Chapter 10 Work Based Research in Action

Key points

This chapter provides a window on work based research in action. The authors have collected together a number of work based research case studies that illustrate different aspects of work based research. The idea of this chapter is to examine how work based learners have approached the task of carrying out insider-research in an organization as part of a postgraduate or undergraduate course. The examples that we have collected illustrate the wide variety. There is no right or wrong method; all are different and one of the aims of this chapter is to show how they can generate new knowledge and insights. 

Each of the chosen examples features an aspect of work based research that we have covered in this book. Using the index you can cross-refer to the chapter(s) of the book that deals with each aspect. We are grateful to the learners on whose work we have drawn for the extracts, and they are acknowledged at the front of this book. Where literature sources are cited, the full reference is given at the foot of the extract.

Examples drawn from real work based projects

Research proposal

Work based researchers have in common a single need – to find an approach to answering research questions that meets the needs of the organization, the university and themselves. Organizational needs are often expressed in terms of perceived benefits to the organization, whereas work based researcher’s needs often relate to their own personal and professional development, both in the organization and outside it. University needs most obviously relate to the requirements of the degree the learner is studying towards, and whilst these are usually un-stated in the research report itself, the university regulations always specify their pass/fail criteria. The first example identifies clear benefits for both the workforce and for the organization being studied, in terms of training needs and requirements. 

Example 1

My project will focus on identifying the ICT competencies that are needed by the workforce, and anticipate future possible requirements to develop an understanding of the training needs of staff. In identifying their needs it will enable effective planning to be undertaken to develop and train staff. The impact of this should realize service and staff service improvements, have a positive impact on staff morale, and also assist the Authority in:

· Planning for future ICT training requirements

· Planning for and implementing e-learning

· Aiming to achieve ‘excellent’ standards for e-service delivery, and 

· Facilitating the effectiveness of staff for alternative ways of working.

This project will link to the Authority’s long term aims and support the Vision Statement for a culture where learning and development is supported to help staff achieve their potential and to recruit and retain a talented pool of staff (internal document #1). It will also link to the Authority’s Framework for Managing People (internal document #2) to ensure that the performance of each employee is monitored to identify whether they reach the required level of competence.

There are also links to themes and objectives in the ICT Strategy (internal document #3) for identifying the core business-related competencies required by staff to make best use of the available ICT. 

In the context of Comprehensive Performance Assessment inspections (Audit Commission, 2006), the Transformational Government Agenda (internal document #4) and the Local Government Pay and Workforce Strategy (ODPM, 2005), it is essential for the Authority to focus on maximizing the capacity of the workforce to realize improvements in performance, use technology to effectively deliver public services and assist in achieving excellent ratings in corporate assessments for the quality of public services. 

Undertaking this project will also meet my personal and professional requirement for developing my project management and research skills, assisting with my ongoing professional development and providing an opportunity for me to undertake a major project in the workplace that will impact on services planning and performance. 

The aim of my project will be to increase the knowledge and understanding of the ICT competencies required by the workforce at [organization].
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Another learner, looking at career development in a police force, conceptualizes the sometimes competing demands of different stakeholders on work based research in terms of the need to meet applied vs. academic aims that lead to two different sets of research outputs. Note that in this example the academic aims relate particularly to the theoretical and methodological dimensions of the study, whereas the applied aims relate more closely to the benefits of the study for human resource management, and for the personal and career development of individual police staff. This different focus feeds into the different outputs, where the academic outputs consist of publication in different forms, whilst the applied outputs refer to professional and organizational strategic and operational contexts.

Example 2

Applied aims

· Provide a framework for career development discussions

· Take a more flexible approach to career development

· Increase self awareness among Police staff about their career values, and

· Realistic approach.

Academic aims

· Validate the COI as a measure of the eight career anchors

· Explore trends in the career values people hold today

· Match anchors to jobs, and

· Investigate the impact of career anchor congruence.

Applied outputs

· Workshop for senior personnel held 2008

· Presentation to Corporate Strategy Group

· MBA project on Police Staff Careers

· Interest from other forces, and

· National projects NPIA.

Academic outputs

· Seven UK conference papers

· Two European conference papers

· An invitation to present at international conference in 2010, and

· Publication plan.

A key question, of course, is to what extent the needs of different audiences can be reconciled and addressed by a single work based research project. One approach to handling this balance is to argue that the study will identify research questions and issues that can be explored by senior managers and others internal to the organization. Sometimes it is even possible to suggest a consultancy project to investigate particular aspects of an organization’s operations. You would do well to reflect on the different needs that apply to your planned work based research, and to consider the extent to which these are competing or complementary. In most cases, attention to the language in which research aims, objectives, and outputs are expressed will do much to increase the acceptability of research proposals in business or other applied contexts. 

The starting point for selecting a topic for research is to think about why the topic is important to you, the student, to the organization, and to other stakeholders – in other words, to be clear about the rationale for your study. This example sets out a rationale in a clear and precise way.

Example 3

The review of [organization’s] existing curriculum, concurring with the personal reflection undertaken during the compilation of my accreditation of previous experiential learning, served to highlight what I would identify as the central problem inherent in the provision of music education, which is the career progression of its graduates.

It is generally accepted by the practitioners who provide the courses rooted in this subject discipline that only a small proportion of graduates will achieve a meaningful career in their chosen field and (particularly in the case of those who are undertaking performance courses) it is acknowledged that very few jobs exist in the ‘real world’. 

It is also my personal observation that only a small minority of students will graduate with the required skill level to find immediate professional employment in the highly-competitive field of contemporary music. For most, there is the possibility that their full-time employment in music will be transitory and fleeting or, alternatively, more accurately profiled as a portfolio career which takes place in conjunction with other non-music related income-generating activities.

This being the case, I question why there appears to be no reflexive mechanism in place to address and deliver a meaningful employment remit, or develop curriculum which is tailored to meeting real world outcomes for those who choose this course of study.

My research project aims to design a product from the basis of a balanced critical report that will identify and justify the case for a combined subject specific/personal development education strategy rooted in real world professional experiences, and designed to address these issues. 

My present role as a volunteer in an environment which prioritizes personal development through engagement with music will allow me sufficient autonomy to pilot the product in a related, but informal, educational setting. 

Therefore, the research product will be a specific, tailored curriculum and its related implementation strategies, designed to improve and extend the existing remit of the [organization]. 

The project is also future-oriented as it will represent the basis of my professional practice as I develop a career in music-based education. 

In this further example, the rationale for the learner’s research proposal is explicitly tied into knowledge creation – both at the individual and organizational level. Potentially this enables the student to draw upon the significant literature of ‘learning organizations’ and organizational theory, as well as work drawing upon psychological and/or sociological perspectives on individuals in social settings.

Example 4

The work based learning research will support the organization to learn and understand safety as it learns. Hence, this enquiry into organizational learning must concern itself not with a static entity called ‘organization’, but with an active process for organization work based learning which is, at root, a cognitive enterprise. Individual members will be engaged in attempting to know the organization and to know themselves in the context of the organization.

Many good work based studies generate useful theory derived from workplace practice. The theoretical foundations of the research or the lens through which the observations will be made are made explicit in the next example.
Example 5

Because I am a participant observer in the community of practice under study for long periods of time, a month on board the drillship intercalated by a month of rest, the ethnographic approach was selected as the more appropriate for this research; although historically ethnography has been associated with anthropological studies, in the twentieth century ethnography featured increasingly in studies of education, organizations and communities (see for example Kanter, 1993). In fact, the context in which the community under study is interacting with the Safety Management System is extremely important in this project; Kanter (1993) highlights that people’s attitudes and behaviours take shape out of experience they have in their work; in a nutshell, her definition is ‘the job makes the person’.

The study falls under the qualitative research paradigm, with strong emphasis on the fieldwork that I have carried out as a participant observer (Fetterman, 1998; Kirk and Miller, 1986; O’Reilly, 2005).

This work based research was developed under the Interpretative Paradigm as opposed to the Normative Paradigm; Fetterman (1998) defines ethnography ‘as the art and science of describing a group or culture’ (p. 1). O’Reilly describes it as a ‘methodology that acknowledges the complexity of human experience and the need to research it by close and sustained observation of human behaviour’ (2005: 1), and these statements are extremely relevant to my research. 

I used an emic perspective, which is defined by Fetterman (1998) as the insider’s or native’s perspective of reality. I find this concept of interest for my work based research, as I am a participant observer and therefore am aware of these perceptions, trying to value them in their context. This is in contrast to a priori assumptions about how systems work (O’Reilly, 2005), as I am taking a phenomenological-oriented point of view, which sees behaviours as determined by phenomena of experiences, rather than by external, objective and physically reality. In addition, ethnography enables me to observe and analyze human interactions with results not achievable with classical positivistic and quantitative approaches. 
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It is worthwhile noticing in the above extract how the insider researcher attempts to provide a rationale for the theoretical and methodological approach taken in the study. As we have noted throughout this book, transparency is an extremely important principle in work based research and nowhere more than in the explanation provided about theory and methods. Also note how the account positions the researcher in the research and, another example of good practice, appropriate sources drawn from the relevant literature are cited in support of the researcher’s position. 
Role of work based researcher

Coping with the shift in role from worker-participant to worker-researcher is a challenge faced by most work based learners researching their own organization. We hope not to dissuade anyone from undertaking work based research by presenting examples in this chapter of situations where role tensions and been experienced by students. Our objective is to prepare you for the challenge that insider-research presents and to encourage you to reflect on strategies to minimize role conflict. Undoubtedly, we would argue, the benefits in terms of the richness and depth of data open to you will more than compensate. 

The next extract demonstrates an unusual frankness on the part of the researcher regarding her transformation from teacher to researcher, and the subsequent feelings of humiliation and powerlessness. Her opening comments suggest that she was quite unprepared for the loss of status and authority consequent on abandoning her teacher role. 

Example 6
The role of the researcher

Under the remit of divine orthodoxy, the social scientist is transformed into philosopher-king (or queen) who can always see through people’s claims and know better than they do.  

(Silverman, 2000: 198)

I must confess that on beginning this research I was an unwitting follower of what Silverman (2000) refers to as the ‘divine orthodoxy’ of the researcher. I thought that I would be able to take individuals’ comments and from within them discover the ‘truth’ of what they really felt, believed, thought. I thought that as a researcher I would feel in a position of power; it all sounded very glamorous, but in reality I found my new role humiliating. Rather than the confident researcher that I had hoped to be, I felt de-powered; it was a very degrading experience. From the security of knowing that I was a highly proficient teacher I became a clumsy novice researcher. I had no role that provided me with any value at the school, on the contrary, rather than feeling indispensable, as I was in my last role as class teacher in a school with many discipline problems, I felt uncomfortably aware that I was no use to the school and was simply a nuisance. Rather than having my classroom, my domain, I was constantly concerned that I was ‘sat in somebody else’s chair’ in the staffroom. I had nowhere to go. Even if I escaped to my car I would be observed, and look a little pathetic into the bargain. My insecurity became acute as I attempted to elicit information whilst causing the minimum amount of disruption. Hammersley and Atkinson (1993) cited Johnson (1976), who describes the feeling perfectly:

Trying to be busy without hassling any one worker too much is like playing Chinese checkers, hopping to and fro, from here to there, with no place to hide. 

(Hammersley and Atkinson, 1993: 100)
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The challenge of maintaining the roles of participant and observer, worker and researcher can however be viewed positively, in terms of the personal journey involved, as in this next extract. 

Example 7
I have also been wondering about the impact doing the research has had on me. As the research comes to an end I find myself transitioning out of this organization and into a new role, one with an organization that wants me to focus on retaining and energizing their key talent. Although I did this work to understand more, in order that the organization could capitalize on the work I had done, perhaps I have inadvertently prospered. I wonder whether I have been in a parallel process with those who I have been trying to work with and for. As I have been trying to connect with them on their career journey and help engage them with their work I have also been engaging more deeply with my work and have made a transition of my own. 

Ensuring that the work based research project offers value for participants is an effective mechanism for engaging them and securing support for the project. More deeply, such an approach can demonstrate the care and concern for participants that, as we have often argued in this book, is a core value for the insider-researcher.

Example 8
During the first run of the programme I was struck by how valuable it was for the participants to be able to talk with another person who was present and interested in them. I was also struck by their openness, honesty and their willingness to challenge themselves when they hardly knew me at all. As a result, when it came to choosing my research project I knew I wanted to investigate the impact of coaching on adults returning to an educational environment and experiencing coaching for the first time as part of a personal development programme. 

Placing others at the centre of the research process raises important questions of influence, power, and authority as well as knowledge exchange, democracy and care for others. The following table was devised by a learner carrying out a work based research project designed to explore reciprocal learning through creative community partnerships. She conceptualizes the study as a co-operative enquiry, and uses a rather splendid epithet – ‘the gifts of difference’ – to communicate to the reader the centrality of the method of collaborative enquiry for her study of learning partnerships The collaborative methodology penetrates all aspects of the study, and impacts on context, findings, analysis, key concept and implementation.


Collaborative research often involves negotiation of aims and outcomes, and the approach taken will vary with the position of the insider-researcher in their organization. In this example, the benefits of an insider’s knowledge about who to talk to, access to relevant resources and understanding of organizational context and priorities are contrasted with a negative research experience involving an external consultant.

Example 10
After scoping-up some business model principles for how the organization works together, senior managers raised legitimate concerns about how people would react. Although there were clear calls from parts of the business at the working level, the high-level engagement needed to take a much softer approach. I therefore recast my work in the context of specific examples of good practice and opportunities for improving collaborative working.

I have developed a strong sense of the benefits of being an insider-researcher. I have a clear understanding of the context and issues recently reaffirmed by a critical incident in the organization. A review of IT demand planning undertaken by an external consultant had just been completed. The report contained some interesting observations and assumptions about our organizational complexity and its implications. However, it was heavily criticized by the Management Board because it did not stick to the original brief, made broad assumptions (many of which were inaccurate), was based heavily in theory, and was not written in clear and concise language to meet the needs of the audience. The report sank without a trace and was probably not value for money. This was a lesson in the disadvantages of being an independent researcher – the research was not fit for purpose and was not well-received by the target audience. I have access to a range of materials, together with insider knowledge of the key people who will be able to help (including those I will interview). I am aware of, and therefore hopefully able to manage, the inherent bias I will have as a product of the organizational culture. 

Reflective practice and the worker-researcher

Many learners draw on the research tradition of reflective practice in their work based research. The idea of the insider-researcher reflecting upon their own practice and that of others, formulating research questions and testing everyday assumptions is the core of the reflective practitioner tradition and can provide work based researchers with a useful theoretical lens through which research observations and analysis can be viewed, as the next three extracts demonstrate.

Example 11
I have become aware of my worker/researcher role and the importance of reflexivity. I have to accept, that no matter how I try, the world will always be viewed from my own perspective and that I must recognise that in my research. The development of my project has opened my eyes to other perspectives, which I believe would have otherwise remained dormant. For example, I had labelled a contact as being uncooperative in her attitude. However, when I looked at things from her organization’s perspective and engaged her in wider conversation I realized our goals were closer than I had thought. There was much common ground. I gently broached the issue of my project and our contact admitted she had just finished a work based Masters and offered to introduce me to all the contacts I would need. I ended up reversing my opinion of her entirely! Certainly the concept of ‘Weltanschauung’ or ‘worldview’ has helped me recognize where my personal prisms or viewpoints lie and to broaden them. 

Example 12
Another important work based dimension is the perceived gap between the view from the corporate centre and what is actually happening on the ground. I will need to be aware of this, both in identifying bias in my data and in my approach to interviews and discussions with colleagues across the organization. One CEO recently explained to me that, whilst some people from corporate centre were ‘sensible’, he was suspicious of the ‘young suits’. It was not clear in which category he put me at the time! 

Example 13
My dual role as worker/researcher excites me. Work based learning allows me to connect learning directly to what I do professionally. The old days of calculating the square root of a random number or the speed of two trains, if one leaves San Francisco at 1:00pm and the other leaves New York at 2:00pm, are long gone and I am happier for it. I know I am much better engaged in learning when I can connect it to real life experience and have the learning be applicable to something of my choosing.
Reviewing knowledge and information

The next extract illustrates well how becoming immersed in the relevant literature relating to a research project can generate insights and help the researcher to formulate appropriate categories and codes. Particularly noteworthy is the learner’s decision to utilize categories that were already in use in the organization’s own competency model for CPD, since these overlapped with categories drawn from the literature and would enable the research outcomes to be presented in language familiar, and therefore potentially more acceptable, to those within the organization.

Example 14
Step 2.3 – Identify thematic framework

During my initial literature review I identified nine sources from which to establish developmental experience categories that would form the coding framework. There were numerous overlapping categories and I believed the categories covered the broad range of stories that would emerge through the interviews. I identified the common denominators by examining the underlying definitions. This enabled me to compress the 57 described categories into 21 categories. As an example of category compression, my list of 21 includes one titled ‘Start up’. That was drawn from Start-up, Start from Scratch, Manage a Start-up, and Starting from Scratch (Building Something from Nothing) described in four of the seven resources. 

After receiving feedback on my research proposal, I returned to a literature review to find additional resources. I found that my developmental categories were in contrast to studies that used categories such as Self, Relational or Context (Janson, 2008); sense-making themes of Natural Process, Value Driven, Coping and Struggle, Symbolic/Parental Relationship, Self-Improvement and Role Model (Janson, 2008); or leadership development as a natural process, leadership development as a story of coping with difficulties, leadership development as a learning process, and leadership development as finding a cause (Shamir et al., 2005). While these constructs could be valuable, I believed my 21 categories would resonate with the study participants and be more actionable for others who may apply the results of this study. 

Similarly, I believed it would be helpful to identify categories to capture themes from the areas of learning. I reviewed, for example, McCall et al.’s ‘lessons’ including technical/professional skills, developing other people, and persevering through adversity (McCall et al., 1988). This list of lessons overlapped considerably with our company’s competency model and set of behaviours. So, instead of introducing a new language around these behaviours, I chose to use our company’s competency model as that framework. This may enable me to apply learning from this research to recommend further exploration for any behaviour or competency additions or changes. (See Item 3, Appendix 4 for the Assurant Competency Model.)

I recognize that developing the framework from the literature review and using our company’s competency model rather than letting the categories emerge from the study participants’ stories could mitigate some new learning. I was committed to being cognizant about that potential limitation during coding and analysis. 
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Frequently our research assumptions and preconceptions turn out to be an incomplete picture of the reality within the organization. This may be because we discover facets of the organization that we had yet not encountered, or because participants reveal information that is novel or confidential or, as in this case, the external environment changes and brings about new concerns. The alert researcher will seize such opportunities, for they present an invaluable opportunity to create new and meaningful insights into organizational culture and behaviour.

Example 15
On a less positive note, the focus group threw up the first negative thought associated with the coaching conversation; it was based on the reality of career advancement in the current economic climate. They were not clear that their desired career moves would be possible in the environment that was more cost-focussed and in an organization where headcount was being reduced. They felt that if headcount was being cut then [organization] would not need so many leaders. The sense that the researcher conveyed when we discussed it was that ‘they were questioning whether the next career move would be there; yes, it is nice for someone to talk to them about what job might follow their current one, but would they have that opportunity if the economic pressures remain?’ This is not an issue that had come to light at all in the questionnaire and was a very interesting new perspective. 

The following five examples of methodological approaches are abridged examples of real projects and are included to give you some ideas about how to construct a methodology and the kinds of methodologies that you may consider using. In each of these extracts, and in different ways, learners discuss the choices open to them in terms of research design, and, to a varying degree, the rationale for their particular choices made. In the first example, the learner provides a heartfelt rationale for her constructivist approach to a doctoral level study of a secondary school; however, note that she explicitly ‘rules in’ using both qualitative and quantitative methods to acquire the data she requires. 
Methodological approach

Example 16
My understanding of ‘how we know things’ has changed beyond measure during this research. Before beginning my research I was of the positivist assumption that there were facts out there to be discovered; a few observations, interviews and questionnaires and I would be able to present a clear picture of what made my study school tick. The reality was far messier and slightly terrifying. If there were facts out there just waiting to be unearthed, then how could two participants have completely different views on them? How could some members of staff use the descriptions of ‘friendly’, ‘welcoming’ and ‘pleasant atmosphere’ to depict the school, when others chose ‘untidy’, ‘poor pupil behaviour’ and ‘frantic atmosphere’? Could this be the same school? And where did my views come into it? 

Whereas at one time the researcher could have claimed authority in presenting the ‘truth’, such positivist traditions have now been challenged: ‘The age of a putative value-free social science appears to be over’ (Denzin, 1994: 501). I came to realize that, if anything, my voice held less value than the participants’ because I had not lived the experience. Having progressed beyond the fantasy of my authoritative voice, then, my aim became largely ethno-methodological; I needed to discover and present the inhabitants’ views of their social culture. Alongside this would sit my observations of the local infrastructure and neither would take precedence. It would involve both large and small scale data (for the overview and the minutiae) and would benefit from both qualitative and some quantitative methods.
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Example 18 makes use of an ‘evolving design’ approach. The idea here is that at the outset of a work based research project it can be difficult to appreciate what events, processes and interactions will be significant or interesting. Applying some flexibility to the research design is therefore helpful in such circumstances, enabling the researcher to develop research questions and ideas as the study progresses. This approach draws upon grounded theory and combines the benefits of systematic approaches to data collection, the flexibility to focus and re-focus analysis, and the ability accurately to capture the changing reality of social situations. 

Example 18
The research strategy that will be used for this project will be a case study. Yin (2003) describes the case study as a research strategy that comprises an all-encompassing method – covering the logic of design, data collection techniques, and specific approaches to data analysis – basically, a comprehensive research strategy. A consideration in choosing this research strategy was highlighted by Robson (1993) in that the work on the design of a case study can, and should, continue after the start of the study. When researching a real world/work based problem this evolving design could be advantageous to me. 
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Example 19 is of Action Research and Appreciative Inquiry. The researcher has drawn from these two distinct research approaches to justify a whole approach that suits the kind of research that has been undertaken. Work based projects are often multi-methodology projects as has been explained in Chapter 7. 

Example 19
Action Research synthesized with Appreciative Inquiry: Coaching professional wishing to research, explore, model and test the factors which are believed to contribute to the successful coaching of the leaders of organizational change thereby evolving an effective, marketable coaching model

Methodological approach

I wish to arrive at a clear recommendation for the elements of a coaching model which will meet the needs of leaders in organizational change. For me, this will be achieved by evolving my coaching model and I believe that action research provides the learning cycles necessary for this necessarily emergent and responsive development process. Evaluation will include the commercial response to the resulting framework. 

One of the reasons that action research is so appealing to me is that it will enable me to reflect and learn from any data collected in the context of my work, rather than be second-guessed by it. It will all be ‘grist for the mill’. 

It is an approach rather than a method (Bell, 1995), unlike action learning which appears similar in its dynamic, narrative-based approach to research, and involves conversation and dialogue. I would hope that my presentation of the outcomes of my research might also help ‘tackle a problem or enhance the performance of … organizations … through changes to the rules and procedures within which they operate’ (Denscombe, 2002), an outcome said to be inherent in action research. 

My need, according to Lomax (2002) is to collect rigorous data which Judith Bell points out must provide evidence to support claims for action. Considering how I might collect the data from each question, I was delighted to find that the four phases of action research mapped easily on to the Appreciative Inquiry model (Cooperrider and Whitney, 2000) which influences my work and so I have chosen to use the same headings below and to describe methods of collecting data, within the activities necessary for the project which are summarized there. 

Phase I/Discovery – Appreciating the best of what might exist, as well as the challenges it addresses: Literature search.
1. What elements form an effective coaching model designed to support the learning of and from leaders of organizational change? What are the authoritative sources of such data?

Phase 2/Dream – envisioning a result and asking ‘what is the world calling for?’: Summarize results of the literature search and seek to elicit a response from buyers of coaching which demonstrates interest, if not demand, and, ideally, contributes to the research.
2. To what degree is there demand for such coaching as a strategic tool for organizational learning in change by experienced buyers of coaching services?

Phase 3/Design – co-constructing an ideal: Host and record focus groups to present the model and invite discussion.

3. What examples exist of best practice emerge from accounts by participants, probably coaches but possibly triangulating coach/buyer/executive, involved in coaching the leaders of organizational change (to improve individual and organizational performance), including contracting, relationship management, supervision and communication of organizationally-relevant themes?

4. What, if any, obstacles or barriers to entry have arisen, e.g. for instance what type of issues have been resolved (or remained unresolved) for a process to operate (optimally) and how these appear to have been contracted for by organizational clients, sponsors, supervisors, coaches and executive clients (and any other stakeholders)?
Phase 4/Destiny – establishing and sustaining the model: Produce presentation of final findings and present to participants. 

(Return to)
1. What elements form an effective coaching model designed to support the learning of and from leaders of organizational change?
References

Bell, J. 1995. Doing your research project, p. 8. Maidenhead: Open University Press.
Cooperrider, D., and D. Whitney. 2000. Collaborating for change: Appreciative inquiry (San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler.

Denscombe, M. 2002. Ground rules for good research: A 10 point guide for social researchers, p. 27. Berkshire: Open University Press.  

Lomax, P. 2002. Action research in research methods in educational leadership and management, p. 124, M. Coleman and A.R.J. Briggs (Eds.) London: Sage.

Example 20 is a case study which incorporates a rationale for an interpretivist research design and an inductive approach to gathering qualitative data. Case studies can come in many forms and it is likely that if a small research project is based upon one organisation then a case study may be a viable research approach to use. 

Example 20
Case study research design: A project evaluating an executive coaching program involving the coaching of fifteen senior managers of a Greek multi-national manufacturing company
Choice of Research Methodology and Rationale

There is very little theoretical research that examines how or why executive coaching should work, when it will be most (or least) successful in changing executives’ behaviours and ‘under which conditions executive coaching will translate into greater organisational effectiveness’ (p. 830, my italics). For this reason, I have chosen an interpretivist research design starting with an inductive approach in order to gather qualitative data that will attempt to make meaning of people’s experiences in order to better improve my own and others’ professional practice, first and foremost. This I believe is the true value of work based research. I will explain my rationale. 

I wonder if Feldman and Lankau’s survey (2005) also highlights the difficulty of using quantitative methods and attempts to calculate the return on investment (ROI) to measure the true success of executive coaching. While evaluations of coaching programs (like my current research) are not new, they are plagued with identifying coaching’s real value in terms other than soft or fuzzy or what I would call attempts at ‘hard’ guesstimates offered by participants on ROI (McGovern, 2001). This leaves many companies preferring to use qualitative data to assess the value of coaching (Sherman and Freas, 2004). It also highlights the importance of practitioner work based studies in addition to systematic academic research in making further contributions to the field. 

My research project, an evaluation of one coaching program, is affected by the same difficulties and constraints I have described. For these reasons, I have chosen a qualitative in-depth exploration of people’s experiences and the meaning they make of the coaching in order to offer some richer insights than numerical guesstimates and an opportunity to make some potential recommendations to the field of executive coaching, especially about the impact of coaching as an organizational change intervention. 

I have chosen a research design which is interpretivist with an ‘anti-foundationalist’ ontology (Grix, 2004), where I see social reality as existing not independently of our experience, but as something that is ‘socially and discursively constructed by human actors’ (p. 61). I believe it is through people’s experiences that I will achieve a richer understanding of coaching’s effect on them and on the organization for investigating my research question. For this reason I have also chosen an inductive approach, starting with understanding people’s experiences and meaning, rather than a deductive hypothesis to test. I believe an inductive approach is more suited to work based learning for gathering a richer understanding and developing one’s practice, rather than the testing of hypotheses which is more suited to formal academic research. 

Case Study Research Methodology, Rationale 

I have chosen an in-depth case study methodology to bring out the richness of a particular instance of executive coaching that incorporates the data-collection methods of: semi-structure interviews; opportunities for anonymous written or spoken feedback through a third party; and information from participants in the 360° Feedback Profiles and my coaching notes. 

One data collection method I should have liked to use was observation. The major advantage of observation as a research method is its directness. There are often huge discrepancies between what people say they do or will do and what they actually do. Its data can contrast revealing differences or usefully complement information from any other method (Robson, 2002: 310–11). Drawbacks concern cost and concerns about reliability and validity, and the risk of interviewers developing ‘over-rapport’. Subjects can also modify their behaviour if they know they are being observed trying to present themselves in a better light and thereby give misleading information (Clarke, 2003: 80–81). The reasons I did not use it were time restraints as well as distance. Over half of the participants were based outside Athens. 
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Example 21 is of soft systems methodology and shows the stages of SSM applied to a diagnosis system in veterinary practices. Similar to action research, SSM incorporates a wide focus upon organizational practices and can be a most appropriate approach to methodology for work based projects.

Example 21
	Soft System Methodology: Introducing a diagnostic coding system for the PDSA (Peoples’ Dispensary for Sick Animals)

On initial examination it would be easy to assume that diagnostic coding was simply a process-driven system. Each time a diagnosis is made a code is chosen from a list and data is then simply extracted as needed. It is, however, more complicated than first impressions suggest. How certain of the diagnosis must the clinician be to record it as a fact? How accurate do the stakeholders require this diagnosis to be? Do they all require the same level certainty over the conditions coded? What will motivate those capturing the data to record the information accurately in a busy working environment? All these questions need to be addressed and are heavily influenced by human factors. SSM places a high degree of emphasis on these and takes into account the specific environments in which they are occurring. It looks at the issues from the world in which in component sites to ensure an overall synergy is achieved in the final outcome.

The intrinsic nature of SSM is one of a collaborative approach and works best if many people are involved in the overall process, as opposed to a single person attempting to resolve the problem in isolation (Checkland and Scholes, 1990).

These stages could also be described as (Bowen and Shehata, 2001):

· ‘finding out about the problem’ phases (1 & 2)

· ‘systems thinking’ phases (3, 4 & 5)

· ‘taking action’ phases (6 & 7).

An important concept of SSM is to realize that these stages do not represent a single process followed start to finish. Often stages of the process require repetition in order to reach accommodation and agreement on the final goal. This issue is addressed later by the 1988 representation of the methodology (Checkland and Scholes, 1990). When I look at these seven stages in the context of PDSA’s world they become the following steps:

1. PDSA recognizes the need for diagnostic coding and would like to introduce it as part of the routine of recording clinical data at its PAhs.

2. A detailed analysis of the current situation as applicable to PDSA.
a.
Who has an interest in the data from coding?

ii Internal stakeholders

iii External stakeholders

iiii Their levels of importance/priority

ivi What do they want to do with the data?

vi What detail of coding and level of accuracy do they require?
b
Who delivers the data by coding?

ii Vets

iii Nurses

iiii Any others?

3. Naming the system.
a
Root definitions

b
CATWOE

ii Client: the identified stakeholders

iii Action: vets, nurses and possibly other hospital staff

iiii Transformation: clinical histories into coded clinical histories

ivi Weltanshauung: practical capture of diagnostic data throughout. PDSA PAhs

vi Owner 
- 
Director of Veterinary Services (DVS) 

· Chief Veterinary Surgeon (CVS)

· The vet department.

ii Environment 



-
Funding


-
Coding structures being developed by others


-
Time frames.

4. Production of Concept Model(s) (CM).
a Identify who is currently coding data and review what systems they are using

b Identify why their system of coding works in ‘their world’

c Define what ‘their world’ is.

5. Comparison of CMs to ‘the real world of PDSA’ using one or more of the following techniques:

a CMs as base for ordered questions

b History with model predictions

c General comparison (most likely method, although possibly a)

d Model overlay.

6. Identify the required changes within PDSA ensuring they are both feasible and practical.

7. Development of an action plan for the implementation of the above changes.

Checkland’s system has been developed further and in 1988 a ‘new look’ model was presented (Checkland and Scholes, 1990). Here the methodology is refined into four phases in an attempt to remove the impression that SSM was a seven step process to be followed, start to finish. There is a desire to resolve the problem; PDSA has recognized the advantages to be gained from robust diagnostic coding and wishes to make it happen. 

Facing up to this situation is a ‘would-be improver’; this is the role I take in doing the project and the user of SSM.

We now have the current situation and a would-be improver, both providing streams of structured enquiry which together lead to implementation of change to improve the situation; PAh staff will continue to record clinical history’s while work is done on this project and from these will develop purposeful actions (the tasks) and areas of disagreement (the issues). 

Theoretical models will be sourced and reviewed (‘holons’ as described by Koestler, 1967) and by comparing these to the real world problem they will illuminate the situation and act as a structure for debate about desired change. Existing coding systems will fulfil this role when compared to the real life situation within PDSA. 

The desired outcome is then the emergence of realistic change that is practical to implement in the real world and so resolve or improve the problem. In PDSA’s case the implication of a system that meets the stakeholder needs.
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Conclusions and recommendations

Finally, we have chosen to reproduce two rather longer extracts which illustrate the very important matter of presenting conclusions and recommendations arising from work based research. Like all the other examples in this chapter, the extracts are drawn from live projects and are reproduced here to illustrate how other learners have approached this most important aspect of work based research; that is, its practical application in the workplace. We hope that the extracts will be a useful resource for your own personal reflection, and that they might also be used to stimulate group discussion in research methods workshops.

Example 22
Conclusions and recommendations

To arrive at recommendations, I returned to my research questions:

What variations, if any, are there in Food Section Managers’ performance?

At a high level the variances may not be deemed drastic, as the percentage of people within each band – Non-Achieve, Achieve and Exceed – could be viewed as an acceptable spread of proportions. It is at the point when the grading scheme (Chapter 6: 24–25) has been applied that the variances are most evident. Over a quarter (27 per cent, n=10) are new to their role and only 5 per cent (n=2) are performing to a level where advancement is possible within a six-month period. 

It is also important to note that only a very small proportion of this group have the development tools in place to enable them to improve their performance. These are an up-to-date CPR and Development Plan. Without these tools, the individuals may not be aware of performance issues and would not have a strategy in place to overcome them. 

Therefore, I conclude that there are indeed significant variations in Food Section Managers’ individual performance that need addressing. Furthermore, this has been deemed as consistent with the commercial performance of the stores involved in the research. Corrective action should be taken by [organization] to rectify this and thereby improve business results.

What support/training is available to Food Section Managers to equip them with the necessary competencies to reach a sustainable optimal level of performance?

As discussed in Chapter 1, all new Section Managers attend a two-day business induction workshop. The content of this workshop is important, but does not aim to prepare new colleagues for the department where they will carry out their duties. It is made clear during this session that the individual will ‘work shadow’ an established Section Manager for a period up to six months. 

Therefore, it is true to say that all newly appointed or inexperienced SMs heavily rely on the support and coaching from more established colleagues. The issue here is that established colleagues feel unable to dedicate sufficient time to training their colleagues, and whether it is a reasonable expectation.

Also, when the findings of this research are considered; that is, the demands on established colleagues to deliver their individual objectives, whether this is a realistic expectation.

SMs have conveyed the reality of the situation in the ‘real world’, with opinions such as:

‘I think the business lacks specific training to the job, or maybe it is expected to be all on the job learning through error.’ (Store G)

‘[organization] was the only way of training yourself as a Food Manager but as I mentioned earlier, needed to be carried outside of work time. Therefore, I feel that the development of Section Managers depended on how much of their spare time they could spend on the modules……. New managers are recruited and expected to “get on with it”. They are fortunate if they have experienced colleagues (with time) to give them technical training. If not they are forced to muddle through’. (Store E)

‘All areas need regular refreshers’ (Store K) 

The group overwhelmingly agrees that, to acquire the necessary explicit knowledge, they require intensive and structured training. Extensive research clearly supports and encourages the need for ongoing training and development of employees. The expertise of employees has also proved to increase the willingness of individuals to share their knowledge, which in turn leads to increased individual commitment. 

I conclude that at the time this research was undertaken there was very little evidence of formal department-targeted training for SMs. I am aware, however, that the new Section Manager Career Path is due to be launched. I have not had access to this programme during this project. 

What do Food Section Managers think would enable them to reach a sustainable optimal performance level? 

The key finding was that all SMs agree that more training specific to Foods is essential. The training should cover all aspects of the role, with an emphasis on how to use the commercial resources effectively. The opinion of the vast majority of individuals is that the knowledge they have gained to date is either a result of their experiential learning or as a result of completing Foods Unwrapped modules.

SMs have portrayed an interest in a training scheme whereby individual learning achievements are recognized. They believe that this would need to be structured, with an agreed time frame and individual programme plan that is fully supported – not only by the business but, more importantly, by store management teams. The group would like to have this training delivered by experts. This would be most beneficial if it were delivered by individuals who had both an in depth knowledge of the food business and experience of delivering the Food Section Manager role itself. 

Opinions vary as to what awards would be appropriate, with mixed views on accreditation-based schemes that involve third parties. The main concern is that training is essential to enable individuals to improve their work performance and drive their professional development. 

Finally, the group agree that ongoing training, regular feedback and the provision of a support network would make a significant difference to their performance. 

Do Food Section Managers receive sufficient support from line managers in terms of professional development? 

This research suggested that SMs receive very little support from their line managers in terms of their individual professional development. The main focus appears to be achieving commercial results. 

The impact of constant change of line managers appeared to be the biggest barrier to this support. With a change of line managers comes a change of priorities, according to the group. The outcome of this was a decrease of motivation – as the cycle of ‘proving themselves’ commenced yet again. This, again, could be resolved if the individual had an agreed development pathway that could be proceeded with, irrespective of changes with the management structure within their store.

What effect, if any, has the cessation of the Foods Unwrapped Programme had on individual performance? 

Although there was no evidence to suggest that the cessation of the programme has had a direct impact of individual performance, it is suggested by those individuals that did complete the modules that the majority agree that the programme did improve their work performance.

Recommendations

Taking all the findings of this research into account, I recommend that for [organization] to improve food business results it is necessary to ensure that their food departments are managed by experts. [Organization] should appreciate the issues put forward by this research and acknowledge that this specific group aspires to becoming managerial experts their field. The way to achieving this is to invest heavily in their professional development. 

To the HR department, I recommend the following:

1. The Section Manager job profile should be revised. There should be separate documents for general merchandizing and Food Section Managers. This document should be a direct reflection of the objectives and the activities required to drive the relevant business unity forward. 

2. To ensure continuous improvement, all SMs should have regular, ongoing and consistent performance reviews with their line managers. 

3. Every individual must have an up-to-date development plan in place, with agreed timetabled, realistic and achievable targets set. This development plan should be adopted and followed through, even when there is a change in line manager. 

4. The pathways for career progression should be reviewed. These must be designed to be clear and consistent, with detailed benchmarks and frameworks that are transferable to all individuals. This ‘one corporate way’ should be adhered to by all management and HR teams. 

To the Learning and Development Department, I recommend the following;

1. A project team should be put in place to take the finding of this research forward.

2. A training structure for SMs should be devised that is specific to the needs of food business.

3. To ensure that the training is robust and specific, the involvement of established, motivated and high-performing SMs is essential. 

4. The training should be delivered by a team of experts that is dedicated to food trainer roles. 

5. Learning should be ongoing and continuous. It should be both training and a refreshing opportunity. The experience of individuals should be deemed irrelevant. 

6. Individuals should be recognized and rewarded for both their improved competence and work performance. 

Finally, for a detailed discussion on the reflective insights on my personal learning please refer to Appendix 3, Section 4. 

Example 23
· Female dancers have shorter careers than male dancers. 

· Qualitative data identify choice and control over the timing and circumstances of retirement as a key to influencing overall satisfaction with transition. 

Recommendations

A small number of practical recommendations aimed primarily at the Ballet Company (BC) and the Dance Forum (DF) have been formulated, based on the evidence assembled. 

1. To improve record keeping and evaluation of existing and emerging transition programs 

At present the Ballet Company has no way of evaluating the outcomes of transition for their members and improving upon services offered to inform and aid dancers in this area. Evaluation is a vital step in the design of improvements, elimination of shortcomings and eventual expansion of transition programmes. Reaction to this study from dancers and management alike was enthusiastic and it is felt more regular and systematic study could provide benefits for both the organization and its members. 

2. To raise the profile of the Dancers’ Career Development within the Ballet Company

I don’t remember being aware of the transition centre. Otherwise I think I would have felt I could find out what it was all about. 

The findings suggest that the Dance Forum is one of the key sources of practical, financial and emotional support for dancers in transition and much valued by dancers who have used its services. However, formal contact between the BC and DF dancers is limited and many dancers are either unaware of the organization or badly informed about the resources they offer. The findings also suggest that dancers are waiting until the end of their careers to contact DF rather than using the organization’s services to aid long-term planning. 

It is suggested yearly information sessions between DF representatives and BC dancers be made a priority. It is also suggested that the BC provides a simple informative guide about the DF (including services offered and contact details) to all dancers joining the Company. 

3. To improve and expand transition awareness and educational programmes, both in-house and in partnership with outside institutions

There needs to be a lot more focus and funding towards helping dancers prepare for careers after their life in ballet. There are not enough education or awareness programmes available for the dancers.

Although over 50 per cent of transition programmes undertaken by dancers were self-initiated from independent sources, the time demands of their career suggest on-site educational initiatives might be a more realistic means of promoting transition readiness and career development. However, the number of programmes available to dancers and participation levels are still fairly minimal. Dancer feedback suggests greater awareness and promotion of transition support should come from those managing the operation of the company. It is advised that more work be done to inform dancers of the opportunities available to them both in-house and in conjunction with outside institutions such as the university and the Ballet School. It is also suggested that evaluation of existing programmes be undertaken with the aim of improving quality and accessibility and ultimately to inform the creation of new initiative. 

4. To create a mentoring/job shadowing programme with the Opera House

A small number of dancers are already participating in programmes geared towards gaining experience or qualifications in alternative aspects of the dance field, such as choreography or teaching. However it is suggested that the opportunities for this sort of personal and professional development are increased. The Opera House has a huge range of expertise within its ranks and could provide a useful resource for dancers wishing to explore a variety of careers such as stage management, set, lighting or costume design, publicity education or fundraising. Time and financial constraints mean this sort of initiative would need to be well thought out and modest in scale. However, this approach would not only reap obvious benefits for the dancer, but for the institution which would gain the opportunity of developing and retaining talent in-house.

5. To develop and promote the Dancers’ Career Developments networking database

I believe that support should continue beyond transition in the form of a network where people could share ideas and experiences. I feel any problems that I have had are more than likely being repeated elsewhere. It would also help with the emotional side of having been part of a large institution.

The enthusiasm with which this study was greeted by former dancers, including a willingness to share personal experiences and offer advice, suggests a more formal forum for networking/mentoring could be a useful transition resource. Although the Dance Forum has the capability to connect dancers, feedback suggests that dancers are not making use of this resource at present. It is suggested that this aspect of DF’s services be further developed and promoted to raise awareness amongst current and former dancers.

6. To undertake further study in to the relationship between motherhood and dance
Having kids I think really changes you and how you will transfer to normal life. If I was to have given up dancing not having had children, I think the transition would have been harder. 

Although this study did not look specifically at the relationship between motherhood and dance, preliminary findings suggest motherhood provides new obstacles, challenges and perspectives for dancers. There is qualitative evidence to suggest that motherhood can be a catalyst to early retirement, the result of difficulties reintegrating, post-childbirth, and/or juggling the emotional and practical aspects of the career and childrearing. Many dancers also cite the role of motherhood in aiding their transitions out of dance and reframing identities. Certainly it seems this is an important area, affecting both the careers and transitions of dancers and worthy of further study.
Using the extracts

The examples of work based research in this chapter are from live, work based research projects which have been submitted in partial fulfilment of the assessment requirements towards a postgraduate or undergraduate degree at a UK university. We hope that the extracts will raise interesting questions and issues for you to reflect upon in relation to your own work, and that they will be an additional and useful resource for group discussion on work based research methods.
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