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EDITORS’ INTRODUCTION

One among many ways to classify the study of social life is by the kinds
of settings in which such study takes place. Villages, societies (large
and small), families, urban neighborhoods, hospitals, taverns, factories,
governmental agencies, schools, prisons, research laboratories, court-
rooms, and so forth all provide sites (and topics) for social study. All
have their own rhythms and rules, their own performance standards, and
their own troublesome duties for members to carry out that both ease
and complicate social research. Increasingly, ethnographers find them-
selves within private and public work organizations in their own soci-
ety, attempting to make sense out of whatever cultural uniqueness or
consciousness-of-kind such settings provide. These organizations are
“formal” in the sense of having explicit tasks to accomplish and “infor-
mal” in the sense of the way members continually negotiate with one
another in the interpretation and carrying out of such tasks. The promise
of ethnography is the presentation of the work culture that emerges from
the interplay between these so-called formal and informal aspects of
organizational life. While the ethnographic study of work organizations
is hardly new, the number of such studies has grown rather dramatically
in recent years. Indeed, for better or worse, the phrase corporate culture
is now a part of our everyday discourse the world over.

Some of the reasons for the renewed interest in the cultural contours
of organizations are covered by Helen Schwartzman in the 27th Volume
of the Sage Qualitative Research Methods Series. Her intention is to
provide readers with some sound advice as to how they might conduct
fieldwork in organizations and, in the process, come to an understand-
ing of a work culture as situated in particular places, by particular people,
at particular times. Such advice derives both from the author’s wide-
ranging research experience in several organizational settings and from
her sharply focused historical review of the anthropology of work and
organization. As such, the monograph moves from the creation myths
embodied in the foundational Hawthorne Studies, begun in the late
1920s, to the focused appreciation of daily routines, such as meetings,
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.corridor talk, and paperwork, found in contemporary accounts of organ-
1zational cultures. Showing how the past informs the present, or at least
should inform the present, is very much at the heart of this monograph.

—John Van Maanen
Peter K. Manning
Marc L. Miller

PREFACE

For the past 18 years I have conducted research, for one reason or an-
other, in a variety of organizational settings in American society. My
reasons for conducting this research were not always to study “the
organization,” but in each project I feel that I learned something new
about specific organizations and more general processes of “organiz-
ing” (Weick, 1979). My research interests have led me to examine the
topic of children’s play in a day-care center, a community mental health
center in a “psychiatric ghetto,” mental health treatment facilities for
children in the State of Illinois, the development and transformation of
the Hawthorne plant in Chicago and Cicero, and a highly profitable food
technology company in the suburbs of Chicago.

In this book I will draw on my experiences working in these various
contexts, as well as a historical survey of the anthropological literature,
to offer some suggestions for conducting ethnography in organizations.
As more and more anthropologists turn their attention to this area of
research in American society, it seems important for us to know what
past researchers have done as well as to begin sharing research experi-
ences with each other. I would like to thank the editors of Sage’s Quali-
tative Research Methods series—John Van Maanen, Peter K. Manning,
and Marc L. Miller—and Mitch Allen for their patience in waiting (a very
long time) for this manuscript, for their comments and criticism, and
for providing me with the opportunity to reflect on and share my re-
search experiences with readers of this series.

1X




ETHNOGRAPHY
IN ORGANIZATIONS

HELEN B. SCHWARTZMAN
Northwestern University

1. INTRODUCTION

Ethnography is the trademark of cultural anthropology. As a method for
grasping “the native’s point of view” (Malinowski, 1922, p. 25) it was
developed by researchers working mostly outside the United States—in
Samoa, Kenya, Bali, Brazil. In the 1930s and 1940s, however, ethnog-
raphers were also working within the United States, developing inno-
vative ways to use fieldwork techniques in some of the earliest behav-
ioral science investigations of organizations and industries. In this book
I present a methodological history of this anthropological research
tradition, beginning with the well-known but controversial Hawthorne
Studies and continuing into the present. My reason for presenting this
discussion of ethnography in organizations this way is because I believe
that it is necessary to ground the process and products of organizational
ethnography in both the past and the present. In this way researchers
who wish to use ethnography for the study of organizations can begin
to learn about and appreciate the ways that this method has developed
and can begin to make decisions about when and where to employ this
approach in their own research.
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. field, but by the 1950s ant
_ to other researchers. Today,
the study of complex organizations, and so the tradition of industrial

Anthropology and Organizational Research

George Marcus and Michael Fischer suggest that anthropologists
have promised enlightenment in two ways: (a) “to salvage distinct cul-
tural forms of life from a process of apparent global Westernization,”
and (b) “to serve as a form of cultural critique for ourselves. . . . [to]
use portraits of other cultural patterns to reflect self-critically on our
own ways. . . ”(1986, p. 1). Marcus and Fischer conclude that anthro-
pologists have been much better at making good on the first promise,
as opposed to the second, but I believe that there is growing evidence
that recent research in American society, and particularly on organiza-
tions and institutions in the United States, will allow the discipline to
finally fulfill this second promise.

Anthropologists have been at the outskirts of research on American
organizations for some time: however, recently ethnographers have be-
gun to step back into this field. In fact, this is the discipline’s second
foray into this area, because anthropologists played an important, al-

though now largely forgotten, role in the Hawthorne study of the 1920s
and 1930s and the subsequent human relations movement. It was this
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research conducted at the Western Electric Hawthorne Plant in western

-

Chicago and Cicero that legitimated the organization behavior rescarch
ropologists had largely abandoned this area
however, anthropologists are returning to
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ethnology is rejuvenating itself as the anthropology of work, and eth-
nographers are studying public bureaucracies and investigating the cul-
ture of corporations and occupations (e.g., Briody & Baba, 1991: Britan
& Cohen, 1980: Dubinskas, 1988: Gamst, 1980: Gregory, 1983; Nash,
1989; Safa, 1986: Schwartzman, 1989: Van Maanen, 1982).

These studies have been encouraged by a growing recognition among

anthropologists that all societies, no matter how remote, are affected by
the actions taken by governmental as well as private organizations. These
studies have also been encouraged by the recognition that in American
society, as Dan Rose suggests, “It is the corporate form that encases us
in our daily life,” but it is 2 form that remains invisible to us (1989,
pp. 6, 12). Although it has taken the discipline some time to “bring
anthropology back home,” anthropologists are well situated to examine
the processes of organizational life and incorporation that have
become so familiar to us that we do not seem to see them. More and more

researchers both within and outside thf: discipl.ine of anthroplc))llogy l:s;z
begun to recognize that ethnography is a particularly v.alu.a . : rr;e .
of research because it problematicizes tl}e ways that.m.dlvn ua sda.1

groups constitute and interpret organizations and societies on a daily

interactional basis.

Hawthorne and the History of Organizational Research

In this book the Hawthorne study is analyzed in detail b.oth.becausz
of the impact that it had on subsequent research on organizations an
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because the controversies and critiques that it generated provide us with
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an interesting perspective on the range of roles and methods that

ganizational ethnographers ma ‘_,,_ﬁgéfmTHémsBcifll, political, and econtl)rgnzn;
cﬂéﬂﬁée‘*‘swtvf;Maracterize the history of Amerlcan society bel:.we:e:nearCh
and the present day are reflected in the history of et.hpograp IC l‘CSh 4
on American organizations that I present here. Initially, researc lw t
focused on large industrial organizations, such as the Hawthorx:ie p atll'; e,
and the practice of industrial ethnology was therefore roote n:.ons
practice of welfare capitalism as it was u.tlllzed by large.corpor;l 1 s
at this time (see Burawoy, 1979). Following the Depression, an vx;:
the expansion of the public and service scfctors of the. economy la e;
World War II, researchers in a variety of flelds. (especially socio ogy
began to use fieldwork techniques to study public seFtor bureauc:.ralcms(i
such as the TVA and other federal and state agencies. 'I:he soc:ad anf
political movements of the 1960s spawned some mte.rest in the stu. y l(1)
alternative and antibureaucratic ogggi‘zg_t_igpg t’.“f:‘,t. .“V..a§--39£9,,’.‘.0“11.. the
1970s and 1980s that researchers within the discipline of anth..rlgpewqg.y.
began to turn their attention once again to the study of formal organi
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zations and the place of work in American society. In the 1980s and 1990s
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researchers have used ethnographic methods to c?xamine a .v.arxety.og or-
ganizations in the United States, including sth:hes of tl:adlthI}al indus-
tries, such as railroads, as well as more recent hlgh-tech.mdustr.lesé .ci.ccur;
pations, and communities, such as computer professionals in Silico

Valley.

The Field and Fieldwork: Cultures From the Inside Out

One of the defining characteristics of ethnographic resea.rch 1S th}:lt
the investigator goes into the field, instead of bringing the field to the
investigator. Ethnographers go into the field to learn about a culture from




The Hawthorne researches started out as “hypothesis testing” and in time
became more “hypothesis generating” studies. As in terms of conven-
tional procedures this progression looks like going backwards, we have

tried to provide a logic for why it went this way.

William Dickson and

nt : |
ed, l?ut Very important, ideas : Fritz J. Roethlisberger
| (1966, p. 46)

o €S résearchers with a way to ex.
ultural knowledge, behavior, and artifacts that part?cipa?t(s

do, it is possible to understand The most influential behavioral science study of a business enterprise

| 1s still, even after 50 years, the Ha@}‘hg_@igéa;M—'f—:rweggwrﬁthqg_g,riginally
by F. J. Roethlisberger and William Dickson in Management and the
Worker (1939)." The Hawthorne research is one of the creation myths
of industrial psychologists and sociologists, as noted by Bramel and
Friend (1981). The study began as a test of the scientific management
principles associated with the work of Frederick W. Taylor (1947), but
it took a surprising turn and ended by disqualifying the major principles

on which scientific management was based. In the process, the informal

micro-level, Interactional Processes with macro

Organization of the Book

organization of workers was discovered, and a new research tradition,
the human relations school, was born. The role that anthropologists, and
especially anthropological methods and theories, played in this early
work on American organizations has only recently been rediscovered
by researchers within, as well as outside of, the discipline.

The Hawthorne Studies

The Hawthorne plant, which was the subject of the study, was located
partly in western Chicago and partly in the town of Cicero, Illinois, and
served as one of the major supply organizations for the Western Electric

Company (itself a division of the Bell Telephone System). In 1927,
when the project began, there were 29,000 employees at the Hawthorne
Works, representing more than 60 nationalities (Roethlisberger &
Dickson, 1939, p. 6). The study was initiated because Western Electric
management was interested in understanding relationships between
fatigue and monotony and job satisfaction and dissatisfaction. A series
of experiments conducted by the company, beginning in 1924, had
specifically attempted to examine relationships between illumination
intensity and productivity. However, the results of these investigations
were confusing and difficult to interpret. “Some of the results of this



experiment seemed to say that it [the relationship of illumination to
productivity] was positive, some that it was zero, and some that it was
screwy” (Dickson & Roethlisberger, 1966, p. 20). In some cases, in-
crease in illumination was accompanied by an increase in output, but
sometimes this produced no increase, and the “screwy” part was that
frequently when the illumination intensity was decreased, output re-
mained the same or even went up. In one instance, illumination was
reduced to an intensity approximating moonlight, and two operators

continued producing at their improved rate (Roethlisberger & Dickson,
1939.p. 17).

THE EXPERIMENTS

A series of tests, which came to be known as the Relay Assembly Test
Room (RATR) experiments and the Mica Splitting Test Room experi-
ments, were designed to examine this issue in more detail. A specific
attempt was made here to approximate conditions in a controlled exper-
iment. In the case of the first RATR experiment (the most famous of
these investigations) five female operators, involved in the assembly of
small electrical relays for telephones, were segregated in a room. Base-
line data on the operators output were first collected, and then the effect
of a variety of experimental changes (e.g., rest pauses, shorter working
days, free lunches, small-group incentive payment plans) on produc-
tivity was examined over a span of 24 experimental periods. It was
during this phase of the study that Western Electric personnel turned
to the Harvard Business School for consultation about the project,
and especially its puzzling findings. Elton Mayo, a psychologist, be-
came involved with the study at this point and he in turn involved Fritz
J. Roethlisberger, who began to work with William Dickson and several
other researchers within the company on examining the results of these
experiments.

The most interesting and controversial finding reported from this
early phase of the study (illumination, and especially the RATR exper-
iments) has come to be known as the Hawthorne Effect: the “unexpected
impact of nonexperimental variables on experimental outcomes”
(Finlay, 1991, p. 1820). In the later experiments the researchers were
once again puzzled by the fact that a general improvement in output for
the operators was noted, but it rose independently of the specific
changes in working conditions that were introduced, and it also rose

when the rewards were withdrawn. (This finding has been repeatedly

challenged in reinterpretations of the Hawthorne research; e.g., see

Bramel & Friend, 1981). The operators were also puzzled by these find-
ings, as they reported no sensation of working faster, but the?' .thought
that it might have something to do with the absence of supervision they
experienced in the room (in this case, the investigators had basically taken
over the role of supervisors). The investigators began to note that the
study itself might be contributing to the puzzling results. And it was also
suggested that just attempting to listen sympathetically to workers, as
well as the status and attention associated with being studied, might be
factors contributing to the continued increase in productivity. This inter-
pretation of results had a great impact on the future course of the study:

It is apparent that the logic of a controlled experiment was responsible for
many strange occurrences in the test room. It prompted the experimenters
on one occasion to transfer two operators back to the department and
substitute two other operators. It caused them to interview girls in the super-
intendent’s office and otherwise to extend to them privileges hitherto un-
heard of in the ordinary shop department. In the endeavor to keep the major
variables in the situation constant and the girls’ attitudes co-operative,
the investigators inadvertently altered the total social situation of the
group. . . . In the process of setting the conditions for the test, they had
altered completely the social situation of the operators and their customary
attitudes and interpersonal relations.

With this realization, the inquiry changed its character. No longer were
the investigators interested in testing for the effects of single variables. In
the place of a controlled experiment, they substituted the notion of a social
system which needed to be described and understood as a system of
interdependent elements. This situation included not only the external
events but the meanings which individuals assigned to them: their attitudes
toward them and their preoccupations about them. Rather than trying to
keep these “psychological factors” constant, the investigators had to regard
them as important variables in the situation. As much attention had to be
given to these psychological factors as to output in assessing the external
changes which took place. (Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939, pp. 182-184).

THE INTERVIEWS

b

To explore the nature of these “psychological factors,” as well as
possibilities for improving supervision, the investigators shifted their
methodological approach and initiated a large-scale interview study,




involving more than 30 interviewers and more than 20,000 workers,
conducted between September 1928 and early 1931. It was noted that
the nondirective interview style that was developed had a very cathartic
effect on workers.? The focus of these interviews became those matters
of interest and concern to employees, and here the investigators ob-
served a shared concern among individuals to remain in specific work

groups, sometimes even when a switch in job would mean higher pay.
For example, in one interview:

A girl of eighteen protested to the interviewer that her mother was contin-
ually urging her to ask Mr. X, her supervisor, for a “raise.” She had refused,
but her loyalty to her mother and the pressure the latter exerted were
affecting her work and her relations at work. She talked her situation out
with an interviewer, and it became clear that to her a “raise” would mean
departure from her daily companions and associates. (Mayo, 1949, p. 73)

The interviews also revealed a uniformity of behavior (or banding
together) of certain groups, often for the purpose of protection against
practices that were interpreted as menacing to the groups’ welfare. This
gradually came to be conceptualized as the social system or social
organization of the group. The investigators decided to examine the
development and nature of such groups more extensively, which led to
another methodological switch and to the creation of the Bank Wiring
Observation Room. Observations were conducted here between No-

vember 1931 and May 1932, during the height of the Depression in the
United States.

THE OBSERVATIONS

This study was designed as a “direct observation study” that would
focus on the overt behavior of a group of 14 male operators working in
a shop department on the task of connecting bands of terminals with
color-coded wires (see Figure 2.1). This group was placed in a separate
observation/work room in order to facilitate observations and record
keeping. In this case the researchers were specifically interested in
supplementing interviews with direct observations that would inform
them about not only what workers said they did but what they actually
did in a work context (Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939, p. 385). In de-
signing this new method, Roethlisberger and Dickson were influenced

by the anthropologist W. Lloyd Warner, who suggested that the work
group could be examined as a type of small society, and as such was
amenable to the observational techniques of fieldwork. Warner (a stu-
dent of Radcliffe-Brown, Malinowski, and Lowie) had recently re-
turned from conducting fieldwork among the Murngin in Australia, but
he was very interested in developing ways to use anthropology for the
study of modern societies. Mayo was particularly receptive to tbese
suggestions because he was a friend of both Malinowski and Radcllff.e-
Brown. Roethlisberger and Dickson note a particular debt to Warner in

Management and the Worker (1939):

The general methodological concepts employed throughout this study [the
Bank Wiring Observation Room] were chiefly derived from Mr. Warner;
however, he should not in any sense be held responsible for their detailed
application to this industrial situation. Mr. Warner frequently discus§ed. the
investigators’ problems with them and called their attention to the similar-
ities between the problems confronting them and those confronting the
anthropological field worker, He also directed their attention to the works
of such people as Durkheim, Malinowski, Radcliffe-Brown, and Georg
Simmel, from which a wealth of background material was obtained. (p. 389)

As discussed most explicitly in the chapter, “Method and Procedure
in a Shop Department,” this approach focused on the collection of
detailed information on the workers and their relationships to each other
(behavioral observations) and also on the meaning of their work (e.g.,
what constitutes a day’s work) and their activities in this context
(Interview information). The research work itself was conducted by two
different investigators: (a) an observer who was placed within the group
in the role of “disinterested spectator” and who was expected to keep
records of work performance as well as records of significant events,
conversations, and interactions; and (b) an interviewer who acted as an
outsider to the group and did not go into the observation room but
remained in contact with the observer and conducted interviews specif-
ically designed “to gain some insight into [worker] attitudes, thoughts
und feelings” (Roethlisberger and Dickson, 1939, pp. 388, 391). For the
first time in organizational research this new method produced “a sys-
tematic description of the social organization of an industrial working

group” (Chapple, 1953, p. 820).
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It was during the Bank Wiring Observarion Room (BWOR) stage of
this study that the influence of workers’ informal organization on pro-
ductivity was discovered. In the observation context, the effect of group
pressure and group beliefs on the group’s total output of terminal units
was specifically noted. In this case, the informal organization worked
against the wage incentive system that management had recently intro-

duced to increase productivity.
Workers in the BWOR were operating under a complicated system of

group piecework, in which “the entire department was considered a unit
for purposes of payment” (Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939, p. 409). In
this case each worker received, in addition to a guaranteed hourly wage,
4 sum based on the amount by which the production of the department
us a whole exceeded the total guaranteed hourly rate earnings of its
members. The department was credited with a fixed sum for every unit
produced. This system was based on the assumption that all employees
would attempt to increase, or at least maintain, their total group output.
Management believed that a day’s work would be determined at the
point where fatigue and/or pain costs were balanced by the estimate of
added monetary return. This was expected to lead the group to exert
pressure on slower workers, but the observations and interviews con-
ducted in the BWOR revealed that the opposite occurred.

In this setting, a day’s work came to be defined as a specified number
of units to be completed each day by each worker. The standard the group
agreed on was considerably lower than what management had antici-
pated, so it could not function as a competitive standard. Any individual
whose work exceeded this standard was looked upon with disfavor and
negatively labelled “slave,” “speed king,” “runt,” and “rate-buster,” and
A number of sanctions were developed to bring people in line (“bing-
ing,” sarcasm, ostracism). In other words, instead of exerting pressure
on slower workers, the group’s informal organization led to pressure
being placed upon faster workers, the so-called “rate-busters.” An inter-
change between two workers, reported by Roethlisberger and Dickson,
reveals this pattern. In this case, W6 was one of the faster wiremen in

the group, whereas W8 was one of the slower ones:

» Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,

F. J. Roethlisberger and William J. Dickson

€.

gement and the Worker by

W8 (to W6): “Why don’t you quit work? Let’s see, this is your thirty-fifth row
today. What are you going to do with them all?” |
W6: “What do you care? It’s to your advantage if I work, isn’t it?”

Figure 2.1. Bank Wiring Observation Room
Copyright © 1939, 1967 by the President and Fellows of Harvard Colleg

SOURCE: Reprinted by permission from Mana
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W8: “Yeah, but the way you’re working you’ll get stuck with them” (meaning
that W6 would have to refrain from reporting all the work he did)

Wé6: “Don’t worry about that. I’ll take care of it. You’re getting paid by the
sets I turn out. That’s all you should worry about.”

W8: “If you don’t quit work I'll bing you.” W8 struck W6 and finally chased
him around the room.

Observer (a few minutes later): “What’s the matter, W6, won’t he let you work?”

Wé6: “No. I'm all through though. I’ve got enough done.” W6 then went over

and helped another wireman. This practice was sanctioned by the group.
(Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1934, p. 9)

Supporting the rate-buster phenomenon was the group’s belief that
if they increased their output, either the standard would be raised, the
hourly rate would be cut, or someone would be laid off. This belief is

expressed in an interview with another wireman from the BWOR.

Interviewer: “You say there is no incentive to turn out more work. If all of

you did more work, wouldn’t you make more money?”

W4: “No we wouldn’t. They told us that down there one time. You know, the

supervisors came around and told us that very thing, that if we would turn
out more work we would make more money, but we can’t see it that way.
Probably what would happen is that our bogey [standard] would be raised,

and then we would just be turning out more work for the same money. |
can’t see that.” (Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939, p. 418)3

Interpreting the Results
MANAGERIAL INTERPRETATIONS

The results of the Hawthorne research were used by Roethlisberger
and Dickson, and especially Elton Mayo, to illustrate the contradiction
between formal and informal organization evident in all industrial
plants. Formal organization was understood here to “refer to those
patterns of interaction prescribed by the rules and regulations of the
company as well as to the policies which prescribe the relations that
obtain . . . within the human organization (individuals and groups) and
the technical (logical deployment of materials, tools, machines, and
products) organization.” In contrast, informal organization referred “to
the actual personal interrelations existing among the members of the

organization which are not represented by . .. the formal organization”
(Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939, p. 566).

13

The researchers used this distinction between formal and. informal
organization to suggest that management may have been mxstakf:n to
assume that workers were necessarily motivated only by C;:clon.or:nc‘;r(;r
“rational,” interests, as the wage incentive system assumed. In interpre-
tir:;lthe results of research conducted in both tl.le R.ATR and the BWQR,
the researchers argued that the informal orgamzatlo.n could wor.k either
for or against “the economic objectives of the enterpns.e” (Roethlisberger
& Dickson, 1939, p. xiii) and that workers were motivated as much by
a “logic of sentiments” as by a “logic of efficiency” (p!). 5§6-567). In
the case of the RATR the power of the informal orgamzatnon worked
for these objectives by increasing production, but in the case of the
BWOR the informal organization worked against the:se objectives by
restricting and stabilizing production. Bramel and Friend sugg‘?st t}Tat
Mayo was especially impressed with this contrast an.d that' his persis-
tent advocacy of ‘human relations in industry’ found its rationale in the
problem of how to manipulate workers in such a way as to harness the
power of the cohesive group in the ‘good’ direction [relay asse.:n}bly,]’
rather than have that power turned against management [bank wiring]
(Bramel & Friend, 1981, p. 874).

The major managerial innovation produced by Ha.wthorne was the
development of what came to be known as the counsel}ng program. The
Hawthorne researchers appeared to have been most 1mpresse(.i by the
non-directive interview approach and they concluded that the: installa-
tion of such a program on a permanent basis woulc.l be of major the.ra—
peutic value to the organization and individuals in the ox:gamzatlon
(Chapple, 1953, p. 821). Counseling programs based on this approac.h
became widespread within the AT&T system as well as (?ther organi-
gations (see Dickson & Roethlisberger, 1966). The multiple rqles of
abserver, researcher, diagnostician, listener, helper and commumcat.or,
outlined by Dickson and Roethlisberger, illus.trate how the co.unselmg
program was conceptualized and became instituted and perceived as a
valuable personnel tool for management (1966, pp..40-41). . .

Over the years the Hawthorne study has been sub.Jecte.d to increasing
griticism of its management bias and paternalistic orientation .(e.g.,
Clegg & Dunkerly, 1980). While recognizing that the s.tudy wis signif-
leant because it challenged Taylor’s (1947) “economnc. man” and re-
placed this image with workers who were seen as having b.oth social
und psychological needs and interests, the validity of these mten:preta-
tions has been questioned by many researchers (see an early review of
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human relations research by Wilensky, 1957). For example, the study
has been specifically criticized for portraying workers as illogical and
irrational (e.g., the restriction of output in the BWOR) when, in fact,
these actions may have been very rational, especially given the histor-
ical context of the research (Bramel & Friend, 1981; Clegg & Dunkerly,
1980).4 Elton Mayo, and his “popularizing tendencies,” are generally
singled out in these evaluations. For example, Rose (1975) attacks the

spread of “Mayoism” following the Hawthorne research:

Mayoism emerged rapidly as the twentieth century’s most seductive man-
agerial ideology. What, after all, could be more appealing than to be told
that one’s subordinates are non-logical; that their uncooperativeness is a
frustrated urge to collaborate; that their demands for cash mark a need for

your approval; and that you have a historic destiny as a broker of social
harmony? (p. 124)

Subsequent studies by researchers such as Roy (1954) illustrated how
machine operators, in order to make their work rates, had to form infor-
mal groups and practices to counter the inefficiency and illogic of mana-
gerial regulations, which obstructed the work and output of operators.

Here the workers behaved “rationally” in an attempt to counter the
“irrationality” of management.

THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS

sions about the significance of the Hawthorne research, Burrell and
Morgan (1979) argue that the most significant effect of this study is
theoretical. In their view the Hawthorne study represents an important
landmark in the introduction of systems equilibrium concepts and an
organic metaphor (as taken from the work of Durkheim, Malinowski,

and especially Pareto and Radcliffe-Brown)? into the organizational
literature (see Burrell & Morgan, 1979, p. 132: also pp. 130-143). The in-
fluence of functionalist researchers, including anthropologists, is par-

ticularly evident in Roethlisberger and Dickson’s (1939) discussion of
their view of an industrial organization:

The point of view which gradually emerged from these studies is one from
which an industrial organization is regarded as a social system. . . . By
“system” is meant something which must be considered as 2 whole
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because each part bears a relation of interdepe.ndence to every other par(;
(p. 551). ... Any changes in one part of the social system are accompamle)
by changes in other parts of the system. The parts of the system can be
conceived of as being in a state of equilibrium. (p. 567)

In the 1990s the problems of systems, equilib.ri.um, and homeostatlcf
models are well known; however, while recognizing the drawbacks o
these models, Burrell and Morgan (1979, pp. 142-14.13)“suggest that the
Hawthorne research remains significant because it “marked a c!ea;
advance over the simple factor explanations off.ere’c’i by the clfxssn;:a
management theorists and industrial psychologists” and that it also
anticipated a number of other theoretical developments, such as s0c10-
technical systems theory (e.g., Trist & Bamforth, 1951) and the action

frame of reference (e.g., Silverman, 1970).

METHODOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS

The current methodological reading of Hawthorne is quite negative.
Over the years the study has been scrutinized by many researchers :'11313
subjected to multiple analyses and reanalyses. In particular the I; =
data have been analyzed and a variety of problems. have been foun w1lt
the data collection techniques, experimental design, and actual resu ts.
us well as the investigators’ interpretation of results (e.g., Cfu.'ey, 1967,
Franke & Kaul, 1978; Landsberger, 1958). The barrage of criticism has
been so thorough, detailed, and constant that Burr.ell and Morgan suig-
gest that “in many quarters the [Hawthorne Studies] are now large y
discredited as a piece of social research” (1979, p- 130). It is for .thns
reason that Burrell and Morgan argue that the most m.1p.ortant contr.lbu-
tion of Hawthorne today is theoretical rather. than empmcz.tl. In.my vView,
however, there is an important methodological message .m“thxs study.

The methodological message of Hawthorne has been dlft.lc.ult to hear
because of the barrage of criticism directed tOW?:il‘d the specific methods
employed in the RATR as well as the interpretatlon o.f the? data pro.duce
by the study. In my view, the most signiflca{lt contribution of this pro-
ject is its demonstration of the value of allowing both resea.rch qu.esu.ons
and methods to evolve and change during the course of an investigation.
This is most evident when it is realized that the study evolved from a
controlled experiment (the illumination and Relay Asse.mb.ly Te.st ROOH}Z
experiments), to an interview study, and finally to a qualltatl.ve/.fnel.dyvor
investigation (the Bank Wiring Observation Room). What is significant
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here is that as the researchers developed new questions, they allowed
themselves the luxury of using or developing not only new methods
(rather than attempting only to tighten or fix their initial method) but
also new questions. William Dickson presents a summary of some of
the choices made by the researchers in this regard. Here he is discussing
the investigators’ response to results from the initial illumination ex-
periments, the results from the Relay Assembly Test Room and the so-

called Hawthorne Effect, and the interview phases of the project:

1. When the Hawthorne effect produced both (a) inconclusive experimen-
tal results and (b) a peculiar positive result, the Hawthorne investigators
could have gone down path (a) and tried to improve their experimental

designs. Instead they chose to go down path (b) on a chase for the positive
effect. This involved them in a more clinical and situational approach.

2. When they started interviewing workers and saw that they could get
their data from both (a) answers by workers to their direct questions or (b)
behaving in a way which would help the workers to say what was important
to them, they could have gone down path (a) and tried to improve their

questionnaire designs and sampling techniques. Instead they went down
(b) and tried to develop clinically their interviewing skills. . . .

The Hawthorne researches started out as “hypothesis testing” and in time
became more “hypothesis generating” studies. As in terms of conventional
procedures this progression looks like going backwards, we have tried to

provide a logic for why it went this way. (Dickson & Roethlisberger, 1966,
p. 46)

It is very likely that if the above choices had not been made, then the
Hawthorne study would not be the pioneering investigation it is gener-
ally thought to be, even given the criticism and refutation of specific
results. It is also true that if the researchers had not chosen to go “back-
wards,” then they would not have produced a study that W. F. Whyte
suggests 1s still, even after 50 years, “unsurpassed for detailed, system-
atic observational records of the behavior of work groups” (1978,
p. 418). One point frequently missed in the critiques of Hawthorne is
that it is the richness of the original research data itself that has provided

investigators with material to formulate reinterpretations of the study
(Whyte, 1978, p. 418).
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Summary: The Methodological Message of Hawthorne

When ldoked at in this fashion, the Hawthorne investi.gat'ion presents
a strong argument for the use of ethnographic and qualitative fnethods
in the study of organizations. Most organizational rese.archers (with some
notable exceptions), however, have drawn the oppo.sne lesson fro.m t.hns
research and have returned to the use of experimental/quantitative
methods (especially evident in industrial/organizat.ionfll psycho}ogy) or
interview/survey methods (associated with orgamzatnopal so.cmlogy).
The Hawthorne researchers themselves settled on the interview tech-
nique and the counselor role as the major research and personnel tools

to develop (see Dickson & Roethlisberger, 1966), the.reby neglecting
the development of observational and situational .techmques for underé
standing organizations and organizational behavior (Chapple, 1953).
It was left to a group of human relations researchers, who were both
anthropologists and sociologists, to further develop what I have fnter-
preted here as the methodological message of Hawthorne. This re-
search tradition will be examined in Chapter 3.

NOTES

1. I take the title of this chapter from a 1974 article by H. M. F.’arsons, titled .“What
Happened at Hawthorne?” in which he reinterprets the results of this research prfu:ct by
suggesting that the controversial Hawthorne Effect was the result of o;ierant rein or;:‘e-
ment contingencies, that is, the Relay Assembly Test Room operators were”told what
their output rates were, and the higher the rates, the more.mon.ey they efxrned (p. 9.22).
Therefore, Parsons suggests that a “variable that had remamed.m obscurity emerges: t.he
gonsequences of responding. The variable consisted of information feedback coupled with

ial reward” (p. 922). ’
nn;‘.‘c';'z;\]is intervie(\al:ing approach was apparently developed independ.enlly of Carl Rogers
¢lient-centered therapy techniques, although there are many intere.stnflg parallel.s betvt/een
the two approaches (Chapple, 1953, p. 821). For a complete description of .the mtervxsz-
ing method employed, see Roethlisberger and Dickson (1939, PP- 270-291); and for a dis-
gussion of the counseling program that developed out of this phase of the study, see

! d Roethlisberger (1966). i
D.CBk.S(.)Anczgrding to Roetﬁlisberger and Dickson (1939, pp. 410, 418), raising the bogey
could not have had this effect unless it resulted in lower output. However, c!uxte common
among the workers was the suspicion that increased output would re§ult in changes u;
piece rate, so that pay gains would soon be lost while work rates were increased (Brame
' 81).

7 Zr.lc:gc’:(:rgdin; to one of the most recent books on Hawthorpe, Manufacturing Knowl-
edge (Gillespie, 1991), William Dickson argued in “one of his early reports that [work
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restriction in the BWOR] was a form of both resistance to managerial control and eco-
nomic self-defense,” but Mayo’s psychological interpretations of personal maladjustment
overrode Dickson’s political and economic analysis (Finley, 1991, p. 1821).

5. The influence of Radcliffe-Brown’s ethnography, The Andaman Islanders (1933),
1s specifically noted in the investigators’ discussion of supervisors’ complaints and social
equilibrium (pp. 358-376). The work of Malinowski (see especially 1927), Pitt-Rivers
(1927) and again Radcliffe-Brown (1933) also influenced the development of the investi-
gators’ interview methods (see Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939, p. 272).

6. When reflecting back on the Hawthorne research, both Eliot Chapple and William
F. Whyte suggest that it was the interview bias of the researchers that retarded the
development of systematic observation and interviewing techniques for organizational
researchers (see Chapple, 1953, p. 821, and Whyte, 1978, p. 414). In Whyte’s view the
development of the counseling program “was one of the most monumental misunderstand-
ings of the implication of social research in the course of intellectual history” (p. 414).

and sociologists working within this area developed two general o.rien-
tations to human relations research: (a) interactional studies as.sc.)ma.ted
most specifically with the work of Eliot Chapple, and (b) stratification
studies associated with the work of W. Lloyd Warner (see Arensberg,

1951).

Anthropology and Industry: Early Studies

In the first volume of the journal Applied Anthropology (later tq be-
come Human Organization), Chapple presented a critique of the technical/
economic interpretation of organization problems, and he used the sys-

tems framework (already discussed in Chapter 2) to suggest thgt an organi-
zation can best be studied as a system of relationships between individuals:

If we look upon organization, therefore, as a system of relatio.ns of individ-
uals in which the actual contacts imposed by particular technical processes
provide the framework within which people have to reach an equ.llnbrlux.n,
it can be seen that the frequency and extent of disturbing sntuat?ons will
determine the kind of teamwork which will result. Thus by ma}cmg a de-
tailed study of the frequency of these contacts, the degree to which ad_nfst-
ment takes place between the individuals, and the a.mmfnt of change which
takes place as a result of the operation of the organization, we can set up a
system of control by which organizations’ problems can be dealt with

objectively. (1941, p. 6)

3. WHAT HAPPENED TO ANTHROPOLOGY?

[The] observance of group-sanctioned behavior and attitudes “fills out”
the rationally conceived organization. What is on paper an organization
becomes a “living, breathing” social organism, with all the intricacies,
emotions, and contradictions we associate with human relations. While
no organization would long persist which did not provide its members
with this opportunity for spontaneous “human relations,” a major prob-

lem of the larger organization becomes one of successfully incorporating
the small group.

S SV IYIN, p: 149) Chapple’s stress on the interactional and systemic nature of organi-

zation was only one aspect of his more general theory of anthropology
and human behavior (see Chapple & Coon, 1942). Chapple was specif-
ically interested in developing more syste.mz.itic ways to .record the
directly observable activity of individuals in mtffractlon with one an-
other (e.g., time of interaction, pace and tempo, actions reflected through
sound and/or the action of skeletal muscles) (Chapple, 1953, p. 827).
He was concerned with answering the question “Who does what with
whom, when and where?” but he was not concerned with “why” because
“you cannot observe why anyone does anything” (Wl?yte, 1984, p. 84).
As applied to industrial settings, Chapple (1953) believed that:

The methodological message of Hawthorne was interpreted by one
group of researchers working in the United States in the 1930s and
1940s. These investigators identified themselves as working within the
human relations school of industrial research and many of them were
anthropologists and sociologists who were at Harvard at the same
time that Mayo, Roethlisberger, and Dickson were working on the
Hawthorne study. Some of the researchers associated with this school
include Conrad Arensberg, Eliot Chapple, Burleigh Gardner, Robert A.
Guest, Solon T. Kimball, F. L. W. Richardson, Leonard Sayles, Charles
R. Walker, W. Lloyd Warner, and William F. Whyte.

The original Hawthorne researchers argued strongly that the project [T]he first task of an investigator in the industrial field is to secure a
demonstrated the overriding importance of “human relations factors” complete description of the order of actions as they occur spatially within

in the workplace (Chapple, 1953, p. 820), but researchers differed in a f the physical layout of the factory, in flow-chart form, as they involve the
variety of ways on how best to study these factors.! The anthropologists "




20

physical processing either of materials or of pieces of paper or whatever

requires an action of one person before another person can be in a position
to act. (p. 827)

Information about these interactions would be obtained either by di-
rect observation, sometimes using a computing machine, referred to as
an “Interaction Chronograph,” developed by Chapple for the measure-
ment of interaction (see Chapple, 1949b), or by the use of contact ques-
tionnaires (see Chapple, 1949a). In order to change an organization that
had developed problems, Chapple believed that it was necessary to
change the interactional system and cultural patterns and routines in
such settings. In his view it was not enough for individuals and groups
to gain insight into the nature and causes of problems, it was also
necessary to develop changes in routines and patterns of interaction (see
1953, p. 826).

The work of F. L. W. Richardson is a good example of the application
of Chapple’s interactional methods to the study of an industrial site.
Utilizing Chapple’s methods, Richardson and Walker (1948) set out to
examine change in employer/employee relationships in a manufactur-
ing plant that at the time was a small but growing business enterprise
known as International Business Machines. The Endicott plant of IBM
had doubled in size between 1940 and 1947, and the investi gators were
particularly interested in examining the relation of growth and size to
“good human relations” (p. 2). Change in both vertical and horizontal
contacts during this time period were specifically considered. It was
found that contrary to what might be expected, human relations im-
proved during this growth period because of several changes in organ-
1zational structure instituted by the company (e.g., making foremen
“personnel managers,” abolishing department meetings and instituting
“all-company, all level meetings,” creating supervisor classes, and so
on). What was most important about these changes in plant organiza-
tion, according to Richardson and Walker, was that “those contacts
which drew men together into a satisfactory integration with their
fellows increased:; those which opposed men to one another and tended
to weaken integration decreased” (p. 91).

W. Lloyd Warner and Yankee City

W. Lloyd Warner’s influence on the Hawthorne study has already
been examined. It was his specific desire to apply anthropology to the
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study of contemporary society, even before he began his study of .the
Murngin in Australia. Somehow, according to Warner, the study of prim-
itive man should shed light on modern man.

When I went to Australia, I told my friends, Professor Robert H. Lowie and

Professor Alfred Radcliffe-Brown, that my fundamental purpose in study-
ing primitive man was to know modern man better; that someday I proposed
to investigate (just how I did not then know) the social life of modern man

with the hope of ultimately placing the research in a larger framework of
comparison which would include the other societies of the world. (Warner

& Lunt, 1941, p. 3)

Of course, Warner did find a way to study the social life of modern
man as he went on to conduct the first large-scale anthropological study
of a contemporary community—the now famous Yankee City (Newbury-
port, Massachusetts) project. Many of the human relations research-
ers discussed in this chapter, such as Arensberg, Chapple, Gardner,
Richardson, and Kimball, worked with Warner on Yankee City in the
1930s. This project examined the social stratification of a community,
using anthropological techniques that rejected a priori determinations
of social class (such as income, housing, and level of education) and
instead focused on the direct observation of social behavior (such as
how groups were formed, who interacted with whom) as well as inter-
views with informants (specifically about what the people of Yankee
City felt were the significant groupings among them) (Eddy & Partridge,
1978, p. 18). As with the Hawthorne study, Warner emphasized t}}e
importance of combining interviews with observations in order to gain
information about these issues. For example if an activity, like a meet-
ing, could be anticipated, researchers would be encouraged “to inter-
view the principal actors both beforehand and afterward” as well to
observe the event themselves (Whyte, 1984, p. 92). As field anthropol-
Ogists working in a contemporary American community, Yankee (.?ity
researchers were required to be good observers, good reporters (i.e.,
fecorders of observations) and most important, to learn the significance
"ol detail, meticulous detail, even if he was dealing with the common-
place” (Gardner & Moore, 1964, p. 96).

T'he influence and importance of the corporation and the voluntary
ussociation for understanding American communities were specifically
examined in this study. In The Social System of the Modern Factory
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(1947), Warner and Low extended the Hawthorne research by examin-
ing not only the internal dynamics of life in a shoe factory in Yankee
City, but also the community context of the factory, and the historical
sources of industrial conflict that resulted in a strike. Using this broader
analytic framework the investigators were able to relate the strike to
changing factory production techniques, labor relations, the increasing
mechanization of the production process, and the resulting loss of con-
trol experienced by workers. Burawoy (1979) suggests that Warner and
Low’s study deserves much more attention than it has typically received
because, unlike other human relations approaches, this study moves far
beyond considering only shop floor conditions to an examination of
“the economic, political, and social forces which were transforming
relations between capital and labor in the 1930s” (1979, p. 238).

When Warner moved from Harvard to the University of Chicago in
1936, he founded the Committee on Human Relations in Industry with
Burleigh Gardner, an anthropologist who had also worked with Warner
on the Yankee City project and who also spent 5 years working at the
Hawthorne plant helping to implement the interviewing/counseling
program (Chapple, 1953, p. 823). This committee initiated and sup-
ported a variety of human relations studies, including Gardner’s first
comprehensive human relations textbook, Human Relations in Industry,
(Gardner & Moore, 1964), and also W. F. Whyte’s study, Human Relations
in the Restaurant Industry (1948). This investigation of Stouffers res-
taurants in Chicago is a good example of the use of observations and
interviews to examine in detail interactions between participants, work
flow, work pressures, and job status. This investigation also illustrates
the use of technology to solve what were defined as human relations
problems. For example, in the restaurant industry there is a conflict
between the social status and the technical requirements of the jobs in-
volved in restaurant operations. Chefs are of higher status than wait-
resses, and yet the work flow requires waitresses to initiate orders to
chefs, thereby leading to conflict between these two groups. In this book
Whyte shows how the spindle, a simple technological device for han-
dling orders, could mediate and alleviate face-to-face conflict when it
was placed between the chefs and the waitresses.

Although the human relations assumption, that changes in supervi-
sory and group relationships lead to improvement in work efficiency
and satisfaction, has been challenged by researchers working both
within and outside this tradition (see Wilensky, 1957), this research
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approach has made many significant contributions to the organizational
literature. For example, human relations studies have contributed to our
understanding of how workers interact with each other as well as man-
agement in specific job situations (Walker & Guest, 1952); how workers
accommodate to the monotony of repetitive, unskilled jobs (see espe-
cially Roy, 1952, 1959); how workers develop informal relationships
that may support and/or resist management goals (see Roy 1952, 1954);
how union and management problems are handled on a day-to-day basis
(Dalton, 1959); and the interpersonal processes and dynamics of col-

lective bargaining (see Haire, 1957).

Reactions to Anthropologists in Industry,
Business, and Bureaucracy

In a 1953 review of applied anthropology in industry, Eliot Chapple
summarized the importance and potential of this field for anthropology
and industrial researchers. In the early 1950s it still appeared that an-
thropology would be a significant force in this area, and he wanted to
encourage anthropologists to consider the field of industry as a new and

rewarding research area:

[I]t is perhaps worthwhile to stress the potentialities for research by an-
thropologists in industry. This is particularly true for those persons who
are interested in the specific impact of culture through its techniques,
processes, and the like on human relations. The individual investigator h.as
available a wide variety of cultural factors and a multiplicity of industrial
and business organizations built upon them within the continental limits of
the United States. . . . Moreover, in business or industry or government for
that matter, on the job in any case, the anthropologist is dealing with a
central activity of people, not merely because such a great proportiop of
the day is devoted to interaction within it, but also because the job provides
within it the major sources of stress in our society. And, pleasantly enough,
it is susceptible to the traditional skills of the anthropologist as well as his
traditional interest—a hard boiled and hard headed description of the cul-
ture of a group in the broadest sense, or, if you prefer, of the social organ.i-
zation of an ongoing group. Once the anthropologist gets over his nostalgia
for the vanishing primitive, he will find that the industrial situation afforc.ls
him a magnificent opportunity to improve his understanding of changes in
human relations, not merely through observation over a long period of time,
but also through the use of deliberate and controlled experiments. (p. 830)
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This could have been the charter for the field of industrial ethnology,
but unfortunately, for several reasons this did not happen. What did
happen is that beginning in the 1940s and continuing into the 1950s,
many of the researchers who pioneered the development of fieldwork
and ethnographic methods for the study of human relations in organi-
zations began to turn their attention to other fields or other topics. For
example, Burleigh Gardner and W. Lloyd Warner founded the consult-
ing firm of Social Research, Inc.; F. L. W. Richardson, William F. Whyte,
and Leonard Sayles took positions in business schools: the University
of Virginia Graduate School of Business Administration, the New York
State School of Industrial and Labor Relations at Cornell University,
and the Graduate School of Business at Columbia University, respec-
tively; and Eliot Chapple began a long career as a consultant for both
industrial and social service organizations. Conrad Arensberg and Sol
Kimball (see 1965) continued their interest in the study of contempo-
rary societies but focused their attention on the community “as the basic
unit of analysis and minimal sample” for the study of all societies (Eddy
& Partridge, 1978, p. 34).

Along with the pull from other fields that many human relations
researchers experienced, there were also forces within anthropology
that helped to push many individuals away from the discipline. In the
1950s researchers who conducted fieldwork in the United States, as
opposed to abroad, were not viewed as “real anthropologists.” Further-
more, many of the anthropologists associated with human relations
work began this work with an interest in applying anthropological
knowledge and methods to industry and human problems (Chapgle,
1953). In fact, many of these researchers were responsible for creating
the Society for Applied Anthropology in 1941.% This interest in appli-
cation was problematic to many traditional anthropologists who wished
to separate application from pure research (see Eddy & Partridge, 1978).
Finally, the anthropological tendency to “study down,” as opposed to
“up,” worked against individuals who chose to work in business and
industrial enterprises.

When viewed from this perspective it is probably no accident that the
most commonly studied organizations by anthropologists in the 1950s
and 1960s were schools (see Ogbu’s 1981 review) and some social ser-
vice settings, such as mental hospitals, (see Caudill, 1958; Devereux,
1949; Salisbury, 1962). As anthropologists turned away from industrial
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und organizational studies during this time, the field of organizational
sociology began to flourish using fieldwork approaches. This research

- ¢ontinued the human relations tradition of questioning economic/

rational man by discovering social man in industry and social service
settings, but it also expanded and critiqued this tradition as well by
focusing, for example, on the dysfunctions and unanticipated conse-

guences of organizations. Robert Merton’s work (e.g., 1968) and also
~ Ihe studies of several of his students have now become classics in this

area of organizational research: for example, Peter Blau’s The Dynamics
0f Bureaucracy (1963); Phillip Selznick’s, TVA and the Grass Roots

(1966); and Alvin Gouldner’s Patterns of Industrial Bureaucracy (1954a)
Wnd Wildcat Strike (1954D).

Summary: Human Relations—Methods and Models

The human relations researchers discussed in this chapter are signif-

{eant because they continued and expanded the theoretical and method-
‘wlogical message of Hawthorne. Theoretically they continued to work

within a systems framework, for the most part, stressing the importance
ol equilibrium:

While these several concepts of the “informal group” are not identical . . . they

do have one common feature. All stress equilibrium, the development of a

system of interpersonal relations which stabilizes the work situation (among
~ subordinates and between superior and subordinates), an interconnected

series of friendship linkages, work flow relationships, output levels, and
~ slatus-income relations. The objectives are the maintenance of individual
und group stability by insuring a predictability of day-to-day events and
- effecting a modus vivendi as between individual on-the-job needs and the
~ requirements of the formal organization. (Sayles, 1957, p. 141)

As has been pointed out by many researchers, the model of the human
telations school is a management model of industrial relations. The
focus of these researchers was on understanding the system of relation-
ships that develops, both between workers and between workers and
munagement, in order to control this system and bring it in line with
muanagement goals (see critiques of this management perspective by
Hurawoy, 1979, and Bramel & Friend, 1981). It is the management bias
ol this school that has led many researchers to neglect and/or disparage
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this research tradition. While extremely valid as a critique of both the ] 4. STUDYING UP AND STUDYING DOWN

.' Hawthorne studies and human relations research, this view had made it
| difficult to assess or even recognize the methodological contributions
' of human relations studies. It was the human relations tradition that first
introduced the term culture into the vocabulary of organizational re-

searchers (see Chapple, 1953) by developing ways to combine inter-

| views and observations of interactions in specific work settings, antic-
1 ipating by several years the organizational culture studies of the 1980s.
b It was human relations researchers who first tried to study up in anthro-
| pology, focusing on industrial settings that were off-limits for a long
A time for ethnographers (see Nader, 1969). And finally, it was human
el relations researchers who emphasized the value of studying interac-
A tional patterns and routines in the work context, anticipating the recent
I turn toward routines and practices in anthropological theory in general
| '”’ (see Ortner, 1984) and in the specific study of organizations and com-
'5 I munities (see Schwartzman, 1989). In the following chapter the meth-
R odological implications of recent ethnographies of work and organiza-
j f““ | tions by anthropologists are reviewed. |

How has it come to be . . . that anthropologists are more interested in why
peasants don’t change than why the auto industry doesn’t innovate, or why
the Pentagon or universities cannot be more organizationally creative?
The conservatism of such major institutions and bureaucratic organiza-
tions probably has wider implications for the species and for theories of
change than does the conservatism of peasantry.

Laura Nader (1969, p. 289)

In the 1970s and 1980s an increasing number of anthropologists began
{0 turn their attention to the study of formal organizations and the place
of work in American society. Up until this time the study of work in
nodern societies had received only sporadic attention from anthropol-
ogists, which is ironic because the discipline itself is centrally organ-
Jzed around the fieldwork experience. Some of the reasons for the ne-
glect of organization and industry studies have already been discussed
in Chapter 3. In this Chapter I will examine recent studies of work and
Organizations in American society and try to draw out the methodolog-
leal implications of this research. The studies that have developed since
the 1970s may be viewed as both reactions to and extensions of the
\uman relations tradition begun by the/Hawthorne researcﬁ]l discuss
three types of studies that illustrate specific trends in research methods
us well as theoretical assumptions: (a) anthropology of work studies,
) organizational culture studies, and (c) the analysis of organizing pro-

pesses (events, routines, gatherings) and their relation to larger systems.

] NOTES

: | 1. There are actually two approaches to human relations research that can be identi-
fied. One approach is associated with industrial psychologists and, as discussed by Burrell

‘ | and Morgan, this approach focuses on relationships between work, satisfaction, and
performance and tends to favor experimental or quasi-experimental methods (1979, p.

143). The second human relations school is associated with the work of the researchers

discussed in this chapter. |

2. At the first meeting of the Society for Applied Anthropology, held at Harvard

University in 1941, a number of papers on “industrial ethnology” were presented. The

first two papers presented at this meeting concerned “The Application of Anthropology 'f . . b 4 S5k
to Industry” (Arensberg) and “Organization Problems in Industry” (Chapple) (personal ~ In 1969 in an article titled “Up the Anthropologist,” Laura Nader

. G e threw out a challenge to anthropologists: “What if, in reinventing an-
thropology, anthropologists were to study the colonizers, rather than the
¢olonized, the culture of power rather than the culture of the powerless,
the culture of affluence rather than the culture of poverty?” (p. 289). In
~ uising these questions she began to set an agenda for researchers
goncerned with examining powerful institutions and organizations in
the United States as well as abroad, and the impact of these institutions
on the societies that anthropologists have traditionally studied. One of

‘he Anthropology of Work:
Shop Floors and World Systems
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the fields to respond to Nader’s challenge is what has come to be known
as anthropology of work studies.

Unlike the earlier human relations investigations, anthropology of
work studies emphasize the importance of examining work and the
workplace from a broader perspective. The place of formal organiza-
tions within the larger social and economic structure of modern class

society is of particular interest to many researchers in this field (Britan
& Cohen, 1980, p. 13). In several studies a neo-Marxist and/or materialist

perspective and concern with political economy is apparent (e.g.,
Burawoy, 1979; Nash, 1979).

This research examines work in occupations and organizations such
as factories, mines, automobile production, the garment industry, and

the multinational corporation. Emphasis in these descriptions is given

to the existence of conflict and alienation, exploitation of workers and

worker response, and large power differentials between workers and
management. In Wallman’s terms “work is ‘about’ control—physical

and psychological, social and symbolic” (1979, p. 1).! June Nash’s (1981a)

discussion of the impact of industrialization on work illustrates this
approach:

Whereas most members of the human species shared the ability to make
and use tools during the Paleolithic and early Neolithic, as stratified
societies developed, elites emerged who planned and organized the work
of others. The trend is toward a narrowing scope for the application of the
intelligence humans share as members of the same species.

This trend has become acute with industrialization in the particular
historical form in which it has developed. The debasement of most jobs to
repetitive, short-cycle operations requiring little training and subject to
managerial control eliminates the creative interaction that was the basis for
human transformation. The concentration of decision-making and control
is eliminating the variability and adaptability that were the principle
advantages of the human species in evolution. Indeed, the capital intensive,
high-energy conversion industrialization characteristic of monopoly capi-
talism may even eliminate the human input in production. The central
problem for an applied anthropology of work is to find ways of improving
the relationship between human potential and the productive process. (p.3)

Anthropology of work studies emphasize the importance of using

ethnography and also ethnohistory to develop new frameworks, which
Incorporate as central features the political and ideological dimensions
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of industrial concerns in order to make it easier to distinguish the “mi.st”
of managerial rationalization and organization theC{ry from the realities
of corporate life (Burawoy, 1979, pp. 249-259). This approach expanﬁs
analysis from the shop floor to include the nation-state as we.ll ,as an all-
inclusive world system, drawing for example on W'flllerstem s (1974)
world-system theory (see Nash, 1981b), or on evolutionary mode!s and
theories (see Wolfe, 1977). In the latter case, Wolfe presents a socu.)cul-
tural evolutionary perspective on the developmex.u of. supranatnonal
organizational systems and the increasing internationalization of pro-
duction and economic activity. .

Helen Safa (1986) illustrates this approach in h.er analys.ls of runaway
shops and female employment in the garment mdust.ry in the United
States. Using historical sources as well as anthropological methods, §he
outlines three stages in the labor recruitment process: “(1) Use .of a 1.1at1ve
labor force, including recruitment from rural areas; (2) use (?f immigrant
labor: and (3) the runaway shop. Each stage has used a different type
of female labor force and has been characterized by a dlffereflt pattern
of capital accumulation” (p. 60). Her analysis examines the .1mpact of
these differences on women in the United States and 1n th.e Third World.

The world of multinational corporations and their impact on the
United States and world economic systems 1s exami.ned. by June Nash
(1979) in her article, “The Anthropology of the Multlr.latlo.nal Corpor'a-
tion.” Using interviews, participant observation, and historical analysis,
she attempts to show how the spread of corporatc.', power .has been
achieved at the cost of deepening national and regfonal.schlsms at a
structural level and widening social and cultural disjunctions (p. 424).
Nash uses research specifically focused on the position of. glob?l man-
agers of “Monomer” (a petrochemical corporation) to examine thli view,
and she reports her surprise in discovering that the .presur.ned alien-
ators” (i.e., management) are themselves alienated 1n thel.r work t?e-
cause of a variety of forces and contradictions t.hat effect their work life
(¢.g., increasing centralization of decision making, constant moverpent,
acceleration of change): “What impressed me about the. few. middle
managers I interviewed at length was the high degree of fihenatl(.)n t.hey
expressed in terms of the common indices of that condition: social 1s0-
lation, powerlessness, meaninglessness, self-estrangement, and norm-
lessness” (Nash, 1979, pp. 424-425). |

Her analysis includes an examination of the recent hlStOf'y of the ex-
pansion of multinational corporations and the response to this expansion
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in the United States and abroad, the impact this expansion has had on
the United States economy and shifts in the labor market, and also the
formation of regional alliances such as OPEC. Monomer is examined
at local, national, and international levels. The result of this study is the
linking of the world of the global managers in a multinational corpora-
tion to the broad political and economic forces that both affect and are
affected by these rapidly expanding corporate entities. This linking
occurs theoretically by focusing on the existence and importance of
material power differentials, inescapable interest conflicts, the devel-
opment of alienation and the experience of oppression, and developing
local, national, regional, and international schisms and disjunctions for
interpreting individual and organizational behavior in these settings.
Nash’s more recent research is on the restructuring of American
industry from mass production to high-tech defense production, and the
effect of this restructuring on families and communities.2 Her specific
focus is on the industrial city of Pittsfield, Massachusetts, and the
General Electric corporation, which has dominated the economy of this
city since 1903.3 In formulating her analysis in From Tank Town to High
Tech (1989), she is particularly concerned with the construction and

maintenance of corporate hegemony and she uses Gramsci’s definition
of this phenomenon:

[A]n order in which a certain way of life and thought is dominant, in which
one concept of reality is diffused throughout society in all its institutional
and. private manifestation, informing with its spirit all taste, morality,
customs, religious and political principles, and all social relations, partic-

ularly in their intellectual and moral connotations. (Gramsci in Nash, 1989,
p. 11)

In this book she uses observations, interviews, collections of docu-

ments, and historical analyses to examine how the culture that workers
in modern organizations “construct and reproduce in their daily lives is
adapted to, and in turn affects, the operation of the global corporation
in their community” (p.2).% She is specifically critical of studies of
the labor process that are divorced from the wider society and portray
workers as passive respondents to chan ge. Her research seeks to counter

these tendencies by portraying workers as active participants in the
change processes that affect them. In this study she examines the re-

gion’s economic history as well as corporate policy in order to under-
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stand the effect of industrial transformations on the live.s of particular
workers. She argues that corporate hegemony “is increasingly based o?’
inputs from labor and professionals as well as corporate managers
(p.A] ic)econd approach to the anthropological study of work”is ox.ltlined
by Gamst (1977). He argues for an “industrial et.hnology, .Wthh fo-
¢uses on the presentation of the “native’s viewpoint and logn.c of clz.xs-
sification” as well as the penetration and probing of the soc‘l‘al reahtz
beyond this “emic” perspective (pp. 3, 6). Gamst’s study of hogg‘c:,rs
{llustrates this tradition, which might be more accurately l.abeled oc-
¢upational ethnography.” In The Hoghead (1980), hc.: uses his 62 years
of railroad engine service employment, as well as flf.:ldwork and ques-
tionnaire data, to develop an ethnography of .the rail world, fr(?m the
perspective of the engineman on the Central City and prbflna Railroad.
This ethnography begins with a description of a morning : work, fl:om
the perspective of the “hogger,” and then the book provndes.detanled
information on the enculturation of engineers, the form.al a.nd mformal
codes that guide their activities, and a typical run, beginning w.lth.the
¢all and ending with heading home. But Gamst blroadens.these 1nS{der
descriptions by examining the development of railroads in the United
States, and also by depicting the extent and effect of f:urrent government
regulations on railroad rules and the operations guided by these.: rules.
The CC&U is now part of a multi-corporation conglorperate that invests
heavily in non-railroad enterprises. The effect of })elng parf of such a
conglomerate, as well as the future of rail.roads in the. United States
(especially the debate over the nationalization of tk}e railroads), are all
gxamined in this book in order to present a study which Gamst considers
o be “Warnerian” in its perspective and orientation. . |
Other occupational ethnographies that illustrate this approach in-
¢lude Herbert Applebaum’s (1981) study of the culture of construction
workers, William Pilcher’s (1972) analysis of longshoren?en, and thn
Van Maanen’s (1973, 1977, 1979, 1982) in-depth descriptions of police
work in Union City. This approach is also in line with the anthropology
of work studies illustrated by Gamst (1980), but Van Maanen has used
his fieldwork experiences to reflect in detail on both the problems. and
prospects of conducting organizational ethnography (§ee especially
1979). His goal in this research is “to uncover and explicate the ways
in which people in particular work settings come to understand., acc:f)unj
for, take action, and otherwise manage their day-to-day situation
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(1979, p. 540). Using his research experience with the police, Van
Maanen shows the importance of distinguishing between first-order and
second-order concepts in research (e.g., whose point of view is being
represented, researcher or informant), differences between operational
(the running stream of talk and activity) and presentational (informants’
manufactured images) data, and the various ways of assessing the be-
lievability of the talk-based information collected (1979, pp. 540-548).

James P. Spradley and Brenda Mann illustrate a cognitive approach
to the study of work and language following the fieldwork and inter-
viewing principles of ethnoscience in The Cocktail Waitress: Women'’s
Work in a Man's Place (1975). In this ethnography, Spradley and Mann
focus specifically on the participants’ knowledge of work in an Ameri-
can college bar, Brady’s Bar. For example, distinguishing features of
the main bar versus the waitress station versus the telephone are ex-
amined and discussed. To facilitate this research Mann became a waitress
in this setting, and she illustrates how participant researchers use them-

selves as research instruments. After work, generally during debriefing
conversations:

[S]he [Mann] would try to find out what these experiences felt like, how
she did things, what it felt like to work as a cocktail waitress. This kind of
introspection of ordinary activities contrasts sharply with the ordinary
participant who has learned to take the experience for granted. Introspec-

tion may not seem “objective,” but it is a tool all of us use to understand

new situations and to gain skill at following cultural rules. (Spradley, 1980,
p.37)

Larger cultural themes, which expressed themselves in specific ver-
bal domains such as places in the bar, kinds of employees, and kinds
of customers, were also examined in this research. Using the ethno-
scientist’s technique of componential analysis, it was found that an

important dimension of contrast that occurred across these domains was
concerned with gender or sex:

Waitresses distinguished the places in the bar in terms of male space and
female space; they distinguished kinds of employees primarily by gender;
they distinguished drinks on the basis of male and female; customers also
were divided up by male and female attributes. As we inspected these
various domains, it became clear that an important aspect of cultural
meaning was maleness and femaleness. A general principle or cultural

.‘
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theme emerged: Life in this bar should clearly demarcate male and female
realms. Once we discovered this theme, we began looking for other specific
instances of this general principle. It turned out that even very small
domains like ways to tip and ways to pay for drinks clearly expressed the
theme of gender. (Spradley, 1980, p. 142)

The researchers use this study to make some general statements about
the replication of cultural divisions between males and females in the
context of a specific work setting. For example, they suggest that the
work and roles of women in bars are an extension of their roles at home
and elsewhere. “Like most institutions of American society, men hold
sway at the center of social importance” (Spradley & Mann, 1975, p. 45.).
While this is certainly not a novel observation, what is novel about !IhlS
study is the way that it illustrates the workings of sos:ial structure in a
specific setting and the work of language in constituting and reflecting

this structure.

Studying Organizational Culture

Although human relations researchers utilized the concept of.culture
in their studies of formal and informal organization, the current interest
in the concept of culture for understanding organizational life has come
not from anthropology but from the disciplines of psychology and
business administration. In the business/management literature the con-
cept of organizational culture appears to have been initialoly intr.oduced
in conjunction with attempts to understand how organizational internal
environments might be conceptualized, assessed, and most important,
controlled (see Deal & Kennedy, 1982).

Over the past several years, a variety of studies, some based on actual
research and many presented as advice to managers, have ap.peared
specifically on the subject of organizational culture. These studies and
statements have been usefully reviewed by Smircich (1983) and more
recently in a special issue of the Anthropology of Work Review, edited
by Patricia Sachs (1989). Several approaches to the definition and study
of organizational culture are identified in these reviews:

|. Culture as External Variable: The first approach comes from the field
of comparative management, and in some ways is most compatible with
traditional anthropological conceptions of culture. The research in this
area treats culture as an external independent variable imported into the
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organization through its members (Smircich, 1983, p. 343). In this way
culture is viewed as residing in geographic, linguistic, or ethnic groups.
For example, researchers have sought to draw comparisons between
French and American managers and conceptions of organizational struc-
ture (Inzerelli & Laurent, in Smircich, 1983). Other studies adopting this
orientation are Whyte’s (1969) analysis of leadership, types of super-
visory relationships, and worker satisfaction in Japan, Peru, and the
United States, as well as the more well-known comparisons of Japanese
and American management style (e.g., Ouchi, 1981).

There are many theoretical and methodological problems associated
with this research tradition and these have been criticized by Roberts
(1970, also see Weinshall, 1970). Perhaps one of the most serious flaws
of this approach is that, while it appears to be sensitive to cultural
issues, it is essentially ethnocentric. As Roberts suggests, “currently,
the questions asked bear a ‘made in USA’ stamp. They examine organ-
izational behavior in other cultures from an American point of view”
(p. 87), and as is true of much of the interest in organizational culture, the
American point of view is actually an American manager’s point of view.

2. Culture as Informal Organization: A second approach treats culture
as something that develops within an organization, and here culture is
equated with “informal” organization conceptualized as the expressive
and non-job-related aspects of organizational life. Pacanowsky and
O’Donnell-Trujillo (1982) illustrate this approach to the study of organ-
izational culture:

The jumping off point for this approach is the mundane observation that
more things are going on in organizations than getting the job done. People
do get the job done . . . but people in organizations also gossip, joke, knife
one another, initiate romantic involvements, cue new employees on ways
of doing the least amount of work that still avoids hassles from a supervisor,
talk sports and arrange picnics. Now it seems to us quite a presumption that
work activities should have some kind of ascendant hold on our attention,
whereas picnic arranging should not. (pp. 116-117)

Studies mounted from this perspective have focused attention on the
study of organizational values, as these may be created or transmitted
by organizational myths, stories, and legends (Boje, Fedor, & Rowland,

1982; Martin, Feldman, Hatch & Sitkin, 1983; Tommerup, 1988); jokes,
rituals, and ceremonies (Deal & Kennedy, 1982); and symbols and special-
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ized language (Andrews & Hirsch, 1983)—although I have not found
any specific studies of picnic arranging. In these investigations culture
is viewed as “shared key values and beliefs,” and researchers seek to
examine and understand how shared understandings, meanings, norms,
and values are developed within specific organizational settings (Jelinck,
Smircich, & Hirsch, 1983, p. 331; Smircich, 1983, p. 345). This ap-
proach also appears to assume that one can discover an organizational
culture that unifies behavior and, once understood, can be molded and
shaped by management to further their ends (Smircich, 1983, p. 346).
This particular assumption has been examined and critiqued by Baba

(1989).

3. Culture as Formal and Informal Organization: A third group of studies
questions the assumption that culture somehow resides only in informal
or expressive activities in organizations. This approach is more directly
connected with recent anthropological studies of organizations and has
been articulated by Kathleen Gregory in an article in Administrative

Science Quarterly. She suggests that applying the

anthropological approach in corporations leads one to study participants’
views about all aspects of the corporate experience. These would include
the work itself, the technology, the formal organization structure, the
everyday language, not only myths, stories or special jargon. That some
researchers select these for special emphasis says more about the culture
of the researchers than the researched, for whom all culture is equally taken

for granted. (1983, p. 359)

This statement illustrates an important difference in orientation ex-
hibited in the literature on organizational culture that is developing now
within anthropology (see Sachs, 1989; Sibley, 1986) as well as in other
disciplines. On the one hand, there are researchers who are attempting
to use the concept of culture to solve the problems of management and
to improve “the bottom line.” On the other hand, researchers have also
begun to use this concern with the bottom line and with management
problems as a way to examine and understand the culture of managers
as well as organizations in American society. This approach recognizes
that anthropologists must both understand and work within native cul-
tural systems, but they must also question and attempt to go beyond them
by adopting a comparative and critical perspective in their research.
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Gregory argues specifically for the use of “native view paradigms,”
and especially ethnoscience ethnography, as a way to examine the
multiple perspectives and cultures of informants in detail. Her research
was conducted among computer technical professionals in Silicon Val-
ley computer companies, and since this area is so multifaceted and
rapidly changing she decided that “it seemed most appropriate to dis-
cover how participants made sense of it themselves” (1983, p. 366). A
major emphasis was given to learning native concepts for social cate-
gories, and she discusses in detail the value of ethnoscience interview-
ing techniques for understanding these concepts. She also illustrates
how these native conceptions can be displayed, compared, and under-
stood. For example, Figure 4.1 illustrates how one informant makes
distinctions between kinds of computer product development compa-
nies. In contrast to many organizational culture studies, Gregory was
concerned with representing cultures as they are, rather than how man-
agers might wish them to be (1983, p. 63).

The importance of understanding the significance of the cultural units
that informants create for themselves is also illustrated by Gregory’s
study (1984). In this case she found that “the project” was the most im-
portant unit of interaction for computer professionals, overriding in a
variety of ways the company itself. Her research documents how “the

project” organizes interaction, as well as focus and commitment for
individuals, and is therefore crucial for understanding the experience

of working in this profession.

A Turn Toward Routines: From Organizations to Organizing

Gregory’s interest in the native construction of work and the interac-

tional occasions, such as “the project,” which constitute work, illus-

trates one of the most recent interests of organizational researchers and
anthropologists. Karl Weick argues for the value of this approach in the

field of organizational behavior by stressing the need for researchers to

focus on the organizing processes out of which a sense of organization
unfolds and is enacted, instead of continuing to examine organizations
as objective, concrete, material, and unproblematic entities. Weick sug-

gests that the basic theme for his organizing model is found in the recipe ;’

for sense-making, which he describes as follows:

“How can I know what I think until I see what I say?” Organizations are
presumed to talk to themselves over and over to find out what they’re
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Figure 4.1. Taxonomy of “Kinds of Computer Product Development Compa-

nies,” a Segment of One Interviewee’s Lexical/Semantic Field.

NOTE: From “Native-View Paradigms: Multiple Cultures and Cultural Conflicts in Organizations” by
K. Gregory, 1983, Administrative Science Quarterly, 28 (3), p. 368, Figure 1. © Copyright 1983 by Ad-
ministrative Science Quarterly. Reprinted by permission.

thinking. . . . The organism or group enacts equivocal raw talk, the talk 1s
viewed retrospectively, sense is made of it, and then this sense is stored as
knowledge in the retention process. The aim of each process has been to
reduce equivocality and to get some idea of what has occurred. (1979,
pp. 133-134)

This approach also requires challenging the assumption that research-
ers focus on the production of either micro- or macro-level studies. In
going beyond this micro/macro-level dichotomy, McDermott and Roth
(1978) argue that interactional research (presumably a micro-level
upproach) consistently shows how detailed analysis of everyday “or-
dinary behavior” and occasions and routines “can reveal much of the
machinery for the workings of social structure” (p. 323). In other
words, macro-level forces and constraints are, in fact, observable at
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“models); (b) meetings are evaluated as ineffective tools and treated as
pither the symptoms of or cure for a host of organizational problems
(e.g., Drucker, 1974); and (c) researchers and managers, frequently
‘working together, attempt to “fix” meetings (e.g., “How to” books, such
#s Dunsing, 1978).

~ One important assumption that ties these orientations together is the
view that there is (or should be) a tight connection between mdlvndual
(or group) intentions and action (March & Olsen, 1976, p. 19).° If some-
thing happens that interferes with this relationship—meetings would be
i good example, according to many people—then it is the event or the
form that must be fixed. Clarity and connection between action and
Intention are important values that have made it very difficult to see
meetings as anything other than a nuisance, a bore, or a very bad joke
(remember, “a camel is a horse assembled by a committee™).

In order to make meetings a topic as opposed to a tool of research,
| have suggested elsewhere (Schwartzman, 1989) that we need to re-
|magine meetings and that we can use anthropology, especially research
on political language, to do this. An anthropology of meetings concep-
fualizes meetings as communication events that must be examined
hecause they are embedded within a sociocultural setting (an organiza-
tion, a community, a society) as a constitutive social form. The approach
escribed here is motivated by an appreciation of the idea that the world
does not appear to us as formalized concepts (such as structure or cul-
ture, or hierarchy and value), but only in particular routines and gath-
erings, composed of specific actors (or agents) attempting to press their
¢laims on one another and trying to make sense of what is happening to
them. In this way it is possible to see how the process of meeting con-
{ributes to the production and reproduction of the structures of everyday
iife However, while meetings are accomplishing this, these structures
are interpreted and experienced as objective entities that are external
und unrelated to these actions and occasions. In this way meetings have
been pushed out of the picture when, in fact, from this perspective,
they are partly responsible for creating it.

In conjunction with this view, it is necessary to recognize that situa-
tions, routines, and gatherings are themselves “practical accomplish-
ments,” as the ethnomethodologists have demonstrated repeatedly. These
gvents are constructed by actors and researchers out of what is fre-
(guently “a blooming, buzzing confusion,” and whatever order is achieved
I8 always precarious and tentative. Meetings, as Myers (1986) reminds

the interactional level, where these forces have meaning for individuals f
in their everyday lives:

This way of proceeding offers us the most empirical documentation of how
the social world is ordered; as such it tells us a great deal about what
traditionally has been called the social order, namely, the organization of
interactional—communicative, institutional, and material—resources peo-
ple have available for ordering their behavior with each other. With this
approach there are no macro and micro constraints, no macro or micro
behaviors, but people leaning on each other in specifiable contexts.

(pp. 323-324)

The most recent call for a turn to the everyday is from researchers
with a practice orientation (see Ortner, 1984, and especially Bourdieu,
1977; Giddens, 1984). As Giddens suggests in presenting his theory of
structuration, “All social systems, no matter how grand or far-flung,
both express and are expressed in the routines of daily social life . . .” |
(p. 36). Organizational researchers have been slow to realize the value
of examining the “everyday routines” that make up organizational life
because, for the most part, these routines have been either taken for
granted (like meetings) or dismissed as unimportant. In contrast some
researchers have begun to realize that routines and forms like meetings
and stories (discussed below) provide researchers with important infor-
mation about the social structure and culture of organizations and society.&‘f

Interpreting Meetings

Nothing could be more commonplace than meetings in organizations,.f
but researchers have chosen to look behind rather than at meetings. In
the West we believe that meetings should exemplify our basic values of’*
pragmaticism, task orientation, efficiency, and rationality. We are frus- |
trated when we find that meetings do not seem to accomplish or dlsplay
these values. The classic joke about the functioning of committees as
meeting groups: “A camel is a horse assembled by a committee,” re- "‘
flects this folk wisdom about meetings, but the research literature makes
use of it as well. In general, three orientations have been taken toward‘
meetings (see Schwartzman, 1989, for a more detailed discussion oﬁ
these orientations): (a) Meetings are viewed as tools for tasks and re-
searchers have used them to study other things (e.g., leadership m
groups, the effect of group size on group performance, testing decisioﬁ;ﬁ
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us in a study of the Pintupi in Australia, are “delicate achievements™
but they are achievements in every society. Meetings are involved in
the construction and imposition of order in individuals’ lives in ways !
that have been generally unappreciated by participants and researchers.
However, I suggest that meetings are responsible for the construc-
tion of both order and disorder in social systems, and so they must be
conceptualized as occasions with both conservative (as sense-makers i
and social and cultural validators) and transformative capacities (see

Schwartzman, 1989). |

Individuals also use meetings to read and/or see their place in partic-
ular social systems. We say that an individual is or is not a powerful
person, but often we only “know” this based on how we read and inter-
pret events in a meeting. This was certainly the case for participants at
Midwest, where there were very few ways outside of meetings for in-
dividuals to negotiate and/or determine their status and social ranking,
and where their status was frequently in flux. In some cases it was only
by astutely “reading” meetings (e.g., who knows about, was/was not
attending, calling/canceling, arriving or leaving, and so on) that an indi-
vidual might learn about his or her place in the status system of the Center.

SEEING WITH MEETINGS

The relationship of individuals to organizational or environmental ~ SEEING WITH MEETINGS AT MIDWEST®

constraints, which are (or may become) limiting and constraining, is a
problematic feature of all discussions of action and structure. In my
view it is important to emphasize that individuals do not and cannot act
outside of forms such as communication events like meetings, whnch
they use to generate interaction as well as to interpret what it means
(we are greeting each other, we are bargaining, we are playing, we are
meeting). It is in these forms, and only in these forms, that mdnvnduals
are able to transact, negotiate, strategize, and attempt to realize thelr
specific aims, but cultural systems and social structures are “bred into™
these forms, as Ranson, Hinings, and Greenwood (1980) suggest. It was{
my gradual understanding of this point that helped me realize that I
could only portray the experience of working, as well as conductin 4;,‘
research, at a community mental health center (“Midwest”) through the
meetings (I called them key meetings), which informants used to make
sense of or “see” the organization and their actions in it. In this par- J
ticular context staff and board members saw their world as a battle-
ground and they became caught up in a battle for control, while at th
same time viewing one another’s activities as “out of control.” In m
view staff and board members saw the organization and their actlon d
quite differently because they were seeing events, and trying to under
stand and interpret them, through different meetings (staff meetings
versus board meetings). To explain these differences in terms of the:
different roles individuals occupied in the organization does not hel D
us understand how these differences were experienced and generated ir .,'
the daily actions of individuals in this context.

It was not an easy task to arrange a meeting at Midwest because many
participants recognized the implications of agreeing to meet with one
unother. In some instances individuals would flatly refuse to meet be-
‘nuse of what acceptance of this form meant, in terms of recognizing
und legitimizing social relationships and cultural values. However, even
when individuals did agree to meet with one another, it was no easy
matter to arrange the meeting because of each individual’s meeting and
ppomtment commitments. In this case meeting negotiations tended to
focus on setting the meeting time. A brief interchange of a meeting
gotlatlon illustrates the difficulty Center actors experienced in at-
mpting to set the time for a formal meeting. This interchange also
Iustrates the wealth and range of information communicated in such a
gotiation. This particular event is taken from a tape made of a special
gricvance committee meeting. In this case, representatives of board and
ff were meeting about an employee grievance, but because of their
eed to read another report, they found it necessary to break the original
meeting frame in an attempt to schedule another meeting.

MA: [ would like to see as the schedule, and if we can swing this, you and I
will have that report by noon from Carol. We will spend Monday after-
noon reviewing, copies should be made to everybody involved, and even
I will have drawn conclusions by, hopefully, Monday evening. And we
should be ready for a meeting Tuesday if the time allows. For everybody
present. Is that fair?

I don’t know. Because Monday night we have a steering committee
meeting, and then there’s always lots of stuff to do on Mondays. We need
like—I would prefer to have some time Tuesday morning. Whatever we
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can do Monday afternoon, but I need some time Tuesday morning, 'cause
I don’t know what all, you know—whenever there’s a meeting— ;
Why don’t you notify us, notify Carol and me, when you’ ve reached your
final conclusions on this and we’ll set up meeting as soon as we can;':
thereafter. i

I would like to take a block of time, because I know how hard it is to get , : : :
everybody to meet— 1 This excerpt illustrates several aspects of the meetings at Midwest,
We could do it like Tuesday—if it’s like mid to late Tuesday aftemoon,fi Including how the seemingly inconsequential, although often annoying,
that’s OK. 9 process of arranging a scheduled meeting contains innumerable possi-
Yeah. Either that or Wednesday morning perhaps, one of the two tlmes’ 'bllitie.s fo.r displaying as w.ell as finding out about one’s status in an
Tuesday afternoon? You're shaking your head. : organization (e.g., whose time takes precedence in setting a meeting,
I can’t make it Wednesday. I can’t make it Thursday. }vho needs to be there and who does. not, who knqws about whic}} meetings,
Can you make it Tuesday afternoon around— und so on). In the process of negotiating a meeting, other meetings would
Not if theré's going 10 8o & MM segotiating feeting. frequently be used as a dodge or excuse to get out of a meeting one did
not want to attend, or to see how important one’s presence really was
Is there?. . 3 n terms of whether the meetmg negotlatlon could contmue without his
from 3 30 on. Depending on— i rg.an.lzer mlght cancel 1t because of. ?ther pressing matters, or an
Individual might cancel out of a specific meeting for the same reason,
MHD meeting Tuesday. 3 ind all of these actions were effective markers of status at the Center.

?epel?dl;lg on wl;‘at haPPeﬂz) Wlt: the MP:D ?eetmg It may not go any As the above example illustrates, meetings were important for seeing
ength of time whatsoever. On the other hand, it may require our atten Bhe’s place in the organization.

dance. There are plenty of those people who can be there without us. I
the event that we can’t make it at all on Tuesday, when would be our

alternative time?

PR: When’s the NAS meeting?

" FE: Friday morning.

MB: Yes.

MA: 1 think we should set a goal of Tuesday. That’s for sure.

Interpreting Stories

Stories and storytelling are common activities that individuals in all
organizations use to make sense of their world and their life at work.
lior the most part, however, we take stories (just like meetings) for granted
~we may tell them, laugh at them, and even be horrified by them, but
nostly we do not take these accounts very seriously. Stories make their
Appearance in conversations, interviews, informal discussions, and
other events in a variety of ways. A story might be an account of some-
thing that happened in the distant past or only a few minutes earlier, and
they are typically presented as examples of particular points (e.g., “I’ll
give you an example of how we do things here. One day . . . ” story
follows). In general, stories in organizations are told as if they depict
real events, and they are heard and repeated as representations of real
- events.

The significance of stories in contemporary organizational settings
has recently come to the attention of a few researchers concerned

Wednesday and Thursday are the—
You mean that’s the other meeting?
Yeah.

I wasn’t invited. Friday morning?
How come I’m not going to go?
You want to go?

I don’t know.

Monday we’ll decide that.

How about Friday morning?

If not Tuesday afternoon.

If not Tuesday afternoon, then Friday morning will be the next best time
as I see it.
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with examining organizational behavior and culture (e.g., Clark, 1972;
Martin, Feldman, Hatch, & Sitkin, 1983; Mattingly, 1989, 1991; Myerhoff, ]
1978; Pacanowsky & O’Donnell-Trujillo, 1982; Peters & Waterman, 1982;
Schwartzman, 1984; Tommerup, 1988). This research suggests that |
stories are an important form for: (a) communicating historical experi-
ences and providing individuals with a way to weave this experience
into discussions of current activities; (b) distinguishing one’s organiza-f';
tion as the best and/or worst and also for stereotyping other organiza-
tions; (c) socializing new members into an organization; (d) document- |
ing successes and failures and drawing conclusions (morals) from these
examples; (e) indirectly communicating information to individuals,fi‘i
about a range of issues that may be too sensitive or threatening to}._:',
discuss directly; and, finally, (f) stories may be most important because'z;
they shape and sustain individuals’ images of the organization in whlch
they work. It is in this way that stories play an important role in con-
stituting an organizational reality for participants. What it is 1mportant
to emphasize here is that in many organizations, there may be several
organizational realities. The stories one hears and tells, and the morals
that are drawn from them, go a long and generally unrecognized way
toward constituting these realities. Ethnographers can learn a great deal
about the structure and culture of an organization by paying attentlon
to the stories that organizational members relate to one another as well,
as to researchers. 4
The continual narration of organizational stories can shape and re{i
shape the way the individuals experience their organization. This wasf.
definitely the case at Midwest, where stories generated a series
recurring images that individuals used to depict their activities and re
latlonshnps especially their conflictual relationships. The image of th
“crazy” organization was a powerful one for individuals in this orgam E
zation and it influenced the way they both described and experienced
their work at Midwest. As already mentioned, staff and board members
were in conflict with each other, and each group told stories about the:
other group that highlighted their problems, incompetence, and “crazi-
ness.” These stories simultaneously created, transformed, and com;f
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You won'’t believe the last board meeting I went to, it was one of those
coalitions of community control . . . This young woman . . . delivers a
sensible, a little bit adolescent in the sense that she wasn’t as articulate as
she could have been, request to become a member of the Council, and there
is a member of the board who you might have thought they were talking
about recognizing the People’s Republic as opposed to Formosa . . . I was
unable to follow the thought/cognitive function that she was laying down
verbally, even given the fact that it was not germane to [the other woman’s
request] . . . Mary [another member of the board] was trying to say, slow
down . . . this doesn’t make any sense. Then Mary made a motion, which
was weird enough, so they had to discuss it for 15 to 20 minutes. And sure
enough when that woman left [the one making the membership request],
she didn’t have any idea where she had been and she walked out without
her coat and purse. Five minutes later out on the street she realized she left
her clothes behind. It was like that woman must have felt like she was on
a teeter-totter that not only was going up and down, but was being spun at
some tremendous rate, because that was one of the craziest [meetings] I've
even been to.

- Summary: Micro/Macro Ethnographies

In anthropology, Marcus and Fisher argue that one of the challenges

for researchers is “how to represent the embedding of richly described
local cultural worlds in larger impersonal systems of political econ-
omy” (1986, p. 77). This interest in examining how local cultural worlds
are embedded in larger systems of political economy requires that
tesearchers turn their attention toward the study of organizations, bu-
teaucracies, and bureaucratization (as argued persuasively by Nader in
11969, and later by Handelman in 1978). However, when anthropologists
turn their attention to these issues, then the assumption that there are
small-scale “personal” cultural worlds versus large-scale “impersonal”
forces and systems of political economy must also be challenged. In
fuct, what is required is an examination of the interaction between the
local cultural worlds, which anthropologists have traditionally studied,
and the local cultural worlds of bureaucrats, bureaucracies, industries,
- and organizations, which anthropologists have begun to realize (actu-

ally re-realize) they must understand. This requires that anthropologists
“study up,” while it also requires that political economists and other
researchers “study down” developing ways “to rebuild understanding
of macro-level systems from the bottom up” (Marcus & Fisher 1986:
~ §0). Ethnography is crucial here because as a method for research it

mented on the realities of Center life. Bill, a staff member at Midwest-jj
tells a story in an interview about the most recent “crazy” board meeting
that he attended:
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problematicizes the ways that individuals and groups constitute organi-
zations (and societies) on a daily interactional basis. In the following
chapter I will discuss some of the methods that organizational ethnog- |
raphers use to problematicize, describe, and interpret the local cultural ‘f
worlds of organizations. |

NOTES

1. Wallman (1979) presents a useful perspective on and introduction to the social
anthropology of work, in an edited volume that includes case studies of Israeli and
Canadian dockworkers, labor relations on South African farms, sweepers in Banares, and ;3
the work of a group of social workers (family pedagogues) within the Swedish bureau-
cracy. The monograph does not include case study material from the United States, but it
provides an important comparative perspective on the topic, which is missing in many of

the psychological and sociological studies of work.

2. See also the interesting work of Katherine Newman (Falling from Grace: The
Meaning of Downward Mobility in American Culture, 1988) on the lay-offs of Singer
Sewing Machine workers in Elizabeth, New Jersey. Nash suggests that Newman'’s re-
search documents the tendency of Singer workers to criticize themselves for their inability
to compete with Japanese workers, whereas the Pittsfield workers she studied were more

likely to criticize management tactics directly (1989, p. 325).

3. There are a number of interesting parallels between the transformation and changes 3
in Pittsfield and the transformation of the Hawthorne plant (as part of the Western Electric

company and the AT&T company) and the community of Cicero and western Chicago.

4. Nash interviewed a variety of ‘individuals in the community of Pittsfield. For
example, she interviewed women and men who had organized the labor movement at
General Electric, individuals in women’s organizations and the peace movement, spokes- 1

persons for General Electric, owners and managers of other corporations and compamcs
in the city, and also conducted interviews that focused “on the work histories of 100

workers on the Internatnonal Union of Electrical Workers (IUE) active and laid-off hsts”

(1989, p. 2).

5. James March and Johan Olsen’s work on organizational decision making (e.g.,

1976) 1s interesting for anthropologists to consider because it challenges the folk- models
embedded in our theories about organizations, models that privilege decisions (as tasks)

and individual intention in attempting to explain how choices are made in these systems. :

6. Adapted from Schwartzman (1989, pp. 119-121).
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5. FIELDWORK ROLES AND
FIELDWORK PROCESSES

When [anthropologist] Kathleen Gregory Huddleston of the University of
California at Irvine showed up at a Silicon Valley computer maker, she
was greeted by a group of excited engineers who handed her a grab bag
of cultural artifacts: a collection of Xerox art, a gag gift brochure of the
company's products, and a recording of Silicon Valley Guy, a Valley Girl-
like spoof of computerspeak. The gifts, says Huddleston, were presented
only partly in jest, because the engineers “really did think of themselves
as exotic.” So she took them seriously in her study.

Sana Siwalop (1986, p. 172)

- Since the Hawthorne research established a tradition of using social

science disciplines to study organizations, researchers have adopted a
range of roles and methods for investigating problems as diverse as re-
lations between workers and foremen on assembly lines, the interactions
of department store salespeople, the social system of a mental hospital,
the work culture of computer technical professionals, the effect of in-
dustrial restructuring on workers and communities, and storytelling
in a corporate setting. The literature discussed in the previous chapters
illustrates the variety of roles that ethnographers have adopted, begin-
ing with the role of management consultant, first used by anthropolo-
ilsts in the Hawthorne research. Anthropologists have also adopted the
tole of cultural broker, attempting to understand and sometimes medi-

“ute conflicts between groups with differing interests and cultures in
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Organizational systems. Anthropologists have also used their ethno-
graphic skills to work as scribes, documenting the organization worlds
And meaning systems of particular groups, and finally, anthropologists

have also acted as critics of organizations and the social and economic

Aystems of which they are a part. Sometimes these roles evolve and
¢hange over time, during the course of a project, but they may also be
felated to the theoretical paradigm that the researcher uses. In adopting
these roles for specific fieldwork situations, ethnographers have also
Adapted their methods to the demands of fieldworking in complex
organizations. In this chapter I review the process of conducting ethno-
graphic fieldwork, using the experiences of the researchers reviewed in
the previous chapters. James Spradley (1980) makes an important dis=

linction between cyclical and linear research styles. Ethnography is
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cyclical because the major tasks (like asking questions, recording ob-
servations, and analyzing data) are repeated over and over again (pp. 26,
28). There are, however, certain stages that most ethnographers do go
through in the process of conducting a study. This chapter is organized
according to these stages of fieldwork.

B ———— .

Access, Entry, and First Encounters

Everything counts.
H. L. Goodall (1989, p. xv)

Stepping into a setting for the first time is probably the most signif-
icant phase of the entire ethnographic process. This is especially true
when working within one’s own society. For a long time many research-
ers rega e problems of access and the experience of first encoun-
ters as ‘‘noise,’) as far as data/information for the research project was
concerned. These experiences were viewed as something to negotiate
and get out of the way, rather than as data valuable in their own right.
In contrast, I believe that access issues (i.e., the process of seeking per-
mission and approval for research) and first encounters provide re-
searchers with a rich source of data. It is in these encounters that the
most dramatic differences between the ethnographer’s culture and the
informant’s culture will be apparent. The surprises, differences, misun-

derstandings, and such that occur in these encounters may foreshadow
major research concerns and issues; however, in the beginning, re-
searchers may not know how to interpret what these differences reveal

~about themselves and their informants. This is why it is extremely

o important to take detailed field notes in the beginning of one’s field-

~work. June Nash (1989) reports that she followed the advice of Sol Tax

~at the University of Chicago when she began her research in Pittsfield,
~ Massachusetts, with General Electric. It was his view that it was in the
early days of fieldwork that “commonplace behaviors still strike one as
peculiar. The shock of experiencing different ways of thinking and be-

having wears off as one becomes accustomed to them” (Nash, 1989, p. 2).

First encounters are also the first time that informants and researchers
have to observe each other. No matter what role one tries to adopt in

i
the fieldwork situation, in the beginning informants will make sense of

the researcher in the way that they make sense of all other strangers who
appear and begin to ask many questions. For this reason organizational
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ethnographers have been seen as evaluators, consultants, federal inves-
tigators, spies from other companies or agencies, and journalists. Most
settings are not familiar with ethnographic research, and therefore it
takes some time for informants and researchers both to understand what
each is up to and to label the behavior in an appropriate way. It is also
important to recognize that while researchers are watching informants,
informants are also watching researchers. Peter Blau experienced this
problem in his first field research. In the government agency he studied,
he was suspected of being a member of the Hoover Commission, which
carried out investigations of various branches of the federal government
at the time of his research (1963, p. 277). Blau also reports on the
problem of failing to realize that his definition of the beginning of his
project, which actually began after he had already been at the agency
for 2 weeks familiarizing himself with its operations, was not the same
definition as that held by his informants:

What I failed to realize is that what I defined as the beginning of the actual
observation was not the beginning for these agents. I had been seen around
for two weeks, and my failure explicitly to clarify my identity earlier had
given rumors about me that much time to circulate. The private office and
my preoccupation with becoming familiar with a complex bureaucratic
structure had blinded me to the fact that [ was already being observed by
these agents, even though I had not started observing them. (1963, p. 278)

The importance of first encounters was brought home to me in my
study of Midwest Community Mental Health Center. When I initiated
the project with a team of social scientists working for a state mental
health research department, we were initially perceived as spies for the
state, which provided a significant source of funding for this Center.
Although this seemed like a strange conclusion from our point of view,
it made sense in terms of the Center’s experience with the State Mental
Health Department’s continuous monitoring and evaluation procedures.
At Midwest it took approximately 6 months of active negotiations,
beginning with a letter and ending with meetings with board members,
before we were allowed to present our project to the entire executive
board. This presentation led to an approximately one-hour discussion,
which ranged over issues of purpose, confidentiality, staff time, who we
“really” were, and statements of support from staff and board members.
At the conclusion of this meeting we were granted approval to begin

the project.
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This was a very tense time for the researchers because we felt that
we had invested a great deal of time and effort into the access negotia-
tions, and we really could not predict how they would turn out. Of
course we were very pleased when our project was finally approved,
but we were then told that we must present our study to the staff in 2
days to secure their support. Immediately we began to worry about this
meeting. An excerpt from my field notes, written after this first meeting,
reflects my concern as well as surprise about the events at this first
meeting with staff:

After 6 months of access negotiations we have finally been granted per-
mission to begin our study of Midwest. Our first meeting with staff (2 days
after the Council meeting) occurred today (Wednesday) during the regu-
larly scheduled staff meeting held in what I believe is called the “hub” at
the “barn” (which I think is what the Center’s main building on Harding
Avenue and Central is called). We were very apprehensive about this
meeting because we thought that our presence and purpose might become
a focus of controversy for staff and we would be denied access, but we were
very surprised (and relieved) by the response to our presentation. We passed
out copies of our outline, which people didn’t seem to read. I briefly
presented our research project by discussing the nature of the research, the
potential value of the research, and our relation to the State Mental Health
Department. There was only one question, concerning how much time we
would be at the Center. Following our presentation, staff continued their
staff meeting, and became very involved in listening and responding to a
report about a recent statement from the board, which essentially seemed

e e . el

e e i

to say that Center staff should not be “in therapy " with other Center staff.

There was a great deal of very agxtated discussion about this issue,
including problems with defining what is therapy)vho was a therapist, and
especially the issue of how (or whether?one could distinguish between
therapy and supervision. There were many side comments around the table
(most of which I could not hear). One person, I think her name was Sheila,
seemed to dominate the discussion and she was very skillful and articulate
in speaking. Paul Chase, the acting director, was technically in charge of
the meeting. The results of this discussion seemed to be to bring these is-
sues of staff and therapy back to the board to ask for clarification. . . . After
this meeting one of the staff said to me that he still wasn’t convmced that

“you bug-collectors should be here

One of the things that I later realized was how so many of the
interests, issues, and interpretations that we developed in this research
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were foreshadowed in these notes. For example, all of our first encoun-
ters, except the initial letters, were in meetings and it was the meeting
that later became the subject of my research and the focus of the book
| wrote about this Center (see Schwartzman, 1989). The recurring con-
flict and confusion over who could be a proper patient, and what it meant
to be staff at the Center, was an important theme in the culture of this
agency and this conflict is clearly reflected in my notes about this
meeting. In fact, this conflict overrode the staff’s concern about our
presence at the Center, which accounts for my surprise when we were
only asked one question and then staff moved on to the issue that was
most salient to them at that moment (the therapy issue). Finally, the im-
portance of Sheila as an informal leader at the Center, and her opposi-
tion to Paul Chase (the formal leader), was also clearly reflected in these
notes, and this also turned out to be an important piece of information
about the social structure and hierarchy of this organization.

The importance of how one presents oneself to gatekeepers in an
organization is also crucial for setting up particular expectations about
one’s research, and even for gaining entry into a setting. W. F. Whyte
(1984) reports on his struggles with gaining access to settings when he
began his study of restaurants in 1944. He was helped in part by Vernon
Stouffer, who was a member of the National Restaurant Association
committee that was sponsoring the project, and so the Chicago Loop
Stouffers became the first case study (pp. 60-61). However, when trying
to convince other owners or managers to become a part of the study, he
found that they had one of two responses, either things were so fine that
a study was not needed or things were so bad that it would be dangerous
o bring in an outsider.

Frustrated in the direct approach, I adopted a different strategy. After an
initial explanation of the nature of the study, I asked the restaurateur to tell
me how things were going in his or her restaurant and what problems should
be given special attention in our study. As the discussion proceeded, with
the restaurateur doing most of the talking, I would find openings to relate
similar problems or experiences from other restaurants we were studying. .
Without pressing the point, I would add that we were then considering
further restaurants for case studies and had a number of possibilities in
mind. On my first try with this strategy, the restaurateur asked if we would
be willing to study his establishment, After a moment of apparent indeci-
sion, [ agreed. (p. 61) |
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Roles and Research

The first task of an organizational ethnographeris to try to understand
what cultural knowledge, behavior, and artifacts participants share and
use to interpret their experiences (Spradley, 1980, pp. 10, 30-31). The
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various roles that researchers assume in settings will partly determine
how well they are able to carry out this task. When researchers enter
the organization as management consultants or culture brokers, they are
usually brought into the setting with the explicit purpose of solving par-
ticular problems, generally management problems.! This makes it dif-
ficult to broaden the scope of one’s inquiry, although it is frequently
necessary because in order to exploit the serendipitous quality of eth-
. nography, researchers need to be able to “describe cultures as they are
/ before assessing how they should be” (Gregory, 1983, p. 363) or before
they try to “fix” them.? For this reason some human relations research- {I
ers (with the explicit purpose of describing and inscribing culture) chose
to adopt a covert research role in order to better describe the work groups
they were studying. Donald Roy (1952, 1953, 1954, 1959) produced a
variety of insightful analyses of work group relationships and adapta-
tions by taking a job in a machine shop in Chicago that produced railway
jacks. He is particularly well known for his studies of output restriction,
the phenomenon first examined in the Bank Wiring Observation Room,
and for illustrating how this process can be a rational response to man-
agement irrationality (Burawoy, 1979, p. 51). In conducting his re-
search, however, he chose not to inform either management or workers
of his research intentions in order to remain “one of the boys on the 1
line” (Roy, 1952, p. 427). In contrast, in 1974 Michael Burawoy began
work as a machine operator in what turned out to be the same factory,
now taken over by another company, that Roy had worked in 30 years
earlier. He chose to inform workers of his research intentions, although
he notes that they “regarded my enterprise with a mixture of disbelief {
and amusement. Some couldn’t understand why there wasn’t an easier
way of obtaining a degree than by working in a factory for a year”
(Burawoy, 1979, p. xv). ;
In one of the most well-known covert studies of a group of organiza-
tions, Melville Dalton conducted research in four firms, in an attempt
“to get as close as possible to the world of managers and to interpret
this world and its problems frcm the inside, as they are seen and felt at

various points and levels” (1959, p. 1). He chose not to seek formal

53

permission from management, but instead took on specific staff posi-
tions and then selectively informed individuals of a generalized re-
search interest. Dalton’s overall interest was in trying to understand
“the schisms and ties between official and unofficial action” and he
relied heavily on information from “intimates”—individuals who knew
generally about his research interests; work diaries (which recorded his
observations about events, biographical information, gossip, informa-
tion on unusual incidents, clique activities); and documents he had ac-
cess to, such as personnel files, grievance records, and minutes of
meetings (pp. 162-164).

All of my research in organizations has been conducted using an overt
_research role, although in some instances I have taken on working roles
~In particular settings. For example, when studying a day-care center I
took on the role of a volunteer, an activity that was practiced by other
individuals in the setting. Although the teachers and other staff treated
me as a volunteer, the children almost always related to me as a teacher.
In studying the mental health center, we defined ourselves very clearly
as researchers and, as described above, it took quite a long time to
negotiate access to this setting as researchers. Once we were granted
permission to study the center, however, we seemed to be immediately
accepted by staff and for the most part were related to as if we were
staff, even though we did not perform staff functions and continually
reminded individuals of our research role.

The kind of role that one adopts will also determine what kinds of
methods one will be able to use. For example, researchers who work
covertly will not be able to formally interview informants; as Dalton
remarks, “I did little formal interviewing because of the obvious prob-
lem of explaining what I was doing and the inadequacy of the approach
for getting at unofficial activities” (p. 163). In contrast, researchers who
work overtly tend to worry that they will not observe natural behavior
or that things will be hidden from them. Of course this happens, but it
15 very difficult to hide culture although it may be partially out of the
awareness of one’s informants. Making the implicit explicit then be-
comes one of the goals of organizational ethnography.

Context Analysis

All of the groups that an organizational ethnographer may study will
be composed of specific individuals with particular roles, interacting
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with each other in specific occasions. Depending upon the size and
complexity of an organization, just trying to describe and characterize
the various parties and gatherings that make up a setting can itself be a
daunting task. One approach that I have found to be useful in studies of
both small and large organizations is what I refer to as context analysis.

Using a grid format it is possible to identify the range and type of
organizational participation and interaction that characterizes an orga-
nization, agency, program, and the like. It is also possible to include the
researcher in this interaction format, and in this way recognize not only
what role the investigator is playing in the setting but also what contexts

include or exclude him or her. This is also a useful way to examine

which contexts lend themselves to observations or interviews or some

combination of both, especially in the early stages of research, and
which contexts one wants to learn more about. Figure 5.1 utilizes this

approach to illustrate the variety of communication contexts for pro-
gram actors in a play therapy program conducted at a day-care center.

The patients in this program were 8 of the 40 children attending Eastside _'
Day Care Center during the time of the program. Program staff consisted

of three play therapists who worked for the community agency conducting
the program. Program management was undertaken by one supervisor

at the community agency, whose director acted as sponsor of the pro- ;
gram by allocating agency staff and funds (a combination of state and
city mental health funds) to it. The program’s intended clients were the

Eastside Day Care Center teachers and administrators. The program re-
searcher was myself.

The program culture was mediated in part by the multiple communi- :
cation or actor interaction contexts that the program’s structure created
(See Schwartzman, 1983). Referring to Figure 5.1 it can be seen that, even
in the operation of a small-scale program, a great number of potential
and actual communication contexts exist in which program actors

participate.

Observations and Interviews:
Looking for Natural Questions and Answers

One of the differences between ethnography and other forms of
research is that ethnographers do not automatically assume that they
know the right questions to ask in a setting. In fact, as Spradley sug-
gests, in ethnographic fieldwork “both questions and answers must be
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Figure 5.1. Communication Contexts for Program Actors: Eastside Day Care Center

NOTE: From “The Ethnographic Evaluation of Human Service Programs” by H. B. Schwartzman, 1983,

Anthropological Quarterly, 56, p. 183, Figure 1. © Copyright 1983 by Anthropological Quarterly.
Reprinted by permission.
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Black and Metzger (1964):

[t could be said of ethnography that until you know the question that some-
one in the culture is responding to you can’t know many things about the
responses. Yet the ethnographer is greeted, in the field, with an array of
responses. He needs to know what questions people are answering in their
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every act. He needs to know which questions are being taken for granted
because they are what “everybody knows” without thinking. . . . Thus the
task of the ethnographer is to discover questions that seek the relationships
among entities that are conceptually meaningful to the people under inves-
tigation. (p. 144)

Spradley argues that initially ethnographic data should be gathered |
by listening and observing, “not to discover answers but to find which
questions to ask™ (Spradley, 1970, p. 69). In Spradley and Mann’s (1975)
study of Brady’s Bar, they found that one of the recurring questions
waitresses ask is, “Who is the bartender tonight?” This was an 1mportant§
question because waitresses needed to have good relationships with
bartenders in order to have their orders filled rapidly.

In Number Our Days (1978) Barbara Myerhoff utilized the expertns
of Abe, the director of the Aliya Senior Citizens Center that she studxe d
in Venice, California, to formulate what turned out to be important an
productive questions for the Jewish elderly who were participating ir
Center activities:

; S

Basha came out of the Center and Abe called to her, “Basha, how would
you like to have the professor make a book from your life?” Basha did not
hesitate. “You got a pencil? You want to get it down right.  begin with my
childhood in Poland. Tell me if I go too fast. Naturally, it’s a long story.”

(p- 35)

In one way or another Myerhoff found that the seniors were askin;_
themselves questions like “What does it mean to be a Jew?” and “What
does it mean to grow old?” In Center life, as she came to understand it,
she found *“an entire, though miniature, society, a Blakeian ‘world in a
grain of sand’ the setting for an intricate and rich culture, made up e
bits and pieces of people’s common history” (p. 9). Myerhoff was fo
tunate in discovering the questions that were important to her info“"
mants at the Center, and the success of her study came, in part, from th
fact that she built her research methodology on these questions. In thm
case she developed a “Living History” class for the seniors, which gav
them an opportunity to use their natural tendency for storytelling to ex
plore a variety of common themes and to try to make sense of their llve
their identity, and the enormous changes that they had experienced:
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Hitting on a format that allowed for storytelling was a fortunate accident.
When we began the session, there was no way I could have anticipated the
significance of these exchanges. In time it became clear that storytelling

was a passion among these people, absolutely central to their culture.
(Myerhoff, 1978, p. 37)

In choosing a format for her ethnography, Myerhoff built part of her
presentation around these bobbe-myseh (grandmother’s tales) because
they were so central and important to the elders she was studying.

My research at Midwest Community Mental Health Center (CMHC)
may also be used to illustrate the importance of looking for natural ques-
tions and answers. When I arrived at the Center I was asking questions
about how the Center developed and implemented a paraprofessional
model of treatment for chronically ill mental patients, but participants
were asking themselves questions about their own leadership and au-
thority relationships. It took me quite some time to hear their questions
and answers and yet they were apparent in some of our earliest obser-
vations (see first encounter field notes) and interviews. In the following
segment of an interview with the president of the executive board, the
concerns and questions about authority and leadership were quite ap-
parent. The questions are “What kind of leadership structure do we
have?” and “What kind of leadership structure should we have?”

Researcher: Could you describe what is happening at the center now?

Informant: Well, they’ve been having meetings, you know, on some of the
suggested changes that Paul [the acting Executive Director] has come up
with, which really more or less come from NIMH dictates too, and that is
that the NIMH is saying that there has to be a clearer delegation of
authority from the Executive Director to the various heads of the various
departments and so forth. There was too much of a flow from—they used
to say at the center that there was not only a flow from the top down, but
there was a flow from the bottom up, that the paraprofessionals could go
directly to the Executive Director with their problems, etc. Well, this is
all good, but there was never an ability on the part of Fred [former Execu-
tive Director] to delegate authority. It would always be undermined by
Paula or someone else. And Sharon Jones is going to be head of emergency
services, she should have the right to make certain decisions in that area,
and not to be contramanded by Paula or someone else when she does it.
There was too much of that. And what that means is that the Executive
Director isn’t getting his work done, because he doesn’t delegate anything
to anybody. That was one of the obvious problems at the center, and we
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used to call people coordinators. Someone asked Kenneth Nolan from
NIMH, when he said we should have assistant directors, and someone
said, “Well, what’s the difference whether you call them an assistant
director or a coordinator?” And he said, “In my mind, there’s a big dif-
ference. Coordinators just coordinate things. An assistant director makes

decisions at his level, and that’s what we need.” And so a lot of the
suggested reorganization things are being dictated to us by NIMH to solve

problems that he feels weren’t solved before with our other structure. They

want a more streamlined chart of organization than we had before. We
always found fault with that before. Fred would put a chart on the wall

and there’d be so many dotted lines and dash lines and intercrossing lines,

and there would always be an explanation why that had to be because the

clinical director is supposed to have input to here and to here and to here,

and it always would sound like a good case for it, but I think if you can’t
really draw an organizational chart without getting it all confused, then s'?
right there there’s an indication that there’s something wrong. You've got
to be able to draw it in some way, and we never really were able to. And
it would always change from week to week and people would move

around, too. There was too much of that.

Ethnographic Interviews

The above interview also illustrates the importance of asking very' :
open and sometimes ambiguous questions in the early stages of re-
search. These kinds of questions give the informant an opportunity to ~

answer in ways and with content that is important to him or her—not to
the researcher. Spradley (1979, p. 86) refers to these as “descriptive” ¢ or

opposed to\why, questions. The purpose of these questions is to collect .
a large sample of the informant’s speech and to elicit key terms/folk
terms in the context of their use. Following this, °
may be used to ask more detailed questions about specific terms, activ-
ities or objects” (see Spradley, 1979, for further elaboration on these

“grand tour’ ﬁasnons and he suggests that they be focused on. uhaé;—agr

questioning techniques).

The ethnographic interviewer should avoid translating what an infor-
mant says into the researcher’s own theories or terms, or telling the;
informant what he or she is feeling or experiencing, or interrupting an
informant during his or her response to a question. The following inter-
view, also from the Midwest study, illustrates what not to do when con- *‘j

ducting ethnographic interviews in an organization:

Interviewee: Not only not about to change, but I also wasn’t really in touch

“lead the witness,” and even interrupt the interviewee ultimately pro-
‘mini-tour questnons,, duced shortened responses to research questions. This is exactly the
opposite of what the goal of an ethnggraphlc Iinterview is. Responses
that build on terms, expressions, or experiences used by the informant
are much more hkely to produce rlcher mformant responses to g ques-
tions. For example, a more effective response to the informant’s first
statement in this interview would be: “That’s really interesting and it
seems really complicated, could you say some more about how you felt

in a ‘double bind’ at the trammg sesslons?”

terviews in her research with computer technical professionals in Sili-
con Valley. The focus of this research was on “native concepts for social |
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Researcher: What happened in the training sessions?

Interviewee: Insome ways it seems real complicated. There is a lot of history.
I often walked away from encounters feeling out of my fucking mind. I
was really in a double bind like if I said I wanted to understand or there
were things that I didn’t know about certain racial or ethic groups and
economic strata Paula [clinical director] would say, “Yes, there are a lot
of things you don’t know, even as a professional you’re really dumb, you
need a lot of education or re-education.” But, on the other hand if I said,
“You know, I really haven’t had contact with poor people, but I do un-
derstand some things about other groups, not a lot, I have not had that
much contact, I have never been black and I have never been poor, but I
am a person and I do have feelings and so these other people have feelings.”
They would say, “That’s a typical liberal attitude,” that because I care and
I want to know, that automatically means I can’t understand and I don’t
recognize that there is a terrible distance between us.

Researcher: In other words, if I follow you correctly, Paula accused you of
psychological false consciousness, the more you profess sympathy and a
willingness to learn, the more that was evidence that you were protecting
your psychological class privileges. Is that kind of how she interpreted?

Interviewee: Yes.

Researcher: In other words, from the way you experienced it, it was kind of
a no-win situation, whatever position you took was evidence that you
really weren’t about to change.

with any real feelings, that [ wasn’t somehow giving her enough evidence
that I was . . . (interruption)

As can be seen in this segment the researcher’s tendency to translate,
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Kathleen Gregory also discusses the 1mportance of ethnographic in-
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categories and on identifying those with contrasting orientations or
cultures” (1983, p. 366). This approach and the development of taxon-
omies displaying these differences and their significance have already
~ been discussed in Chapter 3. In this research Gregory also illustrates
the value or putting the informant in the expert (rather that the subject)
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role. In this case she used informant conceptions of representativeness
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to make decisions about which kmds of individuals to. interview.:.

Interviewees (both individual and corporate participants) were recruited
according to native conceptions of representativeness, which emerged during
successive interviews. Criteria they suggested included the type of com-
pany one worked for (e.g., large, stable development companies, start ups,
research labs, software houses) amount of experience one had, seniority,
sex, ethnicity, place and type of education, and, importantly, technical oc-
cupations or specialty. The participants identified a number of generic
technical occupations, which were sampled, including software and engi-
neering, hardware engineering, computer science, marketing technical writing
or documentation, and technical management. (p. 366)

Drawing on more than 58 years of research on groups and organiza-
tions in American society and other countries, W. F. Whyte discusses
interviewing strategy and tactics in Learning from the Field (1984). Here
he specifically discusses the value of asking informants to comment on
specific events when conducting field research interviews. In this case
he is referring to a way to encourage informants in interviews to expand
on their experiences using examples. “When the informant expresses
an attitude apparently unconnected with any event already described, I
say something like this: ‘“That’s i 1nte1estmg Have you had some expe- -

2 S

mant will respond with an account of one or more relevant experlences
(1984, p. 102).

The importance of accounts of experiences, sometimes called cases
(see Werner & Schoepfle, 1987), or stories in ethnographic research, has
already been discussed in Chapter 3. Stories may appear naturally in the
flow of an ethnographic interview or they may be encouraged by questions,
such as suggested above by Whyte. At Midwest, individuals frequently
used stories or cases to illustrate specific points and then proceeded to
interpret these cases in the interview. For example, referring back to the
interview with the president of the executive board, it can be seen that the
informant moves back and forth between short examples of points and
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his interpretation of what these examples mean. He notes early in his
response: “They used to say at the center that there was not only a flow
from the top down, but there was a flow from the bottom up, that the
paraprofessionals could go directly to the Executive Director with their
problems, and so on.” And then, with hardly a pause, he proceeds to
interpret what this means: “Well, this is all good, but there was never
an ability on the part of Fred [former Executive Director] to delegate
authority. It would always be undermined by Paula or someone else.”
In order to illustrate how this process occurs in this particular inte-
rview, I reproduce the text below and boldface the story/cases and
italicize the interpretations.

Researcher: Could you describe what is happening at the center now?

Informant: Well, they’ve been having meetings, you know, on some of the
suggested changes that Peter [the acting Executive Director] has come up
with, which really more or less come from NIMH dictates too, and that is
that the NIMH is saying that there has to be a clearer delegation of
authority from the executive director to the various heads of the various
departments and so forth. There was too much of a flow from—they used
to say at the center that there was not only a flow from the top down,
but there was a flow from the bottom up, that the paraprofessionals
could go directly to the Executive Director with their problems. Well,
this is all good, but there was never an ability on the part of Fred [former
Executive Director] to delegate authority. It would always be undermined
by Paula or someone else. And Sharon Jones is going to be head of
emergency services, she should have the right to make certain deci-
sions in that area, and not to be contramanded by Paula or someone
else when she does it. There was too much of that. And what that means
is that the executive director isn't getting his work done, because he
doesn’t delegate anything to anybody. That was one of the obvious prob-
lems, at the center, and we used to call people coordinators. Someone
asked Kenneth Nolan from NIMH, when he said we should have
assistant directors, and someone said, “Well, what’s the difference
whether you call them an assistant director or a coordinator?” And
he said, “In my mind, there’s a big difference. Coordinators just
coordinate things. An assistant director makes decisions at his level,
and that’s what we need.” And so a lot of the suggested reorganization
things are being dictated to us by NIMH to solve problems that he feels
weren't solved before with our other structure. They want a more stream-
lined chart of organization than we had before. We always found fault
with that before. Fred would put a chart on the wall and there’d be
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so many dotted lines and dash lines and intercrossing lines, and there

would always be an explanation why that had to be because the
clinical director is supposed to have input to here and to here and to
here, and it always would sound like a good case for it, but I think if
you can't really draw an organizational chart without getting it all
confused, then right there there’s an indication that there'’s something
wrong. You've got to be able to draw it in some way, and we never really
were able to. And it would always change from week to week and

people would move around, too. There was too much of that.

Stories are an important source of data for organizational ethnogra-';
phers because they are often natural answers to the recurring questions
that individuals in organizations ask themselves. Questions like: “What
kind of organization is this?” “Who are heroes, heroines, and villains?”
“What do our heroes say about us?” “How do we make decisions?” “Who
really makes decisions?” The continual narration of organizational
stories can shape and reshape the way that individuals experience their
organization, as my research at Midwest suggests, but stories are not .

always easy to investigate.
I conducted research with my husband, John Schwartzman, in a food

technology corporation between 1989 and 1990. Because this was pro-
prietary research I cannot report the results here, but I can describe the |
method we used to elicit, examine, and analyze a corpus of stories from
this organization. This project was explicitly focused on stories and
storytelling in a corporate context and it was short-term (approximately
4 months, then later extended for 6 months). We used key informant in- '
terviewing, working first with individuals chosen by a management
group, but by a process of recommendations and volunteers we were
able to significantly expand our informant group. Ideally it would have
been best to spend more time using participant observation in order to
see how stories appeared in natural situations, but because of time con-
straints we collected most stories using open-ended ethnographic inter-u
views of the type discussed above, which encouraged individuals to talk
about a broad range of topics (e.g., what they were currently doing in
the company, what their early experience of the company had been, the,irr',
role in specific projects, and the like). Frequently in discussing these
kinds of issues, individuals would use stories to describe something
(e.g., “I remember one time when [story follows]”); and after conduct-
ing and analyzing interviews with more than 30 individuals from sev-
eral different positions within the company, we were able to see patterns

,
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in the stories individuals used to illustrate points. Most interesting were
the differences we noted in how individuals remembered both their
history in the company and the company’s history in general. These
differences seemed to relate directly to how individuals interpreted what
would happen to the company in the future. The stories were grouped
in three ways, again according to the variety of stories that we heard:
stories about events (especially historical events), stories about individ-
uals, and stories that invoked or illustrated particular cultural values.
(Some of the values were values that the company attempted to self-
consciously produce, and some were values that seemed pervasive and
yet were not explicitly mentioned as values or ideals of this particular
company.) Depending on the individual picked, stories about individu-
als were also told in ways that illustrated particular values (e.g., what
happened to x? why x was right/wrong, who the “real” heroes were and
why).

It is important to emphasize here that we tried to avoid asking ques-
tions like “tell me a story.” When we did use this technique we found
that individuals did not provide story responses. However, when en-
gaged in open-ended ethnographic interviews, our informants moved
much more naturally to using examples or stories to illustrate the points
they were making. When this did not happen, following Whyte’s sug-
gestions, we then asked informants to give us examples or illustrations
of points and/or issues that they raised.

Analyzing Events and Routines

The importance of combining interviews about events with observa-
tions of events has already been discussed as this was developed by the
Hawthorne and Yankee City researchers. This approach calls attention
to the importance of examining the everyday routines and occasions
that bring people together in specific organizational contexts. The value
of studying everyday routines has also been discussed in Chapter 3.
The context analysis grid discussed earlier is helpful in specifying the
variety of participants and recurring events and routines that the struc-
ture of a program or organization can generate. In the ethnography of
speaking and communication literature, the event or scene as “the point
at which speakers and means come together in use” (Bauman & Sherzer,
1975, p. 109) has been central for analysis. Once events have been
identified, the ethnography of communication literature is also useful
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for developing an approach for describing and analyzing the significant
components of specific events and their functions in specific settings.
To illustrate how this approach can be applied to the study of organiza-
tions, I use Hymes’s (1974) model to examine the specific components of
meetings as communication events.

meetings may be characterized by the way they move between central and
peripheral or side-issue discussions. Speech and interaction rules that seem
to be particularly important here are turn-taking rules and processes, the
presence or absence of a meeting “chair,” and rules and regulations avail-
able or developed for regulating debate (e.g., Robert’s Rules of Order).

Participants: Describe the participants who interact with one another in a
meeting, as speaker or sender, hearer or receiver of messages, and the
relationships and responsibilities of these individuals to each other and
also, possibly, to outside “constituencies” are of interest here.

Channels and Codes: Examine the channels for communication that
may exist in a setting, for example, speaking, writing, drumming, singing,
computer messages, and so on. The codes that may or may not be shared
by participants include linguistic, paralinguistic, kKinesic, musical, as well
as interactive codes. In Hymes’ Speaking model, these components are
referred to as “Instrumentalities.”

Space and Time: Note the spatial arrangement for the meeting and the time
when it occurs. The various ways that meetings are negotiated and times
are fixed for formal meetings are also important to describe.

Frame: The process or processes whereby the beginning, and ending, as
well as the continuation of the meeting as an event, are signaled or marked
are important to note. As a frame the meeting also provides participants
with an interpretive context, using culturally standardized meta-communica-
tive processes, for evaluating the significance and meaning of the event,
that is, “this is serious,” “this is work.” R s

Meeting Talk: A number of components and their relationship to each other
may be considered here in an attempt to describe the nature of meeting talk.

Topic and Results—The specific issue, concern, task, focus of the meeting,
or Wb?t_the meeting is about from the participantg’mi;é;s;éét‘i“\;é, for exam-
ple, to make a decision about the hiring of a new executive director, to
deqidé"O‘r“i new marketing strategies for a particular product, to forﬁfﬁ:xjate
economic policy. This component also includes attention to the kinds of
results which participants expect from a meeting (e.g., the belief that a

meeting should produce a decision or some other type of obvious action).

Norms of Speaking and Interaction—An important process in meetings is
the development and maintenance of a central focus of discussion, as

Included here is also the decision rule, if any, which a group uses (e.g.,
consensus or majority rule) and the expectation as to whether the “deci-

sion,” “action” is binding on participants.

Oratorical Genres and Styles—Specific forms of speech, which may occur
in other events (e.g., proverbs, jokes, prayers), may also be part of a meeting.
In addition, specific speech-making styles may also be associated with par-
ticular types of meetings as well as individuals and communities, for
example, the use of indirect or allusive speech in formal or scheduled
meetings versus the use of direct speech in informal or unscheduled

meetings.

Interest and Participation—The means, sanctions, and rewards that may
be used to encourage or demand participation at meetings, as well as to
maintain interest or involvement in an event in progress.

Norms of Interpretation: Examine the processes that participants have
developed for interpreting what happens in meetings. This involves relat-
ing meetings to other speech events (e.g., chats and stories) that may
become important for individuals to use to make sense of meetings.

Goals and Outcomes: Following Hymes (1974, p. 57) and also Duranti
(1984, p. 222) it is useful to distinguish between the goals of specific
individuals in a meeting, which may be various (e.g., to have their partic-
ular candidate hired, to block the hiring of someone else’s candidate), and
the outcome of the event from the standpoint of a community, organization,
or culture. The interrelationship between these issues and especially the
outcome of a meeting, as defined here, is discussed in more detail in
Schwartzman (1989). Goals and outcomes, as defined and distinguished
here, are also differentiated from topics and results, as discussed above.

Meeting Cycles and Patterns: The relationship of meetings to each other
and to other types of communication events is also important to examine.
These relationships are crucial for understanding the role that meetings
play in the production and reproduction of social relations and cultural
beliefs and values. These relationships are also important for understanding
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how meetings may either inhibit or facilitate the accomplishment of indi-
vidual goals as well (adapted from Schwartzman, 1989, pp. 67-69).

When events such as meetings or sales talks or storytelling become
a topic for research, then their existence becomes problematic and not
everyday. This approach to the study of meetings as everyday organi-
zational routines raises several questions for researchers. How, in fact,
do individuals construct meetings as communicative events? What local 4
knowledge do participants use to produce and recognize a meeting asa
significant event? What are the types of meetings that individuals in
particular settings recognize, and how do they interpret the significance
of their meeting? How do meetings interact with other events, including

other meetings, to reproduce themselves and the organization?

Hearing Voices and Representing Them:
Experiments in Writing Organizational Ethnographies

For me, the anthropological voice has fundamentally to do with the incli-
nation to hear voices. An important part of our vocation is “listening to
voices,” and our methods are the procedures that best enable us to hear
voices, to represent voices, to translate voices. Anthropological work that
does not contain voices somehow misses its calling. It is work that misses
our opportunity to listen to voices. If it does not contain that authentic
voices of the subjects of investigation, throw it aside, because it does not
have lasting value. Anthropology is a paying attention to the voices of those
among whom we live and study. (Fernandez, 1987, p. 12)

The process of researching and writing an ethnography is character-
1zed by several tensions. First there is the tension between trying to
represent the native’s point of view and then also trying to articulate
what is taken for granted by one’s informants (explicit and implicit
culture). In the Hawthorne research this tension existed between the

interviewer and the observer, who focused respectively on what people
said and what people did. Second is the tension between representing
the native’s voice, as Fernandez suggests, and recognizing and finding
some way to represent the anthropologist’s voice—one of the concerns
of recent experiments in writing ethnographies. Finally, there is the
tension between representing local cultural worlds and their relation-
ship to larger systems of political economy (Marcus & Fisher, 1986,
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p. 77). In my view the goal of ethnography is not to resolve these ten-
sions but to recognize and creatively exploit them.

The problems of representing the lives of “others” has recently be-
come a focus for discussion and controversy in anthropology and the
other social sciences (see Clifford, 1988; Clifford & Marcus, 1986; Marcus
& Fisher, 1986; Van Maanen, 1988). A number of issues have been
raised in this discussion, such as questions about how the authority of
narrators is established, the possibility of incorporating multiple narra-
tors into one’s work, the importance of thinking about how knowledge
and experience are portrayed in ethnographies, ways to incl.ude.the
voice of the ethnographer in the ethnography, and the political implica-
tions of representations. Ethnographers have tried to deal with several
of these issues by experimenting with various ways and format§ for
representing the lives of those whom they study. Marcus and Fisher
review a number of experimental ethnographies published in the 1970s
and 1980s (e.g., Crapazano, 1980; Favret-Saada, 1980; Price, 1983). The
urge to experiment with the form of ethnographies is now becoming
apparent in the organizational literature as well.

DON’T SHOOT THE FIELDWORKER

Van Maanen illustrates the value of experimenting with what he calls
“impressionist tales” in his book, Tales of the Field (1988). Using his
fieldwork with police in Union City, he tells the story of an event.ful
night shift, which includes a car chase, car theft, and fear and bumbling
on the part of the police and the ethnographer (pp. 109-119). .In “One
with a Gun, One with a Dog, and One with the Shivers,” all of this comes
together in an engaging tale that represents, in a way that conventi.onal
ethnographic writing does not, the feel of both police work and field-
work, with all its thrills, frustrations, and confusions:

I run toward the car to get the sturdy multicell flashlight, a copper’s tool
that gets more service as an effective truncheon than as a source of light.
. At the car, bumblebee policing—swarming—is in full glory. There are five
patrol units plus the K-9 (canine) unit, whose driver arrives saying breath-

lessly, “not bad time, eh?” .
I point the men in the general direction of where I'd left David and

scramble around in the car to find the flashlight. I find it under the front
seat and run back up the driveway to find a half-dozen cops stomping
through the bushes, all with guns drawn. I'm standing in civic garb,
trembling, and thinking, “Don’t shoot the fieldworker.” (p. 112)
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MYSTERY ...IS A GOOD PLACE TO BEGIN FIELD RESEARCH

In Casing a Promised Land (1986), H. L. Goodall also experiments
with the storytelling form (in this case the detective novel) as a way to

present a series of ethnographies of organizations in the Huntsville,
Alabama, area. In this way we learn about, among other things, the

transition of the Huntsville office of a Boston-based computer company,
the United States Army’s Star Wars Command, the United States Space
Academy’s Space Camp, shopping malls, and professional meetings.
The detective mystery and the detective role figure prominently in these

depictions as Goodall (narrator/ethnographer/detective) puts himself in

his “stories” that begin in mystery and end in at least a temporary reso-
lution of it (p. xii).

In Goodall’s terms, when organizations are approached as a mystery,
“the answers are always in the reading” (p. 9). In his chapter, “Notes
on a Cultural Evolution: The Remaking of a Software Company,” he

1llustrates how company artifacts and space may be read as texts that
carry important messages about an organizational setting. Operating in
the detective role, he examines the meaning of symbols and seemingly
unrelated artifacts and space at a Boston-based computer software com-
pany (B-BCSC). He begins, surprisingly, in the parking lot:

You can learn to ask questions about the culture of an organization by exam-
ining the content of its parking lot. . . . The cars you pass in the B-BCSC
parking lot are artifacts of the interchange of traffics public and private,
and they . . . suggest realities whose appearances are of primary cultural
importance. Honda, Chevrolet, Buick, Toyota, another Honda, another
Honda, another Buick, a Fiat, a small Ford truck. . . . there are no motor-
cycles, bicycles, or multicolored Volkswagen microbuses.

These are the cars and light trucks of aspiring, mostly boom-generation
professionals who derive a way of knowing and being from the office that
often follows them home. . . . Perhaps this is why a parking lot with only
three red vehicles in it, and nothing vaguely exotic, not even a four-wheel
drive, attracts attention, appeals to the sense of mystery that any cultural
investigation begins with. There is much strategic ambiguity passing for
beige and light blue and off white on cars that are uniformly protected by
optional side moldings. They rest on either side of the B-BCSC building,

straight rows of muted colors suggesting some sort of pattern. (1989,
pp. 17-18)
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After examining the parking lot, Goodall uses the narrative device of
“the company tour” to move the reader into the symbolic system of
B-BCSC (as he interprets it). We walk through the front door as he ex-
amines the company logo and the arrangement of the corridors, tempo-
rary walls, and colorful artifacts (posters, calendars, cartoons) that are
displayed. Here he pays particular attention to contrasts between ex-
pected symbols (such as pictures of families, academic degrees) and
unexpected expressions (such as “Shit Happens” stickers), which are
“laced through the building next to degrees and family snapshots™

(p. 27).

[THE SCIENTISTS] HAVE A LABORATORY
WE, ON THE OTHER HAND, HAVE A TEXT, THIS PRESENT TEXT

In order to examine the taken-for-granted assumptions of R.
Guillemin’s scientific research laboratory at the Salk Institute, Bruno
Latour and Steve Woolgar portray this setting, as seen through the
eyes of a fictional character, “the observer.” The observer sees the
laboratory as an unknown culture and at first he i1s confused and has a
number of questions: “What are these people doing? What are they
talking about? What is the purpose of these partitions or these walls?
Why is this room in semidarkness whereas this bench is brightly lit?
Why is everybody whispering? What part is played by the animals who
squeak incessantly in anterooms?” (1986, p. 43).

But as the observer moves through the lab and starts to notice the
multiple methods of “coding, marking, altering, correcting, reading and
writing,” this unfamiliar culture begins to look less confusing (p. 49):

At this point, the observer felt that the laboratory was by no means quite
as confusing as he had first thought. It seemed that there might be an
essential similarity between the inscription capabilities of apparatus, the
manic passion for marking, coding, and filing, and the literary skills of
writing, persuasion, and discussion. Thus, the observer could even make
sense of such obscure activities as a technician grinding the brains of rats,
by realizing that the eventual end product of such activity might be a highly
valued diagram. Even the most complicated jumble of figures might even-
tually end up as part of some argument between “doctors.” For the observer,
then the laboratory began to take on the appearance of a system of literary

inscription. (pp. 50-51)
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In this study the research goal was to examine how the social order of
a scientific laboratory was constructed, recognizing that there are al-
ways multiple readings of these processes and that scientists and re-
searchers are engaged in the same process of order construction and
literary inscription (p. 33). Eventually the observer and the ethnogra-
phers begin to see that what they are doing in their social science re-
search and what the scientists are doing in their natural science inves-
tigations (neuroendocrinology) are very similar.

ETHNOGRAPHY AND ESTRANGEMENT

Dan Rose approaches the corporation in American society by exam-
ining the incorporation of life in America. This process is so familiar to
us that it is sometimes difficult to recognize the way it influences our
worldview and everyday practices, including our research:

One of the reasons that American culture remains enigmatic to us is that it
has inherited on a massive scale the corporation as a colonizing form, that
ethnographic practice grew up in this colonizing milieu and is one of its
intellectual products, and that our ethnographic inquiry is conducted from
within institutions. Ethnographers are rewarded by persons like themselves
who spend most of their working lives inside relatively large nonprofit
corporations such as the university and the scholarly association, to men-
tion two. The social forms that cage our intellectual activities remain all
too invisible to us. (1989, p. 12)

Anthropologists are well situated to examine and challenge the pro-
cesses of organizational life and incorporation that have become so
familiar to us that we do not seem to see them. To bring these processes
to our attention, Rose explores the motifs of estrangement and incorpo-
ration in American society in Patterns of American Culture (1989). In
a two-part experimental critique and fable, Rose examines “precap-
italist forms of exchange” observed in his fieldwork among African-
Americans in South Philadelphia, and the multiple ways that capitalist
corporate forms shape and, in fact, saturate our existence. He uses
lengthy examples of his own experiences with incorporation to illus-
trate his points. In “Masks,” his ethnographic fable, he presents a view
of life and death in a fictional society that is also a comment on the
practice of ethnography. '

- Y -
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YOU AND I HAVE SIMPLY GOT TO STOP MEETING THIS WAY

In my own work (Schwartzman, 1989) I chose to present my ethnog-
raphy of life at Midwest as seen through the meetings that staff used to
constitute and make sense of the organization. In telling this story, each
of the chapters in the book places a meeting, or meetings, in the fore-
ground for understanding the actions that are described, and presents a
critique of concepts typically used in organizational and anthropologi-
cal research for understanding events in the organization. In this way
the giveness of history, environment, and ideology is questioned by “the
council meeting” and *“the training meeting.” The unquestioned assump-
tion of the importance of decisions in organizational systems, as well
as materialist and individualistic definitions of power, are challenged
by “the committee meeting” and “the board meeting,” and the value of
what are presumed to be expressive activities is questioned by “the staff
meeting.” Meetings have generally been the background structure for
examining and assessing what are assumed to be the really important
matters of organizational life, for example, power, decisions, ideology,
and conflict. In this book these concepts become the background struc-
tures for examining the significance of specific meetings at the Center,
and these meetings are used in turn to critique these standard concepts.

PERFORMING CULTURE

One of the most novel approaches that a few researchers have begun
to use for the presentation of their ethnographies is to adopt the role of
performer. A number of interesting projects in this area have been
attempted by researchers at Northwestern University, sparked by the
work of Dwight Conquergood and Howard Becker (themselves influ-
enced by the work of Victor Turner, 1986, and Richard Schenecher, 1985).
For example, Conquergood (1990) has just completed a film and per-
formance on gang organization and culture (The Heart Broken in Half ).
Two other recent works illustrate how researchers may work with actors
or themselves perform texts, developed from ethnographic research, in
a specific attempt to critique institutional structures and relationships.
Mariane Paget (1990) uses this approach to examine physician/patient
communication and miscommunication. An even more recent study by
Wellin (1991) uses fieldwork in a group home for women diagnosed
with Alzheimer’s disease as the basis for a performance that attempts
to illustrate “how the deterioration of identity among institutionalized
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elderly is determined by organizational and interactional, as well as or- ‘f

ganic, processes” (p. 2).

Summary

Ethnography is a cyclical process that provides researchers with a
way to examine cultures from the inside out. In this chapter I discussed
some of the major stages, as well as processes, of ethnography in or-
ganizations, from entry into a setting to recent experiments in writing
organizational ethnographies. The tensions inherent in conducting eth-
nography were also examined, tensions between explicit and implicit
culture (saying and doing), between the native’s voice and the anthro-
pologist’s voice, and between representations of the local cultural world
and larger worlds. These tensions appear in both past and present studies
and, in my view, they are responsible, at least in part, for the creativity
and serendipity associated with the ethnographic method. What is most
interesting about recent trends in writing organizational ethnographies
is that in these texts researchers are no longer worrying about or trying
to hide, these tensions but instead they are recognizing and creatively

exploiting them in their representations of organizational life.

NOTES

1. Steven Barnett is observing how individuals behave when they drive to suggest
product and design changes for Nissan North America (The New York Times, 1991); Lorna
McDougal i1s examining different approaches to improving staff training for Arthur
Andersen (The New York Times, 1991); Lucy Suchman is working with Xerox Corporation’s ::
Palo Alto Research Center on a study of workplace design (The New York Times, 1991);
Roger McConochie is examining cross-cultural factors in airline safety for Boeing Co.
(Chicago Tribune, April 28, 1991); Rita Denny has recently worked with the Campbell
Soup Company to understand relations between consumers and microwave ovens (Crain’s
Chicago Business, April 9, 1990); Madeline Tram worked with a large laundry service in
New York City to examine problems of alcoholism and absenteeism at one of its branches
(The New York Times, 1991); Elizabeth Briody is working for General Motors to investi-
gate repatriation experiences for employees (see Briody & Baba, 1991) and to examine

barriers to implementing computer systems (The New York Times, 1991).

2. In many ways ethnographers are like explorers (see Spradley, 1980, p. 26) and the ..'.
significant thing about explorers, as Bateson (1972) has suggested, is that you cannot :

know what you are exploring until you have explored it.

3. Information on Dwight Conquergood’s film, The Heart Broken in Half, may be ob-
tained by contacting the Department of Performance Studies, Theatre & Interpretation Build-

ing, 1979 Sheridan Road, Northwestern University, Evanston, IL, 60208 (708) 491-3171.
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6. CONCLUSION

I'm the last guy here because last Friday, the 19th of June, the last AT&T
fellows left. There were about five of them, one supervisor and a handful
of mechanics and they finished all of their things that they had to do with
regard to the property sale, they had to finish up some environmental
clean-up and get rid of some hazardous materials and they were done. So
I feel real naked now. Here comes Monday morning, I don’t have anybody
to help me out if something goes wrong in the power plant. I got to depend
on my own judgment and so on. I've got almost half way through the week
and things are still going alright. Now we’re on our own. I guess maybe
the best way for me to describe my relations with AT&T—AT&T is really
a foreign word—I'm a Western Electric employee.

Tom, the last Western Electric

employee at the Hawthorne plant,
June 24, 1987

In organizing this book I chose to focus attention on the Hawthorne
study because of its prominence as the first, and also most controversial,
social science study of a modern American complex organization and
because of the role anthropologists played in suggesting methods and
models for the design of the project. As illustrated in this book, the
effect of the Hawthorne study has been far-reaching, although not al-
ways in ways that researchers have realized. Burrell and Morgan (1979)
argue that the Hawthorne study is significant because of its theoretical
influence, especially the introduction of systems equilibrium con-
cepts and an organic metaphor (as taken from the work of Durkheim,
Malinowski, Pareto, and Radcliffe-Brown) into the organizational lit-
erature. While agreeing with their argument I suggest that the study is
also important because of what it tells us about the value of using ethno-
graphy in organizations. Since this is a book about ethnography in orga-
nizations it seemed important to highlight the project that initiated the
use of this method in organizational research.

The question of “what really happened at Hawthorne?” continues to
trouble researchers and motivate continued scrutiny and criticism of the
Hawthorne studies (see Richard Gillespie’s most recent analysis of
conflict and dissent within the Hawthorne research group itself, Manu-
facturing Knowledge, 1991). In my view the Hawthorne research is most
interesting because it foreshadowed many of the changes and clashes
in theoretical and methodological orientation that have been played out
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over the years in the organizational field. In this book I have tried to
examine some of these changes and clashes specifically as they have
influenced the development of an anthropological/ethnographic orien-
tation to the study of organizations. The one organization that has been
neglected in all of the debates, controversies, and analyses that continue
to surround the Hawthorne study i1s the Hawthorne plant itself. For
researchers it 1s still 1927 and “the girls” in the Relay Assembly Test
Room are still assembling small electrical relays for telephones, frozen
in time by research representations and controversies. Of course it is
not 1927, and the girls are no longer working, and so I conclude this

book with a postscript on “what happened to Hawthorne.”
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Postscript: In 1986 AT&T Technologies sold the land and buildings
of the Hawthorne Works to the Hawthorne Partners, a group of com-
mercial real estate developers, who converted this facility into a shop-
ping center and location for warehousing and light manufacturing.! In
April 1987 the building that had housed the Hawthorne Studies Room
at the plant was demolished to make way for a shopping center, which
was opened in 1988.% No longer the site for the assembly of telephones
or the manufacture of pulp cable, copper rod, wire, relays, and capacitors,
the Hawthorne Works shopping center is now the location for Handy Andy,
an Omni Super Store, Fashion Bug, Rent a Center, Giant Auto Supply,
St. Paul Federal Bank, Taco Bell, and many other stores. And so the story
of the Hawthorne plant itself, transformed from a large-scale industrial

complex to a mixed-use redevelopment project, continues to unfold and
reflect the multitude of changes that have occurred in the United States
urban and organizational landscape.

NOTES

1. In 1990 the Hawthorne Partners sold the manufacturing and warehousing space to
the Los Angeles-based Angeles Corporation, a diversified financial services firm.

2. The original Hawthorne studies records are now at Harvard University. Displays
originally housed in the Hawthorne Studies Room at the Hawthorne plant are now at the
AT&T Archives in Warren, New Jersey. In 1978 a museum to commemorate the factory’s
75th anniversary was built, based on donations from employees, retired and active, and
the Illinois Bell Telephone Company. This museum has now been donated to the Historical

Society of Cicero and is currently housed in facilities at Morton High School in Cicero,
Illinois.
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