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BACKGROUND

A few years ago, I had little idea what was meant by
systemic, constructionist and narrative ideas. Nor did
I have any real understanding about how these ideas
might extend the work I was doing in management
training and organisation consulting.

I was, on the other hand, increasingly uncertain
about the certainty with which I was speaking in my
endeavour to educate, encourage and enable change
for others. I was beginning to think that talking with
the conviction of an expert about what I knew, or
about what someone should do, was actually doing
more to diminish than enhance their ability to make
progress.

Then I came across some ideas that fundamentally
questioned the approach I was taking. I learned that
the meaning people made of things and the actions
they took had more to do with their ‘way of
knowing’ than with what they were hearing or
seeing (Bateson, 1972) - that the product of
perception was generated more by their process of
perceiving than by the characteristics of the
perceived phenomena (Maturana and Varela, 1980).
I also learned that ‘ways of knowing’ included both
the person and the context within which they made
sense of things and decided what to do; that a better
understanding of ‘the mind’ might be that it was
created socially and held in the ideas and
relationships connecting people in specific situations
and expressed and renewed through the use of
language and the local meaning this had for those
involved (Pearce, 1989).

It dawned on me that what I knew therefore said
more about my way of knowing than it did about a
universally useful account of the realities of
organisational life. This did not make what I had to
say wholly useless. Rather, its usefulness was now
indicated less by the accuracy with which it matched
reality and more by the degree of ‘fit’ it had with
context in which others might be making sense of it
(Watzlawick, 1984).

I realised that this way of treating knowledge about
the world was quite different from the usual way of
treating knowledge in the professional domain of
management and consultancy that I was used to. For
example, as different as most popular approaches
are, they share the assumption that a real reality
exists and that certain theories, ideas or personal
convictions match it better than others. Managers
and consultants have their own preferred methods,
techniques and styles that reinforce the validity of
using universal accounts of reality in quite diverse
situations of action. The approach is so established
that it has become respected and rewarded as the
main basis of professional competence.

Much less attention is given to those things taken as
‘true’ in the local context in which particular issues
or concerns arise. The ‘way of knowing’ in the local
context and the language, meaning, behaviour and
beliefs that express it are afforded much less
importance than those associated with the
‘professional expert’. The expectations immersing
people in organisational life elicit from both
managers and consultants a level of confidence and
conviction which, in effect, encourages them to
persuade others toward a view that their own beliefs
pre-determine - and like the fish that is the last to
know it is in water, they are often unaware of the
difference that their paradigm makes for others.

I could now explain that persistent or recurring
difficulties, including so-called ‘resistance’, occur
when the language and practices of one particular
context are used in relation to another without regard
for the local meaning of doing so. I came to believe
that accountability for influence in working
relationships called for more honesty about the
limitations of any preferred theory and more
humility about the potential of any one way for
resolving the dilemmas people face.

This raised further questions for me about how
managers and consultants should position
themselves with regard to those things taken as
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‘true’ or ‘the right thing to do’ in relationship with
staff, colleagues and clients. The answer was not that
straightforward since espousing uncertainty in a
professional context deeply embedded with beliefs
which reward the practice of treating selected ideas
as right, objective, common sense, effective etc.,
posed a new dilemma. Respecting the validity of
knowledge expressed by others invites managers to
put the certainty of their own professional resources
at risk, by suspending their belief in them - at least
for a brief moment of time. It would challenge them
to be explicit about the limitations as well as the
potential of their own judgement, to embrace doubt
as well as certainty and to create new ways of
working with the resources that these dualities
represent so as to extend the usefulness, relevance,
impact and productivity of their work. How could a
‘competent’ manager do this and be confident in the
knowledge that it would achieve the results they had
been employed for?

The paradigm shift is radical. Yet it is attractive
because it offers new explanations and new ways for
resolving difficulties consistent with the
constructionist idea that the reality we live by is
made and not found. The trouble is, there are as yet
few established ways of talking about this alternative
approach in organisational life. The management
practices of a postmodern world are not yet clearly
named to make it easy to discuss them and to engage
in conversations about how to do them more
effectively. Managers and consultants might be able
to work more confidently with the uncertainty of this
alternative approach when a vocabulary of words,
meanings and associated practices has been created
for doing so.

AIM

My aim in writing is to contribute to the creation of
this vocabulary. And, to connect these new ideas
with established ways of working, I have decided to
take three familiar organisational practices -
analysing, planning and doing - and to contrast and
compare their ‘established’ meaning with a
‘constructionist’ meaning for each of one.

As a background resource, I want to start by drawing
out the ‘way of knowing’, or ‘epistemology’,
associated with the established, western thinking that
underlies most current, mainstream approaches to
management and consultancy and compare this with
an alternative epistemology derived from systemic,
constructionist and narrative ideas. I have decided to
refer to the former as ‘established’ and to the latter
as ‘constructionist’. I hope that making a
comparison will help explain important differences.
However, in drawing distinctions in this way, there
is a risk that each description portrays a
characterisation that others might find unhelpful, so
I apologise in advance for the inadequacies of this
linguistic device. Also, although I want to privilege a
description of a constructionist approach, it is not
my view that this should replace established
management thinking. Moreover, my intention is
that by creating a clear way of talking about
constructionist forms of practice, this will extend the
range of possibilities open to managers and
consultants and enable those interested to
incorporate, choose or alternate between them.

Furthermore, I know that I will not be able to
transmit my ideas from these pages directly to your
mind, but I do hope that the way I talk about them
will initiate some new ideas of your own that you
and your colleagues or clients will find stimulating
and useful.
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EXPLANATION

Epistemologies for Professional Practice

Epistemology is typically used in the domain of
philosophy to mean the critical study of the theory
of knowledge. In the context of this essay (following
Bateson’s definition) I am using it to mean the way
in which people describe how they come to know
things, how they think and how they decide - and I
am starting with an exploration of epistemologies
because it is at this level that the established and the
constructionist forms of practice differ most
fundamentally. Also, I want to use a description of
the different epistemologies as a background ‘text’
for distinguishing between the different forms of
practice in the next part of the essay.

Let us not underestimate the potential impact of
these ideas on the way we work. Changing one’s
epistemology is a significant personal change
because it means transforming one’s way of
experiencing the world (Keeney, 1983). And it is
impossible for anyone not to have an epistemology -
although we might not always be conscious of it.

This section raises the idea of ‘a mind for
management’ by provoking interest in the
professional beliefs and assumptions that guide
everyday thought and action.

The ‘Established’ Epistemology

The epistemology within which today’s forms of
management and consulting have evolved can be
traced through the history of philosophy from Plato
to today’s scientists. Although philosophical beliefs
have varied, almost all approaches have been pre-
occupied with attempts at either discovering
knowledge about the world or ascribing
unquestionable certainty to that knowledge. The
tradition of ‘scientific investigation’ in western

culture, from Descartes to Newton in more recent
history, accounts for the prominence of cause and
effect thinking, diagnosis, models, rules, principles,
objectivity and truth in contemporary theories of
organisational effectiveness.

The preference for finding ‘right answers’ and for
applying the pre-scribed distinctions of a ‘best way’
to resolve difficulties and improve performance has
been reflected in almost all approaches from
Taylor’s (1911) scientific management to the
multitude of popular theories in use today.

To be immersed in a context of professional
resources like these and the epistemology that goes
with them, the effective manager or consultant
would understand their work as finding the latest
and best objective knowledge about the reality of
organisational life and as establishing practical
principles, rules and guidelines. Being competent
would be about applying them to diagnose and solve
problems by observing and acting on situations
remotely as an independent expert, treating
circumstances as if they were dealing with known
certainties, seeing situations with a certain sense of
‘how things ought to be’ and focusing on the
separate ingredients of external realities. Since extra-
ordinary theories rarely fit circumstances absolutely,
differences between these two would be regarded
naturally as inadequacies in the circumstances which
a more rigorous version or vigorous application of
the theory would resolve. Solutions would be
implemented by unilateral transmission - acting on
events with the intention of causing change to
happen. Positive outcomes would be seen as right
answers, as evidence supporting use of the best
strategy and as the validation of professional
expertise, replicable in diverse situations

The assumptions underpinning this professional
stance would include a belief that reality is to be
found out there, that knowledge and meaning are
objectively knowable, literal and universal and that



productive interactions. Thus, a constructionist
practitioner would understand action as creating new
ways of talking with other people so as to release
their imaginative, creative and productive potential.
He would see his task as continuously re-creating
the meaning of ideas-in-relationship. And see
himself as a resource for stimulating innovation and
for keeping local activities connected to the wider
context of possibilities and constraints so that
progress would be co-ordinated, coherent and
aligned to fit with them.

In making judgements about what to do and how to
do it, the constructionist practitioner would forego
the traditional distinctions between objectivity and
subjectivity, right and wrong. He would accept that
‘expert’ observations are really ‘self-referential’ and
do not actually represent a ‘real’ reality out there.
Instead, he would recognise the usefulness of
working with the meaning of knowledge in local
relationships. He would respect and join with those
local and collective ‘ways of knowing’ that most
usefully ‘fit’ the context within which he is working.
His interest would lie in opening out possibilities
with an ethical concern for the impact of his own
preferences and prejudices, enabling others to
experience a sense of choice and self-determination
as they think and act.

I am attracted to defining this constructionist view of
action as ‘releasing productive imagination’ because
this emphasises the practitioner’s role as a practical
author of generative conversations and as this draws
attention to the interactive, relational dimension of
‘action’ rather than the individual activity that
describes only one half of it.

Summary

In this section I have endeavoured to re-describe
three familiar management practices from a
constructionist perspective and to distinguish this
alternative meaning by contrasting it with what I
have taken to be a mainstream or ‘established’
approach.

In summary, I have been saying that analysis,
planning and action can be seen both as ‘searching
for truth’ and ‘co-authoring a shareable reading’, as
‘determining the future’ and ‘making a navigational
translation’ and as ‘taking action’ and ‘releasing
productive imagination’. While we are familiar with
the established definitions, the constructionist
description allows us to see the possible limitations
of our familiar practices and it encourages us to look
for new ways of doing what we do.
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A CONTRASTIVE SUMMARY
Understanding Analysis, Planning and Action from each perspective

ANALYSIS

‘Searching for truth’

• Remote and independent expert

• Searching for truth and determining facts 

• Discovering causes and solving problems 

• Doing the best thing by finding the right answer 

• One directional, linear, cause and effect action
taking 

• Investigative scientist

‘Co-authoring a shareable reading’

• Involved and naive participant  

• Hearing and appreciating different perspectives  

• Speculating about a variety of possible explanations  

• Constructing a shareable explanation by creating
connections  

• Reciprocal, circular and co-evolutionary meaning
making 

• Practical co-author

PLANNING

‘Determining the future’

• Defining specific, measurable goals 

• Predicting with certainty 

• Independently forecasting what will happen with
precision 

• Producing single-point deterministic plans based on
linear projections 

• A discrete event ahead of time 

‘Making navigational translation’

• Generating plausible future ‘stories’

• Speculating about uncertainties  

• Collaboratively creating accounts about what might
be  

• Translating voices heard as plans emerge in
strategic conversations  

• A continuous process through time

ACTION

‘Getting things done’

• Acting on situations 

• Uni-laterally causing change 

• Getting others to achieve predetermined results 

• Focusing on pre-scripted performance standards  

• Respecting the validity of general, objective
knowledge 

‘Releasing productive imagination’

• Conversing with situations  

• Jointly releasing imagination  

• Re-creating the meaning of ideas to stimulate
innovation  

• Connecting activities to an emerging standard  

• Respecting the validity of local, contextual
knowledge

‘ESTABLISHED’ EPISTEMOLOGY ‘CONSTRUCTIONIST’ EPISTEMOLOGY
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CONCLUSION

In this essay, my aim has been to create a way of
distinguishing between established and
constructionist ways of thinking about management
and consulting. In so doing, it has also been my aim
to create an alternative, constructionist meaning-for-
use for three familiar organisational practices -
analysis, planning and action - in the hope that this
might make it easier for those interested to use this
different approach for realising their professional
and organisational goals.

Of course, there can be no objective grounds for
preferring one approach over the other, since both -
from a constructionist point of view - are invented
ways of understanding and creating the worlds in
which we live. 

My hope is that the ideas presented here equip
managers and consultants with a broader repertoire
of skills for thought and action that enable them to
achieve their goals more effectively. 

Each of us must decide when and how to use them.
However, I must declare my hand and say that
constructionist practices have a particular appeal to
me given the cosmopolitan world in which I find
myself. In this world, there are no ‘right answers’
any more and the expert holds on to the authority of
their explanation by a tenuous thread. More than
this, the constructionist position opens the door to a
world where people can break free from the
entrapment of conventional thinking and take joint
responsibility for creating a future that is not
constrained by the legacy of an intellectual and
professional tradition that belongs to the past.
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