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Abstract

This thesis offers an account of what it is to work at the margins of organisations.
It does this by developing a processual account of liminality, to explore the
becomings of consultants working in creative, unsettling and precarious positions, on

a boundary that is always in the making.

Contemporary discourses about the lived experiences of management consultants
have stimulated a growing body of work attempting to recast the role of management
consultants beyond those of knowledge brokers, scapegoats and legitimisers of
management ideas. In particular, this involves understanding the how consultants
build and maintain client relations over time. Operating in a boundary sphere,
consultants are frequently portrayed to cross, straddle, or permeate a number of
different spaces. However, a lack of theoretical insight and empirical enquiries into
their day-to-day activities means that still little is known about how such boundaries
may be theorised and how such boundary activity unfolds. Therefore, this thesis
explores the question: how do consultants experience and make sense of their day-to-
day activities whilst working on the threshold of organisation both physically and

socially?

In this dissertation | draw on the organisational literature on boundaries to elicit
extant theorisations and empirical accounts detailing peripheral activity. I focus
particular on the notion of liminality and | argue that the predominant interpretation
of this concept in organisation studies provides only a limited characterisation of the
intricate and transformative processes that unfold when individuals traverse through

boundaries.

Drawing on the nascent process theoretical works in organization studies, I then
turn to the works of Chia and Cooper as well as their peripheral sources, Spencer
Brown, Simmel, and Bateson, to develop a processual account of organizational
boundaries which conceives of the boundary of organisation as being always in the
making; a shifting space of possibility whose traversing has existential effects.
Equipped with these theoretical foundations, | return to the origins of liminality in
form of anthropologist van Gennep’s ‘secondary rites’, pursuing the theoretical

question: If creative renewal is the primal force, then how do we open ourselves to



the possibilities and dispositions within a liminal phase? To answer this question, |
elaborate an account of liminality based on a process-theoretical reading of van

Gennep’s work, emphasising movement through the transmission of difference.

The empirical part of this dissertation consists of an extended study of a small
consultancy and, in particular the journey of a consultant in his first year of work,
through the methodological apparatus of shadowing, interviews, observations and

participant diaries.

| find is that there is a particular feeling of unsettledness, precariousness, even
trepidation experienced by the consultants as they continually negotiate what or who
they are and in drawing — and crossing -boundaries, they come to revisit their senses
of self and other continually. I also find that focusing on van Gennep’s secondary
rites are insightful precisely because they do not operate with the idea of fixed,
objective spaces, but because they emphasise the facilitation of something not yet
formed of something always other that drives the consultant experiences through

transitional periods.

This work contributes theoretically to the boundary literature therefore linked to
the recovery of van Gennep’s work; to the reading and amalgamation of Cooper and
Simmel adding both to the boundary literature and liminality. Empirically, | offer a
longitudinal case study to the literature, contributing towards bridging the gap
between theoretical insight and empirical analysis.
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Chapter 1.  Introduction

“In the study of systems, social or otherwise, it is often forgotten that
representation is necessary part of the “knowing” process. We do not
experience the things of the world directly but single out certain of their
distinctive or differentiational features which we then perceive as mappings
In other words, we map the world in terms of significant differences,
selecting certain features and excluding others. In this operation our thinking
often elides the actual process of mediation itself and we think and act as
thoughsigns and symbols give us unmediated access to the world,
reproducing it as if it is without our selective intervention...this act of elision
...leads us to assume socio-cultural artefacts can be grasped in themselves
and independently of the forms of human communication that actually
constitutes them.” (Cooper, 1986, pp. 301-302)

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the research focus and process of
completing this dissertation. Coming back to university | had always intended to use
the consultancy context as my empirical focus. | set out to explore how I could use
my experience to contribute to how consultants go about their day-to-day activities
in a small firm. The problem | had was that the theory and metaphors being used to
describe consultants and similar workers did not reflect my own work experience or
the ways in which | understood the consultants | worked with. The frames often used
in organization studies refer to consultancy workers as operating on a boundary or in
a liminal space, and the identity of a consultant as intimately tied to such an
existence at the margin. | realised that the boundary and identity literature that set
out to explore those that work on threshold of organisations including the
consultancy context was dominated by a need or fixation to categorise agents and
actions to constructs for predictability and measurement for control and centred

around management systems. Yet, my own understanding was that there were quite



complex processes at play, engendering to-and-fro movements of power between the
consultant, client, and wider environment that left a mark on these people, myself
included, which I believe has hidden the consultant from view in organizational

accounts.

| argue that this is because the multiple relational possibilities or complexities of
experience are hidden by the offering of simplicity and clarity and, above all, by the
assumption of stasis whenever consultants are expected to be entitative selves,
capable of bridging or spanning boundaries for example, or when liminal spaces are
seen to be relatively enduring, objective extension which, whilst operating with their
own situation-specific logics, still allow consultant to learn how to navigate that
space without, however, changing the consultant significantly in the process.
Considering the work of consultants happens on a boundary of possibility and
creativity this consequentialist thinking (March, 2011) has meant that much of the
research conducted is empirical and there are only few accounts that offer a more
elaborate theoretical reflection. What this also conceals is a dispositional, gentler,
more tentative approach for thinking theoretically. Considering Robert Cooper’s
decentred perspective above this is not to know something and become an expert,
rather this is a way of thinking means to be and move in a world that is always
becoming. To always ask questions that are beyond the boundary of knowing. My
thesis is therefore that the study of the becoming of a consultant, drawing on process
philosophical and, as I will outline anthropological texts, will offer rich insights into

the more subtle but crucial process and phenomena that mark such transitions.

The aim of this dissertation is to explore the relational experiences of consultants
working on the margins of organisations and how we may uncover their often-hidden

activities. The question I ask is:



RQ 1: How do consultants experience and nk& sense of their dayto-
day activities whilst working on the threshold of organisation both

physically and socially?

This chapter begins with a small reflection about my own time working as a
consultant and introduces the consultancy context before introducing the main
themes of the thesis: First, | offer a brief overview of how the experiences of
consultants are theorised in the literature and similar workers within the wider
boundary literature and showing the agenda of common consequentialist thinking.
Second, | begin to question this by arguing that we need to think more theoretically.
| identify liminality as an important concept for exploring the relational boundary
that, by its nature, is fluid and traverse. However, current conceptions of liminality
are linked to notions of modernity and new working practices. | argue that to
decentralise our thinking about the boundary and liminality we need to question the
role of epistemological inquiry. I do this by highlighting the significance of
ontological enquiry by conceiving that our concepts are not to be utilised for fixed
representation but rather of a partial and provisional expression, created through a
combining of ‘things’ through which phenomena are organised from the
disorganised (Cooper, 1986). This means a quest for situated specificity where this
enactment takes place so as to think theoretically so as to move beyond liminality as
a metaphor or concept to represent the shift from one fixed state to another. The
development of such a process-theoretical account is part of the theoretical

contribution of this dissertation.

A central argument of my work is therefore to understand what it is to experience
liminality; what it is like to occupy a boundary for exploring the unknown; to

understand the relational process. To occupy a boundary is to exist in space which



has no limit, full of relational possibilities that continually shape and are shaped as
no entity resides within itself or person at any moment in time. In other words, the
boundary is not reposed upon subjectivity, temporality, spatially or epochal reality.
The boundary permeates all of these things as a force that is thrown forward
pervading through matter and mediated by distance that seeks creative renewal

(Cooper, 1976).

The theoretical question accompanying my empirical one is:

RQ 2: If creative renewal is the primal force, then how do we open

ourselves to the possibilities and dispositions within a liminal phase?

1.1 Why the interest in management consultants? A personal motivation

Before returning to university to complete my PhD | worked for small HR
consultancy firm based in the North West of England. Made up of 5 full time
consultants an office coordinator and myself a graduate consultant. This made
for a close-knit group that celebrated periods of success but also endured
difficult moments together. The office was based in a building where other
small businesses were operating. We helped each other as much as we could,
sharing a coffee break just for the company or for moral support. We even
shared resources. Our relationships reached out beyond our building to wider
North West networks. We might not have been close enough for regular coffee
but there was both support and competition. Some of these networked firms
had become clients, some associates, some of them friends or acquaintances

and one or two had become our ‘enemies’ threatened by our similar offerings.



Our activities occurred across a range of places including: the company
office, home, public houses, restaurants, events and as little time as possible in
the client offices. Some of the projects we were involved with could be
challenging and intriguing. However, more often than what | had expected the
work would be mundane because often the work was a repackaging of ‘off the
shelf type’ services and products such as the redesign, branding and slight

adjustments to employee contracts and handbooks.

What was most interesting but also most difficult and unpredictable was
the building and maintaining of consultant-networked relations, consultant-
consultant relations and consultant-client relations and it could sometimes feel
like this took up 80% of the work. For me after 18 months in the role I felt I’d
gotten better at it, but I was still very much learning. Whilst | left the
consultancy still as a fairly novice consultant, it did leave me a sense that this
career path would not be for me; that I did not have what it entailed or what it
was to be a ‘good consultant’. I could be surprised to hear back from potential
clients as much as | would be disappointed that | hadn’t heard back from

others.

Some of the clients could be difficult or uncomfortable to be around and
you could not predict the work levels and when the firm might struggle it was

difficult, we all felt it, psychologically and financially.

1.2 Who are Managenent Consultants?

Management consultants today occupy space in many organisations, it is also

becoming harder to find organisations, small or large and that have not at some point
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turned to the services of consultants. Whether during the start-up processes of small
firms or periods of major decision making in large organisations, the role of the
consultant during these processes is significant. Today’s UK consulting industry is
worth around £9 billion and employs more than 80,000 consultants (MCA, 2017).
Consultant services are broad and far reaching. They vary from small-scale to large
scale projects which include: problem definition, coaching, project management, IT
and strategy change initiatives and implementation. The effects of this are so far
reaching that we are all likely to have been in some way impacted by the influences

of management consultants (Kipping and Clark, 2012).

Below is a definition from Management Consulting Association (MCA) to

describe consulting and changing consulting practices:

“Management consulting is the practice of creating value for
organisations, through improved performance, achieved by providing
objective advice and implementing business solutions. In other words,
management consultants help take organisations further than they would go

on their own.

They do this by solving problems, providing outside perspective, and
enhancing business capability. Management consultants bring niche skills
and a breadth of experience into organisations, which is often useful for

specific projects but not for an organisation to employ full time.

Consultancy firms that have historically competed are now working
together on client projects and there will be continuing convergence within
and outside the industry as firms co-operate and merge in order to better
serve their clients” (MCA, 2017)

The blurring of boundaries and working in various locations was something that
featured heavily in my day to day work, each experience bringing its own demands

on my colleagues my clients. and myself. Consultants work on the threshold of



organisational life they belong and do not belong sometimes simultaneously both
physically and socially. Consultants have been significantly involved with
management practice and their influence on public sector affairs has further
contributed to great interest from the academic community which has continued to

grow.

The question 1 ask is:

How does theexisting literature explore the threshold experiences of

management consultantd

To begin answering this question the next in the second chapter | set out to
explore how the consultancy context is explored in existing literature. Below is an

introduction to this and the consultancy context in in general.

1.3 What is a consultant?

Early broad functionalist views described consultants as providers of knowledge
services. This was a framing of unproblematic and contractual relationship that
looked to secure and improve management consulting. The assumption was that
control of the relationship is in the hands of the clients since they ultimately hold the
power to hire and fire the consultants (Kubr, 2002, Schein, 1988). The consultant,
subservient to the powerful client’s role is simply to facilitate in the completing of
tasks they hold no responsibility for. It was argued that the value of consulting
services for clients was being taken for granted from the functionalist view by the
critical thinkers, who turned attention to the nature of ‘knowledge work’ and the role
of consultants as ‘knowledge providers’ working within a knowledge industry’
(Fincham, 1999). Considering the consultancy role from this perspective created a

shift to focus on the strategies that consultants use to convince their clients not only



to engage with their services but also how they convince consultants of their value
(Clark and Fincham, 2002). The role of the consultant was now being depicted in
multiple ways for example: as legitimisers of management ideas (Gardner et al.,
2008) as effective agents of persuasion (Clark, 1995) or as scapegoats or agents of
reassurance (Sturdy, 1997a). In particular the more critical literature shifted the focus
to the ‘knowledge flow’ in the relations between consultants and their clients. It was
still argued that little was known about how the processes of ‘knowledge flow’
occurred as current perspectives were taking this for granted because they focused on
conventional outsider perspectives for consultant activities (Sturdy et al., 2009b).
Furthermore, the client was being viewed as a fixed or stable entity (Fincham,
2012b) which was said to lead to the reproduction of previous common-sense

assumptions about management consultants (Sturdy et al., 2009b).

1.3.1 Consultants as boundary workers

More recent research consequently places importance on boundary relations,
making client-consultant relationships a central focus in consultancy research
(Fincham, 2012a). Specific themes include: building trusting relationships (Nikolova
et al., 2015) as well as identity work and organisational reputation (Harvey et al.,
2017). This aspect will be important for this dissertation especially given that this
dimension of consultancy practice continues to be a growing research theme in the
study of relational activities of management consultants (Mohe and Seidl, 2011,
Alvesson et al., 2009, Sturdy et al., 2009b). A main point | take forward is that much
of the extant literature exploring the experiences of consultants has remained largely
a-theoretical (Sturdy, 2012). Therefore, whilst | remain focused on the consultancy

field I follow a wider literature which positions the consulting field within the wider



boundary literature because their activities are seen to mirror much of today’s work

arrangements.

1.4 The boundary in organisational literature

To explore this literature the second question that | ask is:

How does he wider organisational literature theorise and explore
organisational boundaries for exploring the experiences of workers said

to work at the margins of organisations?

Boundary theory and boundary work provide a starting point for exploring the
literature that sets out to focus on the implications of working at the margins of
organisations. More commonly those utilising boundary theory follow similar
definitions to Ashforth et al. (2000, p. 474) who define it as the way ‘individuals
create and maintain boundaries as a means of simplifying and ordering the
environment’. Others invoke the notion of boundary work as ‘the practices that
concretize and give meaning to mental frameworks by placing, maintaining, and
challenging cultural categories’ (Nippert-Eng, 1996, p. 563), such as the boundaries
between home and work. Less commonly considered and important for this thesis is
that boundaries are central and not peripheral to organisations and organisational
change as they contain the very substance of organisation and are subject to constant
construction and deconstruction (Hernes, 2004), where boundaries are multiple,

complex and dynamic (Sturdy et al., 2009a)

The interplay between theorising the boundary and applying analytical concepts

in practice is the central focus of this review because it is important for building my



own analytical approach for this dissertation. As indicated above, the ‘boundary’ is
considered from numerous perspectives both in theory and how this translates in
practice. What becomes evident when reviewing the literature is the overlap in both
the theoretical underpinnings of the research conducted and or how they

conceptualise their interest in the boundary relations being explored.

1.5 Liminality

An important concept for exploring boundary relations is found to be liminality
because it allows for a focus on the physical, social and mental experiences of
working within the uncertainty and ambiguity faced by organisations and their
workers. The notion of liminality is linked with anthropologist Arnold van Gennep’s
(1960/1909) treatise ‘Rites de Passage’, detailing often sacred rites, including birth,
death and marriage, in relation to changes in social relations and movements
between groups or status in traditional, non-western societies. Van Gennep identified
three stages:’ rites of initiation’; ‘rites of transition’ (liminal) during which time
individuals have exited in one state of being but not yet entered the next; and ‘rites of
incorporation’. The tribes van Gennep studied regarded such transitions a sacred or
hallowed threshold, for example the passing from childhood to adulthood. The
transition of this concept from anthropology to social studies largely came through
Victor Turner’s (1977:95) description of liminality as a social space ‘betwixt and
between the original positions arrayed by law, custom, convention and ceremony’.
During the liminal phase, structural norms, routines and identities are said to become

blurred and are often seen as uncertain spaces filled with ambiguity for those who
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find themselves within such a space, yet they are spaces that hold the potential for

creativity.

What we see is a broadening of interest of concepts, but their underpinning is
narrow and focus predominantly on the categorisation of people and things that
become relationally separated rather than connected. This includes labelling their
activities under constraining guises of uncertainty, ambiguity even anxiety. This in
turn fixes consultant activities to managerial systems or ideologies (Clegg et al.,
2004, Werr and Styhre, 2002) or notions of ‘new’ autonomous hegemonic work
contexts leading to fixed depictions of consultant relations whereby the consultant is
a central focus but also lost as their activities remain hidden. I conclude this section
by arguing that Liminality (Sturdy et al., 2006) and ‘otherness’ (Kipping and
Armbriister, 2002, O’Mahoney, 2007, Clegg et al., 2004) is interesting and holds
potential as argued by Swan et al. (2016), Sturdy et al. (2006) and Sturdy (2009) to

uncover some of the ‘back stage’ experiences of consultants.

1.6 Overcoming epistemology towards a process theory of orgamg

In order to begin the consideration of consultancy work at the margins of
multiple organisation and to begin answering my theoretical question (RQ: 2).
Chapter 3 sets out to elaborate a processual approach that develops our thinking, thus
encouraging us to challenge and question existing assumptions and also to ask new
questions. The aim of the chapter is to develop a theoretical approach that will allow
me to develop a processual understanding of the boundary. | develop this through the
thinking of Robert Chia, George Spencer Brown and Robert Cooper. This decentred

thinking offers a way of thinking about theorising as the mediating or relational
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processes that at the beginning of this introduction chapter Cooper (1986) says are
omitted in common theory, the processes of differentiation. This is about being open
to possibility, to treat difference not as secondary but as primary. This decentred
view highlights that social life and individual actors are never complete as they are
always in the process of becoming. An ontology which highlights that social life and
individual actors are never complete as they are always in the process of becoming.
Fundamentally, the boundary for knowing is: traverse, and always in flux, reweaving
in multiple ways and so its forms are always provisional and always manage to
escape our grasp. This proximal view accepts the processual complexity and
precariousness of both individuals and organisations. The possibility is that this
tentative and heterogeneous way of theorising opens multiple possibilities that move
beyond current modes of thinking about theorising that may allow us to open
ourselves to the possibilities and dispositions within a liminal phase. Subsequently,
alongside this I provide a closer reading of van Gennep’s development of liminality
and the work of Georg Simmel to offer a processual account of liminality which can

be translated for empirical enquiry.

1.7 Methods for a processual approach

In chapter 4, | set out to out to bridge the gap between the ontological approach
set out in the previous chapter in order to develop a frame for empirical analysis; a
processual theoretical approach that allows me to explore the becoming of a
consultant. The aim of this chapter is therefore to elaborate the methods that will
guide the data collection and analysis stage. | argue in the previous chapter that we

need to observe organisations with an ontological assumption holding that no-thing
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is stable and everything is always in the making because there are only process of
organising and their becoming (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002, Cooper, 1986).
Subsequently I provide my research design, processes of data collection and data

analysis.

1.8 Findings Analysisand Conclusions

My findings chapter is split into 2 sections. The first follows the experiences of a
single participant as | took the opportunity to follow a consultant during his first 12
months in the profession. The second half focuses on the activities of all the
consultants against the backdrop of a firm that is struggling to stay afloat. In chapter
6 | analyse both of these scenarios as dominant liminal periods and show how
theorising liminality within a process theory of organising and Simmel’s sociology
of ‘space’ we can both unveil the processes of this liminal period and in turn the
multiple simultaneous liminal rites that may help us get closer to the activities
usually known only to the practitioners themselves. Finally, in chapters 7 and 8 offer

my discussion and conclusions.
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Chapter 2. In search of the consultant experience
as a boundary condition

The previous chapter outlined the purpose of this dissertation as an exploration of
the process of becoming a management consultant. The previous chapter introduced
key concepts and metaphors used to explore the implications for working at the
margins of organisations; both theoretically and practically. My interest in revisiting
these issues in the present dissertation is rooted in my interest in ‘process thinking’
which has influenced my reviewing and arranging of the literature presented and
which will offer me opportunity to revisit and re-analyse the ideas of liminality and
boundaries from such a processual background. In this chapter I will review the
relevant literature to accomplish this task. Given my own processual interest, | will
consider functionalist and realist orientated research primarily to show how their
influence on the organizational boundary literature as well as on research exploring

the consultancy context and other similar work groups and individuals.

There are three main objectives to this chapter. The first is to explore the existing
literature that explores boundary relations using the consultancy context specifically
and to explore the wider organisational literature that focuses on the boundary for
understanding both organisations and workers that are said to be affected by
organisational boundaries. There are multiple definitions of organisational
boundaries and I will attempt to elicit differing theoretical underpinnings to these

descriptions.

The second objective then is to begin to make sense of these differing ways of
theorising the boundary in existing research with the aim of building my own

theoretical approach. It is already clear from the introduction chapter that this thesis
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is concerned with how we think about the boundary and more specifically how we
can decentre our thinking to uncover what might be happening on a boundary that
creates action rather than thinking about a boundary that preconceives or binds a
system or organisation of existing objects/agents to be studied. Therefore, the
subsequent sections will arrange the differing ways for theorising the boundary and
how this influences their approach and findings. For this reason, more focus will be
given to the literature that recognises that the boundary as more complex and

dynamic phenomenon.

The third objective is to position liminality as a boundary concept in this
literature and explore the uses of this analytical concept in organisational research as
its popularity in organisational research continues to grow. Furthermore, given the
foundations of this anthropological concept (discussed in the introduction chapter) I
argue that this opens up a promising avenue for exploring the movement of

organisational life at a threshold. The specific questions for this literature review are:

How does the wider organisational literature theorise and explore
organisational boundaries for exploring the experiences of workarsaid to

work at the margins of organisations?
Building from this | also explore:

How is liminality theorised in organisational literature and does this help

explore the boundary as transitional and always on the move?

What can | take from existing ways of conceptualising liminality and

theorising of the boundary to build my theoretical approach?

To answer these questions the chapter is organised in the following way. First, |

introduce briefly how the field of consultancy has been addressed in organisational
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research and explain why it is important to understand this field within the wider
organisational literature. Second, the boundary literature at first appears vast and yet
the research is predominantly underpinned by similar consequentialist thinking.
Therefore, | have organised the literature into three arrangements, namely: The
boundary as fixed and contained; the boundary as fluid and fixed; and the boundary
as traverse and contained. Arranging the literature in this way allows me to build my
argument for how we may get to thinking about a boundary that this both fluid and

traverse, building on — and revising- the notion of liminality in particular.

2.1 Management Consulting Research

Organisations often call on consultants at critical moments whether for
organizational or strategic renewal or for the resolution of specific problems. There
has been significant academic interest in the relationship between managerial work
and the consultancy context and increasingly studies take into account the growing
influence of consultants as well as the historical development of this entwinement of
consultants and managerial work (Engwall and Kipping, 2002). The next section
offers an introduction which maps the literature on management consultants covering
its empirical focus as well as the theoretical frames employed in attempts at
uncovering the seeming mystery of a seen but hidden group that ostensibly has come
to pervade most organisational boundaries at some time or another (Sturdy et al.,

2009b).

Inquiry into consulting activities has been conducted through a number of
theoretical lenses including: dramaturgy or role theory (Clark and Salaman, 1998a,

Poulter and Land, 2008); agency theory (Fincham, 2003); and social systems theory
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(Mohe and Seidl, 2011). Initially, however, two broad opposing perspectives can be
distinguished: the functional perspectives and critical perspectives for exploring and
understanding the role and experiences of management consultants and their clients.
Within the functionalist perspective two main strands are apparent in an attempt
to begin to offer a more nuanced understanding of consulting and consulting
practices (Nikolova and Devinney (2012). The first is the ‘expert model’ as the
apparent trigger for academic interest in management consulting whereby
consultants are conceived as providers of technical expertise able to reduce
uncertainty in management decision making (Kubr, 2002). From this perspective,
consultants are assumed to be experts capable of identifying organisational problems
and opportunities, thus facilitating major change programmes. The second strand is
rooted in the ‘social learning model” perspective which appeared in the 1970s,
depicting the consultant role in the client consultant relationship as a participative
process. The envisaged role of the consultants lay in assisting clients in solving
problems while including them in the solution through two-way learning processes
(Nikolova and Devinney, 2012). The assumption is that consultants uses their
expertise in order to assist the client to solve organisational problems in form of
inquiries that eschew the clear role ascriptions of the functional view (Kubr, 2002,

Schein, 1987:1997).

In particular the functional perspective has been subject to sustained critique,
largely based on the implicit notion that consultants are particularly attractive
because they are able to suggest simple solutions for solving client problems that
appear to be highly complex (Huczynski, 2012). Some, like Huczynski (1993),
therefore see the consultancy phenomenon as part of a wider set of management

fashions that periodically drive the modus operandi in specific industries or entire
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markets. Jung and Kieser (2012) see fashions as intrinsically linked to the growth of
the consulting industry, arguing that the successful implementation of this
management fashion is based on the consultants’ ability to communicate a double-
play of identity by not only offering simplicity in their vision but also introducing
vagueness so as to allow them to claim credit for resolving a wide range of
organisational problems. A more dystopian view perceives management consultants
is that of a colonising force seeking out new terrain, passing off innovative concepts
and ideas as their own (Lapsley et al., 2013). In this vein, Clark (2004) as well as
Jung and Kieser (2012) argue that management consultants create the majority of
management fashions and peddle fashion discourse by emphasising basic goals,

principles and advantages.

This led to a shift in focus to explore what was seen as taken for granted
assumptions in the functional literature by describing and centring the rhetorical and
persuasive techniques used by consultants and gurus placing emphasis on their
‘performance’ as a theatrical act (Clark and Salaman, 1998a, Clark and Salaman,
1996a). According to Werr (2002:93), management consultancy is about fulfilling
two basic needs of managers: predictability and control; and increased social and
personal self-esteem. The mirage of predictability is offered by systematic
managerial processes developed during the consultancy process (Clark and Salaman,
1998b) through the processes of two prominent ‘myths’ of institutionalised

rationality and of experience, practice and leadership (Berglund and Werr, 2000).

The ideal of objective rationality is offered to the clients through recognisable
managerial concepts such as total quality management (TQM) which embed a
rational framework and thus a justifiable and often easy to frame analysis and
subsequent remedy for organizational problems - thus reducing and to a degree
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outsourcing client uncertainty (Sturdy, 1997a, Werr, 2002). From this lens,
management consultants further increase the personal and social esteem of their
clients by reinforcing their role as an important one; one that stands in need of expert
analysis such as that provided by the consultants. The second ‘myth’ is accomplished
by recreating stories, theories and images (Clark and Salaman (1998b). The role of
the management consultant is that of a provider of managerial systems that are
unlikely to increase client productivity through specific managerial knowledge but
allowing clients to feel that their organisation is somehow organisable and
controllable. This myth is fabricated into a complex tapestry of consultants’ personal
experiences, stories of past success, and how success is achieved not through
implementation of managerial systems but through the tacit knowledge and
experience of the consultants and their ability to offer a bespoke service to their

client (Berglund and Werr, 2000).

In tandem with the growth of rationalistic management concepts, there have been
substantial shifts in the expected roles of consultants, especially since the 1980s,
moving away from ‘knowledge transfer’ and increasingly more towards legitimation
of managerial interventions (McKenna, 2006). The appeal of the consultant lies in
their ability to construct a veneer of rationality, sensibility and value (Alvesson,
2001). This includes aiding in organisational politics in ensuring that change
programmes and managerial ideology is supported and pushed along (Sturdy, 1997a,
Berglund and Werr, 2000). The use of management consultants as legitimator of
client knowledge was to overcome uncertainty or could also be used by way of
removing blame from the client if the decision taken turns out to be wrong
(Alvesson, 2001, Fincham, 1999, Kipping and Saint-Martin, 2005). Irrespective of

the position taken central here is in the interaction with the client as the locus for
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creating impressions of value in the consultation and irrespective of functional
knowledge (Clark and Salaman, 1996b). This was not confined to academic research,
practitioners also shared this view, for example Pinault (2009), who sees a ‘dark
side’ to consulting whereby consultants, rather than offering a service of impartial
advice to management, act opportunistically and in self-serving manner. Armbrdster
(2006:7) pointed out that consultants from large renowned consultancies have duly
been described not just as carriers of knowledge but as carriers of legitimation. From
this critical view management consultants are depicted as persuaders, manipulators
and exploiters of uncertain or ignorant clients, not as the experts that is seemingly

the prerequisite of their role (Alvesson and Johansson, 2002).

2.1.1 The consultant as a boundary resource

So far, the consultant had been largely depicted as an ‘asocial’ resource called
upon to solve a vast amount of client issues; ‘outsiders’ that improve economy
efficiencies and rational thought and little or no attention is given to the building and
maintaining of social ties. The two dominant perspectives in the literature presented
above emphasised a maintained focus on the client consultant relations as static and
predicable — but in so doing less critical concern was given to common conception of
the homogeneous client as a stable entity (Fincham, 2012a, Sturdy et al., 2009b). For
example, Sturdy (1997a) suggests that previous views on management gurus often
misunderstand the relationship between management consultants and their clients
because power dynamics in the client-consultant relationship are often contingent on
a number of factors including boundary work, identity and context; and that these
social relations had therefore received too little attention (Sturdy, 1997a, Fincham,

1999).
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Considering the client-consultant relationship as a more complex social process
places attention on the economic and social aspects of these relations, including the
question of why clients often maintain a long-lasting relationships with consultants
that go beyond the economic exchange of ‘buying and selling’ of services (Kitay and
Wright, 2004). In contradiction to the functional literature; as well as the fashion
themes in the consulting literature, these contributions challenge the outsider-ness of
consultants, instead problematising their role as temporary ‘insiders’, embedded
within the client organisations, sometimes for an undefined period of time (Kitay and
Wright, 2004). This also changes the focus from consultancies towards the role o the
individual consultant and their personal networks, social relations and social capital
(Werr and Pemer, 2007). This is an important dimension that will be discussed in
more detail later. However, this means that the separation of the consultant and client
as two separate entities was beginning to be questioned. For example, Sturdy et al.
(2006) argue that the current literature is problematic because it neglects exploration
of other more complex processes of inclusion and exclusion that might be at play in
such relationships and that, consequently, research on consultancy work needs to go

beyond simple insider outsider depictions.

Also significant were arguments made by Clark and Fincham (2002, p. 3) who
said:
"To date, detailed conceptual and empirical research into the work of

consultants has been slight... Much, therefore, remains to be done if we are

to develop a more penetrating and nuanced understanding of this activity."
What had become more prominent was the possibilities of combining the
functional and the critical perspectives. This came from a belief that the progress

made through these perspectives should not be abandoned, and instead should and
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could be brought together to challenge the then prominent image of the ‘naive client’
(Sturdy, 1997b, Fincham, 1999, Sturdy, 2004), for instance Fincham (1999, p. 343)
argued as follows:

“...a stark strategy/structure contrast is probably too simplistic, and
while consultancy may look different from the two vantage points in other
respects they need not be seen merely as alternatives. Rather than being
“incommensurable paradigms’, in other words, the strategic and structural
approaches can complement each other and provide a better informed
account of the role of consultancy in the management process. Both are
essentially critical positions that look further than a rationalizing view of the
electiveness of expert advice, they evaluate consultant knowledge as non-

codified atheoretical expertise and do not accept consultancy's own

assessment of itself.”

By framing the role of consultants in terms of more balanced relationships
between consultant and client, emphasis is placed on the ability to maintain the
power relations between consultants and their clients, providing space for more
detailed analyses of the capacity for persuasion but also for clients to resist
consultants’ rhetoric. Fincham (1999) argued that the characteristics of a given
situation, such as the level of self-confidence the client was perceived have by the
consultants, plays a role in shifting the power balances. Rather than outsiders
providing expertise, legitimacy, fashionable solutions or learning partners in
managerial inquiries, this view paints the position of consultants in more precarious
strokes; continuously threatened by differences or shortcomings in their knowledge
as outsiders, which in turn threatens their status as informed ‘outside’ expert
(Fincham, 1999). Therefore, the interactions between the client is far from static, and
these ‘differences’ could instead be understood through the overarching managerial

structure that are contingent on ongoing exchanges (Fincham, 1999).
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More broadly, Sturdy et al. (2004, p. 337) argue that up to the 2000s, literature
on management consultants had remained primarily ‘a-theoretical’ and that, owing to
the limited emphasis given to consultants’ actual day-to-day practices, only little is
known about consultant activities and in particular how consultants build, maintain
and experience client-consultant relations (Salaman, 2002). The result has been a
sustained focus on the consultancy context with a renewed interest for more
empirical inquires and a shift in the concepts used to frame their experience which

will be discussed in the proceeding sections.

2.1.2 Focusingon the clientconsultant relationship

“...most research gives primacy to its contractual or organizational basis. In
particular, it is seen, first and foremost, as an insider-outsider relationship. This
is particularly evident in studies which connect the client-consultant relationship
to what is typically deemed to be the primary function of consultancy-
knowledge flow or mediation.” (Sturdy et al., 2009b)

Kitay and Wright (2004:3) suggest that the literature has paid sparse attention to
diversity in the client-consultant relationships. Yet, in understanding the boundary-
exchanges between clients and consultants a greater insight into consultants’
relations and thus consultant activities may be elicited. For example, in their study
Kitay and Wright (2004) point out that even the binary opposition of managers and
consultants is problematic as some managers will have themselves once been
consultants, and vice versa, and that the entrenched ideas of identity and power
differences between both professions may consequently be overstated. This concern
has particular heft as much of the literature has thus far presented not just consultants

but also clients in terms of unitary or fixed images of organisational entities where
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the only the diversity comes in form of different firms or projects (Sturdy, 2004).
Following research, for instance by Pemer and Werr (2013), highlights the diversity
contained within the label of ‘the client’; their own research widening that category
to include four types of client: the ‘controlling client’, the ‘instrumental client’, the
‘trustful client’ and the ‘ambivalent client’. Whilst still limited and entitative as a
typology, this research suggests a plurality of client identities, each said to have their
own objectives for the employment of consultants and equally differing views of
their role and relationships. Understanding uncertainties faced by both client and
consultant should therefore be viewed as central to the understanding of interplays

between clients, consultants and their organisations.

Similarly, a historical investigation conducted by Kipping and Armbrister
(2002) offers an insider-outsider perspective which set out to explore the otherness
experienced by external consultants when interacting with insider clients. The
authors focus on the ambiguity embedded in the client-consultant relationship rooted
in an assumption that consultants possess different kinds and forms of knowledge,
specifically tacit knowledge, that does not belong within the boundaries of the client
organisation. Drawing on the work of Meyer (1996) they distinguish between
‘actorhood’, those who take action responsibility for behaviours and actions and
‘otherhood’, those who do not take action responsibility. The role of ‘otherhood’
actors, including external consultants is based on their ability to: give advice, make
suggestions and discuss.

“...management resorted to deceiving their workers by disguising
external consultants as internal employees. In other cases, company

management gave in to some of the demands of those concerned or

negotiated compromise solutions with them. In this way, it managed to enlist
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their support for the implementation the changes recommended by the

consultants.” (Kipping and Armbrister, 2002, p. 220)

The ‘otherness’ of the consultancy condition here is treated as a prerequisite for
understadning differences from the regulations and routines embedded within
‘insider’ workers or clients. Difference is considered as the ‘burden of otherness’,
something that can be overcome by shaping knowledge and activities around the

main interests and activities of client members.

2.1.3 Positioning the consultancy field in the boundary literature

More recent research consequently places importance on boundary relations,
making client-consultant relationships a central focus in consultancy research
(Fincham, 2012a). Specific themes include: building trusting relationships (Nikolova
et al., 2015) as well as identity work and organisational reputation (Harvey et al.,
2017). This aspect will be important for this thesis especially given that this
dimension of consultancy practice continues to be a growing research theme in the
study of relational activities of management consultants (Mohe and Seidl, 2011,

Alvesson et al., 2009, Sturdy et al., 2009b)

What this also adds is the recognition for the complex and often hidden
ambiguity with consultants’ relations with their clients as focus was placed on the
lack of tangible products and services in the consultancy offering and so with client-
consultant relations at the forefront of academic interest the conceptual focus shifted
predominantly to variations on boundary theory, including: Boundary spanning
(Sturdy et al., 2009a); boundary work (Kitay and Wright, 2003); and transitional or
‘liminal’ boundaries (Czarniawska and Mazza, 2003, Sturdy et al., 2006). Others

have explored links to wider organisational phenomena to specifically include
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concern about the use of: project teams, inter-department collaboration and internal-
consultants and the growing demand for ‘consultancy type’ services, partially due to
the increasing growth of knowledge-intense firms who are inclusive of a wide range

of services such as accounting, engineering and human resources (McKenna, 2006).

There are three main points that | take from this literature so far, the first is that
the literature exploring the consultancy field has remained largely a-theoretical, thus
lacking a more refined set of frames to understand the social processes in play when
consultants interact with clients in a day-to-day fashion; but also a lack of empirical
studies detailing such relations. This means that little is still known about what
consultants actually do and how we can come to understand such relations
theoretically (Sturdy et al., 2009b, Sturdy, 2012), Second, and more specifically, in
order to gain such understanding more emphasis needs to be given to the ensuing
‘boundary’ relationships. Third, much of the extant literature is focused on how
knowledge is transferred or disseminated not only across the boundaries of both the
client and consultant organisations but between a consultant and their client
(Berglund and Werr, 2000, Werr and Pemer, 2007, Nikolova et al., 2015, Harvey et
al., 2017). Therefore, whilst | remain with a focus on the consultancy field | am
following a wider literature which positions the consulting field within the wider
boundary literature because their activities are seen to mirror much of today’s work

arrangements.
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2.2 The importance of the boundary in organisational research

The consideration of the boundary in organisational research has a long history
for exploring the dynamics of organisations with some even claiming that
“boundaries reflect the essence of organization” (Santos and Eisenhardt, 2005, p.
505). Furthermore, according to Lamont and Molnér (2002, p. 167) the boundary
across disciplines has been an integral part of the social scientists tool-kit that can be
traced back through the classical works. For example; the boundary was integral for
distinguishing and contrasting the profane from the sacred for Durkheim (1912) and
for identifying and exploring society in terms of social class for scholars such as
Marx (1963) and Schumpeter (1918). Boundaries have continued to play a key role
in developing theory in the social sciences including; History, Anthropology,
Politics, Sociology and Organisational Studies and has been included in numerous
lines of enquiry from cognition (Giddens, 1984, Ferlie et al., 2005), cultural capital
(Lamont and Lareau, 1988, Light and Dana, 2013), membership (Barth, 1969), to
group and individual positioning (Kreiner and Murphy, 2016). As such, a main focus
and purpose of boundary theory has been to understand how human actors create,
maintain or change boundaries in order to simplify and classify the world around

them (Ashforth et al., 2000)

This can be seen in the organisational literature where boundaries have become
an important metaphor for demarcating the inside of an organisation from its outside,
be it in terms of customers, competitors or wider contexts (Carlile, 2002). For some,
the ‘closed boundaries’ perspectives allows for a focus on the social structures that
differentiate and make up an organisation in terms of knowledge (Brown and

Duguid, 2001) and ensuing questions on how to keep knowledge within the
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boundaries of the organisation through protective governing structures (Williamson,
1981). Other consider the boundary from an ‘open’ perspective to focus on
knowledge transfer across organisational and relational boundaries (Kipping and
Armbruister, 2002). Boundaries are hereby conceptualised in terms of physical or
divisive threshold that separate entities or objects or as symbolic demarcations that
represent shared distinctions amongst social groups to create shared meaning and
membership (Ashforth et al., 2000). Less considered so far is the idea that the
boundary itself is a phenomenon worth of investigation as something more that is far
more complex (Sturdy et al., 2009a) and itself the locus from where action and

organisation are created (Paulsen and Hernes, 2003, Hernes, 2004).

Boundary theory and boundary work provide a starting point for exploring the
literature that sets out to focus on the implications of working at the margins of
organisations. More commonly those utilising boundary theory follow similar
definitions to Ashforth et al. (2000, p. 474) who define it as the way ‘individuals
create and maintain boundaries as a means of simplifying and ordering the
environment’. Others invoke the notion of boundary work as ‘the practices that
concretize and give meaning to mental frameworks by placing, maintaining, and
challenging cultural categories’ (Nippert-Eng, 1996, p. 563), such as the boundaries
between home and work. Less commonly considered is that boundaries are central
and not peripheral to organisations and organisational change as they contain the
very substance of organisation and are subject to constant construction and
deconstruction (Hernes, 2004), where boundaries are multiple, complex and dynamic

(Sturdy et al., 2009a)

The interplay between theorising the boundary and applying analytical concepts
in practice is the central focus of this review because it is important for building my
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own analytical approach for this thesis. As indicated above the ‘boundary’ is
considered from numerous perspectives both in theory and how this translates in
practice. What becomes evident when reviewing the literature is the overlap in both
the theoretical underpinnings of the research conducted and or how they

conceptualise their interest in the boundary relations being explored.

2.3 Boundary Descriptions

To make sense of this and to build my own argumentation | will next turn to the
literature on boundaries which I have taxonomized into three arrangements, namely:
The Boundary as Fixed and Contained, The Boundary as Traverse and fixed and The

Boundary as Fluid and Contained.

‘Fixed’ boundaries consider organisations as fairly stable entities that pre-exist
organisation. they focus on change as occurring due to an external force that knocks
the boundaries whereby change happens and stability is once again restored.
‘Contained’ notions emphasise the role of boundaries in isolating so as to remove
ambiguity and uncertainty. Careful methodology for replication, generalisation —
TCE social embeddedness. ‘Traverse’ notions recognise that boundaries are complex
and multiple even missing. Workers work across boundaries regularly, differing
organisational structures and routines, Finally, ‘fluid’ notions are similar to the
‘traverse’ but further considers that workers work between or at the margins of
organisations, rendering the boundary at the same time persistent and enduring, a
space in which individuals dwell, but also a space that is transient and ephemeral,

and cannot be approached and confined in fixed definitional terms. What:
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“... becomes crucial for analysis are the multiple ways in which
boundaries are conceptualized and construed in particular contexts, and
whether explanations that utilize boundary constructs are useful for
describing social and organizational dynamics.” (Paulsen and Hernes, 2003,
p. 303)

2.4 The Boundary asFixed and Contained — physical boundaries

The notion of the boundary as ‘fixed’ is represented, inter alia, by realist
ontologies and consequentialist thinking whereby primacy is given to the formal
organisation. Here we see that the boundary is considered for differentiating or
separating entities, for example understanding of culture and identity is considered as
a result of understanding the pre-existing formal structures. How these are contained
is through the ordering of ‘objects’ for example how the roles of workers are aligned
by organisational goals. The boundary in this arrangement is mostly considered at an
organisational level as the dividing line between systems that can be categorised,
manipulated and understood through managerial and market governing structures.
Since this literature is gives primacy to pre-existing structures where smaller groups
are considered the focus in on concreate manifestations of social classifications that
are internalised through shared meanings and groups norms that work towards an

overarching system such as organisational goals

Considering that an objective of this thesis is to get to a decentred way of
thinking about the boundary this literature will not form part of my analytical
approach and so this will offer only a brief overview. However, it is important that it

is included because as | will show later this way of thinking and conceptualising the
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boundary can be seen throughout the literature. Therefore, to construct this section |
have drawn heavily from Santos and Eisenhardt (2005) and used three of their four
conceptions to provide examples of the uses of the boundary as fixed and contained.
The three conceptions of the boundary included here are: efficiency, power, and

competence.

2.4.1 Efficiency —the transactional boundary

This line of research debates and explores whether or not organisations or
markets should govern transaction with the agenda to reduce governing costs using
perspectives that consider transaction cost economics (Williamson, 1981, Barney,
1999). Transaction cost economics became prominent through the work of
Williamson (1981) and is used to explain decision-making behaviours. From this
perspective ‘transaction’ refers to actions beyond simple notions of buying and
selling, considering also the emotional interactions and exchanges across boundaries.
Five aspects are identified as important: specificity, uncertainty, frequency of
opportunistic behaviours and limited rationality, referring to the costs that arise due
to the existence of an institution. Williamson’s work has influenced the boundary
literature significantly and is often said to remain the most prominent theoretical
perspective used for exploring boundary phenomena in organisation theory (Santos
and Eisenhardt, 2005, Argyres and Zenger, 2011). Since its focus lies on decision
making, the objective is to find out whether transactions are most cost-effective
through organisational governance or market governance with the aim of setting the

boundary at the point that minimizes the cost to governing structures.

For example Barney (1999) explored how capabilities affect boundary decision

making. Taking a resource-based view, he focuses on the costly processes of
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acquiring and creating capabilities: governance, opportunism, and transaction-
specific investment. Exploring firms in technologically advancing markets he finds
that governing market transactions are a far more cost effective than governing
organisational transactions because the hierarchical governance from organisational
transactions is costly due to the uncertainties that surround such market landscapes
and that boundary decisions governed by the market are more attractive because:
“Firms in these industries rely on socially complex capabilities to pursue
strategic objectives. Research in the pharmaceutical industry, for example,
suggests that some firms are highly skilled at integrating product
development efforts across multiple scientific disciplines, whereas other

firms are less skilled in this way. These socially complex capabilities are

costly for firms to create on their own”. (1999, p. 144)

2.4.2 Power—controlling the boundaries

This line of research investigates the relationship between organisations and their
environments and is focused primarily on the institution that facilitates coordination
of organisational members to reduce dependence and exercise power in order to
control a broader set of exchange relations (Santos and Eisenhardt, 2005). This is a
conception of organisations as institutions that work to reduce uncertainty and
exercise power to increase performance (Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978, Thompson,
1967). Therefore, the setting of the boundary from this perspective is at the point of
greatest strategic control over crucial external forces and is heavily influence by
Porter’s (1980) ‘Co mp et i t i .Vilke pré&nise ohthisdirng gf Gesearch is that if
an institution can reduce dependence of external forces then they increase their
power and influence in the market over the alternative which would see the

organisation forced to partake in activities possibly in expense of or limiting their
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own organisational agenda (Santos and Eisenhardt, 2005). For example, exploring
technology companies, Gawer and Cusumano (2008) study how organisations aim to
become market leaders by succeeding to create their own technological eco systems.
Since this can only be achieved through the use of third party companies the
technological problem is to find the balance between disclosing intellectual property
that allows for the third- parties to create the innovative products or platforms needs
and the organisational problem is the ability to create the incentive for these third-

parties to create the innovative platforms needed to become market leaders.

2.4.3 Competence boundaries

Those concerned with this line research focus their inquiry into how
organisational members gather, renew and exploit their firm-specific potentials by
asking what resources a firm should possess (Santos and Eisenhardt, 2005, p. 497).
This research predominantly draws from structural contingency theory (Chandler,
1977) and resource based view (Penrose, 1959). From this perspective conception of
the organisation are described as the bundling of resources. This assumes a boundary
that is determined by matching internal resources with environmental opportunities
that are deemed attractive and available for an organisation to achieve competitive
advantage. The focus is on how these resources influence organisations boundary
decisions (Barney, 2001) by emphasising difference in an organisations performance
from its market competitors. According to Barney (1999) resources are assets,
capabilities, organisational processes, information, organisational attributes and this
includes knowledge which is assumed to be controlled at firm level in order to
achieve strategic effectiveness and competitive advantage. Here resources are

something that an organisation has and are assumed to be heterogeneous across
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organisations, creating high barriers for entry which allow for competitive

advantage.

Those that take this approach argue that the transaction cost economics
perspective fails to consider the influence and potential that a firm has to internalise
its own capabilities and developments (Argyres et al., 2012). For example,
managerial practices are considered as more complex than simply supportive of
hierarchical structure and organisational strategy. Managers behaviours are instead
considered including practices and processes (Grant, 1991). One of the key
consideration and interest from this perspectives is ‘knowledge management’ as the
source for competitive advantage (Barney, 2001, Gold and Arvind Malhotra, 2001).
Gold and Arvind Malhotra (2001) argue that organisational effectiveness is the
outcome of knowledge process ability and knowledge infrastructure capability
combined. This is a consideration for constructs that include a firm’s culture
structure and capability that must be measured against constructs such as acquisition
and protection. They argue that by utilising this framework the dynamic boundary
can be understood which results in resource sustainability and organisation
effectiveness because it is inclusive of influence that can impact of the boundaries
trajectory over time, providing levels of predictability. This is achieved through the
inclusion of variety of influences, i.e. culture, which displays an ontological
difference from the transactional cost perspective because these are made up of
hidden capabilities to include constructs such as learning and as already indicated
knowledge. However, this focuses on boundary decisions as being made only from
the available resources in the organisations portfolio for increased efficiency and

market share.
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2.4.4 Critical reflection

What the above literature signifies is a strong assumption in organisation theory
that organisations operate from within a fairly stable or fixed set or boundaries. It
assumes that resources, workers work towards the equilibrium of the organisation.
The influence of Parsons (1951) on social systems thinking can be felt here as he
views the system as an ordered container which brings boundary maintenance to the
forefront whereby ‘maintaining’ is always considered in terms of maintaining unity
and order. The main concern is to explain patterns and order within the societies
being explored. Therefore, even when the boundary is thought to have no visible
edge, the physical boundary is considered to be where the limit of a systems force is
felt because it is from here that any behaviours or objects that cannot be explained by
the given framework or organisation goals are distanced. The boundary works to
separate and differentiate the organisation that can be broken down into simple and
complex functions for understanding the cause and effect workings of organisational
phenomena. The main point here is that the complexity of organisational boundaries
is taken for granted and, as a result, “...despite the significance and theoretical
richness of organizational boundaries, the research agenda is limited” because ‘[it]
has been shaped significantly by transaction cost economics (TCE)’ (Santos and
Eisenhardt, 2005, p. 491). This is because it has been restricted by boundary
decisions that are primarily focused on ‘discrete buy-and-make choices’ whereby
governance structures and efficiencies are given primacy and more often the only
theoretical explanation and works to constrain discourse (Santos and Eisenhardt,
2005). The result is that boundary phenomena, in its theoretically and transaction
driven form, has not kept pace with the changing and less traditional market

landscapes whereby clear boundaries that under management control remain
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important but are restricted. The above accounts are therefore limited in accounting
for ambiguity and uncertainty faced by contemporary organisations and their

members within the dynamic boundary they explore.

2.5 The Boundary as Traverseand Fixed

"‘Boundary work’ consists of the strategies, principles and practices that
we use to create, maintain and modify cultural categories. It is the never-
ending, hands-on, largely visible process through which classificatory
boundaries are negotiated by individuals. Boundary work is what allows
categories and classification systems to exist, to be meaningful, and to change
over time. It is boundary work, therefore, that allows culture or society to do
the same.” (Nippert-Eng, 1996, p. 564)

There is no common definition of the boundary from this perspective, but it is
assumed that the boundary of post-bureaucratic organisations is not easily defined as
workers and organisation continually work across multiple boundaries. To get closer
to the implications of this for workers and organisations some of the literature here
goes as far as to conceptualise the ‘boundaryless organisation’ and the ‘boundaryless
occupation’ (Ashkenas, 1995, Ashkenas et al., 2002). This has itself become a point
of contention within this literature as others consider boundary crossing in order to
focus on the relational experiences of the workers being explored (Stjerne and
Svejenova, 2016, Orlikowski, 2002) and how they actively span the boundaries of
organisations through their relations (Kislov et al., 2017). Others focus on the
implications these positions hold to workers identities (Alvesson et al., 2008),
including the significance of elite identities (Alvesson and Robertson, 2006, Gill,
2015), dis-identification (Costas and Fleming, 2009), and the board self (Costas and

Kérreman, 2016).
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2.5.1 Fixed boundary objects

Prominent with the use of concepts for exploring the experiences of working
across organisational boundaries is the use of boundary ‘objects’ for understanding
and reconciling the social and political boundaries. Social boundaries are those that
are created by shared cultures and interactions. Political boundaries are those that are
created during negotiations, control and conflict. The use of ‘boundary objects’ is to
bridge the two. The use of boundary ‘objects’ is significant here because, whilst this
literature sets out to challenge the taken for granted assumptions of the boundary
associated with the literature discussed above and particularly the influence of
transaction cost economics, the use of boundary objects leads to a fixedness when
putting this into practice. Whilst we are getting closer to the boundary as a dynamic
field of possibility, the boundary is still considered as the dividing line between pre-

exiting entities, rendering the boundary that both traverse and fixed.

Boundary objects have become significant in organisational studies and of
interest in organisation theory. The use of boundary ‘objects’ is important to discuss
because a key consideration in the literature that explores the boundary as traverse is
about understanding the bridging and application of innovation, knowledge, learning
and information across differing boundaries (Van de Ven and Zahra, 2016). The
term boundary objects was first used by Star and Griesemer (1989, p. 393):

“Boundary objects are objects which are both plastic enough to adapt to
local needs and the constraints of the several parties employing them, yet
robust enough to maintain a common identity across sites. They are weakly

structured in common use and become strongly structured in individual site

use. These objects maybe abstact or concreteThey have different meanings
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in different social worlds, but their structure is common enough to more than

one world to make them recognizable, a means of translation.”

Star and Griesemer describe four different types of boundary objects: (1)
Repositories, these are entities that are ordered or indexed into a particular fashion to
deal with heterogeneity e.g. library’s or reports. (2) Ideal type, less distinct objects
whereby the ordering does not allow for one single interpretation, locally situated
they are intentionally not fixed to one domain e.g. maps, diagrams, project time
lines. (3) Coincident boundaries share the same boundaries, but their content is
different to allow for the sharing of diverse goals. (4) Standardised forms, these
objects ensure communication across diverse contexts to deal with uncertainties and
variations. Whilst boundary objects here are considered as ends in themselves in
terms of meaning what is touched on, is the possibility that boundary objects can be

ambiguous which holds the potential to be translated in multiple ways.

Concerned with the transfer of knowledge across different functions and drawing
from, Star and Griesemer (1989), Carlile (2002), views knowledge as localised,
embedded, and invested in practice, highlighting that the practice of working across
the boundaries of different departments or organisations is problematic because it is
extremely difficult to accommodate knowledge that is embedded (p. 442). Here,
boundary objects are considered as vital in negotiations because they afford for
representation and learning and resolving differences across functions:

““Objects” refer to the collection of artifacts that individuals work with—
the numbers, blueprints, faxes, parts, tools, and machines that individuals
create, measure, or manipulate. “Ends” are outcomes that demonstrate
success in creating, measuring, or manipulating objects—a signed sales

contract, ordering prototype parts, an assembly process certification, or a
batch of high-quality parts off the production line. The work itself is an
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ongoing process of moving an object from its current state to a required end
state. These iterative problem-solving activities should be seen broadly as
encompassing the knowhow, techniques, and “trial and error” that it takes to

move one’s objects toward a required end.” (p. 446)

The above quote shows how the use of boundary objects can be useful for
capturing the movements of individuals as they make sense of the objects or tools
available to them during the completion of a consultant project for example.
However, since objects are considered as ends in themselves what they create is a
bounded space whereby movement is understood through known objects and
artefacts as something which is separated from everyday experience. For example,
knowledge transfer is considered possible using objects and once completed, or once
the consultants leave, the project is over, and the boundary returns back to its

equilibrium,

We see this in the work of Bechky (2003a, p. 729) who considers the function of
boundary objects not just as technical but social. She finds that boundary objects
play an important role in problem solving across boundaries because they afford
power over the processes of creation and legitimation of knowledge. The utility of
the boundary object lies in its ability to transmit reputation, e.g. consultants as
knowledge experts. The emphasis is placed here on objects that are tangible or
concrete, as artefacts that mediate relationships between groups, symbolise
knowledge and create common language to define tasks boundaries between
organisational groups. The purpose being to shape occupational knowledge towards

achieving the overall goal of the given organisation (Bechky, 2003b).

Luhmann (1995) who outlines a version of social systems theory is influential

here, as it is assumed that two organisations or functions exist independently and
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continually work to reinforce their difference within their environment whilst also
being able to react to their environment. Therefore, in order to communicate between
or across boundaries the boundary objects become vital for local understandings to
be reframed; which is said to allow for communication to happen. For example in a
study exploring how consultants and their client collaborate across boundaries,
Sutter and Kieser (2015) question how it is possible given the complexities involved
in communicating and transferring knowledge across boundaries both consultants
and clients in most cases claim that projects have been implemented successfully.
They begin by conceptualising the consultants and clients as two distinct social
systems whereby communication across the boundary is highly problematic largely
because they speak different languages (logics not common language). They find
that, providing the boundary objects are relevant for each system, it is less important
that such objects are interpreted in the same way, what is important is that they
provide a frame of reference for both consultant and their clients to work towards a
shared goal. Boundary objects are ‘important mechanisms that enable collaboration
in spite of different frames of reference’ (Sutter and Kieser, 2015, p. 23). But this
does raise a further question. As Star and Griesemer (1989) noted, Sutter and Kieser
(2015) argued that boundary objects can be manipulated and interpreted differently
by the individuals who come into contact with them. However, the focus here is
again on the interpretation that directly link to the purpose of the project outlined
between the consultants and their clients. However, in the process of understanding
these interpretations those that do not seem relevant to the project are lost. The
possibilities for innovation, change, knowledge and learning may not have been truly

realised.
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2.5.2 Replacing boundaries: The Boundaryless

Given the criticism that the boundary in boundary theory had been dominated by
transaction cost theorising and utilised to isolate and observe taken for granted
organisational phenomena (Arthur and Rousseau, 2001) there is now an acceptance
that the nature of organisations has change. Considering now that organisations
operate across multiple boundaries some have turned to consider the ‘boundaryless
organisation’ by way of exploring contemporary organisational phenomena (Sullivan
and Arthur, 2006, Ashkenas et al., 2002). This includes the ‘boundaryless
occupation’ which is said to be an occupied space at the margins of organisations by
those who are considered to be neither fully insider nor outside organisations
(Ashkenas, 1995, Marshall, 2003). These workers include: project workers,
professional service workers, consultants and consultancy firms. Therefore, rather
than focusing on how boundaries are constructed these perspectives look for new
metaphors of organisation to replace what they consider to be problematic
considerations of the boundary (Marshall, 2003, p. 61). The term ‘boundaryless’
however is misleading because it is far from a denial of the boundary and boundary
theory in organisation studies. Rather those that consider the boundaryless
organisation are interested in a different way of theorising the boundary and in
particular they are concerned with boundary permeability (Ashkenas et al., 2002).
The focus is on the ability for knowledge and information to travel across and
transgress organisational boundaries and how this is managed because to consider a
completely permeable boundary or no boundaries would lead to total disorganisation
(Ashkenas et al., 2002). The boundaryless theorising also explores the symbolic and

social boundaries to draw predominantly on the organisational and individual
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constructs of ‘Who am I’ and “Who are we’ and so focuses on identity to explore
how individuals and organisations make sense of change; and so the boundary is
considered as fluid and malleable (Kreiner et al., 2006). This includes an acceptance
that there are many interpretation of these questions for both individuals (Markus

and Kunda, 1986) and organisations (Gioia et al., 2000).

The conception of the boundaryless organisation was developed largely by a
concern with career development in light of post-bureaucratic ‘modern careers’
(Arthur, 1994) to broaden the scope of boundary theory to extend interests in areas
such as the boundaries between work life and social life. In this way, the very notion
of career neatly connects the ongoing intertwined relationship with people and their

work (Inkson et al., 2012).

The ‘boundaryless organisation’ has also been used to explore ‘boundaryless
occupations’ more generally (Ashkenas et al., 2002, Arthur, 1994). Conceptions of
the ‘boundaryless occupation’ focus on the changing nature of work and the mobility
of individuals across organisational boundaries both internally and externally (Arthur
and Rousseau, 1996, Sullivan and Arthur, 2006). The aim was to explore and build
strategies for the changing landscape in respect of surviving a global market place,
restructuring, leadership and systems styles and decentralisation (Hamel, 2008). This
is based on the assumption that organisations no longer provide permanent
employment or career progression for their workers in exchange for loyalty and
commitment (Sullivan and Arthur, 2006). The trade-off is that organisations instead
ensure that there are strong wider networks, as well as a focus on marketable skills
and continuous learning (Sullivan and Arthur, 2006). But it must also be noted that
the responsibility of occupational development is seen to shift from the employer to
the employee as individual workers become the forces behind achieving a positive
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and successful career (Arthur et al., 1999). Exploring the implications of a
boundaryless occupation, in this case management consultants, Kitay and Wright
(2007, p. 1637) conclude:

“From the perspective of the consultants themselves, there is considerable
ambivalence towards their labour market position. Their position is one of
perpetually ‘moving on’, but there is also a negative aspect of precariousness
and openness to exploitation. Life outside the traditional bureaucracy may be
boundaryless, but the consultants in our study also note that it is vulnerable.
Unlike earlier generations of workers who responded to market vulnerability
via collectivism and solidarity, modern ‘knowledge workers’ like consultants
appear to eschew such strategies in favour of more individual solutions.
While this results in an occupational identity which is complex and often

contradictory, these rhetorics nevertheless play a central part in the process of

self-definition for these individuals.”

Boundary conditions both at an individual and organisational level are seen as
central because individuals are considered as unable to develop their working roles
without them (Rodrigues and Guest, 2010, Inkson et al., 2012). The assumption is
that individuals need to apply structure to their work activities to make sense of
them, this questions how individuals identify the boundaries that they want to cross
and how they perceive the boundary with a focus here on how the focal structures
are able to get to the ‘hearts and minds’ of those crossing a boundary (Ricardo
Rodrigues et al., 2014, p. 642). Subsequently, with a focus on the ‘boundaryless
career’ and the ‘boundaryless occupation’ the implications are assumed to be that:
(1) individuals now cross the boundaries of separate organisations, (2) validating
themselves outside the boundaries of their present employer. This means that they
are (3) reliant and able to build strong networks external to the firm. (4) Teams and

individuals are no longer reliant on or expect the removal of traditional formal
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hierarchical structures for reporting and progressing, which facilitates the believe in

a ‘boundaryless’ future that can exist without the constraint of boundaries (Arthur

and Rousseau, 1996, p. 6).

Inkson et al. (2012) advocate the usefulness of the ‘boundaryless’ theorising and
develop this by drawing caution to the assumptions above. They note through a
review of 60 publications that the concept of ‘boundaryless’; is often applied as a
label which is ambiguous and can lead to multiple definitions which assume the
creation of the boundaryless role as the ‘norm’ and yet there is only weak empirical
evidence to support that careers are becoming more boundaryless. What they
advocate is the theorising of the ‘boundaryless’ concept as a social construction of
workers and others; this indicates both a constraint and enabler for progression
because even the most agentic actors are constrained by institutional forces such as
social class, education and government regulation. The potential of boundaryless
theorising is to find out how individuals ‘fit into the intellectual forms of
organization of which they are a part of and the socioeconomic systems in which
they are embedded’ (p. 335). Allowing such an enabling role of the boundary is to
focus more on the processes of becoming socialised into a new role (Inkson et al.,
2012, p. 335). This, they argue, requires the inclusion or revisiting of ways of
theorising that is more inclusive of sociological thinking and of theories from social
constructionism. The ‘boundaryless role’ is underpinned by the assumption that
boundaries may have become more blurred but do consist of structures that direct
and shape an individual’s ongoing career (Sullivan and Arthur, 2006, Arthur and

Rousseau, 2001).
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2.5.3 Boundary-crossing: A Connected boundry

Boundaries are used to explore the formation of individual, group or national
identities and issues of inequalities and the social construction of professionals and
knowledge (Heracleous, 2004). Boundaries can be created through social and mental
processes (Hernes, 2003) which further act to separate the inside of an organisation
from its outside or even to separate groups from within the same organisation
through the various everyday interpersonal interactions that are continually
negotiated. Therefore, there is a large body of literature that has explored the
importance of boundaries and how such social groups cross, maintain, span and
negotiate such boundary relations. This also includes membership, the feeling of

being a part of a group, or being technically counted as part of a group.

Prominent in much of this literature is the use of social identity theory (Tajfel,
1972) and a concern with cultural boundaries that are centrally constituted at a level
of meaning making, this is the arranging or segmentation of people into groups that
are shaped by shared categories and classification systems that allow groups and
group members to make sense of their environment (Lamont and Molnar, 2002).
Those that focus on the identity concepts for exploring the boundary look at the
segmentation of groups in particular the ‘us’ and ‘them’ (Tajfel, 1972) to explore
group behaviours in response to aspects of organisational change and knowledge

transfer within group relations.

Here, the identity boundary is created and maintained using symbolic resources
(or boundary objects) e.g. uniforms, badges, membership, access for participation in
events and access to technological systems and how individuals use these to

maintain their membership or become part of the focal group or ‘in-group’. This
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social identity, developed through self-categorisation at a psychological level takes
precedence over individual identity because it is assumed both in theory and practice
that individual identity, the ‘who I am’, is pushed to the background as group norms,

values and behaviours develop (Jenkins, 2014).

In this literature, a focus lies on how individuals adapt to their group membership
by focusing on strengthening their ties within the social group by creating greater
distance to the wider environment e.g. through cognitive categorisation (Lamont and
Molnar, 2002) as an automatic process that works to generate social categorisations
e.g. social class or gender. The focus lies on the boundary as a symbolic resource
whereby the use of the boundary is to protect, enhance and challenge institutional
differences between ‘us’ and ‘them’, the accepted and unaccepted and legitimate and

illegitimate (Lamont and Molnér, 2002, Heracleous, 2004).

Lamont and Molnar (2002) argue that we must also distinguish the symbolic
from the social boundary because the symbolic boundaries have material
implications insofar as they mediate where and how resources are allocated and how
power can be acquired. Symbolic boundaries are conceptual distinctions made by
social actors in the categorisation of people, objects, practices and even time and
space which allows for the capturing of the dynamic dimensions as groups compete
in the production, diffusion of alternative systems and principles of classifications (p.
168). These actions are what work to create the distinctions between ‘us’ and ‘them’
in social groups. Furthermore, social boundaries are a result of the manifestation of
the symbolic and so are considered as the objectified forms of social differences that
are a result of the unequal distribution of resources and considered as relatively

stable patterns of behaviours (Lamont and Molnar, 2002, Jenkins, 2014).
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For Lamont and Molnér (2002) these categories of differences become the tools
that are contested in any agreement to define reality and so the point of analysis from
this perspective is to capture the dynamic dimensions of the social relations as
groups compete in the production, diffusion and institutionalisation of alternative
systems and principles in classification (p. 168). Once these categories are agreed the
symbolic boundaries work to influence or pattern social interactions within the group
in important ways because shared beliefs and values by societal members are
common and possibly even inevitable. For that reason, social identity is both
constituted by its physical objects and symbolic resources or participation in
common symbolic discourse which maintains and strengthens the community
membership from the inside. This, in turn, distinguishes to create a consistent image
or organisational identity that is viewed by outsiders and aligns organisational
activities because the facilitation of collaboration and knowledge exchange is
increases both between in-group members and the external out-groups (Jenkins,

2014).

The distance they are referring to here is between self-identity and work identity
framed as an unwanted longing. Kreiner et al. (2006) use an example of the
computer programmer who may long for more creative aspects of their individual
identity to be incorporated into their role and therefore more integration into their
organisational role. In the hope of achieving this sense of desire and unfilled
potential, the programmer in this case will seek out close affiliation or social
membership, the organisation as a social group likely to help them achieve their
goals, an emptiness that the organisation may be able to fulfil. If the boundary
between individual and organisational identities is not considered as permeable this

can lead to conflict at the political boundary and is more likely to result in individual
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change rather than organisational change (Kreiner et al., 2006). Because socially
shared boundaries once establish become institutionalised and difficult to change or
destroy (Zerubavel, 1993). By doing this individuals maintain their social identity as
a craving for deeper meaning and a natural yearning for closer connections to social
groups that will continue to fulfil their yearnings and complete their sense of identity

(2006, p. 1329).

“At the individual or organizational level of analysis, within-identity
distance suggests that conflict within individual (organizational) identity as a
result of a perceived insufficient proportion of one aspect of identity can lead
to instability. Efforts to resolve the conflict can prompt individual
(organizational) identity change... Rather, individuals are capable of
recognizing the identity implications and demands of organizations, groups,
and other social entities. Individuals can respond to identity pressures as well
as proactively initiate identity dynamics” (Kreiner et al., 2006, p. 1330:1333)

Whilst the human agent is accredited with a degree of freedom and autonomy in
deciding ‘who I am’ and what this may contribute to their work identity at an
organisational level, this said to be negotiated and controlled, fixed by organisational

policies and social norms; and boundaries are key to that interplay.

There is also an acceptance within psychological and symbolic perspective that
individuals can and do exercise multiple identities (Ashforth and Schinoff, 2016),
and can have multiple perception of “Who we are’ within their organisations (Pratt et
al., 2006), which can be impacted by personal histories and positions within the
formal organisation (Suddaby and Foster, 2014). This shifts the focus towards how
individuals and organisations manage and experience the crossing and changing of
multiple boundaries. Similar to ‘boundaryless’ conceptions, another aspect that has
attracted sustained attention is the use of boundary-crossing as metaphor that sets out
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to explore the activities of firms and individuals that regularly move across
organisational boundaries (Marshall, 2003). This also gained attention is also in
response to a move beyond the taken for granted assumption of the boundary that
work to restrict the potential of the boundary in organisational theory and practice.
This is inclusive of the theorising of post-bureaucratic systemic boundaries (Sullivan
and Arthur, 2006) and with concerns for the permeability of symbolic and social
boundaries (Lamont and Lareau, 1988) in an attempt to capture the diversity of
work. This includes the challenges of transferring knowledge across organisational
boundaries including; knowledge creation and barriers to communication at an inter-
organisational level (Sullivan and Arthur, 2006) and intra-organisational levels
(Pouthier, 2017). Similar to the ‘boundaryless organisation’ concept, here the focus
lies often on individuals and occupational types and assumes that these occupations
require a certain type of ‘boundary work’ and roles (Stjerne and Svejenova, 2016,
Zietsma and Lawrence, 2010). The difference between boundaryless theorising and
boundary-crossing metaphors is that the former is concerned with the social
embeddedness of working within a boundary role, while the latter develops this with

a concern for the boundary as an enabler or barrier to communication.

Garsten (2003, p. 248) points out that when the crossing of the boundary from its
outside to its inside (and vice versa), the crossing is usually often ritually
circumscribed in some way e.g. an individual changing their role within an
organisation as much as changing employers because they are significantly
memorable experiences and so triggers psychological and symbolic boundaries to
work. This includes the learning of new skills and ways of conducting activities,
whether this is an easy or turbulent transition, this is a significant change. Kreiner et

al. (2006, p. 1316) apply a ‘symbolic boundary’ perspective to organisational and
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individual identities to make sense of how they construe or make sense of identity

boundaries within themselves and how these are conceived within the organisation
(as perceived). They argue that:

“...individuals are capable of recognizing the identity implications and

demands of organizations, groups, and other social entities. Individuals can

respond to identity pressures as well as proactively initiate identity
dynamics.” (Kreiner et al., 2006, p. 1335)

In order to effectively explore identity boundaries organisational agents must
take into account other human actors in which they interact so that the boundaries of
identity are always co-created they are relational; often the products or sources of
conflict when the boundary is seen to be too segmented or not permeable enough
(Kreiner et al., 2006, p. 1328). However, the very process of drawing, changing or
removing relational boundaries, as well as the ongoing negotiations of those
navigating within or beyond multiple boundaries crossings, serves as an important
function in the self-identification and meaning making of groups and individuals and
so remains a central feature in the symbolic or identity boundary perspective

Al n ot her words, s omeonceptbayondtdeu al s ma
one that they currently holidin effect, an aspirational or unfuliéd identity.
In the case of withkndentity distance at the individual identity level, the

individual perceives that an aspect of individual identity comprises an
i nsufficient pr opor (KreireretalgZ006,ip.i329) vi dual

Stjerne and Svejenova (2016) investigate the relationship between a permanent
organisation and a series of temporary organisations to explore further tensions
experienced in boundary work and boundary roles. The purpose of their study is to
capture the ongoing work that is required to maintain good working relations and

outcomes across intra and inter-organisational boundaries. Their research captures
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the balancing acts and temporary nature of boundaries and articulate boundary work
as embedded in the shadows of the past, and future of previous projects to realise the
present project (Schultz and Hernes, 2013), as they attempt to show how this impacts
on the types of boundary work and boundary roles created in subsequent projects.
Stjerne and Svejenova (2016) begin by defining the boundary as a border or
demarcation to differentiate actors as either insiders or outsiders. They then move on
to draw on Hernes (2004) and Schultz and Hernes (2013) to explore the tensions that
their participants experienced by engaging in boundary work in temporary
organising i.e. project working, and describe ‘Boundaries, as an intrinsic element of
organizing, are unstable, ambiguous, multi-faceted and composite, and subject to
ongoing definition and modification at an organization’s margins’ (Stjerne and
Svejenova, 2016, p. 1773). They find;

“...how the permanent organization changed its attachment to the
projects in the series, drawing and redrawing boundaries and, in that way,
influencing projects’ outcomes. For example, in the first stage, the company
was detached from the initiated project, providing its team with leeway to
develop it, albeit within unclear boundaries. The project’s evolving in a
direction that did not fit to the company’s vision led to its abandonment,
especially as it also failed to gain support from the field’s funding institution
due to a lack of novel artistic value... which project ideas survive depend on
how relevant they are to the permanent organization and how they are aligned

with the norms and values of the organization”. (Stjerne and Svejenova,
2016, p. 1785)

Whilst the traverse nature of boundary decisions is considered and shown as
developing in different and unexpected directions, the fixedness of the governing
structure can be felt in practice by the participants in this quote, and is interpreted as

such in theory, because the boundary and consequently boundary work is centred by
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pre-existing institutionalised frames. The project, explored through the processes of
organising, allows for the inclusion of the unexpected or unpredictable nature of
their work to be acknowledged and brought to the fore. Yet, in practice the impact
that these ‘abandoned’ directions may have had on the outcome of the project are not
included as the physical boundaries or institutional forces are given primacy in their
attempts to link temporary projects and practices with long term or permanent
institutional forces. For example, the past is utilised by way of legitimising
‘knowledge’ and expertise rather than exploring the differing possibilities these

histories may offer as a creative act.

This is similar to the work of Orlikowski (2002, p. 234), as she draws from
Giddens (1984) structuration theory, to empirically explore and understand how
boundary workers routinely traverse their daily activities within intra-organisational
teams in a highly dispersed organisation. Such traversing agents conduct their work
across temporary, geographical, political and cultural boundaries. Orlikowski argues
that those focussing on organising practices predominantly hone in on knowledge
transfer across boundaries to defining a set of ‘best practices’ which assumes that
knowledge can be acquired, reproduced and dispersed. This, however, is
problematic. Alternatively, drawing on process theory of organising, Orlikowski
explores the complexity and diversity of boundaries by looking at the uses of
knowledge as ‘knowing’ in a context dependant, practice-orientated view whereby
knowledge cannot simply be transferred. The assumption here is that knowledge
boundaries do not pre-exist to shape practice, instead these boundaries are created
through practice. The consequences of this thinking are that, if boundaries of

knowledge pre-exist and can be shared, then they can work to restrain knowledge
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and learning, resulting in negative consequences in the context of ‘best-practice’

agendas:

“The enactment of such a collective knowing, however, is not without
negative consequences. Kappa’s knowing is also a not-knowing. While its
collective competence in distributed organizing is enabling, it is also
inhibiting when: sharing identity becomes organizational groupthink,
interacting face to face leads to burnout, aligning effort discourages
improvisation, learning by doing is lost through turnover, and supporting
participation is immobilizing because of conflicts and time delays... because
knowing is inseparable from its constituting practice it cannot be
“transferred” or moved. At best, what can be transferred or moved here is
data or information, and even then, as Kogut and Zander note, such transfer
necessarily “entails innovation and disagreement” (1996, p. 509)”

(Orlikowski, 2002, p. 257:271)

Drawing on structuration theory, Orlikowski’s aim was to overcomes the view of
the boundaries as stable entities allowing for a focus on the recursive constituent of
‘knowing’ and practice as mutually important which opens up the ability to
empirically explore the deeper structures and domains of organisational boundaries.
However, structuration theory is delimited by the social system it explores, primacy
IS given to the agency of the social actor. Agency is considered as vital to the
transformation and reproduction of society and structure from this perspective and
understood through difference. So , whilst we see a focus on difference rather than
sameness transformation and reproduction of ‘knowing’, in this case this is assumed

to be achieved through human actors’ ‘reflexive monitoring actions’ as the ability to
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act, monitor these actions and the actions of others through a conscious awareness

and given social context as expected behaviours. As Orlikowsi says:

“...participating in a “Kappa way” of doing things was widely shared
across all levels of the organization, from senior executive to recent recruit,
and across all Kappa locations. Belief in and ongoing engagement in a
common way of doing things shaped engineers’ expectations and actions
towards each other and their product development tasks, thus helping to
constitute and reconstitute the common Kappa way of doing product
development work over time and space, history and locale... members
constitute an ongoing and collective knowing how to do global product
development work within their distributed organization. By continuing to

engage in these ongoing practices, Kappa members reinforce the value of

their shared identity, which further helps them to establish connections with

and orientations to each other, however distant in time or space they may be”.

(Orlikowski, 2002, p. 258)

So whilst legitimation and significance of the boundary negotiations can

explored it creates a duality, a boundary in theory between the internal structures of

the agent and the external structures of the environment meaning that external

individualised influences such as education and social class that may impact on, for

example, ‘knowing’ identity creation and boundary decision making in the study by

Orlikowski (2002) are not included or are considered as incidental. This is because
constitutions of identity are formed to give purpose and meaning to social action a

focus on sameness.
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2.5.4 Boundary spanning

Another well-used metaphor is that of “boundary-spanning” which can be defined
as the activities and routines of individuals or groups that enable the type of cross-
boundary relations discussed earlier. Boundary spanning is described as the bridge
between different thought-worlds and cross-organisation barriers. This entails the
realisation that a firm’s greatest competitive advantage stems from a diverse field of
resources dispersed across dispersed organisational boundaries (Kogut, 2000). This
is further a reflection of the contemporary nature of organisational boundaries as
individuals who never would have worked together under traditional formal
organisational structures now do on a regular basis. Exploring those individuals who
engage in such activities holds the potential to explore what it means to reside at the
boundaries of organisations as it emphasises the complexity of spanning knowledge
boundaries and innovative novelty (Van de Ven and Zahra, 2016, Kellogg et al.,
2006). It is argued that what is important to acknowledge is the role of boundary-
spanning in social relations between groups and people and how these individuals
are integrated and segregated at the same time (Granovetter, 1983, Kitay and Wright,

2004, Nippert-Eng, 1996).

Boundary spanning is said to require considerable, technical, organisational and
social learning about customers, clients, markets and technologies and meaning that
individuals who engage with boundary spanning activities must be able to connect
with diverse political positions, personalities and views (Van de Ven and Zahra,
2016, p. 242, Carlile, 2002). The ability to build such social relationships is tied to
power because they have been shown to generate creative innovations and ideas
creating a knowledge pool that only boundary-spanners and their organisations are
given access too (Fleming et al., 2007). What this also means is that the role of the
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boundary spanners is vast because they must span functional, divisional, geographic,
and temporal boundaries to allow for an accepted platform for communication of
knowledge platforms and practices (Van de Ven and Zahra, 2016). It is also
considered that boundary spanning phenomena are of great interest to organisational
theory because traditional forms of work are being transformed into post-modern
patterns of organising including temporary work arrangements whereby
collaborative work and governance unfolds across multiple boundaries (Kislov et al.,

2017, p. 1422, Paulsen and Hernes, 2003).

Underpinning much of the research on boundary spanning at an individual level
is social network theory (Granovetter, 1983) and considering this research is about
how individuals bridge differing identities to build and maintain networked relations
they again draw from identity theory (Tajfel, 1972). The networked relationships that
boundary-spanners build are vital for organisations because they shape the
relationships needed to access both tangible and tacit information necessary for

organisational success (Korschun, 2015).

The propensity is the ability to span boundaries of diverse professional and
organisational settings has become an important competence which has led to the
increased interest for those concerned with boundaries both in theory and practice
(Levina and Vaast, 2005). Given the discussion on boundary objects what needs to
be considered here is that the individuals that are considered as boundary-spanners
not only use boundary objects by way of communicating in cross boundary relations
they themselves are boundary objects. Much focus then is placed on how boundary-
spanning individuals as interactive boundary objects work at the margins of
organisations to build relations with groups or individuals with different histories,
world views, cultures and values (Tippmann et al., 2017, Kane and Levina, 2017).
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Furthermore, if we are to consider that the most effective boundary objects that allow
for communication are those that are tacit and embedded in practice (Star and
Griesemer, 1989) we have to question how knowledge collected at the margins is
transferred back into the organisation via boundary spanners (Paulsen and Hernes,
2003). Emphasis is placed not only on the cultural skills but also their language skills
(Barner-Rasmussen et al., 2014). Boundary-spanners have ‘properties that
potentially make them not only valuable organizational human capital, but also rare,
and difficult to imitate’ (Barner-Rasmussen et al., 2014, p. 886) and they face a high
risk of failure particularly when larger numbers of individuals and groups are

involved (Kane and Levina, 2017).

However, one concern is that boundary-spanning activities are mediated through
existing formal structures (or boundary objects) that are used to create a common
ground (Zietsma and Lawrence, 2010, Levina and Vaast, 2005). This creates an
assumption that the boundary spanner, rather than representing the boundary, depicts
permeability and thus becomes more like a guardian of the boundary; an assumption
that there is something on the inside that needs protecting from the outside (Paulsen,
2003). Furthermore, this very action of building bridges; building networks and
relations, will inevitably influence and impact on the boundary that the boundary
spanner is trying to protect and so the ability to capture the diversity in the relations
on the boundary is limited to distinctions of already formed entities or systems
(Paulsen and Hernes, 2003, Bechky, 2003b). Such an insider-outsider perspective
works to limit the range of contingencies within this ‘open systems’ perspective of

boundaries which again lends the boundary a degree of fixedness.

57



2.5.5 Constructing Identities at the margins

As we have seen, given the implications of the blurring of organisational
boundaries, ‘identity’ construction or transformation is prominent in research that
attempts to get to the activities of those said to work at the margins of organisations,
such as project workers, consultants, flexible workers. This raises questions about
how these workers construct their identities across organisational boundaries and
how this allows for the building and maintaining of relationships with customers,
clients and collaborators (Alvesson and Empson, 2008, Gill, 2015, Carli et al., 2015,
Harvey et al., 2017). Furthermore, considering that client/consultant or
insider/outsider relationships are said to be the most important factors for successful
projects and firms (Nikolova et al., 2009), there continues to be a significant interest
in the identity work of management consultants, managers, project workers and
flexible or temporary workers (Garsten, 2003, Webb, 2004). This includes; the
ability to interact across different social and physical boundaries (Whittle, 2006,
Alvesson and Robertson, 2006), implications of (dis)trust (O’Mahoney, 2007), and
the ‘elite’ identity (Gill, 2015). The purpose of this section is to draw on the
literature that assumes a traverse boundary but prioritises identity for exploring or

understanding boundary relations.

According to (Czarniawska, 2013) if we accept that the boundaries between
organisations and organisational activities have become blurred as a result of the
changing nature of organisational forms, it is the unsettling of organisational and
individual identities that is considered particularly risky. Management consultants
are not only the focus of this thesis, but they become the focus for many scholars that
set out to explore the implications for identity and boundary crossing because they
offer two important angles for exploration: First, the consultant role means that they
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are individuals that cross multiple boundaries to conduct their work. For example,
Handley et al. (2007) argue that there is no predetermined linear development of
identity and argue that consultants work in and around multiple communities and
networks, facing significant potential for identity conflict since consultant and clients
will inevitably have different norms and routines, making them interesting cases to

explore.

This literature is progressively shows that the idea of workers’ identities being
defined by the boundary or governing system of their role is problematic. In many
cases it has become too difficult to identify when there are multiple roles and too
difficult to identify the boundaries between creating ambiguity and uncertainty
(Alvesson and Empson, 2008). Alvesson and Empson (2008) set out to explore how
identity is constructed in the uncertainty created by the fact that much of what
consultants do is serviced-based. They argue that to-date much of the literature that
explores identity construction is narrow in its theoretical scope and suggest that
qualitative research continues to focus on frameworks for categorisations and
generalisations:

“...considerable part of the literature is made up of theoretical work
providing frameworks for understanding organizational identity and
identification. These often operate with broad and abstract categories and
suggest hypotheses on law-like patterns. Despite references to the constructed
nature of identity, the line of reasoning is often based on a quantitative logic.
Words such as ‘increase/ decrease’, ‘overlap’, ‘stronger’ and ‘greater’ are
common within the identity literature. Ideas about something being (clearly)

positive or negative will also affect identification... There is thus a large ‘the

greater-the stronger’ literature aiming at generalization. (pp. 2-3)
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This suggests that much of the previous work exploring consultants identity
suggests a manifested identity construction or disruption which works to
dehumanises the consultant (Alvesson and Empson, 2008).

“The consultants who thrived in this environment defined themselves as
people who did not need to belong to an organization in the conventional
sense, but who derived their personal satisfaction and material for
(individual) identity construction through tangible measures of success (i.e.
fast cars, prestigious clients, and ‘beating the shit out of the competition”). It
was this hostility towards identity and identification, which in fact formed the

basis of their organizational identity, in other words, an anti-identity”.
(Alvesson and Empson, 2008, p. 13)

Alvesson and Empson conclude by arguing that viewing or understanding how
consultants construct their identity will differ in relation to their connectedness to
their firm and they should first be considered as people. Research should explore
how high or low the significance of their identification is to the firm they belong, and
no universal claims can or should be made because of the distinctiveness in the
relationship between the consultants and how they ‘value’ their firm. The distinctly
quantitative language used here works to narrow the distance between consultant

experiences to organisational processes.

Recently, Harvey et al. (2017) explored the conflict between consultant identity
and the need to maintain firm reputation. Drawing on Alvesson and Empson (2008)
they explored how the possibility of ‘low-identification’ to organisation fosters
instead a sense of belonging to a social group that is based on positive characteristics
for identification, i.e. ‘I work at the firm but not for it’... ‘a means that allows for me
carry out my expertise’ (Harvey et al., 2017, p. 96). This shifting to low-

identification puts the ability in the hands of the consultants to enact reputation and
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to the services they offer. This is a strong professional identity in the forms of
offering extra value to their clients, a characteristic of consultants and other
professional services firms. Thus, reinforcing a critical response to the dissonance

between the identity claims of the consultants and the firms they work for.

Also, prominent in the literature for exploring consultant identity and their cross-
boundary relations focuses on the discourse or rhetorical devices used by consultants
in order to interact and construct their sense of self at work (Whittle, 2006, Alvesson
and Robertson, 2006). What Wright and Kitay (2004) call ‘Identification thesis’
helps explain how consultants in an Australian HR context felt a deeply personal
(affective) connection with the discourses they were selling. Wright and Kitay
(2004) liken the activities of the consultants they interviewed to ‘priests’ and
‘missionaries’ to highlight the faith they had in the discourses promoted. The
consultants appeared to believe what they said without tension between the two. This
worked to create an opposing view discussed earlier that viewed management
consultants as manipulators who prey on the uncertainties experienced by managers
attempting to control an inherently entropic world (Clark and Salaman, 1996a). For
Wright and Kitay (2004) some consultants at least genuinely and unironically

believed they could add real value to their clients through the services they provide.

However, Whittle (2005) argues that how managers experience the discourse
offered by consultants is much more intricate. Whittle suggests that how managers
are expected to implement, promote and change organisational discourse cannot be
assumed from the outside. Whittle further suggests that the findings from Wright and
Kitay’s (2004) study could be a result of the consultants’ need or want to portray a
positive self-image rather than the underlying belief of the discourse they promote.
Furthermore, she argues that if we revisit the earlier consulting literature, it is
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important to consider a consultant’s ability to produce convincing rhetoric, again
strengthening her argument that it was possible that during interviews the consultants
from Wright and Kitay’s study reproduced just that. What Whittle (2005) found in
her study were tensions between what the consultants practiced and what they
preached. This, she argues, leads to unambiguous identification with the discourses
the consultants produced. Pointing out that this could be better understood by
utilising the concept of ‘career’ for understanding the ambivalence of their role:
“...contradiction and cynicism are a feature of the work of champions of
new organizational discourses as well as their recipients. Consulting therefore
seems to demand a ‘dramaturgical self” (Collinson, 2003), where the key skill
is the ability to manage different and even contradictory identities and
actions.... In order to maintain their careers, the consultants needed to be
seen to do their job well, and with enthusiasm and commitment. After all, a
group of openly cynical, disillusioned and hypocritical consultants would

hardly be in a strong position to convince clients to implement flexible

working, let alone buy their ‘expert’ advice.” (pp. 1317-1318)

In response to the literature that focused on discourse O’Mahoney (2007) argued
that we see the earlier critical literature arguments remerge, e.g. consultants as
witchdoctors (Clark and Salaman, 1996a) because of the tendency to focus on the
consultant as a performer whilest neglecting the ambiguity of the consultant role and
the impact this has on their work identity. For O’Mahoney (2007, p. 281) this was an
important angle because of issues including, the expectation of a consultant and what
can actually be achieved is capable of manifesting in the disruption of the
consultant’s identity. Since contradictions of the consulting role undermine the
human need for a stable identity and the consequently effects this unstable
relationship reproduces in the workplace (p3). This was important because of the

possible consequences being deception and distrust. Drawing on Giddens
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(1990,1991), O’Mahoney (2007) argues that distrust is important for providing
individuals with forms of knowledge that are embedded within habitual rules:
“...consultancies often actually cause ontological instability through the
destruction of trust and as such have damaging consequences for individual
identity. Giddens identifies the consequences of this process when he

suggests that ‘the antithesis of trust is thus a state of mind which could be

best summed up as existential angst’ (1990:100)” (p. 285)

“Authenticity and distrust is not just generated though the relationship
with the client (as many observers have pointed out) but also because the
consultant is acting out the role of a consultant rather than be honest both
with themselves and with the client. The angst that many consultants
experience, is, | believe, a direct result of acting both without the moral
frameworks and trust that many workers take for granted... However, neither
institution nor individual can afford to completely distrust those they are
working with.” (p. 300)

Distrust may manifest as resistance because in distrusting, a collective
oppositional social identity forms which itself holds potential for opportunities, thus
holding the potential to create relatively stable identities through ongoing reflective
projects or narratives. From this perspective identity is assumed to be the product of

ongoing interaction of structure with agency (Giddens, 1991).

2.5.6 Towards the elite identity: the boundary pass

A number of scholars (Gill, 2015, Robertson and Swan, 2003, Alvesson and
Robertson, 2006) focus on identity regulation through the work of Giddens (1991)
and social identity theory (Tajfel, 1972). What we see is a shift in focus from how
organisations shape and work to transform organisational to a focus on how
individuals identify to an ‘elite’ shared identity (Alvesson and Robertson, 2006) or

‘imagery’ bundled into organised rhetoric (Kitay and Wright, 2007). This is a further
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attempt to step away from a view that occupational roles shape identity, thus the
understanding of rules and behaviours that not only work to construct a shared
identity but also the image that the organisation wants the outside world to see.
Focussing on ‘how we are amongst the best’ an interplay between the context of
work offered by organisation and how employees construct their organisational
membership comes into being.

“We use the term elite here relatively broadly, indicating a view of being

amongst ‘the best’, although not necessarily within a very small and

exclusive group of ‘the very best”. (Alvesson and Robertson, 2006, p. 197)
Alvesson and Robertson (2006) argue that management consultant firms,
particularly small to medium sized ones, represent the post-bureaucratic
organisational structures that are flat, or consist of very few hierarchical layers,
leading to loosely defined careers and flexibility (Alvesson and Robertson, 2006,
Reed, 2011). It is worth noting that this dichotomy between rationality (Weber,
1947) and post-bureaucracy which influences much of the research is tied into wider
debates on management fashions, including flexibility (Sturdy et al., 2015).
Alvesson and Robertson (2006, p. 196) highlight that in the absence of bureaucratic
structures, routines, rules behaviours and methods it is even more important for
consultants to construct their identity based broadly on shared ideas and meanings
that represent the firm and the direction the firm wants to move in. The priority
therefore is to construct the self and membership to the context of work in a way that
is perceived as superior to other work groups which also facilitates the building and
maintaining of relationships between clients and co-workers:
“People broadly saw the company as progressive, innovative in its

approach to customers and employees and highly distinctive. One manager

referred to a client who had stated ‘Enator is not a company, it is a religion’.
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This approach seemed to have worked well in that people were motivated to
remain loyal to the firm. The level of commitment was high and turnover
very low. A positive work climate characterized work relations and was also

expressed in relationship to clients and others.” (p. 207)

The implications are that whilst a firm’s reputation is vital it becomes the place
whereby the consultant identity can be constructed to counteract uncertainty that
may have arisen from expectations and distrust (O’Mahoney, 2007) . It also creates a
high degree of anxiety and uncertainty because what comes with this reputation is
the need to live up to it. This includes very long working weeks and the ability to
maintain a high levels of performance at all times (Robertson and Swan, 2003, p.
219):

“The high self-esteem and strong social identity found in all these firms
led to individuals ‘naturally’ working hard, collaboratively and performing

well in order to sustain their sense of self and organizational identity

highlighting the dynamic interplay between project work and identity work”
Robertson and Alvesson concluded that the consultants ‘elite’ status in their
study allowed them to maintain a sense of ontological security amidst their fluid and
ambiguous work arrangements and relations. Gill (2015) sets out to explore this
further by focusing on the anxiety that is produced as a direct outcome in the
construction of an ‘elite’ identity constructed through the relations between fellow

consultants and clients. He found that:

“...stress was an integral aspect of their work alongside a need to hide
their true thoughts and fears lest fellow consultants perceive them as failing
to meet the high expectations of being a consultant. The consultants’ elite
aspirations and commitment also limited the opportunity for them to draw on
other narratives of self and be ‘themselves’, which appeared to make their

elite identities and statuses an increasingly important source of meaning*.

(Gill, 2015, p. 330)
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Gill concludes that although the anxiety experienced by individuals who identify
with these ‘elite’ organisations may be an unpleasant and consistent experience, such
individuals maintain their position because of the value they get from their
membership. In turn the firm achieves high commitment and performance but is at
the risk of high employee turnover and pay. Another issue here is that the consultant
is represented by worldviews that sees the consultants and, in some cases, the client
members as subordinate to managerial routines, who are working on the ‘self” and
identification to a an organisation or work context as a project (Grey, 1994) whereby
organisational practices or boundary-identity work aim to produce conformity

(Alvesson and Willmott, 2002).

2.5.7 The selfalienated boundary workers

Arguing that identity theory and social identity theory is still only provide a
narrow image of interactions in identity work Costas and Fleming (2009) offer an
alternative image using the context of management consultants. They argue that
identity regulation naturally creates many different interactions and enactments
across the psychological boundaries between workers. They widen the scope of
interactions to include dis-identification, self -alienation and, in a later extension by

Costas and Karreman (2016), the interactions of the bored-self.

Dis-identification offers an alternative view by implying that workers as more
primary agents could reject the identity ‘rhetoric’ of management by distancing
themselves away from what they perceive to be an in-authentic self. Self-alienation
on the other hand is the ability to recognise the ability to distance away from
managerial rhetoric whereby alienation occurs because the individual lacks the

experience of alternative rhetoric (Costas and Fleming, 2009). Self-alienation is
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influenced and draws on the Marxist notion of capitalism’s estrangement of selfhood
from community, nature and ultimately the self-inside (p. 354). Maintaining a critical
development to this they aimed to go beyond even dis-identification, they argue that
during periods whereby an individual is experiencing a stable identity or ontological
settledness secured by multiple ‘rhetorical devices’, there will be moments the
individual will experience an otherness as something alien, a reflection of an
imaginary self: a feeling of ‘who we are’ is not ‘who we are supposed to be’.
“We aim to revise the concept of self-alienation to theoretically account for
instances where the truth of oneself cannot be enjoyed as an ‘authentic’
preserve (unlike the cynic) since it appears alien. Self-alienation is defined as

an experience where dis-identification partially fails since the boundary

between false and real is disrupted”. (p. 355)

With this Costas and Fleming explore some of the issues identified above
including: maintaining an ‘elite’ social narrative and how much the consultants
themselves bought into the discourses they were promoting. Distancing the ‘in-
authentic’ self from the non-work ‘authentic-self” by drawing on Goffman (1959),
the authors explore the division between ‘front-stage’ and ‘backstage’ selves,
referring to self-alienation as an experience when the division between the two
becomes unclear and beyond a ‘performance’ as previously discussed in the

discursive identity literature. Below is an example taken from their findings section.

Al find the overall wor k here qui
but if you push it | would say that | find the work quite gsjHting.

That basically means Ostranglingo.
you. |l often find myself to be gett

reading; learning new languages] are still very important to me and |

just canodt , thatropnmuirsmy paetsonaldife to keapvitep
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whil e working for Robos o ofté&]enl. oddesc

(Paul: Consultant quote from Costas and Fleming (2009, p. 362)

“The imagery of ‘strangulation’ captures Paul’s feeling that his life is being
drained, as he becomes someone foreign and almost ghostly. That is to say,
unlike the cynic who has a kernel of enjoyable authenticity behind the facade,
Paul is fearful that he has become that facade. In this sense, he seems to be
fighting with himself to preserve an ‘imaginary’ narrative of the intellectual,
literate and articulate person. This struggle goes beyond the boundaries of
work. He purchases critical theory books that remain unread, but at least
provide him with something to hold onto in terms of his previous identity as a
radical intellectual.” (p. 365)

What is important, and they make this very clear, is that the processes that lead to
feelings and experiences of self-alienation are not solitary. They occur only through
social processes. In terms distancing themselves to the point of self-alienation, they
create a sort of arrested identity, what Costas and Kérreman (2016) refer to as the
bored identity. This identity is said to be the result of disappointment of unfulfilled
expectations between ‘knowledge workers’ and their organisations. This is despite
their status of being ‘highly qualified’ and the ‘one of the best’ in a role that is said
to allow for high levels of autonomy, variation and complexity. Taking a social
constructionist approach rather than exploring boredom through job design, Costas
and Kérreman focus on shared discourse used to express feeling and experiences of
bordom through interviews and observations. They found that the management
discourse that related to the elitism of the consultant role did create an identity that
the workers wanted to aspire towards, to create a shared sense of what it means to be

a consultant.

“This explains why individuals entering these kinds of firms have such
high expectations in terms of glamour, excitement and so forth and, indeed,

construct their identities around these notions. It is these expectations that are
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perceived as being unmet when entering the firms. They entail excessive
aspirations concerning not only the nature of knowledge work but also of
being able to enact such an idealized version of self that are not fulfilled in
everyday work experience: doing boring work turns into being bored. That is,
the work activities can involve repetitive, unchallenging and unglamorous
tasks, which clash with the understanding, image and hence the meaning of the
consultant identity... our data suggest that this plays a significant role here; the
workings of identity regulation foster expectations of a particular consultant
identity, yet consultants experience this very identity as impossible to enact.
This, we propose, leads to a particular state of the self: the bored self.” (Costas
and Kérreman, 2016, p. 76)

The use of ‘boredom’ in the consultant narrative is a way hiding that fact that
many of the consultants they interviewed were in fact disappointed by the job and
even over-qualified. They conclude that the arrested identity becomes the result of
identity regulation which works to undermine the potential for developing and
changing occupational identities centred around the organisation and ‘elite” work
benefits because:

“Moreover, the bored self arrests their identity by the ways in which it
involves the sense of stagnating rather than developing, as we empirically
analyzed above. In this sense, the reported bored self is corroborated by the
ways in which boredom is often linked to time, namely the experience of the
present as never-ending and therefore stagnating, as Heidegger famously

developed in his example of waiting for the train.” (Costas and Karreman,
2016, p. 76).

Interesting here is the gap or border region that is created as the consultants try
and make sense of their work-roles as if time stood still; this is further complicated
by the expert narratives passed on by their employers and what their role entails day-

to-day. For Costas and Karreman (2016) the arrested identity allows the consultant to
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remain amongst the mundane of the consultant role whilst hanging on to the

potential of the elite discourse, as an aspirational ideal.

This provides some closeness to relational aspects of the consultant role whereby
the space on the boundary for meaning making is opened. However, what we see
again a strong influence of social embeddedness because these experiences are
assumed to centre around organisational discourse (Kreiner et al., 2006) . Why the
consultants choose to remain in a career whereby reality does not live up to the
idealist image given by the firm is reconciled and accounting for by the boundaries
of the formal organisation, idealist managerial discourse. To refer briefly to
Heidegger’s concept of boredom, this is a moment whereby the world and past
experiences reveal themselves as detached wholes as time appears to stand still;
where the world is available in its unavailability; and where boredom names that
raw, project-free exposure to existence bereft of things to do. Whilst this can be a
point of stagnation the human actor it is also a place for freedom and ability to create
new meanings in the world, the ability to take charge. Therefore, whilst the
managerial discourse may well influence the decisions and actions of the consultants

what is excluded is the possibilities realised using new meaning from the past.

2.5.8 Ciritical reflection

Identity is an important concept in organization studies and a point of intertest
for those explore the work of consultants and similar work groups. Three main
points can be considered in relation to this research project. First, as agued by
Knights and Clarke (2017), the tendency is for themes and perspectives used in
current or more contemporary management and organisational studies is to ignore

the long and diverse history in thinking about identity.

70



“One implication is the tendency for a perpetual reinvention of the wheel,
and invariably one that is expected to run on the firm foundations of a clear
and smooth road ahead. In matters of identity, however, paths are strewn with
debris, roads full of potholes, numerous back streets turn into blind alleys and
often there is not even a road on which to travel or a destination that is
anything more than ephemeral. Staying with the same metaphor, the literature
on identity in MOS often seems blinded by the oncoming headlights, thus
losing the capacity to look back at what has gone before or sideways to
alternative literatures.” (Knights and Clarke, 2017, p. 337)

The current literature focussing on consultant identity is narrow in theoretical
conceptions and still highly empirical despite claims by some of the studies here to
address this (e.g.Alvesson and Empson, 2008). The review offered above is by no
means exhaustive but attempts to reflect the key arguments and themes in the
identity literature that focuses on the experience of the boundary of those said to
work on the margins of organisations. Second, what is reflected is a preoccupation or
focus on neo-liberal ideology of the autonomous self which continues to be a driving
force when considering social movement (Sturdy et al., 2015). This, however, raises
questions about the reconstructing of working arrangements away from rational
hegemonic forms and reorganising these into flexible working forms that ultimately
fit into another hegemonic system. Therefore, agency is given to the consultants to
construct their sense of self in a way that the new capitalist system can prosper, in
other words the consultant is free to construct their own identity providing the image

of the system is present and represented.

Third, and linking to the previous comment, it is widely agreed that identity is
precarious and that a consultant’s identity is rooted within their relations which
creates the basis for uncertainty, ambiguity and anxiety in their interactions.

However, what we see are the links back to earlier critiques of the consultant
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literature because whilst we may get closer to consultant activities, the consultant is
only one element of the consultant-client relationship, the client is mostly portrayed
to be a static entity that is not representative of the changing organisational form,
even by those considering changing nature of the boundaryless organisation
(Alvesson et al., 2009). Connections to transaction cost economic perspectives can

be seen in terms of the ensuing fixedness of the relevant constituents.

The conception of the boundary as transvers and fixed attempts to take the
literature about boundaries and their significance for organisational studies further by
focusing on the psychological implications faced by groups of workers that are
describe as regularly working on the margins of organisations such as consultants.
This draws our attention to the importance of some of the ongoing processes at work
in an attempt to reveal the traverse relational experiences of ‘boundary workers’ as
they negotiate and use their role: getting us closer to consultant activities. We see
this particularly in the work that brings to the forefront the processes of organising at
the boundary (Stjerne and Svejenova, 2016, Orlikowski, 2002) and the bored self

(Costas and Kérreman, 2016).

One concern highlighted was that the boundary had become something that was
restraining and increasingly unrepresentative of organisational change as they are
assumed to merely hinder the scope of organisational strategy and practice in their
creation of an organisational ‘fortress’ (Ashkenas, 1999, Ashkenas et al., 2015). Yet,
what we see is still the consequentialist thinking that leads to a narrow or an inward
view of the boundary, which I refer to here as a fixedness. A prominent approach
throughout the literature presented is a focus on the group role which assumes that
the experiences of workers and the influence on their identity is shaped and formed
by the boundaries of social norms. Boundary workers as boundary objects are
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considered as separate social entities and understood through their role and how this
links to organisational goals or ideal managerial structures. The boundary as
tranverse is limited to its ability to define a distict catergory for the political
boundaries identified as contentious in the scope for achieving organisational

effectivness.

For example, if boundary spanners work to protect what is on the inside,
subsequently difference or dis-identification is considered in terms of ‘I am me,
because I am not you’. The consultant role is for example fixed by its service-based
offering which is compared and measured by the level of ambiguity and uncertainty
faced by those who cross the blurring organisational boundaries. Whilst we get
closer to the consultant activities, their identity is centred by their role as means of
‘living with’ uncertainty because ‘this is who we are’ (Costas and Ké&rreman, 2016,
Gill, 2015). This affords the consultant the agentic power to span the boundaries of
uncertainty for their clients; inducing, maintaining and relieving client anxiety

(Sturdy, 1997a, O’Mahoney, 2007).

2.6 The boundary as fluid and contained

The conception of the boundary as fluid considers previous research as still either
taking organisational boundaries for granted or whilst they do get closer to the
experiences of individuals boundary relations they have not been taken seriously
meaning that reflections and applications of transaction cost economics and
managerial ideology remain prominent (Heracleous, 2004, Sturdy et al., 2009a). The
boundary as fluid aims to highlight the complexity and multiplicity of organisational

boundaries as; physical, social and mental processes (Hernes, 2004). This research
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considers and explores boundary phenomena such as knowledge, learning and
organisational change beyond a view of boundary objects as possessions that can be
transferred across boundaries to consider the fluid and relational activities as

something that is translated (Sturdy et al., 2009Db).

The result is that organisational boundaries here become less well defined as the
scope of boundary phenomena itself is conceptually widened. Getting closer to the
aim of this thesis this research begins to ask questions about what it means to cross
boundaries that are more complex than identifying and protecting what is on the
inside through simple insider-outsider distinctions. Therefore, the previously seen
assumptions that take organisational boundaries for granted such as those of the
client as a static universal entity are further challenged. The now common metaphor
of blurring organisational boundaries suggests that the crossing from one
organisations to other or one group to another and back again is not clear if the
physical, social and mental distinctions cannot be easily drawn (Hernes, 2004). As
Mol and Law (2005) suggest, the integrity of the boundaries belonging to those that
work on the margins of organisations, or ‘travellers’ in their words, are not easily
maintained because they continually change shape as they move across geographical

and physical boundaries in subtle ways.

An important concept used to reveal the fluid boundary is liminality because it
allows for a focus on the physical, social and mental experiences of working within
the uncertainty and ambiguity faced by organisations and their workers. As discussed
in the introduction chapter, liminality was first introduced by van Gennep
(1909/1960) and later developed in the work of Victor Turner (1974) as part of an
emerging process approach, to capture the in-between situations and conditions
characterised by; the removal of establishes structures and routines, reversal of

74



hierarchies and the uncertainty of continuation in cultures and societies. This is to
find the self or others at a boundary, a point of transition meaning that liminality has
become a popular analytical concept in organisational research which aims to further
explore the experiences of workers in organisations and occupations are considered
as more flexible and transient (Garsten, 1999/2014). Therefore, the purpose of the
remainder of this chapter is to explore the traction that liminality as an analytical
concept has gathered in organisational studies and how it is used to explore spatial
and temporal aspects of individual and group experience, highlighting the
importance of being on a threshold or in-between, during periods of organisational
and individual transformation or when moving from one organisational environment
to another. It is argued that liminality is potentially one of the most general and
useful terms of social science and comparable to order, structure and institutions
(Szakolczai, 2003, p. 218) and this review aims to explore its adequacy with a view
for using liminality as my analytical approach for exploring what it is to be a
consultant. As Paulsen and Hernes (2003, p. 9) point out, it is not helpful to resort to
the explanation that boundaries are simple, contentious, multiple, ambiguous and
changing because boundaries are all of these things and many more and liminality is

considered as a concept they may help to make sense of this (Thomassen, 2015).

The use of liminality allows for organisational boundaries to be distinguished as
gradients of distance in the emotional and cognitive sense, meaning that liminality
has become popular term for describing the processes used by individuals and groups
as they move from one organizational setting to the next, finding themselves
between boundaries or even how they ‘carry’ boundaries with them (Paulsen and
Hernes, 2003). Underlying much of this work is an acceptance that organizational

categories do no arrive fully accomplished and neatly delineated. Therefore, the
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focus of this literature looks to the effects that boundaries have on organisations and
individuals rather than on the physical, social and psychological boundaries detailed
above (Hernes, 2004, Sturdy et al., 2009b). For example Sturdy et al. (2009a) show
that previous conceptions of boundaries are problematic because they focus on the
multiplicity of boundaries e.g. boundaryless, boundary crossing which leads to
simplistic conceptions of moving across boundaries rather than how individuals are
able to push the boundaries (Hernes, 2004, Paulsen and Hernes, 2003). These authors
argue that boundaries are not just physical, mental, political and cultural they are all
of these things (Hernes, 2004) and by understanding boundaries as ‘physical and
mental arrangements’ that are created by ‘architecture and various boundary objects
including human agents’ (Sturdy et al., 2009a, p. 633). With this we can open the
grey areas of the boundary that require situational judgment. For example, the
attachment that individuals may have to the knowledge they possess which makes

the understanding of knowledge flow more difficult to grasp (Sturdy et al., 2009a).

What | will show is that liminality is used as a concept in organisation studies
that aims to explore the ‘situational” dynamic boundary. However, what I will show
is that Turner-inspired notion of liminality which has come to lay the basis of the
various conceptions of liminality in the organisational literature creates the bases of a
contained boundary partly because some of Turner’s later work allows for analytical
neatness resulting in narrow and static conceptions, not only excluding the
‘initiation’ and ‘incorporation’ stages outlined by van Gennep, but also portraying

liminality in terms of a movement between fixed states.

Liminality has been used to explore a variety of boundary phenomena in
organisational literature including individual and organisational identity (Beech,
2011) and predominantly, the blurring and temporal nature of organisational
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boundaries (Garsten, 1999). It is also used as a concept for the categorisation of
people and occupations (Czarniawska and Mazza, 2003), events and spaces (Sturdy
et al., 2006), and how employees themselves construct or craft liminal spaces into
meaningful spaces (Shortt, 2015), including spaces for creative possibilities and new
interpretations powerful enough to adapt cultural order (Howard-Grenville et al.,
2011). To make sense of the uses of liminality | have split the literature into three
themes: Liminal spaces as border regions; liminality as an occupation; liminality as

organisational and individual change.

2.6.1 Liminal spaces as border regions

The boundary as fluid considers space in terms of the distance, power structures;
but also, as temporary experience or a suspended state so as to elicit the multiplicity
and complexity of organisational boundaries. While liminal boundaries may be
considered here as the physical non-traditional spaces where workers are found to
work, liminal spaces are also about exploring the relational experiences of
individuals or groups that are experiencing a transitional period. Liminal spaces
influence and become integral to lived experience of the actual and situated because
the fluidity of organisational boundaries and the mingling of boundaries in places
where people meet and relate whilst not sharing culture, values and experiences as

traditional insiders (Dale and Burrell, 2007).

This literature review begins by drawing on the work of Turner (1977:95) to
describe liminality as a social space ‘betwixt and between the original positions
arrayed by law, custom, convention and ceremony’. Within such a liminal space,

structural norms, routines and identities are said to be blurred and become spaces or
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occupational scenes that are described as uncertain and filled with ambiguity for

those who find themselves within them (Thomassen, 2012).

This means that those concerned with liminal spaces have explored the
experiences of workers by focusing on the use, for example, of the business meal
(Sturdy et al., 2006), the use of doorways and cupboards (Shortt, 2015), the
aftermath of organisational crisis (Powley, 2009) and for exploring the limits of
managers when faced with extreme conditions (Tempest et al., 2007). Shortt’s
(2015) study of doorways in hair salons reveals these as temporary spaces allowing
workers to remove themselves from customers to reach for ‘private moments’ to
‘hide away...to get away from everyone’ (p. 651). Similarly, staff rooms, while
formally considered part of the salons’ organisational sphere, offered scope for
temporary disengagement from the work world, the relaxation or suspension of rules
and the relative privacy providing a sense of control of selves at work and away from
work, a space where workers were able to establish both territory and identity.
Sturdy et al. (2009b) suggest that consultants make deliberate use of the ambivalence
provided by such liminal spaces to test out theories, ideas and to trade other valuable
information including understanding political dynamics. Here, liminal spaces may
provide points of vantage to address client demands and wishes to build trusting
relationships which further heightens the likelihood of repeat business (Grey and

Sturdy, 2007, Sturdy et al., 2006).

Sturdy et al. (2006: 951) explore business meals between consultants and their
clients as spaces ‘betwixt and between’ formal organizational and ‘non-work
practices’. They find that informal spaces such as pizza restaurants or bowling alleys
led to both feelings of inclusion and exclusion during the project as these liminal
spaces were variably experienced by the client members. What they argue is that
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those excluded or new to consultancy projects find the liminal space as place
whereby they feel threatened and discomfort because of the removal of
organisational norms and routines (Sturdy et al., 2006, p. 492). However, their
discussion questions the removal of formal rules and structures which is said to
create the uncertainty and ambiguity because what they find are liminal spaces filled
with other rules and routines.
“We have seen how the meal in the private setting of the CEO’s home
unsettled, if not wholly removed, some of the traditional rational routines of
the workplace. However, these were replaced or coloured by other routines

and morés, most notably, those of bourgeois dinner party etiquette which

tightly structured the evening.” (Sturdy et al., 2006, p. 948)

Other research looks at the importance of liminal spaces as both spontaneous and
contrived for building both resilience and resistance to organisational change,
whether this is to remove themselves from the everyday stresses of work (Shortt,
2015); to form strong relations to cope with organisational change or uncertainty
(Powley, 2009); or to realise their limits (Tempest et al., 2007). For Powley (2009)
liminal spaces are temporary holding spaces for readjustment after crisis, they are
healing spaces whereby new relations can be made or existing relations strengthened.
By focusing on the aftermath of a shooting within a business school he argued that
the opening of the liminal space lead to the formal structures of the organisation to
collapse allowing for individuals to enter a suspended state whereby a sense of
community and a sense of belonging is formed because they are on equal footing.
The purpose of the suspended or liminal space allowed for organisational members
to readjust or reorient themselves after a period of change giving the organisational

member’s time to support each other through building new or strengthened working
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relations and socially constructed resilience that enable conditions for positive

adjustment (Powley, 2009, p. 1299).

But it is also considered that within a working space individuals and teams have
their limits, Tempest et al. (2007) considers that organisations and management can
learn from the Everest disaster of 1996 because of the turbulence faced by
organisations and their managers and the increased use of project workers. The
liminal space is explored and considered as the border region whereby the resilience
of individuals in extreme conditions can be built according to Powley (2009); but
how it is an important space for learning when it is time to step back and reflect so
not to overreach? Tempest et al. (2007) consider this point of overreach as the ‘death
zone’ for organisations, a crucial point whereby management, individuals and teams
are faced with and forced to work alongside liminal project workers. This is a liminal
space where even the most experienced managers must tamper their authority to
know when to let go of ambition as

“There is the potential for a work context populated by liminal workers to
be creative, experimental and cross-functional but there is also real danger in
liminal settings. .. Adopting personal and joint responsibility, preserving
realism in the face of aspiration, and voicing competence limits may help

flexible teams of liminal workers to be more reflective and thus open to the

necessity for patience in extreme conditions.” (Tempest et al., 2007, p. 1061)

2.6.2 Liminality as an occupation

Liminality is increasingly used as a concept for exploring occupations. Here we
see liminality treated as a temporary phase and moving further away from its
traditional roots as permanent condition (Czarniawska and Mazza, 2003, Ellis and
Ybema, 2010). As a permanent condition the implications of this are explored by

identifying certain occupations and governing structures as liminal and more
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generally to describe organisations and their members as continually experiencing
liminal rites. Consultants in particular are part of a growing workforce of liminal
organisational agents (Czarniawska and Mazza, 2003) as we witness the rise of
precarious contracting, agency work and other ‘flexible’ or temporary labour
arrangements (Garsten, 1999, Garsten and Haunschild, 2014), work assigned to
mobile project workers (Borg and Soderlund, 2015), as well as employment and
project teams composed with specific, delimited goals and life spans in mind
(Garsten, 1999/2014, Paton and Hodgson, 2016). Describing these as ‘liminal
workers’ ‘betwixt and between’ different organisational settings emphasises their
continuous crossing of organisational boundaries both internal and external (Sturdy
et al., 2015, Czarniawska and Mazza, 2003, Sturdy et al., 2009a), and to their

persisting marginal status.

Ellis and Ybema (2010, p. 281) also find that liminal workers can encounter
liminality as a transient, temporary or voluntary phase but for others as a permanent
and mandatory state that occurs at and defines the centre of their organisational lives.
This raises questions around the ability for consultants and other mobile workers to
work under such conditions. Addressing the assumption that liminality is something
that can be possessed, Borg and Sdderlund (2014) explore two dimensions of mobile
project workers liminality, they look at the technical and task related aspects of their
role and their social relations with emphasis on group dynamics, showing how such
workers’ ‘liminality competence’ signifies not only their capacity to function in fluid
and flexible work contexts, but also to cope with the anxieties and ambiguities and

uncertainties associated with their liminal status (Borg and Soéderlund, 2014, p. 16).

The upshot of such liminal organisational existences may be their capacity for
boundary spanning in the context of problem solving or accessing new knowledge.
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Ellis and Ybema (2010) describing how the managers they studied were able to
stretch organisational boundaries on their own terms by attempting:

“...to manage the complicated and contradictory demands placed on them
by continually shifting and securing their ‘selves’ and alternately crossing
and setting discursive boundaries with marketplace others. The discursive
construction of bounded relationships as links in the supply chain, and the

articulation of marketing management expertise, appears to offer some sense

of control and relative power in managing the situation”. (p. 300)

However, they also find that these managers can become “victims” to their
supply chains because the medium to which their discourse is moulded by the
institutional processes surrounding them (p. 300). This is an example again of how
liminality is used as analytical concept for recognising and exploring the fluidity of
organisational boundaries as more complex. The force of the boundary as fluid is
understood here as being contained by an outer force where the creative potential of
institutional liminality (Turner, 1977) is limited. Whilst the workers are recognised
by their ability to build relations with heterogeneous workers across their
organisational network both internally and externally is understood through the use
of identity theory and particularly their institutionalised roles to construct
‘repertoires of organizational boundaries’ that theoretically contain the discursive

practices of the liminal workers.

Tempest and Starkey (2004) argue that the removal of formal hierarchies for
occupations discussed above means that work becomes ambiguous because it creates
both risks and opportunities for both workers and for organisations. They posit that
liminality is an important concept for the understanding of both individual
positioning and organisational learning across teams particularly when considering

the future development of institutional knowledge. This is because liminality has the
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potential to explore and further understanding how to address the issues whereby
there are weaker connections and greater distances between organisations and

workers (Sullivan and Arthur, 2006).

Tempest and Starkey (2004) set out to show how liminality can be used to
explore how individuals experience learning. However, what is interesting is that we
learn very little about the potential of liminality for understanding how such
occupations or learning is experienced and are instead left with this conclusion:

Perhaps we need to consider another metaphor to make sense of the
changing landscape of work and organization, that of the tourist, a figure seen
by Bauman (1995: 268-269) as the quintessence of the post-modern
condition...It remains to be seen whether the image of the individualistic

‘hired gun’ or organizationally functional ‘bee’ is most accurate in depicting

the role of liminal workers (Tempest and Starkey, 2004)

Again, liminality is positioned for its potential to access the aspects of individual
roles that we know little about and yet the apparatus used for understanding is taken
back again to issues of identity and roles to frame the experiences of the workers in
this case. This is despite their interest in organizing at a boundary in the creation of

knowledge and latent organisational forms.

Liminality is being applied here through the work of Garsten (1999) who uses
liminality as metaphor to focus on a limbo state to describe peripheral working
arrangements rather than as a suspended state which is closer to its anthropological
roots.

‘Liminality in the context of work may be seen as an alternative to work
as organized and structured in bureaucratic, industrial organizations; an

alternative to regular, full-time employment contracts’ (Garsten, 1999, p.
606)
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Therefore, the potential of liminality as an analytical concept may not be realised
because the lens for organisational learning is understood through the social
construction of individual roles whereby the latter is used to frame ‘new’ working

practices to a different heterogonous managerial structure.

A prominent paper used by many who explore aspects of liminality in
organisations was written by Czarniawska and Mazza (2003). By drawing on the
work of Turner (1977) they too describe liminality as a state of limbo whereby “One
can leave for good — but also come back.” (p. 273). They use the reflections of
consultants and their own reflections from their consultancy experiences. What we
see here which is less considered both in the literature that explores liminal spaces
and liminal occupations is the use of all three rites that were important for van

Gennep and also Turner in his earlier work.

For Czarniawska and Mazza (2003), consultants as liminal workers are present at
all three stages of ‘rites of passage’, since they are constantly in the midst of
organisational change. In their research they define separation as a significant
deviation from a known into a transition that is marked by the blurring or boundaries
as individuals become temporarily undefined within the unknown and apart from
normal social structures before being reintroduced into society at the point of
incorporation (Czarniawska and Mazza, 2003). However, they argue that van
Gennep did not pay much attention to those that organise the rites of passage and
argue that for consultants liminality is a more of a permanent state or a least a stable
state that ends when they leave consultancy. Consequently, they turn to the work of

Turner to discuss the routinisation of the liminal phase as a condition of modernity.
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As part of this, the authors consider the liminal phase as a consultancy condition
because ‘their actions are consultancy rites taking place in a liminal organization’ (p.
273) because consultants and their clients experience the liminal phase differently.
This we have seen in other research discussed earlier (e.g. Sturdy et al., 2006). Yet,
what Czarniawska and Mazza refer to is that the consultants that move into the client
organisation are not the ones that experience the rites of passage described above.
Rather, they say it is possible that those occupying liminal occupations are afforded
the ability to move existing structures forward. Here the consultancy condition
means that they themselves do not have to undergo any change, unlike their clients,
but their task is to move into client organisations initiated through the change
programme. The consultants are positioned as ‘the masters of ceremonies’ their role
being to organise ‘rites of passage’ whilst inversely experiencing and collaborating
with clients to create their own ‘rites of passage’. To achieve this Czarniawska and
Mazza (2003) argue that it is important that the liminal worker is able to improvise
successfully replacing one representation with another and manage ‘insider-outsider’

interactions.

“In this case, ‘separation’ is doubly fitting because the groups become
separated not only from their original communities, but also from one
another. As the consultancy proceeds, the separation line becomes
increasingly blurred... During the transition rites, the relationships between
the consultants and the employees resemble those of communicating with
spirits: although consultants’ and employees’ bodies have the same physical
status, their social position and their roles are not the same... The consultants
will leave the organization, and their product will be put to work...it will,
again, become a working organization.” (Czarniawska and Mazza, 2003, pp.
281-283)
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Breaking this down further, Borg and Sdderlund (2014) explore the strategies
that individuals develop in order to manage and deal with liminal roles and suggest
that in order to research these experiences we need to understand the level of
‘liminality competence’ temporary workers or knowledge workers possess, not only
in order to work in such fluid and flexible conditions, but also the impact this has on
organisational learning, including those that seem actively to avoid or reduce the
degree of liminality experienced (Borg and Sdderlund, 2014, p. 16). They explored
project workers who actively engage with several external organisations to
understand how such liminal workers can move for one project to another and from
one client organisation to another client organisation recurrently. This focus on the
movement between the organisations affords insights into how such workers are able
to mobilise and acquire the skills needed to conduct such boundary work, even take
advantage of their liminal role. First, they identified that they needed to understand
how these workers viewed their work, identifying three distinct categories for how
workers conceived their work; work as assignment handling, work as a learning
platform, or work as knowledge transfer:

“Those mobile project workers who express the conception of “work as
knowledge transfer” actively make use of their belonging to different
organizations by participating in different activities and taking on roles in
both organizations, thereby increasing their social networks and their learning
possibilities... Those who perceive “work as assignment handling” try to, in a

variety of ways, reduce the degree of liminality at work. In some cases, they
even attempt to completely avoid it”. (Borg and Soderlund, 2015, p. 275)

The authors conclude that those who display high liminality competence are able
to take advantage of their work situation and experience freedom that is brought

about by liminality while those who display low liminality competence such as from
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those who conceive their work as ‘assignment handling’ find their work stressful and
so they actively seek out stability or the familiar as they struggle with feeling that
they do not belong. What this research does is categorise the fluid nature of their
work experiences as enacted in the liminal phase but what we do not get from this is
how these experiences are embodied (Dale and Burrell, 2007). So whilst this
literature restricts the force of movement in their theorising of liminality the work by
Czarniawska and Mazza (2003) does support the use of liminality for exploring the
experiences of those that are said to occupy and collaborate across the margins of
organisations and offers an insight into the use of liminality from its anthropological
roots that may hold more potential for applying liminality as a theoretical concept
that will get us closer to what it means to be a consultant. Although it is worth noting
that even in Czarniawska and Mazza’s work liminality as ‘the consultant condition’
is an experience of permanent liminality which was not considered possible by van

Gennep.

2.6.3 Liminality as or ganisational and individual change

The literature which uses liminality as a concept for exploring organisational
change focuses on both individuals and groups and is concerned with the use of the
liminal phase in organisational change programmes and, more specifically, how such
phases can be managed including how groups strengthen their sense of belonging or
culture while in a state of being ‘betwixt and between’ (Ybema et al., 2011). Also
prominent in this literature is the use of all three rites to focus on the relational
experiences and activities of these individuals in a similar sense to Czarniawska and

Mazza (2003).
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In some respects this literature expands on liminality as an occupational
condition by exploring how their positions initiate or allow for change to occur
(Czarniawska and Mazza, 2003). McCabe and Briody (2016) argue that this has
become an important exercise for understanding the subtle cues within an
occupational environment including: responding to group members and working
together as much as responding to subtle customer demands. The second focus of
this literature explores the process of how management practices change individuals
and groups habituated relations and practices these are intentionally crafted liminal
spaces that remove formal boundaries and take away the formal roles and statuses of
organisational members (Barrett et al., 2011). This is said to occur due to a crisis
within an organisation which can work to create a comradery between organisational
members and altered social structures (Powley, 2009). However, it is also assumed
to be the consequence of organisational arrangements (Kupers, 2011) where such
liminal workers or occupations exist (Garsten and Haunschild, 2014, Czarniawska

and Mazza, 2003)

A key focus of this literature is on the implications of workers in occupations
described above experience work to build, maintain their work identity (Beech,
2011, Clark et al., 2010). Liminality here is again conceptualised as an in-between
state that allows for individuals to experiment with new identity constructions to
reconstruct and enter the point of transformation with their new and improved selves
and for researchers to capture this process (Beech, 2011, Ybema et al., 2011). For
example, recently Swan et al. (2016) explored the creative agency that liminal
workers are said to possess and how this is experienced during liminal phases. They
also draw from an interactionist framework to find that workers can use ‘front-stage’

and ‘back-stage’ rehearsals and performances to take advantage of ambiguous
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moments and develop divergent working styles. This they say allows for workers
including organisational insiders to adapt to project style working or neo-
bureaucratic forms of working and what Sturdy et al. (2015) refer to as a ‘dual
identity’ needed for liminal workers to cross structural, knowledge and interpersonal
boundaries because of the more fluid ‘organisational existence’ possessed by the

individuals that occupy these positions.

Other research explores liminality as a system that is intentionally crafted and
utilised as a mechanism in the process of organisational change (Howard-Grenville
et al., 2011). This research further explores the individuals that are said to trigger the
liminal phase these include internal and external actors to organisations (Howard-
Grenville et al., 2011). We also see in this literature that liminality is deployed as a

mechanism in a process of becoming something different (Anderson, 2005).

Important here is how liminality, as a mechanism within theatrical acts, allows
for an analysis beyond the boundaries of time and space (Anderson, 2005, Cunha
and Cabral-Cardoso, 2006). This is a move away from the work of Czarniawska and
Mazza (2003) because it engenders a move away from the structurally imposed
condition. It offers instead a further consideration of the other stages that accompany
liminality as, for example, in Howard-Grenville et al. (2011) who explores the small
everyday experiences that can initiate a liminal phase in contrast to initiating jolts
caused by consultants moving in and how individuals and groups begin to make
sense of the unsettled or uncertain experiences of the liminal phase as a point of
transformation in order to get closer to the intentions behind intentional cultural
change. This includes how these individuals are able to see and take advantage of

new possibilities.
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Howard-Grenville et al. (2011) viewed liminality relationally, because it draws
‘from the symbols and meanings that operate in the more structured or routine
aspects of cultural life’ (p. 525). Subsequently, while the liminal phase is bracketed it
is connected to everyday activities in the organisation. The author found that workers
in their new experiences never felt completely segregated from their organisation,
therefore, spatial segregation is not a precondition of a liminal phase although there
is a temporary separation of some norms (p. 529). This is a result of those
considered as liminal workers taking mundane activities such as staff meeting and
bracketing them by adding some form of new interaction to make them symbolically
liminal. Liminality can therefore be intentionally triggered by insiders as well as
outsiders where new possibilities can be created because new cultural repertoires can
be added to open up new possibilities during the liminal phase.

“Ambivalently, the way spaces and places are experienced, understood

and organised relationally, either enable and include, or constrain and

exclude, transitional possibilities and potentialities”. (Kupers, 2011, p. 46)
Exploring leadership and followership as a process of becoming in his
conceptualising of liminality Kipers (2011) draws on the work of Merleau-Ponty
(1962) to inquire into the spaces and places of transition and liminality in
organisations leader-/followership to reveal the inter-relationality between liminality
and embodied space to explore the moving between transitional spaces. What Kpers
(2013, p. 348) argues is that by taking such an approach what can be achieved is an

ability:

“to critque disembodied and non-creative practices in which individual

and collective bodies and embodiement are neglected, mearly seen as
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constructed or rendered only as instrumentalized objectes for an utilitarian

exploitative ‘practicalism’.”

Kipers (2011) finds that liminality provides transitional potential because it not
only disrupts the status quo, but it opens organisational members to the possibilities
that transend beyond the what is taken for granted towards new forms and whereby
the social and structure emerges (p. 50). Kipers argues that liminal practices
spontaniously irritate existing structures by threatening dis-order which leads to the
possibilities for new formations and so the focus of limnality from this perspective is
on organising rather than organisation in a similar way to to the research depicted in
the previous boundary taxonomy. This is an opening that is ‘more complexified,
colourful and vivacious, but also uncertain, questionable and indeterminate’ (p. 50).
However, in his discussion Kupers elaborates the implications for liminality drawing
from the works of both Garsten (1999) and (Czarniawska and Mazza, 2003) to argue
that liminal phases are ambigious and can be creative and unsetteling both liberating
and dauting. Relating this to the work of Sturdy et al. (2006), the author shows that
multi-structured and layered liminal space that is not only creative and unsettling,
rather it can also be highly structured and conservative calling for negative
capabilities (Kupers, 2011, p. 52). Kiipers’s main concern is the ability of liminality
to recognise transitions that are capable of achieving new posibilities from psudo-

transitions wherby superficial change is promoted.

2.6.4 Critical reflection

In existing conceptions of liminality we see liminality is treated primarily as a
structurally imposed condition by virtue of professional occupation (Howard-

Grenville et al., 2011, p. 525), e.g. temporary workers (Garsten, 1999) and
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consultants (Czarniawska and Mazza, 2003). It generates a point of vantage in which
to think write and articulate workers experiences of organisational life, which has
epitomised liminality as a personal choice that allows for an escape from reality
rather than a resolution of crisis or even a change in status (Thomassen, 2014). This
is problematic because this approach does not capture the embodied potential of
space because it is focused on the enactment (Dale and Burrell, 2007). Furthermore
what we see in the application of liminality is that it assumes a causal relationship
between deliberate managerial acts and specific or desired outcomes (Sturdy et al.,
2006, Powley, 2009). Taking Czarniawska and Mazza (2003) as an example, while
their research makes a clear contribution to the development of liminality, it takes a
very structured view of a liminal process and thus the liminal experience. In their
study liminality is framed such that, first transition is initiated by the consultants,
who as liminal workers step into the organisation, accepted and undefined. Second,
the consultants are able to take advantage of organisational members by unsettling in
order to transform their client member’s conventional wisdoms related to business,

work and organisations with seemingly new and improved wisdoms.

Therefore, the strategy promises to remove the uncertainties that are created in
these moments of change by imposing order and structure to the liminal process. Yet
this is a highly criticised view for understanding organisational realities and lived
experiences (Pors, 2016), because the assumption is that the uncertainty, ambiguity
and creativity experienced during the liminal phase will ultimately results in a
specific-context appropriate result thus containing the potential for uncovering the
more hidden or latent behaviours and actions that are influenced by the environment

beyond the force of the what is contained
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The boundary in this conception is considered as contained whilst being subtler
and more flexible than the boundary that is fixed. | argue that the movement of ritual
embedded within both van Gennep’s and Turner’s conceptions of liminality is
mostly lost or neglected and replaced by the structures of ceremony which results in
a structural bias as shown in the literature presented (the proceeding chapter offers
further detail). What is also important to note is that limited explanation of the
anthropological roots of the concept in most of the research presented here. Little
explanation or description is given beyond detailing that liminality was coined by
van Gennep (1909) and extended or brought into the spotlight by Turner (1974) to
explain being ‘in-between’, positions or states. Which may also be contributing to
claims that liminality is becoming a one-size-fits-all concept for describing
uncertainty and ambiguity at work (Horvath et al., 2015). Furthermore, the majority
papers that deploy liminality as a concept cited in this research follow the procedure
offered above for tracing back to the concepts anthropological roots and drawing
predominantly from the work of Turner (1974) with the exception of (Kupers, 2011).
It should also be acknowledged that Johnsen and Sgrensen (2015) offer greater
insight into the work of Turner which will be discussed in more detail in the

following chapter.

A conclusion we can draw from the current literature is that liminality holds
significance to organisational studies and there is an increased use in the concept
because it can further aid understanding of phenomena whereby individuals or
groups take a leap of faith, build trusting relations in periods of uncertainty and non-
routines. However, in the search for patterns this structural way of thinking of ‘Rites
of Passage’ as stages of moving from one fixed state to another veils the process of

living through the spaces, or does very little to capture the movement found within
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the ritual of experiencing rites of passage (Turner, 1967). Therefore, for
understanding what it is to be a consultant this tells us very little about how the
uncertainties, ambiguities and moments of creativity are experienced and embodied
by those that find themselves in such phases. Therefore, the very nature of these
experiences means that to apply or extend liminality as an analytical concept for
exploring complex organisational boundaries (Paulsen and Hernes, 2003) is to accept
that that application of this middle phase is not neat (Thomassen, 2012). This to an
extent is seen in the work of Kupers (2011), Howard-Grenville et al. (2011) and
particularly (Johnsen and Sgrensen, 2015) who begin to think about the processual
application of liminality to capture the embodied experiences of liminality, rather

than the structural tendency to focus on output and efficiencies.

2.7 Conclusion: Getting to a boundary that is traverse and fluid:
towards an analytical approach

This chapter discusses and evaluates the contributions from a growing body of
literature that is concerned with how the boundary can be theorised and use to
explore contemporary organisational phenomena. The objective of this chapter was
to synthesise this literature with a view to arranging it in such a way that we may get
to a de-centred way of thinking about a boundary through understanding the
endeavours and drawbacks in the existent literature. | show that whilst the boundary
is considered as fluid by some and traverse by others neither of them appear well
suited for exploring the relational experiences for exploring what it means to be a

consultant.

94



| believe that what we see in the literature is a possible avenue for decentralising
the boundary and in turn challenging existing concepts of liminality. Some of those
who considered the boundary as traverse look to a process theory of organising and
becoming (Hernes, 2004) which holds the potential to overcome the view of pre-
existing entities. In turn the boundary as fluid looks to how we can further capture
the ambiguous movement of contemporary working and yet liminality as a
promising boundary concept for capturing this movement is offered very little
careful attention. The result has been a structural application that contains the
fluidity of the boundary which I set out to explore in the following chapter and
creates the basis for my own theoretical approach, namely the boundary as both fluid
and traverse for decentralising the boundary for exploring what it means to be a

consultant and work at the margins of organisations.
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Chapter 3.  Traversing the fluid boundary

3.1 Introduction

The previous two chapter have in various ways set the scene for the current one.
The second chapter displayed how the boundary literature poses questions about the
fixity and stability of boundaries, for instance in relation to identity, boundary-less
careers, flexible working, and others working at the margins of organisations. In the
previous chapter we saw how liminality is used to empirically frame ambiguous
work contexts, exploring how individuals experience and move in and out of
differing work contexts both physically and psychologically. As | have shown,
currently there is a predominant focus on empirical application and a
conceptualization of liminality in static terms with the effect of veiling experiential

aspects liminality involved in the navigation of boundaries.

In order to begin the consideration of consultancy work at the margins of
multiple organisation. This chapter sets out to elaborate a processual approach that
develops these fluid notions further, thus encouraging us to challenge and question
existing assumptions and also to ask new questions. The aim of the chapter is to
develop a theoretical approach that will allow me to develop a processual
understanding of the boundary and subsequently liminality which can be translated

for empirical enquiry.

This chapter is divided into four main sections: The first revisits the ontological
and epistemological debate introduced in the introduction chapter. Drawing on the
work of Robert Chia (1996b) it examines the ‘being-realist’ and ‘becoming- realism’
stances, reflected in objectivist versus relative ontological views and related

epistemology debates. In elaborating the ‘becoming’ side of this distinction, I will
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develop the notion of ‘difference’ as the force of social movement and, through this,
a process of remaining open by focussing on concepts and entities as residual
elements of processes. For this | will introduce and elaborate a number of theoretical
ideas. First, the process of distinction making. Distinctions are processual in that
they are not things but merely denote the processes of forging order from disorder; to
in-form the world through concepts and relations. To elaborate this, I will briefly

turn to the work of the mathematician Spencer Brown (1969).

Second, | will expand this through the work of Robert Cooper (1986), who
provides an organizational set of concerns borne out of this process-theoretical work.
In particular the essay ‘Organization/Disorganisation’ (Cooper, 1986) allows me to
begin to outline a philosophical set of ideas that prioritise movement through the
transmission of difference. Cooper’s mirror-play of organization/disorganization
emphasises the partial nature of all conceptualization and his focus on movement
encourages us to think beyond; to move in a world that is always becoming. For
theorising and exploring the ‘becoming’ of a consultant this means not to focus on
one set of practices or theorising the consultant identity for example in terms of fixed
categories. Rather, this is about developing a conceptual approach that engages with
these processes as indivisible, heterogeneous, imageless and objective reality. In
emphasizing ‘becoming’, the boundary or threshold remains fluid. Together this will
form the basis from my subsequent reconsideration of boundaries and liminality

which I will take in to the proceeding sections.

The third section elaborates my theoretical conceptualization through the
form of Georg Simmel’s (1950b) ‘stranger’. Simmel adds to Cooper a focus on the
innate human need to make and remake their boundaries. Reading of George
Simmel’s (1903/1904/1950b) social theory on ‘space’ allows for a focus on distance
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in social relations. Distance, for Simmel, is what reveals the border region between
closeness and remoteness, between self and other. I will also return to the work of
Cooper to further animate liminality from static conceptions of change between two
fairly fixed states of being towards an understanding of liminal processes as
transmissions of difference; as a probing into the latent and distinction-free totality
that belongs to our differentiated and knowledgeable world - ‘in perfect continence’

(Spencer Brown, 1969).

I will augment Simmel’s view with the re-reading of two of the seminal
anthropological foundation of liminality, the accounts by VVan Gennep and Turner. |
will argue that van Gennep’s original conception forms the beginning of the recovery
of liminality as a processual idea. Re-reading these on the basis of process-
theoretical views allows me to develop an account for processual liminality that
moves us beyond conceiving of boundaries in physical terms or as fixed categories,

and relatedly, that traversing boundaries happens between two fixed stages.

I will argue that this way of thinking allows us to challenge and elaborate a
theoretical account of liminality and move us to a framing that is sensitive to how
individuals traverse the boundaries or organisation in an ongoing fashion; and to
endure that that liminal state by maintaining distanced proximity to the various client
contexts. In bringing traverse and fluid boundaries together I will explore how
organisation can be understood as a process that mediates structure and agency,
including processes involving making meaning with both human and nonhuman

actors.
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The overarching aim of this chapter is therefore to reinvigorate the interpretation
of liminality as a processual and philosophically rich idea, which is also in line with

Soderlund and Borg ‘s (2017, p. 14) recent call to:

‘...overcome using liminality as an empirical phenomenon or simply use
the term as a label not as a distinct and elaborate theoretical construct’ to

develop an improved and theoretically informed analysis of liminality.”

3.1.1 Chapter Objectives

This chapter specifically speaks to the following research question:

R.Q: If creative renewal is the primal force, thenhow do we open ourselves

to the possibilities and dispositions of a liminal phase?
The objectives of this chapter are:

1 To elaborate a conceptual account that is capable of understanding
boundaries as both fluid and traverse
1 To develop a processual account of liminality that can serve as the basis

for an empirical investigation of the becoming process of a consultant

3.2 Organisational becoming

Management and organisation studies tend to view organisations ‘distally’
(Cooper and Law, 1995). By this Cooper and Law mean that focus is given to
complete ‘finished’ forms that portray organisations from afar as having clear
boundaries and distinct forms, clearly delineating them from their environments;

simplified and ready packaged for consumption (Cooper, 2014). The ensuing picture
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is one of entities that can be causally related, abstracted and taxonomized into stable
groupings; standing reserves ready to be arranged into productive processes. This is
a view of ready packaged entities or objects whereby systems and the things within
them exist to be re-presented. The idea of ‘simple location’ is central to Cooper’s
thinking and borrowed from Whitehead (1967). Simple location apprehends a belief
that clearly identifiable objects exists and occupy a fixed place in space and time.
Once defined by their location it is assumed that these graspable objects or realties
can be explained or re-created by the force of universal laws. Grounding an
epistemology for representationalist thinkers because as soon as phenomena are
locatable and identifiable, they can be classified, categorised and subjected to causal
analysis (Chia, 1998).

“... the conventional reading of the world stresses the finishes product,
the ready-made category or thing, rather than the incipience of composition
and construction. To re-late in this sense is to narrate and represent the world
as if it were already made up for human understanding: it underlines the

immediate presence of things in order to confirm the reality of the world and

thus saves us from the latent threat...” (Cooper, 2005, p. 1705)

This is a re-presentation that is focused on known facts laden with implications
for organisational research and more broadly for the social sciences because of the
enticement to align with the natural sciences to ‘prove’ and produce ‘facts’ of the
social world that can be replicated not only in the society they come from but are
representative of all societies (Chia, 1998). Whilst the use of determinate language is
capable of displaying or re-creating the known order of facts, the display of rules to
show cause and effect, it is the idea of ‘simple location’ that hinders ‘location

thinkers’ (Chia, 1996b).
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Against the idea of simple location and giving primacy to an ontology of things,
process perspectives challenge the limits and conditions of the ‘known’ as a fairly
fixed perception to consider knowledge as a ‘happening’; an experience that is
subjective and fleeting because of our continuous involvement in the world and our
attunement to the existential micro-changes in organisational life (Tsoukas and Chia,
2002) bringing to the forefront the importance of flux and movement. There are
many representations of flux and movement in process theorising that speak to the
unfolding and incomplete process of things in the making; of ‘happening’ rather than
already happened, strategizing rather than strategy and the idea Karl Weick
appropriated from Anatol Holt (Zundel, 2014), that in replacing nouns we may think
of ‘organising’ so as to replace the common representation of organisation,
changing what is a noun to a verb to recognise this continuous movement and change

(Bakken and Hernes, 2006, Tsoukas and Chia, 2002, Weick, 1979).

To begin to understand the implications of this approach it becomes useful to
turn to Chia (19964, p. 2) who enlists Latour (1987) and a metaphor of a river to
draw a distinction between two modes of thinking prevalent in the organisational
literature: ‘upstream thinking’ and ‘downstream thinking’. He begins by elaborating
that as we approach a river it comes into existence and can be identified by its stretch
of water that continuously flows between the contours of the river bank. Contours
that have been carved over a long period of time in the creation of the distinctive
phenomena. As we move downstream, the riverbanks become more prominent, we
can see the groves and formation of rocks that the flow of water follows as it
becomes more predictable the further down the river we travel. Referring to this as
‘downstream thinking” Chia argues that much theorising in organisation studies falls

into this mode of thought, allowing traces of the past to shape and influence our
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thinking. Historical and social conditions shape our thinking in the same way water
carves a pattern into a landscape, both adding features to it but also constraining
movement and flow: downstream, the riverbanks bear no traces of their emergence;
the river just is, it has always been. ‘Downstream thinking’ prioritises universal
claims of completeness and unity of identity by giving permanence to certain
categories or objects of experiences (p. 2). The universal is taken to mean that in
nature there exists a fixed set of laws which determine ‘clear-cut definite things’
(Cooper, 1998a, p. 108). This is done at the expense of marginalising or
counteracting anything that might work against claims of universal truths and their

application.

Hence, organisation is considered to be synonymous with generalisation whereby
the strongest line of reasoning can be used to subjugate anything that might threaten
the clearly defined universal categories for explanation (Chia, 1996a, Tsoukas and
Chia, 2002). For Chia (1996), downstream thinking presents the most prominent
tendency in organisational research, giving rise to a determinate kind of language
that is continually reproduces the known order of facts. Downstream knowledge
production places a premium on methods which display the rules for explaining and
allowing for reproducing the conditions they assume. In working towards every
greater detail in a gap-filling mode, the capacity to question basic beliefs becomes as

difficult as changing a sunken riverbed.

Chia (1996a) argues that downstream thinking creates the bases for a chain of
interlocking commitments that reinforce a ‘representationalist’ epistemology that
takes as given that social and material objects, attributes and events pre-exist in an

already formed world. The downstream mode of thinking emphasizes the focus on
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facts while de-emphasizing the consideration of context and the processes by which
such facts are established. What is de-emphasized in ‘downstream thinking’ are:
“...traces of ownership, construction, time, and place...Downstream
thinking as we have shown is essentially a closing off operation; a process of

black boxing’ ideas and truth claims so that they become increasingly

immediate, self-evident and uncontentious” (Chia, 19964, p. 4/8)

There are a number of thinkers who argue that we need to question these current
and popular ‘being-realist ontologies’ because the result has been that social science
research has itself become organised (Cooper, 2005, Cooper and Law, 1995, Cooper
and Burrell, 1988, Chia, 2002, Chia and Tsoukas, 1999, Hernes, 2014). These
authors argue that the focus on epistemology results in and offers little reflection or
consideration for ontology because it is assumed that their ontology is one of ‘truth’
about the reality they are trying to recreate. Ascertained by realist thinkers on the
bases that they can show how relations between entities both ‘out there’ in the world

and ‘in here’ can be predicted and repeated through cause and effect relations.

Chia suggests that instead of thinking downstream, ‘upstream thinking’ can offer
an alternative ontological priority in contrast to realist theorising by attempting to
transgress the strong boundaries that fix and or contain our thinking instead taking
opportunities to seek out new connections or relations that can allow for different
insights that previously have been considered as incidental, unimportant or even
impossible (Chia, 1996a). For Chia, this is to switch from thinking about
organisations to organisation of thought in order to remove assumed and
unproblematic categories such as; identity, environment and organisation needed and
called upon for thinking about organisation and instead exploring and remaining

within the relations between them. This requires a reconsideration not just of the
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ontological status of individuals, objects and concepts but also to come and
apprehend ‘them’ in their open, unordered, nature; forever reaching out from the
fixed and contained into the entropic, unformed, nightly and sea-like other that forms
the forever escaping background; because what comes into presence (pro) also
ceases (cess) into the distance (Cooper, 2014). Therefore, primacy needs to be given
to ‘movement, process, interaction and relatedness’ over substance and entities.
‘Upstream thinking’ is the shifting from ‘ready-made science’ to ‘science in the
making’ (Latour, 1987) which does result in a lack of epistemological ground that is
disturbing and unsettling for those persuaded by being-realist ontology (Chia,

1996a).

“Upstream shifts our focus of analysis away from the question of ‘how to
organize’ to the question ‘how does organisation, ordering and representation

occur as ‘happenings’ in the flow of reality.” (p. 14)

‘Upstream thinking’ requires that our theorising is allowed to be somewhat
instinctive, to focus instead on the micro-events in order to be attentive to the
experiences and complexities involved in human and non-human relations (Tsoukas
and Chia, 2002, Chia, 1995). An ontology of ‘becoming-realism” which in contrast
to downstream thinking shifts attention away from directed ‘organised’ end-states, to
an analysis grounded in the unfolding of organising whereby there are
contradictions, differences and movement (Chia, 1996a).

“A becoming style of thinking in organizational analysis strives to
faithfully chart out the precarious, emergent assemblages of organizing with

an eye towards processes of exclusion, negation and suppression which

collectively contribute to the accomplishment of organizations” (Chia, 1995,

p. 598)
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Required is the removing of pre-emptive ‘truth claims’, foregrounding a need to
be constantly aware of what is invisible or repressed and that which ceases, as a
continuous process of reweaving webs of belief in the production of novel insight.
Insight that always only generates:
“...provisional outcomes of moving upstream in our thinking... best
understood as an attempt to rearticulate our accounts of human experiences

without relying on the problematic assumptions underpinning

representationalism” (Chia, 19964, p. 15)
The preceding literature shows that in organization studies, the defining
boundaries are more complex than commonly considered. This complexity comes to
light when we begin to think about ‘form” and ‘simple location’(Cooper and Burrell,

1988, Chia, 1998).

3.2.1 Thinki ng, theorising, organising on the boundary

Considering that a processual account of organizing has implications for our
understanding of boundaries requires careful progression. Following a processual
idea of organizing, Hernes (2004) suggests that boundaries should not be considered
as unambiguous ‘or’ static; neither ought they be viewed as changing, ambiguous
‘or’ permeable because boundaries are all of these things and more. Hernes draws
our attention to the setting or drawing of the boundary as central for exploring the
processes of becoming or organising:

“Boundary setting is intrinsic to the very process of organizing.
Boundaries are not ‘by-products’ of organization, but rather organization
(defined broadly, ranging from informal groups to formal organizations)
evolves through the processes of boundary setting. Like any social system, an

organization emerges through the processes of drawing distinctions, and it

persists through the reproduction of boundaries. The focus is moved from
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what goes on inside the organization to its margins, where it is produced and
reproduced”. (Hernes, 2004, p. 10)

This is an endeavour to stop thinking about internally built boundaries that fix or
contain social activities into isolated arenas that pre-exist knowing, a mode of
thinking which continues to dominate organisation studies (Hernes, 2014). Rather it
is about how the two interact, relationally to create a mutual or relational condition
whereby organising gives meaning to organisation and organisation gives meaning
to organising.

“Relationality makes us see the world as a complex network of active
connections rather than visibly independent and identifiable forms and
objects. On this view, people as self-sufficient agents do not exist for they are

parts of a network of supports that enable them to connect with other parts

and to narrate their connections.” (Cooper, 2005, p. 1704)

Therefore, organisation and organising are also insufficiently understood through
binary oppositional states whereby organisation and order is to be considered as
static and only aligned with downstream thinking, nor is organising exclusively
linked to the notion that ‘everything flows’ to aligned with upstream thinking.
Rather, this is an ontology that challenges us to try and continually make sense of
how and why ‘everything flows’ because, as Hernes (2014, p. 4) says, we should:

“...look for how flows are stabilized, bent, or deflected. It is precisely
such a stance that invites study of how different forms of stabilization come

about, including seemingly robust forms such as bureaucracies. The beauty of

process thinking lies in leaving open what actually emerges from processes.”
The boundary from this perspective does not create fix distinctions generative of
dualities because the boundary is ‘something’ which is always ongoing and fluid in
the creation of ever-changing dualities. The boundary therefore is no longer

considered as the edge of limit to societies, organisations and in turn inquiry in the

106



production of an equilibrium from which creativity and understanding can be made.
Instead our focus shifts to the boundary, to the edge where the processes of
‘becoming organised’ take place. But this itself creates implications for creation of

form or un-form at the boundary.

3.2.2 The act of drawing distinctions

How then, instead of in downstream language of objects and relations between
them can a processual study of organization unfold? A starting point is provided by
the late mathematician, poet, engineer and recluse George Spencer Brown whose
‘Laws of Form’ (1969) begins with the simple injunction: ‘draw a distinction’. A
distinction is the separation of something from background; the creation of form (and
inside) which can hold an observer’s attention; thrusting into a latent background
that from which that form is distinguished. Spencer Brown shows through an
initially simple set of signs (marks) that once a form is created, it can be subdivided
into further ones; that one distinction gives rise to detail and to a proliferation of
further distinctions. Spencer Brown’s injunction to ‘draw a distinction’ shows the
creativity of such an act. Anything that ‘is’ is so because it was at one point
distinguished from something else. But what emerges, the forms against background,
is not immutable and stable. What emerges from the distinction is merely the product
of the creative act — of drawing this distinction and not another one. The aesthetic
beauty of Spencer Brown’s calculus is that it shows the process of distinction-
drawing in a series of nested marks; each housing further sub-divisions but each also
being the product of a specific decision at a specific time. And with these distinction-
trails visible, it is possible to re-enter the form; to revisit distinctions at any level of

abstraction, and to redraw them, thus changing the emerging world of forms.
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Spencer Brown’s distinction names the creative act: the making of a difference
that makes a difference (Bateson, 1972). Bateson reminds us that such a difference is
not itself an object; a thing. What we notice in a line of chalk is not the powdered
substance, but the difference between the line and the board. Distinction is
difference; and difference is information (Cooper, 1987/2015). To in-form is thus the
creative act that brings into being a world; but it is also no more than that: merely
differences that emerge against a background because of specific conditions that

gave rise to these particular distinctions (Zundel et al., 2013).

Influenced by Spencer Brown, Cooper (1998b, p. 137) describes the problem
with location thinking as an attempt to translate raw matter into ‘things’ a notion that
there is no beyond. Spencer Brown’s (1969) notion of ‘form’ entails the proposition
that human actors are only ever partial. To illustrate his point he depicts the moment
of birth when a new born child is separated from its maternal mother as the
ontological act of human distinction. From very beginning, a human being emerges
through a distinction; a separation that sets mother and child apart. This often
psychoanalytical idea is one that is proliferated, in Cooper’s reading, to all
subsequent human acts in an endless flurry of distinctions (Cooper, 2006, Spencer

Brown, 1969).

According to Spencer Brown, the drawing of a distinction will create a universe,
a marked space. For example, to mark a piece of paper with a circle is to make an
indication that inscribes the circle in the vastness of space, creating an inside (as
marked) and an outside (unmarked). This continence as he refers to it, is the
container created by a spatial expression which represents a temporal unfolding in
the act of making a distinction. This is representative, for example, of forming an
organisational identity and so shine a light on what lies inside this definitional space;
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what is identical. And in so doing it not just pushes what is not inside into a distant
other; it also leaves us with a third element: The distinction itself; that which has
caused the separation and that has done the job of in-forming. The distinction is the
starting point for giving something form. The consequence of this continuous act of
distinction and indication is it will primarily observe what is on the inside, the
marked state. It is a second order observation, continually excluding the space of
possibilities from which other distinctions could have been drawn (Seidl and Becker,
2006)

“We take as given the idea of distinction and the idea of indication, and

that one cannot make an indication without drawing a distinction.” (Spencer
Brown, 1969, p. 1)

What | take from this is how our concepts, ideals and logics of the world seem to
move away from any claims to reality and what this tells us about the realities from
which they depart. Spencer Brown shows us that what we think is perfectly
contained will always somehow leak, through performativity, the act or writing,
through the use of language we continue to create, an on-going process of becoming
‘something” which distal or representational ways of understanding the world cannot
account for (Thrift, 2008). Reality is therefore not a collection of entities that are set
into relations, but the products of a collection of distinctions; some nested beneath
others, but all the products of acts of distinction-making and so of the gradual

emergence of information from otherwise diffuse, entropic incoherence.

To draw a distinction is always to try and grasp a reality with an awareness of
something else outside, an unknowable other. What is ‘other’” or unknowable acts as
we test or push the distinction, which in turn leads to its failings because it becomes

different from itself (Cooper, 1998b). ‘Form’ is not about a reality as a stable state
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but rather a non-form that can only be represented by its difference to foreground the
relational and the emergent. ‘Form’ is to always ‘unfinished’; the distinction has to
be maintained and what is separated has to be kept so (Cooper and Law, 1995).
Things, objects, concepts, identities and all other entities are therefore brittle; their
enduring character subject to the upholding of the distinction and therefore to
processes that are subject to politics, history, choice and ignorance (Agamben,
2004). Drawing a distinction creates a di-vison; it creates what lies in sight and a
further other: an un-marked space (Spencer Brown, 1969, Cooper, 2006). This is a
rejection of the definable boundaries that allow for measurement and instead the
boundaries of organisations are to be viewed as mediating ‘networks, as circuits of
continuous contact and motion more like assemblages of organizings’ (p. 277).
Whereby forms can only be seen as provisional appearances.

‘...process is thus the action of relating the latent or hidden ground of

forms into the manifest and meaningful appearances of visible experience’

(Cooper, 2014, p. 587)

This is a relational process perspective which views organisation as the result of
complex and seamless webs of different materials whereby ‘the boundary between
organisation and environment become an intervening medium; a point or line of
passage for action, movement” (Cooper and Law, 1995). In eschewing entitative or
fixed re-presentations of organisation, we shift our focus to enactments or unfolding
processes involving actors who make choices interactively; grounded in a context of
connections. Processual thinking makes us enquire into the processes by which
human agents draw from wider rules and resources, and how organisations are at
once the products of distinctions as well as the sites from out of which human action

takes place (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002, p. 577). This brings not only the focus to
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relationships and interactions but also the intersubjective and interdependent nature
of organisational life revealed through the 'reweaving of actors’ webs of beliefs and
habits of action as a result of new experiences obtained through interactions.” (p.

570).

Again, what we see is the importance of moving our attention to the boundary, as
the focus shifts to the processes that are found to occur on the border regions, to be
aware of the significance not only of what is made present but also what is repressed.
Those areas that are said to form the outside of any focal place: the marginal and
latent backdrops against the form. Acknowledging the world-making work of
distinctions gives primacy to the complexities and ambiguities of organising as both
formal and informal aspects of social action; whereby change is considered as
pervasive rather than as an exception or an occasional episode (Tsoukas and Chia,
2002, p. 568). This is in contrast to the downstream view were change is considered
the exception or occasioned which at a distance may allow the boundaries of
phenomena to appear as relatively stable or fixed in the representation of end results
and works only because it conceals the activity which created them (Latour and

Woolgar, 2013).

To consider that change is always prevailing at an individual level at the
boundary requires an acceptance that individual membership to an organisation; is
highly ambiguous, a precarious organising that must be continually worked towards
to keep the boundaries together but, with an understanding that individual human
actors will always continually push them or step beyond them. This is a way of
thinking whereby membership to an organisation, its existence and engagement is
only made possible by engaging fully with the processes of organising this
membership.
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To explore further the significance and potential for considering the boundary as
a border region from which multiple distinctions can be drawn, in the preceding
section, I will provide a reading of a difficult text, Robert Cooper’s (1986) essay
‘Organization/Disorganization. Whilst highly philosophical and abstract it contains, |
argue, key insights for a revision of the idea of organisation and consequently

boundaries.

3.3 Organization/Disorganisation

AWho is right, who can tell and

spirit, new sensation takes hol d,

Cooper (1986) suggests that it is common for social scientists to prioritise or
think in terms of social systems (e.g. organisations), in turn the result is the
marginalisation of the boundary in organisation studies. | argue in this section that
Organization/Disorganization becomes a particularly important essay for theorising
the boundary in organisation studies (thus effecting a transition from the
mathematical focus of Spencer Brown to actual organizational concerns) because as
we will see Cooper refocuses our attention back to the boundary by offering an
alternative for how we should think about organisation. Therefore, my purpose here
is to attempt an interpretation of this essay in order to identify what the boundary is.
Given that his essay is extremely dense | will do this by offering a close reading and
I will interpret this through three key themes in Cooper’s article: form; difference;
and disorganisation

“The social world is essentially an infrangible fusion of events and

relations in which there are no neat divisions or categories. It doesn’t easily
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lend itself to conceptualization, yet is forever committed to an endless
struggle to make sense of itself, to organize itself, within a matrix of
confusion... We can’t point to it and say ‘That’s it.” It’s more like a network
of relations that keeps on moving. So that even when we try to make sense of
it, when we order or organize it, we have to be careful not to reduce it to a
state, to a static condition. Yet we seem almost naturally to think of
organization not as a general process but in terms of self-contained units

which we call organizations.” (Cooper, 1998b, p. 159)
3.3.1 Form
Central in Cooper’s work is that organisation is the transmissions of human and
non-human patterns through time and materialised through action. In this article
Cooper specifically explores the processes that order social life. Cooper relates his
critique to systems thinking whereby the boundaries of organisations represent the
process of inclusion and exclusion, distinguishing the limit of organisations.

“In other words, organization studies may itself be seen as ‘an
organization’ that continues to produce a definable a identifiable product
called ‘organization theory’ which is built on the assumption that there are
self-contained, self-identical objects that can be academically ‘consumed’.
Organization theory replicates itself through those objects—namely

instrumental organizations—constitute its subject matter.” (Cooper, 1998b, p.
160)

To consider organisation (system) as a form of social life (e.g. culture or identity)
means to consider a particular kind of form which allows for it to be differentiated
from the wider society (its environment). For Cooper, the boundary between
organisation and environment is assumed to have been built and belongs to the
system that it contains, seemingly unconnected to its environment. The role of the
boundary therefore is to maintain the organisation as a unified ordered entity. The

division created from this binary way of thinking works only to separate the system
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further away from its environment. Drawing on the work of Spencer Brown, Cooper
argues that this results in limited or no attention being appropriated to the actual
drawing of the boundaries which create the system they are attempting to represent

or rationalise.

“... which further supports the idea that the boundary serves to frame the
system, encapsulating it as a thinkable entity and thus preserving its
metalinguistic identity... A privileging of unity and order is attributed to the
inside of the system while the outside, presumed to be less organized, is by

implication devalued.” (p. 303)

The assumption is that what lies outside the system beyond its environment is
disordered, less united and incidental to the abstraction. For Cooper this is a
misconception because the system exists on a precarious border region that consists
of processes that intrinsically join or entangle it with its environment. An implication
is that in discussing important concepts such as ‘boundary’, ‘interaction’ and
‘relation’ they are positioned as ordered, unitary systems. However, the unity that the
system is dependent on is actually the by-product of the boundary or frame and the
framing is a result of the “metalanguage” which is used to include or exclude and
therefore also subjected to a process of logical ordering and organising that is treated
implicitly rather than explicitly (Cooper, 1986, p. 302) Therefore, what prioritising
the system excludes is the actual function of the ‘frame’ because socio-cultural
artefacts are perceived as graspable in themselves, independently of the forms of

human communication.

“It is in this sense that the statements of that discourse which we call
“organization theory” are supplementary, for they represent the “organization
of organization”, that is to say, that as texts on organization they are
themselves ‘organized’ according to certain normalized criteria (often called

“scientific” and/or “academic”) so that it becomes impossible to disentangle
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the content of organization studies from the theory or methodology that
frames it.” (Cooper, 1986, p. 331)

The result is that °...paradoxically the system within the frame is labelled as a
pattern of relationships however, it is the relationship that is the least systematically
analysed feature’(p. 303). The creation of a boundary that establishes the system
from the object but not the relationship between them which leads to an organisation
with a boundary that conceptually separates it from environment and therefore
becomes devoid of its function. Such representationalist accounts of ‘the social
system’ take for granted important social concepts such as ‘interaction’ and
‘reputation’ when abstracting them for analysis. Under such an ‘instrumental order’
they become concepts or tools that work to separate and protect the system from its
environment resulting in a logical privileged ordering that ignores or inadequately
accounts for the ‘social’ forces it claims to explain.

“...It is, we would claim, the frame which constitutes the relationship

between system and environment and consequently it is the frame which
provides the key to understanding the relationship between the two.” (p. 303)

Although referring to ‘frame’ I suggest that is important to note that Cooper is
referring to the boundary as a threshold whereby the process of
organisation/disorganisation, order/chaos happens. This is not a representation of
temporal boundaries that work through the division of time in to the ordering of
sequences and events that structure working practices into either temporary or
transitional, or formal or informal periods. The boundary as threshold is both system

and environment and therefore works and performs for each side relationally.

Cooper says that

“At its most fundamental, the frame is what differentiates between inside

and outside and thus must be understood as a structure which produces two
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mutually-defining points of view. In this context, the system is just as much
inside the environment as the environment is inside the system... The
boundary or frame has now to be conceived not as a static concept,
subservient to either term, but as an active process of differentiation which

serves system and environment equally.” (p. 303)

3.3.2 Difference
The boundary as threshold is the source of a paradox as it severs what is really
the same. Considered as the primary source in social life, it allows for the focus on
the differentiations or process that creates the framing of the boundary. This
foregrounds the importance of boundary as threshold and difference as the source of
social action while removing the assumption or representation of the social
organisation as already formed (p. 304):
“...organization as a process is constantly bound up with its contrary state
of disorganization. Seen in this way, the mutuality of the organization-

disorganization opposition becomes a central issue in the analysis of social

organization and social action” (pp. 304-305)

Organisational becoming and organising then happens through the relational
actions at the boundary or threshold which works to create order from disorder and
always in-tension on a boundary that both separates and joins, not driven by
organisation that gives form to an interior context (Cooper and Law, 1995).

“The ordering, the sequencing, and the composing of distributed activities

are like a form of collective unconscious. They do not determine what

happens, but they make relations and events possible”. (Callon and Law,
2004, p. 9)

In other words, rather than aiming to understand ‘finished’ rationalised forms we
must engage with the partial, with action that takes place in the midst of things

(Spoelstra, 2015). But, as Cooper (1998a, p. 112) warns us: ‘...we are not good at
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thinking movement’ because, and he quotes Deleuze, ‘Movement always happens
behind the thinker’s back, or in the moment he [sic] blinks’.
“To think of organization is to recognise a more general force which

includes us in its perpetual movement between order and disorder, certainty

and uncertainty.” (Cooper, 1976)

Emphasising the dynamic nature of the world through movement and influenced
and via the work of Bateson, Cooper (1986) holds that it is difference that guides us
through the social world and is the basis for movement in action. In our minds we
never experience ‘things’ in their unliterary presence instead we experience
transformation of the world and difference because the mind only contains
difference. Cooper argues:

“To talk about things in the mind is to commit the intellectual sin of
reification. There is even a problem in talking about the mind since this gives

the impression of a locatable place, a thing which contains other things. In

fact, the mind, too, is difference.” (p. 309)

Cooper highlights the importance of representation in the ‘knowing’ process
because we need to understand that we do not experience the things of the world
directly, instead we single out distinctive or differential features that we perceive as
mappings (p. 301). Yet, difference is not locatable because it cannot be measured; it
is ‘dimensionless’. This connects to Derrida’s (1982) concept of différancereferring
to two senses: ‘to differ (in space) and to defer (postpone in time)’ (Cooper, 1986, p.
312). The point that Cooper gets to here is that Derrida’s ‘play of differences-
différence is essentially against the idea of a fully present reality instead he presents
a view of the world that is continually differed. This is similar to Deleuze’s (1994)
‘virtual plane’ (meaning undivided universe) or field of differences whereby

difference replaces identity as the primary concern. Central to Deleuze’s thinking is
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that difference is always prior to identity, space and time and in the process of
actualising the virtual, difference is more than being able to distinguish between two
organisations rather differences is that which allows it differ from itself as an always
present otherness.
“Briefly, différance is that which occasions system and which at the same
time lies beyond it. The essential point is that différance, just like Saussure’s

conception of difference, can never be fully grasped in the present since it is

an active play that always runs before us.” (Cooper, 1986, p. 312)

Difference can be approached but it will never be caught (Cooper, 1986). From
this perspective, systems and their representation of stability in the organisation of
identity for example can be viewed as contrived. It is dependent on and formed
through the suppression or disguising of the movement of difference. For Cooper
drawing on Simmel (1950b) and Derrida (1982):

“...play as the movement différance is that which is always ‘more than’ a

specific form or meaning; that which cannot be contained or limited. Play is

that which is supplementary to form.” (Cooper, 1986, p. 320)
Cooper’s premise is that our experiences in the world are guided by difference,
but since this difference is not locatable and can never be fully grasped it focuses our
attention to the multiple possibilities available to us at the boundary or threshold, the

point of making a decision.

3.3.3 Disorganisation

If organisation is always moving, always becoming, then it will always escape
our conceptual grasp because it is constantly bound up with its contrary state of
disorganization. Cooper reminds us that the consequence of falling for the appeal of
organised and ordered systems is a failing to take into account the unfolding nature

of change. A focus on organisation implies that it is ‘presence’ which allows for
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change including shifting from one fixed state to another. What is ‘absent’ or less
ordered is either taken for granted or hidden from view (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002,
Cooper, 1986). What is absent in its presence is that which becomes unaccountable
in language, and thus in rationalistic decision making; veiling awareness of the
alternative possibilities of actions. Our routine activities will continually throw up
phenomena that we recognise as social and seemingly embedded or fixed into our
daily routine, yet these remain incomplete and ultimately animated by what remains
absent and thus invoked, projected or divined (Dale and Burrell, 2007). Moreover, it
is often the case that it is the alternative possibilities which make our actions

meaningful (Hernes, 2014).

The threshold or boundary becomes the space whereby the processes of framing,
distinction drawing (Spencer Brown, 1969), and differentiation reveal a precarious
foundation of excess potentialities which Cooper refers to as the ‘zero degree’ of

organisation which he uses in his analysis.

“Zero-degree is thus a theoretical condition of no meaning, no form, of
absolute disorder which one might call the primary source of form or
organization, if the concepts of ‘primary’ and ‘source’ did not call to mind
the sense of an absolute origin which was itself organized. The disorder of
the zero degree is that which is essentially undecidable and it is this feature
which energizes or motivates the call to order or organization.
Order/organization, stemming as it does from undecidability, cannot in any

ultimate sense be based on a natural ‘logic’ or ‘rationality’”” (Cooper, 1986, p.

321)

Drawing again on the work of Derrida, Cooper argues that the zero degree of
organisation has no source or centre and in this quote above he is drawing from
Simmel’s (1950b) social thinking to highlight the importance of accepting that even
in our most basic of categories e.g. human, identity and culture there is always an
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indeterminate ‘other’. What is other becomes the definitive mark on form” what is
centred in form becomes decentred (Cooper, 1986, p. 320). The zero degree of
organisation is what is pushed out or excluded from organisation as ‘an excess to
order or meaning’ (ibid). In other words, as it cannot be limited or contained it is

pushed out because it is beyond rational thought.

Zero degree is disorganised and the foundation to infinite potentialities for
organisation because excess or difference, at least partially will always seep inside
what is considered as bounded or contained. To think in terms of organising or
becoming is an acceptance that potentiality exists in its absence and is not locatable
within a boundary or frame that keeps a set of already realised potentials together.
Dis-organisation, or the zero degree of organisation is that which is beyond, beyond
order and therefore beyond knowledge. Whilst what is other or beyond may not be
knowable, Cooper’s thinking does open the space for thinking about and questioning
the unfolding of the beyond, a connection of sorts to the groundless mass from which
organisations and identities form and must continuously be regenerated.

“... the divisionary nature of the boundary reveals that the work of
organization is focused upon transforming an intrinsically ambiguous
condition into one that is ordered, so that organization as a process is
constantly bound up with its contrary state of disorganization. Seen in this
way, the mutuality of the organization-disorganization opposition becomes a

central issue in the analysis of social organization and social action.”

(Cooper, 1986, p. 305)
In the proceeding section | argue that Cooper’s thinking moves me closer to
answering my research question because the boundary as a threshold is the removal
of simple binary structure, rather the threshold represents the alternation or the

flipside in the creation of Spencer Browns mark. From this view the boundary gives
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primacy to continuous displacements, it foregrounds the boundary as the place where
pure action or creative renewal happens. The boundary represents the perpetual
movement between organisation/disorganisation as mutually constituting forces in a

becoming that will always only ever be partial.

3.3.4 Process philosophy and organisation studies

Following the outline of three key elements of an ontological account of
organizational becoming: Form, Difference, Disorganization, which I explored
through the works of Cooper and Chia in particular, the current sub-chapter will turn
to the question of how these ideas matter for the consideration of boundaries in

organization studies.

By thinking about the boundary as a threshold that both separates and joins
organisation and environment together as an entanglement of difference | can bring
to the forefront the importance of relationships. Becoming organisation holds
individuals, and organisations ‘in terms of ceaseless change, emergence and self-
transformation’ (Nayak and Chia, 2011, p. 281). To focus on organising is to focus
on the processes of how ‘objects’ or organisations come to be being and how
relationally they change and transform continually in verifying situations.
Foregrounding the importance of experience as it happens, beyond perceiving an

‘object’ and being convinced by its existence.

The stance taken here is that ‘form’ or organisation can only be represented by
their difference (Spencer Brown, 1969), making difference the primal force of
movement. What | take from Cooper (1986) is that in order to make any meaningful

distinctions we need to focus on the otherness in organisation, to always to look
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beyond, to get as close as possible to the threshold so to recognise the displacements
of organisation. When we say or write organisation we also always already point to
its other; to that which lies behind the mark (as in Spencer Brown); to the
background which first gives an organisation its form but also vanishes into a latent,

ungraspable, distance.

But Cooper himself was a liminal figure; his work being influenced by
philosophers including Heidegger and Bateson and, in a mirror play, his writings
influencing process thinking in organisational studies. Some of those that adopt a
processual approach to thinking theoretically about organisation, specifically to
question assumptions that view organisations as fixed complete systems have
already been referenced and their work discussed in this chapter thus far, including;
Chia (1996a), Cooper and Burrell (1988), Cooper and Law (1995), Hernes (2014),

Nayak and Chia (2011), Tsoukas and Chia (2002) and Spoelstra (2015).

Reviewing this literature elicits a fledgling relational process perspective in
organisation studies marked, so far, by theoretical rather than empirical insights.
Notable exceptions include Knox et al. (2015) who explore empirically the practical
accomplishments of organisation to encourage us to rethink our conceptions of
‘organisations’ through a very similar relational process lens. Others explore this
with a focus on the importance of disruptions to the day-today routine of
organisation life (Pors, 2016, Orr, 2014). Pors (2016) explored how routinised
meetings for change can be interrupted by an ‘otherness’ that holds major
implications for social actors and change programmes. Pors (2016) explored a
middle manager meeting taking place in a school assembly hall, the purpose of the
meeting was to discuss a strategic change programme to be implemented at the
school. She notes that there was nothing particularly out of the ordinary during this
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recurrent meeting. However, at one point during this meeting one of the participants
stood up and said: ‘Actually, when I think about all the adverse consequences this
will have for our children in the future, it sends a cold shiver down my spine’ (p.
1642). The phrase ‘it sends a cold shiver down my spine’ became the central focus of
her paper. What Pors strives to capture are the moments in organisational life when
workers may pause even just for a fleeting moment to wonder, to think beyond or, in

Spencer Brown’s idiom, to re-enter the form.

Drawing on a theory of the ghostly, by way of getting to the moments whereby a
sense the otherness or absence evokes reflection. The ‘shiver down the spine’ is a
reminder that what we perceive as organised, as routine only appears so through the
threat of its disorder (Cooper, 1986). This reminds us of what Cooper (1986) says
about the importance of focusing on relativity because under inspection and
engagement the linear boundaries of a strategic change programme in this example,
appear to fissure opening the space for latent possibilities to re-late (Cooper, 2005).

“Perhaps uncanny moments even make us consider how we, with our

own daily practices, are part of the ongoing work to allow familiar narratives

to sustain their hegemony as familiar” (Pors, 2016, p. 1645).

Pors found that the strategic narrative of the middle managers paused as they
were struggling to contend with a future that was in part beyond their capabilities of
cognition. Pors shows how these moments of reflection of making new connections
cause interruptions to strategic implementation as an indeterminate awareness that
there is something at stake. An awareness that what was considered a routine and
familiar narrative is no longer considered as safe and self-evident because it
foregrounds the forces at work for maintaining the familiar, routine and

unproblematic (ibid, p. 1656).
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If we assume that the world is in-formed by distinctions, then we are not situated
amongst things already made (downstream as Chia has it) but that the making of the
things of the world is an act; one that has to be done over and over again. As authors
such as Schatzki (2006) tell us, such distinctions are not the products of deliberations
alone but of a thrown-projection; where out of a deep entanglement with the world,
actors (Dasein, in the Heideggerian nomenclature) act towards ways of being. It is in

this sense that organisations can be said to happen — as opposed to ‘exist’?.

One such study which sets out to explore not only to explore organisation ‘as it
happens’ but also dis-organisation as it happens is by Knox et al. (2015). Drawing
from Cooper (1986), Knox et al. (2015, p. 1002), like Pors (2016), set out to explore
the excess potentialities that exist at thresholds of perceived routine organisation.
The significance of Knox et al. (2015) study lies in the development of analysis that
allows for a focus on the processual, contingent and emergent character of
organisational phenomena and overcome ‘the appeal of ‘form’ (and to the horrors of
‘non-form”)” (p. 1002). Knox et al. explore organising at a threshold in the space of
an airport to show us that organisation is achieved and evolves through multiple
‘absent presence’, the making and remaking of the boundary as an act of drawing a
distinction (Spencer Brown, 1969). Whilst empirically, Knox et al. (2015) focus on
the ‘happening’ of specific events, by detailing how a disruption outside a terminal, a
terror security alert, unfolds against a backdrop of order through multiple ‘absent

presences’. What they find is that order and predictability is nothing more than an

L1t is through this focus on being in the world that | decided to also exclude Luhmannian ideas
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endeavour to stay one step ahead because the airport under inquiry ‘defies
straightforward classification as an organisation’ (Knox et al., 2015, p. 1003).
“Instead, when ‘something happens’, organization is revealed as a
precarious, even transient, condition. The apparently ready-to-hand and
‘orderly’ elements of organization appear simultaneously complicit in
performances of disorganization. Organizations/disorganizations therefore

appear to coexist within a single frame in a mutually constitutive, as well as

repressive, parasitism.”

Knox et al. (2015) display the importance and need for us to turn our attention
empirically to the relational possibilities, tensions and conflicts at play in the
processes of organisation by focusing on the becoming of organisation and its
differed disorganisation. Pors (2016) shows us how her focus on the ghostly as
uncanny opens the space as ‘other’ multiple possibilities come to the forefront like
fleeting provisional appearances (Cooper, 1986) which foregrounds the multiple
overlapping of orderings during a routine strategy meeting. Disorganisation as other
played an important role in the outcome of both of these events, from a terror threat
to a routine strategy implementation meeting. The point at which these events occur
and their end results could not be predicted and replicated but what they do show us
is that the becoming of organisation happens on a boundary threshold that is made

possible through the consistent threat of its disorganisation.

Dale and Burrell (2011) warn that in the development of analysis that allows for
a focus on the processual, contingent and emergent character of organisational
phenomena and overcome has been extremely beneficial for unveiling some of the
hidden aspects of organisations they do warn that in can result still in a dichotomy
between structure and process whereby the latter is given primacy. To overcome

such separations they argue that it is more useful to recognise the dyadic interplay
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between structure and process rather than to take the ‘judgemental’ position of
either/or (p. 108). To remain between the dichotomy of the ambiguous and complex
conceptualised as being ‘mutually enacting and inextricably intertwined’ (2011, p.
108). Whilst it could be argued that Cooper’s theorising of the boundary does give
primacy to process he acknowledges that:
“Though seemingly in contrast, structure and process complement each
other both as concepts and in the real world: to paraphrase Whitehead (1929)

structure can be snatched only out of process; and the novelty that emerges

from process can realize itself only by submitting to structure.” (Cooper,

1976, p. 999)

Social reality is made up of relations (Simmel, 1950a); a statement highlighting
the importance and need for recognising the pervasive and continuous disruptions,
disturbances or displacements in social life (Cooper, 1986). A focus on experience
on a boundary or threshold that is always more than situational because of the
weaving together of what is both ‘out there’ or disorganised in the environment and
‘inhere’ as organised. Relativity is the connecting and disconnecting in continuous
transmissions of movement because everything in human experience is densely
interconnected and intermeshed (Cooper, 2005, p. 1691). Therefore, the process of
differentiation on the boundary does not create a stable or fixed representation of the
relationships between systems and environments ready for extraction because the
boundary also continually works to define and redefine the relationship between
them (Cooper, 1986). To focus on the becoming of organisation, the processes of
organising holds that any attempt to grasp or glimpse at an understanding of the
emergence of becoming means to not only foreground the significance of
relationships and process it also means that they are to be treated as no less real then

social entities such as individuals, or organisations (Chia, 1995)
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Whilst this reinforces the need to consider change as always pervasive in the
theorising of organisation what this highlights is that organisation cannot be
separated from dis-organisation. The boundary is not a by-product of order, the
boundary is fluid as it is continually being made and remade through absent
presences in the emergence of ‘form’, as the consequence of making decisions or
choices. A becoming of organisation that will always be unfinished because it is

always in-tension with its possible disorganisation.

3.3.5 Boundaries revisited

The preceding sections are an attempt at articulating a processual account for the
study of ‘organizations’ I will show how there is a trend in the literature that is
increasingly conceptualising liminality as a permanent condition. | find in the
previous chapter that when liminality is considered a permanent condition it is often
used as metaphor or by way of containing theoretically our thinking so that processes
of organising remain ignored or restricted to appear predictable during an ambiguous

period.

The guiding question for chapter was: ‘If creative renewal is the primal force,
then how do we open ourselves to the possibilities and dispositions of a liminal
phase?’ This question is set against an orthodox view of organisation which rejects
the notion of complete, ordered systems and | have argued through the work of
Cooper (1986) that the boundary may be conceived as a threshold, where there is
only difference in the continuous accomplishment of organisation. Extant studies
have shown me that we need to pay closer attention to the relational possibilities of
organisational becoming and organising (Pors, 2016, Knox et al., 2015). This focus
organisational becoming may not offer neat representational categories that work to
define and recreate their conditions but rather an opportunity to think beyond them
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(Spencer Brown, 1969, Tsoukas and Chia, 2002, Cooper, 1986). To seek out
opportunity and potentials within the mundane that are realised through the constant
threat of ‘a disorganised other’. Furthermore, it is an important endeavour as I intend
to follow Knox et al. (2015) who argue that whilst this °...still emerging ‘relational
turn’ ’ in organization studies ...speaks to the concerns of those interested in
‘process organization studies’ it can ‘...reveal the ways in which questions of
‘relationality’ are encountered in situ, by members, not as arcane philosophical

issues but rather as pressing practical problems.

Based on these processual premises the next step is to attempt a processual re-
reading of key accounts of liminality itself, rather than boundaries in organizational
contexts. In the following sections I turn to three seminal authors on liminality. |
begin with the social thinking of Georg Simmel. I do this for two connected reasons
the first is that Simmel’s work allows me for further elaborate the importance and
significance of the boundary as threshold. Second, it allows me to begin to focus on
the tensions of making choices and decision in social life. On the basis of these
readings | will then re-interpret the seminal contributions on liminality by van
Gennep and Turner — so as to arrive at a framing of liminality for my own research

that is rooted in process theoretical thinking.

3.4 Georg Simmel-and the form of the stranger

“It is absolutely essential that for humanity that it set itself a
boundary, but with freedom, that is, in such a way that it can remove
this boundary again, that it can place itself outside it... And the
human being is likewise the bordering creature who has no border”

(ibid., p. 7/9)
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The concept of the boundary was important for Simmel particularly given his
focus on relations between individuals and relations between individuals and groups
(Simmel, 2007). Simmel’s writing is vast and so the inclusion of Simmel’s work in
this section is focused predominantly on his sociology of space. Simmel, like Cooper
was concerned with form, or the becoming of a societal system and individualisation.
Noticeable when reading one of Simmel’s essays is how he will first introduce the
reader to two seemingly separate positions to develop his analysis. For example:
wandering and fixedness, nearness and remoteness, indifference and involvement.
He also draws on: the stranger and native, and humanity and nature. The use of such
dualisms is important throughout Simmel’s work as he shows us through his
illustrations that what may at first appear as two bipolar non-social states are in fact

relationally important for the social.

“Each border is a psychological, or more precisely, a sociological
occurrence. But through its investment as a line in space this reciprocal
relationship achieves clarity and security through its positive and negative
aspects. Admittedly, this clarity and security often also involve a hardening
that it is usually denied as long as the contact and separation of forces and
laws have not been projected into a perceptible shape and therefore always

seems to remain in status nascens.” (Simmel, 1908/2007, p. 54)

The boundary for Simmel is a border or boundary line that connects relationships
that cannot be crossed. In this sense the boundary is also the limit, to move away
from the boundary would be a transgression into a nothingness, a non-existence, a
loss of identity (Simmel, 2007). The boundary as a line in space, or a distinction
(Spencer Brown, 1969), is the basis for creating relations, but objectively precarious
because relationships between individuals and individuals and groups are different

and always moving (Simmel, 1950b, Simmel, 2007).
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Stressing that spatial relations are conditions and symbols of the human
condition inhisessay ‘Br i d g e aSiminel 1 @0@1993),develops ideas of
boundaries, proximity, openness and connection:

Only in humanity, in contrast to nature, has the right to connect and
separate been granted, and in the distinctive manner that one of these
activities is always the presupposition of the other. ...things must first be
separated from one another in order to be together. Practically as well as
logically it would be meaningless to connect that which has not already been
separated. .. whether the connectedness or separation is felt to be what was
naturally ordained and the respective alternative is felt to be our task...In the
immediate as well as the symbolic sense, in the physical as well as the

intellectual sense, we are at any moment those that separate the

connectedness or connect the separate. (ibid. , p. 5)

Simmel suggest that human connection reaches its zenith in the construction of a
bridge, to be achieved not only do we first recognise that the banks of a river are
apart, we separate them and through our subjective will to connect, the bridge joins
the separated (ibid., p. 6). Whilst connection holds no meaning without separation,
aesthetically the bridge gives form to a positive intention, a priori to connection and
unity. Aesthetically visible and giving symbolic form the processes of subjective will
are distanced (as excess (Cooper, 1986)) as the bridge becomes a lasting picturesque
part of the landscape: the overcoming of spatial separation symbolising the
dominance of human actors volitional sphere over space. Although realised in ‘our
needs and in our fantasy’ (Simmel, 1994, p. 6), the bridge represents connectedness
and unity and in so doing also creates two anchoring points, bringing the movement
of separateness and connection together to create a visible and lasting form:

unconditional security and direction.
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Simmel suggests that a door best characterises the connecting and separation of
the boundary, as it represents ‘two sides of precisely the same coin’ (ibid., p. 7):
“The door forms, as it were, a linkage between the space of human beings
and everything that remains outside it, it transcends the separation between
the inner and the outer. Precisely because it can be opened, its closure
provides the feeling of a stronger isolation against everything outside this

space that the more unstructured wall. The latter is mute, but the door
speaks” (ibid., p. 7)

The door speaks in the same way that Cooper (1986) tells us that form will only
ever be partial. For Simmel, in the crafting of space, the door represents the
boundary from which human actors can actually stand in a finite unity between that
which has been connected and the infinite space from which the connection was
drawn. Not in the sense that the bridge creates a permanent unity or static
representation but as a permanent interchange, ‘life flows forth out of the door from
the limitations of isolated separation existence into the limitlessness of all possible
directions’ (Simmel, 1994, p. 8). Since no one being can occupy the same moment in
space, the door as boundary represents the movement of: separation and the differing

of experiences and meaning.

3.4.1 The boundary trader

“If wandering is the liberation from every given point in space, and thus
the conceptual opposite to fixation at such a point, the sociological form of

the “stranger” presents the unity, as it were, of these two characteristics.”

(Simmel, 1950b)

Building on this theory of form a significant essay to be considered is Simmel’s
(1908/1950b) The strangerThe Simmelian stranger illustrates a philosophical
position at ‘the door’ of social life, and is not a metaphor, nor a logic for framing a
liminal experience, but a representation of the infinite unfinished character of social
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life. This is an important essay for this thesis because whilst it continues his thinking
about the boundary it also highlights the significance of proximity in social relations:
the boundary between nearness/distance and wandering/fixation. The use of the
Simmelian stranger is not:
“...as the wanderer who comes today and goes tomorrow, but rather as
the person who comes today and stays tomorrow. He is so to speak, the

potential wandereralthough he has not moved on, he has not quite

overcome the freedom of coming and going.” (Simmel, 1950b, p. 143)

The stranger occupies a precariously objective position because they do not stand
at the foot of the bridge whereby the flow of movement (or knowledge) is secured
and directed. Rather the stranger represents the possibility that movement can flow
out in all directions: a strangeness or otherness that is absent but also present. In this
essay Simmel refers to strangers/natives in his usual style, at first they appear as
opposites in the sense of us and them but, as Simmel points out it is a very specific
form of interaction.

“The unity of nearness and remoteness involved in every human relation
is organized, in the phenomenon of the stranger, in a way which may be most
briefly formulated by saying that in the relationship to him, distance means

that he [sic], who is close by, is far, and strangeness means that he, who also

is far, is actually near.” (Simmel, 1950b, p. 143)

Simmel’s interest in social forms was not about identifying content in social
interaction for social categorisation, rather Simmel was interested in how what is
absent or different in social interaction becomes part of the social. The stranger
represents the potential independence from local customs and routines, because they
bring with them the possibility of new distinctions. The stranger is significant

because their position is dependent on being spatially close to a group but their
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position is ambiguous or distant because they have no belonging to the group from
the beginning. Their ability to remain within the group is dependent on their ability
to import into the group qualities that do not stem from the native group (Simmel,

1950D, p. 403).

The Simmelian stranger is connected to each individual they have come into
contact with, but they hold no fixed ties of locality, kinship or occupation, it is a
position of both nearness and distance, indifference and involvement. What Simmel
tells us is that this is a particular type of participation in the social, an objectivity that
is not completely void of preconception, but they offer difference because they stand
apart. Simmel uses the stranger to illustrate how in certain situations it would appear
entirely possible that an individual or group could take the same social form.
However, the stranger is ‘no owner of the soil” (p. 144): illustrating the stranger as
trader, Simmel shows us that the stranger is the primary source for multiple possible
forms, but not the primary producer for a particular native group. For example, a
trader is not tied to the primary production of an object, ‘for in trade, which alone
makes possible unlimited combinations, intelligence always finds expansions and
new territory’ something which would be very difficult for a primary producer (p.
144). Whilst this creates a positive position as involved observer (nearness) they
may not be able to actually get involved, but their objectivity and distance
(otherness) will create ‘individual and subjective differences that would produce
different pictures of the same object’ (Simmel, 1950b, p. 145) therefore influencing
the social/native group. The stranger not only holds the potential to enrich
him/herself but enriches the world around them. But Simmel warn us that if the

stranger’s social distance is to great then then this would result in their estrangement

133



because of the native groups agentic power to reject potentials that they believe are

incompatible or do not recognise.

3.4.2 Distance

Distance for Simmel and similarly is therefore a double stance between both
spatial and temporal differences that are often taken for granted. Cooper (2010b, p.
71), drawing on Simmel, argues that our everyday existence is established by the
distance between two positions or stances; between the here and now as a force that
both unites and divides individuals. From this perspective the individual is
constantly in a state of ‘suspension in a double action between body and
environment, between self and other’ (Cooper, 2010a, p. 242). The double stance of
distance for Simmel is how we understand the continuous movement in social life
because distance reveals social and cultural space as a pliable and plastic field of

variable perspectives (Cooper, 2010b, p. 70).

Simmel discusses this in terms of ‘indifference and involvement’ referring to the
degree of emotional attachment within interactions. Relations, for Simmel, share
common features within the ordering of space but there will always be those that are
close, those that should be distant (inner enemies), and those that are distant but
should be close. The latter highlights that even in the most intimate relations there is
distance since we can never cross the boundary into the other person and so there
will always be a degree of strangeness or otherness. Simmel tells us that we are all in
certain situation strangers which can manifest in different ways for example, a
realisation that a colleague sat in front of you, who you believed should be close

because you share an occupation and other similar distinctions such as parenthood
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and hobbies. Yet, through a single action, either physically or verbally, you realise a
degree of difference which distances this colleague. This is also similar to the feeling
expressed in Pors (2016) research ‘it sends a cold shiver down my spine’ which

opened up the space for reflection and alternative possibilities.

Even during the routine aspects of work, distance as the primary feature of
human existence means that the human body is constituted by an existential
incompleteness (Cooper, 2010b, p. 69). In Simmelian terms the stranger represents
the human actor as both socialised and also not socialised at the same time. Creating
the space on the boundary occupied by human actors through constant deferral and
distance as the continual reaching out beyond, as the primal force that transcends the
specific goals of everyday life (Cooper, 2010b).

“The immediacies of everyday events are always shadowed by their
complementary non-presences. The common presences of everyday life
always suggest something other than themselves, something distant and
absent: ‘... we feel something else to be present, something unformulable,
indefinable’ (Simmel, 1971: 371). Social and cultural distances are
constituted by this ambiguous unity between presence and absence: every me
implies a you, every here reflects a there, every today includes a tomorrow.

Distance in these examples is the ‘constant abandonment’ of life in order to

re-find itself (Simmel, 1971: 365).” (Cooper, 2010b, p. 79)

The purpose of this section was to elaborate on the significance of the boundary
as a threshold and what we see is that for Simmel the infinite placement of the
boundary as threshold is both psychological and sociological which signifies that the
fixedness and vividness of social categorisation is incompatible with the social
(Simmel, 2007). Empirically, from Simmel’s perspective, it is not enough to study
the spatial relations of individuals and or groups because the boundary is a spatial
feature which is occupied by social life, working in tension between spatial relations
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and social relations. In6 Th e Br i d gSenmel telld us thab hoimaid beings are

social creatures that have an innate need to continually make and remake their

boundaries in the continuous movement of social life. Simmel’s6 The St r anger 0
brings us closer to the boundary as threshold since the boundary spatially must be

occupied by the social we see in a similar sense to Cooper that Simmel was not

interested in the content of social systems but rather their form.

The stranger is a particular social form, made possible because of their proximity
with a particular group, brought together by a shared interest in an object, but, to be
recognised as a stranger means he/she must impart something into the group which is
different or does not belong: a new perspective on the shared object. Simmel shows
us that we will all at certain times be strangers and in all relations there exists a
strangeness, enacted in a space on a boundary whereby multiple forms are possible
in the ‘continuous movement’ in social life. As ‘the potential wanderer’ the stranger
is neither wanderer nor native the stranger as human actor exists on the boundary
line or threshold in-tension between terms, always partial and unfinished because
their existence is always dependant on distance as an awareness of the beyond. This
leads me to elaborate a processual account of liminality which pays particular
attention to the latent, ephemeral and indeterminate aspects of organisational life and
thus sets the theoretical scene for the investigation of an empirical process of, the

becoming of a consultant which | will elaborate in the subsequent section.

3.5 A processualaccount of liminality

The final objective of this chapter was to develop a processual account of

liminality that can serve as the basis for an empirical investigation of the process of
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the becoming of a consultant. Equipped with key tenets of a processual view, drawn
from the work of Copper and Simmel, | can now begin the task of re-exploring
liminality in a relational sense. For this | will turn the original work on liminality
developed by Dutch anthropologist Arnold van Gennep (1909/1960) and I will argue
that Organisation Studies’ preoccupation with Turner’s later development of
liminality (as outlined in the previous chapters) fosters an orthodox, entitative

reading of liminality.

In order to complete my analytical framework, the section develops in the
following way. First, I return to the original work of van Gennep to explore the
possibilities of liminality as a processual ‘concept’. Second, considering that Turner
is credited with both bringing van Gennep’s work to the forefront of social science
research and his development of liminality features heavily when liminality is
conceptualised in organisational research I will also compare and contrast some of

these developments to further explore the significance of van Gennep’s liminality.

351 Arnold van Gétywnep’ s | imina
In exploring van Gennep’s (1909/1960) book 6 Ri t e s oiffis inpatantstea g e 6
start with an overview of the premise of van Gennep’s work and brief history to
understand why his work was almost unheard of until the 1960s, why organisational
studies and other disciplines remain focused on the contributions of Victor Turner
and the possible consequences of this. To do this [ draw on Van Gennep’s work and
on chapters written by Thomassen (2015,2014) because these offer valuable critical

insight into the work of van Gennep and liminality.

Liminality was first introduced by anthropologist Arnold van Gennep (1873-

1957) inhistreatise 6 Ri t e s  d(€909R ¥as Geanep B froposition was that
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in social life it is possible to recognise broad patterns of regeneration and rhythm in
individual and social life that he says are represented as ritual passages. As discussed
in the introduction to van Gennep, this schema (which must be understood as
rhythm) consists of three phases; separation rites, liminal rites and incorporation
rites. Within these patterns of rejuvenation van Gennep distinguishes between rites
that mark the transitional passage of groups and individual as they move from one
social status to another including birth, death and marriage, the crossing of
boundaries including the leaving of a traveller, and the approach of a ‘stranger’. Van
Gennep highlights that not all three rites will be equally emphasised during specific
rituals and ceremonies, for example, rites connected to death will be concentrated on
rites of separation whereas rites connected to marriage will be concentrated on rites
of incorporation. Van Gennep further distinguishes between passages in time for
example the transition from night to day and New Year or Solstice. Van Gennep also
recognised how individuals or subjects find themselves both physically and
spiritually ‘in a special location’ namely on the boundary between two locations for
varying amounts of time. It is within all these °...wavering between two worlds. It is

this situation which I have designated a transition... > (p. 18).

Whilst van Gennep had achieved a universal tripartite structure that could be
applied to all societies, a pattern which allowed for the exploration of coming of
form, and an acceptance of the dynamics and multiplicity of form. A line of thinking
that allowed for the study of phenomena as ongoing and temporary (Thomassen,
2015). Van Gennep’s work whilst published was never really picked up, until much

later when his book was translated into English. .

Van Gennep’s work challenged the assumptions of the structuralist trend of his
time, as a fierce opponent of Durkheim he openly acknowledged flaws in

138



Durkheim’s work. One such flaw, according to van Gennep, was the fact that
Durkheim posits a metaphysical abstraction at the core of his argument, °...and then
he artificially animates it...granting ‘society’ explanatory powers without ever
accounting for its existence’ (van Gennep 1906 in; Thomassen, 2014, p. 50). The
bigger issue for van Gennep was that the thinking from such structural-functionalist
theorists particularly Durkheim’s categorical collectivism lost sight of what it is to
be an individual to be a real human being because of Durkheim’s tendency to
dangerously construct society as a ‘divine being’ sacrificing the individual at its

altar’ (Thomassen, 2014, p. 51).

It is thought that the feud between Durkheim and the early structuralist adoptions
of his work led to the ostracizing of van Gennep’s® Ri t e s daghewaa s sage
shunned also by Durkheim’s followers who all failed to acknowledge his work
despite clear links, both theoretically and empirically, and even despite later efforts
by Marcel Mauss to revive such interest (Thomassen, 2015). Van Gennep did
however catch the attention of some structuralist thinkers including Lévi-Strauss
because he suggested that it was possible to produce a meaningful classification of
all rites. Given that van Gennep suggested ceremonial patterns could be examined as
wholes that could then be used as the basis for similarity comparisons Levi-Strauss’s
interest was surprising. But, the consequence was that this partial reading of van
Gennep’s work led to it being used to study phenomena after-the-fact (Thomassen,
2015). This is interesting when read against van Gennep’s development of the idea
of a meaningful categorisation of rites which clearly disintegrates or loses coherence
as he progresses through his chapters because he never intended to represent all
transitional forms into a single framework. Rather, van Gennep was interested in the

shared forms of rituals as a pattern that exists in all societies. Within his schema it
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was important to incorporate that fact that individuals make choices and effect social
situations in all societies (Thomassen, 2014). Van Gennep set out to develop a mode
of thinking that incorporated ‘individual purpose’ as a rhythm that represented the

movement in all of social life.

Despite the interest of Levi-Strauss it was Victor Turner who can be credited
with bringing rites of passage back into the spotlight, rediscovering liminality and
releasing rites of passage from its structural constraints into its rightful place, within
processual thinking (Thomassen, 2015, p. 75). The task of the proceeding sections is
to explore further van Gennep’s rites of passage with the processual lens detailed
above. I do this in order to further highlight the significance of van Gennep’s work
for organisational studies and offer the careful consideration needed for applying this

as an analytical concept (Johnsen and Sgrensen, 2015, Sdderlund and Borg, 2017).

3562 ‘" Rites of Passage’

“Sometimes the individual stands alone and apart from all groups;
sometimes, as a member of one particular group, he is separated from the
members of others... For groups as well as individuals, life itself means to
separate and to be reunited, to change form and condition, to die and be
reborn. It is to act and to cease, to wait and rest and then to begin acting
again, but in a different way... there are always new thresholds to cross: the
thresholds of summer and winter, of a season or a year, of a month or a night;
the thresholds of birth, adolescence, maturity, and old age; the threshold of
death and that of the afterlife - for those who believe in it.” (van Gennep,
1960, pp. 189-190)

Van Gennep argued that social life unfolds via a continual movement through
passages that start from birth and continue possibly even beyond death with the
middle rite of liminality being related to the sacred and profane. According to van

Gennep the middle rite of liminality which translates to threshold occurs on a
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boundary between the sacred and profane, and to explore and explain this van
Gennep uses the illustration of the door in way that holds many similarities to
Simmel. This is significant for understanding van Gennep’s work beyond
structuralist thinking and moving liminality beyond permanency or as an isolated

ritual or experience and so | will unpack this in the proceeding sections.

The boundary between the sacred and the profane is important throughout van
Gennep’s book because it represents that the sacred — profane do not simply
constitute a dualism and the boundary, the liminal rite, represents the joining of the
two. The profane according to van Gennep represents the indeterminate nature of
social life in a similar sense to Cooper’s (1986) disorganisation and chaos. The
sacred is the symbolic, the ‘objects’ that give meaning or direction, but they are not
fixed entities or qualities. For van Gennep, the symbols of the sacred are relative as
they change shape and meaning within ritual, including during a shared ritual
because individuals and groups will experience each stage of a transition
individually. For this reason, van Gennep posits that it would be impossible to fully
understand a ritual outside of its given context. This is important because in his
interpretation of the sacred, rather than focusing on the ‘object’ or symbol to give
meaning to liminal rituals or experiences, van Gennep argues and finds that it is also
the experiences of the individuals and groups that gives meaning to the sacred. To
experience the middle rite of liminal is neither sacred nor profane because liminality
is both. Moreover, it would not be possible to understand transition without knowing
the sequence of the ritual which proceeds it, and this includes rites of separation and
incorporation because:

“Every change in a person’s life involves actions and reactions between

sacred and profane —actions and reactions to be regulated and guarded so that
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society as a whole will suffer no discomfort or injury... Such changes of
conditions do not occur without disturbing the life of society and the
individual, and it is the function of rites of passage to reduce their harmful
effects” (van Gennep, 1960, pp. 3-13)

Van Gennep does not make clear what he means by the function of rites
pertaining to the reduction of harmful effects. What we can assume is that this is
related to the significance of separation or initiation rites to gain an understanding of
individual or group intentions. If this is the case, then harmful effects would relate to
the absence of ritual whereby the potential liminar enters a society they do not
belong bringing with them only the profane which has the potential to destroy the
sacred. Van Gennep argues that in moving from one social group to another you
must first fulfil certain conditions because of the ingrained patterns of ‘modern’
society means that °...the incompatibility between the profane and the sacred is so
great that we cannot pass from one to another without going through an intermediate
stage (van Gennep, 1960, p. 1)

“The underlying arrangement is always the same. Beneath a multiplicity

of forms, either consciously or expressed or merely implied, a typical pattern

always recurs: the patten o f r i t e gvanGdnnep 1060,9.d%)e . 0
Important to stress here is that the purpose of liminality is not solely to maintain
the boundaries of social life, rather van Gennep again stresses the significance of his
schema as a three-phase process. In other words, the process of crossing a threshold
is a challenge that must be in some way guided but is an individual process at the
same time.
“life of an individual in any society is a series of passages from one age

to another and from one occupation from another... progression from one

group to the next is accompanied by special actions...” (ibid, p. 3)
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The door is an illustration used by van Gennep many times in his book: ‘I prefer
this interpretation — that the door is the boundary between two stages in life...” (van
Gennep, 1960, p. 59). According to van Gennep we all must change social positions
as we move through life and the doorway represents a comfort of the past whilst
offering possible directions and potentials. This can relate to a physical crossing e.g.
the moving from one room to another but for van Gennep which he makes clearer in
his conclusion is that human beings will innately always concern themselves
psychologically with the division and the creation of categories in social life, which
he also links to celestial passages. A key point van Gennep makes is that irrespective
of similarities in rituals the mistake made is in the assumption that the individual and
societies stand independently from each other and from the universe during such

transitions (p. 10).

Furthermore, concerning himself with the magico-religious, the spiritual
crossings and physical crossings, van Gennep argues that these cannot be separated
as they are combined acts. For example, a man or woman living at home in their
current state belong to the profane but, upon leaving their home, by crossing the
threshold, they become strangers they enter towards the threshold or the realm of the
sacred and the purpose of rites of passage is to reduce or protect the individuals and
societies they come into contact with from any magico-religious harmful effects (van
Gennep, 1960). However, for van Gennep this offers only certain facts about
crossing the threshold, it tells us nothing about what the strangers in isolation are
subjected to. His main point here is that in order to understand rites pertaining to
physical thresholds (e.g. the door) we must accept that this is only a part of the
threshold in order to recognise that these rites are ‘direct and physical rites of

entrance, of waiting of departing’ (van Gennep, 1960, p. 25) and made possible
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through the transmission of indirect rites. Van Gennep place emphasis on the
interaction between strangers and the society at the threshold including how over
time, through feelings, language and artefacts the processes of entering, of waiting,

of departing complete the transition before the process of entering happens again.

This tells us that van Gennep’s main concern was the becoming of form whereby
the only permanency that he seems to make claim to is the 3-phase ritual. A division
or detachment that begins at birth and continues until and sometimes after death.

“The universe itself is governed by a periodicity which has repercussions
on human life, with stages and transitions, movements forward, and periods
of relative inactivity. We should therefore include among ceremonies of
human passage those rites occasioned by celestial changes, such as the

changeover from month to month, from season to season and year to year”.

(van Gennep, 1960, pp. 3-4)

With a focus on division and rhythm van Gennep’s categories of rites are far
from fixed and are incredibly dynamic. Van Gennep does not name any authors but
he makes the point that attempts to formulate an acceptable systemisation of rites
fails particularly because the author(s) tend to focus on similarity or on the elements
of the ceremony that serve their purpose rather than the dynamics of the rite (ibid, p.
10). Van Gennep argues that it is not possible to distinguish between: animistic
(personal) and dynamistic (impersonal) rites, direct and indirect rites, and positive or
negative rites because the act of each rite can be interpreted in many different ways. |
am going to focus here on direct and indirect rites because as van Gennep
emphasised the direct right is automatic; a force from outside whereby an indirect
rite is the repercussion. By transmission an indirect rite sets into motion some

autonomous or personified power which can be either animistic or dynamistic (ibid,

p. 8).
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So far, we have seen that van Gennep’s liminality cannot be understood as an
independent state and that the acts of rites are extremely dynamic and so reject any
systematic categorisation. To further emphasis the dynamics of his three-phase
process van Gennep tells us that during a transition it is entirely possible that other
transitional rites will be occurring. An example used by van Gennep was; to
understand how the changes occurring when a usually feuding family can sit around
a dinner table to share a meal (a rite of incorporation) we must also consider the
accompanying or secondary rites that may be occurring. For example, if we consider
that it is New Year (a transition), by understanding the ceremony and routines of
these accompanying rites we can further make sense of the coming together of a

family who are usually separated by their differences (ibid, p. 197).

During a significant/prolonged liminal period the three-step process can be found
to re-occur. Van Gennep offers an example of an adolescent during the liminal
period before the incorporation of a marriage ceremony. The three-step process will
be repeated for example during the process of becoming engaged and again between
the engagement and the marriage ceremony:

“A betrothal forms a liminal period between adolescence and marriage,
but the passage from adolescence to betrothal itself involves a special series
of rites of separation, a transition, and an incorporation into the betrothed
condition; the passage from the transitional period, which is betrothal, to
marriage itself, is made through a series of rites of separation from the

former, followed by rites consisting of transition, and rites of incorporation

into marriage.” (van Gennep, 1960, p. 11)
This highlights an important point for the use of liminality in organisation
studies; transitions are themselves highly complex and ambiguous and need to be

understood as such. Secondly, we also see here further significance of van Gennep’s
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patterns schema or three-phase process in order to recognise differing transitions that
may be triggered as an indirect rite. Simultaneous liminal rites experienced by the
same individual is something that is not discussed in organisation studies with an
exception to Czarniawska and Mazza (2003) who do make reference to simultaneous
rites but this is in relation to two separate work groups. What this allows us to
consider is how we may be able to unveil the activities of the liminal phase by

considering what other rites an individual may be experiencing.

However, as noted by Thomassen (2014) what van Gennep takes for granted is
that interactions which allow for individual feelings, concepts and judgments
experienced by the individual are centred by the social group. Yet, this is not to be
mistaken as either a rational or constructivist world view, what may be causing
confusion with rites of passage is that Van Gennep’s book lacks philosophical
consideration that would have helped him make his approach clearer. Regardless
van Gennep does base his world view between social and natural rhythms. Van
Gennep’s categorisation of rites represent these ‘rhythms’, rites that are fundamental
to social life ‘because life itself progresses by oscillations and stages’ (Belmont,
1979, p. 228). Van Gennep then ‘comes much closer to an appreciation of forms
those patterns that connect, and which Batson always define as his real objects of

study’ (Thomassen, 2014, p. 228).

Van Gennep’s rites of passage further signifies the importance for exploring the
boundary as a threshold that both connects and joins (Cooper, 1986) and represents
the innate human need to make and remake boundaries (Simmel, 1994). VVan Gennep
tells us that liminality cannot be understood as an isolated state and that during
significant transitions it is possible that other transitional rites may be occurring e.g.
whilst experiencing and liminal rite it is possible to also experience a rite of
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separation or initiation. In the proceeding section I turn to the work of Turner and his
development of liminality; first, because as we see in the previous chapter this is
where the majority of research conducted in organisational studies draws from.
Second, to argue that his increasing explicit focus on the middle rite of liminality as

a permanent condition is problematic to develop a relational process liminality.

3563 Turner’ s |l iminality and translation i |
Victor Turner is both credited with re-discovering the importance of liminality

and for placing van Gennep’s rites of passagback into its rightful place, as
processual approach (Thomassen, 2014). In his earlier work, Turner (1967/1969)
realised that van Gennep’s finding on ritualistic behaviours paralleled his own
observations and experiences of ‘modern’ society in general and in particular the
importance of the processes of rituals and thus the processes involved in
transitioning from one social state to another e.g. the coming of age or change in
occupation. One of Turner’s biggest contributions was his explanation that van
Gennep’s tripartite schema in rites of passage is the structure of human experience
(Thomassen, 2014). Turner recognised in van Gennep’s work that ritual passages
helped him realise moments of creativity which allowed for a fresh look at the
foundations of societies which also aided his own move away from a structuralist

framework (Thomassen, 2014, p. 79).

Turner’s early approach to rites of passages is very similar to van Gennep’s
particularly as he is focused on the three phases which he refers to as: separation
liminality and (re)-aggregation (incorporation) and acknowledges the importance of
movement through ritual in social life. Written some 50 years after van Gennep’s

‘The Rit es,TurkershBws ss tha qureG@nnep’s interpretation of the
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threshold parallels social life beyond semi-civilised societies as he became focused
on rituals beyond births deaths and marriages. For example, Turner explored the
rituals connect to leisure activities. Turner posited that liminality is a state of mind,
a position betwixt-and-between and representative of anti-structure in societies
which he refers to as communitas, an unstructured community whereby all
individuals are equal and are able to share in common experiences or communitas as
ritual-in-social-drama that exist somewhere between fact and fiction (Turner, 1975).
It was through Turner’ s embrace of the boundary itself whereby crossing often
involved the questioning and eventual abandonment of an old identity, for a new

social identity that his work gathered new intellectual pace.

The first distinct difference Turner makes in his own development of liminality
was to draw a clearer distinction between ceremony and ritual during rites of
passage. He reminds us through his own ethnography that ceremonies during
transitional periods work to confirm or signify an individual’s status structured by
societal norms (Turner, 1967). Transitional ritual on the other hand are linked to
anti-structure or the temporary suspension of rules, routines and structures beyond

normative social structures (Turner, 1969b, van Gennep, 1960).

Whilst the scope of my own return to the anthropological roots of liminality is
not inclusive of Turners work it is important to mention particularly because in
organisational studies the focus of attention is on the developments of Turner’s
liminality. However, what we see is that this contribution particularly the importance
of ritual and anti-structure does not always translate into conceptual frameworks
when liminality is deployed. In the previous chapter I have shown that liminality is
often used by way of placing understanding on ambiguous situations leading a
structural assumption that what happens before and after a liminal phase is relatively
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fixed and stable. An assumption taken from Turners work is that during a liminal
phase a liminar is stripped of their social identity making them weakened and
vulnerable until they are reintroduce back into society with their new stable identity.

Yet, liminality was never meant as an explanatory framework (van Gennep, 1960).

Secondly, what is becoming more popular is the assumption that liminality
should be considered as either a prolonged or permanent condition (Czarniawska and
Mazza, 2003, Johnsen and Sgrensen, 2015, Bamber et al., 2017). Johnsen and
Sarensen (2015) spend time exploring the work of Turner and what they find is that
much of the current literature suggests that liminality is being explored through
ceremonies which are fairly fixed and work to reaffirm positions rather than the
movement of transitional rituals. Drawing on the work of Sturdy et al. (2006) who
explore the business meal as a liminal space, which is also detailed in the previous
chapter, Johnsen and Sgrensen (2015) argue that what they are describing is fitting

more to ceremony than transitional ritual because:

“In Sturdy, Schwarz, and Spicer’s (2006, 948) case, the dinners neither
‘unsettled’ nor ‘removed’ the logic of the original workplace nor did this
logic become ‘coloured by other routines’. On the contrary, the dinners
actually followed ‘long-established patriarchal business traditions’, Sturdy,
Schwarz, and Spicer (2006, 939) observe, emphasizing the way that the CEO
was talking at length about the history of the company ‘in his home where
you can hardly oppose his views’, as one middle manager noted. Of course,
these dinners were quite different from everyday routines, yet the very
civility of the ceremonial etiquette of a bourgeois dinner — a civility to which
the authors also hint — tended to reinforce and consecrate, that is, in Turner’s
words, to confirm the already given organizational structures.” (Johnsen and

Sarensen, 2015, p. 235)
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This is not to say that liminality applied in this way is incorrect or not useful;
after all business meals are important aspects of organisational life and they do take
place outside of the formal organisation. However, what we lose is the latent
potentials when organisational routines are disturbed or disorganised at the threshold
or as van Gennep describes the individual difference that influence the liminal rite as

the sacred and profane come together.

Turner further argued that the liminal state can be a prolonged (Turner, 1969b);
an idea he later developed into the description of liminality as a possible permanent
state (Turner, 1983). Of course, van Gennep himself says that different rites will be
more pronounced and prolonged depending of the nature of the transition. However,
for van Gennep they will only ever be temporary because like the rhythm of the
seasons social life will always rejuvenate. Permanent liminality is where Turner
differs most from van Gennep, and is linked to his paper Liminal to liminoid, in play,
flow and Ritual1983). Liminoid is said to resemble the liminal but is not identical

to ‘liminal’, rather it represents an independent state (ibid., pp. 64-65)

Turner, influenced by the work of Bateson, began by signifying the importance
of play in affirmation of the individual and the collective formation of social groups
for understanding the meaning of transitioning between childhood and adulthood for
example. Turner distinguished between two types of play; first, the time and space of
play, said to be liminal and compulsory play, which Turner describes as compulsory
rites that are used so the liminar or ‘player’ is prepared for their return to their
position in the community with acceptable social routines to maintain social order
(Turner, 1983). Second, liminoid according to Turner is a much more individualised
and commaodified phenomenon where the player develops away from the society
‘develop apart from the central economic and political processes, along the margins,
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in the interfaces and interstices of central and servicing institutions — they are plural,
fragmentary and experimental in their character’ (Turner, 1982, p. 58). With regards
to the latter Turner is arguing that it is the liminoid that gives way to creative and
alternative social orders; it is the liminoid that holds the power of new potentials
within the given system and so offers the potential for understanding how liminality
is experienced.

“A mirror inverts but also reflects an object. It does not break it down
into constituents in order to remould it, far less does it annihilate and replace
that object. But art and literature often do. The liminal phases of tribal society
invert but do not usually subvert the status quo, the structural form, of
society; reversal underlines that chaos is the alternative to cosmos, so they

had better stick to cosmos, that is, the traditional order of culture”. (Turner,

1983, p. 72)

Turner developed the liminoid to replace the liminal because as he developed his
own interpretation of rituals he believed that liminality should never be used to
explore the experience of ‘modern’ societies. Societies marked by increasing
specialisation of society and culture, progressive complexity in the social division of
labour, the in-between places (‘liminoid”) are no longer sacred transitory phases but
permanent conditions of contemporary life.

“...privileged spaces where people are allowed to think about how they
think, about the terms in which they conduct their thinking, or to feel about
how they feel in daily life. Here the code rules are themselves the reference

of the knowing; the knowledge propositions themselves are the object of
knowledge” (Turner 1987, p. 102).

Furthermore, considering that he uses ‘liminoid’ to describe creative societies it
makes it possible to presuppose that a liminal state is optional (leisure) and applies to

occupations such as; hairdressers, consultants and project teams viewing them from a
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point of vantage as opposed to occupational groups such as shop floor workers.
Turner assumes that clearly defined organisations and roles work to maintain their
boundaries whilst creative organisations are able to remake their form. What this
does is take the routine of organisation for granted creating a dichotomy between
order (stable, structure) and chaos (leisure, disorder). Turner’s version of the
‘betwixt and between’ morphs into a secular description of the status of culture and
society itself (ibid., p. 107); a point of vantage for exploring conditions of ambiguity,
flux, creativity and uncertainty as actors (‘players’) ‘develop apart from the central
economic and political processes, along the margins, in the interfaces and interstices
of central and servicing institutions — they are plural, fragmentary and experimental
in their character’ (Turner, 1982, p. 58) and as such have ‘determinable influences

inclining persons and groups to action’ (Turner, 1967, p. 36).

Van Gennep’s characterisation of rites of passage is different to Turner’s in three
crucial respects. First, rituals are not voluntary but inevitable and often compulsory
precursors to personal growth and development, and essential for societal cohesion.
Second, while Turner focuses almost exclusively on the liminal state, van Gennep
outlines a three-part process including separation (pre-lim) and incorporation (post-
lim). In stressing the importance of all three rites throughout, and even hinting that
the most important rite may be that of separation because this first rite compels
individuals to cross the threshold, van Gennep emphasises that liminality is not fixed
in a person’s character but rather that each liminal process is unique and
transformatory: the individual experiencing a liminal period will not simply move
into a new fixed state but will be changed by their experience, influencing their

transition into the next phase, and . Third, liminal stages can re-occur and overlap in
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a complex fashion; for example, when considering the transition into marriage

already quoted in this chapter.

3.5.4 Conclusion: a processual liminality and the transmission of difference
The return to van Gennep reveals a much more complex idea of liminality as a
process than is typical of organisation studies; one that does not afford fixed
associations of liminal characters nor does it allow for fixed states or linear
processes. It also connects the discussion of liminality with processual organisation
studies where organising is a relational process dealing not with boundaries between
already explored states, but rather one of apprehending boundaries of
knowledgeability and the role of transitions or creative renewals in the reweaving of
human actor’s beliefs and habits through new experiences (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002);
it is a matter of ‘finding out’; of information as a process and not a state, a
transmission of di-stances: between order and disorder, between form and matter,
between the here and the far away and between now and the future (Cooper, 2010b,

Cooper, 1986).

The liminal in-between takes on new importance in these processes of
transmission as a ‘border region’ or threshold whose significance “lies precisely in
its refusal to be neither this nor that, neither one thing nor the other, but rather an
active condition of ambiguity and suspension in which differences simply serve to
transmit the ‘continuous movement’ of distance” (Cooper, 2010b, p. 77). It is the
role of the social human body to continually translate ‘the indistinctiveness and

remoteness of distance in to distinct and knowable forms, however temporary’(ibid.,
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p. 77); the entropic nothingness of the latent ‘other’; a wider whole that forever
recedes when approached but into which man can probe and extent, the limbs of the
body reaching out to translate negative space into positive forms and objects of a
knowable world (Cooper, 2010a, p. 246): the ‘tongue becomes a tongue of language;
the hand, a handle; the foot, a unit of measure’ (ibid., p. 246); continually extending
into the limbo of dispersal and dissemination and thereby disclosing and making
visible aspects of human organisation and knowledge without, however, reaching
fixation. It is this continuous movement betweerterms that defines the nature of the
social (ibid., p. 245). A liminal phase is to step beyond to reach beyond the visible
and knowable to explore unrealised forms that are only provisional but give us
greater insight into the human organisation, bringing forth everything into
relationship with everything else in a single cosmos (Simmel, 1994). To allow this
disorganisation or otherness to come forth is to open up to the potential for creative
renewal and this can be achieved by repossessing process and by suspending purpose
(structure) to no longer think in terms of order and distinctions allowing the world of
meanings to expand so that new connections can be made and remade (Cooper,
1986). The focus, then, lies on the between, always thinking in terms of transition, to
focus on organising rather than the organised and the form to think about is the

stranger.

Strangers find themselves both physically and spiritually ‘in a special location’
namely on the boundary between two locations for varying amounts of time (van
Gennep, 1960, p. 18). For the stranger who does not have the automatic right to cross
the boundary either by birth or by specially acquired attributes must enter a state of
isolation on the threshold. This places the stranger in two situations that can be

experienced separately or in combination with one another; the stranger is weak
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because they are outside a given group/ society, or they are strong because they are
within the sacred realm with respect to the group’s members, for whom their society
constitutes the secular world (van Gennep, 1960, p. 26). The rites that accompany
such strangers are to make them less sacred and more benevolent and therefore
depending on; the stranger, including where they have come from and their
individual intentions, the individual, group or societies reactions, rituals and customs
will determine how pronounced the transitional period is rather than the physical

boundaries and thresholds.

If the stranger is an awareness of an “otherness’ in social life (Simmel, 1950b)
then this allows us to think about liminality as occurring on a boundary - and
beyond. This is a boundary that is underlined by a brittleness of the human
organisation (Cooper, 1986). This is to not take for granted the forms of the would
that we allow to re-in-form rather allowing liminality to help us accept and explore
the displacements that continuously occur because no form, no-thing stays the same
(Cooper, 1976). Liminality that represents life as it ‘flows forth out of the door from
the limitation of isolated separated existence into the limitlessness of all possible
directions’(Simmel, 1994, p. 8). A mutual shaping of things that connects to
empirical expressions of the innate human compulsion to seek the open and
unknown, the vague and indeterminate (Cooper, 1976). Most significant to van
Gennep are the dynamics of liminality as represented by the movement of social life.
Through a relational processual approach animated by the social thinking of Simmel
I argue that bringing van Gennep’s ‘r i t e s 0 to thegfamefontavidl alléw me
to challenge existing conception of liminality for organisational research by
highlighting its significance for unveiling the hidden or taken for granted aspects of

organisation.
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Therefore, and to complete me theoretical approach what | take from van
Gennep’s work into a processual liminality is that first liminality cannot be
considered as a permanent state. Second, that separation may in fact be the most
important rite in his three-phase process. Third, and importantly what | take from
van Gennep is the significance of the indirect rites that occur as a result of ceremony
or routine meaning my approach focus on the movement of ritual which through the
thinking of Simmel allows for a focus on the transmission distance and difference as
an always present otherness. Finally, by accepting and exploring the simultaneous
rites that may be occurring during a transitional rite it may be possible to further
remove the appeal to represent rites of separation and incorporation as two
seemingly fixed states. This leads me to elaborate a processual account of liminality
which pays particular attention to the latent, ephemeral and indeterminate aspects of
organisational life and thus sets the theoretical scene for the investigation of an

empirical process of, the becoming of a consultant in the subsequent chapters.

The question 1 ask is:

Can a processual account of liminality help us recognise the becoming of a

consultant beyond fixed representations?

Foregrounding a relational ontology and using this for revising the notion of
liminality from an explanatory framework to an exploratory, evocative and creative
frame means that how we translate this into methodology for analysis needs careful
consideration. This is because drawing from the main points of this chapter
organisation must now be viewed as always in tension with its other: with
disorganisation. A process involving making meanings with human and non-human

materials; meanings that will always be contested because there are always multiple
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or latent possibilities in the maintaining of organisation. | now take this approach

with me into the methods chapter.
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Chapter 4. Shadowing in the context of organising

4.1 Introduction

This chapter sets out to bridge the gap between the ontological approach set out
in the previous chapter in order to develop a frame for empirical analysis; a
processual theoretical approach that allows me to explore the becoming of a
consultant. The aim of this chapter is therefore to elaborate the methods that will
guide the data collection and analysis stage. | have argued in the previous chapter
that we need to observe organisations with an ontological assumption holding that
no-thing is stable and everything is always in the making because there are only
process of organising and their becoming (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002, Cooper, 1986).
Claims made towards entities risk the possibility of misrepresentation and so the aim
of this chapter is to move forward and consider a research design and method that
will allow me focus on processes of becoming as provisional appearance that come
to form and reform through active engagement including my own active engagement

in the field.

After offering an overview of the methodological concerns I begin by discussing
the research site and participants. Next, | outline the method choices and why they
were important for exploring the becoming of the consultant for this thesis.
Following this I also discuss the challenges faced during my time spent data
collecting. In the final sections I discuss the data analysis and argue for the
importance of developing a method that is directed by ontology in order to analyse
the strangeness, otherness and difference as a liminal experience that occasions

human experience.
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4.2 Ontology and process method

| argued in the previous chapter that common approaches of institutional thinking
portray/cast/configure/class the world as a system of categories and things (Cooper,
1976, 1986, 2005). Here, the objects of study tend to appear as bounded entities
which exist against a background that is concealed and separated from conscious
forces or interpretation; an entropic, formless background against which those forms
that become available to the perceptive apparatus gain their outlines. This process of
foregrounding and backgrounding brings into view a world of contained elements
which afford taxonomical grasp, classification, naming and perhaps above all
counting. Against these clearly defined entities, the background from which they
were drawn, that formless and ungraspable other, resists cognitive or conceptual
grasp. In lacking form, it remains un-informed or, in Cooper’s words, latent. The
result and impact on social science is that we think of the social and cultural world as
belonging within such frames to think of the world in terms of categories and things
(Cooper, 2005). Therefore, rather than exploring the relationship between the
consultant and their client for example (a variance approach) in search of a single
reality (Law, 2004) | will attempt to develop a theoretically-driven method that
allows me to focus on the unfolding of activities and events overtime (Langley et al.,

2013, Gehman et al., 2017).

| also argue in the previous chapter that there still are only few empirical studies
that adopt a ‘processual’ notion of process (Chia, 2002); it is accepted that that this is
partially because studies remain focused on developments through philosophical
insight (O'Doherty, 2016), but other suggest that this is because there is a real
difficulty in adopting this approach into empirical research (Pettigrew, 2012). Any

development of a research design must be tailored in such a way that it does justice

159



to this ontological reality of process. The design of this research therefore sets out to
attempt to reconstruct the activities, patterns and sequences as they unfolded and
relationally connect to other events (Van de Ven and Poole, 2005, Langley et al.,

2013) by following four objectives:

1 To develop a research design capable of capturing the multiple practices
that consultants engage with and;

1 Arresearch design capable of identifying the organising process
experienced by the consultants as they unfold.

9 To capture as closely as possible in the data the real-time activities of
consultants over a prolonged period of time

1 Develop an analysis that remains equally informed by empirical data and

theoretical thinking

4.3 Research access and participants

The basis for this research stemmed originally from my own experiences of
working as a HR consultant which | detail at the beginning of Chapter 1. The
research site for this thesis is also the same consultancy firm where | gained my
experience working as a consultant. | refer to this consultancy firm throughout this
thesis as Northern consultants (a pseudonym). Leaving the consultancy firm in 2012,
I remained in close contact with the business owner and some of the consultants at
the firm and starting the data collection formally in July 2015 and completing the
data collection June 2017. | had worked at this consultancy for 18 months starting in
2011 and was fortunate because maintaining my relationship with the firm’s owner

(Jenny) meant that access was easily arranged. Before starting the PhD, | had
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expressed to Jenny that | wanted to study consultancy in some way for my thesis and
would like for herself and the other consultants at the firm to participate which she
agreed to in principle. What interested me about this consultancy for my thesis was
how it felt to be continuously changing and evolving in order to survive and how this
was impacting on their client base. The research process in this sense was planned
and created the basis for exploring the activities of the participants over a long period

of time.

When | approach Jenny for official approval and to negotiate level of access it
was relatively easy and straight-forward. It became clear that with some of the
consultants I would have a high level of access. Others were happy to be included in
group situations such as meetings but did not want me to follow them one-on-one.
The research process was opportunistic: I took full advantage of my access where
possible. Over a two-year period, | attended meetings, both formal and informal,
networking events, client meetings, | travelled with the consultants, took part in
lunches and even the odd social event. Furthermore, | was presented with an
intriguing opportunity during the data collection process to follow a novice
consultant, Mark. These observations became important for this thesis and | will

discuss this is more detail as the chapter progresses.

Given that the aim of this thesis is to explore from a processual perspective what
it is to become a consultant, exploring the one small consultancy firm which is
consistent with the aims of the thesis and by focusing on one firm over time, it
allows me to achieve the depth and breadth required. In order to focus on the
processes of organising that occur during a liminal phase, during routine aspects of

the consultants’ daily activities it was important that | explored how things evolved
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and | attempted to understand why they evolved in this way (Van de Ven and Poole,

2005).

Northern consultants worked closely with other consultancy firms who they refer
to as associate consultants. Representing three other consultancy firms whilst
undertaking work with Northern Consultants three associate consultants are included

in this study.

All consultants with the exception Mark (who had just begun his consultancy
career) have considerable and recent experience in their area of expertise including
HR, business advisor and business support (see table 2.1). All established
consultants have experience leading large projects, and most have experience
working inhouse (at a client firm) for three months or more. Clients are mostly small
to medium sized business and all the consultants who participated in the study have

consulted for large organisations in the past.

Table 2.1

Research Participants

Participant Position and Job Title Experience
Jenny Managing Director/ Fim founder with 25 years of experience.
ManagingPartner Jenny specialises in employee recruitment
_ _ and services. Jenny also has a lot of
Recruitment, Business . . .
_ experience working as a business siapt
advisory and sales
consultant.
consultant
Paul Managing Partner Joining the firm in 201Paulhas 20 years of
_ " experiences working as a tender writing anc
Tender and Bid writing : o .
, . bids specialist. Paul had been the managint
services and training . . :
Director of his own serviebased consultancy
consultant . . : .
for 2 years prior to combining his business
with Jenny
Mark Consultant Mark has been at the firm for 12 months wit

no previous consulting experiences. Mark
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Tender and Bid writing
services and training
consultant

Tracy Consultant

HR and Employment Law

specialist
Karen Consultant
Karen has
Roy Associate Consultant

Marketing and start up
business advisory

Michelle Associate consultant
Systems specialist
including HR systems

4.4 Research design

joined the firm in 2016 with a background in
the construction industryHe specialised in

tender and bid writing ervices. Over his first
year at the firm Mark has spent a lot of time
engaging and working with other aspects of
GKS FTANNQA 2FFSNAYI:

Tracy had worked in 2010 but left in 2012 a
the dient base decreased. Tracyjmned the
consultancy in 2014 but again left mid 2016
in line with the consultancy restructuring.
Tracy is a HR specialist and has 30 years o
experience.

Karen is a HR specialist and has wdris a
consultant for 4 yearand haseenworking
at the firm since 2015Kahryn had previously
worked as a HR manager in large UK base(
retail company. Kiairyn also specialises in
recruitment and employment law.

After 30 years working as a marketing
director at a large UK based organisation. F
moved into consultancy to work for a small
business advisory consultancy. In addition,
Roy offers additional marketing services an
adviceto NorthernConsultants clients.

Michelle had previously worked for a large
consumer goods research and developmen
company. Michelle set up her own
consultancy 8 yearagoand currenty
provides systems: development, training an
services to a wide range of industries.
Michelle currently provides HR systems anc
analytics platforms and training. Michelle al
provides training schools in Microsoft
systems and provides accountancy analyti
solutions toNorthern Consultants clients
when required.

It was important to develop a research method capable of exploring how

management consultants can work across several organisational boundaries on a
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weekly even daily basis and work on a number of different projects. Having
evaluated a number of potential fieldwork methods including semi-structured
interviews and diary methods, | decided that shadowing as a variation of
ethnography was appropriate to this study. | chose shadowing as a ‘mobile’
ethnographic approach (Czarniawska, 2007) because shadowing allowed me to
explore the context that each activity was taking place in, this included how different
clients, physical spaces and even objectives impact on the unfolding activities and to
privilege any and all differing behaviours between varying contexts. Many other
ethnographic approaches, on the other hand, tends to focus more on a primary site,

be it geographically or culturally-bounded sites (Trouille and Tavory, 2016).

Shadowing as a method originated in management studies in the 1950°s and was
acknowledge as a legitimate research method by Mintzberg (1970) as an alternative

to diary methods which he called ‘a structured observation’.

Shadowing in organisational research has continued to be use and has evolved
over time. Quinlan (2008) suggest that its popularity in the social sciences is
growing. At its core shadowing is said to involve a researcher closely following a
single member of an organisation over an extended period of time (McDonald,
2005). McDonald (2005, p. 470) argues that:

“Qualitative shadowing is under-utilized in the study of organizations. It
is a holistic and insightful method which can lend much to the study of
organizations in all their complexity and perplexity. Shadowing can provide

unique insights into the day-to-day workings of an organization because of its

emphasis on the direct study of contextualized actions.”
Yet, in organisational research methods and across the social sciences shadowing

remains limitedly used (McDonald, 2005, Czarniawska, 2007, McDonald and
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Simpson, 2014), despite claims that it is a method that can keep up with the pace of
organisational activities that occur across multiple locations (Czarniawska, 2007,
Czarniawska, 2018) and despite that fact that many in the social sciences are using
shadowing (McDonald and Simpson, 2014). Those that advocate and utilise
shadowing as a method have attempted to further distinguish shadowing from other
data collection methods (Czarniawska, 2018, 2014, 2007, McDonald and Simpson,
2014, McDonald, 2005, Quinlan, 2008). Central to their argument is that shadowing
allows for the illumination of physical space, the ability for the researcher to
potentially see everything that is going on as it occurs (McDonald and Simpson,
2014).
“...to investigate what people actually do in the course of their everyday
lives, not what their roles dictate of them. Behaviors, opinions, actions, and

explanations for those actions are reflected in the resulting thick, descriptive
data”. (Quinlan, 2008, p. 1480)

Shadowing can enable the researcher to explore how participants engage with
others and otherness over multiple sites over an unspecified time, allowing the

researcher to become mobile (Czarniawska, 2014).

Shadowing is not restricted by any strict protocols and as such is the appropriate
method for this study. It is now generally accepted that shadowing allows us to move
beyond qualitative interviewing whereby we only hear answers to questions asked
(Silverman, 2013). Czarniawska (2007, p. 15), in her book ‘Shadowing: and other
techniques for doing fieldwork in modern societies’, highlights the issues of doing
organisational ethnographies for researchers currently. She argues that the
organisation of societies today is characterised by interconnected phenomena,

namely: Acceleration, or the speeding up of social processes, the shortened time
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horizon of expectations and orientations and finally an increasing simultaneity of
events. Chapter two highlights the increased acknowledgement that organisations
and organisational members are now increasingly working across multiple
boundaries. Workers roles are becoming increasingly flexible or fragmented and
they are increasing on the move (Czarniawska, 2014). This includes workers being
physically visible within the boundaries of an organisation whilst also looking
beyond them, looking for their next challenge or simply their next job (Sennett,

2011).

If social life is to be considered as fluid (Law, 2004) then shadowing as method
allows us to follow an object that is at the same time in different locations
(Czarniawska, 2018). As my method of choice, shadowing is a dynamic approach
that allows for multiple perceptions to be observed without the need to make an
epistemological argument for a single truth (Law, 2004). Therefore, the proceeding

section describes my use of shadowing to achieve my research aims.

4.5 My shadowing assemblage

| shadowed the consultants between 2015-2017. In total | shadowed the
consultants for 137 hours over an 18-month period. | would spend anything between
2 hours and 3 consecutive working days with the consultants. This formed a pivotal
aspect of my method because it allowed me to capture the ways of living and
working of consultants that are quickly moving from one place to another and now
also aided by the use of communication technology (Czarniawska, 2007,
Czarniawska, 2018). Furthermore, as we will see, the firm being studied underwent

a structuring and re-structuring process in which I gained and lost participants as
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some consultant departed and others joined the firm. Clients were also coming and
going, some leaving before projects had even really started, while others before they
had finished. | needed a method that would allow me the flexibility to record and
perceive these processes or organising in the accomplishment of organisation

(Cooper, 1986).

Shadowing allowed me to travel around with the consultants even meet them in
many different locations, it allowed me to be as flexible as my participants and |
needed to be in order to get close to the action taking place. Shadowing as a
technique is important for organisational studies, particularly those focusing on the
processes of organising because it allows for a focus on activities and events as they
happen (Czarniawska, 2007). Czarniawska (2007) and McDonald (2005) argue that
shadowing is a sort of one-to-one ethnography that allows for depth in the insights
and experiences of the participant in the study which is said to offer the validity and
rigour to the technique. Gill (2011) goes as far to argue that because of the emphasis
between the researcher and the individual being researched during this one-to-one
ethnography it does itself constitute the field of research. However, | needed to be
more flexible and more importantly de-centralise the human agent in order to
ultimately develop an analysis that will allow me to focus on the processual,
emergent and contingent nature of the phenomena being studied. | needed to develop
shadowing as a method that can de-centre the human actor in order to account for the
transmissions of human and non-human patterns because everything in human
experience is interconnected and intermeshed in space (Cooper, 2005) - to look
beyond a certain field of study. | needed to continually reflect on whether shadowing
as a method would allow me to keep pace with the activities and events experienced

as they unfold relationally between both human and non-human subjects.
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| was often in the presence of more than one consultant and so would shadow
more than a single consultant an anyone time, meaning that there was always a
variety of actors and objects that | needed to contend with. Czarniawska (2018)
expresses how shadowing allows for a focus on the organising process that are
affected by the blurring of organisational boundaries and the more recent
technological innovations. Innovative communication technologies were often used
during consultant practices. For example, in the findings chapter | detail a pitch to
which | was invited. It took place using conference and video calling rather than
traditional face-to-face interaction and it unfolded in the kitchen of one of the
consultant’s homes. This was one of many situations whereby I was observing two
or more consultants, clients and the influence of technology and other non-human
objects (Cooper and Law, 1995, Mol and Law, 1994). In the previous chapter using
the work of Georg Simmel I discuss the importance of difference as the transmission
of distance (Cooper, 2010b), the importance of movement on the boundary in world

that is always becoming.

Clear from the beginning was that it would be impossible for me to simply stay
in the shadow of the consultants being studied. | was often being included in what
was going on and | needed to ask questions about what was going on, to understand
the context (as space) that | was finding myself in. Czarniawska (2008) further found
that simply staying in the shadows does not tackle issues of simultaneity and
invisibility and so we should also consider the involvement of other methods. |
found that it was extremely difficult to stay in the shadows of the consultants
because | was asked to share my opinion both professional and personal on a number
of occasions. This was a result of my experience working at the firm in the past and

my close relationships with the participants after spending such a long period of time
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with them. Despite the fact that | had known some of the consultants | observed for
several years, this building of relationship during shadowing is not uncommon. For
Gill (2011) we need to understand that the nature of shadowing means that the

researchers and participant co-exist meaning that the researcher no longer invisible

will continuous influence the very processes that make up the data.

Gill (2011) argues that the use of the term shadowing is misleading and argues
that it should be replaced with ‘spec-acting’ especially given that shadowing
participants means that you eat, spectate even play with your participants. Quinlan
(2008) in her study argues that shadowing is a continuous negotiation between
distance and proximity. For example; always asking yourself: should you be taking
notes? Can this conversation be recorded? Is it appropriate to sit in the corner of the
room? Gill (2011) and (Quinlan, 2008) both recognise that shadowing is a particular
type of technique that by its very nature means that the researcher is importantly
visible. The difference between them is that for Quinlan (2008) is more concerned
with the presence of the researcher and Gill (2011), building on Quinlan’s work,
with the implications of the researcher in the field and how the researcher must
account for themselves which she argues has so far mostly been neglected as a
priority. In her study she is concerned with how the gender identity of the researcher
shapes their interactions but notes that in general when shadowing researchers must
accept that they move around the organisation exerting their influence in very similar
way to all other organisational members. In my case this meant that | not only
needed to reflect on my participation during the work shadowing and how this
constitutes the data being produced but also how my past experiences as a consultant
and my prior relationships at the consultancy being studied constitutes the data. For

me this is what made shadowing an appropriate method, shadowing is an ongoing
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and emergent method (Gill et al., 2014) that emerges because of your closeness to

the participants as they engage in their day-to-day activities.

However, it was also clear that | was undergoing my own rites of passage in the
movement from consultant to doctoral researcher. | did find myself at times playing
the consultancy game when at events with the firm’s potential clients, often
presenting myself as representing the consultancy firm. I also felt at times
particularly when they had not gone well, that | would take or feel the need to take a
position of deference which would also shape the interaction. This was extremely
important for getting closer to the consultants’ activities but at the same time it
would also leave me with a sense that | had in some way betrayed the consultants, |
was after all after there to collect data to produce this thesis rather than as a
colleague despite my closeness to some of the consultants. My closeness to some of
the participants at times also meant that | was involved or present when
conversations both personal and professional which I believed were too private to be
included in this thesis and respectfully have omitted them from my records and this

thesis.

When utilising shadowing and taking field notes it is not uncommon to see other
data collection methods used in conjunction with shadowing (McDonald and
Simpson, 2014). A secondary method I used was similar to what (Spradley, 1979)
has referred to as the ‘ethnographic interview’, but what has been more specifically
been referred to as ‘go-along’ interviews which capture the ‘on the move’ nature of
interviewing the consultants whilst shadowing them (Carpiano, 2009). These
‘interviews’ often took place in the car where | would take the opportunity to ask
questions about the meeting/event we were attending. Questions such as: what they
hoped to gain from the meeting? What they expected from the meeting? and how
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they felt their meetings had progressed? On occasion these
‘interviews/conversations’ would only last a few minutes sometimes because we had
travelled separately and so | would only have a few minutes before and after to ask
additional questions. Other times these conversations would happen over a meal
which was also good for having informal conversations in informal places such as
restaurants and public houses. When possible to do so | would also audio record
these conversations, but sometimes the conversation would be so brief or happening
on the move it just was not possible. | was also not comfortable setting the recorder

on the table over lunch or dinner, so | would not audio record these periods either.

Some of the meetings conducted by the clients whilst shadowing occurred over
conference calls or video conference calls. This required of me to shadow the
consultants either at their homes or at the consultant office. These meeting were also
easier to audio record, although the clients had to be contacted in advance to agree
for me to record the meeting. Quite often, Jenny was happier that my recorder and
my note taking was not in view of the clients. | did not transcribe all recordings or |
transcribed only parts. I let myself by guided, firstly by my aim to ensure that the
focus remained as close to action as possible recordings will influence my
perception. Especially given that whilst an audio recording may offer another way
gaining a perspective to rely on them offers only a two-dimensional image of sorts.
What | lose is the arrangements of the space, the body language of the consultant the
feeling in the room that is better captured in my field notes. Secondly, conversation
would often turn private especially when there were no clients around meaning that
any conversation of this nature was never transcribed. My shadowing assemblage

consisted of making use of varying sources for data collection including the use of
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field notes and interviews. For this reason, the proceeding section will turn to each of

these methods to discuss them in more detail.

45.1 Field notes

I made many field notes across 2 field diaries during my time at the firm, this
was a difficult part of the data collection process; it was difficult to manage
particularly given that the significance of something was often not apparent until
months further down line meaning that I could not rely on what I though had been
significant at the time. | believe that at the beginning I lost some of the detail in the
observations because | had not realised how something such as a passing comment
can resurface later on. 1 also feel that | was not so good a describing the physical
spaces or the expressions and behaviours of the consultants even though | knew that
it was important. | remained focussed on behaviours, body language, and spoken
words, physical surroundings and I tried to take notes on these as | went along. This
was something that I did improve on as the data collection progressed and | felt more
confident recording impressions about atmosphere or moods. | attempted to be
inclusive of a much as possible from who the consultants where meeting with, to

body language and my own impressions at the time.

Sometimes, | was able to continuously take notes, particularly when | was at the
consultant office or asking specific questions about certain aspects of their work.
However, there were many times that | could not make notes beyond quick prompts
that would help me write the notes up later. Although the client was always aware
that | would be with the consultants it was agreed that during meeting with clients
particularly when I was likely to be only the third person at the table I should

minimise the number of notes taken. It was also difficult at times to take notes
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during networking events particularly if 1 was also walking around as | would have
to take part in the event. My car became a big part of the writing process, after every
meeting away from the consultants and before driving off I would sit and write up
everything I felt I couldn’t during the shadowing, balancing my notebook on the

steering wheel. I also liked to do this to get an overall reflection of each day’s events.

In general, the field notes were written chronologically and included details such

as:

1 What I had been told the plan for the day was before arriving or upon
arrival.

1 Questions that | had which would relate to developments from previous
observations or conversations or questions that | would want to ask to
clarify previous data collected whether from reflecting on the last
observation or participation.

1 Who the consultants were meeting and interacting with including
interactions with each other.

1 The purpose of any meetings attended by the consultants including those
conducted: face to face, over the internet or over the phone.

9 The location of consultant activities, whether the setting was informal or
formal and the setup of the location e.g. the arrangement of the furniture

1 Networking events and how they were set up e.g. members only,
(breakfast networking)

9 Telephone conversations, calls made or received to the consultants

involved in the study.
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1 The content of all the activities being observed e.g. what was being
discussed n meetings, the decision being made; and

1 More descriptive detail including: body language and how the consultant
being observed was interacting with other consultants and clients.

1 Notes from conversations between myself and the consultants which
ranged from: notes from clarification conversations after meetings, to
more personal conversations between the consultant and myself including
how they had felt meetings had progressed. These notes also included
conversations whereby | brought into the consultant conversation as

participant during both formal and informal activities.

It was important that my field notes were inclusive of the activities of the
individuals being shadowed and also of the other consultants as the shadowee
interacted with in order to help me build a perspective of the activities that
the consultants engage with. Often, | was invited to informal personal events
such as meals after the working day which 1 would sometimes attend. In
these cases, notes would be taken after the event only if conversations related
to working activities. | always omitted any personal conversation during
these activities, but I would include a description of the activity simply to

contextualise any work-related conversation.

45.2 Diaries

Given that it was impossible to be at every event and always conduct go-along
interviews during work shadowing | decided to make use of participant diaries (see
table 4.2). Participant diaries have been used in conjunction with shadowing by

others (Perlow, 1999) and it is recommended to counteract an innate danger of single
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perspective in shadowing (Arman et al., 2012) which can be resolved through the use
of interviews as described above. However, | believed that allowing the consultants
to further reflect on their activities may offer an additional perspective and allow me
to keep the distance needed to acquire different interpretations of event and

recognise the unusual and unexpected (Czarniawska, 2018)

The diaries were really useful and not useful at the same time. As a lone
researcher there is only so much shadowing that | can do with the consultants and
participation in projects did not happen in isolation. From my previous experience |
know first-hand that a simple phone call with a client can change the nature of a
project or service that is being delivered for a client. Therefore, during significant
periods | asked three of the consultants if they would be willing to complete a
research diary. One refused but did agree to complete a retrospective diary with me
under interview, which turned out to be more of an in-depth semi-structured
interview, the second agreed in principle but after three entries asked if she could to
complete any diaries that I may want retrospectively, so again this was an interview
set up much like the first participant’s refusal. Where the diary worked extremely
well was with the third consultant who was also the new the consultant that |
shadowed intermittently for 12 months. | accompanied these diaries with loosely
structured interviews at times to clarify certain entries. The participant diaries
provided aided my ability to build narrative accounts of work as it is lived (Bolger et
al., 2003) and allowed me to remain close to the participant but at a distance in order
to follow their work activities day-to-day, a further move to look beyond
understanding what the consultant role says they do (Pickering, 2008, Cooper, 1976).
Retrospective diaries completed under interview were audio recorded and

transcribed in their entirety
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Before designing the diary, | spoke directly with the consultants participating and
asked them how they would like to receive, complete and return the diary. There was
a census that the best way to do it would be for me to send the consultants a diary
template over email which they would return at the end of the agreed time period. |
designed the diary with 4 open questions because | wanted to consultants to produce
a narrative reporting of events that had happened within the last or week
(Czarniawska, 2007). The main issue that | had with the diary entries was that the
consultants would point to a significant aspect of their day but would not elaborate
on the actions and decisions that would lead to what they were reporting in their
diaries. For this reason, it was important to collect the diaries within a week of their
completion and follow up with additional questions from the diaries either with a
phone call or an addition email to ask additional questions. | would not audio record
the phone conversations, but | would take notes during the conversation if it was

possible to do so.

45.3 Interviews

| did conduct 11 in-depth semi-structured interviews which were part of my
shadowing assemblage and were not done so as an attempt to narrow down the focus
but rather as a way to find out about projects consultants have been involved with in
the past and projects they are currently working on. These interviews were important
also for building a provisional schedule of the projects that I might be able to
observe including meetings and delivery of services to client offices. Provisional at
this stage because consent was needed from clients and it was also agreed that the
consultants would also double check that the managing director of the firm is happy

for contact with the clients to be made. During the data collection process there was
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only one client project that Jenny had said that | would not be able to observe, and

she had asked that 1 do not record any information about this project.

Interviews were also important because there are some consultants and associate
consultants that | had not shadowed one-to-one, however these consultants where
often present at the consultant office, at events and or at client offices when | was
conducting observations. These consultants were happy to be included in these
observations, so it was important to find out more about them to begin to
contextualise their contribution to these specific projects and how they too perceive

their role as a consultant.

| did make use of a very loose guide when conducting interviews (Silverman,
2013, Easterby-Smith et al., 2012) and lasted for 1 hour to 2 hours in duration many
of the questions asked where not part of the interview guide. In order to find out
about what these consultants do day-to-day | needed the interview schedule to
remain flexible throughout all interviews conducted. Once completed, all interviews

conducted were transcribed in their entirety.

Table 4.2 confirms the details of the data collection schedule with each of the
research participants. What is excluded are conversations that happened over phone
because these would often happen ad-hoc and | do not have a specific enough record

to report this data.
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Method
Participant

Jenny

Paul

Mark

dates 12

month period

Tracy

Karen

Roy

Michelle

Total

Table 4.2

Shadowing schade

Shadowing

15 hours one to one

25 hours group

8 hours group

35 hous oneto onec

20 hours group

10 hours group

6 hoursc 7 hours

group

4 hours group

7 hours group

135.7 hours

40

13

Diaries Interviews

6.5 hours of 1 interview 1.5 hours
retrospective diary
audio recordings. 5

recordings

4.5 weeks of diary 1 interview 1 hours
entries taken over 6
weeks on 4

occasions over the

year
3 hours of 2 interviews 2.5
retrospective hours total

diaries. 5 personal

diary entries

2 interviews 3 hours

total

3 interviews 2.5

hours total

2 interviews 3.5

hours total

Approx. 14 14 hours

weeks of diaries
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4.6 When data collection dd not go quite to plan

There were several occasions that the data collection would not go quite to plan.
For example, some of the conversations reported in the field notes would be from
conversations over the phone where it was not possible for me to take notes because
they were unexpected. On occasion this would mean that it could be several hours
before | could sit down and make detailed notes about the conversations. Shadowing
Is posited as being a mobile ethnographic method, allowing the researcher to become
mobile and also allowing the researcher to observe also material objects such as
computers and telephones (Czarniawska, 2007, 2014, 2018, McDonald, 2005). Yet,
what I will show in the proceeding section is that this was the very basis of the

challenges that | faced during my time shadowing the consultants.

4.6.1 The mobile consultant

The work schedules of the consultants were confusing, busy and always
changing. Some changes would make for good observations for example, when
clients would reschedule or cancel 15 minutes before meeting were supposed to take
place. Other scheduling issues were less beneficial. For example; 1 would turn up at
the client office to observe or speak with a particular consultant to find that they had
run out for numerous reasons. Last minute changes such as being asked to meet the
consultants at client offices rather than travelling with them also meant that | was
missing the data around the lead up to the meeting. It often also meant that | would
not be able to discuss the meeting in any detail until a later date. Being mobile also
meant that it was sometimes impossible to record any detail whilst walking with the

consultants and as previously discussed some of the circumstances surrounding the
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locations would mean that I could not actively write in my diary (e.g. during some

lunches or social events)

It was this inability to walk and take notes that also made networking events the
most difficult to observe, because | would be trying to walk around with the
consultant whilst attempting to take notes. But, often it would be the case that
someone unconnected to the consultant firm at the event would speak to me directly
whilst my consultant would move away into other interactions. One option to
overcome this was to sit back keeping a distance from the main activities and whilst
this would give me a nice visual observation | would not be able to hear what the
consultant being observed was saying. Here | would need to rely on follow up

conversations to discuss what | had missed.

4.6.2 Technology

One aspect of the consultant role that become more obvious as an observer than
I’d realised working as a consultant was the reliance and heavy use of technology
including mobile phones. The consultants would spend a long time on phone calls
whereby | could here only half the conversation, unless the consultant turned on the
speakerphone option which would only happen when the consultant was in their
office or car. Email were also problematic, they represented an important aspect of
the consultant day, but they were not observable beyond the point of observing the
intensity of the consultant whilst they typed only for that moment to vanish in less
than a second without any context. Barley and Kunda (2001) suggest that emails
supplement traditional observations because they can be printed. However, this was
not something that was possible for me. I could only ask questions about any

frustrations or moments of happiness after intently reading or typing something into
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their computer. These kinds of incidents also often coincided during periods were
there was very little to be observed e.g. | was at in the office with one of the
consultants as he was writing up a final report. There was little more I could do other
than to intermittently ask them what it was they were doing. It would also get a little
bit awkward because they would become worried about me just sitting there, there
impression often being that I must bored. Whilst it was important that | observed
some of this mundane activity it was often in diary entries that the consultant would

elaborate on what they were doing, and the type of email conversations being had.

4.6.3 Relationships

In her book Czarniawska (2007) clearly explains how a strained relationship with
one of her mangers influenced her ability to complete her shadowing. In my case it
was my closeness to the consultants that was both vitally important and a hinderance
at the same time. My own working relationships with some of the consultants made
it very difficult be a shadow. For example, during one observation which occurred at
the consultancy office | was watching, listening and taking notes as the consultants
were discussing the most recent business change. | was noting down that Jenny was
concerned about claiming that the business has been in existence since 2007
considering how much it had evolved and because she had briefly closed down the
business in the past. Although | was not aware that | had somehow distanced myself
during the conversation | was abruptly brought into the conversation when Jenny
simply asked me what my opinion on the matter was. This would happen quite
regularly, and | did struggle with this. In this particular matter | did tell her that felt
the evolvement of the business was probably to be expected and that she should

advertise that the business had been in existence since 2007. | did emphasis that |
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could only offer an opinion, but I would never know if | was being asked because of
my prior experience and knowledge about the firm and the consultants or If | was
responding because | had knowledge and experience of working at the firm. So
whilst Czarniawska (2007) had felt excluded from many of the activities that she
could have potentially observed meaning that she was unable to blend into her
research context. My problems with blending into the research context came about

because | was too close.

This creates another problem, maintaining a detachment whilst accepting the
closeness. Whilst using a relational process perspective allows me to accept the
closeness of the consultants as part of the research it was also important that | also
allowed to maintain a distance in Simmelian terms (Simmel, 1950b)(e.g.see chp 3.4).
For example, | attended a meeting with a consultant that I discuss in the first analysis
section whereby | felt that the meeting had gone badly, the clients body language and
their questions made me cringe for the consultant being observed. What | needed to
realise is that there are multiple ways of going about something and | cannot know
exactly how that client was feeling in that moment. The problem here is that my
closeness put me at risk of producing data that was taken from a variance thinking
rather than process thinking (Langley et al., 2013, Gehman et al., 2017) because
instead of focusing on all the aspects of that meeting in order to get closer to how
this influenced future outcomes and behaviours | was at risk of observing only those
parts that made me feel like the meeting was not going well and therefore not
realising what else maybe unfolding. My ability to ensure that | maintain the distance
required to keep the strangeness of the consultants and their activities at a distance
was helped here through the use of participant diaries and my field notes. The

participant diaries told me more about how the consultant had perceived the
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interaction and | believe that ensuring that I read over the field notes, writing an
overall reflection both about how the day had been and my own developments
through the process helped me maintain that perspective needed to challenge any

taken for granted assumption about their activities (Barley, 1990)

4.7 Data analysis

| was hesitant to start with my analysis because shadowing as a method creates
an enormous amount of data and the challenge is how you go about organising this
data in order to present the finding in a way that does not lose to much depth and
detail about what the consultants do day-to-day. Similarly, | was cautious not to
organise the findings in a way that would simply represent the concepts being
deployed. Taking a view point that we should think about concepts as always
becoming (Chia, 1996a) with an assumption that what we find out is not contained
within theory instead theory is to be used to explore the empirical material.
Therefore, | took the decision not to begin the analysis whereby the data was
organised into themes related to liminality i.e. initiation, liminal, incorporation
because this would separate the data in such a way that | would be at risk of losing
the relational aspects of the consultants’ activities. What I highlight in the previous
chapter using the work of Cooper (1986) is the importance to always look beyond to

think in terms of difference, distance and form.

The unit of analysis for this study is the organisation. However, by organisation |
do not mean an organisation or firm rather this is a theoretical standpoint that is
concerned with a worldview that organised the firm. Following Bakken and Hernes

(2006), Tsoukas and Chia (2002), Weick (1979) the data collection outlined in this
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chapter was done so with the intention to illustrate the verb of organisation. This is
important for this achieving my research aims because it highlights the innate
problems for exploring what people actually when we are unable to treat difference

with primacy (Cooper, 1986)

Whilst ensuring that | do not construct bounded categories | did need to organise
the data and | began doing so by organising the data first chronologically so that |
could match the diary and interview data to the field notes. After completing the data
collection and this first part of the analysis, it was possible to see a number of
contradictions or disjoined elements in the data, pointing towards boundaries of
meaning. The first was a contradiction between what the consultants say they are
willing to do in comparison to what they do when under pressure to ensure the firm
survival. However, this was more than just a cause and effect, there always seemed
to be other factors that influenced the actions of the consultants which highlighted
the importance for ensuring that this study was built through a dynamic relationship
between theory and the empirical material (Alvesson and Skdldberg, 2017). This
applied also to the second theme, which was the tension between the perception of
what consultant is or does and expectations. Perceptions and expectation came from
multiple sources and always hinted towards something other than what was observed

and discussed.

It was for this reason that | looked heavily to the theory and philosophy for
exploring what is ¢ other’ and particularly starting with Georg Simmel’s (1950b)
essay0 T h e s tbefoae thagdedrthds to van Gennep’s work to develop a
processual account of liminality, first, because the focus on otherness allows for a
focus on unfolding of what occurs in specific moments or events in the data. Second,
whilst this allows me to show how liminal experiences occasioned certain moments
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during consultant activities it allowed me to focus on what is usually left out when
liminality is deployed as a boundary concept in organisational literature. Namely, the
peculiar or particular quality and performativity of moments whereby actions and
behaviours hold deeper consequences or influences beyond a given specific context.
In other words, moments whereby normative narratives collapse, a dismissal that
what is considered as a liminal experience is simply a permanent state or a linear

sequential condition.

Given that the focus of this research is to explore van Gennep’s secondary rites
during a dominant liminal period, for the final stage of my analysis | worked through
the narratives to identify rites pertaining to: initiation rites, liminal rites and rites of
incorporation and colour coding these as | went along. This task was further helpful

to try and identify moments that indirect rites may have occurred in the data.

It is not my intention to make claim that my empirical data speaks only to this
analysis of the organisation. | also do not claim that this interpretation of the
organisation should be considered as the only way to explore the empirical data that |
present in the proceeding chapter. Rather, the claim | make is to highlight the
importance of the dynamic relationship between the empirical material and theory to
show how they both shape, develop and reshape the theoretical ideas discussed and
explored in this thesis (Alvesson and Skoldberg, 2017) with the aim of developing

an appropriate ontological-method.

4.7.1 Approaching the stranger in the data

Given the large amount of data produced during the shadowing of the consultants
and my ambition to explore the strangeness in this data what | decided to do was to

focus on the common and routine aspects of work being carried out by the
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participants. In particular | had decided earlier on that since meeting new and
potential clients was significant to the consultants in this study and because this takes

up so much of their time this would become the main focus of observations.

| had also made the decision to organise the data in two slightly different ways
to produce two sets of findings. Both sets of data were predominantly organised in
the same way. To complete the second stage of my analysis | organised the data into
specific events. For example, over the 18-month period it was possible to follow the
interactions and outcomes of client meetings over this time starting from initial
conversation about the client through to, the success or not of that encounter and
finally how these encounters or events come up in conversation months later. |
moved the field notes, diaries and interview conversation that related to a specific
client or project together. Projects also included for example conversations related
directly to the survival of the firm and strategies to ensure this and how consultants
would go about remaining networked within the region. What | recognised at this
point was the importance of my writing and interpretation of the events that |
observed and crafting these into coherent narratives (Van Maanen, 1988) for this
reason | do locate my analysis within the narrative approach (Boje, 2001,
Czarniawska, 2007, Gabriel, 2000). Adopting a narrative approach allowed me to
avoid any epistemological fixing to the stories that developed through the data.
Furthermore, given the importance of the contextual detail needed for the adoption
of a process ontological-method focusing on the large amount of data from a small
group of consultants was really important for offering detailed narratives of some of
the events that took place and how these activities or events link in certain ways.
Importantly taking a narrative approach allows me to avoid the need to place clear

definitions on boundaries that are not clearly defined (Langley, 1999)
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My approach to the two data sets differs in so far as what | did next was to pull
out all the data that related directly to one single consultant Mark. Following the
procedures offered above my intention here was to focus specifically on his
interactions with the clients and other consultants in order to explore his experiences

of becoming a consultant, his transition from one career to another.

What this approach allowed me to do was to highlight the significance of certain
moments of ‘felt’ experiences even if these were only fleetingly experienced (Symon
and Cassell, 2012). This approach further helped me move between the theory and
the data and important given that this data covers a long period of time, | was able to
further reflect on the findings as a secondary analysis (Langley, 1999, Langley and

Stensaker, 2012).

In what follows in the proceeding chapter, I present my finding chapter, splitting
my empirics into two sections first | present the story of a novice consultant Mark
before presenting the narratives built constructed by data collected from all the
consultants involved in the research. In chapter 6 | present my analysis whereby |
identify moments of secondary liminal rites bring in the insights from Simmel and

Cooper explored in chapter 3.

My interest in the stranger and van Gennep’s transitional rites directs my
attention to aspects of consultant activities that | may have otherwise ignored. The
approach opens the space for alternative considerations and theory that may have
otherwise been excluded from the analysis or at best treated as incidental because
they do not neatly fit the conceptual frame that allows for clear and coherent
presentation of the expected narrative. Hence, my own way of foregrounding the

events and activities of the consultants in the proceeding narratives, has been based
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on allowing for alternative or multiple associations or patterns to appear during all
stages of this study. To remain as close to the consultants and my writing of the
consultants as possible without losing the strangeness or distance, so not to lose that

primal force of difference and therefore creative action.

4.7.2 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have outlined my methodology and method and why | believe
this is the most appropriate for allowing me to explore my research question. What |
have described is my research setting, research participants and the processes utilised
for analysing the data. In order to explore the processes of organising | needed a
research design that would allow me to avoid the need to define boundaries that are
indeterminant and ephemeral. By following the shadowing techniques advocated
and developed by Czarniawska (2007) with the inclusion of my own reflexive
practice | was able to develop my own shadowing assemblage allowing me to build
the thick descriptions and develop these utilising a narrative approach into a

theoretical analysis.
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Chapter 5. Empirical Findings

5.1 Introduction

This first empirical chapter presents the experiences of a single participant’s first
12 months working as an external consultant. The chapter begins by discussing the
reasons Mark described in his endeavour to make the move into consulting to
explore why Mark had chosen to trigger this career change and in turn initiate a
significant transitional period (van Gennep, 1960). | will then turn to the story of the
consultancy firm. Following my elaboration of the empirical findings in this chapter,
Chapter 6 will relate these empirical stories to the processual account of liminality
developed in the third Chapter. | will attempt to draw out the processes of these
liminal phases by identifying the secondary liminal rites experienced during Mark’s
first 12 months working as a management consultant and, also by the ‘firm’. The
remainder of this Chapter therefore provide the empirical materials which I will

subsequently weave into the conceptual elements of liminality.

52 Mark’s Story

Mark Joined Northern consultants in 2016, during my field-work in a period in
which I was spending more time with the consultants. Mark had never worked as a
consultant before and this created a serendipitous opportunity for me to explore how
he experienced the transition not only from one career to another, a liminal
experience in itself, but also the opportunity to follow him as he entered a liminal
profession. In total, | spent around 12 months in close contact with Mark. Mark was

hired as a novice consultant on the basis of his prior work-experience and from day
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one he was expected to go out and find his own clients whilst also understanding
how to recognise where there was potential work for the other consultants at the
firm. With the exception of apprentices, whose wages were governed by ‘The
Apprenticeships Regulations 2012°, all the consultants were paid in relation to work

brought into the firm and work executed.

Mark’s move to consultancy was motivated by a combination of career
frustration, opportunity and personal motives which included a desire to have more
flexibility in his working hours. Previous to working at the consultancy firm, Mark
had spent fourteen years working in a managerial position for a large construction
company. After a difficult final few years caused by lack of career progression and a
strained relationship with his line manager, Mark voluntarily left the company and
chose to move into consultancy because he felt that it best suited his skill-set and
because he wanted a new challenge that would offer more flexibility to his work
schedule, particularly given that he had very recently become a father. However, the
prospect of irregular wages was a major concern and continued to weigh heavily on

his mind throughout the first few months.

“I was fed-up, I wanted more of a challenge... I always have been more
ruled by the need to have a pay check come in at the end of the month... And
career progression within employed roles to increase that pay check ...the
potential loss of these possibilities for me made the leap to consultancy quite
scary it was a big step... I have been quite jittery over the first months in
regard to when the money is coming; the financial security side of
things...that has stopped me doing this previously... But the opportunity to
do it now needed to be taken and, if I’'m honest, I want more flexibility in

deciding when I work”. (Mark recorded diary)
Mark experienced the uncertainty and ambiguity that can be expected to be
invoked by a career change and his most expressed concerns seemed to be centred on
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the financial implications of a precarious reward system. However, Mark did not
express this as a concern all the time and frequently exhibited a much more
competitive spirit, suggesting that he is someone who is motivated by money and
promotion, thus mitigating -at least temporarily- the fact that salary was
predominantly based on work that he brought into the firm and projects that he
worked on therefore accepting an employment contract that meant that he was quasi
self-employed. Matters were exacerbated as it turned out that he moved to a firm
which found itself in a precarious position in terms of firm survival. It was the view
of the other consultants that Mark’s earning potential was very good but with no
client base and limited network connections it was generally seen, also by Mark in
his less heroic moments, that this was a risky move. Around six months into his
consultancy transition Mark opened up to me, telling me that his previous line
manager had not considered him for promotion and that another member of his then

work-team was promoted ahead of him.

Although Mark had felt that he had transgressed the boundaries of his previous
career in terms of financial benefits, promotion and feeling challenged, his move into
this type of work arrangement did not appear a fully voluntary; but at the same time,
it seemed to provide Mark with a degree of resilience, as the move was less optional
and more a reaction to a dead-end situation in his previous role. Mark said that given
the skills that he had acquired from his previous work experiences and his need to
feel challenged consultancy seemed to be:

“...the natural next step to take. The risk is still that I may need to make a
sharp return back into employment, so | think that would be that. Even now, even
with some success with people signed up to other small aspects of the offer 1 still

do feel that I have to prove myself all over again”. (Recorded conversation

during shadowing)
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5.2.1 Moving in

On paper, Mark’s CV appears impressive. His previous job and years of previous
employment experience endowed him access to a range of skills and expertise that
translates into the level of knowledge and know-how that would be expected of a
consultant. Mark entered Northern Consultants justified by the logic that if he was
able to successful negotiate the local business networks, to bring clients to the firm,
he would be able to earn a better wage then he had previously whilst also having
more flexibility surrounding the hours he worked. Mark joined the consultancy at a
point where the focus was firmly on rebuilding client networks and realising their

new identity after their last rebrand.

“If I don’t have customers to meet or somewhere to be I can come into
the office at 6am, I can also arrive as late as 1pm. The best part is being able
to work at home if there is nothing booked in... Don’t get me wrong I’m very
busy some weeks more than others but more often I can choose if | am going
to work late a few evenings in order to have an extra day off if that makes

sense?” (Mark Recorded conversation during shadowing)

Despite the flexibility Mark was working long hours, and what he also
explained was that because he was new to consulting much of his time was spent
trying to access the regional business networks in order to start building his client
base. Mark was also working with Paul (Managing Partner) to help him complete
any ongoing projects and was spending a lot of time at the consultancy office rather

than with clients.

Mark would nearly always refer to clients as customers which maybe a result of

habit from his previous employment, but it struck me as a little odd that even in
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wider conversations with the other consultants he would use the word customers
rather than clients. Describing what he believed his role as a consultant entailed
Mark said:
“I think it’s my skill set that is most important and it’s convenient, it
lends itself well to consultancy. My position as a consultant means that |
need to offer business support for both us [Northern Consultants] and

customer firms.... I’'m spending time with the other consultants at the

moment learning about what they do, they have a lot of experience”

In this unsettled corporate context, and given his own mode of transition, Mark
expressed differing levels of self-doubt. On the one hand, Mark discussed his
abilities and his perceived abilities of the consultants he worked with, in positive
terms, reminiscent of the heroic, self-promoting modus operandi recognized in many
academic studies of consultants (Gill, 2015, Alvesson and Robertson, 2006).
However, Mark also expressed self-doubt; lamenting at times that his abilities as a
consultant might require more than the skill set that he had. Despite the bravado of
some of his early expressions, his actions remained cautious. During Mark’s first
few weeks he did not undertake any official induction or training programme, but he
did shadow Jenny and Paul for most of this time. At the end of his first three-week
period, Mark was expected to begin to work on his own, take the initiative to be
involved with other projects. For Mark this meant not only was he needing to come
to grips with his role as a consultant he also needed he fellow consultants to
recognise his abilities and value as a consultant and this was before tackling the need
for potential clients to recognise his abilities and value as a consultant. As a
newcomer to consultancy, Mark would need to learn how to work both at his own

and his client’s organisations
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We work independently [the consultants at the firm] we have our own
projects. It means that we need to protect them [clients] and our own
reputations. You need to learn to work like they do... I struggled with the
expectation that when called upon | should be able to offer an objective or

expert eye on the project.” (Mark Recorded conversation during shadowing)
Mark would often hint at issues he was struggling with, but it was very difficult
to get him to elaborate further on these. He would return to his view that his past
experiences are ideal for his transition into consulting and would deflect the
conversation. In this case he went on to talk more about the work he was doing
within the consultant office.

“In a way you are expected to come in and hit the ground running...and
not just on external work. I’ve worked on internal projects and even just
engage in general internal work which has ranged from taking charge of our
social media interactions to actually being involved with the [external]

marketing team that have help with the most recent rebrand which was

something quite interesting and new for me.”
Mark also discussed the lack of training and support connected to his new role in
relation to the expectation placed on him.
“I know what is expected but it’s not like you have a clear mentor, don’t
get me wrong there is some support... You get a well done if you bring
clients into the firm and of course it’s obvious you’re doing something wrong

is you’re not. It’s the stuff in-between, I’'m not sure...we do work for

ourselves.”

Whilst he was unquestionably in a liminal phase, Mark needed to begin
interacting with potential clients almost immediately and be recognised as a
consultant with little training or preparation for such interactions. So, while he
understood his own craft, he was also a novice to consulting; an expert who’s newly

found focus set him slightly off kilter; poised at an angle so that his experience and
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skills could only find limited traction. His work was the same -involving sector-
specific skills and networks- and yet different, placing him in a work environment
that required an additional, nebulous, undefined element to turn his experience and

skill into sellable consultancy services.

This in-between stage engendered a secondary liminal phase whereby Mark, as a
novice consultant, was attempting to veil and overcome his inexperience of how to
apply his experience and skill in a consulting way. What was clear was that an
important skill that Mark would need to improve on quickly would be his ability to
engage with the regional networks to begin interacting with clients and begin to
bring client contracts to the firm. But apart from this obvious requirement, Mark did
not seem to be able to articulate in more detail, or even in abstract terms, howsuch

interaction could be facilitated.

5.2.2 Networking

Networking is essential for most consultants, particularly when they have yet to
build their own client base (Swan et al., 2016). Observing the consultants over 18
months revealed the efforts of the consultancy outfit to network in various formats
and forums, including networking with other small business owners for the purpose
of being seen as part of the small business community. This could entail taking on
additional roles such as chairing committees and taking on additional projects that
benefit the community free of charge. Other forms of networking included
networking as subject expert, networking as a social event, networking that is target
at a specific group or sector. After Mark’s initial training he was expected to get
involved with all types of networking and research new possible networking

opportunities. Jenny and Paul had explained to Mark that initially he needed to focus
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on becoming recognised around the networking circuits. Important for the
consultants working at the firm is the building of relationships with individuals
whose work is similar or compliments their own. In the past, this approach had led to
the building of strong relationships in the form of associate appointments, secondary
involvements in projects led by other firms, and with direct sales-leads for
consultancy work gained from conversations and involvement in various community
engagements. Sometimes, networking activities took the form of following up leads
involving other consultants at the firm. In these cases, Mark would be expected to

represent the Northern Consultants and the consultant whose lead he was pursuing.

To effectively navigate these networking circuits, several observed conversations
made it clear that Mark was expected to work within the agreed boundaries in terms
of representing the firm and selling himself so not to damage either reputation. The
discussions between the consultants revealed a strong concern that if these
boundaries were incorrectly navigated it could have detrimental consequences
including accusations of poaching both from other firms and even taking work from
others in the very consultancy firm. Negotiation of ‘turf” was a constant issue and
one that had, in the past, led to the exclusion or ostracization of individual
consultants or entire consultancy firms either officially or unofficially from these

vital circuits.

The following section details observations and diary entries that follow Mark’s
first experiences at networking. Mark was frank that had no prior experience of
networking beyond the boundaries of his own organisation. The below details my
observations and recordings of a networking event that Mark had found himself, his
goal was to gain business for his offering and so he would be expected to appear as
subject expert.
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On the drive to a local networking event Mark was calm and confident. Talking
casually about his first impression of networking Mark said:
“It was like walking onto an alien world. Where there are these people

there that you have never seen before, but you are to go and speak with

them...but don’t sell to them.”

For Mark, these events were also his first independent encounters with potential
clients. Mark describes that he “felt like the new kid at school” and these first
networking events were extremely uncomfortable for him. Shadowing Mark on the
way to only his third networking event he talked more about his approach:

“...Ineeded a new tact but, you know, I don’t think I spoke with many
[potential clients] that first night; 1 was waiting for people to come to me
more. | was wondering, how am | to do this. I was on my own. | mean, |
wouldn’t say I was quite a wallflower or anything... yeah, it was, yeah,

mildly uncomfortable shall we say”. (Recorded conversation during

shadowing).

What struck me was Mark had so far talked a lot about how his past experiences
transfer well to a consultancy position. However, thrust into a situation in which he
had to negotiate and navigate a fine line between being neither an industry insider,
nor a consultant actively selling work, the ‘not quite there-ness’ of his role at the
event began to visible worry him. On the brink of the networking event this very
aspect of his new role a consultant is to be left at the door, metaphorically speaking,
while his old persona of industry member-expert was equally out of place. He had to
be there as both: expert and consultant-salesman while being neither: not part of the
industry community and not appearing to be in obvious selling mode. Neither here

nor there, Mark’s discomfort and uncertainty was Vvisibly and audibly expressed.
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The networking event took place in a grand Grade I listed Victorian building,
originally an institute for boys, and pictures close to the entrance indicate that the
building is still primarily used by children interested in dance, drama and music and
children’s charities as well as other events including exhibitions and weddings. Other
space in the building that is dedicated to small business start-ups. On this evening the
venue would be hosting a small business networking event, the online brief
explained:

“This is an Open Space event. There are no speakers, no set agenda. This
internationally tried and tested process generates exciting, in depth
conversations that matter. The people who come are encouraged to ask the
question: “How can we work together to build strong working

relationships?””

Mark and I walked up a grand set of stairs and entered the event space and into
the main hall. The first thing | noticed was a stage at the far end the room and how
high the ceiling was and how intricately the supporting beam structure appeared.
There were about ten individuals already in the room, but the space felt empty
because of its size. When I turned around | spotted a small makeshift bar and a few
red chairs at the back of the room. There was also a small table on the opposite side
and stood next to this were the two event organisers. We both walked over and
registered our attendance, collecting our stick-on name badges complete with
company name. | had decided that for this event | was going to stand back as much
as possible which would mean that I wasn’t going to be able to hear everything that
was being said as | knew how important the meeting was to Mark and | did not want

to put more pressure on him or obstruct his conversations.

Mark entered the room confidently seemingly ready to take charge of any

opportunity that may be available to him. Two facilitators, standing at the front of
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the room next to the stage, began the task of ice-breaking by welcoming everyone
and introducing the event, explaining that the purpose was to talk to as many people

as possible and “just build strong local connections™.

As soon as the facilitators finished, Mark turned and introduced himself to the
person next to him. Within a minute | heard what sounded like nervous laughter
from Mark. I had noticed that Mark had a habit of talking very loudly when using a
mobile phone and I felt reminded of this when I heard him during his ‘small-talk’,
his voice booming over every other person talking in the room, echoing
uncomfortably through the high-ceilinged space. | was surprised because so far, in
conversations with me and with other consultants, Mark had expressed himself in a
mannered volume. Shortly after, Mark parted ways to speak with the next person for
a few minutes, and he started to seem less ill at ease. Sitting a few feet behind him by
the bar | could no longer hear everything he was saying, indicating that his initial
burst had been a nervous over-reaction. A third person who knew the woman with
whom Mark was conversing came over and joined the conversation. Mark’s
interlocutor introduced Mark, but he was quickly pushed out of the conversation. |
could see Mark glance around the room and | noticed how everyone — apart from
Mark - seemed to be in small groups in deep conversation. From a rough count there

were about 25 people in the room.

Mark walked over to another group and stood close by, but he look awkward, it
was clear that many of the people in the room recognised or knew each in some way
and Mark was struggling to interact. 20 minutes into the event | felt that Mark was
glad that I was there as he walked over to join me by the makeshift bar. I asked him
how it was going and responded by telling me that it was going okay, that people are
from a range of different types of organisations and there seemed to be plenty of
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opportunity in the room. After 5-10 minutes Mark went back to the event, walking
and standing with a couple of different groups he looked awkward and doing little
interacting beyond introducing himself. The event was due to last 1.5 hours and we
left 15 minutes before the end. During the car journey home Mark was upbeat and
positive but was not quite his usual self.
Mark: It will get easier the more | attend these events. | think that each
event | attend the more likely I am to get follow-ups.

Researcher: Have you met anyone tonight you think you would follow-up

with?

Mark: No not really, I think I need to spend more time networking...

Jenny said, | need to network with as many different specialists as possible.
Researcher: Why is that important?

Mark: She didn’t really specify why, I thought at first that it would be for
me to learn how to network. I think that, I mean the way she [Jenny] does it
is just to build that network. | guess you never know who these people might

talk to and how this might lead to a follow-up conversation.

Mark seemed to be genuinely uncertain about the reasons for the need for
networking on this particular night and perhaps this made it difficult for him to

understand the actions of the other participants.

Based on my own networking experiences and observation of this particular
event it appeared that this was far from a relaxed affair as people in the room were
there for different reasons. Despite Mark’s brief to ‘just do networking’, not selling,
most were actively selling their services, and some were acting quite aggressive in
their approach to try and get to know the person they were talking to and what their

particular business needs were. Some were a little more relaxed and seemed more
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interested in generally just talking to the people in the room in a way that would
foster the building of networks for knowledge sharing, learning and the building of
longer term partnerships, which would align with the brief given to Mark by Jenny to
interact with these individuals. Jenny’s concern (relayed to me) was that Mark
needed to be able to promote and build both his individual profile and increase the
presence and reputation of the firm. Whilst Harvey et al. (2017) had found that
consultants are able to compensate for any shortfall in corporate reputation, Mark’s
lack of experience as a consultant meant that he was unable to release his own
potential and reputation to offer something of value to the potential clients and

associates that may have been in the room.

Mark never returned to those networking events attended in his first six weeks as
a consultant because he did not want to return to the site of previous disconcerting
experiences In his past roles, Mark’s work was goal/target driven, and the
networking events he chose to attend required goal setting and subsequent progress
reporting at the end of each month. These were also member-only events, and the
event organisers played an important role in orchestrating the membership
requirements and agendas, which in some cases included ensuring that no two
members offer the same services.
“So, it gets a little easier to start the conversation off. It’s almost like a bit
of a community | feel, certainly within some of the networking events,
particularly the members-only ones; they offer some protection for their

own... probably more family like actually” (Mark, recorded conversation

during shadowing).
Observing Mark, it appeared that, rather than fully embracing his new position as
an external consultant within the liminal phase, Mark was seeking out ‘safe-zones’
which acted to reduce the distance felt in the present. Acting on safe territory gave
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Mark the confidence to exploit business opportunities at these events because he
could relate to the rules and routines of the events. One particular prosthesis was a
membership card issued to attendees of one of the recurring events. Mark seemed to
delight in receiving and subsequently holding on to his membership card, this
mundane object that he knew was also hidden in his own pocket, making him in a
sense equal to the established members. Equipped with a physical prompt to
legitimize his presence, Mark appeared to display a better ability to communicate
with the other members, moving around the event space with a confidence and
vigour absent in previous events, building what would become strong network
relations. His ability to be recognised as having something to contribute because he
was able to read the room. This was further displayed by his ability to hold different
types of conversations depending on the individuals he was speaking with, switching

between general conversation to pitching efficiently what his speciality and offing is.

At networking events there are forms of social ordering specifically put in place
to assist in the running of each of the events, the organisers position themselves in
places of authority (e.g. the stage, the registration desk), everybody wears a name
badge, new members are requested to offer their business details and, in some
circumstances offer a reference. These latter networking event attended by Mark
offered further security in the sense that it is possible to get information about the
organisation responsible for setting up the events as it is not always possible to find
out when the group will be meeting without prior registration or membership.

“Started the day at the same breakfast networking as last week. Again, it
was quite a productive session although there was more of a light-hearted

approach as it was the last meeting of the group before Christmas. Activities

included a Christmas quiz and themed 60-second pitches. No direct business
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to come from this meeting although some relationships are starting to build

up nicely.” (Mark Diary Entry)

Despite these little successes, and despite Mark explaining that he had learnt the
rules for networking as a consultant, he had left these in the past and was finding his
own way, with his membership card in his pocket serving as a symbol of security
whilst also serving as key part of the system that organises the event; making him
part of something. Slowly Mark seemed to find his feet; becoming familiar with the
new surroundings and with little techniques and objects to dispel anxiety and
awkwardness, Mark became able to recognise how his offering could be sold to the
individuals at the events and secure his first one-to-one meetings with some of the
potential clients. While Mark’s success at these networking events may appear to be
no more than a modest success, it was highly significant in beginning to add
legitimacy and purpose to his position as an external consultant.

“The evening was spent at the ‘Drink and Link’ networking event... Having
managed to score a free taxi into town from my house, the event was well
attended and there are some potential follow ups to come from it. It was
interesting to note how many people | recognised when | walked in, having been
networking for four months I can see how the business community is fairly small
despite the size of the city and those companies attending networking events
regularly are in fairly close contact a lot of the time. There are obviously lots of

companies I haven’t met yet, but it was interesting that many of the companies

there on this occasion are existing contacts to the business.” (Mark Diary Entry)

5.2.3 Pitching to clients

The increasing sense of belonging signalled a realisation for Mark that having an
ability to do the job is only part of becoming an external consultant. This is further
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realised as he begins to pitch his offering to the potential clients that he exchanged
contact details with at the networking events. This initiated an important threshold
secondary liminal experience in Mark’s pursuit of becoming an experienced

consultant.

One of Mark’s first one-to-one meetings with a prospective client occurred in a
hotel lounge - a physical liminal space. The potential client in this case was also a
consultant expanding his own firm and was looking to expand his pool of associates
meaning that this is an important contract to win because of the ongoing work-load
potential. The hotel was situated next to a motorway located between Northern
Consultants office and the client office:

Mark is first to arrive and is fifteen minutes early for the meeting; he
grabs himself a coffee and waits for the client to arrive... On time, the client
arrives ready to get down to business. Sat upright, in his seat he has little
interest in small talk. Mark is sat back in his seat and proceeds to sell the
consultancy and his role in relation to what he believes the client is looking
for... The potential client is regularly cutting into Mark’s pitch seemingly

frustrated with what he is hearing... The pitch doesn’t appear to be going
very well. (Field Notes)

It was clear in this case that the client wanted to know more about Mark, to find
out more about him rather than the consultancy or work previously undertaken and,
although they are both consultants and the client has a very good idea about the work
Mark does, he seems unconvinced by Mark’s credentials as a consultant. This
triggered a secondary liminal cycle as Mark seemed to start shifting about in his
chair. The client constantly takes charge, moving the conversation forward,
sometimes changing the topic completely, it was difficult and uncomfortable to

watch.
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This awkward conversation seemed to take a turn after around 10 minutes. | felt
that the client recognised that Mark was a novice consultant, and in an off-hand
comment he related his own transition into consultancy when he was a novice, from
thereon engaging in a much more sympathetic tone:

The client explains that he would like to hear more about Mark’s
experiences from his previous employment including who he had worked
for... This diverts the conversation from pitching any offerings to focusing
on past experience before he was a consultant... Evident is that the past

experience is important for the client to understand how Mark works and how
this may fit to his own company (Field Notes)

Mark was awarded the business on the basis of a trial. If successful, the client
would continue to send work Mark’s way. When Mark was asked to reflect on how
the pitch had progressed both during work shadowing and in his participant diary
Mark said that “the meeting had progressed successfully and that he was really
happy with how he sold his offering”. However, while winning the work is a timely
success, Mark was unable effectively to convey his uniqueness as an established
consultant. It was his position as a novice consultant rather than as an established
consultant that allowed for a bond to be created in the client-consultant relationship.
The client appeared to understand that he was taking a risk with Mark and despite
not recognizing the consultant in him, he seemed satisfied that his previous
employment experience offered a level of security to give Mark the chance. This was
evident in Mark’s diary entry as his entry positively spoke about how he was now
making a financial contribution to the firm and potential future projects and felt that
he was “finally a contributing team member””:

“I met this guy today at a hotel after connecting at a networking event two

weeks earlier. He called me yesterday to see if we could set something up. | had
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time this afternoon, so | went up to see him and we had a good chat they are a
Utilities company they are continually growing without the previous need for

outside help which is about to change.” (Excerpts from Mark’s personal diary)

After asking Mark a couple of further questions about his diary entry he added
that:

“They signed up for my alert service today and I have to admit although
this is a specialist service it’s nice to be back in a familiar industry it is more
comfortable. I know a thing or two about the Utilities side...So obviously it
will be a lot of public sector business, but he is looking at Construction.... this
is where my knowledge is... Hopefully it will be a nice easy introduction for
me because | will know the kind of thing that the company will need to do with
regards to implementation plans and added value aspects. All these different

sorts of things that they will want to see so hopefully that will be a nice

relatively easy one to get into.” (Recorded retrospective diary)

5.2.4 Catching up

Four months after this meeting, | arranged a brief phone call with Mark to
discuss his progress since we last met. It was evident then that his confidence had
increased, and he seemed extremely positive in outlook — a significant change since
his first months as a consultant. Subsequently, | arranged to meet Mark that same
day at his consultancy office to fully discuss and document these reflections. During
this meeting, Mark was asked for an update on how the relationship between himself
and the client that he had met in the hotel lounge had progressed. After offering a
vague response initially, he was asked again about how he thought the initial pitch
for the work had progressed. This time, Mark deflected the question and one of the
other consultants in the room caught my attention signalling, non-verbally, that we
should change the subject. This was surprising given the positive, assured tone in the

earlier telephone conversation where Mark was very willing to share his thoughts
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and experiences. This encounter in general was peculiar and, as such, aroused my
curiosity as to why there was such an obvious shift in tone, different from all the
previous interactions. Mark’s attempts to deflect included drawing attention to other
matters including, for example, displaying the jobs board and highlighting his ability
to add value to the firm by working more closely with other consultants. Mark went
as far as to take me down to the ground floor of their building to showcase the new

meeting space that that the building owners had renovated.

Yet, he seemed to be more distant in his role as consultant than previously
observed because this felt like a deflection from his own experiences. Significantly,
this was the first time during the fieldwork when Mark appeared hesitant and
unwilling to share aspects of his experiences, | felt that there was a greater distance

from me and that he was feeling insecure in his position as consultant.

“I’ve been working with Paul and Jenny mostly, I’ve learnt a lot working
with Jenny especially about business start-up services and the recruitment
side of things. It has meant that I’ve not left the office much in the last
month... My insecurities are still there but I definitely think that | am talking
with more authority, I’m still gaging the networking I’m not 100%
comfortable. I’'m looking for comfort in what I know but I do have my

offering more sorted now” (Mark, Recorded Conversation)

Mark mentioned insecurities and | felt that his admission to keeping to what he
knows was significant, but he would not elaborate further on this. Clearly an
important threshold moment for Mark, | left the meeting thinking that the next time |
speak with him it is possible that Mark will no longer be an external consultant. It is
not clear at this point if Mark is nearing the point of transformation to end this
significant liminal phase of becoming a consultant. So while this was set up to be the

final meeting Mark does not yet seem to have realised his potential within his
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relations with the other consultants and his clients in order to become a consultant in
the longer term. But in terms of concluding this transition into consulting it is

unclear, I needed to continue following Mark’s experiences.

5.2.5 Mark the Consultant

Meeting with Mark a few months later again made clear that this had been the
critical threshold moment in his transition to consulting. The Mark who turned up to
the public house where the meeting took place was different again. | took the chance
to ask him once more about the initial pitch with the client he met in the hotel lounge
and how his relationship with the client as described above and how it was
progressing:

“It was a bit weird...I am still doing work for him, so | must be doing
something right. He does get a bit difficult and picky about my work. Maybe
he is making sure I’m not getting too big for my boots (laughs)... He treats
me sometimes like an employee and [this] makes me wonder why he’s giving

me the work at all, if he doesn’t want me to do it. But, this is easing; it’s

getting better” (Mark, Recorded conversation).

We see here that Mark may have been dealing with some of the difficulties that
he refers to which may explain his unwillingness to discuss his own experiences in
the last meeting. However, Mark also seems more able to truly reflect on his
experiences and to explain why holding onto some of the ways he behaved as an
employee in his previous employment may have hindered his ability to recognise his

role as an external consultant.

“It’s about your own perception of your own ability because, you know,
I have fifteen years’ experience doing this job but it’s not enough... I tried the

softly, softly approach but that only worked to a certain extent; it’s time to
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get pushy with all clients. I’'m not one hundred percent there, but [ am getting

there, gradually.” (Mark, Recorded Conversation)

Mark’s body language and talk during the meeting was very different from all
the previous meeting but in subtle ways. He presented himself as a confident
consultant following the routine of other consultants at the firm. For example, this
was the first time he had referred to his clients as ‘clients’; in all other conversations
he referred to them as customers. Mark was also asked how he felt about being a

consultant;

“I don’t see myself as a consultant; rather, I see myself as running a
business. When you hear the word consultant | think that people just switch
off. They don’t want to talk to you, especially as an external consultant going
into a business, they (client members) automatically think that it must be
bad”. (Mark, Recorded Conversation)

While Mark is rejecting his title of consultant this is significant because the other
consultants at the firm also choose not to call themselves consultants when asked
directly because of the negative connotations. Mark appears much more confident in
his ability to communicate with client’s as an outsider within his client organisations
and he points out that, in contrast to interactions with clients in the past, he is now

able to clearly define and assert his position in relation to the clients:

“I make it clear that I can’t know their business (the clients) as well as
they do. Which is what I think I was trying to do before. | was trying too
hard... Even with my experience of doing this job, as an outsider it is a
whole different procedure. | believe that part of it is trying to understand
how the client works. | need to be honest | had my way of doing things ways
that have worked well for me the past but that doesn’t work in consultancy.
To a point the client expects you to work to the beat of their drum. Some are
not comfortable with you doing the work in the first place ™. (Retrospective

diary)
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| asked Mark what aspects of his new role he felt most negative about, and he
indicated that his main discomfort was not picturing himself in the image of the

consultant

“I miss the company car [from his previous employer], I miss having a
nice car. I’ve struggled with not fitting the image [of ‘the consultant’] ... I’ve
felt shame from my performances, it’s really difficult when you have dry
patches in your work. But if this all goes to plan I’ll be able to buy that
Merc” (laughs).

Mark finally appeared content in his role, he had a long way to go but the fact
that he was honestly reflecting on aspects of the role that were not going so well
seemed to be a positive step. He was actively engaged with projects within the firm
as well as heading his own projects with his own clients. This time I left the

consultant office confident that Mark could see a future for himself as a consultant.

5.3 The Consultancy Story

In order to explore how Northern Consultancy operates | also need to tell the
story of Jenny who first open the company in 2007. Jenny began her consultancy
career 10 years prior to opening the firm, working for a large business support and
recruitment consultancy. After losing her father in 2005 Jenny said that something in
her changed and saw herself one day opening her own business. Jenny had been
constantly beating her targets at the at the recruitment and business support
consultancy and had a reputation for being one of the best recruitment consultants at
the firm. In 2007 Jenny felt that the time was right to move on. Believing that there
was nothing else that she could learn from the organisation Jenny felt it was the right
time to work for herself to further her career prospects.
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When Jenny handed in her resignation her manager at the time accepted with the
condition that the large business support and recruitment consultancy become one of
her first main and prioritised clients. Obviously, they would have accepted her
resignation regardless but she interpreted this as a sentiment towards the respect and

value that they placed on Jenny as a person and on her abilities as a consultant.

The work on offer was to become their external recruitment consultant. Jenny
agreed because it would put her in a position whereby she would be doing exactly
the same work but for a lot more money and with a degree of independence.
Referring to the outcome of agreeing to take on this offer from her previous

employer Jenny said:

“They were my bread and butter client... I'd just opened my company
and honestly, because of them I had a new business and I could go shopping
at the weekend and not worry about what I was spending. I don’t think there
are many people in my position who could say that, it was because of them”.

(Jenny Managing Director)

The opportunity allowed Jenny to find her way as a new business owner without
the pressures usually associated with opening a new business. However, Jenny was
aware that she had become very reliant on their business and still felt that she was a
long way from achieving her goals and she also elaborated her concern about the
dependency to her old firm without the safety of a work contract. To achieve her
goals, Jenny would need to branch further out and ensure that she had a strong
network of relationships and that these would result in multiple clients always on her

books.
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In order to achieve this in 2008 Jenny hired her first consultant and an addition
member of staff that would be responsible for the administration services behind
running the business. Early 2010, Jenny’s fear was realised when the business
support consultancy pulled their contract from Northern Consultancy and although
the consultancy had a reasonable client base at this time, Jenny said that the impact
of losing her ‘bread and butter client was more of a blow than expected’. The loss of
the business meant that the consultancy firm had lost more than 50% of its income
and Jenny had hoped that work from other clients would have exceeded 60% of total

income from other clients at this stage.

Whilst this was a set-back, the consultancy did now how a client base and Jenny
felt that her reputation around the local and surrounding area’s networking circuits
was improving. By the end of 2010 this client base was strong, and the firm had an
excellent reputation which allowed Jenny to build a team of employees and offer a
much wider company offering. Jenny had 5 consultants working for her and multiple
associates working in partnership with her business. This success triggered the first
rebranding of the consultancy firm, and a move to a larger company base. Northern
Consultants were now offering their clients a full HR package including employment
law services and advice and in-house HR support. There partnerships with other
consultancy firms further allowed them to add on addition extras which were often in
the form of addition training and development programmes and seminars for their

clients.

The business was at its peak in 2011 and 2012 with its largest workforce (9
employees and multiple associates), service offerings, and a stable client base and
was doing extremely well. However, by the end of 2012 this success quickly
changed to a decline; seemingly turning overnight. When I visited Jenny in early
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2013 the emptiness of the whiteboard that had always been filled with details about
ongoing projects was striking. Jenny had been forced to scale back the business as
their clients, also small/medium business owners, were struggling with the economic
climate, often cutting back on external HR support or services and in particular
recruitment services. There were also allegations that a recent business venture set
up by Jenny as an additional offering in the guise of a regular ‘breakfast networking’
venture had stepped on the toes of a significant business owner in the region, which
may have dented the firm’s reputation on the circuit and contributed to the declining
client portfolio. At least Jenny felt that this had been a factor in the decline.
“The difficulty and insecurities came when I went back networking. I
went back to industry. A client had felt that | had overstepped onto his

territory when trying to set up my own networking event. This was a

significant individual who ran other networking events.” (Jenny Interview)

Finally, a difficult decision was made at the end of 2013 as Jenny was forced to
close the office and register the business as closed. Jenny’s plan was to work from
home under her own name working as a sole trader. Unsurprisingly, then bruised
from this experience, Jenny told me that she would not want to own such a large
business again. This was a difficult time for Jenny, having worked so hard to build
her consultancy firm which had seen some great success and because she invested
the business with emotions of freedom, if not destiny, as her father’s passing marked
the start for her journey into self-employment. It was during this period that Jenny
removed herself from her networks because she felt that she had failed and lost her
confidence. Working as an independent consultant from her home office for 3
months, with very few clients and income, Jenny approach the business support and
recruitment consultancy that she had worked with when starting out on her own. Her
previous employer hired her back on a freelance basis, working 4 days a week as a
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business start-up consultant. This contract committed Jenny to almost the equivalent
of fulltime work and offered her the space she needed to rebuild her confidence.
After a few months, knowing that the contract would soon be coming to an end,
Jenny once again began to network around the North West region and rebuild her
business. Talking about her concerns about getting back on track with her business
aspirations and starting to network again Jenny said:

“I didn’t know what others had heard and you don’t know who is there
anymore. There is also a chance that one or two other new firms have taken
your place meaning that might mean that you no longer have a place. | was
petrified...because the business had failed I thought that my reputation would
be shot. I’d been dreading going... you just don’t know what people think,
what’s been said. But I walked in and I just heard someone shout “Jenny!”

and it was Matt. He said he’d missed me and was glad that [ was back, I felt

okay then it was fine.” (Jenny Interview)

Fast forward to early 2015, still working from a home office under a brand-new
company name and logo Jenny once again had a full-time consultant working
alongside her and the business was ready to start slowly growing and expanding its
offering of HR services. In May 2015 the Company moved into new offices and
plans were in place to hire a 3" consultant and begin to expand the company
offering. Jenny did say that she felt on reflection that the company may have grown

to quickly in the past and she was worried about repeating this same mistake.

At the end of 2015 the firm had just 2 full time consultants and a small group of
associates. Whilst the recruitment side of the business was performing relatively well
and showing signs of steady growth the HR offering was consistently struggled. In
January 2016 Jenny made the decision to combine her business with another firm

joining forces with another consultant. Now the joint Managing Partner with Paul, a
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tender and bid writing consultant, the firm had expanded its offering this time to
include his services. | am not fully aware of the decision behind this, it was not
possible to get this information and worth noting is that this was not a fully
established partnership in terms of being a well-established firm with a strong client
base. Jenny and Paul had known each other for a long time because of the
networking circuits, both being local small firm owners. An assumption made by
some of the consultants including the associate consultants working with the firm
was that Paul was going to take on more of the day to day running of the business
including company finances. Jenny did say that she loves going out and bringing in
new clients and hoped that this move would allow her to increase her presence and
bring in new work. This resulted in the latest rebranding of the firm and a move to

new company offices in a prime location.

5.3.1 A crisis meeting

August 2015, 3pm on a Tuesday afternoon, Jenny called a meeting to discuss
ongoing projects, progress and potential future work. The meeting was opportunistic,
Jenny liked to get everyone together as regularly as possible this could happen

weekly but on this occasion, it had been a month since they last all met.

The consultancy office was adequate but small; there was a cosy reception area
that just about accommodated a small table where there were a few carefully
scattered leaflets, two chairs and a small fridge in the corner with a kettle placed on
top. As | waited in the reception area, Jenny emerged from her office to make
everyone a cup of tea before the meeting started. Speaking before the meeting Jenny
seemed happy and had explained to me that there was not much of an agenda to the

meeting it was simply a group catch up. The meeting took place in the second office
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which was where all the consultants worked from. I entered the room and sat in an
empty seat next to Tracy who was sat next to Kathryn. Jenny sat at the bank of desks
opposite and turned her chair to face us. The consultancy office was so small that it

was impossible to hide in the corner.

Jenny started the discussion by updating the consultants on a current project that
she was working on. Jenny explained that the project was in its final stages and that
she was aware that that she had not been around in the office much over the previous
four weeks. This appeared to trigger a reaction from Tracy who interrupted to ask
when Jenny would be back:

“I’ve been trying to get this project finished [employee engagement
project], Jane [associate consultant] is supposed to be working with me... |

can’t get hold of her and | have a load of other things that you want me to
do...”

Jenny took a deep breath and said:

“Okay so what do you need? I’ll be around more in the next couple of
weeks, but | need to get back out there [networking to bring in business].

Whilst I’'m away what can I do to help?” (Field notes)

Tracy did not respond directly to Jenny’s question, Tracy was clearly not happy
but could not or would not vocalise what she might need Jenny to help her with.
Kathryn [consultant] at this point interjected and suggested that maybe they could
work together to come up with plan. It came with a realisation that this was turning
into a crisis meeting, there were very few ongoing projects, employees were not
happy, and the struggle was caused by the inability to bring in new clients. Picking
up a pen, Jenny wiped clean a whiteboard that was behind her and asked for

suggestions.
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Kathryn’s suggestions centred on the general marketing strategy of the firm.
Kathryn explained that there was a lack of presence on social media and some of the
marketing leaflets were a little out of date. Kathryn also suggested that the website
was not detailed enough and lacked client testimonials, again referring to how old
the three that were on the website were. Kathryn also mentioned a networking event
that she was attending that evening and suggested that there was somebody there that
she thought may need their help with redundancies that the potential client was

needing to make.

Jenny explained that she would need to get back on the networking circuits and
asked that the other consultants consider increasing their presence. Jenny reminded
them that staying away for long periods of time is also detrimental to the

partnerships that they have built and could build with other small consultant firms.

Tracy contributed very little to the brainstorming session. | asked Jenny a week
later how Tracy was and about the outcome of the meeting. Jenny tells me that Tracy
can be “difficult’ since returning to the firm in 2014 and is claiming double the
amount of time on projects in comparison to the consultants including associates that
she has worked with when if anything she has less work to do. Jenny explained that
she wasn’t sure why, but she suspected that she was planning on leaving the

company.

The consultants were clearly facing an uncertain future, Tracy had worked for
the previous incarnation of the consultancy up to its closure 2012. The possible
demise of the firm had a significant impact on all of the consultants in different

ways. A month after this meeting Tracy left the firm and cut all contact with the
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firm, Tracy left consultancy completely, and had decided to pursue a career as a

teaching assistant.

5.3.2 Getting clients at any cost

Most consultants that have worked at the firm are highly experienced and have
achieved multiple successes both whilst working for Northern Consultants and
independently. However, the precarious past of the firm influences all of the
activities the consultants engage with. The following scenario explains the extent to
which the threat of the firm’s demise was influencing the decision making of the

consultants and the risks that they were willing to take:

8.30am and Kathryn arrives at the McDonalds carpark where we had
agreed to meet, today Kathryn was pitching to a potential client located about
a mile away at 9.30. | was invited along to the pitch by Kathryn, but there
was a catch, she wanted me to get involved with the pitch. The client we
were meeting had a reputation for being difficult and generally a ‘dubious
character’. Kathryn had worked with this client before and said that she
generally did not feel comfortable working with him. Kathryn explained that
she did not like the way that he conducted business; he was an accountant
that was in some way involved in the company that needed the assistance of
Northern Consultants. This client meeting was the result of a networking

event that had been attended by Jenny the previous week.

| asked Kathryn directly, first, if Jenny was aware that he may not be a
client that the firm would want to associate themselves with. Kathryn said
that Jenny did know of his previous reputation, but it was Jenny that had

made her aware that recently this client and some of his associated businesses
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had been in trouble with HMRC (Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs) and
it had something to do with working hours and underpayment of staff.
Kathryn explained that Jenny had assumed that the HR services that the client
was interested in may be linked to the ongoing HRMC investigation. Kathryn
was aware that the client brief would include employee contracts and

handbooks but was unaware of what else the client may be requesting.

Given that Jenny had actively set this meeting up | asked Kathryn why
she would agree to take on the work. Kathryn explained that she didn’t want
to take on the work but given the situation that the firm was in and out of
loyalty to Jenny she didn’t want to have that conversation with her. Despite
the possible damage to the firms’ reputation and to Kathryn’s own reputation
we were going ahead with this pitch. This was an uncertain situation, for
myself I wasn’t sure what to expect. Kathryn had asked me to lead on the
employee handbooks and contracts assuming that this would be something
that he would be requesting and although I hadn’t done this for a number of
years it was an easy task. Kathryn was relaxed, she was by far the most
experienced HR specialist that the firm had employed, so wanting my help
and not wanting to be alone with this client was an indication that she was

not comfortable.

As we pulled up outside a block of luxury apartments, Kathryn explained
that whilst this is where the client office is based it is also his home. After
entering the apartment Kathryn and myself were led down a long hallway,
there was a room on the right that looked like his office. We were led into his
living/dining room and took a seat at the table and the client left the room
telling us he would be back in a minute. With the exception of Kathryn
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pointing out how nice the view was from the window, we sat in silence and
arranged our notebooks and other documents whilst we waited for nearly 10
minutes. Both aware that we would not want any conversation being

overheard.

After quick introductions the client took control of the meeting and went
on to explain that Northern Consultancies services would be needed for his
girlfriend’s business. The client explained that she was the business owner of
an independent beauty stand that was situated in a well-known department
store. The client explained that the business was struggling with its
employees, issues he listed included: maximum working hours because
international student worker restrictions, employee training, poor customer
service and personal hygiene of the staff. Kathryn explained that she can
certainly put together an employee handbook that would support their aim to
make it clear to the staff what is expected of them. However, when pushing
the client for specific detail it became apparent that he really was not sure of
the details. Without the business owner it would not be possible for Kathryn
and myself to get the information needed to assess the potential project in any

detail.

Once we had explained this, the client went on to tell us that it was
important that they acquire a training manual as well as employee contracts.
The client went on to explain that if they can show that the students are
undertaking a training programme they can pay them almost less than £2 per
hour. Kathryn explained to him that this would only be true under certain
circumstances. It was clear that Kathryn wanted to leave, she explained to
him that she would need more detail about the type of training manual the
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business owner would need. Kathryn requested that he get back in touch in

the next few days with the details, ended the conversation and we left.

In the car on the way back Kathryn, wondered why he had called the
meeting when he clearly doesn’t know what they need beyond a way of
paying a cheaper wage bill? Kathryn did not say too much more on the way
back except to say that she will be speaking with Jenny and she will see what
the actual business owner comes back with. Given the risk to reputation, both
for the individual consultants involved and the consultancy firm, it was
surprising that they were considering taking on this client. Kathryn was
willing to go ahead with the pitch out of loyalty to Jenny and the firm and at

the same time if the firm fails then Kathryn would also be out of work

(Narrative constructed from shadowing and Field notes)

The consultants at the firm face significant dilemmas, contradictions and
ambiguities. Reputation of the firm and the individual consultants is considered
vitally important. However, decision making is complicated by a number of factors
including contradictions between who the consultant is representing: themselves,
their organisation and or their clients. Which is further complicated by firm survival,
decision making, the uncertainty of projects and implications for winning future

work projects.

I was not present for the conversation between Jenny and Kathryn, but | was
informed the following week that the client had been in touch with further
information and that Jenny had given the go-ahead for the work to be completed.
Jenny explained that that she had negotiated 6 weeks of work which would be

mostly taken up by the design of an employee training manual.
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5.3.3 In over their heads

Kathryn was given the 6 weeks to develop a 1st draft of a training programme.
The day before going to meet the ultimate client (the initial contact’s partner who ran
the beautician store) with the training manual, Kathryn sent me the training manual.
What struck me was that this was a document that you would expect to see
developed by a college as a training module. It was hard to assess the quality of the

work without being a beautician by trade.

The meeting was taking place in a public house, the client walked in and took her
seat. After brief introductions Kathryn detailed the brief that she had been given
before presenting the draft of the training manual. Kathryn explained that there were
sections that indicated that further detail was needed from the client to complete.
Kathryn also explained that it would be best for her to take it away and come back to

her in the next week with any alterations she may want to make.

The client sat looking at the training manual and immediately picked at a
problem on the second page, the issue was in relation to the order of points. Kathryn
reminded the client that the design of the manual based on the brief given by her
partner and that it would be possible to make changes providing that they could be
completed in a reasonable time frame. The client then explained that she was no
longer in a relationship with the person that we had originally met, and they no
longer had anything to do with her business. This raised concerns for me
immediately, was it possible that this client would claim that she had not
commissioned the work? My concern was that the client would refuse to pay, but
potentially use the manual that Kathryn had passed her to improve her business

practices.
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Two weeks passed, and the client had not been back in contact with either Jenny
or Kathryn. After trying to call her Jenny sent her an email to explain that they
would still be happy to make any amendments that the client may wish to make. The
email also explained that if they had not heard from her within a week they would

raise the invoice for the work completed.

The client replied to Jenny’s email claiming that the work was not up to the
standard that she would have expected. The client also claimed that it was her
partner that had agreed to the fees and not her. She felt that they were too high and
that she would not have agreed to them. The client was requesting that Jenny more
than halved her bill, Jenny was placed into a situation whereby the work was
completed, and the client was beginning to make accusations about the
trustworthiness of the consultants and the firm and the quality of their work. The
dispute was ongoing for 3 months. Luckily after three months the client did pay,
however, the main concern now was around who this client would be talking to and

what she may say about the firm, potentially damaging their reputation.

Taking on risky clients was something that the consultants had felt they were
increasingly needing to do. Difficult situations are commonly dealt with in relation
to maintaining their reputation, but in in this situation they needed to collect the
payment and understood that they were parting with this client on bad terms. The
consultants were working in tension between keeping the firm alive and maintaining
their reputations and was an issue that continued during the time I spent with the

consultants as the next section will show.
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5.3.4 Risking their Reputation again

12 months on from pitching for the work at the beauty stand, Kathryn and Mark
had pitched to a potential client who equally left them in a dilemma as to whether or
not working for him would once again risk their reputation and the firm’s reputation.
Kathryn had met the client previously during a networking event and established that
they could provide recruitment and other HR services for his firm. However, Mark’s
diary entries describe personal concerns that the potential client is a “less than
likable individual who continually made comments with racist overtones during the

discussion, and seemingly disinterested in anything not related to his own agenda”.

During a conversation that Mark was having with Michelle (associate consultant)
Kathryn and Jenny, they explained to Mark that the issue for reputation is more to do
with how they are perceived beyond their own organisation rather than how Mark
personally feels about him. Although Michelle warned him that ‘sometimes you have
got to walk away morally’. The decision to take on this particular client was not taken
lightly. This client was both very popular on the networking circuit in terms of being
a larger than life type of character, but the consultants had all been warned to avoid
working with him. During this observation despite the opportunity for a much-needed
commission, the consultants decided against working with the client because of his

dubious moral character.

This created another dilemma, i.e. how to turn him down without upsetting him.
A solution was proposed to quote an uncompetitive price that would ensure that the
client refused their offer. Kathryn asked, “what if he accepts the price?” This was a
possible option since they had discussed the fact that they could only offer the high-

end price so not to be obvious in their strategy. Jenny put forward the case that the
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company is not in a position to turn down work especially when the potential for
earning was high. Kathryn became concerned by wanting to take on the work because
“the bottom line figure is great... what does that say about my morals?” In a joking
tone, Michelle calls this ‘consultancy prostitution’, after laughing Kathryn remembers
the purpose of my presence in the room and quickly states that this comment is not a

true portrayal of consultancy.

Working with clients that the consultants may not personally like is a common
issue and generally not a concern. However, when the client threatens to “To write a
bad review on Facebook” (Michelle) or talk to others within the networking circuit it
becomes more problematic. Roy tells of how:

“In the early days when my diary was empty there was a few organisations
that I worked with who I was glad that I could eventually choose to no longer work
with. 1 would make an excuse and say that | could therefore no longer work with
them because they are not the businesses that | want to be associated with long
term. Mostly because it is nice to work on nice projects with good people and see
them move forward so for me it is about their ethics and culture that kind of thing.

I think I do now match theirs with my own” (Recorded conversation during

shadowing).

5.3.5 The internal consultant

The consultants often talk about not knowing who their next client will be or how
the project will look or develop over the lifetime of a project. This was clear
particularly when Jenny was spending 4 months working 3 days a week as an
internal consultant. Reflecting on how she won the contract and how it differed from

most pitches she has conducted Jenny said:
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‘It felt a little bit like a job interview. I think, from client’s side [Marg],
she thought that she should hold it in that way...it was annoying... I suppose,
every way of a consultant being introduced into a business [is] individual.
Consultancy is so broad. There is no set way of it happening ... That time
around, it was an instruction; it felt like an interview because she (the client)
needed to understand my skill set. Because of how the meeting had come
about, I couldn’t go in and just pitch because I didn’t fully understand what
their needs are. I couldn’t go in with a pitch to say, “this is what you need.
This is my solution”.” (Jenny. Recorded Conversation during Work

Shadowing)

Jenny seemed puzzled struggling with the client’s apparent inability or
unwillingness to treat her as a consultant rather than employee. She went on to
explain that the client called her a few days later asking her to return for a second
meeting only this time with one of the company chairs’ in attendance. Jenny
explained to me that she felt more comfortable doing this because she knew this
person and felt assured that they could find common ground and made her more

confident that she would get the job.

“The MD, the chair and I got on brilliantly. We had a massive piece of
common ground; something | had done before and something that he had
been involved in setting up and we just chatted like we had known each other
for a number of years; it really came easy. So, during the meeting, he said to
me “If I was to pick up the phone to Jim, the owner” and he sort of reached to
his pocket like he was going to pick up his phone, “and called and ask him
what he thought of you. What would he say?”” I don’t know if he wanted to
judge my reaction to that, because I’d been sat there saying “I’ve done that
kind of thing for that company before and it was great; it worked really well”.
I said, “absolutely great and tell him I said ‘hello’ because we got on
brilliantly and they were all so good to me and we have a great relationship. |

would be more than happy for you to talk to him any time”. He nodded to
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MD and that was it then, I’d won the job.” (Jenny, Recorded Conversation

during Work Shadowing)
Even with the uncertainty of not knowing whether the pitch would be won or
lost, and the unknowing circumstances of the actual pitch Jenny was able to take
confidence from her common connection. Jenny is an experienced consultant and

able to quickly adapt to the given situations.

Both Jenny and Kathryn explained that when working on long term contracts
within a client organisation they must see themselves as part of the client team. The
role they take in the team often varied, but in general they are put in as part of the
senior management teams. The next account we see how Marg (the client)

increasingly looked to Jenny for support:

“We built a very good working relationship very quickly; Marg had been
working in isolation for a while; she just loved having someone to work with
and talk about work struggles and that kind of thing, so it developed very
quickly from single project into something more. | would say | was able to
support her in trying to think things through on her approach to different
things, to help her make a decision, or if she needed to air any frustrations
that she was feeling ... I was instantly privy to a lot of private conversation
between her and her management team because | was in the room; they
would come in, you need a pass to be there, only the MD and the managers
had one to enable them to come up where certain conversations would
happen about many issues including conversations about the staff. | was
eventually involved and asked for my opinion and if they thought that I could
help... I suppose if you were keeping an ongoing job description, it was
growing every day because | was getting involved more and more. This

happens a lot in consultancy.”
Jenny was benefitting from her position in terms of being able to identify the

client’s needs and gaining more work. Having become embedded in client
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organisations, Jenny had created a sense of trust from the beginning of the
relationship the consultants talk about the ability to identify what the client needs
quickly and reassuring the client that you can deliver. The relationship between
Jenny and Marg continued to develop and the client was happy with the work being
carried out. However, there was a breaking point near the end of the project in their
relationship when Jenny felt that the client had become too close and viewed her
now as an employee rather than an external consultant. As the next account shows,
Jenny was compelled to reassert her position as an external consultant:

“My role just grew, and Marg was really relying on me. She came to me
asking if I could pick up again additional work and this would now mean
spending significantly more time in the client office. | am at this point doing
40% more than what | was hired to do. I told her that we would have to
increase the rate... I did say I couldn’t do it at the same rate because if you
break it down, the day rate and break it down to hourly in terms of what |
could earn doing other external work it wasn’t a patch on that so I said “I’'m
stuck between a rock and hard place, | generally charge xyz for this type of
service and I don’t want to do that here it’s not applicable but to do more

work beyond the agreed days, we would have to agree a different hourly

rate”” and she agreed.” (Jenny Retrospective Diary)
Working in-house is not something that all the consultants enjoy. For Roy, being
a consultant was about working for yourself on your own timetable and so for him he
would always avoid working within client offices. Michelle also mentioned that
whilst she does enjoy spending some time within client offices the difficulty is that

your less likely to find new clients or maintain existing client relationships.

5.3.6 ChanceEncounters

The opportunity to build client relations can happen at any time outside the

consultant working hours. Roy (associate consultant) explains that he has found
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clients at supermarkets and coffee shops. Michelle says that she even managed to
secure a project through a chance encounter at a funeral.

‘I’ve even consulted at a funeral. I get some of my best clients and work at
these unusual places. I think it’s to do with the setting. It normally comes about
because | will be telling them a story about a client and they are then interested
and want me to come and do some work for them rather than sitting in an office
talking about the boring, practical side of what I do. These conversations do me
well when it comes to the ad hoc stuff too. Even at networking, it’s put across as

boring; it’s just not as interesting. (Michelle, recorded interview)

The consultants in these situations are not always actively seeking work in these
situations, particularly at funerals. For the consultants at the firm they all explained
that these opportunities happen either through general conversation e.g.: somebody
asking what they do for a living, overhearing a conversation or simply running into
old clients whilst out shopping. In the next account | offer a story about a chance
encounter which put the consultancy in touch with a large organisation. If successful,
the work on offer has the potential to bring a large amount of success to the
consultancy firm and the consultants involved.

Detailed in one of Mark’s diary entries was how he was at a football game, when
somebody who he regularly sits close to asked him how work was going. | called
Mark to collect more information. He explained that the conversation went further to
the point whereby he was talking about the consultancy firm and the services they
provide. Coincidently, the man he was talking to worked for a well-known
technology and gaming organisation and a work colleague of his had just mentioned
that they needed to find a new recruitment consultancy firm.

Mark handed his contact detail over and had received an email asking him to get

in touch. Given that the consultancy project was for Jenny’s area of the business
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Jenny took the lead. Jenny returned the call and advised that they had a date in 6
weeks to pitch for what would be a large contract in terms workloads. Given that this
was such a large contract Jenny explained that they would need the time to prepare.
Jenny also asked Mark to co-lead on the project with her.

At the consultancy office Jenny and Mark were talking about the expectation of
the pitch. The potential client had sent over further details about their company needs
but they still felt unsure. They discussed a plan of action which included sending
further emails for clarification and Mark had decided that he would try and get a bit
more information about the people they would be pitching to from the man at the
football match. They talked about how they felt like they had a good chance of
winning the contract, and Jenny was confident in her existing contacts to find the
type of workers the client would need. Jenny also mentioned to Mark that she has
had more success in the past winning projects when the lead comes from a
recommendation or simply from someone who knows them. Preparing for the pitch
was generally straight-forward but, this became a far from straight-forward pitch to
deliver. What was also interesting about this pitch was that it would not be taking
place in the client offices. Rather this pitch would be taking place over video
conference call.

The morning of the pitch the consultants were well prepared and excited they
showed some concern for the potential workload and commitment that this client
would need but they had already considered this and decided that it was possible.
The pitch was taking place in the kitchen of one of the managing partner’s homes
using conference video calling as request by the client. Ten minutes before the call
Jenny ‘dances’ into the kitchen saying that it ‘is Smashing that you can pitch in your

slippers’. I asked Jenny if she would normally feel so relaxed.
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“I would happily pitch this way more often, it’s less intimidating then going to
the client office and this is my home I’m waiting in my own kitchen rather than in
the formal setting of the client reception.” (field notes)

Five minutes before the pitch and the consultants look more concerned they
begin to question the reliance of the technology and Mark is concerned that the client
will not attempt to call into the meeting at all. A concern that was realised two
minutes before the scheduled time, announced by the ping from his email inbox. The
client explained that something unexpected had happened and asked if they could
reschedule the pitch. Jenny and Mark seem to be understanding. Jenny did say that
she ‘wonders if this would have happened in the minutes before the meeting if they
were waiting in the client reception.’

A week later as I am walking to my car to drive to Jenny’s house for the pitch,
Mark calls to say that the pitch had once again been cancelled and again with little
explanation. When the client attempts to arrange the meeting for the third time the
consultants discuss at length whether they actually now want to work with this client
and whether it would be possible to build a trusting relationship with them. The
ability to realise the potential with this client is dwindling, the consultants decide
that they are going to rearrange. On arriving at Jenny ’s home to observe the pitch
Mark is there but Jenny has run out on another errand. The atmosphere is different
they are again relaxed but there is limited excitement with 20 minutes to go Jenny is
still not back and Mark is dealing with another task. 15 minutes to go and Mark
checks his email to see if the client has again cancelled. 8 minutes until the meeting
and Jenny arrives and takes here place at the table still eating her lunch. Finally, it is
time for the meeting and the technology fails neither the client nor the consultants
can call in, causing stress for the consultants just before the pitch. They all decide

over email that they will wait five minutes and then try again.
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It was this technological glitch that appeared to unnerve the consultants. They
begin to whisper while they wait as if the potential client can hear them, even though
they are clearly not connected:

Mark : it really would have been a lot easier for us to go down there,
wouldn’t it?

Jenny: It’s not their fault WebEx has failed, I’'m a bit worried now?

Mark : Why?

Jenny: off the back of the conversation we had the other day, should |
really be saying that the business started in 20077 it did initial start, but it
hasn’t continued throughout, I feel like a fraud because I was out for 6
months, 12 months really?

Mark : Don’t worry the business did start in 2007

Jenny: They might check my LinkedIn?... It will be hard if we get this, I
mean, really, really hard

Mark : That’s why I said yesterday do we want this? Can we handle it?
kind of thing

Jenny. Well the more I think about it, I know how difficult this will be...

It took 10 minutes in total for the potential clients, Jenny and Mark to log in and
be able to begin their pitch. It was Mark who initially took the lead and the pitch
started off well, when introducing the consulting firm, he advised the potential
clients that the firm was founded in 2007. Jenny took over as the pitch became more
technical. It was conducted using PowerPoint presentation and the potential clients
did not interject until they had finished the pitch. It was at this point that the pitch
started to unravel. In the weeks leading up to the pitch Jenny had felt confident that

she had the contacts and capabilities to fulfil their needs. But on the day, she
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sounded unsure particularly when asked directly about the pool of potential staff she
has access too. Jenny response was professional but was a little vague.

Listening to the potential clients and taking notice of their tone of voice because |
could not see their faces it was the one time during the pitch that you could hear
doubt in their voices.

Once the pitch was over they both sat in silence for 30 seconds after
disconnecting from the conference call. They both seemed happy that the pitch was
over, it was more like relief because talking about their performance they had lost
confidence in any chance that they had to win the work and were continuing to doubt
whether or not they wanted it.

It took the potential client 10 days to get back to Jenny Mark, this was done via
email and informed that unfortunately they were not going to be commissioning
them the work. They failed to provide the consultants with an explanation for their

decision.

5.3.7 Summary of Findings

In this chapter I have told a series of related stories. Beginning with Mark’s
initial experiences as a consultant, | have tried to show the day-to-day struggles of
finding his space, himself in a space that offers little fixture. Mark’s struggle to be at
ease in the liminal space of both his existence as well as the consultancy role is
mirrored by the unfolding struggles of Jenny and the Northern Consultancy. While
many of the above examples may occur also in non-consultancy contexts, | argue
that there is a particular feeling of unsettledness, precariousness, even trepidation
where Jenny and the other consultants continually negotiate what or who they are
and in drawing — and crossing -boundaries, they come to revisit their senses of self
and other continually. Lest my depiction of the liminal space appear to bleak, I also
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witness a large amount of positive, even euphoric events; the certainty and self-
sufficiency that comes with this negotiation of self-intermit periods of brittle
existence, enjoining Mark, Jenny and the others in a continuous (re-)negotiation of

self and other.

Following the presentation of key empirical stories above, | will now turn to an
analysis of these events in relation to the theoretical concepts I have introduced
largely in Chapter 3. I will begin with van Gennep’s ‘indirect rites’ which, as I have
argued above, have received scant attention in organization studies owing to the
dominance of Turner’s notion of the liminal. I will then turn to Cooper and Simmel’s
notions of form, difference and disorganization. Chapter 7, finally, will take the form
of a discussion where | link these findings and analytical insights back to the

literature on boundaries, liminality and consultancy.
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Chapter 6. Analysis

6.1 Introduction

In this chapter | will relate my empirical stories more directly to the conceptual
insights | have elaborated in chapter 3. | begin with van Gennep and proceeded with

the contributions of Cooper and Simmel.

“For groups, as well as individuals, life itself means to separate and to be
reunited, to change form and condition, to die and to be reborn. It is to act and
to cease, to wait and rest, and then to begin acting again, but in a different

way.” (van Gennep, 1960, p. 189)

6.2 Secondary rites

In Chapter 3 I highlight the significance of van Gennep’s interpretation of the
uses of ritual during a transitional period. Van Gennep identifies three stages: rites of
initiation, a phase whereby individuals are disjointed or separated from their
previous social environment; rites of transition or liminal, during which time
individuals have exited one state of being but not yet entered the next; and rites of
incorporation the point of re-entering society. Returning to the work of van Gennep |
outline a series of rites, secondary in nature, initiated as a repercussion of a liminal
rite. | have argued that, rather than seeing the liminal as a somewhat static or stable
space as it is typically portrayed in the organisational literature, individuals move
through these secondary stages and they do so, following van Gennep, in continuous,

ritualistic fashion, forever redefining their social position and sense of self. In this
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section | will substantiate these claims through my empirical analysis of Mark and

Jenny (and the wider Northern Consultant organisation).

We see in the findings that Mark’s first 12 months as a novice consultant can be
considered as a dominant or significant liminal period. The consultancy firm had
endured a precarious existing since 2012 seeing periods of growth and periods of
decline and a point of closure. In the findings we see that the consultancy firm faced
two rebranding’s. The final rebrand sees a complete restructuring of the firm as the
company offering in part takes on a new direction in light of the firm merging with
another and Jenny now working as a managing partner with her new business
partner, Paul. The precarious position of the firm during the data collection means

that the firm was enduring at least one dominant liminal phase.

6.2.1 |Initiation, separation, loss and pain

Mark, whose transition into management consultancy | accompanied,
presents an almost text-book case of transition. Mark’s transition was ordained by a
series of rites. For instance, when the Managing Partners of the firm hires Mark and
welcomes him into their business. Mark is assigned fellow consultants to observe; he
is invited to new networks and introduced inside Northern Consultants and beyond.
These incorporation rites marked the passage from one life to another. They formed
the symbolic transition through a series of more or less planned and ritualistically
executed processions; the sacrifice of his old life, of fixed income, of fixed working
hours, of accumulated expertise, engendering the rebirth of the self in or as a new

identity.

On the one hand, there is the physical transition into a new job; a new

professional role; a new set of office buildings and, in a wider sense, the transition
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from a structured managerial life in fixed premises to a life on the move; out and
about with clients in a project-driven, performance-remunerated contractual
arrangement. Mark’s separation from his old life, sparked by the lack of promotion
and recognition as well as by changing personal circumstances making him want to
gain control over his work hours, seems complete: a new start. However, that process

of separation and initiation was drawn out, messy and fluctuating.

On the one hand, his old life played a big role in his new employment. His
expertise afforded him entry to the consultancy world and, practically, as with the
case of him gaining a contract with a fellow consultant who saw in Mark a reflection
of his own transition into this profession detailed above, it allowed him to gain a
footing and commerce. However, that hanging-over of the old was incomplete and
diffuse. Given his CV and his evident expertise, his struggle to bring his knowledge
to bear indicates that the kind of knowing that makes it onto a CV is not separate;
autonomous or otherwise distinct and transferrable. Mark knew a lot but not how to
make use of this. His old life was there, parcelled in pieces of knowledge, that
suddenly were out of place; rendered unusable until he had mastered a new kind of

application.

We see Mark’s transition therefore not as a clean break but, as detailed
throughout the findings chapter, that there are many moments of growing and ebbing
confidence, fluctuating states of insecurity, moments of reflection, deflection and
self-doubt interspersed with bouts of euphoria and bravado. After a short
unstructured training period, Mark understood that that he lacked experience but was
confident that he would be able to go and conduct himself as a consultant and began
to network, but that understanding first required a further set of experiences that
went along with the process of initiation.
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This became most visible to me in the context of his first networking
experiences. Despite the training and verbal advice received from the existing
consultants at the firm, the ritual itself first de-corporated Mark. His growing
recognition of his own strangeness amongst his former colleagues indicated a
process of segregation. His expertise stripped; bereft of the clout that comes with his
former managerial identity, Mark had to endure the humility of being unable to be
someone. His awkward-to-watch first conversations, held in high pitched voice; his
many moments of self-doubt and frustration were the painful aspects of this

separation.

Processes of incorporation also pertain to Jenny’s becoming of a consultant.
Whilst told retrospectively, her initial separation from her paid contract into
freelance work was cushioned by an in-house contract, so that her separation, and the
pain that went with this, were delayed and, in a fashion, have been in play up to the
current day. We see from the findings section that the consultancy firm has
undergone much restructuring and has also been forced to close, for a period, in the
past. The Jenny, as managing director, had spent the year previously rebuilding her
confidence after the initial closure of the firm and, echoing Mark’s initiation
processes, she detailed her struggles to be accepted back into the networking circuit
that she has always relied so much on both for business and as Jenny herself says

this is what she is best at.

Another example is the ‘crisis meeting’. Initially intended as a catch-up meeting
by Jenny, | witnessed how the actions of one of the other consultants initiated the
crisis meeting; like a feuding family sitting together at the table. We see Jenny and
Kathryn both swiftly initiate a phase that would be focused on firm survival. For
Jenny this about a need to get clients on the books. However, for Kathryn this was a
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different experience. Despite not wanting to work with a specific client, Kathryn is
willing to do so in order to keep her job but also out of her eagerness to keep the firm
alive. The meeting incorporated its participants by stripping them of their extant
certainties. Jenny was no longer in charge and Kathryn’s ethical sensibilities no
longer held. Both experienced the loss of their old, contained, selves, opening them
up for new possibilities. As yet unable to envisage how, exactly, their new
endeavours will pan out, the crisis meeting prepared them for things to come. The
pain of existential worry that formed the sub-text to this meeting, or rather that was

ritualistically processed in the meeting, marked a transformation into a new state.

We see a more peculiar initiation into a secondary cycle of rites when Mark
begins to pitch for work. The initiation of this secondary phase was not triggered by
the consultant but rather his client. We see Mark forced into a rite of initiation as
client places the expectation on Mark to revert back to his previous employment
state, pushing for Mark’s previous working experiences as an employee, it is here
that the client finds a symbolic meaning which grants Mark permission to begin to

build relations between them.

These processes prepared Mark and Jenny for their new lives; the pain that came
with the stripping of their old qualities represented a cleansing; an emptying out of
the old so as to accommodate the new. But, as | will discuss next, this transition

marked neither an entirely new beginning, nor a completed process.
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6.2.2 The Liminal Stage

According to van Gennep, the middle rite of liminality which translates to
threshold occurs on a boundary between the sacred and profane, illustrated by the
example of the door. The profane represents the indeterminate nature of social life in
a similar sense to Cooper’s (1986) disorganisation and chaos. For van Gennep
(1960), transmission an indirect rite sets into motion some autonomous or

personified power which can be either animistic or dynamistic (ibid, p. 8).

Initially, when joining the consultancy firm Mark was extremely confident in the
ability to transfer his previous working experiences into his consultancy position.
Before beginning to build his own client portfolio we see Mark talk about how he
will build his client relationship by following the advice of the existing consultants at
the firm. But the networking event as a liminal experience was an uncomfortable
event. Mark was not clear on the possibilities of the event or what is was that he had
achieved. The networking event itself can be considered as a liminal space but it was
so specifically for Mark whose sense of dislocation and non-belonging marked him
out. He stood out and was observed, by me at the meeting but by Jenny and the other
consultants who inspected this progression. Mark’s hankering after certainty and
meaning was initially alleviated when he realised that the membership card was a
symbol of belonging. A quasi sacred object that would extend its powers to him, the
bearer, so as to offer a glimpse out of these profane and messy surroundings that so

hindered him.

Mark’s networking event may be understood as a liminal space, akin to Sturdy
et al.’s (2006) reading of a business dinner in a manager’s house. However, while

normal organisational structures and routines maybe suspended in either case (the
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informality of the dinner; the non-sales focus of the networking event), the
individuals in the room have become accustomed to the structures and routines of the
liminal space (the power of the homeowner; the graces of small talk), Mark’s own
liminal encounter with this liminal space was left him perplexed, despite the fact that
he had asserted how he should behave from the previous consultants about how to
network and who he should be talking to. Mark’s liminal status as a not-quite-
consultant was exposed which rendered him powerless in his ability to force action.
A significant liminal phase unfolded when Mark re-entered the networking events
this time, structures that he related to a ‘community feel’ but whose recognition was
a long and drawn out process that was highly individual: rather than experiencing an
abstract liminal space, Mark processed through his own liminal transformation. An
example of this is when after an initial phone call Mark, during a short conversation
had seemed to appear more comfortable in his role. However, what we actually find
is that Mark is experiencing what appeared to be a more uncertain liminal phase than
previously seen. We see Mark regress from taking charge of building his own client

base and instead busy himself in the projects of the consultants.

Another example of a secondary liminal experience relates to Tracy’s expression
in the ‘crisis meeting’ of unhappiness about the absence of the firm’s Managing
Director, Jenny, and the lack of support received by the associate consultants
working with the firm. What was planned to be an informal meeting turned in to a
crisis meeting through the actions of one of the consultants. During this secondary
liminal rite, we see Jenny try and regain control of the meeting by using short
reinforcing language ‘’so what do you need?” and “what can I do to help?” however

it was the consultant at the meeting who seemed to be able to take charge and

241



structure the conversation in way that allowed for individual problems to be

reinterpreted as an issue for the consultancy in general.

Jenny’s inability to control her world; the impress of the chaos; of the profane,
ran against her attempts at ritualising the event. She made coffee and tea for
everyone, set the meeting up as an informal event into which Tracy’s concerns
stepped like an unwelcome houseguest. The sanctity of her managerial response
repertoire: whiteboard and brainstorming undercut by Tracy’s removal from the
process, exposing Jenny to the uncontrollable, like a door that opens up into the

night.

When we subsequently see Kathryn enter a client’s representatives’ apartment,
liminal in character in relation to physical space, this was a secondary liminal rite that
was filled with uncertainty and ambiguity. The client leaving the room and leaving the
consultants was a removal of status. When the client representative re-enters the room
he able to take charge of the meeting using the liminal space as a way of negotiating
power. The client representative becomes a stranger crossing a liminal threshold with
rites pertaining to the protection of the society they belong. In this case we see the
client representative assert his dominance in the meeting despite the serious problems

existing in his business transactions.

The vulnerability of the liminal experience opens the consultants up to new but
also dangerous liaisons. The dealings with the unsavoury client resemble an
adolescent’s first adult experience. Prepared by the transition rite to now having to live
a world on the other side of threshold, the consultants’ step through the door and learn

to live in a different world.
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6.2.3 Incorporation
It is therefore only through the passage through a series of rites that the

incorporation into new states may occur. “Every change in a person’s life involves
actions and reactions between sacred and profane ... Such changes of conditions do
not occur without disturbing the life of society and the individual, and it is the
function of rites of passage to reduce their harmful effects” (van Gennep, 1960, pp.
3-13); a series of rites of separation from the former, followed by rites consisting of

transition, and rites of incorporation into a new set of relations.

Secondary moments of incorporation are experienced by Mark both in the sense
of positively asserting or reinforcing his move into consultancy and others leave him
feeling more insecure and further away from the image of himself as a consultant.
Seen particularly as Mark navigates and negotiates networking events, and all

important to understanding this dominant liminal cycle.

Having identified that Mark’s first disconcerting experience networking was not
a failed liminal period this progressed to an important initiate rite. The consequences
of the liminal phases afforded mark the space for reflection and realisation that he
needed to actively make a change. The final point of incorporation detailed during
the networking event when Mark feels that he is able to effectively get across to the
clients exactly what it is he wants to say or pitch. These rites are significant for
allowing Mark to move into a new cycle of rites that see him begin to build his own

client base.

We see van Gennep’s ‘schema’, and the dynamics of the transitional period when
Mark is forced into a secondary cycle of rites by the client. This secondary cycle of
rites are dynamic in the sense that the specific rituals associated with becoming a

novice consultant differ at various moments. They entail the embarrassment of the
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networking event or the humiliation by a seasoned consultant, only to be rescued by
virtue of what he once was, a manager, and not what he wants to be, a consultant. It
is like an adolescent being laughed at by adults and only finding legitimacy by virtue
of their youthful features or childish qualities. To be recognised for what he is not (or
rather, for what he is no longer) incorporates the separation from the old self into a
tainted, incomplete new one. This was evident in Mark’s diary entry as his entry
positively spoke about how he was now making a financial contribution to the firm
and potential future projects but doing so without having fully arrived; under the

spectre of an imposter.

Jenny’s incorporation is equally unfished. The firm itself in a constant process of
transformation, even ceasing to be a body (an incorporation of sorts) for a while, the
old encroaches when Jenny finds part time work as an inhouse consultant to get her
back on her feet; when going out and getting clients, any client for that matter,
represent a recourse to her days as a junior business partner who has to fight for turf,

and not the by now seasoned consultant with stable and lucrative networks.

Similarly, once Kathryn had realised that that the client representative knew little
about the details of the company he was wanting her to pitch for work for, we see a
noticeable change in Kathryn, as a point of incorporation Kathryn was able to
reassert herself as the confident consultant and specialist in HR service and
employment law and end the meeting swiftly. It may be her ability to take control of
this meeting that further contributed to her willing to continue discussions with

Jenny to continue to pursue the work.

In light of the findings what we see is the importance of waiting; of the

unpredictability about when we think the liminal period may be coming to an end.
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We see in the finding how a phone call with Mark had begun to lead to a sense that
he had reached a point of incorporation, but he remains uncertain and reflective at
times; like an adult who deep down still fears his childishness but whose completion
of the transition through the rites of adulthood make such an admission impossible.
This is also significant for making sense of the liminal period. Had we assumed that
Mark had moved to the rite of incorporation during this significant liminal period
then without knowing he was going to remain in consultancy or not it would be

difficult to assess how he had experienced the liminal phase

6.2.4 Summary

In chapter 3 I highlight the significance for the use of van Gennep’s
interpretation of the uses of ritual during a transitional period. Van Gennep identified
three stages: rites of initiation where individuals are disjointed or separated from
their previous social environment; rites of transition or liminal during which
individuals have exited one state of being but not yet entered the next; and rites of
incorporation the point of re-entering society. | have argued that, rather than seeing
the liminal as a somewhat static or stable space, individuals move through these
secondary stages and they do so, following van Gennep, in continuous, ritualistic
fashion, forever redefining their social position, sense of self. Mark’s first 12 months
as a novice consultant can be considered as a dominant or significant liminal period.

The consultancy itself is also liminal in character as it struggles to stay afloat.

Importantly, these transitions are not abstract; they re-inform their sense of self;
the self is altered through these rites. This is therefore not a matter of abstract
symbolism but one of existential transformation; one that forms (in-forms) the limit

and, qua such a creative act, comes to identify difference. But rather than being
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static, these differences serve to further refine or revisit the world, thus continually
elaborating inside and out; forever thrown into a latent awareness that anything that
‘is’ is so by virtue of a distinction whose other (that which occupies the unmarked

state) remains as an invisible, ungraspable influence.

Van Gennep refers to the ...wavering between two worlds. It is this situation
which I have designated a transition... * (p. 18). Far from a failed liminal experience
we begin to see the significance of van Gennep’s work outlined in chapter three and
linked to how we can draw out the importance of liminality as a dynamic phase as
van Gennep intended. Realising that the consultant stranger who Mark was aspiring
to grasp or become was under threat (incorporation), another liminal cycle was
initiated, this time Mark sought out events whereby ritual forms could be recognised.
What we see in the findings is that this created the space wherby Mark begins to find
his own way (indirect rite) pursuing (initiated) events where he felt more
comfortable, selecting those that displayed some likeness to his past working
experiences. This was important for giving Mark direction for venturing into the

unknown of a liminal phase (van Gennep 1960).

By focusing on the secondary liminal rites that are accruing during their
respective liminal phases we see how Mark travels through the liminal phase
informed by his past experiences. Feeling confident in this we begin to see how
gradually Mark is pushed out. During Mark’s first networking experience we see
how his confident bravado entering the networking event breaks down. Earlier in the
finding when talking about how he perceives his role as a consultant., marks tells us
that he struggles with the expectation placed on him to offer an expert eye on client
problems and needs. Creating a consultant other we see Mark struggle during the
initial networking event to fulfil his perceived role. In this case the creative act sees
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Mark break down and pushed out of the interactions with the other business owners

in the room

The findings also indicate the difficulty to identify secondary liminal cycles and
consequently this makes it more difficult to explore the impact of indirect rites (the
effect of ritual and ceremony on Mark as an individual) which van Gennep also
asserted. We see this in the finding when visiting Mark at the consultant office after
an initial phone call, what triggered the liminal phase was unclear however what we
can see is that this phase was likely an outcome of going through these different
liminal cycles simultaneously as each one is initiated by the last. We also see that
Mark initiates a secondary cycle that holds implications for the construction of his
narrative because we also see him push out the researcher for the first time despite
having always previously being open to have all his activities followed and

questioned.

6.3 Organization/disorganization

6.3.1 Introduction

In addition to these indirect rites, | have introduced the processual notions of
form, difference and disorganization as a processual vocabulary. | now want to
return to the findings section with the view of analysing how the consideration of

these process markers may help understand the liminal processes at play.
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6.3.2 Form, difference, disorganization

Van Gennep’s declared ambition in rites of passage is to explore ritual in the
sense of similarity in-form rather than contents of form. | have attempted to provide
some theoretical heft to van Gennep’s ambition, as his work lacks deeper
philosophical engagement. Drawing on Cooper’s work (and by implication on
Spencer Brown and Bateson) allows me to provide such further specification.
Spencer Brown: draw a distinction. The form is to inform; but it’s a choice, a
creative act. Mark is an example but also Jenny. | would emphasise the creative
aspect and the latent other; the unmarked state. How Mark’s neat definition of self
breaks down; and the world comes back. How Jenny’s act of informing required
constant work; persuasion etc. how the world, that which is unmarked reasserts

itself.

Once opened, the door provides a threshold into an entropic, bewildering world
in which the certainties of the old life provide little traction. Mark’s dislocation in
the networking meeting indicated his inability to read the patterns of the
environment. His Gestalten repertoire unfit for his new impressions, he begins with
crude lines: Speak to someone; anyone. He does so loudly, brashly, uncontrolled,
absorbed by the task of creating certainty in a crazy world. His key distinction, his
creative act, allowed him to spot customers/clients but unrefined and coarse, this
informing of the world lacked precision and sophistication. His own presence
unexplained, not fitting into his emerging map of distinctions, he remains formless

and uninformed.

The consultancy and Jenny face equal questions of informing. Who are we and

who are clients? Once a certainty is established, the flipside of the form (what
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Spencer Brown sees to lie beyond the mark) reasserts itself. Tracy’s interruption of
the business meeting heralded the encroachment of disorder. Form gave way to panic
and Jenny’s recourse to managerial tools turned into ineffective and clumsy attempts
to safeguard control and order. Who we are? Who are our customers? What is our
business? What are our ethics? The lines blur and move; whatever they allow to
confine, and order runs against an abyss of uncertainty and disorder, as space that is
brought together and simultaneously separated from the remaining world (Simmel,

1994).

This was perhaps most visible in the final story about the large consultancy deal
which was supposed to be negotiated via skype. The creative act of re-drawing the
line, ‘we are now a consultancy large enough to take on such a deal’ ran against the
realities of the situation. Skyping not from a top-floor boardroom but from out of the
kitchen of a colleague; beset by technical problems and messed about by the client,
the assembled consultants began to question themselves as they went along. Their
lines of certainty eroding and the vast abyss of uncertainty eating away at their

confidence with every failed attempt to connect with the client.

We also see how the history of firm influences Jenny’s decisions. We see that her
actions are created against the backdrop of the firm’s previous failings and the real
possibility that this could happen again. In the case of sending Kathryn to pitch for
work for an individual with a dubious past, despite the risk to the firm’s reputation
Jenny makes the decision to take the risk. In this case we also the consultants taking
on work that they are not qualified to offer. The re-entry into the form, the
reconsideration of what is the case, therefore happens not in isolation but each act of
informing is done with the knowledge of previous distinctions. The generative
element of the rites of passage is not that the merely enter the transitor into a new
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sphere but that those passing are marked by these events. Mark’s pain in the business
meeting will be with him in every new act of in-forming so that passing through rites

also provides a context for learning, albeit on a higher level (Bateson, 2000).

We thus see that Mark’s perception of the consultant influences his ability to
make a difference at the networking event although the outcome was not favourable
it was an important experience that influenced the next. For Jenny’s decision making
Is influenced by the possibility that the firm will once again need to close which

leads to risk taking that could contribute to any potential failure of the firm.

Acting in the world is therefore not only a creative process, one in which
distinctions are drawn so that the world is in-formed, it is also an aesthetic process.
To be able to act once the door has been opened means that one has to act into the
unknown; to take a leap into a not-yet explored and informed world. Rites provide
some experiential guidance and confidence. Mark’s initiation into the consultancy,
his introductions to other consultants, his shadowing and networking give him some
basic tools and the confidence to step out into the new world. However, his inability
to read the cues of the room or the demands of the potential client indicate that he
does not perceive the differences that make the difference. An example of this is
when Mark is pitching for work in the liminal space of the hotel bar. We see Mark
work hard at convincing the client, in terms of what he thinks the client needs. The
clients’ constant interruptions suggest that he is unable to see the potential or
difference that Mark would be able to offer both on a personal and organisational
level. Mark’s perception of who he thinks he should be as a consultant forms the
basis of his experience during the liminal phase. We see this challenged when Mark

is trying to sell his services, and client keep’s interrupting.
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Liminal spaces are therefore subjectively existential as they require of those
passing through them to feel their ways around; not so much to objectively grasp
opportunities but to learn to see the patterns that can then animate responses. Mark’s
inability to read the room; Jenny’s struggle to conceive of other ways to save the
company apart from getting any client possible are indicators of their learning

processes in the art of seeing patterns and difference (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002).

We see the unpredictability and uncertainty that is prescribed during the
experience of a space. In such a space the consultant needs to work hard at being
recognised as the objective outsider whilst also being recognised by those they share
the space with. What we see is how Mark begin to detach from his previous
experiences, becoming estranged from his past but is having to balance this with the
otherness that is created through his perception of who he believes he should be as a
consultant: the consultant stranger (Simmel, 1950b). However, as a novice
consultant Mark’s perception of who the consultant is seems to estrange Mark from

the client.

6.3.3 Summary

It is initially difficult to try to use the somewhat arcane and philosophically rich
ideas of Cooper and Simmel, Spencer Brown and Bateson, in such an applied way. |
found my writing to become somewhat esoteric but at the same time | found these
terms immensely compelling. Seeing the process of transition as one in which Mark,
Jenny and the others draw distinctions allowed me to point to the creative acts, as
Spencer Brown insists, that inform their worlds. Noticing difference at the same time
indicates that context-relevant skills are required akin to an artist’s wielding of a

brush or a music critic’s ability to notice small, bland nuances. This attunement to
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the world is what the rites of passage seem to support. Van Gennep’s secondary rites
are insightful precisely because they do not operate with the idea of fixed, objective
spaces, but because they emphasise the facilitation of something to something not
yet; to the transition through a door that leads into the night; into disorder and
entropy. Cooper’s language makes an ideal companion to van Gennep’s empirical
ideas. Mark’s venture into a new life is incomplete as much as it is his own. His
transition will not be left behind but the pain, an integral aspect of many rites of
transition, will sharpen his mind and instil in him a base set of sensory
discriminations that allow him to see difference and to begin to draw his own lines.
He, as well as Jenny, will have to redraw these as they go along; form always being
in the process of being drawn; life an unfolding movement that only finds fixity and
clarity in the moment it ceases to be. This processual thinking connects Cooper and
van Gennep; it allows, | argue the animation of studies of individuals like Mark in
the upstream sense of Chia’s metaphor; not beginning with fixed conceptions and
frames, but to heed the unfolding, creative acts of creating and seeing difference; of

living relations.
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Chapter 7. Discussim

7.1 Introduction

In this chapter I set out to relate my analytical findings to the literature on
boundaries. In chapter 2, | reviewed the dominant approaches to understanding
boundaries in organization studies, arguing that three broad domains may be
distinguished: boundaries viewed as fixed and contained (such as physical
boundaries); boundaries as traverse and fixed; and boundaries as fluid and contained.
My particular focus lay on the latter distinctions, those offering a greater insight into
the experience of becoming a consultant. | will revisit this literature when discussing
the relevance of my findings for this literature. Subsequently, I will turn to the
literature on consultancy which | equally outlined in chapter 2 and | will elaborate
how a processual approach may be of help when understanding the specific liminal

characteristics of these professionalised spaces.

7.2 Revisiting boundaries

In chapter 2, | have argued that the dominant approaches to understanding
boundaries in organization studies are of limited help when tasked with answering
the research question of how consultants become who they are. In particular, | have
speculated that approaches that see boundaries as fixed and contained may be
insufficient when dealing with the fluctuating, boundary re-drawing processes that
mark real life consultancy firms and biographies. In the previous two chapters | have
shown, drawing on the cases of Mark and Jenny, how the delineation of self and

other was an ongoing process and struggle.
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7.2.1 Boundaries asfixed

While proponents of transaction cost economics (Williamson, 1981, Barney,
1999) may offer valuable insights in to the efficiencies of within/without border
arrangements, my own work attempts to shine light on the messiness of these
boundaries, and how their construction and negotiation, as liminal spaces, is an
existential and aesthetic phenomenon. Even the seemingly clear boundary between
the firm and its environment is, as [ have shown in the case of Jenny’s continued
redrawing of lines, and incomplete and enduring process. The idea of fixed
boundaries seems too impractical to deal with the fluid, shape-shifting developments
| observed. Northern Consultants not only redefined their scope and boundaries
continually, they also actively integrated others (associates) into their organizational
form; worked for others in quasi waged relationships (especially Jenny in her initial
entrepreneurial state but also in the period between the first and second firm
incarnation); and even the precarious employment of Mark and others show that
there is a great degree of fluidity and change continually to be negotiated and

refined.

Similar concerns arise when | contrast my own insights with those who see
boundaries primarily in terms of the exercise power in order to control a broader set
of exchange relations (Santos and Eisenhardt, 2005), typically to increase
performance (Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978, Thompson, 1967). While the consultants
did keep a keen eye on Mark during his liminal period, the negotiation of boundaries
and their control was quite a messy affair. Tracy, Katherine, Jenny and others |
observed were enthralled in their own negotiations of lines. The policing of liminal

spaces, such as Mark’s, was further complicated by him not being a singular
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identifiable ‘entity’ but, with his previous life burring into his new one, he managed

to straddle multiple worlds or, in other cases, failed to do so.

My findings also pertain to the notion of competencies which assumes a
boundary that is that is determined by matching internal resources with
environmental opportunities that are attractive and available for an organisation to
achieve competitive advantage — and how these resources influence organisations
boundary decisions (Barney, 2001). In drawing on the processual language of
Cooper, | have attempted to show how opportunities are not out there, as objective
and identifiable things, but that individuals pass through rites in order to prepare
them to see difference. This is an incomplete preparation, merely equipping them
with capabilities to do the next step, and the act of refining their perceptive apparatus

remains an unfolding one.

7.2.2 Boundaries as Traverseand fixed

My second identified trope in the boundary literature portrays boundaries as
traverse and fixed. In terms of boundary objects, authors such as used by Star and
Griesemer (1989, p. 393) hold that those are “both plastic enough to adapt to local
needs and the constraints of the several parties employing them, yet robust enough to
maintain a common identity across sites”. Perhaps most intriguing in my own study
was Mark’s member card that provided a pathway into another, sacred world.
However, unlike many interpretations of boundary objects, my interest has been
much more in how these objects are processed in the struggles of negotiating
boundaries. Mark’s card, for example, only played a role in the initial stages, where
it served as something to hold on, translating the idea of membership and belonging

into a physical thing. Yet, this fell away as soon as Mark felt more comfortable.
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Similarly, the skype apparatus that marked the failed final story of the business pitch,
instead of connecting domains, served as a worldly reminder of the otherness; of that
latent, unruly, uncontrollable world that come to impede the consultants’ newly
drawn sense of self. In flipping from the sacred, from that which affords
commonality and order, such as a feuding family’s joint dinner, to the profane, as a
harbinger of unruly disorder, such objects are tied to contexts in deeply existential
terms. To see them as existing outside of experienced fields appears limited and
static. Rather than seeing boundary objects as fixed or persisting connectors, | have
shown that at least some of their utility remains tied in with the particular context

and stage in which they come to matter.

Next I reviewed the literature on ‘boundaryless organisations’ (Sullivan and
Arthur, 2006, Ashkenas et al., 2002) or ‘occupations’ (Ashkenas, 1995, Marshall,
2003) by way of exploring contemporary organisational phenomena . Here, | found
that the idea of vanishing boundaries had little relevance in my observed cases.
Boundaries were ever-present and while the double liminality of Mark, for example,
meant that he was negotiating his own role transition into quasi self-employment, as
well as the entering a liminally configured profession. So rather than speaking of
boundarilessness, finding the limits of his engagement, his character, or the remit of
his firm was an ever-present concern. While the ‘boundaryless role’ is suggested to
be underpinned by the assumption that boundaries may have become more blurred
but do consist of structures that direct and shape an individual’s ongoing career
(Sullivan and Arthur, 2006, Arthur and Rousseau, 2001), | found to the contrary that
even in- or perhaps especially in roles and professions that have little formal outline,
such as consultancies, the continuous negotiation of self and other is a key and

relevant process.
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This also holds for the notion of boundary crossing. Lamont and Molnéar (2002)
argue that we must also distinguish the symbolic from the social boundary. Here, the
identity boundary is created and maintained using symbolic resources (or boundary
objects) e.g. uniforms, badges, membership, access for participation in events and
access to technological systems and how individuals use these to maintain their
membership or become part of the focal group or ‘in-group’. I found these ideas
helpful and I witness, especially in Mark’s transition, his increasing adeptness at
looking or appearing to be like a typical consultant. However, what my research adds
to this is the learning process that accompanies the wielding of such symbolic
entities and how through the passage of rites individuals may come to approach and
eventually incorporate these signifiers. Rather than being symbolic in and of
themselves, they therefore have to be incorporated into the very being; become part

of the unfolding process of in-forming.

My insights are perhaps somewhat more radical in relation to the literature on
boundary spanning. This idea holds that individuals who engage with boundary
spanning activities must be able to connect with diverse political positions,
personalities and views (Van de Ven and Zahra, 2016, p. 242, Carlile, 2002). The
ability to build such social relationships is tied to power (Fleming et al., 2007). |
have suggested that the boundary itself is not a line of demarcation but a sphere or
space whose traversing is a process marked by stages. The notion of a boundary
spanner entails, in my reading, the ability to remain in one sphere whilst reaching out
to the next. However, what | have shown is that the process of opening the door
entails a separation; so that those who enter the limbo leave behind some of their
selves whilst taking another with them. This movement from separation to

incorporation means that those who truly traverse will not span a boundary but rather
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find their own existential selves spanned and reformed. No longer a manager, Mark
is also not a consultant. Only towards the end of my observations did Mark become

the latter; but in so doing he further closed off his former self.

My final trope of literature in this section (chapter 2.5.5) covers the idea of
workers’ identities being defined by the boundary or governing system of their role.
As Alvesson and Empson (2008) argue, this is problematic as in many cases it has
become too difficult to identify when there are multiple roles and too difficult to
identify the boundaries between creating ambiguity and uncertainty. My work has
added to understanding on how identity is constructed and how, in this process,
uncertainty is created. More generally, however, | have found that the notion of
identity itself was not too helpful. Looking at the passage and in particular at the rites
involved and stages of division and incorporation allowed me to open up the margins
of the notion of identity itself. Rather than assuming that there was a ‘consultant’
identity out there, van Gennep and Cooper’s ideas helped me to trace the processes
of in-forming and reforming of such differences and distinctions. Rather than seeing
Mark or Jenny as ‘consultants’ with specific identities, I found much richness in
tracing the processes of becoming, where the acts of drawing lines were continually
upset by what the lines separated. The re-entry into the form, the re-identification

was, | felt, a much neglected and fascinating process.

7.2.3 Boundaries as fluid and contained

Finally, and perhaps closest to my research concern, the literature on boundaries
as fluid and contained. This set of contributions highlights the complexity and
multiplicity of organisational boundaries as; physical, social and mental processes

(Hernes, 2004).Here in particular I have distinguished between contributions that
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focus on Turner’s interpretation or re-reading of van Gennep and my own,
processual re-reading of van Gennep. While many in organization studies see
liminality as a state (see my Chapter 2), | have shown in chapter 6 that there are
multiple, recurring, fluid processes of negotiation at play, which may be helpfully

explored through the indirect rites offered by van Gennep.

My own findings chime with those claiming that liminal spaces influence and
become integral to lived experience. This places importance on organisational
boundaries and the mingling of boundaries in places where people meet and relate
whilst not sharing culture, values and experiences as traditional insiders (Dale and
Burrell, 2007). Unlike the studies of liminal spaces including business meal (Sturdy
et al., 2006), the use of doorways and cupboards (Shortt, 2015), the aftermath of
organisational crisis (Powley, 2009) and for exploring the limits of managers when
faced with extreme conditions (Tempest et al., 2007), my own work conceives of
liminal spaces as experiential, existential spaces. The transition of these is profound
in the sense that they do something to those transiting; that the passage leaves a mark
that itself (in the sense of Spencer Brown’s mark of distinction), separates and
reintegrates the passer through without losing the experience of that process. The
consideration of rites in particular sheds some light on how, inadvertently, such
transitions are socially facilitated. A delicate dance of confidence and basic tools; a
push through an opening door into the not yet; into the un-informed that yet has to

offer its distinctive richness and aesthetic form.
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7.3 Consultancy revisited

| want to begin by revisiting the idea of an occupation such as consulting as a
liminal space (my chapter 2.6.2). Ellis and Ybema (2010, p. 281) find that liminal
workers can encounter liminality as a transient, temporary or voluntary phase but for
others as a permanent and mandatory state that occurs at and defines the centre of
their organisational lives. My own work adds to this van Gennep’s notion of
secondary rites concerned with the process of learning and acquisition of legitimacy
and skill when entering a liminal space. Rather than those like Garsten (1999) who
uses liminality as metaphor to focus on a limbo state to describe peripheral working
arrangements, | have advocated a more anthropologically grounded view on
liminality. Grounding this in van Gennep instead of Turner places the focus on the
processes of becoming and not the attempt at specifying somehow existing spaces.
Here, | find the use of liminality in consultancy research reminiscent of ideas of
boundary spanning and crossing; where consultants somehow, entiatively contained,
dip in and out of separate domains or span or bridge those externally existing
boundaries. What | tried to show is that these spaces are existential, and that a
transition in and out is a transition of the entire self; one that leaves a mark and

changes the individual.

Perhaps some of the reports of stress and strain in consultants’ lives or, indeed,
their often negative reputation, derives from this impossible expectation of being
able to live in two worlds. Unlike Tempest and Starkey (2004) who advocate other
metaphors of perfectly contained figures (the wanderer, the tourist), the work of van
Gennep, and my own reading of the data, indicate a much more involved, changing

and transforming process.
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Chapter 8. Conclusion, contributions, and critical
reflections

8.1 Contribution:

The question guiding this dissertation was:

How do consultants experience and make sense of their dyrday activities whilst

working on the threshold of organisation both physically and socially?
The underlying theoretical question was:

If creative renewal is the primal force, then how do we open ourselves to the

possibilities and dispositions within diminal phase?

In this dissertation | have attempted to get close to the process of becoming. | was
motivated by the growing processual literature in organization studies investigate
consultancy, an area in which | worked prior to my doctoral studies. This meant that I had to
work against the grain in a large field on both studies of consultancy and liminality, which
are dominated by notions of fixed states, either in the sense of individuals being able to
remain fixed and thus able to straddle or traverse or otherwise create or defend boundaries;

or of spaces that are liminal, offering particular characteristics for those who inhabit them.

Against this, | have tried to recover some more fluid, nuanced and processual roots in
anthropology, and in reviving the work of van Gennep and, | was provided with a language
and set of stages that allow for such more fine-grained analysis. These secondary rites,
however, are not self explanatory. | found that the lack of theoretical grounding in van
Gennep meant that | had to find accompanying literature, soulmates of van Gennep, that
would provide such theoretical insight. For this | followed the works of Chia and Cooper in
organization studies, and then continued into the labyrinths of Bateson, Simmel and Spencer

Brown. This serpentine route ended, to my delight, in my insight that form and difference as
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well as disorder are intimately linked to thresholds. Van Gennep’s rites represent socially
ordained ways of transiting, of feeling pain in a ritualistic setting so as to alleviate the

dangers after.

My key theoretical contributions are therefore linked to the recovery of van Gennep’s
work; to the reading and amalgamation of Cooper, Spencer Brown and Bateson on form,
difference and disorganization; to the re-interpretation of van Gennep through this emerging
processual idea; and to the translation of this now philosophically anthropological set of
insights into an organization studies setting. More specifically, my work contributes to the
literature on boundaries by suggesting that these are neither states nor can they be straddled
by unaffected individuals. Instead, they open and afford possibility to those who traverse
into them. Rites, secondary ones in particular, are key to that process. My outline of
secondary rites adds therefore to the literature on boundaries as well as to liminality. This, |
argue, is a substantial contribution as there are many metaphorical treatments of liminality

but few that attempt to provide more stringent philosophical footing.

Empirically, | have provided a longitudinally studied case to the literature. This is
particularly important, | argue, for the literature on liminality as it provides a view on the
process of becoming — observed in detail and proximity and over time. | also feel that this
adds to the literature on becoming within organization studies. As much as | admire the
works of Chia and Cooper, for example, their abstractness and their philosophical tone make
empirical translations difficult. My contribution is therefore spread between the fields of
boundaries and liminality, consulting, but also the growing literature on process theory (e.g.

Knox et al, 2015; Pors, 2016).

Methodologically, I have combined shadowing with interviews, diaries, observations
and data gathering. Whilst not an individually distinctive methodological contribution, | feel
that the combination of these, resulting in my own deep immersion into an organization with
which | was already familiar, represents a contribution. Many of the insights, many of the
observation, my closeness to the participants were only possible because I myself was a
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person in limbo; part of that world but also partly removed; enmeshed in my own process of
becoming a doctoral student. My contribution is therefore to demonstrate the virtues of a
“full on’ approach; one that requires many days out with people; one that does not assume

distance or objective superiority, but to live, feel, dwell with those studied.

8.2 Ciritical reflections, limitation and future research

It is clear that my above mentioned methodological contributions also represent a flip
side of limitations. Studying one organization; focussing on a small number of people;
eschewing methodological blueprints or striving for generalisability produces work that
cannot be extrapolated by statistical means. | am aware that my readings of the case were
clouded (or informed) by my own experiences and that both the space available here as well
as my own limitations make it difficult to be explicit about how I have influenced the project
and in what way. What is more, | feel doubly exposed as | am neither trained as an
anthropologist, nor as a philosopher, yet both areas feature heavily in my work. | am sure
that my reading of rites or my interpretations of Spencer Brown are limited and perhaps out
of context, sometimes even faulty. However, | have tried to go as far as | can into these
literatures and | have done so also at the expense of immersing myself more in
organizational literatures. The dissertation itself is liminal; it is betwixt and between and it is

also a project of becoming; also of myself.

There is much to be done still. Future research might pick up on this re-reading of van
Gennep. | also hope that others may be intrigued by seemingly arcane notions such as form,
difference or disorganization so as to try to apply these to organisational concerns. | hope
that more researchers will play fast and loose with complicated terms so as to see how they
pan out when thrown at the world. My own surprise has been that these helped me to see so
much; to say so much about organisational processes, and also to (perhaps arrogantly) see so

many limits in the static formats so often presented in academic work.
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This has been quite a journey.
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