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Editorial

Greetings,

The field of action research continues to evolve and offers various
approaches to understanding and addressing real-world
challenges. This ALAR] issue includes three articles and a book
review highlighting a significant link between theoretical
frameworks and practical applications in action research. The first
article is Leadership in Action Learning: Two Case Studies by
Terrence Fernsler. The second article, Engendering Customer Care
and Complaints Handling in Government Real Estate Companies
in the Caribbean: change from Below through Action Research is
by Erica Prentice and Ali Rostron. In the third article,
"Hunchifactuality," Jack Brady identifies and alleviates bias with
pragmatic action research. The fourth piece reviews the book A 101
Action Research Guide for Beginners (Ahmed, 2024). The articles and
book linked theoretical frameworks and practical applications in
action research.

In the first article, Fernsler explores Action Learning and
Complexity Leadership Theory in nonprofit organizations and
shows how theoretical frameworks can illuminate leadership
practices in dynamic environments. Fernsler's examination of the
two case studies reveals that the characteristics of Action
Learning —including acceptance of complexity, collective identity,
and continuous reflection —naturally align with Complexity
Leadership Theory, offering a fresh perspective on leadership in
adaptive systems. Fernsler concluded,

These two cases demonstrate that effective leadership in
Action Learning environments is different from traditional
perspectives, in that it is more distributed and not resting in
one particular "heroic" individual (p. 44).
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Similar to the first article, the second article focused on
organizational change. Prentice and Rostron's study of customer
relationship management in a Caribbean public sector enterprise
provides a compelling example of insider action research in
practice. Their work highlights how bottom-up change initiatives
can succeed even without top management support,
demonstrating the transformative potential of participatory
research approaches. As indicated in the article,

...the lead author created meaningful change within her
organization despite the lack of top management support.
The intervention challenged the policies and procedures of
the company and drove a change through co-opting staff
who also sought to see change themselves and to be part of
it (p. 76).

The authors' focus on employee empowerment and organizational
transformation offers valuable insights into the practical
application of action research principles in challenging
institutional contexts.

In the third article, Brady wrote a reflective piece on pragmatic
action research in studying Australian political comedy and
introduced the novel concept of "hunchifactuality." He encourages
researchers to value their experiential insights while maintaining
awareness of potential biases. Brady asserted,

A pragmatic AR approach, focused on how comedians were
organized relative to what was important to them, meant
further centering comedian experiences, processes, and
logic, rather than the imposition of methods upon
participants (p. 108).

His candid examination of researcher positionality and participant
recruitment challenges speaks to the ongoing evolution of action
research methodology and the importance of adaptability in
research design.

The last piece of this issue is a book review of A 101 Action Research
Guide for Beginners (Ahmed, 2024), which provides a structured
approach to understanding and implementing action research for
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novice researchers, particularly in STEM education. Ahmed
argued that

Teaching practice is a spectrum. By learning the foundations
of each theory teachers/ lecturers can pick and choose the
level and degree to which it permeates into their teaching
delivery, and on how they can affect action research projects

(p-5).

The book demystified research terminology and offered concrete
examples to help educators overcome challenges and improve
their practice using action research.

All four pieces demonstrate the transformative potential of action
research across diverse contexts, from nonprofit organizations to
public sector enterprises and grassroots political movements. They
all strive to navigate complexity and foster collaborative problem-
solving. Whether addressing leadership in nonprofit organizations,
improving customer care in state enterprises, or exploring political
expression in the comedy scene, the common thread is the
transformative power of collective action and reflective practice.
This theme resonates strongly in Saba Ahmed's A 101 Action
Research Guide for Beginners, which provides a roadmap for
educators and practitioners to engage in systematic inquiry and
evidence-based improvement. The guide's practical approach to
explaining complex research concepts complements the
methodological insights offered by Brady's work, while its focus
on quality assurance and systematic implementation resonates
with Prentice and Rostron's emphasis on organizational change.
Furthermore, Ahmed's integration of national and international
teaching frameworks provides a structured context for applying
the complex theoretical perspectives discussed in Fernsler's article.

The collective understandings from these works highlight
actionable pathways for fostering leadership, collaboration, and
reflective inquiry across varied contexts. For practitioners, they
emphasize the importance of embracing complexity and engaging
stakeholders as co-creators of knowledge. They also advocate for
iterative, participatory approaches that balance theories with
practical relevance. The four works included in this issue
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demonstrate the ongoing growth of action research as a field that
continues to bridge theory and practice in meaningful ways. From
Fernsler's theoretical synthesis to Brady's methodological
innovations and from Prentice and Rostron's practical application
to Ahmed's comprehensive guide, we see the emergence of a more
adaptive approach to action research.

Let's encourage readers to engage deeply with these works,
considering how their insights might inform their research
practices while fostering a culture of inquiry and innovation and
contributing to the field's ongoing development. As action research
evolves, integrating theoretical understanding with practical
application remains vital for addressing complex social and
organizational challenges.

To Lifelong Learning and to a Happy New Year,

Dr. Yedida Bessemer
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Leadership in action learning;:
Two case studies
Terrence Fernsler

Abstract

Action Learning was developed in response to complex social
environments to involve those most affected by change. It is
especially well suited for the dynamic environment of the
nonprofit sector which, based primarily in a relationship
orientation more than a task orientation, is often dynamic and
unpredictable. Shared leadership in Action Learning means
operating in complex adaptive systems.

Complexity Leaderships Theory is a model of leading in
organizations requiring adaptiveness, especially on an ongoing
basis. It guides organizations that adopt complexity in their
operating systems.

The two case studies of organizations presented in this article
demonstrate the characteristics of Action Learning and how
leadership was practiced during dramatic changes, using
Complexity Leadership Theory as the basis. Many of the
characteristics of Complexity Leadership Theory are applicable in
Action Leaning settings, as demonstrated in this study.

Key words: Action learning, complexity leadership theory,
dynamic environments, nonprofits
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What is known about the topic?

Action Learning is a response to complex social environments to include those
most effected by change or desiring to create change.

What does this paper add?

This paper explores how leadership in complex organizational environments was
exhibited in two cases of organizations that transformed to Action Learning
Ppractice.

Who will benefit from its content?

Researchers and practitioners seeking ways to be more inclusive of lived
experience can benefit from the examples of how the organizations in these cases
adapted leadership styles.

What is the relevance to AL and AR scholars and practitioners?

We can learn how Complexity Leadership Theory is applicable in Action Learning
settings.

Received  September 2023~ Reviewed August 2024 Published December 2024

Introduction

Action Learning was first developed by Revans (1982) in the 1980s
as a response to managing complex social environments. It takes a
holistic approach to continually learning about and learning to
improve social conditions. It is not neutral; it is intended to benefit
all in a community, organization or team by attaining the highest
human potential. It does this by involving the entire group’s
knowledge in decision-making and building structures to avoid
exploitative practices and processes of people. While there has
been little literature regarding leadership within Action Learning,
we can learn much from descriptions of Action Learning.

Action Learning: A Process in Complex Adaptive Systems

Action Learning recognizes that social problems are interconnected
and require action at a systems level involving multiple projects.
While traditional strategies tend to offer clear, specific, and
measurable outcomes that are achieved through processes detailed
in linear logical models, such demands for pre-planned specificity
do not work well in conditions of high uncertainty, turbulence,
and emergence. Ongoing, interactive evaluation is more useful in
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social systems that are inherently dynamic and complex.
Observations are needed from multiple participants collaborating
while aware of what the environment is doing. By focusing on
adaptive learning, Action Learning is a process that supports
innovation in complex adaptive social systems. Regarding
nonprofit organizations through the lens of complexity is valuable
as a framework for making sense of and adapting to an
environment. Social innovators (Patton, 2016) adapt programs to
new contexts, catalyze systems change, and improvise rapid
responses. Leadership in Action Learning involves facilitating
these dimensions as described in Table 1.

Action Learning
Characteristic

Source(s)

Acceptance of complexity

Pedlar, Burgoyne & Brook (2005)

Collective identity within
systems (internal)

Revans (1982)

Continual learning through
reflection on actions

Revans (1982), Garrett (1983)

Connectedness (awareness of
place in the environment)

Revans (1982)

Creativity

Garrett (1983)

Credibility by being
grounded in reality

Revans (1982)

Critical perspective catalyzes
change

Revans (1982), Garrett (1983)

Emergence

Pedlar, Burgoyne & Brook (2005)

Sensemaking

Revans (1982), Garrett (1983)

Stewardship/ownership by
community

Garrett (1983); Pedlar, Burgoyne &
Brook (2005)

Table 1. Action Learning characteristics and sources found
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Action Learning is designed to elicit knowledge that helps to
resolve problems regarding fundamental issues (Pedlar, Burgoyne
& Brook, 2005). It involves many people in the group learning from
each other (Revans, 1982), identifying opportunity by expanding
the logical procedure of rationality through the feedback of
multiple individuals (Garrett, 1983).

While Pedler, Burgoyne & Brook (2005) claim that interest in
Action Learning has been strongest among management
development practitioners, and there is literature about its use in
education (Kember, 2000; Lizzio & Wilson, 2004; McGill & Beaty,
2001; Zuber-Skerritt, 1993), Action Learning is particularly relevant
to nonprofit organizations because of their identification as
complex adaptive systems within complex adaptive systems.

Action Learning is a lifelong group learning process involving
feedback loops and continuous improvement (Garratt, 1983) based
on each participant’s knowledge and willingness to lead. Action
Learning requires action as the basis for learning through collective
reflection, critical thinking, testing and re-testing, and
organizational as well as personal development. Continual testing
and adaptation is necessary in building knowledge (Pedlar,
Burgoyne & Brook, 2005).

Collective understanding facilitates learning and resultant action
on seemingly intractable issues by the whole group, rather than a
teacher, trainer, or other expert (Pedlar, Burgoyne & Brook, 2005).
It relies on continuous learning as the actions create change. Action
Learning is given to those who have ownership of the problem and
must live with the solution (Garrett, 1983). This complex set of
participants in complex environments makes it ideal to practice
within complex adaptive systems.

Action learning is participatory, involving feedback loops and
continuous improvement (Garratt, 1983). It entails honest
assessment and reflection, risk in taking shared action from critical
thought, and trust in peers’ diverse perspectives (Pedler &
Burgoyne, 2015). It is a social process in which team members learn
from each other (Revans, 1982). In such a complex, dynamic
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environment, what does leadership actually look like in action
learning?

While there has been little literature regarding leadership within
Action Learning, we can learn much from the descriptions of
Action Learning. It may be impractical to expect any one
individual to have the knowledge and ability to catalyze or
coordinate all these dimensions, so leadership is necessarily
distributed. Individuals may move into and out of leadership roles
as needed according to the needs of the group and abilities of
individuals, with the entire group monitoring themselves. This is
an environment of complex leadership.

The study of leadership in organizations typically assumes leaders
are individuals in a hierarchy who take an organization through a
linear process to accurately predict a path toward accomplishing
an organizational mission, eliminating or deflecting any ambiguity
that characterizes much of operating in complex adaptive systems
through interventions and control behaviors (Stacey, 1992;
Wheatley, 1999).

Research Question

Complex adaptive systems share the common attributes of
adaptiveness, interdependence, overlap, and coevolution (Foster,
2005). Organizations operating in complex systems take on
properties and structures that are unexpected (McKelvey &
Lichtenstein, 2007) because people and groups interact producing
perpetual novelty. This document presents two case studies in
which leadership in complex adaptive systems is based on the
work of complexity leadership scholars such as Marion & Uhl-Bien
(2002), Lichtenstein et al. (2006), Uhl-Bien, Marion & McKelvey
(2007), and Hazy & Uhl-Bien (2012). The cases are observations of
organizations that underwent rapid and successful change. They
provide a rare opportunity to closely observe the emergence of
leadership in a dynamic organization by continually evaluating.
The research question driving this study was what characteristics
does leadership actually take in an action learning system involving
complex environments?

ALAR Journal Vol 30 No 2 December 2024
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The two cases in this study explore how that was applied. The
cases rely on a qualitative theory development approach (Miles &
Huberman, 1994; Yin, 2003) and finds support for Marion & Uhl-
Bien's (2002) concept that leaders in complex adaptive systems
enable rather than control or manage tasks leading to desirable
futures. They identify the leadership mechanisms that were used
and specific actions taken to learn and adapt in a complex learning
environment. The findings support that leadership in Action
Learning closely follows the characteristics of Complexity
Leadership Theory (Hazy & Uhl-Bien, 2002; Lichtenstein, et al.,
2006; McKelvey & Lichtenstein, 2007; Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2002).

Literature review

To study leadership in Action Learning, it is first necessary to
understand what leadership is in complex, adaptive organizations.
Traditionally, leadership was the domain of individuals in an
organization. Collins (2001) argued that organizational greatness is
due to one fundamental ingredient: leaders. In book after book,
Kotter (1985, 1990, 1996) argued it is leaders who make
organizational transformation happen by directing change.
However, as early as 1978, Kerr & Jermier (1978) minimized the
significance of leadership by identifying substitutes for the
individual-centered approach.

The emerging view of organizations as complex adaptive systems
operating in dynamic environments challenges the fundamental
premise of what leadership is. The traditional view of leadership is
based on the idea that the world is knowable as a kind of
complicated mechanical system in which discernable forces and
basic laws of motion operate (Capra, 1996). In this view,
organizations consist of highly prescribed rule sets, formalized
control, and hierarchical authority structures that simplify ongoing
operations and lead to well-defined and predictable responses to a
slowly-evolving world. Organizations seek order and stability by
reducing complexity through codification (Boisot & Child, 1999),
solving problems through reductionist thinking (Ashmos, et al.,
2002), and engaging in often complicated, yet linear, planning
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(Wheatley, 1999). From this perspective, leaders try to control the
future by acting to reduce complexity and uncertainty establishing
followers and directing them towards highly prescribed states.
While the study of leadership has been an important part of
traditional organizational science for decades, it has disappointed
many practitioners in the nonprofit sector because the proliferation
of leadership theories has little application in the complex
environments of constant change and overlap of issues in which
many nonprofit organizations find themselves, especially in
environments that are compelling social movements that involves
constant change and overlapping issues.

Complex adaptive systems

Increasingly, linear models proved to be ineffective in capturing
the complex and emergent nature of most observed phenomenon
(Kauffman, 1993; Prigogine, 1997). In nature, randomness balances
with determinism; self-regulation in complex living systems
continually adjusts probabilities of where a system should move,
what actions members should take, and, as a result, how deeply to
explore particular pathways within networks (Mitchell, 2009).
When strategizing, humans are not limited to one direction. As
Schwartz (1991) indicates, the creative fringe, where adaptive
behaviors emerge, can be important to planning, especially in
response to driving forces in their environment.

Niklas Luhmann (1995) developed the concept of living social
systems in detail, identifying the social processes of the living
system network as processes of communications. Since these
processes take place in social domains, system boundaries are not
physical boundaries, but those set by such things as expectations,
confidentiality and loyalty. Social systems are continually
maintained and renegotiated through relationships.

Organizations exist in conditions of instability, and as they move
further away from equilibrium towards instability, they are
capable of highly complex behavior (Anderson, 1999; McKelvey,
2001; Stacey, 1992; Wheatley, 1999). The more traditional,
mechanistic view of organizations are not especially workable in
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many real situations because they over-simplify models of
organizational theory (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2002).

Complex systems are characterized as non-linear because the
components that comprise them are constantly interacting with
each other through a web of feedback loops (Anderson, 1999;
Stacey, 1995). A small fluctuation in one small part of a system
could trigger unexpected, perhaps profound and unpredictable
changes to other parts of the system, near in time or distant.

Maguire & McKelvey (1999) argue that when organizations move
away from stability and into the complex, adaptive tensions give
rise to emergent self-organization. Indeed, many argue that it is
only as organizations move into disequilibrium that emergent
ideas become possible, giving rise to innovation and creativity
(Anderson, 1999; Chiles, Meyer & Hench, 2004; McKelvey, 1999).
This presents challenges to the way of thinking about leadership
(Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2002).

Leadership in Complex Systems

From a complex adaptive systems perspective, leaders do not
direct change or control future outcomes, as traditional leadership
prescribes. Leaders in complex systems require models for
problem solving performed through the relationships in social
networks. Complexity Leadership Theory (CLT) models (Hazy &
Uhl-Bien, 2012; Lichtenstein et al. 2006; Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2002;
Uhl-Bien, Marion & McKelvey, 2007) describe leadership
characteristics in complex adaptive systems. Effective leadership in
these conditions is not so much about structure as about the
interdependent agency within groups. CLT explores how
organizations can enable adaptive responses to challenges through
network-based problem solving. It offers tools for organizations
and subsystems dealing with rapidly changing, complex problems.
Effective leaders recognize the importance of interactions,
interdependence, and unpredictability among group members
(Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2002). Leadership in complexity allows
relationships to emerge through the engagement of non-linear
processes (Regine & Lewin, 2000). These interactions help facilitate
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what Marion & Uhl-Bien (2002) describe as the emergence of a
common or shared understanding of the system. They help
organizational participants make sense out of what is happening.
In other words, leadership in complexity enables emergence by
participants becoming catalysts for actions (Holland, 1995; Marion
& Uhl-Bien, 2002), to enable or speed up specific behaviors by
directing attention to what is important to a group’s purpose.

Leadership Characteristics in Complexity Leadership
Theory

Multiple, simultaneous collaborations with flexible planning result
in a highly dynamic, highly-networked environment in which to
operate. A critical perspective interprets rather than creates change
(Plowman et al., 2007). System component knowledge resides in
multiple individuals within an organization but information is
shared openly.

Lichtenstein et al. (2006) suggest that a complexity-based
perspective deters leadership from resting within one person, but
in ‘an interactive dynamic within which any particular person will
participate as a leader or follower at different times and for
different purposes’ (p. 3) due to the emergent nature of events.
Hazy and Uhl-Bien’s (2012) unifying function of complexity
leadership theory promotes collective identities to coalesce this
leadership role. Complex adaptive systems are grounded in reality.
The ability to maneuver in larger systems requires collective
expertise, knowledge, and the ability to manage relationships
(Gamble, 2008). Leaders cannot control the future because in
complex adaptive systems, unpredictable dynamics and diverse
participants determine conditions. Plowman et al. (2007) found
effective groups enabled such emergent futures through disrupting
behaviors that surfaced conflict or tension and created uncertainty.
Marion & Uhl-Bien (2002) state that it is important that complexity
be recognized and accepted, and even, as Alexander (1998) would
describe it, exploited.

Leadership in complex adaptive systems responds to changing
constraints in the environment partially through internal

ALAR Journal Vol 30 No 2 December 2024
Page 19




ALARj 30 (2) (2024) 11-48 © 2024 Action Learning, Action Research Association Ltd
www.alarassociation.org All rights reserved.

collaboration (Hazy & Uhl-Bien, 2012) because problem solving is
performed by appropriately structured social networks evaluating
feedback loops rather than through highly coordinated centralized
authorities (Uhl-Bien, Marion &McKelvey, 2007). Hazy & Uhl-Bien
(2012) assert that the “acquisition of leadership skills by individuals
is the result of social learning of the meta-capability within
organizations’ (p. 22). Adaptation ‘engages individuals and
organizations in search, experimentation, and variation to enhance
creativity and learning’ (Hazy & Uhl-Bien, 2012, p. 25). Continual
learning and adaptation, then, is required in complex adaptive
systems.

Plowman et al. (2007) found that leaders in complex adaptive
systems encouraged innovation; they challenged organization
members to come up with ideas and investigate them. Hazy &
Uhl-Bien (2012) explain that adaptations elicit innovations that can
be exploited to the benefit of the organization; creativity and
innovation are important in complex systems to adapting
procedures to changing circumstances.

There is much value in understanding and incorporating cultural
attitudes. The value of organizational cultural awareness within a
network of organizations (Schein, 2017) can be equally important.
Alaimo (2008) encourages cultural awareness and belonging for all
stakeholders internal and external to the group to consider holistic
perspectives in effective leadership.

Plowman et al. (2007) touch on sensemaking as important in
Complexity Leadership Theory. The many interacting and
overlapping variables of complex adaptive systems can easily
become confusing. Finding some way for participants to make
sense of all these interactions, particularly when working on
multiple issues, is often necessary to understand the weblike
pattern and constant structural changes within the system.

Stewardship means being in service to participants while they are
equally participating —lived/living experiences increase
investment into learning through action. Service to the community
is emphasized by Dozois, Langlois & Blanchet-Cohen (2010).
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Table 2. below summarizes the characteristics of leadership
identified in Complexity Leadership and the research in which

they were identified.

Complexity
Leadership
Characteristic

Explanation and source(s)

Acceptance of

Enabling emergence through disrupting

complexity behaviors that surface conflict or tension
and create uncertainty because futures
cannot be controlled (Marion & Uhl-Bien,
2002; Plowman et al., 2007)

Collective identity =~ |An interactive dynamic within which any

connected within
systems

particular person will participate as a leader
or follower at different times and for
different purposes (Lichtenstein, et al.

2006). Leadership in complex adaptive
systems responds to changing constraints in
the environment partially through
collaboration (Hazy & Uhl-Bien, 2012)

Continual learning
and adaptation

Continual learning and adaptation (Hazy &
Uhl-Bien, 2012)

Creativity Adaptations elicit innovations and creative
responses (Hazy & Uhl-Bien, 2012;
Plowman et al., 2007)

Credibility Understanding organizational cultural

attitudes (Alaimo, 2008; Schein, 2017)

Critical perspective
catalyzes change
through emergence

Interpreting rather than creating change
(Plowman, et al., 2007) and creating
transformational change in the sense of
changing the abilities of the organization
and its participants and reflections of
actions taken (Gamble, 2008)
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Complexity Explanation and source(s)
Leadership
Characteristic
Emergence Descriptions through tensions (Plowman et
al., 2007)
Sensemaking Helping the organization to break down

what it is, how to strategize in a way that
makes sense for the long-term (Plowman et
al., 2007)

Stewardship Being in service to the process and its
participants all of whom are equally
participating (Dozois, Lanlois, & Blanchet-
Cohen, 2010)

Systemic The value of understanding and
incorporating attitudes and learning; the
value from a network of organizations
(Alaimo, 2008; Schein, 2017)

Table 2. Complexity Leadership characteristics

Methodology

This study relies on an inductive approach, consistent with
methodology used in similar research (Eisenhardt, 1989; Isabella,
1990). It is a critical auto-ethnology case study with a mix of
narrative inquiry. It uses Complexity Leadership Theory as the
foundation of leadership in complex adaptive systems. Alexander
(1998) used a qualitative approach to observe the interactions and
behaviors that characterize complex adaptive system leadership in
a startup nonprofit organization exploiting complexity. The study
considers two distinct organizations operating in a complex
adaptive system as they progressed through continuous, radical
change. Leadership characteristics are based on the dimensions of
leadership in complex adaptive systems found by Hazy & Uhl-
Bien (2012), Lichtenstein eta al. (2006), McKelvey & Lichtenstein
(2007), and Marion & Uhl-Bien (2002).
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The narrative in this study revolves around the activities of its
author. Attribution bias is mitigated in this case through
organizational documents, including board of directors and
committee meeting minutes. Interviews of key stakeholders,
including board members and, in the case of Columbia-Pacific
RC&EDD, a knowledgeable staff participant, to gather additional
data were conducted to triangulate the researcher’s auto-
ethnography and written records, as suggested by Merriam &
Tisdell (2016).

Data collection

Data came from three sources: (1) observation by the researcher, (2)
open-ended interviews of three former board of director members
who also served on the steering committee in Habitat for
Humanity of Grays Harbor, and (3) secondary sources. In the
Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD case, data came from (1) researcher
observations, (2) open-ended interviews of two Governing Council
members, a former Governing Council and two interns for
Columbia-Pacific RD&EDD, and (3) secondary sources. The
researcher was deeply immersed in the process and operations of
both organizations. The researcher’s role was complete participant,
as there was no intention to use the activities for research purposes
at the time of their occurrence. Official and unofficial documents of
the organizations were utilized as secondary sources for these
studies to further triangulate the findings. Access to many
documents was provided, including annual reports and budgets,
newsletters, reports to external funders and agencies, meeting
minutes, and committee reports, correspondence (letters and
email), grant awards, media reports and articles, and project award
nominations.

Researcher observation represented the primary source of data.
Being embedded in the organizations offered the opportunity to
examine in fine-grained detail the leadership characteristics in
changing organizations. Immediately after each interview of
participants (which occurred years after the events described took
place), the researcher added impressions, following Eisenhardt’s
(1989) rules by: (1) developing detailed interview notes within 24
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hours, (2) including all data from the interview, and (3) concluding
each set of interview notes with the researchers’ overall
impressions. Interviews were organized into three dimensions:
respondent’s background and their role and relationship to the
organization; purpose, mission, and uniqueness of the
organization and processes; and finally, challenges and
opportunities facing the organization at the time.

Data analysis

The researcher created a narrative account of the impact that
leadership had on the startup and growth of each organization and
the impact the environment had on leadership. This analytic
approach is appropriate for organizing longitudinal data,
especially when based on a single case with abundant information
(Langley, 1999). The narrative was developed based on the
researcher’s review, understanding, and text analyses of
interviews, observations, and documents in an effort to make sense
of the data (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Reviewing the story while
returning to the literature on leadership and complexity science
ultimately led to the framework used.

The researcher reviewed each transcript sentence by sentence and
identified all notations associated with the overall theme of
leadership. He then coded the notations into the Complexity
Leadership Theory characteristics described above. The reporting
includes only data that were substantiated across multiple
information sources.

Findings

Findings from the study suggest that complexity leadership
dimensions were key factors contributing to organizational
growth. The study specifically examines the leadership behaviors
within the organizations initiated from the interaction of
individuals who served on the steering committee/board of
directors for Habitat for Humanity of Grays Harbor and the
Governing Council of Columbia-Pacific Resource Conservation
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and Economic Development Council (Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD),
not from the direction of a single nominal leader.

Case 1: Habitat for Humanity of Grays Harbor

The success of Habitat for Humanity of Grays Harbor (HFHOGH)
grew from the interactions of multiple stakeholders affected by
housing decisions desiring to alleviate dilapidated housing in a
low-income area. A steering committee formed to create a local
affiliate of Habitat for Humanity International, not by directing
change but by catalyzing participation. The Steering Committee,
which later became the board of directors upon successfully
affiliating, worked hard to be reflective of its constituents, in terms
of ethnicity, gender representation, religious affiliation, and
beneficiary representation. It adopted an organizational culture of
openness, expressing and accepting opinions and looking out for
and supporting service to all parts of its service area.

The Chair of the Steering Committee, who served as liaison with
Habitat for Humanity International, would introduce ideas such as
asking Care-A-Vanners (retirees traveling in recreational vehicles
around the United States helping local Habitat for Humanity
affiliates to build homes), hosting a Women’s Build, or accepting
the 21st Century Challenge (leading a strategy to eliminate all
substandard housing in a service area) to the board, but allow the
members to discuss and decide whether or not to adopt them.
Learning was frequently discussed, including how to implement
projects given limited financial resources and using volunteer
resources. HFHOGH members reflected on challenges with each
other and quickly learned from them. The Chair also learned who
to turn to and created informal “response teams” when new issues
arose, such as in-kind donations of real estate by banks and new
neighbor concerns; the board learned who had the talent to handle
challenges. By the organization’s third year, the organization had
completed two homes, had three other homes in different stages of
progress simultaneously, and planned to have four the following
year and five the year after that.
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The Secretary of Habitat for Humanity of Grays Harbor often
noted in the minutes that the board of directors came to consensus
about decisions, whether emergent (such as the decision to sponsor
a parade float that turned out to be a community favorite) or
revealed as external threats (such as the neighbors who thought of
Habitat for Humanity partner families as threats to the
community) through discussion.

The collective identity of HFHOGH was promoted at the time of
the formation of the Steering Committee — the task force that
established procedures in order to meet the Habitat for Humanity
International requirements for affiliation. The chairs of each of the
newly-formed subcommittees had sufficient autonomy, based on
their members’ expertise, to review suggested policies and to
revise them as needed while still meeting the criteria that Habitat
for Humanity International set. When the Steering Committee
transitioned to the board of directors, the Chair was asked to serve
as its founding board chair, a vote of confidence in the
organization’s community identity. The committees, which had
developed policies for the affiliation process were now given
autonomy to implement them, but all recommendations were fully
discussed and considered by the entire board of directors. Board
members felt at ease to express differences with each other because
they had accomplished so much together and had come to respect
the perspectives of each member. One of the board members
interviewed noted how decisions were introduced to the board as
a whole after being considered by an appropriate committee and
offered for discussion.

HFHOGH learned to be comfortable with complexity and
ambiguity early on in the formation of the steering committee by
taking on initiatives with unknown outcomes —such as beginning
an affiliate. After two better-known community meeting members
turned down the invitation to chair the Steering Committee, the
participants asked a relatively unknown who was new to the
community, but had some connections to Habitat for Humanity
International, to chair the committee. There was also comfort with
complexity when accepting the Twenty-first Century Challenge,
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knowing how much more networking and collaborating would be
required in the community to accomplish the challenge: to lead in
the development of a plan to eliminate all substandard housing in
the county. That decision was made because the board members
recognized they collectively had the community connections to
catalyze community organizations and local government agencies,
as noted in the board minutes.

HFHOGH had already connected with its community through
multiple collaborations to publicize the organization and solicit
contributions. HFHOGH began by cooperating with like-minded
organizations rather than compete with them, respecting their
expertise. Credibility with external stakeholders was evidenced in
collaborations with many external organizations, such as building
suppliers (which donated or provided materials at cost), and
multiple congregations in the county. An interviewee who was a
member of the board of directors confirmed that it was perhaps
easier to develop social capital in a small, relatively isolated
community.

Continual learning and adaptation became an important feature of
leadership with HFHOGH. Board members began learning from
each other and its own early efforts. For example, there were
delays in completing the first home, despite having key resources
available before even being affiliated and accepting applications
for a partner family. Some of the obstacles were construction and
land preparation issues, some were legal issues, and some delays
were caused when trying to schedule the partner family to
complete their required volunteer hours. HFHOGH sought the
expertise of different knowledge bases and various experts for
information on things such as sites for appropriate land use, legal
concerns, involving social workers in family support and selection
(especially when families had to be rejected), building codes and
amenities to build into the home, and even getting the best from
public relations. These were all coordinated collectively among
board members (and others in committees) knowledgeable about
all the committees” work.
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Creativity is frequently difficult to define, especially with a Habitat
for Humanity affiliate that had the knowledge of many other
affiliates upon which to draw. Still, HFHOGH was innovative in
the way it functioned collectively —rather than
compartmentalizing —and by strategic flexibility. The organization
found creative ways to find properties —its first six were all
donated, including one from the County, which resisted the
donation at first. Here again, having broad reach in a small,
impoverished community helped trigger creative responses. The
organization also maneuvered through other contributions; for
example, on two occasions two different banks donated foreclosed
houses to HFHOGH. One of the homes had a ready private buyer
and was sold for an amount which gave HFHGOH enough cash to
build almost two new Habitat homes. HFGOGH also worked with
two foundations for the first collaborative initiative between them
by jointly paying for the cost of a new home. The ability to build
five homes as an all-volunteer organization was creative as well.

The organization understood the big picture was to provide decent
affordable housing for all in the county, not just building homes,
because of the social determinants of housing. The board of
directors was blessed both with people who were willing to
discuss ultimate goals (for example the board chair) and those able
to strategize the incremental steps to accomplishing the goals (such
as the retired building inspector who served on the board of
directors) all while making sense of how to accomplish low-income
housing development without using paid employees.

Empowering each other and the community with information
about fulfilling needs and sharing resources, and persistence in
obtaining support, demonstrated stewardship to the community,
not just the organization. The monthly board of directors meetings
encouraged ongoing feedback and evaluation, cultivating and
stewarding relationships internally and externally. Flexibility for
how goals were accomplished demonstrated a desire to find the
best ways to work with the community. The board never seemed
to lose sight of its service to the community — the desire to help as
many families as possible, even starting a chapter to serve low-
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income families in a remote part of the county —which drove the

rapid pace of growth.

These characteristics of Complexity Leadership Theory in Habitat
for Humanity of Grays Harbor were driven by community
members learning from each other to effectively improving the
community in which they lived. Table 3 summarizes them.

Leadership
dimension

Example in HFHOGH

Acceptance of

Starting a Habitat for Humanity affiliate.

complexity Deciding to lead a strategy to eliminate all
substandard housing in the county.
Collective identity ~ |Multiple examples include the relative

connected within
systems

autonomy of committees and the board
coordination of their activities. Cultivating
and stewarding volunteers and faith-based
organizations. Agreeing to coordinate the
Twenty-first Century Challenge.

Continual learning
through adaptation

Surveying obtained properties, dealing with
opposition in the community, improving
the auction event, finding new ways to
recruit market, such as the parade float and
a variety of media tactics, better planning
for construction.

Creativity

Aggressively soliciting in-kind donations,
especially of real estate. Managing
volunteer labor in all aspects of the
operation.

Credibility

Vision and ability to create the organization
in a low-income community. Accepting the
21st Century Challenge. Collaborating with
like-minded nonprofit organizations and
businesses.
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Leadership
dimension

Example in HFHOGH

Critical perspective
catalyzes change
through emergence

Bringing ideas to the steering committee
and board of directors to let members
decide to implement initiatives such as
inviting Care-A-Vanners, a Women’s Build,
and accepting the Twenty-first Century
Challenge. Utilizing expertise in law, family
support, construction, finances, land use;
collaborating and supporting each other.

Emergence

Unexpected issues arising with one of the
neighbors. Property acquisitions.

Sensemaking

Seeing the big picture of eliminating
substandard housing; building relationship
to achieve organizational goals. Celebrating
with the beneficiaries. Open communication
and trust.

Stewardship

Allowing the board of directors to make
decisions about initiatives; learning from
the committees about how to fulfill needs
and connecting resources; empowering
families and volunteers; cross-
communication and participation.

Systemic

Encouraging representation of diverse
faiths; low-income and youth
representation on the board of directors.
Increased collaboration among members;
learning about members” expertise and
connecting at meetings; open
communication leading to trust

Table 3. Leadership dimensions and examples in Habitat for
Humanity of Grays Harbor case
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Case 2: Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD Leadership
Dimensions

Columbia-Pacific Resource Conservation & Economic Develop
District (Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD) worked on conservation
when it decided to expand services in its four-county, low-income
area in rural western Washington state. The dramatic change in
Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD resulted from the decision to exploit
complexity rather than, as is traditionally taught and expected,
deflecting it (Alexander, 1998). The organization transitioned over
time from a one-issue (conservation) organization to taking on
multiple projects using a variety of means and collaborations.
Some of the collaborations involved the member organizations
working together, sometimes with support from Columbia-Pacific
RC&EDD resources, sometimes without its direct assistance. Many
collaborations involved organizations and even networks of
organizations external to the rural four-county District. The
organization’s reputation grew rapidly with Washington State
agencies such as The State Historical Planning Committee for the
Lewis and Clark Bicentennial and the Department of Community,
Trade and Economic Development, federal agencies such as the
Rural Advisory Committee for the Olympic National Forest, Rural
Utilities Service, and other Department of Agriculture agencies,
and the U. S. Economic Development Administration, and with
private nonprofit organizations such as the National Training
Center for Small Communities and the Washington State Small
Business Incubation Association.

Many of the organization’s initiatives had no formal strategic
plans, but explored opportunities strategically learning by doing,
reflecting, and acting. Multiple, simultaneous collaborations with
flexible planning resulted in a highly dynamic, highly-networked
environment in which to operate —a complex adaptive system
operating within the geographically-based boundaries. A Council
member remarked how representatives would be allowed to raise
concerns affecting their communities and whether solutions using
those resources or Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD’s follow-up was
needed.
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Member organizations, initially consisting primarily of local
government agencies and their representatives on the Governing
Council, became more engaged in determining which initiatives
the organization selected to work on. New members were invited
to join the organization, hoping to make it more representative of
the community, including two state legislators, private nonprofit
organizations, and one private business. A number of stakeholders
participated in leadership roles, but no one individual seemed to
be directing the change. One of the federal Coordinators noted
how representation on the Governing Council grew as new issues
were considered and especially as they were accomplished. With
increased recognition and successes, other member organizatons
wanted to become part of Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD

The change emerged from ongoing interactions between
participants, both internally and externally, learning and adapting
together rather than relying on a single individual for direction.
Leadership disrupted existing patterns of behavior by introducing
characteristics of Action Learning. All acted interdependently
when they took on new initiatives. The nominal leaders at
Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD played a key role in the change that
occurred, not by using legitimate power to specify or direct change
but by creating conditions that allowed for the emergence of such
change, including efforts to maintain distributed leadership.

Change was often introduced when staff and Governing Council
members brought ideas back from conferences they attended on
behalf of the organization. Conference attendees from Columbia-
Pacific RC&EDD would report those initiatives used elsewhere
that might fit needs and resources of the District and allow the full
Governing Council to decide whether to implement similar
projects in the District. Adaptations were frequently discussed,
especially how to implement projects given limited financial
resources. Sometimes this would mean member organizations
would sponsor the initiative, such as when Shorebank Pacific, and
later Coastal Community Action Program (both member
organizations in Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD), sponsored programs
to assist low-income workers that helped them acquire and
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maintain affordable transportation through the Wheels to Work
program. The Wheels to Work program involved multiple
participants, including previously independent, non-collaborative
organizations, such as banks willing to offer low-interest loans to
clients with the guarantee from Shorebank and reduced costs from
automobile mechanics.

Sometimes it meant Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD found alternative
means to conducting initiatives, such as when interns were trained
to conduct a feasibility study for a virtual small business incubator
rather than contracting outside consultants. Even interns became
excited about their sense of belonging in an organization that was
willing to include them in emergent solutions.

The collective identity of Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD was
promoted by presenting all proposals to the Governing Council
before strategizing and implementation would take place. Some
collaborative initiatives, such as a telecommunications project, in
which broadband was brought to nearly all customers in the
District (and indeed, the entire West Coast of Washington state),
utilized the expertise of individual member organizations
(particularly public utility districts) under the auspices of
Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD and brought together participants
outside the District, both local agencies and governments, the state
Community Trade and Economic Development department, and
several U.S. Department of Agriculture agencies. This was
intentional on the part of the Economic Development District
Director, federal Coordinator, and Council Chair.

Council members would sometimes need to raise issues, such as
finding clean water solutions at low or no cost for the entire
District and found resources to help develop programs that
became national models.

Other initiatives, such as the SenioRx program to offer affordable
prescriptions medication to low-income elderly residents were
piloted in one community using the pooled resources of Columbia-
Pacific RC&EDD member organizations. Another collaboration
with the State Historical Lewis and Clark Bicentennial Commission
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along with local governments in Oregon and Washington created
an end-of-the-trail coalition near the mouth of the Columbia River.
These regional collaborations strengthened ties with state and
federal resource providers, allowing even more initiatives that
benefitted the constituents. These connections were cultivated and
stewarded by multiple members of the Governing Council. The
members felt supported in their efforts to organize within their
communities and pass lessons learned on to other representatives
of the Governing Council in the District.

Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD displayed comfort with complexity by
taking on initiatives with unknown outcomes, such as the Rural
Communities Development Initiative, particularly a component
involving listening sessions in eight rural communities in Grays
Harbor County. The organization also cultivated and stewarded
relationships with unknown consequences, including that with a
newly-appointed Washington State Community, Trade and
Economic Development Director. These relationships gained
access to resources where they had not been attempted previously
and served as a model for later efforts.

Even some of the intern hires had unknown outcomes, especially
those positions tailored for specific interns, such as the legal intern
who ended up working on nine projects over one summer, and his
assistant, who had no job description other to aid and shadow the
legal intern. A request was presented for the intern to work on
projects and Council members responded with tasks to research
revising city codes, human resource law on the high seas,
marketing carbon credits, and more. The organization was willing
to risk overcrowding the office space with interns and exploited
the condition to catalyze high energy within the group, with
interns affected most by this, expressing how the cramped quarters
and sharing information fed into their learning for themselves and
the organization.

Continual adaptation and learning is required in complex adaptive
systems, and became an important feature of leadership for
Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD. Member organizations and staff began
learning from each other. Innovation, such as the virtual small
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business incubation project, a wastewater training program and
the telecommunications programs helped the organization adjust
and refocus efforts as new information would be obtained. The
flexibility allowed by not developing rigid strategic plans for
initiatives meant that projects were evaluated constantly by
members of the community. Learning from these on-going
evaluations allowed rapid and sometimes creative adaptation.

Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD utilized creative (at least by Columbia-
Pacific RC&EDD standards) ways to meet old or difficult
problems. A Landscape Management System (LMS) initiative to
test the carbon market for small landowners and building a
cooperative for them to go to scale were innovative methods of
increasing income for small landowners. The wastewater treatment
training initiative took a new approach to meeting clean water
requirements that would not bankrupt rural communities. Unique
solutions for providing broadband telecommunication to rural
residents in different parts of the District were shared among
members and organizations outside the District. These all served
as creative response models, according to the CTED Director.
Finally, when the organization could not afford high-priced
consultants, it learned to use interns to conduct a feasibility study
for a virtual small business incubator. It also explored ways to
effect community development initiatives in low-income
communities through supervising Americorps*VISTA members.

Member organizations learned to help each other maneuver
through processes to resolve local concerns. This began at the
monthly Governing Council meetings, with representatives of
member organizations communicating with each other to learn
and discuss more details of initiatives. Staff at Columbia-Pacific
RC&EDD took the time to cultivate and steward relationships with
prospective funders, and were willing to act as liaisons when
necessary, to clarify funding agency and grantor desires and match
them more effectively with local needs. In some instances, this took
as much as three years, as in the cases of support for universal
broadband telecommunications in the District, developing a
wastewater treatment training pilot program, and the Rural
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Community Development Initiative (RCDI). Credibility with
external stakeholders was evidenced when these and other projects
were fully-funded and when the CTED Director reassigned her
staff, at Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD’s request, who were delaying
progress on the telecommunication and LMS initiatives. Funders
and collaborators began approaching Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD
through various representatives to the Governing Council.

Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD accepted adaptations to plans for
providing broadband in different regions of the District to meet
local situations. Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD also built upon the
strong history of cooperatives in the Pacific Northwest to try to
develop a new one for carbon sequestration credits, a novel
concept at the time. The organization developed a precedent for
making decisions collectively, and making time to consider
dissension, getting to know each member organization’s strengths
and weaknesses (and their service areas’ assets), cultivating
mentors for specialized issues, and adapting to the strengths of all
participants

Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD pulled on different knowledge bases,
different programs, and different ideas as critical to learning. In
most cases, local expertise, such as how to reach target audiences
for SenioRx, what businesses could benefit from small business
incubation services, or the inputs for determining wastewater
treatment systems in particular communities was supplemented by
technical expertise found outside the District.

The many interacting and overlapping variables of complex
adaptive systems can easily become confusing. Finding some way
for participants to make sense of all these interactions, particularly
when working on multiple issues, is often necessary to understand
the weblike pattern and constant structural changes within the
system. At Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD, member organizations
learned from each other the similarity of concerns across the
District while simultaneously learning different approaches to
address those concerns. They began to see economic development
as inclusive of community development and conservation;
recognizing these as interrelated made more sense.
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Requiring the Governing Council itself to make decisions about
whether to proceed with initiatives before staff plunged forward
indicated a sense of service to the community, who the members of
the Governing Council represented. Empowering each other with
information about fulfilling needs and sharing sources of
prospective support and persistence in obtaining that support,
demonstrated stewardship to communities, which themselves
tended to be under resourced. Its culture of sharing responsibilities
demonstrated that client communities were more important than
the reputation of Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD itself. The tailored
programs of the wastewater treatment training program and the
RCDlI initiative showed the desire to build capacity rather than
mold initiatives into pre-determined programs. The monthly
Governing Council meetings encouraged ongoing debriefing and
evaluation, cultivating and stewarding relationships internally and
externally. Flexibility for how staff and interns accomplished goals
demonstrated finding the best ways to help them serve the
community.

The participants in this newly-acknowledged complex system
destabilized, rather than stabilized, the organization, especially by
shying from a structure to achieve a specific, pre-planned desired
state. Participants in Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD encouraged the
organization towards disequilibrium by introducing uncertainty
and comfort with complexity, a state from which novelty could
emerge. At the same time, participants also provided some order
(sensemaking) by interpreting and giving meaning to the actions
that emerged from the disequilibrium. Participants were swept up
in behaviors of collective innovation as progress was made. By
encouraging non-linear, non-compartmentalized interactions,
participants encouraged each other and their organizations to be
innovative rather than assume all the responsibility for innovative
ideas.

Conveners of Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD played their role well,
making sure ideas were introduced and discussed. These
characteristics of Complexity Leadership Theory in Columbia-
Pacific RC&EDD are summarized in Table 4.
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Leadership
dimension

Example

Acceptance of
complexity

Cultivating and stewarding relationship
with CTED director; Overcrowding of
office with interns; multiple projects for
legal intern; hiring interns with no known
outcomes predicted; COG RCDI initiative,
with unknown outcomes

Collective identity
connected within
systems

Multiple examples include: SeniorRx,
Wheels to Work, Telecommunications
initiative. Cultivating and stewarding
relationships with EDA, USDA, Historical
Commission, OR Lewis & Clark, CTED,
Telecomm entities outside the District, RAC

Continual learning
through reflection of
actions

Ways to approach experts in feasibility
study; learning to do a feasibility study;
new approach to incubator; adapting
Wheels to Work; adopting SenioRx;
learning of alternative wastewater
solutions; learning and connecting needs of
various communities

Creativity LMS proposals; NETCSC proposal;
adaptive telecom proposals; interns to
fulfill projects; VISTA program to initiate
systemic program

Credibility Community SWOT assessments and

recruiting resources when necessary from
outside agencies.

Critical perspective
catalyzes change
through emergence

Bringing ideas to the Governing Council to
let members decide to implement initiatives
such as Wheels to Work and SenioRx first;
training interns to do a feasibility study
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Leadership Example
dimension
Sensemaking Learning from members of region-wide

concerns; expanding economic
development to include conservation and
community development; taking on
regional not community issues; adopting a
holistic approach to programs

Stewardship Allowing governing council to make
decisions about initiatives; learning from
members about how to fulfill needs and
connecting to resources; empowering
members and interns alike; persistence in
getting funds; tailored advice and support
(especially RCDI); constant debriefing;
cultivating and stewarding relationships.

Systemic Adapting to needs in different regions of
the district—RCDI, Telecomm; building on
history of cooperatives; allowing governing
council to make final decisions
(organizational cultutre); utilizing mentors;
giving interns time to adapt (organizational
culture); time to joke. Increased
collaboration among members; learning
about members’ needs and connecting at
meetings; learning funder criteria;
influencing the reassignment of CTED staff;
all collaborations, especially with NETCSC

Table 4. Leadership dimensions and examples in the
Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD case

Discussion

Action Learning occurs in complex environments, characterized by
continual learning and re-learning, credibility and emergence
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(Garratt, 1983; Pedlar, Burgoyne & Brook, 2005; Revans, 1982),
critical perspectives that catalyze change (Garratt, 1983; Revans,
1982), connectedness and community (Revans, 1982) and creativity
and sensemaking (Garratt, 1983; Revans, 1982). We can look to
Complexity Leadership Theory (Hazy & Uhl-Bien, 2002;
Lichtenstein, et al., 2006; Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2002; and McKelvey,
2001) to learn how leadership of organizations appears in complex
adaptive systems. Nonprofit organizations tend to be complex
because they operate primarily in the relationship end of the task-
relationship continuum (Northouse, 2009).

Two nonprofit organizations were studied to (1) determine
whether Action Learning characteristics were observed, (2) how
leadership was displayed in this environment, and (3) how these
two sets of characteristics connect. These two organizations could
be considered to be successful in their adoption of complexity;
Habitat for Humanity of Grays Harbor was created in a
community not previously serving the need of decent affordable
housing and Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD transformed from a
single-issue organization to expanding service to more
comprehensively serve its communities.

Participants in both HFHOGH and Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD
knew their community well and were willing to learn from each
other, representing credibility in Complexity Leadership Theory.
They exploited complexity by inviting participation from others
while willingly sharing expertise and time. They emphasized trust
and open communication, understanding their role in the
community, ongoing evaluation, and taking a systemic perspective
while building their organizations incrementally. This required a
commitment from all participants.

It was the adaptability of the organizations that permitted them to
move through the changes in a rapidly changing environment.
Members strategically communicated with each other frequently
between regular meetings, a function that was necessary for boards
of directors that both governed and were “working boards.” The
organizations turned negative aspects of the community into
assets. For example, abandoned properties and the inability of
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banks to sell foreclosed properties meant that HFHOGH did not
have to pay for land to build its first six homes demonstrating
creativity. An entrepreneurial attitude throughout the leadership
meant that visibility was high and made positive with each new
success. Support for initiatives came from parties not ordinarily
expected to participate, such as local governments, local banks,
and two locally-important foundations for HFHOCH and
coalitions outside the District for Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD.
These non-traditional supporters were pursued only after open
discussion by all participants.

Habitat for Humanity affiliates have a fairly straightforward
purpose — to partner with qualifying low-income families in a
community to pursue home ownership. Affiliates, including the
one in this case, adapted standardized policies in the pursuit of
their purpose. Still, low-income housing development is a complex
undertaking involving multiple legal issues, land use, community
development, preparing partner families for homeownership,
recruiting community and volunteer support, and the construction
of safe, reliable homes.

The study of Columbia-Pacific RC&EDD’s immersion into
complexity corresponds with the findings of Marion & Uhl-Bien
(2002) and others, identifying characteristics of leadership in
complex adaptive systems during the organization’s
transformation. The future desired states emerged from ongoing
interactions between agents, both internally and externally.
Leadership modeled learning and adaptation via interactions
among diverse and affected participants.

Leadership enables, via interactions among participants, rather
than directs change in complex systems (Plowman et al., 2007).
Dispersed leadership in such a complex environment makes sense.
No one person is likely to hold sufficient expertise to lead through
the multiple scenarios found in complexity, instead leading
collectively and participatively. Indeed, rather than wrest control,
nominal leaders encouraged others to lead when necessary and
saw their role as coordinator (and sometimes spokesperson).
Although one person’s name was designated to represent the
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organization on correspondence to outside entities, that
correspondence was usually drafted by experts or those with
connections to collaborating organizations. Participants and sub-
committees were relied upon to review proposed policies and
recommend any adaptations, then relied upon to determine how to
implement their policies while reporting fully to each other and
soliciting feedback.

The nominal leaders at both organizations did play a key role in
the exploitation of complexity that occurred, not by using
legitimate power to specify or direct change but by creating
conditions that allowed for the emergence of such change,
including efforts to maintain distributed leadership and referent
power. Participants became comfortable with complexity —
overlap, interdependence, adaptiveness and co-evolution—a state
from which novelty could emerge. At the same time, participants
also provided some order (sensemaking) by interpreting and
giving meaning to the actions of collective, successive innovation
as progress was made and encouraged each other and their
organizations to be innovative.

In complex systems, leadership enables, via interactions among
participants, rather than directs change in complex systems.
Dispersed leadership in such a complex environment makes sense.
No one person is likely to hold sufficient expertise to lead through
the multiple scenarios and intersectionality found in complexity.
Indeed, rather than take control nominal leaders encouraged
others to lead when necessary and saw their role as coordinator
(and sometimes spokesperson).

The findings suggest that Action Learning leadership played an
important role in giving meaning to what was happening,
changing what it is that people talked about in the organization.
As the radical shift in identity began to emerge at Columbia-Pacific
RC&EDD, participants spent less time talking about how to turn
around a stagnant organization and more time talking about the
best ways to serve their constituents and communities. HFHOGH
began strategizing beyond home building for needy families to
eliminate all substandard housing in its service area. Finally, it was
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found that by using an appreciative approach, managing words
rather than people is important in encouraging change. The
language that is adopted helps people understand what is
happening in the organization.

A most unique feature of the organizations studied in this case was
that leadership was shared among participants —stewardship was
collective. The impulse towards instability counter-balanced the
impulse towards stability through differences in style found in
individuals who shared leadership, keeping the system from
swirling into complete chaos.

Limitations, Delimitations, and Suggestions for
Further Research

Although case studies offer fine-grained detail of organizational
phenomenon, one concern should always be the generalizability of
the findings. This research relied on a sample size of two in a
qualitative study as the foundation for the theoretical propositions
offered. In addition, both are nonprofit organizations. However,
nonprofit organizations operating in different environments,
nonprofit organizations are increasingly recognizing the complex
environments in which they operate. Propositions in this case can
likely be replicated in future research as more organizations
identify characteristics of Complexity Leadership Theory.

This study did not investigate any correlation between sources or
practices of power and the leadership characteristics. During the
five-year period of this study, power appeared relatively balanced,
with slight variations due to differences in practices of expert
power, reward power based in resources available, and perhaps
some legitimate power. Communication was heterarchical and
quite transparent and collegial, with the good of the constituents in
the overall populations for each organization’s service areas
continually emphasized by inviting multiple and diverse
participants. However, there was no assurance this balance or
collegiality could be maintained as participants entered and
departed the organization. Trust seemed to be a key element in
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dispersed leadership and in the processes and procedures. That
was a variable that was not addressed by this study; if trust among
the participants changes, is high functionality within a complex
environment, as observed in these cases, sustainable?

In the study, emergent self-organizing behavior led to a successful
transformation of the organization and behaviors were observed
that seemed to enable this successful self organizing. An important
area of study could be whether there are differences in the way
leaders enable emergence that contribute to failures rather than
successes. If any one of the leadership characteristics is absent, will
the system be pushed too far into chaos or stagnancy? For
example, if insufficient attention is given to non-linear interactions,
or providing meaning to the changes that are happening is not
accomplished, will emergent innovation fail? On the other hand,
can all the leadership characteristics be present and an
unsuccessful exploitation of complexity still occur? Future research
can explore attention to unsuccessful as well as successful
transformations in complex environments and the associated
leadership practices.

This study was undertaken by wondering what the role of
leadership is in organizations embedded in and exploiting
complex adaptive environments using Action Learning. These two
cases demonstrate that effective leadership in Action Learning
environments is different from traditional perspectives, in that it is
more distributed and not resting in one particular “heroic”
individual. Participants who step into and out of leadership roles
during Action Learning processes are effective in catalyzing
change to help organizations make the best of the moment,
commonly without knowing what is going to happen next.
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Engendering customer care
and complaints handling in
Government real estate
companies in the Caribbean:
change from below through
action research

Erica Prentice and Ali Rostron

Abstract

This paper examines why attempts to improve customer care and
customer relationship management in a Caribbean Government
real estate company continued to fail. The lead author undertook
an action research study as an insider researcher. One macro
action research cycle was completed using multiple data sources
and with key customer facing employees as an action research
group to engage in collaborative inquiry. The results showed that
the transactional nature of the landlord-tenant relationship, the
fetter of being a State Enterprise, executive inertia, and silo
thinking and behaviour made implementing change an intractable
problem. However, the study also reveals the potential for
“bottom-up” change through collaboration and capacity building
with staff. We contribute both to knowledge of customer care in
the public sector and to management practice, by showing how
change can be achieved without top management support.

Key words: Action research, Customer Relationship Management,
Special Purpose State Enterprise, Caribbean, landlord and tenant
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What is known about the topic?

There is little research on customer care and customer complaints handling in
Special Purpose State Enterprises (SPSEs), especially those that are Caribbean
landlords. There have been many complaints about customer care delivery in the
Public Sector and despite movement towards embracing Customer Relationship
Management (CRM), Caribbean landlords who manage SPSEs continue to lag due
to their limited focus on customer centricity.

What does this paper add?

The paper adds to the limited research on customer care delivery in a land-based
SPSE in the Caribbean. It reveals the challenges facing Public Sector organisations
and specifically Public Sector landlords, but it also demonstrates how the
concerted effort of a dedicated cross- functional team can engender change from
bottom up through participative action research

Who will benefit from its content?

Public Sector Real Estate Practitioners, Managers in SPSEs in the Caribbean and all
who manage property on behalf of the Government

What is the relevance to AL and AR scholars and practitioners?

The research demonstrates how managers can conduct insider action researcher
with co-workers as research partners to solve organisational problems.
Practitioners who work on organisational problems demonstrate the potential of
the AR process to assist them in enhancing their practice as agents in engendering
organisational change supported by their staff

Received October 2023 Reviewed November 2023~ Published December 2024

Introduction

Notwithstanding reforms in the public sector in Small Island
Developing States (SIDS) in the Caribbean, the overall level of
customer satisfaction with public sector delivery of goods and
services remains low, and the call for a strategy to deliver better
service to customers throughout Government Departments is
ongoing (Smith and Charles 2018). This reflects a wider concern in
which private sector companies appear to be more successful in
embracing and applying Customer Relationship Management
(CRM) principles to enhance organisational performance than
public sector entities (Kumar and Reinartz 2018). This includes the
real estate sector. For the public sector, and especially government
landlords in SIDS, the issue is all the more pressing as island
governments reduce subventions to these agencies. These agencies
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are mandated to be more commercially viable and therefore in
need of maintaining customer satisfaction, but the focus on
financial viability may also be to the detriment of attention paid to
customer care.

This paper presents an account of an action research project
undertaken by the lead author, at ‘Real Estate Solutions Limited’
(RESL)! which aimed to address the persistent high numbers of
customer complaints and low levels of customer satisfaction. RESL
is a Special Purpose State Enterprise (SPSE) which reports to a
Government Ministry in one of the SIDS in the Caribbean. The
company has a portfolio of industrial properties comprising 772.13
hectares of land and is landlord to more than 300 tenants who are
involved in light manufacturing. Some of the tenants lease land,
while others lease factories owned by RESL. Since 2013, RESL has
been mandated by the Government to become commercially
viable, due to reducing subventions and dwindling returns from
oil and natural gas, the mainstay of the country’s economy. As a
landlord, RESL has focused on asset management and facilitated
the development of economic zones. In RESL’s Strategic Plan for
2018 to 2022 (p. 12), its stated mission is: “A catalyst for growth of
businesses in the non-oil and gas sector by providing real estate
solutions, which leverage the talents and passion of our people.” It
further envisions itself as ‘Providing innovative and sustainable
real estate solutions that deliver lasting value to tenants,
shareholders and society.” (Strategic Plan for 2018 to 2022, p. 12).

In this regard, RESL can be seen reflecting wider Western trends
within the public sector and the implementation of New Public
Management paradigms.

In 2015, a tenant satisfaction survey found that only 55% of tenants
expressed general satisfaction with the company as their landlord.
One of the ongoing complaints from tenants was the lengthy time
that RESL took to effect repairs to their buildings so that they could

1 ‘Real Estate Solutions Limited” is a pseudonym for the company to protect it
and its employees.
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resume normal business operations. The delays commonly
resulted in tenants withholding rent. As a result of not treating
repairs and complaints expeditiously, the company experienced
significant loss of revenue, as well as increasing aged receivables,
non-renewal of leases, and voids.

In 2015, a Customer Care Management Project was initiated with
the aim of implementing a Customer Care Management Plan
targeting the company’s tenants in order to improve the landlord-
tenant relationship and customer care delivery. The stated
deliverables included a Customer Care Management Action Plan
and a customer-centred service delivery process. In 2017, the
company began an exercise to prepare a new Strategic Plan for
2018-22. There was an acknowledgment that a key weakness was
that the organisation lacked an understanding of the needs of its
customers, and one of the company’s new strategic themes was
Customer Service Excellence. Despite this, and subsequent re-
launches, the original Customer Care Management Project was not
sustained, and failed to achieve its intended outcomes.

The lead author was formerly a Manager in the Real Estate Assets
Department (READ) for thirteen years. Her role included
overseeing all lease administration transactions related to tenants.
As a Manager, she felt responsible for addressing the longstanding
organisational problem of the need for system improvement in real
estate administration, and also wanted to improve practice for
herself and her team as they dispensed real estate services to
tenants. Specifically, she wanted to make a significant change in
how customer care was delivered within RESL, and more
importantly, secure its strategic significance to the organisation.
The lead author was also a Doctor of Business Administration
(DBA) candidate who decided to focus her thesis on why attempts
at customer centric initiatives at RESL continued to fail.

The research project aimed to answer the following questions:

1. Why have attempts to improve customer care and customer
relationship management at RESL continued to fail?
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2. What actions are required to embed customer care policies
and practices within RESL?

Literature review

Corporate Real Estate Management and customer care

Corporate Real Estate Management (CREM) as a discipline
recognises a company’s real estate portfolio as a tangible asset. It
therefore plays a strategic role in the life of the organisation
through the provision of land and built accommodation (van den
Beemt-Tjeerdsma and Veuger, 2016) to ensure a significant return
on investment (Buttle and Maklan, 2019). Heywood (2011) and
Sulaiman et al. (2015) have noted that the real estate portfolio of
many organisations is not strategically managed in a manner that
supports the business processes of the organisation. Similarly,
many organisations are devoid of systems which enable them to
effectively execute the activity of CREM (Haynes and Haynes,
2012; Lalloo, 2013). In the public sector context, Marona (2016)
lauds the introduction of New Public Management (NPM) as an
opportunity for public sector Real Estate Managers to address
managerial deficiencies and also to enhance real estate
management processes, particularly in order to provide better
value for money for tax payers and to reduce financial burdens on
governments (Kask, 2014).

Given the role of CREM for the economic viability of the
organisation, the relationship between landlord and tenant is a
vital one (Edwards and Ellison, 2004). It has therefore been argued
that tenants should be seen as customers (Palm, 2011) and this
relationship understood as a form of Customer Relationship
Management (CRM) in which the organisation builds a long-
lasting relationship with the customer and delivers value to the
customer based on customers’ needs and expectations (Kumar and
Reinartz, 2018). As and when such expectations are not met,
customers may raise complaints. Complaints can therefore be a
rich source of concrete information for businesses (Hsiao et al.,
2016) to enable them to ultimately strengthen relationships with
customers, providing that the organisation has effective systems to
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capture and satisfactorily address complaints, and for information
from complaints to inform the strategic decision-making process of
the organisation (Stauss and Seidel, 2019).

Nevertheless, the implementation of CRM systems remains
challenging (Bibiano, Marco-Simé and Pastor, 2014) with up to
70% of CRM projects failing due to poor implementation (Farhan
Abed & Ellatif, 2018). It requires a holistic approach combining
people, processes and technology to create a customer-centric
organisation (Rababah, Mohd & Ibrahim, 2011). One of the most
important factors for successful CRM implementation is the
support of and commitment from top management (Bibiano et al.,
2014; Farhan et al., 2018; Kumar, 2012; Mohd, Rababah & Ibrahim.,
2011; Tekin, 2013) through the integration of business functions to
better deliver customer value. The adoption of cross-functional
processes as opposed to silo behaviour and mentality is also
highlighted by Kumar (2012), while Farhan et al. (2018) further
emphasise the importance of all staff involvement and an
organisation culture which is customer focused to facilitate
meeting the needs of customers.

The public sector context

Corporate Real Estate Management in the public sector brings
particular challenges. Public entities may regard property assets
that they manage as a public good rather than as a productive asset
(Hanis, Trigunarsyah and Susilawati, 2011; Kaganova and Nayyar-
Stone, 2000) and are commonly viewed as needing to move from a
reactionary to a strategic approach to property management
(Boakye-Agyeman and Bugri, 2019; Gibson, 2006; Wojewnik-
Filipkowska, Rymarzak, and Lausberg, 2015). In line with this, it is
argued that public sector landlords need to re-frame how they
define and treat occupants of their properties, not just as tenants
and sources of cash-flow, but as customers whose loyalty and
behaviours can be enhanced through good customer service and
customer care (Kivlehan, 2011).

Despite the New Public Management drive towards a more
commercial approach, the public sector continues to also be
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expected to sustain a commitment to social responsibilities and
public value. Public real estate management therefore has been
characterised as ‘quasi-public” or “social businesses’ (Collier, 2005;
Gruis & Nieboer, 2004). For example, occupiers of public sector
properties do not always pay the full market price for leasing
arrangements, and there may be an expectation that the
Government will support their businesses in difficult economic
times while overlooking breaches of their leasehold covenants.
Conversely, public sector landlords may continue to be dependent
on Central Government for funding to effect maintenance related
repairs for tenants in occupation of built accommodation, with
such dependency further exacerbated by five-year political cycles.

There is also a debate regarding the applicability of framing
tenants as customers within a public service context. Fountain
(2001) points out that the mere use of the word “customer” is
sorely inadequate and the borrowing of terminology from the
private sector will not work because it also relies on underpinning
private sector paradigms and strategies. Public sector
organisations continue to provide services of public value to
citizens, rather than customers who actively choose services (Buttle
& Maklan, 2019; Thomas, 2013). Particularly when it comes to
leasing of real estate, it is not a simple undertaking for a business
to pack up and leave, and there are many logistical, employee
related and locational issues which propel businesses to decide on
a specific location in the first place. Equally, the type of customers
that public sector landlords attract may not be able to afford to
lease in the private real estate market and as such are compelled to
rent at social market rates.

There has been little research to date on Customer Relationship
Management in the public sector, and still less in public sector
CREM in developing countries such as the Caribbean islands.
Nevertheless, what little evidence there is (Pareja et al., 2016; Smith
and Charles, 2018) suggests that levels of satisfaction with public
sector services continue to be low, transactional in nature and
characterised by lengthy processing times. The organisation
discussed in this paper therefore reflects a wider issue with which
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public organisations including public landlords continue to
wrestle.

Methodology

As a manager seeking to not only understand, but to improve
customer care in RESL, the lead author chose action research as the
most suitable method for her investigation. Action research
generates knowledge which is actionable and can prove useful to
the insider action researcher and the organisation under study
(Coghlan and Brannick, 2010; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill,
2016). Planning and taking action are integral to the method of
action research and the result of the action can change the strategic
direction of the organisation under inquiry. Figure 1 is relevant.
The collaborative nature of action research requires the research
participants to function effectively as a team as opposed to a group
of disparate individuals (Abraham, 2012; Johnson and Duberley,
2012). For Creswell (2013), it is enquiry completed with others
where the voice of the participants is heard throughout the
process. In engaging in action research, the lead author was able to

Figure 1: Action Research Cycle
Source: Adapted from Coghlan and Brannick (2010)
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involve staff from the Real Estate Department as both subjects and
co-researchers in order to effect change in the company, with
decisions being made collaboratively at every step of the inquiry.

Due to both the time constraints of the DBA programme and
because RESL only allowed limited time during working hours to
convene action research group meetings, it was only possible to
undertake one macro level action research cycle of diagnosing,
planning action, taking action and evaluating actions taken.

Gaining Access: Ethical Issues and Considerations of the
Inquiry

As an employee of RESL for over 13 years, primary access for the
lead author was not problematic. She received consent from the
President of the company on 16 September 2016 to begin the
intervention. One of the issues which arose was the process for
data collection and establishment of the action research group.
Initially, the lead author was advised that all group meetings
should take place during lunch periods, but she was subsequently
able to obtain approval from her own manager to conduct some of
the meetings during working hours as she was also the team lead
for Customer Care and Management.

As an insider action researcher, the lead author was conscious of
the subversiveness of her action (Coghlan and Brannick, 2010) in
operating in the dual role as overt and covert researcher. While the
action research group was aware of her DBA and the research
project, her reflections, actions and journaling of experiences
remained covert.

The potential murkiness of role duality was mitigated by ongoing
rigorous self-questioning and reflection on her position as
employee and action researcher. In particular, reflections on her
practice with the action research group and the interpersonal
nature of the inquiry into customer care delivery at RESL led to
increasing dialogue with all participants as the action research
phases developed. The lead author’s reflections helped her to
recognise that participants brought valuable experiences to the
inquiry and knowledge of the operations of the company using
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different lenses. Essentially, they were co-creating knowledge to
better serve the company and create value.

Formation of the Action Research Group

In July 2018, the lead author requested Departmental Vice
Presidents to identify potentially suitable employees to participate
in the action research group (ARG). Representation from many
Departments was needed in order to investigate and take action on
customer care as an organisational issue requiring the involvement
and co-operation of all business units, not just those directly
dealing with tenants and properties. Once the selected employees
agreed to be a part of the action research group, they were
required to complete a consent form and were advised that they
were free to discontinue if they so desired. All the participants
remained and contributed to the process until the end. The final
group of ten staff included members from Property Management,
Maintenance, Finance, Human Resources, Corporate
Communications and Administration with a range of years of
service from six months to twelve years.

Data Generation

Data were generated from a range of sources at each stage of the
action research cycle. Figure 2 illustrates the key data sources
mapped against each stage of the macro level action research cycle.

In the Diagnosing Phase, the lead author sought to understand and
construct the precise nature of the problem of customer care, and
to integrate findings with the extant literature. In order to examine
corporate attitudes, perceptions, language and policies in relation
to customer care and the organisation’s tenants, and their
relationship with the organisation, the lead author reviewed the
two most recent corporate strategic plans (2013-2015 and 2018-
2022), and conducted semi-structured interviews with three senior
managers across estate management, property management and
human resource management. To investigate the experiences and
perceptions of tenants, the recent tenant satisfaction survey was
reviewed, and the organisation’s tenant records analysed in order
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to build up a typical case example of how tenant complaints were
handled.

Figure 2: Data Sources Mapped Against Phases of Macro
Action Research Cycle

In the Planning Action stage, the lead author collected data from
both formal organisational breakfast meetings in her capacity as
leader of the strategic initiative for Customer Care and
Management, and Action Research Group meetings in the form of
observational notes and reflective journaling. At all action research
group meetings, minutes were taken by a group member for
confirmation at the following meeting. Data were similarly
collected as the ARG started to take action (plus a further
diagnostic survey of staff) and as action was then evaluated.

Data were also generated throughout from the lead author’s direct
involvement in the lease administration process at RESL, including
interactions with the tenants, receiving complaints and
collaboration with members of the different Departments.

Data Analysis

Content analysis was used to analyse corporate strategic
documents (stage 1, Diagnosis). This analysis focused primarily on
the language used to describe the tenants of RESL ,and the context
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in which different language or terms were used. The analysis was
also focused on any change or development in language or
ideology between the two Strategic Plans in relation to customer
care and complaints management. Thematic analysis was used to
analyse interviews with senior managers (stage 1, Diagnosis) and
qualitative comments from the employee survey (stage 3, Taking
Action). This followed the common process for thematic analysis
(King and Horrocks, 2010) of initially coding transcribed text and
aggregating related codes into higher-order themes and sub-
themes. Thematic analysis was also used to analyse the meeting
notes of the ARG, researcher journaling and reflections (stage 2,
Planning Action and stage 3, Taking Action). Customer complaint
handling (stage 1, Diagnosis) was analysed through case analysis,
by selecting a small number of complaints and tracking their
progress from initial customer contact through to final resolution,
and mapping the interactions with different organisational
Departments.

Applying Action Research: Diagnosing the problem

In the following section, as lead author and insider action
researcher, I present a first -person account of the outcomes of the
AR cycle from the perspective of someone intimately involved
with RESL and the problems that were under investigation.

Corporate Strategic Plans

Analysis of the corporate strategic documents revealed that RESL
used the words “tenant” and “customer” variously depending on
the context, giving the impression that tenants and customers were
viewed as separate entities rather than one and the same
individual.

Overall, reference to “tenant” outweighed references to
“customer” by two to one (68 references to tenant and 31 to
customer). “Customer” was typically used as part of explicit
reference to service delivery, customer care and a customer-
focused approach; in other words, where the term “customer” is at
the heart of the process being discussed. However, both Strategic
Plans more commonly referred to tenants as part of addressing the
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organisation’s relationship with them as a landlord, in association

Va7

with “lease”, “marketable title”, remittance of rent and occupation.

The findings thus support the observation by Kivlehan (2011, p. 3)
that to consider ‘occupiers as customers requires a shift in
perception about the relationship between Landlords and tenants’.
Based on the pattern and context of usage of the word “tenant”
and “customer” coupled with the more frequent use of the word
“tenant”, evidently the concept of “tenant” as opposed to
“customer” was more significant in the corporate life of RESL and
used in a very legalistic context without apparent awareness of the
switch in language.

Tables 1 and 2 present the keywords-in-context which
demonstrate the two narratives used by RESL and the context in
which the two words were used in each Strategic Plan.

Context for Use of Tenant Context for Use of Customer
Real estate assets performance New applicant

Clear and marketable title New site development
Remittance of rent Service delivery

Transactions with the company Discussion around management
of real estate assets

Reference to a lease, re-entry of Enhancement of service
property or legal relationship  delivery

Onboarding of a new entity

Table 1: Analysis of keywords-in- Context: Two Narratives
from the 2013 to 2015 Strategic Plan
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Context for use of Tenant Context for use of Customer
Delivering value Collaboration

Populating new sites Innovative solutions
Optimising existing sites Service oriented culture

Improving networks and
partnerships

Legal title
Remittance of rent

Regaining possession of
property

Beneficial occupation

Table 2: Analysis of keywords-in-context: Two Narratives
from the 2018 to 2022 Strategic Plan

Comparing the language of the 2013 Plan to that of the 2018 Plan,
very little had changed in the way the company viewed its
occupiers as the context for word usage remained the same.

Senior manager interviews

The interviews with the three members of the executive team of
RESL generated five overarching themes incorporating 21 codes
(table 3 refers).
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Codes I :> Themes

Focus on lease covenants Purely Transactional
It is a landlord- tenant relationship Relationship
Partner not tenant

Unstructured to deliver customer care

No landlord-tenant synergy

Reengineer complaints process Just a Complaint
Gaps in handling queries
No structured approach for complaints

Complaints not logged, no standards

Adherence to policies Fetter of being a SPSE
No flexibility to act

Constrained by guidelines

Can't raise own capital

Spread thinly

No seamless process between Guarding Territory
Departments

No alignment of systems

No subvention Failures due to lack of
funding and executive

Funding issue . .
Inaction

Bare bones
Project failure due to funding

No follow through by executives

Table 3: Interview Codes and Themes
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A consistent message from all three executives was that RESL
operated within a very rigid organisational structure governed by
strict rules of engagement as determined by the Government. In
this regard, it can be said that RESL as a SPSE reflected a Western
style of management practice given the influential role of
Government decision making into the affairs of the company
supported by its Board of Directors. As a public body subject to
five-year political cycles, its programmes and projects are dictated
primarily by the political directorate rather than to benefit its
tenants. The five themes that were identified have revealed
different dimensions of this espoused reality.

The first theme is the fetter of being a State Enterprise. Executives
expressed regret that the organisation could not do more for
tenants: “if we were privately managed, we could do much more,
however we are constrained by guidelines and there is no
subvention.” In particular, the need to “adhere to policies” means
that there is no flexibility to be able to offer tenants what they
want.

The fetter of being a State Enterprise also meant that the vagaries
of changing politicians every five years resulted in changes to
executive management and Board Directors, meaning that strategic
projects were typically started, but not seen through to completion.

A second, related theme is funding constraints. Executives
observed that budgetary cuts to State Enterprises were not easily
replaced despite the mandate to become commercially viable. The
reduced funding led to “little preventative maintenance” and was
also blamed for the failure of many strategic projects including
attempts to centre and improve customer care. “We are relying on
bare bones; we are State and spread thinly. Initiatives such as CRM
failed due to funding and the focus of the organisation shifted.”

The executives were more divided on their view of the
organisation’s relationship with tenants. The most senior executive
argued strongly for a purely formal and transactional relationship,
and emphasised its legal nature and reciprocal rights and
responsibilities: “We manage just the lease; it is a landlord-tenant
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relationship. The tenant must honour the covenants.” The same
executive further suggested that any ambiguity in the relationship
should be avoided in order to ensure tenant compliance and
income from the lease: “The organisation’s focus should be on the
leasehold covenants in order to erase any ambiguity in the mind of
the tenant.” However, the other two executives acknowledged this
reality whilst also suggesting a different perspective:

To be honest, based on previous experience how we deal
with tenants, we do not treat them as a serious stakeholder,
that’s my personal view. We should see them as a customer
and a very important customer, and I can be wrong.

A fourth theme to emerge was that RESL does not have an
effective or consistent complaints handling process, beyond
receiving them from tenants. A complaint remains “just a
complaint.” Executives confirmed that there is no standard process
for logging or tracking complaints, that outcomes depend
primarily on whether funds are available to remedy repairs and
that “there are no established customer care standards.”

The final theme was ‘Guarding Territory’. Executives commented
that Departments worked within strict spheres of responsibility
and there was little communication between them, which has
implications for customer complaint handling. For example, one
executive confirmed that on completion of any repair works
following a tenant complaint, feedback would only go to Finance
and not the requesting Department or the Assets and Lease
Administration Departments.

Complaints process analysis

The final stage of diagnosis was to analyse how complaints were
handled by RESL. No records of complaint management and
resolution were kept, and so as the lead author, I tracked the
progress of all complaints received during a three-month period.
During a three-month period, I documented 25 complaints. As the
majority were maintenance-related they were treated as
maintenance requests and sent to the Maintenance Department,
with no systematic consideration of underlying issues or possible
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preventative measures that could be implemented. Limited
funding and the need for compliance with Government
procurement regulations meant that there was a long and
protracted system in place to engage contractors to effect repairs to
buildings. There was no system of updating or target deadlines,
and updates appeared to be only instigated by further tenant
complaints and emails from one Department to another, with long
periods of apparent inaction in-between.

The tenant satisfaction survey revealed that, in addition to overall
low levels of satisfaction with RESL (55%) and complaint handling
(52%), tenants were particularly dissatisfied with the time taken to
effect any issues raised, especially repairs:

Problems are very slowly dealt with and tenants are losing
their money and business; Complaint issues should be
resolved within a reasonable timeframe-months not years,
not swept under the carpet.

Several tenants suggested that the problem lay not with the officers
they dealt with directly, but that “they are limited in making
decisions” and “need support internally.” Tenants also highlighted
the contrast between dealing with RESL and a private enterprise:
“Were we dealing with a commercial, private sector landlord, we
would have been able to sit down, understand each other’s
viewpoints and come to a quick and hopefully fair settlement.”

Applying Action Research: Planning action

As the lead author, my diagnosis of the problem was developing
around particular features of being a State Enterprise, namely lack
of funding, political uncertainty, changing priorities, and a rigid,
bureaucratic structure. At this point, I held meetings with the ARG
in order to share and discuss my initial findings, and to collectively
agree on and plan action. Although the first three meetings
generated agreed actions, they also surfaced more factors with
implications for the organisation’s delivery of customer care and
its capacity to improve.
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For staff, the ARG meetings were an unusual opportunity to speak
freely and candidly about their experience of the organisation.
Many staff expressed longstanding frustrations with the many
failed change interventions in the organisation. There was open
blaming and even name calling of other Departments and their
failures to act and communicate effectively (something that I
emphasised was not appropriate in a multi-Departmental group).
Senior management was seen as remote and separate and
frequently referred to as “them”.

One significant moment occurred early on in the first meeting
when staff asked for clarification as to whether being part of the
group was voluntary and whether their time spent in the group
would form part of their key performance indicators. This spoke to
a culture of command and control where staff felt that they were
only valued and recognised if they were complying with pre-
determined rules. It also related to a wider observation that if staff
was to deliver good customer care, then the organisation needed to
take care of its employees. Staff also corroborated much of my
initial diagnosis. Departmental silos were highlighted, and staff
noted that the publicness and funding constraints might mean
having to differentiate between tenant needs and wants, and being
able to prioritise the former. Staff also reported that process
changes were poorly communicated, both vertically and between
Departments which eventually created bottlenecks in trying to
progress tenant complaints.

Given that no inquiry is context free (Coghlan and Casey, 2001)
and there are many explanations for organisational brokenness, 1
was interested in hearing the many versions of the story and
allowed all the voices of the group members to be heard. What was
also noticeable, within the staff expressions of frustration, was that
they consistently referred to tenants as customers, in contrast to
corporate strategic documents and the executive interviewees.

By the second and third meetings, I was able to focus the meetings
on identifying principles of good customer care. Based on their
own experiences, the group agreed on principles of improved
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communication and commitment, professionalism, respect, active
listening to customers’ needs and equity in treatment.

The group agreed that its main goal was to write a policy
document for customer care which embedded the principles they
had identified. However, the group also agreed that before they
started to write it, feedback from the entire organisation should be
sought on customer care delivery.

Applying Action Research: Taking action

A questionnaire was developed with input from the ARG and
issued to all staff via the company’s intranet. The purpose of the
questionnaire was to generate data as to whether RESL was
viewed as being customer centric or not, whether clear goals
around customer care existed and if the company was meeting the
customers' needs. There were 18 responses from 74 staff members.

The group analysed the responses. A key headline was that 61% of
the respondents disagreed that the company had clearly defined
goals and targets focused on improving customer service.
Qualitative comments revealed several common issues. The first
was that organisational processes relating to customer care were
perceived to be inadequate or broken. Respondents commented
that the organisation had neither “follow up with internal and
external customers” nor provided “simple feedback when
customers want responses to queries” and that there was too much
focus on bureaucracy or “procrastination with paper work.”

Some staff identified problems with staff attitudes: “We do not
have the right mind set or the right attitude. Staff are not willing to
go the extra mile to satisfy our internal and external stakeholders.”
Some staff expressed frustration that the company was not
enabling them to do what they felt their roles required: “As an
employee I recognize that customer care is vital to the service we
provide, and within the organization I haven’t seen any focus on
this area.”

Reflecting on the findings thus far, I concluded that my most
effective strategy for taking action and engendering change would
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be ongoing engagement from the bottom up, within my own
personal span of control as a Departmental manager. This included
continuing to facilitate the group meetings as a space for catharsis
as well as staff input and insight. All evidence to date suggested
that the focus of executive management rested with capital works
on the industrial properties in accordance with the company’s
mandate as handed down by the Government, and would
continue to be so.

The findings from the questionnaire helped to confirm the content
of the workplan agreed by the group. This comprised two major
elements: the development of a Customer Care Policy, and a
Complaints Handling process. The company had never completed
a Customer Care Policy to communicate the company’s principles,
practices and service standards in customer care and complaints
handling due to changing demands as dictated by executive
management. All members of the ARG were assigned
responsibilities for writing different sections of the Policy, based
on the customer care principles agreed within the group, with clear
timelines for completion.

Feedback from the staff survey and discussions within the group
had also highlighted many broken areas along the customer
journey. The company had no mechanism to electronically
generate and share work order numbers with a tenant or the
originating Department in order to be updated on work process or
closure of a work order. In acknowledging the tenant’s issue, it
was not possible to advise the tenant as to how long it would take
to have an issue such as roof repairs rectified as, in most instances,
it was a function of available funding. In the language of the
organisation, there was no clear definition of what was considered
a complaint.

Any issues raised by tenants involving bricks and mortar were
labelled as maintenance issues. In revising and implementing the
complaints process, the group examined all customer touch points,
developed additional documentation to track complaints, refined
response times and leveraged technology, whereby all complaints
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were logged using SharePoint and forwarded to the respective
Officer in the Maintenance Department for action.

Within the Department where I served as Manager, I introduced a
tenant site visit verification initiative, whereby once a tenant was
visited by a technical officer from the team, a follow up call was
made to the tenant in order to assess the quality of customer care
delivery. The outcome of the interview would be documented and
communicated to the Manager for further discussion. The Tenants’
Portal on the company’s website was also revamped as another
avenue to allow tenants to document issues and concerns, coupled
with the reintroduction of a tenants” hotline.

Applying Action Research: Evaluating action

Reflecting on the actions taken, I am of the view that my original
constructing of RESL’s problem was accurate. The data generated
throughout the action cycle based on different sources have
highlighted both the organisational problem of poor customer care
at this State Enterprise and the many aspects of publicness that
hinder a sustained focus on and implementation of customer care.
The actions taken alongside the ARG were in line with the
construction of the problem, as the heart of the problem rested
with the fact that as a SPSE, the company was more focused on the
completion of capital projects and development of new industrial
sites for leasing. Little to no focus was placed on strengthening the
landlord-tenant relationship.

As part of my work with the ARG I was able to develop a
Customer Care Policy and a Customer Complaints Handling
Process. No documented Customer Care Policy or complaints
process existed in the company before, and as such, the Policy was
the first step in placing focus on how RESL was expected to deliver
customer care.

The complaints handling process which enabled relevant
Departments to track tenants’ complaints in real time in order to
update them on the status of their matters, was successfully
implemented. However, organisational approval of the Customer
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Care Policy was subject to a lengthy process to put it on the agenda
of the company’s Board of Directors. I exited the organisation in
2020, by which time the policy still had not received approval.

Discussion: Change from below

The action research study was undertaken in order to understand,
firstly, why attempts to improve customer care and customer
relationship management at RESL continued to fail; and secondly,
what actions are required to embed customer care policies and
practices within RESL. The undertaking of one macro cycle of
Action Research, with the full participation of an ARG
representing staff from multiple Departments, has generated
valuable insights into both questions.

The reasons why attempts to improve customer care and customer
relationship management continued to fail are myriad. As I had
suspected from my own managerial experience, they all related to
the public nature of RESL as a Special Purpose State Enterprise.
The collection and analysis of multiple data sources including
corporate strategic documents, tenant surveys, staff surveys,
tenant records, executive interviews and action research group
discussions revealed that many different aspects and consequences
of publicness were at play.

As a State Enterprise, RESL was mandated to become
commercially viable and as such, experienced a consequent
reduction of state funding. The company remained subject to
political influence and the five-year political cycle, meaning that
changing political priorities and short-term goals continued to
dominate, rather than long term investment and strategic change.
One of the important things that was learned was that despite
incorporating the language of customer relationship management
within strategic documents, practices throughout RESL continued
to assume a transactional landlord-tenant relationship. Based on
the language of the organisation, there was no holistic view of the
customer as tenant because different Departments saw themselves
as responsible for only one aspect of the tenant’s business.
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Culturally, RESL remained highly bureaucratic and process
focused, with Departments fixated on their own discrete span of
control rather than collective responsibility. From the perspective
of practice, customer complaints were not systematically managed,
but reacted to, mainly when the tenant pursued it, and they were
primarily treated as maintenance tasks.

The findings, particularly from the diagnostic stage of the action
research cycle reflect much of the literature on the challenges of
implementing effective CRM, including the need for a strategic
approach (Boakye-Agyeman and Bugri, 2019; Gibson ,2006;
Wojewnik-Filipkowska et al., 2015), integrated and cross-
functional systems for customer relationship management (Haynes
and Haynes, 2012; Kumar, 2012; Lalloo, 2013; Rababah et al., 2011),
and the need for sustained top management commitment (Bibiano,
2014; Farhan et al. 2018; Kumar, 2012; Mohd et.al 2011; Tekin
,2013). The findings further reflect particular challenges from a
practical perspective for public sector landlords including
differences between a landlord-tenant and a business-customer
relationship (Hanis et al., 2011; Kaganova and Nayyar-Stone, 2000;
Kivlehan, 2011), the tensions between public and private sector
paradigms (Buttle & Maklan, 2019; Fountain, 2001; Thomas, 2013),
and the challenges of being a ‘quasi-public’ or “social business’
(Collier, 2005; Gruis & Nieboer, 2004). Understanding why
attempts to implement and improve customer care in RESL had
continued to fail, the biggest insight was seeing how these many
challenges all played out, and mutually reinforced each other
within the organisation.

The conclusions from the diagnosis phase of the action research
cycle were not only that the change needed at RESL to effectively
implement and sustain customer relationship management was
multiple and complex, but that there were many constraining
factors, including a lack of funding and a lack of top management
commitment due to the public nature of the SPSE. Undertaking
action research also revealed scope to begin to enact change ‘from
below” as Managers such as the lead author can and do have
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influence in their organisation both through their span of control
over resources and people, and through their personal behaviours.

The lead author also found that there was considerable support
amongst members of the ARG and other staff for improving
customer care and for changing their own practices, such as
working more co-operatively across Departments. The ARG was
able to collectively write a draft Customer Care Policy, design and
implement a Complaints Handling Process owned by the lead
author’s Department but supported by others. This activity was a
significant breakthrough as neither had previously been achieved
despite many previous attempts.

The action research therefore offers an important insight into the
practice of customer relationship management and its
organisational implementation. Although the literature emphasises
the importance of top management commitment and the
organisation-wide integration of people, processes and technology
to create a customer-centric organisation (Rababah et al., 2011), this
paper also illustrates that meaningful change is not dependent on
top management support. In reality, customer care can be
improved by working at a local level where people, processes and
technology can be co-ordinated and where there is commitment to
cross- functionality (Kumar and Reinartz, 2018) which incorporates
the needs of the tenant in a seamless manner.

Reflections after action: the lead author’s experience

As I undertook the action research project, I was mindful of
who I was vis-a-vis the research process. My positionality in
the organisation as a long-standing Manager and now
insider action researcher brought with it considerable
practical and technical considerations that I tried to manage
carefully and not become narcissistic (Weick, 2002).

Throughout the phases, I questioned my beliefs and
understanding of the core problem. As a change agent, I
reflected on myself as well as the ARG and the context for
the proposed activities. This reflection led to active agency
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in terms of identifying the core problem as well as
recognising the challenges ahead given my span of control.

I acknowledged the possible conflict which could have
arisen given my role complexity as researcher and
employee. I was conscious that I brought to the inquiry my
values, experiences and perceptions about the organisation.

Manoeuvring between my role as insider action researcher
and Manager was challenging given my knowledge of the
organisation, nevertheless I allowed my thoughts about the
situation to be reframed as the research progressed.

Reflecting on all the actions taken throughout the macro
action research cycle, I did not achieve all that I wanted to
achieve and had to work from the bottom up as the
attention of executive management was focused on capital
works to develop new industrial properties for leasing.

What I learned about myself was that as an insider action
researcher, in order to survive and thrive, I had to be patient
with myself, mindful of the organisational dynamics that go
with Government institutions such as RESL. Advancement
of the inquiry required me to jump into the fray to curb the
blame game which had the potential to derail progress. In
those circumstances, in order to survive, I took on the role of
Manager and not insider action researcher resulting in me
shifting between identities.

The outcome for the organisation as evidenced by
employees having a better appreciation for excellent
customer care delivery was achieved. As a start, the
Customer Care Policy was completed and forwarded to
executive management. The customer complaints handling
process was revised and integrated as part of the Division’s
work flow process in collaboration with the Maintenance
Department. The sustainability of the customer complaints
handling process required close monitoring of the process,
as change requires people to embrace new processes,
practices and behaviours which make them uncomfortable.
At the centre of change is the people element which can
either spell failure or success for any change initiative. I
reflected on and in the action which took place and I tried to
not transfer my feelings to the members of the group.

ALAR Journal Vol 30 No 2 December 2024
Page 74




ALARj 30 (2) (2024) 49-82 © 2024 Action Learning, Action Research Association Ltd
www.alarassociation.org All rights reserved.

What I learned about management practice and change
management is that for any organisational change to occur,
one has to develop an enquiring approach and challenge
existing organisational processes to achieve improved
organisational performance and productivity. It is possible
for these improvements to occur ‘from below” as
demonstrated in this action research thesis, once
participants are allowed to give voice to their concerns.

Conclusions

Central to the survivability of any business is the strength of
customer relationships. This includes public sector organisations,
especially as they become increasingly subject to NPM
prescriptions and are expected to become financially self-
sustainable. This paper has presented an action research project
undertaken by the lead author in a Caribbean Special Purpose
State Enterprise, RESL, which is landlord to over 300 light
manufacturing tenants. The project aimed to address the
longstanding tenant dissatisfaction with RESL, which often
manifested in withheld rent. It aimed to investigate firstly, why
attempts to improve customer care and customer relationship
management at RESL have continued to fail; and secondly, the
actions required to embed customer care policies and practices
within RESL.

The research found that the public nature of RESL impacted
significantly on its ability to focus on customer care, as well as a
lack of funding, a bureaucratic structure, reliance on processes, and
its continuing dependency on political influence and the political
cycle. There remained a disconnect between how the organisation
spoke about tenants as customers within its Strategic Plan,
successive launches of customer care strategies, and how it dealt
transactionally with tenants in practice. The company can be
defined as a Model I company. In Model I companies, there is a
disconnect between what Argyris and Schon (1997) defined as
“theories espoused” and “theories in use’. What was needed,
therefore, was not first and second order change whereby old ways
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of thinking about customer care remained, but third order change
which challenged the culture and practices of the organisation.

As Manager and inside action researcher, my vested interest in the
company was the impetus to drive change from below and
reposition the Department to one focused on customer care.
Although I was unable to effect change at the executive or strategic
level, as a result of my role as an action researcher, I was able to
achieve the outcome of changed procedures in the Department to
the benefit of the company. The value derived from the action
research project was the ability to engage in a rigorous
investigative process to improve organisational practice and
policy. The process resulted in the development of new knowledge
directly related to the organisation through the collection and
analysis of data which led to decision making on customer care
and complaints handling.

There is a paucity of research on CRM in the public sector in the
Caribbean, moreso public sector organisations that are landlords
who depend on lease rents as their source of revenue. The
evidence from this study provides a clearer understanding of the
challenges of implementing CREM in a Special Purpose State
Enterprise, and especially the challenges of implementing CRM
practices. It highlights the multiple effects of publicness including
lack of funding, a bureaucratic structure and reliance on processes.
There is also continuing dependency on political influence, and
effects including organisational inertia, employee disengagement
and push-back. The value of a case study such as this is a
demonstration of the effects of multiple factors, and the challenge
for the individual manager in effecting change. It reveals, through
a ‘bottom-up’ perspective, why implementing a customer-focused
culture and supporting processes in a public organisation can be so
hard, and why so many such programmes fail, as they did at RESL.

The paper also offers a contribution to management practice.
Through the research, the lead author was able to create
meaningful change within her organisation despite the lack of top
management support. The intervention challenged the policies and
procedures of the company and drove change through co-opting
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staff who also sought to see change themselves and to be part of it.
A particular, sometimes undervalued benefit of action research, is
its ability to enable a manager, as an insider researcher, to step
back from the day-to-day organisational rhetoric and to listen and
give voice to different organisational members. This desire was
evident at action research group meetings where members
expressed the view that they experienced too many unsuccessful
change initiatives due to the way the change was implemented. At
an action research group meeting, one participant opined that “the
level of efficiency and follow up with internal and external
customers is lacking.” Whilst another expressed the view that
“simple feedback when customers want responses to queries is not
developed.” Capacity was therefore built amongst members of the
ARG, as the change process was not foisted upon them. Their
voices were integral to how change was planned and
implemented. With the development of a Customer Care Policy
and complaints handling process, the foundation was set for RESL
to deliver a better level of service to its customers.

Future work

The focus of this inquiry was to gain a better understanding of the
challenges of embedding CRM and customer care in RESL. In the
light of the findings from the study and key conclusions, from a
policy perspective there is the need for future research into how
SPSEs such as RESL can surmount five-year political cycles and
insulate the organisation to ensure sustainability of projects.

With the recognition that public sector real estate has placed little
focus on customer centricity, an unresolved question of managerial
practice is how this sector can incorporate customer value at the
center of organisational decision making despite competing
demands, and the threat of reduced funding. This unresolved issue
calls for in-depth research into the most appropriate method of
engagement to realise a hybrid top down and bottom-up approach
between landlord and tenant. This engagement can assist in
arriving at a consensus on the value that the landlord will provide
and what the tenant expects to receive. Following on from this
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point will be the need for research to quantify the financial return
to landlords as evidenced by better performing real estate assets
should they embrace the hybrid approach to creating customer
value.
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“Hunchifactuality”:
Identifying and alleviating
bias with pragmatic action

research

Jack Brady

Abstract

This paper discusses how a pragmatic action research (AR)
strategy assisted to identify researcher bias and positively
influenced participant recruitment during my PhD project in
Political Science. I started by recruiting participants through
traditional text-based methods based on limited definitions of
satire (see Condren, 2012; Phiddian, 2020) rather than more
informal, practice based conversations at key annual festival
events. My project aimed to locate and centre Australian
comedians performing political and/or social justice inspired
comedy as a potential form of political expression. I had both
insider and outsider positionality (as both a comedian who did
social justice inspired comedy and an anthropologist). In my
recruitment practice I mistook my bias towards traditional
knowledge production for rigour and dismissed hunches that
would later prove to be valuable practice-led insights. This
unconscious bias in my recruitment practice was revealed by
initial recruitment failures, which were remedied by revisiting the
core practice-led tenant of pragmatic AR.

Key words: Political expression, pragmatic action research, bias,
positionality, comedy, satire, cultural democracy, representation,
anthropology, political science
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What is known about the topic?

Arieli, Friedman, & Agbaria (2009) discusses the paradox of participation in action
research. Friedman & Rogers (2009) discusses the challenges of theory and
knowledge reproduction in action research. Greenwood (2007) has discussed
pragmatic action research to work with the needs of specific groups. Lenette
(2022) discusses the potential and limitations of action research as a decolonising
methodology.

What does this paper add?

This article discusses a PhD researcher's account of the participatory challenges of
unacknowledged bias when recruiting participants for researchers with insider or
dual insider/outsider positionality. It examines how centring practice-led and
pragmatic action research principles can be used to assist researcher assessments
of their biases.

Who will benefit from its content?

* AR seminar facilitators in a university or community-based setting

* Community engaged researchers and scholars interested in action research
* Students of AR

* AR dissertation writers

What is the relevance to AL and AR scholars and practitioners?

e The significance of Pragmatic AR design to research over 12 months to 24
months in duration

¢ Ways of managing research when there are increasing cross-disciplinary or
multidisciplinary demands for rigour

e Discussion of interest-based communities and how action research can be
mobilised when participants are geographically or socially diffuse but share
practices in common

Received October 2024 Reviewed November 2024 Published December 2024

Introduction: Project Planning, Insider Positionality,
Hunches and Bias.

My PhD project, “You Can’t Laugh at That! The Politics of
Australian Political Comedy’ (currently in pre-submission edits)
consisted of three methods within a pragmatic AR strategy. The
research question relates to whether popular mainstream forms of
Australian political satire maintain the social status quo in terms of
the representation of diversity. The AR fieldwork aimed to centre
the voices of grassroots comedians and their content moderation
practices. I was aware that my initial planning for fieldwork was
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based upon the presumption of an easily defined community of
participants, as comedians who perform political satire. Drawing
from my insider positionality I knew comedians did not fit a
traditional research definition of a community, even though it was
common to hear the expression “comedy community” in back-
stage conversation.

In the first year of my PhD, I found myself in an intensive action
research course with Dr Akihiro Ogawa and wondering if action
research would help alleviate my positionality concerns. During
that action research intensive, I realised I had been an accidental
action researcher as an applied anthropologist for 15 years. I
concluded that I needed to refine experiences such as facilitating
homelessness action groups into my PhD project using problem-
based interviewing. Problem based interviewing techniques centre
what practitioners think is the problem and work backwards from
their assessment of problem areas, rather than working from the
researchers assessment of the problem. However, I was planning
fieldwork from a position of worry about affinity or confirmation
bias or what Brewis (2014) calls ‘convenience sampling’. After the
initial failures to recruit, the renewed recruitment strategy based
on pragmatic, practice-led recruitment allowed for the meaningful
contribution of 29 participants; with only 4 of them individuals I
knew. I was also concerned about disciplinary bias, to avoid too
much reliance on ethnographic methods (as an anthropologist
engaged in a political science PhD). My initial recruitment efforts
were designed around text-based, linear recruitment methods
rather than ongoing observation-based recruitment and were not
very effective.

I consulted with Dr Ogawa, who urged me to look more closely at
my design and what [ needed to do to ensure it was a pragmatic
AR strategy. Revising my approach to get back to pragmatic AR
principles allowed me to acknowledge an unconscious bias that
prioritised theoretical broad definitions of satire over my own
valid experience and hunches that came from my dual
insider/outsider positionality. Greenwood (2007, p. 131, my
emphasis) describes pragmatic AR is “a strategy for research that
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self-consciously and strategically combines multiple methods and
techniques according to the concrete needs of particular groups and
situations’. Revisiting those words helped me get back to the work
of centring what comedians valued, rather than unnecessary worry
about bias. Rather than see bias as something to be avoided, I
needed to acknowledge the potential for unconscious bias; but also
rethink how my “hunches” might be valid and important to
communication and collaboration in any research (Covitt &
Anderson, 2022; Lin, 2023).

The renewed recruitment approach abandoned broad theoretical
definitions of satire and text-based traditional recruitment
methods. Instead, I focussed on conversations about the politics of
comedy at events, emphasising the one constant, or concrete need
for comedians, which was annual festivals. This allowed ongoing
recruitment of participants. This more pragmatic approach was
more in keeping with my experience in my applied anthropology
career before PhD study. In hindsight, much of that work was
based on the neo-pragmatism of the non-for-profit world of remote
Australia. Rather than be on one singular project, an
anthropologist may have to stretch themselves over a range of
community contexts in short times. This is consistent with the neo-
pragmatism of pragmatic AR which requires a “purposive design
of the projects to enhance co-generative learning while they are in
the process is the core principle of practice’ (Greenwood and
Levin, 2007, p. 2). A shift from trying to conceptualise a comedy
community, offset bias and positionality concerns to a pragmatic
AR focus on events such as festivals allowed comedians to better
contribute to the study at “the conjunction of three elements:
action, research, and participation” (Greenwood & Levin, 2007, p.
6).

Australian comedians operate sporadically in a nebulous,
geographically dispersed, interest-based, and personally diverse
arts environment. Comedy production is competitive and
stretched across different genres, styles, and forms of comedy, with
Melbourne, Australia, arguably positioned as comedy’s heartland.
As an anthropologist (and occasional comedian), I tend to see
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community in everything and everywhere. So, I took the approach
that even school or hospital environments may grant access to
participants as part of a community of shared interests, a ‘school
community” for example, so I assumed this description would
suffice for comedians.

On this basis, my initial plans for recruiting participants had begun
as though the comedy community was a geographic or ethnicity-
based community with a sub-group called satirists. This need to
offset affinity or confirmation bias, had become my bias, placing
traditional knowledge paradigms hierarchically over and above
the communities interests. It also meant I ignored my hunches
about Australian comedian resistance to the word satire. Hunches
can be simply described as reasonable estimations of behaviour
based on researcher experience (for a more complex description
see Lin, 2023). In the first few weeks of fieldwork, I failed to recruit
because I was using theoretical sampling instead of practice-led
AR principles, and had to reset the project and effectively, start
again. This paper discusses how revisiting the practical in a
pragmatic AR strategy allows acknowledgement of positionality,
bias and encourages a rethink of insider hunches as potentially
useful (something I call hunchifactuality).

The “You Can’t Laugh at That’ project examined comedian
decision-making about self-censorship and content moderation as
indicators of the processes and logics of comedy production as
potential political expression (Cook & Heilmann, 2013; Sparrow,
2024). This was considered relative to any socio-political barriers
between mainstream high-profile comedians to grassroots!
community-based comedians. Australian comedy sits alongside
the symbolic expression of national and personal identities and
acts as a mirror to the social status quo of the time (Higgie, 2013;

1 For this research, grassroots satirists/comedians are defined as those who have
smaller public profiles and for whom most of their income will come from
sources other than comedy and satire, but who remain committed to their craft
over several years and can produce shows of more an hour duration.
Mainstream refers to comedians with larger national and/or international level
public profiles where it could be said comedy provides most of their income.
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Knowles, 2022). One of the most often discussed forms of
Australian comedy is the often-lighter larrikin model of Australian
comedy. The larrikin has a long history, from the early 1800s
colonial rogue who ran anti-authoritarian street gangs called a
‘push’ through to post-1960s less violent examples of someone
who is likeable but provocative in their cultural criticism (Rickard,
1998). The larrikin comedian is more likely to say things that are
not used in polite conversation or to touch on social taboos in their
work, but some scholars argue this can be politically superficial
(Cothren & Phiddian, 2019; Holm, 2017; Milner Davis & Foyle,
2017). However, as my research is located with political science,
the research also relates to how comedian activities might respond
relative to government scrutiny, funding, and policy over time.

To give further context to the learnings in this paper, it’s important
to first explain the research topic in relation to the use of
overidentification satire (or authentic irony)? as political
expression. What this research calls overidentification satire comes
from a technique in satire that mocks reality closely (sometimes
described as authentic irony) that is linked to the post-Soviet stiob
(Day, 2011; Boyer & Yurchak, 2010). It's also closely aligned with
firsthand experiences and people using comedy to relate the
experiences of oppressed groups (Yurcak, 2006). Overidentification
satire was selected as the basis of the PhD project as a more activist
and personal form of satire (see also Bogad, 2005), to look for its
presence in Australia and for any political expression implications
for comedians.

A historical approach is taken in the research to help map over
time to what extent contemporary grassroots® comedy might

2 There were themes in the research that possibly could allow for another
category of authentic irony, that I would consider lived experience irony.
However, I am cautious about how I use this language for the connection to
medical or mental health paradigms. While I discuss lived experience
throughout this paper, I reserve that for comedian personal experience, and
overidentification satire for the use of their lived experience in their comedy.

3 For this research, grassroots satirists/comedians are defined as those who have
smaller public profiles and for whom most of their income will come from
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challenge older forms of political comedy (such as the larrikin
model) as it relates to political expression (Kavanagh, 1991). The
chosen form of overidentification satire is linked to post-Soviet
forms of satire that reflected the lived experience of oppression
during periods of rapid social and political change (Boyer &
Yurchak, 2010; Yurchak, 2006). Effectively, overidentification satire
targets governments and social institutions relative to the
experience of oppression in more subtle ways than other forms of
satire. However, despite wanting to be practice-led (which means I
should focus on comedic practice that was more subtle) I chose to
use the broader explicit definition of satire or political comedy in
the recruitment materials. These initial recruitment errors
represented unconscious bias to overcompensate for traditional
methodological concerns about sampling convenience, instead of
centring comedian practice.

One of the other unexpected outcomes of this process of rethinking
recruitment in practice-led ways, was it allowed two AR cycles,
and it attracted greater numbers of and more diverse participants.
This layering of methods assisted in the ongoing recruitment of 29
participants and rich quality data collection, assisted to unpack
positionality concerns and trust building. Paying close attention to
my positionality helped uncover any biases and manage the power
dynamics and the subsequent explicit conversations with
comedians allowed for trust building. I was also, in these
conversations, acknowledging that research is inherently political
(Friedman & Rogers, 2009; Greenwood, 2002; Herr & Anderson,
2005; Ogawa, 2006).

sources other than comedy and satire, but who remain committed to their craft
over several years and actively engaged in yearly festival presentations and
solo shows of more an hour duration. Mainstream or popular is used to
describe comedians who have larger (usually national and/or international)
public profiles where it could be said most of their income comes from comedy
or other creative products related to comedy.
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“To Satire or Not to Satire:” Hunches, Bias, and the
Positionality Spectrum

The main source of unconscious bias was I was depending on too
broad definitions of satire to recruit (see figure 1) prior to
observation or interviewing. I knew that theoretically what I was
looking for was comedians in the Australian comedy community
who are best described as satirists (Holm, 2017; Phiddian, 2017,
2020). But the key aspect of the hunch that had allowed me to write
the PhD proposal was that comedians might avoid being seen as
satirists or political, and it might mirror the political expression
environment in Australia (Dawson & Brady, 2021). This hunch was
proved to have some merit as there was an apparent lack of
interest in my study with several comedians commenting “I don’t
do satire.”

I knew that conceptualising comedians as a singular community
was also problematic, for more political comedians could be
engaged in behaviours consistent with movements of resistance
and persistence (Fox, 2017, 2018). Members of this community
come from varied backgrounds, but it is no secret comedians from
marginalised communities are often excluded from mainstream
platforms such as national TV (Brookfield, 2019; Sless, 2022; Fox
2017, 2018). Some participants discussed how grassroots comedy is
often not deemed suitable for mainstream audiences or media
consumption by TV executives and large media outlets. While
there is an overarching commitment to making audiences laugh,
comedians tend to operate autonomously or in smaller groups and
organise in a geographically and socially diffuse manner.

Additionally, economic pressures on the hospitality and
entertainment industry mean that the way comedians navigate
turning an interest into a profession is challenging. This includes
the casualisation of labour and fewer formal arts work
opportunities (Throsby & Zednik, 2010; Throsby & Petetskaya,
2024). However, when I've talked to other comedians, they do
acknowledge shared difficulties and passions that you might
expect within other communities based on geographic, ethnic, or
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production. There are performance opportunities (with
associated honorarium fee paid to you) as well as interview
opportunities.

This project will make an important contribution to the
understanding of the political pressures upon Australian
comedy and satire production and the Australian arts
industries and begin conversations about the safekeeping of
satirical and artistic political commentary.

Places are limited and you don’t have to be a political satirist
(just have an interest in social issues in your content across
any range of topics), so if you are interested, please send an
email to jack.bradyl@student.unimelb.edu.au with a few
lines about your comedy background as an expression of
interest by the XX XXX 20XX.

Figure 1. Recruitment advert for email and Facebook
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occupational proximity. Like Charmaz’s (2014) work with people
from diverse backgrounds sharing their experiences with the
medical system, comedians share a sense of community from their
shared experiences producing comedy in the entertainment
industry. My informal conversations, in the years before formal
research, informed my hunch* that comedians are not united by
community per se, but by shared values about a particular form® of
comedy.

Yet I would go onto to attempt to recruit based upon my own
insistence in using broadly theoretical descriptions of satire
(ignored my hunch). I then spent more time than necessary to find
comedians willing to participate. In addressing the lack of
participants, I shifted back to emphasising that specific
overidentification techniques were what I was interested in, not
satire. My initial broad recruitment strategy dismissed my hunch
about comedians being evasive around notions of satire even if
performing comedy that could be described as such.

I've coined the word hunchifactuality (a combination of hunch and
factuality); to describe this process of discerning what part of my
initial recruitment strategy ignored valuable lived experience and
observation for fear it was bias or convenience sampling. I wanted
to offset this hunch about aversion to the word satire with
recruiting materials that used the word satire, instead of a finer
grained description of practice. I emphasised the word satire,

4 Generally, a hunch is a feeling that might or might not be proved later by
evidence (Lin, 2023). It is not the intent of this paper to go in depth into what is
and isn’t a hunch. Except to say that I was overly concerned with empiricism
and not taking my lived experience of ten years into account as both potential
bias and valuable to the research.

5 There are various genres, and most sources argue the number of genres ranging
from 20 to over 60. Examples include dark (about topics like death), blue
(sexual content), slapstick (features physical acts like falling over). It's
important to stress that the PhD research is not theatre studies or
communication but political science and references to genre and form are
simplified as a result.
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which to comedians was a theoretical distinction, not a practice-
based distinction.

After the initial failed attempts at recruitment (in the first eight
weeks), a renewed pragmatic and festival focussed recruitment
strategy found that the participants avoided the word satire in the
promotion of their work. This came from face-to-face interactions
at festivals, after little interest in emails, Facebook posts and
several comedians telling me they were not satirists, I realised I
should have paid more attention to my hunch. However, all was
not lost, and the theoretical discussions about satire were of lesser
interest to comedians, but prompted other conversations. This
prompted me to revisit what pragmatic AR was, the study aims,
my initial hunches, theory and seeing it all as interrelated; the
hunchifactuality.

I've always been critical of research that excludes lived experience,
and I felt that research without listening to the voices of comedians
does a disservice to research and the public perception of research
(see Covitt & Anderson, 2022). One of the interesting aspects of
denying my own hunch that comedians didn’t identify with the
word satire, was my insistence upon using it. I was still used the
term to give me credibility as a researcher as someone with insider
positionality. This would prove to only be counterproductive, and
I would have to readapt my whole approach. My own experience
with this project is proof that while critics of AR claim it lacks
objectivity, research for research's sake within only the theoretical
boundary of a definition of satire is hardly rigorous if the
participants no longer consider it relevant (Friedman & Rogers,
2009).

This also reminded me of the reason for selecting AR for my
research, which was to include an intersectional® and decolonising”

6  This research uses the word intersectional in relation to the diversity at the
intersections of satirist experiences and/ or perceptions of inclusion or exclusion
as related to a range of marginalised experiences; disability, race, gender, class,
and other categories, framed within the power relationships of the comedy
production as both systemic inequity and as a societal arena (Anthias, 2013; see
also McCall, 2005). The use of the word marginalised is considered relative to
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ethic; and in effect, I had to redesign the AR strategy (see figures 2
and 3 for detail of changes). Recruiting using theoretical ideas of
satire wasn’t needed, this was my anxiety about disciplinary
boundaries and credibility. Rather than broadly use the word
satire, the intended and more decolonising position would have
been to draw from humour studies that challenged the traditional
research paradigm. Instead of using a definition to recruit I talked
to comedians about how their work might or might not be political
like stiob was (Boyer & Yurchak, 2010). Through these
conversations the parameters for recruiting comedians was no
longer definitions of satire but comedians whose work had overt
or subvert political throughlines. This renewed recruitment
approach helped attract comedians to the study such as disabled
comedian Maddie Stewart, who had political positions at the core
of their work, rather than an occasional political reference (see also
Fox, 2017; Quirk, 2015).

For example, Maddie Stewart discusses her experiences with the
National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) and how it limited
her human rights in terms of marriage equality® embedded in a
show that appears less political. She tells jokes about a welfare
system that offers her greater freedom and less dependence on
family as carers, but only if not married. The implication is that
NDIS means she can get married and not have a partner expected
to care for her, but her disability pension would be removed once
married. She stresses, using overidentification satire, that she could
not afford to live independently without financial dependence on a

the decolonising ethics argument of Tuhiwai Smith (2021, p. 260) in ‘choosing
the margins’ the researcher can not only honour the struggle but also the
richness and survival of those communities central to the research effort.

7 Action research has beginnings in decolonising methodological movements,
and it is often considered a more ethical approach, aiming to acknowledge
knowledge systems displaced by processes of colonialism and settler-colonial
relationships, such as those between Indigenous nations and colonising nations
(Lenette, 2022; see also Tuhiwai Smith, 2021, p. 261).

8 See https:/ /www.abc.net.au/religion/watch/compass/marriage-equality-for-
people-with-disability /103123418.
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Action Research |Learning Arenas/Objectives | Analysis/synthesis questions
Cycle

Plan - recruit Recruitment done by email and Facebook in February. Observation during Melbourne

Observe- shows International Comedy Festival in March.

of participants. EI Expert interviews (EI) x 3 - 6
. a1
Act - Interviews | " In person interviews and observations with participants in March 2022 to July
and satire 2022
i ts.
expetiments EE March - July 2022 | Ethnographic Events (EE - Satire experiments) x 1 - 2 (up
round 1 to 3 participants each) conducted on campus with select
audiences.

Threshold question: What themes are emerging to continue with the inquiry?

Reflect EI/EE  |June/July/ Email presentation of findings and themes and offer the
follow August opportunity for comment (by phone or email or in
up- person).
October 2022 - Synthesis of data -Presentation of collective ideas to
January 2023 community of participants.

Figure 2. The original plan, one AR cycle, two methods (participants recruited before MICF).
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First AR CYCLE - Melbourne International Comedy Festival (MICF)

AR AR Techniques (methods) Data Ongoing memo production and emergent
Moments collection research category coding (Charmaz, 2014)
Plan (1) - Feb 2022 | Scholarly input Scholarly Action research methodology presented to
Act feedback 28th Australasian Humour Studies Network
Conference - University of Tasmania (1)
March - |Observation at MICF | Field notes, Develop better understanding of comedian
May 2022 - Recruitment at | reflexive reticence to be known as satirists and
2022 MICF memos adjusted pragmatic AR strategy (1)
Act (2) - 9 x expert interviews |Problem 3 practice-based question expert interviews
Observe (3) centred expert | delivered through the didactic method (2).
interview Ongoing theming of data into emergent
categories (3)
Act (2) Apr 2022 |1 x satire experiment |Political 3-hour satire experiment with
Observe (3) character inexperienced practitioners (3) including 30-
workshop (2) |minute performance with a select audience
Reflect (4) |Apr- Memos, video, 1. Close reading of data initial coding to develop thematic
May transcripts, and research categories
2022 comedian reflections

2. Focused issues-based coding using categories at #1.
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2nd AR Cycle - Melbourne Fringe Festival (MFF) - Shift to Eight AR Moments

Plan May - Expert interviews, |Shift to Eight AR moments to look for more categories and
(1/8) Aug autoethnography |codes for analysis. Review of memos and video and
2022 transcripts to shape 2nd cycle (Charmaz, 2014, 2021)
New Action | May 1 x satire experiment |3-hour satire experiment with experienced practitioners of
(2/8) 2022 political character comedy (30-minute performance)
Old Action |June 20 x expert Further development of research categories and emerging
Review (3/8) | 2022 - interviews, codes from the previous interview rounds and commence
Feb 2023 |autoethnography script writing for autoethnography
Observe Sept - Autoethnography - | Writing, production, and development of overidentification
(4/8)- Dec 2022 MFF 2022 comedy work - Gold Star Failure (4/8). Documentation of
Values (5/8) moderation in my work with and increased nature of
political content. Peer producer and director led production
(5/8).
All data review and reflect participants informed on a case-by-case basis regarding
Reflect (6/8) personalised quotes or relevant usage.
Theorise (7/8) Qualitative coding based upon constructivist grounded theory
Conclude Final write-up and refinement of argument, case studies and use of participant data
(8/8) (with permission).

Figure 3. The final two cycle pragmatic AR model (ongoing participant recruitment).
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marriage partner. She uses the irony in this situation as not in
keeping with the stated goals of the NDIS, as it was meant to
afford ‘choice and control’. Throughout the comedy performance
she evokes the irony of this system to factually critique a
government system using humorous delivery. Several of the study
participants used their own lived experience to critique
government policy through comedy.

Had I just talked to Maddie about satire, with the original
recruiting approach, she would not have seen the study as relevant
to her comedy. This experience was an example of how good
action research design can bridge gaps between theory and
practice, even if unintentionally (Friedman & Rogers, 2009). The
theory was still relevant, just not in the way I had first thought.
What the cohort of comedians I worked with do, is produce
comedy evoking emotive responses that meet Phiddian’s (2020, p.
4) argument that satire is

a mode rather than a genre, an aspect of some texts which
allows for the expression of hostile attitudes and emotions
towards figures, practices, and institutions of public
significance.

My hunch about resistance to the word satire and theory about
how overidentification is used in practice had come together
(hunchifactually).

This prompted a pragmatic redesign three months into a planned
twelve-month fieldwork project. This wasn’t lost time, but better
use of time, even though I struggled to imagine it as part of the
process of discovery. The failed and text-based recruitment
attempts forced me to get back out in the physical spaces of
comedy (through festivals) and be practice and comedian oriented.

There is an irony here in that I learned that while the larrikin
model of mainstream comedy can be political at times; the more
contemporary larrikin performers stayed true to the larrikin
history of anti-authoritarianism by not identifying as satirists.
Through these conversations they also identified to me other
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comedians who did more deliberately subversive political content.
I found the right people for my study, accidently on purpose.

All this concern with bias forced a practical rethink of my
positionality as not a continuum but more of a spectrum. I was
both an insider and an outsider in comedy and anthropological
terms, as my comedy is outside the larrikin model, in that of the
retelling of firsthand LGTBQIA+ and disability experiences made
political (Krefting, 2014). The initial failures in recruitment helped
me understanding this, true to Haugerud’s (2013) reminders that
the comedy research context is also unique as

an anthropologist who writes about irony may as well
include ironies of her [sic] ethnographic position within that
frame. At first, that appears easy in this case, partly because
my ethnographic interlocutors are adept at making jokes
that reverse the observer-observed relation (Haugerud,
2013, p. 36).

As Haugerud (2013) notes, examining the work of those who
artistically dissect societal narratives for a living is complex and is
made even more complex for me by what was a dual and shifting
insider and outsider positionality.

Action research aims to alleviate the tension and the power
dynamics of the researcher and the researched but can create a
similar paradox to that described by phenomenology (Greenwood
2002). That paradox relates to the very presence of the researcher
problematically altering research outcomes if bias is not addressed
(Ariel, Friedman & Agbaria, 2009; Greenwood, 2002). Good action
research is designed to work explicitly with the paradox of
participation to allow for documenting of hunches, any biases, and
act to preserve participant experiences (the hunch factuality)
without detriment to rigour or validity (Ariel et al., 2009;
Greenwood, 2002; Friedman & Rogers, 2009).

This series of reflections I describe here became even clearer about
halfway through what would be 16 months of fieldwork (instead
of the planned 12). As I started to type up fieldworks and look for
research intersections with other research, I became suddenly
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aware of the positionality of crossing disciplinary boundaries
between anthropology and political science. I was
overcompensating in my efforts to appear more objective to the
critics of action research and to overcome the paradox of
participation (Greenwood, 2002; Arieli et al., 2009), and failed to
build participant relationships at first. This was an increased effort
to maintain validity and rigour expected in political science.
Validating my choice of AR through a political science lens
contributed to the unconscious bias of the recruitment failures. My
positionality wasn’t the only issue; I was biased toward focussing
on an iterative and rigorous structure to support an ethnography,
when some methods were ethnographic, but it wasn’t an
ethnography.

Another failing of the original recruitment method was not only
the issues with recruitment, but a lack of participant diversity
because it looked to, predominantly, text based methods of
recruitment.” My original design positioned recruitment efforts
before the annual Melbourne International Comedy Festival
(MICF), and I had planned to interview pre-selected comedians
based on finding shows searched from the program with politics
or satire in the show descriptions. It also failed to think in terms of
the pragmatics of multiple locations. A search using the online
2022 MICF program of 502 shows with 1809 artists in 147 venues
spread over 26 days in a 100 km? area (Melbourne International
Comedy Festival, 2022, p. 1) revealed only five shows with any
reference to politics and/or satire. The failure to find shows
marketed as satire further proved the hunch that marginalised
comedians may not always market their work as political or satire.

9  The use of the word diversity is defined by an intersectional framing to
approach diversity as described by Anthias (2013), as a range of experiences
within and between the societal arenas related to the distribution of social
power. This is not just engaging with the layers of identity that form the
intersections of identity, but by examining the ways the layers of those
intersections are disproportionately impacted by the systems of power through
issues of access to employment, or experiences such as violence and
discrimination.
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The issues with participant recruitment demonstrate the
interconnectedness of theory, practice and lived experience. My
hunch as dual insider and outsider was confirmed when
comedians were not as inclined to discuss the politics of what they
do publicly, by rejected a study that called them satirists. A further
demonstration of this is that one participant said to me before they
were interviewed, words to the effect of “yes, it’s political, but
can’t it also just be funny?” I would then talk about my theoretical
bias and how I had to unpack that, and it put comedians at ease.

I realised that I needed to be able to approach AR and hold theory,
practice and lived experience together, and the redesign to
pragmatic AR provided a different intent. To do this, I drew on the
constructivist grounded theory approach from the work of Kathy
Charmaz (2014, 2021) and her work with people with the lived
experience of chronic illness (which she also had lived experience
of). There might not have been a hospital to go work with patients
and then recruit people later, but there were festivals. I took the
approach of qualitative coding through the memo writing that
Charmaz (2021) used to ensure participants’ experiences were
centred. Halfway through the year that followed the redesign in
approach I shared my work with Dr Ogawa and his response was
“you had forgotten that you are doing pragmatic action research.”

Pragmatic Action Research is Not Just Another
Method, It's a Whole System

The renewed and more pragmatic recruitment drive focussed on
festivals that were the mainstay of comedian activities throughout
the year instead of prioritising my methods or definitions of satire.
This reworked AR strategy was successful in getting to implicit
knowledge of self-censorship through the observation of reflection-
in-action in satire experiments'? and reflection-on-action through

10 The satire experiments involved three comedians getting into political
characters (such as fictional billionaires or politicians) and performing an ad
hoc TV talk show for a university audience. Performers were asked to quickly
design their performance as a group in an hour before the 30-minute
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problem-based expert interviews!!. The pragmatic AR focus on
festivals allowed two cycles around two festivals as well as two
festival contexts (one a comedy-only festival and one a festival that
included other art forms).

My original one-cycle plan-act-observe-reflect AR design allowed for
both individual problem-based interviews and group satire
experiments to observe similarities and/or differences between
solo and group contexts; based on the text-based recruitment
before observation and interviews. This prioritised the consecutive
delivery of methods after recruitment, which was methods-centric
not participant or practice led. Once I had shifted to a more
genuinely pragmatic design that incorporated observation and
recruitment together at festival events, ongoing recruitment
allowed a focus on comedian practice that freed up time and
allowed a second AR cycle to emerge.

Rather than centre comedian practices (whether hunches or not)
and experience, I had centred methods not people. For example,
expert interviews highlight individual decision-making of the kind
that comedians do when performing solo were to be followed by
group satire experiments. The satire experiments, measure
comedian self-censorship when performing as a group on the same
topic. This emulates what is known as a ‘line-up” performance, or a
group of comedians performing at an event that may not have
worked together prior. Rolling out these methods in consecutive
order after initial recruitment over one ‘(recruit) plan (observation
of comedian shows) -act (interview) -observe (satire experiments) -

performance and critique current Australian political controversies for their
comedic material. After the performance they would provide individual and
group reflections on the experience. These events allowed the comedians to
stretch the boundaries of what content and reflect on how the format impacted
any self-censorship and/or content moderation.

11 Problem based expert interviews (Déringer, 2020) were didactic interviews
asking comedians three questions about 1) influences on their comedy
production 2) changes to how audiences received political content over the
duration of their careers 3) the logic of how they moderated or self-censored (or
didn’t moderate or self-censor) their political content.
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reflect (seek feedback)’ cycle would have left little time for
reflection and would make further demands on a comedian’s time.
By not using the same group of participants recruited at the
beginning of the study, the satire experiments included people
who hadn’t been interviewed and didn’t know each other,
meaning they didn’t have preconceived ideas of what was
expected. This staggered and ongoing recruitment meant the satire
experiments were a more organic experience, much like how a
comedy line up is run in practice.

This shift in focus to festival events moved my work from the
appearance of being theory heavy to look at comedian intent and it
increased community interest in my research; the revised AR
design became a system instead of a linear roll out of methods. The
festivals became relationship-building and recruitment strategies
and ways to collaboratively plan with comedians without being
available 24 hours 7 days a week, in any number of comedy clubs
and locations. They combined the act of observation of shows and
informal chats with comedians. These chats were not limited to the
participants who signed up for interviews or experiments; while I
cannot ethically use that data directly, those conversations helped
me gain context and insight into the broader politics of the scene
(see also similar approaches by Fox, 2017 and Keisalo, 2018).

When I made the pragmatic decision to include Melbourne Fringe
Festival (MFF) as well MICF, using ongoing participant
recruitment (see figure 3), the festival-focus allowed better layering
of the methods into two shorter pragmatic AR cycles (including
enough time for the addition of a third method)'2. The pragmatism
of focusing on ongoing recruitment over two annual festivals and
spending longer in relationship building and informal observation
(see figure 3) increased meaningful participation in the study. This

12 This prompted the addition of a third method, which might seem contradictory
to saving time, in an additional autoethnography as a final reflexive exercise.
This autoethnography was to put on a festival show 9 months into fieldwork in
a festival in my performance capacity and it further built credibility with the
comedy community as they knew I was programmed to do this later in the
year.
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shift helped with the needed word of mouth about the research,
and became vital to attracting comedians during the festival, rather
than condensing recruitment in the lead up to MICF only (figure
2). Even though most comedians might be excited about an
opportunity to talk about their work regardless of the time of the
year; my interest in their work had to have value to their use of
time and comedic priorities.

This redesigned pragmatic approach looked more like a layering of
methods through a focus on festivals rather than a linear roll-out of
methods. My error was holding true to traditional research
methodology about recruiting first, instead of focussing on
participants and action. Once I was able to concentrate on talking
about satire in more practical terms in the field (as related to
criticism of government through personal storytelling for example)
engaged and interested participants agreed to be interviewed. Part
of this seems obvious now, but it wasn’t at time. This shift in how I
presented the study and my physical presence at MICF and MFF
demonstrated to participants that I was “doing” and not only
‘theorising.’

After the failed start at participant recruitment and working
through my theoretical and positionality biases, I found time for
two cycles of AR and decided to add an autoethnography as
another method. The autoethnography took all the learnings from
the previous year and put them into my own production in the
2022 Melbourne Fringe Festival (MFF)'3 as a final reflexive
exercise. Melbourne Fringe Festival is conducted between
September and October every year, but it is not entirely comedy
like MICF. So, the inclusion of MFF also represented differing
festival contexts for the performance of comedy. The decision to
add another festival context, one AR cycle (associated with MICF)

13 The annual Melbourne Fringe Festival began in 1982 as a grassroots festival
designed to further the idea of the democratisation of the arts and was open to
any performer, considered a radically democratic resistance to ideas of high art
and is art ‘for the people, by the people” (Abrahams, Bailey, Duldig and Rhodes,
2022; Milne, 2004). Unlike MICF (which is held in March) it is not only comedic
work that is presented at MFF. MFF is typically held in October.
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to two festivals and two pragmatic AR cycles (the addition of MFF)
allowed a shift in focus on festivals, rather than methods.

Putting participants' experiences and time first reinforces
relationships before inquiry (Arieli et al., 2009). This is important
when there are time challenges for a diffuse group of comedians all
competing for audiences in a festival. The MFF attracts a more
diverse cohort of participants in terms of comedy genre, form,
style, and the personal diversity of comedians as there is less
emphasis on stand-up comedy. The resultant cohort from both
festival-based cycles included several intersections of personal
identity from ethnic, gender, religious, class and age perspectives.
The pragmatic approach harnessed the power of comedian
networks from the context of MICF to MFF more efficiently. It's
interesting to compare this to the initial recruitment approach of
using social media groups to attract participants. When I shared
social media assets advertising the study in social media groups
(with hundreds of comedians as members) referring to the study in
terms of satire definitions, I only got one interested comedian, who
later declined to be interviewed.

That initial insider hunch about comedians avoiding political
marketing did not need to be ignored entirely as potential bias, I
could have listened to it more and it highlights how much “doing
research’ changes the dynamics of everyday experience. The
pragmatic focus on festivals and different performance contexts
also helped delineate differences and similarities in mainstream
and grassroots comedian experiences. This festival focus also was a
measure relevant to a minimum expectation of festival experience
for producing solo shows at the grassroots level to be able to access
national TV, radio, publishing, and podcast career trajectories.

Good participatory theory does not seek cause and effect between
comedian and politics; but instead seeks to understand the
experiences of participants engaged in the complex human process
of making meaning through the comedy of lived experience. Good
action science as Friedman & Rogers (2009) describes, unearths the
meanings participants give to their actions to examine power
relationships that can be used to predict behaviour. In this case, the

ALAR Journal Vol 30 No 2 December 2024
Page 105




ALARj 30 (2) (2024) 83-113 © 2024 Action Learning, Action Research Association
Ltd wwwe.alarassociation.org All rights reserved.

rich data of the interviews pointed to several techniques to
enhance political expression through subtler comedic means as
well as sociopolitical and socioeconomic barriers to that freedom of
expression. Friedman and Rogers (2009) describe this type of
knowledge production as “theories of action” or “action science’. So,
this project produces knowledge about comedians and their
‘theories-in-use’ as the action science of the politics of their
decision-making while recognising them as the producers of
comedy.

A key question of this research was related to whether Australian
comedy had the subversive status quo-shifting satirical techniques
described by Boyer and Yurchak (2010) in the post-Soviet era and
the United States. The pragmatic AR approach brought both more
and less structure to comedic chaos, which led to a better
understanding of the how and the why of when comedians were
shying away from the label of satire. A range of intersections of
marginalised personal identities was represented in the grassroots
sample and the best way I can describe this happening was that it
‘just sort of fell out of the data collection process.” This also helped
to understand similarities and differences in experiences related to
the politics of identity and oppression and how they drive comedy
as acts of persistence and resistance (even if unintentionally at
times). It was hoped that around three mainstream and six
grassroots comedians would participate, but the pragmatic
approach resulted in a higher-than-expected response rate of 29
interviews (approximately 30% mainstream and 70% grassroots).
As well as human diversity the adapted pragmatic AR strategy
found a more diverse range of the target satire/political comedy
than expected, more ‘hiding in plain sight” overidentification
comedy in the Australian context.

This highlighted some contrasting and similar experiences of
grassroots and mainstream performers. Most of the initial cycle
was grassroots comedians (eight out of nine interviewed) and one
mainstream comedian with extensive satire production experience.
I wanted to make sure I wasn't reifying patterns in that data with
only grassroots experiences for the next round of interviews. By
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moving into another round of recruitment, I could talk about the
first cycle with potential participants, and this allowed me to
attract higher-profile mainstream comedians to the second cycle.
The additional cycle allowed for this nuance that can prevent a
common researcher pitfall in

conventional social science...get[ting] stuck in observing
and analysing without easily moving on to planning and
action-or alternatively may get stuck in experimental action
without easily incorporating the relevant field-based
generation of that theory (Wadsworth, 2014, p. 33).

A pragmatic AR approach, focussed on how comedians were
organised relative to what was important to them, meant further
centring comedian experiences, processes, and logic, rather than
the imposition of methods upon participants.

In working to position comedians’ lived experience alongside the
time pressures of the festival season, the pragmatic AR strategy
(figure 3) streamlined communication, so it became about a
collegiate exchange of expertise at both research and peer levels.
This approach

combines two seemingly contradictory sources of
knowledge, as it gives equal right to the previously
accumulated theoretical and empirical knowledge of the
researcher and the individual knowledge and personal
experiences of the respondent (Doringer, 2020, p. 4).

In the interview space, a conversational problem-based
interviewing style based on three questions drew out
underpinning knowledge (Doringer, 2020) while safely examining
the influence of accepted comedy production norms.

The pragmatic approach did not mean that the delivery of
methods or theory were not important, or that the Plan-Act-
Observe-Reflect structure was fundamentally different, just more
practice-focused. Traditional research thinking was still adopted
albeit applied through the lens of participant experience and in
doing so, festival time was leveraged, not cheated. This renewed
AR research design with ongoing recruitment produced rich data
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about how and why comedians moderate or self-censor and
moderate political content. This data was relevant to the political

environment and not solely comedian technique.'* Most of the time
comedians are involved in research they are asked about their
techniques and how they write comedy, not what they leave out or
why. The research design uncovered underpinning knowledge for
several participants as they expressed how their decision-making
worked through the expression of “ah-ha...that’s related to”
scenarios. Had I stuck with a linear rollout of methods, one cycle
and continued to recruit comedians based on notions of satire
without fully examining my biases, I doubt any of this would have
been possible nor would the data be as nuanced.

Conclusion

This pragmatic AR strategy, temporally attached to comedian-led
festival practice produced rich data revealing insights into
comedian agency as they navigate issues like self-censorship in the
Australian socio-political context. As someone who both needs
structure but loves discovery, I found myself considering a career
counting bird eggs in some remote place. However, as I was there
with comedians harnessing the changing and flexible process of
this research and tying it to their practice it facilitated unlearning
and co-learning. This research process of unlearning my traditional
research bias was part of a co-learning process, alongside
comedians as they unpacked how they adjust to the changing
environment of Australian comedy production.

I feel very privileged to share a hunchifactuality with comedians
who work to make the world a better place through the humanity
of laughter. There is an irony within studying irony here; if I
continued to recruit comedians based on the explicitly theoretical

14 Just prior to interview and satire experiments, comedians were reminded that
the PhD was aimed at political influences, not a deconstruction of techniques
they used. There was some cross over in these discussions as some techniques
are political by nature, for example, using absurdity to critique a politician to
avoid defamation or censorship. However, this emphasis on political influences
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on their work in terms of marginalisation, economics, government funding and
national identity was an effective delimiter to interviews and satire
experiments.

and traditional approach pretending to be AR, I would have failed
to find the ‘hiding in plain sight’ comedy of this study. This rich
data gleaned from the process of a pragmatic AR approach
presents a clear demonstration of the power of the subversive
comedy measures in what can be a hostile place for marginalised
comedians. Contrary to the criticisms of subjectivity place upon
AR and for those with insider experiences, it was my attempts to
be objective that led to the need for a more effective AR redesign.
Instead, a pragmatic AR strategy focusing back on the comedian's
meaning making, alleviated bias and achieved a more holistic
recruitment of participants.
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Book Review - A 101 Action
Research Guide for Beginners

Yedida Bessemer

A 101 Action Research Guide for Beginners (2024) by Saba Ahmed is a
practical book for novice action researchers, particularly in STEM
(science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) education.
The book's title indicates its purpose - to demystify research
terminology and provide concrete examples of action research in
practice. This guide opens a gate for educators and practitioners
looking to engage in action research for the first time or after a
significant break from academic research.

Each of the book's eight chapters focuses on a key aspect of action
research. Chapter one sets the context for the rest of the book by
exploring contemporary STEM teaching. Chapter two provides
important tips on academic and reflective writing and essential
skills for action researchers. The following two chapters, three and
four, address the fundamental research terminology and introduce
data collection methods. Chapter five deals with the crucial aspect
of maintaining quality assurance in research projects. The author
provides practical examples to help the readers better understand
the transformation of theoretical concepts into real-world research.
Chapters six and seven present the readers with a sample research
proposal and a complete exemplar STEM lecturer action research
project, respectively. Chapter eight examines the significance of
developing research skills starting at the undergraduate level,
emphasizing the long-term benefits of STEM practice.

Ahmed's approach of explaining complex research concepts in
simple terms is particularly valuable for beginners or those
returning back to research after a long break; it demystifies the
research process and makes it less intimidating for novice
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researchers. This guide contributed to action research literature by
connecting theory and practice, and it's a key strength of the book.

All educators new to teaching will be exposed to many
“...isms” (behaviourism, humanism, constructivism,
cognitivism) where teachers will be confronted with
unravelling how theories are consequential in course
delivery, to improve the learner experience and their
teaching pedagogy. Each teacher is different, and the
pertinence of each learning theory will differ. Some may
find humanism elements more useful, and yet others may
favour constructivism (this is to be expected). Yet all
teachers need to demonstrate an understanding and
openness to other learning theories, because unexpectedly it
could add value if not now then potentially in future
practice. Teaching practice is a spectrum. By learning the
foundations of each theory teachers/ lecturers can pick and
choose the level and degree to which it permeates into their
teaching delivery, and on how they can affect action
research projects. (p. 5)

Since there is an increase in education on STEM and evidence-
based practice in these STEM fields, this guide is relevant,
especially now. The examples and case studies from STEM
disciplines can help educators improve their instruction and
learning outcomes. The author uses a practical approach that
speaks to educators who want to enhance their practice through
research.

Moreover, the author discusses different types of action research,
such as first-person, second-person, and third-person, and
framework so researchers can choose the one that aligns with their
research questions. Furthermore, Ahmed integrates her
explanation of action research with national and international
teaching frameworks, such as the Initial Teacher Training and
Early Career Framework (ITTECFT). This connection shows how
action research can be integrated into professional development
and practice improvement.

The book offers a holistic perspective to conducting effective action
research. It thoroughly covers the research process, ranging from
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writing tips to data collection methods and quality assurance. By
including a complete research proposal and a project report in
Chapters Six and Seven, Ahmed demonstrates to the readers how
all the research elements come together in a real-world context. In
addition, the author stresses the importance of reflective practice
and developing research skills at the undergraduate level. Ahmed
advocates for integrating research skills into STEM curricula to
foster a research mindset and benefit future STEM professionals.

The book provides a roadmap for educators and novice
researchers who wish to develop and implement action research to
help them improve their practice. It includes practical applications
such as a step-by-step guide to conducting action research projects
and examples, templates, and links. Moreover, it highlights
reflective practice for continuing professional learning. However,
since it focuses on STEM education, it may limit its applicability to
researchers in other fields.

Allin all, A 101 Action Research Guide for Beginners (2024) is an
essential additional source to the action research literature, mainly
for those new to the field or working in STEM education because it
provides a comprehensive examination of the research process
while focusing on practical application as well as its accessibility.
In other words, it demystifies the action research process and its
terminology for novice researchers, especially those seeking to
integrate research into their professional teaching practice and
develop their research skills. This guide encourages educators,
especially in the STEM disciplines and beginner researchers, to
explore, learn, and apply the knowledge and skills provided in this
book to enhance their practice through purposeful research.
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Membership information and
article submissions

Membership categories

Membership of Action Learning, Action Research Association Ltd
(ALARA) takes two forms: individual and organisational.

ALARA individual membership

Members of the ALARA obtain access to all issues of the Action
Learning and Action Research Journal (ALARj) twelve months before
it becomes available to the public.

ALARA members receive regular emailed Action Learning and
Action Research updates and access to web-based networks,
discounts on conference/seminar registrations, and an on-line
membership directory. The directory has details of members with
information about interests as well as the ability to contact them.

ALARA organisational membership

ALARA is keen to make connections between people and activities
in all strands, streams and variants associated with our paradigm.
Areas include Action Learning, Action Research, process
management, collaborative inquiry facilitation, systems thinking,
Indigenous research and organisational learning and development.
ALARA may appeal to people working at all levels in any kind of
organisational, community, workplace or other practice setting.

ALARA invites organisational memberships with university
schools, public sector units, corporate and Medium to Small
Business, and community organisations. Such memberships
include Affiliates. Details are on our membership link on our
website (https:/ /alarassociation.org/ membership/ Affiliates).
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Become a member of ALARA

An individual Membership Application Form is on the last page of
this Journal or individuals can join by clicking on the Membership
Application button on ALARA’s website. Organisations can apply
by using the organisational membership application form on
ALARA’s website.

For more information on ALARA activities and to join

Please visit our web page:
https:/ /www.alarassociation.org/ user/register

or email admin@alarassociation.org

Journal submissions criteria and review process

The ALAR] contains substantial articles, project reports,
information about activities, creative works from the Action
Learning and Action Research field, reflections on seminars and
conferences, short articles related to the theory and practice of
Action Learning and Action Research, and reviews of recent
publications. ALAR] also advertises practitioners’ services for a fee.

The ALARj aims to be of the highest standard of writing from the
field in order to extend the boundaries of theorisation of the
practice, as well as the boundaries of its application.

ALARA aims ALAR;j to be accessible for readers and contributors
while not compromising the need for sophistication that complex
situations require. We encourage experienced practitioners and
scholars to contribute, while being willing to publish new
practitioners as a way of developing the field, and introduce
novice practitioners presenting creative and insightful work

We will only receive articles that have been proof read, comply
with the submission guidelines as identified on ALAR]’s website,
and that meet the criteria that the reviewers use. We are unlikely to
publish an article that describes a project simply because its
methodology is drawn from our field.

ALAR Journal Vol 30 No 2 December 2024
Page 118




ALARj 30 (2) (2024) 117-122 © 2024 Action Learning, Action Research Association
Ltd wwwe.alarassociation.org All rights reserved.

ALARA intends AIARj to provide high quality works for
practitioners and funding bodies to use in the commissioning of
works, and the progression of and inclusion of action research and
action learning concepts and practices in policy and operations.

ALAR;j has a substantial international panel of experienced Action
Learning and Action Research scholars and practitioners who offer
double blind and transparent reviews at the request of the author.

Making your submission and developing your paper

Please send all contributions in Microsoft Word format to the Open
Journal Systems (OJS) access portal:
https:/ /alarj.alarassociation.org.

You must register as an author to upload your document and work
through the electronic pages of requirements to make your
submission. ALARA’s Managing Editor or Issue Editor will contact
you and you can track progress of your paper on the OJS page.

If you have any difficulties or inquiries about submission or any
other matters to do with ALARA publications contact the
Managing Editor on editor@alarassociation.org.

For the full details of submitting to the ALAR Journal, please see the
submission guidelines on ALARA’s web site

https:/ /alarassociation.org/publications/submission-
cuidelines/alarj-submission-guidelines.

Guidelines

ALAR;j is devoted to the communication of the theory and practice
of Action Learning, Action Research and related methodologies
generally. As with all ALARA activities, all streams of work across
all disciplines are welcome. These areas include Action Learning,
Action Research, Participatory Action Research, systems thinking,
inquiry process-facilitation, process management, and all the
associated post-modern epistemologies and methods such as rural
self-appraisal, auto-ethnography, appreciative inquiry, most
significant change, open space technology, etc.
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In reviewing submitted papers, our reviewers use the following
criteria, which are important for authors to consider:

Criterion 1: How well are the paper and its focus both aimed at
and/or grounded in the world of practice?

Criterion 2: How well are the paper and/ or its subject explicitly
and actively participative: research with, for and by people
rather than on people?

Criterion 3: How well do the paper and/or its subject draw on a
wide range of ways of knowing (including intuitive,
experiential, presentational as well as conceptual) and link
these appropriately to form theory of and in practices
(praxis)?

Criterion 4: How well does the paper address questions that are of
significance to the flourishing of human community and the
more-than-human world as related to the foreseeable
future?

Criterion 5: How well does the paper consider the ethics of
research practice for this and multiple generations?

Criterion 6: How well does the paper and/or its subject aim to
leave some lasting capacity amongst those involved,
encompassing first, second and third person perspectives?

Criterion 7: How well do the paper and its subject offer critical
insights into and critical reflections on the research and
inquiry process?

Criteria 8: How well does the paper openly acknowledge there are
culturally distinctive approaches to Action Research and
Action Learning and seek to make explicit their own
assumptions about non-Western/ Indigenous and Western
approaches to Action Research and Action Learning

Criteria 9: How well does the paper engage the context of research
with systemic thinking and practices
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