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1/ Abstract 

 

The continued development of diversified theories to explain how workplaces or 

working environments operate can be baffling for the lay reader or management 

practitioner. Much of the more recent current academic literature has focussed on 

phenomena of organisational culture such as humour, the workshop /management 

divide and identities (Collinson) that for many management practitioners are 

understood inherently. However, the application of more abstract theories to 

organisations, such as complexity, can be more difficult to interpret in the everyday 

running of businesses and workplaces. More interestingly quite how these very 

different academic perspectives may combine to cause „effects‟ in organisations is 

often overlooked. 

 

This paper seeks to bring together the author‟s own experiences over twenty five years 

as a senior executive in industry, current thinking on workplace identities (Collinson) 

and how complexity theory (when applied to organisations) can create paradoxes of 

control (Streatfield). At the heart of this research is the examination of control within 

organisations; how control is exercised, how control is implicated in the development 

of working identities, when it is exercised, by whom and perhaps most intriguingly the 

resistance that control can create. The costs associated with „control decisions‟ both in 

terms of how efficiently these are made and their longer term consequences for 

organisations justify this particular line of research. The author has developed the 

hypothesis that organisations cycle through three or four different phases when 

moving from an „in control‟ situation to an „out of control‟ situation during which the 

nature of control and how it is exercised changes creating resistance and dilemmas for 

those in leadership positions.  

 

This hypothesis has been tested in three very different organisations through semi 

structured, one to one interviews with six employees and written responses to pre-

defined questions from the three owner/managers.  
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2/ Introduction 

 

During the course of the MAMLL 22 programme, the author has developed a strong 

interest in the issues posed for organisations by the emergent theories of complexity 

(when applied to organisations), workplace identities / insecurities, and „followership‟. 

His own experience over twenty five years as a senior executive in large organisations 

and more recently as an independent management consultant lead him to believe there 

are significant implications for leaders in all organisations that arise from these 

emergent theories and especially how these may inform current thinking behind 

existing and new models of leadership and management behaviours or styles. In 

particular, how do these two theories when combined relate to the complex 

interactions of control between groups and sub-groups within organisations?  

 

This question is important because workplace identities are themselves the results of 

the control methods applied in organisations (Collinson) and the „paradox of control‟ 

(Steadman) that emerges from the application of complexity theory to organisations 

may be analogous to the notion of ambiguous identities and may in part be attributable 

to the movement from „ascribed‟ identities in the workplace, founded on historical 

western notions of social positioning, to „achieved‟ identities that are more reflective 

of the way in which an organisation evolves within society as a whole. Examining 

how these two theories may or may not compliment each other therefore informs 

current thinking on leadership, identities and control in organisations. 

 

To explore the interaction of these two different theories required a research 

methodology that first of all established (within subject organisations), the reality of 

the degree to which control is exercised, the actual methods of control used (e.g. 

rules), how control affected the relationships between workers at different levels and 

the perceived wisdom, (primarily but not exclusively „management‟ wisdom), behind 

the selection of such methods. The selected research methodology needed to establish 

this through observation in „real-life‟ organisations and then determine how and what 

workplace identities existed as a response to the controls used and where control was 

„realistically‟ exercised.  
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Therefore the method of research used was a combination of auto-ethnographic 

reflections & observations, semi-structured interviews and written comment (from the 

management in the subject organisations), all grounded in „realistic evaluation‟. Three 

very different organisations have been used as the basis for the interviews and written 

comment; a large dental practice, a medium sized building company, and an industrial 

SME that recycles electrical strip-lights from domestic and industrial sources.  The 

selection of subject companies is defined by the need to cover the differences between 

the public and private sectors, different sized organisations, varying workplace 

cultures and differing gender mixes in the working populations which it was 

considered may all have had a potential impact on the results. The author‟s own 

experiences working for large multi-national industrial organisations provide an auto-

ethnographic counterpoint.  

 

The response to the opening question has been developed into a hypothesis (shown 

diagrammatically at Fig 1, page 16) that as organisations transition from a state of 

being „in control‟/‟on-track‟ to a crisis state that is „not in control‟/‟not on-track‟, they 

constantly cycle through a process of managers developing more invasive and direct 

control measures that in turn elicit a resistant response from the „workforce‟ in the 

form of strengthened (or evolved) workplace identities and culture. Strengthened 

workplace identities become more exclusive of direct control (from management) 

other than that which is very localised (and most likely internal). In turn this enforces 

managers and leaders to change and/or redevelop externally imposed work place 

controls. Of course there are also other factors that may influence the way in which 

managers respond at times of crisis including their age, previous experiences, 

hierarchical position etc. 

 

One potential answer to breaking this cycle of losing / re-imposing control is for 

managers to accept „the paradox of control‟ and accept that „control‟, „being in 

charge‟ and „being accountable‟ have very different realities depending upon who is 

using these terms and where they are positioned hierarchically within an organisation. 

Additionally managers should consider taking active steps to reinforce the positive 

nature of localised identities through genuine empowerment of self directed sub-
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groups. This moves on pre-existing research in the field of self-directed teams and 

empowerment such as the work of Barry (1991), Barker (1993), Coates & Miller 

(1995) and George & Wellins (1991). 

 

The next research steps in this area could be to develop a model that fully embraces 

and links the complexity inspired „paradox of control‟, the creation & evolution of 

workplace identities, (through external control, gender, social conditions, national and 

workplace cultures etc) and emergent ideas on followership. In particular how might 

effective followership or models of courageous followership be enhanced by better 

understanding the dynamic tensions at the interfaces between leaders and followers as 

organisations transit between periods of harmony and periods of crisis? 

 

3/ Literature Review 

 

In developing the process for research it is appropriate in the first place to identify 

within the available literature, current thinking and the connectivities between those 

factors that:  

 

 Shape identity in the workplace 

 Explain how complexity theory affects control or the perceptions of 

control between those who seek to „lead‟ or „manage‟ and those who 

are „led‟ or „managed‟ 

 How resistance to control is manifested and why? 

 

The current „in vogue‟ model of an open style of management, (and its‟ reinforcing 

behaviours that don‟t penalise errors or omissions in workers‟ activities), and in 

particular Turner‟s work on its‟ relationship to effective safety management was cited 

by Collinson in his 1999 paper on the causes of the Piper-Alpha North Sea oilrig 

disaster in July 1988. The author, like Collinson, questions whether in reality it is 

possible for there to be such idealistic openness in the relationships that exist between 

Management and those who are managed particularly given the often asymmetrical 

power relationships between managers and workers. Such power relations and 

inequalities can lead to communication failures that are themselves an „un-intended‟ 
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outcome of workers‟ resistance to specific management styles and/or practices, 

(Collinson 1999). In the case cited, Managers attempted to construct a robust „safety 

culture‟ at the same time as increasing the individual monitoring of employees. For 

the workers in question there was an inherent contradiction and tension between being 

„looked after‟ and potentially becoming more liable to being penalised as a result; 

surveillance created opposition in the „disciplined selves‟ that management sought to 

create. There is perhaps a higher and nobler motive here that recognises and wants to 

address what the author (not Collinson) sees as an infringement of people‟s basic 

human rights – namely that organisations that seek to control their cultures are not 

only unreasonably Orwellian but also arrogant and ill-informed. The author contends 

that cultures will evolve complexly and to try to control people‟s minds is missing the 

point and will only cause resentment and resistance. 

 

 It is the author‟s contention that this tension is typical of those that exist at the 

interfaces between different groups within organisations, particularly Management 

groups and worker groups. The imprecise and evolutionary nature of management in a 

world that is becoming ever more complex, means that it is almost impossible to 

manage without contradiction. Moreover as Collinson states in the same paper, 

„employees are more likely to engage in Impression Management (IM)…..when they 

feel threatened, defensive, subordinated or insecure‟, all of which may be the result 

(and the responsibility) of managers or management action. In this context, IM can be 

considered to be analogous to the concept of „dramaturgical‟ selves / identities i.e. 

„putting on a face‟ for concealment purposes and as we shall see, is sometimes 

symptomatic of resistance. Of course managers as human beings are just as prone to 

engaging in IM as their subordinates.  

 

Collinson also proposed in his conclusions that the management of organisational 

culture and its‟ link to performance assessment was too „deterministic‟ and may not be 

very effective. It is also interesting to note that he (inadvertently) draws some parallels 

to the manner of complexity in organisations when he states, „workers discursive 

practices…..were a complex, ambiguous and shifting amalgam of behaviours that 

were simultaneously compliant and oppositional‟, (emphasis added). 
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In his earlier paper on „Engineering Humour‟ (1988) based on a case study undertaken 

in a lorry factory, Collinson identified that „humour may also be the means by which 

social frustration and conflict can be expressed in ways that reduce hostility and 

maintain social order‟, citing a number of studies by Willis that had identified how 

managers may express their power through humour and in particular the use of the 

„pacificatory‟ nature of joking. On the other hand, workers were seen to be expressing 

their independent identities and a degree of autonomy through the collective 

behaviour of groups that indulged in „messing about‟ (author‟s description). The 

author believes that in this way an informal „working world‟ is often created that is 

external to the formal hierarchy but internal to the organisation and its‟ overall 

culture(s). Collinson also recognised that the deep-seated nature of these behaviours, 

founded in much wider „social and psychological insecurities‟, reflected a need to 

establish and or embellish (traditional) gender or group identities. It would be easy to 

assume that this was something confined to male dominated working environments 

but in this paper and in the author‟s experiences, working environments that are 

dominated by women can be just as sexist and equally humorous or unpleasant.  

 

The author sees humour in the workplace as something that helps to define group 

identities - linking individual selves to a larger whole. A good example is the 

„initiation rites‟ that many engineering apprentices have had to suffer and in some 

cases still do suffer, (one reason why the author in previous roles has always sought to 

be involved with apprentice development). The paradoxical examples quoted by 

Collinson (1988), where many of the men who subscribed to the culture within the 

lorry factory and articulated its demands, were „unable to handle it‟ is analogous to the 

paradoxical nature of complexity theory and its implications for organisations. 

Likewise the symbolic nature (Collinson 1988) of the language used by the different 

groups (e.g. profanity, nicknames) also echoes the application of complexity theory to 

organisations. 

 

Managerial humour may also reinforce the perceptions or reality of „polarization‟ 

between those who are managed and those who manage and can be an effective 

method of control (Collinson 1988). In the author‟s own experience humour has been 

observed as something that can reduce friction between groups and between 
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individuals in the workplace whilst also helping to provide some level of control 

through what Collinson referred to as „aimed jokes‟, see section 4. The author also 

believes that the size of an organisation does have implications for how jokes and 

pranks are perceived. The relative proximity of individuals in very small organisations 

probably means that more care is taken to consider how colleagues may perceive 

jokes, pranks and humour. Additionally the closer relative proximity of workers and 

managers in smaller organisations means that it is easier for employees to know what 

their true value really and harder to make (humorous) differentiations to „the boss‟. 

 

Negative differentiation can often be seen expressed as dissent and quite often in the 

form of humorous resistance. In their paper, „Having Fun‟? Humour as Resistance in 

Brazil, Rodriguez and Collinson consider how satirical or ironic cartoons became a 

persistent, symbolic expression of worker dissent and resistance in a Brazilian 

Telecommunications company, so questioning the idea that humour at work is just a 

good safety valve, (Rodriguez & Collinson 1995). Note; Appendix 1 contains a copy 

of a cartoon showing the author that is discussed in context in section 4. 

 

In this particular organisation, there was a very definite and subsequently unsuccessful 

attempt by management to create a new „corporate culture‟ to signify the changes 

following on from a preceding period when the company board had been populated by 

military officers appointed by the (then) military government. It is interesting to note 

that such corporate culture change programmes invariably develop a vocabulary or 

„Orwellian newspeak‟ peculiar to that programme (Wilmott) - a factor exemplified in 

the authors own experiences outlined in section 4. Wilmott also refers to „the dark 

side‟ of corporate culture change programmes (Wilmott) where „culture‟ is seen as „an 

instrument of competitive advantage‟ that seeks to „manage what they (the workers) 

think and feel‟. Indeed the author recognises occasions in his past career where he has 

gone along with the idea of institutionalising certain Japanese words as part of a 

continuous improvement programme specifically because there is a tendency amongst 

British workers to see Japanese manufacturing companies as threatening – see section 

4. Paradoxically, any cynical response by workers to such approaches is likely to 

promote distance between them and their managers that in turn can reproduce the very 

power relations that the workers seek to escape, (Fleming & Spicer). If corporate 
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culturism „preys upon the vulnerability of modern individuals who have neither the 

cultural or intellectual resources to deal with it‟, (Wilmott), it falls to the leaders in 

organisations to recognise how groups or individuals may respond variously to the 

perceived threat of even greater management control or „neo-authoritarianism‟.  

Perhaps there is a saving grace in that „workers are not (generally) cultural dopes who 

accept new ideologies without question‟, (Edwards, Collinson & Rees after Tausky & 

Chelte 1991).  

 

The fashion at the time of the changes mandated within the Brazilian Telecoms 

Company, was to see humour as a central feature of „strong‟ corporate cultures that 

helped to release tensions and facilitate innovation, (Deal & Kennedy, cited in 

Rodriguez & Collinson 1995). Humour was also perceived to be able to help 

managers deal with stress & anxiety, aid persuasion and create a paternalistic working 

environment.  A distinction is made between managerial humour (directed towards 

employees as a means of exercising discipline and control) and intra-managerial 

humour that helps to negotiate the paradoxes and ambiguities of managerial life, 

echoing once again the potential influence of complexity theory in organisations and 

in particular Streatfield‟s „Paradox of Control‟. In fact, Rodriguez and Collinson state 

that, „workplace humour is not only significant but also complex and ambiguous‟. In 

this Brazilian organisation, the change in the Management Board‟s composition from 

military to civilian, meant a gradual demise in meritocratic career advancement and it 

was this that primarily engendered the Trades Union to publish a regular newsletter 

containing satirical, ironic cartoons that lampooned management strategies, actions 

and decisions. However, in defence of this attempt to change corporate culture, old-

fashioned bureaucracies were also often seen as stimulating resentment and resistance 

amongst employees (Knights & McCabe). Other studies have shown that in the UK 

for example, the most successfully accepted culture change programmes are in those 

organisations where there is a strong positive relationship between the company 

management and Trades Unions and/or where there is notably high job security, 

(Edwards, Collinson & Rees). Culture change programmes such as the introduction of 

„Total Quality‟ (TQ or TQM) have also been studied and examined for the resistant 

effects they create.  In such a study in 2000, Knights and McCabe concluded, „TQM 

enter parts of the staff‟s subjectivity that previous regimes (e.g. bureaucracy) were not 
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able to reach‟, and „through distributing the problem solving function….management 

can draw upon the sense of what it is to be human, (e.g. identity, meaning, self-worth) 

as a tool of employee self discipline……TQM can enter areas that employees may 

previously have considered their own‟! In the final paragraph they admit that, „the 

failure of management to completely control labour and the tendency for employees to 

resist, especially when controls are inconsistent or contradictory, should not lead us to 

be complacent, (in the search for the perfect technology of controlling labour)‟. 

 

The increasing academic interest in how complexity theory influences organisations 

and is changing the paradigm of leadership is well demonstrated by an unusual paper 

examining complex leadership in Al-Qaeda. Complexity can be characterised as „the 

dynamics of networks that are recursive, interdependent, non-linear, with multiple, 

conflicting, feed-back loops and exhibit multidirectional causality‟, (Marion & Uhl-

Bien, Stacey). In this case, Al-Qaeda is characterised as complex by having „flexible, 

moderately coupled networks brought together behind a common need and an 

informal emergent leader‟, (Marion & Uhl-Bien). The arguments put forward develop 

the notion of „complex leadership‟ that emerges „bottom up‟ from within a loose 

network and which is easily replaced as the network evolves. In essence, complex 

leadership is according to Marion & Uhl-Bien, a „phenomenon created by, and 

residing in, a complex adaptive system‟, (an organisation). 

 

The hallmarks of complex leadership are stated to be; the catalysing & interconnecting 

of networks, fostering dynamic systems behaviour and innovation, (Marion & Uhl-

Bien). The idea that leaders are themselves the „aggregated‟ products of the systems is 

a radical departure from traditional western notions of leaders being in command and 

in control. Complex leadership is said to be „indirect‟, not embedded in a formal 

position or structure and helps stimulate systems (the organisation) toward „emergent 

surprises by fostering bottom-up behaviours‟, (Marion & Uhl-Bien). In complex 

organisations, the boundaries between leader and follower are blurred and behaviours 

are more „adaptive‟, (Marion & Uhl-Bien). The bonding that takes place between 

different parts of he loose network is a result of interdependence and shared needs 

rather than direct action by particular individuals with particular defined 

responsibilities. These interactions in turn create knowledge, innovation and structure. 
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In the world of modern western organisations, the author believes this is characterised 

by professional networks and the emergence of „clusters‟ of similar organisations 

working together for a common good. Within organisations this has a resonance 

founded on the way in which different groups or sub-groups interact or coalesce for a 

common good or with negative results. In the author‟s opinion, leaders within 

organisations will be more disposed and more comfortable demonstrating the 

attributes or behaviours of complex leadership when things are going well. When 

things take a turn for the worse, western managers are more likely to revert to a 

traditional direct, command and control style of leadership, which may or may not be 

the most effective response. „Direct leadership acts largely for selfish (locally 

focussed) reasons…..resulting in conflicting constraints…‟, (Marion & Uhl-Bien). 

 

The idea that leadership can be ambiguous and uncertain and that our westernised 

view of what it is to be a leader needs to be further broadened is picked up by April & 

Hill in their 2003 paper „The Uncertainty and Ambiguity of Leadership in the 21
st
 

century‟. They contend that leaders need to be more „informal‟ and „move towards 

uncertainty rather than away from it‟ and that organisations need to be led to „unlearn‟ 

those things that may no longer be relevant and potentially damaging in the future. 

The concept of the leader as someone who has experience and knowledge would 

therefore be no longer as relevant, rather the leader may need to be someone who has 

a more „spiritualist‟ view of themselves, their inner energy and their passion (April & 

Hill).  

 

The possible need to depart from previously „sacred‟ western notions of leadership is 

echoed in the move away from the traditional western notions of self described by 

Collinson in his 2003 paper, „Identities and Insecurities: Selves at Work‟. Here the 

„western notions of self‟ such as the requirements for being self-contained, 

autonomous, singular, coherent, rational, unitary and private together with the 

assumed dualism or separations such as between self/other, mind/body and 

subject/object are contrasted with the post-structuralist perspectives of self as 

„multiple, fragmented, shifting, emotional, precarious and contradictory‟. These latter 

perspectives certainly sit more easily with the concept of complexly evolving 

organisations than the „traditionalist‟ view. Quite how Collinson‟s contention that 
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„different controls enable and constrain different selves‟ could be interpreted in an 

organisation like Al-Qaeda remains to be seen and may be a useful direction for some 

future work. Nevertheless in evolving modern (even complex) organisations this idea 

and how it implicates /affects leaders, decision-making and control is worthy of 

further investigation; hence the development of the basic ideas behind this 

dissertation. 

 

4/ Development of the Author’s Hypothesis 

 

At the core of this hypothesis is the concept that „local‟ sub-groups (of employees) 

within organisations maintain their own workplace identity through conscious, 

specific, (and at times unconscious), behaviours such as the use of (resistant) humour, 

particular jargon, words or phrases, or the maintenance of a strict code of 

(organisationally) informal conduct / practice or the retention of key knowledge 

within a select group. „Local sub-group‟ in the context of this research paper means 

that between the members there exists a collective sharing of one or more of the 

following:–  

 Geographical location (within a factory or building) 

 Identification with a product, process or service 

 Hierarchical positioning 

 Shared experiences in and out of the working environment 

 Perceived mutual dependence for continuation 

 Shared „rites of passage‟ / training – a „community of practice‟ 

 The wearing or non-wearing of specific clothing 

 

The „role‟ and influence of complexity theory and workplace identity theory is most 

instrumental at the interface between these local sub-groups and those who are 

perceived to be „managers‟ (Streatfield). Note the distinction between a „manager‟ as 

someone who is not „local‟ and a supervisor who may have more in common by virtue 

of their „location‟ with local sub-groups within an organisation.  
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At these interfaces it is proposed there are barriers that exist that are maintained by 

local sub-groups in order to preserve as much local control as possible. These barriers 

are primarily behavioural and social in nature, creating and reinforcing differences 

between those who are members of a local sub group and those who are „outsiders‟.  

 

When an organisation is „on track‟ (author‟s definition) and meeting all stakeholder 

expectations, the maintenance of these barriers to ensure the greatest degree of 

localised control does not present a significant problem to management. Manager‟s 

actions will tend to be passive or reflective as they allow empowered and/or exclusive 

teams to exercise degrees of self-direction or local control over decision making at a 

detailed level. In the author‟s experience, such periods coincide with Managers 

wanting to be able to better critically reflect on their role, their challenges in a broader 

context. 

 

However, when things start to „go wrong‟ by whatever definition the managers in an 

organisation define „going wrong‟ the constraints of accountability and stakeholder 

expectations often require those who are in positions of responsibility (managers) to 

take a more active interest and acquire a more detailed understanding of „what‟s going 

on‟ in order to influence the day to day solution of problems.  

 

The author therefore contends that there are several organisational „states‟ or stages 

that can be identified as organisations move from being „on track‟ i.e. in a position 

where performance and the approach to decision making are in harmony (Stage 1) 

through to a stage where, in order to assert control / improve performance managers 

attempt to „seize‟ control locally by overcoming inherent barriers such as those 

described above (Stage 2a).  

 

However, depending upon the strength of these barriers and in particular the shared 

identity of those who maintain them in comparison to the „will‟ of management to 

overcome, localised control may be maintained (Stage 2b). The maintenance of 

barriers and localised control may well result in deterioration in the relationships, 

respect and understanding between managers and local sub groups although not 

necessarily at the expense of resolving problems.  
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Finally, either as a consequence or not of the more directive management action 

identified in Stage 2a or the resolution of problems locally as identified at Stage 2b, 

the organisation will pass through Stage 3 back to Stage 1.During Stage 3 there will be 

a re-establishment of the relative positions of localised control within sub-groups and 

the accountability / responsibility of managers; one might call this coming to an 

„uneasy truce‟. The way in which barriers are either strengthened or changed at this 

point is of particular interest and is explored further in section 9. 

 

Some personal experiences that are relevant to the arguments above and which have 

influenced the author greatly in the development of this hypothesis are:- 

 

a) During the author‟s formative years, he inherited managerial 

responsibility for a group of industrial workers, known as „The 

Benders‟ who undertook mechanical forming of very long thin metallic 

aerospace components to critically pre-defined shapes. Although 

relatively simple in scope, the actual „four-point‟ forming process 

which employed three operatives (one to „form‟, two to „restrain‟), was 

deemed to be a „black art‟ and the behaviours of the forming team sub 

groups were very exclusive of managers, local supervision and even 

other the forming teams. The performance of these teams was 

problematic as schedules were being missed and productivity was 

considered to be poor.  

 

The roots of this „exclusivity‟ were grounded in a long defunct 

productivity bonus scheme (from which the most influential of the 

forming team members had benefited greatly), a long history of very 

passive management and the perceptions (from senior management), of 

poor current performance.  

 

Productivity was measured against the perceived value of the time 

needed to form each component and was not considered to be very 

objective nor comparable with measurements used previously during 
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the period the bonus scheme had been in operation. The author‟s brief 

was to improve performance back to an acceptable level in terms of 

output and schedule adherence and to integrate the process into a much 

larger flow line.   

 

As a first step the author sourced some additional machinery to replace 

existing plant that was almost unserviceable and then set about 

redesigning the workshop layout to reduce handling times; involvement 

from those who would have to operate in this environment was only 

sought „after the event‟.   

 

In theory both of these actions should have had a beneficial impact but 

this was not evidenced until in an attempt to win some credibility, (and 

gain access to control the forming team sub-groups), the author decided 

that it would be necessary to change the measure of performance used 

to determine productive output. As the length of the 200 or so different 

components being formed varied from 12 feet to 45 feet, (and cross 

sections were generally in very similar families), the most logical step 

was to measure output in terms of the total length of components 

formed per shift. This immediately registered with the forming team 

sub groups as „sensible‟ and although unknown to the author at the 

time, “something they had been suggesting for years!”  

 

The initial response to the introduction of this new measure of 

performance from the forming teams was to strengthen the intra-team 

identity and create a degree of competition that significantly improved 

output by over 25%.   

 

In comparing this experience, (which took place over many months in 

1981), with the hypothesis, it is possible to see the following elements:- 

 

The particular process was not „on-track‟. The forming sub teams had 

their own very separate identities and were exclusive of „outsiders‟, 
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having resisted all previous attempts to understand and control the 

process in order to improve it. The sub-groups did engage in humorous 

pranks amongst themselves and social activities outside of work all of 

which reinforced their unique sub-culture. For example one group was 

comprised of individuals who shared a common interest in the scouting 

movement, camping and „the outdoor life‟ in general. Another less 

well-defined group drank in the same local public houses and all were 

members of the same darts team. The humorous pranks could at times 

be very unpleasant and very „aimed‟ (Collinson 1988) – in one instance 

a worker outside of the entire group, who had a reputation for being a 

„hard worker‟ had his safety shoes and part of his working equipment 

nailed to a duck board during a lunchtime. In so doing, the Group 

„defined its boundaries and generated a division‟ – reinforcing the 

distance between the forming groups and this employee, (Collinson 

1988). (There are echoes here of the concept of how social mobility 

and acceptance are linked to the „permeability‟ of a group‟s boundaries 

- see Jackson, Sullivan, Harnish & Hodge). There is no doubt that the 

repetitious, manual nature of the forming work led to situations where 

the Group‟s humour was resistant and organized – characteristics 

observed by Collinson in his „Engineering Humour‟ case study. These 

insights were gained by the author over a long period of time as part of 

a process to try and win credibility but at no time did the author feel 

„accepted‟ nor „included‟; rather these were insights that reinforced the 

separation between the sub-groups and their management.  

  

These groups also employed their own language in the form of 

nicknames for particularly difficult components and as references to 

external management (e.g. the author was referred to as „Herr 

Laughton‟ and other managers as the „Blitzmeister‟ & „Fuhrer Heath‟; 

all of these references being captured in a very humorous cartoon still 

in the author‟s possession – see Appendix 1).   

 

In reality, the mystique that had grown up around this process due to 
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previous weak management protected the exclusive, localised nature of 

control over sub-group performance. There were key experienced 

forming operatives who protected their personal knowledge to maintain 

an informal hierarchy to such a degree that individual teams were rivals 

although the output per shift was strictly controlled by the most 

experienced operative who allegedly had an unofficial „little black 

book‟ containing the „allowable time‟ to form each component. 

However, once the method of determining productivity had been 

changed (to focus on the process not the individual i.e. „length 

formed‟), output and schedule adherence improved and so did the 

„reference data‟ in „the little black book‟.   

 

The author sees this as a classic case of localised control being wrested 

from the sub-groups in an attempt to put things back „on-track‟ and 

once the performance metrics indicated this had been achieved, the 

previous level of exclusive local control within the forming sub-groups 

was re-established. Over a much longer period of time the productive 

performance deteriorated and it was not until the early 1990s, when the 

author once again had responsibility for this group of operatives, as 

part of a much wider brief, that productive output and schedule 

adherence improved although the method used then was „peer pressure‟ 

from other more skilled operatives engaged in different manufacturing 

processes in the flow line on the same components.  

 

b) More recently, when in positions at Director level within industrial 

organisations, the author has become an advocate and a practitioner of 

„Continuous Improvement‟ or „leaning out‟ waste which has its‟ roots 

in the development of what is now popularly known as „lean 

manufacturing‟ or „lean enterprise‟. In reality lean manufacturing 

principles were developed in the early days of mass production in the 

factories of Henry Ford and more recently the internationally 

acclaimed success of the Japanese motor industry based on the much 

copied „Toyota Production System‟ developed in the 1950‟s by Taichi 
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Ohno (1978). It is appropriate to register here that this type of 

initiative or programme has been characterised as „Concertive Control‟ 

by James R Barker in his 1993 paper, „Tightening the Iron Cage: 

Concertive Control in Self-managing Teams‟.  

 

More often than not, the application of the very defined and specific 

tools associated with lean enterprise is not as a consequence of a clear 

„lack of control‟ or an organisation being in crisis, rather a need to 

establish better control over those things that are defined as or 

perceived to be wasteful as a response to the need to improve a 

business‟ performance in comparison with its‟ competitors. 

Nevertheless, in the author‟s experience during the introduction and 

rollout of any continuous improvement programme there is just as 

much scope for creating tension and conflict at the interfaces or 

barriers between managers and a workforce, as there may be when 

managers seek to override local control of working sub-groups in 

response to a crisis.  

 

The application of „lean‟ tools to perform the „continuous 

improvement‟ process has at its‟ heart the requirement to make best use 

of extremely localised knowledge and local input in order to remove 

waste. An example of this is the use of „video analyses‟ whereby 

employees, typically just those within a clearly identifiable sub-group, 

analyse video footage they have „shot‟ themselves of what they are 

doing in their every day jobs. This is subsequently analysed by the 

same workers to identify and categorise every second of their activities 

into „value added‟, „non-value added‟ or pure „waste‟. Those activities 

classified as pure waste are further reclassified into one of seven 

„classic wastes‟ in order to assist in their prioritisation for removal. On 

the face of it, the involvement of workers in determining for 

themselves how to do their jobs better and then going on to make these 

improvements would seem to be „ideal‟; buy-in, ownership and the 

ability to influence / have control over the improvements to their own 
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working activities would, for many workers, be preferable to being a 

slave to a process imposed from „above‟. Managers also now recognise 

that the detailed knowledge to make such improvements resides 

primarily with those who actually carry out work – a complete turn 

around from the days of „Taylorism‟ and „scientific management‟. 

 

Yet in spite of this apparently enlightened view of how to manage and 

engage with a workforce, there is often resistance. In the author‟s 

experience this can come from a number of different sources of 

discontent. For example, if the training and initial direction to engage 

with and use „lean tools‟ is seen to come from „evangelical reformers‟ 

who are perceived to be „outside‟ of the sub-group, this creates a very 

excluding, negative response. The sub-group members will feel as 

though their (sacred) knowledge of how best to do things is under 

attack. Worse still, if the sub-group members are recognised through a 

„badge of office‟ as having achieved a particular „status‟ such as 

completing a formal engineering apprenticeship to become a „skilled 

man‟, the implementation of lean tools and techniques can be seen as 

an attack on their status or value amongst their wider peer group.  

 

A second example is the management vogue for using „Japanese 

jargon‟ to describe the lean tools and processes to be used; „Pokayoke‟, 

„Hoshin-Kanri‟ „Kanban‟, „Kaizen‟ and „Kai-kaku‟ are just some of the 

words in common use today. Given the association between the decline 

in recent years of specific British manufacturing industries such as 

„white goods‟, electronics and motorcar / motor cycle manufacture with 

the apparent increasing success of Japanese companies making these 

items, it is not surprising that there may be some resentment amongst 

traditionally trained workers who may attribute the loss of fellow 

worker‟s jobs to the Japanese rather than other more logical factors. 

This „industrial racism‟ from within established communities of 

practice is fuelled by the use of foreign words and their quasi 

intellectual use by managers to perhaps prove that they have 
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understand or bought into the underlying principles is both exclusive 

and potentially intimidating.  

 

During the application of continuous improvement processes and 

techniques the author also experienced a segregation and variation in 

the positive level of response between apparent „peers‟; within the 

community of practice that is made up of the various engineering 

trades, there exists a definite hierarchy. Self-elected at its‟ top are the 

„sheet metal‟ tradesmen whose roots go back to the days of making 

every metal artefact by hand (before machines / mass production). 

These tradesmen see themselves as more akin to „artisans‟ than 

workers and (with every justification), pride themselves on their skills 

to make very complicated shapes from flat sheets of metal. In 

comparison at the bottom of this unofficial hierarchy there are the 

„boiler makers‟, who although formally apprenticed, by virtue of the 

products they make and the processes they employ are not considered 

to be „skilled‟ by the majority of sheet-metal workers!  

 

In considering the above, it can be seen that there are elements that tie 

in closely with the author‟s hypothesis. The exclusion of perceived 

„evangelists‟ is a good example of the negative reinforcement of sub-

group identity, an identity that is grounded in the shared experience of 

being apprenticed and graduating to be a fully-fledged member of the 

engineering tradesmen‟s community of practice. The concept of 

continuous improvement is anathema to a tradesman who has been 

trained to believe that he is at the top of his profession and already 

knows how to do things in „the best way‟.  More precisely it is often 

seen as an attack on the professional status of these people.    

 

Additionally the Japanese jargon that is so beloved of management is a 

language that they use almost exclusively and which by its foreign 

sounding content appears „codified‟ to intimidate working sub-groups. 

(In comparison the author is aware of a well known publicly quoted 
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company that has deliberately eradicated all Japanese words from its‟ 

continuous improvement programme replacing them with „easy to 

understand‟ English phrases based on the word „stuff‟ with very 

notable success). The managers who use this jargon language are also 

stating that they are part of the sub-group that (uniquely) understands 

what it all entails.   
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Figure 2: Diagrammatic model of the cyclic nature of the basic hypothesis  

 

 

 



 

Copyright – all rights Reserved. Ad Manum Consultants Ltd 

 
23 

5/ Research Design /  Methodology 

 

The relevance of „realistic research‟ to this study can be understood best by considering 

the nature of critical realism; namely that the world is an „open system‟ with emergent 

properties. This can be more easily understood by stating that in a real world there are 

evident relationships between „mechanisms‟, „triggers‟, „outcomes‟ and  „contexts‟. The 

fact that in the case of the hypothesis being proposed by the author some of the 

mechanisms may be transient or temporary does not preclude the use of this mode of 

research but rather adds to it. Additionally, the idea that the world is an open system 

with emergent properties is consistent and „fits‟ with the proposed influence of 

„complexity theory‟ within the hypothesis through the concept of the „Paradox of 

Control‟. 

 

In order to evaluate the validity of the author‟s hypothesis and as a consequence of the 

author‟s interest in the subject of „critical realism‟ the research methodology adopted to 

obtain and interpret data was:- 

 

 Six semi-structured interviews with employees from three very 

different organisations, (see questions below), which were then 

subsequently analysed for comments that would correlate or 

counter the ideas contained within the hypothesis. 

 Written responses (by e-mail or fax) from their Managers 

regarding how they saw „the nature of control‟ in the context of 

their own organisations and to describe what „characteristics‟ 

they would expect to see if their organisations were „in control‟.  

 Use of the author‟s own personal experience from working as a 

senior executive in very large organisations over the past 25 

years; this is used to contrast the „data‟ obtained from the 

interviewees/managers  
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The three organisations chosen were:- 

 

 Dentex Ltd: A dental practice in Rossendale, Lancashire 

employing 25 (mostly professionally trained) staff 

 Mercury Recycling Ltd: An industrial company engaged in the 

recycling domestic and industrial electrical strip–lights based in 

Manchester employing more than 30 full-time staff in shop floor 

and administrative roles. The company recently (within the last 

12 months) merged with a competitor (Simister Ltd) and had 

joint Managing Directors 

 R Pilling & Son Ltd: A small building contractor in Burnley, 

Lancashire employing 18 staff on a full time basis 

 

These organisations were chosen because:- 

 

 Their owner/managers were all acquainted with the author (see 

comments in the section entitled „Critical Reflection‟) which 

enabled fairly easy access to interviewees 

 All the organisations were within easily commutable distance 

from the author‟s house 

 The three organisations were perceived to be very different in 

terms their actual business activities, the qualification levels of 

employees, services/products offered and offered a significant 

contrast to the companies that the author had worked for 

previously 

 The author was able to understand in reasonable detail the nature 

of their business so enabling easy understanding of interviews / 

interviewee comments  

 The author had no understanding of the detailed activities 

required to run these businesses save for a peripheral appreciation 

from a client‟s perspective in two of them; Dentex Ltd and R 

Pilling & Son Ltd. 
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 The actual focus / location of their employees‟ business activities 

varied considerably. In the case of Dentex Ltd, the staff did 

occasionally split their working hours between different surgeries 

and even (in one case) spent time in competitor surgeries. In the 

case of Mercury Recycling, there was one main base of 

operations and in the case of R Pilling & Son Ltd, staff only 

visited the central base first thing in the morning and at the end of 

the working day – most of their working time being spent at „the 

client‟s site‟ (away from direct management) 

 

Interviewees were selected by the owner/managers without any input from the author; 

the only guidelines given were that the interviewees should not be „known‟ to the 

author although it was recognised that in the case of the Dentex Ltd, where the author is 

a registered patient and in the case of R Pilling & Son Ltd, there may have been casual 

contact between interviewees and the author previously as a client. (Note: in actual fact 

the author did not recognise any of the interviewees from these two companies although 

some of the interviewees did state that they had „seen‟ the author previously). 

 

Originally the author had considered two other organisations as potential sources of 

data; a medium sized engineering company employing 45 staff in the manufacture of 

complex machined aerospace components and a larger company engaged in the 

preparation of fresh food products (e.g. sandwiches), for high street retail outlets. 

Unfortunately, the medium sized engineering company was unable to supply 

interviewees due to pressure of work combined with reduced manning levels as a 

consequence of employees‟ summer holidays. The company engaged in the preparation 

of fresh food products was located much further away in the south of England and it 

was felt upon reflection that the number of interviewees located locally, together with 

the author‟s own experiences would be sufficient to obtain the data required to either 

confirm or deny the hypothesis. 

 

 All interviews were conducted in the same pre-defined manner where the 

owner/manager had been briefed aurally (on the telephone / in person) and by e-mail on 

the hypothesis and the context / background to the requirement i.e. that this was the 
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final piece of work in support of a Masters Degree from the Management School at 

Lancaster University. All the owner/managers were interested, enthusiastic and keen to 

help whilst accepting that the content of each interview would, of necessity, remain 

confidential between the author and the interviewee. The author has offered to make a 

„sanitised‟ copy of the dissertation available to each of the owner/managers and for this 

reason interviewees are described in such a way and in such an order as to mask their 

identity / ensure anonymity. 

 

Each interview took place in private in an appropriate office / meeting room at the 

interviewee‟s place of employment. The first two interviews took place at Mercury 

Recycling Ltd on Thursday 28
th

 July followed by a further three interviews at Dentex 

Ltd the following morning. The final interview took place at the premises of R Pilling 

& Son Ltd on Tuesday 2
nd

 August. Hence all interviews were completed in a period of 

four working days; the author felt this would help to ensure the consistency of the 

interviewing process / approach at each interview. All interviewees were asked if they 

would be comfortable with the idea of recording the interview on a digital recorder – 

the author explaining the benefits of being able to accurately transcribe the questions 

and their responses. All interviewees replied immediately that they were happy for their 

interviews to be recorded and that they understood why this was better from the point of 

view of the author. The transcription of all interviews was carried out within a matter of 

days by the author‟s wife, (see comments in the section on Critical Reflection). 

 

Using exactly the same pieces of paper for each interview, all interviewees were read 

the same „opening dialogue‟ scripted by the author beforehand to explain the interview 

process, the context and the hypothesis (see below). In addition the author had prepared 

a list of questions designed to „tease out‟ the necessary views and opinions that would 

either confirm or contradict the hypothesis. (See pages 22 & 23 for the list of questions 

and their correlation to the hypothesis). 

 

A detailed description of the interviewees can be found in the „Results‟ chapter, 

however it is appropriate at this stage to describe their roles within their respective 

organisations and to state that in the author‟s opinion, the six interviewees provided a 

good and varied cross-section in terms of age, role and their experiences during their 
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working lives. The roles of the three women interviewees were; a 

receptionist/administrator and two nurses. One of the nurses was about to complete her 

training whilst the other was an established „trainer and evaluator‟ of dental nurses in 

the local region, (something for which she received additional pay - describing this as 

“very good”). The two men interviewed at Mercury Recycling were a shop floor 

supervisor responsible for eight recycling operatives operating on a multi-shift basis and 

a „Logistics Manager‟ also responsible for a small team. The final interviewee, from R 

Pilling & Son Ltd was a „tradesman‟ who described himself as a “Jack Of All Trades,” 

as he was able to undertake a wide variety of skilled building tasks ranging from 

brickwork and joinery to painting & decorating. 

 

Opening dialogue used to explain the background of the research project to 

the interviewees:- 

 

“I am currently studying for a Masters degree at the Management School of 

Lancaster University. I hope to complete this degree in September. The final 

piece of work that I have to do is a qualitative research project and I would like 

to talk to you today as part of the research process.  

 

I am carrying out interviews with a number of different people in quite different 

organisations to explore three primary areas:- 

 

 What affects the way people relate to each other in their 

everyday work? 

 Do people behave in a specific way at work that is different to 

the way they would behave outside of work? 

 What are the possible connections between the way decisions 

are made and the way people behave towards each other? 

 

The interview process is very straightforward, I will simply ask you some 

questions and you can respond in whatever way you feel is most appropriate. 

There are no right or wrong answers and I hope that you will do most of the 

talking. I expect that we will need no more than about thirty to forty minutes.  
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If you are in agreement I would prefer to record the interview so that I don‟t 

miss anything. Once I have reviewed the recording it will be destroyed and you 

have my assurances that none of the comments you make will be linked to you 

personally. Nor will I discuss anything you say with any of your colleagues here. 

 

Eventually I will be writing up my findings and submitting this for marking to 

Lancaster University but again I must stress that your name will not be 

mentioned nor linked to any of the comments you make. 

 

Before we start do you wish to ask any questions before we start the recorder? 

Are you happy to make a start?” 

 

Questions Posed to the Interviewees: 

 

 Please explain how long you have worked here and what your role 

is. 

 

 Can you help me by describing the organisation structure please? 

 In the time you have worked here, how has the organisation 

changed? 

 (Explore changes in terms of self and control); what have been the 

implications, good or bad, of these changes for you and your 

colleagues? 

 How strongly do the people who work here identify with the company 

and what it does? 

 And how strongly do people who work here relate to their 

colleagues? 

 How do people in the company communicate with each other / what 

different methods of communication are used? 

 What different groups of people who work together are there? 

 Can you describe how these different groups work together?  

 What separates the different groups within this company? 
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 What sort of relationship exists between managers and the people 

who they manage? 

 How would you describe the style of your managers? 

 Can you explain who makes the decisions in this organisation? 

 What kinds of company rules are there? 

 Who makes the rules?  

 What happens when people don‟t follow the rules? 

 Please tell me what happens when things go wrong? 

 Please tell me what happens when things go well? 

 How well do the people who work here get on with each other? 

 What kind of social events are organised by the people who work 

here? 

 What do you do to relax away from work? 

 What‟s the funniest thing that happened to you at work during your 

time here? 

 What kind of training do people who work here receive? 

 Apart from money, what do you personally want to get out of coming 

to work? 

 How happy are you with your job? 

 Can you tell me how this job compares to others you have had? 

 How much does your family know about what you do and what this 

company does? 

 Can you describe the pressures you face in your everyday work? 

 How do you cope with these pressures? 

 Can you give me any examples of specific /unique words or jargon 

that are used within this company or perhaps people who work 

together? 

 Do you think that the manager(s) think they are in control? 

 How would you define control? 

 How realistic are the expectations of the managers who work here? 

 Is there anything else that you think may be relevant to what we have 

been discussing? 
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The relationship between the three basic elements of enquiry posed in the opening explanatory dialogue, the interview questions and the 

fundamental assumptions / basic elements within the author‟s hypothesis are  described in the table below:- 

 

Question posed in opening dialogue Rationale / link to Hypothesis 

What affects the way people relate to each other in their 

everyday work? 

Explores the potential control relationships / interactions between different individuals and 

groups within the subject organisations 

Do people behave in a specific way at work that is different to 

the way they would behave outside of work? 

Examines comparisons of perceived differences in behaviour / identities / 'selves' in work 

and out of work 

What are the possible connections between the way decisions 

are made and the way people behave towards each other? 

Seeks to identify perceived  connections between identities (behaviours) & control 

complexity (decision making). 

Question from main body of interview Rationale / link to Hypothesis 

Please explain how long you have worked here and what your 

role is 

Scene setter that also helps to develop the subject's view of their own identity or 'self' at 

work 

Can you help me by describing the organisation structure 

please? 

Situates the 'self' at work in the context of the organisation and provides insight as to how 

hierarchy  and control may be linked within the subject organisation 

In the time you have worked here, how has the organisation 

changed? 

Explores potential evidence that the way control is exercised has changed / is changing 

What have been the implications, good or bad, of these changes 

for you and your colleagues? 

Explores any changes in terms of the implications for self and the manner in which control 

is exercised 

How strongly do the people who work here identify with the 

company and what it does? 

Looks for 'emotional' or 'rational' links between the employee and the employer 

And how strongly do people who work here relate to their 

colleagues? 

Examines the group identities that may be in existence 

How do people in the company communicate with each other / 

what different methods of communication are used? 

Looks for evidence of 'group' identities / selves and also evidence of any differentiation 

through the type of communication used 

What different groups of people who work together are there? As above, looks for evidence of 'group' identities / selves; in particular the relationship 

between an individual 'self' at work and formal / informal existing defined group identities 

Can you describe how these different groups work together? Explores the interfaces between different groups - looking for evidence of any changes in 

the way in which control is exercised either formally or informally 

What separates the different groups within this company? Seeks to explore and explain the differences between separate group identities 

What sort of relationship exists between managers and the 

people who they manage? 
Indirectly looking for the nature of control embodied within the interpersonal interactions 

between managers and subordinates 
How would you describe the style of your managers? 

Can you explain who makes the decisions in this organisation? Identifies who is perceived to be „in control‟ from the viewpoint of employees and 

indirectly how control may be manifested at different levels  

What kinds of company rules are there? Seeks to understand what formal and rational controls there may be and how this is 
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Who makes the rules? exercised 

What happens when people don‟t follow the rules? 

Please tell me what happens when things go wrong? Looks for indirect evidence of what happens (to selves, groups and identities) when control 

is destabilised 

Please tell me what happens when things go well? Converse of above 

How well do the people who work here get on with each other? Looking for evidence as to the nature of inter-group / intra-group identities and 

relationships within the subject organisation 

What kind of social events are organised by the people who 

work here? 

Seeking to explore how different „selves‟ may be evidenced in a different environment 

(social Vs work) 

What do you do to relax away from work? A lead into an indirect understanding of how interviewees may behave out of work e.g. 

team sports Vs „solo‟ pastimes and also the possible interaction between „self‟ at work and 

„self‟ at home 

What‟s the funniest thing that happened to you at work during 

your time here? 

Through evidence of humour and analogy, seeks to understand what inter-group or intra-

group selves / behaviours exist. Also the kind of humour may reveal the response to 

control or the nature of control within the organisation 

What kind of training do people who work here receive? Training as a means of conditioning, or as a form of group induction / identity 

Apart from money, what do you personally want to get out of 

coming to work? 

Explores the personal reflections of interviewees on such things as (social) personal  

interactions between different selves / groups at work and explores possible needs to 

conform 

How happy are you with your job? Sets the scene to understand the state of mind of the interviewee and any context behind 

their answers Can you tell me how this job compares to others you have had? 

How much does your family know about what you do and what 

this company does? 

Looking for indirect evidence of different „selves‟ / different identities through an 

understanding of how exclusive these may be 

Can you describe the pressures you face in your everyday work? Indirectly looks for the potential points of conflict in control / abuse of control 

How do you cope with these pressures? Seeks to understand the interviewees response to potential any conflict or abuse in control 

Can you give me any examples of specific /unique words or 

jargon that are used within this company or perhaps people who 

work together? 

Looking for an expression of „self‟ at work through the use of „localised‟ (i.e. 

specific/unique)  language and also the potential for using such language as a method to 

resist or  exclude control 

Do you think that the manager(s) think they are in control? Explores who is in control, when and how this is perceived by the interviewee 

How would you define control? Different views of control from the respective manager‟s views on control may illuminate 

differences in identities or selves 

How realistic are the expectations of the managers who work 

here? 

Through any difference in the „realism of expectations‟ seeks to explore indirectly, 

differences in how control is exercised and/or resisted 

Is there anything else that you think may be relevant to what we 

have been discussing? 

An attempt to see if the interviewee has understood the aims and context of the research as 

this list of questions above is probably not perfect  
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Control questions for the Owner/Managers: 

 

In order to ensure that there was an appropriate counterpoint to the interviewees 

responses, the author decided to ask each of the owner/managers of the three 

organisations concerned the following question:- 

 

„Please describe what you would expect to see in your business if everything is 

„on-track‟ / harmonious. To explain – if your business is in this state what 

would you be „looking at‟ and‟ seeing‟; would it be the financial numbers, or 

customer relations, staff relations or what etc. etc. ?‟ 

 

This question was posed either by e-mail or in writing. In so doing, the author was 

attempting to ensure that in each case, there would be suitable considered reflection 

before answering. Unfortunately due to an unspecified problem the original e-mail 

which was sent out the day before the last interview was not received and the author 

had to resort to chasing up each of the owner/managers for an answer.  

 

This question was deliberately designed to: - 

 

 Provide a „control‟ perspective from an informed source on what 

constituted being  „on-track‟ (= in control) in each of the subject 

organisations 

 Be a little ambiguous to try to prompt appropriate „considered reflection‟ 

 Be „at arms length‟ from the author to minimise the affect he hay have in 

influencing the responses 

 

6/ Personal Reflections on the Interviews conducted & Interviewees 

 

6.1 Gender 

 

The six interviewees were comprised of three women, all from Dentex Ltd and three 

men; two from Mercury Recycling and one from R Pilling & Son Ltd. It was 

interesting to note that the three male interviewees all appeared far more comfortable 

with the process at the start of their interviews than the three female interviewees. In 
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part this may have been as a consequence of the fact that the (dominant) one of the 

three owner/partners of Dentex Ltd was known by the female interviewees to be a 

long-standing and very close personal friend of the author. However, this may have 

also been a response to a male interviewer who had described himself as someone 

who had a career background as a „senior manager‟ i.e. someone who could be seen as 

experienced and therefore could be trusted. Nevertheless, as the three women relaxed, 

their comments (in comparison to the men), became more long-winded, less 

structured and less focussed in answering the questions. For two of them, an 

overriding disquiet bearing on many of their answers/comments was concerned with 

being „more appreciated‟ for their work combined with a very obvious dissatisfaction 

with their pay.  

 

Generally speaking the male interviewees were far more comfortable than their 

female counterparts with the (unrecorded) „opening dialogue‟ used to explain the 

background and context to the interviews. This may have be a consequence of the 

explanation being typically „gendered‟ – i.e. written in such a way that it would be 

easier for males to relate to?  In comparison, it was necessary for the author to explain 

to two out of the three females precisely what these words meant in more detail; it 

was clear to the author that this was a genuine response designed to assist their 

understanding and to help them feel more comfortable; for example one female asked 

the author to explain what „qualitative research‟ meant whilst the other asked for a 

simpler explanation of how the three questions contained within the opening dialogue 

related to the overall research project.  

  

Both the male and the female interviewees seemed genuinely interested in helping the 

author‟s research. In addition, in nearly all the interviews the author gained the 

impression that the interviewees genuinely wanted to use the discussions as an 

opportunity „to get important points across‟, even though it had been stressed that all 

comments used in the final dissertation would be „non-attributable‟. In some cases 

these points were negative, as in the case of the two Dentex Ltd employees wanting 

better recognition and better pay, whilst in others they were positive as in the case of 

the male interviewee from R Pilling & Son Ltd who was at pains to point out that the 

fact that he had worked there almost continuously for more than twenty years meant 

that, “it must be a good place to work”. This comment was made irrespective of the 



 

Copyright – all rights Reserved. Ad Manum Consultants Ltd 

 
34 

obvious disdain the interviewee had for the owner/manager‟s approach to his 

workforce and in particular the owner‟s lack of recognition for his employees when 

they regularly did things beyond their own perceptions of what their jobs should 

entail. 

 

It is also interesting to note that for the author‟s wife, (who, by virtue of her ability to 

„touch-type‟, transcribed all the interviews), there was a very significant difference in 

clarity and audibility between the male and female interviewees. In all cases the male 

interviewees were much more audible, specific, direct and “easy to understand” in 

their comments – perhaps a reflection of „male assertiveness‟ in front of another male 

(the author)? Perhaps also a reflection on the different language abilities generally 

ascribed to men and women (Pease & Pease). 

 

Two of the female interviewees categorically stated that they preferred to work with 

men as there would be less personal “bitching”; this perceived characteristic of 

women‟s interactions at work was echoed by the Logistics Manager from Mercury 

Recycling who had observed similar behaviour amongst the small number of women 

in his team.  

 

Both dental nurses interviewed, described the „in surgery‟ relationship they had with 

the dentists they worked for as “very important,” akin to „husband and wife team‟ and 

displayed a very evident degree of personal satisfaction and professional pride that 

there was clearly such a recognised degree of mutual dependence. 

 

6.2 Reflections on the Author’s Focus & Interviewee Responsiveness 

 

In setting up the interviews, the author indicated to the organisations involved that the 

time for each interview would be approximately 40 minutes. Upon reflection, given 

the list of questions this was far too optimistic; the first interview took sixty-five 

minutes and all subsequent interviews were of a similar duration indicating the 

author‟s inexperience in undertaking this type of research. At times it was difficult to 

maintain the pace of each interview as there were (inevitably), some diversions / 

excursions into other areas of discussion influenced by the author‟s interest in the 

comments being made and/or the author‟s personal relationship with the 
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owner/managers. Consequently the author found that it was sometimes necessary to 

rush through the final questions, which may have affected the quality of the data.  

 

As a generalisation, all the interviewees were happy to provide fairly lengthy answers 

to the majority of the questions and although the author tried very hard not to 

„prompt‟, suggest or influence the answers in any way, upon reflection this did 

occasionally happen, particularly towards the end of interviews if time was pressing 

or if a question had to be re-phrased for clarity. In reviewing and interpreting the data, 

the author has tried to take account of this. On occasion, some questions were omitted 

as they had effectively been answered already and some were sporadically missed in 

the haste to finish on time. The author was very conscious of the need to respect the 

interviewee‟s roles within their organisations and hence the need to finish „on time‟. 

 

Two of the interviews were interrupted; the first due to the need to change the venue 

to a more convenient location and the second by a number of (unanswered) telephone 

calls. However, the author does not feel that this impacted the quality of the data in 

any way. 

 

6.3 Interviewees’ Age & Previous work experience 

 

In all cases, the male interviewees were older than the female interviewees.  In the 

author‟s opinion, these men were also more fatalistic about their employment and 

generally more comfortable with their lot. A good example of this came through one 

of the two interviewees at Mercury Recycling who specifically stated that he “did not 

want to be a manager,” nor “have the pressure of management,” following his prior 

experience (in a management role) working for a milk company. Nevertheless, the 

(younger) women interviewees still had plenty of relevant experience of working for 

other very different organisations; for example the younger of the two dental nurses 

interviewed had worked for ten years at a shoe manufacturing company prior to 

joining Dentex Ltd.  

 

The Logistics Manager from Mercury Recycling made numerous references to the 

fact that this company had resulted from a merger of two similar companies and that 

he still identified with and related to the culture of the company he had originally 
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worked for. There is an interesting comparison here with the author‟s own experience 

of working for much larger organisations in the manufacturing sector that were 

themselves the product of mergers and acquisitions. In these organisations, different 

industrial, regional and national cultures continued to exist even after many years of 

combined operations. 

 

7/ Results & Analysis 

In order to interpret the significant amount of raw data collected from nearly seven 

hours of transcribed interviews, the author first of all summarised the key comments 

for each interviewee from the transcripts and then developed an „interpretive model‟ 

that would facilitate the structuring and further rationalisation of these comments into 

a framework that supported or conflicted with the hypothesis. (This model is shown in 

Fig 2 overleaf). This model considers the key elements and influences that would be 

expected to be present if the hypothesis is validated i.e. 

 Existence of groups / sub-groups & gender influences? 

 Existence of different identities / selves & company identification? 

 Existence of unique codes or language in use by these groups? 

 Existence of resistance or humour as resistance? 

 How decisions are made and by whom / when? 

 Existence of controls or rules? 

 

 

 

 

Fig 2: Interpretive model used for analysis of results  
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The „control‟ comments from each of the manager/owners of the three businesses 

used for the purposes of this research are shown at the end of this section. Discussion 

of all this qualitative data is undertaken in section 9. 

 

In order conform to the assurances given at the beginning of each interview, all the 

comments below are non-attributed although copies of the transcriptions and the 

digital recordings have been retained by the author, (should they be required for 

authentication purposes). All comments have been colour-coded to assist the reader in 

determining the different company interviewees. The most relevant comment to each 

sub-heading, as assessed by the author, has been underlined to assist the reader‟s 

understanding. Note: - All comments in italics are for explanatory purposes only and 

have been added by the author. 

 

7.1 Existence of groups / sub-groups 

Relevant comments: 

 “The guys coming through (new managers) didn‟t have a clue what 

was going on, they were from university rather than coming 

through the ranks.” 

 “I get respect on the shop floor because, as the managers sit in an 

office, I can say to them that they can‟t do things in a certain way.”  

 “Yes I was wary when they first came in. Then it was a small 

family-like business and I felt more loyalty to them.” 

 “The office staff works well together here.” 

 “Any of the lads can talk to the office staff. No barriers.” 

 “Occasionally on Saturday we go for a drink. Some of them (his 

workers) go fishing.” 

 “I don‟t feel that there are two distinct groups (shop floor and 

office staff) but they (shop floor) do.” 

 “….I think they (the machinery operators) class me as „senior 

management‟.” 

 “It used to be a small family firm……still pretty small. Last year 

we merged with Mercury (as) we didn‟t have the resources to 

expand…..we were a very lean company…..it was a culture shock 
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to us all…all of a sudden from being in a small company we were 

part of a bigger company with 30 people employed.” 

 “I think there are traces of it….still bits of it lingering,” (in 

response to a question about there being two different company 

cultures post the merger). 

 (Referring to shop-floor operatives), “I think they are very short 

sighted, they can‟t see the big picture – can‟t see that when we got 

this new machinery, production will go through the roof and then 

they will see a decent bonus.”  

 “Upstairs staff just looks busier now compared to Simister.” 

 “They (the machinery operators), are not bright.” 

 “There are the warehouse staff (the machinery operators). There is 

an „us & them‟ between Bushey (a remote business location) and 

Trafford Park.” 

 “You have also got the „upstairs & downstairs‟.” 

 “You have a sales force who earn more with selling to new 

customers. The operations side get the bonus for existing 

customers…….the sales force have no interest in existing 

customers.”  

 “There are the three senior partners, a practice manager, the 

receptionists and then there are the nurses.” 

 “….some of the dentists stick together and some that don‟t – we all 

know it.” 

 “To summarise the groups: The dentists, the practice manager, 

Receptionists/nurses and the separate (geographical) dental 

surgeries.” 

 “There‟s the Senior Partners (3), the Associate Dentists and the 

receptionists. Jackie is the Manageress.” 

 “Jackie‟s role isn‟t very clear though as she is only here 3 days a 

week ….. I think it would be better if she was clearly defined as 

management and here all the time.” 

 “Sometimes you get treated by the dentists as though they don‟t 

think you are worth much….”  
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 “I think they (the dental partners) care about the business but not 

enough to look after their staff.” 

 “….then the location of where people work defines the groups.  If 

we were all in one building we would be together – for example, 

when we go out to Xmas parties we are all together.” 

 “The Dentists wouldn‟t have lunch with us for instance.  However, 

that‟s two way – we don‟t want lunch with them – that way we can 

talk about them.” 

 ““Yes, (there are different sub-groups), the Dentists - the Partners 

and us.”  

 “The Dental Partners, Associate Dentists, Jackie the Manageress, 

me (senior nurse) and then the other nurses.” 

 “Because we have three separate practices in the group, you 

naturally feel more at home at your usual place of work.  I am not 

as comfortable at the other practices in the group.   They are 

basically run the same but confidence is higher at the „home base‟.” 

 On the dental partners: “……they are all three different characters. 

Mr „N‟ doesn‟t have a clue what is going on, really laid back.” 

 “The boss is the captain of the ship but we are the guys who are the 

coal in the boiler.” 

 “The joiners stick together. In fact all the trades stick together 

really and I move around between them.” 

 

7.2 Gender Influences 

Relevant comment: 

 “With Mr „B‟ I think I get true answers. The lads think he paces his 

answers.” 

 “I can‟t get something done without someone mithering me…….I 

am not one of those people who can talk about one thing and do 

something else – not like women!” 

 “This is the first time I haven‟t worked with all women. I prefer 

that. It would be great to work with just men – there wouldn‟t be 

any backbiting.” 
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 “……we do a lot more for our dentists than most girls do at other 

practices.”  

 “…..he (one of the dental partners) likes talking to you but he 

doesn‟t always listen.”  

 “The other nurses don‟t see me in a management way – they don‟t 

respect me in that way.” 

 “I don‟t discuss work with my wife.  I want to switch off when I 

get home.” 

 

7.3 Different identities / selves & company identification 

Relevant comment: 

 “We all go out for a meal at Christmas. The company pays for it. 

It‟s brilliant – everyone is very relaxed. Mr „S‟ is a totally different 

guy socially.”  

 “….outside (of work) you can talk to him as a friend which is good. 

I think that Mr „S‟ (Managing Director) could learn more from 

what he is told outside of work.” 

 “Not the same pressure but I still go home and worry about the 

machines.” 

 (At company social events), “…people tend to keep within groups 

but it‟s OK. I think people see Mr „S‟ differently. Mr „B‟ isn‟t 

different.” 

 “I prefer to wear a tie though.” (A managerial badge of office) 

 “I was surprised on my first night out with them (the dental 

partners).” 

 “….if anything important happens it gets into the local paper.” 

 “I think I see a different person than the one I worked with years 

ago.  When he was younger he used to fly off the handle – now he 

rarely does.” 

 “Outside of work they (the dental partners) are a lot more relaxed.  

I see a different side to Mr „M‟ outside of work.  I went to his 

house when he was 40 and he was lovely – and then back at work 

he is grumpy again.” 
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 “I do love the job when someone comes in pain and you can help.  

If people are nervous it‟s nice to comfort them.  Almost seems 

being part of the emergency services.  I love being part of a team.” 

 “…patients still refer to it as Woods‟ surgery from the old days.” 

 “I feel proud personally (to work there).” 

 “Certain people do (identify with the company).  Frank does.  I do – 

if anyone complains I would take it personally.  A few of the lads 

probably don‟t give a damn.” 

 “Yes I am loyal to the company but the boss doesn‟t appreciate 

that.”  

 “I have seen a lot of change in the boss.  I have seen him change 

from being a personality person – can change from being nice to 

the strangest bloke you have ever met.  His attitude goes „haywire.‟  

I put it down to the stress he is under and the amount of work that 

is taken on.”   

 

7.4 Unique codes or language in use by these groups 

Relevant comment: 

 “There were lots of rumours on jobs etc.”  

 “There are nicknames; Me, I‟m Mr Pastry, Mr „J‟ is Darth Vader 

and Mr „S‟ is Elvis.” 

 “Yes they know them (nicknames), but not always the reasons 

behind them! There‟s „Pikey‟, „Tinky Winky‟ and Mr Pastry. It‟s 

done in jest really.” 

 “Like any other place rumours are always rife and „Chinese 

whispers‟…..people don‟t get the full facts and then they think 

what they like to think” 

 “There are nicknames; „Duff & Gruff‟ and Bungle.”  

 “When we started college we learnt a lot on the clinical side that 

doesn‟t happen here.  So we passed on the information at our 

Clinical Governance meetings – and they took them on.” 

 “They (the other workers) call me „Airwolf‟ like the helicopter on 

TV because I get home quicker than the boss! Frank is known as 
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„Benny‟ and a young lad who works with me is called „Brains‟ 

because he doesn‟t use them!” 

 

7.5 Resistance or humour as resistance 

Relevant comment: 

 “I would say that „working well‟ means having a laugh.” 

 “Laughter (at work) brings everyone together.” 

 “Yes they know them (nicknames), but not always the reasons 

behind them! There‟s „Pikey‟, „Tinky Winky‟ and Mr Pastry. It‟s 

done in jest really.” 

 “Sometimes I think they (the dental partners) don‟t say what they 

want to say – perhaps I frighten them!” 

 “We talk about the Dentists – that sometimes make us laugh.  One 

of them asked one of us to ring a number and then it was somebody 

strange at the other end.” 

 “A young lad started and was giving me cheek so I grabbed hold of 

him, took his pants off him and threw them out of the window.  I 

made him walk all the way through the factory to go outside and 

get his pants back.  He was never cheeky after that!” 

 

7.6      How decisions are made and by whom / when?  

Relevant comment: 

 “Mr „S‟ makes decisions.” “He overrode one made by Mr „J‟ 

yesterday.” 

 “Ultimately Mr „B‟ and Mr „S‟ make all the decisions.” “Mr „J‟ 

makes the day to day decisions.” 

 “They don‟t think on their feet…….the problem is that one 

manager has always made all the decisions for them and some of 

that culture still exists….if he wasn‟t there they would sort it out 

for themselves”   

 “…they (senior management) have main board meetings and get on 

with it….they show their concerns and „nip it in the bud‟. They are 

in charge.” 
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 “There is a hidden order in terms of how decisions are made, it‟s 

not written down but it‟s just accepted.” 

 “They (the dental partners) try to involve us. We are empowered. 

They don‟t always have the time. I don‟t see them (the dental 

partners) as a major factor in the actual day to day management of 

the practice.” 

 “Mr „M‟ makes the key decisions. He‟s  self-confident and cocky.” 

 “Mr „M‟ convenes these (clinical governance) meetings with the 

practice manager. We are all invited to have an input to the 

agenda.” 

 “…we also have separate meetings where it‟s just the nurses. We 

have them once a month. I‟m quite flattered actually to be 

involved” 

 It‟s quite a relaxed atmosphere – you can discuss problems with the 

(dental) partners; it wasn‟t the same in the other dental practice I 

worked in.” 

 “They are not really bad bosses but they don‟t get involved unless 

it affects them directly.” 

 “You do respect them, but as they are not as strict as they used to 

be – so respect diminishes a bit.  They are really approachable.  If 

you felt like some changes need making – they are really receptive 

– especially Mr „M‟. Overall, I would say that they are a nice set of 

people. They are not personal friends.”  

 “My Dentist flaps because he doesn‟t have the patience to deal with 

problems.  However, he takes what I say at face value and believes 

me if I challenge something he might have got wrong.” 

 “People have changed.  They used to be more power based – they 

are not like that now. My role (as a nurse/trainer & assessor) 

didn‟t exist of course.  Mr „N‟ trained me in the surgery – I didn‟t 

have a nurse to show me what to do, or check what I was doing.  

Nurses have a lot more training now.  The Dentists also have a lot 

more things „on the go. – not just dentistry. I prefer the current 

way.” 
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 “He‟s not nasty.  He just won‟t let people do things for him to take 

pressure off him.” 

 “They are not strict here now.  They don‟t tell you off.  They just 

leave it to the staff to sort out.” 

 “Mr J is at the top –he makes the decisions.  Frank is the number 

two.  After that, nobody is a boss.” 

 “I like being on my own – makes me work harder because I have to 

use my own initiative.  Also, it helps me to make further decisions 

i.e. if I think I can do a job in a better way than Mr „J‟ has asked 

me to do it – I will ring him up and suggest it…… You can tell him 

what is the right way, he won‟t agree, but then eventually he does 

it.” 

 “I guess if a Bricklayer said, „do something‟, I would – but I would 

challenge them if I thought it was wrong – so in that respect I 

wouldn‟t consider him above me.  I have two young lads working 

for me – so they take instructions from me.” 

 

7.7       Controls or rules 

Relevant comment: 

 “The management are in control here.” Control being defined as; 

“The way the business is managed. What comes in and what goes 

out. Trust.” 

 “We‟re very much a „hands on‟ company. Mr „B‟ (one of the joint 

MDs) gets involved and gets his suit dirty.” 

  “Mr „J‟ and the Company Secretary make the rules.” 

 “….being in control is being autocratic, for example spending 

(investing) on large equipment.”  

 “I think the rules are fairly relaxed.” (In comparison with a shoe 

factory). 

 “I control the surgery with my established dentist.  I know what to 

anticipate. I probably couldn‟t do that with Mr „M‟….. I do get 

involved with his (her dentist‟s) personal business.” 
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  “The boss is in control, but sometimes when he comes on a job 

and changes something – we might change them back when he has 

gone!” 

 “I definitively respect him (the boss) for the way he runs the 

business – let‟s face it I am always working! But I don‟t respect the 

way he treats people sometimes.” 

 

The owner/partner of Dentex Ltd responded to the written request to describe how he 

would „see‟ his organisation if it was „on-track‟ / in control as follows:- 

 

i. “Staff numbers would be adequate with no panic recruitment. 

Dentists would be working with the nurses they were familiar with 

and given the close „face to face‟ conditions, felt „comfortable‟ 

with. This also applies to staff feeling comfortable with the 

dentist.” 

 

ii. “Staff would be acting on their own initiative in presenting us with 

the solutions to, rather than the basis of a problem. Better still 

would be for them to have felt empowered and confident enough to 

action the solutions without partners‟ intervention.” 

 

iii. “No associate (employed dentists) „prima-donna‟ behaviour.” 

 

iv. “No negative interpersonal behaviours of staff.” 

 

v. “No „self-gain‟ behaviour of staff which is invariably at the 

expense of the other staff or the practice generally.” 

 

The Managing Director of R Pilling & Son Ltd responded by telephone to the same 

question as follows: 

“It‟s pretty much as you suggested; I would expect customer relations 

to be excellent, that I had got my costing right i.e. that raw materials 

were coming in at the right price and on time. I would also expect the 

relationships with my staff to be harmonious.”  
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The joint Managing Director of Mercury Recycling Ltd responded by telephone as 

follows: 

“There are really not that many businesses in that condition (on track)! 

But I would expect to see a strong management team that works well 

together with clear set targets and objectives. Those objectives and 

targets would be understood throughout the organisation down to the 

shop floor. The workforce would be dedicated and working for you. 

Everyone would be working together to achieve the „bottom line‟. 

There would be good understanding, good administration, effective 

policies and procedures, good management and good planning.” 

 

From the author‟s perspective an organisation that is „on track‟ would have the 

following attributes: 

 Customers expectations are being met 

 Employee expectations are being largely met but, given the 

potential different, conflicting objectives, not necessarily 

completely  

 Behaviours are within accepted „norms‟ but these norms may 

change over time 

 There is tangible evolution in all facets of the business 

 

8/ Critical Reflections 

 

Upon reflection the number of interviews (six) attempted by the author to determine 

the complex interrelationship between identities and complexity is probably too small. 

Although this is in part made up for by the author‟s own experiences and the „control 

questions posed to the three owner/managers, it may perhaps have been more 

appropriate to conduct some sampling through questionnaires to add to the breadth of 

the data obtained. As stated above, access to individuals for interview was a primary 

concern as was the personal desire to learn from actually conducting „face to face‟ 

interviews for the first time.  

 



 

Copyright – all rights Reserved. Ad Manum Consultants Ltd 

 
47 

It is very difficult for the author to assess objectively what the impact of „prior 

knowledge‟ has been on the results. For sure, the three owner/manager‟s „control‟ 

responses will have been conditioned by their personal relationship with the author. 

However, in all cases the employees interviewed were completely unknown and the 

author‟s understanding of any of the detailed business operations was either non-

existent or just peripheral. 

 

The very large amount of data collected and transcribed meant that the identification 

of the specific relevance to each comment and deciding which comments should be 

left „on the cutting room floor‟ was particularly difficult. The constraints of time 

(meeting the submission deadline), have inevitably meant that some very relevant 

comments will have been overlooked. Time constraints have also affected the quality 

of referencing in the final documentation although this can be corrected prior to the 

submission of the final two copies to the Department of Management Learning if 

required. 

 

Given the nature of complexity theory in particular, the author now wonders if the 

hypothesis developed is „too fixed‟; it may have been better to develop a number of 

different hypothetical models that allow for the multi dimensional and recursive 

nature of complexity theory and its impact on people within organisations. 

Additionally, the author now also feels that the development of the arguments to 

support the building of the hypothesis used, is insufficiently structured. He does 

however contend that there is sufficient relevant evidence to support the building of 

this hypothetical model from within the literature. The philosophical positions for 

choosing this method of research are also under-represented. 

 

As someone who has worked extensively in large engineering factories, the author 

found himself identifying with and laughing out loud at some of the jokes and pranks 

described in Collinson‟s 1988 paper on „Engineering Humour‟. This may indicate (a 

regional) identification with this type of „romanticized‟, unacceptable behaviour and 

the reader should recognise that such a „lens‟ may well have been in place during the 

construction of the hypothesis and the subsequent research or analysis when reading 

the conclusions. In a similar vein the author‟s motivations for keeping the cartoon 

shown in appendix 1 and that fact that he has become aware of the various nicknames 
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ascribed to him during his management career further indicate a degree of masculine 

pride and/or acceptance of the kind of culture described in Collinson‟s 1988 paper. 

 

Finally, in reconsidering some of the arguments and analyses in the literature relating 

to corporate culture change programmes, the author „feels‟ that there is an overstated 

anti-authoritarian inference that managers (and) are always taken in by such 

programmes and/or are being manipulative when they engage in them. Nor does the 

author feel that employees are so readily dependent or compliant! However, there is 

perhaps a higher and nobler motive here that recognises and wants to address what the 

author sees as an infringement of people‟s basic human rights – namely that 

organisations that seek to control their cultures are not only unreasonably Orwellian 

but also arrogant and ill-informed. The author contends that cultures will evolve 

complexly and to try to control people‟s minds is largely „missing the point‟ and will 

only cause resentment and resistance. It was very therapeutic for the author to discuss 

the man management approaches employed by the very first interviewee in running a 

small group of machine operatives – in the author‟s opinion, this individual in 

particular had a very good understanding of how to get the best out of people that was 

based on his won humility and humanity rather than anything more sinister. 

 

9/ Discussion & Conclusions 

 

9.1 The existence of groups / sub-groups with their own identities 

 

In all three organisations there was ample evidence to determine the different 

groups and their constituent identities.  

 

The dental practice was particularly interesting as the split between two of the 

partners (who are seen as one group), and the third partner was very evident to 

the junior staff. However, this split did not seem to be problematic for an 

organisation that was seen from within to empower its employees. Although 

not covered in the comments recorded above, there was particular admiration 

and praise for the partner deemed to be the „most cocky‟ and the one who 

made the (really important) decisions, for having assisted another dentist who 

had had a recent acute medical emergency. The exclusively female nursing 
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staff and support staff all implicitly recognised the duality of the dental 

partners role (dentist and owner/manager) – this action could be seen to be 

analogous to stage 2a of the author‟s hypothesis. The nurses clearly saw 

themselves as members of the same group as the dentists, but subordinate, 

when they were working together as a team in the surgery.  The practice of 

everyone having cream cakes as a reward when things went well, contrasted 

with the exclusion that exists when dentists and nurses stay apart at meal 

breaks. The identification of the dental partners (and two of them in 

particular), as the people who control / dictate salaries was an undercurrent in 

all three interviews at this practice and further delineated the difference 

between the dentists as a group and the rest of the staff. Although all the 

interviewees were from the same working location there was also a clear 

distinction between the sub groups who worked at the other two practices. 

 

In the recycling company, there was also tangible clear evidence of different 

groupings; the warehouse staff (machinery operators), the sales team, the 

operations team and senior management all of whom may be classed as 

„detached selves‟. Additionally the Bushey factory and its connection with one 

of the two companies that formed the newly merged entity also created a 

grouping. The two interviewees were from separate sides of the merger and 

although their perspectives in response to the questions posed were very 

similar, the continuing existence of the two formerly separate company 

cultures was clearly evidenced through specific loyalties to different senior 

members of staff (the two joint MDs). 

 

In the building business, the smallest of the three, there are primarily just two 

clear groups: the boss and everyone else! However there are sub-groups that 

are defined by the trades and/or personal or family relationships.  

 

9.2 Gender influences 

 

There may be gender issues at work in the dental practice as the nurses were 

happy to admit that they wanted the freedom to talk about the dentists amongst 

themselves (see Pease & Pease). There was also an interesting comment that 
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one of the dental partners „liked to hear the sound of his own voice but didn‟t 

listen‟. 

 

In the (male dominated) recycling company there were stereotypical gendered 

comments from the two interviewees; various references to „the lads‟ and an 

acidic remark abut how women can multi-task better than men. There was also 

a reference to „the upstairs staff‟, (who by observation are mainly female), in 

condescending tones.  

 

In the building company, as there is only one woman employed as a secretary-

administrator, and all employees working on site are men the evidence of 

gendered thought or action was not explicit.  

 

9.3 Different Identities / Selves and Company Identification 

 

The difference between how owner/managers behave in work and outside of 

work (in social settings) was very clear in both the dental practice and the 

recycling company. The variations in behaviours of the owner/manager of the 

building company in the work setting is perhaps an indication that this 

individual feels that his identification with the position of boss allows him to 

be more irrational or „haywire‟ than he would expect from his employees in 

return.  

 

In the recycling company there was evidence that the machinery operators 

were „calculable selves‟ (Collinson) as a consequence of their measured output 

and also mechanistic selves as a consequence of the machinery they operated. 

Likewise there was evidence that the senior management could be seen as 

„hierarchical selves‟ (Collinson) and the office staffs as „detached selves‟ 

(Collinson). Both interviewees identified themselves with management and 

control. 

 

In the dental practice, the office manager and the receptionists could probably 

be classed as „detached selves‟ whilst the dental partners themselves could be 

interpreted as being „stratified selves‟(Collinson), „mechanistic 
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selves‟(Collinson), by virtue of their actual work with patients and „detached 

selves‟ by virtue of the bureaucracy they inevitably have to enact as 

owner/managers. The nurses like the dentists could be classed as „mechanistic 

selves‟ and probably due to the fact they are the strongest cultural group as 

„group selves‟ (Collinson) as well. 

 

In the building company, the boss is a „stratified self‟ and the workers are 

„group selves‟ defined by their trade and perhaps also as „calculable selves‟ by 

virtue of the ease by which it is possible to visibly assess their work output. 

The author also contends that these tradesmen may perhaps be „inverted 

detached selves‟ as they spend the majority of their working time away from 

the company base? 

 

In all three companies there was very clear evidence of a strong identification 

by the interviewees with the employing company; this was evidenced fro 

example by „I love being part being part of a team‟ (analogous to the 

emergency services) in the dental practice, „If anyone complains I take it 

personally‟ and „I still go home and worry about the machines‟. 

 

9.4 Unique language / humour 

 

The only really tangible evidence for unique language within groups came 

from the nicknames that were (inevitably) in use within all three organisations. 

Not surprisingly, the senior management had nicknames of a mostly humorous 

nature and amongst the male workers at both the building company and the 

recycling company there were nicknames for each other consistent with the 

themes and ideas set out by Collinson in his paper on Engineering Humour. 

Noticeably, the female dental nurses had no nicknames for each other (or 

wouldn‟t divulge them!) 

 

The references to practical joking at both the dental practice and the building 

company shared the same characteristics – initiated by a male and aimed at 

someone younger and more gullible. Again there are strong echoes of 

Collinson‟s findings in his research into Engineering Humour. 
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9.4 Decision Making 

 

In the building company there was very clear evidence that direct management 

control as defined in stage 2 of the hypothesis was resisted and even ignored; 

the on site tradesmen apparently deciding how best to do a job in spite of any 

contradictory instructions given by the owner/manager. 

 

In the dental practice it was recognised that staff at all levels were empowered 

and needed to make decisions for themselves – a function not only of the 

personalities of the dental partners but also of their need to focus on providing 

care to patients. However, the undercurrent of „low pay‟ seems to inhibit this 

somewhat and in turn is a frustration to the dental partners. It is interesting to 

note at this point that the „control‟ comments from the Partner of Dentex Ltd 

are all about behaviours and working conditions. The perspective is largely 

benevolent and inclusive – something that is largely reflected by the comments 

made by his staff. There is no mention of financial or numerical indices; 

perhaps this is a reflection on the nature of this business i.e. at the present time 

demand for dentists is far outstripped by supply and as a part of the „health 

service‟ the underlying ethos is to provide a service to help people. It is also 

worth noting that there is a duality to the role of the dental partner; that of the 

primary practitioner as well as an owner/manager. This was also 

acknowledged by his staff but more commonly (and in the author‟s opinion 

unfairly) in the context of his other (diverse) business references.  

 

In the recycling company, it was clear that groups were to make decisions, but 

that there was some conflict around who was accountable for (probably costly) 

the technical decisions.  

 

9.5 Rules 

 

In comparison to the author‟s expectations founded on his experience working 

for large industrial companies, the interviewees seemed largely unaffected by 

company rules; unsurprisingly clinical governance rules were taken as 
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sacrosanct within the dental practice, otherwise things there were described as 

„relaxed‟.  

 

In the building company, even health and safety rules were deemed to be 

relaxed although the unofficial rule that everyone must work Saturday 

morning was not appreciated!  

 

In the recycling company, health and safety rules (due to the potentially 

harmful nature of the work) were very much to the fore and the development / 

application of any other rules were recognised as being the responsibility of 

senior management and the company secretary.  

 

9.6 Conclusions 

 

The results do appear to indicate that localised control exercised within groups 

is effective and resistant to direct management intervention. Although the 

three organisations studied were relatively small, there is also evidence that 

they operate complexly and that this complexity extends into the relationships, 

behaviours and relative positioning of the different groups and sub groups 

within each organisation. The presence of clear identities that each group or 

sub-group has and the classifications of selves based on the model proposed 

by Collinson indicates that further research into how these different „selves‟ 

may interact complexly and what this means for organisations in the future 

could provide a rich vein of useful data that would inform contemporary 

thinking on leadership.  

 

The diversification of identities and selves that can exist in even small 

organisations such as those studied here, indicates that models of complex 

leadership should be reviewed and developed further in order to better 

understand how to manage in the 21
st
 century.  
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