

[image: Forsidebillede af bogen“The paradox of freedom in everyday leadership practice“]







Abstract


This thesis is an autoethnographic inquiry into the identity work of leaders working in the public sector in Denmark. The research is about how degrees of freedom can be experienced when it is acknowledged that leaders are paradoxically both enabled and constrained through interdependencies with others. The main puzzle is about what is involved in the processes of leaders negotiating identity when thinking about the mutual constitution of individuality and sociality.


This research argues that identity work within leadership is based on contradictions and ambiguities as well as how leaders simultaneously form and are formed by social rules and norms. The inquiry illustrates the temporality of leadership identity. It emphasizes how the human capacity to adapt to different power relations comes with either the risk of indeterminacy and a weak sense of self or with the risk of determinacy and a weak sense of the other. Losing the paradoxical understanding of these interdependencies might result in either dogmatism or relativism. This research provides critical insight into both positions. Relying on a mixture of collaborative autoethnography and reflexive narrative inquiry, I research into my own practice of leading and facilitating leadership development. The research is problem-driven and based on an exploration of experiences of my interactions with the people I work with.


The paradoxical approach to identity leads to a perspective on freedom, which acknowledges the ongoing interdependencies between individuals and their relationships with others. The understanding of freedom in this thesis is opposed to the idea of freedom as liberation from the constraining character of our relationships with others. I argue against an understanding of freedom from constraints and emphasize how freedom can be found within interdependent and constraining relationships. This research considers how I and other leaders, both formal and informal, can find degrees of freedom to engage with how we are continuingly both enabled and constrained and improvise within these entanglements. The inquiry emphasizes the importance of resonant relationships with others in the processes of negotiating identity based on the assumption that humans more fully recognize themselves in relationships with others. Resonant relationships and the perspective on the mutual interdependencies within the leadership identities that emerge might enable us to find ways to move on in everyday leadership practice.


In this research, I suggest that the ongoing exploration of the emergent power relations, in which we get caught up, and the rhythms of work as navigation through time and space are important in understanding the emergent identities – regarding both the self and others. Through such inquiry, we might be able to negotiate and find greater room to manoeuvre, in this thesis emphasized as a position of being with oneself in another.


Further, the research presents an argument of how contemporary idealisations about leadership and organizational life might create problems regarding our sense of freedom when leading. An important aspect of leadership is to explore the character of our interdependencies. Such an inquiry takes time, where the perceived need for speed within the organizational life can be a stumbling block.


Further, the idealisation of individual freedom, that comes with the demand for self-management, builds on an understanding of autonomous individuals, and a perspective on humans as resources, which breaks with the paradoxical approach of this thesis. Paradoxically the experience of some degree of freedom comes, in the arguments presented within this thesis, by acknowledging the ongoing enabling and constraining character of the emergence of leadership identities.
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Introduction


This thesis consists of a collaborative and reflexive encounter with myself and others about my working practice and the people with whom I have been working over the last three years and six months of conducting research at the Doctor of Management Programme (DMan). When I joined the DMan, I came from a tradition of working within a social constructionist approach to my work within leadership development. This approach was based on a belief in humans forming the future together through dialogue. Even though this was, at the time, an important foundation of my practice, I had begun to find how this perspective left me stuck at times and without a sense of agency in my work. I was eager to find out whether I could find alternative ways to think about my own involvement within the field of leadership and how this might enable me and others to find new ways of moving on in our work.


With hindsight, I see now how the strong emphasis on the enabling elements came from the appreciative paradigm, with the assumption that we can positively form the future, which is closely connected to social constructionist ideas. What I experienced as "stuckness" was closely related to the absence of reflecting on the constraining elements of everyday organizational life.


When I started to inquire into these blind spots in my own sense-making, this became emotionally disturbing for me in my research process. I felt anxious when I experienced having my professional identity challenged.


Looking back, this experience was the stepping stone to progress with my research. It helped to clarify the research theme of exploring how leaders struggle for freedom and agency and how these processes are closely connected to identity.


Several scholars have in recent years argued that understanding what public leadership in Denmark concerns has become progressively complex, based on arguments about how ambiguities have become an increasingly part of the defined tasks for public leaders. (Pedersen, Greve & Højlund, 2008, Åkerstrøm Andersen & Grønbæk Pors, 2014, Kaspersen & Nørgaard, 2015). There is an emphasis on how these demands form an increasingly unclear ground for public leadership. Some scholars even refer to the consequences of the contradictory character of the expectations of leaders as a leadership crisis, pointing towards the results that leaders struggle to live up to various roles and demands at the same time. (Kaspersen & Nørgaard, 2015). The emphasis is on how leaders must self-manage to find ways within the unclear and elusive character of their task. At the same time, leadership is also about how to develop the capacity of self-management in others (Åkerstrøm Andersen & Pors, 2014:16).


My research takes an approach that explores how leadership emerges in these conditions and how to understand the processes for the leaders involved. Becoming reflexively aware has enabled me to better understand the contradictory expectations of leadership.



Occupational context


Since 2011, I have been an employee at the department for leadership at the University College of Copenhagen – the first three years as an assistant professor and subsequently as an associate professor. The cornerstone of our work is to offer post-graduate education to leaders, primarily working in the public sector. The students come from different leadership positions in their everyday organisational work-life and different educational backgrounds, e.g., nurses, teachers, social workers, etc., and join the programme to supplement their professional background with a leadership perspective. In the first years of my employment, my primary tasks were developing different courses and teaching.


Over the years, adjacent assignments have been an increasingly large part of my everyday life. The generic perspective on leadership has been substituted with a high demand for tailored leadership development in specific organizational contexts with concrete challenges. Such assignments carry elements of teaching leadership, focusing on facilitating dialogues about specific organizational needs for changes, which leads me to take more of a consultancy role.


In recent years, I have experienced requests for continuing conversations with leaders, both individually and in groups, who feel the need to share their struggles within their everyday leadership practice to find ways of moving on in situations when they feel stuck.


As an employee at the University College, I have experienced an ongoing focus on efficiency and thinking in terms of turnover in comparison with competing educational institutions and consultancies. We now talk just as much about clients as about students. This movement has impacted our focus on the internal development and marketing of our products. Shortly before I joined the DMan, the University College of Copenhagen went through a merger, which led to experiences of uncertainty for the other employees and me in our sense of what we might become in this new organization. My many years of teaching, consulting, and close relationships with public managers often bring me into processes of ongoing adjustments of our education and develop new concepts or leadership programmes for specific challenges. Such development activities have also included more research-like tasks, such as literature reviews and authoring chapters of books about leadership. As a result of the merger, the redefinition of how to work in the department of leadership also became an increasingly significant task for me.


In this sense, my work entails taking on multiple roles and thinking about my practice. I think of myself as a multi-roled practitioner. My everyday interaction is mostly related to leaders, both the students, clients, conversation partners, and the leaders at the University College, which has led me to think about my own practice – also in terms of taking a leadership role. I experience similar demands for self-management in my work, as the above-mentioned scholars suggest (Pedersen, Greve & Højlund, 2008, Åkerstrøm Andersen & Grønbæk Pors, 2014, Kaspersen & Nørgaard, 2015). When teaching, facilitating, or as a conversation partner, I find myself taking a role as a temporary leader.


I have enjoyed the opportunities to take on different roles and assignments, and I have felt highly recognized for my ability to take on various tasks in our department. I get bored easily, and I have found it important to be able to take on new challenges and innovations in my way of working.


Traditionally, the approach to the work within leadership at the University College has been highly influenced by social constructionist ideas. Working from the perspective of forming the future by talking positively about it with inspiration from appreciative inquiry, which I will explain further in my project one, has helped leaders formulate their visions for the organisations within which they work. However, I have found it difficult to engage with the more conflictual elements of organisational life. I have often experienced frustration when the future did not develop as I (or the managers I work with) wished for. I have come to question the social constructionist focus on the future and the strong emphasis on language. What about the body? How might beings be formed by history and not only becoming who we are in future relations? To find ways of practicing leadership in the abovementioned ambiguities in which public leaders are to self-manage, is one of the issues I have been puzzled by in my work.



Research theme


My collaborative capacity to take on multiple roles and adapt to changing demands has been a significant part of my professional identity. The freedom to self-manage my way of doing this process has felt important to me. A simultaneous struggle to belong to many groups, and a need to stand out as an individual, has come up several times in my autoethnographic and reflexive account of the ongoing themes in my work life. In this research process, I discovered how my entanglement in a search for both a sense of belonging and freedom was an ongoing theme and how this theme is not only about me but seems to be reflected in the identity work of the leaders I work with and the community of researchers I have collaborated with in the Doctor of Management Programme (DMan).


The ongoing reflections on this struggle have evolved into the following theme for this research:


An inquiry into the paradoxical and contradictory experience of freedom and constraint within the social process of negotiating leadership identity.


My research is about how the simultaneous struggle for freedom and belonging in social communities is played out as processes of identity work in the practice of leadership. I explore how the relationship between individuals and social communities to which we belong can be understood and how our interdependency with others can be intertwined with a sense of freedom as an individual. My inquiry is closely connected to my understanding of the conditions in Denmark, and in our more specific sectors and localities, within which public leaders and I must navigate everyday organizational practice.



Research approach and thesis structure


This thesis seeks to inquire into this research theme from a multidisciplinary perspective, more generally inspired by an approach to understanding everyday organizational life as complex responsive processes of human relating (Stacey, 2003, 2009, 2012, Stacey & Mowles, 2016). The DMan is a professional doctorate is based on this perspective, which has emerged from various disciplines such as group analytical thinking, complexity sciences, process sociology, and pragmatic philosophy, as explained by Mowles (2017). The students are encouraged to inquire into their own practice by taking their own experiences as research objects. The idea is to explore puzzling aspects of our everyday professional experiences and to present these through narratives in four projects and combine the arguments in a final synopsis. The narratives within the projects present a reflexive account of my practice and serve as the empirical foundation of the analysis and present experiences of breakdowns in my practice. The idea of my research is to frame situations of breakdowns as a mystery, which, according to Alvesson and Kärremann, can be seen as the first step towards resolving a breakdown (2011). The narratives are chosen from experiences in my practice where I feel unable to make sense of the situation or stuck in my moving on with others. It is presented as a puzzle to explore and the research can, in this sense, be seen as problem-driven, which is why I do not start with a formal literature review. Instead, a wider range of literature is reviewed as the research progresses, inspired by the themes arising from the narratives.


The main theories I draw on are brought in because they are helpful for inquiring into my practice and based on James´ understanding that true ideas are those ideas we can verify through the concrete difference they make in one´s actual life (1907:92). My dissatisfaction with the social constructionist approach in finding ways to practice leadership has led me to explore theories that emphasize aspects on which social constructionists seem to miss out. Among others, I inquire into aspects of thinking paradoxically about individuals and the social environment based on Hegel, Elias, Mead, and Mowles, which also allows an additional perspective on power and challenge, a strong focus on language with Merleau-Ponty and Lefebvre´s perspective on body, time, and space.


The approach of the DMan requires writing four projects, where project 1 is an intellectual autobiography, giving an account of me as a researcher, the main influences of my life and how I became who I am, and how this background is influencing my everyday practice at work. The subsequent three projects consist of reflexive narratives from my practice followed by an analysis of the puzzling aspects of my experiences. With inspiration from autoethnography (Ellis, 2011), the projects combine autobiography and ethnography with narrative inquiry. Each project stands for itself and is left unchanged after finishing it. In this way, the projects reflect the progression of my thinking about the research as it moves on. The purpose of keeping the chapters unrevised once completed is so that the readers and I can appreciate the iterative development of thought and practice. The reflexive process of writing the projects is reinforced in the final synopsis, where the methodology of the thesis is presented in more detail, and the progressive arguments of the projects are taken into a further reflexive turn. The concluding arguments and contributions are finally presented in the end of the thesis.


The DMan is based on a highly collaborative community in which students are obliged to participate. We all attend four residential weekends a year. We are divided into smaller learning groups of four people and a supervisor, with whom we attend four meetings a year. The learning sets continuingly read and comment on each other’s works and share conversations about the research - both at the residentials and in ongoing virtual meetings. The methodological approach in my thesis is further elaborated in the synopsis, which illustrates the iteratively emerging process of the choice of methods used in this thesis.


After this introduction, a presentation of the four projects, followed by a synopsis, constitute the structure of this thesis.










Project 1 – The contradiction of belonging and freedom



Introduction


Project one is a reflexive autobiography, in which I intend to reflect on how I have come to think the way I do today, from my experiences in my (working) life and the development of my professional identity through my interaction with the world around me.


My autobiography is being reflected and articulated with the perceptions I have today and thereby selected in a way that makes sense in this temporal perspective. The choices of some and not other experiences will only be part of my story and they will be based on contingent choice and represent a reduction of the complexity in the experiences by which my way of thinking has developed. Through this writing process, I also hope to discover new patterns and storylines. With this hope, I connect to this quote by Michel Foucault: ”I don´t feel that it is necessary to know exactly what I am. The main interest in life and work is to become someone else that you were not in the beginning. If you knew when you began a book what you would say at the end, do you think you would have the courage to write it? What is true for writing and for a love relationship is true also for life. The game is worthwhile insofar as we don´t know what will be the end” (1982a:1).


Even though I write about my past, the communication about it creates new perspectives on my experiences. It creates openings for reflection on alternative interpretations and maybe even new possible identities. This approach illustrates an ongoing learning process that I hope to illustrate and continue in this project.



Family background


In 1972 I was the firstborn child of my parents. Three years later, I had a baby sister, and the four of us lived as a family in a small city just outside Aarhus, the second-largest city in Denmark. Both of my parents came from the countryside, went to school for only seven years and were educated through apprenticeships and company training. Being a family was the top priority of my parents, and the cohesion as a family was based on a strong urge to help each other across the entire family of grandparents, aunts and uncles. My parents’ jobs were also based on helping; my father was a rescuer in the local ambulance team, and my mother worked in childcare. Being helpful and putting oneself at the disposal of others was, and still is, essential in our family. We were expected to care for each other, and I was always taught to consider other people’s well-being.


Another essential way of thinking in our family was based on the Danish idea of the Law of Jante (Sandemose, 1933). The Law of Jante are described in this novel and presents life in a small town in northern Jutland with a specific pattern of group behaviour. The norms entail a critique of individual success and convey the idea that individual achievement is inappropriate to show publicly. The way it was taken up in my family was based on the understanding that you should not think you are something special – don´t ever think of yourself as better than others.


As a child, I learned when to speak, when not to speak, and that I had to contribute when I spoke up. I remember a saying in my family about people who spoke only to keep their mouth warm, which referred clearly to unappreciated behaviour. I also remember talking to my father about the informal rules guiding us on how to behave. He talked about how he could not buy the expensive cars we both loved, even though he might be able to afford them. He told me that people would start talking, positioning him as a person who wanted to show off, and he implicitly told me that he would not want that to happen. I felt that I was expected to behave legitimately, not showing off and not even pretending to be better than anybody else. I found it unfair that we should accept the limitation of our freedom and the ability to do whatever we loved. My father talked to me about these things in the most loving way. He wanted to teach me these norms to enable me to avoid making mistakes and standing out. My problem was that I wanted to be included in the community, but at the same time, I also wished to stand out.



Discovering alternative communities of practice


During my early school years, I encountered different ways of living in families and being in the world in general. I was curious about the alternative lifestyles I could observe, and in my hobbies, I was constantly trying to discover new exciting disciplines. Being into sports was a natural thing in my family, so I did not turn my back on the traditions. However, I supplemented with activities such as performing theatre, which was not typical and did not fit very well into the Law of Jante and the norms of not wanting to stand out. Even though it was far from what my parents knew or appreciated, they always accepted me in pursuing my dreams. I did not often quit the activities I joined, so at some point in my younger years, I participated in badminton, handball, ballroom dancing, a choir, the local theatre group, and took piano lessons – at times doing all of them at once. Therefore, my curiosity made me quite busy, and I found it easier to say yes to new activities than to leave old ones behind. Looking back, I can see this as a way of opening different possible identity constructions and beginning to form as a person who could easily adapt to different communities of practice. In this way, I found myself still living up to the rules and norms in my family and supplementing my identity by not totally accepting the typical limitations.



Belonging – being free


I begin to see a pattern of belonging and, at the same time, not embedding all of the limitations that came along with being a legitimate member of a group. Instead, I see that I adapted some of the fundamental values. Then I moved into new communities, curiously looking for new inspiration or new values in the making of my identity. This pattern also seems to become visible through my choice of high school. I chose the old high school in Aarhus based on old traditions connected to the upper class and the artistic and literary disciplines. Choosing this high school introduced me to families with values different from mine. The parents of my friends were highly educated, worked a lot, and had many ambitions of their own. These parents had a professional identity I did not recognise from my own family. My parents worked to make money and take care of our family and create a secure environment for my sister and me. In some of the families I met through my high school friends, the parents had a strong professional interest in their job and seemed to be motivated by personal success and professional excellence at another level than to make a living. Still, they were loving people, and most of them also had learned the lesson of the Law of Jante, which meant that they did not think too highly of themselves and did not show off. At the same time, there were visible differences between my family and the more career-oriented families, e.g., the cars they drove and the houses in which they lived. It was almost considered more acceptable in my family that people from academic families could choose cars and houses at a higher economic scale than my parents, who belonged to the working class. Their ambitions inspired me, and the greater sense of freedom I felt, at that time, came along with the higher positions. I wanted to live more like this myself, but I did not distance myself from my own family values. There was a strong feeling of belonging in my family, but at the same time I wanted to belong to something else as well.


The pattern is not only about belonging. I also see a pattern in accepting and connecting to different people and different kind of values and traditions. My upbringing based on the Law of Jante might have been the reason why I found it difficult to be critical towards others. I felt strong belonging in my family, but I did not accept the limitations that were entailed with a “full membership”. My perception that it was not acceptable to criticise others made me find ways to live up to both family norms and values and, at the same time, combine them with other ways of living. In this way, I tried to avoid criticism by adapting to the most fundamental norms in different communities. The learning from this showed that not totally belonging was not the same as being excluded, and by being somehow in between, it was possible to find a way of belonging and being exceptional.



Education


The impact of my bachelor’s degree in economics at Aarhus Business School was to engender resistance as much as new knowledge. The Business School environment was characterised by students with briefcases, motivated by being successful and motivated by making money, which corresponded poorly with my ambitions of making a difference by helping other people. Also, only a few of the courses made sense to me. There was a lot of mathematics, law, computer science, and finance – and as far as I could tell at the time – I was sure that this was not like the work I wanted to do. We learned how to do consolidated financial statements, analysed yield curves and calculated different kinds of funding. I remember all the teachers using the phrase ”All things being equal….” frequently. I found the approach demotivating because we all knew that these ”things” would never be equal in real life, so I did not see the point in even doing these calculations.


I found a slight interest in only a few courses, such as organisational studies, national economics, statistics, and consumer behaviour, even though these did not take my breath away in the way that I wanted. Studying organisations and consumer behaviour touched on humanism in the approaches because these topics considered more than quantitative aspects. Still, many of the courses were very much based on the organisation's view and the nations as things or machines. We learned to analyse and understand organisations with different kinds of structures and think about organisational culture inspired by, e.g., Edgar Schein (1985). Schein suggests that organisational culture can be analysed by focusing on artefacts, values and assumptions, where only the artefacts are visible. His idea that organisational life was more complex than immediately visible and possible to capture appealed to me. Even though this perspective indicates that organisations are also about human behaviour, which resonated with my own more humanistic interests, I found that the way we were introduced to this approach was still a tool to control or fix problems. The projects we worked on defined a problem, and based on the theories, we analysed and concluded how these problems could be handled. Similar to these approaches was a perspective on organisations as machines with different elements to be analysed to make changes.


In general, the tradition of the Business School's academic approach was built on the understanding of the neutral observer. We learned to understand and analyse but did not address that we were different people doing these analytics differently. I found that I was offered a position as a professional standing outside my work field, trying to understand and analyse how to deal with a reality of which I was not part. The thinking I was introduced to, and disassociating myself from, was based on quantitative research and analysis of organisations and society. The studies aimed to make students and the people working in organisations as objective and neutral as possible.


The instrumentalised approach based on the principles of scientific management, e.g. by Taylor (1914), focused on rationalisation based on research, or Weber’s theory of bureaucracy as a legitimate way to dominate in a nonpersonal law system, where people are expected to obey the laws (1968). Learning from statistics and economic models and the direct use of theoretical frameworks I encountered at the Business School to identify organisational problems and solve them corresponded poorly with my ambitions as an individual to influence some development in concrete areas. It would mean that I should strive for a position where I should see myself as a significant and influencing participant, which was very far from what I was raised to do. I was not able to articulate to myself or others at the time as to why this perspective at the business school felt so wrong. I remember not liking the professional identity I was offered. However, I found myself in no position to criticise the academic world, which made me question my ability to become scientifically competent and therefore belong to this community.


I struggled to find better alternatives but did not find any, so I decided to finish my bachelor degree. Even though I wanted the academic degree, economic studies made me realise that there were limitations to my curiosity and open-minded approach to different communities. There was something that I was not able or willing to relate to as meaningful. Reducing organisational life to numbers, accounting, margins, quantitative analysis that we (the students) could only participate in as observers or analysers was not meaningful to me. Maybe this was because it would be too disturbing to my ambitions to stand out and make a difference in the world, maybe because my family background had given me important relationships, maybe because my linguistic and social studies in high school had taught me that not all the important things in life could be measured. Some elements from my background helped me to take a critical approach to business studies by choosing not to continue my education in this direction.


Today I think about my economics studies in a somewhat different way. Even though I could not relate to the environment and the way of thinking, it was not in any way a waste of my time. Because I was stubborn and continued the studies, it provided me with a specific set of perspectives, ideas and concepts when working in organisations, which was unfolded in a certain kind of language. Being familiar with this kind of language has been useful to me ever since, as I continue to meet these perspectives in my work life and find it much easier to communicate in these contexts. I did not reflect on this at the time. However, the experience also taught me that you can join in without belonging or being exactly like ”the others” as long as you know the rules and the paradigms and that resisting adapting is not that dangerous.



Moving on to study sociology and Human Resource Management


After my bachelor, I continued my education at Copenhagen Business School with a master´s degree in Human Resource Management (HRM). Joining this programme, I met two different groups of teachers. Both groups focused on humans in organisations, but the one group had what I would call a more business-oriented approach to the human factor. Here we were introduced to people as a strategic resource in organisations, focusing on the human factor to make more profit. We read classical theories of motivation, such as Maslow (1954) and Hertzberg (1959) and tried out psychological tools such as Belbin’s group analysis and Myers-Briggs type indicators. All were introduced as tools to increase the organisation’s efficiency. This psychological approach considered the human perspective, but it was based on an individualised view of people in organisations. People were seen as resources and the effort expected was to try to change the employees to fit in and achieve organisational goals. The other group of teachers had a critical approach to the traditional understanding of HRM. Some HRM literature dehumanised the employees by thinking of them as only a strategic resource in the organisation, which was seen as problematic. Some of our professors argued that this was an instrumentalised and reductionist way to understand humans in organisations (Steyart, 1998). This thinking resonated with my difficulties of connecting to the instrumentalised understanding of organisations, so my inspiration during these years was based on this group of teachers. Another impact on my thinking was an introduction to the interpretive paradigm (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). Here was a description of a scientific method that recognised the person developing the knowledge as a subject and underlined the importance of understanding the process of creating knowledge as an interpretation.


Communication and learning became a central theme during my master’s studies. We learned that an increasing rate of change in the environment created an increasing need for learning in organisations. The importance of communication and learning activities across contexts was underlined in several of the readings. (e.g., Schein, 1993, Putnam, Phillips & Chapman, 1999). A sociological approach to organisational life underlined the contextual theme. Here we were briefly introduced to Bourdieu, Luhmann, Foucault and Habermas as possible ways of understanding the cultural elements and contradictions between contexts. It was brief introductions to what I later learned were complex perspectives. I found it difficult to combine these theories into my own understanding of organisational life.The different approaches and the different sociological perspectives did not seem clear to me at the time. However, I was drawn to these ways of investigating dynamic relations in organisations and society. All of these authors presented, in my view, valuable insights to deepen my understanding of organizational life.


Organisational learning became more and more interesting to me. I chose to supplement studies at CBS with classes in pedagogical psychology at the Psychology Institute at Copenhagen University because I wished to get out of the business school to connect with this context and combine the approaches. Here I was introduced to individual learning theory by, e.g., Piaget (1973) and Rogers (1961). Being presented to and inspired by both the individualised psychological approach to learning processes and the more sociological theories at CBS, the combination of the individual agency and the relation to the social structures became the main topic for my master’s thesis to try to combine these perspectives. Writing my master’s thesis, I made an effort to understand learning, therefore, from both an individual and a social perspective. I intended to understand the concept of competence development in an organisational context. I used the inspiration from Bourdieu and his ideas on economic, cultural and symbolic capital ( 1991 & 1995).


I began to understand the social as different communities with different rules, norms, values and understandings and connected this to more individual learning theory based on the understandings of Piaget (1973) and Odd Nordhaug (1993). This thinking was still based on the assumption of a dichotomy between individuals and the social but provided an understanding that interpreting what was considered competent behaviour was contextual and temporal. The impact on my thinking was that individual learning processes were affected by what was socially found acceptable and meaningful in a specific context. Therefore, the process of learning had to reflect the socially constructed understandings of what it means to be competent and not competent in the specific organisation, which should be continuingly negotiated and renegotiated depending on time and place. To emphasise this point, I was inspired by Lave and Wenger’s (1991) social theories of learning. Lave and Wenger drew my attention to how learning should be considered an integrated part of people’s everyday social life in different communities of practice. They define a community of practice as


…a set of relations among persons, activity and world, over time and in relation with other tangential and overlapping communities of practice. A community of practice is an intrinsic condition for the existence of knowledge, not least because it provides the interpretive support necessary for making sense of its heritage. (Lave & Wenger,1991,98).


Etienne Wenger’s continued work on communities and practices and his exploration of learning, meaning and identity (Wenger, 1998) was the foundation of my further understanding and unfolding of competence development as a social process in organisations. This theory combined the two perspectives that I focused on during my master’s studies into a more integrated perspective on the individual's psychological view and its “inner” processes and social processes in the organisations. I knew that there was a strong connection between the two. At this point, I understood that the main focus when working with competence development should be on the interrelation between them.


Looking back, I see that I still based my perspective on a dichotomy between the individual and the social. I conceived of the individual processes as adapting to different social contexts, and my thinking was still influenced by the instrumentalised understanding that I wanted to criticise.


At CBS, I also met a different learning environment than I was used to from the business school in Aarhus. We were a smaller group of students, and the classes were held in more intimate classrooms than the large auditoriums I knew earlier. That provided more dialogues with the teachers and the other students instead of just attending one-way communication lectures.


We were sometimes placed in large circles. There were no literature presentations but facilitation of a dialogue about how we understood the literature and how it impacted us. This kind of learning environment inspired me, and I found that in these conversations, I was invited into a group of equally legitimate participants - an alternative to the more asymmetric relation to the teachers trying to add more knowledge to the students still based on a more scholastic tradition. The experience with the dialogical and symmetric communication approach to learning impacted me because I found this made room for my own reflections and perspective, so I brought this experience with me to my later work with the facilitation of learning. In the sense of belonging, I found that these dynamic processes suited me well, and looking back, I see that meeting subject to subject was central to my feeling of belonging.



Working as a professional


In my first full-time job after finishing my master’s, I was employed as an internal consultant in a Danish trade union, organising several groups of people employed in the public welfare sector, more specifically, the professionals with either a short education or no education at all.


I was hired as an HR consultant, and my main responsibility was to find out how the organisation could design their approach to developing its employees' competencies. From the beginning, I found my task both meaningful and motivating. I tried to translate my theoretical approaches and transform them into practical initiatives to facilitate learning and organisational change. I facilitated dialogues between all organisational members to co-create an understanding of what competencies would be needed in the future. Based on these dialogues, we developed competence profiles for each job category. I intended that these profiles should be used as a foundation for the ongoing dialogue and should create a common language in the organisation to work with learning as a social process in everyday life.


I was quite satisfied by how I transformed my knowledge from the HRM studies into concrete practice tools at that time. However, it was my experience that only a few of the managers and employees actually transformed their everyday practice; my sense-making was based on my observation of how they kept on talking about competence development from an individualistic perspective and primarily focused on the educational training they wanted or used training activities as a way to reward the employees they thought were doing a good job. The competence profiles were used as a static description of expectations to the employees and helped measure whether the employees were competent or needed development. I see now that we tried to predict the future and the needs for development activities. I contributed to this understanding by creating and facilitating communication about what would be required competencies among different job categories, and at the same time, trying to determine that a set of profiles would be a helpful tool for everybody.


In retrospect, I understand why nothing turned out the way I wished. Even though I had tried to facilitate a renegotiation about how to think of and work with competence development in the organisation, I had to accept that the new meaning had not occurred to many leaders and employees. It seemed that developing competence among the employees was still based on the same understandings as before. I see now that I positioned myself as the facilitator of these processes, trying to impact and change the organisational beliefs, by making my colleagues objects of my intentions and understandings. I did not discover that I was also part of the discourse that I was trying to challenge. I did not reflect on the culture I was participating in – I took the expert position on working with competence development. I was frustrated that my colleagues did not find it meaningful. I see now that the instrumentalised perspective on humans in organisations that I criticised during my time at CBS had become dominant in how we all worked with competence development. The way we tried to predict the future failed and I found how no one can predict the future. At the same time, I found that the conversations about competencies and learning processes did change during these years of work. Competencies and changes in demands for employees were suddenly issues about which everybody talked. The interaction around competence development profiles did not contribute in the ways we expected, but it does not mean that it did not make a difference. I see now how the idea of competence is based on the idea that we are billiard balls, cut off from our everyday experience with each other and with a set of skills inside us.


The longer I worked in this organisation, the more I was aware of the organisation's implicit norms and discourses. From my perspective, the intense focus on solidarity and cohesion as a reason for members to join the trade union did not appear among the employees. The trade union politicians reflected a more individualised and competitive organisation – people taking care of their individual interests, resulting in power struggles and individuals or groups fighting for their perspectives. Our communication was based on discussions on the right way to think about and work with leadership and learning when meeting leaders in the organisation around the topic of competence development. Every leader defended their own perspective and was not open to others’ perspectives, including mine.Because I was located in the HR department, I observed these ”power games” and tried to navigate between them. However, looking back, I can see that I was also working very hard to legitimise my position and perspective. I became part of an individual fight for my own position. I found it challenging to combine my academic background with everyday life. My experience was that using academic language (that I had only just learned) was not considered appropriate. I was able to talk in another language, trying to fit in, but again I found myself in a situation where I did not want to adapt to all the unwritten rules and found that I did not contribute to the changes I would have wanted. It seemed that I was being socialised in an environment I did not like and trying to position myself in opposition. I found that I was only supporting the existing power structures. My experiences, ambitions and wish for belonging had changed over time. At first, it all seemed straightforward, and later I realised that being part of this organisation made some things possible and others impossible. I found myself stuck, and I could not find another way out other than to leave.


After my resignation from the union, I started working as a self-employed consultant. While I was self-employed, I carried out different kinds of consultancy work in different organisations. In the beginning, most of the jobs were in the private sector, but after the financial crisis in 2007 many of the private sector development processes I was involved in were closed down. Over time I got more and more jobs in the public sector. After several years, I contacted by Danmarks Forvaltningshøjskole, a public but still autonomous school that offered postgraduate education to public sector managers and employees. I went to a meeting at the school, where the responsible consultants presented their approach to leadership education.Mostly they had a strong theoretical focus on a relational perspective on leadership, which seemed to fit with my own understanding, and we agreed that I should teach part-time in this postgraduate programme for leaders in the public welfare sector. I found that most of the other jobs I had were short term tasks – often joining an organisation for one or a couple of days to facilitate some process before leaving again. Often these kinds of jobs did not leave me with the slightest idea of the impact I may be having, which I found unsatisfactory.


Teaching in the leadership programme meant working with the same group of leaders in different parts of the Danish public welfare sector for one and a half years. We focused on three themes during the programme: Personal leadership, Leadership & employees and Leadership & organisation. We worked with a specific curriculum, and most of the literature was influenced by theories I knew from my Master studies. The learning perspective from the chosen literature was based on social sciences and did not address or teach a specific way to exercise management and leadership. It provided the students with different perspectives on organisational behaviour and power mechanisms. Through these approaches, the students were to reflect on their own sense-making and choices of action. I found a big difference between having read many of the theories or references to them and being able to translate them into specific contexts of public leadership.


The theories we worked with presented different perspectives on the conditions that public leaders were to navigate in (Pedersen, 2008, Åkerstrøm Andersen, 2001, Danelund, 2005, Danelund & Sanderhage, 2009). Most of these theories were inspired by Luhmann and Foucault's ideas, theories I knew in brief from my CBS studies. Jørgen Danelund was one of the founders of the leadership programme and he drew attention to the relationship between the practice of public leadership and the social environment in which it was carried out. With Luhmann’s systems theory, Danelund tried to observe the public sector as a specific system based on specific communication methods and a sense-making based on the systemsspecific codes (Danelund, 2009). Danelund’s interpretation and translation of Foucault became central for my own understanding of leadership during this period. The understanding of power and discourse offered a new understanding of the individual leader as being both formed by and forming the social at the same time. This perspective resonated with my earlier experiences about belonging and my wish for freedom and became central to my way of thinking. It inspired me to work with the students to reflect upon which discourses we were all formed by and forming in our own organisations and how they could lead and develop their leadership practice to meet the problems they faced.


The overall perspective on the leadership programme at the time was built on ideas from social constructionism. The inspiration from these ideas was developed with people from the leadership programme and from meeting people from the Taos Institute, especially Kenneth Gergen, Sheila McNamee and Harlene Anderson, and their thoughts on social constructionism resonated well with my earlier experiences. They did not present social constructionist ideas as opposed to traditional paradigms, such as functionalism, phenomenology, system theory, etc. They presented it more like kind of a meta-perspective, including the other perspectives as different truths. Harlene Anderson talks about social constructionism not as a paradigm but as a philosophical stance and I found that my whole philosophical stance for my professional approach was sharpened by these understandings (Anderson, 1997). Gergen and Gergen draw a picture of the world as a multiverse built on many truths and perspectives with no perspective more valid than another, but with power relations determining local contextual truths (Gergen & Gergen, 2004). The construction of the many truths becomes visible to us in our language, and at the same time, the language constructs truths in a dialectic process. The understanding is that we cannot observe the world from an objective position, and the subjective perspective is relationally based and becomes visible through our language. This perspective also addresses a focus on the relationship in which we articulate and construct the reality perspective. Dialogue and how to meet in the dialogical practice across contexts with other people and ourselves become central in this approach based on a temporal approach to human identity development in a becoming-perspective. This perspective indicates that people develop, and their identity emerges from different relational practices of communication (Gergen, 2009). The understanding resonated in every way with my own thinking, and the focus on relation and relational practice combined the individual and the social. In these ideas, there was no individual without the social and vice versa (Gergen, 2009).Therefore, the static way of thinking of identity is replaced by an understanding of the self, consisting of many different relationally formed selves. This way of thinking had a significant impact on me because I began to look at myself and others as incomplete and, in this way, always in the process of becoming somebody new. I did not question these ideas at the time but was drawn into this specific perspective to understand how to include these ideas in my practice.



The influence from the students


In contrast to my earlier experiences with the Law of Jante, teaching invited me to take the expert position of a teacher. I worked harder than ever. I was prepared to present at every class with thousands of slides. I felt a huge responsibility for my students’ learning and I was so afraid that I would not be able to explain correctly or run out of words to communicate the topics. I was also afraid of the students not getting good marks in the exams, so I put a lot of effort into this job. Again, I felt motivated and obliged to help my students, and in the beginning, it felt more like my responsibility that they learned something. This viewpoint changed over time because I experienced that I could not facilitate learning for the students. However, I could facilitate with them, which also made the learning process a joint responsibility. The students’ responses to our readings were different when they had to present the theories or pick elements that they found interesting and relevant compared to when I made a presentation. I found myself more open to the dialogical interpretation based on the readings instead of transferring my understanding to the students in a didactic way. I see now that it took me some time to free myself from the understanding that the teacher was not the only expert who should present the way to understand leadership. However, just as I experienced at CBS, I found it more helpful to participate in the dialogue, present my own perspective, and be open to others´ interpretations. Being so well prepared over time also provided me with the room to act unprepared and situated. I can see a balance between feeling safe or secure enough to experiment, act intuitively, and remain open to learn myself. After a while, it felt like a game. Playing with the theoretical texts in dialogue with my students also eliminated the dualism in my thinking theory and practice. I assumed that we constructed new meaning through dialogues based on the theories, combining them with our different experiences and perspectives. The ambition was to bring new meaning to the practice of public leadership and the theories about it. Through these dialogues, the theoretical concepts could become part of our thinking about our practice. For instance, a core topic as managing strategy did not present one way of working strategically but introduced different kinds of managerial paradigms (Danelund & Sanderhage, 2012). Through these different perspectives, we tried to observe our own organisational environment and reflect on the different alternatives to address what would make sense in our own practice. I had no experience with the practice of public leadership. However, through the dialogues with the students, I was offered a lot of knowledge about their experiences and their perspectives on their tasks.
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