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This PhD thesis introduces a new ideal-type problem context of rule-bound systems. 
The thesis has been generated through a belief in the ability of metaphor to make the 
abstract visible, its capacity to make the unfamiliar familiar, and its effectiveness as a 
legitimate means of generating insight and organizing knowledge. Metaphorical 
description remains an integral part of this thesis from beginning to end.

It shows how the new context of rule-bound systems provides closure of the ideal 
problem context grid along the participants access. Following the ideas that created 
the basis for this closure, insight into a new role for systems practitioners is provided 
and the ideal problem context grid developed to form of a Torus.

Part 1 outlines the theoretical foundations and other inspirations that underpin the 
thesis. Grounded on a wider definition of rules, including rules in both a formal and 
informal sense, multiple ways of viewing rules are highlighted. The characteristics of 
rule-bound systems are identified, drawing comparisons with other 'ideal-types'. 
Suggestions are also drawn out as to how change might be affected in a rule-bound 
context. Part II of this thesis is an account of a real world intervention informed by 
Critical Systems Thinking, carried out under the auspices of Participatory Action 
Research. A number of systems research methods and concepts were employed to 
investigate the participation of students in policy making in two contrasting senior 
schools in the North of England - organizations believed to present many of the 
characteristics of the rule-bound system. The approach used was one mixing 
methods, specifically, the creation of a symbiotic relationship between Soft Systems 
Methodology and Critical Systems Heuristics. Part III describes the process of 
reflection undertaken and the conclusion to the thesis.
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1 Introduction

This thesis, can best be described as an 'emergent thesis'. It is the product of an 

iterative, some might say (r)evolutionary process, and has been developed through 

the dynamic interaction of theory, practice, and personal experience. The 

practical aspect of the research process set out to encourage improvements in the 

participatory experiences in decision making/influencing of young people in 

school. The two schools with which the research took place represented opposite 

ends of the spectrum. One an 'inner city' school standing in a deprived area and, 

at the time, in 'special measures', the other, a 'suburban' school with a solid 

reputation in academic performance located in a desirable 'upmarket' suburb in 

the same geographic region. It was through the trials and tribulations of this 

project, and its eventual premature closure, that the concept of the 'rule-bound' 

organization as a new ideal-type problem context was crystallized. And, the 

reshaping of the System of Systems Methodologies as a Torus was developed.

Metaphor is such an essential part of the way I make sense of myself, my world, 

and my relationship with 'my' research, that it would be counterlogical not to 

include my own take on metaphor, my belief in its power and its potential for the 

research process within this thesis. So, with this in mind, Appendix I describes 

some of the many ways in which metaphor can be explained, a brief summary of 

the two main standpoints with regard to its usefulness, or not as the case may be, 

as a serious tool for discovery. Thus, illustrating my own belief in the ability of 

metaphor to make the abstract visible, its capacity to make the unfamiliar familiar, 

and its effectiveness as a legitimate means of generating insight and organizing 

knowledge.



1.1 Summary of the Chapters

There now follows a short summary of each of the remaining chapters.

Chapter 2. Background

I have heard it said that '...you cannot know where you are going, unless you 

know where you are coming from'. So, Chapter 2 contains relevant brief 

information on my own background, the point in time that - with some degree of 

post-hoc rationalization - my interest in things academic was aroused and, my 

conceptual awareness of 'rules' was awakened, how a postgraduate research 

project brought the concept of 'rules' into focus. How I saw research into student 

participation in schools decision making processes as an ideal opportunity to 

harness my own know-how in terms of theory, practice, and experience.

Chapter 3. Systems Thinking

The endeavour of Systems Thinking in the UK has been through a process of 

significant and ongoing change over the last 20 years or so. With this in mind 

Chapter 3 provides a brief history of systems thinking from its early beginnings, 

in the tradition of the positive rationality of the hard sciences, through the 

approach of Cybernetics, to the appearance of Soft Systems Thinking based in the 

interpretive paradigm and, finally, to the emergence of Critical Systems Thinking 

incorporating processes of critique and reflection.



The history of Systems Thinking is recounted in a way which reflects the 

traditional view of its development, based upon the customary trilogy - hard, soft, 

and critical systems approaches as above. However, a brief overview of an 

alternative point of origin is also presented in the form of Bogdanov's Tektology 

or the 'Universal Science of Organization' (1912-1922) which was largely 

ignored due to factors concerning politics and timing, until interest in Bogdanov's 

work was rekindled in the 1960s. Tektology bears a more than passing 

resemblance to General Systems Theory (for example: Bertalanffy, 1985). This 

particular section contains a direct comparison of the texts, the concepts of 

'analogy' and 'isomorphy' respectively and, evidence of the four main postulates 

of General Systems Theory within the Tektology itself.

The question: what is this thing called Critical Systems Thinking? is presented as 

the Holy Grail, before two of its most significant methodological embodiments 

are described - the System of Systems Methodologies and the Creative Design of 

Methods - both of which have major Impacts on this thesis. Firstly, it is through 

my own interpretation of the Creative Design of Methods that the methods used in 

the practical research were identified. Secondly, it is the development of the 

System of Systems Methodologies into a Torus which forms one of the main 

theoretical contributions of the thesis.

The final part of Chapter 3 presents, in addition to the customary 'evolutionary' 

account of the rise of Systems Thinking, my own very personal view of its 

development using the comet metaphor as a vehicle.



Chapter 4. Research

Chapter 4 on research begins with an overview of the initial process of reflection 

undertaken in order to make sense of the then future ahead. It is focused around 

objects of reflection, the questions posed and the issues concerned:

  What kind of research do I want to do?
  What level could my work contribute to?
  What kind of system do I want to engage with?
  What do I want to do?
  What kind of role do I want to play?
  What kind of contribution do I want to make to the host system?
  What kind of overall strategy should be adopted?

The process itself is summarised in both table and diagrammatic form. The 

description of the initial reflection is then followed by a more formal discussion of 

the outcomes and issues raised, including some the grounds upon which the 

overall design of the research may be criticised reliability, validity and 

representativeness - especially by those outside the systems host paradigm. I 

understand that employing this particular approach of cycling from informal 

reflection to more formal discussion may seem alien to some, and at times a little 

confusing. However, it is a far more accurate representation of the initial 

reflective processes than say a constructed linear presentation of a post hoc 

rationalisation.

Following on from What kind of overall strategy should be adopted? Is a 

description of some of the initial reflection undertaken regarding an overarching 

research strategy - Participatory Action Research, finding a suitable systems 

methodology - Soft Systems Methodology and, the adaptations believed 

necessary to take account of local circumstances - using Critical Systems 

Heuristics.



Chapter 5. Research Project Background

Chapter 5 describes the concept of the 'Voice of the child' that was the inspiration 

for the initial proposal for research funding that eventually led to the practical 

field work - based on the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and the 

Children Act 1989 thereafter. This is based around four main questions:

  What is a'Child'?
  What is it that constitutes 'Childhood' ?
  What might be considered to be the basis for 'Children's Rights'?
  What is meant by the phrase 'Children's Voices'?

In answering these questions I explain how the concept of child is not only an 

elusive one but also a relatively modern Western invention. Before outlining the 

UN Definition and in particular the 'child' with regard to my own research.

As far as the UN convention is concerned it is Article 13 that informs the rationale 

for both the Schools project and the method of engagement. Article 13 States:

The child shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right 
shall include freedom to seek, receive and impart information and 
ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing or in 
print, in the form of art, or through any other media of the child's 
choice.

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child

Chapter 6. The Research Proposal

Chapter 6 is essentially the research proposal as put to the schools in its original 

format. The proposal was drawn up with two main factors in mind. Firstly, that 

the focus of the research should be on young people and, secondly that the 

organizational setting was that of a 'regulatory' system. The proposal itself 

consists of: Introduction and Background sections, followed by sections headed



Aims, Relevance, Methods, Data Collection Phase, Planning Workshops, 

Evaluation Dissemination and, finally, Conclusion. This chapter ends with a 

timetable for the research process.

Chapter 7. Project Phase I

Chapter 7 is a description of the initial investigative activities of phase 1 of the 

research project which took place in two secondary schools. It begins with a brief 

overview of the initial approaches made to a total of 20 Secondary schools - 14 

City Schools and 6 Suburban schools in the same geographic area.

It describes the metaphors used by participants to convey a sense of the current 

situation, in their school, regarding decision and policy making processes:

Inner City School:

• The Lone Ranger
• Animal Farm
• Champagne Tower
• Light at the End of the Tunnel

Suburban School:

• Pushing Paint Up Hill
• Holiday Brochure
• The Sea
• The Team
• The Mushroom

Rich Pictures are developed and themes drawn out, before commonalities are 

identified between the two participating schools.



Chapter 8. Project Phase II

Chapter 8 recounts the second phase of the practical research project containing 

the workshops held with the student and adult participants. The 'facilitation style' 

is described before the simple 'rules of participation' are listed. Here to the 'Saga 

Cards' used to draw out metaphorical descriptions of 'life in school' are 

introduced. The metaphors generated are then categorized under ten themes:

• Education style
• Relationships with adults
• Organizational/environment rules
• Organizational image
• Physical environment
• Personal orientation
• Relationships with peers
• Social/leisure environment
• School facilities
• School decision making

The style of questioning used in the workshop was both simple and direct, based 

as they were on two main issues - i.e., What should we be asked about? and What 

shouldn't we be asked about? Augmented by the 'six honest men' of: What, 

Why, When, How, Where and Who (Kipling, 1902).

Chapter 9. Reflection

In Chapter 9 reflection about the practical aspect of the research is outlined using 

a number of key questions:

• What were the specific factors that helped participation?
• What were the specific factors that prevented participation?
• What metaphor best describes the experience of the project?
• Has the type/character of the issues generated changed as a result of 

the project?
• Has the type/character of the problem solving methodology 

changed?
• What have I learned about problem solving from as a consequence 

of participating in the research project?
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• What has been of greater importance, the outcome or the process 
itself?

• What could have been done better?
• Where there any important issues that were not surfaced during the 

project?
• Were the principles of being systemic, achieving meaningful 

participation, being reflective and the goal of enhancing human 
freedom upheld?

• What were the difficulties of researching in the school environment?

Chapter 10. Rule-Bound Systems

In Chapter 10 provides a description of a wider definition of rules in both a formal 

and informal sense, and different ways of viewing rules are highlighted. The core 

of this material follows closely the 17 way of viewing rules developed by Mills 

and Murgatroyd (1991). Other authors views on rules are also represented (for 

example, Clegg, 1981). However, most if not all of these are encompassed with 

the Mills and Murgatroyd schema:

• rules as the creation of human actors
• rules as structures standing over and above 

	actors
• rules as negotiated order
• rules as dictates of powerful actors
• rules as sense-making phenomena
• rules of control
• rules as deliberately created phenomena
• rules arise out of situations
• rules lack universality
• rules are not always known
• rules as misunderstanding
• rules are resisted
• rules and spaces
• rules as historical phenomena
• rule intersection in the establishment of 

	organizations
• organizational rules are informed by meta-rules
• rules as gendered phenomena
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Chapter 10. Rule-Bound Systems

Chapter 10 introduces the concept of rule-bound systems. Suggesting that some 

problematic situations, which may cut across several sub-sections or departments 

of an organization, appear to be constrained by the mind-sets of the actors within 

them who exhibit rule-bound behaviours - it is these situations that I have termed 

Rule-bound Systems. Rule-bound System will be defined as generally involving:

• people who subscribe to some higher level interests determined 
outside their sphere of influence, but without necessarily sharing 
other aspects of the higher level viewpoint;

• people whose values and beliefs are likely to conflict;
• a view that both means and ends are outside the sphere of influence 

of the actors, making compromise apparent rather than 'real';
• a sub-set of all actors are able to make decisions that are 

'legitimated' by the rules and thus accepted by others; and
• people who act in accordance with 'given' objectives, with no 

process recognized as being able to effect a 'genuine' agreement 
under present systemic arrangements.

Their characteristics are identified, before comparisons are drawn with other 

'ideal-type' problem contexts. Suggestions are also drawn out as to how change 

might be affected in a rule-bound context.

Chapter 11. A New Ideal Type

Chapter 11 introduces the ideal problem context of 'Rule-bound' Systems into the 

ideal problem context grid that underpins the System of Systems Methodologies. 

This process begins with Dudley's notion that the 2 dimensional representation of 

the System of Systems Methodologies as a "bi-polar continuum' is flawed 

(Dudley, 1996). Put simply, 'perfect coercion = perfect unity', therefore, the 

System of Systems Methodologies would be better represented as 'cylindrical' in 

its shape.



Although Dudley's argument is logically sound, I had always felt that there must 

be something in between - now, that something is the 'Rule-bound' ideal problem 

context. Having established the closure of the loop along the 'participants' 

dimension, a attention is then turned to the 'systems' dimension. My own take on 

complexity in human systems is laid out before the concept of providing closure 

along the participant dimension is then extended to the systems dimension, the 

result being the conception of the System of Systems Methodologies as a Torus - 

and with it the suggestion of a new role for systems practitioners.

Chapter 12. Conclusion

Chapter 12 provides the conclusion to the thesis. Summarizing the contributions 

of this thesis, drawing out four main points: bridging theory, methodology and 

practice; learning from failure; the introduction of 'rule-bound systems' as an 

ideal problem type context and, the subsequent development of the System of 

Systems Methodologies.
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2 Background

2.1 Introduction

I have for most of my life been involved with organizations who's very reason for 

existence has been social regulation in one capacity or another: regulatory 

systems - intended to promote social integration and to maintain Society at large. 

In my case these have taken many forms, for example, Schools, HM Forces, 

Universities, HM Prisons and the Police, to name but a few. Yet, it is without 

doubt my experience of one of these organizations in particular that initially led 

me back into further education, academia and, ultimately, to the production of this 

thesis. So, I would like to begin this chapter entitled 'Background' by explaining 

how it was that I came to embark upon my educational voyage. And, how with 

hindsight I can identify that it was a 'rule', or more accurately, in spite of a 'rule' 

that the whole process began.

2.2 The Starting point!

As a serving member of Her Majesty's Forces I was entitled to benefit from 

educational courses - free of charge - for one or more of the following reasons (in 

no particular order): to further my career development, to further my personal 

development and, to prepare myself for a return to civilian life. So, I applied to 

undertake my planned studies in 'management' referring to all the above with the 

added comment: "to create options' \ I had requested permission to sign up for a 

series of integrated modules delivered by distance learning. Only to be told that 

as a Junior Non-Commissioned Officer I was not allowed to opt for education via 

a 'correspondence course'. The reason being that other ranks (i.e., those who do
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not hold the Queen's Commission) were incapable of demonstrating the kind of 

commitment required to successfully complete such a course of study. Therefore, 

the 'rule' was that correspondence courses were only made available to 'Officers'. 

There was no way around this, for we all know that 'rules are rules! Now, 

however indirectly, this 'rule' was the starting point for my educational journey. 

Looking back now, I can see how an element of experiential learning, (i.e., the 

high drop-out rate of 'Other Ranks') had first become codified, and then reified - 

truly cast in stone. As I was powerless to change the 'rules' I began my 

(re)education by attending first evening, and later day release classes at the local 

College of Further Education. In all fairness, I should add that knowing what I 

know now, I am the first to admit that my 'self would more likely than not have 

failed to complete such a correspondence course at that time. However, that fact 

in no way diminishes my belief in the inappropriateness of such 'rule' in the first 

instance.

2.3 It's those 'rules' again!

The qualifications I gained at college enabled me to meet with the eligibility 

criteria necessary to enter University and the world of Higher Education. After 

successfully completing my first degree I joined the MA Management Systems at 

the University of Hull. As part of the degree program I carried out a piece of 

practical Action Research at one of Her Majesty's Prisons. The overall aim of the 

project being to improve communications between 'Statutory' and 'Voluntary' 

organizations involved in the detention of Young Offenders within an 'Adult' 

prison, and it was through this project that 'rules' again became the focus of my 

attention. For it was the reification of the 'rules' and the entrenched positions
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they (re)created that, in my opinion, led to the problematic situation with which 

we were trying to grapple.

2.4 Theory, Practice and Experience

After completing my MA I co-authored a bid for external funding to carry out 

research into how student participation could help turn around 'failing' schools. 

In the end the funding did not materialize. However, I nevertheless made use of 

the initial contacts I had made in the schools who then very kindly allowed me to 

conduct my PhD fieldwork with them based along similar lines. This provided 

me with what I saw as the perfect opportunity to combine my own knowledge 

(theory), my preference for action (practice), and my own familiarity with Public 

Sector organizations (experience) in a meaningful way.
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3 Systems Thinking

This chapter provides my take on a brief history of systems thinking from its early 

beginnings, in the tradition of the hard sciences, through the transitionary 

approach of cybernetics, the appearance of soft systems thinking and, finally to 

the emergence of critical systems thinking. This history is portrayed in two ways, 

firstly, following the point of view that the process behind the development of 

systems thinking has been one of evolution and, secondly, my own very personal 

view illustrated by the use of the comet metaphor. Somewhere along the way, an 

alternative starting point for the emergence of systems thinking is suggested.

3.1 Introduction

The field of systems thinking in the UK has undergone significant change during 

the last two decades, particularly in terms of the methods used to intervene or 

bring about change in organizations. There has been a move from 'hard', 

quantitative methods (e.g. Hall, 1962) to 'softer' approaches that focus on 

generating and managing debate (Checkland, 1981), which in turn have been 

augmented by critical systems approaches that help to facilitate choices between 

the various methods available (see, for example, the books edited by Flood and 

Jackson, 199la; Flood and Romm, 1996a).

Many authors have furnished us with detailed accounts of the ascent of systems 

thinking (e.g., Jackson, 1991; Keys, 1991). Therefore, it is not my intention to 

repeat such an endeavour here. However, a brief synopsis of the popular history 

of the systems movement, using the accustomed systems trilogy - the hard, soft,
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and critical approaches - will be followed by the application of two metaphors as 

ways of conceptualising the progress of systems thinking.

3.2 From 'Hard' to 'Soft' to 'Critical' Systems Thinking

This is the way that many authors have recounted the development of systems 

thinking: Systems Thinking has, over time, moved on from the paradigm of Hard 

Systems Thinking developing into Soft Systems Thinking and, ultimately arrived 

with the emergence of Critical Systems Thinking (see for example, Jackson, 

1991).

It can be argued that the catalyst for the growth, if not the very roots of systems 

thinking, can be traced back to the lessons derived from the exigencies of military 

operations carried out throughout the course of World War II. That which was 

learned was put to use in industry, government and commerce during the post-war 

years. Throughout the 1950's, 1960's and beyond, this 'hard' tradition has been 

seen as a 'coherent and powerful strand of systems thinking' (Checkland, 1981, 

1983).

3.3 An Alternative View

However, there is an alternative view that modern systems thinking was born in 

the work of Bogdanov (Bogdanov, 1912, 1917, 1921, 1922). Bogdanov was a 

quite remarkable man. Educated as a medical doctor, he was to rise in 

prominence at the turn of the century as a philosopher, economist, biologist, 

author, revolutionary, and political figure (Gorelik, 1984). Bogdanov's Tektology 

was one of the original endeavours to uncover and probe general laws of nature
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from an organizational point of view. Tektology or the 'Universal Science of 

Organization' (1912-1922) was largely ignored due to factors concerning politics 

and timing, until interest in Bogdanov's work was rekindled in the 1960s. 

Bogdanov delimits and delineates the 'whole world' in terms of universally 

applicable laws of organization, and interactions between the processes of 

organization. Tektology can be characterized as:

...a dynamic science of complex wholes: creating, in fact, the first, 
and fundamental, twentieth century general-systemic concept.

(Dudley & Pustylnik, 1995)

It bears a striking resemblance to the General Systems Theory of Ludwig von 

Bertalanffy, whilst at the same instant differing everywhere in its spirit.

3.3.1 Tektology and General Systems Theory

The objective here is not to prove Tektology as the true birth place of modern 

systems thinking, but to provide a general comparison of the parallels observed, 

between Bogdanov's Tektology and Bertalanffy's General Systems Theory. I aim 

to achieve this through the application of the subsequent devices. Firstly, by a 

direct comparison from the texts of the two authors - providing the premise that at 

a meta-level at least, they are pursuing mutual ends. Secondly, by contracting the 

concepts of Analogy and Isomorphy, and their use by both Bogdanov and 

Bertalanffy respectively. Thirdly, by examining Tektology for evidence of the 

four main postulates of General Systems Theory.
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Tektology can be characterised as a dynamic science of complex wholes, and it 

has a great deal in common with the contemporary generalising sciences including 

General Systems Theory (Gorelik, 1984). Bogdanov (1989) recorded:

...the aim of Tektology is the systematisation of organized experience.

3.3.2 A comparison from the texts

Prior to making a comparison of the texts, I would like to draw attention to the 

following - as noted by Dudley and Pustylnik (1995):

.. .there are problems in the translation of Bogdanov's work and the 
terminology used as a basis of comparative analysis.

However, despite the above, one diminutive example will be offered.

According to Davidson (1983), Bertalanffy, the farther of General Systems 

Theory, believed that, all in all, the fate of the world is dependant upon humanity 

adopting a new set of values. A Weltanschauung underpinned by general systems, 

he wrote:

We are seeking another basic outlook: the world as organization

Bogdanov, too, stressed the necessity of a similar worldview. This necessity 

arises from the fact that all activities, be they of man or nature, are essentially 

concerned with either organization or de-organization.

.. .there cannot be, and there should not be, any other view of life and 
the world, than the organizational one.

(Dudley, 1995)
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3.3.3 Isomorphism and Analogy

Even a preliminary review of the literature exposes a multiplicity of views 

regarding the definition of the conception of Isomorphism and its compatriot 

Analogy. Some appear to treat the two as if they are simply interchangeable, 

Weinberg (1975) for example. A position apparently mirrored by the Open 

Systems Group, in the glossary of technical terms contained within 'Systems 

Behaviour' (1985): Isomorphism is defined as 'similarity or identity in form'.

Alternatively, Schoderbek et al (1990), derive a positive differentiation between 

the two terms and their respective complexion. In short, Isomorphism is defined 

as a one to one correlation, whilst, on the other hand, Analogy remains a much 

more indefinite concept. An Analogy:

...is the assertion that things that resemble each other in some 
respects will resemble each other in some further respect.

(Schoderbek et al, 1990)

3.3.4 Bertalanffy and Isomorphism

Arieti (1972), advocated that Bertalanffy ought to be conceived as the originator 

of 'the science of similarities'. However, Bertalanffy himself was a steadfast 

adversary of wanton analogising (Davidson, 1983). In 'General systems theory: a 

critical review' - an article that first emerged in 1962 - the following appeared:

...in many instances there is a formal correspondence or 

isomorphism...

(Bertalanffy, 1985)
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The implication of which is that Bertalanffy conceived of and utilized the term 

Isomorphism in the same way as, later, did Schoderbek et al (1990).

3.3.5 Bogdanov and Analogy

It is argued that Bogdanov set up the use of the term Analogy akin to 

Bertalanffy's deployment of Isomorphism. In addition, it may be plausible to 

further argue that implicit in Bogdanov's reference to 'real analogies' (emphasis 

added), are the same sentiments about the insecurities of inconsiderate 

analogizing:

.. .real analogies between different phenomena or correlations.

(Dudley, 1995)

I believe this premise is sustained through the agency of one more example from 

the Tektology:

...the way of analogies is often tortuous and difficult, the art of 
language is spontaneous; and what is close in language is often very 
distant from the point of view of Tektology, as well as the other way 
round.

(Dudley, 1995)

In summary, there exists - at least prima facie — some evidence that in the 

comparison of these two authors the terms Isomorphism and Analogy are indeed 

interchangeable.
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3.3.6 General Systems Theory and Tektology

In 1954 Bertalanfry, along with other scholars including Boulding and Rapoport, 

set up the Society for General Systems Research. The Society has four main aims 

or postulates, these are:

• to investigate the isomorphy (structural similarity) of concepts, 
laws, and models in various fields, and to help in useful transfers 
from one field to another;

• to encourage the development of adequate theoretical models in 
the fields which lack them;

• to minimise the duplication of theoretical efforts in different 
fields; and

• to promote the unity of science [by] improving the 
communication among specialists.

(Davidson, 1983)

It is possible to discover in the penmanship of Bogdanov, evidence that will 

demonstrate the conceivable actuality of parallels between the overall endeavours 

of General Systems Theory and those of Tektology. The titles of the various 

sections contained in the introductory chapter alone, have the capacity to provide 

the initial starting point. More specifically, Bogdanov writes:

Specialization leads to the divergence of methods
... Consequently communications between them diminish,
... special languages ... consolidated the divergence of methods, but
also created the appearance of divergence where there was none.

It is necessary, that experience [scientific premeditation] be 
organized in an integral and harmonious way... Therefore what is 
needed is a universal organizational science.

(Dudley, 1995)
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I am not purporting a one to one correlation between the above. However, one 

can observe in the words of Bogdanov, and his use of the conception of Analogy, 

the embryonic stages of the postulates of General Systems Theory.

3.4 Hard Systems Thinking

Personified by the notion that the real world is made up of systems and that its 

behaviour is systemic in complexion, the work of such systems thinkers who 

applied systems ideas as an approach to problem solving in real world problem 

situations has come to be known as Hard Systems Thinking - after Checkland 

(1978, 1981). Initially this category included only two approaches, Systems 

Engineering and Systems Analysis and treats organizations as if they were unitary 

goal seeking machines. According to Jackson (1991), it is clear that other 

approaches such as Decision Science and Management Cybernetics can be added 

to the list. As indeed can Operational Research 'insofar as it embraces systems 

ideas at all' (Jackson, 1991) - for an argument championing the systemic nature of 

Operational Research, see Keys (1991). Whatever the approach they all share the 

same basic assumption: '...the problem task they tackle is to select an efficient 

means of achieving a known and defined end.' (Checkland, 1978)

The job of the systems analyst is made somewhat easier then by the very nature of 

having predefined objectives at the beginning of the study. In essence this means 

that the Hard Systems approach presupposes that real world problems can be 

addressed on the basis of four assumptions (Checkland, 1978, 1981):
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there is a desired state of the system, SI, which is known
there is a present state of the system, SO,
there are alternative ways of getting from SO to SI
it is the role of the systems analyst to find the best means
of getting from SO to SI

Jackson (1991) quite rightly points out there has been a whole catalogue of 

criticisms levelled at Hard Systems Thinking from a expansive array of sources - 

including the following authors: Ackoff, 1977, 1979a, 1979b; Checkland, 1978, 

1981, 1983; Churchman, 1979a; Hoos, 1972, 1976; Lilienfeld, 1978; Rosenhead, 

1981 1989b. Objections can be aggregated and categorised into four general 

criticisms: a limited province of application; failure to take account of the human 

element; the demand for quantification and optimisation; the continued 

reinforcement of the status-quo (Jackson, 1991).

The same general criticisms are oft repeated in the penmanship of multiple 

authors such that the traceability of their origins is problematic. However, in sum 

they amount to one meta-criticism: the inability of Hard Systems Thinking to deal 

with the inherent complexity of 'messy' human activity systems. That is not to 

say that we should ignore Hard Systems Thinking's undoubted contribution, in 

demonstrating, as it did, that systems ideas could be employed for intervention in 

real-world problematiques.

3.5 Cybernetics

The 1970s saw a rising uneasiness with the prevailing hard systems paradigm. A 

shift of emphasis toward problems with an added dimension emerging from the 

nature of the 'complex and strategic issues' and the 'behavioural and social
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aspects' they exhibited (Jackson, 1991) took place. Around the same time, less 

conventional systems approaches, which aspired to leave behind the till now 

dominant positivist and quantitative points of reference, began to materialize. 

One such approach was Organizational Cybernetics which had its roots in the 

work of Wiener (1948).

Although its lineage can be traced back as least as far as that of Hard Systems 

Thinking, it could be argued that Organizational Cybernetics was the pivotal 

'new' systems approach seeming as it did to:

.have a particular role to play in helping managers deal with the 
extreme complexity of the systems they sought to control.

(Jackson, 1991)

Again, working on the military problems of World War II, one particular 

interdisciplinary group of scientists began to focus on the problems of 

communication and control, the general laws that governed the processes of a 

system - no matter what the nature of the system. Hence, Cybernetics came to be 

defined as the 'science of control and communication in the animal and machine'.

However, not long after Weiner (1948) had established this definition, he was 

already applying the comprehensions of Cybernetics to human activity systems 

(Weiner, 1950). Interest in Cybernetics continued to grow throughout the 1950s 

in particular via the work of Ashby (1956) and his formularisation of the 'law of
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requisite variety', which states that only variety can destroy variety, i.e., the 

variety of any controller must be at least that of the systems to be controlled.

The first serious application of Cybernetics to management was from Beer (1959). 

Beer was probably the most prolific writer on the matter across the 1960s and 

early 1970s, and was responsible for developing the Viable Systems Model for 

diagnosis of extant systems or the design of new systems underpinned by robust 

cybernetic principles. Later, it was Beer who redefined cybernetics as the 

'science of effective organization' (Beer, 1979).

3.6 Management Cybernetics and Organizational 
Cybernetics

Cybernetics can be conceptualised using two distinct models, these are considered 

as, Management Cybernetics and Organizational Cybernetics. There is little if 

anything to distinguish Management Cybernetics from traditional Hard Systems 

Thinking. In Management Cybernetics the goal or purpose of the system is 

predetermined, more often than not, by an external source, and management 

control is affected via a number of tools. It does not take into account the 

complexity of the subjectivity of organizational systems, and an inability to break 

with the status quo prevails.

Organizational Cybernetics on the other hand is a different prospect altogether, 

based as it is on a fundamentally different philosophical grounding. Breaking 

with the accepted wisdom of mechanistic and organismic thinking, typical of 

Management Cybernetics, this brand of Cybernetics is able to make full use of the
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concept of variety (Jackson, 1991). Organizational Cybernetics is not obviously 

subject to the same criticisms - 'an inability to deal with the subjectivity and with 

the extreme complexity of organizational systems, and for an inherent 

conservatism' (see Jackson, 1986, 1991) and 'represents a genuinely new 

direction with respect to traditional management science'. Thus, paving the way 

for the emergence of the Soft Systems approach as a direct response to the 

continuing dissatisfaction with the development and limitations of hard systems 

thinking.

3.7 Soft Systems Thinking

This new approach was advanced, in particular, as a response to the perceived 

inability of the hard approach to deal with the problematiques that are human 

activity systems. The word 'advanced' was used above with deliberate intent, as 

Soft Systems Thinking is generally thought of as an advance over and above the 

way that Hard Systems Thinking deals (or not) with people and their multiple 

perceptions, interests and value systems. For Soft Systems Thinkers social reality 

cannot be accounted for by the positivistic, objective schema that underpin the 

approaches of the traditional scientist and Hard Systems Thinker. For, unlike 

these schools of thought, Soft Systems Thinkers perceive that in actuality systems 

exist as a result of intersubjectivity. Soft Systems Thinking is able to extend our 

ability to manage real world problems by its willingness to accept that there are 

multiple versions of reality, and through its endeavours to open up ways for 

practitioners to deal with this very admission.

25



As with Hard Systems Thinking, Jackson (1982, 1991) suggests that there are a 

small number of (in this case, three) methodologies that constitute the mainstay of 

Soft Systems Thinking. These are; Social Systems Design (Churchman, 1971, 

1979b ????), Interactive Planning (Ackoff, 1974, 1981), and Soft Systems 

Methodology (Checkland, 1981 and Checkland & Scholes, 1990). However 

demonstrative of the Soft Systems approach these authors and their respective 

methodologies are, they are certainly not without their differences. Nevertheless, 

Jackson (1991) maintains that it is their similarities that are significant, being, as 

they are, preoccupied with messy, ill-structured problems, and their intent is to 

capture and harness multiple stakeholder perceptions of systems, rather than 

engaging systems 'out there' in the 'real' world. In addition, the role of expert is 

brought into question, creating a space for learning to occur and furthermore, the 

opportunity to arrive at an accommodation acceptable to the participants engaged 

with the problem situation.

The above constitutes the abandonment of the positivism that underpins 

Hard Systems Thinking. As Jackson (1991) describes:

[a manifest] ...epistemological break (in the sense of a shift between 
paradigms) has occurred, and a new direction in management science 
has been opened up based upon other philosophical/sociological 
foundations.

Just like Hard Systems Thinking before it Soft Systems Thinking too came under 

attack for having its own limited sphere of application. A major criticism being 

that Soft Systems Thinking has a propensity to operate in the echelons of ideas, 

failing to take account of the structural origins from whence they came. Soft
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Systems Thinkers also stand accused of assuming that the social world is basically 

consensual in its complexion, closing their eyes to the actuality that power 

asymmetries, structural conflict and contradiction are rife (see, Rosenhead, 1976; 

Bryer, 1979; Thomas & Lockett, 1979; Jackson 1982, 1983; Mingers, 1984; Flood 

and Jackson 1991).

This led to the belief that the interpretive theory underpinning Soft Systems 

Thinking is sadly lacking as a means of adequately comprehending and taking 

action in social situations, surrounded as they are by inequalities of power and 

resources (Jackson, 1982 and Flood & Jackson 1991).

In turn this in time led to the further recognition that all forms of systems thinking 

and their attendant methodologies have their limitations and the birth of Critical 

Systems Thinking.

3.8 The 'Evolution' Metaphor

The story of systems thinking can be told through the use of the evolution 

metaphor.

The common explanation of the rise of the systems approach is that of an 

evolutionary process. As such one might expect to see only the survival of the 

'fittest' (i.e., in this case definitely the one that is best fitted to its environment). 

This would in actuality be consistent with the Kuhnian notion of paradigms - as 

the new paradigm replaces the old the old paradigm dies out.
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A cursory glance at the systems journals and other like publications will show that 

all three approaches co-exist at this time. In a way this supports the view that all 

systems methodologies have a limited domain of application. Also, it could be 

argued that what we have experienced in the development of the systems 

approach is that of step change and not the gradual processes of Darwinian natural 

selection.

3.9 What is this thing called Critical Systems Thinking 
(CST)?

What is this thing called Critical Systems Thinking? This pertinent question 

served as the title of the opening chapter of Critical Systems Thinking: Current 

Research and Practice (Flood and Romm, 1996) penned by Midgley (1996). 

According to Flood (1999):

...the enterprise of CST is not a homogeneous one. Indeed, it is not 

an enterprise at all.

So, where does that leave us in our quest to answer the question Midgley 

originally posed? In some ways then, the word quest may be more appropriate 

than I first thought. Any venture that sets out to answer such question may indeed 

be setting out on the proverbial quest for the Holy Grail!

Critical Systems Thinking is itself a relatively new intellectual endeavour. It has 

been said that the source of Critical Systems Thinking can be identified as 

Checkland's critique of the tradition of Hard Systems Thinking in the 1980's 

(Jackson 1991).
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As co-researchers and facilitators, practitioners are guided by a number of 

principles drawn from the approach that is Critical Systems Thinking. These 

principles have been developed through numerous practical projects and through 

reflection on the processes being used and the outcomes achieved. Discussion 

about what should be the central pillars of Critical Systems Thinking has been 

more or less continuous throughout the last decade, and Midgley (1996) provides 

a detailed analysis and critique of the debate. So, it is important to note that the 

principles used by one are not necessarily the same principles that other 

practitioners of Critical Systems Thinking will have employed in their work since 

there is considerable variety within the critical systems research community, as 

Midgley's analysis reveals. I will now outline what I consider to be the basic set 

of principles.

The first principle of Critical Systems Thinking, on which the others are founded, 

is to study organizational forms as if they are systemic; to take into account the 

whole, to consider 'the system' under study as one comprised of interacting parts, 

that are themselves elements of an even greater whole. In order to ensure that any 

project is comprehensive and yet is bounded in a way that is meaningful, critical 

systems thinkers often employ a process known as 'boundary critique' (Ulrich, 

1996; Midgley et al., 1998). This involves the regular questioning of who is 

involved in the project and what demarcation lines are being drawn - in other 

words, thinking about what is viewed as outside the system, or marginal to it, as 

well as what is seen as relevant.
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According to Flood (1995), if meaningful participation is not attained then only a 

restricted comprehension of an organization can be achieved. The result is a 

perspective that fails to reflect the whole system. Thus, it is a violation of the 

(first) systemic principle. Flood goes on to argue that it is only by bringing 

together the perceptions of all the people involved and affected that it becomes 

possible to advance sufficient understanding and maintain a whole systems 

perspective. In striving for meaningful participation, researchers (and change 

agents) must take care about who is representing whom and how they are doing 

the representing. Issues can arise from individuals who self-select into a project 

team with the intention of simply presenting their own views (however valid these 

may be) whilst being required to represent the views of a further group of people 

who are otherwise not represented. Power relations that may prevent open 

disclosure of viewpoints are also a concern.

Proponents of Critical Systems Thinking argue that researchers and other 

participants should reflect about the types of methods they are using in an 

intervention (see, for example, Flood and Jackson, 199la; 1991b; Flood and 

Romm, 1996a). This also requires that participants reflect on possibly divergent 

organizational interests and the relationships between them - how they might 

impact upon people and their opportunity to participate in a meaningful way. 

According to Flood (1995), the use of a restricted number of methods, and a lack 

of knowledge concerning the limitations of those methods, are common 

management failings. Flood and Jackson (1991b) argue that, through critical 

reflection, the strengths and weaknesses of each method can be brought to the 

fore. Other critical systems thinkers also discuss the process of reflection through
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which methodology choice can be made (for a range of approaches to dealing with 

variety in methodology choice, see, for example, Gregory, 1992; 1996; Midgley, 

1997a; 1997b; Flood and Romm, 1996b; Mingers and Gill, 1997;' Jackson, 1999). 

This principle is of use to those within business organizations who often must rely 

on the 'expertise' of change agents (internal and external consultants) in using 

specific approaches to problem solving. With guidance, business managers can 

begin to challenge the utility of proposed intervention methods in situations where 

their own expertise suggests these might not be appropriate.

A final principle of Critical Systems Thinking concerns the desire to bring about 

improvement in problem situations. Midgley (1996) shows how the original 

commitment of early critical systems writers to 'human emancipation' (see, for 

example, Flood and Jackson, 1991b; Jackson, 1991) should be translated into a 

search for 'improvement' so as to encompass ecological well being as well as that 

of humanity. In talking about 'improvement', Midgley hopes to show that critical 

systems interventions have a goal-directedness that some other interpretive 

systems approaches do not (i.e. the latter seek to understand situations without 

trying to transform them). Midgley argues that researchers should adopt an 

ethical responsibility towards intervening to improve situations where their 

research reveals inequities or illegitimate uses of power, for example.

In reflecting on the issue of what should be viewed as improvement, it is 

important to think about where the boundaries are being drawn:

...it may be the case that, if the boundaries are re-drawn to include 
actors previously excluded from the system, what some view as an 
improvement might be viewed very differently.

(Churchman, 1970).
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3.9.1 Human Emancipation

In his paper containing what he describes as 'inseparable' pluralism and critical 

systems thinking, Jackson (1999) maintains the anthropocentric leanings of his 

preceding works. However, it is counter logical when writing from within a 

discipline that maintains a vital relationship between a system and its environment 

that this should remain so, particularly with current concerns over the 

sustainability of man's existence on mother earth. Engaging in dialogue for 

human emancipation per se is, in my opinion, misleading. Better, to concentrate 

efforts to 'free' participants from current traps - today's solution will always be 

tomorrow's problem!

3.10The System of Systems Methodologies

During the early eighties, Mike Jackson and Paul Keys embarked upon a 

particular program of research at the University of Hull that ultimately lead to the 

first meta-theoretical framework - the system of systems methodologies (Mingers, 

1997). A typology categorising the diverse assumptions made by methodologies.

Based on the premise that different systems approaches had different strengths 

and weaknesses, that rendered them more or less appropriate to particular 

problematic situations and indeed purposes. They set about explaining 

theoretically the differences between systems grounded methodologies and, 

practically, at determining the value of particular approaches in a variety of 

problem contexts (Jackson, 2000).
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3.10.1 Establishing the Framework

It was found to be useful to group problem contexts according to two dimensions - 

systems and participants (Jackson, 1987, 1988, 1990). The systems dimension 

refers to the relative complexity of the system(s) that constitute the problem 

situation: the continuum ranging from relatively simple to highly complex. The 

participants dimension refers to:

...the relationship (of agreement or disagreement) between the 
individuals or parties who stand to gain (or lose) from a systems 
intervention.

(Flood and Jackson, 1991)

Alternative approaches could now be:

.. .presented as being appropriate to the different types of situation in 
which management scientists are required to act. Each approach will 
be useful in certain areas and should only be used in appropriate 
circumstances.

(Jackson, 1991)

While some would argue that they dealt with this issue using a straightforward 

approach:

...they simply developed a grid with four boxes, representing four 
different types of perceived problem context, and then aligned 
different systems methodologies with each of them.

(Midgley, 1997)

Jackson (2000), stresses that the critical function of the System of Systems 

Methodologies, the formation of a taxonomy of systems grounded approaches, 

was to provide for their 'complementary and informed use', in a manner 'suited to 

the language, concerns, and internal development of systems thinking' (Jackson, 

2000). Jackson (1989), provides a description of the research program with
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practical examples of interventions and its impacts. 'The theoretical tool at its 

heart was the 'system of systems methodologies" (Jackson and Keys, 1984).

To classify participants, terminology from the industrial relations literature was 

adopted. The possibilities for relationships between participants are then seen as 

unitary, pluralist, and coercive - and are defined as follows:

Unitary

Pluralist

they share common interests
their values and beliefs are highly compatible
they largely agree upon ends and means
they all participate in decision making
they act in accordance with agreed objectives

Coercive

they have a basic compatibility of interest 
their values and beliefs diverge to some extant 
they do not necessarily agree upon ends and 
means, but compromise is possible 
they all participate in decision making 
they act in accordance with agreed objectives

they do not share common interests
their values and beliefs are likely to conflict
They do not agree upon ends and means and
'genuine' compromise is not possible
some coerce others to accept decisions
no agreement over objectives is possible
given present systemic arrangements

Combining the dimensions of systems and participants produces a six celled 

matrix (see figure 1), with problem contexts falling into six 'ideal' type 

categories. These are: simple-unitary, complex-unitary, simple-pluralist, 

complex-pluralist, simple-coercive, and complex-coercive. With all of the
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problem contexts differing from each other in a meaningful way, it followed that 

the implication was that of a need for an equally varied range of problem solving 

methodologies. Essential differences displayed by the problem contexts should, 

therefore, be reflected in different types of methodology.

Unitary Pluralist Coercive

Simple

Complex

Simple-Unitary

Complex-Unitary

Simple-Pluralist

Complex-Pluralist

Simple-Coercive

Complex-Coercive

Figure 1 - Grid of Ideal problem contexts

Now, with the grid of problem contexts in place, the next undertaking was to 

continue building the System of Systems Methodologies, correlating existing 

systems grounded problem solving methodologies to the established framework. 

Based upon the assumptions they make about problem contexts, a preliminary 

classification of systems approaches was drawn up.

3.10.2 Classification of Systems Approaches

Hard systems thinking, it was said, makes assumptions about the ease with which 

problems can be identified and objectives established, leading to the application of 

mathematical modelling techniques. It is also pretty much taken for granted that 

little or no disagreement exists about these. Approaches steeped in the hard 

systems thinking tradition - operational research, systems analysis, systems 

engineering, system dynamics - can, therefore, be lodged in the simple-unitary 

element of the framework. The complex-unitary cell of the grid was said to be
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inhabited by approaches favouring the organismic rather than mechanical analogy, 

choosing instead to see systems as complex - comprising of many elements with 

close interrelationships, probabilistic behaviour, including purposeful parts, and 

open to the environment making them difficult to predict. However, they are still 

thought to be somewhat inadequate in their failure to provide mechanisms to 

resolve differences in opinions and values, and are dependant still upon unitary 

agreement. Approaches related are: viable systems diagnosis, general systems 

theory, socio-technical systems thinking and contingency theory. The 

methodologies identified with the simple-pluralist context - social systems design 

and strategic assumption surfacing and testing - assume that difficulties 

surrounding issues are born out of disagreements among participants concerning 

the goals to be served by the system. It is further assumed that though the 

dissolution of conflict over issues has been achieved, any 'problems' that remain 

can be dealt with relatively simply using simple-unitary methods. As for the 

complex-pluralist area of the grid, the methodologies said to inhabit this context - 

interactive planning and soft systems methodology - are specifically designed to 

tackle a lack of agreement about goals and objectives where the potential for some 

form of genuine compromise exists. They also make provisions for dealing with 

the perceived complexity of problematic situations, including guidelines for the 

design of new systems.

At the time of its inception (1984):

...there seemed to be no systems methodologies based on coercive 
assumptions. In fact, the major text on the first significant 
'emancipatory' systems approach, Ulrich's 'critical systems 
heuristics', had just been published.

(Jackson, 2000)
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So, it was not until later that Ulrich's approach was added to the grid. It was 

argued that critical heuristics did not set out to facilitate the management of 

complexity down the length of the systems dimension (Jackson, 1987, 1990). 

Thus, critical systems heuristics was placed in the simple-coercive cell. For a 

summary of these arrangements see Figure 2 (from Jackson, 1991) and Figure 3 

(from Flood & Jackson, 1991).

Unitary Pluralist Coercive

Simple

Complex

Hard 
Systems 
Thinking

Organizations as 
Systems

Organizational 
Cybernetics

Soft 
Systems 
Thinking

Emancipatory 
Systems 
Thinking

Figure 2 - Systems Thinking and the problem context grid

As an expression of the interrelationships linking different systems approaches 

and their relationship to ideal-type problem contexts, this body of work, therefore, 

provided a 'system of systems methodologies'.

In general terms it did seem that available systems approaches made 
up a 'system' in terms of the assumptions they made about problem 
contexts.

(Jackson, 2000)
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Unitary Pluralist Coercive

Simple

Complex

Simple-Unitary

Operational Research 
Systems Analysis 
Systems Engineering 
Systems Dynamics

Complex-Unitary

• Viable System Diagnosis
• General Systems Theory
• Socio-Technical Systems Design
• Contingency Theory

Simple-Pluralist

• Social Systems Design
• Strategic Assumption Surfacing and 

Testing

Complex-Pluralist

• Interactive Planning
• Soft Systems Methodology

Simple-Coercive 

Critical Systems Heuristics

Complex-Coercive

Figure 3 - Systems of Systems Methodologies

3.10.3 Benefits of the System of Systems Methodologies

Attached to the formation of the System of Systems Methodologies were claims to 

a number of benefits provided. In the first instance, that surfacing assumptions 

being made about 'systems' and 'participants', in using any particular 

methodology, would permit potential users to critically assess their attendant 

strengths and weaknesses, enabling them to make informed choices, whilst taking 

into account the task at hand and the likely consequences of employing each 

approach. Second, that the System of Systems Methodologies helped to make 

sense of what can go wrong through the inappropriate deployment of a systems 

approach to a particular problem context. Finally, and according to Jackson 

(2000) most importantly in the long term, '...the System of Systems 

Methodologies opened up a new perspective on the development of systems 

thinking and management science.' It did this by presenting systems thinking not 

as a set of competing disciplines, but a number of alternative approaches each 

appropriate to a different types of problematic situation. Embracing such a
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perspective, with each approach being used only hi appropriate circumstances, 

endows practitioners with the opportunity for increasing competence, 

effectiveness and efficacy in diverse problem situations. Jackson suggests that 

those interested in the historical contribution of the System of Systems 

Methodologies to the development of critical systems thinking should consult the 

references listed in the 'researchers guide' (Jackson, 1993). 'The System of 

Systems Methodologies is not just an historical relic however.' (Jackson, 2000).

3.10.4 Critiques of System of Systems Methodologies

There have been a number of criticisms levelled at the System of Systems 

Methodologies and it's underpinning philosophy. For example, Midgley (2000) 

suggests that the interested reader should see, in particular: Gregory (1990,1992), 

Midgley (1990a,b, 1992a,b, 1995, 1996), Mansell (1991), Mingers (1992a,b,c, 

1993), Tsoukas (1992), Jones (1993), Dutt (1994), and Sutton (1995). As 

Midgley (2000) suggests, it is important to follow through the subsequent replies 

in order to achieve a balanced understanding of the issues raised.

Amongst these criticisms it was thought that particular improvement was 

necessary as questions had been raised regarding the issue of the researcher's 

responsibility. This had not yet been addressed in the descriptions of the use of 

the System of Systems Methodologies thus far. In addition, Midgley (1990b), 

raised further criticisms regarding insufficient consideration to the dynamism and 

complexity of most research situations. There now follows a review of just a few 

of these criticism.
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First, in citing Gregory (1992) Midgley argues that the system of systems 

methodologies encourages people toward a single interpretation of each 

methodology. Whereas, it has been shown that it is in actuality possible to 

employ a given methodology for a variety of purposes, some of which extend 

outside the boundaries of their intended theatre of operation (see Flood and 

Romm, 1995). The result of placing methodologies in boxes, is that the potential 

for alternative and nonetheless justifiable uses is severely reduced. As revealed 

by the fact that the number of changes in the structure of the system of systems 

methodologies has been restricted to one (Jackson, 1987). This and, despite 

several calls for critical reviews (Jackson, 1987), only a mere handful of changes 

in the alignment of methodologies within the structure have been realized (for 

example , Food and Jackson, 1991b). This effectively 'freezes' interpretations of 

methodologies perpetuating its unnaturally restrictive complexion. As well as 

deceasing its potential to take account of developments derived from other 

perspectives (Gregory, 1992) - System Dynamics being a case in point.

Midgley explains how Systems Dynamics has always been located within the 

system of systems methodologies in the 'simple-unitary' box. This, despite more 

recent research on the methodology which indicates that it is more useful to 

concentrate on the modelling process itself, as a means of developing learning and 

social co-ordination (see for example, de Gues, 1994), rather than the traditional 

view with its attendant claim that the model represents reality. Meaning that 

those who practice Systems Dynamics have changed their appreciation of the 

concept of 'system' to one that is much more akin to soft systems thinking.
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Presumably then, this new use in action renders it, by the same token, just as 

applicable to both unitary and pluralist contexts (Midgley, 1997b).

Midgley's final point takes as problematical the way in which the issue of making 

critical boundary judgments is confined to simple-coercive contexts - in the form 

of Critical Systems Heuristics (Ulrich, 1983). In the same way that the 'boxes' of 

system of systems methodologies unnaturally restrict the interpretation of 

methodologies (Gregory, 1992), it too confines in practice the activity of critical 

reflection and the discussion of boundary judgments to only an 'occasional' basis 

(Midgley, 1997b). Midgley clearly states, and I would concur, that Critical 

Systems Heuristics is not the panacea for generating critical awareness (see 

Jackson (1985, 1991), Willmott (1989), Ivanov (1991), Flood and Jackson 

(1991b,c), Mingers (1992a), Romm (1994, 1995a,b), Brown (1996) and Midgley 

(1997), for criticisms aimed against it). Still, the question remains:

'...how is the commitment to critical awareness enacted in situations 
where coercion is not identified?

Midgley (1997b, original emphasis)

3.10.5 The Creative Design of Methods

In response to a intervention of some particular complexity Midgley, (1988, 1989, 

1990a; Midgley and Floyd, 1988, 1990) developed an approach that came to be 

known as 'The Creative Design of Methods'. Midgley argued that:

...'most' research situations are perceived as sufficiently complex to 
warrant the use of a variety of methods.

(Midgley, 1997b)
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And so, any notion of simple (my emphasis) methodology choice becomes 

problematised. Therefore, it becomes more useful to think in terms of the design 

of methods than the simple choice between 'off the shelf methodologies 

(Midgley, 1997b). So, in its infancy at least, Midgley's approach the Creative 

Design of Methods (Midgley, 1990b, 1997b). was envisaged as a development of 

the System of Systems Methodologies - see criticisms above.

The concept of 'creative methodology design' came out of the initial research 

(Midgley, 1990b) and, in order to negate any misunderstanding between method 

and methodology the name creative design of methods was adopted (Midgley, 

1997a). This entails understanding the problem situation as a sequence of:

...systemically interrelated research questions, each of which might 
need to be addressed using a different method, or part of a method.

(Midgley, 1997b)

It is not necessary to determine these questions as a complete set in advance, 

rather, they should be allowed to develop as events and opportunities, 

understanding and insights, regarding the problematic situation develop.

Central to this process is the notion that the method that is finally designed is not 

merely an aggregate, formed by the 'stitching1 together of other people's methods. 

It is indeed significantly different than the sum of its parts:

...a synthesis is generated that allows each individual research 
question to be addressed as part of a whole system of questions.

(Midgley, 1997b: original emphasis)
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In other words, it may be useful to think in terms of 'multi-layered' intervention 

(Weil, 1998), where methods a required to demonstrate responsiveness to 

different 'levels' of analysis (Midgley, 2000).

3.11 The 'Comet' Metaphor

This thing that is Systems Thinking can be conceived of as a comet - see Figure 4 

below.

Figure - 4 The Comet

The nucleus of the comet represents the general systemic principles, the common 

heritage of the three approaches.
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The coma of the comet are the proponents of Critical Systems Thinking, they are 

to be found at the leading edge continually moving towards unknown space. 

There have been few images produced that accurately record the true nature of a 

comet, for in fact a comet generally has two tails, not just one, and only some 

pictures accurately record this phenomena. One tail is due to the comet's dust 

particles, the other is due to ionised gas from the comet's coma. The two tails of 

the comet represent those who would embrace the principles of Soft Systems 

Thinking and Hard Systems Thinking, the remains of which recede toward 

infinity.

Hard Systems Thinking can be conceived of as the ion tail, because this is created 

by an interaction with the 'real' Interplanetary Magnetic Field (IMF). The 

magnetic field of the sun, which is present everywhere in space, sweeps past the 

comet nucleus. Ions - electrically charged particles which first come from the 

comet nucleus as (neutral) gaseous particles - are swept into the comet tail. 

Ironically perhaps, from the point of view of the 'newer' systems thinking 

paradigms (also because of its special interaction with the IMF), it always points 

exactly away from the sun (i.e., away from 'the light'), see Figure 5.

I'HU,

Figure 5 - Illustration of the orbit of Ha Hey's comet
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Dust particles form a very different sort of tail and this is the tail that represents 

Soft Systems Thinking. The only force which affects these small particles in 

space is corpuscular radiation from the sun itself. This radiation pushes the dust 

particles hi the direction from which they came, in the same way that the wind can 

blow rain drops at an angle to the vertical. These tiny cometary dust particles can 

be thought of as billowing up from the comet's surface. Thus, this comet tail 

generally points back along the comet trajectory. This hi a way describes Soft 

Systems Thinking's said propensity for reinforcing/returning to the status quo.

For me, this metaphor describes better how all three approaches exist at the same 

time, more than that of an evolutionary process - Darwinian or otherwise.
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4 Research 

4.1 Introduction

This chapter on research begins with an overview of the initial process of 

reflection undertaken in order to make sense of the then future ahead. It is 

focused around objects of reflection, the questions posed and the issues 

concerned, as I perceived them to be, and is summarised in both table and 

diagrammatic form. This description of the initial reflection is then followed by a 

more formal discussion of the outcomes and attendant issues, including the 

grounds upon which the overall design of the research may be criticised - 

especially by those outside the systems host paradigm.

I understand that employing this particular approach of cycling from informal 

reflection to more formal discussion may seem alien to some, and at times a little 

confusing. However, it is a far more accurate representation of the initial 

reflective processes than say a constructed linear presentation of a post hoc 

rationalisation.

4.2 Initial reflection

I shall now provide a brief insight into the initial process of reflection by focusing 

on each of the questions posed, a summary of which can be found in Table 1, 

whilst the process itself has been mapped out and can be viewed at Figure 6, 

beginning with the first question posed: What kind of research do I want to do?
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4.2.1 What kind of research do I want to do?

The starting point for my initial reflections was to ask myself the following 

question. What kind of research would I be best suited to? In answer, I 

considered several issues; my own background, personality, previous experiences 

and my interests in terms of theory, practice and action. My background is such 

that I have become accustomed to working on my own initiative, whilst, at the 

same time operating as part of a closely knit team. So, the solitary experience of a 

purely library based research environment did not appeal to me. However, the 

potential to build upon my experiences of the past, albeit with a very different role 

for myself, most certainly did.

4.2.2 What level could my work contribute to?

Here I began to reflect upon the kinds of possible contribution I could make to the 

body of systems knowledge. So, would my research bring with it new elements of 

theory or practice, philosophy, methodology, method, tool, or technique. Of 

course it is more likely that such contributions would emerge from my 

endeavours. However, if a contribution to theory appeared unlikely then the case 

for proceeding any further would be questionable without resolution of the issue. 

Even at this early stage I believed that there was a case to be answered for 

contributions relevant to both theory and practice. This thought combined with a 

preference for a non-library based environment, meant only one thing: a practical 

real-world problem situation. So it follows that the next question to be considered 

was: What kind of system do I want to engage with?
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4.2.3 What kind of system do I want to engage with?

This question first flagged up issues that were essentially about what has been 

called the root of all evil, money, and the kind of contribution I felt most 

comfortable with. It was immediately clear to me that I did not want to simply 

help someone make more money. This suggested that the kind of system I was 

looking for was a non-profit making organization.

A non-profit making organization? - an interesting concept which to me is now an 

oxymoron. Surely, profit is the very heart of the raison d'etre for any 

organization, though it may not always be profit in the monetary sense. We band 

together with others because of the 'profit' that such alliances create, for example, 

enhancing skills or capacities or simply safety in numbers. The reason being that 

we can achieve more collectively. So, it follows that if we could act out our 

requirements entirely on our own, there would remain no need for organization 

(without these additional benefits). The eureka experience that spawned this 

realisation, and what for me was a revelation, oddly enough was the lyric of a 

song - as for how I made the connexion, I'll leave to others!:

They say it's better to have loved and lost

Than never to have loved at all

But when you sit down and count the cost of

All the losses

There's no profit at all.

(Del Amitri, 1989)
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Notwithstanding the above, for convenience and by way of maintaining the usual 

distinction, I will continue to use the term non-profit making for those 

organizations who do not turn a profit in the monetary sense.

4.2.4 What do I want to do?

This point of reflection was undoubtedly about the role of social science and the 

relationship between theory and action. Do I just want to 'tell it like it is' perhaps 

with the addition of a few recommendations? Or do I want to do something about 

it at the point of research? To answer in brief, I would have to refer to the work of 

Lewin (1946, 1947, 1948, 1952) who argued that the only way to truly understand 

something is to try and change it.

4.2.5 What kind of role do I want to play?

This was the logical question to follow that of the role of social science, as it is all 

about the role of the social scientist and the relationship between the 'researcher' 

and the 'researched'. It is about what I would refer to as intervention or 

interaction. I may by now be well on the road to becoming a systems 'expert', but 

I would make no claim to be an expert in anyone else's system. Therefore, it had 

to be interaction over intervention. I could now see the future possibility of a 

facilitation role for myself and a co-researcher relationship with those involved 

from the host system.
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4.2.6 What kind of contribution do I want to make to the host 
system?

Having identified a non-profit making organization as the kind of system with 

which I would most like to interact, the question of the kind of contribution I 

would like to make boiled down to two options, optimization or learning. What 

kind of research questions should form the focus of the work? The how's? - 

questions aimed at improving efficiency and effectiveness. The What's? - 

questions aimed at learning or, the Why's? - questions of interests and 

participation. Ultimately, as one might expect intuitively, the resultant was 

inevitably an assortment of all the above. Now, this was beginning to answer the 

next question: What kind of overall strategy should be adopted?

4.2.7 What kind of overall strategy should be adopted?

What kind of strategy would I feel most comfortable with? With interaction as 

the basis of engagement, coupled with the desire to work under the auspices of a 

co-researcher relationship, rather than that of the researcher and researched, 

Participatory Action Research seemed a likely candidate. In order to lay out my 

own particular view of what it is that might form a Participatory Action Research 

approach, why it seemed appropriate to me, and what might constitute the 

character of Participatory Action Research, I shall use the vehicle of a comparison 

with another well documented and contrasting social science approach to research 

into human activity - Ethnographic Research.
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4.3 Ethnographic Research and Participatory Action 
Research: A comparison

This begins with an outline of the respective basic characters of Ethnographic 

Research and Participatory Action Research. Following this, further comparisons 

are drawn. First, some of the similarities and differences are highlighted, before 

moving on to a further analysis based on the three criteria of 'reliability', 

'validity', and 'representativeness'. And, finally, I will argue that it is the co- 

researcher relationship of Participatory Action Research that enables the approach 

to better withstand criticism on the above grounds.

4.3.1 Introduction

There exist many accounts and interpretations of both Ethnographic Research (for 

example, McNeill, 1985; Hammersley, 1990; Francis, 1992; Fielding, 1993) and 

Participatory Action Research. I should like to make it clear from the outset that 

my interpretations, and the terminology herein, are but one account and do not 

necessarily coincide with those of the key advocates.

It may be useful to provide my view, in a necessarily concise, and therefore 

somewhat cursory manner, of the basic character of the two forms of social 

research in question. Firstly, what is the character of Ethnographic Research?
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4.3.2 The Character of Ethnographic Research (ER)

ER falls under the auspices of the mainstream view of 'normal' science. There 

are of course those who would dismiss Ethnographic Research as anything but 

scientific - for a concise review of the scientific/unscientific debate see 

Hammersley (1990). That is to say the conviction that social researchers should 

concern themselves with the discovery of basic scientific facts or relationships, 

geared towards the explanation of the nature of the social world, and not become 

directly involved in the linking of social research to action. It is somehow 

considered up to others to make use of what social researchers discover (Whyte, 

1991). Whyte demonstrates that this is the mainstream view in sociology using 

two books published decades apart (Paris, 1964; Smelser, 1988), although they 

present an overview of the advances in sociology, neither contains any chapters 

examining applied sociology. This is grounded upon the belief that research is not 

an effective way of changing the world - not in any direct and immediate way at 

least (Hammersley, 1992) - in fact research and action are seen as truly 

incompatible. The prevailing assumption is that good science eventually leads to 

an improvement in practice, and presumably, thereafter, an improvement in 

human welfare. The key word here is 'eventually'. Ethnography practiced as an 

extension of 'normal science' offers no immediate solutions to the problems faced 

by those who are the focus of social research.
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4.3.3 The character of Participatory Action Research PAR

Proponents of PAR are diametrically opposed to the 'normal' mainstream view of 

science. The production of scientific knowledge does not demand the method of 

detached observation of the mainstream view of 'normal' science. For them, it is 

of utmost importance, for both the elevation of science and the improvement of 

human welfare, that strategies are developed in which research and action are 

inexorably linked. In other words, they uphold that there can be no research 

without action and no action without research. Their aim is to improve the lot of 

the researched taking action at the point of research - at any rate the only way to 

truly understand something is to try and change it. The term 'participatory' in the 

approach of PAR signifies a belief in the concept that the researched should 

participate fully, and on an equal footing, with the researcher. It should therefore 

not be conceptualised as having similar connotations to the term 'participate(s)' 

when used in conjunction with the ER approach of participant observation.

Having provided a brief outline of the character of ER and PAR, how does ER 

compare with PAR?

4.3.4 Comparing Ethnographic Research and Action Research

On the face of it ER and PAR are worlds apart. They can be seen as being 

representative of two disparate and incommensurable paradigms, hi Kuhnian 

terms, paradigms are defined as 'universally recognised scientific achievements 

that for a time provide model problems and solutions to a community of 

practitioners'. See Kuhn (1970) for a full discussion of the role of paradigms in 

scientific development. I am using the term in a broader sense in reference to
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basic assumptions about the role of social science within society. Therefore, 

intuitively at least, a comparison of the two schools of research should be 

relatively straight forward and unproblematic - as if dealing with opposites. 

However, even based upon a cursory rummage through the literature it can be 

seen that ER and PAR share many similar characteristics. For example, they are 

both essentially qualitative in their complexion and in both approaches it is 

considered inappropriate to formulate initial hypotheses and then to use situations 

to test these. It is worthy of note (although I do not wish to explore the 

implications any further here) that the first book I encountered on PAR was edited 

and co-authored by one William Foote Whyte, famous for his book Street Corner 

Society (1943): a landmark study in ER that remains a classic recommended text 

in the social sciences to this day. The ER approach rejects the fixed/closed 

research plan in favour of a research process moving from what have been 

described as 'descriptive questions', through 'focussed questions', and then to 

'selective questions'. At the same time PAR projects begin with vigorous 

discussion when researcher(s) and the researched exchange ideas and opinions 

and the form of the initial design of the project is developed. The main difference 

with regard to this particular issue then is the role of the researcher. The ER 

researcher, as the research instrument, is solely responsible for direction, content, 

analysis, and the conclusions of the research. In stark contrast, PAR involves the 

researched from 'the initial design of the project, through data gathering and 

analysis to final conclusions and actions arising out of the research' (Whyte et al, 

1991). The possibilities of comparing ER and PAR in this way are boundless. I 

would, therefore, like to depart from such an analysis at this point in time and 

concentrate on the three main issues which provide the baseline for much of the
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criticism of ER. As I have indicated there are considerable similarities between 

ER and PAR, therefore, they can be, on occasion, subjected to the same kinds of 

criticism on the grounds of reliability, validity, and representativeness.

4.3.5 Reliability

A fundamental drawback of both ER and PAR is the impossibility of ever 

checking on the research by repeating it as a means of verifying descriptions, 

findings and conclusions - in any case this would require 'objectivity' on the part 

of the researcher. 'Objective' observation is a fallacy, the researcher is always 

involved, never detached. Given that the 'objective' observation central to ER is 

in actuality impossible to achieve, and the observer always impacts upon the 

research setting - this is often referred to as the problem of reactivity. Resultant 

changes may range from the imperceptible to the most significant, as Chaos 

Theory shows how the minutest variations in input, even in the most simple of 

systems (and social systems are far from simple) can be multiplied beyond 

recognition causing vast changes in output (Gleik, 1987). Either way the research 

situation is now certainly not the same. These changes are, if you like, in addition 

to the normal dynamic changes that would occur over time. However, this is 

somewhat of a moot point in the case of PAR. The aim of PAR is precisely to 

affect change in the research situation and once changed there is no way of 

turning back the clock and, as there is no claim to 'objectivity', reliability must be 

measured by a different yardstick.

Those who criticise ER based on the grounds of its unreliability place great 

emphasis on the fact that everything is dependent upon the researcher as the
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research instrument. However, the use of 'key informants' in making sense of the 

research situation may for some negate this argument. In PAR the relationship 

between the researcher and those involved in the research situation is not like that 

of the researcher/researched relationship of ER. Instead, ideally, it is one of co- 

researchers learning from each other. This approach to research - one of 

partnership in all stages of the research process, from initial design to conclusion - 

reduces the susceptibility of PAR to criticism on the same grounds. On a 

cautionary note, the co-researcher relationship is an ideal and as such, in practice, 

does not guarantee immunity from attack on these grounds - nor to criticisms of 

unreliability on any other grounds.

4.3.6 Validity

Some authors question the use of the term validity at all with regard to social 

research (for example, Reason, 1991; Whitmore, 1994), suggesting that the term 

validity is too ideologically laden. They prefer instead the term 'quality' as this 

allows room for the formulation of new standards encompassing divergent fields 

of thought. In contrast, Hammersley (1992) favours the notion that 'validity' 

should be a synonym for the unfashionable (for social scientists) word 'truth': 'an 

account is valid or true if it represents accurately those features of the phenomena 

that it is intended to describe, explain, or theorise'. This then begs the question, 

who should determine the criteria by which the claim of validity/quality/truth is 

granted?
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As Fielding (1993) points out, 'it is precisely because the method [ER] is one of 

discovery it is unlikely that their audience will have any direct way of validating 

what the ethnographer claims'. Therefore, it has been said that the only real test 

of validity for ER is whether the subjects of the research accept it as a true 

account consistent with their 'way of life'. One could argue that this indeed holds 

for all kinds of research using the concept of 'way of life' in its broadest possible 

meaning. I would argue that again in PAR it is the partnership of co-researchers 

and their participation in all aspects of the research that furthers the likelihood of 

the research being accepted by the researched as a true account. There has been 

much written about how those who have participated in a decision making process 

will be more committed to its outcomes (for example, Evans, 1990 - Supervisory 

perspective; Schein, 1988 - Organisational Psychology Perspective; Huczynski & 

Buchanan, 1991 - Organizational Behaviour perspective), and a PAR project can 

be quite easily conceptualised as such a process. However, Lather (1986) refers to 

the concept of 'catalytic validity' - the capacity of the research process to impact 

participant's knowing of their reality and energise them towards self-determined 

action. This is the kind of validity towards which PAR should strive given its 

commitment to action coupled with participation.

4.3.7 Representativeness

Applications of ER and PAR are basically case studies and as such they cannot 

lay claim to be 'representative'. It is impossible to determine whether the social 

context studied is by any means typical, or representative. No matter how 

carefully they were selected, for investigation in the case of ER, or for action as in 

PAR, as with all forms of case study the generalisations that can be drawn will be
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seriously restricted. According to Flood & Romm (1996), research findings 

should never be looked upon as simply applicable or transferable to other 

situations. This would in fact nullify the process of taking cues from the local 

context.

4.3.8 Conclusion

There are many similarities between ER and PAR. Some I have covered, others I 

have not, such as the actuality that they are both multi-method rather than single 

method approaches, also they are both reflexive though in very different ways. 

As far as reliability, validity, and representativeness are concerned they will 

always remain problematic to those outside the particular discipline. Whether it is 

ER or PAR - or any other approach come to that matter - it boils down to this. 

There are differing paradigms each with their own respective systems of 

verification, in this sense all scientific knowledge is relative to the paradigm under 

which it was produced and, to the specific verification system it has to satisfy. 

This may be the most significant difference of all. In ER the researcher - as the 

research instrument - is the expert and fulfils the expert's role and, therefore, 

when exposed to critique based on reliability, validity, and representativeness, 

they and their work must stand or fall on its own. As such, as essential and 

interesting as it is, in isolation, ER can amount to nothing more than a data 

gathering exercise.

On the other hand in the PAR co-researcher relationship at least one author sees 

PAR as having a mission on very much grander scale:
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An immediate objective of PAR is to return to the people the 
legitimacy of the knowledge they are capable of producing through 
their own verification systems, as fully scientific, and the right to use 
this knowledge - including any other knowledge, but not dictated by 
it - as a guide in their own action.

Rahman(1991)

Thus, together co-researchers may be in a better position to fend off criticism 

from outsiders, on the above grounds, than those who stand alone.

4.4 What kind of Systems methodology would fit with a 
Participatory Action Research strategy?

Participatory Action Research as described above is not a single method so the 

possibility, at least, of identifying a suitable systems methodology seemed 

promising. However, as a candidate any such systems methodology must contain 

certain key elements. Elements taking account of such issues as, learning, 

participation, debate, and an ability to accommodate subjectivity. It should also 

be adaptable enough to take account of the research context.

4.4.1 Identifying a suitable systems oriented methodology

A well-tested structured approach was required which needed to be able to 

facilitate young people's involvement, and to provide practical action plans for 

improvement in the lot of the co-researchers. In addition, the approach needed to 

be visual in its overall complexion in order to facilitate the involvement of young 

people (including those with low literacy levels). Such an approach would also be 

in keeping with my desire to use metaphor as a means of image generation and 

evaluation. Further, it needed to be a suitable candidate for operation under the 

ethos of PAR and CST. Soft Systems Methodology fitted these requirements and
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also contained the 'space' that would be essential for any necessary adaptations to 

enhance the participation of young people.

Identifying SSM as a likely candidate to form the core of my research 

methodology established an imperative for reflection. It has been necessary to 

simplify the process and therefore the diagrammatic representation presented does 

not reflect the many iterations that have taken place, the myriad of possible 

interconnexions, nor in fact the reflection that was undertaken as the process 

unfurled. On why that particular methodology had risen to the top and, further 

investigation into whether or not SSM really did fit the bill in the way that was 

initially suggested.

4.5 Soft Systems Methodology (SSM)

Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) is a systemic approach to problem solving 

developed by Peter Checkland at Lancaster University (Checkland, 1981). 

Wilson (1984) describes SSM as a seven stage analytical process which harnesses 

the concept of human activity as a means of moving from finding out about the 

situation to taking action to improve the situation. However, hi doing so it can be 

misconceived as a systematic approach but, with no predefined beginning or end 

in practice, it should not be thought of as a linear progression. Checkland 

maintains that, provided the SSM user preserves the logical connexions of the 

methodology, the activity of 'problem solving' can move unhindered among the 

stages. This point is reinforced by Wilson (1984) who notes that 'the analyst may 

start with any activity, progress in any direction, and use significant iteration at
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any stage'. When considered as a whole, SSM constitutes a learning system that 

leads to action, in the knowledge that 'the problem' will not be 'solved' but a new 

situation will emerge that will lead to further learning. Checkland sees SSM as:

...an evolving methodology that has been steadily developed into a 
systemic process of enquiry...

(Checkland, 1992)

For Forbes (1995), SSM does not take as it's starting point structures as the given 

determinant of behaviours, but instead suggests it:

...provides a mechanism that challenges an organisation's inbuilt 
Weltanschauungen (or world views) in order to find an 
accommodation between those beliefs. Once that is achieved the 
methodology derives a sensible set of activities required to achieve 
the accommodated position as well as identify the information and 
structure required to support those activities.

Forbes goes on to state that:

...of greatest importance in strategic terms is the methodology's 
concentration on developing an ongoing process of learning rather 
than a one off plan that slowly decays on a shelf.

(Forbes, 1995)

Furthermore, according to Finegan (1995), Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) is:

A heuristic and subjective approach for knowledge elicitation in 
complex and poorly defined areas. This methodology is designed to 
allow the human element of complex managerial systems to be 
incorporated into system design work. This is achieved by a holistic 
process of inquiry within a framework that compares the complex 
real-world problem situations with conceptual systems models.

(Finegan, 1995)
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It is important to note that while the methodology is designed to allow the human 

element of complex managerial systems to be integrated into the system design 

process:

It is not easily assimilated or applied, and its apparent simplicity may 
be deceptive [original emphasis]

(Finegan, 1994)

We now turn to a brief outline of the seven stages - see also Figure 7:

Stage 1 Finding out or perceiving: Information gathering, a number of 
methods can be used including informal observation, sampling, 
collection of secondary data and, informal interviews.

Stage 2 Expressing the problematic situation - Rich Pictures: A rich 
picture is a visual summary of issues, conflicts, and other 
interesting features represented in a non-linear fashion, depicting 
the interconnectedness between various facets of the problematic 
situation. From the rich picture a number of themes can be 
surfaced and captured as a set of diverse 'relevant systems'. Their 
design will be central to the improvement of the problem situation.

Stage 3 Formulating Root Definitions: A root definition is basically an 
idealised view of what a relevant system should be, in a concise 
well formulated statement, in essence: what is to be done, why is it 
to be done, who is to do it, who is to benefit (or suffer) from it, and 
what are the constraints.

Stage 4 Building conceptual models: Each of the relevant systems is 
mapped out showing the activities needed to be undertaken hi order 
to fulfil the root definition. The model is built using the minimum 
number of verbs that are deemed essential to describe the 
discharging of the task set by the root definition.

Stage 5 Comparing models and 'reality': The comparison stage is 
essentially about stimulating debate about the possible changes that 
could be made in order to facilitate improvement in the 
problematic situation.

Stage 6 Defining changes: The changes which are both desirable and 
feasible are confirmed by further debate.

Stage 7 Taking action: Implementing the desirable and feasible changes 
(e.g., attitudinal, structural, and/or procedural changes).
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Figure 7 - Soft Systems Methodology Diagram

So far the emphasis has been on what has become known as mode 1 use of SSM. 

We will now briefly examine the spectrum of use of SSM from Mode 1 (formal 

use) to Mode 2 (internal cognitive use).
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4.5.1 Soft Systems Methodology: a spectrum of use

Experiences of the use of SSM in their ICL work have for Checkland and Scholes 

(1990) ushered in the recognition of a spectrum of uses of SSM from what 

amounts to a formal, stage-by-stage, exercise of the methodology (termed Mode 

1) to an 'internal, mental' use of SSM as a mode of thinking (termed Mode 2) 

(Checkland and Scholes, 1990). Checkland and Scholes borrow the metaphor of 

the inextricable 'two-stranded rope' from Vickers (1965), to illustrate the 

distinction between Mode 1 and Mode 2. The metaphor resembles that of the 

double-helix which has been used elsewhere suggesting it is a metaphor that 

offers insights into the analogue. The 'two-stranded rope' of events and ideas that 

make up the experience of daily life, as it unfolds over time, can be expressed 

visually as shown in Figure 8.

MODE 2 
* interaction'

'learning'
time

1 MODE 1

Figure 8 - SSM in use in Mode 1 and Mode 2 (Checkland and Scholes, 1990).

66



Mode 1 and Mode 2 uses of SSM are of course 'ideal types' indicating the 'in 

principle ways of doing SSM' (Checkland and Scholes, 1990). They describe 

how SSM could be used rather than actual descriptions of its use and, as such, the 

majority of uses will fall somewhere between the two:

Mode 1 of SSM:

uses a framework of systems ideas that are embodied in the seven stage 
model (of logic-driven and cultural enquiry)

Mode 2 of SSM, however:

...takes SSM itself as its framework of ideas, takes as its 
methodology conscious reflection upon interactions with the flux of 
events and ideas, and takes as its focus of enquiry the process of 
learning one's way to purposeful improvement of problem situations.

(Checkland and Scholes, 1990: original emphasis)

Finegan (1995) describes how SSM has been applied to numerous situations in 

business as both a 'practical and successful general purpose methodology' - citing 

Mingers and Taylor (1992) who list among the common uses of SSM, 

organizational structuring, performance evaluation, and information systems 

work; Shaw and Gaines (1986, 1987) who identified SSM as an appropriate 

inquiry process for detailing the function of an expert system, a view supported by 

Rodger and Edwards (1989); SSM has also been recommended for its potential as 

a knowledge elicitation tool by Stowell and West (1990). Writing in the mid- 

nineties, Bustard, Greer and Tate (1994) reported on the increasing popularity of 

SSM for the investigation of requirements for computing systems. By way of 

illustrating this point they provide the example of how SSM has become the
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preferred technique for the broader investigation of requests for new computing 

facilities within the Northern Ireland Civil Service.

4.5.2 What are the weaknesses of SSM?

Criticisms of SSM, according to Jarvis (2002), begin with the actuality that it is 

not a 'how to build a system guidebook', there being no real method. I am sure 

for other observers this would not qualify as a criticism, rather, as quite a 

compliment. Jarvis follows up this observation with the assertion that SSM does 

encourage commitment and bring diverse Interests together. However, its 'open 

endedness makes it difficult to manage'. He judges that it would be dubious to 

see an SSM project as either a complete success or a total failure as an SSM 

project is more a reflection of an evolutionary approach. Jarvis's penultimate 

criticism of SSM is that it can all too easily pay no heed to environmental and 

structural determinants and also issues of power, for not all organizational 

members have parity of choice, and finally:

...it is naive to think that everyone can openly discuss problems, 
perceptions and needs.
Openness and togetherness are implicit and explicit values of 
SSM...not easy values in a confused, conflict and contradiction 
oriented power-centred organization.

(Jarvis, 2002: see also Mingers 1980, Jackson 1982)

Jarvis also makes explicit the belief that SSM is not suitable for use by certain 

types of individuals. Specifically, those who feel the need for 'high achievement'. 

For, within SSM, the process is of equal importance as any outcome generated. 

The shared experience of an application of SSM will change the host organization, 

and this change will modify the state of perceptions about the problem and the
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views toward possible 'solutions'. And, why is this not for the high achiever? 

Simply because 'a goal is never reached!'

Another very specific weakness has been highlighted by Bustard et al (1994), who 

suggest that it is deficient of any mechanism, at least explicitly, for the 

identification, analysis and handling of risks coupled with any changes in the 

system that it helps to bring about. If this is indeed the case, in the context of 

computing systems, this means that any system requirements produced through 

SSM may include potential deficiencies that will only surface at a later stage in 

the development process, where their resolution is likely to be more expensive 

(Bustard et al, 1994).

4.5.3 SSM and Validity

Like many others, Dick and Swepson (1994) believe that too narrow a definition 

of validity has been adopted. Validity has taken on a meaning of greater 

relevance to one particular paradigm of inquiry than to any other, and that 

paradigm is experimentalist science:

'Validity' has come to connote precise quantitative measures arising 
from tight experimental control.

(Dick and Swepson, 1994)

For any paradigm that sets out to arrive at universal principles which can be 

applied to a variety of situations this remains a wholly appropriate definition. 

However, if one is to argue that other alternative paradigms of inquiry have aims
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which differ from the above, and subsequently require different sorts of evidence 

to sustain their claims, it follows that their aims will require different methods of 

collection to secure the relevant evidence needed. Therefore, Dick and Swepson 

(1994) take their definition of validity from Dewey (1966), who said that:

...scientists, like workers in other areas, were in the business of 
providing 'warranted assertion': being able to mount evidence to 
support their convictions, at least for the moment.

(Dick and Swepson, 1994)

4.5.4 Different paradigms, different aims, different validity

It is under this heading that Dick and Swepson (1994) express their beliefs 

regarding the nature of three paradigms of inquiry, experimental research, 

ethnography and action research, and two commonalties which they share: 

Firstly, a wish to 'understand' the world and, secondly a wish to 'improve' the 

human condition. However, even within this common framework there are 

differences in their aims with particular regard to 'the relationship between 

understanding and improving the human condition', and the 'size of the world 

they wish to understand' (Dick and Swepson, 1994).

4.5.5 Universal or specific knowledge?

It can be argued that this is where the real crux of the differences between the 

paradigms lies - choices between the primacy of universal knowledge, or specific 

knowledge. The attendant methodologies for each of the paradigms will 

inevitably focus on one at the expense of the other. This is most often articulated
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in terms of generalisability, although I would concur with Dick and Swepson 

(1994) in that it can be more usefully seen as a 'trade off between local relevance 

and global relevance'.

4.5.6 Achieving validity in action research

Primarily, action research is aimed at the achievement of action and understanding 

in 'one complex social situation at the same time - action to inform the 

understanding which informs the action'. Any gains in knowledge concerning 

human nature in general and/or methods for exploring it are only of secondary 

interest. Therefore, any claims as to the validity of any assertion brought about 

through action research depends on evidence to support its claims of change in 

and explanation of a complex social situation.

Dick and Swepson (1994) highlight two important strategies that can be employed 

to achieve validity in action research. These strategies are: the use of a cyclical 

process in order that interpretations may be explored, challenged, and (re)defined, 

and; setting up a dialectic between two dissimilar sources of information - or 

perspectives on them. According to Dick and Swepson (1994), SSM makes 

apparent these strategies.

4.5.7 Soft systems methodology as an inquiry process

In arguing that soft systems methodology when viewed as an inquiry process 

suitably illustrates the strategies of multiple cycles, and a dialectic between 

different information sources or perspectives, Dick and Swepson (1994) describe
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SSM as 'four sets of cycles, each involving a dialectic'. Each dialectic is between 

two different perspectives - with the researchers and other participants, alternating 

between the two perspectives until such time as they are 'satisfied with the 

outcome'. The following is a necessarily simplified description, the cycles as 

described are often embedded within larger cycles, owing to the non-linear form 

of SSM hi application.

Cycle 1 the first cycle consists of a dialectic between the situation, and a 
description of the essence of that situation. The essence being 
described via a 'rich picture' representation and 'root definitions', 
serves the purpose of abstracting the essential salient features of 
the situation from the complexity of the situation in focus.

Cycle 2 within the second cycle is a dialectic between the essence of the 
situation as described, and the conceptual models of the situation 
developed by the researchers.

Cycle 3 featuring in the third cycle, is the dialectic between the conceptual 
models and the 'original' situation. Possible improvements to the 
situation emerge from this comparison and, as a consequence, 
plans for action can be advanced.

Cycle 4 within the fourth cycle, even though it is not part of the inquiry 
process as such, the dialectic of implementation, between the intent 
of the plans generated and the need to satisfy the requirements of 
'reality', nevertheless constitutes a further test of the research 
conclusions.

(based on Dick and Swepson, 1994)

The use of multiple cycles allows the early conclusions of the 
researcher(s) to be scrutinised and refined in the later stages. As each 
cycle examines the topic of study from two different perspectives, the 
biases of any one of them are more likely to be identified. Finally, 
implementation determines in a compelling way if the understanding 
can be used to improve the situation.

(Dick and Swepson, 1994)
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4.5.8 Summary

Soft Systems Methodology has at its heart an emphasis on Action Research and is 

a structured planning approach with a 'proven' track record. Yet, it is not without 

its criticisms, amongst which are, that it is 'for the status quo', has a 'restricted' 

interpretive base, that its base is 'idealistic', and that it is further restricted by its 

reliance on 'cultural feasibility'. So, can SSM be adapted to ameliorate some of 

the criticisms that have been levelled at it?

4.6 Can SSM be adapted?

Here, commentary will focus on the 'transitional' adjustments that are felt to be 

necessary in order to carry out a programme of research that will address the 

issues raised.

Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) (Checkland, 1981; Checkland and Scholes, 

1990) is a tried and tested methodology that has matured through over 20 years of 

continuous use (Flood and Jackson, 1991). The methodology itself furnishes a 

planning structure around a series of participative workshops. As detailed earlier, 

Checkland and Scholes distinguish two modes of use of SSM: Mode is 1 a formal 

stage-by-stage use of the methodology, and Mode 2, an internal, cognitive use of 

SSM.

SSM (mode 2) is about learning not optimisation, it is about participation, and 

change brought about through debate and developed understanding (Checkland 

and Scholes, 1990; Mingers, 1997b): 'it is taken as given that no objective and 

complete account of a problem situation can be provided' (von Bulow, 1989). It
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is the use of SSM in Mode 2, the 'interaction' mode, with learning as its focus of 

enquiry, which makes it a suitable candidate for use in a research situation guided 

by an overall PAR strategy.

However, several authors have expressed concerns about SSM's reputed 

disposition to propitiate the establishment or status quo (see for example, Prevost, 

1976; Jackson, 1982, 1991; Flood and Jackson, 1991) - concerns that have not 

been left unchallenged (see Checkland, 1982). These kinds of concerns are 

worthy of note particularly given the proposed field of application. After all, it 

could be argued that the relationship between an educational establishment and its 

young people is one of powerful systems and powerless children. The phrase 

"powerful systems - powerless children' is a reversal of the title of an article by 

Malcolm, Peake, and Walker (1996), which looks at the needs of children and 

families under increasing inter-agency conflict. It seemed appropriate to take a 

method from Critical Systems Heuristics (CSH) (Ulrich, 1983) in the hope of 

addressing the above concerns, although 'ultimately it is people, not 

methodologies, that choose to act in ways that disturb the status quo' (Mingers, 

1997b).

4.7 Similarities between SSM and CSH

In order to ascertain the value and possibilities in linking CSH with SSM in a 

PAR process, we can begin by looking at some similarities between the two 

methodologies.
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All methodologies are based, implicitly or explicitly, upon specific philosophical 

assumptions about the social world and thereafter the kinds of action deemed 

appropriate (see Kuhn, 1970; Burrell and Morgan, 1979). These sets of 

assumptions are often referred to as paradigms - again, I am using the term 

paradigm in its broadest sense. Could it be that SSM and CSH share the same 

kind of assumptions about the social world?

Mingers (1997a) argues that it is generally accepted, within the systems 

community, that there are three distinct paradigms which can be characterised, if 

somewhat crudely, as: hard (positivist), with objectivity as is its cornerstone, that 

considers the social world to be the same as the natural world in its complexion; 

soft (interpret!vist), that deals with a social world based on subjective meaning 

and interpretation that makes it fundamentally unlike the natural world; and 

critical, that acknowledges the need for both the hard and the soft but which 

places especial emphasis upon the oppressive and unjust nature of many social 

systems.

SSM was born of a need to address ill-defined problem situations in a social 

reality that is not "given' but (re)created by its members and as such clearly lends 

itself well to being categorised within the soft interpretivist paradigm (Jackson, 

1982). Although Jackson's initial reference is to the interpretive sociological 

paradigm, according to Burrell and Morgan's schema, he then shows how soft 

systems thinking shares the rudimentary assumptions of that particular paradigm. 

Although CSH does not clearly acknowledge the need for both the hard and soft it 

does contain an express commitment to the inclusion of those affected by designs



or decisions and provides citizens with the means to arrive at and challenge the 

normative premises that flow into any actual systems design. Arguably, therefore, 

CSH could be said to fit within the critical systems paradigm. If the 

methodologies of SSM and CSH do not inhabit the same paradigm this raises a 

philosophical problem, indeed according to Midgley (1995) the paradigm problem 

can be summarised as follows:

All systems methodologies make different philosophical and 
theoretical assumptions - i.e., they are born of different paradigms - 
so if we wish to mix them, or bring them together in a framework, we 
have to justify this at the level of philosophy.

(Midgley, 1995)

For some authors (for example, Burrell and Morgan, 1979; Jackson and Carter, 

1991) this is an unachievable quest as paradigms are 'irrevocably 

incommensurable' (Midgley, 1995, 1997). Although a deep chasm may still exist 

between the hard (quantitative) and the soft (qualitative) paradigms (Schwaninger, 

1997), according to Brocklesby (1997), today the possibility exists that an agent 

can, at a personal level at least, reach 'an accommodation - or some form of 

complementary posture'. One can therefore ask: are SSM and CSH so far apart?

4.7.1 Evolutionary Origins

To use a biological metaphor, although SSM and CSH can be seen as different 

species, they are certainly of the same genus. A genus being a group of species 

closely related in evolutionary origin characterised by important shared traits. 

SSM and CSH have the following common evolutionary origins and shared traits.
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Firstly, both Ulrich and Checkland acknowledge the influence that the work of the 

American pragmatist, C. West Churchman, has had on their own thinking. 

According to Checkland, SSM can be seen as 'the operationalization of 

Churchman's philosophical analysis of enquiry systems' (Checkland, 1981). 

Similarly, CSH is the pursuance of Churchman's ethical line, with The Systems 

Approach and Its Enemies providing a major source of inspiration for Ulrich's 

own endeavours (Ulrich, 1983).

Secondly, both Checkland and Ulrich pursue participatory agendum. As Forbes 

(1995) reminds us, human life is in itself inalterably subjective. Anyone engaged 

in 'guiding human destiny' has at once to deal with both their own subjectivity 

and the subjectivity of those they work with - a position argued by, amongst 

others, Dilthey (1931), Lewin (1946), Kuhn (1970), Vickers (Open Systems 

Group, 1984). Specifically, Lewin concluded that any intervention in a social 

group had to be based on a 'collaborative/participative' approach and not treat 

group members as objects to be controlled (Forbes, 1995).

It has been said that Soft Systems Methodology makes the following basic 

assumptions (softor.html, 1998):

managers live in a world of an ever changing flux of interacting 
events and ideas and that management is reacting to that flux to 
achieve organised action

. different individuals and groups make different evaluations of 
events and this leads to them taking different actions 
concepts and ideas from systems engineering are useful 
it is necessary when describing any human activity system to 
take account of the particular image of the world underlying the 
description of the system and it is necessary to be explicit about 
the assumptions underlying this image

. it is possible to learn about a system by comparing pure models 
of the system with perceptions of what is happening in the real 
world problem situation
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Some of these assumptions directly reflect the very same position. Indeed, 

according to Darzentas, Darzentas and Spyrou (1994):

SSM is primarily a methodology for learning through participative 
action, in which problem owners, clients, and stakeholders may all be 
a part of the problem-solving team working within the problem 
situation.

(Darzentas, Darzentas and Spyrou, 1994)

Thirdly, it can be argued that SSM and CSH exist as 'ideal' planning in one form 

or another. The conceptualisation of Checkland's SSM as a form of 'ideal' 

planning, reveals what is arguably a wasted opportunity. Working in the 'ideal' 

realm of systems thinking about the real world whilst, at the same time, 

subscribing to the notion of incrementalism is bound to restrict progress. With 

particular reference to the design of human activity systems in 'Greenfield' 

situations, Checkland (foliowhig Popper, 1945) notes that: 'incrementalism and 

trial and error are the wisest approach'. The use of the 12 boundary questions 

from CSH hi the 'ought' mode is potentially a way of addressing this and 

maximising the opportunities that SSM no doubt provides. For example, 

Checkland and Scholes (1990) corroborate von Bulow's (1989) assessment of the 

revised process of SSM (Checkland, 1988) in which von Bulow stated:

... .The reflection and debate is structured by a number of systemic 
models. These are conceived as holistic ideal types of certain aspects 
of the problem situation rather than accounts of it.

(von Bulow, 1989: emphasis added)
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The 12 critically heuristic boundary questions of CSH can be put to use in one of 

two modes, the 'is' and the 'ought' modes. Ulrich's 'ideal' is formed by the 

answers to the 12 boundary questions in the 'ought' mode determining what 

'ought' to be. Comparing the two forms of questioning about designs or decisions 

provides a means of evaluating the current standing in terms of whether or not its 

movement is approaching the 'ideal' (i.e., what ought to be). According to 

Ormerod (1997):

Given that the soft methods are based on similar principles (such as 
the importance of recognising that an intervention is a social act in a 
social situation involving many actors or stakeholders who have 
different viewpoints) there is no reason to suppose that they will not 
mix well in practice.

Ormerod (1997)

SSM and CSH also share some common evolutionary aspects and traits (such as 

similar principles), and there is no immediate reason to suppose that they too will 

not mix well in practice. However, instead of staying within the same paradigm 

and thereby doing more of the same, mixing the methods of SSM and CSH in this 

research is aiming to be more comprehensive by cutting across the (soft and 

critical) paradigms.

4.7.2 Mixing Methods

Having noted the commonalities between the two systems methods, we can now 

begin to review what other writers have said about 'mixing methods'. In 

discussing whether what I propose to do is (or is not) 'mixing methods', it is 

necessary to define what is meant by the term 'method' and also by the term
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'methodology' which is commonly used in relation to both SSM and CSH - this is 

particularly important as they are often confused or considered interchangeable in 

the literature. For present purposes they can be defined as follows: a methodology 

is a conceptual inventory of what needs to be done, whereas, a method is one way 

of fulfilling an enterprise set out in the methodology.

According to Mingers (1997b), the process of linking methodologies requires that 

they be systematically decomposed, thus distinguishing detachable elements and 

any functions or purposes they might have. Mingers' proposition is that this can 

be achieved using three distinctions, between philosophical principles (why), 

methodological stages (what), and the techniques (how):

The primary focus of a methodology is its stages - a conceptual 
account of what needs to be done. These are justified by the 
principles, and actualised by a set of activities or techniques.

(Mingers, 1997b)

However, I would argue that the term technique implies a process that is 

mechanical in its complexion. Dictionary definitions of the term technique 

include: 1. proficiency in a practical or mechanical skill (The Collins Paperback 

English Dictionary, 1990); 2. mechanical skill in an art (The Concise Oxford 

Dictionary, 8th Edition, Oxford University Press) - such that if a technique is 

correctly applied a predictable result will be forthcoming. I prefer to focus in on 

the 'set of activities' and offer the term method as a description of the /zow's of a 

methodology, for although a method may produce a particular output, there can be 

no guaranteed results (nor indeed any concrete claim to a 'correct' application). 

As Brocklesby points out in this quotation taken from a section of 'Becoming
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Multimethodology Literate' (Brocklesby 1997), the title of which is 'Maturana's 

Basic Proposition on 'Cognition':

Nothing external to a system can determine what happens to it. No 
external force can determine its own effect. The system itself 
determines what [environmental] forces are recognised as triggers 
and what outcomes are possible.

(Brocklesby, 1997: original emphasis)

My intention is to take a detachable element (method) from CSH (see Figure 9) to 

work within SSM as part of a process of complementary methodology 

enhancement. That is to take the 12 critically heuristic boundary questions in the 

'ought' mode - and adapt them to work within this proposed application of SSM. 

However, the intended adaptation is one that I would consider to be a non­ 

substantive change: i.e. the re-wording of the 12 boundary questions to take 

account of contextual peculiarities. This is a task to be carried out with the co- 

researchers. Figure 9 (adapted from Mingers, 1997b), shows how a 

decomposition of SSM can be carried out - focusing on the expression of the real- 

world situation and the modelling of relevant systems - using the distinctions of 

philosophical principles, methodological stages, and methods. It incorporates the 

alternative method drawn from CSH within the host methodology.

In their critique of CSH Flood and Jackson (1991) note, from practical experience, 

that there are difficulties in the integration of the findings of the 12 is/ought 

questions in intervention. They note that the application of the 12 questions in the 

'is' and 'ought' modes can '...reveal the social system design and all that implies. 

What is not evident is how to integrate these findings in intervention' (Flood and 

Jackson, 1991).
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Philosophical 
Principles

Methodological
Stages

Methods

Ontological
Epistemological
Praxiological

Systems cannot be assumed to exist, social world of meaning-attribution 
Separation of real world and conceptual world; use of systems 
Learning not optimisation, participation; change brought about 
through debate and developed understanding

Express problem 
situation as 
experienced

Model relevant
conceptual 

systems (holons)

Compare 
models and 
real world

Take action
to improve
situation

Key: Part of SSM Enhancing 
method from CSH n Point of 

detachment

Figure 9 - Decomposition of SSM showing alternative CSH method

It is hoped that the two methodologies of SSM and CSH can be brought together 

to form a symbiotic relationship. Symbiosis originates from the Greek symbioun 

(to live together), and in biology it is the interdependence of two organisms of 

different species. In this case it is not the intended scenario to create an 

antagonistic symbiosis, where one organism is harmed in satisfying the needs of 

the other - a relationship more commonly know as parastism - but, to encourage 

the type of symbiosis resulting in mutual benefit to the independent organisms, or
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symbionts, that is commonly known as mutualism. More specifically, the type of 

symbiosis known as commensalism, an association between two different kinds of 

nonparasitic animals, that is harmless to both and is mutually advantageous 

(Encarta®, 1997). It is hoped that by employing one of the methods of CSH 

inside SSM, which can provide practical action plans for intervention, this may 

constitute a move toward alleviating some of the concerns regarding its 

integration in 'intervention', whilst simultaneously, through the ethical emphasis 

of CSH, addressing concerns about the host's reputed disposition to propitiate the 

establishment or status quo.

The proposed research is not mixing methodologies because the methodologies 

employed, with an Ackovian sense of 'ideal' planning in mind (Ackoff, 1982), 

that is SSM and CSH, are to be used outside their own methodological heritage. 

It is mixing methods because they have in fact become subsumed by the 

methodology designed for this particular research situation at this particular time 

and place, and it is this that has resulted in their re-categorisation as methods. 

This is precisely the relationship between CSH and IP defined by Midgley (1997).

That is not to say that they become mere tools or techniques. Employing SSM in 

an interactive mode, with the production of multiple root definitions and CSH 

exposing a diversity of competitive and potentially conflicting world views means 

that there can be no guarantees that a particular result will come from their correct 

application - the spirit in which they are used will still be one that has space for 

individual characteristics and style. Therefore, the 'constitutive' and 'strategic' 

rules (Naughton, 1977) that define SSM (and CSH) played a key part in guiding 

the research - see Tables 2 & 3.
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For example, it is the constitutive rules of SSM regarding the defined outputs of 

stages 2 to 6 that provide some support for the use of CSH as a means of 

evaluating root definitions. The rules state that in stage three root definitions 

should be evaluated by the CATWOE criteria. However, there is a note attached 

to this rule, as there is to the rule concerning the assembly of conceptual models, 

which states:

It is of course possible in principle that these ways of tackling stages 
3 and 4 will later become strategic rules; they are constitutive at 
present, in the absence of alternatives which experience has shown to 
be valid.

(Checkland, 1981: emphasis added)

One of the amis of my research is to evaluate whether CSH is such a valid 

alternative.

The constitutive rules have since been rewritten to take account of the recognition 

of the potential spectrum covering the modes of use for SSM, defined by the 

extremes of mode 1 and mode 2 - the rules cover all but the extreme use of SSM 

in mode 2. It is the fourth of these new constitutive rules that is of particular 

significance:

4. Since SSM can be used in many different ways in different 
situations, and will in any case be interpreted somewhat 
differently by each user, any potential use of it ought to be 
characterised by conscious thought about how to adapt it to 
a particular situation.

(Checkland and Scholes, 1990)

However, it is unclear whether these conscious adaptations should be made from 

within or without.
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4.7.3 Constitutive rules

• The complete methodology is a 7 stage process
• Each stage from 2 to 6 has a defined output: 

Stage 2: rich picture; relevant systems 
Stage 3: root definitions evaluated by CAT WOE criteria* 
Stage 4: conceptual models of the systems described in the RDs built by

assembling and structuring verbs* 
Stage 5: agenda of possible changes (derived from comparison of CMs with

'rich picture' expression of problem situation) 
Stage 6: changes judged with actors in the situation to be (systemically)

desirable and (culturally) feasible
• Conceptual models should be checked against RDs and 'formal system' model
• Conceptual models should be derived logically from RDs and from nothing else
• Conceptual models are not descriptions of systems to be engineered (although 

stage 6 may yield a decision to engineer a system)

Strategic rules (some examples among many possibilities)

• Preliminary expression conducted by searching for elements of structure and 
process and examining the relation between the two

• Expression not conducted as a search for 'systems' in the problem situation
• Expression may be facilitated by asking 'resource allocation1 questions: 

What resources are deployed hi what operational processes .... etc. 
How is this monitored and controlled?

• Problem themes - i.e. one-or two-sentence blunt statements - used to focus 
attention on interesting and/or problematic aspects of the situation

• Iterate, especially: relevant system -» RD —>• CM —> comparison —> relevant 
system

• Set up stage 5 as a debate with important actors in the situation
...etc. . . .etc.

• It is of course possible in principle that these ways of tackling stages 3 and 4 
will later become strategic rules; they are constitutive at present, in the 
absence of alternatives which experience has shown to be valid.

Table 2 - Constitutive and strategic rules of the Soft System Methodology 
(Checkland, 1981; after Naughton, 1977)
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Constitutive rules

1) SSM is a structured way of thinking which focuses on some real-world situation 
perceived as problematical. The aim is always to bring about what will be seen as 
improvements in the situation, and this is true whether or not the work done is part 
of normal day-to-day managerial work (defining managerial in the broad sense) or 
a special highlighted study.

2) SSM's structured thinking is based on systems ideas, and its whole process has 
yielded an explicit epistemology. Any account of work which lays claim to being 
SSM-based must be expressible in terms of that epistemology whether or not SSM 
language was used as the work was done.

3) The full claim of 'SSM was used' (implying some version of the approach as a 
whole) ought to refer only to instances which the following guidelines were 
followed.

(a) There is no automatic assumption that the real world is systemic. If part of the 
real world is taken to be a system to be engineered, then that is by conscious 
choice.

(b) Careful distinction is made between unreflecting involvement in the everyday 
world (the unfolding flux of events and ideas) and conscious systems thinking 
about the real world. The SSM user is always conscious of moving from one 
world to the other, and will do so many times when using the approach.

(c) In the systems thinking phases, holons are constructed. (These will usually take 
the form of purposeful 'human activity systems' which embody the four basic 
ideas: emergent properties, layered structure, processes of communication and 
control.)

(d) The holons are used to enquire into, or interrogate the real world in order to 
articulate a dialogue, discourse or debate aimed at defining changes deemed 
desirable and feasible.

4) Since SSM can be used in many different ways in different situations, and will in 
any case be interpreted somewhat differently by each user, any potential use of it 
ought to be characterised by conscious thought about how to adapt it to a 
particular situation.

5) Finally, and again because SSM is methodology, not technique, every use of it 
will potentially yield methodological lessons in addition to those about the 
situation of concern. The methodological; lessons may be about SSM's 
framework of ideas, or its processes, or the way it was used, or all of these. The 
potential lessons will always be there, awaiting extraction by conscious reflection 
on the experience of use.

Table 3 - Constitutive rules - characterising the whole spectrum of use of SSM
(Checkland and Scholes, 1990)
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4.8 Project Design

According to Brewerton and Millward (2001), formally defined:

...the design of a study pertains to the strategy or schedule used to 
collect evidence, to analyse the findings and from which to draw 
conclusions.

Decisions about what constitutes a suitable project design are comprised of 

considerations at three levels. Firstly, at its broadest level, the researcher must 

decide whether the focus of the investigation is going to be largely quantitative or 

qualitative or (both) - essentially, this will, to some extent, be dictated by the kind 

of 'evidence' required by the host paradigm. Or, in other words, taking into 

consideration the audience you are trying to 'convince'. Secondly, at the next 

level of consideration, a decision as to the actual design of the study must be 

reached. Brewerton and Millward (2001), propose that there are three main broad 

classes of design, these are:

• case study - dealing in-depth with a single entity such as an 
organization or a particular issue,
correlational - investigating relationships between factors within an 
organizational setting, and

• experimental - examining differences, perhaps over time or across 
situations.

Thirdly, at the lowest level, how 'evidence' is to be collected. For example, 

structured or semi-structured interviews, workshops, or observation. If a 

quantitative stance is required, what form will the data need to be in? If, on the 

other hand a qualitative approach is adopted, what will be the most appropriate 

method(s) with which to collect data?
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My initial reflections as laid out above led to the emergence of what amounts to a

case-study design.

4.8.1 The case-study or 'now' design

In Brewerton and Millward's terms, I opted for the 'simplest of all designs', the 

case-study, a...

...description of an ongoing event (e.g., organizational change) in 
relation to a particular outcome of interest (e.g., strategies of coping) 
over a fixed time in the 'here-and-now'.

(Brewerton and Millward, 2001)

The advantages of this form of design are as follows:

• It allows for far greater depth of examination of a particular 

situation than do other designs;

• It increases the potential for yielding 'rich' information and may 

draw out fresh leads or generate new questions that might 

otherwise have remained below the surface;

• Those involved often make up a fairly well defined group 

enabling the researcher to provide descriptions of events in 

detail.

However, there are also problems with this design and these are largely concerned 

with issues regarding interpretation. According to Brewerton and Millward 

(2001), there is no guaranteed method available for determining the impact of
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events not systematically controlled, or indeed where a baseline with which a 

comparison could be drawn is absent. They suggest that one way of overcoming 

the technical difficulties of interpretation is to:

...compare the outcomes against some absolute standard of success 
(i.e. something agreed in advance as the criterion against which the 
event can be compared). For example, the change has/has not 
yielded the desired consequences identified on an a priori basis as 
'desirable'.

(Brewerton and Millward, 2001)

Other problems with this form of design include:

• becoming preoccupied with minutiae

• loss of 'impartiality' through too great an involvement

• difficulties with analysing the information yielded (time and 

complexity)

• evidence that cannot be generalised beyond the local 

circumstances

• a sense of 'being under scrutiny' amongst the participants if they 

know they are being researched

It has been suggested that several distinctive types of case-study research exist 

(Milliard, 1993). Amongst these types are narrative case study research, single- 

case experiments, single-case quantitative analysis and combined 

quantitative/qualitative studies.
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4.8.2 Narrative case studies

Narrative case studies involve the employment of qualitative techniques to draw 

out and analyse descriptive accounts. Essentially these studies are concerned with 

sense making: making sense of the 'stories' individuals recount about particular 

aspects of their life experiences. There are a number of methods by which these 

stories can be harvested: for example, interviews, workshops and 

contemporaneous accounts such as diaries or journals. Authenticity and 

completeness remain the foremost issue in this kind of research. And, according 

to Brewerton and Millward (2001), this is for more the most part reliant on the 

degree of trust the 'informant' has in the 'researcher'. As there is a greater 

emphasis on the researcher to comprehend the meaning of what it is that is being 

said. Studies of the lives of historical figures, for example Runyan's (1981) study 

of Van Gogh, demonstrate how researchers can 'construct' an account of life. 

Contrary to the belief of the positivist position, were:

...the accumulation of data leads inevitably to a convergence on an 
'agreed truth'. The situation is more one of interpretation being open 
to reinterpretation and so on.'

(Brewerton and Millward, 2001)

It is the harnessing of these potentially competing interpretations that can lead to 

the emergence of further 'hypotheses' to guide further iterations of inquiry, data 

gathering and analyses.
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4.8.3 Single-case experiments

This form of case study - also known as 'n=l' or single-subject studies - consists 

of the methodical assessment of change in individual cases. For example, the 

impact of a program of organizational development on individuals. They aspire to 

verify and assess specific aspects of change in organizational life that can be 

identified as being directly attributable to specific intervention. This usually 

encompasses systematic assessment before, during and after the fact of the 

intervention, see Table 4:

Phase

Pre-intervention Intervention Post-intervention

assessment to provide a 
baseline for the intervention

ongoing assessment 
displaying the actual effect 
of the intervention

follow-up assessment to 
measure the stability of the 
change

Table 4 - Systematic assessment of single-case experiments

In its simplest form this 'time series' analysis corresponds to a 'before' and 'after'

measurement:

The assumption underpinning this single-case approach to impact 
evaluation is that change will be meaningfully and visibly 
demonstrated and observed.

(Brewerton and Millward, 2001)
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Brewerton and Millward (2001) highlight, with the example of a team 

development event's effects on a particular individual's performance in the work 

place, how ascribing responsibility for the changes observed to the intervention 

with any degree of certainty would be problematical in the absence of some basis 

of comparison by which to minimise the possibilities for other explanatory 

factors. In spite of this:

...impact evaluation (even in the single-case scenario) can provide 
some means of documenting what works in a particular situation, and 
to provide a source of grounded hypothesis (in the 'action research' 
sense) for intervention refinement and/or further (perhaps 
quantitative) experimental or correlational research.

(Brewerton and Millward, 2001)

There is a long history of contribution to the knowledge base of the systems 

community by the case study. As Midgley (2000) points out, a great deal of 

Operational Research and Management Science knowledge is founded on 

evidence derived from the case study (see, Lathrop, 1959; Barish, 1963; White, 

1970; Dando et al, 1977; Raitt, 1979; Malin, 1981; Rosenhead, 1986; Keys, 

1989,1998). This established track record makes the case study a wholly 

appropriate approach for this current programme of research.

4.8.4 Issues in case-study research

Whatever the methods employed, there are a few fundamental methodological 

issues that remain constant across the approach. These are, issues of 

generalization, written presentation and, validity. These issues are outlined 

below:
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4.8.4.1 Generalization

Even if a truly 'rich' appreciation of a research situation has been gathered it is 

still impossible to draw conclusions from single-cases which could be applied to a 

broader population in any meaningful way:

It should be noted that this issue applies to any single piece of 
research, i.e. no one study, no matter how tightly designed will ever 
provide conclusive [my emphasis] evidence which can be generalized 
beyond that specific research situation.

(Brewerton and Millward, 2001)

So, 'robust' findings cannot be claimed until a number of studies yielding similar 

results have been recorded. However, it is possible to move towards a case for 

generalization by holding up single-cases as exemplars of what it is that might be 

possible. On the other hand it is possible, logically at least, to employ a single- 

case in order to contest any applicable existing theory.

4.8.4.2 Writing up case study research

Basically, there are three devices for writing up case-study research. These are 

the linear analytic framework, and the chronological structuring and theory 

building approaches. Firstly, the linear analytic framework is essentially a 

replication of the standard journal format, for example; introduction, literature 

review, method, results, discussion, conclusion. Secondly, chronological 

structuring recounting the study through the application of 'time-series' analysis, 

or organizing an account of the research undertaken as a reflection of its 'stages'. 

One of the hazards of which to be aware when adopting this particular approach to 

writing up is a tendency to place too heavy an emphasis on the background of the 

study, therefore, neglecting the outcomes somewhat. Thirdly, the theory building
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approach, as its name suggests, focuses on the theoretical implications of the 

research findings, providing theoretical foundations for further suggested research 

applications.

A difficulty that will be encountered, no matter which subsequent framework is 

adopted, is that of reducing a complex non-linear process along with its attendant 

multiple iterations and interactions to linear prose.

4.8.4.3 Case study validity

There are several criteria which can be used to consider the validity of any given 

case-study. According to Brewerton and Millward (2001) these include, but are 

not necessarily restricted to: significance - the subject matter is of interest to the 

public and/or the research community; completeness — that a real sense of 

understanding of the 'whole' case is being conveyed; consideration of alternative 

perspectives - drawing on the work of other researchers; sufficient evidence is 

provided - in order that the reader can form their own judgements regarding the 

research findings; sensitivity and respect is shown - in the handling of the 

'disclosures' in reporting and, for the part played by participants in the research 

process itself.
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5 Research Project Background

Chapter 8 takes as its starting point the concept which was the inspiration for the 

practical aspect of my research: 'voice of the child', itself derived from the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child. The following is a necessarily cursory 

review of some of the vast array of literature that underpins the concept of the 

'voice of the child', for any one of the following areas could be an entire research 

project in its own right. After a brief introduction four areas are introduced. First, 

the question is posed, What is a 'Child'? Second, What is it that constitutes 

'Childhood'? Third, What might be considered to be the basis for 'Children's 

rights'? And, lastly, What is meant by the phrase 'Children's Voices'?

5.1 The Voice of the Child

There is a tendency for adults to consider the next generation as a retrograde step. 

As a direct result young people's ability to accept responsibility and their potential 

for making sensible and informed decisions is underestimated and undermined: 

often children's voices are regarded as immature and irrelevant. This 'Adultism' 

is endemic in this country's culture (Hills, 1988).

However, in the United Kingdom, of late there has been, an increase in the 

demand for children's voices to be heard, and an emphasis on children's rights to 

participation in matters affecting their lives. This is due, in part, to Article 12 of 

the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. The convention, 

ratified by the UK Government, affords children capable of forming their own 

views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting them. More,
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it provides that those views should be given due weight according to the child's 

age and maturity.

Consistent with the Rights of the Child, the Children Act 1989 transformed the 

law affecting children's welfare in Britain. It clearly sets out a duty to ascertain 

the wishes and feelings of the child when decisions affecting them are made. 

However, consultation with, rather than decision making by, the child is a 

recurrent feature of the Act, giving the child a voice rather than responsibility for 

decision making.

As my research into the 'voice of the child' was action based, and participatory in 

its complexion, I opted to tackle this particular review in a purely pragmatic 

fashion. Following the rationale of Participatory Action Research (Whyte, 

Greenwood, and Lazes, 1991), I did not pursue a conventional exhaustive 

literature review, prior to the identification of the situation specific problems in 

association with the people involved in our research together- This is because, in 

my opinion, the conventional approach harbors the danger of undermining the 

benefits to be gained by taking cues from the local context. However, the 

literature was drawn upon as the research progressed and, therefore, was visited 

on several occasions before the research was completed.

In light of the above, as a point of departure for this exercise, I chose to limit my 

searches to books and articles that held within their records both the keywords: 

'Child(ren)' and 'Right(s)' - as the concept of 'children's rights' is that which 

underpins the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and, thus, provides the
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conception of the 'voice of the child'. Searches were conducted using both 

electronic methods (CD ROM, BIDS, Library Computer) and manual methods 

(browsing likely journals, 'snowballing'). A conscious effort was made to avoid 

the veritable plethora of literature on the UN Convention and the Children Act 

1989 published in the area of British Law. From a legal perspective the concepts 

of 'Children's rights' and the 'voice of the child' appear to have very narrow 

definitions. The vast majority of the literature concentrates upon the issues 

surrounding 'legal duties', therefore neglecting the wider, one might say moral, 

implications provided by the UN Convention.

Firstly, it may be pertinent, when discussing 'children's rights', to define the 

concept of a 'child'.

5.2 What is a Child?

The question 'What is a child?' may seem, taken at face value, a simple one. 

After all, the term 'child' is widely used by the public, professionals, and 

academics alike. However, any attempt to answer such a question soon exposes a 

perhaps hitherto unrecognized and extraordinary complexity. For Franklin (1986) 

for example, a little thought on the subject immediately disperses any sureness of 

a definitive answer and, at the same time, stimulates further questions. For 

example, would the question raise the same response today as it would in Queen 

Victoria's day? Do Western accounts of childhood beg reconsideration when 

confronted with the often harsh realities of the developing World - or for that 

matter the transitional countries of the northern hemisphere where necessity may 

dictate that children should work from an early age? Childhood is surely an 

elusive concept!
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5.3 Childhood as an elusive concept

In light of the above Franklin (1986) offers a cautionary note on the prospect of a 

simple formula that will capture the diversity of the experience of childhood. 

According to Franklin, it is important to offer for consideration, at the very outset, 

the following five points about childhood:

1. Childhood is not a single universal experience of any fixed 
duration

2. The existing division between the two age-states is not only 
arbitrary but also incoherent

3. Children are defined in a negative way as 'non-adults'
4. The term 'child' has a connection less with chronology than with 

power
5. Childhood is a fairly recent invention

First, childhood is a cultural construction that, rather than being fixed, is 

historically shifting, the dividing line between childhood and adulthood having 

varied considerably over time. Second, the incoherence of the division between 

the two age-states can be illustrated using the UK as an example. It is perfectly 

possible to envisage the transition into adulthood as a process consisting of many 

of stages. For example, being considered capable of sexual activity at age sixteen, 

driving at seventeen, and yet, not qualifying for the adult activity of voting until 

aged eighteen. Third, childhood extends from early infancy to eighteen years (or 

21 years in the US). Within this far-reaching age range exists a diverse catalogue 

of needs, abilities, and potentials. Yet, this diversity is shrouded by the adult 

assumption that 'all young people are 'children' and alike in the same sense that 

they are incapable of adult activities' (Franklin, 1986). Fourth, the term 'child' 

tends to distinguish a power relationship rather than any chronological age, having 

apparently being originally used as a term to describe those of low status.
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Franklin attaches particular importance to this point since it portrays the actuality 

that the question 'What is a child?' is ultimately answered by those in authority - 

the powerful in society. This is illustrated by the actions of the powerful in the 

southern states of America where slaves seemed to exhibit the attributes of 

subservience and dependence, and were, thus, accordingly called 'boy'. Fifth, 

according to Franklin, most historians would concur with the judgement that 'the 

very idea of childhood is a European invention of the last 400 years'. Before 

then:

as soon as the child could live without the constant solicitude of his 
[sic] mother, his nanny, or his cradle rocker, he belonged to an adult
society'

(Franklin, 1986)

5.4 Childhood as an 'invading' norm

Supposing that Franklin's five points are correct, and that 'childhood' is indeed 

time and culture dependent, there is at least one other author who's writings 

would appear to reflect the need for Franklin's claim for caution. In an article on 

childhood and international policies, Jo Boyden (1990) claims that:

Under colonial rule and the more recent influence of the United 
Nations and international legislation on children's rights, the images 
of childhood favoured in the industrial North have been exported to 
the South. The view that childhood is a fixed notion 'defined by 
biological and psychological facts' rather than by culture or society is 
explicit in international children's rights legislation. The rights lobby 
is in the forefront of the global spread of norms of childhood which 
are integral to the history and culture of Europe and North America.

(Boyden, 1990)

99



However, this caution may to some be unnecessary, for according to Bennett 

(1996), research is readily available in the field of child development to indicate 

that, notwithstanding cultural variations, specific needs of children do indeed 

exist. Such needs can be universal, or age specific. Thus, it could be argued that 

answering the question posed earlier, 'What is a child', may be less pressing than 

at first thought.

The fulfilment of these needs is the fulfilment of a child's rights (it appears that in 

this context at least, Bennett considers the terms 'needs' and 'rights' to be 

interchangeable). These 'universal needs' coincide closely with the needs of all 

humans (material security, shelter, health, education, participation, and non- 

discrimination) - whilst age-specific needs are said to be simply conceptualised by 

matching them to the four broad transitions of childhood - the family or creche 

period, the nursery school period, and the two periods of formal schooling, 

primary and secondary (Bennett, 1996).

Bennett describes these two types of need/right - universal and specific - as 

culture linked, dependent upon life-cycles, community expectations and values. 

Yet, Bennett's description of the four transitions of childhood, as used to aid our 

understanding, still has in its very nature an air of the White Anglo-Saxon 

Protestant about it. The concerns shown, based upon the 'needs' of children, are 

defined with regard to welfare and protection rather than with regard to the child 

as an individual. So how does the UN Convention define what constitutes a 

child?
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5.5 The UN Convention: definition of the 'child'

Article 1 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child states that:

For the purposes of the present Convention, a child means every 
human being under the age of 18 years unless, under the law 
applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier.

However, the actuality is that ratification of the UN Convention does not in itself 

guarantee its implementation (for example, see van Bueren, 1991; Ennew & 

Miljeteig, 1996). Countries can, and in fact have, ratified the Convention subject 

to certain reservations - Argentina is one such country. Argentina's ratification of 

the Convention was subject to the following reservation in relation to Article 1. 

This declares that the said article 'must be interpreted in the sense that the term 

'child' includes any human being from the moment of conception' (Grosman, 

1996). This gives rise to rights which become 'irrevocable at live birth. Thus, for 

example, property can be acquired by a child, through a legal representative, en 

venire de sa mere (in the mother's womb), by gift or inheritance (Grosman, 1996).

5.6 The 'child' with regard to my own research

Despite the actuality that defining what constitutes a 'child' or indeed thereafter 

'childhood' may be problematic for some, from the standpoint of my own 

research, which plans to involve secondary school children in its processes, the 

answer to the question: What is a child? - is pre-ordained. Maybe not in 

philosophical terms -1 am thinking here particularly of the multi-cultural diversity 

and the nature of class/social background of many of our schools' pupils, but 

certainly in practical terms. A child will be a pupil of the particular school and,
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therefore, fall into the attendant age category for that type of institution. The 

majority will consequently have not yet actually embarked upon the transition to 

'adulthood' - phased or otherwise, and will in fact also, therefore, fit the 

definition of the 'child' provided by the Convention.

Having provided a cursory view of the literature, concentrating on the concept of 

'child', and having begun to introduce the term 'rights', I would now like to turn 

briefly to the concept of'children's rights' itself.

5.7 Children's Rights

The very phrase 'children's rights' has in the past been described as lacking in 

precision and as 'a slogan in search of definition' (Rodham, 1973). Children's 

rights is certainly a complex issue, raising concerns of philosophical, moral, and 

legal complexion, as well as its implications for society. Despite this, the UN 

Convention on The Rights of the Child is the first attempt at a comprehensive 

global treaty aimed at the protection and promotion of children's civil, political, 

economic and cultural rights (van Bueren, 1991).

After having had the opportunity to discuss the concept of 'children's rights' with 

some of my more learned colleagues, I was led to believe that there has been 

precious little attention paid to the following types of questions: Do children 

actually want 'rights'? And if indeed they do: Do they want the kind of 

responsibilities that having 'rights' may bring? For example, the responsibility 

for decision-making in areas that may affect the rest of their lives, and the 

consequences that ensue.
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There is certainly some evidence to suggest that some children are enthusiastic 

about at least the idea of having 'rights'. Although some adults consider 

international law to be too remote and therefore an ineffective means of 

contributing to children's everyday lives, this is not the view of many children 

themselves (van Bueren, 1991). During the drafting of the Convention children 

were able to address those delegates involved in its making. Children have 

spoken with great eloquence on issues such as the protection of the rights of 

indigenous children to enjoy their own culture, language, and religion, and the 

abolition of the death penalty. In the UK children are also said to be positive 

about the Convention and the 'concrete impact it could have on their lives' (van 

Bueren, 1991).

5.8 Children's Voices

The 'voice of the child' is often seen as an elusiveness concept (e.g., McColl & 

Stevens, 1991). As far as the Children Act 1989 is concerned the 'voice of the 

child' is said to be couched in woolly terms and, therefore, has inherent 

difficulties in the contexts of both public and private law (e.g., Parry, 1992). As 

imparted in the introduction, Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the 

Rights of the Child gives children capable of forming their own views the right to 

express those views freely in all matters affecting them. Children are in no way 

restricted to the spoken or written word according to the Convention. This is most 

important as inadequacy in so far as putting an opinion into words does not 

necessarily equate with an incapacity to form and hold an opinion, hi recognition 

of this under the auspices of Article 13 of the Convention, a child's inability to
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verbalize an opinion should not fundamentally prevent the child's opinion being 

taken into account.

Article 13 states:

The child shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right 
shall include freedom to seek, receive and impart information and 
ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing or in 
print, in the form of art, or through any other media of the child's 
choice.

By advancing the right to freedom of expression from the perspective of the child, 

the convention undermines the over-dependence on verbal skills and dexterity by 

the institutions within the UK, by legitimating other forms of communicative 

media. However, children may have the right to express their own opinions, and 

through their own choice of media, but this does not in itself guarantee that they 

will have any real influence on those who affect their lives. For example, in 

Denmark - incidentally the ninety-fourth country to ratify the UN Convention - 

legislation provides that: 'persons under the age of 18 years have no autonomy' 

(Nielson and Frost, 1996). Although the legislation contains exceptions to this 

principle, they are exactly that.

Article 13 is of particular importance to my proposed research for it supports the 

use of communication media other than the spoken or written word. It was my 

intention to employ an adaptation of Checkland's Soft Systems Methodology 

(Mode 2) in which an expanded rich picture phase encourages further both 

divergent and convergent thinking in a multi-level inquiry process, with 

pictures/photographs (and the emergent use of improvised theatre) being used to
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promote divergent thinking, surfacing individual participants' perceptions, aiding 

personal reflection, and the transference of concepts from one individual to 

another. The use of metaphor providing a point of departure for a 'rich' 

conversation, both in terms of adults' and young peoples' experiences. Rich 

picture formulation, working in stakeholder groups, would synthesize perceptions 

as a basis for convergence - highlighting key insights (e.g., paradoxes and 

contradictions). The rich pictures produced by the various stakeholder groups 

could then be drawn together to form an enriched visual representation of the 

problem situation that they all face together.

5.9 Summary

There has been comment passed upon the elusiveness of the concept 'voice of the 

child' (e.g., McColl & Stevens, 1991), and the fact that ratification of the UN 

Convention does not in itself guarantee its implementation (e.g., Van Bueren, 

1991; Ennew & Miljeteig, 1996). As far as the Children Act 1989 is concerned, 

the 'voice of the child' is said to be couched in woolly terms and, therefore, has 

inherent difficulties in the contexts of both public and private law (e.g., Parry, 

1992). Elsewhere, others have expressed concerns that the multi-agency approach 

to child protection is in direct conflict with the desire of children for the 'right' to 

speak freely and confidentially to others about things that concern them (Roche & 

Briggs, 1990). In the area of social work the views of some young people in 

residential and foster care have been presented (e.g., Buchanan, 1993). However, 

this research, and more, concentrates upon the 'voices' of children who come to
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be embroiled in the Criminal Justice System, the Divorce Courts, the Welfare 

System etc. - in other words areas where there exists a legal duty to ascertain the 

wishes and feelings of the child.

Therefore, I agree, for the most part, with Franklin (1986) who declares that it is 

right to compare the position of children with those of women or black people, 

because their history is not dissimilar. A child remains to this day a member of 'a 

silent and unrepresented minority': the practical research was to be designed to go 

some small way to rectifying this, improving representation for those involved in 

a facet of life central to their development and transition to adulthood - school.

6 Research Proposal

A research proposal was drawn up with two main factors in mind. Firstly, that the 

focus of the research should be on young people and, as a secondary 

consideration, that it should take place within an organizational setting that had 

been identified as potentially exhibiting characteristics of rule-boundedness, in 

this case schools - operating as they do under, amongst other rules, a multitude of 

'rules' engendered outside their sphere of influence. The title of the research 

proposal as delivered to potential participants was: Voice of the Child: Towards 

the development of skills for adulthood. The detail of the proposal is now 

presented below, in its original form beginning with the introduction.
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6.1.1 Introduction

The rationale for this proposal is as follows:

• Involvement in decision-making processes that directly affect 
their day-to-day lives will help young people to develop 
transferable life skills that will be useful throughout their 
transition into adulthood and beyond.

Provided with opportunity and support, young people can 
participate meaningfully and effectively in designing systems 
that affect them using their own particular 'expert' knowledge.

Recent research (e.g., HMSO, 1989; Beeforth et al, 1990; Winn, 1990; Cohen and 

Midgley, 1994; Gregory, Romm, and Walsh, 1994; Midgley, Munlo and Brown, 

1997) has shown that groups of 'ordinary' people (including relatively vulnerable 

people) can participate meaningfully in debate and decision-making activities 

given the right circumstances.

6.1.2 Background

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child affords children capable of 

forming their own views the right to express them freely in all matters affecting 

them. Young people aged 13 to 19 are generally held to be capable of forming 

such views, yet are rarely afforded opportunities to express these in informed 

decision-making.

The Children Act 1989 transformed the law affecting children's welfare in 

Britain. It clearly sets out a duty to ascertain the wishes and feelings of the child 

when decisions affecting him/her are made. Whether the intent of both the
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Convention and the Act should be interpreted strongly (as decision-making 

responsibility) or weakly (as a need to consult with the child) is a debatable point. 

Evidence (e.g., Van Bueren, 1991; Ennew & Miljeteig, 1996) suggests that 

weaker interpretations are most common, with ratification not necessarily 

guaranteeing implementation as intended. McColl and Stevens (1991) suggest a 

further complexion: the entire notion of the 'voice of the child' is illusive. In the 

Act itself, the 'voice of the child' is couched in woolly terms (Parry, 1992) 

leading to inherent difficulties in both public and private law contexts. Concerns 

have been expressed that the multi-agency approach to child protection is in direct 

conflict with children's desire for the right to speak confidentially about things 

that concern them (Roche & Briggs, 1990). Whilst research to capture the views 

of young people in residential and foster care has been conducted (Buchanan, 

1993), it is unclear whether these expressed views have been acted upon. When 

coupled with the tendency for adults to consider the next generation as a 

retrograde step for society (commonly called 'adultism'), the result is that young 

people's ability to accept responsibility and their potential for making informed 

decisions is both underestimated and undermined: their voices are regarded as 

immature and irrelevant.

If the (strongly interpreted) intent of the Convention and the Act is to provide 

young people with decision-making power, then efforts need to be made to 

develop the necessary skills in them. We propose to investigate how the spirit of 

the two documents is implemented in an area which represents a universally 

accessible arena for affecting the process of transition from childhood to 

adulthood.
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The case of Sarah Briggs, expelled from Queen Elizabeth's School in Mansfield 

(Notts.) after writing to a local newspaper criticising her teachers highlights what 

can transpire when young people, capable of forming their own views, express 

what are considered to be 'dissenting' opinions within current systems. The 

development of a participative framework for schools to improve young people's 

participation and provide opportunities for their voices to be heard, and acted 

upon, will help minimise the likelihood of such an occurrence in the future.

We propose to investigate how (if at all) young people's voices are used to inform 

policy making in secondary schools. This will involve the development of a 

picture of the current situation, and the role young people play in their schools' 

decision-making processes. New developments can then be planned. A three- 

stage research process will be employed: data collection; planning workshops; and 

an evaluation. We anticipate that the young people involved will benefit by 

developing life skills that will be of value to them in their transition from 

childhood to adulthood.

6.1.3 Aims

A reflexive Action Research approach will be adopted. Our approach to 

intervention is designed to expose the participants' main concerns about the 

problem situation that they face together, and to ensure that those concerns are 

addressed using appropriate methodologies. Consequently the project's 

participants will develop the specific objectives of the project. Our generic aims 

are to:
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• Evaluate a process for capturing the views/perspectives of young 
people.

• Evaluate the potential for developing young people's life skills 
through involvement in their school's decision-making.

• Provide an informed and holistic understanding of the implications 
of listening to young people's voices.

• Build a picture of how young people's voices are used in the 
development of schools and to provide an understanding of their 
potential role in their school's decision-making.

6.1.4 Relevance

For some young people, particularly those of lower ability (measured by normal 

academic standards), secondary school is the last contact that they will have with 

a mainstream educational establishment. It is both philosophically desirable, and 

advantageous in pragmatic terms, to develop their decision-making skills, and to 

provide them with the earliest possible opportunity to experience those 

responsibilities that ensue, in order that they may enter adult society better 

equipped to deal with its demands. The likely outcomes of the research process 

are therefore as follows:

• The development of young people toward a different status in 
society, as valued participants.

• Demonstrating how people might deal with 'adultism' in 
professional practice and attitudes that keep young people in the 
position of passive objects or non-persons.

• The schools concerned will be able to improve their working 
practices through the research process.

• The process should provide a participative framework that other 
schools could adopt to improve pupils' participation and provide an 
opportunity for their voices to be heard, and acted upon.
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6.1.5 Methods

All phases of the research will be held in two schools with markedly different 

attainment records and situated in disparate localities, in order to take into account 

the possibility that the outcomes are contingent on location specific 

circumstances. The methods to be employed are described below.

6.1.6 Data collection phase

Tape recorded semi-structured interviews which will be transcribed and analysed 

will be carried out with adult participants. During this phase, the sample size, and 

its complexion, will be partially determined by the numbers involved in the 

schools under investigation. Ideally, we would wish to interview all the teaching 

staff at each school, and all of the governors. Interviews will include questions 

aimed at uncovering any other stakeholders who should be interviewed and will 

typically last 30 - 60 minutes. However, if following initial inquiries it seems 

likely that numbers will exceed that which is practicable, a random selection will 

be taken to give several representatives from each stakeholder group.

It will not be possible to undertake individual interviews with the young people 

involved, due to the necessity for meetings to be observed by an appropriate adult. 

Consequently, their perspectives will be sought through group discussion and 

debate which will be recorded and documented in a similar manner to the 

individual interviews. In this case, the sample will comprise 10-14 groups of 4 or 

5 randomly selected young people between the ages of 13 to 19, reflecting a range 

of backgrounds and abilities. These interview groups will form the young 

people's stakeholder groups for the second phase.
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We aim to uncover perceptions of the stakeholders involved in the policy making 

process. Metaphors will be used as an essential element of the gathering and 

analysis of data, thereby enhancing the richness of the information collected. It 

has been argued that metaphors are central to the way we think about the world 

around us (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980). We believe that the use of metaphor will 

significantly aid young people's participation in the research process, and one way 

in which we will use metaphors is in drawing out similarities between familiar 

objects, situations, people or events and their experiences of the school system.

The strengths of this approach are:

• A confidential environment (crucial if the outputs are to be 
meaningful) without the constraints induced by the presence of the 
group.

• The capture of more subtle nuances, tones, and emphases lost by 
other methods (e.g., postal questionnaires).

The weaknesses are:

• What you impart to others is not necessarily reflected in what you 
actually do on a day-to-day basis. More formally, the espoused 
theory of action which is communicated to others - particularly 
'outsiders' - may or may not be compatible with the theory-in-use 
(Argyris & Schon, 1974).

• The information provided, rich though it may be, presents a series 
of subjective pictures of the current state of affairs. It is, arguably, 
not sufficient as a foundation for improvement.

To ameliorate these weaknesses the proposed research will (i) make use of other 

data sources (e.g. policy documentation and participant observation/shadowing) in 

order to expose and assess the implications of the extent of any mismatch between 

what people say they do and what they are observed to do, and (ii) make use of 

planning workshops that will build on the data collection phase of the research.
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6.1.7 Planning workshops

The general purpose of the planning workshops will be to provide an arena 

involving peer and multi-group discussions to facilitate the exposure of views 

from one person to another, with a more specific aim of looking at what might 

constitute the desired properties of an ideal school participation/consultation 

system.

We propose to use an adaptation of Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) (Checkland, 

1981; Checkland and Scholes, 1990) for this phase of the research. SSM is a tried 

and tested mode of intervention that furnishes a planning structure around a series 

of participative workshops. We anticipate that between ten and fourteen 

workshops will be carried out at each location, during which participants will 

engage in the following activities:

1. The production of a 'rich picture'. A rich picture is a visual summary 
of issues, conflicts, and other interesting features represented in a non­ 
linear fashion, depicting the interconnectedness between various facets 
of the problematic situation.

2. The identification of relevant systems to be designed. From the rich 
picture a number of themes can be surfaced and captured as a set of 
diverse 'relevant systems'. Their design will be central to the 
improvement of the problem situation.

3. The formulation of 'root definitions'. A root definition is basically an 
idealised view of what a relevant system should be, hi a concise well 
formulated statement, in essence: what is to be done, why is it to be 
done, who is to do it, who is to benefit (or suffer) from it, and what are 
the constraints.

4. The production of models of activity systems. Each of the relevant 
systems is mapped out showing the activities needed to be undertaken 
in order to fulfil the root definition.

5. The allocation of tasks. Participants enter into a dialogue revolving 
around issues of who should undertake the activities, how and when. 
The output of this dialogue is an agenda for practical action.
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Two adaptations of Soft Systems Methodology are proposed. The first is an 

addition to the 'rich picture' stage. We intend to expand this stage to further 

encourage both divergent and convergent thinking and to help facilitate young 

people's participation.

Pictures/photographs will be used to promote this, surfacing individual 

participant's perceptions, aiding personal reflection, and the transference of 

concepts from one individual to another. The use of metaphor again will provide 

a point of departure for a 'rich' conversation:

1. Individual work. Individuals will be asked to pick out 1 or 2 
pictures/photographs from a given assortment, that capture something 
important about a key concern or issue relating to their experiences of 
school participation/consultation systems.

2. Group work. Working in groups of 3, each person in turn will explain 
their key concern or issue to the group, using the pictures/photographs 
as reference points.

3. Review. Groups review data from previous stages and look for 
patterns, themes, paradoxes, contradictions, etc.

Rich picture formulation, working in stakeholder groups, will synthesise 

perceptions as a basis for convergence - highlighting key insights (e.g., paradoxes 

and contradictions). The rich pictures produced by the various stakeholder groups 

will be drawn together to form an enriched visual representation of the problem 

situation that they all face together.

Stakeholder peer groups will work separately throughout the preliminary stages. 

This is particularly important in order for young people's voices to be heard, as
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they may be uncomfortable expressing what they feel may be perceived as 

dissenting views in front of, for instance, teachers, and/or parents. Some adults 

may require a more confidential environment to air their own views with respect 

to the 'professionals' of the school system. Representatives of the various 

stakeholder groups will come together in later stages to debate and design action 

plans for improvement.

The second adaptation is the expansion of stage three of Checkland's SSM. 

Elaboration of relevant systems will be enhanced by the use of questions aimed at 

exposing what participants believe the system boundaries ought to be (drawing on 

the work of Ulrich, 1983). Once Ulrich's questions have been re-phrased in plain 

language this offers a practical tool which 'ordinary citizens' (young people) can 

use to challenge professionals' views in discussions.

This method of planning has a number of strengths:

• It focuses attention on the problem situation.

• It provides a degree of structure that, far from being rigid, is 
capable of being adapted to the context in which it is employed.

• Taking into account the viewpoints of concerned stakeholders 
enables the creation of a pool of individuals' skills and knowledge. 
This resource can be used to surface more creative and progressive 
thinking.

• SSM is a well-tested approach adept at providing creative solutions 
enabling participants to escape 'traps' which current thinking has 
created.

• The use of pictures within SSM allows intricate relationships, and 
high levels of complexity, to be exhibited in a concise way that 
would otherwise require very lengthy high quality prose (Garlick 
and Leonard, 1997).
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There is, however, a significant weakness to the method that must be 

acknowledged:

The use of 'idealised' models is often seen as naive, having an 
arguably unrealistic Utopian complexion

This weakness is addressed by a comparison of the 'idealised' models and 

'reality', thus highlighting changes that are likely to be required in order that 

reality might more closely reflect the 'ideal'. In this particular context 'ideal' 

means the best possible practice a school can ami towards. This involves looking 

at what both pupils and professionals think their schools 'ought' to be doing to 

encourage and facilitate young people's participation, and it allows the 

achievement of a number of things:

A comparison between young people's and staff views, revealing 
discrepancies, that can form the basis of discussions with the aim of 
making recommendations for the future.

The exploration of a possible shared vision of the future.

• The evaluation of current activities in terms of whether they are 
steering the situation toward an ideal state of affairs.

It is important to note the potentially therapeutic nature of drawing rich pictures 

(Garlick and Leonard, 1997; Williams, 1997). This can lead to the pulling in of 

issues that are not directly linked to the particular object of inquiry, which can be 

of a highly personal and sensitive complexion. With this in mind, it will be 

necessary to establish a close working relationship with those who have a 

responsibility for 'pastoral' care within the participating schools.
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It is worth stressing that the two phases detailed above are fully iterative, with 

output from each stage being utilised and reflected upon in later stages and 

revised where necessary.

6.1.8 Evaluation

We will conduct an evaluation to ascertain the participants' views of the research 

process and their perceptions of any outcomes of the research. We intend to use a 

method of assisted completion of questionnaires for those who participated in the 

planning workshops. Participants will self-report on their individual development 

during the process as well as making observations about organisational changes 

that have arisen as a result of the research.

6.1.9 Dissemination

In addition to disseminating research results to academics, the Centre for Systems 

Studies has an ongoing commitment to disseminate results to practitioners and 

policy makers as well, and a range of dissemination activities will be undertaken. 

The results of the data collection and planning phases, together with the model of 

planning developed, should be of interest to policy makers and administrators in 

local authorities, secondary schools and many other agencies. To reach this 

audience, the Centre for Systems Studies will undertake a nationwide leafleting 

exercise, and copies of the report will be sent to practitioner publications for 

review. See Table 5 for the timetable as attached to the research proposal.
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The Centre has many links into diverse practitioner networks established through 

various organisations and publications. It is standard practice that a short 

summary of each piece of research is modified for particular audiences and 

published in at least three different places - informing a variety of policy makers 

and practitioners of the research results, with in-depth information freely available 

on request.

The academic audience, who will be interested in methodological aspects of the 

research, can be reached most successfully through publications in refereed 

journals. It is anticipated that at least two refereed journal papers will result from 

this research.

6.1.10 Conclusion

Future generations of adults cannot be expected to be capable of informed 

decision-making, and of accepting responsibility for their subsequent actions, 

unless they are provided with the opportunity to acquire, and to practice the skills 

required. For some young people, particularly those of lower ability levels (as 

measured by traditional academic criteria), secondary school is the last contact 

that they will have with an educational establishment. It is both philosophically 

desirable, and advantageous in pragmatic terms, that secondary school children be 

involved in the decisions that affect them. This belief is reflected in the research 

by a commitment to explore ways of ensuring that the young people central to the 

research are involved in and empowered by the experience of decision-making, 

and an express desire to seek out their voices and perspectives. The research 

should thus: promote understanding of what can be gained by listening to young
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people's voices, improve decision/policy making in secondary schools, and help 

to develop life skills in young people that will be of value to them in their 

transition from childhood to adulthood and beyond.
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7 Project Phase I 

7.1 Introduction

Initial approaches were made by letter to all the high schools in the chosen 

geographical area. This introductory letter contained a brief description of the 

proposed research along with a request for a meeting to discuss any current 

initiatives in place and the school's possible participation in the proposed program 

of research. In all, a total of twenty schools were contacted, fourteen within the 

city boundaries and six located in the surrounding suburbs. The response rate was 

poor with only three schools replying directly to the letter. However, things 

improved with regard to the follow-up calls - calls were considered complete 

when contact was established with either the Head Teacher or a representative of 

the school's Senior Management Team - all in all, as a result of the seven 

successful calls, meetings were arranged with every respective Head Teacher. In 

time each meeting went ahead, with the exception of one of the suburban schools 

(SOS) where the Deputy Head Teacher represented the school.

As a result of these meetings only two schools wished to participate further in the 

study, serendipitously one from each of the categories - a 'failing' inner-city 

school and an 'effective' school located in the suburbs. Interestingly, the Head of 

the suburban school (S06) stated that he was interested in participating but would 

require time to consult with his 'staff prior to making any final decision, whereas 

the Head of the city school (C04) was unequivocal in his positive answer 

regarding participation. As a school under Special Measures (having failed to 

meet the minimum standard at Government Inspection) he saw the research
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project as a real opportunity to make a contribution towards the school's progress 

in executing the agreed plan for improvement. This was in direct contrast to the 

Heads of the small minority of other city schools who were also in Special 

Measures. They said that to commit to participate in any program would place an 

unnecessary and additional strain on their resources, thus interfering with their 

efforts to move away from Special Measures and their current reputation as a 

'failing school'. In their opinion it would have constituted 'a burden too far'. 

Table 6 is a summary of the communications between myself and the schools. 

Each school has been listed by category in alphabetical order and then assigned a 

code number to maintain anonymity.
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Table 6 - Summary of Schools Contacted
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7.2 Data collection

At this early stage data collection took the form of questioning in response to 

issues of concern emerging from the meetings. I will now summarize some of the 

data colleted beginning with the interview that took place between myself and the 

Head Teacher at School C12, unique in this study as it was the only Roman 

Catholic School, after a short discussion of the proposed research and the 

mechanisms that the Head, as a representative of the school, felt they school 

already had in place. The Head expressed the following views when asked about 

the inclusion of students in school policy making processes. He was quite 

emphatic in his stance that students regularly participate in the forward thinking, 

progressive nature of the school's policy making processes. Indeed, the following 

are indicative of his responses to the points raised regarding student participation:

... we do that anyway

...we are constantly developing it ourselves

When asked to provide supporting evidence for these statements the Head cited 

two very particular educational programs. Firstly, the schools program for sex 

education, said to be developed with the participation of the students themselves. 

He stated that the program had been such a success that it was being investigated 

as a possible model for sex education in other schools, initially within the Local 

Education Authority area, and then possibly nation wide. When questions were 

raised regarding the wider suitability of a program that excluded contraception 

from the sex education curriculum, the Head would not enter into discussion on 

the subject. I found it hard to accept the Head's assessment of the success of the
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school's sex education program, at least in terms of my interpretations of what it 

is that such a program should be trying to achieve, especially given the lack of 

information provision about contraception and in the light of anecdotal evidence 

regarding the number of students who were currently with child. The Head was 

also particularly proud of the school's achievements in the area of Drugs 

Education, having initiated a program, to which the students contributed, three 

years before it was a 'requirement'.

Following on form this lead, it was put to the Head that participating in the 

research would provide an opportunity to further enhance the school's 

participatory processes for the students, and to provide an example for other 

schools to follow. This elicited the same kind of responses as earlier plus the 

following statement, which I feel is unusual given the Head's insistence on the 

effectiveness of the schools extant participatory processes:

There is a finite amount of enthusiasm for participation, and ours is 
all maxed out... staff, pupils, parents and governors

And with that the meeting was concluded.

This next section is an outline of some of the concerns raised by the City Schools 

using the interview with the Head of C01 as an illustrative case. As a currently 

"failing school', the school was under a great deal of pressure to realise the 

recovery plan agreed with the DFEE and teachers and staff were already heavily 

committed to its achievement. The Head reported having had good results from 

his experience with student participation in the recent past, most noticeably
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centred upon the new policy regarding school uniform. He was particularly 

interested in why the students had specifically requested that the new uniform 

standards should include the wearing of a tie. Upon investigation it was 

discovered that they (the students) wanted to be perceived as being more like 

those from a prominent local private school of some repute. He was quite clear 

that the school's present ethos regarding student participation was one of 

'consultation' rather than 'decision making' with regard to school policy. 

However, the school councils would have limited decision making responsibility 

over certain social aspects of school life. I believe that it was previous experience 

of participation in another 'action research' project - demanding too much in 

terms of time and effort - which ultimately led to his decision not to proceed any 

further.

7.3 Interviews

Saunders et al ( provide what they describe as three overlapping typologies of 

types of interview, based upon the notion that, on the one hand interviews may be 

highly formal in their nature, with a set of standard questions asked of each 

interviewee, while on the other hand they may be informal with very little or no 

structure at all. Somewhere in-between, there exists the possibility for an 

intermediate position.

The first typology categorizes interviews by their relationship to the issues of the 

level of formality and structure, as one of:

structured interviews 
semi-structured interviews 
unstructured interviews

(Saunders, et al, 2000)
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Secondly, a typology which draws the distinction between, this time:

standardised interviews 
non-standardised interviews

(Healy, 1991; Healy and Rawlinson, 1993; Healy and Rawlinson, 1994)

Third, and lastly, a different typology provided by Robson (1993), based on the 

earlier work of Powney and Watts (1987):

respondent interviews 
informant interviews

According to Saunders et al (2000), reflection on each of these typologies informs 

our understanding of the nature of research interviews.

7.3.1 Structured Interviews

Structured interviews are in essence the assisted completion of questionnaires, 

using a pre-determined, standardized, or identical set of questions with little real 

social interaction beyond that of explanation of purpose etc. Such formal 

interviews have been dubbed 'respondent interviews' - with the interviewer 

directing the proceedings and the interviewee responding to the questions posed 

by the researcher (Easterby-Smith et al, 1991; Ghauri, et al, 1995).

7.3.2 Semi-structured Interviews

In contrast, semi-structured and unstructured interviews are non-standardised. 

Typically, the interviewer will be guided by a list of themes, issues, or questions 

to be explored. In some interviews it may be pertinent to omit particular 

questions, based upon the specific context and/or to vary their order to take
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account of the flow of conversation. Further, the need for supplementary 

questions may arise in response to issues generated by earlier answers. This type 

of interview necessitates the generation of a contemporaneous record of events in 

order to capture the richness of the information gathered. This record can be in 

the form of note taking or by means of audio or video recording. This need for an 

accurate record of proceedings is all the more pressing in the case of unstructured 

interviews.

7.3.3 Unstructured Interviews

An unstructured interview, sometimes referred to as a an in-depth interview is 

informal by its very nature and should be employed as a means of exploring a 

general topic of interest, as the name suggests, in depth. Unlike the semi- 

structured interview there is no agenda of preset questions. Instead, the 

interviewee should be given free reign to express their perspective on 'events, 

behaviour, and beliefs' (Saunders et al, 2000) centred around a clearly defined 

aspect of the reality you wish to explore. Therefore, with the interviewee's 

perception of the situation providing guidance for the interview, the kind of 

interaction that takes place between the interviewer and interviewee can be 

referred to as non-directive. Taken together, these facets have provided this kind 

of informal, non-directive interview with the label of an informant interview.

7.3.4 Group Interviews

Saunders et al (2000) also differentiate between types of interview founded on the 

mode of interaction between the researcher and those participating in the 

interview process - one-to-one and one-to-many. Firstly, face to face interviews
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carried out on a one-to-one basis, between a researcher and a single participant. 

Secondly, on a one-to-many or group basis, a meeting with a small number of 

participants at which the researcher is likely to act as the facilitator for a group 

discussion around a particular aspect of the research. By its very nature, an 

interview taking place in a one-to-many situation is likely to be of the semi- 

structured or in-depth variety.

The above is a brief description of the 'ideal types' with regard to interviews, so: 

How do we link these types to the purpose of the research and the research 

strategy itself?

7.3.5 Linking Interviews and Research

It should be noted that structured or standardized, semi-structured and in-depth, or 

non-standardized interviews, all have different purposes. The type of interview 

employed needed to tie in with the overall ethos of a co-researcher relationship. 

So, the use of pre-determined structured questioning would have been wholly 

inappropriate as this would have undermined the process, and would not have 

solicited the richness of data sought. Therefore, the interviews might best be 

described as semi-structured, non-directive, informant interviews offering the 

participants the opportunity to speak freely in order to find out what was 

happening and to generate new insights.

Of course the is an anomaly here, created by not using non-directive interviewing 

under a PAR approach. Semi-structured interviews were used instead because the 

'topic/focus' was already in place - due to the peculiarities of the research being
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born from an existing research proposal and the need to satisfy the requirements 

of the PhD. Group interviews were also carried out with students representing 

those involved and affected by the student council systems established at both the 

participating schools.

7.4 Observation

As a part of an earlier encounter with one of the senior members of staff at the 

sub-urban school, I was invited to observe one of the school councils in action, 

especially year seven. I immediately saw a difference between this set of 

arrangements and the year councils at the city school - this council (as were all 

the others) was to be held in the student's own time, during lunch break, unlike 

the city school where it was reported that councils had to sit in 'school time' in 

order to facilitate participation. The general air of the meeting was a formal one, 

despite the fact that almost everyone brought lunch to the table. The meeting was 

held in a classroom with the tables arranged so as to imitate a boardroom style, 

with the 'teachers' together at the head of the table. Those present were, the Head 

of year (acting as chairperson) and the Head of Lower school, the students 

numbered seventeen (eight girls and nine boys) - with two tutor groups 

unrepresented at this particular meeting.

There were essentially two items on the days agenda, first, the year trip to 

Lightwater Valley and, secondly the 'development' of the existing Student 

Planner - essentially afilofax style personal organizer. Item one, the Lightwater 

Valley trip was basically an information dissemination activity. So, it was the 

student planner that was to occupy the bulk of the meeting. The chair gave a short 

explanation of the background to the adoption of the student planner, its current
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standing, and the view that there was undoubtedly room for further improvement 

both in terms of its design and its use in practice. The chair then called for ideas 

from the students on a page by page basis.

It seemed clear to me that the chair was in complete control of the meeting. As 

each idea was offered it was the chair who decided at best 'that's a good idea, 

isn't it?', or at worst 'that's not such a good idea, is it? - with no one voicing any 

disagreement. The meeting was closed by the chair with a simple statement: 

'thank you'. See Table 7 for a summary of issues addressed.

7.5 Metaphors used to describe current situation in the 
Failing School

7.5.1 The Lone Ranger Metaphor

This metaphor was employed to summarize the role of the Head Teacher who was 

specifically drafted in to affect the schools extrication from Special Measures. He 

is the all action hero riding into town to save the situation. As the Lone Ranger he 

believes that it is he who must supply the silver bullets, he has got to come up 

with all the ideas - 'it's certainly top down'. This was seen as a positive 

metaphor under the prevailing circumstances of the time and place. Strong 

leadership was required to implement the agenda for improvement agreed with the 

DFEE, and the authority to turn the school around and provide the direction 

necessary to achieve the targets that had to be met to remove the school from 

Special Measures. However, there was a suggestion by the particular participant 

that once this immediate hurdle has been cleared that a different wider approach 

will be needed to carry forward the momentum generated by the original boost to 

the second post Special Measures phase.
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7.5.2 The Animal Farm Metaphor

This metaphor describes the politics of policy making in the school and in the 

education system in general. In theory, Animal Farm was a democratic situation 

but, in actuality, it was very autocratic. Although there may be opportunities to 

chip away at the edges and give opinions, these are limited and, in actual fact 

decisions are made at a higher level. As a result of the participants' education and 

upbringing this was definitely seen as a negative image. For this participant, a lot 

of the rights in decision making, the freedom to make judgements based on local 

knowledge, had been eroded. Previously, there had been opportunities to have a 

real input into any particular school. Each school was very much on its own, 

making its own decisions and to some extent creating its own type of education, 

tied into the type of students attending and the type of situation they were in. A 

fair degree of flexibility existed then which does not exist anymore. Everyone is 

now judged by the national norm. The particular characteristics of the situation 

are not allowed to be taken into account.

7.5.3 The Champagne Tower Metaphor

Under the imagery of this metaphor we can see the classic triangular shape of the 

hierarchical organization structure. And in some ways, this metaphor reflects 

certain aspects identified in The Lone Ranger. Champagne glasses are arranged to 

form the tower, wide at its base and with a single glass at its top. The flowing of 

the champagne represents the flow of ideas. The Head pours the champagne/idea 

into the glass atop the tower. It is bubbly and full of sparkle/enthusiasm. 

However, as the champagne begins to work its way down the tower filling the
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glasses of each tier below, it begins lose some of its effervescence. So, by the 

time it reaches the base it has gone flat.

7.5.4 The Light at the End of the Tunnel Metaphor

This particular metaphor was used to explain the policy/decision making process 

of the school from the perspective of a member of the Board of Governors. The 

Governors are constantly looking towards the Senior Management Team (Head, 

Deputy Heads and Senior Teachers) to provide the light at the end of the runnel. 

The situation resembles that of a tunnel because those involved in the 

policy/decision making process face restrictions in the direction they can take. 

The Governors place a heavy reliance upon the 'professionals', coupled with the 

fact that there is no consultation with the Governors prior to 'issues' being 

presented to them - however, some unsolicited suggestions by the Governors have 

been taken on board by the Senior Management Team. As far as the Senior 

Management Team is concerned they too have restrictions placed upon them as 

they have to satisfy the conditions of the rescue plan approved by the DFEE and, 

as far as the educational content is concerned, the National Curriculum. Once the 

light has been identified it is then a case of 'driving' people towards it. The 

particular Governor who employed this metaphor felt that this was a positive 

image, that despite the difficulties of their current predicament they were still able 

to 'see the light'.

7.6 Rich Picture

Based on the interviews with the key individuals involved, and their metaphorical 

descriptions of the policy/decision making processes at their particular school, the 

problem situation can itself be represented in the form of the rich picture approach
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of Checkland (1981) - see Figure 10. The reason for the adoption of this pictorial 

approach is that human affairs exhibit an abundant shifting exposition of 

relationships, and pictures are an excellent medium for recording relationships 

and connexions, unlike linear prose (Checkland & Scholes, 1990). A rich picture 

is in fact an 'appreciation' of the problem situation rather than a diagram, with the 

real benefit lying not in the picture in itself, but in the process behind its creation 

(Darzentas et al, 1994). Further, rich pictures 'represent the situation of concern 

and include elements which influence the problem, but which would not perhaps 

be picked up by more formal methods' (Darzentas et al, 1994). Rich pictures also 

have a part to play in succinctly conveying a description of the situation in focus 

to interested third parties (Lewis, 1992). This first rich picture is based on the 

subjective impressions formed as a result of the initial interviews, and informal 

conversations and observations.

7.7 Issues identified

From the rich picture, and in conjunction with previously gathered material, a 

number of specific issues emerged reflecting the concerns of those engaged in the 

project. Three main issues were identified, and these I have termed: 'isms' and 

'ists', 'garbage' in = 'garbage out', and 'educate' or 'equip'. Together, these 

issues begin to uncover some of the underlying currents against which the school 

is struggling and, as far as the participants are concerned, is being unfairly judged 

in the process. So, to the first of these issues: 'isms' and 'ists'.
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7.7.1 'isms' and 'ists'

One participant in particular described how he was 'staggered' by the levels of 

bigotry, narrow-mindedness, and intolerance displayed by the students and 

parents involved with the school:

...they've got all the 'isms' and 'ists', you know they are very racist, 
they are very sexist, they are very ageist, and you know we've got a 
lot of work to do in that area of raising the level of tolerance.'

Those 'isms' and 'ists' reported include, though are not necessarily 

restricted to, issues of gender, sexual orientation, age, colour, race and 

religion. To some extent this reading of the situation was reflected later 

during the workshops with the students. In particular those representing 

Year 9 who stated quite categorically that one of the issues about which 

they should be consulted was exactly 'who comes here'. Our Year 10 

participants were perhaps even more vociferous in their assertion that they 

should be asked about 'people who attend the school', stating emphatically 

that we should 'get rid of the 'divvies". Even the Year 7 students 

displayed similar tendencies, one of their 'things to be asked about' was 

'who goes into our area'. These points will be revisited in the discussion 

of the workshops held during phase II of the project.

7.7.2 'Garbage IN = Garbage OUT

Several participants alluded to this scenario and one key informant was quite 

explicit about the situation he believed was faced by this, and other, inner city 

schools. That is the 'reality' of the Garbage IN = Garbage OUT formula. Most 

importantly this was not intended as a personal attack upon the pupils as
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individuals, nor a reflection of their true abilities or potential. It is more a 

reflection of the general malaise brought about by the historical, social, and 

economic context of the area. The employment situation is difficult for people 

living in the area surrounding the school. There is a certain air of distrust of the 

'establishment' and many individuals suffer from low self-esteem. Their hopes 

and aspirations have been successively dashed over the last twenty five years or 

so. A coping strategy has been developed through which individuals have 

stopped looking up and no longer raise their expectations beyond what they 

consider to be the 'real world'. For, as a lot of them know from bitter experience, 

'it's a long way to fall'. In general the value of education has been undermined 

and it is no longer considered worthwhile. Some do pay lip service to it, and 

undoubtedly some really do place a very high value on education. But, for the 

participants, by and large education is not seen as something that will make a big 

difference to the majority of peoples' lives.

Those who place little or no value on education have little chance of academic 

success. This tends to constrain them in terms of job opportunities, earning 

potential and choice when it comes to where they live. Thus, many remain in the 

immediate vicinity or move to other comparable areas of the city. Those who 

work hard and gain academic recognition for their efforts, quite understandably 

wish to improve their lifestyle. This means that they move away from the inner- 

city environment to the suburbs, or to another part of the country in search of 

better jobs, better money, and better living conditions. This phenomenon has 

been referred to as the 'Brain Drain'. What we are talking about here is a vicious 

circle. Successive generations who remain in the inner-city are likely to place less
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and less store on the value of education, whilst those who do value education are 

lost forever as their children are shipped out of the area to 'better' schools.

This suggests two further issues. One, that inner-city schools are unfairly judged 

by comparison with national averages as they are not starting on a level playing 

field, as intimated from the description of the Animal Farm Metaphor. Two, the 

question of what the role of an inner-city school should actually be is raised.

7.7.3 'Educate' or 'Equip'?

This was a question that several of the participants believed should be asked. 

Quite simply, given the particular circumstances of the school and its surrounding 

area, should the school even be trying to develop the academic achievements of its 

students? Some seemed to be articulating a genuine sense of cognitive 

dissonance, that by continuing concentrate on academic achievements they were 

somehow colluding in the raising of false hopes and expectations among their 

students. And, that instead of doing them this disservice, they should instead be 

looking towards equipping them with the skills they need for the actual world that 

lay ahead of them.

7.8 Emergent themes

All in all three themes were identified surrounding the use of 'top down' 

policy/decision making in the school, an autocratic management style, and the 

nature of participation and consultation.

138



7.8.1 Top down policy/decision making

All those interviewed, including those who could not generate a suitable metaphor 

to describe the policy/decision making environment of the school, all alluded to, 

or described explicitly, a top down hierarchical system. This is perhaps at its most 

obvious through the metaphorical description of the 'Champagne Tower', in its 

very nature resembling a classical hierarchical structure. Somewhat less obvious 

may be the 'Light at the end of a Tunnel'. This metaphor still illustrates the 

'policies' emanating from the top down. 'Ideas' are generated, bounded and 

latterly presented by the Senior Management Team/Head to the Board of 

Governors who, acting on advice and 'information received', ratify the decision 

of their advisors. This could be interpreted as an example of the Board's true 

nature as only a quasi-substantive entity.

7.8.2 Autocratic management style

It was suggested that the Head Teacher had been brought in because of his strong 

personality and leadership style, and his reputation of being the man to get things 

done.

7.8.3 Participation and Consultation

Lip service had been paid to participation and consultation processes at the 

beginning of the Head's period of leadership. However, participants reported 

quite simply that it was made abundantly clear that the Head's decision was final 

and that policies on 'key' issues were determined before any consultation process 

began. But, almost without exception, participants believed this approach to be 

'right for the times' as long as the school faced special measures.
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7.8.4 Summary

Notwithstanding the above, however the hard times have all but passed over and 

now it is felt that an alternative approach is necessary to move the school forward
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7.9 Metaphors used to describe the current situation in the 
Successful School

7.9.1 The Pushing Paint Up Hill Metaphor

This metaphorical description sees the situation as like 'pushing paint up hill', a 

little progress forward and it slips back down again. Concentrating on one area 

leaves another to continue sliding back down. Even when you are having a 

positive affect some of the paint slips around your fingers and returns to its 

downward slide. With such a big school, so many people are pushing their own 

paint (not necessarily in the same direction) that it becomes very difficult to 

coordinate their efforts and keep it all going up hill at once. This was not seen as 

a totally negative metaphor, more a reflection of a diversity of efforts all 

ultimately aimed at the same thing, even if this doesn't always appear to be the 

case superficially. It just makes it hard work.

7.9.2 The Holiday Brochure Metaphor

This was a topical reference as the holiday season was fast approaching. The 

participant described the policy/decision making process in school as like being 

given holiday brochures to choose from when basically you know that all the 

holidays are booked except one. The school does its best to consult, but running 

the school is a 'nightmare'. It is a multi-million pound business and it is very 

difficult. In order to respond to rapid changes in education and to cope with cuts 

in the schools' budget someone has had to 'take control'. There was a strong 

belief that the decision makers would like to listen more to those affected by the 

process, but it is difficult as teachers are by nature whingers. The process should
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be developed to engage people who want to make a positive contribution to 

policies.

7.9.3 The Sea Metaphor

The tide is the process which brings in the ideas, the flotsam and jetsam. Some 

get left on the beach and are adopted. Others get swept back to sea with the 

outgoing tide. Over time different things come in and go out with the tide 

maintaining a forever changing agenda with different responses each time. This 

was related by the particular participant concerned as neither a positive nor a 

negative image, simply 'that's how life is'.

7.9.4 The Team Metaphor

This metaphor describes one of the school councils. As a team effort each 

member is expected to look out for each other, and to support one another in their 

role as the 'voice of the students'. It was readily acknowledged that like any team 

it needs its 'star strikers' - key individuals that make things happen. But by the 

same score, there is no room for eleven Maradonas, and solid support from the 

rest of the team is what is required. This was described by the participant as a 

very positive image.

7.9.5 The Mushroom Metaphor

The mushroom was chosen as a metaphor by one participant for the relevance of 

its shape. The cap of the mushroom is the discussion which takes place, and there 

is a lot of it. This tends then to funnel down and so forms the stalk. The 

participant believed that there is a lot of openness which can be represented by the
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gills which radiate under the cap of the mushroom. This account was in direct 

contrast to the participant's earlier experiences of the school, where the motions 

of consultation where observed but were you were actually wasting time as it was 

felt that all that was missing from any new policy document was the date which 

would be added once the 'consultation' process had run its due and proper course. 

The current situation was obviously, as far as this participant was concerned, a 

much improved prospect for informed policy/decision making. Thus, the 

mushroom metaphor was definitely a positive one.

7.10 Rich Picture

Based on the interviews with the key individuals involved, and their metaphorical 

descriptions of the policy/decision making processes at their particular school, the 

problem situation can be represented in the form of the rich picture approach of 

Checkland (1981) - see Figure 11.

7.11 Issues identified

As with the other school there was a sense that the policy/decision making process 

is a product of the need to respond to the current climate. However, there was one 

particular issue that seemed to dominate - the issue concerning the school's 

application for Language School Status.
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7.12 Commonalities

Both the schools that took part had experienced dark times over recent years. The 

failing school in terms of its academic performance and subsequent placement in 

Special Measures, and the better school which had until recently been in dire 

straits over its finances after mounting up huge debts. In both instances new Head 

Teachers with 'strong personalities' and 'leadership' skills had been brought in to 

'take control' and 'solve' the respective problematic situations. As one 

participant expressed it, he felt that those 'in charge' had adopted this approach as 

a direct backlash to the kind of left wing, Guardian reading, 'let's form a 

committee' woolly kind of thinking which they considered to be the route of the 

current problems. In both cases the majority seemed decided that the introduction 

of strong leadership and a real sense of direction had been an approach wholly 

appropriate to the times. However, it felt like there was a growing unease as to 

the appropriateness of such a strategy for the continued development of the 

schools, suggesting that a broader more holistic approach may be now be 

necessary.

145



8 Project Phase II

8.1 Introduction

A series of workshops were held on the respective school premises involving 

participants representing each of the year groups, Years 7 to 10 at the city school 

and Years 7 to 12 at the suburban school. The workshops were facilitated by 

myself supported alternately by Wendy Gregory and Mandy Brown from the 

Centre for Systems Studies at the University of Hull.

8.2 Facilitation style

During initial discussions with a member of the senior management team from the 

city school, I was given the following warnings in relation to the planned 

facilitation style for the exploratory workshops, firstly that:

If you don't fit the kids perception of what a teacher should be they 
will tear you to shreds

(emphasis added)

and secondly that,

You cannot hold a kid's attention on the job at hand for a whole morning

Though I appreciated the well intentioned feedback, I felt, from my own 

perspective, that it was somewhat misguided. However, if true, then the whole 

process would have to be reviewed in order to take account of these issues (in 

particularly the first). Therefore, a great deal of thought was given to whether or 

not the workshops should proceed as planned.

146



I began by trying to think back to my days at senior school. As I remembered, I 

was always complaining about not being treated 'as an adult', instead having my 

status as a child continually reinforced by teachers. Further, the intention of the 

workshops was not to leach' but to allow the participants to take part in a process 

that would surface, and then provide a voice for, their own opinions, views and 

perspectives - on their relationships with the policy making processes in 

particular, and the school in general. Standing before them as a 'teacher' would 

be a perpetuation of the 'establishment', precisely the situation that needed to be 

suspended in order to provide for an environment in which the students felt 

comfortable in expressing potentially dissenting viewpoints. This feeling was 

later reinforced when we (the facilitators) were referred to by the students as 

'independent people' from the university.

As for the second point, regarding holding the attention of the students, I felt that 

again, although this was a potential pitfall, it would not be too problematical. The 

workshops were designed with a number of different activities with short breaks 

built in to the program. In addition, I felt that one important factor had been 

missed by the member of the management team. That was, simply, that we were 

asking the students to talk about some of their favorite subjects - as I had 

remembered them - i.e., themselves and their relationship with 'the 

establishment'.

After some reflection and discussion with colleagues and participants, the 

workshops went ahead as planned, and for the most part passed off without event. 

There was only one group of participants representing Year 8 at the city school
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who's behavior proved problematical. The situation was retrieved by requesting 

that the students prepared a short play in order to communicate how they thought 

the interactions between 'teachers' and 'students' should take place. As luck 

would have it, the most disruptive portion of the group produced the most 

interesting, and coincidently probably the most sophisticated, representation of 

how they felt the two parties should behave towards each other. Nevertheless, the 

situation could quite easily have deteriorated to the point where to proceed would 

no longer have been viable - a point to which I shall return during the 'reflections' 

section.

8.3 Workshops

At the beginning of each workshop participants were asked to agree to a set of 

simple 'rules of participation' as follows:

There are no right or wrong answers or ways of looking at
things, only different answers and different ways.
You should not argue or contradict others
You should not assume that others see what you see
You should not interrupt others
You should respect each other's intelligence and imagination
You should not judge the views or ideas of others as stupid or
impractical
You must respect each other's right to privacy
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8.4 Saga cards

The first activity of the workshops was designed to draw out the student's 

perspectives on aspects of their experiences of school. Picture cards were 

randomly displayed on a table and the participants were asked to select a picture 

that said something to them, and about which they were prepared to talk to the 

group about. The picture cards used are part of a series called Oh Cards - See 

Appendix II for the images used in the workshops.

The artist Ely Raman was the creator/initiator of the associative Oh Card genre. 

During his time as a teacher of art at Rudger's University in New Jersey, Raman 

developed a form of expression which he himself termed 'variable structures'. By 

1975, this theme, combined with his passion for playing cards effectively laid 

down the foundations for Oh:

A deck of card-sized pictures which Ely had painted became 
suddenly potentised by the stroke of genius that led him to create 
word cards, exchangeable frames which turned his deck of images 
into the veritable 'variable structure' he had conceived of, a form 
capable of constant change.

(Oh-cards, 2002)

Saga cards are one of the series of Oh cards - designed to stimulate creativity and 

promote communication. The publishers describe the series as: 'A colorful 

springboard lending wings to imagination...' (Oh-cards, 2002) - used alone as 

solitaire, or together in couples, families or groups. Each individual deck is 

designed to be used on its own or in combination with any (or all) the others 'like
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building blocks for creativity'. Thousands of combinations are possible and the 

potential for infinite interpretations is created.

However, their uses are by no means restricted to play. They are not just simply a 

game. They are also used as a serious tool used across a broad spectrum of 

environments with both children and adults, for example in schools, clinics, and 

corporate training. According to the publisher's website:

[The]...cards are designed to increase intuition, imagination, insight 
and communication. Around the world people are using these unique 
cards to reclaim their sense of self and their sense of place in this 
universe.

(Oh-cards, 2002)

The OH Cards are a wondrously useful, intuitive tool to access the 
forces that lie behind an event or question.

(Joy: Oh-cards, 2002)

...OH has proved to be the best personal tool for self-development 
that I know of.

(Gregory: Oh-cards, 2002)

...you can use the OH Cards to explore your deepest secrets and the 
joy that comes with understanding.

(Biziou: Oh-cards, 2002)

Under the theme of emergency psycho-social intervention, Ayalon writes:

Our work included debriefing of the participants as 'near miss' 
survivors, sharing our knowledge on the effects of trauma and loss on
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children, family, and community, training in creative verbal and non­ 
verbal methods of communicating with traumatized children 
(including our therapeutic cards of course).

We used the cards among other methods also to help in planning 
field-work in devastated communities.

(Ayalon: Oh-cards, 2002)

Each participant then described to the group what it was that influenced their 

choice of image, the aspect of school life which to them it represented, and their 

view on the issues it raised for them. A conscious attempt was made to employ 

the 'interpersonal function' of metaphor as a means of 'fostering intimacy' 

amongst the participants (Allbntton, 1995; Cohen, 1979; Gibbs and Gerrig, 1989), 

and to highlight any common ground between them as participants in a 

conversation. A bi-product of this was to draw to the attention of some 

participants the multiplicity of views held by others.

The metaphors generated from the exercise using the Saga Cards have been 

categorized under ten themes, and are presented in Appendix III

Education style 
Relationships with adults 
Organizational/environment rules 
Organizational image 
Physical environment 
Personal orientation 
Relationships with peers 
Social/leisure environment 
School facilities 
School decision making

151



8.5 Question format

The second activity after the metaphors exercise focused on two main issues 

surrounding interactions with the schools policy making functions:

• What should we be asked about?
• What shouldn't we be asked about?

The style of questioning was straightforward, based on the importance of 

'questioning, questioning and questioning again to promote everyday thinking' 

(Flood, 1995), and the 'six honest men' - What, Why, When, How, Where and 

Who (Kipling, 1902). We followed the model in Figure 12. The use of this 

questioning technique was an iterative process as illustrated by the recycle sign.

Ideas, themes, notions etc. generated by the participants were contemporaneously 

recorded on Flip Chart paper and displayed consecutively on the walls of the 

room - Appendix IV contains sterilized versions of the sheets generated.
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9 Reflection 

9.1 Introduction

The folio wing is a description of the reflections undertaken at the end of the 

practical research process based on the following questions.

9.1.1 What were the specific factors that helped participation? 

Teaching Staff:

For the Teaching Staff at the Inner City school the opportunity to show the school 

in a positive light by going over a above the call of the 'special measure' 

requirements was of great benefit to the project.

Non-Teaching Staff:

In my opinion the non-teaching staff were the group of participants who were 

most comfortable with the use of metaphor as a means of communicating and, 

therefore, apart from the students, they were the most enthusiastic about making 

their opinions known. So, in turn, it was their enthusiasm for this and the actual 

task in hand which promoted participation on their part.

Parents:

The parents were quit explicit about what it was for them which allowed us to 

draw out their perceptions of dealing with the Suburban School. It was the 

dynamic created by being perceived as independent from the school whilst at the 

same time being involved/knowledgeable enough about the local circumstances to 

appreciate both their positive and negative experiences, and current and future 

concerns.
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Pupils:

For the pupils it was simply providing them with their own 'private' space - based 

upon the 'rules of participation' - to talk about themselves and their perceptions, 

without the fear of being wrong or indeed the pressures caused by the presence of 

'representatives of the establishment'. In a way similar to the parents perceptions 

of us as researchers.

9.1.2 What were the specific factors that prevented participation?

General:

In general, the first of these factors is perhaps not unsurprisingly our old friend 

Time or more specifically lack thereof. Although there was time enough in the 

preliminary data gathering and workshop phases, the synthesis, iteration, feedback 

and, evaluation aspects of the project, did not come to fruition due to both schools 

effectively withdrawing from the project prematurely. Another important factor 

was the 'rules' - in particular the teacher's union rule on extra curricula activities, 

as was an almost at times tangible Fear of letting the 'lunatics run the asylum'.

Teaching Staff:

Their was a distinct lack of communication regarding the project - its rationale, 

the agreed levels of commitment and cooperation, also time pressures on staff 

were a significant factor. In the event no Teachers workshops were run at either 

of the research sites. In addition, there seemed to be an air of infantile arrogance 

which at one time was made explicit: 'why should they get a say when we don't?
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Head teachers:

Both the Head's were in place because of their respective reputations as 'strong' 

leaders with a clear direction of what it was that needed to be done in their 

particular circumstances. The decision taken to participate by both Head's 

seemed to be an autocratic one, judging by the initial responses of all those staff 

interviewed and/or facilitating the study. On the occasion of our initial meeting 

each and every individual member of staff claimed that they had no prior 

knowledge of the study, it's purpose, timescale, what their own involvement 

would entail or indeed that of the school's or student's. Despite the Head's claims 

of consultation with staff in general before that fact, and supposed briefings of 

specific individuals, in particular the members of the respective Senior 

Management Teams.

Non-Teaching Staff:

Within the Inner City School the presence of non-teaching staff was highly visible 

and access to them unproblematic. Notwithstanding that, they also reported a 

complete lack of forward information regarding the study. As for the Suburban 

School, non-teaching staff were conspicuous by their absence.

Parents:

Over reliance on the schools canvassing for participants and a general apathy 

towards education exemplified by the statement 'education...that's what we pay 

teachers for!' And, the general malaise caused by 'successive broken promises 

and let downs' prevent participation at the Inner City School.
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Pupils:

As far as the pupils were concerned it was more an initial and at times total 

disbelief that: a)we were providing them with an opportunity to voice their own 

opinions and, b) that we were actually listening to what they had to say. In fact 

that we even cared in the first place. This attitude was most prevalent in, but not 

restricted to, the Inner City School.

9.1.3 What metaphor best describes the experience of the project?

The 'swimming in treacle' metaphor:

This was the metaphor than sprang immediately to mind. I first became aware of 

it during an earlier intervention. It was arguably the least optimistic of the 

metaphors used to describe the current situation at HMP Hull. Again, as 

previously, in this case the metaphor is employed to summarize an overall 

impression of the problem situation. Perceived as an individual faced with the 

task of working within the school system the situation is as follows:

• the individual trying to achieve the objective is the swimmer

• the treacle is the viscous melange that constitutes the 

working environment

As the new swimmer enters the organizational treacle, more often than not at the 

deep end, they often possess a strength born of enthusiasm and the novelty of the 

new. Thus, although the task may be strenuous, once the rudiments of the 

required motions are mastered, making headway is relatively easy. However, as
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time goes by, the initial stock of enthusiasm is gradually eroded by the energy 

sapping effect of the viscous environment. Making headway becomes 

increasingly difficult and motivation decreases, in turn a decrease in motivation 

makes finding the energy to swim increasingly difficult. Therefore, a circular 

train of events is established that sees the individual in ever thickening treacle 

with less and less inclination to swim against the viscous tide.

9.1.4 Has the type/character of the issues generated changed as a 
result of the project?

In a limited way, the answer to the question posed is yes. The issues tackled by 

the student year councils were essentially social in their nature (examples). 

Whereas, some of the issues raised during the workshops had a different somehow 

more substantive complexion (examples).

9.1.5 Has the type/character of the problem solving methodology 
changed?

Overall, the process and methods employed worked well. However, despite the 

participants reported, and at times self-evident, enjoyment of the Saga Cards and 

metaphors exercise. There was still an almost tangible distrust of the data that 

emerged. Specifically, a feeling of anxiety amongst the adult participants (and 

one or two of the more informed students) regarding the reliance on what they 

perceived as solely 'anecdotal' evidence. This feeling was made explicit by some 

of the adult participants in particular the more 'senior professionals', and was 

implicit in the language employed by some of the younger participants when 

describing possible scenarios and likely outcomes of how the data gathered could 

be used.
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As the project progressed the methods employed were refined hi response to the 

above. However, for future 'interventions' a more oblique use of the metaphoric 

exploration of the problem situation would need to be considered. Particularly for 

use with the 'senior adult professionals' who were clearly the most skeptical 

regarding not only its legitimacy as a basic means of communication, but its 

validity as an 'objective' means of gathering data - somewhat missing the point 

altogether!

9.1.6 What have I learned about problem solving from as a 
consequence of participating in the research project?

When it comes to expressing the level of time and commitment to potential 

participants a policy of tell them what your going to tell them, tell them, then tell 

them what you have told them should be followed, with as many iterations as 

necessary!

9.1.7 What has been of greater importance, the outcome or the 
process itself?

Undoubtedly, the process given that the project did not run its full intended

course.

9.1.8 What could have been done better?

Management of the relationship with the 'sponsor's' of the projects. Allowing the 

sponsors to adopt a 'scientific' stance - i.e. by maneuvering themselves to create a 

situation where they insisted upon maintaining a degree of detachment. Their 

belief being that this distance would 'support the validity of the study'.
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9.1.9 Where there any important issues that were not surfaced 
during the project?

I would have to say that answering such a question is problematic. It is like 

attempting to plan for counterintuitive outcomes. Until they are surfaced how do 

we know they even exist let alone whether or not they are important issues. From 

a personal point of view, I would have to say that the actual extent to which the 

students would/should be given 'real' decision making/planning powers was one 

very significant issue which did not emerge in the process thus far. However, this 

what was for some very much a 'nettle' to be grasped may have been addressed 

had the projects run their intended course.

9.1.10 Were the principles of being systemic, achieving meaningful 
participation, being reflective and the goal of enhancing 
human freedom upheld?

Being Systemic:

I would have to say that in considering the whole we as researchers were in fact 

alone. For all their acknowledgement of the necessity of a holistic approach, and 

the perceived utility such an approach may contain, it was clear that this was 

nothing more than polite lip service. The participants betrayed themselves by 

continuing to display the traditional reductionist thinking that pervades our 

society.

Achieving meaningful participation:

A number of difficulties were encountered in achieving the principle of 

meaningful participation. Fundamental though it is, it proved to be troublesome 

to incorporate hi practice. The work commitments of certain individuals, despite
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good intentions, may have compelled them to truncate their involvement. Others 

appeared to find it necessary to take evasive action to avoid participation 

altogether. Without any substantive outcomes it is difficult to say with any 

certainty if this principle was upheld.

Being reflective:

This principle was not really tested as far as the participants were concerned as the 

planned follow-up activities were not carried out. As for myself, it is reflection on 

this project and reflections fed forward from problem situations in the past from 

which this thesis emerged.

9.1.11 What were the difficulties of researching in the school 
environment?

The main peculiarity of researching in the school environment was ensuring that 

their was always a second responsible adult present whenever the children were 

involved - especially in what would normally be termed 'one-to-one' situations.
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10 Rules

Chapter 5 on rules begins with Durkheim's concept of anomie and Mayo's studies 

at General Electric's Hawthorne plant. It goes on to highlight Marx's concern 

over rules imposed by the controlling capitalist class and Weber's attention to 

organizational rules. It then describes and discusses the definition of rules, 

illustrating two basic interpretations of the concept of rules, these are the 

mechanistic and dynamic interpretation of rules. Asking the question: How can 

organizational rules be viewed?

10.1 Introduction

Rules are a common part of our organizational reality. As such, interest in the 

concept of rules is by no means a new phenomenon. As a concept rules have for a 

long time been afforded importance within social and organizational analyses 

(Mills and Murgatroyd, 1991).

For Mills and Murgatroyd (1991), this can be illustrated by Durkheim's concept 

of anomie (1966, 1968), Mayo's studies at General Electric's Hawthorne plant 

(1933), Marx's concern with how the controlling capitalist class sustains its rule 

(and imposes its own rules) upon the working class (1967, 1973) and, it would 

most certainly be amiss, when discussing the important role that rules play in 

shaping and guiding interactions within human activity systems, not to include the 

work of Max Weber (1947) which is expressly concerned with organizational 

rules.
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Durkheim's concept of anomie (1966, 1968) is concerned with a state of 

breakdown, both individual and social. There exists a condition for those affected 

whereby the social and normative rules that render lives understandable have 

become lost - at best confused and at worst incomprehensible. Durkheim argues 

that organizationally based rules can replace the declining old normative rules, 

engendered via community and religion, as a means of answering what he 

perceives to be the growing problem of anomie breakdown. In my own 

encounters with HM Prison Hull (see; Clayton, 1996; Clayton and Gregory 

1997a,b), the personalities in the prison appeared to be clinging to the 

organizational rules as a means of suppressing the variety inherent in the complex 

environments of modern organizational existence in particular, and modern life in 

general. This can be construed as a way of reducing their own confusion/anxiety 

and, in turn, perhaps going some way to resolving their own anomie crises.

Weber's (1947) often quoted and misconstrued work on bureaucracy was 

concerned with, amongst other things, rationality and how it is manifested and 

(re)affirmed by the elaboration of organisational rules. Weber envisaged a 

rational system of rules based on calculation, reason, and intellect, and 

characterised by impersonality. According to Mills and Murgatroyd (1991):

An important part of the reason why bureaucratic rules have been so 
successful engaging the obedience of organizational members has 
been their congruence - in spirit if not always in detail - with the 
dominant Weltanschauung, or view of reality, rooted in rationality.

However, a large part of Foucault's work illustrates that people may be obeying 

regulations [rules] or acting in particular ways in a more subtle manner than
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Weber envisaged (Fineman and Gabriel, 1996) - without being conscious of 

obeying orders, willingly or unwillingly (see Foucault 1965, 1971, 1976, 1977; 

Burrell 1988). Although the employment of rules is just one of many ways to co­ 

ordinate and control the activities of individuals, groups and organizations, it can 

be argued that, like any other set of social dynamics, business 'is possible only 

where people are prepared to respect rules in the absence of which co-operation is 

rendered difficult or impossible' (Cragg, 1997).

10.2Defining'Rules'

Rules are part of our everyday organizational existence. In fact, it has been said 

that rules constitute the very 'glue' of organization (Starkey, 1996) - they are the 

devices through which plans (from the top) are realised. For Evans (1990), who 

writes from a Supervisory Management perspective, the use of such rules is 

immediately visible in formal organizations:

...we can usually see a clearly defined relationship between the 
members of the organization - there are the rulers and the ruled; 
status, ranks and different levels of power and authority can be 
identified. Rules exist to regulate the ways in which the members of 
the organization can or may communicate with each other; expected 
types of behaviour exist, and often written instructions on how tasks 
are to be performed (or not to be performed) are issued to members.

(Evans, 1986)

Under a section entitled 'The Supervisor and the law', Evans provides the reader 

with the three ACAS Codes of Practice that existed at the time his material was 

prepared. ACAS Code No. 1 - Disciplinary practice and procedures in 

employment - provides the following on rules:
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Rules are to be as specific to the workplace as possible, and should 
cover the efficient and safe performance of work as well as the 
maintenance of satisfactory relations both within the work force and 
between employees and management. Every employee should have a 
copy; and they should be explained orally to every new starter at 
induction. Extremely important is the need for employees to 
understand clearly the likely consequences of breaking rules, 
especially where rule-breaking could lead to summary dismissal.

(Evans, 1990)

The same kind of sentiment is reflected in the concise definition of what it is that 

constitutes a rule, provided by Huczynski and Buchanan (1991). According to 

these particular authors, from an Organizational Behaviour perspective at least:

A rule is a procedure or obligation explicitly stated and written down 
in company manuals.

(Huczynski and Buchanan, 1991)

From the viewpoint of Personnel Management, Torrington and Hall (1995) 

outline the following for workplace rules:

• Rules should be clear and readily understood.
• The number of rules should be sufficient to cover all obvious and 

usual disciplinary matters.
• Employees should have ready access to the rules, through the 

employee handbook and noticeboard, and the personnel manager 
will always try to ensure that the rules are known as well as 
published.

They also state that, to ensure general compliance, it is helpful if employees and 

management determine such rules jointly. However, such 

consultation/participation is not always to be found in the nature of contemporary 

organizations. Consequently, it is more common in practice for the rules to be 

formulated by management and later agreed by employee representatives 

(Torrington and Hall, 1995).
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The Department of Employment (1973) suggest that workplace rules fall into six 

categories, relating to different types of employee behaviour, as follows:

1. Negligence: failure to do the job properly, not to be confused with 
incompetence

2. Unreliability: failure to attend work as required, such as being late 
or absent

3. Insubordination: refusal to obey an instruction, or deliberate 
disrespect to someone in a position of authority

4. Interfering with the rights of others: covers a range of behaviours 
that are deemed socially unacceptable

5. Theft: a clear-cut aspect of behaviour that is unacceptable when it 
is from another employee. NB. theft from the organisation should 
be governed by explicit rules, as stealing company property is 
regarded by many offenders as one of the perks of the job

6. Safety offences: those aspects of behaviour that can cause a hazard

(Torrington and Hall, 1995)

However, what is required here is a broad definition of 'rules' that encompasses 

all the elements that constitute the framework that shapes/guides our actions. My 

own everyday experience, in life and in organizations, has for the most part shown 

that ordinary people do not necessarily make the same distinctions between rules 

- explicitly stated and written down - and the other rules of doing, norms, moral 

obligations, ethics, Acts of Parliament, Government Guidelines, Standing Orders, 

Codes of Practice, Professional Ethics, Manuals of Procedure, Traditional 

Practices, Mission Statements, Goals/Targets to be met and, more generally 'The 

way we do things round here', as might the academic community. Therefore, I 

would tend to concur with the account expressed by Mills and Murgatroyd (1991):

...we view rules as phenomena whose basic characteristic is that of 
generally controlling, constraining, guiding and defining social 
action.

(Mills and Murgatroyd, 1991)

166



Along with the multiplicity of perspectives on organizations, there are manifold 

definitions and, thereafter, uses of the concept of rules. Some maintain the notion 

that the state of orderliness, which many organizations diligently pursue, is 

without prevarication directly attainable via the (rationally extant) rules (a 

mechanistic view of rules), whilst others concentrate upon the origins and 

consequences of organizational rules with a particular emphasis on the political 

implications of rule design, enforcement and application (Salaman, 1983). This 

view, whilst it is still concerned with structure, is in this case a result of 

negotiations, interpretations and modifications that produce a constantly changing 

orderliness - an organic/evolutionary/dynamic view of rules.

In Rules and Organization, Mills and Murgatroyd (1991) identify seventeen ways 

of viewing rules, these are:

1. rules as the creation of human actors (interactionist)
2. rules as structures standing over and above actors (structuralist)
3. rules as negotiated order
4. rules as dictates of powerful actors
5. rules as sense-making phenomena
6. rules of control
7. rules as deliberately created phenomena
8. rules arise out of situations
9. rules lack universality
10. rules are not always known
11. rules as misunderstanding
12. rules are resisted
13. rules and spaces
14. rules as historical phenomena
15. rule intersection in the establishment of 

organizations
16. organizational rules are informed by meta-rules
17. rules as gendered phenomena

We will now begin to examine each of these propositions based on Mills and 

Murgatroyd's (1991) analyses, with additions and some examples from my own
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experiences of 'research' and 'real life'. Firstly, following Mills and Murgaroyd's 

schema: (1) rules are the creation of human actors (an interactionist approach) and 

(2) rules stand over and above actors (a structuralist approach).

10.2.1 Rules as the creation of human actors

Mills and Murgatroyd (1991) turn in the first instance to the law as a provider of 

an excellent example of rule use. As it appears on the surface the popular 

understanding of the legal system is one which has at its very core a series of rules 

against which offenders are judged and dealt with accordingly - in other words 

offenders are rule breakers. They describe the movie The Accused, through which 

we are provided with an insight into how the system operates in practice:

The movie deals with the subject of multiple rape and shows how, 
through a context of plea bargaining, the charge against the actual 
perpetrators is reduced to reckless endangerment. The prosecution 
and the defence negotiate to arrive at an agreed-upon rule to handle 
the situation. The common assault charge satisfies the prosecution in 
that it carries an imprisonment term, and it suits the defence because 
their clients, while facing a jail term, are not 'tainted' with a 'sex 
crime'. The central actors in the situation - the prosecution and the 
defence - have managed to create a particular view of reality to fit an 
actual situation.

(Mills and Murgatroyd, 1991)

This situation is taken from a movie but mirrors somewhat the study into what 

Sudnow (1978) named 'normal crimes'. The study documented several ways in 

which the system of plea bargaining determined how any given 'crime' is viewed, 

rather than the penal code itself (rules for judging and dealing with offenders). 

Indeed it could be argued that this process of rule '(re)creation' is the very essence 

of what it is to be a lawyer:
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...lawyers make a profession out of finding a new angle on what 
appears to be a clear-cut rule...

(Morgan, 1986)

In similar ways many organizational members are also adept at the process:

.. .many organizational members are able to invoke rules in ways that 
no one ever imagined possible. An ability to use the rules to one's 
advantage is thus an important source of organizational power and, as 
in the case of organizational structures, defines a contested terrain 
that is forever being negotiated, preserved, or changed.

(Morgan, 1986)

10.2.2 Rules as structures standing over and above actors

Although Sudnow's (1978) study demonstrates how legal rules cannot be 

considered as hard social facts, it does not succeed in fully coming to terms with 

the rule context in which decisions are negotiated (Mills and Murgatroyd, 1991). 

He fails to deal with the 'more concrete' form of social organization - the penal 

code - that he alludes to as a background feature (Burrell and Morgan, 1979), 

despite the actuality that the actions of both the protagonists, public defender and 

prosecutor, can be perceived of as adapting broader rules to fit a particular 

situation.

It could be argued that Weber's work on bureaucracy (1947) is the archetypal 

account of the power of rules to affect and organize the potentially manifold 

behaviours of an organizations members. Bureaucracy works for Weber because 

of its capacity to co-ordinate the activities of organization members via a series of 

rational-legal rules - it is a more efficient form of organization than other 

traditional forms.
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It is through this rule-bound quality of organizational activity and the 
consequent dominance of a spirit of formalistic impersonality that 
organizations achieve their distinguishing feature of calculability

(Salaman, 1983)

According to Mills and Murgatroyd (1991):

Anyone who had read real or fictional accounts of life within the 
confines of total institutions will readily concede the fact that rules 
can be felt as existing over and above the actors whose behaviour 
they seek to control

In addition:

We have seen that moral rules have a particular authority, by virtue 
of which human wills abide by their prescriptions simply because 
they so ordain, and independent of the possible outcomes that the acts 
thus prescribed may have. To do one's duty because it is a duty - this 
is to abide by the rule because it is a rule. How does it happen that a 
rule, humanly contrived, can have such ascendance, that it can so 
bend the wills of those human beings who themselves make it?

(Durkheim, 1973)

The examination of the first two views on rules suggests a number of further ways 

that rules may be viewed, these are: (3) rules are negotiated, and also that (4) rules 

may involve powerful actors.

10.2.3 Rules as negotiated order

William Buckley (1968) noted the existence of certain house 'ground rules' 

beyond which there were continued negotiations with rules being argued, ignored, 

lowered or stretched, as the situation appeared to require. In addition, Sudnow's 

(1978) study demonstrates that rules can be derived through a process of 

negotiation. A process which can span several levels. These might begin with 

actors engaging directly in one-to-one negotiations in order to arrive at a decision,
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and arguably end at another level where actors are in actuality not directly 

engaged in negotiations but are instead negotiating through a pre-existing set of 

rules - in Sudnow's case the penal code.

The work of Strauss, Scatzmann, Erlich, Bucher and Sabshin (1978), cited by 

Mills and Murgatroyd (1991), has developed the theme of negotiated order. As 

Strauss et al argue, 'order is something at which members of any society, any 

organization must work'. In any event the shared agreements, which form the 

basis for expectable, taken-for-granted, even ruled orderliness are, to a greater or 

lesser degree, ephemeral and not binding nor shared for all time:

Contracts, understandings, agreements, rules - all have a temporal 
clause. ...In short, the bases of concerted action (social order) must 
be reconstituted continually; or... 'worked at'

(Strauss, et al., 1978)

Within the concept of negotiated order is the recognition that various parties 

contribute to the resultant outcome. In Strauss et al, patients engaged in 

bargaining in a hospital setting - including placement on given wards, choice of 

psychiatrist and the length of stay in hospital. In my own experience, this is 

something I have witnessed first hand in a prison setting, where the inmates 

regularly engaged in bargaining processes, most noticeably with individuals from 

the lower echelons of the prison's organizational strata - uniformed and non- 

uniformed staff. Negotiations were usually over access to privileges (such as TV 

viewing), and occasionally seeking to affect the regime - including 

accommodation on given wings.
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10.2.4 Rules as the dictates of powerful actors

In any given situation it is clear that relationships to the rules are not equal for all 

actors - there are the rulers and the ruled; status, ranks and different levels of 

power and authority. Returning once more to Sudnow's study, it was ultimately 

the lawyers who decided what was to be the outcome of any given situation. The 

resulting consequences for the less powerful actors embroiled in the situation can 

have serious repercussions. For, as in the movie The Accused, the reality created 

by the prosecution and defence saw the victim reduced to a 'tramp'. By the 

definition applied to the crime she is reduced to a sex object who just happened to 

get injured as a result of participating in a series of sexual acts (albeit against her 

will).

With regard to this particular way of viewing rules, my own experience has shown 

in two settings how actors feel that the rules by which they operate on a daily 

basis have come to pass as the dictates of a more powerful actor. In a Prison 

setting, the rules that determine 'normal' working conditions are seen as outside 

the local actors' sphere of influence - i.e., working conditions are negotiated at 

the National level. This leaves little or no flexibility to take account of prevailing 

local exigencies. In a School setting, local actors - teachers, managers, and 

governors - are handed down the rules of 'what will be taught' by means of the 

National Curriculum set by Government. And, when considering bureaucracy, 

Gouldner (1954) asserts that 'bureaucracy is man made, and more powerful men 

had a greater hand in making it'.
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Continuing with the schema, further information about rules can be abstracted 

from views 3 and 4: (5) rules as sense making phenomena, (6) rules control 

behaviour, (7) rules are deliberately created and, (8) rules arise out of situations.

10.2.5 Rules as sense making phenomena

Under this heading Mills and Murgatroyd (1991) describe how, as individuals 

when we join an organization for the first time, it is not unlike attempting to 

participate in a game for which we hold only a partial knowledge of how it should 

be played. Established rules help us, at one level, to reach a certain understanding 

of 'what is going on' but, at another level, the various actors in interaction are 

making choices about which rules are appropriate for the definition and 

understanding of a given situation - for their examples see: in an educational 

setting, McGuire (1988); and in a hospital setting, Strauss et al (1978) and 

Goffman(1957, 1959, 1984).

However, the relationship between rules and sense making is in fact a complex 

one. Making reference to Zimmerman (1978) and Schall (1983), Mills and 

Murgatroyd (1991) describe the argument that it is not so simple as learning the 

rules themselves that assist in the process of sense making but, instead, it is the 

very existence of the rules that can be called upon to help with the definition of 

the particular situation in question.

Zimmerman's (1978) study, including the actual rule-use of receptionists in a 

district office of a Metropolitan County Bureau of Public Assistance, calls into 

question the traditional perspective of organizational activities as 

'administratively rational':
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the 'competent use' of a given rule or a set of rules is founded upon 
member's practical grasp of what particular actions are necessary on 
a given occasion to provide for the regular reproduction of a 'normal' 
state of affairs. A feature of the member's grasp of his [sic] everyday 
affairs is his [sic] knowledge, gained by experience, of the typical but 
unpredictable occurrence of situational exigencies that threaten the 
production of desired outcomes.

(Zimmerman, 1978) 

Hence:

...the notion of action-in-accord-with-a-rule is a matter not of 
compliance or noncompliance per se but of the various ways in 
which persons satisfy themselves and others concerning what is or is 
not 'reasonable' compliance in particular situations. Reference to 
rules might then be seen as a common-sense method of accounting 
for or making available for talk the orderly features of everyday 
activities, thereby making out these activities as orderly in some 
fashion

(Zimmerman, 1978)

Coming from a different perspective Schall's (1983) work is concerned with the 

rules of communication - these are for the most part unwritten and unspoken. 

They are about the appropriate and acceptable ways to interact and communicate 

with others in any given situation. One of Schall's key points is that 

communication-rules have an important part to play by acting as cues, signalling 

definitions of situations, impacting directly upon how rules are chosen for the 

acting out of such a situation. Here, 'definition of the situation' means the actors' 

interpretation of what it is that is going on here (Schall, 1983). This definition 

may be based on various, often multiple, factors, for example, role, relationship, 

or the focus of events:

The definition inferred will activate compliance to rules seen as 
appropriate to that kind of situation.

(Schall, 1983)
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An example of this is the 'pick any object' activity/demonstration used in the 

intervention at Her Majesty's Prison Hull (Clayton, 1996). The individual who 

participated in the demonstration chose, consciously or unconsciously, to apply 

the rules of the archetypal magician's 'pick a card' trick, in order to make sense of 

a situation which was both unfamiliar and, at the same time, deliberately lacking 

in contextual information. This is explained below.

At a multi-agency meeting many of the 'solutions' offered to specific 'issues' 

were immediately discarded by way of being "against the rules'. However, when 

challenged there was an inability to provide any evidence to the fact - for 

example, the request for a weekend contact point for the probation service. 

According to the main protagonist the rules specify that working hours are from 9 

to 5, Monday to Friday. However, to the best of the knowledge of those present, 

nowhere does it state in the rules 'Thou shalt not supply a weekend contact point'. 

Unfortunately, this argument was declared null and void, the rules in this case 

were claimed to delineate what is possible, and therefore what is not, 

simultaneously.

I suggest that what was happening in this instance, was that the issue of no 

weekend cover that appeared to be a rule, at least prima facie, was being mistaken 

for one of a more substantive complexion. That indeed a rule that specifies what 

is, does not in essence specify what is not, for all rules are open to interpretation. 

For, in the case of the prison, the 'hard and fast' rule intended to prevent the 

association of young offenders with adult prisoners - to prevent 'contamination' - 

had been waived in order to maximise the utility of the prison listener scheme.
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Despite this and other 'evidence' to the contrary the belief that rules are 'real and 

concrete' prevailed. Therefore, a practical demonstration to show the constraints 

of this predominant perception of rules was provided.

One of the more robust individuals was selected from those present, and five 

objects were placed before him: a pen, a tea spoon, a biscuit, a small plate, and a 

cup. Then without any verbal communication the objects were rearranged, slowly 

as if with great deliberation, changing the order several times, finally the chosen 

person was asked to 'pick any object' . Without hesitation he chose the biscuit. 

When asked if I had at all influenced his choice he replied emphatically 'No'. 

Further, he was asked if there was any way that I could have influenced his 

choice, he replied with an even more emphatic 'No'. The exercise was repeated 

and he was again asked to: 'pick any object', and although a different object was 

selected, the response to the previous questions, posed once more, were identical. 

I then asked why had he chosen one of those objects I had placed before him, in 

preference to all the other objects available to him in the room we presently 

occupied - a puzzled look crept over his face.

He had taken it as given that the rules of the game specified that any choice of 

item should be made only from those placed before him, and therefore, those 

objects not placed before him were excluded from the game - even though the 

direction was clearly to 'pick any object'. Although the demonstration was aimed 

at emphasising the mind trap, caused by the restrictive nature of the prevailing 

conception of rules, it was the opinion of those who observed that it was by my 

deception, not my influence, nor the perception of rules, that the choices had been
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made. I had not played by 'the rules' of the 'take a card game' of which this was 

considered an obvious adaptation.

10.2.6 Rules of control

Whatever the truth of the matter, systems of control are a central 
feature of organizations.

(Mills and Murgatroyd, 1991)

William Buckley (1968) found that in the organizations that he studied, the areas 

of human interaction which were covered by clearly defined rules were small. He 

noted the existence of certain house 'ground rules' but beyond that there were 

continued negotiations with rules being argued, ignored, lowered or stretched, as 

the situation appeared to require. The rules do not act as universal prescriptions 

which provided the neutral impersonal direction that Weber had imagined. 

Instead, human action and choice continued to be demanded in their application 

(Huczynski and Buchanan, 1991).

For Clegg (1975), organizational members act within a framework of rules:

a framework that provides a ready-made sense of reality as a guide to 
action within the organization. Rules, none the less, have to be 
interpreted and enacted, and it is through that process that actors may 
decide to ignore, change, challenge or reject the rules; organizational 
power struggles often result.

(Clegg, 1975)
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According to Huczynski and Buchanan (1991), research studies on rules suggest 

that the behaviour of people in organizations cannot be explained in terms of them 

conforming to rules. In many instances, it is only by ignoring company rules that 

work can get done. This is what makes 'working-to-rule' such an effective union 

weapon during the time of industrial dispute.

The same is true in relation to rules, regulations, and other kinds of formal 

procedures. Just as a job description can be used by an employee to define what 

he or she is not prepared to do ('that's not part of my job' or 'I'm not paid to do 

that'), rules and regulations often prove to be two-edged swords. One outstanding 

example, provided by Morgan (1986), could be found in the case of the old British 

Rail where employees discovered the true power of 'working to rule'. Instead of 

employing strike action in furtherance of a claim or grievance, a means to an end 

that can prove to be costly to employees in terms of loss of pay, the union would 

resort to a declaration of a 'work to rule'. Employees did exactly what was 

required of them as stipulated in the regulations developed by the railway 

authorities. As a direct result hardly any train left on time, schedules were 

rendered meaningless, and the whole railway system was quickly reduced to a 

snail's pace if not brought to a complete halt. The rules which individuals were 

adhering to were of course devised to control employees, to protect the safety of 

passengers, and to help to protect the railway authorities, in the event of a major 

accident. A clear set of rules delineating roles and responsibilities can be used 

after the fact of an incident to help apportion blame. The problem was that with
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so many rules and regulation to choose from they rendered the railway system 

almost inoperable.

As Huczynski and Buchanan (1991) suggest, any normal functioning requires 

employees to employ shortcuts or at the very least streamline procedures - and of 

course this is not just true of British Rail. Every organization will have similar 

rules that go unapplied as a matter of routine. The real significance of these rules 

lies with their creators. It is never more evident than in the public investigations 

following major accidents. Investigators set about comparing the evidence of 

events with the 'norms' prescribed in formal rules and regulations to ascertain 

who is in error. Sometimes gaps in the rules are found. Occasionally gross 

negligence is uncovered. But more often the accident is no more than what 

Charles Perrow calls a 'normal accident' in the sense that its probability is built 

into the nature of the system (Morgan, 1986). The apparently newly discovered 

practices that constitute the rule breaking activity have more often than not been 

broken a thousand times before as part of normal working practice and, with the 

full and certain knowledge of those in charge, since normal work is impossible 

without breaking the rules:

For Clegg( 1981):

Control in organizations is achieved through what may be termed 
'rules'. These rules are not necessarily formally defined by members 
of the organization, although they may be. They do not depend on 
the member's cognisance of them for their analytic utility. 'Rules' is 
meant merely as a term by which one can formulate the structure 
underlying the apparent surface of organizational life.
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Essentially, Clegg's line of reasoning is that, through varying degrees and 

arrangements of the major areas of rules, the composition of organizations are 

determined. Clegg classifies rules as taking one of six major forms that he terms 

'selection rules': extra-organizational rules, technical rules, social regulative rules, 

reproduction rules, strategic rules and state rules - these are outlined below in 

Table 8.

'Selection Rules'

extra-organizational rules

Description

social values translated into organizational 
rules

technical rules the way the process of production acts to 
control the employee

social regulative rules more subtle means such as the creation of a 
strong organizational culture

reproduction rules
maintaining the status quo, serving the interests 
of those in control and providing new ideas for 
the maintenance of control

strategic rules influence that powerful organizations have over 
a given community such as a company town

state rules State intervention

Table 8 - Typology of rules based on Clegg (1981)
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10.2.7 Rules as deliberately created phenomena

Rules are normally established in organizations in an attempt to facilitate 

coordination and control. These often far-ranging rules are carefully written down 

with the express notion that they will be made available for all to see and 

henceforth follow. Classically, bureaucratic organizations are proffered as the 

archetypical models of consciously designed systems of rules, with the existence 

of clearly defined rules forming the very basis of efficiency for the bureaucratic 

methods of organizing. For, according to Weber, members of an organization are 

more likely to buy into its dictates if they can see that they emerge from and 

conform to a set of rationally based rules.

According to Salaman (1983), Gouldner expresses a direct link between 

bureaucratic rules and control, arguing that:

rules are a form of control that will be used when alternative forms 
are no longer possible, and bureaucratization is not simply the 
rational introduction of a technically efficient, objective 
organizational structure, but as a result of, and a stage in, the 
conflicting relationships that characterize industrial organizations.

(Salaman, 1983)

Obviously, no two organizations will be exactly the same in the extent to which 

they enforce written rules upon their employees. Operating under conditions of 

increasing uncertainty, or engaging with volatile markets, may necessitate greater 

reliance on rules of a more informal complexion, which are more consistent with 

the flexible approach needed to transact business under such conditions (Burns 

and Stalker, 1961). Work has also been carried out to suggest that in some cases, 

such as professional environments where individuals hold expectations of

181



personal autonomy, the enforced imposition of bureaucratic rules can be 

counterproductive leading to unwanted conflict (Padsakoff, Williams, and Tudor, 

1986), with professionals maintaining that preparation for their acquired status 

serves to internalise their own rules of control (Hall, 1978) - thus rendering the 

imposition of 'extra' rules superfluous, and an insult against their integrity.

10.2.8 Rules arise out of situations

A large body of management and organizational literature has placed an emphasis 

on the view of the rational organization. However, this view, containing 

deliberately formulated rules, is only a partial representation of organizational 

reality. Bureaucratic rules are necessarily open to interpretation. Actors respond 

to the peculiarities of a given situation whilst appearing to satisfy the rules, by 

simultaneously reacting to circumstances according to a different set of rules than 

those laid down (Mills and Murgatroyd, 1991).

Any actor's attempts to discharge their duties in an organizational context are 

almost predestined to be constrained by factors of time, resources, and to a lesser 

degree perhaps reliance on the actions of others. These constraining factors may 

conspire to render the following of any given rule-set almost impossible. The 

process of rule interpretation is vital to the way any organization actually 

operates. It may be possible to define procedures, courses of action prescribed by 

a set of situation appropriate rules, for example, to ensure uniformity of quality. 

However, rules with an intended global sphere of operation must be, by their very 

nature, abstract, in order that they might provide guidance for different courses of 

action aimed at completing objectives across diverse situations.
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A large body of rules - written and unwritten, explicit and implicit - 
arise out of the interactions of organizational members as they 
attempt to deal with on-going problems.

(Mills and Murgatroyd, 1991)

After placing their analysis of rules under even closer scrutiny, Mills and 

Murgatroyd argue that: (9) rules lack universality, (10) rules are not always 

known, (11) rules are not always understood, (12) rules are resisted and, (13) there 

are spaces between rules.

10.2.9 Rules lack universality

The Hawthorne Studies serve as a well-established example of how organizational 

members differ in their relationship to organizational rules especially based on 

their relationship to goal-oriented activity. In a study of the 'bank wiring room', 

researchers uncovered informal norms for the restriction of group output 

developed by employees despite existing organizational norms of maximization of 

effort. These norms (1 You should not turn out too much work. If you do, you 

are a 'rate buster'; 2 You should not turn out too little work. If you do, you are a 

'chiseller') were referred to by Roethlisberger and Dickson (1939) as the group's 

rules of behaviour.

In bureaucracies, and no doubt elsewhere, rules are called upon as minimum 

specifications of effort. For example, in my experience of a prison setting 

(Clayton, 1996, 1997a, b, 2000) performance over and above the individual, 

functional and/or specialist prescribed role, or indeed rank or status, as defined by 

detailed and unambiguous job descriptions and procedures, is not required. In fact
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in the case of the prison, more often than not, it is frowned upon and actively 

discouraged. Any 'over-accomplishment' is considered to be a hindrance rather 

than a help. In other words, 'just enough1 is not in fact just enough, rather it is 

exactly what is expected.

In the prison system there is a 'rule' that young prisoners should not be allowed to 

associate with adult inmates. This is a means of preventing/avoiding 

'contamination' and 'exploitation' of the younger prisoners by the adult prison 

population. However, this rule has been waived in establishments where the 

suicide prevention scheme has led to the installation of some suitable mature 

inmates to act as 'Samaritans'.

People may agree with new rule-sets for a multitude of reasons, not least because 

they are in agreement with previously accepted rules. Reasons for compliance 

may rest with the 'business' with which the organization is concerned (Etzioni, 

1961), see Table 9 for some examples.

Organization

Prison

Factory

Political

Goal

Order

Economic

Cultural

Compliance

Coercion

Utilitarian

Normative

Table 9 - Examples of reasons for compliance with rules (Etzioni, 1961)

There is also another suggestion to account for rule compliance among 

individuals, and that is the profound human need to know what you are about,
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reducing the uncertainty and chaos inherent in the world - see: Clegg (1983), 

Giddens (1982) and Durkheim (1966, 1968).

10.2.10 Rules are not always known

Rules can be followed consciously or unconsciously. It seems reasonably obvious 

that it is possible to proffer numerous explanations to account for an individual's 

commitment to 'the rules', with at least all of the following being possible:

some persons simply have a preference for acting subject to 
the constraints of such rules

the commitment is the result of an essentially "unconscious" 
process of socialization

the disposition to make such commitments is the upshot of an 
evolutionary process

(McClennen, 1997)

According to McClennen (1997), the problem with explanation (1) is that it is ad 

hoc. Those of an economic persuasion would seem to favour explanation (2). 

Whilst, more recently, explanation (3) has been promoted by both economists and 

philosophers. As Clegg identifies 'rules do not depend on the member's 

cognisance of them for their analytic utility'. In the example of McGuire's (1988) 

study of the Canadian distance learning university, those who were new to the 

faculty took some not inconsiderable time to reach an understanding of the very 

different set of rules from those in place in more traditional university settings, yet 

in the interim period they were quite capable of functioning. They did this by 

acting in accordance with expectations of the rules, without any prior knowledge 

of those rules and especially their substantive content.
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10.2.11 Rules as misunderstandings

Understandings about the use of particular rules are arrived at via processes of 

interaction resulting in a succession of rule interpretations. Inevitably, over time, 

misunderstandings will emerge from these interactions, from what is after all no 

simple process. However, one facet of rules is their non-rational character, they 

are for all time open to interpretation:

The history of organizations is littered with crucial incidents and 
actions that arose out of misunderstandings.

(Mills and Murgatroyd, 1991)

10.2.12 Rules are resisted

Individuals all have their own personal view as to what constitutes right and 

proper behaviour. They often will not accept other people's views which may be 

represented in certain organizational rules and procedures (Huczynski and 

Buchanan, 1991). There are many options available to organizational members 

who wish to execute informal negotiations over the rules as they are presented to 

them. A wide assortment of strategies can be deployed by those wishing to 

modify or change rules, to maintain those currently in existence, or to arrive at 

new rules altogether. Strategies may range from passive resistance, thru 

deliberate misunderstandings, to positive actions such as outright refusal.

In this way, organizational rules are not simply the proclamations of those actors 

who hold dominant positions within organizations. They are the 'resultants' of, to 

a greater or lesser extent, negotiated outcomes.
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10.2.13 Rules and spaces

Not all behaviour within organizational settings can be ascribed to rules, not even 

in total institutions, as is evinced by the work of Goffinan (1959, 1984) - there are 

spaces. Goffman (1959) provides an example of such a space explaining how a 

waiter is expected to act in accordance with a set of well established rules whilst 

engaged in customer facing activities, but who once occupying areas out of the 

public eye appears to take on a completely different persona. Goffman's (1984) 

study in the setting of asylums reflects this notion of multiple spaces which 

patients were able to occupy. In essence, three kinds of spaces were identified. 

First, and perhaps most easily identifiable, space that was clearly 'out of bounds'. 

Second, termed 'surveillance space', was the area subject to the normal 

restrictions and authority of the institution, the space an inmate needed no special 

reason for occupying. Third, and lastly, was an emergent space arising out of 

unspoken staff/inmate cooperation. This space was subject to less than the usual 

staff authority creating bounded physical spaces, which thereafter, provided 

opportunities for inmates to 'openly engage in a range of tabooed activities with 

some degree of security' (Goffman, 1984) - facilitated by a reduction in 

surveillance levels and restrictive practices.

At this point in their review, Mills and Murgatroyd (1991) note that what 

Goffman terms free places makes reference to both physical and authoritative 

spaces. Further, that these spaces are for the most part 'creations' of the rules 

themselves. Not at all in fact solely areas on which the rules are silent.
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Up until this point Mills and Murgatroyd's schema has been directed towards 

organizational rules set firmly at the level of the organization itself. As 

organizations must be seen in a wider context of interaction and 

interconnectedness, and as the previous discussion of rules has intimated, in a 

broader view of organizational development attention is now drawn to (14) rules 

as historical phenomena, (15) rules intersection in the establishment of 

organization and, (16) organization rules informed by broader meta-rules.

10.2.14 Rules as historical phenomena

For Mills and Murgatroyd (1991), a serious flaw with ethnomethodological 

approaches to organization is that they are unsuccessful in accounting for 

historically established relationships. For:

The very term structure implies that a series of interactions and 
understandings have, over time, cohered into some kind of pattern.

(Mills and Murgatroyd, 1991 - original emphasis)

Authors Berger and Luckmann (1984) and Clegg (1981) concur, providing a 

useful account of the relationship between interaction, structure and history and 

the recognition that the organization is a historically produced phenomenon 

respectively:

All human activity is subject to habituation. Any action that is 
repeated frequently becomes cast into a pattern, which can then be 
reproduced with an economy of effort and which, ipso facto, is 
apprehended by its performer as that pattern...Institutionalization 
occurs whenever there is a reciprocal typification of habitualized 
actions by types of actors. Put differently, any such typification is an
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institution... Institutions further imply historicity and control. 
Reciprocal typifications of actions are built up in the course of a 
shared history. They cannot be created instantaneously. Institutions 
always have a history, of which they are the products. It is 
impossible to understand an institution adequately without an 
understanding of the historical process in which it was produced.

(Berger and Luckmann, 1984)

Rules are the fundamental organizing principles underlying decisive 
breaks of or interventions into control of the labour process. Each 
rule represents a distinct and historically evolved principle of 
organization that is embedded in the actual functioning of the 
organization.

(Clegg, 1981)

As an exemplar of the historical significance of rules Mills and Murgatroyd 

(1991) refer to the debates surrounding the birth of the idea of organizational 

culture. In particular the interest of US companies in emulating Japanese 

management structures (Lee and Lawrence, 1985), as a result of which various US 

companies attempted to recreate Japanese management structures and styles. 

Referring to Ouchi (1981), they point out that these structures and styles were in 

fact a reflection of the broader and arguably more complex Japanese culture, itself 

the result of centuries of evolution.

Clearly it would be foolish to attempt to supplant such a style in a 
different (US) cultural context

(Mills and Murgatroyd, 1991)
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10.2.15 Rule intersection in the establishment of organizations

In essence each and every organization is totally unique. Each organization is the 

product of a very particular aggregation of rules, mainly complementary:

the very configuration of such 'rules' of behaviour...distinguishes 
one social or organizational group from another; it is an essential part 
of their cultural identity

(Mills, 1988a)

Rules appropriate for one organization may be less appropriate, or indeed 

inappropriate for others, leading to infinitely diverse configurations each with 

their own very different consequences for our understandings of activities within 

particular organizations. In effect we are confronted with a unique set of rules for 

running and coping with the system (Mills and Murgatroyd, 1991).

10.2.16 Organizational rules are informed by meta-rules

On entering 'any' organization for the first tune we are apparently not at a total 

loss. We may not appreciate the distinctive 'rules of the game' but we do have a 

reasonable awareness of how games are played (Mills and Murgatroyd, 1991) - 

for the social values and institutions of a given country impel the rule formation 

within organizations in that country (Sterniczuk,1988).

However, a number of business writers have argued that business is a game and, 

like a game, possesses its own special rules for acting, for example:
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While we do not normally tolerate deceit, bluffing is not merely 
acceptable but also expected within the game of poker. Similarly, 
lies of omission, overstatements, puffery and bluffs are morally 
acceptable within business because it, like a game, has a special ethic 
which permits these normally immoral practices

(Carr, 1968).

So we may face a dilemma. Individuals have their own personal view as to what 

constitutes right and proper behaviour. They often will not accept other people's 

views which may be represented in certain organizational rules and procedures 

(Huczynski and Buchanan, 1991). If that should be the case then it becomes a 

matter of individual conscience:

whether to become winners by playing the game by its not-too 
pleasant rules, or whether to maintain our integrity by keeping 
outside the game - and so risk becoming losers

(Fineman and Gabriel, 1996)

Finally, Mills and Murgatroyd (1991) declare that any analysis of organizational 

rules must recognise that rules can be fashioned from sexually differentiated way 

of being. Don't you know that it's different for girls! (Jackson, 1979): (17) rules 

are gendered.

10.2.17 Rules as gendered phenomena

In the last of their 'ways of viewing rules', Mills and Murgatroyd (1991) 

emphasize gender as a culturally created phenomenon; a phenomenon brought 

about by a string of rules functioning across multiple levels. The most
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fundamental of these levels sees the acquisition of a set of meta-rules via which 

we are introduced to a whole succession of other rules:

From very early in life children learn to 'read' or understand social 
rules of behaviour through what might be called master rules, i.e., 
sense is made of each of a number of rules by reference to a broader, 
more-or-less coherent class of rules which coalesce in notions of 
gender, of class, or race, and so on...

(Mills, 1988b)

The growth of identity denotes that meta-rules are developed, sustained, or 

abandoned through the whole process of interaction. In other words:

we may enter into organizations as more or less gendered persons but 
the process does not stop there. Organizational rules themselves can 
influence how we are viewed and how we view ourselves.

(Mills and Murgatroyd, 1991)

Or as Goffman (1984) puts it:

Organization can be viewed as a place for generating assumptions 
about identity.

At the time Mills and Murgatroyd (1991) were writing, the organizational analysis 

research community was only just beginning to recognise the significance of the 

contribution of organizational rules to the construction of gender. Morgan (1986), 

for example, states that:

It often makes a great deal of difference if you're a man or a woman! 
Many organizations are dominated by gender-related values that bias 
organizational life in favour of one sex over another. Thus, as many 
feminist writers have emphasized, organizations often segment 
opportunity structures and job markets in ways that enable men to 
achieve positions of prestige and power more easily than women, and
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often operate in ways that produce gender-related biases in the way 
organizational reality is created and sustained on a day-today basis. 
This is most obvious in situations of open discrimination and various 
forms of sexual harassment, but often pervades the culture of an 
organization in a way that is much less visible.

(Morgan, 1986)

Before moving away from the schema of Mills and Murgatroyd (1991) altogether 

I believe that their analysis reveals one more way of seeing rules (18) rules are not 

static.

10.2.18 Rules are not static:

Taken as a whole I would argue that at the very least one common theme can be 

drawn from Mills and Murgatroyd's analysis, that is, that rules are not static. 

Though they are often eluded to as such, especially when it is convenient to do so:

Rules can be both fixed and elastic. At any given time the moves of 
individuals depend, as in such sports as football, on a pattern that is 
constantly evolving. To achieve a golden mean between violence 
and dullness in sport involves trying out new game manoeuvres and 
making new rules that permit both order and excitement.

(Pheysey, 1993).

Rules are often manipulated in the service of self interest. In organizations 

multiple 'games' are being constantly played out simultaneously everyday in a 

whole array of different arenas. The 'players' - individuals and groups - in these 

games are often consciously trying to (re)defme the 'rules' to suit their own 

particular interests, with some of the most important games of all being the games 

which determine the rules by which other games will be played out. For example,
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the rules by which a decision-making process should ultimately arrive at a 

decision - is a unanimous decision required, or will a majority vote suffice? 

Some people are surprised by such a scenario:

Most of our students were not prepared for the complexity and 
multitude of organizational games they encountered. Some were 
surprised, even shocked, when they happened upon practices which 
they did not know were there, or that did not seem altogether right or 
clear - but which certainly affected their work. It was particularly 
revealing when 'information' and 'facts' turned out to be highly 
charged politically, twisted and turned to suit the interests of different 
groups.

(Fineman and Gabriel, 1996)

10.2.19 Rawls' Two concepts of Rules

In his article 'Two Concepts of Rules', John Rawls draws a distinction between 

the 'rules of practice', and rules that are merely maxims. A rule serving as the 

latter type summarizes findings from the past concerned with the function of some 

general choice-supporting consideration to a particular case in point. The use of 

such a maxim presupposes choice-supporting considerations and cases that are 

logically prior to the rule, and therefore can be described without reference to it. 

In this way, the correctness of the rule is open to (re)consideration, providing the 

opportunity to question whether or not it is right and proper to follow it in any 

particular case. In principle then, exceptions to such a rule can always be justified 

by appealing directly to the underlying choice-supporting considerations.

Now, according to Rawls, the 'rules of practice' have an especially different 

status. In taking the rules of a game as his model Rawls suggests:
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(1) that such rules are logically prior to the cases to which they 
apply

(2) that those who participate in the practice are not at liberty to 
decide for themselves on the propriety of following the rule in 
particular cases

The basis of the idea (1) remains that a particular type of action falling under the 

rules of an extant practice - for example, in the game of football, the rule that 

stipulates that the goalkeeper is the only player allowed to handle the ball in 

normal play, cannot be described as that type of action unless there was a practice 

already established - i.e. the game of football. However (2), whilst it may be 

acceptable to defend the rule itself by making an appeal to a range of 

considerations, the actors who play out the game simply cannot justify taking 

exception to the rule on any particular occasion by appealing directly to those 

considerations.

Rawls's concept of a practice, then, is shaped by appeal to the concept of the rules 

of a game. It would seem clear, however, that much of what he has to say about 

the priority of practice rules makes sense even when the practice is not like a 

game, in the ordinary sense of that term, but still marks a form of activity in which 

choice is understood to be rule-guided, rather than purely discretionary, in 

character, with respect to moral, social, political, and legal practices. In 

particular, even if there were no extant rules governing a case in question, one 

might still think of oneself as facing essentially the same options, even if one 

understood that a different set of considerations were pertinent to their evaluation. 

Moreover, and most importantly, in the case of those kinds of practice that do not 

in any obvious sense satisfy condition (1), we still tend to think that the extant
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rules have a certain kind of priority, namely, that which is signaled by their 

satisfaction of condition (2) (McClennen, 1997).

My own experiences (Prison, Police and, to a lesser extent, Schools) has led me to 

think that those engaged in what I have termed rule-bound systems, do not make 

or draw the same distinctions as Rawls despite the fact that they may be extant in 

philosophical terms. For them the two concepts of rules - rules of practice and 

maxims - are in fact one and the same in their organizational reality. 

Alternatively, they can be evoked as such whenever the prevailing circumstances 

make it convenient to do so.

10.2.20 Written rules of conduct may conflict with 
unwritten rules

This is apparent in the normal breaking/bendmg/streamlining of the 

rules/practices as part of everyday work practices in order to achieve daily tasks. 

Recently there has been increased attention paid to the behaviour of those who 

call themselves professionals in respect to the above. That which constitutes 

'acceptable' professional conduct integrates the expectations of a number of 

groups affected by the deeds of professionals. At any particular point in time that 

which is considered to be acceptable constitutes an equilibrium amongst the 

expectations of these groups. Neale (1996) argues that any shifts in the 

expectations of any of these groups will upset this equilibrium:

This process of disequilibria and change leads to altered views of 
professional behaviour. Professional misconduct or unprofessional 
behaviour, that is, the failure to meet expectations, is inherent in the 
underlying framework of a profession. The framework is applied to
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the public (chartered) accounting profession, where the interacting 
groups are accounting professionals, their clients and the general 
public. Current issues of debate about professional behaviour are 
identifiable as consequences of altered expectations about acceptable 
behaviour. Acceptable conduct has become misconduct (and vice 
versa) and written rules of conduct conflict with unwritten rules.

(Neale, 1996).

10.3Conclusion

There are two basic views of rules, firstly, that they are mechanical and, secondly 

that they are more organic in nature. In the extreme application of the first view 

(for example working to rule), the mechanistic interpretation of rules typically 

produces the opposite effect of that intended in the first instance - i.e. 'de- 

organizedness' (Bogdanov, 1996), less than the sum of its parts. Whereas, the 

second view of rules, the dynamic interpretation of rules, potentially at least, 

provides the possibility for what Bogdanov termed 'organizedness' (Bogdanov, 

1996) - i.e. more than the sum of its parts. With all the possibilities for what it is 

that constitutes a rule and all the possible ways to view the rules themselves, it is 

little wonder that once aggregated together the likelihood of them counteracting 

each other increases dramatically.
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11 Rule-bound Systems

It may be useful to begin this section by providing a definition the term 'bound' 

when used to describe the ideal type of system in question. Firstly, it describes 

the elements of the system as bound together by rules, that is, that their 

relationships to each other, and their actions towards and for each other are 

formed and structured by rules. In formal organizations we can usually see a 

clearly defined relationship between the members of the organization - there are 

the rulers and the ruled; status, ranks and different levels of power and authority 

can be identified. Rules exist to regulate the ways in which the members of the 

organization can or may communicate with each other; expected types of 

behaviour exist, and often written instructions on how tasks are to be performed 

(or not to be performed) are issued to members (Evans, 1990).

Secondly, it suggests that the system's performance is constrained by rules. 

According to Evans (1990), Merton argues that bureaucracy begins with a demand 

for control by the top manager. Behaviour must be reliable and consistent. This 

leads to:

1. A reduction in personal relationships.
2. Rules originally designed as means to an end become ends in 

themselves.
3. Decisions are taken on the basis of the rules - which are 

relatively few - this limits the number of choices of action 
available, and eliminates, on the whole, any search for new ways 
of tackling problems.

4. A rigidity of behaviour.
(Evans, 1990)
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I shall use the term to simultaneously encompass both the former and latter 

senses.

I am using the term 'rules' throughout in a broad way to include both the formal 

and informal; to include, for example, Acts of Parliament, Government guidelines, 

standing orders, codes of practice, professional ethics, manuals of procedure, 

traditional practices, norms, and 'The way we do things round here', etc (see for 

example, Clegg, 1981).

11.1 Characteristics of rule-bound systems

Whilst much has been said about the technical efficacy (or otherwise) of 

bureaucracies (e.g., Weber, 1947; Adler and Borys, 1996), my investigations 

suggest the emergence of a new organizational phenomenon which has few of the 

positive aspects of bureaucracy and in which many of the negative factors seem to 

be exacerbated. Such an organization can be said to be 'rule-bound' since the 

elements of the system are bound together by the rules of the institution, and of 

the people in the institution, which define both the possible relationships and the 

nature and scope of interactions between different actors within the organization. 

Furthermore, the notion of rule-boundedness suggests that the organization's 

performance is constrained by these rules. So, I shall continue to use the term in 

both senses.

It should be noted that the senses in which I am using the notion of rules is far 

wider than the usual formalization that written rules, instructions and procedures
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affords an organization. It is these written, or codified rules that Pugh and 

Hickson (1976) focus on in their research into organizational structures, and that 

Adler and Borys (1996) elaborate on in their discussion of organizational 

technologies used to bring formalization into an organization. Instead, I am as 

much concerned with 'the way things are done around here', the unspoken norms 

and codes of practice that guide and influence people's perceptions of what can 

and cannot be done in a workplace. I have experienced the application of these in 

every organization of which I have been a part of, or interacted with, and it seems 

to me that they have the same effect as more formal rules and are therefore 

deserving of the same name.

I will not be suggesting that the entire organization is rule-bound, as I follow 

contingency theorists (e.g., Lawrence and Lorsch, 1969) who argue that specific 

sub-sections of an organization may exhibit some features of (for example) an 

organic organization, whilst other sub-sections might exhibit quite different 

behaviours, those representative of mechanistic organizations. Here, I shall 

suggest that some problem situations (which may cut across several sub-sections 

or departments of an organization) appear to be constrained by the mind-sets of 

the actors within them who exhibit rule-bound behaviours. It is these situations 

that I am calling rule-bound systems, and they generally involve:

• people who subscribe to some higher level interests determined 

outside their sphere of influence, but without necessarily sharing 

other aspects of the higher level viewpoint;

• people whose values and beliefs are likely to conflict;

200



• a view that both means and ends are outside the sphere of 

influence of the actors, making compromise apparent rather than 

'real';

• a sub-set of all actors are able to make decisions that are 

'legitimated' by the rules and thus accepted by others; and

• people who act in accordance with 'given' objectives, with no 

process recognized as being able to effect a 'genuine' agreement 

under present systemic arrangements.

How do rule-bound systems differ from other problem contexts? Since I am 

suggesting that rule-boundedness is a result of both formal and informal 

relationships and interactions between participants of a system, I can compare 

such a situation with three other dimensions of participant relationships drawn 

from the systems literature. Following Jackson (1987), Flood and Jackson 

(1991b) indicate that participants may have a unitary, a pluralist or a coercive set 

of relationships with each other. In the unitary problem type, Flood and Jackson 

suggest that participants share a common view about the necessary objectives of 

the system. For the pluralist position, they suggest that although there are 

differences of opinion about potential goals, it is possible to reach a compromise 

or accommodation between participants. In the coercive problem type, Flood and 

Jackson stress the widely divergent viewpoints that result in one or another 

position dominating and coercing other positions into accepting their vision of 

things.
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Superficially at least, rule-bound situations may appear to be like those that 

inhabit the unitary or coercive ideal type problem contexts. However, I suggest 

that they only present similar characteristics. Closer inspection reveals very 

different qualities. For example, unlike Flood and Jackson's coercive problem 

contexts where different groups may seek to use whatever power they have to 

impose their favoured strategy upon others, in a rule-bound problem context who 

has the final say is externally determined by the rules governing the system's 

arena of action. In addition, meta-level interests, or indeed a recognition of the 

interconnectedness of the elements within any given situation, prevent the 

unqualified subjugation of others. Unlike Flood and Jackson's unitary problem 

contexts, where participants act in accordance with agreed objectives, rule-bound 

systems only present a unified front: the rules defining the system's arena of 

action, generated externally, determine that participants act in accordance with 

'given' objectives, creating an illusion of unitary functioning.

Although Flood and Jackson's typology of participant relationships appears useful 

as a comparator for a rule-bound situation, I prefer to go beyond their work by 

comparing rule-bound systems with a more recent extension of Lukes (1974) 

analysis of the dimensions of power (Hardy and Leiba-O'Sullivan, 1998). Whilst 

Lukes' work was intended to identify dimensions of power at play within society, 

Hardy and Leiba-O'Sullivan have used it to point to conceptions of power that 

have underpinned a great deal of management and organizational research. I will 

show later that an understanding of this more recent categorisation of power 

relations is important in explaining some of the difficulties that get in the way of 

successfully intervening in rule-bound systems.
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Although Lukes identified three dimensions of power (overt, covert and latent), 

Hardy and Leiba-O'Sullivan suggest that this should be extended to incorporate a 

fourth dimension in which, although:

some actors may derive certain advantages from the power relations 
embedded in the system, they can neither control them nor escape 
them.

(Hardy and Leiba-O'Sullivan, 1998)

This is an extremely important point, as it recognizes the inevitability of the 

persistence of power relationships, whilst Lukes' three dimensions do not. 

Instead, even in Lukes' third dimension there is a sovereign actor who can 

influence and challenge what might be seen as illegitimate power relationships. 

Hardy and Leiba-O'Sullivan draw on the work of Foucault (1977, 1980, 1982, 

1984) and other writers who have applied his work to studies of organizations (see 

Hardy and Leiba-O'Sullivan for an extensive list). By drawing on Foucault, they 

are able to show that power is not such a manipulable resource as seems to be 

suggested by Lukes, and as is implied by Flood and Jackson's typology of 

participants' relationships. I am proposing that Flood and Jackson's typology 

must be extended to include rule-bound participant relationships in order to 

accommodate situations in which actors do indeed 'derive advantages from the 

power relations embedded in the system' and yet are not able to either control or 

escape them: they are equally caught in the network of power - the rule-bound 

system. However, it is clear that Rule-bound systems do share some similarities 

with these other contexts. It can be argued that they bridge the gap between the 

unitary and coercive problem contexts, enabling the system of systems
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methodologies to be perceived as though it were cylindrical in complexion as I 

will later demonstrate.

11.2 Rule-bound Systems and Bureaucracies

Rule-bound systems are not simply the same as bureaucracies, as stated earlier. 

They can be perceived as encompassing a single element (e.g., a single office), as 

an aggregation of several elements (e.g., a department), as a whole organization, 

or as a number of diverse organizations, such as non-profit making agencies 

(statutory and voluntary) and profit making organizations, brought together to 

tackle a particular issue (i.e., a multi-agency environment). This means that it is 

possible though not inevitable that a bureaucracy could also be considered as a 

rule-bound system.

11.3Affecting Change in Rule-bound Systems

In a previous project carried out in a prison (See: Clayton, 1996; Clayton & 

Gregory, 1997a, b, 2000), many of the arguments offered throughout the 

discussion on specific issues were immediately discarded by reason of being 

against the rules. However, when challenged there was an inability to provide any 

evidence to the fact. For example, the request for a weekend contact point for the 

probation service. According to the main protagonist the rules specify that 

working hours are from 9 to 5, Monday to Friday. However, to the best of the 

knowledge of those present, nowhere does it state in the rules 'Thou shalt not 

supply a weekend contact point'. Unfortunately, this argument was declared null 

and void. People viewed the rules as delineating what is, and therefore what is 

not, simultaneously.

204



I suggest that what was happening in this instance was that the issue of no 

weekend cover that appeared to be a rule, at least prima facie, was being mistaken 

for one of a more substantive complexion. A rule that specifies what is does not 

in essence specify what is not, for all rules are open to interpretation. In the case 

of the prison the rule intended to prevent the association of young offenders with 

adult prisoners - to prevent 'contamination' - has been waived in order to 

maximise the prison listener scheme. Despite this it was still this very belief in 

the nature of rules and their reification that was restricting current thinking and 

the accession of more creative management strategies. The overarching view of 

those present was that the rules by which they operate are fixed, as if cast in stone, 

and hence, well beyond their own limited sphere of influence.

11.3.1 The Governmental Politics Model

I am including a short review of the Government and Politics Model here in 

relation to rule-bound systems because certain parallels can be drawn between 

them. Ultimately, the Governmental (or Bureaucratic) Politics Model sees the 

output of the organizational process, that is decisions and actions, not as rational 

choices but as political results. What transpires is not chosen as a resolution to a 

problem. On the contrary, decisions and actions emanate from compromise, 

conflict, and an obscurity of confusion, bom of diverse concerns and asymmetric 

influence (Allison, 1971) - they are in sum and substance 'political'.

The position/role of any actor defines what it is that they must do, and also what it 

is that they may do. In addition, it determines the advantages and disadvantages, 

or handicaps that may have to be met with head-on. Knowledge of a particular
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position is often sufficient to predict, with a reasonable degree of accuracy, how 

any individual who fills it may stand on the following questions:

What is the issue? 

What must be done?

This is because the answers to these questions are endowed with colour by the 

position from which the questions are deliberated (Allison, 1971). If position 

colours the answers to these questions, what about the goals and interests of the 

actors?

Firstly, in the problem situation of Hull prison (see Clayton, 1996; Clayton & 

Gregory, 1997a, 1997b, 2000), if we consider the individual as the actor, it is 

possible to perceive - using the three levels of systems concept which can be 

described as: a narrower system of interest, the system in focus and, a wider 

system of focus (Flood, 1995) - that the goals and interests that interplay are: the 

personal goals and interests of the individual, the goals and interests of the 

individual's own agency, and the goals and interests of the Prison as a whole - in 

other words, the goals and interests at the individual, organizational, and supra- 

organizational levels. The same logic when applied to the agencies involved 

would see interdependent goals and interests at the agency, Hull prison, and the 

Yorkshire Area levels. Which level takes precedence at any given time will be 

contingent upon the circumstances and the degree of power available to influence 

events.
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Power plays a notable part in the model. It is argued that power depends on three 

elements: bargaining advantages, the level of skill attained in their deployment, 

and the perceptions of others regarding those skills and advantages. However, 

power can, in some situations, be emasculated by circumstance. Events and 

deadlines can create an irresistible momentum that compels actors to assume a 

particular stance on any issues raised. In any event the rules will substantially 

define the arena in which the political events unfurl.

These rules originate from a number of sources. Some are formal, unlike others 

that remain informal in their nature. The rules that define the unfolding of events 

at the prison arise from the melee of: standing orders, manuals of procedure, 

codes of practice, professional ethics, traditional practices, and the culture of the 

organization - 'the way we do things around here'. Rules exhibit certain 

characteristics, some are quite explicit, whilst others remain entirely implicit. 

Some rules remain fixed over time, others are more ephemeral, certain rules are 

clear, unequivocal, yet in direct contrast some rules are unclear and indistinct. 

Nevertheless, it is the collection of rules that, essentially, defines the arena of 

action (Allison, 1971).

In the end the resultant action is a creation of political activity that sees each 

individual:

...pulling and hauling with all the power at his [sic] discretion for 
outcomes that will advance his [sic] own conceptions of ..... 
organizational, group, and personal interests

(Allison, 1971)
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Figure 13 is a diagrammatic representation of the main factors that influence the 

emergence of the resultant action.

"Rule*

OtAm TetatttMC aeCtott& 

Potitia*.

Figure 13 - The main factors that influence the emergence of the resultant action

In this same way, the rules which shape organizations are not merely the decree of 

those actors who hold official management status within those organizations. 

These 'rules', just as with the 'outcomes' of the Government and Politics Model 

are in themselves 'resultants' of, to a greater or lesser extent, negotiated 

outcomes.

11.3.2 Interacting frameworks of rules

Taking the wider definition of what it is that constitutes the 'rules' means that we 

are all operating within an aggregation of rules, not just from our work life but 

also from other areas of our life. The ethos created by some will be identical, 

others may be complementary, whilst others down right contradictory. For 

instance, that which is often termed the 'golden rule' of religion - do unto others 

as you would have them do unto you - can easily been seen as contradictory to 

that which may apply in some business environments - 'win at all costs!'
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This resultant framework of 'rules' under which we all operate can be represented 

thus -see Figure 14:

Figure 14 - An individuals framework of rules

Each element represents a different facet that influences the individuals life that is 

shaped by its respective framework of rules. Contained within the outer boundary 

that is the meta-rules (for example, the ten commandments and /or gender rules). 

The grey area represents the region of 'congruence'. The shape of this zone of 

congruence is liable to change over time as the 'rules' are (re)interpreted and 

(re)enacted in response to the daily experiences of life.

This idea is recursive so at the level of the group or organization the elements 

represent the individuals 'rule-space', together they make up the 

group/organization 'rule-space', and the grey area now represents the degree of 

congruence between the individual frameworks. So, it follows that at the level of 

multi-agency/interagency/partnership the grey area represents the congruence 

between the rules that govern each separate agency.
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That is not to say that it is inevitable that the congruence zone will grow smaller 

as the level of analysis rises and the resultant aggregation becomes seemingly 

more complex. The shape of the zone is after all determined by the actors who 

can come to some accommodation, thus determining for themselves the shape of 

the congruence zone and, therefore, the framework of rule that will guide/shape 

their interactions.

I would suggest that in a rule-bound system the congruence zone has become 

fixed in its shape, and its boundary has become impervious. One of the tasks of 

anyone wishing to affect change in any situation perceived to be rule-bound must 

be the suspension of the protocols that perpetuates the maintenance of the 

boundary of the congruence zone in its current form, re-establishing flexibility by 

suspending the rules, thus, enabling adaptability and changing the basis of 

relationships so as to deal with one issue or a series of complex issues.
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12 A New Ideal Type 

12.1 Introduction

The genesis of this section dates back to a conversation I had with Peter Dudley at 

the Centre for Systems Studies in the mid-90's. The central point of debate was 

Peter's notion that the representation of the System of Systems Methodologies 

through an essentially two-dimensional medium, i.e. on the printed page, did not 

reflect accurately the 'true' complexion of the principle of 'ideal-types' (Dudley, 

1996), just as in the same way a printed map of the world does not at first glance 

'truly' reflect the close proximity of the United States of America and the old 

USSR.

Peter argued that the arrangement of 'ideal types' that constitute the System of 

Systems Methodologies should not be regarded as a flat, for want of a better 

description, 'bi-polar' model with its range along the 'participants' dimension 

starting with unitary and culminating in coercive relationships between 

participants. Rather, it should be conceived of as cylindrical in its complexion. 

This argument is founded on the premise that 'perfect' coercion equals 'unity'. 

The result of 'perfect' coercion would be the rise of a 'unitary' relationship 

between participants without any realisation whatsoever that coercive forces had 

ever been at work. The System of Systems Methodologies therefore, would be 

represented thus: see Figure 15.
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Figure 15 - Grid of Ideal problem contexts as a Cylinder

12.2 How do rule-bound problem contexts differ from other 
ideal problem contexts?

Superficially at least, rule-bound systems may appear to be like those that might 

inhabit the unitary or coercive ideal type problem contexts, however, they only 

'present* similar characteristics. Closer inspection will reveal very different 

qualities. For example, unlike coercive problem contexts where different groups 

may seek to use whatever power they have to impose their favoured strategy upon 

others, in a rule-bound problem context who has the final say is determined by the 

rules governing the system's arena of action. In addition meta-level interests or
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indeed a recognition of the interconnectedness of the elements within any given 

situation prevents the unqualified subjugation of others. Unlike unitary problem 

contexts where participants act in accordance with agreed objectives, rule-bound 

systems only present a unified front, the rules defining the system's arena of 

action determine that participants act in accordance with 'given' objectives 

creating an illusion of unitary functioning. However, it is clear that rule-bound 

systems do share some similarities with these other contexts. It can be argued that 

they bridge the gap between the unitary and coercive problem contexts, enabling 

the system of systems methodologies to be perceived as though it were cylindrical 

in complexion, replacing the earlier argument for 'perfect' coercion put forward 

by Dudley (1996) - see Figures 16 and 17 below.

Simple

Complex

Unitary Pluralist Coercive Rule-bound

Simple

Unitary

Complex

Unitary

Simple

Pluralist

Complex

Pluralist

Simple

Coercive

Complex

Coercive

Simple

Rule-bound

Complex

Rule-bound

Figure 16 - Extended Grid of Ideal problem contexts
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Figure 17 - Extended Grid of Ideal problem contexts as a cylinder

The relationships between participants in an 'ideal type' rule-bound system can be 

defined as follows:

Rule-bound:

they may subscribe to some meta-level interests determined outside

their sphere of influence, but they do not share common interests

perse

their values and beliefs are likely to conflict

both means and ends are considered to be outside their sphere of

influence, making compromise apparent rather than 'real'

some make decisions that are 'legitimated' by the rules and thus

accepted by others

they act in accordance with 'given' objectives, therefore no

'genuine' agreement is possible under present systemic

arrangements
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Conceptualising the grid of problem contexts and the System of Systems 

Methodologies in this way lead to further developments in my own thinking about 

the subject. Thus, having considered the 'participants' dimension as a loop, rather 

than a 'bi-polar continuum', attention was turned to the 'systems' dimension and 

the complexity of human activity systems.

12.3Complexity in Human Systems

Predominantly, complexity is regarded as an unknowable, a for the 
most part undifferentiated condition that organizational theorists refer 
to as ambiguity or uncertainty. Concerned with the product of a 
multiplicity of interactions, deficiencies in knowledge concerning 
cause and effect, unforeseen events, counterintuitive behaviour and 
such like, many models treat complexity as a random force. It is true 
that complex system outcomes cannot easily be predetermined, yet 
there is without doubt a discernable sense of the predictable about 
them.

(Marion, 1999)

Organizations can be perceived as (human) complex adaptive systems
(Lewin, 1998).

Organisations have been described as 'chaotic' and/or 'complex' for 
centuries. There were even those (there always are) who went so far 
as to say that chaos and complexity are intrinsic properties of many 
organisations.

(Mahon, 1999)

In general we seem to associate complexity with anything we find 
difficult to understand.

(Flood and Carson, 1988)
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Flood and Carson (1988) point out that such a proposition carries with it two clues 

to the essence of complexity in human activity systems. The first of these clues is 

without doubt 'we' - complexity is associated with us, human actors. Second, is 

the clue 'anything' - complexity is also associated with things (objects, thoughts, 

situations, abstractions of the world - systems). And, even the most 'concrete' 

and mundane of things can be seen from a multiplicity of perspectives - see 

Figure 18.

Figure 18 - Multiplicity of perspectives

The following are 'commonsense' definitions of complexity from Webster's Third 

International Dictionary, noted by Klir (1985):

1. Having many varied interrelated parts, patterns, or elements and 
consequently hard to understand fully

2. Being marked by an involvement of many parts, aspects, details, 
notions, and necessitating earnest study or examination to 
understand or cope with
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So, in addition to the notion that systems are situations perceived by people, these 

definitions mean that the number of parts, the number of relationships between the 

parts, and notion/perceptions need also to be included (Flood and Carson, 1988). 

Flood (1987), provides a summary in diagrammatic form. See Figure 19.

COMPLEXITY

Systems

People

i number of parts

number of relations

i interests

capabilities 

notions/perceptions

Figure 19 - Three levels of complexity

The interesting part of the above diagram for present purposes is the third level. 

Complexity along the systems branch is concerned with a growth in the number of 

parts, the number of relationships and possible states. See figure 20 (Flood, 

1987), where (e) are elements, (r) are relationships and (s) are states as a measure 

of complexity.
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(e)

I
(r) 0 1 3 6 10 15 

(s) 2 4 8 16 32 64

Figure 20 - Mathematical Complexity

However, this describes complexity in a mathematical and abstract sense. 

Complexity along the people branch is an entirely different prospect. Systems are 

abstractions of real world situations as perceived by people, and so interests and 

capabilities can also have a profound affect on perceived complexity. Flood and 

Carson (1988) provide the following regarding the idea that complexity can be 

directly related to an individual's interests - as highlighted by Ashby (1973), and 

noted by Klir (1985), when he stated that:

to the neurophysiologist the brain, as a feltwork of fibres and a soup 
of enzymes, is certainly complex; and equally the transmission of a 
detailed description of it would require much time. To a butcher the 
brain is simple, for he has to distinguish it from only about thirty 
other 'meats'

Presumably, the same is true of aggregations of individuals such as groups and 

organizations etc.

218



In addition, individuals are an intricate mixture of multifarious factors (for 

example, knowledge, intellectual capacity, even mood) with one or more having 

some bearing on their responses to any given situation. It can be further argued 

that the same is true over time. On any one day an individual's behaviour may be 

particularly staid and predictable, on another day in what appears to be 

circumstances not at all dissimilar, that very same individual's behaviour may 

appear somewhat less predictable - if not down right counterintuitive. More 

formally then, human actors are within themselves generators and conduits of 

infinite variety. Variety can be defined as the number of possible states a 

"system' is capable of exhibiting (Ashby, 1956) - it is, therefore, a measure of 

complexity (Jackson, 2000).

So, when human actors are introduced: where (h) are human actors, (r) are 

relationships and (s) are states as a measure of complexity - see figure 21, the use 

of the word simple to describe participant relationships in human activity systems 

is quite simply counterfactual.

(h)

I
(r) 1 

(s) oo

Figure 21 - A measure of complexity

219



No relationships between individuals are ever that simple. However, it should be 

noted that there must be some 'stability' around possible interactions otherwise 

we wouldn't be able to drive cars, or do other things that rely on people behaving 

in very specific ways. Interactions also take place against a backdrop containing a 

multiplicity of influencing factors. Human actors are themselves beings of 

infinite variety.

So, the use of the term 'simple' to describe the 'ideal types' that constitute the 

System of Systems Methodologies should be viewed in the same way as the oft 

misunderstood Theory X Theory Y. As far as I am aware McGregor never said 

that all workers are either lazy and need to be constantly supervised or self- 

motivated. He actually purported that managers treated them that way. So, in this 

case situations themselves are not simple, we simply treat them as such. The 

point is that the System of Systems Methodologies is constructed on the 

assumptions made about the problem situation not in fact the actuality of that 

situation.

Langston described complexity as shown in figure 22. A system, shown as the 

large ellipse, emerges from the interactions of individual units, represented as 

small circles. These individual units are driven by local rules and are not globally 

coordinated. Actors are for the most part guided by local interests and enjoy a 

restricted understanding of the 'big picture'. They interact in some way and 

because of the dynamics of interaction among these individuals, a system emerges 

(Marion, 1999). The arrows from the emergent system indicate a commanding 

influence on the behaviour of individual units exerted by the system.
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Figure 22 - Langston's depiction of complexity (1992)

Weaver (1948) identified three bands of complexity: organized simplicity, 

organized complexity, and disorganized complexity. As you can see from Figure 

23, the organized bands of simplicity and complexity are slender and make up the 

two extremities of Weaver's scale.

Q.e
o

Organized 
Complexity

Organized 
Simplicity

Figure 23 - Weavers three bands of complexity
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Organized simplicity occurs when a small number of significant factors are 

concealed amidst a larger number of insignificant factors. Thus creating initial 

impressions of complexity. However, upon further investigation a hidden 

simplicity will be revealed. According to Klir (1985), early scientific discoveries 

of the 17th , 18th , and 19th centuries typify this type of discovery. Whereas, 

disorganized complexity is said to be present where situations are characterized 

by numerous variables exhibiting a high level of random behaviour. The 

behaviour of gas molecules is an exemplar of such complexity (Klir, 1985).

It is said that organized simplicity and disorganized complexity have one thing in 

common: they are both highly quantifiable - organized simplicity, through 

analytic mathematics, focussed on specific elements, and disorganized complexity 

via statistical analysis, for example averages based on the properties of many 

variables.

Interestingly, the mathematics employed above can be conceived of as analogy, 

and therefore a metaphor in itself:

Mathematical descriptions of nature are not fundamental truths about 
the world, but models. There are good models and bad models and 
indifferent models, and what you use depends on the purposes for 
which you use it and the range of phenomena which you want to 
understand... reductionist rhetoric... claims a degree of 
correspondence between deep underlying rules and reality that is 
never justified by any actual calculation or experiment.

(Cohen and Stewart, 1995)

Mathematics is also seen by many as an analogy. But it is implicitly 
assumed to be the analogy which never breaks down.

(Barrow, 1992)
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Sandwiched between these two extremities of the scale is organized complexity:

Instances of systems with characteristics of organized complexity are 
abundant, particularly in life, behavioural, social, and environmental 
sciences, as well as in applied fields such as modern technology or 
medicine.

(Klir, 1985)

For Flood and Carson (1988), a certain richness is representative of such 

situations, a richness that must not be oversimplified but likewise cannot be 

adequately dealt with by the application of techniques that work effectively on a 

large degree of randomness.

12.3.1 What I think happens!

Early on in our investigations, where speed is of the essence or where we lack the 

required problem solving skills or knowledge, we may, quite necessarily so, treat 

a human activity systems under investigation as if it were in actuality 'simple'.

In other words we employ a definition of the system to suit our current purposes. 

An aspect relating to complexity which may be conveniently called the 'width of 

agenda' (Loasby, 1976) - a term adapted from Boulding (1966).

As Boulding (1966) points out:

there seems to be a fundamental disposition in mankind to limit 
agenda, often quite arbitrarily, perhaps because of our fear of 
information overload

223



Johnson and Bruce (1994) furnish us with an overview of several studies, from the 

cognitive psychology literature, which offer analyses of decision-making in 

complex environments - this section follows their review. In this instance a 

complex decision-making environment can be defined as one where 'the decision- 

relevant information approaches the limits of the decision-maker's cognitive 

capacity' (Johnson and Bruce, 1994). Challenges to the decision-maker's 

capacity may take the form of effects linked to the volume of information, 

turbulence of the information set and heterogeneity of the information relevant to 

the decision task and/or point in question. Efforts in relation to each of these 

quarters has been aimed at understanding decision-makers responses to these 

various types of complexity, investigating the cognitive processes they use, the 

simplifying strategies they utilize, and also the types of error that may ensue as a 

result. Johnson and Bruce (1994) suggest that each of these aspects of complexity 

challenges the rationalist notion of information as an asset when dealing with 

uncertainty, pointing out Etzioni (1985) who notes:

Rationalist models of decision-making assume very high capacity of 
the actors to collect information, to process it, and to draw proper 
conclusions from the information and its interpretation.

(Etzioni, 1985)

There is empirical research (Onken, Hastie and Revelle, 1985; Sundstroem, 1989) 

that provides verification of the suggestion that as the burden of information 

increases, the actual amount of information considered as a basis for any decision 

made decreases. Simplifying strategies based on heuristics, bias and 'irrational' 

premises, appear to be employed as a means of dealing with the complexity
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emerging from information volume (see, Kahneman, Slovic and Tversky, 1982; 

Agnew and Brown, 1986; Keren and Wagenaar, 1985). These strategies may for 

example involve the dismissal of alternatives without full appraisal (see, for 

example, Onken et al, 1985). There has been a suggestion that overload brings 

about the need for simplification and that as a consequence, heuristics, and biases 

(in their role as simplifying mechanisms) are likely to be more prevalent under 

circumstances of information overload (Abelson and Levi, 1985). This propensity 

to use fewer attributes in the evaluation of alternatives combined with an 

increasing tendency toward the employment of elimination strategies as the 

number of alternatives increases, is reaffirmed by Timmermans (1993). Eiser and 

van de Pligt (1988), conclude:

individuals tend to use simpler and less optimal choice rules as the 
information load increases. Usually accuracy declines considerably 
when the number of features or the number of alternatives increases

(Eiser and van de Pligt, 1988)

According to Johnson and Bruce (1994), the turbulence of information has for the 

most part been explored in terms of its impact in 'dynamic [their emphasis] 

decision-making contexts', contexts where rapidly changing information 

engenders a developing scenario within which decisions are required. They refer 

to Brehmer (1992) whose observations include a variety of effects, perhaps most 

notably an incapacity to discriminate between more and less efficient response 

strategies as complexity increases.
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Work focusing on the behaviour of decision-makers engaged with complexity, 

comprising a whole range of distinct problem types, qualitative in nature, has been 

carried out by Doerner (1980). Primarily, difficulties arise due to an 

'unsophisticated awareness' of shifting conditions over time, difficulties in 

recognizing situations which develop exponentially, and problems identifying 

non-linear causality or 'spin-off effects (Johnson and Bruce, 1994). Johnson and 

Bruce (1994), by way of noting the difficulties encountered where information is 

both turbulent and diverse, state that:

...when there are many cues or unusual relationships between the 
cues, people tend to violate (rational) decision rules.

Johnson and Bruce (1994)

Another reason for us to proceed as if a situation were actually simple may be 

when we have to tackle complexity on our own. As humans it is clear from the 

above that we have limited capacities when it comes to receiving and processing 

information. It is also clear that complex problems have to be shared since it is 

impossible for any one individual to cope with them adequately (Loasby, 1976). 

However, for many reasons not least of necessity, 'political' gain, or simply our 

own vanity, we may have no choice but to face complexity alone.

So, branding elements we find difficult to engage with as 'insignificant', 

disregarding them in favour of a limited number of 'significant' more easily 

manageable elements, offers us only limited understanding and therefore 

restricted abilities to make improvements. The outcome of the inquiry then leaves 

us in the zone of limited understanding - see figure 24. This leads us to the
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eventuality that many problematic situations are managed with scant regard to 

their ramifications. However, one truism cannot simply be disregarded as out of 

hand, that is, in dealing with complexity, ignorance can be very helpful (Loasby, 

1976).

>.+-
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£ 
o

ComyEtf >- Zone of Illusion

Organized y Zone of Deeper Understanding 
Complexity ' r y

Organized 
Simplicity

Zone of Limited Understanding

Time

Figure 24 - Process of inquiry when time is short or capacity is low

Given time to investigate further, and armed with the necessary skills and 

knowledge, we may begin to uncover some of the systems complexities and 

unique character - providing us with a deeper understanding. So, we begin to 

enter the zone of deeper understanding. However, we may not remain in the zone 

very long.

It may be that due to time pressures or our inability to cope with the organized 

complexity of the system under investigation, that we then choose to apply the 

quasi-scientific tools and methods of aggregation (e.g., statistical analysis). On
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the one hand this can lead to an understanding lodged in the zone of illusion, 

where we are fooling ourselves into believing that we have a handle on that which 

we are investigating.

For example, as part of the practical aspect of my research I was treated to an 

anecdotal explanation of a sophisticated statistical analysis recently undertaken at 

one of the participating schools. Put succinctly, the analysis of pupil 

achievement, development records and self reporting questionnaires was designed 

to identify each students' strengths in terms of key skills, in order that future 

educational efforts could be aimed at maximising a students' potential by 

developing further their individual talents. This was rather than focusing attention 

entirely on their weaknesses as is normally the case. The individual reporting the 

story recalled how one particular student had been identified as having 

tremendous abilities and interest in areas concerning foreign languages and other 

cultures - particularly oriental cultures and specifically Chinese culture. The 

analysis revealed a marked difference in ability when compared with the students' 

record in other academic areas. Thus, this particular result of the analysis was 

heralded as a prime example of its successful application. It was not until the 

mask created by the 'blind' analysis had been removed that it was realised that the 

individual was in fact of Chinese origin. Perhaps all that had really been done is 

to come full circle and treated the situation as if it were actually 'simple' - a bit 

like treating a curve as a series of straight lines.
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Figure 25 - Process of inquiry when increased time or capacity is available

If this is indeed the case, that we have come full circle as far as our treatment of 

the situation is concerned (see Figure 25), then there is a further case to argue for 

the System of Systems Methodologies to be represented not just as a cylinder but 

as a torus.

12.4System of Systems Methodologies as a Torus

In the same way that the rule-bound context closes the loop along the participants 

axis, if we no longer treat the complexity axis as a 'bi-polar' continuum then we 

also create a loop along the complexity axis. With both the participant and 

complexity axis drawn together as loops the System of Systems Methodologies 

takes the form of a torus. See figure 26:
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Figure 26 - Ideal Type problem context grid as a Torus

This suggests that we have placed another facet upon our role as systems 

researchers and practitioners.

12.5Conclusion

It should be our function as Systems/OR Practitioners to continue to develop ways 

of working in and maintaining investigations in the zone of organized complexity 

for as long as possible in order to develop a deeper understanding. Should we 

then have to resort to aggregations and simplifications, due to time pressures or a 

gaps in our knowledge, we should be in a much better position to 'make sense' of 

the results of our analyses.
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13 Conclusions 

13.1lntroduction

In conclusion, I will summarize what I see as the contributions of my thesis, 

drawing out four main points: bridging theory, methodology and practice; 

learning from failure; the introduction of 'rule-bound systems' as an ideal 

problem type context and, the subsequent development of the System of Systems 

Methodologies.

13.2'Bridging theory, methodology and practice'

The learning process, when taken as a whole serves as an example of how 

Systems/OR Practitioners can build research programs bridging theory, 

methodology and practice. In particular the process of making explicit and 

mapping out of the Initial Reflections provides a focus on the questions posed, the 

issues raised, and some of the possible influences and alternative options 

available. Which when combined with other elements of the research, shows a 

direct contrast to the OR literature where theory is often looked upon as a dirty 

word (Midgley, 1998) - this work demonstrates the value of theory.

13.3'Learning from failure'

The fact that the practical aspect of the research did not reach fruition as had been 

planned, could quite easily be interpreted as a negative outcome in itself alone. 

However, though not made explicit, or even perhaps eluded to within, this work 

demonstrates how we can learn from 'failure'. Failure should not go undeclared,
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instead it should be explored, not hidden, because as in this case, it can give rise 

to new and useful insights.

13.4Development of rule-bound contexts for the SoSM

The concept of the rule-bound system is a new a useful addition to the 'ideal-type' 

problem context grid. Providing another perspective on organizations that may 

help provide further insights when analyzing organizations. It replaces the 

argument for perfect coercion as the means of 'closing the gap' between the 

Unitary and Coercive contacts. Thus, allowing the System of Systems 

Methodologies to be conceived of as cylindrical in its complexion.

13.5 Further development of the System of Systems 
Methodologies - Torus

In addition to the 'closure' of the System of Systems Methodologies along the 

participants dimension, 'closure' along the 'systems' dimension has provided 

another perspective on the role of Systems/OR Practitioners. An opportunity to 

investigate possible ways of working and maintaining investigations in the zone 

of organized complexity. Allowing us to remain in a much better position to 

'make sense' of the results of our analyses.

13.6 Possibilities for future research

Having identified Rule-bound Systems as a new and useful addition to the set of 

'ideal types', future research should be aimed at testing this new theory in 

practice.
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Appendix I - Metaphor

1 Metaphor

What is a metaphor? It is such an essential part of the way I make sense of myself, 

my world, and my relationship with 'my' research, that it would be counterlogical not 

to include my own take on metaphor, my belief in its power and its potential for the 

research process. Describing some of the many ways in which metaphor can be 

explained, and a brief summary of the two main standpoints with regard to its 

usefulness (or not) as a serious tool for discovery. Illustrating my own belief in the 

ability of metaphor to make the abstract visible, its capacity to make the unfamiliar 

familiar, and its effectiveness as a legitimate means of generating insight and 

organizing knowledge.

1.1 Introduction

The first question I will address is simply: what is a metaphor? I shall begin by 

explaining why any definitive answer to this question remains elusive. I will go on to 

describe some, but not all, of the ways in which metaphor can be explained, and 

provide an overview of the two main positions regarding its usefulness (or not). 

These positions are, firstly, that metaphor is nothing but a tool for literary 

embellishment and, secondly, that metaphor is central to our thinking and sense 

making processes. It is the latter view to which I subscribe.

I will continue to explore metaphor using vehicles such as a 'standard' dictionary 

definition of the term, an open definition of the concept, and a more controversial 

definition, that of grammatical metaphor, which I feel exemplifies a cautionary note 

for anyone who's concern is the interpretation of metaphor. I then raise the questions:
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how might we identify metaphor? 

• what are the possible functions?

when do we use metaphor what happens when we use metaphor? and 

why use metaphor?

The following quotes illustrate a possibility for recognition of the importance of 

metaphor:

The most fruitful modern criticism is a rediscovery and recovery of the 
importance of metaphor.

C. Brooks (cited in: Shibles, 1971)

The greatest thing by far is to be a master of metaphor. It is the one thing 
that cannot be learned from others. It is the mark of genius.

Aristotle (cited in: Shibles, 1971)

1.2 Metaphor

Metaphor is a way of understanding something. Many times understanding can be 

found by:

...seeing one object as similar to another in a way that was not previously 
noticed, in other words, by making up and using a novel analogy [....]. 
An analogy is of course, a type of metaphor

(University of Florida, 2002)

The concept and study of metaphor is certainly nothing new. One of the earliest 

theories of metaphor was proposed by Aristotle (reported in: Lappin, 1981). In the 

Poetics Aristotle says:
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A metaphor consists in giving the thing a name that belongs to something 
else; the transference being either from genus to species, or from species 
to genus, or from species to species, or on grounds of analogy

(Bywater, 1946 trans.)

Writing in 1936, Stanford describes how there were already multitudes of 

dissertations on the metaphorical usages of both Greek and Latin authors.

According to Breal (1964) 'the subject of metaphor is inexhaustible'. So, as Gunton 

(1988) points out, perhaps it is not so surprising that it is not easy to tender a 

satisfactory definition of metaphor. This point can be illustrated by referring to 

Dalferth (1981), who cites a book published in 1964 which listed 125 definitions.

There are, then, essentially two schools of thought concerning metaphor. One 

tradition sees metaphor as an 'anomaly of language', the second, as central to the 

'task of accounting for our perspectives on the world: how we think about things, 

make sense of reality, and set the problems we later try to solve' (Schon, 1972). One 

is concerned with the metaphorical use of individual words, the other with the actual 

use to which people put metaphor (White, 1996).

Metaphor is frequently trivialised as nothing more than linguistic embellishment, 

somewhat a matter of style over content; a 'figure of speech' serving only to enrich 

the superficial, at the same time bringing nothing to the actual substance of what it is 

that is to be communicated. As such, metaphor has always been one of the central 

problems of philosophy. Philosophers such as Descartes, Kant or Popper were all 

highly critical of metaphor - arguably odd perhaps, given that 'a philosophical treatise
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has never been written which did not depend upon the use of metaphor' (Berggren, 

1959). Locke for example, denounced the use of figurative language:

But yet, if we would speak of things as they are, we must allow that..... 
all the artificial and figurative application of words eloquence hath 
invented, are for nothing else but to insinuate wrong ideas, move the 
passions, and thereby mislead the judgement, and so indeed are perfect 
cheat.

(Locke, 1961)

In direct contrast to this is the idea that metaphor is not just ornamentation or 

embilishment (for example, Wellek and Warren, 1956; Goatly, 1997), but that 

metaphor is in fact a central feature of both common sense and scientific thought. 

Metaphor is a way to new knowledge (Backman, 1991). This centrality to scientific 

thought is by no means restricted to one perspective on scientific activity but instead 

'involves a multiplicity of approaches' (Cameron, 1976). Further, Hesse (1993) 

asserted that concept-formation in the sciences is itself 'essentially metaphorical'.

According to Cameron, metaphor not only highlights and explains the core of 

scientific theorizing, but it can also be harnessed in the analysis of our understanding 

of scientific activity in sociological terms and how science influences the 'environing' 

society (Cameron, 1976).

1.2.1 What is a metaphor?

Discussions of metaphor often appear superficial. However, according to Murry 

(1972) the investigation of metaphor is remarkably like the investigation of any of the
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primary data of consciousness: 'it cannot be pursued very far without our being led to 

the borderline of sanity'. Metaphor is 'as ultimate as speech itself, and speech is as 

ultimate as thought' (Murry, 1972) - 'for, truths are merely metaphors which we 

forgot are metaphors' (Nietzsche, 1964).

According to Wells (1924), no strict definition of metaphor is possible, instead he 

considers, as a 'working test' (Brown, 1966), that a metaphor is 'the recognition of a 

suggestion of one concept by another dissimilar in kind but alike in some strong 

ungeneric characteristic". However, not withstanding the above we will begin this 

next section on metaphor with the dictionary definition of the term.

1.2.2 Dictionary Definition

There follows a prime example of a standard dictionary definition of the meaning of 

the term metaphor:

A figure by which a thing is spoken of as being that which it only 
resembles, as when a ferocious man is called a tiger.

(Chambers Twentieth Century Dictionary, 1972)

From a definition such as this we can see that a metaphor has three basic constituents, 

two terms from separate domains - man and tiger - plus in this case one of a bundle of 

shared features - ferocity. These components allow the definition of a metaphoric 

process! beginning with one term and then moving to another by way of a cluster of 

implicit or stated intermediary features (Sapir, 1977), see figure 1.
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Departure Intermediary Arrival 

D I A

Man Tiger

mammal
strength
ferocity

etc.

Figure 1 Components of a metaphoric process

Sapir (1977) further explains that the features acting as intermediaries can be divided 

into two approximate categories. The first will contain a number of features having to 

do with 'a strict definition of the two terms'. The second, any number of more 

particular features indicating 'shared conceptual qualities and visual and other sensual 

similarities'.

According to Allbritton (1995), various authors have portrayed metaphor in several 

different ways as: assertions of similarity between topic and vehicle domains 

(Tversky, 1977; Ortony, 1979a), interactions of topic and vehicle domains (Black, 

1981; Sternberg & Nigro, 1983; Tourangeau & Sternberg, 1981,1982), attributions of 

features from the vehicle domain to the topic domain (Gentner, 1983; Lackoff & 

Johnson, 1980), and, class-inclusion statements (Glucksberg, 1991; Glucksberg & 

Keysar, 1990). It can be argued that there is in actuality more than one type of 

metaphor, hence, these theories may have limited success in accounting for some 

metaphors - '...theories that do a good job of describing one kind of metaphor may 

not work as well for others' (Allbritton, 1995).
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Having begun by visiting a simplistic definition provide by a standard dictionary, we 

shall now turn our attentions to a more open definition of the concept of metaphor.

1.2.3 Open Definition

A more open definition of metaphor supports the assertion that metaphors are not 

simply rhetorical literary devices but are more fundamental to our comprehension of 

the world - not just the social world but the natural world too! We use metaphor 

whenever we make implicit or explicit assertions that A is (or is like) B. However, 

Denham (1990) makes the following assertion:

...by saying 'A is B', is not being logical, the identity of two different 
things being an impossibility, but neither is it antilogical. It is 
counterlogical; it introduces us to a world where the inevitable movement 
from cause to effect, the inevitable separation of one thing from another 
thing, no longer exist in the same way.

Denham (1990)

We do this by drawing comparisons between whole 'situations' and 'objects' even 

feelings rather than merely words or phrases. In other words, metaphor is the use of 

some word or phrase, situation or feeling in a context where it is literally 

inappropriate but nevertheless seems to make sense. Therefore, at its most basic level 

a metaphor:

...describes the use of a body of knowledge about one concept to 
understand or comment on a second concept.

(Sisson, 1999)
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Metaphors then, are particularly potent when used to help understand a concept that is 

unfamiliar or aloof (Sisson, 1999), further, according to Parkhurst:

Any supreme insight is a metaphor.

(Parkhurst cited in: Shibles 1972).

Perhaps one of the greatest scientific discoveries of all time can be attributed to the 

use of metaphor as a serious mechanism for intellectual endeavour. It has been said 

that it is not too great an exaggeration that one of the two most substantial 

contributions to the intellectual output of the nineteenth century, along with Das 

Kapital, was On the Origin of Species (Young, 1985). 'No work of our time has been 

so general in its influence' wrote George Henry Lewes in 1868. Darwin set about 

demonstrating that the species barrier was not absolute: a belief which up until then 

traditional thought had held to be fact. He achieved this by way of a study focusing 

on the production of domesticated animals as an illustrative case that there was no 

limit to the changes that could be brought about over several generations by breeders. 

In other words, species are nothing more than well-marked varieties. Although this 

line of inquiry was secondary to his main concern - the task of explaining how new 

species came into being by natural means 'He tells us...that these studies provided 

the main path to the discovery of the theory and to its most effective exposition' 

(Young, 1985). This in itself demonstrates some of the real potential of the power of 

metaphor as a serious tool for knowledge generation and, undermines the notion that 

metaphor is nothing more than a frivolous literary device.

AI-8



Now, having introduced both a standard dictionary and more open definitions of 

metaphor, it is at this point that I would like to briefly touch upon a more 

controversial definition, and one that has come to be known as a 'grammatical 

metaphor'.

1.2.4 Controversial Definition

This final definition of metaphor is perhaps, arguably, the most controversial, but 

nonetheless important. Metaphor can be defined as a process in which one 

grammatical category is analogised to another - this is termed 'grammatical 

metaphor' (for example see, E-201, 2000). To carry on with the previous example of 

Darwin's work would provide us with the following grammatical metaphor: using 

'adaptation' in place of 'changing so as to become better adapted'. Immediately 

though we can see the danger of accepting such a substitution without question, for, in 

essence 'adapt' means to change, some animals may therefore change to be less well 

adapted.

I do not wish to explore this controversial definition further other than to raise 

attention to the possible pitfalls this may create (as above). Such pitfalls must be 

observed particularly when carrying out interpretations of metaphors as used by others 

to describe their viewpoint on any given situation.

So, having highlighted the problems inherent in the definition of what a metaphor is, 

where does this leave us? How do we identify a metaphor?
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1.2.5 How do we identify a metaphor?

Mooij (1976) suggests that a notion common to many approaches to metaphor is that 

of the 'strangeness or surprisingness of a metaphorical expression in context'. Mooij 

then goes on to provide several examples of this from other authors. Metaphors, 

according to Ransom (1950), introduce foreign objects into the situation. Henle 

(1958), states that 'the outstanding characteristic of metaphor is the sort of shock 

which it produces'. Weinrich (1967) described metaphor as 'a word which is contrary 

to the expectations raised by the context' (Mooij, 1976). This is a point with which 

Swinburne would concur: 'One comes to understand what is being said by noting its 

obvious inappropriateness...' (Swinburne, 1992). This theme is further reflected in 

Aarts and Calbert (1979), who provide examples of metaphorical and non- 

metaphorical interpretations based upon a more formal notion offered by Reddy:

The spontaneous and intuitive feeling that a word is operating 
metaphorically is .... contingent upon the failure to find a referent for a 
given word within its 'literal sphere of reference'.

(Reddy, 1969)

All these ideas appear to be consistent with Aristotle's description of metaphor as a 

way of applying a strange word to an object ( Stanford, 1936; Mooij, 1976).

However, Aarts and Calbert (1979) provide examples that illustrate how there are 

some complications, thus:

(1.1) a. an angry man : b. the man experiences anger

(1.2) a. an angry letter : b. * the letter experiences anger

(1.3) a. a sad tree : b. * the tree experiences sadness
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In (1.1.a) angry is a normal, expected, and contextual descriptor for man, as is 

illustrated by the paraphrase (b). Similar paraphrases, however, are not possible for 

(1.2a) and (1.3a). Therefore, it would seem logical to conclude that these two 

examples are not dissimilar and that both demand a metaphorical interpretation. 

Notwithstanding this, intuition should lead us to realise that they are not of the same 

nature at all. Whereas (1.3) certainly requires a metaphorical reading - for it is 

somewhat strange, surprising, and, to some, no doubt foreign, (1.2) does not require 

such a reading. For letters are written by human beings, an 'angry letter' is one 

written by an angry person. In this case it is an indirect relationship between the 

adjective and the noun that provides a modification which, on the surface only, 

appears to provide some of the defining elements of what it is that constitutes a 

metaphor.

1.2.6 Functions of Metaphor

According to Allbritton (1995), the functions of metaphor are two fold. The 

'interpersonal function' fosters intimacy between speakers and listeners (Cohen, 

1979; Gibbs and Gerrig, 1989). For Gibbs and Gerrig this special function of 

metaphor may be 'to highlight the common ground between participants in a 

conversation'. Metaphor also has a 'cognitive function'. Metaphors may be 

responsible for 'creating similarities between their topic and vehicle domains' (Camac 

and Glucksberg, 1984; Kelly and Keil, 1987), performing the function of providing a 

framework for understanding a novel domain or for restructuring the understanding of 

a familiar, well-known domain. 'This function is particularly evident in the realm of 

scientific theories' (Allbritton, 1995). Allbritton suggests Roediger's (1980) analysis
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of metaphors forming the basis for theories of human memory provide some examples 

of this; wax tablets, phonographs, switchboards, and computers.

In another cognitive function Centner and Centner (1983) illustrate how the power of 

metaphor can be used to further understanding by harnessing different metaphors for 

the same topic. For example, how two different analogies for electricity - flowing 

liquid, or moving crowd of objects - can lead to differences in the way people 

understand and think about electrodynamics. Another example may be the 

understanding of light as waves and particles.

As light is particularly hard to study owing to its high speed, there are many questions 

about its nature still left unanswered. One such major question is over the remaining 

uncertainty regarding whether light is a wave or a particle. There is certainly 

evidence to support both cases, however, there is no conclusive proof that it can be 

classified as either one (Saltsman, 2002).

1.2.7 When do we use metaphor?

...in the light of recent psycholinguistic research, it is justified to claim 
that thought itself is metaphoric and that the organization of our mind is 
structured through metaphor.

(Backman, 1991)

We may not always know it, but we think in metaphor as part of a cognitive process 

that is in constant use (Lakoff, 1995; Grant & Oswick, 1996). We use metaphors 

continuously to describe things, people, places and situations, even though most of us 

do not realise this is the case. Traditionally, England is a seafaring nation, and as such

AI- 12



we use metaphors from our sea born heritage as a part of our everyday language. For 

example, our nation's economy is led by 'captains' of industry. When we encounter 

difficulties in our lives we are oft advised that 'battening down the hatches' and 

'weathering the storm' is our best course of action. And, when we first go to join any 

organisation we are said to be learning the ropes, the first task a sailor would be given 

upon boarding ship.

We also use metaphor whenever we attempt to understand one element of experience 

in terms of another. For example we use it to help make sense of things at times of 

great distress. Like coming to terms with our reactions to the loss of a much loved 

family pet: for losing a pet is truly like losing a member of the family.

As a Yorkshire man born and bred, I grew up with a phrase I heard almost everyday: 

'it's a bramah' - meaning it's great, it's a beauty or such like. It was not until just a 

few years ago that I learnt of the origin of the phrase. A Bramah was a very 

sophisticated lock invented by a fellow Yorkshireman of the same name.

Joseph Bramah patented his lock in 1784, and it was a milestone in the development 

of security locks. Bramah had recognized the inherent weaknesses of previous locks 

and designed a lock which, he believed overcame these weaknesses. His patent lock 

is a masterpiece, with 18 sliders offering over 479 million key differs (Prescott, 2002). 

This lock is still in existence and is owned by the Bramah lock company in London. 

It was so far ahead of all other contemporary designs that it became an icon for that 

which was truly outstanding. Thereafter, its name became applied (in Yorkshire!) to 

describe anything exceptional.
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In other contexts we use metaphor when we want to convey the flavour of a complex 

situation or issue, or when time is of the essence, precluding a lengthier account. 

Metaphors play an important role in communicating complex ideas or concepts in a 

simple fashion (Weick, 1979). The following examples of this kind of use for 

metaphor are 'real world' examples taken from a previous research project (See: 

Clayton, 1996; Clayton & Gregory, 1997a, 1997b, 2000). The project was set in a 

prison and participants used the following metaphors to describe succinctly their own 

perceptions of the working environment in which they operated on a day to day basis.

The first of the metaphors used demonstrates the belief that all the elements one might 

require to do one's job effectively are present, if only they could be easily found, 

brought together and co-ordinated in an effective manner - in other words, 'working 

here is like trying to knit fog]' The incapacity to knit simultaneously the precise 

combination of elements essential to the attainment of any objective is further 

exacerbated by the circumstances echoed in the next metaphor: 'you never know 

where you stand, they are continually moving the goal posts\' Both internal and 

external agencies used this metaphor in relation to the 'rules and regulations' of the 

prison. The situation faced is one of not knowing what constitutes a 'goal'. The goal 

posts are continually moving in response to changes in the policy, personalities, and 

environment of the prison. Discovering what constitutes the goal posts at any given 

time is a matter of trial and error, and dogged persistence.

In contrast to this imagery, but suggesting some of the same kinds of problems, the 

third metaphor that was used described working at the prison as akin to 'swimming in 

treacle'. This was perhaps the least optimistic of the metaphors utilized. As
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perceived by an individual faced with the task of working within the prison, the 

situation involves him/her (the swimmer) trying to achieve an objective, and the 

treacle is the viscous melange that constitutes the working environment. A vicious 

circle of events sees the individual in ever thickening treacle with less and less 

inclination to swim against the viscous tide.

Having provided some definitions of metaphor and some examples of when they are 

harnessed, the next question must be: what happens when we use metaphor?

1.2.8 What happens when we use metaphor?

Lackoff (1995a, 1995b, 1996) draws a distinction between 'deep' and 'superficial' 

metaphors: deep, in the sense that for the most part they are used without being 

noticed and, that they shape our very understanding of our world. Lackoff contrasts 

these deep metaphors with superficial metaphors, 'which are only of marginal interest 

but which often lead us astray' (Lackoff, 1995a, 1995b, 1996).

This dissimilarity is further explained by means of the following example. Lakoff 

begins by asking us to consider the quote:

Senator Phil Gramm told a college commencement audience that the 
social safety net erected by government by the New Deal and the Great 
Society had become a 'hammock' that is robbing the country of freedom 
and virtue

(International Herald Tribune, May 8, 1995)
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He uses this to explain that both the safety net metaphor and the hammock metaphor 

are examples of what he calls superficial metaphors. That is to say that they are 

consciously conjured up with the specific intent of evoking a vivid image that 

'organizes much deeper metaphorical concepts'. The safety net metaphor assumes as 

part of its wider context an accompanying image of the ordinary citizen on a 

tightrope. In this case the tightrope represents the straight and narrow, or a moral 

path, occupied by the hardworking citizen. Of course, as Lakoff explains, the thing 

about tightropes is that only the very skilled stand any real chance of remaining aloft 

indefinitely, those who are less adept are bound to fall off at some time. So, if 

walking the tightrope is working, then, falling off is losing your job - for whatever 

reason. The aforementioned safety net represents the temporary means of support, 

until such time as you can haul yourself back up on to the tightrope. The 'physical' 

support of the net is the financial and other support available to the normally 

hardworking individuals who might otherwise not survive without it. By his own 

admission, not all this is conscious, but it is implied and it is what gives the safety net 

metaphor its force. The safety net metaphor may be superficial, but 'its power 

consists in evoking a worldview beyond itself. In this worldview, the people who 

come to rely on the safety net are hardworking, moral citizens who walk the straight 

and narrow.

So, when Senator Gramm substitutes the hammock for the safety net, he could not be 

further from simply replacing one image with another that looks not too dissimilar. 

For, changing the metaphor has resulted in a change of 'prototypes' - commanding an 

entirely different worldview. For it follows that those who would make use of the 

hammock are by their very nature lazy and not at all interested in working. In
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addition, hammocks are not a necessity but a luxury. Out with the safety net means 

out with the tightrope, the aspiration to walk it successfully and, the 'morality' of 

following the straight and narrow. As Lakoff himself explains:

The typical person who relies on social programs is no longer moral, 
skilled and energetic. He [sic] is unskilled and lazy, and his laziness 
makes him immoral. The moral implication is clear: the government 
shouldn't be supplying the luxury of hammocks to lazy people. It just 
encourages them in their laziness.

(Lakoff, 1995a)

Although the safety net and hammock metaphors describe complex worldviews via a 

single image, they are still superficial metaphors, reliant on much deeper, and 

therefore, less obvious metaphors for their true power. If we are truly to understand 

these images it is the deeper metaphorical system that must be understood.

Metaphor is an instrument that can be used to help construct a model of reality. As 

means of undermining an inadequate interpretation and to pave the way for a new and 

perhaps more fruitful interpretation, metaphor belongs not to the logic of justification 

and proof, but to the logic of discovery (Ricoeur, 1978).

It has been suggested that although there may seem to be a great distance, at least in 

some abstract conceptual sense, between metaphor and humour, during observations 

of the role of metaphor in industrial consulting groups (Mawardi, 1959), it proved to 

be difficult at times to determine a dividing line between remarks intended to be 

funny and those raised with the specific intention of dealing with the present problem 

in a metaphorically useful and meaningful way (Pollio, 1996).
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I have no doubt of the power of metaphor to deliver. Metaphorical descriptions 

certainly provide a chunk of information that is more easily managed than the messy 

issues they themselves describe. But, attached to this belief is a worthy note of 

caution. One of the most interesting aspects of metaphors is that they can produce a 

kind of one-sided insight. On one hand, however appropriate a good metaphor may 

be, on the other, there may be something inappropriate about it (Turbayne, 1962). 

Highlighting certain interpretations in this way without doubt forces others into the 

background. In the same way that asserting an individual is a lion, may bring to the 

fore his bravery, strength, regal air or, indeed his ferocity, it simultaneously relegates 

other pertinent characteristics to the background, for, he might also be a chauvinist 

pig, a devil, or a saint, a bore, or a recluse. It may quite simply mean that he spends 

all his time lazing around and preening himself, letting the 'women' do all the work, 

then turning up at the last minute to claim his disproportionate and more choice share 

of the rewards (Morgan, 1986).

More formally perhaps, Oestreich (1998) provides one example, described as more or 

less typical of the other metaphor and similes in the book of Hosea (Hos 14:5-9). The 

example illustrates how 'the variety of associations, not all of which necessarily 

exclude each other, reveals the continuing problem of interpretation of metaphors' 

Oestreich (1998). 'I am like an evergreen cypress'. Different interpretations have 

been offered. Is such a statement intended to communicate that the tree provides 

shadow and protection, freshness vigor and fertility? In essence, the idea of the tree 

of life, or is the image of the tree a representation of stability, durability and resistance 

Oestreich (1998)?
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In actuality metaphors can have either positive of negative connotations. Perhaps, on 

the positive side the lion is indeed brave, strong and fierce. Equally as likely though, 

he is a lazy so and so! So, whenever we use metaphor as a means of communicating 

or imparting information a qualifying statement is required as to its intended portrayal 

as a positive or negative image.

Sissons (1999) offers a further note of caution. Based on the premise that the best 

evidence for the power of metaphor is the actuality that we use them unconsciously, 

for the most part, we do not stop to think. The constant use of metaphor to generate 

meanings can leave us at the mercy of 'those who are skilled at packing subtle hints 

into language: advertisers.' Sissons goes on to provide a particularly relevant 

comment from George Lakoff and Mark Turner:

For the same reasons that schemas and metaphors give us power to 
conceptualize and reason, so they have power over us. Anything that we 
rely on constantly, unconsciously, and automatically is so much a part of 
us that it cannot be easily resisted, in large measure because it is barely 
even noticed. To the extent mat we use a conceptual metaphor, we 
accept its validity. Consequently, when someone else uses it, we are 
predisposed to accept its validity. For this reason, conventionalised 
schemas and metaphors have persuasive power over us.

(Lackoff and Turner, 1989)

In addition, the interpreter of metaphorical explanation cannot simply rely upon 

routine - ingenuity is a constant requirement (Scheffler, 1979). Insights gained via 

previous uses and interpretations of a particular metaphor cannot simply be 

transported indiscriminately to new (even though not dissimilar) contexts. Any 

possible similarities need to be thoroughly researched and analyzed, which in turn 

should lead to the acceptance of those found to be appropriate and the rejection of the 

remainder.
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1.2.9 Why use metaphor?

Metaphor is a powerful tool for understanding our world. As the aim of the 

preliminary data collection phase in my case study was to uncover perceptions of the 

stakeholders involved in extant policy making processes, it was felt that metaphors 

should be used as an essential element of the mechanisms for gathering (and later 

analysing) data, thereby enhancing the richness of the information collected. Morgan 

(1986) demonstrates how the use of metaphor can be harnessed as a means of 

enhancing our capacity for creative yet disciplined thought and, in turn, our ability to 

find new ways of organising and dealing with problematics. Certainly, metaphor and 

analogy are important in both scientific and everyday common-sense thinking, their 

most dramatic effect comes in ordinary reasoning (Lackoff, 1995a). They have been 

described in an educational context as 'powerful resources for the teaching and 

popularisation of science' (Ogborn and Martins, 1996). 'The history of philosophy 

should be written as that of seven or eight metaphors' (Hume, 1962). Indeed, the 'big 

five' metaphors - machine, organic, neurocybernetic, cultural, and political metaphors 

are said to have been able to capture, at least at a general level, 'almost all 

management and organization theory' (Flood and Jackson, 1991).

A metaphor can:

...evoke a broad array of elements that comprise our knowledge of 
something....and can accomplish this evocation with the smallest of cues. 
With a small element, we have a cue to a larger concept, and we expand 
that cue into a structure of elements and relationships.

(Sissons, 1999).
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The above can be demonstrated by the centrality of metaphors to political discourse. 

The political world is value laden and both cognitively and perceptually disconnected 

from the immediacy of everyday experience (Graber, 1993).

The dynamics and consequences of politics are neither tangible, self- 
evident, nor simple. A major function of political metaphors is to link 
the individual and the political by providing a way of seeing relations, 
reifying abstractions, and framing complexity in manageable terms.

(Thompson, 1996)

Further, it has been argued that imagery and metaphor alone properly represent the 

flux of reality (Hulme, 1962). This may be of particular relevance given the later use 

of SSM in Mode 2 - 'conscious reflections upon interactions with the flux of events 

and ideas' Checkland and Scholes, 1990 emphasis added) - as a means of interacting 

with the practical aspects of my research. They are central to the way we think about 

the world around us (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980), with research conducted in a wide 

variety of fields demonstrating the formative influence of metaphor (Morgan, 1986). 

According to Ogborn and Martins (1996) this belief, that metaphors are not just 

rhetorical literary devices but are central to the complexion of language and of our 

understanding of the world, can be tracked to Black (1962, 1979) the developer of the 

interactive view of metaphor. According to this view metaphors work by applying a 

system of 'associated implications' to the principal (literal) subject of the metaphor 

that are characteristic of the metaphorical secondary subject (Boyd, 1979). This 

interactive view of metaphor is that it is the cognitive interaction between the 

components of a metaphor which give it its force (Ogborn and Martins, 1996) - a 

view that has been further developed by Lakoff and Johnson (Lakoff and Johnson, 

1980; Johnson, 1987; Lakoff, 1987). Lakoff and Johnson (1980) use the term
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'conceptual metaphor' as a means of distinguishing metaphor as a kind of utterance 

and metaphor as applied in the realm of thought.

... .By proposing that we see one thing in terms of another, metaphor is 
essentially equivalent to the individuation of a (metaphorical) point of 
view, from which we are invited to see part of (historical) reality ..... For 
example, the metaphor 'the earth is a spaceship' invites us to see the 
earth from a point of view that is defined by the interaction (to use 
Black's terminology) between the concepts earth and spaceship. It 
should be observed, next, that this view of metaphor is in fundamental 
agreement with the main inspiration of Kantian transcendentalism - and 
this is why metaphor is a continuation of scientistic cognitive ideals, 
rather than being in opposition to them.

(Ankersmit, 1994)

Issues of organizational life are often shrouded by the use of metaphorical 

descriptions which appear to provide a chunk of information that is more easily 

managed than the messy issues themselves. Metaphors have also proven useful for 

gaining original insights (Winsor, 1996). The business world generally, and 

organisational change management more specifically, has seen numerous accounts of 

the use of metaphor in decision-making and problem-solving.

Through harnessing the interpersonal function of metaphor to foster intimacy between 

speakers and listeners and to highlight common ground, it is believed that the use of 

metaphor also significantly aids young people's participation in the research process. 

One way in which metaphors were used was in drawing out similarities between 

familiar objects, situations, people or events and young peoples' experiences of the 

school system.
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1.3 Summary

Metaphor makes the abstract visible, a single metaphor can sum up a whole person or 

situation (Wells, 1924). It can be argued that metaphor has been most obviously 

valuable in the service of our social and political purposes, explaining why the social 

and the political world is metaphor's favorite domain (Ankersmit, 1994). The use of 

metaphor enables us to come to terms with both our social and physical worlds. 

Metaphor has the capacity to make the unfamiliar familiar. Metaphor is an effective 

means of generating and organizing knowledge.
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Appendix IV - Ideas and themes, Inner City School

Year Seven

C047B
other points

- King - other kids treat you 
like royalty

- light at the end of tunnel

- hill with two people 
surrounded

- apple - foods good

- soldier - wearing uniform - good

How can it be made better? 

\A_j Cards to vote on different things

VB> Tell year rep. They will tell people 
at the committee

XL/ Open meetings so other
children can learn as well 

- other children should be

C047C
able to speak as well

Things to be asked about

Outside rest areas
- who goes into our area
- what is it like

I cnvir—
^^-- not too strict, have a laugh v 

. ^-"^ . fonment
- teachers - reporting

interviewing -
- size of classroom

L—space for seating

Envir-

- extra bins 
ban chewing gum

- tuckshop in hall not yr 9

learning 
environment

changes to school day f" 11 scno°'
- length of lesson time should have a

- number of lessons SQY
- choice of subjects - languages
- amount of homework
- balance of lessons and homework
- toilets

C047D
Things we shouldn't be asked about

• subjects - phase in new subjects
languages

• private life - but should be someone 
to talk to (tutor)

• other people need to have a say 
parents/family

- times of other schools

s hazards, fire, signs 
safety issues - but should be able 

to decide, some things

money - sometimes they should 
be able to say

C047E
WHAT SHOULD SCHOOL SYSTEM BE
LIKE?

- So children can learn 
get to know more 
all know what they are doing 
everyone gets to agree or disagree

all year group meetings

- need information

- need a big meeting place

- make decisions just for year group

- meetings every month - not forced to go

- once a year, see what the 
whole year has done

AIV- 1



Year Seven (cont.)

C047F
- head of year - should call meeting

- should keep order

- should listen A partly run meetings

- should make sure decisions are fair

- children should vote on what is
to be talked about at meetings
- tally marks
- computer?

- recording changes - something should
get done

- teachers should give advice -
• but should listen to children's 

solutions
• Children's views have priority in 

discussion

- should be based on trust

C047S 
What was easy/did you like?

- pictures were easy and fun - feelings

- nobody could say we were wrong

- everyone got to say what they wanted 

What was hard/didn't you like?

- not used to being asked about things

- making decisions

- teachers might stop it from happening
Say its too complicated

Things could work if they want it to

AIV-2



Year Eight

C048C 
Things we should be asked about
- length of lessons

- cost of library passes

- length of breaks

- what the money is spent on

- what is n the year block

- toilets

- what children need - drinks, food

- prices in the vending machines

- How often vending are filled

- Homework

[whole 
school

\

Yr8 \ 
profit 
spent on 
Yr8!

They (SMT) should ask us before they decide. 
There should be nothing they don't 

ask us about

C048D

- we need to 'see' things happen

- we should not be asked to do anything 'they' 
wouldn't/don't do

Problems should get sorted out 
- need contracts

C048E 
What worked? Why?

- school / friends rep - unofficial

- on own behalf

- eventually

- negotiation

C048F 
What was easy/did you enjoy?

- Cards - new
put a picture in a picture

- Play - needed more time

Easiest - acting 
- talking
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Year Nine

C049B 
What should you be. asked about?
- Talking in class - Library Use
- Detentions - organisers
- Teachers - humorous ones, what they 

are like, how strict, respect you, 'care'
- What lessons we do
- Litter/ clearing up

- Longer dinner breaks
- Breaks between lessons
- Make doors bigger, more doors, how 

school is set out, boilers

- Times school should
be open _ Teachers shou , d

have rules, we 
should know wha 
they are

- Toilets, no roles, no locks, procedure

- Bullying Uniforms 

Who comes here

- Facilities, tuckshops, vending machine 
prices, contents, where the money is 
used

- some 'money' issues anything under £200

C049C 
What shouldn't we be asked about?!
- Personal things

- some 'money' issues anything over £200

- not asked for 'contributions' (money)

no embarrassment or belittling 

How we can be listened to?

Questionnaires
1/Ideas - newspaper
"i Options

local

school

Presentations

Discussion
- Meetings 

Telephone
- Email 

TV
- Radio

Booklets 
in person

- direct 1st 
indirect 2nd

need reply 1st 
results 2 nd

C049D 
What should reps be like?
- calm

- nice and gentle

- treats pupils like his/her own kids 
caring, get to know them

- people who care about other people 
and their things/work

- not short-tempered, consistent

- works well with other poeple 
- children and other teachers

friendly (enough)
sorts kid's problems out
enjoys school
likes children
humorous
trusting and trustworthy
responsible
keeps secrets

- imaginative
- smart/clever

C049E 
What did you enjoy/find easy?

- pictures

- talking about teachers, what we want

- identifying rep's qualities - saying 
what had been written down

What was difficult? What didn't you like

Thinking about picking a card - too 
many

- Things we should be asked about? 

How can we be listened to?
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Year Ten

C0410B
What should we be asked about? 
What school dinners should be like 
What subjects should you do?

- vote
- options 

What space we should have, who is allowed in
what you can do there 

Le.g. music 
Want the school interior is like

- flatter
- brighter 

What uniform should be like - teachers should
wear one 

Teachers - age?
- attitude?
- humorous
- know when to draw the line

Head teacher what hours you should do, longer breaks 
People who attend the school - get rid of the

'divvies' 

test? 
Rules —chewing in class

V-~silly, should be consistent 
\should be decided with kids and teachers

C0410C 
What shouldn't you be asked about?

Teachers

- detentions

- content of lessons

- who did something they shouldn't have 
done - not to grass

- what you do outside school
- personal stuff

Some things to do with money

C0410D 
How could you get listened to?

Surveys/questionnai res

- Voting system - ideas that people 
had put forward

- Mass meeting
- leaflets, posters, etc.

- Tannoy

- Radio station

- Need incentives to go along

- Needs to be entertaining

- Strikes

C0410E
What should people be like who 
speak for you or listen to you?

- should have to show why something can't be done
- People you can trust
- must act as well as talking, must deliver 

Someone who will get the message across

- People who will listen to others ideas 
Familiar, most people know them

- Popular (not everyone agrees)
- must be good looking
- know their mind
- Be positive - someone with 
courage
- Someone who won't back down at first

sign of competition/when being put down

- Should be able to discuss instead of stating 
'that's how it is'

It could be anyone
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Year Ten (cont.)

C0410F 
What did you find easy/did you enjoy?

- Talking, not having to write

- Setting out of lessons

- Talking as equals

- What we should be asked - you listened

What was difficult/didn't you enjoy?

- Cards - thought others might laugh

- Being asked what you shouldn't be asked 
- should be consulted in all things

What could have been done differently

- Didn't need cards, could just ask directly

- Should & Shouldn't switch order
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Year Eleven

C0411B 
What should we be asked about?

How school buildings should be designed 
—— School site ———————————

personalised 
resources

How resources are used
What resources are bought
Who uses what/* when
What the rules are
Security, CCTV, security/guards officers
The registration system, arrival and each lesson
What subjects should be taught
What level we should learn at (by subject)
Who the teachers should be
How we should be assessed
Exam conditions
Food provision
School day timing, what day, when it starts/finishes

breaks and dinner 
Homework
Class sizes
Classroom decor
Punishments
Who the head should be
Medical cover

Uniform - dress code

How things are taught 
(e.g. virtual school)

C0411C 
What the people should be like

Approachable counsellors
Friendly
Young (at heart)
Experience/newness
Reliable
Adaptable
Flexible
Listeners
Communicators (and 'advertisers')
Sensible
Organised
Respectful
Trustworthy
Honest
Open

teachers
peers
specialists

C0411D
How shouldn't we be asked about?

Exam questions

'nothing1 

personal stuff

Money (within certain limits)
How could we be asked

Year councils - if they actually worked
excuses'
Direct to the Head
Gov's

deo
In person
In writing
Petition
Assembly
Email - discussion groups
Telephone
Random sapling
surveys

voting 
smart cards

'No

TV/film/vi

Radio 
Grapevine

C0411E 
How would we know we had been heard?

We could see the changes happening
Results
If we were given the job to carry through

If we were given a 'reasoned' reply 
If we were given responsibility

If we were not dictated to 
If 'they' responded

'Equal' power in 'debate'
What was easy/what we liked
Being listened to the mixture of
participants
treated as individuals
pictures

listening to/seeing other peoples point of view 

What was hard/what we disliked 

what shouldn't be asked
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Non-Teaching Staff

C04NTSB 
How it should be.....I want

everyone should be involved:
Teachers parents? 
NTS Gov's? 
Kids

turn it upside down....'kid power'

like 'summer school'

like an 'integrated learning community'

all 'decisions' should be reviewed/iterative process 
e.g. return to behaviour group

no more 'half measures'

should be a 'life school'

forget the 'macro' + the 'micro' economics

don't rely on the lowest common denominator

C04NTSC
How it could be done! 
Representative system 
Organised discussions - timetabled 
Mass meeting 
Suggestion box 
Monthly themes^^prioritised

^* steering committee

Can be present
'removed'
if req'd

Use assembly as integral part of system 
'democracy' by 'autocracy'

Individual system
Flyers
Questionnaires
Computer
Intranet/i nter net
School paper/Magazine
those of
TV Public Access TV
Radio
Video (demo/advertising)

IF
"v_**

from 
p.aeh class

Town Crier'

'Voting'

Computer 
(good for

lesser ability in 
terms of vocabulary 
confidence etc.)

C04NTSD 
What they should decide....

Uniforms

Meal

School day

teachers (consultation only/having a say)

discipline rules / and some say in application

environment

What should they not get a say ...

No final say

volume 

difficulty
level of work

curriculum
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Appendix IV - Ideas and themes, Suburban School

Year Seven

W7B This is more general 
What shoulcf we be asked about?

- How much homework should there be?
- Stuff that matters
- What the teachers should be like - 

nice 
not to strict

- What variety of pupils should there be?
- How many breaks you get?
- How long should the day be?
- How should the classrooms be?
- What the balance should be between work A fun?
- What social areas should there be?
- What subjects you get - bi-lingual teachers
- Outside areas - what should these be 

like - peaceful/quiet, break time activities
more computers 
with internet access

School dinners
Uniform?
Litter - how others should behave
Bullying - Govt should set it so it is the

same in all schools
Pupils should also say what rules 

should be

W7C /This seems too personal to ask 
What shouldn't we be asked about?

— Personal stuff in public
\_ How you are asked is important

— Teachers should be like an 
Agony aunt

— They could give advise

— Work you have to do - no point 
in just playing games all the time 
— Should have some say in amount 

though not necessarily content

How should school be organised so 
that your ideas could get listened to?

— Petition from the year. Majority 
Decisions - any ideas - realistic

— Ideas tube - like in factories or
Department stores show people what its like 

/^. direct action
— Banners - strike' —— sometimes teachers 

would listen, so this is only for 
times when not being listened to

W7D
- Negotiation

^r "Student Bodies"
- Newspaper - weekly Yr 7 only

\ entertaining and learning

- Boys and girls involved
- Elect "town criers"

- Intra-net
- Elected representatives
- Post box / Suggestions box

- Radio station
- Questionnaire/Quality Survey
- Asked in Assembly

How would you know your ideas 
Were being listened to?
- See the results / hear the results
- Recognition ^Ideas^ould = merits/credits 

—— \ not just results

- Children should be able to 'follow up'

- no guarantees

W7E 
What was difficult?
- Cards - hard explaining about school
- What we shouldn't be asked about ss
- Can't always guarantee things will be 

Listened to
- Being asked what we think

What was easy?
- Having a break
- What we should be asked
- Small group

What could we have done differently?
- Should have written down ideas - easier to disagree
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Year Eight

make up 
/jewellery

W8B
What should we be asked about? , „..,,
i./ i • r- . ^ - , //different uniformWorking Environment - Dress code e—

-, .. „ , ipr seasons Classrooms - How Big, furniture,
No of students, 
decor

-upper + lower 
school teachers 
(separate)

-internet access

toilets - when you go, how often
condition liveliness

enjoymenl 
fairness 
fun 
earning

Lessons

by subject 
ability

teacher - assessment -—•""""" 
shortlist of 'head teachers'

equality of rules for pupils + Teacher
outside, maintenance - more bins
Homework timetable - more even
detentions/fair hearing
ng0* y°u c'0 ' n ^e subject - choice of 'order' 

order of the scho°'
timin9 -I- - somewhere 

between class 
isolation

choose lessons
timetable
mixed sports AA/F 

Social Environment
'prefects/ what clubs there are, how they are run 
monitors' a quiet workroom (lunchtimesfood Price

more space (Yr social, areas) . . r schooRips 
lockers inter-tutor events

diet
timing
variety

W8C 
What we should not be asked about?

teachers Pay

the budget

Expulsions/suspensions

How can we make sure we are heard?

Questionnaire
Meetings
Group discussions (focused)
Vote
Petition
Posters
Tannoy
Newspaper
Videos
Adverts
Documentary
Presentation

Web site

show of hands 
secret ballot 
Class averages 
Computer

access
training

uick 
easy 
secret 
accurate 
modern 
cheap 
frequency

How we would know we were heard?!!
Results
Action not words
Personal contact
Feedback
Organisation

What the people should be like!
A mix of ability, background
believable
Honest Should not be quick to judge,
Respectful especially with regard to 'money'
fair
non-argumentative
good listeners

W8E 

What we found easy/liked!

say what you want, speak freely
no criticism
writing things up so we can add/go back

What we found hard!

What we should not be asked 
pictures (at first) 
the initial silence
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Year Nine

W9B 
What should we be asked about?
- Time of council meetings

.... . , But classrooms too
- What we want in it other than Classrooms

e.g. games rooms, sauna, Swimming pools, etc.
- Outside facilities
- How big the school should be - does it need to be 

bigger? Bigger rooms, Bigger dinner areas Games 
shed. 
Astro turf

- When is it open? When are facilities open? 
Smoke alarms in toilets - maintenance

- Vending machines
- Where we can eat food
- Teachers, involved in interviews, staff
- Children - what mix, boy/girl,
- What you want to be taught? Subjects 4 Content
- Who can give detentions/who can't, expulsions
- Who is in charge
- What uniforms should be like, (blue)
- We should get a vote on uniform
- Holidays, when 4 how long (re-dist. Existing time 

off)
- Disciplining other pupils and teachers
- Lockers
- Times you start and finish (e.g. flexitime
- Teacher assessment

not RE

W9C 
What shouldn't we be asked about?!

Money
We should be informed
we should be asked
We should not be asked - Bills

How can we be heard
rewards for being one?

- School reps - but they need to 
Speak up for us, they could decide 

by voting
- personal contact

tutor group - with feedback
- computer system - website 

\_teachers collect ideas
- suggestion box

- School-wide meetings

- Questionnaire, thru registration

- 'open' council meetings

W9D 
What should reps be like?

- Strong - willed, willing to argue 
their point (the groups), what 
everyone wants

- Teachers should listen and don't 
ram their own opinions down your 
throat

- Not argumentative
- Teachers should not interfere and 

try to change ideas

- Sensible (but not too swotty)
- Reliable - willing to go to every meeting
- Not necessarily intelligent
- Not 'Yes' women/men

- Shouldn't laugh at other people or 
their ideas

- Respect

- should not interrupt

W9E 
What was easy/did you enjoy?

— The cards
— putting your ideas forward
— designing the school
— drawing on the papers

What was difficult ?
- The cards
— Using your head

What could we have done differently

- Spend a whole day
— move around the school to get

Practical examples of what could be improved
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Year Ten

W10B 
What should we be asked about?
- What the buildings are like
- Building interiors
- Toilets - they're always locked!
- Uniform - more lenient
- The hours that you do
- Teachers - that you can relate to

must have some control

- What lessons you take
If you know what you want to do, you 
Should be able to focus on that 
If you don't, you should have a general 

set of courses

- Dinners - choice in what to eat
- Homework - there is a time-table but they don't 

keep to it

- Rules - e.g. chewing gum, make-up, jewellery, 
no contradicting 
inconsistency 

Good system for giving in suggestions

W10C 
What shouldn't we be asked about?!

- Finance - but if we donate to things
we should have a say in how 
it is spent 
- Where it is spent - Litterbins

- books
- To grass on someone else

Direct - In writing
In person
Phone
E-mail
Fax
Video
Presentation

Assembly

W10D
How could you get listened to? 
What system would work?

- Questionnaires

- Student council per year,
Upper & Lower School Councils 

Volunteers don't work

- Strikes/Riots/Protest

- Mass meeting with T.V. reporting
closed circuit TV

- Tannoy system
- Radio

- Newspaper

- Have someone who sounds 
convincing

- Need to see results-even being told 
that nothing can be done would help

W10E
What characteristics should people 
Have who should be listening to or 
Speaking for you?

- Loud - to get message across

- Shouldn't be afraid of talking to 
teachers

- Well-respected figure
- Not there to boost their own ego

- Enthusiastic, should want to do it

- Willing to accept and a ct on criticism

Determined - Understanding
- Confident Tidy/Organised
- Ask others for input/suggestions

Sensitive - Care about what others say
- Convincing - Honest

- Open-mind Intelligent
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Year Ten (cont.)

W10F
What has been easy? What have you 
enjoyed? - Everything

- Having a say
- Being treated as equal
- Cards

What has been difficult? What haven't you 
enjoyed? 
- Cards couldn't see anything in them

What could have been done differently? 

- Nothing
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Year Eleven

W11B 
What should we be. asked about?
- Class sizes - After school activities (fun * academic)
- Sets (by topic, subject) with a degree of flexibility
- teachers(accessible, fair, kind, quite strict,

Same for
everybody
teacher/student

coordinated,)
- The Head
- Heads of year - The 'Rules'
- Classrooms (more (but not to) comfortable 

design, decor, layout, how they are 
used/allocated

- food - (Mc's), what the food should be, choices
- How we should be 'treated' - times of the school day

(start, breaks etc, finish)
- Lessons, (aimed towards real life) content
- Subject (what is compulsory/optional)

- No double standards

- Who comes to our school (personality, academic, 
behaviour/attitude)

- Who gets rewarded and how
- Who gets punished and how
- What 'specialists' should be employed 

(counsellors/advisors)
- Resources (text books, equipment, exercise books)
- Facilities (lockers, toilets
- What the money is spent on(
- The school environment (communal areas, social areas)
- When we should be asked

- Uniform, (choices) 
For teachers

W11C 
What shouldn't ask you?

Teacher/Staff wages 
Finance

How should we ask you?
* all combined into lessons*

- Opinion Poll
- Internet - Best Practice site <^"^
- Phone in
- TV programme
- Radio
- Student groups 'like this' working on themes

(inc. 
'drongos')

- Computers, compile info
- Tutor groups

W11D 
How would you know 'they' had listened?

an explanation 
a neutral person 
representatives

What would convince you?

action
witnesses
televised meetings/decisions

What witnesses/rep's/neutral people should be like

Un-biased
Honest
Open-minded
Trustworthy
'neutral' (involved/uninvolved e.g. student teacher,

university)

W11E
What was easy/what we liked

Easy to talk 
No 'disruption' 
discussion 
talked with not at 
no arguing

What was difficult/ we disliked

'Setting going' 
pictures exercise

What should we do different?

Ask about school directly first then do pictures 
Make sure we know what it is about before
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Year Twelve/Thirteen

W12.13B
What should we be asked about 

The school working environment

The Social environment 

class/timetable organisation

class sizes
teachers, fresh/experienced mix, strict when it 

matters, consistent

discipline procedures
the amount of work and how it is coordinated

the 'rules' about what behaviour is acceptable 
'free' time

what subjects are compulsory in 6 form
what is acceptable behaviour form the teachers
what money is spent on
what resources are available
teacher assessment
'purchasing' tailored' education programme

W12.13C
What shouldn't we be asked about

Teachers Wages

How can we be asked

ask everybody *'living with the enemy'
programme
vote - on major issues Yes/No
tutor groups
survey
small group debate/discussion
person to person (Head of year, school)
E-mail
Internet voting
School web site
Chat - site/room
Neutral inspectors' at school who would involve

students
Teacher - student conferences 
Formal meetings

W12.13D

everything

What was easy /we liked

What's been hard 

Thinking 'directly' about school

How would you know?

Results, Action 
Seeing is believing

Acknowledgement, feedback, evidence
Newsletter
Access to school financial info'/Budgets
Openness
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Parents

Y

WPB
What should we ask children?

What do you want from life? 
What skills do you need/want?

e.g. social skills, life skills 
What they want to learn? 
How do you want to learn? (virtual school) 
Who do you want to learn with? (kids) 
Who the teachers should be? 
What the teachers qualities should be? 
To evaluate teachers/teaching? 
What the rules should be? 
Customer/student driven 
When you would like to be taught? 
How they should be assessed?

(exam, continuously) regular/multiple testing 
How should we deal with 'discipline' issues, procedures 
Punishment + reward 
What other 'agencies' should be involved/available

in school?
What facilities they should have? 
academi c/no n-academi c 
What food should be available?

WPC
How the day should be structured? 

lunchtimes etc.

What we should not ask them!

the budget (no say, but get feedback) 
- should have own budget

How:
speech'
Suggestion box
Referendum
weekly forum (debate)
questionnaire
video box, diary
E-mail

'free

Radio, TV 
documentary 
Newspaper 
phone 'in' 

'voice mail' 
Internet

WPD

What was easy? 

Pictures exercise

What was hard?

Working with an 'ideal' world

AIV- 16


