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Synopsis:

Narrative (focused on stories) approach regards people and the whole companies as stories. The stories distribuce the key topics of a company. Thus they form „the shadow management of the company“.

Narrative diagnostics – Deconstruction (1) of a company discloses a net of particular processes that form the key meanings and values of the company. It makes it possible to expose the ideology of the company and to examine its relationship to original experiences, visions and targets.

Perturbation of the company’s knowledge (2) – is the identity crisis of the individuals concerned and of the company as a whole.
Decision on a change – Externalization (3) makes it possible to locate failures, mistakes and faults in a different way – from persons to hostile topics that are already crossing the framework of the company. A new potential of possibilities stimulates new key decisions and new rules of the game.

Implementation of the changes – company solutions (4). New goals, responsibilities and competencies are created.

Introduction

We all know without doubt that companies are not created only by their products, development projects, not even by however magical figures of their economic index numbers. Companies are, above all, created by people. Today we like to call them, with pride as well as with hesitation, human resources. (At the same time it is somehow inconvenient and unpractical finding.)


People have their personal history and their professional development that is at the time being expressed through their engagement in a company. That is fulfilled by accomplishing their tasks on the level of an employee. These tasks are joined – on the level of the owners or management of the company – by visions and projects specifying the operation of the whole company. The higher the post of a person in the company’s hierarchy, the higher his influence on making his visions come true in the company’s course. 


The key question in the so-called narrative (story focused) approach towards a company is: into what extent can people that decide on behalf of the company or those on whose identification with the company its prosperity is based (that could be in fact everybody) join their personal professional progress and the development of the company with all its demands? It can be crucial for the success of the whole company how the managers of the firm (and not only them) decide on their personal balance – „everything for myself/everything for this company as it is.“ Throughout the life of the company we can witness the omnipresent drama of the transformation of personal and company Themes. That appears on all levels.

When a new department director introduces himself to his colleagues, he tells them how he wants to be perceived. Their reaction tells him whether his effort is being accepted or refused  and how the members of the group would like to be perceived by their new boss. Nevertheless, the end of this opening meeting doesn’t mean the end of forming one’s opinions; that will continue as long as the persons concerned are going to work together, and even longer – in the story that they are going to tell later. (Davies, Harré, 1991)


It is impossible (Schütz, 1973) to understand human behaviour and management processes if we ignore human intentions.  And it is impossible to understand human intentions if we ignore the frameworks in which these intentions make sense. Such frameworks may be all institutions or just sequences of activities. To put it simply contexts with history in which separate acts as well as the whole histories of individuals should and have to be understandable (as far as their intentions and subsequent responsibilities go). Responsibility truly is the main tie in human co-operation.


Nevertheless, responsibility doesn’t apply only to fulfilling separate tasks – responsibility has to correspond to commitments – common commitments. Primarily the commitment is about joining in something that we can call „common topic“.  The topic or theme emerges from negotiation in communication – i.e. dialogue. Key themes appear in a company as something that is often discussed, talked about – they appear as stories. Narrations that have a long life in a company, above all stories, are sediments of standards and practices. As such they deserve our thorough attention... Stories don’t lie about around us – they are constantly transformed, they circulate and they are told inconsistently. (Czarniawska, 2004, p. 45)


Narrative (story focused) approach regards people and whole companies as an embodiment of stories – stories of stagnation, decline and prosperity. Story is what we tell each other, what we live in.  We assume it affects us into a large extent in all our decisions and in fulfilling all our work tasks. A good story – both personal and company’s – through its telling and re-telling makes it possible to grasp and analyze the way in which an individual and a company process their experiences with himself/herself and the copany. And also how they immediately label these experiences and what value they give them. As we have already said, stories name the key topics of a copany. They dictate what can and has to be talked about, what must not be talked about, about what and how we can and must think and in what way it is forbidden. Stories are „reactors of meanings“ that turn on the machinery of a company’s culture.
                             




*****


A request for professional help comes in the moment when a theme of Problem (or Development) becomes dominant. This theme then prevails and suppresses other lines of the story. It usually leads to various undesirable phenomena such as frustration of people or significant dissagreement on what is important - as a result the decrease of productivity appears. People under the pressure of the Problem then produce „the blaming“ stories – blaming themselves, others or unfavorable circumstances. Joining in the topic of a common contract is then disrupted into a large extent. Company topics „degenerate“ into faults of individual employees. As a result the union of the company’s commitments becomes a hord of quarrelling individuals

We entered the company during its ongoing decrease of productivity when one of the company’s branches threatened to separate from the central organization. Employees of the branch were in a long term unsatisfied with the devision of the company’s  income. Moreover they were persuaded that their productivity surpasses that of the central organization. At the same time they felt strong enough to compete in the market as an individual subject. The central organization viewed these tendencies as reprehensible threatening of the whole company. The contentious situation was embodied into the conflict between „the leader of the separatists“ and „the hypocritical director general“. The unwillingness to join in the prevailing way of communication completely overshadowed the original readiness to share the common company goals and the ability to see them.

1. Narrative diagnostics (deconstruction)


In the narrative approach we are aware that „Every cloud has a silver lining“, i.e. even the most burning issues represent a certain way of solution seeking.– in fact they mean the people involved try to sustain the company running. Problem can be seen as a solution. As that it is still important enough for the company to invest its time, energy, employees and money into it. (The positive „re-framing“ is at the same time the first intervention in the company that eases the crippling power of the problem over the people. It helps to establish a good co-operation with the consultant, and enables to stop the vicious circle of fruitless solutions, just to stop at all).

Narrative diagnostics of a company discloses a net of particular processes (or language games, if you prefer)  that form, keep and re-establish the key meanings and values that are necessary for the working of the company. Such an approach to the company - the approach of an ecology of stories - makes it possible to re-invent original (possibly distant, possibly recent) experiences that were present in the very beginning of a company. Experiences, from which a complex company unit continuously emerged. It enables us to unmask the ideology of the company and to examine its relationship to original or previous experiences, visions and goals. Narrative analysis unveils processes and events through which the visions and goals of individuals with respect to the company made their way to the language of the company and created its dominant story and thus the dominant company knowledge. Which may be both positive and negative. Such an ambiguity of the motives that lies in the background of the company processes can be unmasked by the deconstruction – it makes it possible to see the origins of distorted relationships of the company employees to their own experiences. Thus it becomes possible to view the dominant company knowledge as one of the possibilities, but not the only one.

In the beginning of the consultancy we asked all the persons involved to describe the role of the company from their specific point of view. We opened the meeting with the representatives of all sides by saying: „We thought about your order for our counselling and we  came up with the assumption we want to share with you in the very beginning: In our opinion the fact itself that we all gathered here today can be interpreted as a result of your ongoing attempts at co-operation. And what we are looking at now is a common problem. We want to have a look at it together with you and to see  it in its komplex nature. Who wants to start?“ 

The director general started to describe the situation as malfunctioning communication on the side of the representatives of the company’s branch and he interpreted it as the lack of interest in common goals. By resistance to the central management they threaten the company as a whole. The assigned representative of „the rebels“ interpreted the problem situation as a result of unjust division of the company’s income, i.e. a breach of the former company´s agreement. Another problem she mentioned was an arrogant disregard of the centre. The representatives of the board of directors voiced their worries from various points of view – one of them asked the director general why he doesn’t call the branch to order, another one stressed the necessity of open communication on both sides. Then with the help of everybody present we formulated the company’s topics that were threatened by the problem topics: „to offer good service“; „to use the competence of the central management for the company as a whole“; „the transparency of the management for the whole organization“; „reliability of what  has been agreed on“.


Through the deconstructive looking over the living space of the company, individuals etc. we can get a realistic picture of the company’s „landscape“ where we subsequently try to locate places that contribute to the company’s productivity and, on the other hand, places that hinder the company’s (or individual’s career’s) progress.

Since we consider the organization as a story, we also take into account temporal aspect, i.e. the history of these specific places in the company’s virtual map. It is clear that such a map doesn’t mirror the company’s hierarchy or structure and it doesn’t necessarily reflect the division of the posts, etc. It is more likely to depict the motive powers and topics that can cross borders of all or certain departments of the company. New territories arise here that may be defined by completely different values than those that are proclaimed in the company’s printed matters, annual reports, in the visions of its founders, in its philosophy. Apart from all this the map also becomes a map of individuals‘decisions, once again identified personal preferences and responsibilities. It becomes clear in that part of the decontructive work that scrutinizes the history of the appearance of specific topics in the company or individuals‘professional lives. Thus, it is also a report on loyalty, or on submission. In this moment we already come to the next phase of the narrative work.

After the key company and problem topics were identified, we asked about their previous life in the company. We were interested in specific situations, events and processes that gave birth to the company’s topics. Then in the moments when – and for whom – these topics started to lose their previous validity. For example, the topic „reliability of what has been agreed on“appeared at the moment when branches of the company were founded (in the period of prosperity). The general optimism made it possible to overlook the large variety  of motives among managers - from the belief in the firmness and viability of common goals to conditioning such belief by continuous company growth and its profit; of course, that caused considerable differences in willingness to fulfill what has been agreed on. The company topic „reliability of what  has been agreed on“ on one hand developed into a problem topic ,who says what has been agreed on?“ (Authoritativeness“) and on the other hand  into another problem topic ,,you are not interested in negotiation“ („Disinterest“). Then we explored the way in which the persons involved define their position towards these topics and how they feel about it. It became apparent that although the specific topics were arrogated to the other party, their negative impact was felt in the whole organization.
2. Perturbation  the (company’s) knowledge
Such an analysis – as a process! - represents a “self-diagnostics” in which everybody takes part, and more over, it also operates as a sensible intervention into company. The unmasking of the language of the company’s ideologies perturbates the stereotypical ways of thinking, its belief systems, and so on.. Thus it threatens the everyday way of processing the experience. Such a situation is more than confliction, the threatening is much deeper – it causes the identity crisis of the individuals concerned and of the company (or a company division) as a whole. Precise arrangement of the coaching project, well-defined contract and well-defined competences and responsibilities for the transformation process in details are all necessary conditions for the progress of the whole process. Clear, agreed-upon and transparent borders of the coaching process are essential for continuous support of everybody’s feeling of safety. The risks of the crisis of knowledge have to be at all times balanced by the trust in co-operation and assurance by responsible persons. When – on the other hand - the crisis of knowledge doesn’t take place during the process, the process is going on more popular, but its outcome is minimized – the old stereotype of the dominant knowledge remains intact.
In the later coaching process with this company new topics finally emerged - topics that belonged to the centre and branch respectively. It also became clear that these themes could be put together into bigger clusters; their common denominator was the topic of Distrust. It was a distrust which expanded in all directions, both in the centre and the branch. In this phase of the coaching process mutual aversions continued to escalate and the persons involved kept blaming each other for being dishonest. At the same time some people started putting the blame on themselves and the original either-or outlook (we=good, they=bad) was disrupted. The question arose: who is the bearer of „the true faith“? The persons involved sometimes had crucial doubts on whether all their endeavors and pains in the company aren’t just an illusion.
3. Decisions on change (Externalization)
By denominating the dominant problem topics we can focus on the specific operations through which the problem-creating force, topic or process overrule the productive course of the company. Now it looks as if the problem were a living creature - with its own motives and goals – which (or more likely- who) is disturbing the healthy course of the company. It represents a shadow management of the topics that are crucial for the company. “Its” power happens and increases through seemingly unimportant and minor actions and arrangements to which the employees often submit without objections. The most common feeling is that „there is no other way“. And exactly this matter-of-course is unmasked by the decontructive and externalizing questioning. What were obvious become exotics: single decisions and responsibilities of persons involved can be now divided from the operations of the Problem. There is one question which stands in the heart of externalization work: “what does the Problem with you? “ Thus, we can “see” the concrete operations by which the problem overrules the life of the company or an individual. On the other hand, there become also visible the exceptional cases when the people kept their autonomy and didn’t submit to the Problem. Such exceptions are starting points of possible future solutions, or more precisely, finding the bridge between the original meanings, ideas, personal sources and the actual ones. The externalized topic – now personalized as a living creature – enables to see and touch the diversion (difference) in the course of the organization from the original setting - caused by operations of the Problem. During the subsequent co-existence of the company and its employees with the Problem a strange symbiosis with an alien arises. All people involved in the Problem submit to an alien. Power of such an influence is not apparent. It is not apparent by what means and tactics the Problem subjugates the people and persuades them to obey.

Externalization is not only a way of listening and questioning (as it was the case in the period of the deconstruction), but it brings new activities in the whole field: evaluating, re-evaluating, refusing, rejecting, and looking for new identifications: simply – intensive decision making. Externalization makes it possible to refuse the undesirable topics mentioned or the nonproductive phases of the motive processes - things that had been internalized, incorporated and now prove to be problematic. Decontruction identifies, externalization deliberates! 

A considerable potential of this new language game lies in the possibility of locating failures, mistakes and faults afresh – from persons to hostile topics that are crossing the framework of the company and its representants. It is again a razor edge situation, but it usually proceeds in a more safety way than in the previous phase – people do look out (and some of them get out) of the conflict situations, they can get rid of blaming or taking credit and – to find again their chances. The company as a whole finds its new topics and identity. A new potential of possibilities stimulates new key decisions and new rules of the game.

To secure the people involved in the process, it is again essential to deal with the (sometimes dramatic) conflicts that arise occasionally, due to the old problem patterns of thinking and acting. Fortunately, the language people use is not as rigid as the people themselves, when are encouraged for new language games. The new framing of what is “ours” and what we must put away enables to create more safety arrangements for change. Mainly – for creating new space for decision making! New questions become typical, such as: „What can we keep on our new way? “„What is still good enough? “„What knowledge remained untouched? “ „What knowledge is no more useful? “ „What new potential and what new dangers does it bring? “
When identifying Distrust as the main obstacle in the company’s development it also became clear it was precisely its tactics that launched the conflict behavior pattern among the teams and departments. It was necessary to point out it was the intention of the Distrust that lead to searching of people to be blamed and of reasons for its justification. This exotic way of looking at the Distrust as a creature acting in its own right was diminished by remembering specific moments when it appeared in the company as something originally strange. How did the Distrust managed to enter the company anyway and what was its business there? At that moment arose an extraordinary parallel between the entrance of the director general and director of the branch into the company: both were overload by the distrust towards their closest colleagues in their previous companies and with immense disappointment from them. It came to light that the director general left the previous firm bearing the label „subversive“ and the present subversive (the director of the branch) with the label of „usurper“. In the new company, blinded by optimism and inadequate vision of their new post, they both took too many competences upon their shoulders without noticing in time they stopped discussing their decisions with their co-workers. Finally it was happening exactly that, what they both were seeking to avoid from the very beginning. The participants of the coaching process gradually described the spreading of the Distrust in the company in more details – one of them even came up with the metaphor of an octopus stretching its tentacles across the firm. In this phase the tension created by the previous step diminished significantly and the participants were able to jointly describe the Distrust as something alien. They stressed the fact that the main consequence of their life with this alien was: „unnecessary ruffle“ and „non-transparency of the company on the outside“. Gradually it became absurd to invest so much energy into arguments and backstage yammer.
4. Changes Implementation – company solutions

In the final phase the role of the coach is gradually and consequentially weakened by the support of new competences in the company. Specific discussions on the implementation of the new knowledge in the firm take place. New tasks, responsibilities and competences arise. It is also discussed what „old ways of thinking“can be kept and what their role in the emerging new company structure is going to be. As soon as possible new people are named that are going to be responsible for the changes implementations. We can say, “The Company is given into their hands.”  


In this last step we are working on returning the entire dynamics of the identified “time-honored” problem topic or pattern to the hands of those (both people and structures) that would lead the company’s course usefully towards the new direction (say, solution). The goal is not to split the force and direction of this „course“ with the motives and goals of “new aliens.”  There are badly needed new structures for new topics and goals!


(It is important to discuss, whether this final process of empowering of human resources in the company still belongs to the original change project, or to the new one, respectively to the company itself. The actual topic arises: “With the new people in the old structures, or with the old people in the new structures?”)

Such work with a company is so complex that the risk of triviality  is -  compared to the successful individual coaching -  immense. We tried to test the persons in their new positions by questioning – „Is the new solution of the situation in the company a real step forward, or just another expression of the old problem?“ „How are the competent persons going to make sure the new optimism doesn’t lead to new loss of trust? “ „How is the new development going to be controlled? “ 


During the last phase of the counseling process the board of directors that continuously discussed the future course of the company stepped in. Part of its members stood up for the quick implementation of the changes into the structures as they were (“Take advantage of the fact you can cooperate now!”, they said), whereas the other part voted for the continuation of the global changes project. At the same time, most middle level managers voiced their worries about the on-coming changes. The whole project suddenly got under great pressure. The board of directors decided to establish a new management group  consisting both of the supporters of the structural changes and of the conservatives that believed in the possibility of re-creation of the original structure by means of personal changes and consistent control mechanisms. At this time, the director general  decided to get out the company. In this turbulent situation we were asked by the board of directors to discontinue the counseling process.

Outputs of the (concrete case) counseling process from our point of view:
· Neutralization of the original either-or attitudes and their disengagement from specific persons

· Establishing of the framework conditions for the new style of communication and co-operation, above all establishing of a new managing group of the whole  change project

· Strengthening  the competences of the managing group by the board of directors and establishing of  a larger  consensus for  support of its actions

· The group established new subgroups:  „The New Vision” Project; „The Management Of The Next Decade“and „The Inner Communication“.

References:

1) Schütz, Alfred (1973) Collected Papers. I. The Problem of Social Reality. The Hague:Martinus Nijhoff
2) Davies, Bronwyn and Harré, Rom (1991), Positioning: The Discoursive Production of Selves. Journal For The Theory of Social Behavior, 20 (1): 43-63

3) Czarniawska, Barbara (2004) Narratives in Social Science Research, Sage Publ.

4) Yannis, Gabriel, (2000) Storytelling in Organisations: Facts, Fictions amd Phantasies. Oxford University Press

5) Loebbert, Michael (2003) Storymanagement, Der narrative Ansatz für Management und Beratung, Klett-Cotta






.






Authors:

PhDr. Vratislav Strnad, 

Mgr. Jan Hesoun

ISZ group 

Máchova 7

12000, Praha 2

Czech Republic

tel.:  +420 737 759 863; +420 732 771 003
e-mail: strnad@isz.cz, hesoun@isz.cz
