m ore likely t o quest ion t heir own
m otives in? risking disem powerm ent. Their internal dialogue lacks
the causal powers of the meta-reflexive. Their pattern is one of
thinking followed by discussion about the content of their
deliberations with others.
Less trust is placed in the internal
dialogue and others are used to fill any real and imagined missing
information.
Archer does not use the term , but comm unicative
r eflexives, in seek ing reassurance, ar e perhaps expressing
learning and survival anxiety (Schein, 2004).
However confident the m eta-reflexive is, there are likely to be
situations in which acting from these deliberations will also evoke
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anxiety in self and the recipient of any intervention. In the next
section I explore this uncertainty as a necessary condition and
o utc om e of constr uctive awk wardness.

F ac in g un c ertaint y
The outcom e of the constructively awkward intervent ion will be
u ncertain. Lim inalit y is a wa y o f talking about t his uncertainty as
a space c har act erised by am biguit y, where the norm al lim its to
thinking and action are relaxed.
L im ina lity is a preoccupation of writers interested in ex plor ing a
practice that can be sustained in uncertainty, in particular where
underpinning explanations and assum ptions are quest ioned.
L im ina lity is related to jo urne ys, the g oddes s Hecate and the
choices when faced with a three road crossroad. Sm ith (2005)
describes the experience of the wives of the first lunar astronauts
a s lim inal. It is:
‘…lik e crossing places or passing places; those twilight
regions of our lives where established rules disappear and
uncertainty holds sway and the ground seems apt to
crumble beneath our feet…’ (Smith, 2005, p.240-241).

French (1997; 1999 ) and Frenc h and Sim ps on (19 99) link lim inalit y
with learning and seeking uncertainty constitutes a working
m ethod appropr iate to leadership and learning in com plexity where
new approaches are required. Learning m eans not reverting to
‘truth from m oments past’ (1999, p. 6). The focus is on what is yet
to be revealed. Isaacs (1999) reflects the difficulties to be faced
when giving up certainty. It is to ‘enter into the dark forest of
one’s own lack of understanding’ (1999, p.164).
To expose
oneself to one’s ignorance is to face Schein’s (2004) learning
a nx i et y, t h e an xi et y s ym pt om at ic of wo r r i es a bo ut l ook i n g s tu p id.
This anxiety has to be faced if the effects and limits of epistemic
assumptions are to be recognised, evaluated and developed
( Mezirow, 1989, 1997).
W orking with this level of uncertainty is difficult. Bion (1961) and
Menzies (1989) talk of a ‘negative capability’, reflecting Keats and
not ‘irritably reaching after reason’.
‘In so far as I have been able to sustain negative capability
and dispense with memory and desire, I have indeed spent
long periods in sessions and afterwards in a painful state
of not knowing at all what is going on’ (Menzies, 1989,
p.4).

This negative capability is implied by O’Brien’s (1987) exhortation
to em brace error,
ignorance and fallibility as leadership
com petencies and Sinnason‘s (1991) clinical work. In the face of
unspoken traum a the analyst m ust not ‘turn a blind eye and
privilege self protection’ (p.11).
She argues for a robust
theoret ical structure that legitim ises a nd sustain s the th erapist as
they contem plate sayin g terrible things.
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‘If the child does not want to see because seeing will
reveal the awfulness of his predicament, the therapist in
seeing must see not only the predicament of the child but
also her own areas of difficulty and the theoretical
structure that either does or does not support her’
(Sinnason, 1991, p.11).

Sinnason (1991) speaks as the ‘voice of difference’ (p,17) and
does so from an ethical stance, because not m entioning that which
is present but uns pok en can have a dev ast at ing im pact.
This
m akes speaking up ‘hard em otional labour’ (p.17) as speaking m ay
facilitate healing and it m ay not.
The lim inal s pace does not
always reveal new insights, it m ay just have to be endured.
Rallison and Moules (2004) discuss the ethical dem and facing
palliative care nurses to confront the silence that can surround a
d ying child. The capa bility to speak int o silence is a sk ill that can
facilitate talking.
‘The loss of a child, in its very unspeakability, perhaps
inadvertently contributes to a silencing of this particular
loss and a diminishment of the profound voice of suffering
that accompanies it’ (Rallison and Moules, 2004, p.290).

There is an apparent contradiction between the robust confidence
of the meta-reflexive described by Archer and that implied by
Sinnason’s ethical stance and the uncertainty and waiting
a ssociat ed with lim inalit y. Em powerm ent is assum ed to be a precondition of a constructively awkward intervention and metar eflexivity is a way of thinking about how this em powerm ent
occurs, without the necessity of a conducive context.
But,
empowerment can be seen in two stages. That which is required
to initiate the intervention and that required to manage its
consequences. It is in this stage that uncertainty may reveal itself
and negative capability is required.
While a sense of one’s
authority is required so are effective facilitation skills.

F ac ilitatio n sk ills
Heron (1999; 2001) provides a taxonom y of the facilitation skills
required to enable work with groups and individuals. Facilitators
need to pay attention to how they act: are they hierarchical,
collaborative or do they assum e the group’s capability to
organise?
Facilitators have a choice of six interventions:
planning; structuring; m eaning; valuing; feeling; and confronting.
Heron’s description of confronting is apposite to defining the skills
required of the constructively awkward practitioner. He defines
confronting as a direct challenge to:
‘rigid and maladaptive, attitudes/beliefs/actions that limit
the? client or unnecessarily limit others, and of which the
individual is defensively unaware – to a greater or lesser
degree.
A confronting intervention is supportive and
‘unequivocally tells an uncomfortable truth’ and ‘is a
greater or lesser shock’ (Heron, 2001, p.59).

Confronting interventions ar e presum ptuous in that they presum e
to raise an issue that others m ay not be awar e of. Confronting can
54

com bine elem ents of the other inter ventions and ar e further
differentiated by being hierarchical, collaborative or autonom ous.
For exam ple, c onfronting and m eaning dim ensions of ten overlap
and the participant who challenged ‘whiteness’ cited on page 11
would be an example. He drew attention to what he though was
being avoided by not thinking about the meaning attached to being
white and in power, in this particular educational context.

R e co g ni s i n g s u bj ec t i vi t y
Heron (2001), like Sinnason (1999), argues that the practitioner
must be conscious of the how and why of their behaviour as they
face the anxiety both present and archaic in themselves and their
‘client’. In this, they reflect the values of Golem an ( 1996) and the
r equir em ent for em otional awareness. However, unlike Golem an,
they draw upon a psychoanalytic theory to understand how anxiety
mediates behaviour, and in particular the concept of counter transference.
Sandler et al (1970) describe this as:
‘the particular emotions aroused in the analyst b y a
particular patient.
This arousal is assumed to be
inevitable. It can be useful in that ‘it can lead to increased
insights into processes occurring in the patient’ (p.69).

This response can lead to difficulties.
The analyst, due to a
deficiency in his/her own analysis fails to ‘hear’ an aspect of the
client’s process. It can also be a valuable source of insight into
the other’s em otional state.
W innicott (1949) argues for the
existence and utility of the therapist’s own experience as a source
of knowledge about another’s first person subjective world. The
risk of this approach is that the m ediating effects of structure are
ignored.
However, this concept can help the constructively
awkward practitioner acknowledge there is an unconscious
com ponent to any conversation, particularly where there are high
le vels of anx iet y. The use of t he concept of counter-transf erence
can make this unconscious component, which can mediate
outcom es, available for conscious consideration. The extension of
this use of counter tr ansference outside of the consulting room is
justified by reference to Skynner (1989) and his use of the concept
in r elat ion to cons ultanc y, and Ringer (2002) in r elat ion to groups.
Skynner challenged the traditional explanation of countertransference by questioning why there was an emphasis on
intellectualising feelings.
He would offer a description of his
emotional response for consideration by the ‘other’ in a way that
does not blam e but m odels a tolerance for feeling. His expression
is not the am ygdala ‘burst ’ described by Golem an (1996) but a
sophisticated expression, in part based on a view about what the
other can tolerate bef ore f eeling overwhe lm ed.
Revert ing to Archer’s ( 2003) reflex ive typolog y, Sk ynn er is
dem onstrating a sophisticated form of com m unicative reflexivity.
The shar ing of pr ivate thoughts and feelings is a device to
e ncourage reflect ion in ot hers and is not driven by anx iet y, f ar
from it. Skynner, like Argyris, Menzies and Bion dem onstrates a
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confidence in what he has to say and in his right to say it. They
dem onstrate the confidence and indifference of the m eta reflexive
and the sophisticated use of communicative reflexivity.
They
could hold their authority in the liminal space.

Th e s k i l l s o f c o n f r on t i n g
W ithout dim inishing the im portance of Her on’s other categor ies his
work on confronting provides a useful skills-based language. He
identifies three possibilities and links these outcomes to the
anxiety discussed above.
‘This double layer of anxiet y, the present-time compounded
b y the archaic, if you are unable to take charge of it, can
sk ew the intervention in one of tw o opposite w ays: either
you puss yfoot w ith the client, go round the mulberry bush,
dodge the issue, never square up to the real agenda and at
w orst simply avoid the confrontation altogether; or you
sledgehammer the client, become aggressive and wounding
about the issue leaving the person unnecessarily hurt and
defensive (Heron, 2001, p.61-62).

To hold this ‘razor edge’ (p.62) between sledgehammer and
p us s yf o ot r e qu ir es ‘ tr a i ni ng , r e-t r a i n in g w it h p l en t y of f eed ba ck ’
( p.62). The following diagram reflects possible outcom es.

Figure

2.2

-

defining

the

possible

outcomes

of

a

confronting

intervention.

Heron defines what a good intervention looks like. It has to be on
tar get, supportive, Lean and the other has to be in som e way
receptive. This raises questions m used on reflexively about place,
t im e, range and depth of pr oposed and interventions in action.
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The effective practitioner also thinks about what the ‘target’ can
handle without triggering a defensive reaction that leads to
uncontained fight/flight.

Problems w ith behavioural descriptions
A criticism of Heron’s writing, which can also be m ade about the
work previously cited on assertiveness, is that there is little
guidance on how to develop the required authority to enact the
detailed and useful descriptions of appropriate behaviours. Selfauthorisation can be inferred to develop from an intellectual
understanding of one’s rights and responsibilities and the
understanding and rehearsal of particular interventions.
The
in clus ion in this project of historic al analys is of bad leadership
and the dem ands on followers also supports this em ergent
proposition that an intellectual grasp of the issues may have
generative effects on levels of self-authority.
W hat is also m issing from these behavioural descriptions is the
effects of context. It is highly likely to be a different experience
confronting a subordinate than a peer or one’s boss. Coffield
(1999) reviewing the relationship between the researcher and
policy m akers m akes two points. The first is that the objective of
confronting is not just about personal change, it can be about
challenge at the level of policy.
‘At its best, independent, critical research exists to
question the taken for granted assumptions and practice of
practitioners
and
policy
mak ers,
to
ask
subversive
questions, to explore alternative perspectives, to expose
the
strengths
and
weaknesses
in
existing
policies’
(Coffield, 1999, p.7).

Secondly, Coffield lik e Pawson (2002), notes that speaking truth to
power is ‘a fraught and risky business’ (p.7) as vested interests
are questioned and challenged. This suggest that one can be a
s im ultaneous ly a com pet ent c hallenging practition er and judged to
be recalcitrant and disruptive.

2.5 The second iteration of the theory
In this concluding section the lear ning from the literature review
and initial theory described in Chapter 1 are synthesised to
develop a mid-range theory. Such a theory is characterised by
Pawson as: ‘what kinds-of-things work for what kinds-of-subjects
in what kinds-of-situations (2001, p.11). The following diagram
and propositions seek to refine the sensitising concepts and
interests, first set out at the end of Chapter 1. This second
iteration is a final clarification of the projects ‘points of departure’
( Charm az, 2 006). Thi s is necessary i f the challeng es and ben efits
of ref lexiv it y, in a project guided by gro unded th eory and
ethnographic principles are to be managed and the voice of the
practitioner is to be integrated into a third and final iteration of the
project’s theory reported in Chapter 5.
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The figur e below identifies the three com ponents, identified so far,
which are assum ed to be integr al to the process by which the
constructively awkward intervention is produced. Two possible
o utc om es are identif ied based on the t yp e of conversation initiated
the aim is t o sustain a ‘th ick c onv ers at ion’.

Diagram 2.3 - a theory of constructive awkwardness

The propositions that define this second theory are the following.
•

C onstruct ive a wk wardness is a self-aut hor ised act t hat seeks to
articulate an uncomfortable truth, (act the Fool) which
q uest ions how power is used t o im pose an d recreate particular
meanings. The aim is to challenge, enquire and continue to
express the desire to collaborate through dissent. This
collaboration is rooted in a culture of ‘thick’ conversation and
does not require agreement between parties to be achieved.

•

The scope of the inter vention is lim it ed t o bad leaders hip
described by Kellerm an (2004) excluding the extrem e
leadership associated with physical harm and deliberate and
psychosocial harm .

•

The inter vention can ‘work’ because power, em bedde d in
particular str uctures and contexts, is assum ed to be exercised
and modified through conversation. The practitioner is capable
of noticing how particular structures affect their own and others’
behaviour. They are also capable of acting on this information
and resisting its effects upon their own thinking, feeling and
behaving.
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•

Self-authorisation is linked to a reflexive voice as defined by
Archer(2003). This voice can alert and propel a person to
intervene or be the cause of self-doubt. Self-authorisation may
b e h elped and h indered by t he ps yc hologic al co ntract and wider
policies and values of an organisation.

•

The possession of a defined ethical fram ework seem s to also be
linked to self-authority.

•

The behavioural elem ents of the intervention are sim ilar to
those associated with confronting and being assertive.

•

The practitioner req uires th e capa bility t o m anage them selves
in un certaint y, char acter ise d as a self- induced lim inal spa ce.

Chapter 3 describes
develop this theory.
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Chapter 3 - Methodology
Introduction
Chapt er 1 s et out th e aim of this proje ct, which is to understand
the capabilities, values and experiences of people who are
capable of constructive awkwardness. The objective of the project
is to pr oduce a set of developm ent interventions that are concrete,
testable and contextualised (Argyris, 2000); interventions that can
help people evaluate and develop their capacity for being
constructively awkward.
An initial theory, based on the work challenges I faced, was set
out in chapter 1 and illustrated by the doctor’s story and that of
the partnership manager.
The literature review developed this
initial theorising, by locating constructive awkwardness in a
leadership, organisational and social context.
Chapter 2
concluded with a second iteration of a mid-range theory, deemed
useful in the developm ent of practical interventions (Pawson,
2001).
The purpose of the interviews and subsequent data
a nalys is, described here, is to develop a third iteration of t his
theory. The aim is to dev elop a suff iciently r obust t heor y upon
which to design useful development interventions. This chapter
describes and justifies the project methodology by which I
achieved this final stage of theory development.

The structure of the chapter
The first section describes three experiences that helped to
determ ine the selection criteria for the ten semi-structured
interviews, and the interviewees’ backgrounds and m y prior
r elationships with them are noted. The second section identifies
the ethical issues? associated with being an ‘insider researcher’.
The third sets out the approach to the m ethodological challenges I
faced in the developm ent of a valid theory in relat ion to firstperson accounts and to underpinning developm ent interventions.
This substantial section has thr ee com ponents. The first, titled
‘Crit ical Realism - a bias for pract ica l enquir y’ explains m y
decision to em ploy a Cr itical Realist ontology to pr obe and
theorise below the em pir ical surface of what interviewees said
(Sayer, 2000). The second component, titled ‘Developing theory
from the interviews’ explains how I processed the interview data
using grounded theory principles based on the four stages
identified by Straus and Corbin, 1998). The third strand, titled
‘Applying the ins ight s of et hnograp hy’ ex plores t he im plic ation of
taking an etic stance towards the interview accounts and how I
though about and managed reflexivity. The final section is a short
conclusion.
The following diagram maps the project’s m ain activities.
shapes in purple are the foci of this chapter.
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The

Figure 3.1 - the main project activities.
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3.1 The interviews
D e ve lo ping th e inte rview c riteria
Roper and Shapira (2000), discussing ethnography in nursing
r ese arc h, argu e that it is im port ant for the researcher to ac co unt
for how their own experience and aspirations influence their focus
a nd sense-m aking, ref lecting t he reflexiv e dim ension in the
approach outlined here and discussed later.
The following
experiences, the first described in Chapter 1 (page 5-6), all had an
im pact on the interview selection criteria.

F i r s t ex pe r i e n ce
This experience was about being on the receiving end of a defining
constructively awkward intervention. The challenge, from a black
participant on a leadership developm ent programm e, drew
attention to our potential to frame participants’ experience and the
extent to which we were aware of how our ‘whiteness’ might
determ ine this.
The inter vention cam e early in the five week
program me. The participant, a barrister, poet and m ental health
advocate stood up and spoke clearly and powerfully about what he
thought was going on. He spoke for no m ore than a couple of
m inutes and as he spoke he had everyone’s attention.
While I was able to acknowledge what he had said, and think about
its im plic ations f or m y pract ice (what am I m iss ing?) a nd the
program me (I drew attention to the potential of the program me to
critically exam ine inequalities of power), I knew I had been offered
an ‘uncomfortable truth’ (Heron, 2001, p.59).

Comment
This exper ience s uggested that th e c onstr uct iv ely awk ward
intervention could be characterised as high challenge and high
support intervention. It was high challenge as it drew attention to
the reproduction of str uctur e and the em bedded values, roles and
r ules in the room .
The intervention was based on a series of
im plied qu est ions - D oes it have to be t his wa y? What can we
tolerate talking about?
Are these people really committed to
critical reflection on practice? It was high support because while
he was authoritative (clear voice, concise, standing up, eye
contact) he was very controlled. The intervention, at least in this
case, could be expressed in what som e m ight perceive to be a
h ierar chically str uctured context. This suggest ed that in sim ilar
contexts (e.g. team m eetings and m anagem ent m eeting s) a
constructively awkward intervention could be possible.

S ec o nd ex per i e n ce
This experience highlights a different context. I was speaking to a
doctor and academ ic (whom I later interviewed), who was talking
about his research.
His work consistently challenged the
assumptive and often unproven basis of surgical interventions and
the tendency to validate professional success criteria over patient
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criteria. He used the term, ‘rattling the bars research’. He was as
challenging as the participant in the first example, but he freely
acknowledged that he was a beneficiary of the very structures he
was challenging. He was, in his words ‘one of them ’.

Comment
This experience drew attention to challenge within one’s own
context, profession or organisation.
This suggested that
constructive awkwardness could be differentiated as ‘insider’ or
‘outside in’. If this were the case, a selection of people working in
and outside professions and institutions, as they defined it, would
be useful. His challenge was an academ ic-based cha llenge, well
thought out, based on a deep understanding of the evidence and
soberly presented in structured ways, for example, as articles or
conference papers.

Th i r d e x per i e nc e
The exam ple involved a colleague who, in a pre-inter view
conversation, related how he had stood up in a crowded train and
com mented on the effects of the m any m obile phone users on the
experience of those wishing to sit and think.
I later read a
description of his intervention by a journalist who happened to be
on the train.
The terribly polite, middle-class war against mobile phones
on trains strikes its first blow. Just as we were coming into
Paddington on Thursday morning, a man just behind me in
the carriage, a man in late middle age wearing a grey suit,
made a rather brave and noble speech. " I'm going to say
this very loudly," he said, very loudly. "I find it extremely
annoying w hen somebody conducts a long and loud
business conversation on their mobile phone while sitting
opposite me on a train. It does not have to be so loud, nor
continue for so long. And for those of us w ho are trying to
read or analyse documents or just look out of the window
and think, I find it absolutely paralyses the thought
processes. If anyone agrees with me, perhaps you would
be k ind enough to make a supportive noise.” As for the
man responsible for Thursday's offending mobile-phone
conversation, he said softly to the complainant: "There is a
quiet carriage further up the train where nobody is allowed
to use mobiles. You could alw ays have sat in there." " I
most
certainly
would
have
done,"
continued
the
complainant, just as loudly, " except that every seat was
taken. Anyw ay, it is m y view that there should not be one
carriage reserved for those who do not lik e to listen to
mobile phone conversations. There should be a carriage
reserved for those who wish to make them, and you can all
bellow together."
Viner (2005)

This report describes an audacious intervention, precipitated by
his sense that there was an unspoken conflict in the carriage and
that this should be named
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Comment
This
was
a
template
experience
because
it
emphasised
spontaneity, based on a capacity for self-authorisation. It was an
act that em phatically placed the speaker outside the local culture
of a train carriage (e.g. an ‘outside in’ intervention). He spoke
with no guarantee that he would be publicly acknowledged even
thou gh he bel ieved him se lf to be speak ing up for h is s ilent cocom muters.
From these exper iences the following interview selection criteria
were developed.


There is evidence from self
and others of a willingness
to initiate high challenge
and
high
support
interventions
within
and
outside of professions and
institutions.



A person is sufficiently
robust
em otionally
and
intellectually to talk and
reflect upon how and why
they
behaved
in
a
challenging way.



A range of contexts (e.g.
public sector and third
sectors) are represented.



A range of professional
and
non-professional
backgrounds
is
represented.



A person is capable and
willing to talk about their
challenging
interventions
and reflecting upon the
effects of these on self
and others.



A person is sufficiently
robust
em otionally
and
intellectually to talk and
reflect upon interventions
that have not gone so
well.



There is a gender balance
in the selected group.

The inte rview s
I approached ten people, based on the above criteria, to take part
in single sem i-structured interviews (see table 1). All agreed to be
interviewed. My choices in relation to num bers interviewed and
their backgrounds was based on Archer’s (2003) small scale
m ult iple c ase stu dy, to investigate ref lex ive conversations.
Her num ber of interviewees wa s sm all, based on her explorat ory
f ocus, f eas ibilit y, resources and an assum ption t hat ‘t he aim was
exploratory and the m eans dialogical…and the themes introduced
by subjects them selves wer e (to prove) far m ore valuable (p.157).
My choice of interviewees was also determ ined by pragm atism . I
approached people to whom I had access directly or through
c olleag ues, with in the t im e line and reso urc es of m y proj ect p lan.
I had an agreem ent wit h m y em ployer to work part tim e for 2006/07
during the initial theory development and data gathering phases of
the project.
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Archer interviewed friends and, while I did not do this, I did
interview four people whom I liked and adm ired prof essionally.
Her pragm atic approach to the risks to validity were balanced by
the access that prior relationship afforded. I thought this a useful
model in relation to understanding a complex behaviour like
constructive awkwardness.
I m anaged the risk to validity by
thinking about m y role as an ‘insider researcher’ (see page 64). A
consequence of this pragmatism is that the effects of different
c ont exts, like ethnic diver sit y, work cont ext and gender, were not
m ore s ys tem atic ally address ed.
However, these issues either
emerged in the data processing (i.e. gender) and are present in
the final iteration of the theory or constitute further research
questions.
For exam ple, Ham m ersley and Atkinson (1995), discussing the role
of objects in ethnography note that ‘people do not act in a vacuum ’
so
‘ethnographic research needs to pay close and serious
attention to the material goods and circumstances that are
integral to the organisation of everyda y social life’
(Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995, p.137).

It becam e clear in the data processing that comm unity based
leaders may have to rely more heavily on their self-authorisation
in the absence of the accoutrem ents of leadership enjoyed by
som e public sector leaders. For exam ple, in relation to m y own
role, I have the job title of ‘senior fellow’; m y name badge
identifies me with the King’s Fund and secures m e access to a
p restig ious building, with p ictures of royalt y, loc ated in the centre
of London and its large library and training room s, with AV kit that
I know how to manipulate to present my ideas.
The effects of m ate rial goods we re not specifically investigated in
the int erv iews, but this im portant q uestion about self-author isation
and comm unity-based leader ship did eventually em erge. A reason
for this om ission is that as Macalpine and Marsh ( 2006) observe,
silence can equate to power. I take access to the material goods
of the King’s Fund for granted, partly because I can. In the final
chapter I will return to this lack of attention to the ‘props’ that
p eople could dra w upon or not t o augment author it y.

I nt er v i ew e e pr o f i l e s
The tables below describe the profile of the people interviewed.
Table 3.2 descr ibes their personal profile and 3.3 describes the
relationships I had with interviewees. This disclosure is important
in relation to the discussion of insider researcher on page 69.
I
knew some people well and while this facilitated disclosure it also
p res ent ed risks ass ociated with prox im it y.
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Name
Age Ethnicity Gender Background
Hazel

Jane

Nicky

Presumed to
act as an
insider ?

Current role

30White
39

Female Nurse

NHS advisor

30White
39

Female Nurse

NHS advisor

30White
39

Female Physiotherapist

NHS advisor

Ester
30White
39

Female Community leader

30White
39

Female

Service user

Chair arts/advocacy organisation

30Black
39

Male

Community leader

Educator/policy advisor

Martin 40White
49

Male

Community leader

Senior policy Advisor

Mark

Jo
40White
49

Female Nurse

Peter

50White
59

Male

Steve

50White
59

Male

Yes

Indirect - response to a
letter sponsored by Jo
who was her manager

Yes

Indirect - response to a
letter sponsored by Jo
who was her manager

Yes

Indirect - response to a
letter sponsored by Jo
who was her manager

No

Ex-participant of a
leadership programme
& occasional speaker
on programmes I direct

No

Ex-participant of a
leadership programme
& unpaid consultancy
client.

No

Indirect - suggested by
a colleague

Yes

Indirect- suggested by
Helen

Yes

Ex-participant of a
leadership programme
& occasional speaker
on programmes I direct

Voluntary sector chief executive

Helen

NHS Senior manager

Priest
Doctor

Educator/organisational consultant
University professor

Relationship

Yes
Yes

Colleague
Indirect - suggested by
a colleague

Table 3.2. - the interviewee profiles (nam es have been changed)
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Name

Profile

Hazel

We meet at the King’s Fund. Ester was a very experienced manager who talked a lot about how tactical she had had to be as a
complaints manager and mental health act manager to get the chief executives attention and to question the ways complaints were being
understood and managed. She talked candidly and enthusiastically about her struggles to get heard.

Jane

We meet at the King’s Fund. She was a colleague of Hazel, Nicky and their manager was Jo who had invited members of her team to
contribute to the project. She talked openly about her experiences of speaking up for others and used the interview to think about the
effects on herself and a colleague of a difficult, bullying work colleague.

Nicky

A very enthusiastic, open interviewee, who I meet at the King’s Fund. She was the person who talked about feeling stupid or in her
language feeling like a ‘plonker’ when contemplating speaking up. We entered into a short e-mail correspondence after the interview in
which she continued to reflect on how she made sense of this feeling stupid and the implications for her own leadership style.

Ester

I had worked with Esther on a number of leadership programmes. She was a forthright, passionate interviewee with strong views on the
position of refuges in the UK. She talked openly about her own experience as a refugee and how she had had to learn to manage her
emotions.

Helen

I had consulted to Helen for a number of years. We had first met on a development programme for community leaders. She was frank
about her mental illness and its effects. Sometimes she was hard to follow but she was very clear about her role and duty to challenge
stigmatising attitudes and behaviours. She was brave and interested
To support me in my project. we meet at the King’s Fund in the company of her dog.

Mark

Mark is someone I had also worked with on a number of leadership programmes. He was an enthusiastic interviewee, in part because
the interview seemed to question his assumption that he was not a leader. His self assessment was at odds with the stories of how he
lead his community in the face of civil disturbance in the 80’s and his life changing encounters while in prison.

Martin

I meet Martin in his London HQ in a large seminar room in the basement. He was in a wheelchair, accompanied by a South American
helper who sat in silence during the interview. Martin was open, particularly about how his childhood had influenced his professional and
personal development. He followed up the interview with several poems reflecting on his childhood in institutions.

Jo

Another early interview. We meet at the Kings Fund. Jo is a hard working very enthusiastic and competent senior NHS leader. She had
been a participant on a programme I co-directed a couple of years ago and we were both DProf students.

Peter

My first interview. We meet in a small room at the King’s Fund. Peter is a trusted colleague who was keen to be helpful and his
responses reflected his characteristic openness about his feelings and emotions and their effects upon others.

Steve

A well established academic Dr. We meet in his office, surrounded by books and papers in a prestigious London Hospital. He was
extremely interested in the concept of constructive awkwardness and responded to each question fully, describing how he felt and
behaved and reflected on the how what he was saying related to constructive awkwardness.

Table 3.3 - the background of interviewees
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The inte rview p la n
Heyl notes that interv iewi ng is a m eans of gathering ‘rich det ailed
d ata direct ly from part icipants’ (2001, p.369). She asserts t hat it
is a useful ethnographic tool when attention is paid to how
‘unexamined assumptions’ affect the constructions placed on the
data (p.377). Yin (2003) notes that interviews are an essential
sour ce of inform atio n about ‘h um an affairs’ (p.92). The f ollowing
questions guided the initial part of the conversation and were
tested in m y interview with Peter. I concluded that the questions,
while useful, should not over determ ine any conversation.
It
seem ed enough to invite people t o talk about t heir exper ience of
challenge. By doing this I was m ore likely to hear how they made
sense of their experience.

Basics
Present and get signed the ethics forms & outline interview plan.
 Last about an hour
 Tak e a break any time
 Ask for clarification of questions etc.
 Ground rules on use of the information and transcripts

Areas of interest
1. The times, places and with w hom you have taken a risk to speak up
a nd c on fr on t s om e on e o r a g r oup ov er a n is s ue , w hic h yo u t h ink w ent
well.
W hat did you do?
How did you plan the intervention?
W hat sk ills did you use?
How did you m anage the intervention?
2. Times when the intervention has not gone so well.
W hat do you think was going on?
W hat did you do?
W hat did they do?
How did it end?
3 . W ha t did yo u le ar n a nd how ha v e you a pp lie d this le ar nin g?
4. Times w hen you have been on the receiving end of a challenge.
W hat happened?
W hat did you learn and how have you applied this learning?
5. W hat sorts of issues do you tend to intervene on in this way?
W her e did yo u le ar n t o d o c on fr o nt ing?
W hat did you learn?
How did you learn it?
W hat have been the implication for your practice?
W hat other thoughts,
conversation?
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feelings,

stories

have

been

triggered

by this

The objective of the interviews was to get close to people’s
e xper ience to he lp theorise the generati ve m echa nism s that enable
and inhibit a constructively awk ward intervention.
In the next
section I discuss the et hical issu es that arise from this a pproach.

3.2 Ethical considerations
C on se nt
Each person was approached directly or through a contact I knew
well. If, after an initial conversation, there was interest I sent a
lett er, cleared by the Univer sit y’s ethical comm ittee. This outlined
the purpose of the interview and project and what was being asked
of informants.
Attached was a consent form , signed by all
interviewees (Appendix A).

I nsi de r r e s ear ch e r
I knew som e of the peop le I interviewed and this im plies p roxim it y
to m y subjects. The insights of action researchers are useful in
conceptualising t he r isks of proxim ity. Herr and Anderson (2005)
off er a f ram ework t hat ranges f rom self -study, the dom ain of
r ef lect ive pract ice, to outsider st udies, st udies th at are academ ic
deliberations on others’ action learning. This project is located
between ‘outsider in collaboration with insider’ and ‘outsider’
(p.34). People were asked to formulate what they knew and reflect
upon this, within a learning contract, to co-produce a theory of
c onstructive awk war dness.
Fraser (1997), in her description of her case study in her own
school, notes the importance of owning up to one’s investm ent in a
project.
She warns against abusing the rights of access that
p roxim it y af f ords.
Pro xim it y can evoke an over-com pliance,
particularly if a power relationship is present. This can distort the
data and/or lead to over disclosure. Tables 1 and 2 describe the
r elat ionships. The verbat im extracts of int erviews in Cha pter 4
evidence that people spoke openly about their experiences, even
when these were difficult. Edwards (1999) talks about the ethics
of intrusion even, as was the case in this project, when access is
freely given.
Elam and Fenton (2003), in their discussion of
research into sensitive issues, warn about excessive probing and
evocation of emotions and being so respectful that nothing new is
le arnt. This d ilem ma was m anaged by ch oice and t im ing of open
questions, and providing sufficient space for interviewees to think
about and reflect on their responses.
The aims and objectives of the research were justification for
p roxim it y. Proxim it y a nd the r isk of intrusion are m ore justif iable
if the aim s are linked to professional d evelopm ent; there are
advantages to informants and there is the possibility of political or
social transformation (Edwards, 1999). All the people interviewed
were comm itted to que st ioning truth claim s. The inter view pr ocess
a nd subsequent inform al co nversatio n su pports t he claim that
shared interests were being served by the project. I learnt about
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c onstructive awk wardness a nd inf orm ants were able to f orm ul ate
their tacit knowledge and capability about being challenging.

3.3 The methodological challenges
In this section I set out the challenges I faced enquiring into
intervie wees’ experienc e of constructiv e awk wardnes s.

I nterpreti ng interview experiences
If people’s experience is to be interpreted, what is a valid theory
a gainst which to do this ana lyt ic work, given t hat the in itia l
theorising suggests that structures embedded in particular
c ont exts m ed iate the s ense of ind ividu al agenc y?

Developing theory rooted in experience
The developm ent of valid developm ent act ivit ies, by which people
can think about and develop a constructively awkward capability,
requires interventions that help people identif y and evaluate
current behaviours and attitudes and test new ones. The learning
that is proposed relates to the three interconnected levels of
critical reflection developed by Mezirow (1997; 1989).
These
correspond to Argyris’s (1977) single and double loop learning and
a dd a third lo op, which Meziro w calls ‘epistem ic’.
That is,
understanding the origins of one’s frames of reference and how
these lead one to focus on particular sorts of situations and
problems.
Learning at this level involves a four stage process.
The:
u nfreezing of current assum pt ions an d b ehaviours; a cquisit ion of
new ones; re-freezing; and the testing of new behaviours
predicated on these new assumptions (Schein, 2004).
What is
r equir ed is a m anageable level of learning anxiety, suff icient
surviva l anxiet y and the availability of valid (to program me
participants, in the sense of relating to their experience and
produced by an appropriate process) alternative theories that
challenge existing knowledge (Brew, 1993).
The challenge is,
theref ore, what is a valid theor y developm ent process?

Reflexivity
How do I m anage the fact that how I hear what is being said is in
part determined by m y own assumptions and theories? How do I
avoid what Davis (2008) describes as excessive self-absorption in
m y own process, that sidelines the interviewees’ experience and
knowledge?
In deciding how to manage these challenges I adopted a realist
o nto logy as the analyt ic f ram ework with which to analyse
intervie wees’ exper ience. I used insights f rom ethnogr aphy and
Grounded Theory principles to manage the second and third
challenges.
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C ritical re alis m a s a b asis f or a pra ctica l
e nq uir y
The developm ent of m id-range t heor y ne eds to be m ore than a
description of desired behaviours.
Braithwaite describes much
d escript iv e m anagem ent adv ice as ‘hortator y’ an d ‘disc urs ive’
(2004, p.241).
It wr ongly assum es that encouragin g peop le to
behave differently by detailed descriptions of what is desired,
changes behaviour. Braithwaite’s response to a lack of theory in
the m anagem ent developm ent literat ure is t o descr ibe what
managers do in practice and he uses this inform ation to focus on
d evelo pm ent inter ve ntio ns.
Braithwaite’s positivist stance risks conflating what people do with
what they are capable of doing.
Tsoukas, f rom a realist
perspective, is also interested in what managers do.
He is
interested in theorising about what may be going on below the
empirical surface in order to explain what may be generating or
inhibiting behaviours.
‘O ntologically, management is endow ed w ith certain pow ers
and capabilities which are not exhausted in their empirical
manifestations’ (Tsouk as, 2000, p.35).

The assum pt ion in this project is t hat a realist ontolo gy offers the
e xplan atory pot ent ial t o produ ce the requ ired developm ent
interventions.
In the following section I describe the main
c om ponents of a realist ont olog y.

The c omp onent s of c ritic al rea lis m
Critical realism (f rom now on referred t o a s rea lism ), is a
p hiloso phy of science that claim s t hat social entities, like ge nder
and class relations and social rules, exist independently of our
study of them. The nature of these entities and their effects are
disputed and not directly observable. However,
‘this does not rule them out of consideration for analysis, a
position that distances realists -from empiricist - or
positivist-orientated analysis.
Furthermore, that these
disputed entities exist independently of our investigations
of them distances realism from postmodernism’ (Ackroyd
and Fleetwood, 2000, p.6)

Realism is also a practical approach to evaluation and wider social
enquiry (Kazi, 2003). It is an approach that seeks to critically
evaluate theories in use and to question these wherever ‘accounts
differ from those of actors’ and where there is a risk of actions
b eing based on f alse assum ptions (Sayer, 2004, p.14).
There are a growing number of examples of realist enquiry into
social behaviours analogous to constructive awkwardness; for
e xam ple, Moren and Blom ’s (2003) inve stigat ion into ho w social
workers facilitat e change in client s. They rej ect a sim ple causal
relationship and seek a generative explanation (retroduction) to
e xplain what it is that occurs between interve nt ion A and outcom e
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B. To do t his th ey th eorised a ‘ch allenge m echa nism ’ (p.56) from
observing how social workers consistently challenged the
u nte nable nat ure of c lients ’ lifest yles. These int ervent ions, when
expressed in a context of affirmation of the ‘good’ of the client,
were theorised as causative, in that they triggered an internal
p rocess of self-cha llenge. This led som e clients t o re view their
lives, to ‘unf reeze’ in Schein’s term s (2004) and em brace new
assumptions and behaviours.

Th e de v el o pm e n t of a m i d - r a ng e t h e or y
Mor en and Blom ’s explanation is indicat ive of a m id-r ange theory.
This is a theory that offers practitioners an explanation of how and
why their inter ventions might work. Such a t heory is more t han a
working hypot hesis, t o m ake im mediate sense of wh at is going on
and how to act next, and less than an overarching explanation,
that seeks a f ormulation for a pa rticular phenom enon across
multiple contexts. It lies, according to Merton (1968) quoted in
Pawson and Tilley,
‘betw een the minor but necessary w ork ing hypotheses that
evolve in abundance during day-to-day research and the
all-inclusive system atic efforts to develop a unified theory
that will explain all the observed uniformities of social
behaviour, social organization and social change’ (Pawson
a nd Tille y, 1 99 7, p. 39) .

It is a theory with ontological depth, in that it seeks to explain
what is g oing on below t he em pirical surface and develops from
the repeated m ovem ent bet ween the concret e and t he abstract
(Sayer, 2000). It is a theory that is sufficiently detailed to support
its application in other contexts. The re-contextualising of such a
theory
either
endorses
its
explanatory
power
or
forces
modifications (Bergene, 2007).
Realists argue that social
interventions are so com plex t hat it is unlikely they can be exactly
reproduced as they are context sensitive. However, theory can be
developed by gathering:
‘vast experience of the options and possibilities and to
figure out what kinds-of-things work for what kinds-ofsubjects in what kinds-of situations (Pawson, 2001, p.11).

The f ollowing section describes the o ntological assum ptions that
support such explanations.

R e al i sm a n d on t ol ogi c al de pt h
C onstruct ive a wk wardness is a behav iour that take s place in the
o pen s yst em s of the s ocial wor ld. The social wor ld contrasts with
the natural world in that it is dependent upon the actions of human
beings for its existence. The social wor ld, while dependent on
h um an act ion, is not the produ ct of it. There is a n ‘irreducible
material substrate’ (Ackroyd and Fleetwood, 2000, p.12)
This
substrate is theorised in terms of levels, and realists distinguish
b etween three ont ological d om ains: the rea l, which exists
r egardless of our und erstanding of it and is t he dom ain of
generative m echanisms and structures; the actual, which refers to
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what happens when these powers, located in the real are
activated; and the em pirical which relates to what can be sensed
and is only ever a partial view of what is going on.
The assumption of ‘ontological depth’ means that knowledge of the
world is not reduced to what can be accessed through the senses.
To assume anything less is to fall foul of the epistemic fallacy.
‘Epistemology exhausts ontology to the extent that it
determines the nature of our world and the inherent limits
of our ability to understand it by imposing the fundamental
categories and concepts through which we know it’ (Reed,
2005, p.1623).

Danermark and Gellerstedt (2004) highlight the risk of ‘context
stripping’ (p.351) when the com mitm ent t o ont ological dept h is
forgotten. They note, in relation to the theorisation of disability,
the r isk of s im plif ying t he experience of disa bled people by
om itt ing ref erence to the ph ys ical body. They ar gue f or a com plex
construction of disability drawing upon the depth of realism and
the generat ive effect s of stratif ied and em ergent m echan ism s. As
Sayer notes, it would be a surprise, ‘if the world just happened to
correspond to the range of our senses and to be identical to what
we experience’ (2000, p.11).

C r i t i ci s m s of r e a l i s m
Adopting a realist ontolog y can be problem at ic. Cont u and W illm ot
( 2005) co nsider the c ontributio n of rea lism to m anagem ent and
organisational studies (MOS). They argue that the realist ontology
is its elf a t heor y-laden constru ction which, lik e other explanat ions,
inevitably fails to capture the totality of what could be described.
Som ething is always m iss ing f rom any e xplan ation. They co unse l
against a wave of ‘ontological correctness’ (p.1659). The value of
realism’s focus on ontology is that it can tease out such
assumptions and ‘inform empirical studies with this awareness’
(p.1659), studies that make up a large proportion of MOS. In this
sense, the foregrounding of ontology can be expressed as an
a nalyt ical skill, lik e that pr oposed by Mazirow’s ( 1977) c oncept of
triple-lo op learning. He em phasised the im portance of reviewin g
p erf orm ance; the assum ptions t hat underpin behaviour; and
understanding the origins of one’s frames of reference and how
these lead one to focus on particular sorts of explanations,
sit uat ions and problem s rather than any ot her.
Despite the cautionary tone noted above, realism brings a useful
depth to social theorising. It does this by providing an explanatory
framework in which to theorise what may be going on below the
empirical surface. Key to this work is the explanatory power of
g enerative m echanism s.

G en e r a t i ve m ec h ani s m s
Generative m echanisms are located in the real, have the power to
p roduce eve nts and th eir existence has to be inf erred f rom act ivity
in th e em pir ical dom ain. Mechanism s are explanation s a bout how
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m aterial and hum an r esources and context s interact t o bring about
certain eff ects ( Mo ren and Blom , 200 3). They are m etaphors to
h elp expla in what is going on. The outcom e of a m echanism is
‘always contextually determined’ (Danerm ark 2001, p59).
The
c ase was m ade in C hapt er 2 that constructiv e a wk wardness was a
b ehaviour like ly to be exercised in t he o pen syst em s of
o rganisat iona l lif e. The m ore open the s yst em , the m ore c om plex
the conf igurations of context, m echanism and outcom e. Fleet wood
and
Hesketh’s
(2006)
investigation
of
hum an
resource
m ana gem ent supports t his assertion. The y observed that e vents in
the workplace are ‘multiply caused, complex and evolving’ (p.236).
This leve l of com plexity has im plicat ions for th e scope of any
realist explanation.
Ackroyd and Fleetwood (2000) conceive of
explanation in the following term s as;
‘revealing the mechanism which connect things and events
in causal sequences and requires the elaboration of
structures, mechanisms, powers and relations that are the
condition
and
the
continually
reproduced
and/or
transformed outcome of human agency’ (p.15).

That is, r ef lecting Pawson’s pragm atic descr ipt ion of theor y as
‘what works f or whom in wh at circum stance’ (Ackroyd and
Fleetwood, 2001, p.4).

The stratification of mechanisms
The concept ualisation of th e real is deepe ned by t he assum ption
that m echanism s oper ate at d iff erent levels, t he s pec ificat ion of
which is subject to discussion.
Danermark (2001) describes
m echanism at t he s oc ial/ cultur al, ps yc hologic al, bio logical and
molecular levels. A key property of this stratification of the real is
‘em ergence’; that is, ‘som ething qualitat ively new em erges at one
level that cannot be explained by m echanisms working at another
level’ (Danermark, 2001, p.57).
The realist investigation of New and Fleetwood (2006) into
participation
in
conferences
dem onstr ates
the
explanatory
potential of stratified mechanisms. They developed an explanation
that ‘retroduced t he ensem ble of orders, structur es, resources and
rules, that could generate effects (p.89). They did this by asking
people about how they felt about their interventions and what level
of challenge they felt was acceptable. They noted that the value
and acceptability of challenging interventions, as applied to self
and others, was gendered.
Men and wom en had diff erent
strategies and tactics and these were, in part, det erm ined and recreated by the roles and rules embedded in the structures of, in
this case, academ ic l ife.
New and Fleetwood argue that agents’ behaviour is mediated by
m echanism s em bed ded in particular str uct ures and that structures
e xist wit h a degree of object ivit y. Struct ure s require a gents to
reproduce their effects but are not dependent upon these agents.
If this were not the case, sim ply talking and thinking different ly
would eradicate oppressive structures.
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The potential of mechanisms
Mechanism s act transf act ua lly. They c ontinue to have inf luence,
and the power to shape events, even if a countervailing
mechanism is operating to prevent their activation. The literature
r evie w of bad leader ship and geno cide dem onstrat ed t hat the
p ote ntial f or be ing construct ively a wkward is not always actu alised
e ven though som e peop le knew som ething needed t o be said.
The activ at ion of counterv ailing m echan ism s cannot be linked in a
sim ple causal way to the cont ext or th e beh aviour of any
individual.
Realism
em phasises
that
the
multiplicity
of
com binat ions of mechanism s, resources and contexts underm ines
p redict ive outcom es. A m echanism is best described a s having
tendencies which do not relate to any particular outcome, but is a
‘force
[which]
drives,
propels,
pushes,
thrusts,
asserts’
( Fleet wood, 2004, p. 48). This com ple xit y has im plicat ions f or the
knowledge that can be generated by a realist approach.
In t he next se ct ion I explain ho w I developed a v alid theory,
capab le of supportin g effect ive deve lopm ent intervent ion s and
rooted in Grounded Theory principles.

D e ve lo ping th eo r y fr om t he inte rview s
I have chosen Grounded Theory because, as a novice researcher,
it provides m e wit h syst em atic gu idance t o organ ising, codin g and
s yn thesis ing interview d ata. Grounded Theory, like real ism and
ethn om ethodolog y, to be d isc uss ed lat er, share s a f lexible
a pproach to dat a gather ing; t heory deve lopm ent; th e st atus
aff orded to f irst person accounts; and a comm itment to cr itically
questioning and challenging the effect of structures on individuals
and groups.
My
reading
of
Grounded
Theory research
supported
the
a ssum ption that working from Grou nded Th eory pr incip les could
help theorise complex human behaviour.
For exam ple, Ekins
(1997) investigated how cross-dressers talk about and make sense
of their experience and behaviour. He offers a practical insight in
h ow to d evelop theor y in relat ion to a com plex hum an exper ience,
already perm eated by theory, that shapes how informants talk
about their experience and may constitute an explanatory
framework that some wish to resist and question. They may resist
because it is oppressive or categorises certain behaviours as
deviant in an unproblematised (in this case) medical m odel. Ekins’
interest is in theorising the different accounts that people have
developed, particularly in relation to the challenges they have
faced.
Willumsen and Hallberg (2003) used Grounded Theory to theorise
h ow a problem atic dilemm a in ser vice d elivery was m anaged. The
d ilemm a wa s held by professionals a nd not part of the form al
m ana gem ent discourse of the or ganisat ion. How do practit ion ers
manage
inter-professional
collaboration,
which
requires
standardised services that can be efficiently produced and
m onitor ed, and t he r equirem ents of individ ual childr en f or ta ilored
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services? They identify a ‘readiness to act’, to make different bits
of service add up to a service useful to the user.
In a sim ilar vein, Allen and Laliberte (2001) questioned what was
g oing on to m ake som e doct or-patient com m unicatio ns, in relation
to you nger wom en wit h breast c ancer, s o diff icult. Thulesius et a l
( 2003) investigated com m unication during en d-of-life cancer care.
Bot h ar e exam ples of grounded theor ist comm itment to going
where the difficulties are.
The purpose is to ask some basic
questions.
W hat are the m ain prob lem s her e and what are
professionals and patients doing to resolve them and how can
learning in one context be tested in others? For example, Allen
and Laliberte (2001) discussed how generalisations can be made
from the specific theorising with cancer to HIV/AIDS. Both share
c har act er ist ics of po we r as ym m et r y wh ere ‘ ph ys i c ia ns ’ ex pe r i en c es
can be incongruous with patient expectations’ (p.54).
Theory is not presented as fact but as possibilities. The validity
of t heor ies is framed in term s of fit wit h the dat a, its relevance,
work abilit y and mo dif iabilit y. This validity is developed through
the consta nt com parison m ethod an d th e developm ent of
increasingly abstract concepts and theories.
‘Ultimately, the emerging content shapes how you use the
tools. Your Grounded Theory journey relies on interaction emanating from
your
world’s
view, standpoints
and
situations, arising from the research sites, developing
betw een the data, emerging from your ideas, then returning
back to the field or another other field...’ (Charmaz, 2006,
p.179).

Charm az’s com ment ref lects t he characteristic m ovem ent bet ween
concrete data and abstract theory associated with the m id-range
theory I want to develop. W hat follows is how I applied Grounded
The ory princ iples to m y data ana lys is.

A p p l yi n g G r o un d e d Th e or y pr i nci pl es
Strauss and Corbin (1998) argue that theor y developm ent is based
on a two-stage process. The first is inductive: the raw data, after
a n initial rea d, has t o be s ys tem ic ally s eparate d, synt hes ised
across the data set and coded, the aim of which is to develop an
‘a nalytic grasp’ on t he data (Charm az, 20 06, p.3).
That is, to
d evelo p a theoretica l f ram ework that can expla in ‘who, what,
when, where, why, how and with what consequences an event
occurs’ (Strauss and Corbin, 1998, p.22).
Glaser and Strauss
(1967) propose a four-stage process to develop theory, which I
followed.

76

Figure 3. 4 - the det ailed data m anagem ent process.
1. Initial coding
I f irst coded ea ch inc ident, usin g NViv o 7 soft ware (QSR, 2006),
into as m an y cate gories as possible, com par ing a particular
incident with others already coded to a particular category.
I
c oded incidents, rather than usin g wo rd-b y- word, or line-by-line
coding, because I had specifically asked people about their
experiences of constructively awkward events. I was guided in m y
coding by the criteria developed by Charmaz (2006). The final list
of categories and their constituent codes are set out in Appendix
C.
I tr ied to rem ain open t o t he m ea nings that could be construed
from the data and not to be over-influenced by the theory
d evelo ped from the literatur e review and prior exp erien ce. This
a nalyt ic stance was enabled by a r ef lexiv e conversat ion ab out
what I was coding a nd wh y.
This stance evidenced Charmaz’s
r equir em ent f or an intim acy with the st udied phenom enon and
sufficient detachm ent to p enetrat e how people expla in their
experiences.

2. Memo w riting
As I developed m y coding, I was thinking about what I was noticing
about different contexts; the origins and range of behaviour; and
values and consequences of what was represented in an incident.
I developed an d not ed the se em ergent ideas in m y data jour nal.
The m em o work recorded in m y data journal raised th e in itia l
descriptive categories to a m ore abstract level, as categories were
integrated.
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3. Developing categories
This third stage, based on the theorising of stage 2, led to a sense
that a m ore solid theory was em erging as categor ies becam e
saturated. However, as th e two examples of coding developm ent
b elow show, this was n ot a linear process.
Example 1 - noticing the effects of gender
I developed a new initial code (‘access to target’) to capture an
emergent question about the need for the ‘target’ of a
constructively a wkward int ervention to be present in th e room .
This obvious fact risked obscuring an interesting question about
what a per son, arr iving in a part icular place, em bodied by their
presence.
W ere they willingly present and engaged in
conversat ion? W er e t hey pr esent as a senior m anager, recreating
particular authority structures; as a subordinate; or peer? W as the
m eet ing planned or spont aneous? Co uld th e intervie wee require
the person to be in the ro om ?
This questioning triggered a more focused reading and then a text
query of the interview data, to explore how a boundaried
conversation was established and the degree to which wider
structures were replicated.
This enquiry helped to define the
importance of a ‘boundary disposition’ as a position which
a uth oris ed quest ioning of what was going on in the f inal theor y.
This review work revealed a bias in m y reading of the data. As I
went through each interview, identifying what people said they
n eeded in order t o get som eone int o a room for a conversat ion, I
( eve ntually) notic ed th at only t he wom en interv iewed spoke at this
le vel of det ail. I not ed the following in m y data journal.
‘The only references are for women. W hat is this telling me
about self-authorisation? Do men and women think about
t h is d if f er en tl y? I f t he y d o w h at is th e e vid en c e f or t h is
th
from the interviews? (29 October 2006)

Up to this point, I had been assuming that the constructively
awkward interventions were characterised by a male confidence, in
which questions of the right to speak were not consciously felt,
and this confidence was reflected in the interviews. Taking a m ore
crit ical sta nce to m y init ial assum ptions help ed m e to widen m y
definition of constructive awkwardness and to notice that Mark, for
instance, did talk about his lack of usual confidence when faced
with sen ior NHS manager s, peop le he tho ught knew m or e than he
did.
I m oved from def ining constructive a wk wardn ess as a set
piece event, boldly initiated, to thinking of it as a capability that
could be expressed as spontaneous, confronting intervention to a
very carefully worked out, tactical, but equally confronting
intervention. The following is f rom m y d ata journa l.
I t is a c apa bil it y. W hy a m I s a yin g t h i s? B ec a us e o f t he
distinction between the big constructively awkward events the set pieces and people like Hazel who tell stories about
having to manage the CEO around complaints, where they
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have less power but they still need to be challenging.
October 2006)

(30th

The m em o rem inded m e of pr ior r eading and Zeld in’s (1998) notion
of the ‘way of the weak’.
‘The way for the weak to move the strong is not by force
but by modifying their relationship, changing the angle of
approach’ and to do this requires ‘a great deal of patience
and, above all an ability to cope with fear’ (Zeldin, 1998,
p.162).

His concept
intervention.

seemed

to

support

this

notion

of

a

tactical

Example 2 - the emergence of self-authorisation
The original code for this process was ‘decision to intervene’,
r ef lect ing t he attent ion I placed on underst anding what happens
prior to an intervention.
Under this main code, I coded any
material that seemed to be evidence of what was going on
p rivate ly wit hin inte rviewees. For exam ple, I coded m ater ial t hat
related to the expression of strong emotions, which tended to be
anger.
In m y data journal notes I linked anger and disruptive
eff ects o n f luen cy of thinking and speech. I assum ed that high
levels of arousal would disrupt thinking and speech, reflecting m y
r eading of Golem an (1996) that exercising em otiona l int ellig ence
was a pre-r equisite f or eff ective com m unicat ion.
I eventually
q uest ioned t his assum ption and concluded t hat accessin g and
e xpr essing em otions could also b e crit ical in deve loping selfauthority, particularly if one could not rely on more formal
authorising contexts.
Also co ded were referenc es to cata lyt ic eve nts.
These were
events interviewees associated with feeling aroused and their
sense of their values being challenged. Interviewees also talked
about how their past experiences of being questioning and being
questioned by signif icant others (role models) helped to determine
their decision to intervene.
On the 8th October 2006 I noted in my data journal that the coding
list was too com plicated if m y aim wa s t o produce a m id-range
theory capable of underpinning an educative intervention.
This
triggered a review of the code, to raise the level of abstraction of
the initial codes. The descriptive code ‘decision to intervene’ was
replaced by ‘self-authorisation’ which related more closely to the
process I thought was being described. This code contained the
e vidence that underpinn ed the self -aut horisat ion mechanism
theorised and reported on in Chapter 4.
The anal yt ic work in these exam ples reflects Glaser and Strauss’s
advice to move between the data and theoretical deliberations and
to per iodically ‘stop co ding and r ecord a m em o of your ideas’
(1967, p.107). In the introduction to the literature review, I noted
that the tim ing of the liter ature review is conteste d in Grounded
The ory ( Charm a z, 2 006).
My assumption then, and confirmed
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here, is that while there are risks associated with prior theorising,
the exam ple relating to not icing gender dem onstrat es that with out
at least som e prior reading an d thinking, I m ay not have not iced
m y bias and its limit ing effects.

4. Theory write-up
This final stage is the theory described in Chapter 4. It reflects
m y sense that what I had produced was a ‘reasonably accurate
statement of the matters studied, and in a form that others going
into the field could use’ (Strauss and Corbin. 1998, p113),
r ef lect ing m y objective of producing a valid theory located in the
wider literature as defined by Argyris (2000).

C om pa t i bi l i t y o f Re a l i s m a n d Gr o un d ed Th e o r y
This section assumes a working compatibility between a realist
o nto logy and a Grounded Theory m ethodology. Ack royd notes that
r ealism supports ‘m ethodolo gical p luralism ’ (2004, p.137) and
Strauss and Corbin em phasise t he n eed for f lexibilit y in m ethod
(1998). There are also differences, particularly in relation to the
power of language to construct social realities in particular
c ont exts. Both realism and grounded theorist attribut e powe r to
language, for example, the work of Allen et al (2001) and Ekins
(1997) previously noted; the realist investigation of New and
Fleetwood’s (2006) into gender and contribution at conferences;
and Moren and Blom’s (2003) theorising about how social work
interventions ‘work’.
However, cr itical rea lism ’s c omm itm ent t o social construct ionism is
weak, as would be expected in the strat if ied ont ology d escribed
above. As Ackroyd and Fleetwood note, the role of discourse is
accepted but realism does ‘not take the next unwarranted step and
conclude that the social world is merely socially constructed’
( 2000 p.12). The im plications of this assum pt ion are discussed
with regard to how I positioned m y self in relation to interviewees’
accounts. I explore this challenge by considering ethnographers’
in sights into ref lexiv it y.

Ap p l yin g t he ins ights of ethno gra ph y
During the course of reading about how to investigate private
experience where there is the risk of intrusion, I read a book by
Arm strong-Coster (2004). This presents a longitudinal, in-depth
set of interviews that ‘open that silence’ that surrounds the
experience of dying (p.2). The narrative is organised in relation to
f our stages of d ying, contextualised in a wid er theor y re lat ing to
how public policy and individual social contexts determ ine people’s
e xper ience of th eir dying. W hat is dem onstrated is her prim ary
p urpose of understa nding how an indiv idual ex periences dying and
to give t hem ‘voice’.
There was limited interpretation of their
experience
and,
while
this
limits
any
theorising
and
generalisations, if one was working in a hospice or facing such an
e vent, h er work would ha ve im pact. You could be s ens itised to
som e of the issue s, ref lectin g Fetterm an’s obser vat ion about
ethnography,
that
‘the
insider’s
perception
of
reality
is
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in strum ental to und erstanding and accurate ly describing situat ions
and behaviours’ (1998, p.20).
A sim ilar fo cus on an individual’ s expe rience i n a different context
is demonstrated by Hockey (1986) and his exploration of the
e xp er ie nc e o f t he p ri v at e s o l di er in t h e Br i t is h a rm y. Hi s int en t i on
is also to tell their story ‘as close, and as faithful to their point of
view a s I can m ake it’ (p.5). He acknowledge s t hat the best t hat
can be done is an interpretation of this experience, f iltered
thr ough his o wn idios yncratic interpretation. He m akes an e lem ent
of this process transparent by acknowledging that he is focusing
his data collection in relation to exploring how patterns of
collaboration and conflict with structures enable the task of
soldiering. Porter (2000), m entioned below, questions the validity
of his account and, by im plication, et ic accounts generally.
The back cover of Hocke y’s (19 86) book revea ls t hat he was a
soldier in the British arm y. He does not discuss the effects of this
experience on his ethnography, though his familiarity with army
lif e has presum ably enabled him to get very close to his subjects.
The y t rust him as they share the hardships of train ing; t hey treat
h im as an insider. Port er, as a realist, is cr itical beca use there is
no questioning of why the soldiers think and behave as they do.
Hock ey’ s ac count is not pitched at the analyt ic lev el of gr ounded
theorists like Strauss and Corbin (1998) and Charm az (2006). His
a ccount, like m y own cod ing exam ples above, m ay p ay insuff icient
att ent ion t o ref lexivit y, as f or exam ple, does his unquest ioned
assumption about masculinity and martial values.
‘It is the infantry alone who do the destroying the enemy
face to face: the ultimate test of courage, aggression,
endurance, of manhood’ (Hockey, 1986, p.33).

Both these ethnographic studies seek what Goodley et al (2004)
d escribe as ‘im m ersion wit hin, an d in vesti gat ion of, a culture or
social wor ld’ t o m ake public pr ivat e experience’ ( p.5 6), to ‘render
the familiar strange’ (p.57). Both studies reflect a preference for
the emic perspective.
The insider’s perception of reality is
in strum ental to und erstanding and accurate ly describing situat ions
and behaviours ( Fetterm an, 1998, p.20).
Fetterm an (19 98) sets out a usef ul cont inuum . At one end are
ethn ographer s only int erested in t he em ic perspect ive.
As we
have seen, this is the domain of what Hammersley calls ‘insightful
d escript ions’ (19 92, p.1 3) that aim to rem ain close to a person’s
experience with lim ited theorising.
At the other end of the
cont inuum is the etic perspect ive. I am int ere sted, like Porter, in
developing realist theory with an etic approach. That is, using
categories and ideas that ‘reflect the analyst’s social science
ideas’.
My aim is to use and develop concepts from the prior
theorising reported on in Chapters 1 and 2, to organise my
f indin gs ‘and link them to signif icant theoretical a rgum ent s’
( Ham m ersley and Atkinson, 2007, p. 194).
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D e ve l opi n g a n e t i c pe r s p e ct i v e
Porter (2000) is critical of the em ic perspe ctive. He argues that
ethn ography, particular ly f rom a realist perspective, is not to
‘ideographically illuminate small-scale social events, but to
use examination of human agency to shed light on the
relationship between human agency and structure (Porter,
2000, p.143).

Porter is drawing on realism’s critical stance towards the effects of
structures.
Structures can be oppressive, so adopting a nonevaluative stance towards people’s accounts is not appropriate.
He concludes that ‘understanding actors’ viewpoints may be a
necessary condition of social knowledge, but it is not a sufficient
one’ (p.146). The effects of structure have to be included if there
is not to be ‘analytic superf ic iality’ (p.146).
He goes on to
sum marise, b ased on Hamm ersley (1992), f urther issues of
concern. That is, do descriptions in themselves generate useful
social theory and do these descriptions actually describe the
social world as it really is?
An ethical question is raised by concerns about the effects of
structure. To what extent does one have a duty to interviewees to
a lert them to th is possibility? Charm az and Mitchell (2 001) m ake a
d ist inction b etween ethno graphy, as entering into the su bject’s
world, and grounded theorists ‘going around’ with the intention of
mapping the phenomena and maintaining a level of objectivity to
the
subject’s
sense
making.
Davies
(2008),
discussing
ethnographic
interviews,
talks
about
the
co-creation
of
understanding
and
the
possibility
of
new
understandings
developing for interviewees. Her advice is to focus on the process
b y which new understanding em erges, ‘t o se e these developing
understandings in terms of the various perspectives on which they
a re base d, rather tha n som e gr adua l m ove towar ds t he truth’
(p.115).
My own practice in the interviews was to err on the side of ‘going
around’.
I think there were two themes that evoked a m ore
questioning stance. The first was to do with Mark’s r eluctance to
a ccept t hat the te rm ‘leader ’ a pplied t o him .
In retrospect, I
thought that I had been provoked by what I took to be the effects
of racism , ref lecting Maca lpine and Marsh’s (2 006) powerf ul white
discourse in action.
Peop le who lead th eir com munities during
civil unr est can be crim inalised. The second t hem e was to do with
several interviewees’ sense, which I contradicted, that they were
st upid when they aske d what seem ed to be approp riately
c ha l l en gi ng q ue st i on s . I h a d f e lt it m ys e lf m an y t im es and re a l ise d
how it had silenced me.
Hamm ersley (199 2) arg ues that we do not have direct access to
people’s experience. The task is not to try and reproduce this
e xper ience, but to represent it ’. Such work ‘m ust a lways be from
som e point of view which m akes som e f eatures of the phenom ena
represented relevant and others irrelevant’ (1992, p.50). Later,
Hamm ersley a nd Atkinson (2007) ta lk of ethnography n ot as set of
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procedural tools, but as a distinct analytic mentality with a
’particular mode of looking, listening and thinking about social
p henom ena’ (p.230).
They identify four components to this
a pproach, which com plem ent the curiosit y a nd quest ioning
embedded in Grounded Theory and realism.

G ui di n g e t hn og r a p hi c pr i n ci p l es
Fir st ly, the res earcher shou ld n ot jum p to a quick conc lus ion,
which m ay be a part icular r isk whe n the terr itory is f am iliar. For
e xam ple, the cod ing exam ples pr esented on pag es 73-74 evid ence
my too quick understanding about what constitutes a constructively
awkward intervention, the issues being the validity of the thought
produced and the lack of awareness that this rapid summing up
was going on. However, Hamm ersley and Atkinso n (2007) p oint
o ut t hat at s om e point a h ypothesis a bout what is going on m ust be
constructed.
Secondly, attention must be paid to appearances and to
questioning what they m ight m ean.
This is the critical realist
com mitm ent, espoused by Sayer (2000), to pr obe belo w the
empirical surface and to locate a person’s behaviour in a wider
social, cultural, historical context, a context they may not be
a ware of . This ana lyt ic stance can b e descr ibed as a po int of
d epartur e, b y t he researcher, f rom the f irst person account.
Hamm ersley a nd Atkinson th ink t his divergen ce is necessary if the
r ese archer ’s desire is t o contribute to academ ic knowledge rather
than ‘further the practical enterprise’ of the people in the study
( 2007, p.231). Davis (2008) supports an ana lyt ic st ance that is
close to the informant but also held at a distance, because useful
knowledge is not gained through introspection or an identification
with the subject.
Thirdly, the aim of the eth nographer ’s appr oach is to m ake the
strange f am iliar, to facilit ate underst anding.
This stance is
u nderpinned b y t he assum ption t hat people’s b ehaviour can be
understood even if it does not appear so initially. Simultaneously,
it is to keep th e behaviour unf am iliar to avoid m isu nderstanding it.
This requires the suspension, noted above, of immediate
explanatory accounts.
L ast ly, the researcher need s to examine t he contexts from which
people act, including what they m ay be unaware of and remain
interested in, and how they themselves think about how context
influe nce s them .
This sectio n h as set out t he approach to the int erv iews a nd the
status of the accounts produced by the interviews. My approach
was etic and I have noted an ethical challenge arising from the cocreation process.
In the next section I further explore the
practical consequences of reflexivity.

Q ue s t i o ns of va l i di t y
Hamm ersley an d Atkinson (2007) argue t hat the search for a
methodology that facilitates uncontaminated access to data is
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futile as ‘all data involves presuppositions’ by the researcher
(p.15).
Thus, reflexivity is a ‘significant feature of social
research’ (p.15). The concept of reflexivity is a reminder that the
stance the researcher takes to their research is shaped by prior
experience, values and their social and cultural context. Thus,
how reflexivity is managed relates to matters of validity and the
c laim s m ade for th is project ’s t heory. Max well (19 92) co nsid ers
validity in relation to realist enquiry and develops an account
which is com pat ible with Grounded Theory and an eth nographic
approach.
‘Validity is not an inherent property of a particular method,
but pertains to the data, accounts, or conclusions reached
by using the method in a particular context for a particular
purpose’ (Maxwell, 1992, p.284).

He argues that not all accounts of what is going on are ‘equally
u sef ul, credible or legit im ate’ (p.283). Dat a processing a nd the ory
d evelo pm ent m eans facing thr ee sorts of validit y q uest ions:




Interpretative validity -is reflexivity accounted for?
Theoretical validity - is the explanatory account coherent and
credible?
Descriptive validity - is the account of interviewees’
experience accurate?

I build m y validity case by offering further evidence about how I
was confronted by, and learnt f rom , m y lack of insight into m y own
theoretical preoccupations, which risked both interpretive and
theoretical validity.

Example - a lack of insight
My init ial ideas were rooted in the epistem ic assum ptio ns of the
Tavistock paradigm (Palm er, 1997), reflect ing m y train ing. During
a n academ ic supervision m y attent ion was drawn to the
unacknowledged effects of this analytic focus. My attention was
on the intra- and inter-personal experience of practioners. W hile I
had met one of the criteria set by Porter (2000), to make clear the
a ssum ptions that underpin the claim s of the proje ct, I had
inevitably failed to notice what I could not notice. My supervisor,
speaking f rom his own set of assum pt ions e nca psulate d by Crit ica l
Realism , suggest ed that structures, with t heir em bedd ed rules and
expectations, might be relevant to how people behaved. At the
t im e t his was a significant shift in m y prof essional knowledge and
a n exam ple of Meziro w’s (19 97) triple- loop lear ning. My advisor’s
intervention drew attention to how my assumptions determ ined m y
a nalyt ic f ocus, narrowed m y sens e of wh at constitute d rea lity and
threatened the validity of my theorising.

M a na gi ng r e f l ex i vi t y
The effects of structure on agency and its explanatory potential
a re now o bvious and h ave been re inforced by the com m itm ent of
this project to a realist perspective, an ontology shared by some of
the authors discussed here.
These are writers who argue that
r ealism and a com mitm ent to Grounde d Theor y p rinciples
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constitute a way of m anaging the challenge of reflexivity and its
threat to interpretive validity.
Archer ( 2003), from a r ealist perspect ive, argue s t hat the
challenge of understanding the other and the personal and cultural
situatedness of sense-making as researcher (what realists
describe as the double hermeneutic) should not be turned into an
impossibility. Both she and Manicas (2006) refer to the success of
e ver y day comm unicatio n.
Archer (2003) argues persuasively that as ‘authors’ of our own
private conversations we should not be seen as holding any
‘p ers onal warrant to kn ow better t han an yone els e the m eaning ’
(p.155) of what we think and what we say about that thinking.
However, this is not to privilege third-party interpretations.
Archer’s position is to privilege the first person account of their
thinking and feeling but to accept that this ‘knowing’ may be
incorrect.
‘I enjoy self warrant whenever I truly believe that I am
think ing (or feeling) X at the moment; ipso facto, I am
justified in claiming to know m y own state of belief, even if
that belief itself turns to be untrue’ (Archer, 2003, p.50).

The other ’s account m ay be superior (or not). They may notice
how our unconscious defences against anxiety shape how we
consciously perceive ourselves, reflected in the account we give of
our thinking and feeling (e.g. Klein, 1959).
However, conversation works despite the difficulties we may have.
Manicas ( 2006) d escribes the rese archer’s task as com ing to som e
agreement about what are already ongoing interpretations by
m em bers whose ‘act ivities con st itute their world’ (p.6 3). He ref ers
to the co ncept of ‘exot opy’ t o des cribe t he challenge of em pathy
required to understand another’s world and face the fact that such
o bject iv ity and neutr alit y is alwa ys com prom is ed by one’s own
s ubj ect ivit y.
Nance (2000) defines exotopy as attempting the
im possible, ‘to see the world from another’s place’ (p.12) and then
r eturn to one’s own place because this is the only place from
which action is possible, be it social action or the understanding of
the other.
A way of conceptualising the disposition this requires is Boxer and
Palm er’s (1994) ‘plus one’ posit ion, posited by t hem in relat ion to
process consulting.
‘[Consultants] articulate what is ignored or excluded by the
terms in which the client's situation is described and
interpreted.
Inevitably,
the
conversation
constructs
readings of the situation, which highlight some aspects of
the situation and how they are to be understood, and
obscures others. It is lik e a torch shone into a room, which
picks out what the beam strikes and leaves other things in
darkness. The 'Plus One' position is an active refusal to
forget this’ (Boxer and Palmer, 1994, p.5.)
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Such a position, taken in relation to listening and theorising, can
help to m anage the risk identified by Sayer in ethnographic work of
a ‘hall of mirrors effect in which our theories are confronting
them selves or refle ct ions of them selves, so that any d ist inction
between subject and object has m elted away’ (2000, p.33). Davis
(2008) notes that such a distinction is a pre-requisite of social
research.
The f ollowing diagram is a way of conceptualising a d ispo sit ion in
r elat ion to the ethnographer ’s comm itment
‘to
explore
the
phenomenological
reality
of
actors’
understanding and interpretations and their effects on
social structure, and not to take these interpretations as
fully constitutive of social structure’ (Davis, 2008, p.22).

The plus one position reflects Cecchin’s (1987) capacity for
c urio sit y. That is, to be alert t o the possibilitie s in s ense-m aki ng.
Suc h a disposition is part of achiev ing the ‘ana lyt ic incisivene ss ’
of Grounded Theory by preventing gross identification with the
subject an d subsequent unf ocused, random data collection,
p rocessed using st ock categor ies r ather than em ergent codes
(Charmaz and Mitchell, 2001, p.160).
A lack of curiosity
undermines both interpretative and theoretical validity.

Figure

3.5

r ef lexivit y
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M a na gi ng t he or e t i c al val i di t y
Theoretical validity was m anaged by developing a lengthy
liter ature r evie w. The a im was t o dem onstr ate the transpar ency,
a nd a de gree of c om prehens iveness, of the init ial theor y.
Yin
(2003) describes an ’internal validity’ (p.36). He argues that to
d em onstrate inter nal validity requ ires conf idence in t he accuracy
of the causal explanations offered.
Confidence has been built
through the iterative nature of explanations associated with midr ange t heory a nd th e use of a realist ont olog y, one that ‘ass erts
that there is a social world independent of our knowledge of it and
an epistemology that argues that it is knowable’ (Davis, 2008,
p.18).
Confidence was built on the origins and clarity of the initial theory
and its application to interviewees’ different experiences.
Evid ence has been of f ered of t he revision and developm ent of the
em erging t heor y.

M a na gi ng d es cr i pt i ve va l i di t y
Descriptive validity relates to the accuracy of the account of the
things heard during the interviews and ascribed to particular
interviewees.
The interviews were audio-recorded and the
transcripts and follow-up notes retained. There were two technical
f ailures dur ing the recording. The first was com plet e f ailure to
record the interview with Ester.
I wrote notes of the session
immediately afterwards and sent them to her for agreement. The
notes were seen as a reasonable record of the k ey themes. The
second failure was an interruption of the recording of the interview
with Martin. About five m inutes were lost towards the end. No
follow up action was taken. The failure became clear during the
interview and I switched to note taking.
The quot es used can be checked. What is not available from the
transcripts is the emotional content of the interviews. However,
its presence can be inferred by the language people used to
describe their thinking and feeling.
W hat is also missing is a
sense of the frequency of the constructively awk ward type events
d escribed. It is dif f icult t o conclude ho w comm on the behaviour
was in relation to that individual.
However, such empirical
ju dgm ents are not th e f ocu s. It is the exp lanat or y log ic, in which
em ot ionality i s id ent ified as evidence of a n underlying mechanism ,
which is to be judged.

3.4 Conclusion
The investigation of interviewees’ private deliberation presented
interesting methodological challenges. The first was to develop a
language, based on a realist ontology, to conceptualise what m ight
b e going on b elow t he em pir ical surf ace.
The second was to
develop a practical approach to data gathering and processing.
The use of Grounded Theory and ethnographic principles helped to
identify and then manage the risks of prior theorising and were
circuital in guiding the approach to data gathering and analysis.
The output of the data analysis processes is considered next.’
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Chapter 4 - Findings
Introduction
This chapter introduces the voice of practitioners as revealed
through the ten semi-structured interviews held in 2006/07.

Th e s t r u ct ur e o f t h e c ha pt e r
The f irst se ction descr ibes t he cont ext s def ined from inter viewees’
roles and experience. The second section proposes a set of three
g enerative m echanism s to expla in what i s going on below the
empirical surface. That is, how people, in particular contexts, with
their personal and professional resources, constrained and
enabled by the structure, produced the effects they recalled when
asked about being constructively awkward. The overarching aim of
this chapter is to develop the validity of the theory proposed by
letting the reader read extracts of interviewees’ first person
accounts. The concluding section evaluates the process of theory
d evelo pm ent, first describ ed in Cha pter 3 and ap plied in t his
chapter. This evaluation is based on the criteria developed by
Strauss and Corbin (1998).

4.1 The
theory

context

of

the

proposed

The aim of t he proje ct is to understand what people do whe n they
are constructively awkward in the context of a conversation. The
objective of the project is to develop learning interventions by
which people might develop their capacity and willingness to be
c onstructively awk war d. Chapter 3 id ent ified m id-range theory as
appropriate to developing the sorts of explanations required for
valid development interventions (Pawson and Tilley, 1997).
Such a theory is more than a working hypothesis, and less than an
overarching explanation of how to be constructively awkward in all
the contexts that conversation can take place.
This section
identifies the contexts from which the subsequent theory is
em ergent from a nd m ay have som e applicat ion to. Or, in Pawson’s
p ragm at ic term s, he lp ‘fig ure out wh at kinds-of -things work f or
what kinds-of-subjects in what kinds-of-situations (2001, p.11).
The f ollowing four cont exts we re em bedded in the int erview
criteria, based on the three experiences discussed on pages 575 8. These experiences were identif ied as having an im pact on the
interviewee selection criteria. Subsequent work to process and
a nalys e the int erv iew data (e.g. m em o wr it ing r eported on page
72) brought into sharper relief the importance of gender and
organisational context in term s of the tactics and selfauthorisation required by the constructively awkward practitioner.
It should be noted that other criteria, likely to be relevant in
determ ining context such as ethnicity and age were not explicitly
considered. The omission of ethnicity is considered in Chapter 6.
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C on t e x t s
Context is defined by Pawson and Tilley (1997) as referring to the
‘s pat ial and inst itutio nal locations of soc ial sit uat ions’ and t he
n orm s and values and interr elat ionships found in th em ’ ( p.216). I
considered the backgrounds of the people interviewed and the
situations in which they described their experiences. Four contexts
were identif ied that wer e assum ed to influence h ow peop le
behaved and were responded to.

Professional role
Interviewees had f orm al roles
These roles were rooted in
p rof essiona l com pet encies, authorised by wider prof essiona l and
societal values and exercised in organisational contexts. and more
o pen, comm unit y based settings.
For example: Nick as a doctor questioning the assumptions of
other doctors in the context of medical conferences; Martin
questioning how disable people are represented in a form al policy
making process; or Jo confronting poor planning in an IT meeting.

Organisational
Interviewees acted in formal, hierarchically constrained meetings
between peers, juniors and managers. These meetings may be
planned or ad hoc.
Intervie wees could assum e a level of
a uth oris ation to speak, linked to s eniorit y and the ways in which
lo cal cult ure determ ined what was acceptable m anagem ent
practice.
For exam ple; Nicky confront ing a doct or about poor ad vice t o a
patient; or Jo responding to a corridor challenge by the CEO about
the behaviour of a subordinate.

Self-authorised
Interviewees established and sustained a context conducive to
what it was t hey wante d to say. Th ey used t heir cap acit y to selfa uth orise, to invoke what Mor en and Blom (2003) call a ‘context
mechanism’ (p.59).
Such a m echanism , charact er ised by selfdisclosure, could evoke a more receptive context to whatever the
p r a c t i t i o n e r h a s t o s a y 4.
For exam ple: addressing f ellow comm uters on train abo ut th e use
of mobile phones; alerting the captain of a yacht to a collision
risk; challenging the assumption that mental health service users
could not speak f or them selves; and challenging the explanat ions
4

Moren and Blom (2003) studied how social workers and clients relate
to each other to create change. They theorised that when a social
worker spoke from their own experience of challenge this could enable
the client to believe in the good intentions of the w orker rather than it
just being a ‘job’. The social worker’s intervention moved the context
from formal, in which the client took up a position of resistance, to a
more collaborative stance. Different rules were assumed to apply in
t h e s ub se quen t c onv er s at ion. This c on c ept s en s it ise d t h e da t a a nal ys is
to the possibility that unfavourable contexts could be changed.
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that a group of black com m unit y le aders h eld about their sense of
d isem powerm ent.

Gender
While interviewees did not discuss gender, this context was
theorised f rom the data to e xpla in the diff erences in how selfauthorisation was developed, the tactics used to initiate and
sustain an intervention and the valency for self-doubt and selfsilencing.
F or ex am ple; N i ck y’ s v er y t h ou ght f u l a p pr oa c h to her C EO a bo ut a
com plaint and Peter’s explosive conf ront at ions with his church
m em bers.
The se contexts are not exclusive. They are an ap proxim ation of
the fine-grained contexts described by interviewees.
They are
assumed to be sufficient to produce valid mid-range theory as they
a re ‘likely to have a com m on t hr ead runn ing thr ough them
tra ceable to m ore abstract analyt ical fram ework ’ (Pawso n and
Tilley, 1997, p.39).

4.2 The mechanisms
The f ollowing fig ure identif ies the em pirical surf ace in term s of the
conversational model first proposed on page 8. Three mechanisms
are proposed (self-authority; self-doubt; and reparation) in relation
to the four contexts identified.
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Figure 4.1 - an overview of the theory
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A s elf- auth orit y me ch a nism
This m echanism has t hree com ponents which need t o be
assembled to produce sufficient self-authorisation to initiate an
intervention; the outcom e is not guaranteed.

C om po ne n t 1 - r e f l ex i ve c o n ver sat i on
Reflexive conversation, discussed on page 42, refers to private,
internal conversations, which have causal powers, the purpose of
which is to deliberate about what is going on and how one might
b e involved. Ar che r (2003) ident if ies two t ypes of ref lexivit y, b oth
of which are concer ned wit h self -exam inat ion and different iat ed by
the level of confidence placed on these deliberations.
The
com municat ive reflexive is m ore likely t o doubt their t hink ing and
seek r eassur ance from others.
Seeking another’s opinion can
undermine self-authority and delay or postpone action.

Communicative reflexivity
For exam ple, Nicky in a f ollow up note af ter her inter view
d escribed an exp erience crewin g on a ya cht. She has not iced a
b uoy in the cha nnel an d af ter som e privat e deliberat ion, t ells the
captain.
The crew laugh at her, saying it was obvious.
The
captain thanks her and tells her that saying what m ay be obvious
is important for a crew relaxing after a race. Reflecting on her
experience she said:
‘It means that I am left making a value judgement about
whether or not to speak up in the face of too little
information or confidence to make that very decision.
I
guess what I mean is that if I had enough info. and
experience (in relation to those I’m with) I would not be
having the conversation with myself about whether or not to
speak up! …I find it really frustrating and total illogical
nonsense.’

This sounds like a com m unicative reflexive conversation.
The
decision to speak is delayed while she debates if she has
sufficient inform ation and confidence to speak.
Despite these
deliberations she does speak, suggesting that she has a way of
increasing her agential powers.
The uncertaint y v act ion dilem ma is p resent in Jo’s interview. As
a senior manager she felt she had a duty to give feedback. The
content of this feedback was based on what she noticed. Like
Nick y, as she not iced, she th ought about how m uch others knew
com pare d to
what she knew.
Her decision to feed back was
preceded by questions about her right to speak. Accessing her
values appears to be integral to having an effect on her sense of
a genc y.
‘I think there’s something about integrity and honesty and
integrity is really deep in me around actually not ignoring it
and everyone just gossiping behind these people’s backs…
It’s [her proposed intervention] probably coaching I
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suppose and you’ve got to have a legitimacy to be able to
do that. You know, who the hell am I to do that?’

Meta reflexivity
B y c o n t r a s t , t h e m e n d i d n o t t a l k m u c h a b o u t t h e i r d o u b t 5. T h e i r
r ef lexive conversat ions tended t o b e instrum ental or about what
others were doing. An exam ple of th e f orm er com es fr om Mark.
He talked about two voices that reflected his origins and current
work.
‘…my internal conversation might be between the grass
roots me and the a bit more professional me and that’s
probably how I …… that’s probably how I managed to keep
my balance.’

He was talking about presenting to NHS organisations.
His
r ef lexive conversat ion synthesised his form ative experience with
the requ irem ents of the t ask. He talked about m atching h is voice
to the audience. His reflexive conversation was self-monitoring
lik e Nick y and Jo but lacked the self-doubt. Steve, a doctor, was
the most confident and articulate about his right to challenge,
coining the term ‘rattling the bars’ to describe the intention of
much of his research. His reflexivity was nearest to Archer’s selfconfident practitioner.
Below, he descr ibes his t hought s as he
presents a paper at a conference. He does not question his ‘right’
to be there. His deliberations are about m anaging the event and
his own behaviour.
‘…you’re really multitasking in your brain which is
exciting…you’re marshalling all the thoughts of how you
might deal with that [question/challenge] but you’re also
conscious of how the rest of the audience, to what extent
are they supportive of this person? To what extent could
you play this off against what somebody earlier has said?
…So
obviously
if
you
sense
that
actually
they’re
overstepping the mark, then making clear that you’re not an
easy target and smacking them quite hard back, but
obviously not doing that to somebody who is genuinely
saying, I don’t understand this point, could you explain it
more? … And that’s the excitement I suppose of coming
out and thinking, yeah, I handled that pretty well, I think I
got it right. Or mmm, I should have been…’

Steve talked about being part of the context that he was
challenging and recognised that his self-authority was partly based
on the generative effects of his professional and organisational
context. The extract also shows a reflexive process during the
intervention. This helps to keep it on track so that he does not
behave in a way that threatens his authorising context (he did not
want to com e acro ss as a b ully) .
Like others, he reviews his
performance because he thinks this delivers better perform ance.
Nicky also talked about a review process but it was characterised
b y self -doubt. This doubt was sym ptom at ic of a basic value ab out
intervening and being brave.
5

It has to be said that the possibility of gender difference only emerged
after the interviews, so I did not ask about doubt specifically.
93

‘I think about afterwards everything I wish I’d said. And
then I think, but if you were there and that had come to
your mind. Would you have been brave enough to say it?’

Nicky found contemporaneous review difficult if she felt angry or
bullied. She could describe her emotional state but not effectively
control it. The control of em ot ions is present in Peter ’s r esp onse
to a question about reflexive conversations prior to intervening.
‘But it’s like there might be warning bells which I
stubbornly ignore. If there are warning bells, and I suspect
there are, if that’s the internal voice, I ignore it with a kind
of reckless wilfulness.’

Pet er recogn ises his em otional st ate and ignores it, as if too m uch
crit ical deliberat ion on one’s em otional stat e m ay underm ine selfauthorisation.
This proposition begs a question about what
triggers an em otional re sponse. Two possibilit ies arise from the
data: worries about looking stupid; and values being challenged.
The challenge to values was felt internally and becomes public
when linked to an intervention.
That is, in som e situat ions, in
r elat ion to som e values, som e pe ople f elt ob liged t o int ervene.
The next section describes how people positioned themselves in
relation to the events they intervened on.

C om po ne n t 2 - t ak i n g a bo u nd ar y p osi t i o n
Martin a dis abled m an, inst ituti onalised as a you ng child, talked
about being an outsider. He knew that some people wanted to be
‘inside’, but he knew he always m igrated to the outside because he
was interested in difference rather than sameness. He felt being
a n o utsider enabled h im to do som e awkward questioning.
‘It’s about asking the questions that people are thinking but
don’t want to ask because of the culture. And I always feel
that I’m outside and being outside, you can ask questions
which may seem bloody obvious and probably are bloody
obvious but people don’t ask them, and it’s sort of the
Emperor’s new clothes scenario’…

The outsider position is linked to formative events.
Mark’s
e xper ience of discrim inat ion, pr ison, civil disturbance and
com munity leadersh ip p aint ed a rich d escript ion of t he possibilities
that arise from be ing on t he boundar y.
He was an outsider,
initially determ ined to justif y his treatm ent as unwanted.
He
talked of pr ison and m eeting som eone who cha llenged his self
destructive logic and suggested the ‘outsider’ position was a
vantage point.
‘…he gave us some books, some serious books that was
written by the Black Panthers, Malcolm X from in the 60s
and their idea of religion, their beliefs and their struggle in
this name of blackness was totally different to what I’d
been doing. So I think I started to learn and understand
and I then didn’t want to do things that was going to
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undermine my blackness. So I couldn’t go out and behave
in a certain way and justify it because of racism because
it’s down to me how I react to the things that impact on me
and then that was the beginning of my journey.’

Mark had talked about having two voices. This appears to be a
way he can m anage the risk of working with established services
and not lose his critical outsider edge.

Using difficult experiences
Act ing f rom a profe ssional and organisat ional cont ext, rooted in
f orm ative experiences, was im portant f or Ester, a r ef ugee f rom the
Bosnian war.
The mobilisation of deeply painful personal
experience was risky.
While it authorised and sustained her
interventions she worried about ‘prostituting her experience’.
The se exper iences t hat f orm ed the values of her work were
em ot ionally r aw.
The re-experiencing of these emotions in the
present could lead to depression, which she had finally learnt to
manage.
Ester, Mark and Helen were people who spoke to their use of
em ot ionally laden persona l exper ience as an elem ent in their selfauthorisation.
This suggests an important difference between
those who can primarily invoke a professional role to authorise
their interventions and those who achieve this status by
processing profoundly personal experiences. However, Esther in
particular, noted that while a professional may be very interested
in this personal experience, she also had had it turned back on her
as evidence of poor control and unreliability.
Esther talked of being frozen out of a discussion about racism by a
Hom e Off ice f acilitator at a conference when she attacked th e U.K.
press for its racist reporting of refugee matters. Two observations
c an be m ade. Professional r ole context, enjoyed by the f ac ilitator,
can be used to silence by interpreting meaning and invoking selfsilencing.
Secondly,
practitioners
who
mobilise
pr im ary
experience to develop self-authority use their boundary position as
a vantage point and have m ore work to do than people who can
claim prof ession al st atus by way of trainin g a nd qualif icat ion.

The Emperor’ s new clothes
Steve k new h e was a priv ileged insider, who could draw upon
p rof essiona l aut hority and cho ose to locate him self on the
b oundar y, a place of op port unity and exc item ent
‘I’m both a sort of insider and an out… I suppose
fundamentally I see myself as an outsider…It’s a sort of
love-hate though, you want to be part of the group but also
you hate the group and I guess that is the outsider
position.
It’s not that you completely reject it and don’t
want anything to do with it, that would be much simpler in a
way,- it’s this sort of strange ambivalence.’
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The boundary r ole could be t em porary a rising from newne ss in a
job and being surprised by another’s intervention.
Jo linked
joining and feeling authorised to questioning.
‘Because when you’re first new in an organisation, to some
extent, I wasn’t aware of the culture, the when you speak
and when you don’t speak in the [organisation] and so I
spoke because what I could see, it’s a bit like the
Emperor’s got no clothes on, I could see that what they
were doing was wrong.
And what would be interesting
would be if about a year later, if they’d started to go down
this line, would I have had the same confidence?’

The Em peror ’s st ory speaks to t he d ilem m a that the constructively
awkward practitioner can draw attention to. W hat is obvious is
suppressed and speaking to it is a refusal to go along with the
g roup. Equally, like the boy, the pract itioner ca n be dism issed as
new or naive.
Jo noted that as she becam e e stablished her
capab ility to quest ion dim inished. However, Pet er t old a stor y t hat
suggested this capability can be reinvigorated by surprise.
Pet er describ ed wo rk ing f or three years to am algam ate t hree
parishes. On the day of signing one group refused. He lost his
tem per.
‘It was more like a blurting out so it was destructively awkward, if
you see what I mean. And the time when I did it most, which is a
really searing life experience for me, when I was caught off-guard
- shock came into this…But at the time, I just lost my rag. I made
what I’m told was one of the most fluent and articulate
theological speeches of my life. I quoted every Old Testament
Prophet and Jesus.’

L oss of contr ol is not nec ess ar ily synonym ous with a
thinking, though he later questions the appropriateness of
em ot ive inter vention. The shock of the m om ent seem s
triggered a violent discontinu ity wit h an assum ed sh ared
was as if he stood alone while holding the shared
am alg am atio n.

loss of
such an
to have
task. It
task of

The boundary position is characterised as being part of what is
going on and being alert to dissonance.
People can find
themselves in this position because of some significant and
tra um atic experience. Hold ing this posit ion can be diff icult, there
are pressures to conform. The next section explores how people
talked about t heir values wh ich alerted t hem to disso nance and
events which triggered the desire to intervene.

C om po ne n t 3 - e x pr es si n g val ues
The people interviewed had a strong sense of what was right and
wrong. This ethical framework concerning behaviour and thinking
was applied to themselves and others.
When asked about the
o rigins of th ese values, peop le t alked about early f am ily lif e and a
tolerance of arg um ent. The data suggested a str ong comm itm ent
to co nf ront when f aced, in the words of Helen, ‘wrong th inking ’.
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For Helen, wrong thinking had directly affected her life.
As a
m ental healt h service user, ot her people’s assum pt ions had
d eterm ined her experience. N ow, as the lead er of a m ental he alth
a rts pr oject, when in vited t o participat e in service developm ents,
she would speak up on behalf of herself and service users.
Sim ilarly, Martin, as a disable d person, fe lt he had a d uty to
confront prejudicial thinking and action.
‘I deal with anything to do with disabled and deaf people…
the role is actually being constructively awkward to ensure
that disempowered people get included and the issues that
aren’t generally integrated into strategy in the mainstream
are.’

Mark, as a black act ivist, had access to decision m akers. He was
a m em ber of Departm ent of Healt h advisory gr oups a nd a police
liaison group.
This access was achieved by targeting these
groups for membership. He believed them to be influential. He
knew he had to manage his em otions and b ehaviour oth erwise he
risked losing people’s interest and being dismissed as an angry
activist.
He was driven to challenge the structures that had
worked again st him and oth ers.
‘When you’ve lived all of those kind of experiences at a
very young age, that’s burnt inside you. I don’t want to die
without having seen some change.’

And:
‘I’m a community based kind of character, I don’t know
why… I’ve grown up around large groups of black males,
many of them not as fortunate as me in actually having
developed some skills and knowledge and a bit of ability
and understanding about the system.
So I would feel I
would be a sell out if I didn’t do something to try and
improve matters and improve life.’

Helen, Martin and Mark created and accessed formal community
a nd organisat iona l cont exts f rom which to act to chang e things.
They were determ ined and m ethodical in their challenge of wrong
thinking. This deliberate long-term approach was shared by Steve
who, b y his own adm ission, was a part of the dom inant cultur e. He
talked about th e MA pr ogr amm e he dire cts. His aim is to d isrupt
his students.
‘I would say to all the students at the start of term, we will
disrupt you in this first term, and at Christmas, at the end
of the first term, you will probably be floundering and feel
you know less and you’re less certain about the things than
you are now.’

He felt that it was his responsibility to act in this way. He was not
interested in t elling people wh at to t hink b ut in making them
conf ront a nd m anage p luralit y in sense m aking. His values were
rooted in the belief that good doctors were capable of testing and
developing their ontological and epistemological assumptions.
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Other interviewees described more emotional, spontaneous, value
driven interventions.
For exam ple, Nick y describ ed fee ling ‘aff ronted’ when her
professional decision making was challenged. Peter talked about
b eing ‘affront ed in m y va lue system ’ wh en som ething that is unf air
‘im pinges on m y sense of justice and m y sense of values’. Ester,
when conf ronted by a r acist int erpretat ion of dat a, f elt com pelled
to challenge ‘wrong thinking’. All are com m itted to speaking up f or
others.
An example of a spontaneous intervention was given by Peter. He
talked about a church meeting when a request by a black church to
use the parish hall was turned down. The following reflects the
role of emotions in unplanned value challenging ‘events’.
‘I believed it to be racist in character but for some reason the
trigger point was that when I challenged them to give me a
theological basis for their decision and they not only couldn’t, but
what made me see red was that they didn’t really see where that
came into it particularly. … And I blew my top and told them what
I thought of them, delivered a judgment that was somewhat
politically reckless but it didn’t matter, but it got me into conflict
for a while with them and much more’ …

Spontaneity appears linked to his level of
that q uestions the link in the em ot ional
between confronting skills and high level
Peter was also the person who knew about
apologising in recognition of the fact that
people with his emotive expression.

arousal, a connection
intelligence literature
of em otional contr ol.
t he im portant sk ill of
he could upset som e

Interviewees intervened when they felt their values were
challenged as part of a long-term strategy of engagement with
d ecision-m ak ing bodies or in a spont aneous, em otive wa y.
All
interviewees were involved in work that required them to question
and challenge, so it is perhaps not surprising they could be value
driven. Having a clear set of values sensitises people to, and
draws them into, situations where they are likely to feel
challenged, which requires an intervention.

Ou tc ome - s uffic e nt se lf-aut horis ation
Reflexive deliberation on events in order to think about how they
may relate to one’s values, and a disposition to intervene when
challen ged, gener ates in som e contexts suff icent self-author isation
to initiate an intervention.
W hat constitutes sufficient selfauthorisation appears to be both personally and contextually
determ ined.
Context can increase/decrease the sense of selfauthority and the sense of authority can be transitory.
Mark invoked his role as a comm unit y activist as driving his desire
to im prove t hin gs and t he re cogn ition of th is role enabled acce ss
to membership of important consultative groups. Martin linked his
r isk taking with the author ity der ived from organ isat iona l
m em bership. This m embersh ip helped h im to kno w how and when
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to m ake decisions. Jo as a ward m anager in a children’s hospital
linked her authority to her formal responsibility for a physical area
a nd her conce rn f or her p at ients. She was ver y cle ar t hat a nyt hing
that happened within the ward was her domain and her
r esp onsibility. This seem ed t o aut horise her role as an ad vocate,
a role which in her view authorised challenge.
‘I was the parents’ advocate and the children’s advocate,
so I could say, no, I need to get this simplified because I
really need to understand that simplified because I really
need to understand that because I’m doing it on behalf of
them.’

She m ade a distinction between feeling authorised in this formal
context and in her current senior role, where the opportunity to
act for others is harder to determ ine.
‘I’m asking on behalf of myself and I would find that harder
to do because I’m not doing it on behalf of somebody else.
Although when I do that - so if I say right, I need to be able
to translate this for my team and I’ve got to be able to
communicate it to them really easily, so I’m now going to
ask a really stupid question which I might know the answer
to (pretending), if you could just explain it to me, then I’ll
be able to explain it to them really well – it’s kind of using
someone else isn’t it? It’s cheating’.

Speaking up for others
Jane talked abo ut becom ing the advocate f or disaffect ed staff .
While she felt disaffected, she realised she was expected to speak
up for herself and others. She talked about her exit interview, a
f orm al context, in which she is junior. She rem inds herself that
she has som ething to say.
‘I was taken into a room and we talked and I was just honest with
the reasons why I was leaving and I think then I was challenged
that, as a professional, I had an accountability to speak up and
say a bit more openly the frustrations that were there and again, I
was just coming to realise that I was probably frustrated and
needed to move on.’

Speaking up f or others is im port ant and Peter suggests that t his
authorising context can be invoked.
Here, he is talking about
challenging people on behalf of others about mobile phone use on
a train.
‘I find it intrusive and I find it insensitive. Why don’t they
realise that this is upsetting people? And on this particular
day it became too much.’

Pet er is art iculating som ething abo ut the role of the construct ively
awkward practitioner. The task is to speak and to get others to
face ‘otherness’. That is, the person or issue that is not
r ef erenced in conversat ion because it cannot or will not be heard.
For example, Mark talked of representing his ‘hard to hear
com munity’.
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Effects of professional status
Nick y noticed how her authority to challenge was influenced by her
role. As a clinician, other clinicians would listen and act on her
a dvice. W hen she becam e a m anager, the sam e people r eacted
d iff erent ly, as if she had f orsak en her prof essio nal author ising
context.
‘I used to say well exactly the same amount of background, and
knowledge and effort, and professionalism. They’d say 'Oh no,
we don’t need to do that'. And he said that’s what management’s
like. Clinical people always have more clout. The clinical people
always have the patient’s interests behind them.’

Mark also described the effects of changing context on his
a uth orit y. He spoke at a c onf erence on a subject he had deep
p ersonal experience of but he was in a n unf am iliar co ntext.
‘ [I] did a racial health conference a couple of years ago
with Sir Nigel Crisp, oh, I was terrible and that was …… I
mean health is a whole different bag.
I’m willing to
challenge policing, I went through all kinds of policing so I
was willing to challenge. Health is just like where all those
clever people are, who know more about your body than
you know about your body so what can you say to them?
How can you challenge them?’

Use of emotions
A way some people developed and maintained their authority was
thr ough th e expression of the em otions ar oused as t heir values
were challenged.
Implicit in the mobilisation of personal
e xper ience t o augm ent authorit y was the real and im agined risk of
lo sing co ntrol. Jane describ ed how her em otions an d the worry
that they would be extroverted, disrupted her ability to think and
act. This worry underm ined her self-authorisation.
‘Because what I was finding was that the emotion was what
was shutting me up and making me go into myself because
I was scared that I was going to cry and blub and look
pathetic which makes it even worse. And so to do that, I’ve
tried to take the emotion out of it’.

Pet er described his em otional r esp onse leading t o destructively
a wkward outcom es.
‘A sense of I’m going to have to speak to this, it’s out of
control.
I mean obviously all the physiological things,
increasing of pulse rate, dry mouth, nervousness, anxiety –
all those sorts of things – a heightened sense of drama, a
sense of tension, inevitability, a complete reckless
abandonment of caring about the consequences. The ‘here
I stand I can do no other’. It’s a kind of, it might be a
function of a kind of mad grandiosity. I don’t always ……
it’s not trying to achieve anything at this point, it’s a
discharge – a discharge of rage and fury in order that the
opponents should know where they are wrong…’
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He suggested th is em otionalit y was due t o a lack of emot iona l and
political literacy, and posits an intra-personal mechanism.
The
p hys iologic al arous al is such that it over whe lm s his think ing.
However, he also talked about being at his m ost articulate when
he was aroused.
Nicky and Jo draw more specific attention to how context may
influe nce t he m anagem ent of em ot ions.
In the more formal
professional contexts they operate in, differences of opinion
appear
more
choreographed.
There
are
conversational
conventions built around power relationships,. Nick y described a
careful strategy of alliance building and checking with colleagues
before pushing her professional challenge about the care of a
patient.
This challenge highlights a m ore subtle and tactical,
constructively
awkward
intervention
used
to
manage
the
hierarchical relationship with a consultant. An ‘all guns blazing’
intervention was not an option. Nicky wants the challenge to be
contextualised
as
if
it
were
an
ordinary
conversation,
characterised by her conscious use of open questions.
This
controlled inter vention was achieved despite fee ling extrem ely
anxious and her sense of having no choice. Her ethic of doing the
best for her patient self-authorised her intervention.
She
d escribed a reflexive comm entary o n h er em otional stat e to
maintain control, in contrast to its absence in Peter’s description
of ‘reckless abandonm ent ’.
‘I don ’t go in all gu ns bla zing
their response. So that they’re
Just so that, you know, it is
instead of a very difficult one.
“What do you think about this?”
thing.’

But also them in terms of
not feeling as challenged.
an ordinary conversation,
I try and make it into a
“I’m a bit worried.” Kind of

The consultant reacts well to being managed like this. His values
a re n ot ch allenge d. Jo told a sim ilar story in relation to her chief
executive who was very unhappy about a report that one of Jo’s
team had written about high workloads for the team . The chief
e xecut ive uses her p ower to chan ge the co ntext f rom an inform al
to formal conversation. The daily early morning ritual of friendly
banter is suddenly replete with hierarchical power.
‘So I’m expecting the chit-chat banter and she said, can I
just ask why your team, your subordinates have raised the
issue that they’re stressed and their workload is too much…
So this isn’t a chi- chat, so I then reverted into okay, I’m in
a formal meeting mode now’.

Jo rapidly controls her em otions and levels of disclosure.
The
chief executive asks her to punish the subordinate by tak ing away
h er favour ite piec e of work. Jo is appalled and sa ys no and turns
her anger on herself, evidence of the high value she places on her
advocating role.
‘I didn’t particularly challenge it in an eloquent way, I just
went no, I don’t think that’s necessarily the sort of thing I
would do. And I felt very angry with myself when I came
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out of it because there’s no way I challenged it in the right
way and she still expected me to do it.’ .

The m ana gem ent of em otions appears crit ica l in m ediating
o utcom e. Mark, Nick y and Steve m ent ioned t he str ong inf luence of
role m odels who express desired intellectual and emotional
char act er ist ics. Mark spoke about being issued wit h an ultim atum
b y a p rom inent bla ck MP who had he lped h im f ind his f irst
d evelo pm ent job. Her e, he relates what was said to him that got
h im to face the quest ion about his capacit y f or good.
‘…you’ve got some potential and you’ve got a lot of power
over the guys…and you need to decide if you’re going to
use that power in a positive or a negative way.’

Feeling and maintaining a sense of authority can be a fragile
o utcom e to the assem blage of the m echanism com ponent s. The
n ext m ech anism explor es a not her facet of the em otive expression
considered here.
Th ere is som e evidence t hat incr easing the
em ot ional volum e f acilitates eloquence a nd securing attention.
Som etim es em otions can be counter-product ive. The next section
e xplores a repar ation m echan ism .

R e par at i on m ec h a ni sm
Som e people were concerned about going to o far and wanting to
be fair to others. Peter recognised that he could focus too m uch on
the person, rather than the ideas they were expressing.
The
p erson becam e the f ocus of his anger.
‘No, I’m not at all able to leave it. …… [IA] …… I have to
repair it, as far as it’s possible.
So I would do what I
could, I would always do what I can.’

He would use the structures associated with his role as priest, like
a serm on or parish newspaper to ‘back pedal’. This was not a
panic response to losing control.
The decision to repair arose
from sober reflection and was a move in the constructively
awkward intervention. Push people too hard, bully them and they
forget the message.
Mark talked about his work with the police advisory group. He
gave feedback about their capture of two of the three murderers of
young girl. He dem onstrates an anticipatory r eparat ion. W hile
other advisors were congratulating the police he balances his
congratulations.
‘I’m at pains to say I’m not knocking you, at least you’ve
taken part of the problem off but to give you more
congratulations, this is what I expect…’

He underst ands the d ifficult ies the po lice face but explains h aving
p eople wh o have com m itted cr im es f ree in the comm unity
enhances their crim inal status, underm ines the rule of law and
m akes them m ore dang erous.
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‘Telling them in that way I think made the message more
palatable and later on, they came to me and tried to, I don’t
know if befriend is the right word, but tried to let me know,
tried to convince me that they do take these matters
seriously.’

Nick y described a confrontation with the head of theatres, a
powerful peer in the hospital.
He was very angry with her
challenge and attempted to prove her factually incorrect. Nicky,
who rar ely c hallen ged unle ss s he had d one her researc h, was
r ight. Later she phoned him t o ask for his help. Her re quest was
a tactical reparatory act.
‘And he said "You are one of the few people I’ve ever met
in my life, who constitutes having an argument as a basis
for a good relationship" . And he was more or less… I think
he found it quite amusing that the next time I spoke to him,
I thought now I know you can I ask you a favour. And he, I
think, thought oh I would never gonna talk to him again’.

Nick y’s perc ept ion of the c hallenge is different to t he re cipient’s,
who appears to associate confrontation as more likely to damage
r elat ionships. Nicky a ssum es that the r elat ionship is r obust and
can contain the challenge.
Martin also paid attention to managing relationships, to keep the
challenge contained in a conversational context of policy
d evelo pm ent.
‘recognising that tension that was there enabled me to be
able to intervene in a way which was constructively
awkward in its best way - that it was managing my
irritation, managing my colleague’s irritation because my
colleague was much more irritated and tends to react with
emotion and not think about the overall strategy and get
angry which isn’t helpful’.

The se extracts suggest there is an att em pt to understand the
other’s experience and behaviour in the context of being
challenged.
There was also recognition that the decision to
challenge is linked to higher levels of arousal and that this can
u nderm ine em pathy. Em pathy seem s to help m atch the level of
challen ge to the real or im agined capacity of t he recipient to hear
and manage it.
The pict ure so far is of som e ver y d eterm ined and skilf ul peop le.
It was also the case that a sense of authority was vulnerable to
self -doubt. The other outcom e of t his m echanism was that people
did not intervene even though they felt they should do.
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A s elf- dou bt me ch a nis m and self-sile nc ing
This m echanism was developed to e nable think ing about the
effects of the anxiety associated with feeling stupid.
The
p reparedness to talk a bout t his f ee ling wa s, in this sm all s am ple,
differentiated by gender.
For exam ple, Nicky t alked about ‘not
want ing to look a plonker ’. This wo uld b e t o say som ething she
thought m ight be blindingly obvious. This anxiety was triggered
and sustained by a reflexive conversation that rehearsed a
d ilemm a char acterised by; should I s peak and ris k b eing wrong
a nd j ud ge d o r st ay q u iet a n d r is k t he co n s eq u e nc e s if I ’m r ig ht ?
‘I undergo an extremely uncomfortable period of uncertainty
and internal wrangling, usually accompanied by a rapid
heart rate and even hyperventilation in the most scary
scenarios e.g. high level meetings.’

Hazel described a difficult internal conversation when she m ade a
mistake talking to her chief executive about a complaint.
‘So he would fire questions at you and if I was forced to
say I don’t know, that made me feel- stupid girl! Kind of
thing.’

She agreed that this voic e could underm ine her aut horit y. Helen
talked about a large public m eeting where she felt patronised by
the speaker. She could not decide whether to have another go at
e xplain ing herself .
‘I was trying to do a battle with myself, this really doesn’t
matter, it doesn’t matter and you’re probably not going to
stay. I felt I was telling myself it doesn’t matter, I think
that’s what I was doing and I was determined that I was
going to have to go at some point very soon because it was
very annoying as well.’

She is t alking to herself about her dilem m a and tries to resolve the
tens ion by sa ying that is do es not m atter. Jo sim ilar ly deliberates
on a question about what others m ight know, setting up a real or
im agined mism atch in understanding between self and others.
‘So maybe I’ve got it wrong, because everyone else seems
to be acting as if things are okay and one or two other
people seem to feel the same as me but I don’t know, are
they allies or are they enemies?’

In a later extract,
deliberations.

Jo

added

the

dim ension

of

t im e

to

these

‘I tip over into the point of, right, I should know that, I’m now
senior, I now have to be seen to be credible and I need to gain
people’s trust and respect, I cannot now ask the stupid question I don’t know when it is exactly’.

This comm ent seems t o m ark a transition from the m eta-ref lexive
to comm unicat ive r ef lexive voice.
Mark was the only m ale to
speak about self-doubt as underm ining his co nfid ence t o speak.
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At the
thought
as with
form of

health conference noted above, he was disabled by the
that his audience knew m ore than he did. This tr igger ed,
Helen, a rhetorical ‘how can I challenge them?’ question, a
self-silencing.

In t hese exam ples, reflexive deliberat ions lead to silence even
though
these
internal
conversation
may
be
noisy
and
u ncom f ortable. If a catalyst f or this is the avoidance of f eeling
p ublicly s tu pid, not all p eople res ponded in the sam e wa y. Som e
p eople expla ined their self-doubt in term s of som ething lacking in
others.
Peter, discussing public challenge on the train, described his
intervention as ‘idealistically stupid’.
Martin, confronting
professionals whom he describes as acting in ‘bureaucratically
stupid’ ways, uses his own apparent stupidity as a tactic to get
attention focused on his way of thinking.
‘So, just throwing in some examples of stuff which is completely
ridiculous, humorously ridiculous and stupid but also examples
that actually ask questions.’

Nick y, later in her int erview, gave an exam ple of not being list ened
to; an experience that might have triggered self-doubt. As she
told the story she talked about ‘we’. Her role with others was that
of an interm ediary between a regulatory body and services. She
talked ab out her service backgr ound and t hat som e people at the
centre did not have sufficient understanding of service life. They
needed to be put right. She sounded confident despite a hostile
r esp onse. This conf idence is assum ed t o be linked to her sense of
certainty and acting in a group.
‘…and most of us didn’t say anything in that report that we
hadn’t already said. And everyone else was stunned. And
so clearly we weren’t getting the message across. Or we
weren’t being heard. We were being shut up or something.
So it can happen en masse as well as individually I think.’

A dilemma
This m ec hanism c an be charact erised as a dilemm a. The f ollowing
d iagram is a sim ple r epr esentation of this d ilem m a. It is not clear
h ow people m oved f rom the unpro ductive circular - ‘what if I am
wrong’, to asking the question - ‘does this really matter?’ This
latter question can bring in to focus situations that may challenge
personal values..
Som e, like Mark and Peter avoided this
d ilemm a. W hile they did experience the leve l of self -doubt f elt by
Nicky and Jo (in some contexts), their doubt facilitated a reflective
practice, required to develop their interventions. It was not felt as
f und am ental to their sense of com petence.
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Figure 4.2 – self-doubt as an outcome of a dilemma using the format
devised by McCaughan and Palmer (1994).
For exam ple, Steve talked about being well prepared. He did not
challen ge u nless he was the best prepared in the room . If he was
intervening it was because he had decided to do this because he
knew it mattered. Peter modelled another way of managing this
d ilemm a.
He did not seem to t hink about be ing wr ong.
Such
questions were occluded by his emotional arousal.
If he felt
passionate then it mattered and if it mattered, he should intervene.
‘A sense of I’m going to have to speak to this, it’s out of
control.
I mean obviously all the physiological things,
increasing of pulse rate, dry mouth, nervousness, anxiety –
all those sorts of things – a heightened sense of drama, a
sense of tension, inevitability, a complete reckless
abandonment of caring about the consequences. The ‘here
I stand I can do no other’. It’s a kind of, it might be a
function of a kind of mad grandiosity. I don’t always ……
it’s not trying to achieve anything at this point, it’s a
discharge – a discharge of rage and fury in order that the
opponents should know where they are wrong.’

This is a com plex mechan ism , the analysis of which is lim ited by
the sm all n um ber of int erv iewee s. However, Mark and Pet er were
perhaps the most rooted in a professional context. They were also
m en and ge nder do es seem t o be an inf luential conte xt in
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m ediating the degr ee to which people f elt underm in ed in som e
contexts by internal and external questioning of their authority and
com petence.

4.3
The
skills
awkwardness

of

constructive

Two capabilities can be identified across the interviews. People
could reflect upon their behaviour during and after an intervention
and they believed in being very well prepared.
The reflective stance is not a surprise, given the selection criteria
for this project, that people should be able to talk about and
review their experience.
Thi s refl ect ion has two dim ensions: a
capability to look back on life experiences; and a capability to
f ocus on a particular event. An exam ple of t he latter is Mark. He,
lik e Mart in, had a diff icu lt t im e growing up. He was able to t alk
about this and see how past decisions underpinned his current
attitudes and behaviours. Here, he is talking about his decision
n ot to enga ge with whit e soc iet y.
‘And I believe that we have to take some responsibility –
we have to be saying to our young, hands up, we made
some decisions back in the day that are really killing us
now and back in the day we decided not to engage. We
decided not to engage and now we don’t have the skills to
engage.
Something I want to do is find some of those
buggers who did engage, because not everyone made the
decisions that we made.’

He is not afraid to say how he thinks now and that he made a
mistake.
He tolerates the diff erent choices pe ople m ade back
then. His reflective stance appears to lead to a more grounded
approach to challenge. He has a sense of how he has developed
a nd this m ay m ake him less at risk of being capt ured by his
emotions.
Pet er, who talk ed about his o wn t herapy, spoke abo ut los ing his
tem per and rem aining coher ent. W hat m ay connect him with Mark
and Ester, who used her emotions to invigorate her sense of
authority, is that they have an understanding that they have had,
and will continue to have, an emotional life.
Emotions can be
used, challenge can be pleasurable and the experience of this
pleasure does not have to be suppressed. The evidence from the
interviews is thin, but John said:
‘So, I have practised endlessly, honing emotions to use
them as data as opposed to being at the effect of them or
their victim, if you like, or simply having to discharge some
form of words to get the emotion out, which is perhaps
sometimes what I’ve done.’

The review of intentions and emotions can be concurrent with the
intervention.
Nicky talked about her challenge of a consultant
over the treatment of a patient they shared.
As she talks she
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questions herself. It is not a doubting questioning but one that
seem s to help h er m ana ge t he p itch and yaw of the challenge. It
suggests she is thinking about how the consultant might be
thinking and feeling.
‘But try and prove… Get him to do something. And I think
saying, you know, maybe I’m wrong here. But is it worth
the risk of… or the risk of aspiration is no great deal if
you’ve not… can you not humour me? And I don’t know why
that was different, but I was prepared to stand my ground.’

Martin, an a dvocate of caref ul plannin g, seem s to have a tem plate
in his head about how the intervention should go. He follows this
a nd is not over-d eterm ined by what others are doing or sa ying.
‘I spend a lot of time thinking through what I’m going to do,
that often in meeting situations I will maybe be spending
more time thinking about the response or the strategy or
the tactic rather than listening to exactly what people are
saying at the particular moment in time.’

Fina lly, Steve dem onstrates the p ost-event reflect ion in which he
sifts the experience to identify what went well and what he can
improve on.
‘You run the tape …you’ve got a complete record of
virtually every second.
It’s incredible, you don’t need a
video tape, audio tape, it’s all there and you’re going
through and thinking, oh that was good and you smile to
yourself, hah, got him on that or that point, that’s always
made and that was so tedious that somebody always makes
that point but it’s so easy to whack back, and then …… So,
yeah, and feeling, yeah, and also lessons learnt, you’re
also thinking, mmm, the answer to that point actually would
have been much better if I’d used …… come at it this way.’

Being well prepared was valued by Martin, Hazel, Nicky, Mark and
Steve, in particular.
Pre paratio n was link ed to develop ing and
sustaining self-confidence and authority.
Mark and Steve were
particularly adept at creating contexts in which their superior
p reparat ion could be put to m axim um eff ect. For exam ple, Mark
believed in understanding an organisation’s policies better then its
m em bers. .
‘And if you understand what is in there and you put yourself
in a position where you actually hold them to account in
terms of delivering on it, then you can make some real
impact in your community.’

Reflecting on behaviour and being well prepared emerged as
important skills.
These modest conclusions do not reflect the
skills em bed ded in m anaging one’s reflexive vo ice, or bearing the
anxiety associated with challenge.
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4.4 Conclusion
This sect ion eva luates the pr ocess of theory developm ent, f irst
described in Chapter 3 and applied in this chapter. This
evaluation is based on the criteria developed by Strauss and
Corbin (1998) which are listed in Table 4.3.

1.

How was the interview sample selected and is the reasoning clear?

2.

What major categories emerged from the data?

3.

What is the connection between these categories and the interview data?

4.

How did prior theorising guide the interview questions and process?

5.

What is the validity of the theorising in relation to the categories?

6.

How was the theory modified in relation to new understandings about categories?

7.

How and why was the theory finalised?

Table 4.3

- the evaluation criteria developed to evaluate the
project’s theory (based on Strauss and Corbin, 1998, p.269).
Taking each criteria in order:


The interview selection criteria were explained on pages 576 0. They wer e deve loped f rom work based exper iences and
the underpinning criteria ab stract ed. Proxim ity was argued
to be a signif icant benef it of intervie wing peop le who I kn ew.
The interviews elicited interesting and detailed first person
accounts. Accounts that are part of the reality against which
any theory has to be tested (Maxwell, 1992). People spoke
freely and talked about difficult experiences that suggested
m ore than sim ple social conversat ion.
There was som e
emotional depth and people offered their interpretive
accounts of what they were describing and valued the time to
talk.



The m ajor cate gorie s from the intervie ws are set out in
Appendix C.
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The validit y q uestions im plied by the third crit eria were set
out in Chapter 3. Evidence was presented to demonstrate a
theoretical and practical understanding of the issues arising
from reflexivity, first identified in Chapter 2. Descriptive and
theoret ical validit y is dem onstrated by t he intervie w excerpts
identified in this chapter, included to show how the
practitioner voice was used to develop theory.



The de velopm ent of two theory iter at ions has been an
e xplicit object ive of the pr oject. The aim has been t o focus
the literature review and to make explicit, in terms of
m ana ging r eflexivity, theoretical pr esu ppositio ns and to
g uide the interviews. However, I wa s awar e of a reflexive
c onvers at ion s ym ptom at ic of a desire to relate what I was
hearing to m y theory. That is, how does this story prove or
add to my theory?
My at tention and em otional r esponse
could be overly orientated towards my theory. This lead to a
failure to think about what was not being said and not fitting
with m y account. A consequence for e xam ple, was a lack of
questioning about what skills people thought they used and
the origins of their ethical base.



Prior theorising has been made explicit and the final iteration
of the project’s theory has been evidenced by relevant
e xtracts from the intervie ws



Two exam ples wer e pr esented of changes in t hinking in
relation to categories.
The first related to noticing the
eff ects of gender which o pened up understan ding about
different sorts of constructively awkward interventions (see
Chapter 3, p.78). The second related to the emergence of
self-authorisation from the category ‘decision to intervene’
(see chapter 3, p.79).



The project was organised around three iterations of theory.
The purpose of the final version was to integrate the voice of
the pract it ioner with t he learn ing fr om the literat ure and
critical review of experience. This has been achieved.

The implications
considered next.
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Chapter 5 - Discussion
Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to develop a robust account of
constructive awkwardness, capable of sustaining t he developm ent
interventions that are the objective of this project. This chapter
a im s to sat isf y the criteria for t heor y developm ent set by Strauss
and Corbin (1998). That is, what is offered here is a ‘reasonably
a ccurat e statem ent of m atters studied, and in a f orm that oth ers
going into the field could use’ (p.68).
The developm ent of such an a ccount requires a process of theory
s yn thesis. Pa wso n et al def ine this as f ollows.
‘Realist review starts with a preliminary understanding of
that process, which it seek s to refine by bringing empirical
evidence to the highways and byw ays of the initial theor y
map. It thus begins with theor y and ends with - hopefully more refined theory’ (Pawson et al, 2004, p.31).

A pre lim in ary understand ing of construct ive awkwardn ess was
described in Chapter 1.
This was based on a review of
p rof essiona l exper ience a nd reading prior t o the com mencem ent of
the proje ct. A m or e develop ed theory was report ed in Chapt er 2.
This was based on the selected literature. Chapter 4 reported a
theory that was grounded in the practitioner experience. These
three theories, a mix of the experience and abstraction, now need
to be integrated into a mid-range theory.

The structure of the chapter
Section 1 reviews the theories reported in Chapters 1 and 2.
Section 2 sum m arises th e f inal integrat ed theory and includes
som e exam ples from the int erviews to illustrate th e points being
made. Section 3translates this theory into a practical intervention,
the details of which are located in Appendix C.
Section 4
sum marises t he revise d the ory.

5.1 Theory review
The following table identifies five key headings that have been
a bstract ed from the init ial two t heories (from this point r ef err ed to
as the ‘initial theory’).
The elements of each theory were
allocated to one of the five headings. The five headings define
the components of the final theory and have been developed to
m ana ge the integrat ion of the init ial t heor y d eveloped f rom the
interview data.
The project’s objective is to develop useful
d evelo pm ent int ervent ions based on what Barn ett calls ‘working
knowledge’ (2000, p.24).
Such knowledge is characterised by
what works in particular contexts. It has been argued through the
project that to test such knowledge requires a level of detail about
the values and capabilities people may require; the psychological
processes involved; how behaviour is mediated by contexts; and
what sort of outcomes are desirable.
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Practitioner capabilities
•

Effective practioners can critically examine, by comparing and
contrasting alter nati ve policy form ul ati ons, the effects of the context
in which they working and contemplating a constructively awkward
intervention. (Theory.1)

•

The behaviour al elements of the inter vention ar e similar to those
associ ated with confr onting and being assertive. (Theory.2)

•

The pr actitioner requir es a capability to manage them sel ves
uncertainty, char acterised as a self-induced liminal space. (T.2)

in

Practitioner values
•

The constr uctively awkward practiti oner is capable of collaboration
and com pliance i n pursuit of a shar ed prim ary task and putting the
benefits of membership that such commitment generates at risk by
their commitment to dissent. (T.1)

•

The possession of a defined ethical fr amework seems to also be
linked to self authority. (T.2)

Mechanisms
•

Dissent is the observable effects of a psychological process, that
involves a reflexive voice.
This pr ocess and its outcomes are
mediated by the str uctur es that constitute the context in which the
act of constructi ve awkwar dness is being considered. (T.1)

•

The intervention can ‘work’
str uctur es and contexts is
through conversati on.
In
defined as ‘thick’ by Appiah

•

Self- author isation is l inked to a reflexive voi ce as defi ned by
Archer( 2003). This voice can alert and pr opel a person to inter vene
or be the cause of self- doubt. (T.2)

because power, embedded in particular
assumed to be exercised and modified
particular those conversations that are
(2006). (T.2)

Effects of context
•

Conversation, the narrow context of the constructively awkward
intervention, is determined by wider social, cultural and local
assum ptions about who gets to say what to whom, how and when.
(T.1)

•

The authorising policy context of challenge is mixed. The espoused
leadership theory validates challenge a desired capability.
The
theory in use suggest that the constructively awkward should be
prepared for criticism . Any developm ent activities have to be mindful
of this reality. (T.1)

Outcomes
•

This dissent is expressed in the desire to establish and engage in
the ‘thick ‘conversations described by W alzer ( 1994). The pur pose of
such conversations is the critical questioning of the assumptions and
fr am es of refer ence that hel p determine what is going on and what
needs to be done in relation to this anal ysis. (T.1)

•

Constr uctive awkwar dness is a self-authorised act that seeks to
articul ate an uncomfortable truth, (act the F ool) which questions how
power is used to im pose and recr eate particular meanings. (T.2)

•

The scope of the intervention is limited to bad leadership described
by Kellerman ( 2004) e xcludi ng the extr em e leadership associated
with physical harm and deli ber ate and psychosocial harm. (T.2)

Table 5.1 - the core components of the initial theory
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The following section integrates understanding about these core
com ponents wit h the t heor y develo ped f rom the int erview data.
The results are two-fold. Firstly there is greater clarity about the
o ptio ns and p oss ibilit ies facing the constr uct iv ely awk ward
practitioner. Secondly, the scope of the project theory is defined.

5.2 Integrating theory
The six components of the final iteration of a mid-range theory of
c onstructive awk wardn ess are s et out be low. The init ial theory
m aintained a d egree of separatio n between the elem ents described
as capabilities, values, contexts and mechanisms.
A key
c onc lusion from the interviews and data analys is is t hat when
thes e e lem ents are d ynam ically linked, it is poss ible to def ine the
scope of the t heory and ask som e interesting quest ions abo ut how
these various elements inter act to produce outcom es.

A ra ng e o f inter ve nt ions an d c ont exts
The in itia l under standing was t hat construct ive a wk wardness was
s yn onym ous with Heron’s (1999) c onf ront ing tax onom y.
This
com parison did not adequately ref lect t he r ange of intervent ions,
experiences and contexts described by interviewees. It also did
not reflect the dynam ic relationships between these three
e lem ents.
I have used the following term s to more accurately describe the
r ange of behaviours de scribed by int erviewees.
The terms are
‘emotive’, ‘tactical’, ‘institutional’ and ’personalised’. These terms
define both the contexts in which this theory of constructive
awkwardness m ight be applied and the sorts of behaviours and
experiences that might be required and experienced. In Critical
Realist terms, what is being defined is ‘what kinds-of-things work
with what-kinds-of subjects in what kinds-of-situations’ (Pawson,
2 001, p.11). The follo wing diagram ha s been develope d to set out
these positions.
The h orizontal axis disti nguishes between t he pr im ary sour ces of
the aut hority t o init iat e an intervent ion. Aut hor ity is der ived from
o rganisat iona l an d prof essiona l cont ext s or f rom se lf. The vert ical
axis distinguishes between the different intentions of the
intervention. Is it about improving things for others or is selfe xpr ess i on pr im ar y?
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Diagram 5.2 - Three sorts of constructively awkward interventions
1. I nstituti onalised (context + other = ‘ thi ckness’ )
This intervention is characterised as an institutionally authorised
disruption. It is a crafted disruptive intervention for the good of
the other.
It seeks to challen ge epistem ic and ontological
assumptions in the sort of educative context espoused by Schein
(2004), Argyris (2000) and Mezirow (1997).
The ensuing
conversat ions can be con sidered ‘thick’. Pra ct itioners can assum e
that their self-authority is enhanced by their professional and
o rganisat iona l m em bership, which can also enable access t o the
a uth oris ing polic y-mak ing process. They will n eed to k eep in m ind
the risk that they may be experienced as oppressive.
An exam ple is Mark’s MA cour se. The course refle cts his selfappointed duty, authorised by a university, to disrupt and
challenge trainee doctors.
He acts because he thinks it will
produce better doctors and they should explore the source of their
certainties in conversat ion with t hem se lves and others.

2 Tactical (self + other = ‘thickness’)
The intervention is characterised by high level tactical skills about
the p lanning, tim ing, f ram ing and f ollow u p of intervent ions. The
a im is t o engag e the other, who is m ore powerf ul, in ‘thick’
conversat ion. The aim is to r epr esent the ‘oth er’ and to get that
a genda taken up in the wider syst em conversations.
The
practitioner moves the strong by being conscious about how they
relate to such people and are prepared to adjust their approach
based on their effect..
It is an intervention characterised by
Zeldin’s ‘way of the weak’ (1998). Lacking positional authority and
m indf ul of t he negat ive eff ects of em ot ive expression, the per son
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must use their skill to create a more conducive context (see point
5 below) in which to help the other notice their need for a
conversat ion. Self -authorit y is not lacking but is t em pered by a
realistic appraisal of personal power and context. The person is
m otivate d by t heir sense t hat there is som eth ing wrong and which
n eeds saying and that the y m ust compete with other a genda s.
An exam ple is Nicky’s c hallenge of her powerf ul peer. She kn ows
he is wrong, so prepares well, does not react to his anger and
follows up the conversation, reflecting her belief that colleagues
can and should disagree.

3 Emotive (self + self = risk of thinness)
The inter vention is charact erised by high ch allenge an d em ot ive
e xpr ession. It is presum ptuous and spo ntaneous and the init iator
has a sense of their rightness. This rightness includes the right to
speak and to critically comment on what is being said.
The
intervention relies on self-authority and is capable of reducing the
undermining effects of professional and organisational contexts,
a ltho ugh this m ay be tem porary. The a im is expression of what
matters to self.
The development of ‘thick’ conversation is
s econdar y.
Indeed, there is a risk of ‘thinness’ in that the
intensity of the ethical purpose expressed may silence the
recipients.
An e xam ple is Peter wh o, f aced with racism , has t o m ake a stand.
He cannot an d will not h old him self back and let it pass.

4. P ersonali sed (context + self = thinness)
This intervention is on the fringes of the constructive awkwardness
repertoire.
It is characterised by the combination of a strong
personal belief about being right and high levels of context
/positional authority to enact that belief.
W hile this position
cannot be directly associated with the interviewees it can be
inferred as a risk ar ising f rom the str ength of rightness som e
people expressed and what is known about bad leadership. The
leaders described by Kellerm an (2004) believed in their cause and
accessed and created contexts which allowed their values full
expression. This is a context that is risky when characterised by
leadership hubris and a weak followership, incapable of the denial
proposed by Cohen (2000).
There is no explicit exam ple f rom the interviews. A theoret ical
e xam ple would be a leader who, actin g in the best int erest of one
group fails to notice, receive or hear feedback that points to a
d etr im ental effect o n others.

Se lf-a ut horisation is critica l
There are two elements to this section. The first briefly describes
the internal process by which self-authorisation can be generated
and the second describes how context can mediate self-authority.
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Internal process
The init ial theor y used the concept of m eta and comm unicative
r ef lexive voices, as def ined by Arch er (200 3), to acknowledge t hat
there was ev idence of an intra-ps yc hic process, that g enerated the
level of self-authorisation necessary to initiate an intervention.
There was evidence that speak ing up cou ld be r isk y, so spe aking
up was assumed to require a particular effort.
The theory
d evelo ped from the intervie wees, ut ilising ge nerative m echanism s,
h as added som e detail t o this form ulation.
A self -authority mechanism was theorised f rom th e dat a.
Constituents of this m echanism are the assem blage of a reflexive
conversation, a boundary position and an explicit set of values.
The outc om e of this m echanism is suff icie nt self -authoris ation.
When this is linked to positional authority and a capacity f or
emotive expression, coupled with sufficient skills it can result in
an effective intervention. This assemblage is fragile. It can be
d isru pted by excessive em ot ional expression and the eff ects of
structure
em bedded
in
local
contexts.
Differentiating
conversat ions as ‘thick’ o r ‘t hin’ rem ains a usef ul shorthan d for the
cultural context and challenges of such conversations and their
r esp ect ive o utcom es.

The effects of context on self-authorisation
The initial theory did not adequately differentiate between the
different
roles
occupied
by
the
constructively
awk ward
practitioner.
Interviewees were em bedded in a r ange of
professional/ third sector roles, operating in a variety of
organisational contexts. Interviewees who occupied professional
roles in public sector contexts appeared less concerned with selfauthorisation and, therefore, less prone to learning anxiety
( Schein, 2004). Belonging to formal structures best ows aut hority
and such authority, to have an effect, does not have to be
consciously recognised.
As Ma calpine and Mar sh (2006) note,
silence can be a discourse of power.
The comm unit y based leaders tended not to be em bedde d in such
authorising contexts. This suggests that such leaders may rely
more heavily on self-authorisation.
This authorisation, which
requires access to emotions and formative events, can confront
such leaders with a risk.
Em otive ex pre ss ion can be judged
adversely, particularly by public sector leaders who may reflect
the ambivalence towards challenge noted in Chapter2. They may
a lso adversely judge em otive expression because th ey va lue the
le vel of self -control associated with being em otionally lit erate
( Golem an et al, 2002; Golem an, 1996).
Such values can be
internalised, fuelling the self-judging of the meta-reflexive voice
som e int erviewee s spoke t o.
This difference in reliance upon self-authority requires that any
d evelo pm ent activity has to focus both on intr a and inter- persona l
processes and the effects of structure.
A rule of thum b
u nderpinning the develo pm ent int ervent ions is that the f urther
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som eone is f rom form al recogn itio n of t heir role, th e greater the
risk of being silent in the face of challenges to their values.

The g ood o f
q ue stio ne d

the

inter ve ntio n

has

to

be

The init ial theor y did not adequately qu est ion t he im plied ‘g ood’ of
the constructively awkward intervention.
The four positions
d evelo ped above a ssum e the authority to speak and that t his is
used to say what one thinks is right. The literature on bad and
degenerate leadership suggests that ‘right’ does not equate with
‘good’.
Questions therefore arises about who defines what is
‘good’, how this is done and by what right do people intervene.
How to respond t o these questions has slowly em erged f rom an
initial conversation with a colleague, reported in my learning
jo urnal, , in which m y im p licit assum ption of the good im plied in
‘constructive’ was questioned.
‘W hy is this behaviour called ‘constructive’? Constructive
has a positive meaning usually to improve something. So,
implicit, is the notion of a current state that needs
improving and a decision about what needs to change to
mak e things better. So, this is yet another notion of the
‘good’. But why is the CA leader’s notion of the good any
better than any one else?
Why do they think they are
right? What do they tell themselves?’
(5

th

June 2005)

The literature review noted what Sinnason (1991) and Rallison and
Moules (2004) describe as the ethical necessity and willingness to
be the voice of difference, a voice that does not seek the other’s
perm ission to draw attention to what is being ignored. Such a
value-based stance was expressed by m ost interviewees.
They
described having to intervene using a range of the tactical to
explosive interventions. Their position is characterised by Peter’s
c om ment about h is b ehav iour in t he fa ce of rac ism . He descr ibes
a ‘reckle ss abandonm ent ’, not caring about t he consequences and
a n ethic of ‘here I stand I can do no other’. L ist ening to him and
other interviewees it was clear they had an ethical framework,
which helped them n ot ice and question what it was, about what
was going on, that needed their attention.
This not icing is assum ed to be the conte nt of a m eta -reflexive
conversation, in which the questions posed by McKie (2004), such
a s - wh at is as ked of me in th is situat ion? what s ort of co mmunity
am I part of ? - are being deliberated.
Such deliberations,
followed by an intervention, suggest that Storr’s (2004) criteria for
ethical behaviour is being met.
What people espoused (e.g.
racism is wrong) was reflected in their behaviour.
I n som e
contexts they initiated challenge. It was also apparent that those
working from institutional contexts did not leave their ethical
values at hom e.
They were co ngru ent with Solom on’s (1997)
a rgum ent f or th e pract ice of m icro-ethics, where in dividual values
are aligned to one’s organisational role.
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How is the good of the intervention agreed?
If intervening in a challenging way can be justified, how is the
‘good’ of the message conveyed to be evaluated?
While not
d oubt ing the sincerity of intervie wees I could im agine being
silenced by som e of their m ore emotive intervent ions.
In the
liter ature review, Blackburn’s (200 1) argum ent t hat we need som e
agreement about how to manage the basic transactions that define
h um an activit y was sum marised. He includes in t his agreem ent
h ow we will m anage disagreem ent and argum ent. His ar gum ent is
that while und erpinning va lues do not need to be the sam e, t wo
criteria should be applied to test the quality of the process through
which the good is eventually def ined. These questions are; have
the effects of power been factored?; and have there been
sufficient ‘thick’ conversation during the process?
This line of reasoning suggests that a pragmatic response to the
problem of defining the good of the constructively awk ward
intervention is reasonable.
There will be com peting not ions of
what constitutes ‘good’. Exploring the process by which the ‘good’
h as b een d efined is an aim of the construct ively awk ward
intervention. As a practitioner questions another’s notion of the
g ood, they m ust also keep within their analyt ic fram e their own
assumptions about what they take to be correct thinking and
behaviour.
This review process can be a reflexive process on
one’s own or shared with others and/or is an explicit part of the
conversation
established
by
the
constructively
awk ward
intervention.

An x ie t y (a nd p e rha ps ple a sure) ha ve t o b e
f ace d
The initial theory made an association between anxiety and
c onstructive a wk wardn ess. To be constructi vely awk wa rd requ ires
the ca pabilit y t o get and sust ain another’s att ent ion. W ithout this,
there is no con versat ion. At it s m ost sim ple, this is having the
skills to formulate thoughts into words and speak when anxious.
However, interviewees rarely used ‘anxiety’ to describe their
feelings prior to, during or after an intervention. W hile there was
evidence of anxiety in interviewee stories, the term itself is now
s een as problem atic and raises quest ions of interpr etive va lidit y.
Anxiety as a concept is a useful reminder about the emotional
com ponent of the interventio n.
People really did worry about
looking stupid and going too far and this reality has to be factored
into any deve lopm ent activity. It f ollo ws t hat if an xiet y is part of
the experience, t he m anagem ent of this anxiety also has t o be
factored in and this was anticipated in the initial theorising. A
p ractit ioner will require the capab ility t o m anage themselves in
u ncertaint y, chara cterised as a lim inal s pace. It also follows that
experiencing excessive anxiety will inhibit the reflective practice
im plied b y m anaging com plex interventions.
The use of anxiety as a catch-all term truncated the process of
n oticing and nam ing the em otions experienced by inter viewees and
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how structures and context (profession, status, gender etc) may
d eterm ine these exper iences. For exam ple, m y pr eoccup ation with
anxiety led m e to focus on what people doubted. I was therefore
surprised by two interviewees expressing their pleasure in putting
people right.
Not for them worries about looking stu pid.
In
retrospect, pleasure is indicative of a wider question about
m otivatio n. W hile act ing f rom one’s eth ical belief s was part of
this, there is m ore to be discovered about why people initiate
difficult interventions.
The language of anxiet y is st ill assum ed to be useful in the
project’s development context.
Anxiety, like Archer’s (2003)
r ef lexiv it y, off ers a usef ul language to help people put int o words
and explore what may be neglected or difficult experiences. The
m ore able peo ple are t o r eflect cr itically upon t hese experien ces
and to consider new ideas and assumptions, the more behavioural
a nd em otional flexibility t he y m a y develop (Schein, 2004).

The effects of context should not be minimised
The
focus
on
anxiety
reflects
a
bias
for
psychological
explanations.
W hile the focus on intr a-ps yc hic exper ienc es is
useful, they have to be contextualised. For example, the women
intervie wed spoke m ost ab out th eir self -doubt, often accom panie d
b y self -dep recat ing com ments.
The tacit acceptance of such
explanations, through a psychological explanation in the context of
a developm ent activity, risks replicat ing t he ver y att itude som e
face as they consider a constructively awkward intervention.
The literature on empowerment and on Critical Realism reinforces
the r isks of an empha sis being placed on the personal em ot iona l
experience of practitioners.
Such a n em phasis can silence th e
effects of structure. The effects of structure have already been
n ote d to be im portant in relat ion to comm unit y based leaders’
greater reliance on self-authorisation (see page 90).

Se lf-a ut horisation c an c hang e c onte xt
The initial theory argued that constructively awkward interventions
can work b ecause th e po wer em bedd ed in particular cont exts is
invoked and modified by ‘thick’ conversation.
The interviews
sugge sted that self -auth orisation could work like this, r ef lecting
Foucault’s view that that while power acts upon the subject, the
subject is not passive (Halford and Leonard (2001). Self-authority
could be used to secure attention and invoke a more conducive set
of roles, rules and values, which could sustain a difficult
conversation.

Example
Helen was at risk of being m arginalised in a Local Strategic
Partnership (LSP) revie wing e ducatio n outcom es.
She used an
alternative, valid reading of the data, forcibly expressed, which
secured attention and the right to speak.
She achieved her
objective in a context initially conducive to the authority of the
p ublic sector leaders present. An y developm ent int ervent ion will
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have to include thinking (and practice) about managing key
e xper iences and t he ir assoc iated em otio ns in a constructive way.
Helen’s self authorised behaviour is sim ilar to that descr ibed by
Mor en and Blom (2003) in relat ion to a ‘c ont ext m echanism ’. They
argued that professionals can shift out of a professional context,
which may trigger resistant behaviours, to one more conducive to
f acilit atin g client in sight. The social workers in Moren and Blom ’s
study did this by limited self-disclosure.
The disclosur e of personal inf orm at ion, while gener at ive, is a
skilf ul act b ecau se there are risks t o be m anaged. Earlier traum a
can be evoked and so forcibly expressed that others are alienated
(e.g. Helen talked about ‘prostituting her experience’). Exponents
of particular ly em otive intervent ions m ust also be ready to m anage
t h e c o n s e q u e n c e s o f b e i n g j u d g e d a s l a c k i n g e m o t i o n a l l i t e r a c y 6.

An a na l yt ic ca pa b ilit y is re qu ire d
The initial theory assumed that the skills required by the
constructively awkward practitioner were similar to those required
f or confront ing as defin ed by Heron (2001). W hile this r em ains a
broad
conclusion,
evidence
of
an
underpinning
analyt ica l
capab ility has em er ged f rom the interview dat a.
Interviewees were skilful in evaluating and describing their own
behaviour during the interviews. While they did not have to be
consciously com petent, t here was evid ence that the y were capable
of doing this analytic work during an intervention. This suggests
that an effective intervention is enabled by a capability to hold
thr ee dim ensions in r eview.
The practitioner keeps their own behaviour under review. They
ask them selves about what t hey ar e d oing, h ow well they are
doing this, what else they may need to do and why.
The practitioner notices how the context of their intervention
helps to determ ine their practice. Keeping this effect under
scrutiny helps in th e beha vioural m onit or ing and in de ciding
the potential of any context to sustain their intervention and
the extent to which they can and should express personal
information.
The practitioner recognises that as much as context determ ines
the
imm ediate
behaviour
of
those
involved
in
the
intervention, it will also affect the evaluative criteria applied
to such behaviour.
6

As Furedi notes we may be in the grip of a therapeutic culture which
takes an ‘unusual interest’ in the ‘management of people’s internal life
(2004,
p.197).
Some
emotions
are
judged
inappropriate.
Paradoxically, in his view, there has been an evacuation of emotions
from the private to the public domain and this facilitates their control.
This means that the generative qualities of private emotions may
dissipate undermining the self-authorisation mechanism.
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The int ention of this re view wo rk is t o avoid sim ply acting out what
is deem ed appropriate conduct f or peo ple like them in any
particular context.

Example
For example, Jo’s management of the surprising challenge
launched during their everyday informal banter first thing in the
morning. The CEO was very critical of the conduct of one of Jo’s
team and want ed Jo t o pu nish h er. Jo ta lked about shif ting from
r elaxed engagem ent to being alert, n oticing a nd controlling her
anger.
She resisted the slide into a hierarchical induced
com pliance and spoke congruent ly with her et hica l va lues, in such
a way that t he CEO h eard her counter-challen ge and rem ained
e ngaged. However, she rem ained anxious about her behaviour, as
she believed she should have anticipated this questioning and
responded more effectively.
Two elem ents evident in the interviewees’ accounts underpin and
are enabled by this capability.

Holding a boundary position
Holding a boundary position role (e.g. Martin’s disability advisor
role) or conceptualising one’s role as holding such a position (e.g.
Mark as a black com m unit y act ivist), app eared to e nable the
a nalyt ic work not ed abov e. Being on the boun dary m ay s usta in the
generative effects of Cohen’s denial (2001).
The boundary
position needs to be sustained by active review as it can be lost.
It is a position characterised by being sufficiently engaged with
others and the task in hand, to have sufficient credibility to
a ccess, and be heard to comm ent on, what is go ing on, and
sufficiently reflexive to be aware of how what is going on is
affecting one’s own and others’ thoughts and feelings.

Evaluation of context
Evaluation of self and others is also linked to the decision to
speak, an evaluation of the others’ receptivity and the
practitioners’ authority to speak in a particular context.
The
a ccurac y of this assessm ent is imp ortant.
Overestimate this
authority and you might need to backtrack; underestimate and
authority can leak away (as noted by New and Fleetwood, 2006).
Being skilful in self-assessment may contribute to aligning purpose
(this is what must be said) to the tactics of the interventions (do I
say it now or wait?).
The next section sum m arises the theory descr ibed h ere, in the
f orm of an opening st atem ent to part icipants on a d evelopm ent
p rogram me. The aim is to t est the possibility of tran slat ing this
now reasonably complicated theory, into something that can make
immediate sense to a group interested in developing their capacity
for constructive awk wardness.
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5.3 Theory into practice
This section has two parts. The first is the draft of an opening
st atem ent, t he aim of which is t o set out, in accessible language, a
description of what people can expect based on the preceding
theory.
This narrative approach is based on Pawson’s opening
com ments, which are based on his theor y of how m entoring m ay
work, to people thinking about taking up this role (2004, p85). The
second section highlights a set of key slides to evidence the
d eta iled applicat ion of the m id -ra nge theory t o m y pr of essional
practice.

An o pe nin g statem ent
‘Welcome.
Being prepared to speak up and draw attention to
uncomfortable truths is a necessary skill if oppression and false
agreements and their consequences are to be avoided. The aim
here is to offer you an opportunity to think about how you do
challenge, facilitate others’ challenge of you in your leadership
role(s) and how you experiment with behaving differently. Why
e xp er i me nt ? Bec a u se ‘d o t he s a me, g e ts t he s a me ’.
‘Th e programme pro vides a n opportunity to rev iew wor k sit uat ions,
where, through a combination of time, place, people and issue,
there is a risk of being silenced. Being silenced may result in an
inadequate discussion of the implications of proposals, behaviours
and their alternatives. A capacity for constructive awkwardness is
u sef ul in dr awin g attention to what is s ilent or a voide d, in a way
that enhances wor king relat ionships.
‘Being constructively awkward can place you at risk. I have felt
anxious when contemplating speaking up, because I can believe I
h ave no right to say what I want t o s ay; that I will l ook stupid
b ec au se i t ’s t oo o b v io us a nd s o m eo ne in my p os it io n sh ou l d k n o w
this; and pe ople with power can so met imes react badly to being
challenged. Being constructively awkward can also place you at
r isk of underestimating the possibilities.
People and situations
may be able to bear more critica l quest ioning t han we imagine and
if we act on these u ntest ed as su mpt ions we al so s ilence
ourselves.
‘Th ere are no gran d ex planat ions or theories about how to get
c onstructive awkwa rdness right. What we have t o work wit h is: a
fra mework of ideas dev eloped fro m conver sations wit h a nu mb er of
c onstructively awkwa rd pract itioner s; t he ex periences in this room;
and a developed educational approach that can help you critically
e xamine so me of the ass umpt ions we all bring to ‘doing ’ c hallenge.
‘Th e pr ogra mme present s ideas about the c ore elements of a
c onstructively a wkward interv ent ion, whic h are: the impo rtance of
d ev e lo p ing se lf- aut h or ity ; b e i ng c l e ar ab ou t on e ’s e t h ic a l v al ue s ;
the role played by our internal voices in deliberating about how
situations relate to us; and how context influences our ability to
speak up. The programme asks some basic questions to help you
e valuate how y ou manage cha llenge and how y ou might wan t t o
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behave differently. For example, to behave differently you may
need to: think about what is go ing on when you f ee l s ilenced; what
you react to; how you use your emotional response to events; and
h ow you behav e when y ou feel your authority draining away.
‘Constructive awkwardness can be hard emotional labour. I spoke
to a number of people about their experiences, and felt that
sometimes they wished they could just stay quiet.
They put
themselves at risk because a voice in their head said that this
behaviour, this person, this decision cannot pass - I have to speak
u p n ow.
‘Th ey wer e pass ionate abo ut things being ‘r ight ’ and they accepted
that they could get it wr ong a nd had to be able to apolog ise with
grace, a neglected leadership capability. When they got it right,
they helped people review the deep assumptions that determine
behaviour and thinking. They made good conversations happen,
where the focus was on explor at ion (why d o you th ink that? what
effects do you think that idea or behaviour has on others?) rather
than a ‘who knows wh at ’s best ’ conversatio n.
'Finally, the programme is a plac e in which t o test new way s of
b ehav ing pr ior to behav ing d ifferent ly at work.
While the
programme r eplicates many aspects of work it lacks some of the
r isks, so its o kay to e xperiment wit h con struct ively awk ward
b eh av i ours an d t o a sk f or fe e d bac k on t he ir ef f e c ts ’.
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The pre se nt ation
The section highlights f ive of t he slides f rom t he set in App endix
C. The effect of presentations can b e m ixed. The aim is to off er a
sufficiently robust theory to help people question some of the
assumptions they may bring to speaking up and being challenging.
Suc h an intervention ref lects Schein’ s ( 2004) lear ning theory.
People need to experience sufficient survival anxiety, in a context
where their learning anxiety is moderated, in order to critically
r ef lect on t heir behaviour and try new one s.

Self-authority and context






What's permissible around here?
Bad leadership
Passive followership
Mixed messages in the system
Our capacity for self-silencing

Speaking up and being silenced

11

This s lide introduces t he id ea that while the f ocu s of the
d evelo pm ent work is the ind ividu al, believing it is only about tr ying
harder and doing better is to miss the effects of structure.
C onstruct ive awk wardnes s, cha llenge an d argum ent ar e cu lturally
determ ined.
The effects of context and a way of defining the scope of
c onstructive a wk wardn ess is the exploration of bad leadership and
its link with passive followership. Such material usually evokes
different effects and the risks of being silenced.
An elem ent of context is explored through the e spoused t heory an d
theory in use, in relation to challenge.
Ma ny part icipant s are
aff ected by t he am bivalence a bout challenge and sufficient ly
senior t o recreate th is am bivalence in relat ion to their re ports and
peers.
Such an assum ption introduces a conversat ion ab out
leaders’ responsibility for enabling challenge, questioning and
reducing the risk of silencing.
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When am I silenced?







What was going on around you?
How did you feel?
What were the effects of these feelings?
How did you behave
What would you have liked to have done?
What did you learn about yourself, others
& effects of context?
Speaking up and being silenced

18

This slide supports a conversation about the factors that silence.
The focus is on personal experience and understanding how one
m ay be m ore suscept ible in diff erent context s. Exam ples f rom the
intervie ws can off er exam ples a nd reinf orce a basic argum ent t hat
a f ocus o n self is s im plistic when not ana lys ed in relation t o the
eff ects of structure em bedded in a lo cal context.

Doing challenge
 What triggered your intervention?
 What was the context?
- who was there?
- what was your/their role?

 How did you feel?
- what were the effects of these feelings?

 How did you behave
 What did you learn about yourself, others
& effects of context?
Speaking up and being silenced

22

This slide introduces questions to help people theorize how they
‘do’ challenge, maintains attention on explanations based on
structure and agency, and introduces a conversation to reinforce
the responsibility participants have for enabling peers and juniors
to do challenge.
The slide also introduces wider theory about
com pliance, bad leadership and f aulty decision m akin g. The slide
is also an opportunity to draw people’s attention to the parallel
p rocess, the benef its of experim enting with ne w behaviours and
g iving an d receiving f ee dback in th e ‘classr oom ’.
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What do I react to?
•
•
•
•

What issues do I have to confront?
What would I like to confront
What interventions do I feel good about?
What interventions do I wish I had done or
done better?
• Where did I learn about doing challenge
and confronting?
Speaking up and being silenced

25

This slide continues the exploration of personal theories about
challenge.
It introduces the role of ethics in leadership and
followership and opens a debate about how these are to be
enacted and the degree to which they authorise interventions.
Ask ing peop le to categorise t heir int ervent ions can he lp to anal ys e
what was going on int erna lly and in the environm ent that m ediated
o utcom es. The f inal quest ions lead in to t he next slide. Askin g
people about what they want to do differently and where they
learnt about doing challenge, can deepen their analysis of
experience, particularly if participants are confident to introduce
their own experience of each other in the form of feedback.

Work based experiment







What do you want to be different?
What would it look like if you were effective?
When will you behave differently?
What resources will you need?
What feedback will you need?
How could you sabotage yourself?

Speaking up and being silenced

40

This slide
introduces the
‘so what’ question
about
any
d evelo pm ent activ it y. If it ca nnot b e applied in t he workp lace it is
just ‘hortatory’ (Braithwaite, 2004, p.241). The slide uses a series
of question to focus on a work based issue that requires
confronting.
The aim is to expand a person’s constructively
awkward capability and generate m ore data for critical review to
develop further insight into how a person does challenge.
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5.4 Conclusion
This ch apter h as reintegrat ed t he learning from the literature and
personal experience with the practitioner experience, to produce a
mid-range theory.
The propose d theor y is constit uted by six elem ents. Constr uct ive
awkwardness is, as a range of interventions, differentiated by the
o rigins of the authority to speak and who t he pr im ary benef iciary
of the intervention is.
The assum ption of the ‘good’ of
c onstructive awk wardness shou ld b e tested, before, during or after
the intervention, in a conversation, public and reflexive, that
support s Kram er’s argum ent atio n and an att itude of doubt.
Construct ive awkwa rdness has an em otional com ponent som e of
which is reasonably labelled anx iet y.
This term is useful in
exploring and thinking about how this anxiety is managed.
However, the negative connotations of anxiety were balanced by
the emergence of pleasure as a motivating factor. Exploring the
eff ects of struct ure on agency sug gested that com m unity-b ased
leaders needed to mobilise more self-authority to get heard than
practitioners rooted in public sector organisations or professions.
However, self-authorisation could renegotiate contexts to establish
m ore cond ucive environm ents f or conversation.
Finally, a key
behavioural/cognitive skill for practitioners may be to evaluate
their own perf orm an ce and to not ice and con sider how cues from
the structure, replicated in conversation may need to be resisted.

127

Chapter 6 - Conclusion
Introduction
This project was, and continues to be, rooted in a professional
practice question. How do I and others, who listen to public and
third sector managers and clinicians in the context of leadership
d evelo pm ent act ivities, help people quest ion, confront and
challenge? That is, develop a capability for asking what may feel
like
awkward
questions,
which
constructively
challenge
assumptions about what is going on and what m ay need to be done
d iff erent ly. This question was tra nslated into the pr oject’s a im and
objective. The aim was to find out what capabilities, values and
experiences people might require in order to develop such a
capability, so that I m ight develop a theory that was more than a
detailed description of desired behaviours. The objective was to
tra nslate this theory into a deve lopm ent act ivity through which
people could evaluate and develop their capacity for being
c onstructively awk war d.
This chapter reviews what has been
le arnt and the im plications of this learning f or f uture work.

The structure of the chapter
Section 1 summ arises the main project outcomes and learning.
Section 2 describes three applications of the project. Each subsection is headed by one or two propositions in italics, which are
d iscussed. Each section concludes with a recom mendat ion about
how the propositions can be developed, applied and tested.

6.1 Project summary
In itia l idea s w ere ba se d on c as e materia l
The case material cited in Chapter 1 set the scene about the
practice question by describing the experience of a doctor and a
partnership manager. The doctor acted as if he had to carry out a
d elicate operatio n wit h t he wron g instrum ents.
The manager
struggled with the necessit y of confront ing h er d irector in relation
to his evaluation of her leadership of a multi-agency partnership,
based on an unquestioned transactional culture. These connected
stories described the ‘challenge of the case’ that the project was
designed to face (W innicott, 1965).
The connection was the
difficulty managers and clinicians can experience separating out
the rea l and im agined co nsequence of challenging what m ay be
going on.
It was also m y lack, as a le ader of developm ent
a ct ivit ies, of having anyt hing really usef ul to sa y a bout how to
m ana ge this dilem ma. The criteria developed b y Ar gyr is (2000) f or
valid leadership advice were used to represent the standard for
the pr oject’s developm ent activities.
These examples of being silenced were contrasted with the
p owerful challenge in itiated by a prog ram m e participant, who was
faced with a similar context to the doctor and manager. He raised
a question designed to explore the degree to which we, the
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p rogram me directors, wer e aware of the eff ect of our shared
whiteness on black participants. The intervention was bold, clear,
h elpf ul and ver y conf rontin g for the second da y of a developm ent
p rogram me.
The intervention was also presumptuous (Heron,
2001). He did not seek perm ission, other than that which he gave
h im self .
This self-authorisation appeared sufficient to question
how we, the directors, might invoke our positional authority to
d eterm ine the culture of th e learning com m unity we wer e
establishing.
At the beginning of the project this example was
assumed to define the behaviour described as ‘constructively
awkward’.
The subsequent work of the project, based on the reviewed
liter ature and t he developm ent of a theory grounded in the ten
p ractit ioners’ exper iences, d em onstrated t his assum ption to be
only partially correct. The constructively awk ward intervention can
b e bold and co nfront ing as well as subtle and tact ical. The initial
e xam ples and ref lect ions upon practice established relevant lines
of enquiry with which to develop an initial theory of constructive
awkwardness and focus the m ain literature review.

Id eas from t he lit eratur e
The co nstruct ively awkward intervent ion was located in a dilem ma
char act er ised by the capab ility f or a willing com plian ce, d escribed
by Simon (1997), and the risks of dependency, characterised by
Kellerman’s (2004) investigation of bad leadership and passive
f ollowership. The d ilem ma can be managed with a capacity f or
and willingness to speak from a position of denial as described by
Cohen (2001).
It was argued by reference to evolutionary
psychology that there are significant advantages to belonging and
that the associated anxieties about being judged and expelled can
silence questioning.
The experience and m anag em ent of this d ilem ma is emb edded in
particular contexts, defined by structures and the rules, roles and
values they em body.
Constructive awk wardness was argued to
have a political dimension, in that it seeks to question who has
power and how it is being used to impose m eaning. Boxer and
Palm er’s ( 1997) notio n of a strat egy ceil ing was discussed to help
define questions that were authorised and those that might be
perceived as awkward.
Foucault’s conceptualisation of power
offered a formulation, congruent with the aspiration of the
constructively awk ward
practitioner,
that
would
resist
the
regulatory effects of power.
These effects are not causal;
resistance is at least possible but carries risks. The risks were
evidenced by the high level of bullying reported in the public
sector, the treatment of whistle-blowers and Mingers’ (2000)
a ssert ion t hat power syst em s can f ight back wh en cha llenged.
The wider social/historical context of challenge and the effects of
a passive followership were discussed. This literature, pertaining
to bad and degenerate leadership was invoked to explore
som ething that was prob lem atic in the leadership literat ure. The
literature reviewed purported to value and authorise radical
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conversation and challenge.
Despit e th is endor sement from
leading
leadership
writers
and
public
sector
leadership
frameworks, the actual experience of people working in the public
sector was t hat such behaviour is not always we lcom ed. In the
context of a transactional public sector culture, there is evidence
of a n am bivalent att itude t o challenge ( Grint, 2005; Blackler,
2 006). Th e cause of this am bivalence was explor ed in term s of
the pressur e on m anagers to deliver com pliance, the centralising
f orce of new m anagerialism and the evolut ionary be nef its of
moderating personal behaviour to stay within the group. However,
the interview criteria and literature identified people who could be
com pliant to get th ings d one and m aintain a cap acit y f or
constructive challenge, so that questions about the for whom and
wh y of any act ion wer e kept open to re view. The proje ct’s aim was
to understand how people did this.
The literature reviewed in relation to confronting, assertion and
empowerment offered a useful description of the desired
behaviours. The literature on bad leadership identified the effects
of an authoritarian context and how an uncritical but effective
com pliance can be invoked. Evidence was presented to support
the assertion that leaders should consider the possibility that their
skills in a ligning individua ls to a com m on task, p art icu larly in
stressful contexts, also requires an analytic stance towards the
‘g ood’ t hat is em bed ded in an y t ask and the m ethods used to
achieve it.
It was argued that effective leaders, like lawyers,
clinicians and philosophers are capable of producing and colluding
with degener ate outcom es.
Therefore, what is required is an
active followership and a capacity in leaders to facilitate such
engagement. The literature on an active followership and the role
of the ‘fool’ argued the necessity for this capability in relation to
bad and degenerate leadership.

P r a ct i c al gui d an c e a bo ut c hal l e n ge i s m i s si n g
What was noted to be missing from the reviewed literature (and m y
own practice) was guidance on how to express the capabilities
embedded in the role of active follower and various leadership
f ram eworks. It was assum ed that such capabilitie s a re hard to
express given that the likely contexts are not necessarily
facilitated by detailed description of required behaviours or the
exhortation to ‘confront! ’.
On the basis of this reasoning, the
project was initiated and designed as a response to what was
m issing. Th at is, the developm ent of pract ical guidan ce about how
to ‘do’ challenge, which is concrete, contextualised and testable
( Argyr is, 2000).
The literature review concluded with a theory that was used to
focus the methodology and interviews.
This theory described
c onstructive awk wardness as a self -a uth oris ed act, linked to the
r ef lexive pr ocess described b y Archer (20 03).
These private
d eliberations se nsit ised a p erson to wh at was im port ant t o them
a nd this in turn sup pose d an explic it ethical fram ework.
The
r esu lting inter vention seeks to articulat e an uncom fortable truth
and establish what was described as a ‘thick’ conversation. This
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is a conversation t hat does not seek th e instrum ental end of
agreement, but one that is located in the culture of enquiry and
b oundar ied disagre em ent ( Khane, 2 004; Appia h, 2006).
The
theory also noted that the desire to challenge could be subverted
a nd that this can arise from an anxiet y about b eing judged and
result in self-silencing and self-policing (O’Grady, 2005;
Jack,
1991).
While this theory probed below the empirical surface by proposing
the role of a ref lexive voice and an et hical fram ework, ho w these
e lem ents m ight be conf igur ed, in p articu lar cont exts, to enable an d
silence an int ervent ion rem ained unclear. Th is lack of kno wledge
risked underm ining the project’s objective to produce effective
d evelo pm ent
interventions.
What
was
missing
was
an
understanding of what different people actually did in a variety of
contexts, when they felt they should speak out and how they
thought and felt about these ‘events’. The intention to capture the
p ractit ioner experie nce and integrat e it with t he em ergent t he ory
determ ined the project’s m ethodology.

P r oj e ct m et h od
Ten people were interviewed based on selection criteria developed
f rom three s ignif ica nt experiences of con structive awk wardness.
These, coupled with the then understanding of constructive
awkwardness, reflected the range of interventions and contexts I
was interested in.
In particular, men and women who had a
reputation
for
being
challenging,
with
mixed
professional
backgrounds and experiences of working across the public and
third sectors. Interviewees were asked to participate in recorded,
sem i-structur ed interviews, last ing f or abo ut an hour.
The interview data was analysed using grounded theory principles
in the context of a Critical Realist ontology.
Critical Realism
off ered t he explanator y potential of generat ive m echanism s,
a rgued as appropriat e t o the deve lopm ent of a m id-ran ge theory.
Mechanisms which are context specific can explain how observable
b ehaviours happen and, as im portantly, with a risky intervention
lik e constructive awkwardness, how they might be subverted and
silenced.
Gr ounded theory prov ided a c om patible, s ys tem at ic
g uidance t o th e theor y deve lopm ent.
Rooting the project’s
d evelo pm ent a ctivit y in t he pr actit ioner experience and Crit ica l
Realist ontolog y, increased the ex planatory potentia l of th e fina l
theory, without affording such experience privileged epistemic
status.
The risks associated with reflexivity and prior theorising were
m ana ged by em ploying ethnographic principles. The att ention
given to the threats to validity were evidenced by a parallel
narrative, recorded in a data journal and referenced in the project.
For exam ple, there was an init ial f ailure t o not ice the t hreats to
validity posed by being white and an interpretative stance rooted
in
the
Tavistock
paradigm ,
that
privileged
psychological
interpretations.
There was also a failure to notice how gender
could determ ine levels of self-aut horit y and inf luence the tact ics
131

used to initiate and sustain a challenge.
Recognising these
failures triggered a review of the interview selection criteria. For
e xam ple, th ere wa s only one black interviewe e and t wo peop le with
a n observable disabilit y.
W hile they shared sim ilar levels of
awareness, experience and skills with the other interviewees, the
lack of attention to such variables limited the depth and scope of
the resulting theory.
The theory is therefore limited to
professionalised contexts, reflecting a public sector culture and
social care ethos.
The intervie ws were tra nscribed verbat im and then downloaded
onto NVivo7 software to ensure descriptive validity.
The
tra nscripts were them atica lly coded t o incr easing levels of
abstraction, following the four-stage process described by Straus
a nd Corbin (1998). The f ollo wing m id-range t heor y eme rged from
the dat a analys is synt hes ised with the init ial t heor y, based on the
literature review and reflection on experience.

Th e pr oj ect t he or y o ut l i ne d
The explanatory task of the project was to deepen the
understanding of the capabilities, values and experiences people
m ight require in order to be constructively awkward.
A selfauthorisation mechanism was posited, the constituents of which
were reflexivity, holding a boundary position and having an explicit
value base. This theory was predicated on the work of Archer
(2003) and the generative effect of communicative and metar ef lexiv it y. The evide nce f or t his exp erience f rom the int erv iews
was incom plet e beca use the sp ecif ic qu est ion wit h which to
explore this was not consistently asked. The boundary position,
associated with the role of the fool and Cohen’s (2001) capacity
for denial, was confirm ed as a useful concept by the interview data
and subsequent theorising.
Sim ilarly, the generat ive effects of an explicit et hica l f ram ework
were confirm ed. The project theory offers an explanation of this
eff ect, beyond the argum ent in the lite rature r eviewed, that such a
framework is a good thing to be in possession of and that one’s
behaviour in an organisational context should be congruent with it.
The project theory suggests t hat the g enerative eff ect arises from
the em otional com ponent attached to f orm ative events by which
certain behaviours are valued or seen to be unacceptable. The
ability to be emotive, even to the extent that it is perceived to
adversely effect the interviewee and contravene notions of what is
acceptable, was used by some to open and secure the opportunity
to speak.
That is, the intervention secured a more conducive
context in which to speak and be heard, in accordance with the
cont ext m ech anism theor ised by Moren and Blom (200 3).
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6.2 Application of the project’s theory
Intro duct ion
Three applications of the project theory and learning are proposed
a nd sum marised. The first relates t o the project ’s key objective to
change the way leadership development activities in the King’s
Fund respond to participants’ experience. The second relates to
the extension of the ps yc hological contr act, bet ween an em ployee,
o r or ganisat ional con sultant and their em ployer to include an
e xplicit f eeling dimension. The f inal recom m endat ion is in relation
to the project ’s conclusion that there is a d ist inctiv e com m unit ybased leadership theory to be discovered. Each recommendation
includes a brief idea about how the propositions could be tested.

1 . Lea ders hip de ve lop men t a cti vities
The development and wo rk- bas ed application of a capability f or
c onstructive a wk wardn ess is facilitated by a th eory, r oot ed in
Critical Realism, that explains how such interventions develop.
An ar gum ent expressed in the proje ct is that leadership
d evelo pm ent activit ies can descr ibe, in great detail, the required
behaviour but can lack guidance about how to express such
b ehaviour. This lack of guidance was e xplained f rom a Crit ica l
Realist standpoint. That is, there is limited theorising about what
m ay be goin g on belo w t he em pirical surface and insuff icient
attention to what managers and leaders are capable of doing
(Tsoukas, 2000). The exploration of what m anagers and leaders
a re capa ble of doing, im p lies that how such inter vention s are selfauthorised and managed, in particular contexts, may be important
in de liver ing usef ul deve lopm ent act ivit ies.
The project outcome suggests that a Critical Realist ontology
offers a valid means of constructing theories about what activates
(or
not)
leadership
and
management
behaviours.
Such
explanations, which draw upon insights from psychological,
sociological and political
explanations, can offer
a rich,
contextualised theory for practitioners to test.
An outline
d evelo pm ent activity, rooted in critical reflect ive pract ice (Sch ein,
2004), is described in Appendix B.

R e co m m e n dat i o n s
The underpinning theory in relation to self-authorisation needs to
be further tested and developed with a range of people. This is
e nvisaged as both an inform al and form al process: info rm ally, as
p art of t he review and developm ent of the lead ership developm ent
a ct ivit ies I am involve d in at th e King ’s Fund; and formally, as a
publication that presents the project’s learning to a wider
academic and practitioner audience.
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An objective of this testing process is to address the lack in the
project’s theory. As noted previously, the effect of ethnicity, role,
st atu s, f orm s of mem ber ship (e. g. organisat ional and comm unit y),
gender and the particular issue being taken up, needs to be
identified.
In practice terms, my response to people who feel silenced is/will
be different. I will ask about context; what and how they notice
a ny ef fects upon their sense of their auth orit y t o act and ab out
where they feel most authorised.

2 . The ps yc h olo gica l co ntra ct
The inclusion of an explicit feeling dimension to the psychological
c ontract wo uld mak e t he concept more relevant t o work that has a
significant r equirement for emotional labour.
The project has developed a useful insight into a self-authorisation
process. However, the focus on an intra-psychic explanation has
obscured a deeper understanding of how structure and in
particular
rules
about
em otionalit y,
can
affect
levels
of
authorisation. The psychological contract literature offers a way
of understanding the effects of context in more detail. This is
important because being able to effect context change, by the
expression of feelings, was noted in Chapter 5 as an im portant
capability of the constructively awkward practitioner.
However,
the ps yc holog ical c ontract liter ature r evie wed suggests th at work
is r equired to understand how one learns about which em ot ions
(and their public expression as feelings) are required and
acceptable in particular roles.
For exam ple, Noon and Blyt on (2 007), in their discussion of the
d em and on em ployees t o utilise their capacit y f or em otional
engagement as a part of the service offered, do not explore the
process or cost of the self-control that may be required. Guest
( 1999), while m entioning the socialisatio n process, by which
p eople com e to underst and what is deem ed appro priate beha viour,
does not include a discussion about what feelings are acceptable
in his def init ion of the contract cont inu um .
The work of Sinnason (1991) and W innicott (19 47) suggests t hat a
capability f or and the cost of separating out private and public
feeling responses,
increases in relation to the level of
confrontation embedded in what is being said or done. They argue
that this capabilit y deve lops f rom an explicit quest ioning of self
a nd others, in t he context of an elaborat e deve lopm ental theory,
about how one learns to ‘do’ feelings. What is proposed in this
p roject is that a sim ilar level of tra nsparency b e developed in
r elat ion to how one learns from one’s wider work conte xt ab out
‘doing’ feelings.
It has been assumed in this project that clues about how to
manage feelings in a public sector are reflected in the work of
Goleman (2002, 1996).
Value is placed on the categorisation,
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cont ainm ent, m odif ication and the controlled expression
feelings.
As has been shown, such an orthodoxy tends
p rivilege those in power ( Macalpine and Marsh, 20 05).

of
to

Sim plist ic ally, wh at is r equired is a an exp licit, author ised
conversat ion about that e lem ent of the psycho logical contract that
r elates t o t he regulat ion of the em otional lif e of em ployees and
those engaged in work with institutions. Realistically this will not
happen without a deeper understanding of how such learning takes
place, what value is attached to different feelings and why, the
sanctions that are im posed to enforce com pliance and who
b enef its from the rules in place.

R e co m m e n dat i o n s
The ke y recomm endat ion arising f rom this project is to t est the
a rgum ent above in the presentatio n of the project ’s wider learning.
In a ddit ion, programm e part icipants should be asked a bout how
they com e to learn about what fee lings and what leve ls of
e xpr ession are appropriate in their orga nisation or com munity.
That is, to explore the ‘how’ of this learning and the extent to
which such boundaries are tested and with what effect. As New
a nd Fleet wood ( 2007) sugg est, we can undere stim ate t he scope f or
behaving differently.

3 . C ommu nity- ba s e d le a de rs hip
Community-based
leaders
are more
dependent
authorisation than their public sector colleagues.

upon

self-

The development of distinctive community-based leadership theory
would reduce the risk of inappropriate criteria being applied to
such leaders’ performance, further undermining their authority to
speak.
A signif icant outcom e of this pr oject is t he conclusion that
com munity leaders and act ivists, act ing out side of institution al
settin gs, will rely m ore on a self -aut horisat ion m echanism than
their public sector colleagues.
They are more likely to find
themselves in unconducive contexts. Such contexts require the
use of emotions, often linked to difficult experiences, to build selfauthority. This will confront practitioners with the concom itant risk
of b eing p erceive d as ‘too em otional’, a risk that can act ivate the
s elf -silenc ing m echanism ident ifie d in the proj ect ’s theor y. This
reliance contrasts with those practitioners who can access a
structural
authority
through
their
institutionally
recognised
p rof essiona l roles. They d o not need t o put such em phasis on a
self-conscious authorisation process, although they will also share
the capacity for self-doubt.
This reasoning leads to a key conclusion. If a broad distinction
can be drawn bet ween comm unity and in st itutio nally b ased
practitioners on the basis of how their actions are authorised,
s im ply a pplyin g leadership f ram ework s de veloped f or the latter,
risks applying ‘wrong theory’ to the form er.
This conclusion
135

r ef lects t he em ancipator y obj ectiv e of Crit ical Realism and crit ical
m ana gem ent t heorists.
That is, to seek to question the
assumptive basis of the evaluation criteria applied to leadership
and followership. There is a need to define a leadership practice
that
is
grounded
in
the
experience
of
com m unity-b ased
practitioners, to check the validity and effects of the ‘read across’
of pub lic sect or assum ptio ns and fram eworks to see if th ere is a
distinctive non-institutionally based leadership. The absence of
such an enquiry risks compounding the silencing effects identified
by Grint (2005) and Blackler (2006) as present in the public
sector. This may result in distinctive voices, in relation to the
public policy of personalisation discussed in Chapter 1, being
marginalised.

Recommendations
The recommendation in relation to the first proposition is to test
its v alidit y. W hat is pr opos ed is a grou nded t heor y set of case
studies, explicitly differentiated by gender, ethnicity, age and
areas of interest.
The method would include semi-structured
interviews and direct observation of participants operating in
partnership activities. Such a study could add to the theory about
c onstructive awk wardnes s by rev ealing m ore of the psycho logica l
and social mechanisms that enable and disable challenge in the
cont ext of part nerships, a struct ure deem ed useful in the pursuit of
the social policy of personalisation.
In relatio n t o t he second, a com parison is m ade bet we en the
le adership literat ure and experience of UK com munity-b ased
leadership and that pertaining to a country where public sector
d i s c o u r s e i s l e s s d o m i n a n t ( f o r e x a m p l e , S o u t h A f r i c a 7) .

F i n al w or d
The project set out to tackle a real work issue in relation to
challenge and being silenced and m y lack of useful things to say in
relation to people’s experience. My understanding and practice
have been changed, to the extent that I now have a more adequate
r esp onse t o t hes e issues. I nevitab ly, I have learnt about m y own
a ssum ptions and behaviour and how t his enab les and lim its m y
p ractice. I rem ain however, int erested a nd excited in m y own and
others desire and reluctance to be constructively awkward.

7

I spent two week s in South Africa in 2004 with 24 U.K. community
leaders, hosted by a community project in a township near Cape Town.
It became clear that a community-based leadership em ergent from
conflict was fundamentally different to that in the UK, in the way
conflict was managed and expressed. Our hosts perceived us to be
over anxious about disagreement, the consequence of hundreds of
years of civil continuit y.
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Appendix A
Pa rt icipa nt inf ormation and c on sent f orm
Y ou a r e b ei n g in v i t e d t o t ak e pa rt i n a r e s e ar c h s t ud y.
B ef or e yo u d ec i de if yo u wa nt t o t a k e pa r t , i t i s
i m p or t a nt f o r y o u t o u n de r s t a n d wh y t he r es e a r c h i s
b ei ng do ne an d wh a t i t wi l l i nv o l v e. P le as e t ak e t i m e
t o re ad t h e f ol l o wi n g i nf or m a t i o n c a r ef u l l y a n d d is c us s
i t wi t h o t h e r s if yo u wi s h . I f a nyt h i ng i s not c le a r a n d if
yo u wo u l d li k e m o r e i nf o r m at io n a bo ut t hi s s t u d y
p le as e c o nt a c t m e .
M y c o nt a c t d e t a i l s a r e : 02 0 7 3 0 7 24 0 9 o r 07 77 4 73 413 4
o r v i a e - m ai l d . na yl o r @ k i ng s f und . or g . uk
M y wo r k
a d d r es s i s K i ng’ s Fu nd , 1 1 - 1 3 C av e n d i s h Sq ua r e , L o nd o n
W 1G O A N
S t u d y t i t l e – W h a t a r e t h e m ec h a ni sm s t h at e n abl e a
l e ad e r t o b e c on s t r u c t i ve l y aw kw ar d ?
T h e a im of t hi s s t u d y i s t o d e s cr i b e t h e be h av i o u r s of a
l ea der wh o i s wi l l i n g a nd c apa bl e of c h al l eng i n g t he
wa y d e c i s i on s a r e m a de a n d t h e i d ea s a nd be li ef s t hat
a r e e x p r es s e d t o s u p po r t t he s e d ec is i o ns . A n d, d o t hi s
i n a wa y t ha t m a i nt a in s pr of es s i o n al r e l a t i o ns hi p s . T he
a im o f t h e s t u dy i s t o des c r i be c ons t r u c t iv e l y a wk wa r d
b eh a v i o ur a n d t h e s i t u at i o ns we r e i t wo r k s we l l a nd
l es s we ll .
Y ou h av e be en i nv i t ed t o t a k e p ar t i n t h i s s t u d y
b ec au s e yo u h a v e a r ec og n i s e d l e a de r s h i p r o l e.
S pe c i f i c al l y, bec a u s e yo u h av e e x p e r i e nc e o f wo r k i ng
i n c o m p l e x s i t u at i o n s wh e r e y o u m a y h a v e c h al l en ged
o t he r p eo p l es ’ t h i n k i ng an d de c is i on m ak i ng . U p t o t en
p eo p le wi l l be in v it ed t o t ak e pa r t i n t h i s s t ud y .
D o I ha ve t o t ak e p a r t ?
N o. I t i s u p t o yo u t o dec i de wh e t h er or n o t t o t a k e
p ar t . I f yo u do de c i de t o t ak e p a r t yo u wi l l b e g iv en
t h i s i nf o rm at i o n s h e et t o k e ep a nd be as k e d t o s ig n a
c o n s ent f o r m . I f yo u dec i de t o t a k e par t yo u a r e s t i l l
f r ee t o wi t hd r a w a t a n y t im e a nd wi t ho ut g i v in g a
r e as o n.
W h at w i l l ha p pe n t o m e i f I t a k e p ar t ?
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Y ou wi l l b e as k e d t o p ar t i c ip at e i n a s em i- s t r u c t ur e d
i nt er v ie w l as t i ng a bou t a n h our . T h e m a x i m um l en gt h
o f t h e i nt e r v i e w wi l l be on e an d a h a l f h o ur s
T he
q ues t i o ns ar e d es i gne d t o c a p t ur e s om e ba s i c
i nf or m a t i o n a bo ut yo u ( e. g. wo r k r o l e, p r of e s s i on al
t r ai n i n g an d e x p er i enc es , ge nd e r ) an d t o e xp l o r e yo u r
e xp er i e nc e of t h e s o r t of l e ad e r s hi p d es c r i be d a bov e.
W i t h yo u r a g r ee m e nt I wi l l au d i o r e c o r d t he i nt e rv i e w.
I wi l l t r a ns c ri be t h e i nt e r v i e ws a n d i n v i t e yo u t o c h ec k
t h i s r ec o r d f o r ac c u r ac y.

W hat do I have t o d o?
I f yo u ag r e e t o t a k e p a r t I wi l l as k yo u a b o ut yo u r
e xp er i e nc e s of yo u r l ead er s h i p. Mo r e s p e c i f ic al l y t o
r e f l ec t yo u r s k i l l s , b eha v io u r s , t ho u gh t s , f e el in gs and
a t t i t u d es wh e n yo u h a v e q ue s t io n ed o t he r s s t r on g l y
h el d b e l i e f s a nd i d e as .
W h at ar e t h e p o s si bl e di sa dv a n t a ge s a nd r i s ks o f
t a ki n g pa r t ?
Y ou m a y r ec a ll di f f ic ul t e x p er i e n c e s a n d f e el i n g s t hat
yo u wo u l d p r ef e r no t t o t h i nk a b o ut .
W h at ar e t he po s si bl e be n ef i t s of t a ki n g pa r t ?
T h er e ar e n o di r ec t b en ef i t s , e xc e p t t h os e t h a t ar i s e
f r om h av i n g a n op por t u n i t y t o r e f l ec t o n yo u r
l ea der s hi p e x pe ri e nc e. T hi s is a ls o a n o pp or t u ni t y t o
c o n t r i but e t o d ev el o p i n g u n d er s t a nd i ng o f t h is as pe c t
o f l ea de r s hi p ex p e r i e nc e.
W i l l m y t a ki n g p a r t i n t hi s st u d y b e ke pt
c o nf i de nt i a l ?
A l l i nf o r m at io n t ha t is c o l l ec t e d du r i n g t he c o ur s e of
t h e i nt er v i e w wi l l b e k e pt s t r i c t l y c on f i d en t i al .
Any
i nf or m a t i o n a bo u t yo u wh i c h i s us ed wi l l h av e yo u r
n am e a nd a d dr es s r e m ov e d s o t h at yo u c a nn ot be
r e c o g ni s e d f r o m i t .
W h at w i l l h app e n t o t he r es ul t s of t h e r e se a r c h
s t ud y?
T h e r e s u l t s of t h is r e s ear c h wi l l b e u s e d i n t wo wa ys .
T h e f i r s t i s t o in f or m t he d e s ig n a nd d el i v e r y of K in g’ s
F u nd l e a de r s h ip d ev el op m e nt p ro gr am m e s . T h e K i n g’ s
F u nd is a n i nd e pe n d e nt , v o lu nt a r y h e a lt h c ar e
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o r g an is at io n
( f or
more
in f or m at i on
go
to
w ww. k i ngs f u nd . o r g. uk ) . T h e s ec ond wa y i s v i a j our n a l
a r t i c l es i n t he p r o f es s i ona l pr es s .
T h e r es u l t s a r e l i k el y t o b e us e d a n d/ or p ub l i s h ed m id
2 00 7 .
You
wi l l
n ot
be
i d e nt i f i ed
in
any
r e p or t / pu bl ic at io n c o pi es of w h at i s pub li s he d c a n be
s e n t o n r e q ue s t .
W h o ha s r e vi ew ed th e s t u d y?
T h is s t u d y h as be en a pp r o v e d b y t h e M i dd l e s e x
U n i v e r s i t y H e a l t h S t u d i es Et hi c s S u b- Co m m it t e e an d
t h e C hi ef E x e c u t i v e of t h e K i n g’ s Fun d.

T h an k yo u f or t ak in g t he t i m e t o r ea d t h is .

CON SEN T FO RM

Ti t l e of Pr oj ec t :
W ha t a r e t he m ec ha n i s m s t h at e na bl e a l e a d er t o b e
c o n s t r uc t i v el y awk wa r d ?
N am e o f Res ear c he r :
D av i d N a yl o r
M y c o n t ac t d e t a i l s a r e:
0 2 0 7 30 8 2 47 9 o r
0 77 7 47 3 4 1 34 or v i a e- m a i l d. n a yl o r @ k in gs f u n d. or g. uk
M y wo r k ad d r es s i s Ki ng ’s F u nd, 11 - 13 C av en d i s h
S qu a r e, L o n do n W 1G O A N

1 . I c o nf i rm t h at I h a v e r ea d a n d u nd e r s t a nd t h e
i n f or m at i o n
s h ee t
d at ed . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . … … … … … … … … f or
the
a bo v e s t u d y a n d h a v e h ad t h e o pp o r t u ni t y t o
as k q ue s t i ons .
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2 . I u n d e rs t a nd t ha t m y p a r t ic i p at i o n i s v ol un t a r y
a nd t ha t I am f r ee t o wi t h dr a w a t a n y t i m e ,
wi t h ou t g i v i ng an y r eas on .
3 . I a gr e e t o t ak e p a r t i n t he ab ov e s t u d y.

N am e of P er s on g i v i n g c on s e nt

S i g na t u r e

D at e
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Appendix B
Section 1 summ arises the educational approach that underpins the
application of the project’s theory. Section 2 sets out an
indicative set of slides to support a workshop intervention to help
people think about the skills, capabilities, experiences and
cont exts rele vant to exploring c onstruct ive awk ward ness.

1. Educational approach
A c a p aci t y f or r e f l ec t i o n i s r eq ui r e d
Th e deve lopm ent of a capabilit y f or constructiv e awk wardness is
assum ed to be nested in a capacity for self-reflection. As part of
defining this capacity, the following diagram identifies four
possible positions that people m ight operate from .

The
minimum
level required for
constructive
awkwardness

Leve l 1 is ass ociated with lim ited ins ight into s elf and others and
acting from this position leads to quick fixes. Level 2 is linked to
an ability to hear multiple explanations about what is going on but
act ion is underm ine d b y a lack of self-authorit y. Th e pers on
behaving at level 3 accepts they ar e part of what is problem atic
and t hat t hey can an d shou ld tr y and do som ething to im pr ove
things. Such thinking suggests the level of self-authorisation
required t o be construct ively awk war d. Lev el 4 is assoc iat ed with
the capacity to act and to reflect upon the assum ptions that
underpin such action, and where necessary develop new ones
(James, 2002).
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D e f i ni n g a r e f le ct i v e pr ac t i ce
The t heoret ica l roots of this pract ice a re in t he work of Arg yr is
(2000, 1991,1977), Schein (2004) and Mezirow (1989). The
connecting assum ption is that learning takes place at thr ee levels.
We can review how we have done things with a view to improving
how we enact m ore effectively existing assum ptions and
behaviours. Fram ing assum ptions are not questioned. Argyris
(1977) describes this as single-loop learning and Mezirow (1989)
as instr um ental. These assum ptions can be subject to a critical
a nalys is in term s of their eff ects and the deve lopm ent of ne w
a ssum ptions t o underpin beha viour. This is what Ar gyr is ( 1977)
calls double-loop learning and Mezirow (1989) a critical selfr eflection on assumptions (CSRA). The em phasis is on a
‘c r it ic al an al ys is of t he p s yc h olo gic al o r c ult u r a l as s um p ti on s t ha t
a r e t he sp ec if ic r e as o ns f or one ’ s c once pt ua l and p s yc h olo gic a l
limitations, the constitutive processes or conditions of formations
of one’s experience and beliefs’ (Mezirow, 1989p.193).

A third loop is proposed by Mezirow (1989). The focus here is to
explore the origins of assum ptions and how these help to
determ ine what we are interested in and what m ay be excluded by
this focus. This is learning at the level of ontological and
epistem ic assum ptions: r efection that
‘…sets out to examine the assumptions and explore the causes
(biographical, historical, cultural) the nature (including moral and
ethical dimensions), and consequences (individual and interpersonal) of his or her frames of reference to ascertain why he or
she is predisposed to learn in a certain way or to appropriate
particular goals’ (Mezirow, 1989, p.195).

E xample - linking cli ent and refl ection l evel s
A senior m anager on a developm ent program me was discussing the
poor evaluation of a session she had run on m easuring
performance. Her initial reaction was to oscillate between
catastrophising her performance and attacking the audience for
being so passive. She was operating as a level 1client. She
concluded that she needed to re-order the sides that constituted
h er educat ional interventio n a nd cr eate som e tim e f or quest ions.
This was an exam ple of single loop learning and m oving to being a
level 2 client. She assum ed she just needed to tweak her
presentation and try harder.
Her colleagues in the developm ent activity confronted her failure
to question what it might have been like for her audience when
their senior m anager walked into the r oom to talk about
performance. This triggered her to think about what she
r epr esented to others and that her assum ption that she had no
effect on others was unlikely. This double loop learning, led her
to question whether she was the best person to talk about this
subject and how she might need to acknowledge the silencing she
m ight trigger. She resolved to be more open and talk about her
own struggles with being evaluated and judged.
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Reviewing her revised intervention she still felt that people were
n ot underst anding ho w im portant perform ance m eas ureme nt was
and she noticed how irritated this m ade her and how this led her to
being directive in the session. She noticed that she asked lots of
questions, m any of them closed. Her colleagues asked her to
think about why evaluat ion was so im portant to her; and what were
the or igins of these assum ptions in her past. As she explored the
b iographical origins and how she had f elt the subj ect of int ense
p arental scruti ny, she c onsidered it wa s possible t hat she was, in
certain contexts, replicating the scrutiny she knew to be silencing
of creativity. She realised, that as a level 4 client, she had to
learn to notice how she could silence others.

D e sc r i bi n g t he p r o ce ss of l e ar ni n g
Schein (2004) offers a way of conceptualising the learning process
by which assum ptions can be reviewed. The m ove from single to
double loop is mediated by what he terms ‘learning’ and ‘survival’
anxiety. Anxiety is defined by Em anuel (2000) as ‘the response to
s om e yet unrecognised f actor, in the e nvir onm ent or in the self ’
(p.6). Learning anxiety is a response to feeling stupid and being
concerned about how others m ay react. Such anxiety can block a
curiosity about one’s sense of ignorance, error and fallibility
described by O’Br ien (1987) as a key leadership com petence.
Survival anxiety relates to the anxiety we face when we know we
must change to preserve our job, status, or life. Sufficient anxiety
is required to tr igger refection and excessive am ounts triggers
r etrenchm ent.

The exam ple above suggest that feedback is an intervention that
introduces new ideas and this may be particularly acceptable if the
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person offering it is skilful and has status in the perception of the
recipient.

Feedback and a parallel process
Developm ent program m es can confer the status of significant other
on co-participants. The effects of a ‘parallel process’ can offer
the data upon which to formulate feedback. The parallel process
is defined by Blackler & Kennedy (2004).
The relationship between the directors and participants and
between the participants as a peer group will recreate in a
modified way the ‘conflicts and contradictions of their jobs in the
safe and containing environm ent provided by the course’ (p.195).
This re-creation has two dimensions differentiated by levels of
awareness. At a conscious level the programme directors use
their authority to get participants to do things, som e of which will
evoke anxiety and resistance. Participants and directors are free
within the ground rules to question and challenge what is going on.
The experience of doing this can be reflected upon and the outputs
can be used to think about ‘doing’ constructive awkwardness.
The second dim ension relates to the transf ere ntial possibilities
between participants. This m eans that behaviour, attitudes and
feelings in the present m ay have their origins in earlier formative
experiences (Klein, 1959). This recreation will be unconscious
and its effects only revealed by feedback, and conscious
d eliberation on behav iour and its effects. Th e para llel process
can be used to expose, explore the deeper assum ptions (for
exam ple about doing challenge) and test new behaviours in a
work-like environm ent, without the associated r isks. This parallel
process can be deliberately re-created by the use of Tavistockbased small groups and peer assessed learning.

E st a bl i s hi n g a l e a r ni n g c o nt r a ct
The senior m anager in the previous exam ple lear ns in part
because of feedback and this presupposes som e agr eem ent that
this is acceptable. This acceptability should not be taken for
granted by programme directors, who will have their own
assumptions about what is right. Gregory and Romm (2001) argue
that if one’s intention is to ask people to question the basis of
their certainties, then those who ask should be explicit about their
intentions and method.
‘W hat is im portant in our vie w, is th at the f acilitator, in
confronting others, is also willing to subject his or her own
r eflections to critical self-reflection, and to challenges from
others as a part of the process of engagem ent in the
discourse’ (Gregory and Romm, 2001, p.457).
A way of being explicit is to establish and keep under review a
learning contract. The following is an exam ple of headings for
discussion.
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Discussion points w hen formulating the learning contract


The anxiety associated with the proposed reflective practice
needs to be explained in terms of how one can feel. It can feel
d isturb ing as old ways of think ing and behaving are que st ioned.



The disturbance arises from learning and survival anxiety and
the necessity of this experience needs to be justified.



Make clear that participants will have to, as far as possible,
a gree to ex plore this m ethod with lim ited ev idenc e for
effectiveness.



Explain that the behaviour and content of facilitators’
interventions are available for critical review and elaboration
except where this elaboration is a way of not hearing the
feedback continued within the intervention (i.e. staying with a
helpful not-knowing.)



A key tool is feedback based on a parallel process ( explain this
and why it can be useful in learning, which requires practice
and feedback).

There will be a gradual move into feedback with plenty
opportunities for practice in giving and receiving feedback.

of

The structures within which feedback can take place (small and
large groups, workshops, lectures, one-to-one sessions) need
to be explained to help people anticipate what might happen
where.



People learn f rom eac h ot her. Th is m eans, in realit y, that t hey
use and need each other to represent behaviours and attitudes
that are problem atic in som e way. Ther efore how people want to
manage the inevitable mistakes, hurts would need to be
discussed.



Define th e role of th e directors, wh ich is to co ach, to help
develop skills, to hold the boundary on propriety and draw
attention to, and intervene on, individual and group behaviours
that may underm ine the task of reflection and application.
However, point out that such interventions tend to be during or
after events.

C on c l u si o n
This appendix has set out the educational approach that underpins
the applicat ion of the theory of constructive awk war dness. A level
3 client capability is required to support the critical evaluation of
assumptions required to develop appropriate behaviours. Asking
people to work at this level requires an explicit working through of
a learning contract if the intervention is to be considered ethical.
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2 . An ou tlin e int er ve n tion
Slide

Notes
Speaking up and being
silenced

David Naylor
King's Fund 2008
Speaking up and being silenced

1

Th e s ym b ol o f t h e c ro s sr oad s
invokes Hecate, the goddess of
lim inality. Introduces key idea that
speaking up, saying what you want
and
need
to
say
may
bring
uncerta inty, real and im agin ed. It
introduces the idea of choosing to
behave differently (e.g. to speak
out),
because
otherwise
the
assum ption is if you do the sam e
you get the sam e and the easiest
element
to
change
is
own
behaviour.
These three cartoons introduce a
key idea. Culturally and personally
we are prone to agree and it takes
effort or significant provocation to
speak up.
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Speaking up and being silenced

2

Speaking up and being silenced

3

Speaking up and being silenced

4

Slide

Notes

Questions that frame the session
 What develops my authority?
- How do I know?
- What do I and others notice ?

 What undermines my authority ?
- How do I know
- What do I and others notice?

 What behaviours, ideas & assumptions do
I feel I must challenge?
 If I could say it, I would say…
Speaking up and being silenced

5

Example 1

6

Example 2

7

Example 3
‘A sense of I’m going to have to speak to this, it’s out
of control. I mean obviously all the physiological
things, increasing of pulse rate, dry mouth,
nervousness, anxiety…a heightened sense of drama,
a sense of tension…a complete reckless
abandonment of caring about the consequences.
The ‘hear I stand I can do no other’. It’s a kind of, it
might be a function of a kind of mad grandiosity. I
don’t always …… it’s not trying to achieve anything at
this point, it’s a discharge – a discharge of rage and
fury in order that the opponents should know where
they are wrong…’ Speaking up and being silenced
8
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This
exam ple
introduces
role/position/boundary position as
an elem ent of self-authorisation.
Begs
the
question
about
how
practitioners who cannot draw on
this authorising context fare.
Introduces the role of reflexive
conversations
(m eta
and
com m unicative) and their agential
power.
The assum ption is that
these powers are increased if
these voices are given credibility.

It means that I am left making a value
judgement about whether or not to speak up in
the face of too little information or confidence
to make that very decision. I guess what I
mean is that if I had enough info. and
experience (in relation to those I’m with) I
would not be having the conversation with
myself about whether or not to speak up! …I
find it really frustrating and total illogical
nonsense.
Speaking up and being silenced

Key assum ption is that the m ore
one knows about how one selfauthorises in particular contexts
the more conscious control one can
exert.
Key educational principle is that
ideas presented have to relate to
people’s experience (so they need
to bring these to the fore) as this
is the experience that is the focus
of critical review.

‘So for them, it’s somebody coming in from
another planet really and yet he’s a white,
male doctor from, at that time I was in Oxford,
so they can’t just dismiss him as …… you
know, it’s not some nutter who’s coming in
with some weird alternative medicine and
hocus-pocus who could just be ….…you
wouldn’t even bother inviting, they wouldn’t
even have over the threshold’.
Speaking up and being silenced

Introduces
the
key
idea
that
speaking up is linked to sufficient
self-authority.
This term best
describes what is required to m ove
from
thinking/feeling
that
one
wants to intervene and actually
speaking
and
managing
any
subsequent conversation.

This is an example of learning
anxiety and worr yin g about looking
stupid.
Intr oduces the role of em otions and
the necessity to act ethically.
Raises questions about the local
and wider culture that define how
em otions are to be understood and
managed.
Intr oduces the dilem m a between
self-control and losing control.

Slide

Notes
Example 4

‘It’s about asking the questions that people are
thinking but don’t want to ask because of the
culture. And I always feel that I’m outside and
being outside, you can ask questions which may
seem bloody obvious and probably are bloody
obvious but people don’t ask them, and it’s sort of
the Emperor’s new clothes scenario…’

Speaking up and being silenced

Introduces the role of the fool and the
necessity
of
institutionalising
doubt/argum entation (Kram er, 2007) in
com plex open s ys tem s.
Systems that are prepared to act and are able to
make sense of their experiences and are able to
discredit their existing insights are better able to
deal
with
dynamic
complexity
than
others
(Kramer, 2007, p.75).

9

Definition
of
dynamic
complexity:
hard
to
determine, requires analysis, will not be fully
reveal wigo, and demands action on incomplete
data, and these action will have unpredictable
effects which will also need managing.

Having introduced the m ain issues and
ideas the structure of the session is
described.

Plan of the session
 Session 1 – ideas & conversation
- what does the literature and our own experience tell us
about self authorisation?
 Session 1 – framing questions
- review and development of initial answers
 Session 2 - ideas & conversation
- The Abilene paradox DVD
- Conspiracy DVD
 Session 2 – framing questions
- what are we learning?
 Application – developing a work based experiment
Speaking up and being silenced

Basic learning agreem ent is discussed
and agreed.

10

Self-authority and context







What's permissible around here?
Bad leadership
Passive followership
Mixed messages in the system
Our capacity for self-silencing
Our capacity to lose control

Speaking up and being silenced

11

This
slide
introduces
connection
between
agency
and
structures.
Personal authority is constrained and
knowing how these rules/expectations
are internalised and their effects one
can
begin
to
question
our
basic
assum ptions
about
how
we
as
manager s, leaders, wom en etc should
behave.
Slide
makes
a
value
explicit
som etim es we nee d to intervene and
challenge wigo.

What's permissible around here?
'Constructive conflict' (Roberto, 2005)
- enhance divergent thinking & consensus
 'Challenge the process' (Kouzes &
Pousner, 2003)
- have the courage of your convictions
 'Managed disagreement' (Druker, 2001)
- the adequate airing of assumptions
 'Constructive disobedience' (Boxer, 2003)
- question mySpeaking
practice
and the service 12
up and being silenced
where it works against the interest of
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Introduces
the
difference
of
th e
espoused and theory in use by Argyris
(2000). Sets appropriate expectations
of
the
consequences
of
being
con struct ively awk ward.
Is this people’s experience?

Slide

Notes

NHS Leadership Qualities Framework
Self belief

 Speaking up if this is needed. In doing so, their integrity and their
motivation for service improvement will sustain them.

Reinforces the message above.

Self
 Being tenacious and resilient in the face of difficulty
management
Personal
integrity

 Insistence on openness and communication, motivated by values
about inclusiveness and getting on with the job.

Intellectual
flexibility

 Being open to innovative thinking and encouraging creativity and
experimentation in others too.

 Resilience that enables them to push harder, when necessary, in
the interests of developing or improving the service

Broad
scanning

 Being persistent in getting key facts of a situation.

Holding to
account

 Creating a climate of support and accountability rather that a climate
of blame.
 Being prepared to be held to account by others for what they have
contracted you to do as the leader.

Collaborative  Understanding and being sensitive to diverse viewpoints.
Speaking up and being silenced
working
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Intr oduces a basic dilem ma em bedded
in
current
articulation
of
both
transactional
and
transformational
leadership.

A Dilemma
Should followers follow the leader, or
the dictates of their consciences? On
the one hand, a strong argument can be
made that to maintain order and get
work done, followers should go along
with the leader except in dire
circumstances. On the other hand,
followers are not sheep, nor should they
necessarily be part of any herd

W hen have yo u had to act?

(Kellerman, 2003, p.30).
Speaking up and being silenced
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Pictures:
Rosa Parks riding a Montgomery, Ala., bus in
December
1956,
after
the
Supreme
Court
outlawed segregation on buses.
My Lai massacre during the Vietnam War 16ht
August 1968.
350 civilians.
Chief W arrant
Officer
Hugh
Thompson
(door
gunner
Larry
Colbourn -not shown)

Defining bad leadership
(Kellerman, 2004)

Incompetent

Lacks the will or skill to deliver positive change.

Rigid

May be competent but ‘unable or unwilling to adapt to new
ideas, new information, or changing times’ (p.41). Needs
followers who also adopt this position.

Intemperate

Lack of self control ‘aided and abetted by followers who are
unwilling or unable effectively to intervene’ (p42).

Callous

Indifferent to the needs of others and aided by followers.

Corrupt

Self interest that is excessive, ahead of the public interest.

Insular

Disregard of the outsider group for whom there is some
responsibility.

Evil

Physical and psychological harm as an instrument of power
and leadership.
Speaking up and being silenced
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Passive followership
Most of the time I’m telling myself to shut up
because I worry that what I’m about to say is either
already blindingly obvious or extremely stupid. (It
REALLY IS as basic as not wanting to look a
plonker.) What does the fear of looking a plonker
mean for me? It means that I am left making a
value judgement about whether or not to speak up

Speaking up and being silenced
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Introduces
Kellerm an’s
idea
that
possibility of bad leadership has not
permeated
leadership
developm ent.
These leaders need followers, which
raises a question about notion of
followership - what is it to do this well?
Test the assum ptio n that t his always
refers to other people.
Again, think
about how individuals and structures
engage
to
create
the
outcom es
described here.
Introduces
ways
we
can
silence
ourselves and be silenced.
Links to
active (or not) followership.
Problem of look ing stupid and saying
the obvious.
Question: when have
people
thought
som ething
needed
saying and r em ained silent?

Slide

Notes
Being silenced

Jack’s work helps to conceptualise
silence. Assum ption here is t hat if you
cannot
talk
about
experience
you
cannot review it.

 Noticing what silences us:
– Judging self by external standards
– Putting the needs of others first
– Inhibition of self expression
– Splitting into a compliant public self and
private emotional self

Introduces the question about whether
gender, role and authority affect this
risk.

(Jack, 1991)

Speaking up and being silenced
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When am I silenced?







What was going on around you?
How did you feel?
What were the effects of these feelings?
How did you behave
What would you have liked to have done?
What did you learn about yourself, others
& effects of context?
Speaking up and being silenced
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Choosing silence
(Van Dyne, 2003)

 Acquiescent silence
- Nothing I can do here

 Defensive silence
- I'm scared

 Pro-social silence

 Defensive voice
- Blame others

 Acquiescent voice
- Agreement based on
resignation

- I'm protecting others

Speaking up and being silenced
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Speaking up has its risks

Su, P. (2006) Cultured to slip. Blog posting, June 14th. Available from:
http://blogs.msdn.com/philipsu/archive/2006/06/14/631438.aspx [Accessed 23rd June
2006]
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Questions answered working on your
own and t hen in sm all groups, plus
plenar y session. Aim is to help peop le
identify how their behaviour is affected
by context, what is not being spoken
about and what people might want to
speak about (i.e. what they would like
to be different).
Introduces
another
dim ens ion
of
silence, elem ents of which are linked to
fear. An assum ption based on Mingers
(2000)
is
that
when
power
is
challenged it tends to fight back;
feedback well intentioned can turn to
cr itic ism ; and people will react when
challenged
however
skilfully
done.
Test this assum ption by asking people
how they behave when challenged by
juniors, peers, boss.
Reinforces m essage of push back when
challenged.
Blog
quote
about
developm ent of software and conflict
between
managers
who
set
the
deadlines and developers who knew
that the deadline would not be met.

‘Every once in a while, Truth still pipes up in
meetings. When this happens, more often
than not, Truth is simply bent over an
authoritative knee and soundly spanked into
silence’.

Speaking up and being silenced

Focuses the issue raised so far on
people’s actual work-based experience.

20

Slide

Notes

Speaking up has its risks

There is evidence that we can struggle
to m anage challenge.

In the survey carried out by Woodman and Cook
(2005) for the Chartered Management Institute,
39% of all managers reported being bullied in the
past three years. Public sector managers were at
most risk. Cooper and Faragher (2001) conclude
in their large scale survey across public and
private sector in the UK that ‘workplace bullying
is a major social problem’ (p.457).

Speaking up and being silenced
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Focusing the viewing
 How do participants silence themselves?
 How are they silenced?





Context – local and social
Power
Group process
Disagreement

 What connections can be made with your
experience?
Speaking up and being silenced

R aises quest ions ab out h ow, why, wh e n
people in their role as senior m anagers
can co-create contexts where this risk
is high.

26

The next 3 introduce two DVDs. The
Abilene Paradox describes Groupthink
(Harvey, 1988).
Useful in helping
people think when they have been
silenced. The Conspiracy DVD, based
on W annsee Conference, produced for
W orld Holo caust Da y. Serious viewing,
raises
im poss ibilit y
of
confronting
som e form s of power and how context
can silence.
The Abilene Paradox (2nd edition).
(CRM Learning [DVD] Available from:
http://www.crm learning.com/aboutcrm/

Problems of agreement

k

Speaking up and being silenced
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Conspiracy (2003) Directed by Frank
Pierson. HBO.

Problems of agreement

Historical
reference:
Rosem an,
M.
(2003)
The villa, the lake, the
meeting.
W annsee and the final
solution. London, Penguin.

Speaking up and being silenced
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‘Despite
the
euphemism
of
evacuation,
the
minutes unmistakably contain a plan for genocide
- formulated in sober bureaucratic language,
deliberated on in civilized surroundings in a once
cosmopolitan
suburb
of
Berlin.
Serious
intelligent men had conferred together and delved
into the details of the half-Jew , the quarter Jew’
(p. 1).

Slide

Notes
Doing challenge

Introduces idea of being constructively
awkward.
Off er s om e an o n ym ise d
e xam ples f rom the pr oject to catalys e
conversation.

 What triggered your intervention?
 What was the context?
- who was there?
- what was your/their role?

 How did you feel?

People
spend
t im e
working
on
questions on their own and discuss in
sm all groups followed by plenary.

- what were the effects of these feelings?

 How did you behave
 What did you learn about yourself, others
& effects of context?
Speaking up and being silenced

Ethical sensitivity Speaking up and being silenced
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Solomon8 argues for no separation
between personal ethics and those
expressed in one’s organisational life.
McKie (2004) asks two questions.
What is being asked of me as I face
this
situation?
What
sort
of
organisation or community am I part
of? (p.140).

What do I react to?
I’m a community based kind of character, I
don’t know why… I’ve grown up around large
groups of black males, many of them not as
fortunate as me in actually having developed
some skills and knowledge and a bit of ability
and understanding about the system. So I
would feel I would be a sell out if I didn’t do
something to try and improve matters and
improve life.
Speaking up and being silenced
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What do I react to?
•
•
•
•

What issues do I have to confront?
What would I like to confront
What interventions do I feel good about?
What interventions do I wish I had done or
done better?
• Where did I learn about doing challenge
and confronting?
Speaking up and being silenced

Introduces idea that self-authorisation
is
partially
built
and
sustained,
sufficent to trigger and intervention,
when values are challenged.
The
assum ption is that the m ore explicit the
values, the m ore sensitised people will
be to why they feel challenged and this
m akes them harder to ignore when they
are not actualised.
That is, values
when challenged can be generative.

Good or ganisational values em erge
from the individuals in conversation
with a receptive context.
Exercise that asks people to think
about
what
triggers
their
ethical
sensitivities and their experience and
skills in confronting.
Im portant to link experience, good or
bad, to effects of context.

25

8
‘People in business are ultimately responsible as individuals, but they are responsible
as individuals in a corporate setting where their responsibilities are at least in part
defined by their roles and duties in the company and, of course the ‘bottom line’’
(Solomon, 1997, p.208).
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One dimensional view of power

Next three slides constitute additional
conceptual m aterial.
Lukes’s (2004)
conceptualisation offers language to
help
think
about
being
led
and
managed and how one also leads and
manages.

 A has power over B to the extent that he
can successfully get B to do something
that B would not otherwise do
– To see who has power we simply observe
behaviour/ decision-making processes and
see who wins, who loses - those who have
success are those who have power
Speaking up and being silenced

Links to experience of oppressed
groups being invisible.
For exam ple,
O’Grady (2005) and internalising of
oppressive structures leading to selfsilencing.

29

Two dimensional view of power

Also, silence as a manifestation of
power (Macalpine and Marsh, 2005)
They argue power is expressed through
silence. This is silence as discourse,
which
authorises
certain
ways
of
talk ing and thinking. This boundary is
maintained
by
self-policing
as
e m b a r r a s s m e n t o r f e a r 9. T h i s m a k e i t
much harder to question how language
and practice conceal wigo.

 Power has not one but two facets:
 open conflict (first dimension)
 closing of opportunities to express dissent covert use of power

 No public airing of policy conflicts. “Nondecision-making” (the mobilisation of bias
to close off the political agenda)
Speaking up and being silenced
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Three dimensional power

Links to above.

 "A also exercises power over [B] by …
influencing, shaping or determining his
very wants. Indeed, is it not the supreme
exercise of power to get another or others
to have the desires you want them to have
- that is to secure their compliance by
controlling their thoughts and desires?"
(Lukes 1974, p.23)

Speaking up and being silenced
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What some people find helpful
 Build self-authorisation
- Listen to reflexive voices
- Assume you may not be wrong
- Assume others think/feel as you do
- Speak to any emotional response
- Accept the pleasure of correcting wrong thinking
- Be in denial of what is taken for granted
- Be the best prepared in the room
- Remember history
- Remember who you admire
- Know what your values are and bring them to work
Speaking up and being silenced
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Reflects
current
theory
about
constructive
awk wardnes s.
Opportunity to develop theory based on
participant experience. This needs to
be linked to the contexts represented
in the data (gender, professional role,
organisations, self-authorised).
Selfauthorised
is
example
of
context
mechanism that can override some
effects of other contexts.

9
‘ disc ursiv el y conc eals what would be ot herwis e be s o notic eable - t he conti nued huge
disj unct ure in power/st at us/lif e chanc es bet ween blac k and whit e people’ (Mac al pine and
Mars h, 2006 p.443).
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What some people find helpful

Apologies reference:
Tucker et al
(2006) Apologies and transformational
leadership.
Journal
of
Business
Ethics, (63), pp.195-207.

 Understand how context and wider
structures authorise and silence you
 Practice and review
 Learn to apologise with grace

Speaking up and being silenced
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Leadership responsibilities

Returns to the theme of participants’
responsibility for creating conducive
contexts
for
challenge
and
argumentation.

 'Thick' conversations
 Challenge is valued
- congruent with espoused theory
- assumption of robustness

 Model challenge
 Accept an offer apologies
 Support stories of challenge in the culture

Speaking up and being silenced
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Punctuating the conversation

Opportunity to explore how people
currently manage challenge and what
effects
they
notice
about
their
m anagem ent.

Next two slides introduce skills aspect
of constructive awkwardness.
Heron
(2000)
sets
out
basic confronting
agendas and the role of anxiety in
mediating
the
quality
of
the
intervention.

(Based on Heron 2001)

• Feedback - this is how I
experience you
• Direct questioning - why did
you do that?
• Rattle and shake - what’s the
evidence for that?
• Correction and disagreement no, its not like that.
• Focus on feelings - I know
what you think but how do you
feel?
• Controlled expression of own
emotions - you really need to
hear this and see how angry I
Speaking up and being silenced
feel

Em pirical study, concluded that leaders
who apologise and learn are seen as
looking
beyo nd
self-interest
and
Study
a t t e n d i n g t o r e l a t i o n s h i p s . 10
based on ice hockey referees and
apologies to coaches.

35

Com petence in this skill is linked to
practice. The giving and receiving of
feedback, arou nd issues that m atter
( e.g. academ ic perform ance, behaviour
in a sm all or large groups) is a us eful
education context in which to practice.

The Confronting Balancing Act

Speaking up and being silenced
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Four c ategori es: exc use (I did wrong but not my fault ); J ustif ication (accept
res ponsibility but deny wrong doing); denial (not hing wrong and not m e); and apology (I’m
wrong, m y res ponsibilit y, I’m s orry, not happen again)
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The following three slides are
additional
material
helping
to
contextualise
constructive
awkwardness in conversation.
Offers a way of thinking about an
activity
that
may
be
in
the
organisational woodwork.
Speaking up and being silenced
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Introduces questions about what
sorts
of
questions
people
encourage and what eff ects they
notice.
Conversations are culturally
determined
If this is the aim, then the fact that we have all
these opportunities for disagreement about
values need not put us off. Understanding one
another may be hard; it can certainly be
interesting. But it does not require that we
come to agreement.
(Ginsbourg, 2005 p.78).

Speaking up and being silenced
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Conversation
Empty right until people freed
themselves of the feeling that they did
not know how to express themselves
properly’ and they also needed to
overcome ‘the old ingrained dislike of
being interrupted, which seemed like
a mutilation.
(Zeldin, 1998, p.33).

Speaking up and being silenced
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Work based experiment







What do you want to be different?
What would it look like if you were effective?
When will you behave differently?
What resources will you need?
What feedback will you need?
How could you sabotage yourself?

Speaking up and being silenced

155

40

This offers a structured approach
to doing differently back in the
work place.

Category

Constituent code

1. Boundary position
2. CA skills


Able to discriminating contexts (what I might change)



Asking questions



Containing emotions



Lack of self censorship



Negotiating the CA contract



Outflanking



Planning



Reflective capability



Structuring



Self-doubt



Self-silencing



Access to 'target'



Spontaneous



Work on the good



Asked directly about reflexive conversation



Repair activities



Recognised as a leader



Self authorisation



Being fair



Empathy



Holding to account



Lack of plurality in sense making



Self criticism



Self esteem



Speaking up for self and others



Values challenged

3. Disabling factors

4. Initiating the intervention

5. Reflexive conversation

6. Reparation

7. Self authorisation

8. Value base
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