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Abstract 
 

This thesis explores the lived experience of conflicting organisational objectives. The 

study is distinctive in that it highlights the way that contradictions are lived, and the 

impact those contradictions have on leadership, organisation, the way things work, 

how things are done, and how things are thought about within organisations. The 

findings can help members understand the way in which contradictions are part of 

their and others’ lived experiences of organisations, and the usefulness of them. 

 

Drawing on organisational paradox literature (Smith & Lewis, 2011; Schad et al. 

2016), the thesis brings individual and organisational level insights together within 

four empirical papers. The papers focus on navigating paradoxes; leading in 

paradoxical situations; the significance of values in the navigation process; and 

individual positionality in the workplace. The papers contribute to the field of 

organisation studies through their identification of the role of organisational order in 

the navigation of paradox; not-knowing as a leadership capability; and the dynamic 

nature of values within organisations. 

 

The research is based on an interpretive ethnographic methodology within Forestry 

England. Multiple methods of data collection were employed in the research including 

55 interviews and 40 meeting observations. ‘Mysteries’ found within the field and data 

were used as starting points for data analysis, and a form of ‘tell and show’ was 

employed to aid generation of, and then presentation of, the empirical findings.  

 

A first-person narrative is employed throughout the thesis to craft a story around how 

the research unfolded. This narrative sheds light on various decisions undertaken, 

including theory selection and approaches for data collection, as well as the 

researcher’s own experience of contradictions and tensions within the research 

process. As a result, the thesis highlights the lived experience of working with tensions 

and contradictions, and how this experience is shaped by the wider organisational 

order, for both the researcher and the researched. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 
 

This is an alternative format PhD thesis comprised of four discrete but interlinked 

academic papers, plus a book chapter, contextualised within a reflective narrative. The 

thesis is the output of an ethnographic exploration into the lived experience of 

organisational paradox. My original interest in the topic stemmed from the fact that 

my own experience of work had always been in organisations with just one clear 

objective (e.g. to make more profit, or to sell more product). I wanted to contrast that 

with an understanding of what it was like to work in organisations where there are 

competing organisational objectives. As is expected with qualitative research, the 

exact wording of my research question has changed during the course of my study 

(Denzin and Lincoln, 2017; Luker, 2008). As I reach the end of my journey however 

I summarise that question as being simply: 

 

• What can be learnt from lived experience of conflicting organisational objectives? 

 

Early on in my PhD programme I realised that an interpretive ethnography 

(Hammersley and Atkinson, 2019) would be the most appropriate approach for 

understanding how competing organisational objectives are experienced. I also 

thought it would be the methodology that I would find the most satisfying. I always 

like to get the most out of everything I do and I thought I might have felt restricted 

doing only interviews. The methodology has had its challenges however. I use Chapter 

2 of this thesis to reflect on my experience of conducting an ethnography for my PhD, 

as well as how I have used that ethnography to generate insight. The chapter was 

written for other doctoral students setting out on their own ethnographic journey.  

 

Having decided that I wanted to do an ethnography within an organisation with 

competing objectives, I started to look for a social enterprise with competing social 

and commercial aims (Battilana and Dorado, 2010; Child, 2020; Smith and Besharov, 

2019) where I could carry out such research. I struggled however to find a social 

enterprise large enough for the approach I wanted to take, near enough to where I live 

with my family to make it feasible. What I discovered instead however was that the 

Chair of the community village shop and café where I live was also the Chief 
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Executive of Forestry England, and he invited me to do research within both of his 

organisations. As a result, I spent a year collecting data within two contexts until I 

realised that the empirical material I was gathering within Forestry England was more 

relevant to my research aims. I decided therefore to focus my research for this thesis 

within Forestry England. 

 

Forestry England1 manages the Public Forest Estate on behalf of the UK government, 

and in that role it has competing organisational objectives which result in its actions 

being both good and bad at the same time. For instance, cutting down a tree will be 

good for the timber industry, but it will also have a detrimental impact on the wildlife 

living in that tree that the organisation is also there to protect. When I discovered the 

organisational paradox literature (Smith and Lewis, 2011; Schad et al., 2016) I thought 

that that would be where all the contributions of my thesis would lie, as to be both 

good and bad at the same time is a paradoxical situation. Instead however the explicit 

nature of the competing elements within the organisation’s mission has led me to use 

paradox as a lens to also generate insight into other organisational phenomenon 

(Keyser et al., 2019).  

 

The empirical papers within this thesis analyse the dynamic between the individual 

and the organisational order (Dermer, 1988; Nonaka, 1988; Vince and Voronov, 2020) 

that the individuals are both part of and operate within. Throughout my thesis I 

consider organisational order to be the set of shared norms, assumptions and beliefs 

that hold the organisation and its members together. I use the term practices to describe 

accepted actions performed within that organisational order. I consider the 

organisational order to be driving and constraining, as well as perpetuated by, those 

accepted practices.  

 

My research is located in the space between the individual and the organisation where 

the two are intertwined and inseparable. I use the phrase ‘Seeing both the wood and 

the trees’ in my thesis title to try and capture this idea, with the individuals being the 

 
1 The name of the organisation formally changed during the time of the field study from ‘Forest 

Enterprise England’ to ‘Forestry England’. I have used the name ‘Forestry England’ throughout the 

thesis however for simplification purposes. 
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trees, and the emotional, social and political context that they work within being the 

wood. The title also relates to my own role as an individual ethnographic researcher 

within a complex empirical context. 

 

My PhD journey has taken me down lots of different paths. Many of those paths have 

led to dead ends. Others however have opened up onto unexpected vistas. It is those 

vistas that I present within this thesis.  

 

In Chapter 3 of this thesis I introduce Forestry England as a context, its paradox of 

purpose, and the role of organisational order in successful navigation of that paradox 

within the organisation. Chapter 4 identifies not-knowing as a leadership capability 

within Forestry England’s distributed leadership system. Chapter 5 then highlights 

dynamic values within the organisation. Chapter 6 brings the papers together through 

a focus on one particular narrative, providing further evidence of the findings from the 

other three empirical papers. Together, the papers offer insight relevant to other 

organisations experiencing similar contradictions, and I have included some 

concluding comments related to this in the final chapter of the thesis. 

  

I consider my PhD to have been a learning journey. I have therefore interspersed my 

papers with reflective sections to provide more insight into that journey and how the 

thesis has developed as a result. Though I write about my PhD as a journey, I have 

chosen to stick with the word ‘hike’ in the thesis sub-title. To me ‘hike’ starts to 

capture the idea that the journey has not been easy. It has been a challenge. But it has 

also been an adventure. I hope I have managed to capture some of that adventure 

within my writing.  
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Chapter 2 - Learning to see the wood through the trees as a 
PhD ethnographer 
 

 

Conducting an ethnography during a PhD can feel like being lost in a deep dark wood. 

But that is expected. Based on personal reflections from conducting ethnographic 

fieldwork and data analysis as a doctoral researcher, this chapter discusses benefits 

from getting lost in the data; the fact that there is no pre-defined map to follow to 

generate contributions; and how to feel less alone during the ethnographic 

experience. The chapter highlights that there is not just one correct way to conduct 

ethnographic research, nor only one interpretation of an ethnographic data set. 

Framing the ethnography as his or her own personal learning experience should help 

reassure the PhD ethnographer, enabling them to enjoy rather than endure getting 

lost in that wood. 

 

 

At Christmas last year I noticed that during the fun and frolics of the festive season 

not one of my extended family asked me how my PhD was going, which is very unlike 

them. I had started my doctorate nearly four and a half years previously and I believe 

my family’s silence was caused by the fact that they didn’t want to embarrass me about 

how long it was all taking. How could I possibly be in my fifth year without any output 

(apart from a Masters in Research Methods at the end of the first year)? What had I 

been doing with all that time? Even if they didn’t say as such, that is what I felt them 

thinking. And I guess that is what I was feeling. Several of my relatives are journalists 

who churn out thousands of words per week, if not per day. I try to reassure myself 

that an ethnography such as mine involves not only much more time spent in the field 

but also ‘greater depth of thought’ and a ‘more rigorously self-critical approach’ when 

compared to journalism (Brewer, 2000, p. 16). My aim for this chapter is to reflect on 

that in relation to my own experience of conducting an ethnography for my PhD. 

 

My doctoral research focuses on how organisational paradox (Smith and Lewis, 2011) 

is experienced. Due to perpetually competing and intertwined organisational 

objectives there is not just one ‘right’ outcome of their work, nor one ‘right’ way to 

proceed within the organisation where I conducted my ethnographic fieldwork. I now 
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realise that is the same with my PhD. There is not just one ‘right’ contribution to be 

demonstrated in my thesis, nor one ‘right’ way to get there. Through my ethnography 

I have found one path through the trees that has allowed me to see the wood from one 

perspective. But it is not the only path I could have taken. And my view of the wood 

is not the only view of the wood that can be seen. There are many different paths that 

would have enabled me to see the wood in many different ways. The view from above 

is very different from the view from below or the view from the side. This chapter is 

about my path. And my wood. 

 

 

My Path 

You don’t need to be sexy 

You don’t need to be sexy: you can be mundane (Vince, (pers. comm.) 13th June 2016) 

 

I am not sure I will ever forget being told that I didn’t need to be sexy by my 

Supervisor. But I look back at it now as a starting point on my ethnographic journey. 

I knew I wanted to study the experience of competing organisational objectives, and I 

believed that an ethnography would be the best way to do that. We had thought 

however that it would be best to do that in a ‘sexy’ context so that my work would 

stand out. One of my Supervisors had just come back from a conference when he had 

heard Mark De Rond talk about his experiences with the medical team in Camp 

Bastian (De Rond and Lok, 2016): that research certainly stands out. And one of my 

PhD peers was learning how to rescue people trapped under buildings following 

earthquakes during her ethnography, training with a search and rescue volunteer 

organisation (Weller, 2017). But then I found a forestry organisation steeped in 

organisational paradox which includes conflicting objectives to cut down trees whilst 

also protecting the wildlife living amongst those trees. And the head office was located 

close to where I live with my family. So my Supervisor and I decided that doing 

ethnography in the ‘everyday’ (Ybema et al., 2009) might actually result in a stronger 

contribution. It has also given me access to lots of tree related metaphors to use in my 

writing! 
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Though perhaps not that sexy, the fieldwork wasn’t mundane either. My experience 

with the organisation was enjoyable and rewarding, and I got to spend time outside in 

beautiful locations. Having worked for many years in industry before my PhD I felt 

confident that I would be able to get what I needed from the fieldwork. I decided not 

to take on a fixed role within the organisation, believing that would limit my exposure 

to what I wanted to research. Instead I just invited myself to meetings and asked for 

interviews with anyone and everyone who seemed relevant and who I could physically 

get to meet. To achieve that I had to be quite brave and thick skinned at times, but I 

think my previous experiences of the world of work probably made that easier for me. 

 

I was brought into the organisation by the Chief Executive who I knew as a neighbour 

of mine. The fact that I knew the Chief Executive would have had an impact on my 

data when that was known by my participants (and hence something I had to reflect 

on when analysing my data). Being brought into the organisation by the Chief 

Executive however also enabled me great access. There was nobody stopping me 

visiting anyone or anything. My age, gender and perceived academic standing (lowly 

PhD student) will have impacted on all of my relationships within the organisation 

(something I also reflect on in my analysis). I was lucky however that the impact was 

a positive one with the Chief Executive’s PA who was often a key additional 

gatekeeper for getting access within the organisation. I ended up conducting 55 

interviews, attending 40 meetings, work shadowing for 8 days, observing 3 days of 

training, making 2 further extended visits to sites and collating numerous documents. 

Though I wasn’t keen to leave the field I was told by academics that was ‘enough’ in 

terms of data. And I certainly have a lot of data: one of the ‘benefits’ of doing 

ethnography I guess (I write ‘benefits’ in inverted commas because having so much 

can sometimes leave me feeling like I am drowning in data). 

 

At times I worry there will be a negative academic judgement on my study as I didn’t 

take on a work role as others have done (e.g. Kondo, 1990; Kenny, 2012; Watson, 

2001; Weller, 2017): I didn’t get the full embodied experience of my participants 

within my ethnography. I even sometimes question why I am calling it an 

‘ethnography’ and not a ‘case study’ (Yin, 1984) if I was only observing and not 

actively participating in the setting. Like my participants who can only do the best 

they can do given the paradoxes they face in their organisation however, I believe my 
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approach was probably the most suitable given what I wanted to achieve within the 

constraints of my PhD. Though I wasn’t actively participating in a work role I certainly 

wasn’t faceless within the organisation. I was known and I had a personality there. I 

felt a bit like the shopkeeper in the 1970s UK children’s TV program ‘Mr Benn’2 who 

‘as if by magic’ (Muffett, 2014) would suddenly appear: ‘me again!’. 

 

Journeying 

Qualitative researchers are always thinking, reflecting, learning and evolving – we do 
not reach a point where we have nothing more to learn. We are journeying, not 
arriving! (Braun and Clarke, 2019, p. 592) [italics in the original] 

 

In the qualitative methodology literature there is often reference to reaching a 

saturation point (e.g. Suddaby, 2006), when you find you are no longer generating 

useful information in the field. I never felt I reached that point. I am fascinated by the 

organisation where I conducted my study and I would have liked to stay and keep on 

learning about it and from it. Similarly, with analysis and interpretation of data: is 

there a saturation point when you no longer learn anything more from your data? I 

certainly believe there is much more I could do with, and find from, my data.  

 

During the analysis I have also often gone off on many tangents and my Supervisors 

have had to gently steer me back onto more appropriate paths. I like to think however 

that all that ‘barking up wrong trees’ has actually just been part of the learning 

experience (which is what a PhD is after all isn’t it?). I have also delved into lots of 

different literatures (my EndNote3 library is testament to that). But I still wish that I 

had had time to read more and read more deeply. I have had to accept however that, 

even though it has taken me 5 years in total, I haven’t had the time to do everything I 

want to do during my PhD journey. 

 

During the formal ‘writing up’ phase I have still been analysing, interpreting, reading 

and attending conferences. Even when I have not been doing any of those formal 

 
2 More information can be found out about the BBC children’s TV program ‘Mr Benn’ from the 

following Wikipedia entry: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mr_Benn 

3 Clarivate Analytics EndNote X9 commercial reference management software package 
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things I have still been working on my PhD. It is always whirring around in the back 

of my mind. But, as my Supervisors often remind me, that whirring is important to 

enable creative interpretation. I cannot rush it. I need to give my qualitative data ‘time 

and space to breathe’ (Braun, 2020). It is only then that I will be able to see my wood 

through the trees. 

 

As well as giving myself time to enable creative insight and to generate the best I can 

from my doctoral studies, I do also have to finish. I did have to leave the field, and I 

have had to write up my study into a thesis document, due to the enforced time limit 

of the PhD. I often hear senior academics say how they have ‘been working on papers 

for years’. With a PhD we cannot do that. We do need to reach a point. But I realise 

now that does not mean it is an endpoint. There is still more that I can read: after. 

There is still more analysis I can do: after. I have been told on several occasions that 

it isn’t until years after the PhD that you realise what you have in your data. I now 

recognise that the written thesis and the viva are clarifying where I have got to at a 

point in time. Which for me is this September (2020). That doesn’t mean that I won’t 

still be able to do more with my data in the future. But hopefully, having written up 

and submitted my thesis, it will mean that elephant will have left the room this 

Christmas. 

 

Method as Mystery 

Though the fieldwork was reasonably straightforward, the simultaneous data analysis, 

and many months of wrestling with my data since leaving the field, have not followed 

such a clear and well-marked path. When I wrote my transfer4 document it all seemed 

so simple: 

Simultaneous data collection and analysis will be employed throughout the research 
process (Suddaby, 2006). This will allow emergent themes to be pursued as the 
research project unfolds (Charmaz, 2008). The aim is to inductively construct abstract 
categories that synthesize and explain the social processes uncovered within the data 
(extract from my Transfer Document) 

 
4 In other universities, and other countries, this might be called something else such as upgrade, 

confirmation, final seminar, opening of the dissertation process… 
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What I did not explain was how the ‘emergent themes’ would arise. Some have done 

so. Eventually. But they didn’t simply jump out at me from the data. I worked with 

my Supervisors to create them. And it is has taken a lot of effort on all our parts. 

[Themes] reflect considerable analytic ‘work’, and are actively created by the 
researcher at the intersection of data, analytic process and subjectivity. Themes do not 
passively emerge from either data or coding; they are not ‘in’ the data, waiting to be 
identified and retrieved by the researcher. Themes are creative and interpretive stories 
about the data, produced at the intersection of the researcher’s theoretical 
assumptions, their analytic resources and skill, and the data themselves. (Braun and 
Clarke, 2019, p. 594) [italics in the original] 

 

When I read empirical papers based on qualitative research it often feels like the 

analysis was ‘easy’ and ‘linear’. It certainly hasn’t felt that way for me. It has taken a 

very long time. And a lot of headspace. It has been messy and challenging, but also 

incredibly enjoyable. I would often say to my Supervisors ‘am I just being stupid that 

I can’t get this?’. But when my repeated reading of the data, jumbled doodling in my 

notebooks, and challenging discussions with my Supervisors, has resulted in insight 

from the data, it has given me unbridled satisfaction. 

 

Another potential elephant in the room, this time within academic circles, concerns 

my use of the qualitative data analysis software NVivo5. Before I started my fieldwork 

I confidently wrote: 

Coding will take place within the NVivo software environment. As much as possible 
coding will be done using verbs rather than nouns to keep the focus process based 
(Charmaz, 2008). After establishing which codes are appearing most frequently, 
and/or seem to be most significant, I will code in a more focused manner (Charmaz, 
2008). I will group and select codes into categories that are the most pertinent to my 
research, which will help keep the process manageable. These focused codes will then 
be evaluated to determine which are the most relevant to explain or understand the 
micro processes related to paradoxical tensions. The most relevant will then be used 
to produce tentative theoretical categories, which will be re-tested within the 
continuing data collection (Charmaz, 2008). In this way there will be a progression 
from a large number of codes, through categories and sub-categories, to themes and 
issues that are available for theory building. (Extract from my Transfer document) 

 

I wish it had been that simple! 

 

 
5 QSR International NVivo 12 qualitative data analysis software 
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I did transcribe all my interviews, upload them onto NVivo, and rigorously code them. 

I also typed into my laptop real time what was said and done during meetings and 

uploaded that data to NVivo and coded in a similar fashion. To me however NVivo 

became a filing system where I could easily retrieve data using the codes I had 

generated either to re-read similar content, or to find quotes more easily. I would not 

say that I analysed within the NVivo environment. I remember being told by a senior 

academic during my Masters in Research program that we should use NVivo (even 

though senior academics usually don’t) because, as PhD students, we need ‘to know 

the skeleton before we can draw a body’ (Vince (seminar discussion) 2nd March 2016). 

I did try to learn the skeleton, however personally I felt it hindered rather than helped 

the creative process. For me the interpretation had to take place outside of the software 

environment, as I doodled in my notebook, thought through as I went to sleep, and 

discussed with my Supervisors and others. 

 

‘But what have I actually done?’ I asked my Supervisors more than once as I was 

wrestling with how I was going to write my methodology section. I felt I needed a 

label such as the ‘Gioia’ method or ‘Grounded Theory’ (Gehman et al., 2018), or 

perhaps a ‘Braun and Clarke reflexive thematic analysis’ approach (Braun et al., 

2018). As I reflect on what I have done however I realise that my method of data 

analysis does not tie in exactly within anything I have read. 

 

Mystery as Method 

How was I to make the transition from pure description of the minutiae of everyday 
life, if even that was possible, to some more general observation, comment, 
interpretation, generalization, theory, conceptual framework my craft - and my 
advisors - required of me? (Kunda, 2013, p. 14) 

 

My theoretical lens has always been, and still is, organisational paradox. In the early 

days of data analysis I would try and link what I was observing in my data with 

something I had read in the literature. As I tried to develop my findings however my 

Supervisors kept reminding me to focus instead on what was in the data. 

Care must be taken to avoid forcing interpretation of the data into their [previous 
theory] mould; any attempt simply to spot instances of concepts known from the 
literature should be avoided. Instead [previous theory] must be deployed as resources 
tentatively in order to make sense of the data. This requires the exercise of analytic 
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nerve, tolerating uncertainty and ambiguity in one’s interpretations, and resisting the 
temptation to rush to determinate conclusions (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2019, p. 
173) [italics in the original] 

 

As mentioned above, I had worked for many years before joining academia. Though 

I sometimes feel it is deemed the ‘wrong’ way to go about data analysis, it was 

impossible for me not to compare what I witnessed in the field with my own personal 

previous experiences. Like Gideon Kunda, I automatically explored ‘similarities and, 

more importantly, differences between my life and the lives I observed’ (Kunda, 2013, 

p. 19). It was that comparison that allowed me to pull out what I found particularly 

unusual, surprising, or counterintuitive, in the setting (Hammersley and Atkinson, 

2019): what Mats Alvesson and Dan Kärreman (2007) might call ‘breakdowns’. As 

Karl Weick wrote ‘Whenever one reacts with the feeling that’s interesting, that 

reaction is a clue that current experience has been tested against past experience, and 

the past understanding has been found inadequate.’ (Weick, 1989, p. 525) [italics in 

the original]. 

 

I would often turn up to Supervisions with lists of what I found ‘odd’ in the 

organisation to see if my Supervisors found them ‘odd’ too. My Supervisors obviously 

know the academic literature much better than I do so they could also help with 

whether the ‘odd’ in the context was also ‘interesting’ from an academic perspective. 

As an example, I kept wrestling with the fact that nothing much seemed to get done in 

meetings, nothing seemed to get decided, and I struggled to see the formal leadership 

doing anything. Similarly I kept coming back to the fact that the ecologists were 

prepared to sign the form to cut down the tree where the birds they were protecting 

were nesting: how did they do that and still stay positive about what they were doing? 

I therefore used ‘mystery’ as a kind of method, hence I borrowed the ‘mystery as 

method’ title for this sub-section from the sub-title of Alvesson and Kärreman’s (2011) 

book on qualitative research methods. 

 

The resolutions to these mysteries (which I discuss below) were not evident just from 

looking at the data: they are my interpretations of the data. Theorizing has been an 

iterative process in which I have used ideas to make sense of data, and used data to 

change or develop ideas (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2019). I have gone back and 

forth between data and ideas and then gone ‘beyond the data to develop ideas that will 
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illuminate them’ (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2019, p. 168). The creative moment has 

been when data collected from the field has ‘become meaningful beyond themselves’ 

(Kunda, 2013, p. 18). 

 

As noted, I used as my starting point what I saw as interesting based on my previous 

working experience. I was really surprised therefore when I heard in conversation that 

two senior academics had, independently, said that prior work experience outside of 

academia is not relevant, in fact could be a negative, when it comes to securing an 

academic role. I struggle to understand that, and it made me question whether the way 

I have gone about my data analysis has been ‘wrong’ and/or ‘unacademic’. As long as 

I am reflexive in what I do and have done, does prior work experience not serve as 

good a starting point as any in trying to understand the dynamics within the 

organisation? I hope so as it would not be possible for me to leave all the influences 

of my past behind me, as they influence what I see and how I think today. 

 

You are not alone 

As well as having the benefit of more time in the day to conduct the fieldwork and 

analysis compared with later on in an academic career (when you also have a full-time 

academic day job to contend with), to me one of the great benefits of doing an 

ethnography as part of a PhD programme has been that I have had formal Supervisors 

in place. Interpreting the data to develop new and interesting insights has been hard 

enough, but how much harder would it have been without my Supervisors helping me? 

 

At the outset I naively hoped my Supervisors would read through my data and come 

up with more interesting insights than I had. Unfortunately for me however they 

obviously did not have the time or inclination to do that. Working together with my 

Supervisors has not been about trying to gain a better understanding of the data, or a 

consensus on meaning, instead it has proved an invaluable aid to developing ‘a richer 

more nuanced reading of the data’ (Braun and Clarke, 2019, p. 594) through endless 

(sometimes groundhog-day-like) discussions in Supervisions. 

 

I used to feel bad that ahead of each Supervision I would only send findings sections 

to be used as a basis for our discussion, rather than more complete papers including 

discussion sections linked back to literature reviews. I realised however that I was 
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taking what Milena Popova describes as an ‘inside out’ approach (Popova, 2019). I 

felt I needed to finalise the data sections before I could write the literature review and 

discussion sections side-by-side (followed by the conclusion and introduction side by 

side). Recognising this ‘inside out’ approach as an accepted way (at least by Popova) 

of writing made me feel a bit better, even if it did leave my Supervisors and me having 

to trust it would all come together in the end. 

 

My Supervisors haven’t been in the field, they don’t know the data like I do, but they 

can see it from an outsider’s perspective and hence have helped me to find my path 

and see my wood. Similarly they don’t come from the same philosophical perspective 

as me. When I stereotype to the extreme, I say that one is a philosopher, one is a 

psychoanalyst, and I am an engineer. But what interesting conversations we have, 

given our different perspectives and views on the world! 

 

As my data analysis has progressed, and my findings sections have come together, my 

Supervisors have also helped link my ideas to those of others through their enhanced 

understanding of the academic literature. As insights started to take shape from our 

interpretive analysis of the data, my Supervisors would point to other literatures that 

might be relevant. And sometimes they have been. And sometimes they haven’t (part 

of the reason for my very large EndNote library). Together however we managed to 

focus in on relevant literatures where my findings could contribute so I could start 

writing those literature reviews: I would have written and re-written so many literature 

reviews if I hadn’t waited until my findings were nearly finalised. 

 

My Supervisors have always encouraged me to attend conferences and present my 

work. I now recognise the benefit that has given me. Writing for conferences has 

boosted my analysis as the act of writing itself has been a method of analysis and 

interpretation, something Kunda compares to ‘our quantitative colleagues repeatedly 

running data through statistical packages’ (Kunda, 2013, p. 18). Attending 

conferences has also resulted in three work-in-progress papers that I could build on 

for my alternative format paper-based thesis. The exposure of my work at conferences 

enabled invaluable feedback from others on my drafts. At first I worried about 

presenting ‘work-in-progress’ ideas, but I now see that that can actually be a benefit. 

I feel that, particularly as a PhD candidate, you don’t get shot down as aggressively 
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when you present ‘what you are finding’ rather than ‘what you have found’. And being 

an ethnography you can always steer any awkward conversations away from theory 

back to the data where your feet are by far the most firmly planted in the ground. 

 

 

My Wood 

I am reminded by my Supervisors every time we meet that I need to make both 

theoretical and practical contributions in my thesis. Using my analogy above, my 

contributions are my ‘wood’. But how is my wood different from that of my travel 

journalist relatives? They would have been able to write about their wood (where it is, 

what it looks like, how it feels to be in it, what you could do within it…) in five hours. 

I am still struggling to describe mine after nearly five years! 

 

What am I looking for? 

I was fortunate to have the opportunity to have some of my early interview transcripts 

analysed by a group of Masters in Research students as part of one of their qualitative 

research methods modules. Though I felt uncomfortable giving others visibility of 

what I perceived to be my poor early interviewing skills, having the students and 

Professor review my transcripts turned out to be an invaluable experience for me. I 

couldn’t believe at the time how many different interpretations could be made from 

the same data set. An equivalent thing had happened however when I had looked at 

someone else’s data as a participant on the same module the year before. I guess I 

thought at the time that it was just because we were all students and didn’t know what 

we were doing. I now realise however that we were all just looking at the same wood 

from different perspectives depending on where our own interests and experience lay. 

The same thing happened in my transfer exam: where I saw ‘organisational paradox’ 

my examiner saw ‘identity’. And one of my Supervisors still sees ‘the trees as the 

leaders’ in the organisation (something that is still a very long way from my comfort 

zone). Are there an infinite number of ways that one could look at the same wood? 

 

I was taught early on in my PhD journey that it is fine, and in fact it is expected, that 

the research question will change as a qualitative study progresses (Denzin and 

Lincoln, 2017). As Martyn Hammersley and Paul Atkinson write ‘it is frequently well 
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into the process of inquiry that one discovers what the research is really about, and 

occasionally it turns out to be about something rather different from the initial 

foreshadowed problems’ (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2019, p. 168) [italics in the 

original]. 

 

To quote John Van Maanen: 

In practice, theory choices (the rabbits we pull out of our hats) rest as much on taste 
as on fit. And taste in ethnography as elsewhere, results from what is no doubt a 
complex interaction involving ethnographers, their mentors, their readings, their 
disciplinary orientations, their colleagues, their students, their subjects, their friends, 
their critics and their readers (increasingly their subjects too). (Van Maanen, 2011, p. 
223) 

 

My interests have always been on the experience of competing organisational 

objectives (when there is no ‘right’ way to do things). I did not know at the outset 

however that that interest would take me in such unexpected directions. 

 

How am I looking? 

I have ended up studying the dynamics between the organisation and its members in 

the context of organisational paradox. Though my theoretical lens of paradox has been 

clear to me, my ontological and epistemological positioning have proved much less 

easy to pin down. That surprises and troubles me. As does the fact that one of my 

Supervisors has been telling me I am taking a social constructionist approach, whilst 

the other says I am taking a positivist approach. Have I not been taught those are polar 

opposites? I felt particular perturbed by the positivist label as, as Hammersley and 

Atkinson note, ‘the term ‘positivism’ has become little more than a term of abuse 

among social scientists’ (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2019, p. 5). Why would my 

Supervisor wish to abuse me in such a way? Additionally, are we not all taught 

ontology and epistemology at the start of our PhD journeys, and told that we need to 

be explicit about our approaches in our work? I am beginning to wonder if the 

philosophical discussions are not the ‘exact science’ I thought I had been taught. Does 

it depend, as one of my Supervisors once said, on what we have read? I can certainly 

understand now why my Supervisors are keen that I say ‘I am taking’ an approach, 

rather than say ‘I am’ a positivist/pragmatist/social constructionist etc… 
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Maybe I do not need to resolve this philosophical discussion and I can hold the tension 

as my participants hold the tensions resulting from the organisational paradox they 

experience. As one of my Supervisors said during a discussion about my confusion, 

and the feeling that I needed to resolve it ahead of writing this chapter: 

Part of the opportunity in this chapter is to stay confused. I think really this is the 
beauty of doing it. Any reflexivity in relation to this, as this discussion demonstrates, 
only elaborates the confusion between different ways of understanding this because 
there is no single way of understanding it. How you position yourself 
methodologically in the organisation studies area is often a compromise and 
intersection of different ways of thinking. (Vince, (pers. comm.) 20th January 2020) 

 

My trees 

Before I could see my ‘wood’ I needed to see my ‘trees’ through a process that 

Alvesson and Skoldberg (2018) might call ‘inductive ethnography’. One particular 

‘tree’ I have been working with is pride, which I found as a reoccurring element within 

my data. I know from a simple NVivo search that many of my respondents expressed 

pride during their interviews: ‘We’re all proud of what we deliver’, ‘I’m proud of some 

of the woodlands I’ve planted’, ‘I’m incredibly proud to be a wildlife ranger for the 

organisation’. Being reflective however, is there a chance they were expressing pride 

for an ulterior motive within the interview situation? Did they feel they needed to 

express pride for some reason? Alvesson and Kärreman go as far as to say ‘when 

considering statements of research subjects – whether in interview or through 

observation – we can see these not just as possibly revealing the meanings of those 

studied (or facts about their organisations) but as political action, moral storytelling, 

identity work, script application, and so forth’ (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2007, p. 

1269). Both my transfer examiner, and one of my early Supervisors, expressed strong 

reservations about the ability to identify emotions (such as pride) within academic 

research. I realised therefore that I needed to go beyond just what the respondents said 

during their interviews if I was to focus in on pride within a theme. 

 

Though I had heard my respondents stating emotions related to pride in their 

interviews, and I could read it in the transcripts, I also felt I knew that the emotion was 

there from my own experiences in the field. For example, members still wore the 

organisation’s clothing even though they didn’t have to on days away from their 

regular workplace (something I continuously noted in my reflective log). This could 
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have been an expression of pride towards the organisation. Again however, there could 

also be an explanation that they felt they needed to dress that way for other reasons. 

 

To me ‘pride’ was also expressed implicitly during a particular day out with a wildlife 

ranger: a day that ended with me being sick on the side of the road from lack of food 

or water for hours. I arrived at the ranger’s home well before sunrise (noting my own 

slight anxiety in my reflective journey that it was dark, I was in the middle of a forest, 

and I had never met the guy before). The ranger asked me to get in his truck whilst he 

went off to get his dogs and gun (at which point, surprisingly, I started to feel less 

anxious!). He gave me a copy of a newspaper article to read whilst waiting based on 

him and his role (was that not him expressing pride?). We then headed out on a deer 

stalking mission6. Our first port of call was a ‘high seat’7, where the ranger sat for an 

hour looking out across open ground during sunrise (and I had a little snooze 

underneath beside his dog) but no deer came into sight. We then drove to another wood 

where he thought we might find deer browsing. And we stalked on foot. The fact that 

there were no deer to be found (apart from one that sped away as we got too close 

before he spotted it) could be taken as a sign of his good management of the deer 

population. But the ranger obviously did not want to leave it at that. He wanted to find 

a deer to shoot. So we kept walking. And walking. And walking. Eventually it became 

too late in the day (deer would be hidden, and too many people would be about to take 

a shot) so we headed back to his truck. Just as we drove off a beautiful stag came into 

view. And though he had said at the start of the day that he was actually after female 

deer at this time of the year, he lined up his sights from within the truck, and then 

jumped out and disappeared into the undergrowth when it moved away. The ranger 

managed to shoot the stag and I stayed by the ranger’s side as he took out the stag’s 

insides by the side of the road, and transformed the deer from a beautiful stag to 

 
6 There are no longer any predators for deer in the UK hence the need for the deer population to be 

maintained by continual culling. This also helps trees saplings to grow without being destroyed by over-

grazing. 

7 The high seat is a seat raised high off the ground to give good visibility and enable a clear line of sight 

for shooting. 
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productive venison back at the deer larder8. The ranger sent me home with a pair of 

antlers as a memory of the experience. 

 

Maybe the ranger was just trying to prove his abilities, but to me what I felt from his 

actions during our morning together was extreme pride in what he does for the 

organisation. Rather than discount this data from our morning together as 

contaminated due to changes in his behaviour due to my presence, I used that 

presumed change in behaviour as additional data. As Hammersley and Atkinson write 

‘data in themselves cannot be valid or invalid: this is only true in reference to the 

inferences drawn from them’ (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2019, p. 189). The authors 

go on to say that ‘ethnographers must try continually to be aware of how their presence 

may have shaped the data and what the implications of this may be for the analysis’ 

(Hammersley and Atkinson, 2019, p. 189). ‘How people respond to the presence of 

the researcher may be as informative as how they react to other situations’ 

(Hammersley and Atkinson, 2019, p. 17). 

 

Though I never felt the discomfort of being sick on the side of the road again, I did 

have other experiences where I felt uncomfortable. Reflecting again I wonder if that 

discomfort was a result of participants expressing their pride. One day when out with 

a forester for instance I was repeatedly encouraged to have a go at driving a 

‘forwarder’ (a massive vehicle that moves cut trees around). Surely my doing that 

broke health and safety rules from both my university and the organisation where I 

was conducting my ethnography? But did I have a choice? Why not? Similarly I felt 

uncomfortable stroking an endangered dormouse during an afternoon out counting the 

number of mice nesting in boxes set up by a ranger. Why was I being asked to do these 

things that made me feel uncomfortable? 

 

The fact that I found ‘pride’ in many different instances served as a kind of 

triangulation (Flick, 2007) of pride’s presence in the data. The repetition gave me a 

means of ‘checking inferences drawn from one type of data source by comparing with 

data from another’ (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2019, p. 195). The fact that I found 

‘pride’ within the organisation however is not going to get me a PhD, particularly 

 
8 The deer larder is where the carcass is prepared and hung ready for collection by the meat supplier. 
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given the type of organisation I am working with. I needed to go beyond the inductive 

logic that found ‘pride’ into a more creative interpretation of my data. I have done that 

based on what I found counterintuitive. It surprises me for instance that, given the 

paradoxes faced by the organisation, I have found ‘pride’ but not ‘guilt’ within my 

empirical material. My thematic analysis has therefore now gone beyond the ‘semantic 

content’ of the data – e.g. the repetition of pride - and identified and examined ‘the 

underlying ideas, assumptions, and conceptualizations - and ideologies - that are 

theorized as shaping or informing the semantic content of the data’ (Braun and Clarke, 

2006, p. 83) [italics in the original]. I have moved from the conceptions of my 

informants to my own interpretation of the situation. By the employment of 

interpretive ethnographic techniques (Alvesson and Skoldberg, 2018) I have been able 

to generate more interesting, insightful and resonant interpretations of what is 

happening within the organisation, beyond just that people feel and express pride. 

Which hopefully will help to get me that PhD! 

 

So what? 

What my ‘wood’ looks like is something I have tried to present within my thesis, and 

I am hoping that there will be soon be several ‘Bloomfield et al.’ papers based on it9. 

I have for instance found other ‘trees’ (like pride) expressed repeatedly within my 

data, such as ‘balance’, ‘judgement’, and ‘compromise’. I went round and round in 

circles trying to understand their relevance but I have now interpreted them as 

accepted practices within an organisational order. As another example, my feelings 

around leadership appearing invisible within the organisation has resulted in a counter-

intuitive theme related to not-knowing. And the struggle to understand the ecologists 

allowing the trees to be cut down has resulted in me challenging the idea that values 

are just static ‘conceptions of the desirable’ (Gecas, 2008) and are instead dynamic in 

nature. Convincing the reader of my creative interpretations, my wood, is not going to 

be as easy as telling them about my trees. But I guess a PhD isn’t meant to be easy. 

 

 
9 I recognise however the additional challenges expressed in academic circles about getting papers 

published based on ethnographic work (Kunda, 2013; Watson, 2011; Zilber, 2020): something I will 

need to worry about later!  
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The output of my research has had to answer the ‘so what?’ question. What is 

interesting in what I have found out, and how will it be used? One thing that I recognise 

is that the output of my research is stories that bring my wood alive, rather than facts 

about a specific group of trees that my travel journalist relatives might write. My 

contribution is not validated knowledge but rather ‘the suggestion of relationships and 

connections that had not previously been suspected.’ (Weick, 1989, p. 524). Having 

said that, I still hope that what I have written will have relevance outside of my 

particular wood, whereas the output from my travel journalist relatives (and the 

consultants who have come and gone during my time with the organisation) is only 

ever going to be relevant to that specific location. I hope that my stories about the 

dynamic between the organisation and its members will have relevance elsewhere, 

with the theoretical insights, rather than the empirical data, being what is transferable 

(Watson, 2001; Yin, 1984). But am I allowed to say that as someone with social 

constructionist tendencies? I have been working on this for five years, so I really do 

hope that my implications for practice will extend beyond this particular organisation. 

 
 

Advice to other PhD travellers 

When writing this chapter for a book (Kostera and Harding, forthcoming) I was asked 

to end with some reflections to pass on to other PhD students setting out on their own 

ethnographic journey. Here is what I came up with (Bloomfield, forthcoming): 

 

1) Accept that there is no map 

During my ethnography I attended ethnography symposiums but came away 

disappointed that, although I had heard about lots of ‘sexy’ contexts, I had not learnt 

how to build theory from fieldwork. I now recognise that that is because there is no 

textbook way to do it. There is no map. The experience and methods will be different 

for each of us, and we need to be prepared to find our own way. 
 

2) Be prepared to get lost 

I remember an academic telling me at the start of my ethnography that the most 

important thing was to get the PhD done as quickly as possible. I now completely 

disagree. To me the important thing is to spend as long as possible, to get as deep into 

the wood as possible, and to get lost. I believe that getting lost amongst the data is all 
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part of the learning experience and will enable a much more creative output in the 

end. 
 

3) Help your Supervisors to hold your hand 

Though your Supervisors have years of experience of research they have not been part 

of your fieldwork. Use the fact that your Supervisors don’t know your data like you do 

to give you confidence in discussions with them. And use the fact that your Supervisors 

don’t know your data like you do as an additional tool to help you see that data from 

a different perspective. Find a way to work with your Supervisors to enable them to 

hold your hand, so you don’t feel alone, and to help you see your wood through your 

trees. 
 

Good luck. And enjoy! 
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Reflections on Chapter 2 
 

As I was pondering how to write up my methodology in a way that would fit with the 

papers in my thesis, I suggested to my Supervisors that I could write in more of a ‘how 

to’ style, with the hope that it could be developed into an additional publication in the 

future. By a very lucky coincidence it turned out that one of my Supervisors (Nancy 

Harding) was at that time in the process of pulling together chapters for a book she 

was editing, and she very kindly offered that I write a reflexive piece on my PhD 

ethnography to form a chapter of that book. Chapter 2 was therefore written with two 

purposes in mind: as an introduction to the methodology used in my research project, 

and as a chapter for a book on organisational ethnography (Kostera and Harding, 

forthcoming). What I have presented in Chapter 2 is based on the accepted manuscript 

of the book chapter (Bloomfield, forthcoming). I have however updated it slightly to 

reflect the fact that I have now finished writing up, whereas the book chapter was 

written with nine months to go. 

 

When I sent the first draft of my book chapter to my Supervisors I did so with the 

following comment:  

Of all the documents I have sent you I am feeling the most anxious about sending this 
one! … it is my most personal in style and seems somewhat simplistic…(Bloomfield 
(pers. comm.) 30th January 2020) 

 

The response I received back from Nancy took me totally by surprise: 

I've just spent a very happy 20 minutes reading what you've written so far. In terms 
of the edited book, it's perfect. It's almost as if you are doing an ethnography of a PhD 
that involves ethnography. You bring to life the challenges and the pleasures of this 
journey of discovery (to be a little over-romantic) and the writing just flows. (Harding 
(pers. comm.) 2nd February 2020) 

 

Though I still felt vulnerable using such a personal voice, I allowed Nancy’s response 

to give me the confidence to continue. It also really helped when I received feedback 

on a later draft from a fellow doctoral student who said that she had found the content 

really helpful for her own PhD.  
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I see a PhD ethnography as a very personal journey and hence it does feel appropriate 

to have written about that journey using my own voice. Throughout my PhD studies 

however I have obviously heard about the dreaded review process. I was very 

surprised therefore that the editors hardly asked for any corrections to the first draft of 

the book chapter that I sent them. I was even more surprised by the fact that the small 

amount of reviewer comments made me feel even more uncomfortable. I recognise 

that the book chapter is a personal reflection however I still worry that it is going to 

be ‘out there’ without anyone pulling it apart first. I am sure I will change my mind 

on my desire for significant reviewer input however when I submit my papers to 

journals!  

 

As Chapter 2 describes, I have struggled at times during my journey. It felt therapeutic 

to put those struggles down on paper, and also to get the feedback that it is ok for some 

of those tensions to persist rather than having to solve them all. It was also a relief to 

recognise through my writing that the submission of the thesis is not the end. I still 

feel that there is so much more that I want to read, write and analyse (something I 

discuss further in Chapter 7). I continue therefore to see the submission of this thesis 

as a summary of where I am at on my journey at a point of time, it is not that I have 

reached a final destination.  

 

Additional reflections on my ethnography 

In an earlier draft of Chapter 2 I wrote that ‘I was extremely lucky to have some of my 

interview transcripts analysed by a group of Masters in Research students as part of 

one of their qualitative research methods sessions’. The feedback I received from my 

Supervisor on that draft was that: 

It wasn’t luck… you put yourself forward to bring your data to QMM2 [the research 
methods module]. I think that you could make a little bit more of this in the narrative 
here. You were part of the teaching/learning process for QMM2 participants. It 
seemed to me that, from taking the risk to put yourself in this role, you learned a great 
deal. (Vince (pers. comm.) 12th August 2020) 

 

Reflecting back, I realise that it was a brave thing for me to do, and I remember that I 

did feel very uncomfortable at the time. I had only just started interviewing and my 

questions were all over the place. I certainly wasn’t proud of what I was letting others 
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read. As I hope is clear from Chapter 2 however, I am pleased that I did put my work 

out there as the insight I gained about multiple perspectives on one data set has proved 

invaluable to me on my journey. I have a similar hesitation about including one of my 

interview transcripts in this thesis as background material (see Appendix E). I have 

included the transcript for completeness, but I am not proud of the interviewing skills 

that it demonstrates. I try and reassure myself however that interviewing is a skill that 

can be continually developed: the learning will not stop at the end of my PhD.  

 

My Supervisor also suggested that I put an interview guide in the appendices of this 

thesis. At first that concerned me as I thought I had made a mistake not having an 

interview guide. I then reflected back on how ethnographic interviews are different to 

standalone interviews in that they are often intentionally loosely structured 

(Hammersley and Atkinson, 2019). Though I could have been more focused in my 

later interviews when I knew more about where my project was going, I felt I needed 

to keep my interviews quite free flowing throughout to collect the breadth of data 

needed for my project. I recognise however that I need to hold off interjecting with 

clarification or follow-up questions at times to let my respondents talk for longer. I 

also need to continue to develop skills in bringing interviews back when the 

respondent goes too far off topic. 

 

Documentation included in my thesis 

For completeness I have included copies of documentation related to my PhD project 

in the appendices of this thesis. Appendix A includes a copy of the ethics approval 

form for my project. The form was signed off within the University of Bath in 

December 2016. Appendix B includes a copy of the participation consent form used 

during my fieldwork, and Appendix C contains a copy of the data management plan 

submitted with my transfer/confirmation document (December 2016).  

 

I have included a summary of the ethnographic activities and when they took place in 

Appendix D. I had an entry interview with my key gatekeeper in June 2016, and an 

exit interview with the same respondent in January 2019. The majority of the 

fieldwork however took place during a 17-month period between November 2016 and 

March 2018.  
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In Appendix E I have included the majority of a sample transcript from one of my 

interviews. I have had to take out sections of the transcript related to career history 

and particular locations to ensure anonymity. As discussed in the ethics approval form 

in Appendix A, I have had concerns related to individual anonymity from the outset 

of my project due to the fact that it is not possible to anonymise Forestry England in 

my writing. I will need to continue to take extra precautions related to anonymity 

through all future publications stemming from this project. 

 

Appendix F contains a list of codes generated on NVivo 12, and Appendix G contains 

some sample coding of a transcript which starts to show how I have used NVivo more 

as a way of categorising quotes than as a data analysis tool as discussed in Chapter 2. 

As can be seen from the sample coding I have included, I had a tendency to multiple 

code each section of the transcript as I did not want to ‘lose’ anything important if I 

didn’t look back at particular codes at particular times. Appendix H contains some 

images of doodling from my personal notebooks as referred to in Chapter 2. 

 

Use of the ethnography in my papers 

The next four chapters of my thesis contain papers based on the empirical material 

generated during my ethnographic fieldwork. The full ethnographic data set was used 

as background material in all the papers. In Chapter 4 however the focus is on 

empirical material generated during interviews and meetings with senior management 

in the organisation; Chapter 5 is mainly based on interviews with field-based staff; 

and Chapter 6 focuses in on one specific narrative within the data set.  

 

As discussed above, I am very conscious that I need to work extra hard to anonymise 

my participants given the fact that I cannot anonymise the organisation. After spending 

a long time wrangling with how I should anonymise my data in this thesis I decided 

to use the anonymisation strategy detailed in Table 2.1.  

 

In Chapters 3 and 5 I gave a location code, either Forest based (FB) or National Office 

(NO), and allocated a number randomly to each person in that data set (e.g. FB1, FB2, 

NO1, NO2). Chapter 4 uses a different code: Forest Management Director heading up 

a district (FMD) or Senior Management Team based in the National Office (SMT). 
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Each senior manager was then allocated a number (e.g. FMD1, FMD2, SMT1, SMT2). 

I have given a new pseudonym to my respondent in Chapter 6 (On the Frontline).  

 
Paper Ch. Anonymisation strategy Abbreviation used 
Paradox 
paper 

3 Distinguish between forest 
based and national office staff 

FB = Forest based (n=38) 
NO = National Office (n=17) 

Leadership 
paper 

4 Distinguish between the senior 
managers operating out of 
National Office and in the 
Districts 

FMD = Forest Management Director 
heading up a District (n=8) 
SMT = Senior Management Team based 
in National Office (n=11) 

Values 
paper 

5 Distinguish between forest 
based and national office staff 

FB = Forest based (n=38) 
NO = National Office (n=17) 

Frontline 
paper 

6 Pseudonym given to 
respondent 

Chris 

 
 

Table 2.1: Anonymisation strategy and categorisation by paper / chapter 
 

 

Though using a different system of coding for the leadership paper (Chapter 4) helps 

with anonymisation, I am conscious that it does not enable identification of the same 

participant across all chapters of my thesis as you might normally be able to do in a 

traditional thesis. I decided it would be OK to do this however given the fact that you 

would not be able to identify respondents across published journal papers. Given that 

situation with published journal papers I did consider using different coding of 

participants across Chapters 3 and 5 as well. In the end however I decided to keep the 

same codes across those two chapters to be more in line with a traditional thesis as I 

believe there is much less possibility of identification given the larger number of 

respondents within each category.  
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Data analysis: The steps within the hike 
 

At the end of my book chapter at the start of Chapter 2 of this thesis I offered three 

pieces of advice to other PhD ethnographers: 
 

1) Accept that there is no map 
2) Be prepared to get lost; and 
3) Help your supervisors to hold your hand 

 

Having had my thesis examined I would now add a fourth piece of advice: 
 

4) Be clear about the actual steps you took on your journey  
 

Which seems so obvious now. 

 

Within a PhD thesis it is important to be transparent about the thought processes that 

were employed in terms of data analysis. Reflecting back at the end of my journey I 

realise I did in fact follow a process to generate theory from my data, even if it seemed 

much less structured at the time. I have therefore added this section on data analysis 

into my thesis to clarify the steps I took. I will then signpost back to this section from 

the empirical papers, rather than duplicating the information in each paper.  

 

The aim of my PhD project was to investigate what can be learnt from lived experience 

of conflicting organisational objectives. Having realised that an ethnography was an 

appropriate methodology to use for such a study, and found Forestry England as a 

suitable organisation to conduct the research, I headed out to get lost in my wood. The 

following section details the steps I took to find my way out.  

 

Step 1:  Gaining clarity on competing organisational objectives  

When the CEO of Forestry England invited me to do research within his organisation 

he was explicit about the fact that Forestry England faces competing organisational 

objectives. I spent the first part of my field work trying to understand what those 

competing organisational objectives were in practice.   
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A key narrative within the organisation at the time of my study was related to Forestry 

England becoming more ‘commercial’ to enable it to fund the custodian activities it 

delivers. Using this as a starting point I used the data from my early interviews and 

observations to generate the complicated diagram reproduced in figure 1 below 

detailing the conflicting objectives related to ‘commercial’ and ‘custodianship’ faced 

by different functional groups within Forestry England. I discussed and refined the 

diagram during an interview with a member of the Forestry England Senior 

Management Team and then included it within my first EGOS paper in 2017. 

 

 
Figure 1: Conflicting commercial and custodianship objectives faced by different teams within 
Forestry England  
 

As an extension of my diagram, during the early part of my study I used the term 

‘commercial custodianship’ as a shortcut to describe the competing organisational 

objectives within Forestry England. Though members of the organisation could relate 

to the term when I discussed it with them in interviews and informal conversations, I 

began to realise that ‘commercial custodianship’ was hiding some of the complexity 

faced within the organisation. As discussed in my reflections section at the end of 

Chapter 3 in this thesis, ‘commercial custodianship’ seemed to imply that there were 

distinct field level pressures stemming from different ‘commercial’ and 

‘custodianship’ logics (Thornton and Ocasio, 1999). This was not what I was finding 

within the organisational context however: the complexity was much more internal, 

interlinked, and intertwined. I also felt that ‘commercial custodianship’ was specific 
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to Forestry England and hence limiting for building theory that would be relevant 

beyond it. I ended up using the idea of ‘commercial custodianship’ as a steppingstone 

to a broader definition of the complexity faced within the organisation, that 

encompasses commercial custodianship, but much more as well.  

 

I introduce the term paradox of purpose explicitly in Chapter 3 of this thesis, but the 

idea behind the term is that, as the forest itself is conceptualised differently by all its 

different stakeholders (e.g. as a place to walk one’s dog, or to grow timber, or to mine 

for minerals….), the organisation and its members find that actions they take are both 

good and bad (or right and wrong) at the same time, depending on the perspective of 

the stakeholder judging that action. As this is a persistent, unsolvable situation, I deem 

it to be paradoxical.  

 

Having come up with the term paradox of purpose as a shortcut to describe the 

experience of being both good and bad (or right and wrong) at the same time as a result 

of competing organisational objectives, I went back to both my data and my 

informants to check that paradox of purpose worked as an accurate representation of 

what they were experiencing. Though they do not use the term ‘paradox’ themselves 

(as detailed in Chapter 3), members of the organisation can relate to the term and hence 

it provides an effective shortcut to describe the situation they find themselves in as a 

result of the competing organisational objectives faced. This is clarified throughout 

my thesis but is particularly evident within Chapter 5: Loyal Traitors and Successful 

Failures. 

 

Within my thesis I do not build theory directly related to the paradox of purpose. 

Instead, as it was confirmed by both my data and informants as an appropriate shortcut 

to describe the unsolvable and perpetual nature of the competing organisational 

objective experienced, it enabled me to use paradox as a lens throughout the rest of 

my data analysis.  

 

Step 2:  Focusing on the space between the individual and the organisation 

I was very conscious when I was doing my research that my aim was to build theory 

beyond the organisation I was studying. It was important therefore not to focus in on 
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particular individuals and their personal circumstances, but to try and understand 

members’ experiences within the organisational context that they were working 

within. In line with the title of my thesis, my focus was on ‘both the wood and the 

trees’ and the impact both the wood and the trees have on each other. As I wrote in 

my Introduction to this thesis, my research was to be located ‘in the space between the 

individual and the organisation where the two are intertwined and inseparable’ (p. 6) 

 

Though I tried to focus throughout on ‘both the wood and the trees’ it wasn’t until 

near the end of my journey that I managed to describe that in a more academic way. 

As I developed my papers I considered framing these ideas in terms such as structure 

and order, structuration theory (Giddens, 1984), organisational culture, and moral 

order. I found however that none of these really captured what I was finding and doing. 

In the end I decided that ‘organisational order’ was the best way I could find to 

describe where I was focusing. I struggled however to find a clear definition of 

‘organisational order’ within the literature (Dermer, 1988; Nonaka, 1988: Vince, 

2020) and therefore I had to define my own. In the Introduction section (Chapter 2) of 

this thesis therefore I define organisation order as ‘the set of shared norms, 

assumptions and beliefs that hold the organisation and its members together’ (p. 6). I 

also use the term ‘practices’ to describe ‘accepted actions performed with  that 

organisation order’ and ‘I consider the organisational order to be driving and 

constraining, as well as perpetuated by, those accepted practices’ (p. 6).  

 

Step 3:  Finding mysteries to focus on 

As I was interested in the lived experience of competing organisational objectives I 

used that as a focus within my interviews and observational activities. How were the 

competing organisational objectives experienced and what was the impact of them?  

 

I ended up with lists of things that I found interesting in the setting, such as: How do 

they deal with so many different stakeholders with competing views? Why does the 

boundary of the organisation seem so nebulous? What is the impact of all the 

paperwork and procedures they have to follow to ensure that they can justify their 

actions? What is the impact of different perspectives of time in their work? 

 

In the end however I chose to focus in on three areas that: 
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i) I found particularly surprising when compared to my own previous 
experiences, and understandings, of work 

ii) were related to competing organisational objectives as that was the focus 
of my study 

iii) I had enough data on once I had left the field 
iv) I believed I could  generate theory that would be relevant beyond just the 

organisation I was studying 
 

As a result, the three mysteries I decided to focus on within the empirical papers of 

my thesis are: 

 

1) How does Forestry England navigate the paradoxes rather than stagnate in 
the face of them? (Chapter 3) 

2) Why does it appear that the senior management team doesn’t seem to do 
much within Forestry England? (Chapter 4) 

3) How can the ecologist still feel good about her work when she has signed the 
form to cut down the tree where the bird she is protecting is nesting? 
(Chapter 5) 

 

These mysteries (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2007) were generated from my all-

encompassing experience as a researcher within the ethnographic context, rather than 

‘finding’ them within specific codes on NVivo. As discussed in the following steps 

however, I went on to use codes derived from my data to help build themes related to 

those mysteries. 

 

Step 4:  Coding data on NVivo 

I transcribed every interview, recorded real-time what was said and done during 

meetings, and generated reflective notes following observations. I uploaded all of this 

data onto NVivo 12 and generated codes as detailed in Chapter 2 and evidenced in 

Appendices F and G of this thesis. 

 

Step 5:  Checking repetition of terms 

There were several terms that I believed I heard repeated throughout the ethnographic 

experience. These included: balance, judgement, compromise, pride and legacy. I 

double checked that the terms, or related ideas, were mentioned repeatedly by doing 

the following: 

i) running a search on NVivo for the most commonly used terms 
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ii) doing a text search for the specific terms in NVivo 
iii) creating codes with those terms as the name of the codes to ‘save’ all of 

the occurrences for easy retrieval 
iv) re-reading related codes (such as ‘FC practices’) to check for where the 

ideas were expressed using different terminology 
v) when the ideas were found with different terminology I coded them as 

well within the termed codes   

 

Step 6:  Developing themes from repeated terms 

Having confirmed repetition of terms, I then worked to understand what the terms 

meant in relation to Forestry England. Going back to my focus in the space between 

the individual and the organisation as detailed in Step 2, my aim was not to understand 

what the terms meant for individual members, but to understand what the role of those 

terms was within the organisational order. To achieve that I went back into my codes 

to understand who was using the terms and how they were being used.  

 

To help with this process I used Microsoft Excel spreadsheets. I pulled out quotes 

related to the terms and used different columns and rows e.g. for who was saying what, 

and in which context. For example, were they using the term as something they do, or 

something someone else above, below, or alongside them on the hierarchy does or 

expresses? Drilling down into the data in this way led me to interpret that there were 

particular practices that were recognised as being acceptable across the organisation. 

These practices were ‘finding a balance’, ‘employing judgement’, and ‘accepting 

compromise’. 

 

My interpretation that accepted practices within an organisational order enable 

Forestry England and its members to navigate the paradoxes they face became the 

central theme within Paper 3. I then focused further on ‘employing judgement’ which 

led to the key themes within Paper 4 (Leadership of Tensions), and ‘accepting 

compromise’ which led to the key themes within Chapter 5 (Loyal Traitors).  

 

Step 7:  Developing a theme from a term not used  

As well as building themes from terms that were frequently used, I also built a theme 

from a term not used. As detailed in Chapter 5, as part of the third mystery I identify 

above (how the ecologist was prepared to let the tree be cut down and still feel good 
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about her work), I made my own assumption that the ecologist would feel guilty about 

agreeing for the tree to be cut down. When I went back into the data to find quotes 

around guilt however I found that no one had spontaneously expressed guilt. This led 

me to focus in on the lack of guilt as an additional mystery, and an additional lens, and 

drilled further into related codes such as ‘motivation’, ‘values’, ‘compromise’ and 

‘pride’ to gain further insight into it. 

 

As described in Step 6, I pulled out relevant quotes from NVivo and tried to make 

sense of them using rows and columns in Excel. What I found from this exercise was 

rationalisation through fulfilment of different values, by both individuals and the 

organisation, which enabled the accepted practice of compromise within the 

organisational order. I develop this idea into themes related to the ‘elasticity of doing 

good’ and ‘dynamic values’ presented within Chapter 5 of this thesis (Loyal Traitors).  

 

Step 8:  Developing themes from practices observed 

To try and understand the mystery related to senior management not seeming to do 

very much within the organisation, I did a deep dive into my data focusing on what 

the senior managers said they did during their meetings (e.g. by reviewing the ‘FC 

practices’ and ‘leadership and management role’ codes) and analysing what was said 

and done in my meeting notes.  

 

It was clear to me from what I directly observed during my time in the field that there 

was a form of distributed leadership in place. This was seen through the hierarchical 

organisational structure and the hierarchical meeting structure, and heard in meetings 

and interviews around who does what and how. This recognition enabled me to use 

the notion of ‘distributed leadership’ (Bolden, 2011) from the academic literature as 

an additional lens to enable me to focus in on what leadership practices were taking 

place within that leadership system. 

 

As detailed in Chapter 4 (Leadership of Tensions), to help me gain a better 

understanding of leadership practices within the organisation, I followed the creation 

and dissemination of a ‘strategic framework’ document. I had my own sense that the 

document seemed to lack focus and I went back into the data to find out how others 
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felt about it. Reviewing the interview data when members talked about the strategic 

document, and the content of the NVivo code I had created for it, I found that members 

expressed a sense that the document was both helpful, and not helpful, for them in 

fulfilling their role. This created an additional mystery which led to my creative 

interpretation that the senior managers were in fact distributing a sense of not-knowing 

within the organisation to enable the accepted practice of employing judgement within 

their organisational order. I then went back into my codes related to the strategic 

framework and leadership practices to confirm that this idea related to not-knowing 

was a good representation of what was happening. This led to my theme related to the 

legitimacy and utility of not-knowing within distributed leadership practice, presented 

in Chapter 4 (Leadership of Tensions) of this thesis. 

 

Another practice that I observed repeatedly during senior management meetings was 

repeated attempts to generate key performance indicators (KPIs) to show how 

successful they were being as an organisation. This generated a further mystery for 

me, as it seems to me that it is impossible to show success within their organisation as 

the paradox of purpose means that success in one area will have a detrimental impact 

on another area of its work (as examples, high visitor numbers will be bad for wildlife, 

and high timber revenue will mean reduction in forested areas to walk one’s dog). This 

led me to drill further into my codes such as ‘KPIs’ and ‘success’ to try and understand 

why they were focusing so much on measuring when measuring didn’t seem to make 

sense. This enabled me to create insight related to the ‘tensions of leadership’ which 

sit alongside the ‘leadership of tensions’ as detailed in Chapter 5 of this thesis.   

 

Step 9:  Tell and show 

I developed my themes such as the ‘elasticity of doing good’, ‘dynamic values’ and 

‘distribution of not-knowing’ to provide insight into the lived experience of conflicting 

organisational objectives. The themes are my creative interpretations of my 

participants’ interpretations of their experiences. As discussed above, to develop the 

themes I went back and forth into the empirical material to ensure that the developing 

themes were accurately reflecting the data, and I used the data to help me clarify and 

think through the emerging themes. I have used a form of ‘tell’ (my themes) and then 

‘show’ (through my quotes) as a way of presenting my findings in the papers that 
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follow, but I also used the approach as a way of developing the themes themselves 

through the writing of them.   

 

I did consider using templates such as within the Gioia method (Reay et al., 2019) to 

present my findings, as I can see how useful templates can be in particular 

circumstances. For me however, studying paradox, a Gioia type method wouldn’t have 

worked to generate, and then present, my findings. I have used contradictions and 

mysteries to take me on a winding path towards my themes, whereas a template 

method of data representation would have implied a much more straight-line 

approach. I have found instead that the best way to present my findings is to provide 

a description of the themes that I have generated from my interpretation of the data, 

and then back up that description with quotes that evidence those themes from within 

the data. 

 

Step 10:  Choosing quotes 

I have used quotes throughout my thesis to illustrate and evidence the themes I have 

presented. For some themes (e.g. those related to balance, judgement, compromise, 

pride and legacy) there were multiple quotes I could have pulled on to ‘show’ the 

themes. The criteria I ended up using to choose which quotes to use was based on: i) 

how clearly the quote illustrated the theme; and ii) whose quote it was. If quotes were 

comparable, I chose to give voice to members who had not been heard as much, in an 

attempt to give voice to as many of my participants as possible within my writing. 

 

Within my data analysis I have presumed that my respondents ‘know what they are 

trying to do and that they can explain… quite knowledgeably what their thoughts, 

emotions, intentions, and actions are’ (Anne Langley, quoted in Gehman et al,. 2018, 

p. 291). I have therefore tried to foreground my participants voices throughout my 

thesis.  

 

Step 11:  Choosing a voice for my epilogue 

I was conscious that by using a range of voices for my ‘tell and show’ approach, each 

voice is only partly heard within the main papers of my thesis. I felt it was important 
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to contrast that with a different approach in my final paper where I have chosen to 

preserve the richness of one particular narrative. I had 55 interviews to choose from 

for this final paper. I decided to use Chris’ narrative both in spite of, and because of, 

that fact that he was somewhat on the edge of the organisational order that I represent 

in the rest of my papers: something I reflect on in my reflections on Chapter 7, and the 

final Conclusions section of this thesis. I also chose Chris’ narrative as I believe he 

tells a rich and interesting story about his role working on the frontline, in a clearer 

and more resonant way than in any of the other interviews I conducted. 

 

Reflections on my approach to data analysis 

As my research was ethnographic with broad aims from the outset, my approach to 

data collection was also very broad: I tried to find out as much as I could during my 

time in the field, however I could. As a result, I ended up with a wealth of data 

generated from interviews, meetings, observations and reflections. Trying to make 

sense of that data after I left the field was at first overwhelming but ended up being 

exhilarating. Being asked to explain the mechanics of how I made sense of it in this 

additional section of by thesis was also overwhelming at first, but ended up being 

exhilarating as well.  

 

Previously, I had felt I just ‘knew’ from being immersed in the setting, but that had 

made me feel uneasy about how scientific I had been. I now realise however that I 

have actually been much more methodical in my approach: which makes the 

engineering side of my brain (discussed in my book chapter at the start of Chapter 2) 

feel much more content.  

 

To quote Reinhardt et al, (2018) cited in Harley and Cornelissen (2020):   

qualitative research is not rigorous just because it follows a structured, rigid protocol 
of data collection and analysis; it is rigorous if it is transparent about the unexpected, 
surprising observations that led you to reorient your focus, the twists and turns your 
project took as your observations challenged initial research interests and working 
assumptions. (Reinhardt et al., 2018, p. 519)  

 

The aim from this additional section in my thesis (and the reflections following each 

paper) is to be transparent around how I have used unexpected and surprising 

observations, and the twists and turns of my project, to build the themes presented 
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within my thesis from the empirical material that I collected during my ethnography. 

I hope therefore that I have managed to sufficiently portray the steps within the hike, 

and hence how I found my way out of that deep, dark wood.  
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Chapter 3 - Seeing the wood without the trees: Navigating 
paradox within Forestry England 
 

 

Summary 
Main Idea:  

• Introduces Forestry England and the paradox of purpose that the organisation 

faces in its management of a public good 

• Identifies accepted practices which enable effective navigation of organisational 

paradox  

• Outlines the role that the accepted practices play in restraining change, which 

consequently enables the organisation to fulfil its mission 

 

Contribution to Knowledge: Provides insight into the underdeveloped relationship 

between individual and organisational level of analysis in paradox theory.  

 

Practical Purpose: Provides an empirical example of contradictions that can result 

from competing public responsibilities, and how those contradictions can be 

navigated.  

 

 

Introduction 
The idea that organisations face paradox is not something new. Organisational 

paradox has been discussed within the academic literature for some time (see e.g. 

Smith and Berg, 1987; Vince and Broussine, 1996). Much of the focus however has 

been on either individual or organisational approaches to navigate paradox 

(Jarzabkowski et al., 2013; e.g. Poole and Van de Ven, 1989; Smith and Lewis, 2011; 

Smith, 2014). In contrast, this paper considers both the individual and the organisation, 

by focusing in on the relationship between them in response to organisational paradox.  

 

The paper introduces Forestry England, the organisation at the centre of my PhD 

research project. Forestry England is tasked with managing the Public Forest Estate in 
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England. Due to the complexity of the organisation’s mission, actions taken by 

Forestry England can be deemed both right and wrong at the same time depending on 

the stakeholder judging that action. As a public sector organisation Forestry England 

is answerable to all of those stakeholders. Within this paper I introduce the term 

paradox of purpose to capture the no-win situation that Forestry England finds itself 

in. I then use organisational paradox (Smith and Lewis, 2011) as a lens (Keyser et al., 

2019) to consider the organisational order (Vince and Voronov, 2020) within Forestry 

England which enables it to navigate its paradox of purpose. In doing so I address the 

call to enhance understanding of how paradox is experienced within organisations 

(Schad et al., 2016).  

 

In the paradox literature there is a focus on the need for individuals to accept paradox 

to enable them to lead through it (e.g. Miron-Spektor et al., 2011; Smith, 2014). 

Through a focus on practices I develop this idea of acceptance by considering how the 

organisation (as an amalgamation of individuals) accepts and responds to paradox. I 

present an organisational order within Forestry England where accepting paradox 

enables members to make judgements to move things forward, whilst also 

constraining them (and hence the organisation) from moving things forward too much. 

The organisational order therefore both enables and constrains change which, 

counterintuitively, enables Forestry England to fulfil its overall mission.  

 

Through its consideration of both individual and organisational responses to paradox, 

the paper responds to the call to study ‘actions and reactions that arise as part of the 

contextually embedded, ongoing process of organizing when actors make decisions to 

move forward amid contradictions’ (Cunha and Putnam, 2017, p. 100). It also 

addresses a gap related to the way paradoxes and organisational practice are 

intermingled (Putnam et al., 2016). Through its focus within Forestry England, the 

research directly addresses the call for studies exploring ‘the contradictory and 

interdependent nature associated with commercial, social, and environmental 

expectations and individual and organisational responses to engage these distinctions’ 

(Smith and Tracey, 2016, p. 462).  
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Theoretical Context 
The focus in this paper is not on response to paradox, but on the organisational order 

(Dermer, 1988; Nonaka, 1988; Vince and Voronov, 2020) that enables that response, 

where I consider organisational order to be the set of shared norms, assumptions and 

beliefs that drive and are driven by accepted practice. This is an area where there has 

been little focus in the literature to date and hence adds a new perspective to paradox 

theory.  

 

Organisational paradox 

Organisational paradox is defined as ‘contradictory yet interrelated elements 

(dualities) that exist simultaneously and persist over time’ (Smith and Lewis, 2011, p. 

387). The dualities are contradictory in that they are different sides of the same coin 

(Lewis, 2000): the head contradicts the tail but the head depends on the tail for its own 

identity. Though paradox can lead to anxiety and defensive reactions (Vince and 

Broussine, 1996), paradox can also fuel both challenges and opportunities (Smith and 

Tracey, 2016). Embracing competing demands can lead to virtuous cycles and 

prosperity within organisations (Smith and Tracey, 2016) as organisations learn to 

engage paradox to survive and thrive (Schad et al., 2016). Competing demands exist 

within all organisations however they are often latent (Smith and Lewis, 2011). 

Competing demands surface under conditions of scarcity, plurality and change (Smith 

and Tracey, 2016). When resources are limited conflict arises between opposing 

demands (Smith and Tracey, 2016).  

 

Organisational paradox has been categorised in relation to performing, organising, 

belonging, and learning (Smith and Lewis, 2011) and then extended to include further 

categorisations such as ‘service paradox’ (Jay, 2013) and ‘paradox of authority’ 

(Jarrett and Vince, 2017). This paper is focused within the category of performing 

paradoxes, which are paradoxes stemming from ‘the plurality of stakeholders and 

result in competing strategies and goals’ (Smith and Lewis, 2011, p. 384). It focuses 

in on a performing paradox related to ‘inherent contradictions in the objectives an 

organisation is pursuing’ (Bednarek et al., 2017, p. 78; Jay, 2013; Lewis, 2000), 

defined as a ‘strategic paradox’ in the literature (Bednarek et al., 2017). 
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Organisational response to paradox 

Several approaches have been proposed for how organisations should respond to 

paradox (Lewis, 2000; Poole and Van de Ven, 1989) and these have been categorised 

into defensive and active responses (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013). In the ‘defensive 

responses’ category, management try and alleviate the situation. These responses 

include ‘splitting’ (Poole and Van de Ven, 1989), where contradictory elements are 

either dealt with by different groups or at different times, and ‘rejection’ of one side 

or the other of the paradox (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013). Defensive responses may 

however intensify the tension leading theorists to recommend that managers explore 

more active responses and work with rather than against resultant tensions (Lewis, 

2000), and in so doing stay with, rather than deny, what is paradoxical in organisations 

(Vince and Broussine, 1996). Active responses include a willingness to accept 

interdependencies and find a way to work through them (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013).  

 

In terms of active responses there is strong support within the academic literature for 

finding synergies between competing tensions (Smith and Lewis, 2011; Smith et al., 

2016). An example of finding synergy was demonstrated at Toyota in response to the 

desire to produce quality cars in a low-cost efficient manner. The resultant ‘just-in-

time’ system revolutionised the auto industry’s production methods (Eisenhardt and 

Westcott, 1988). This focus on synergy has been questioned however with Cunha and 

Putnam (2017) calling to keep options for navigating paradoxes open, rather than 

converging on synergy as the only and best way forward. The authors suggest that this 

‘focus on synergy over trade-offs may seem attractive, but it risks emptying paradox 

of its emergent, surprising, and often uncontrollable effects’ (Cunha and Putnam, 

2017, p. 98).  

 

Differentiating between the short and the long term may enable organisations to 

balance competing demands and leverage the benefits of each side (Child, 2020; Lewis 

and Smith, 2014). This can be achieved by accepting tensions caused by paradox in 

the long term, but oscillating support, or finding synergies between competing 

tensions, in the short term (Smith and Lewis, 2011; Smith et al., 2016). ‘Viewing 

decisions as situated in the long term may reduce conflict over scarce resources 
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because managers recognize that any choice is temporary, likely to change in the 

future because both dualities are vital to propagate long-run success’ (Smith and 

Lewis, 2011, p. 392).  

 

Leadership response to paradox 

When decisions are needed to respond to strategic paradox the literature focuses on 

contexts where senior management is making those decisions (e.g. Jay, 2013; Luscher 

and Lewis, 2008; Smith, 2014; Smith and Besharov, 2019) with little consideration at 

other levels.  

  

When considering how leaders experience paradox much of the work focuses on the 

need for leaders to recognise and accept organisational paradox to be successful 

(Miron-Spektor et al., 2018; Pradies et al., forthcoming). This has resulted in a 

plethora of terms such as ‘paradoxical thinking’ (Lewis et al., 2014), ‘paradoxical 

cognition’ (Smith and Tushman, 2005) ‘paradox-savvy leaders’ (Waldman and 

Bowen, 2016), and ‘paradox mindset’ (Miron-Spektor and Smith, 2020; Miron-

Spektor et al., 2018). These terms are used to highlight the individual skills and 

behaviours needed to effectively lead and manage when faced with organisational 

paradox.  

 

When considering actions leaders should take when faced with paradox much of the 

focus has been on the need for senior leadership to make paradoxes salient (e.g. Knight 

and Paroutis, 2016; Luscher and Lewis, 2008; Smith and Tushman, 2005) and embrace 

and communicate a vision which sees both sides of the paradox to build commitment 

to paradoxical goals (e.g. Lewis et al., 2014; Smith et al., 2010; Smith et al., 2016). 

There has been little focus on instances where the paradox is already salient within the 

organisation. 

 

Organisational practices in response to paradox  

Though there has been research on organisational practices in response to 

ambidexterity, i.e. exploiting and exploring at the same time (e.g. Smith and Tushman, 
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2005), and the practice of making paradoxes salient to enable navigation of them 

(Luscher and Lewis, 2008), there has been limited focus in the literature on 

organisational practices in response to strategic paradox beyond the senior 

management level. 

 

The academic literature tells us a lot about the kind of paradoxes that organisations 

face, and how organisations and their leadership might respond to those paradoxes 

(Schad et al., 2016), but there is much less understanding around how paradox plays 

out within organisations. The literature often presumes that paradox causes tensions 

(Knight and Paroutis, 2016; Schneider et al., 2020; Song and Bansal, 2017). This does 

not necessarily have to be the case however as sense-making activities such as 

‘looking at the big picture’ can also help organisation’s ‘frame away’ paradox to aid 

navigation of it (Child, 2020, p. 1147). This paper aims to extend beyond sense-

making as a means of navigating paradox (Child, 2020; Jay, 2013) by considering 

accepted practices for navigating paradox within an organisation. 

 

This paper contributes to the literature on organisational paradox by highlighting 

accepted practices that enable effective navigation of paradox resulting from 

complexity of an organisation’s mission. It does so in a context where paradoxes are 

salient, and decisions around how to navigate the paradoxes are taken throughout the 

organisation rather than just by senior management as has been the case in the majority 

of the literature to date.  

 

 

The Study 
The empirical material for this paper was generated during an ethnographic field study 

within Forestry England. The aim of the overall research project was to generate 

understanding of how conflicting organisational objectives are experienced. Forestry 

England was chosen as an appropriate organisation to conduct such research due to 

the complexity of its mission where it is growing trees to cut them down, whilst also 

protecting the wildlife living in those trees, and providing a space for the public to 

conduct leisure activities amongst those same trees. 
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The Organisational Context 

Forestry England is part of the UK Forestry Commission charged with looking after 

the Public Forest Estate (PFE) in England on behalf of the UK government. The 

Forestry Commission was set up in 1919 to renew the UK’s timber resources after the 

First World War, and it is now the biggest landowner in the country. The Forestry 

Commission now owns many public forests including the historic New Forest in the 

south of England and Kielder Forest, the timber factory of the north. It also owns the 

Lake District and other large areas of natural habitat. Forestry England presently has 

over 1,000 staff with a National Office (NO) with functional leads in Bristol, and seven 

Districts of forest based (FB) staff across the country.  

 

In 2010 the idea of ‘selling off’ the PFE was proposed by the UK government at the 

time (Vidal et al., 2010). This however created a backlash from the public who said 

that the PFE should be kept instead as a ‘public good’, and as a result the sell-off plans 

were shelved (Harvey and Carrington, 2011). Although the sell-off did not happen, 

the Forestry Commission was still impacted by the UK government’s 2010 austerity 

measures. There remain continued fears within Forestry England of further cuts in 

government funding for their management of the PFE.  

 

As will be discussed in the findings section of this report, the paradoxes resulting from 

Forestry England’s competing objectives are ‘transparently observable’ (Eisenhardt, 

1989, p. 537) to everyone within the organisation. Forestry England can therefore be 

considered an extreme case of paradox, and hence fertile ground for theory building 

related to it (Keyser et al., 2019; Pratt, 2000). Additionally, Forestry England is an 

everyday organisation that is familiar. Researching in this more everyday context will 

open out aspects of organisational context and experience that are more common to 

all (Van der Waal, 2009; Ybema et al., 2009). 

 

The Ethnographic Methodology 

An ethnographic methodology was used for the research. Ethnography is ‘a central 

and well-respected method involving the immersion of the researcher in the field for 

a significant amount of time, exploring the microdynamics of social reality from the 
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perspective of the people constructing and living it’ (Zilber and Zanoni, 2020, p. 2). 

Using an ethnographic methodology enabled me to learn from what was said in 

interviews, as well as to put ‘centre stage’ the people, their actions, and their 

interactions (Zilber, 2020) through observation of them within their natural settings 

(Locke, 2011). This was particularly relevant for this paper due to my interest in 

understanding organisational practices. An ethnographic methodology enabled me to 

be present in the organisation ‘to observe and consider how and why agents, act, feel, 

and think in the way they do’ (Locke, 2012, p. 278) recognising that ‘work practices 

do not take place in a vacuum’ (Nicolini, 2009, p. 120). An ethnographic methodology 

allowed me to ‘zoom in’ to reveal ‘the micro-dynamics of actual practice’ as well as 

‘zoom out’ to show ‘how such dynamics constitute wider patterns that make up the 

processes’ (Jarzabkowski et al., 2014, p. 283) [italics in the original]. 

 

The research study focused on how conflicting organisational objectives are 

manifested and experienced within Forestry England. Ethnography is ‘uniquely placed 

to provide insights into complexity, paradox and ambiguity in organisation’ as it can 

demonstrate how management ‘can synthesise or maintain worlds that are 

simultaneously predictable and ordered and overwhelmed by chaos and uncertainty’ 

(O’Doherty and Neyland, 2019, p. 453). An ethnographic methodology allowed me to 

‘step into’ the experience of research subjects and ‘view the world from the 

perspective of informants, rather than assuming a set of tensions at the outset’ (Kraatz 

and Block, 2017b, p. 16) which has been a criticism of some previous paradox studies 

that have presumed tensions ahead of time (Smith and Tracey, 2016, p. 461). An 

ethnographic methodology also prevented narrow focus on one particular tension, 

recognising instead that ‘real-world actors experience multiple competing demands 

interwoven with one another’ (Smith and Tracey, 2016, p. 461). The methodology 

employed addressed the call to take an ethnographic approach in paradox research to 

‘capture key features of both time and context’ in relation to paradoxes faced (Putnam 

et al., 2016, p. 136). The research relied on ‘organisational actors to explain why and 

how they act’ [italics in the original] in the context of paradox based on their ‘local 

knowledge, routine interactions and experiences’ (Fairhurst et al., 2016, p. 179).  
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The Methods Employed 

The ethnography included attending meetings (n=40, total hours=151, words in near 

verbatim notes=17.5k); work shadowing days (n=8); observation of training days 

(n=3); and other extended visits to sites (n=2); along with the generation of extensive 

audio and written personal reflections; and collection of numerous internal documents. 

The main body of data collection took place between November 2016 and March 

2018. When attending meetings the content of the discussion was captured real time 

on a laptop. Personal reflections were recorded on leaving sites. The variety of 

different research methods employed resulted in extensive data related to navigation 

of paradox within the organisation.  

 

During the ethnographic field study I also conducted a total of 55 loosely structured 

interviews (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2019) with people in different roles, at all 

levels, and across geographical sites, recognising that tensions may manifest 

themselves in different, and perhaps contradictory, ways at different levels within the 

organisation (Poole and Van de Ven, 1989; Smith et al., 2017). The methods took 

‘multiplicity of levels, tensions, and voices into account’ to ‘enhance paradox insight’ 

(Fairhurst et al., 2016, p. 178).  

 

Table 3.1 contains a summary by job role of the interviews conducted. Within this 

paper interviewees have been anonymised numerically differentiating between Forest 

based (FB) (n=38) and National Office (NO) (n=17) staff. 
 

 Forest Based  
(FB) 

National Office 
(NO) 

Total 

 Cross 
Function 

Forestry Planning, 
Ecology 

& 
Wildlife 

Recreation Estates Cross 
Function 

Functional 
Roles 

 

Senior 
Management  

7 1 1 2  3 8 22 

Mid  
Management  

 7 
 

4 3 1  5 20 

Non 
Managerial 

2 
 

2 5 
 

3  1  13 

TOTAL: 9 10 10 8 1 4 13 55 
 

 

Table 3.1: Summary of interviews conducted within Forestry England by job role  
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The 55 interviews generated over 72 hours of audio recording. Interview length ranged 

from 15 to 160 mins with an average of 78 minutes. Most of the interviews were 

conducted face-to-face at the respondent’s work location. Eight of the later interviews 

with respondents well known to the researcher were conducted by telephone, and one 

was conducted using FaceTime. Permission was obtained to digitally record and 

transcribe the interviews, and confidentiality and anonymity were assured ahead of 

interviewing.  

 

Data Analysis 

The interviews were all transcribed and uploaded onto NVivo 12 qualitative data 

analysis software, and then coded along with my meeting and personal diary notes. 

Repeated deep dives were made into the data, through re-reading of transcripts and 

codes, to search for what was surprising or counter-intuitive within the data (Alvesson 

and Kärreman, 2007). The surprises were then discussed with Supervisors to confirm 

that they also found them interesting given their enhanced knowledge of the academic 

literature and distance from the field. This led to inductive, and then interpretive, 

construction of key themes within the data (Bloomfield, forthcoming). Please refer to 

the data analysis section at the end of Chapter 2 of this thesis (pages 33-43), for further 

information about the method of data analysis employed.  

 

I am conscious that the fact that my respondents knew me from the rest of the 

ethnography may have impacted on what they said and how they said it. Many 

respondents also knew that it was the Chief Executive who gave me access to the 

organisation. Though I assured anonymity and confidentiality, the fact that I knew the 

Chief Executive outside of the study (he was one of my neighbours and brought me 

into the organisation) may have impacted how respondents engaged with me. Personal 

reflexivity (Alvesson and Skoldberg, 2018) was employed throughout the data 

analysis in an attempt to ensure that these issues were taken into account, and 

reflections were used to add additional insight into what was being said and done 

where relevant. 

 

This paper arose from my interest in understanding how Forestry England makes 

decisions for what to do on each part of the estate knowing that they are going to be 
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upsetting some of their stakeholders whatever they decide to do. The findings identify 

an organisational order which enables them to employ practices to navigate paradox 

which might not be acceptable in other organisational contexts.  

 

 

Findings 
The data analysis identified three key themes. The first theme identifies an overriding 

paradox of purpose in the organisation; the second focuses on how Forestry England 

navigates the paradox; and the third relates to the way that the organisation maintains 

that paradox.  

 

Paradox of Purpose 

Within this paper I coin the phrase paradox of purpose to describe the fact that actions 

taken by Forestry England are perpetually both good and bad at the same time due to 

contradictions within the organisation’s mission. The paradox of purpose is explicit 

to, and experienced by, all members within the organisation.  

 

Forestry England is tasked with managing the Public Forest Estate on behalf of the 

public in England. Forestry England defines its mission as: 

Connecting everyone with the Nation’s forests by creating and caring for our forests 
for people to enjoy, wildlife to flourish, and business to grow (Forestry Commission 
England, 2018).  

 

Actions that benefit one part of this mission will however almost always have a 

detrimental impact on another part of the mission at the same time. For example, 

having a bike race will be good for public health but will negatively impact wildlife; 

returning sites to heathland will have positive environmental benefits but will have a 

negative effect on future timber revenue. Actions might even have both positive and 

negative impacts on the same part of the mission at the same time.  

Different people will say that’s successful or not, depending on what their objectives 
are. If you talk to someone from the RSPB they might say that’s not being very 
successful, because you haven’t got very many birds in there, or there’s no nest sites 
because you haven’t got low scrub. Whereas, someone else might look at it and say, 
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‘You’ve got a fantastic assemblage of ferns and so on through there’, because it’s 
damp, it’s heavily shaded. (FB22) 

 

Even within Forestry as a discipline it is not possible to define the right way to do 

things. 

Forestry is not an exact science, and you know, you put a forester in a wood, or ten 
foresters in the wood, and they all would have a different opinion about how it should 
be managed. (FB1) 

 

When organisational outcomes are both good and bad at the same time it is not 

possible to make a right decision within the organisation. Decisions can be considered 

both right and wrong at the same time depending on the person judging the outcome 

of that decision. That is why I use the phrase paradox of purpose to describe the 

competing elements of the organisation’s mission. Additionally, it is not possible to 

judge if decisions were right by looking at outcomes as, for example, a high visitor 

rate will be good for people but will be bad for ecology; and high timber volumes will 

be good for the timber industry but will have resulted in the loss of trees for people to 

walk amongst. 

 

In Forestry England the paradox of purpose results from resource scarcity (Smith and 

Lewis, 2011; Smith and Tracey, 2016) as they are trying to do lots of things on the 

same piece of land. The paradox literature discusses the benefits of making paradoxes 

salient (Luscher and Lewis, 2008; Smith and Lewis, 2011). Within Forestry England 

however the overriding paradox of purpose is already extremely salient to those who 

work there. As I have tried to indicate in title of this report, they all see the wood both 

with and without the trees.  

 

Though they do not use the term ‘paradox’ themselves, the organisation and its 

members use phrases such as ‘multipurpose forestry’; ‘triple bottom line of people, 

nature and the economy’; and ‘triple legged stool’ to highlight the complexity of their 

mission. Through this terminology they acknowledge the competing elements but 

frame them in the positive (all the things they achieve) rather than the negative (all the 

things they are tasked with doing that compete with each other).  
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A glass half-full, a glass half-empty, I like to think we don’t succeed at anything, we 
succeed at everything in some respects. (FB12) 

 

As this section has identified, Forestry England faces a paradox of purpose due to the 

complexity of the organisation’s mission, and this is recognised and accepted by 

everyone working within the organisation. The next section focuses on how Forestry 

England and its members navigate tensions stemming from the overriding paradox of 

purpose to enable fulfilment of the organisation’s mission.  

 

Navigating Paradox 

The academic literature proposes finding synergies when faced with paradox (Smith 

and Lewis, 2011; Smith et al., 2016). It is very difficult however to find synergies 

within Forestry England’s work. It is not possible for instance to cut down the tree and 

protect the nest at the same time. Instead they have to find other ways to navigate 

tensions stemming from the overall paradox of purpose within the organisation’s 

mission.  

 

Within Forestry England there is an acceptance that there will always be a choice to 

be made.  

You talk about multipurpose forestry, is it possible to have it all? I think so, but is it 
possible to have them all perfectly? No. … Can you do them all perfectly in the same 
place? It’s a physical impossibility, you can’t have people where there’s ground-
nesting birds without disrupting them, and you can’t have forests with trails going 
through them without disrupting the forestry. You can’t have the trees and people 
enjoying nature, without the forestry or without the wildlife, but there’s balance. I’m 
a true believer in everything we do in life there’s a compromise, everything. We can 
always do better, we can always do worse, and it’s finding that line where you’re 
happy with that balance. (FB12) 

 

What has been found in the research is that there is an organisational order within 

Forestry England that accepts the paradox of purpose, and accepts subjective practices 

of balance, judgement and compromise as appropriate practices to navigate that 

paradox (rather than stall in the face of it).  
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Balance as Right 

Most organisations aim to do more of something e.g. make more profit; or help more 

people. In Forestry England however doing more of something will be doing less of 

something else due to the paradox of purpose in their mission. Within Forestry 

England they recognise that they can’t do everything, everywhere, and hence talk 

instead about finding a balance. Finding a balance is accepted as an appropriate 

practice within the organisation due to the paradoxes faced.  

You can't please everybody all of the time, unfortunately... [the Forest Management 
Director] has got to manage a resource as best he can, and balance out the business 
needs, local community needs and wider environmental and organisational needs. 
(FB11) 

It’s about balancing everything and trying to do the best and leave something good 
behind. (FB22) 

 

Balance is accepted as appropriate even though it is subjective in nature and not 

possible to measure. 

The conflicting interests of a triple bottom line mean you are constantly striving to 
create an acceptable balance. Acceptable is of course subjective and moves around 
depending on the particular interests of the individuals / groups you are trying to work 
with, or to convince that you have set the balance in the right place. (FB22 by email) 

One of the things which I think is probably very difficult to measure which is, I think 
the core still of the organisation, whether it is held at individual themes or whatever, 
is trying to get the balance right, between the triple bottom line requirement, you 
know, do you put the emphasis is on the economic, the financial, the social, the 
environmental, the judgements that everybody makes at every level in the 
organisation every day, in my view, are always about balancing those things. (NO9) 

 

Within the organisation they frame balance as a positive practice even though balance 

is subjective and not possible to measure. This enables them to focus on the positive 

rather than the negative impacts of what they achieve. 

We’ve got some designated landscape in [X location], that’s recognised worldwide. 
We’ve got [Y location], a beautiful space, some of the most protected species across 
Europe. But we also get 14 million visitors a year. We have forestry operations which 
supply the hardwood for 60 percent of the hardwood auction in the country, or 
something like that..… That is successful, but are you doing everything you possibly 
could for that environment, and for those birds? Well no, because you’re delivering 
60 percent of the nation’s hardwood, you’re delivering 14 million visits a year of 
which 95 percent are raving about the place. That for me is the balance. (FB12) 
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As an organisation what I think our major skill is, is in finding a balance. If you want 
to talk about us as providing recreation, I can take you to places that do better, I can 
take you to places that do conservation better, and I can take you to estates that are 
better, I can find you something better everywhere. But, when we go to say the … 
Wildlife Trust, a woodland, they’re doing conservation better than us, they’re not 
doing harvesting, they’re not doing recreation, they tend to be single-issue. What we 
are as an organisation, not on a site by site basis, we are better than anyone else at 
finding a balance. (NO4) 

 

During conversations I noticed that respondents repeatedly used an ‘over there’ 

argument. For instance, they may not have saved the birds here, but ‘over there’ they 

have been saved. Or people might have to pay for parking here but ‘over there’ they 

don’t, meaning that as an organisation they are still fulling their remit of public access. 

This allows members, and the organisation as a whole, to accept that things might not 

be in ‘balance’ in one particular geographical area, but they can convince themselves 

that it is instead across the whole estate. They can rationalise the situation they are in 

and find a localised solution even if, overall, it does not feel right for a particular part 

of their mission. ‘Over there’ is an accepted narrative within the organisation to help 

maintain the appropriateness of the balance narrative.  

…there's [another] Wood which is just outside the drive, turn left, a two-minute drive, 
if that, probably a one-minute drive, and that's free. So, there are options. It doesn't 
have the facilities we have, but essentially you could park there, and walk across into 
the site within three, four minutes…. we've got plenty of other woods that can provide 
that (FB38) 

I think it is quite nice to say ‘well if you don’t want to pay here go over to X’ (FB17) 

 

Within Forestry England they are explicit in their belief that, though they may not be 

achieving a balance in each particular location, across the whole Estate they are 

achieving a balance. This helps them frame balance as a positive and hence an 

appropriate practice to follow. 

The management of the beats is about the triple bottom line. So there will always be 
a nature and economy aspect, which will change, depending on which beat you're on. 
So, if you're over on [Forester A’s] beat, you're restoring nearly everything to an open 
habitat, so nature delivery will be very high. If you're in [Forester B’s] beat which is 
more forested land on it, and more people, it'll be economy and people. But the bottom 
line is still balancing out those three objectives. (FB10) 

On one area you might say, we're not going to do this, but actually in another area, 
you might plant another 10 acres of, 10 hectares of woodland to compensate, so 
actually, strategically, in the round, you're still in place, I think that sort of local, 
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regional, national model allows you to be able to pull levers perhaps in different ways. 
(SMT10) 

 

Judgement as Right 

In Forestry England the term used repeatedly in relation to making decisions was 

‘judgement’, rather than taking decisions on the basis of facts as might be expected, 

or at least claimed, in other organisations. Judgement is accepted as an appropriate 

deciding factor in making decisions within the organisation when faced with its 

paradox of purpose, rather than it being considered unacceptable due to its 

subjectivity. This is evidenced by the repetition in the use of the term ‘judgement’ 

during interviews. 

You try and have a process to achieve a balance, but I guess it’s not black and white, 
a lot of it comes down to judgement (FB33) 

I will take a view and I will take the judgement about what is right to do or what is 
wrong to do (FB34) 

 

Judgement is represented as an appropriate way to make one’s own decisions. 

So as land managers we have potentially many different points on the spectrum 
depending on the asset you are considering (a woodland, visitor centre, designated 
habitat) – it is no wonder we are constantly struggling to find what we “feel” is the 
right balance. To make the “right” choice objectively we need to be able to 
value/measure the social, environmental and economic outcomes of our choices – that 
is hugely complex and no-one yet has found a clear and fair way of doing that across 
both financial and non-market public benefits. (FB7 email) 

 

Judgement was also expressed as an appropriate method for others within the 

organisation to make decisions. 

The Forest Management Director is the person who probably has got ultimately the 
hardest judgement about what happens in their patch, and where does it happen, and 
they’re not going to be expert in everything that goes on. The same with …[the] Chief 
Executive has got to take a judgement about the balance of things Forestry England 
delivers. But they’re going to have to listen to the people who are more expert than 
they are, and then take a judgement however they take the judgement. (NO10) 

 

The fact that they can’t be right (due to the paradox of purpose) is used as an enabler 

for making employing judgement acceptable as a practice. As the outcome is 
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subjective in terms of right or wrong, the practice for getting there can be similarly 

subjective.  

You can have tools … which help you gather information on which you’ll take a 
judgement, but there isn’t an abacus that you can then just plug it into and say, ‘Tell 
me what the right matrix is’…. In our industry you can’t do it just by the numbers. 
You could do it just by the numbers, but you’d have to be delivering only one of the 
purposes. (NO10) 

Often it’s to be honest I would say it’s a much more qualitative discussion. It’s 
difficult to put a number to what the optimal solution is. I think there is a lot of gut 
feeling about it actually, you know, have you got the balance? (FB1) 

 

They are keen to stress however that the judgement is not only based on ‘gut feeling’. 

Experience and expertise are also important in the decision-making process. 

It's experience, that people bring to the job, knowing that there is, there is a triple 
bottom line requirement in almost everything we do, so when they make their 
judgements in their area of the business, you know, they're judging those, 
instinctively, they're judging those three things, but they're making a decision 
ultimately based on their knowledge, their learned experience, and what the 
organisational requirement is…. it's not that it's just gut feeling, it's their experience 
and knowledge and background means that they are making the right judgement. If 
challenged, they'd be able to explain that, it's not just gut feeling, it's learned 
experience. (NO9) 

It’s almost a judgement, there’s a judgement and an experience based judgement on 
that in the sense of, one family of tits how does that compare to the economic value 
that we’re going to get out of the site, and often it will come back to, ‘well then, lets 
just step away slightly from the immediate development, and in this forest how many 
other families of tits are there?’ But there are other economic drivers, so no, you can’t 
always do that. For example, if it’s the only site for red ladybird spider or something, 
well the judgement will be that we can’t go there. He or she can make that judgement 
(NO10) 

 

Compromise as Right 

Alongside ‘balance’ and ‘judgement’, ‘compromise’ was found to be an acceptable 

practice within Forestry England to enable navigation of paradox. Rather than being 

seen as ‘letting the side down’, making compromises is seen as an acceptable, even as 

a positive, practice within the organisation.  

 

Members of Forestry England recognise the need to work together with those in 

different functions to navigate paradox. 
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I am old enough and wise enough to know that not everybody sees the world the way 
I do. Um, but they have a job to do, I have got a job to do, and if you have a bit of 
mutual understanding and mutual respect you should be able to come together and 
move forward… We have all got to come together and find that compromise. (FB9) 

 

Compromising is not seen as failing, but as something they need to do given the 

constraints they face. As an organisation they make compromises to enable navigation 

of paradox.  

To make the organisation function, there has to be compromise, there has to be 
balance (NO4) 

I think there is a simple and pure beauty in this triple bottom line thing of good for 
people, good for the environment, good for the economy, because if you think about 
all of those factors in relation to what you're doing, you can't necessarily pull all the 
levers in a perfect way. Sometimes it may need a bit of compromise. (NO8) 

 

The nature of their mission makes it possible to make compromises. For example, they 

can cut down the tree later, or they can divert the bike race that is causing the damage 

to wildlife. 

The compromise may be in terms of the what, it may be in terms of the when, i.e. 
common sense says we should just get on with this, or by doing this we are going to 
create such anti-feelings, so what we need to do is to have conversations over time, 
and try to persuade, and in 5, 10 years' time, we might get there. (NO8) 

It’s not negotiation, it’s communication, discussion. Everyone talks about the big 
picture, and what is the big picture, depending on where you are at is dependent upon 
how big that picture is. It could be that from the [wildlife ranger’s] perspective, a 
mountain bike going through there is completely inappropriate, you really buy into 
that, ‘You’re 100 percent right, so, where can they go?’ ‘Well, nowhere in [X] Forest’. 
‘Well, that’s not going to happen, is it? So, if we gave them a trail 8 miles long over 
here, cause a small bit of damage, but you wouldn’t get the massive amount here’, 
that’s compromise, but it’s discussions, it’s talks. (FB12) 

 

As an organisation they recognise that they have to accept compromises, and to feel 

comfortable about making compromises, to enable the organisation to navigate the 

paradox it faces. 

It's understanding the trade-offs, and accepting them (NO1) 

 



 62 

As highlighted in this section therefore, within Forestry England they have accepted 

practices of i) finding a balance; ii) employing judgement; and iii) accepting 

compromise, that enable them to navigate the paradoxes they face on account of the 

paradox of purpose in the organisation’s mission. As detailed in the next section 

however, those practices do not only aid navigation of paradox, but they also aid 

maintenance of it within the organisation.  

 

Maintaining Paradox 

As well as navigating its paradox of purpose, Forestry England needs to maintain the 

paradox to enable it to fulfil its overall mission. 

 

Forestry England sees its role as a custodian of the PFE. This is evidenced by 

members’ talk in terms of maintaining a legacy.  

It's that legacy that is important, the legacy, how do you want to leave it for the future 
generations. (FB15) 

You are doing your bit to sustain it [the forest] and keep it growing for the next 
generation. (FB14) 

 

Though they want and need to be able to navigate the paradoxes within their mission, 

they do not want to do so in a way that causes harm to that legacy. It is important to 

them that they find a balance that enables them to fulfil that custodian role.  

I’ve always been of the mind of three pillars of the organisation, and you’ve got to 
balance what happens, and that’s basically the role of estate forest, because if we 
didn’t do that or we had benefits skewed very heavily in one other direction, then 
we’d be something else, we wouldn’t be the state forest. (FB22) 

 

The competing elements of their mission could in theory pull the organisation in one 

direction or another, but they are reassured by the fact that the practices they employ 

won’t allow them to go too far off the balance point and hence cause harm to the 

legacy. The practices therefore can be seen to constrain what they do to enable the 

legacy to be maintained. 

We are trying to deliver multipurpose forests on, you know, for the public. So, we are 
trying to manage and grow the wood for the nation, we are trying to look after the 
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really special wildlife we have got in a lot of these places. And we have got to enhance 
the enjoyment value for people to come and take their exercise and enjoy the place. 
That is our remit. Always has been. And what over the years you will see some papers 
have put forestry at the top and then recreation and then conservation and then five 
years later they might move conservation to the top and then recreation and then 
forestry drops to the bottom. Basically it is a juggling of the hierarchy of those three 
objectives. And that is the only thing that changes really. (FB9) 

Tend to end up with an organisational gyroscope that constantly returns to stability 
but doesn’t change (NO12). 

 

Forestry England and its members recognise that the accepted practices that they use 

to navigate the paradoxes they face not only enable them to navigate those paradoxes, 

but they also enable the organisation to sustain them as paradoxes.  

 

 

Discussion 
This paper provides insight into how an organisation successfully navigates paradox 

for fulfilment of its mission. The findings demonstrate a paradox of purpose within 

Forestry England, and accepted practices related to balance, judgement and 

compromise for navigating that paradox. The findings empirically demonstrate how 

the accepted practices both enable and constrain navigation of paradox in a context 

where paradoxes are salient, and decisions are taken at all levels within the 

organisation.  

 

Within Forestry England the presence of paradox is accepted and integrated, and that 

acceptance enables them to engage in the complexity that the organisation faces. They 

accept that the Public Forest Estate can be considered to be a wood both with, and 

without, the trees. They use the fact that it could be either to choose one. This means 

that they recognise it is not possible to make right decisions, and that enables them to 

make decisions. This extends the academic discussion around accepting paradox, and 

a paradoxical mindset (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018), from a solely individual level, to 

an individual and organisational level. 

 

Shared belief in accepted practices enables members to work together to make 

decisions in the face of paradox, rather than creating functional battle lines as has been 

seen in previous research (Ashforth and Reingen, 2014; Glynn, 2000). There is a 
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shared belief that achieving a balance is an appropriate outcome, even though that 

balance isn’t something that can be measured. There is also a shared belief that 

judgements and compromise will lead to that balance. The shared beliefs enable 

Forestry England to navigate the paradox it faces, rather than allow the fear of 

upsetting different groups of stakeholders to cause the organisation to stall. The paper 

therefore extends theory on paradox beyond outcomes, and leadership strategies to 

reach those outcomes (e.g. Luscher and Lewis, 2008; Smith, 2014), through its 

presentation of accepted practices which enable successful navigation of paradox.  
 

The paper provides insight into the iterative relationship between organisational order 

and individual practices and in so doing addresses calls to enhance understanding of 

how paradox is experienced dynamically within organisations (Cunha and Putnam, 

2017; Putnam et al., 2016; Schad et al., 2016). The shared norms, assumptions and 

beliefs that make up the organisational order within Forestry England both enable 

navigation of paradox (through acceptance of paradox, and balance, judgement and 

compromise as appropriate practices) and constrain navigation of paradox (through 

recognition of the limitations of employing balance, judgement and compromise for 

generating major change). The organisational order helps them to understand the 

potential and the limits of their practice to make things happen, and make things not 

happen. That practice then perpetuates the organisational order.  

 

The paper highlights how the accepted practices that allow the organisation to function 

simultaneously restrict its ability to change. Within Forestry England they have to 

balance what can change, but at the same time not disturb what should not change. 

The accepted practices not only enable navigation of paradox, but they also enable 

change to be restricted. In this context restricting change can be considered a positive 

as it means that the organisation isn’t imposing change on the forest and hence enables 

the organisation to maintain the legacy. The paper therefore contradicts established 

discourse that change is necessary and good. 
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Conclusion 
This study provides ‘a semantic explanation’ and ‘deep contextual understanding’ 

(Zilber, 2020, p. 8) of accepted practices within Forestry England that allows the 

organisation to navigate the paradoxes it faces. Paradoxes are however ‘local, 

embedded, and sensitive to time and history, and, therefore, aligned with particular 

circumstances’ (Cunha and Putnam, 2017, p. 100). The findings from this research 

must therefore be recognised as specific to a particular organisation at a particular 

point in time. The ethnographic methodology means that the study does not offer 

‘causal models that explain outcomes, but rather after-the-fact interpretations and 

analytical generalizations’ (Zilber, 2020, p. 8) of the ‘world inside’ (Lawrence and 

Sudabby, 2006; Zilber, 2020) the organisation.   

 

This is a focused study on one organisation and it remains to be seen whether there 

are other organisations that mobilise similar dynamics as a result of contradictory 

purposes. It would be interesting to know if other empirical examples can be 

developed of organisations where accepted practices that enable effective navigation 

of paradox result from the organisation’s mission.  

 

The paper introduces paradoxes faced as part of the management of a public good and 

highlights the role of organisational order in navigating externally derived paradox in 

that context where there are multiple stakeholders with conflicting needs and 

expectations. The findings demonstrate that complexities resulting from the 

management of a public good do not have to be seen as negative (Child, 2020). It is 

presumed that increasing levels of external scrutiny will however make it increasingly 

difficult to make decisions based on judgement as is the case within Forestry England. 

This highlights an area for future research examining the relative impact of external 

stakeholders on internal practices in the context of organisational paradox, something 

that may be of particular relevance in relation to the management of a public good.  

 

The study suggests that decisions around how to navigate paradoxes are taken 

throughout the organisation rather than just by senior management. Therefore, a key 

research question is how can leadership be understood in the context of organisational 
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paradox; and what forms of leadership are appropriate for situations with persistent 

organisational tensions? This is part of the focus of the following paper / chapter. 
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Reflections on Chapter 3 
 

The paper in Chapter 3 was originally presented as a conference paper (‘Seeing the 

forest without the trees10: The paradox of the clearcutting custodians of England’s 

forests’) in the paradox stream (SWG 06) at the European Group of Organisation 

Studies (EGOS) in July 2018.  

 

In the original paper I used the term ‘commercial custodianship’ as a shortcut to 

describe the paradoxes faced. Though this resonated with members of Forestry 

England, the term caused people within the academic community to question why I 

am not using the lens of hybridity instead of paradox. My understanding of hybridity 

is that it is used to describe a situation where more than one distinct logic operates 

simultaneously within an organisation (Thornton and Ocasio, 1999), and I do not see 

that as the case within Forestry England where any logics are much more intertwined. 

Additionally, the tensions faced are inherent in the organisational system rather than 

being driven from divergent field-level pressures as would be expected when applying 

a hybridity lens (Smith and Tracey, 2016). Though Forestry England does undertake 

commercial activities (like timber harvesting and paid-for recreational centres) and 

custodianship activities (like protecting wildlife) these cannot be separated distinctly 

into different organisational logics. Although the organisation could recognise 

themselves in the simplification, I realised that the shortcut of commercial 

custodianship was masking many of the complexities and nuances faced. 

 

As I developed my thinking I decided that a more appropriate way to describe the 

paradoxes was by relating it to different conceptualisations of the forest. The different 

conceptualisations by different stakeholders result in actions taken by Forestry 

England being both good and bad at the same time depending on the perspective of 

the stakeholder judging that action. I have therefore integrated this revised 

conceptualisation of the paradox in this updated version of the conference paper. I 

 
10 I used the term ‘forest’ instead of ‘wood’ in the title to reflect the American version of the metaphor 

for the EGOS audience. 
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recognise however that framing the outcome of competing organisational objectives 

as paradoxical is something I am using to aid my analysis, it is not necessarily how 

members of Forestry England would frame their situation (Child, 2020). They use 

terms like ‘multipurpose forestry’ instead. I have tried to make this clear in the paper.  

 

The original EGOS paper also introduced the idea of nested paradoxes (Andriopoulos 

and Lewis, 2009) within Forestry England: the paradox of doing good (as good 

outcomes are also bad outcomes); the paradox of being good (as right decisions are 

also wrong decisions); and the paradox of feeling good (as being loyal can also be 

being disloyal). Though the nested paradoxes enabled me to produce a neat diagram 

with arrows, I struggled with how that interpretation of the data would generate insight 

of relevance outside of that particular organisation. I decided therefore to take the 

notion of nested paradox out of this latest version of the paper. 

 

This paper is not only the first empirical paper in this thesis, but it was also the first 

paper that I wrote based on my ethnographic data set. As I developed the later papers 

I thought at times that I had totally cannibalised everything of interest in this first 

paper. After consideration I decided to keep this paper in my thesis even if it was just 

to serve as an introduction to Forestry England, the paradoxes it faces, and the 

resulting complexity experienced. Once I had developed my leadership and values 

papers however I realised that this paper still also contained interesting insight about 

the relationship between individuals and the organisation in the context of 

organisational paradox not covered within those other papers. 

 

When I think about organisations I have worked for in the past, I realise that it would 

not have been appropriate to say that I had used ‘judgement’ or ‘gut instinct’ to help 

me decide what to do. Similarly, ‘compromise’ would have been considered a dirty 

word. In Forestry England however both ‘judgement’ and ‘compromise’ are not only 

acceptable, but they are also seen as correct methods for making decisions. I find that 

a fascinating insight. I hope readers will too. 
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Chapter 4 - Leadership of tensions and tensions of leadership: 
The importance of not-knowing within distributed leadership 
 

 

Summary 
Main Idea:  

• Presents a study of distributed leadership in practice  

• Uses an interpretive approach and a paradox lens to analyse distributed leadership 

from the experience of a senior management team 

• Introduces the idea of not-knowing as a leadership capability 

  

Contribution to Knowledge: The paper asserts the legitimacy and utility of not-

knowing as an element of leadership practice. This extends knowledge on distributed 

leadership and its application, especially in the context of persistent organisational 

tensions.  

 

Practical Purpose: By recognising the importance of not-knowing as a leadership 

capability, managers and leaders will be able to enhance their own and others’ practice 

within a system of distributed leadership. 

 

 

Introduction 
Leadership is not always dependent on persons who know (or think they know) what 

to do and how to act. While the capacity to act from what we know is important, it is 

only part of the story of leadership in organisations. This paper engages with the 

problem that people in organisations can over-rely on the ability of leaders to know 

what to do, encouraging dependency on individual leaders rather than shared and 

interdependent leadership. I explore an underdeveloped leadership perspective, the 

significance of not-knowing as a leadership capability. I argue that, by recognising 

not-knowing as a function of leadership, managers and leaders can enhance their own 

and others’ leadership practice. 
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The paper results from a study of distributed leadership in practice. There has been a 

growing interest within management and organisation studies in leadership models 

where leadership is not only in the hands of the formally appointed leader (Fairhurst 

et al., 2020; Fitzsimons et al., 2011; Ospina et al., 2020). Distributed leadership is one 

such model that considers leadership as a practice dispersed across an organisation 

(Bolden, 2011; Spillane, 2005) and it is the body of theory that best describes the 

empirical situation studied.  

 

This paper explores the practice of distributed leadership within an organisational 

context where there is a lack of visibility around the right thing to do given persistent 

contradictions within the organisation’s mission. Not-knowing emerges as a 

fundamental aspect of distributed leadership within the organisation. The findings 

challenge the assumption that leaders should know what to do by highlighting the 

importance of not-knowing in their distributed leadership practice. 

 

The contributions of the paper are twofold. First, I make a case for the legitimacy and 

utility of not-knowing as an element of leadership practice. Second, not-knowing adds 

a new element to the existing literature on shared and distributed leadership. 

 

 

Theoretical Context 
This paper extends knowledge on distributed leadership and its application. This 

section therefore starts with a review of the literature related to distributed leadership. 

Distributed leadership is then discussed in the context of persistent organisational 

contradictions, as that is the case in the empirical situation studied. This is followed 

by a review of the literature focusing on those in formal leadership positions in 

distributed leadership contexts. As the paper introduces the idea of not-knowing as a 

leadership capability within organisations, I then summarise literature related to ‘not 

knowing’ within leadership practice. I end this section by clarifying where this 

particular paper is located within the academic literature.  
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Distributed Leadership 

The paper contributes to the current discussion within leadership studies that focuses 

on the relational and processual nature of leadership, rather than seeing it solely as the 

property of a heroic leader (Ospina et al., 2020). Critique of the ‘great man’ theories 

of leadership (Ford, 2006) has led to a focus on leadership as a collective phenomenon 

distributed among different people and ‘constructed in interaction’ rather than being 

‘a property of individuals and their behaviours’ (Denis et al., 2012, p. 212). In 

collective leadership theories the focus is on the processes and practices of leadership 

rather than the visible leader (Ospina, 2017). Distributed leadership has become one 

of the most widely discussed forms of collective leadership within the academic 

literature (Bolden, 2011; Denis et al., 2012; Fairhurst et al., 2020).  

 

As with ‘shared leadership’ (Pearce and Conger, 2003) the ‘leadership’ within 

distributed leadership is embodied within roles and relationships between them 

(Ospina et al., 2020). Compared to shared leadership however, where the ‘locus of 

leadership’ lies within interpersonal relationships, the leadership within distributed 

leadership resides more generically within a system (Ospina et al., 2020). Within a 

distributed leadership approach ‘the persons in relationship are not the sources of 

leadership, but leadership is a property of the system itself, theoretically decoupled 

from the relationships that produce it’ (Ospina et al., 2020, p. 445). Just as the umbrella 

term ‘leadership’ is considered an ‘essentially contested concept’ (Grint, 2005, p. 17) 

and ‘one of the most observed and least understood phenomena on earth’ (Burns, 

1978, p. 2), distributed leadership also lacks a universally agreed definition (Thorpe 

et al., 2011).  

 

One of the pioneers of distributed leadership theory, James Spillane, considered 

distributed leadership more as ‘an emerging set of ideas that frequently diverge from 

one another’ than a ‘monolithic construct’ (Spillane, 2005, p. 149). Central within a 

distributed leadership approach however is a combination of ‘leader plus’ and 

‘practice’ (Spillane and Diamond, 2007), with the ‘leader plus’ aspect recognising that 

leadership is practiced beyond those with leadership titles, and ‘practice’ 

acknowledging that leadership is a product of interactions (Bolden, 2011). 

Considering distributed leadership in this way enables an analytical framework that 
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focuses on leadership practice between leaders, followers and situation rather than a 

static focus on structure, function and role (Bolden, 2011). Distributed leadership as a 

construct focuses attention on ‘the complex interactions and nuances of leadership in 

action’ (Harris and Spillane, 2008, p. 33).  

 

A distributed leadership situation may occur spontaneously within an organisation, 

but it can also be an intentional organisational approach (Gronn, 2002) put in place 

where there is a need for responsibilities and decision making to be dispersed due to 

the nature of the type of business (Crevani et al., 2010; Denis et al., 2012). Having 

multiple people leading, as in the case of distributed leadership, can enhance outcomes 

when it would be too much for one individual alone to ‘bridge the sources of influence, 

expertise and legitimacy needed to move a complex social system forward 

constructively’ (Denis et al., 2012, p. 272). If the delegation of leadership has to be 

planned however, one could question whether it is leadership or just decision making 

that has been delegated (Denis et al., 2012). In a similar fashion Denis et al. (2012) 

question the extent to which those delegated to as leaders are leaders and not just 

followers of those doing the delegating.  

 

Distributed leadership in the context of organisational contradictions 

Within the idea of distributed leadership the situation where leadership is enacted is 

central (Fitzsimons et al., 2011) – along with the other two pillars of ‘leader plus’ and 

‘practice’. The importance of the situation sets distributed leadership apart from the 

more traditional views of leadership based on individuals that are not reliant on context 

(Thorpe et al., 2011). Within the notion of distributed leadership ‘the practice of 

leadership is integrally bound up with the wider system in which it occurs’ (Bolden, 

2011, p. 263) and the relationship between situation and practice is recognised as two-

way: ‘aspects of the situation can either enable or constrain practice, while practice 

can transform the situation’ (Spillane, 2005, p. 149).  

 

Despite the fact that one of the central tenets of distributed leadership is its situated 

nature (Bolden, 2011; Spillane, 2005, 2006), the majority of the research into 

distributed leadership has been conducted within the education sector (Bolden, 2011; 

Denis et al., 2012; Fitzsimons et al., 2011; Ospina et al., 2020). This paper responds 
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to the call to expand the boundaries of research on distributed leadership (Bolden, 

2011). It does so by considering distributed leadership in the context of organisational 

paradox, with paradox being considered as ‘contradictory yet interrelated elements 

that exist simultaneously and persist over time’ (Smith and Lewis, 2011, p. 2010). 

Despite recognition of increasing complexity faced by today’s organisations (Mabey 

and Freeman, 2010; Uhl-Bien, 2017, 2018), little is known about distributed 

leadership in the context of persistent organisational contradictions. Though there 

have been a number of academic papers at the intersection between leadership and 

paradox (Pradies et al., forthcoming) there appears to be an inherent assumption within 

the paradox literature that those at the top of the organisations are the ones making the 

key decisions for the organisation (Smith and Tushman, 2005; Smith et al., 2010; 

Smith, 2014; e.g. Tushman et al., 2011) rather than it being distributed throughout the 

organisation. 

 

Leading Distributed Leadership 

There is limited understanding of the experiences of leadership practitioners within 

distributed leadership systems (Bolden, 2011).  

 

A significant idea within distributed leadership is that leadership involves multiple 

actors, not only those with managerial titles (Bolden, 2011). That does not mean 

however that there can’t still be individuals in formal leadership roles. Having a mix 

of people practicing both formal and informal leadership does not conflict with the 

notion of distributed leadership as what is key is the ‘interactions, rather than the 

actions’ and this applies to those in both ‘formal and informal leadership roles’ (Harris 

and Spillane, 2008, p. 31).  

 

Rather than being a replacement for individual leadership, distributed leadership can 

be considered an ‘essential complement’ that both ‘facilitates and is facilitated by the 

leadership of specific individuals’ (Gosling et al., 2009, p. 300). Leadership research 

has generally focused however on either collective or individualistic leadership, rather 

than taking a more ‘hybrid’ view (Gronn, 2009). There is limited knowledge of the 

‘lived experience of collective leadership in relation to hierarchy’ (Fairhurst et al., 
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2020, p. 608), as well as a lack of focus in the literature on the experience of formal 

leaders practicing distributed leadership in the context of organisational paradox.  

 

‘Not knowing’ as an element of leadership practice 

In contemporary thought ‘not knowing’ is most often considered as some sort of 

deficiency (Saggurthi and Thakur, 2016) and that ‘there is something wrong in not 

knowing’ (Crossman and Doshi, 2015, p. 2) ) [italics in the original]. This research 

however responds to the call for scholars and practitioners to rethink ‘the negative 

notions attached to not knowing’ and appreciate instead ‘its usefulness and 

inevitability’ (Crossman and Doshi, 2015, p. 6) [italics in the original].  

 

When ‘not knowing’ is discussed in the management literature it is usually linked to 

the need for individuals in leadership positions to maintain an open and creative mind 

and not be fazed by not knowing the answer. This has largely been contained within 

the notion of ‘negative capability’: the idea of being comfortable with the uncertainty 

of not knowing (Crossman and Doshi, 2015; French, 2001). Negative capability 

indicates the capacity for individuals ‘to live with and to tolerate ambiguity and 

paradox’ (French, 2001, p. 482) to practice patience and possess the ability ‘to tolerate 

frustration and anxiety’ (Simpson and French, 2006, p. 245). These ideas around 

negative capability are focused on the skills or mindsets of leaders at the top of 

organisations and how they should personally approach situations when they are faced 

with the unsolvable. The idea of negative capability does not extend to leadership 

practice more broadly.  

 

Managerial tensions related to ‘not knowing’ was evidenced in one of the quotes from 

the Luscher and Lewis (2008) action research project at Lego: 

As a manager you are used to being the guy who can handle it on his own. You are 
supposed to have all the answers, be the best technician and be very sure of yourself 
(Extract from transcript from interview cited in Luscher and Lewis, 2008, p. 230) 

 

The image of the leader as ‘the one who knows’ and hence must ‘act decisively and 

give a strong lead’ (Simpson et al., 2002, p. 1211) is firmly entrenched and hence 

difficult to overcome.  
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Focus of this paper 

This paper responds to calls for more research focusing on the experience of collective 

forms of leadership from a process perspective (Fairhurst et al., 2020). It considers the 

lived experience of distributed leadership as a dynamic and ongoing practice in 

relation to the hierarchy within which it is taking place (Denis et al., 2012; Fairhurst 

et al., 2020). In so doing, the paper uncovers the importance of not-knowing as an 

integral element of distributed leadership in the context of persistent organisational 

contradictions.  

 

 

Research Context 
The context for this research is Forestry England, part of the UK Forestry 

Commission. The UK Forestry Commission was set up in 1919 as a government 

organisation to replenish timber stocks after the First World War. The Public Forest 

Estate (PFE) in England is now the largest landholding in the country, covering over 

250,000 hectares. The role of Forestry England is to manage the PFE in England. 

Public opinions and attitudes, along with the country’s need for timber, has changed 

over the PFE’s 100-year history resulting in the purpose of the PFE gradually 

changing. Forestry England now has two key intertwined objectives: a commercial 

one to grow timber, and a custodian one to look after the habitats under its care for the 

benefit of wildlife and the people who visit it.  

 

As a public-sector organisation, the public are not only customers of Forestry England 

but also its owners. That adds significant additional complexity to the organisation’s 

work. As key stakeholders, the public have a strong voice in what is and isn’t done on 

the PFE, but the public can have very different views of what the PFE is and is for. To 

different stakeholders the PFE might be a place to grow timber, to walk a dog, or to 

protect wildlife. The different conceptualisations of the PFE often conflict. For 

instance, cutting down trees will have a negative impact on the birds nesting in those 

trees. As a result, most actions taken by Forestry England are both positive and 

negative at the same time depending on the perspective of the person judging that 

action. I have coined the phrase paradox of purpose (see Chapter 3) to denote the 

resultant persistent tensions between interconnected yet opposing elements (Smith and 
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Lewis, 2011) of the organisation’s mission. The paradox of purpose is recognised by 

everyone, and experienced by everyone, within the organisation. 

 

As it is a public-sector organisation, Forestry England has the UK government 

minister, the Secretary of State, in overall charge. The occupier of this political role, 

and their opinion, is susceptible to change based on the political climate and the five-

year UK governmental cycle. This is in comparison to the timescales of growing trees 

that takes up to 60 years, and for habitat changes where Forestry England has plans up 

to 300 years into the future. Following a (quickly withdrawn) PFE ‘sell-off’ proposal 

by the UK government in 2010 (Vidal et al., 2010), the fact that the PFE is publicly 

owned has become more widely acknowledged. In recent years social media has 

enabled the public to mobilise itself and be even more vocal when it feels that Forestry 

England is doing something it doesn’t like. 

 

As well as the constraints of trying to be both a custodian and a commercial operation 

at the same time, and satisfying wide and diverse stakeholders, Forestry England faces 

a number of additional legal constraints. There are significant laws around wildlife 

protection and, as a public-sector organisation, it is under particular scrutiny to make 

sure it operates well within those laws. 

 

The organisational structure in Forestry England is hierarchical. This is partly as a 

result of it being set up after World War One when it was first staffed with ex-military 

personnel. The hierarchical structure has been sustained due to it being part of the UK 

civil service. Within the organisation there is a typical civil service hierarchy with 

every member being on a known ‘payband’ level. The payband of every role is explicit 

to everyone within the organisation, and meeting and workshop invitations are 

regularly distributed by payband level. This paper is focused on the experiences of 

members in the top payband levels within Forestry England, mainly comprised of 

National Office staff, but also including the Forest Management Directors heading up 

each of the organisation’s seven geographical districts.  

 

The majority of Forestry England’s 1000+ staff are located within its 7 geographic 

Districts, either in a District office, or in a local Beat Office somewhere on the PFE. 

The Beat Offices are often in Portakabin-like buildings where members can step 
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straight out onto part of the forest where they work. In comparison, the National 

Office, where the organisation’s Senior Management Team (SMT) are based, is 

located in an out-of-town business park on the edge of Bristol. Though there is discrete 

external signage marking it out as a Forestry Commission office, and some of the cars 

in the carpark are Forestry Commission green branded vehicles, the office building 

itself is almost faceless. This does not change much once one gets inside the building. 

There are some photographs on the walls of beautiful locations and of Forestry 

Commission employees at work, some seedling trees in the board room, and the 

occasional staff member wearing a Forestry Commission green fleece. For the most 

part however the National Office could belong to any organisation, given the building, 

layout, décor, and what people are wearing. The Forest Management Directors 

(FMDs) in comparison work out of district offices which are somewhere in the middle 

ground between a Beat Office within a forest, and the National Office in a business 

park, often located in a notable building within one of the main towns in the District.  

 

Alongside the hierarchical organisational structure there was a narrative circulating 

within the organisation at the time of this study that claimed everyone has a part to 

play in the leadership of the organisation. This was formalised through a ‘Leadership 

Model’. The Leadership Model was a document outlining 9 leadership behaviours 

which the Senior Management Team felt should be demonstrated by all. The 

Leadership Model was distributed down through the organisation, accompanied by a 

leadership training course in the Districts for certain payband levels and above. During 

my time with the organisation the Senior Management Team also produced and 

disseminated a ‘Strategic Framework’ document. The Strategic Framework outlined 

12 different (and often conflicting) areas that should be covered with their work, 

without giving any detail on how much of each should be done, or what success would 

look like, in any of the areas. Both the ‘Leadership Model’ and ‘Strategic Framework’ 

are discussed further within this paper.  

 

Though Forestry England and its members do not use the term explicitly themselves, 

I have used the term ‘distributed leadership’ to describe the leadership approach within 

Forestry England as it aligns well with how distributed leadership is presented within 

the academic literature. The distributed leadership system in place within Forestry 

England is necessitated by the need to make localised decisions given the 
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organisation’s geographic spread, and the fact that those decisions are often 

paradoxical in nature due to the complexity of the organisation’s mission. The fact 

that there is a system of distributed leadership in place makes Forestry England an 

appropriate organisation for researching the practice of distributed leadership, 

particularly in the context of persistent organisational contradictions.  

 

 

Methodology 
This paper considers the practice of distributed leadership in the context of persistent 

organisational contradictions. To enable this I employed an ethnographic 

methodology which allowed me to witness the ‘doing’ of leadership, as well as talk 

related to it (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2019). Much of the empirical research on 

distributed leadership to date has been based solely on interviews with those in formal 

leadership roles (Bolden, 2011). There is a limit to the extent to which interviews alone 

can capture what people do, not just what they say they do (and think they do). In 

contrast, an ethnographic methodology enables ‘seeing, feeling and hearing how 

conversations unfold; how language is constructed; what rhetorical devices are 

employed; what stories are told; how ‘influence’ happens; and how actors’ and 

organisations’ realities are defined, maintained or changed’ (Sutherland, 2018, p. 269).  

 

During the time of the ethnographic fieldwork the Senior Management Team within 

Forestry England disseminated their ‘Leadership Model’ and ‘Strategic Framework’ 

documents (referred to in the Research Context introduction above). These initiatives 

represented materiality of the senior managers’ leadership within the organisation and 

an ethnographic methodology enabled me to follow their distribution through the 

organisation. Analysing procedures and tools such as these enabled an enhanced 

understanding of leadership within the organisation (Denis et al., 2010).  

 

Capturing experiences through an ethnographic methodology enabled insight into the 

process and impacts of leadership within the organisation (Fairhurst et al., 2020). 

Situated knowledge enables insight into what leadership really looks like in a given 

setting (Iszatt-White, 2010). Ethnography enabled a focus beyond how leadership is 

distributed, to a study of the interactions occurring within distributed leadership 

practice in situ (Bolden, 2011). It enabled me to study how distributed leadership is 
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made relevant and experienced as a dynamic and ongoing process within the 

organisation (Fairhurst et al., 2020).  

 

Methods 

The majority of the data collection within the ethnography took place between 

November 2016 and March 2018 (though the first interview was in June 2016 and the 

last was in January 2019). Rather than take on a specific role within Forestry England 

which would have limited exposure to leadership practices within the organisation, I 

used my time with the organisation to attend as many meetings as I could; talk to and 

interview as many people as possible; work shadow; visit sites; and collate documents. 

In total the ethnography included observing 40 meetings and 3 training sessions, 55 

loosely structured interviews and 10 days on site. Data was collected across functions, 

seniority levels, and geographic locations. Though not all of the data from the whole 

of the ethnography is used explicitly within this paper, the full data set provided 

background knowledge from which interpretations have been generated. 

 

The insight presented in this paper is drawn mostly from the empirical material 

generated during time spent with the top two levels of management within Forestry 

England. This included 18 interviews and 26 meetings. Details of those interviews are 

provided in Table 4.1.  

 
Work 
location 

Seniority level Number of interviews  Total interview time  

National 
Office (NO) 

Senior Management Team  
(SMT) 

11 
(of which 2 = non-execs) 

15.45  hours (= 927 
minutes) 

Forest Based 
(FB) 

Forest Management Directors 
(FMD) 

8 10 hours (= 600 
minutes) 

 Totals: 19 25.45 hours (= 1,527 
minutes) 

 

Table 4.1: Interviews with senior managers within Forestry England 
 

The interviews were loosely structured interviews (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2019) 

with the Senior Management Team (SMT) - which included two non-executive 

directors (non-execs) - based in the National Office, and the Forest Management 
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Directors (FMDs) running the different geographical areas11. Interview length with 

the senior managers ranged from 52 to 208 minutes. The majority of the interviews 

were face-to-face in the interviewees’ place of work, though 6 of the later interviews 

(including the two with the non-execs) were conducted by phone. The interviews were 

loosely structured around members’ experience of conflicting organisational 

objectives but also included their motivations for working in/with the organisation, 

and their view of personal and organisational success. The interviews were audio 

recorded, transcribed, then coded on NVivo 12. 

 

This paper also draws on empirical material generated during the observation of the 

24 high level meetings detailed in Table 4.2. Attendance at these meetings included 

the Senior Management Team (SMT), and some middle managers (MMs), based in 

the National Office, and the Forest Management Directors (FMDs) operating in the 

regions. A laptop was used to record what was said and done during meetings in real 

time, and that data was uploaded to NVivo 12 for coding.  

 
Meeting Type n = Attendees: 

SMT = Senior Management Team 
FMD = Forest Management Director 
MM = middle managers 

Hours of 
meetings 

Words of 
near 

verbatim 
meeting 

notes 
Strategy Board 10 All SMT 22 40,984 

 
Executive Team 7 All SMT (except non-execs), 

some MMs 
24 34,960 

Strategy Away Day 4 All SMT including some non-
execs, some MMs 

25 30,833 

FE Leadership Group 2 All SMT (except non-execs), 
FMDs, some MMs, 

10.5 6,661 

Business 
Management Board 

4 All FMDs, some SMT (not non-
execs), some MMs,  

24.5 22,406 

Totals: 26  102 135,844 
 

Table 4.2: Senior management meetings attended within Forestry England 
 

The paper also draws on empirical material gathered during a Leadership training day 

in one of the regions. 

 

For the purpose of anonymisation all senior managers interviewed were given a code 

differentiating them either as part of the National Office Senior Management Team 

 
11 This includes one former FMD now working in a different role 
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(SMT) or the Forest based Forest Management Directors heading up the districts 

(FMD). Table 4.3 contains a summary of the coding used for anonymisation of the 

interviews within this paper.  

 
 Senior management role Coding 
National Office Staff Senior Management Team SMT # 
Forest based staff Forest Management Director FMD # 

 

Table 4.3: Coding used for anonymisation in this paper 
 

Quotes have also been included in this paper from 3 of the interviews with forest-

based staff below the FMD level (of which there were 31 in total). These respondents 

have been given a random code FBS # within this paper. 

 

Data Analysis 

Within the data analysis I considered leadership as both a practice performed through 

interactions within an organisation, and as a position on a hierarchy. As a practice I 

consider leadership as ‘a contextually embedded process emerging from the dynamic 

relationship between various actors’ (Bolden et al., 2008, p. 360). As a position on the 

hierarchy I consider the experiences of senior managers, using that term ‘senior 

managers’ rather than ‘senior leaders’ in an attempt to ease confusion.  

 

I used my coding on NVivo 12 to gather together data related to particular topics. Most 

of the analysis however took place outside of the NVivo environment. I interrogated 

the data within and across particular codes, both alone and in discussion with my 

Supervisors. I used a form of induction to find particular themes reoccurring with the 

data, and then more creative interpretation of those findings to draw insight beyond 

what was actually said (Bloomfield, forthcoming; Hammersley and Atkinson, 2019). 

Please refer to the data analysis section at the end of Chapter 2 of this thesis (pages 

33-43), for further information about the method of data analysis employed. 

 

During my attendance at management meetings I was intrigued by the fact that very 

little seemed to get done. I used this as a starting point to try to understand more about 

leadership within the organisation if it isn’t about giving direction and making 

decisions. Two topics dominated senior management meetings during my time with 

the organisation. One related to producing and disseminating the ‘Strategic 
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Framework’. The other was around measuring success through ‘key performance 

indicators’. Interpretation of the data related to these two topics in particular led to the 

development of insight around the importance of not-knowing within the 

organisation’s distributed leadership system.  

 

 

Findings 
Within this findings section I show how distributed leadership is an accepted practice 

within Forestry England to enable it to operate effectively given the complexity of its 

mission and the fact that its operations are geographically dispersed. I go on to show 

that, though it is accepted practice, there are tensions within their distributed 

leadership practice due to the difficulty of making localised decisions given the 

complexity of the organisation’s mission. The findings highlight the role not-knowing 

plays within Forestry England’s distributed leadership system. Though not-knowing 

is an important capability within the organisation to allow it to operate, not-knowing 

also generates discomfort for those in senior management positions.  

 

Distributed Leadership in Forestry England 

It is clear from informal conversations, interviews, and the practices observed during 

the ethnography, that the majority of the decisions about what happens in geographical 

areas within Forestry England take place in that geographical area, rather than being 

directed down from the National Office. Though Forestry England and its members 

do not explicitly use the term, there is an accepted form of distributed leadership 

practice in place to enable localised decision making within the organisation. There 

are inherent tensions within that practice however as decisions need to be taken 

locally, but there is a lack of clarity around what those decisions should be.  

 

Distributed Leadership as accepted practice 

Due to persistent contradictions within the organisation’s mission and the 

geographical spread of the landholding, the majority of decisions within Forestry 

England need to be taken at a local level. This is recognised by everyone within the 

organisation. 
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Because of geography and the nature of the business, people have always had to take 
on a lot of responsibility at the local level (SMT 3) 

There’s a lot of ambiguity in what we do, so you just can’t have a Chief Executive, or 
an Executive Team who will just go, ‘Right, that’s it! We’re going down that road 
come hell or high water’. (FMD 4) 

We are a quite delegated in our decision-making, we give people a lot of autonomy 
(SMT 11) 

 

There is a consistent narrative that autonomy is in the hands of the Forest Management 

Directors (FMDs) who head up each District. 

Probably the person who’s most in the frontline of that is the Forest Management 
Director, so each of those forest districts are run by a Forest Management Director. 
Those tensions particularly come to pass on the ground, so whether or not it’s do we 
do timber production a bit more, and focus on people a bit less; or do we have fracking 
or look after the nature reserve…. The day-to-day balance between people, nature, 
and economy is going to be determined on the ground, particularly through the forest 
district teams. (SMT 11) 

No-one’s telling me what to do, so I have reasonable autonomy to decide how best to 
deliver things (FMD 6) 

 

Though the FMDs have autonomy however, they themselves talk about not being in 

control either. The FMDs say that they delegate decisions down further to the local 

Beat level.  

I’m not in control here… I don’t know what’s going on. I’d be a fool to pretend, I try 
to get out to each beat twice a year which sounds pathetic…. so I’m not in control…. 
all you can do here is set the strategy and talk to people about the vision, they have to 
interpret the detail themselves. I can’t possibly know the detail. (FMD 3) 

I don’t dabble in any of the detail of what we do on the ground, and I couldn’t keep 
up with it all, there’s so much going on I don’t know half of what’s going on (FMD 
6) 

 

Known Unknowns in Forestry England 

There is a lack of clarity about the ‘right’ thing to do within Forestry England due to 

the complexity of the organisation’s mission. The ‘right’ thing is a known unknown. 

Actions taken by Forestry England will often have positive impacts on one part of the 

mission, whilst having negative impacts on another part of the mission at the same 

time, e.g. lots of visitors will be bad for wildlife. The conflicting organisational 
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objectives result in it not being possible to know what to do, or to know if they have 

done well. 

You can’t have people where there’s ground-nesting birds without disrupting them, 
and you can’t have forests with trails going through them without disrupting the 
forestry. You can’t have the trees and people enjoying nature, without the forestry or 
without the wildlife (quote from a non-senior-manger working in the field: FBS 1) 

 

Forestry England is also operating over very long timeframes, in a context where what 

will happen in the future within the environment they operate in is also unknown. They 

have to put together plans up to 300 years forward despite the fact that they do not 

know what the climate will do (hence which trees will grow best), nor what people 

will want and need in terms of timber, outdoor space and nature, even ten years into 

the future. 

Obviously when we're planning forestry, you're looking at 10, 15, 20, 30, 40-year 
cycles really, so it's difficult to predict what the market might want in terms of the 
materials further down the line (quote from a non-senior-manger working in the field: 
FBS 2) 

In the future, it might not, we might say actually, our economy's in such a state that 
I'm sorry, we can't look after snakes and sand lizards, we need trees now (quote from 
a non-senior-manger working in the field: FBS 3) 

 

Within Forestry England therefore there is a need for distributed leadership to enable 

localised decision making, but the complexity of the organisation’s mission means 

that it is not possible to take or know ‘right’ decisions which causes tensions within 

the organisation.  

 

Leadership of Tensions: ‘It’s OK not to know’ 

The Senior Management Team based in the National Office recognise that they are 

not the ones making the majority of the decisions within Forestry England due to the 

complexity of the mission combined with the geographical spread of the landholding. 

The role of the Senior Management Team therefore is to enable navigation of paradox 

by those operating at a more local level. During my time with the organisation the 

Senior Management Team produced and disseminated a strategic document for that 

purpose. That ‘Strategic Framework’ emphasised the overall mission of the 

organisation: 
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‘Connecting everyone with the Nation’s forests by creating and caring for our forests 
for people to enjoy, wildlife to flourish, and business to grow’ (Forestry England 
nternal documents) 

 

The Strategic Framework then broke that overall mission down into 9 sub-sections. 

What the strategy document did not do however was give any indication of how to 

deal with contradictions across the elements, or success criteria for any of them.  

 

As a summary of the organisation’s strategy the Strategic Framework was broad as it 

needed to include all the conflicting elements of its mission. The fact that it was broad 

gave those working in the field autonomy around what to do. Not defining what should 

be done, or what success looks like, was discussed as intentional within the Senior 

Management Team meetings as they were leaving decision making to the local staff. 

The fact that Strategic Framework was to be localised in the Districts was recognised 

by the Forestry Management Directors.  

We’re running the process at the moment of trying to convert [the Strategic 
Framework] into what it means for us, locally. … This is our framework that says, 
that’s what we’re about, that’s what we want to do or to deliver; it’s my job to say, 
‘With this asset-base what can I deliver against that?’ No-one’s telling me what to do, 
so I have reasonable autonomy to decide how best to deliver things against all these 
areas. (FMD 6 talking about Strategic Framework) 

 

Rather than representing a clear strategic direction the Strategic Framework can be 

interpreted as the Senior Management Team distributing a sense that ‘it’s OK not to 

know’ in the organisation. By not being specific around what should be achieved in 

each particular part of the mission within the Strategic Framework, the Senior 

Management Team were disseminating the sense that they didn’t know what to do 

either. They were enabling paradoxes to be navigated locally through latent messaging 

that ‘it’s OK not to know’. 

 

According to the Senior Management Team the intention behind the Strategic 

Framework was to give clarity about the strategic mission of the organisation to those 

lower down the structure who were making the decisions (informal conversations). To 

many in the organisation however the Strategic Framework provided the opposite to 

clarity, as it did not define what should be done within each area, nor help with the 
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difficulty in making decisions when the various parts of the organisation’s mission 

conflict. This tension caused by the strategic document being both helpful and not 

helpful at the same time is summed up in the following quote from an interview with 

one of the Forest Management Directors.  

I was mentoring a relatively senior colleague from [another] District who was saying 
they wished there was more direction nationally, but as we work through it I was sort 
of pointing out I think the problems are, or the issues we’re dealing with are, 
ultimately so complex and finely balanced on a very context specific that it is very 
difficult for the organisation to set out a very prescriptive way forward. And I think 
the current strategy … is probably about as far as you can go in terms of highlighting 
what sort of themes that we want to pursue and connections that we want to make and 
where it could be criticised for being all things to all people type strategy and virtually 
anything we do can fit it. Yes, it’s difficult to be more prescriptive than that, I think. 
(FMD 7) 

 

As well as distributing a sense that ‘it’s OK for you not to know’ through their Strategic 

Framework, the Senior Management Team may also have been telling themselves ‘it’s 

OK for us not to know’ through not defining what should be done within the Strategic 

Framework. A recognition that they don’t know the answers themselves was 

expressed explicitly amongst the Senior Management Team, for the first time in my 

presence, during an off-site meeting.  

I think a flaw in our model. Does anyone know what is the right answer? The more 
senior you are, there is an assumption that somewhere in the process someone knows 
what the right answer is. There are lots of reasons why end up doing things. I think 
there is an assumption someone knows what the right answer is…. think there is a 
construct that there is a way of getting to the right answer. That there is a way of 
dealing with ambiguity better. (SMT 3 at an off-site meeting) 

 

The findings show that, given the complexity of the organisation’s mission, it is OK 

not to know what to do within Forestry England’s system of distributed leadership. 

 

Tensions of Leadership: ‘It’s not OK not to know’ 

At the same time as expressing a sense that ‘it’s OK not to know’ the Senior 

Management Team within Forestry England experience their own sense of ‘it’s not 

OK not to know’.  
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During the period of the ethnography there was consistent focus within the 

organisation on trying to find key performance indicators to show how successful they 

were being. The unknowns faced by the organisation however mean that not only is 

there a lack of clarity about what should be done, but there is also a lack of clarity as 

to how they have done from both an organisational and leadership effectiveness 

perspective. By continually focusing on measurements for performance, despite the 

impossibility of measuring performance, they were perpetuating a sense that ‘it’s not 

OK not to know’.  

 

Forestry England is a government agency and as such it needs to provide the 

government with answers and positive stories as to how it is doing to be passed on to 

the public. Given the conflicting organisational objectives however, actions with good 

outcomes will have corresponding bad outcomes on another part of the organisation’s 

mission making it impossible to measure success overall. Similarly, the long 

timeframes and the intangibility in parts of its mission mean it is not possible to 

measure success. 

The problem we have is that the clarity of whether the decision was right or wrong 
may actually take years to materialise because we are managing land and habitats 
where practical actions do not always deliver immediate measurable benefits. (FMD 
6 by email) 

You will always struggle to put a value on a butterfly (SMT 11) 

 

Forestry England, and within it the Senior Management Team in particular, is 

answerable to both the government and society in a wider sense. The lack of clarity 

around organisational success leaves the Senior Management Team feeling 

uncomfortable and vulnerable. The Senior Management Team could be asked to 

provide positive messages on any and all of the competing areas of their mission. 

Within the Senior Management Team meetings there was a continual focus on 

gathering data for that messaging, generating a sense that actually ‘it’s not OK not to 

know’. 

As well as quantitative measures we need to understand whether we are making 
progress. How do we know what is happening with these things? We have lots of 
things that sort of tell us but don’t quite tell us how well we have done…. We haven’t 
got to point where we can measure road to improvement. Have we got it right? We 
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didn’t go bust. We are doing a lot of good things. People seem to like us. But that is 
not a good enough answer. (SMT 3 at off-site meeting) 

 

By trying to generate key performance indicators to prove to those outside that they 

were ‘doing the right thing’ they were also perpetuating a sense that ‘it’s not OK not 

to know’.  

I think not being able to describe whether you're meeting your objectives is not a good 
place to be, even if it's quite hard to do it… [it’s not that] we just kind of run around 
and sell a bit of wood and do a few other things, there's got to be more coherence to 
it……. I think we could be seen as highly successful if we did all the things we do 
normally, or a real problem organisation, even if we'd done all of those normal things 
normally, but we'd got some of our political handling wrong. (SMT 3) 

 

The persistent contradictions inherent in the distributed leadership system therefore 

produce an additional tension experienced by the Senior Management Team. The 

formal leaders simultaneously experience the sense that a) it’s OK not to know; and b) 

it’s not OK not to know. The tension can be deemed paradoxical as both sides are 

interconnected and persistent.  

 

 

Discussion 
This paper identifies a previously underacknowledged leadership capability related to 

not-knowing. The paper presents the counter-intuitive arguments that within 

leadership practice it can be beneficial not to know what to do within an organisational 

context, and that therefore not-knowing is actually an integral part of knowing. 

Through an explicit recognition of the legitimacy and utility of not-knowing, leaders 

and managers can accept the tensions they face and enhance their own and others’ 

practice within a system of distributed leadership and/or in the context of 

organisational paradox.  

 

Legitimacy and utility of not-knowing within Forestry England 

This paper highlights the role of not-knowing within the practice of distributed 

leadership within Forestry England.  
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In Forestry England the Senior Management Team are not able to direct from the top 

due to the complexities of their mission and instead the organisation employs a 

distributed leadership approach. By disseminating a sense that ‘it’s OK not to know’ 

within their leadership practice the Senior Management Team enable others to do their 

job without feeling that there is a particular way that they should be doing it. If the 

Senior Management Team knew what to do, then those on the ground would struggle 

to make decisions. Those on the ground could be trying to work out what those further 

up the hierarchy thought they should do instead of deciding for themselves. Though 

they may not have done it intentionally, the Senior Management Team in Forestry 

England have used a vague strategic document as a tool to disseminate not-knowing 

and hence enable leadership of paradox (both as a practice and as a skillset) within the 

organisation. Distribution of not-knowing is part of the practise of leadership in the 

organisation and they have discovered, perhaps not overtly but covertly, that this 

works.  

 

By struggling to find measures of performance the Senior Management Team within 

Forestry England are again helping the organisation to function. If they could measure 

performance, then there would be a right answer. Without a known right answer, 

members are freed up to make their own decisions as to what to do. The fact that it is 

not possible to measure organisational and leadership effectiveness enables decisions 

to be based on what members think is best, which is all they can do, rather than make 

decisions that are best. 

 

The paper considers the extent to which members are pulled by a sense of what they 

think their senior management role should be within Forestry England, rather than 

understanding what it is within the contradictory organisation that they have 

contributed to creating. Accepting the role of not-knowing within Forestry England 

may make senior managers feel less like leaders as it emphasises their lack of 

knowledge and control. Explicitly acknowledging the role of not-knowing should 

enable them to become more effective leaders through using that knowledge to build 

leadership capability within the organisation. If not-knowing is explicit (e.g. through 

their strategic messaging and leadership development activities) those further down 

the organisation may feel more confident working without direction, and working 

without direction may build leadership capability.  
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Through the distribution of a sense of not-knowing within their vague Strategic 

Framework document, the Senior Management Team within Forestry England that 

appears to be lacking in control and direction nonetheless succeeds in maintaining the 

organisation’s mission in the face of paradoxical objectives and multiple stakeholders 

with opposing views. Being broad the strategic document both helped and didn’t help 

navigation of paradoxes, which helped to sustain them as paradoxes.  

 

Not-knowing as a leadership capability within distributed leadership 

By highlighting the importance of not-knowing this paper extends knowledge on 

distributed leadership and its application. Within distributed leadership decision 

making is disseminated out through an organisation rather than being kept in the hands 

of senior management. In that situation if those faced with decision making think those 

above them in the hierarchy know what to do, that would stymie the leadership of 

those in decision making positions. The decision makers would be trying to find out 

what is the right thing to do from others, rather than making decisions themselves. By 

being explicit when they don’t know, those in senior leadership positions can enable 

leadership in others.  

 

Through its focus on interactions, a distributed perspective challenges the 

preoccupation with development of knowledge and skills of individual leaders within 

organisations. As distributed leadership relies on effective practice, the focus of 

leadership development in the context of distributed leadership should therefore be on 

the development of leadership practice rather than focusing on development of leaders 

(Spillane, 2006). Explicitly reflecting on the role of not-knowing within leadership 

practice, and integrating those reflections within leadership development activities, 

should therefore enable enhancement of leadership effectiveness within organisations 

practicing distributed leadership. 

 

The paper also highlights tensions that not-knowing generates for people in leadership 

positions who feel that they should know what to do. A further practical purpose of 

this paper is to highlight that distributed leadership always carries a tension in it. By 
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explicitly recognising not-knowing as a function of leadership practice, senior 

managers will be better placed to hold that tension.  

 

Not-knowing in the context of organisational paradox 

Reflecting on the role of not-knowing within leadership practice will help improve 

leadership capability within organisations facing strategic paradox (Bednarek et al., 

2017; Jay, 2013). When there are conflicting objectives within an organisation’s 

mission there is a lack of clarity about how to proceed. By being explicit about the fact 

that nobody knows what should be done, and then integrating that insight into 

leadership development activities, those in senior management positions will be able 

to enhance leadership practice in their organisations.  

 

Implications for future research 

This paper presents the idea of not-knowing as a leadership capability within a system 

of distributed leadership. As the research was interpretive in nature, and focused 

within one particular organisation at one specific point of time, there is a limitation in 

the extent to which the findings can be generalised. It is expected however that this 

paper will resonate with other leadership scholars and hence stimulate further research 

around the idea of not-knowing within leadership practice.  

 

The study was conducted in an organisation where distributed leadership is present 

due to the complexity of the organisation’s mission. It would be interesting for future 

research to study not-knowing as a leadership capability within other distributed 

leadership systems where strategic paradox is not so central. To what extent is the 

strategic paradox driving the capability? 

 

This research will also be of interest to paradox scholars with their present interest in 

the experience of paradox at a micro-level (Schad et al., 2016) and consideration of 

how leadership is practiced in the context of organisational paradox (Pradies et al., 

forthcoming). To what extent is not-knowing relevant to other leadership systems in 

the context of organisational paradox where distributed leadership is not present?  
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The idea of not-knowing as a leadership capability within an organisation will resonate 

with scholars researching the capacity of individuals to work with ‘not knowing’ in 

the workplace, sometimes framed as ‘negative capability’ within the literature 

(Simpson and French, 2006). The findings from this research support the idea that not-

knowing can be a positive rather than a deficiency (Crossman and Doshi, 2015; 

Saggurthi and Thakur, 2016), but considers that from an organisational rather than an 

individual perspective. What will be the impact of negative capability scholars 

expanding their focus beyond the individual, to consider the role not-knowing might 

have more broadly within organisations?  

 

This research was conducted within a public sector organisation with competing 

organisational objectives and hence the findings will be of interest to scholars studying 

public sector organisations where there is a consistent pull between contradictory 

demands of different stakeholders. What is the impact of not-knowing within more 

traditional public sector organisations, and to what extent can the idea of not-knowing 

be used to improve leadership effectiveness in the context of conflicting public sector 

demands?  

 

 

Conclusion 
The findings from this research support the idea that leadership thinking and practice 

is a continuous journey of knowing (or not-knowing). It highlights the need for a 

change in understanding around how to build leadership capability away from the 

acquisition of knowledge. The paper presents a change in narrative away from the 

importance of ‘leaders who know’, to the role of ‘knowing not-knowing in leadership’.  

 

Through its presentation of not-knowing as a leadership capability, this paper also 

challenges contemporary presumptions that leaders have all the answers within 

organisations, something that is implicit in many theories of leadership (e.g. the heroic 

leaders knew just what to do, as did the leader who knew how to respond to the 

contingencies of the particular situation, as did the transformational leader who also 

knew how to really motivate followers). There is an implicit assumption in both 

academic and practitioner worlds that leaders know a great deal, and they know what 

to do. The implicit ‘knowing’ in leadership theory is not usually spelled out, but the 
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findings in this paper point to weaknesses of such suppositions. The research therefore 

surfaces an implicit assumption about who and what leadership is. 
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Reflections on Chapter 4 
 

Chapter 4 is an updated version of a paper I presented at the 18th International Studying 

Leadership Conference at the University of West of England in December 2019.  

 

I have always been intrigued by the fact that the Senior Management Team in Forestry 

England didn’t seem to achieve much during their meetings. Papers would be prepared 

and presented, and there would be a lot of talk, but there was limited evidence of a 

clear set of outcomes and actions from those discussions. It often felt like nothing 

much happened at all. During my data analysis I went through the agendas for the 

Senior Management Team meetings and found that only about 20% of the items on 

the meeting agendas were for approval and even those were mainly administrative 

rather than strategic. There was a lack of evidence of operational decisions related to 

the triple bottom line being taken during Senior Management Team meetings, apart 

from when to pull back when stakeholder pressure (particularly from the government) 

got too much. The participants of the meetings were aware of this however and on 

more than one occasion they discussed amongst themselves how they should find more 

items for decision making to be put on the agenda. One thing they did spend a long 

time discussing in both Strategy Board and Executive Team meetings however was 

the Strategic Framework document. As discussed in the paper, this document provided 

an overall strategy, but it did just seem to say ‘do everything’ rather than offer clarity 

on what to focus on.  

 

In my view the Forestry England Senior Management Team were being effective in 

their role, hence the question remained in my mind: what was it they were doing in 

their role as senior leaders if it wasn’t making strategic decisions or giving clear 

direction from above? It took me a long time, and a lot of going down wrong paths, to 

recognise the importance of not-knowing in their leadership practice.  

 

I was extremely relieved when I identified the leadership capability related to not-

knowing within Forestry England. I have been very conscious as I have developed this 

paper that using phrases like ‘the senior managers didn’t seem to achieve much during 

their meetings’ could be perceived as me saying that the senior managers were not 
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doing a good job. This was particularly concerning as I have not been able to 

anonymise the organisation. The lack of anonymisation has already resulted in two 

very uncomfortable experiences following presentation of my work in progress at 

academic conferences. I naively thought that I could share my struggles to understand 

leadership practice in confidence with other academics. On both those occasions 

however what I had said / written had been relayed on to key organisational 

stakeholders. I have personally felt all along that the leadership within the organisation 

is effective, it feels much more comfortable now that I am able to verbalise that 

effectiveness within the construct of not-knowing. I just hope that the not-knowing is 

not taken out of context to cause future uncomfortable situations for me related to 

Forestry England. 

 

The paper has been through many guises. Some of the ideas I have worked with during 

its development have included bottom-up decision making, justifying judgements, 

dual strategy leadership (Heracleous and Wirtz, 2010, 2014), leadership effectiveness, 

and leadership of place (Cresswell, 2015; Hambleton, 2014). None of these topics 

however seemed to resonate with, and capture, what I perceived to be happening in 

the leadership practice within Forestry England.  

 

Throughout most of this paper development I presumed I would be contributing to the 

literature on leadership of paradox (Pradies et al., forthcoming; Smith, 2014; Smith 

and Lewis, 2012; Smith et al., 2016). I recognise now that, though the research was 

conducted in the context of paradox, I was actually using paradox as a lens (Keyser et 

al., 2019) throughout my data analysis to enable me to observe other phenomena 

related to leadership. On the other hand, it now seems surprising to me that distributed 

leadership (Spillane, 2005) only entered the paper very late in its development. It took 

me a long while to realise that the idea of distributed leadership could be a useful 

shortcut to describe the organisation’s leadership system. That then enabled me to use 

distributed leadership as an additional lens to view the practice of leadership within 

the organisation.  

 

In the Appendices of this thesis I have included versions of the Forestry England 

internal documentation referred to in Chapter 4. Though I do not feel it would be 

appropriate to include the documentation in the paper itself, I decided that they might 
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be interesting additional background material for readers of the thesis. Appendix I 

therefore contains a copy of Forestry England’s ‘Strategic Framework’ being used 

within the organisation at the time of the fieldwork (2016-2018), and Appendix J 

contains a copy of Forestry England’s ‘Leadership Model’ in circulation during the 

same period. 
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Chapter 5 - Loyal traitors and successful failures: Dynamic 
values in Forestry England 
 

 

Summary 
Main Idea:  

• Uses an interpretive approach to analyse how values are experienced in an 

organisation facing persistent organisational contradictions 

• Illustrates the dynamic natures of values within the organisation 

 

Contribution to Knowledge: The paper presents the idea of dynamic values which 

recognises values as being infused with organisational tensions and contradictions.  

 

Practical Purpose: To help leaders and managers understand the dynamics of values 

at work underneath everyday practice.  

 

 

Introduction 
There is an opposite to being ethical (being unethical); to following one’s morals 

(being immoral); and going against norms (being deviant). There is however no 

opposite to following one’s values. Values are conceptualised in relation to what is 

desirable. The many variations of what is desirable in organisations can make values 

dynamic. This paper illustrates that dynamism by showing that it is possible to go 

against values and still feel you have done something good, both as an individual and 

as an organisation. Values have a dynamism that is different from ethics, or morals or 

norms. This perspective adds something new to our understanding of values in 

organisations, and it helps us to comprehend how organisational members can 

willingly be a part of decisions that go against what they care about.  

 

This paper developed from spending time with an organisation and finding that 

functional specialists were prepared to be part of decisions that go against what they 

care about yet still remain positive about their work. Members of the organisation are 

driven by their values yet they are constrained in what they can do due to 
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contradictions in the organisation’s mission, multiple stakeholders, and competing 

policies that they have to follow. As was expected, members expressed pride when 

they had played a part in decisions that were in line with the values of their functions. 

What was unexpected however was that members still expressed pride (rather than 

guilt) when decisions were in opposition to the values of their functions. 

 

Within the paper I show how value conceptions mix with contradictions in the 

organisation’s mission to create a dynamic which both contains and constrains how 

people do things, and how people feel about things, within the organisation. The 

organisation and its members desire to do good through their work, but there is 

flexibility in the way they interpret ‘good’ to enable them to maintain the core value 

to ‘do good’. ‘Good’ therefore has an elasticity to it which results in a dynamic 

enactment of values within the organisation.  

 

The paper contributes to the organisational values literature by highlighting the 

dynamic nature of values, something that is somewhat hidden within the ‘conceptions 

of the desirable’ (Gecas, 2008) definition used in the literature. In practical terms this 

research offers a rich and resonant case of how organisational members experience 

being part of decisions that go against what they care about. Having an insight into 

how values are experienced and impact the workplace can enhance the effectiveness 

of leaders and managers. 

 

 

Values in organisations 
The paper illustrates the dynamic natures of values, an under-explored perspective 

within the academic literature. Where values have been discussed, the focus has been 

more related to what values are, and what they do, rather than how they are 

experienced dynamically within organisations (Kraatz et al., 2020).  

 

What values are: 

Values are ‘conceptions of the desirable’ (Gecas, 2008; Hitlin, 2003; Kluckhohn, 

1951; Williams, 1979) that reside in the both the heads and the hearts of human beings 
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(Kraatz and Block, 2017a). Values are the things that people care about; the things 

worth ‘having, doing and being’ (Kraatz and Block, 2017a, p. 542); the ideals ‘worth 

striving for’ (Hitlin, 2003, p. 121). Following their in-depth review of literature in their 

Academy of Management Annals paper Kraatz et al. (2020) summarised values as 

being not only i) cognitive ideals (‘conceptions of the desirable’) (Morris, 1956; 

Selznick, 1992); but also ii) long term goals (Schwartz, 1993); iii) normative beliefs 

(Gecas, 2008; Frankfurt, 1971; Scott, 1995); iv) emotionally laden (Hitlin, 2003); and 

v) relatively enduring and trans-situational.  

 

What values do: 

Following their review of the literature Kraatz et al. (2020) summarised the functions 

of values to be to: a) motivate and guide action; b) provide meaning and purpose 

(Chandler, 2014); c) affect justifications and evaluations (Gecas, 2008); and d) provide 

a source of identity. Though values are far from the only influence motivating and 

guiding action within organisations (Kraatz et al., 2020) they do ‘constitute standards 

or criteria for making decisions and justifying behaviour’ (Gecas, 2008, p. 345) and 

can be used for rationalisation after an action (Kraatz et al., 2020) something Hitlin 

(2011, p. 143) described as ‘tools for self-exoneration’. Though we know the function 

values can play, we know less about how values are experienced in relation to those 

functions within an organisational context. 

 

How values are experienced: 

Values are experienced as ideal beliefs within social entities, where social entities 

could be individuals, but could also be groups, organisations, institutions or society in 

general (Kraatz et al., 2020). Values can be socially integrative, binding people 

together in moral communities, allowing them to feel part of something larger than 

themselves (Kraatz and Block, 2017a). Values enable ‘free and autonomous people to 

work together in the pursuit of ends that are genuinely shared’ (Kraatz et al., 2020, p. 

41).  

 

When people live in line with their core values, they experience feelings of 

authenticity, but this can turn to inauthenticity when out of line (Kraatz et al., 2020), 
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with associated negative moral emotions (Haidt, 2003) such as guilt and shame 

(Gecas, 2008). What has not been addressed in the literature is when members have to 

go against what they care about but don’t experience negative moral emotions. What 

is it that enables members to continue to feel good about what they are doing even 

when they have to go against what they value?  

 

The organisation studies literature has focused primarily on what values are and what 

they do, rather than how they are experienced. This may well be due to the context in 

which they are presently being discussed within our discipline, with much of the focus 

being linked to developing institutional theory (Besharov and Khurana, 2015; Kraatz, 

2015; Kraatz and Block, 2017a; Kraatz and Flores, 2015; Wright et al., 2017). When 

values have been discussed in relation to leadership it is often as part of a re-visitation 

of Selznick’s (1949, 1957, 1992) ideas that a key role of leadership should be to infuse 

institutional values down through organisations (e.g. Besharov and Khurana, 2015). 

There is limited understanding of how values play out within organisations 

themselves.  

 

Conflicting values: 

It is recognised that multiple values reside within organisations and institutions 

(Kraatz and Block, 2017a; Kraatz and Flores, 2015), and multiple value systems can 

lead to value-based contradictions within organisations (Abdallah et al., 2011). Where 

there is less knowledge however is around how this is experienced in practice (Kraatz 

and Block, 2017a). This paper therefore responds to the call for empirical work to 

deepen our understanding of how multiple and conflicting values are experienced 

within organisations (Kraatz and Flores, 2015).  

 

Though Wright et al. (2017) considered value conflict in their study within the medical 

profession, their research question focused on how actors maintain the values of their 

profession in their everyday work rather than recognise any dynamism within the 

values themselves. This idea of ‘either/or’ in terms of values was also evident in the 

study of Ashforth and Reingen (2014) considering competing values within a natural 

food cooperative where members either sided with ‘ideal’ or ‘pragmatic’ values rather 

than moving dynamically between the two. 
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Dynamic nature of values: 

Dynamic and processual aspects of values have been discussed in the literature in 

relation to how values are acquired through experience, revealed over time, and can 

change along with the world around them (Kraatz et al., 2020). This paper however 

takes a different perspective and considers how values themselves are experienced 

dynamically within an organisation. In doing this the paper responds to the call (Kraatz 

et al., 2020) for a renewed focus on values that considers values not just as 

‘conceptions’ of the desirable, but to understand them also as ‘concoctions’ (Vince, 

2019) that come from persons interacting within an organisational context. As 

‘concoctions’, values can be considered not only as connected to individual 

conceptions of what is desirable, but as connected as well to emotions and relations 

which adds dynamism to their enactment.  

 

 

The Study 
The empirical material for this paper was generated during an ethnographic field study 

within Forestry England, the governmental body responsible for managing England’s 

Public Forest Estate (PFE) on behalf of the UK Forestry Commission within the UK 

government. The Public Forest Estate was originally set up to replenish timber stocks 

after the first world war: it is now the biggest landholding in the country. The purpose 

of the Public Forest Estate was originally to grow trees for timber. As public awareness 

has changed over time however the PFE has had to take on additional public service 

roles. Forestry England now also manages the PFE as a place for the public to enjoy 

nature, and as somewhere for wildlife to be protected and enabled to prosper. The PFE 

is also used for other purposes such as film locations and mineral extraction. Though 

the uses of the PFE are all for public benefit, they often contradict. For example, 

cutting down trees will be harmful to the birds nesting in those trees, and extracting 

minerals will prevent people being able to access the sites. I use the term paradox of 

purpose as a shortcut to describe these unsolvable contradictions within the 

organisation’s mission within this paper (see also Chapter 3). 

 

Forestry England has over 1,000 staff. It has a National Office (NO) with functional 

leads based in Bristol, but the majority of the staff are forest based (FB) spread across 
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the country in 7 geographical Districts. The complexity of the mission, and the need 

to take decisions on a site-by-site basis, has resulted in the impacts of the paradox of 

purpose being faced extensively at the forest level. The key forest based functional 

roles are summarised in Table 5.1. 

 
Functional Role Responsibility 
Forest Management 
Directors  

Overall responsibility for a District and hence all decisions related 
to the paradox of purpose within a large geographical area. 

Foresters  Responsible for managing a section of the District’s land and 
extracting revenue from timber harvesting on it, whilst also 
returning some areas to a less productive previous state (e.g. 
heathland, meandering stream or hardwood forest) 

Recreation team  Responsible for generating revenue from recreational facilities 
whilst maintaining an open access policy on the PFE 

Wildlife Rangers  Responsible for culling animals to reduce tree destruction whilst 
also protecting wildlife  

Ecologists Responsible for looking after habitats and wildlife on the PFE. 
 

Table 5.1: Forest based functional roles within Forestry England  
 

The forest-based members make decisions together about what to do on each piece of 

land, recognising that any decision and subsequent action will almost always have a 

negative effect on another part of the organisation’s mission. The paradox of purpose 

within Forestry England’s mission is explicit to everyone working within the 

organisation and underpins everything they do. This is evidenced in the following 

extract from my personal notes. 
 

To Harvest or not to Harvest 
A Forester needs to harvest some trees in an area. He is not really driven by targets to get those 
trees out this year, but i) the trees are ready to be harvested; ii) harvesting makes money for the 
organisation; iii) harvesting trees is what the organisation does; iv) harvesting trees is what his 
main role is; v) harvesting is on the agreed (with external stakeholders) forest design plan; and vi) 
the Forester gets satisfaction from getting the work done. The Forester was told by the Ecologist 
that he could not harvest the trees in the summer last summer because of ground nesting birds. The 
Forester accepted this (he doesn’t want to trash the ecology either) and planned the harvesting for 
the winter instead (when there are no ground nesting birds) as there are no explicit plans to get 
certain trees out at certain times, and there were other trees he could harvest at that time instead 
(other areas have less sensitive/designated ecology). Along with winter however came lots of rain. 
Though wet land makes it difficult for the contractors to get their machinery in and do the work, the 
contractors want to get work done as they need to work to get paid and pay off the cost of their 
machinery. The Forester really wants to try and let the contractors work to keep their businesses 
afloat, and keep the rest of the timber industry running (as a good civil servant). It was not possible 
in the end for the work to go ahead in the winter either however as the machinery would have 
completely trashed the ground which would have been unacceptable to the public. As a result, the 
work was not done in the winter, which means it really must be done this summer, even though there 
will once again be ground nesting birds. The Ecologist is now put in the difficult position: he 
recognises that harvesting trees is what the Forestry Commission does, but he knows it will have a 
negative impact on the birds he is tasked with protecting. If there is no official designation that 
legally stops the work going ahead in the summer therefore he agrees he will not veto the operation 
this year, even though he still feels very uncomfortable about the operation. He does still have in 
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mind however that, across the overall estate, other ground nesting birds are being protected. (from 
Personal Summary Notes, May 2018) 

 

The focus of this paper is the ‘mystery’ (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2011) that I found 

during the ethnography that members feel positive working within the organisation 

even though they have to be part of decisions that go against the values of their 

function (e.g. the ecologist has to sign a form to enable trees to be cut down including 

trees where birds are nesting). In an earlier stage of my analysis I had a working title 

for this paper of ‘Pride and Guilt’. A dive back into the data however resulted in a 

realisation that the members hadn’t actually expressed guilt: I had just presumed they 

were feeling guilt when they had to be part of actions that were not in line with the 

values of their function. This counter intuitive finding led to the resultant focus on 

values within the organisation.  

 

To gain an understanding of how values play out within an organisation it is necessary 

for situated study and to ‘look at organisations up close’ (Kraatz and Block, 2017a, p. 

543), something that is possible within an ethnographic methodology. Kraatz and 

Flores (2015) note that ‘values are inherently complex and subjective phenomena that 

do not fit neatly into deterministic theories. Theorizing and studying their effects 

requires taking subjective experiences seriously and treating these as proper objects of 

study’ (Kraatz and Flores, 2015, p. 36). People ‘have the remarkable ability to 

communicate their values’ (Kraatz and Block, 2017a, p. 548) and hence with 

sensitivity it is possible to gain an understanding of how people are experiencing 

values using ethnographic methods.  

 

The overall research study, of which this paper is a part, aimed to gain a better 

understanding of how conflicting organisational objectives are experienced. Though 

the full ethnography provided background to the situation within the organisation, this 

paper is based mainly on the loosely structured interviews (Hammersley and Atkinson, 

2019) undertaken during the ethnography, particularly with key participants working 

in the field. A focus in on the interview data within the larger data set was appropriate 

for researching values as it was within the interview situation where members 

expressed their motivations and feelings, in a separate space without their colleagues 

present. I am conscious that many of my participants knew that I had been brought 

into the organisation by the Chief Executive and hence they may have felt the need to 
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represent themselves in a particular way. I believe however that the respondents had 

developed trust in me through the rest of the ethnography and hence they were 

prepared and felt able to talk with me in a more open and honest manner than might 

have been the case if the interviews were standalone interviews.  

 

The interviews were loosely structured in line with the expectation of ethnographic 

interviews ‘giving interviewees a good deal more leeway to talk on their own terms 

than is the case in standardized interviews’ (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2019, p. 115). 

I did not approach the interviews with a pre-planned list of questions, and not every 

interview covered the same questions, instead I adopted ‘a more flexible approach, 

allowing the discussion to flow in a way that seemed natural’ (Hammersley and 

Atkinson, 2019, p. 122). The interviews were particularly wide-ranging at the start of 

the ethnography when I was unsure as to where the research would take me. 

Throughout however the discussions included participants’ motivations for working 

for the organisation and how they experienced the complexity of the organisation’s 

mission. 

 

The interviews themselves would have been less easy to interpret if they had not been 

part of a larger ethnography. The rest of the ethnography helped me put what was said 

into context. With the additional knowledge obtained from observations of meetings 

and practices I was able to contextualise what my participants were telling me, and 

ask more relevant questions to elicit further data. Though the majority of the 

interviews took place in meetings rooms, some took place whilst work shadowing out 

in the field. During these interviews pride was not just heard in words, but seen in 

action as participants could show me, not just tell me, what they and the organisation 

achieves.  

 

In total I conducted 55 interviews with members of Forestry England and those 

interviews ranged in length from 15 mins to 160 minutes, with an average of 78 

minutes. All interviewees have been given a random number within either a Forest 

based (FB) (n=38) or a National Office (NO) (n=17) grouping for the purpose of this 

paper. 
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A summary of the interviews drawn on for this paper is detailed in Table 5.2. The 

transcribed interviews were imported into NVivo 12 software, along with notes from 

meetings attended (n=40), work shadowing days (n=8), observation of training 

sessions (n=3), documents that were obtained from the organisation, and personal 

reflections. In all over 300 codes were generated on NVivo. Thematic analysis of the 

data enabled the construction of abstract categories. Emerging categories were 

discussed with my Supervisors and a range of themes related to a ‘desire to do good’ 

were highlighted. 
 

 Forest Based  (FB) 
 

National Office (NO) 
 

Total 
 

 Cross 
Function Forestry 

Planning, 
Ecology & 

Wildlife 
Recreation Estates Cross 

Function 
Functional 

Roles  

 Senior 
 Management 7 1 1 2  3 8 22 

 Mid 
 Management  7 

 4 3 1  5 20 

 Non 
 Managerial 

2 
 2 5 

 3  1  13 
 

 TOTAL: 9 10 10 8 1 4 13 55 
 

Table 5.2: Summary of interviews conducted within Forestry England by job role 
 

For this paper the focus of the analysis was based around how values are experienced 

when members of the organisation need to be part of decisions that go against what 

they care about. Please refer to the data analysis section at the end of Chapter 2 of this 

thesis (pages 33-43), for further information about the method of data analysis 

employed. What was found was that values are dynamic in nature to enable them to 

successfully navigate the contradictions and tensions within the organisation’s 

mission.  

 

 

Findings  
The findings presented in this paper demonstrate how a desire to do good is 

experienced, embodied and enacted in a dynamic way within Forestry England. 

Forestry England and its members desire to do good through their work, however there 

are contradictions in doing good resulting from the complexity of the organisation’s 

mission. These contradictions result in tensions that I have termed ‘successful failures’ 

and ‘loyal traitors’. Despite these tensions, members still feel good about what they 
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are doing within the organisation, evidenced by continued expressions of pride. The 

pride is maintained due to an elasticity around what they perceive to be good. This 

results in a dynamic enactment of values within the organisation.  

 

Desire to do Good 

Members of Forestry England desire to do something good through their work. It is 

that desire to do good that makes them want to do the kind of job that they do. What 

is considered ‘good’ however will differ across functions. Good may be to produce 

quality timber (foresters), to look after wildlife (ecologists), or to increase public 

health and wellbeing (recreation team). Though individual functional desires will 

differ, members of Forestry England also have a less tangible shared desire to look 

after the Public Forest Estate for future generations. This desire was expressed 

repeatedly during the ethnography through a ‘legacy’ narrative. 

It's that legacy that is important, the legacy, how do you want to leave it for the future 
generations (FB15) 

You are doing your bit to sustain it [the forest] and keep it growing for the next 
generation (FB14) 

 

Those working for Forestry England have an emotional connection to what they are 

doing and why they are doing it. They are emotionally committed to doing their bit to 

look after the forests for future generations. 

Why I like the work that we do is what we do well now, we will not benefit from in 
our lifetime, but future generations will… I like the whole thing of this bat and legacy 
thing of managing something that you're passing on to future generations… there's 
the whole aspect of what they [forests] are, and what they stand for, and what they are 
as places, for me they're a special place in my heart really. And I'm not being, 
emotional about that, it's just that I have an attachment to woodlands, which I've had 
from a child, so that's why you end up doing something that follows a particular line. 
(FB27) 

 

Though the organisation and its members all desire to do good, they face 

contradictions in doing good due to the complexity of the organisation’s mission. 

 

Contradictions in doing Good 
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Forestry England has a broad mission expressed as: 

‘Connecting everyone with the Nation’s forests by creating and caring for our forests 
for people to enjoy, wildlife to flourish, and business to grow’ (Forestry England 
internal documents) 

 

The various parts of the mission can all be recognised as doing good (e.g. resourcing 

the timber industry; protecting wildlife; improving people’s health and well-being…). 

At each individual location however these elements can also contradict (e.g. you can’t 

cut down a tree at the same time as protecting the nest of a bird living in that tree; and 

you can’t provide a forest of trees for people to enjoy walking their dog amongst whilst 

also cutting the trees down to support the timber industry). This results in significant 

contradictions within their work. The contradictions are explicit to, and recognised by, 

everyone working within the organisation and they add significant complications to 

what they do. 

If we were a Wildlife Trust we could just manage the woodlands in the winter. And 
not upset the breeding. And all the members would be on board. Because that is what 
they were signed up for, our remit of conservation. Whereas we are publicly funded 
and we try and balance lots of different things. And that adds huge amounts of 
complications to everything you want to do. Because obviously you are an ecologist 
you want to do the right thing. But you are very aware that timber has to get out the 
door. People have got to go into the woods. And Recreation has got to continue, and 
events got to take place. So every day is a big balancing act really. (FB28) 

 

Those working within the organisation accept the contradictions within their mission. 

They feel however that the contradictions are often not recognised or accepted by 

those external to the organisation. 

They see it as a publicly owned forest, they see it should be a service, and of course 
it is a service, but that's part of this dichotomy between us having to, timber is still 
cutting trees and upsetting people (FB32) 

 

Contradictions occur not only between parts of the organisation’s mission (e.g. 

between timber and ecology) but even within parts of its mission e.g. within ecology, 

as creating an environment for one particular species will have a detrimental impact 

on other species. As examples, removing conifer trees to return to ancient woodland 

sites will have a detrimental effect on red squirrels; and returning sites to heathland 
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will be beneficial for heathland species but have a detrimental impact on the bat 

population.  

What's good for one species is not so good for another species (FB18) 

 

As well as there being contradictions caused by different potential uses for each 

location, and needs of different wildlife, there can also be contradictions caused by 

different policies that the organisation needs to follow. They may be tasked with 

removing trees to produce more heathland for instance at the same time as being tasked 

with replanting trees at the same location either because there was native woodland 

there in the past, or because of the policy against deforestation. 

[There can be] conflicts created by government policy; you’ll have a policy which 
says we should be restoring heathland for example, but some of our heathland sites 
because they were wooded heath, or heathy woods in the past, they’re also considered 
to be ancient semi-natural woodland, there is a policy which says we should restore 
those to site native species. … You can’t restore heathland and restore native 
woodland, they’re mutually unexclusive... (FB22) 

 

I use the phrase paradox of purpose within this paper as a shortcut to denote the 

perpetual and unsolvable contradictions (Smith and Lewis, 2011) within Forestry 

England’s mission. The contradictions in the organisation’s mission result in tensions 

faced in the desire to do good by Forestry England and its members.  

 

Tensions when doing Good  

The paradox of purpose within the organisation’s mission leads to two embedded 

tensions experienced by the organisation and its members as they try to ‘do good’ 

through their work. I have termed these tensions ‘Successful Failures’ and ‘Loyal 

Traitors’. 

 

Practice Tensions: Successful Failures 

As the Public Forest Estate (PFE) is a public resource, all members of the public can 

be considered as stakeholders. Conceptualisations of what the PFE is and is for 

however varies by stakeholders. For some people for instance the PFE might be a 
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place to walk their dog, for others it may be a place to grow trees or protect wildlife. 

As a result, actions taken by Forestry England can be seen as both positive and 

negative at the same time depending on the perspective of the stakeholder judging that 

action. As examples: it is good for the timber industry if Forestry England cuts down 

trees but it is bad for those walking their dogs in those woods; stopping a tree being 

cut down to save a goshawk is good for ecology but bad for the timber industry; having 

a bike race in the Forest is good for public health but has negative impacts on the 

environment.  

 

The underlying paradox of purpose means that actions taken by Forestry England will 

be deemed bad or wrong by some of the organisation’s stakeholders at the same time 

as being deemed good or right by others. This results in members of Forestry England 

feeling they are being judged as a ‘failure’ by some stakeholders at the same time as 

being judged as successful by others. As a government organisation Forestry England 

is answerable to all the different stakeholders. This leads to an embedded practice 

tension I have termed ‘Successful Failures’.  

Different people will say that’s successful or not, depending on what their objectives 
are. If you talk to someone from the RSPB they might say that’s not being very 
successful, because you haven’t got very many birds in there, or there’s no nest sites 
because you haven’t got low scrub. Whereas, someone else might look at it and say, 
‘You’ve got a fantastic assemblage of ferns and so on through there’, because it’s 
damp, it’s heavily shaded. (FB22) 

We are having to be all things to all people – and so are constantly failing as we can’t 
keep everyone happy all the time. Wildlife Trusts have one focus – to keep their 
members (who only pay because they want to support wildlife) happy, which is a 
relatively simple thing to do. We don’t have members – but are public forest, paid for 
by taxpayers money so it sometimes feels as if we are damned if we do, damned if we 
don’t! (FB28 by email) 

 

Members recognise the constraints of the paradox of purpose that Forestry England 

faces and can see longer term and less tangible benefits from their work. Those outside 

the organisation however seem to focus on the present time and space. As a result, 

though internally both individually and organisation-wise they know they have ‘done 

good’ and been ‘successful’, there are those externally who will judge what they have 

done negatively. The tension cannot be resolved.  

I think internally we understand that FE [Forestry England] is a business - and that 
the revenue from that business, is used in part to pay for a lot of the ecosystem services 
we deliver – however I think explaining that to our stakeholders is very difficult – as 
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they see us as a government agency that “must always do the right thing” – but we 
can’t always do the right thing for everybody and everything! (FB28 by email) 

 

Contradictions within the organisation’s mission therefore result in members believing 

that they have failed in the eyes of stakeholders even when they have met their desires 

to do good: their practices result in them feeling that they are ‘successful failures’.  

 

Authenticity Tensions: Loyal Traitors  

As well as facing tensions related to different views of their practice by different 

stakeholders, members face tensions about their own actions that I have deemed 

‘authenticity tensions’. Authenticity tensions arise as members try to be loyal to both 

the organisation and their functional role, whilst the organisation’s paradox of purpose 

means they can’t always be loyal to both at the same time. Due to the paradox of 

purpose they are often forced to go against the values of their function to remain loyal 

to the organisation. This however causes a feeling that they have not been loyal to 

their function (or not been loyal to the organisation if they persist with the values of 

their function over the organisation). I have coined the term ‘Loyal Traitors’ to 

describe this embedded tension.  

 

Members may be put in a position when they are representing the organisation when 

in fact they think that the organisation is wrong and they feel they are not in line with 

the values of their function. 

I have been going to meetings with the council, the planners, and RSPB, and Natural 
England, absolutely defending our position but at the back of my mind knowing that 
they are actually, they are right. What they are asking for is absolutely right. (FB28) 

 

Members may have had to make a conscious effort to change their mindset to enable 

them to be loyal to the organisation and its wider mission rather than be loyal just to 

the values of their function. 

Felling in the summer, during the bird nesting season, that doesn't sit very easily with 
me personally, because you know, I guess because it was always drummed into me, 
all the conservation, my degrees and then all the conservation work things since then, 
the summer is the time for wildlife to have its opportunity to make use of the habitat 
that you've been creating all winter, and autumn and winter, and that you've made 
safe. Yeah, I'm accepting that has been slightly more tricky. (Fb5) 
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Members feel torn between standing up for their function and being loyal to the 

organisation when there is conflict due to the paradox of purpose of the organisation. 

Really torn. Really torn. Torn because, yes, torn because your inner values, torn 
because you are very aware if you do this it could lead to a whole load of flak. I mean 
if it is actually legislation it would be absolutely no way. If it is European protected 
species, no way. Or protected schedule one bird. No way. Not going there. If it is 
something a little bit more woolly. Like a blackbird in a wood. You just have to go 
with it. But it is, it is hard, and you are constantly at the back of your mind thinking 
‘have I done the right thing?’ ‘Should I have said no’. ‘Should I have said yes’. (FB28) 

There has had to be a switch in my, I suppose in my interpretation of stuff, 
because you know, particularly when I came from [X organisation], it was all about 
the wildlife, and now there's more of a mix of things. And, so it's understanding those 
compromises a bit more, and being more realistic about, that's been quite a big change. 
(FB5) 

 

The majority of the time members end up siding with the organisation rather than their 

function which can cause discomfort. 

I go home and drink lots of gin! [laughter]. Yes, I do struggle. But I think I am loyal 
to the Commission. (FB28) 

 

Members of Forestry England therefore experience two types of tensions, one related 

to their practice (successful failures), and one related to their authenticity (loyal 

traitors), as they try to do good through their work within the organisation. What the 

findings show however is that members still manage to feel good about their work, 

despite these tensions.  

 

Pride from doing Good 

Despite experiencing tensions there remains a sense that Forestry England and its 

members do good through their work. This was seen through an expression of pride 

within the empirical material. And through not expressing guilt.  

 

Members did not express ‘guilt’ as would have been expected given the fact that the 

paradox of purpose means they have to betray their function. Only one newer member 

of the organisation did express guilt, not spontaneously, but when asked directly by 

email if it was experienced: 
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I think for myself I do feel a sense of guilt if I have not managed to convince other 
teams within my organisation why we need to do a particular activity or do it 
differently to protect the wildlife. Which then brings with it a feeling of failure or 
frustration that perhaps it was the way I expressed myself. (FB5 by email)  

 

Despite the contradictions and tensions faced, members express pride in what they do. 

Members have a positive sense of pride from working for an organisation with such 

good intentions. This pride can relate to meeting their functional values: 

I am quite proud of what we have achieved here with the nightingale. Because if we 
didn’t do anything we could of quite easily lost it. (FB36) 

 

Often however the pride was expressed more generically related to the organisation 

and what it achieves.  

Overall the pride comes from being part of an organisation that is recognised as 
punching way above its weight and providing attractive, accessible and vibrant 
woodlands that the public can use and enjoy. (We do also recognise that we don’t 
always get it right)! (FB22 by email) 

You can see a positive reaction to the work that we do, and we feel proud to say that 
we work for the Forestry Commission. I always like saying that, when someone asks 
me. I don't overtly go and say, but if someone asks me, I'll say I work for the Public 
Forest Estate. (FB27) 

People really do feel proud to work for the organisation and stay for it for a long time 
(FB34 in management meeting) 

 

Members recognise that the organisation has multiple objectives, and they are proud 

of the way it manages to deal with them all. 

We’re all proud of what we deliver (FB12) 

 

There is an overwhelming sense of pride expressed in relation to both working in their 

role and for the organisation. 

I am incredibly proud to be a [functional role] for the organisation (FB36) 

 

The fact that members expressed pride, but not guilt, implies that they manage to feel 

good about what they are doing despite having to go against the values of their 

function. This indicates an elasticity around what they feel/believe to be good. 
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Elasticity of Good  

The research shows that there is an elasticity around good which enables members to 

feel good about their work despite the paradoxes faced. Though members’ individual 

values may differ, they share a common desire to sustain the Public Forest Estate as a 

legacy for future generations. This common desire works as a glue holding the 

organisation together. 

I think the glue… is that people are kind of committed, to what the organisation is all 
about, committed to the environment, or to forestry or to working with people, and 
they see the organisation as a force for good, and a place in which they can pursue 
some of their, some element of their kind of personal commitments or beliefs, whether 
it's forestry or trees, or passion for wildlife. And it's that's the extra ingredient, which 
are sometimes missing in a more commercial situation, is people kind of generally, as 
I do, generally think we're trying to do something good for society (NO9) 

 

There is a common belief that the organisation does good. 

I have this very deep commitment to the organisation, because I believe it’s doing the 
right thing, and its motives are very good. (FB7) 

 

Members believe that ‘good’ can be achieved through the organisation, not just though 

individual roles. Members can therefore achieve their desire to do good, not just 

through their individual actions, but also through their commitment to an organisation 

that does good.  

 

The research suggests that members regularly prioritise the needs of the organisation 

over preferences that would be more consistent with their own function in the 

organisation. In doing this they show commitment to the organisation with its wider, 

more long-term ‘good’ to look after the PFE than the perhaps more localised, short 

term ‘good’ of their function.  

[We want to take] the right decisions for the forest. I am not saying they are the right 
decisions for different objectives that you might have but they, most of the people 
working here … want to put the forest first. We work for the Forestry Commission 
but our heart is for the… Forest (FB9) 

[We] could, you know, potentially stop stuff. But we are never there to do that 
because, you know, we know how important it is to keep the ball rolling. You know 
if woodlands don’t get thinned and stuff doesn’t get worked then it’s, it’s, yeah, things 
grind to a halt. (FB36) 
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Members recognise that, through the organisation, they can ‘do good’ even if it is not 

entirely what they would have done from the standpoint of their own function. 

It’s about a balance between the two, and yes, I feel from wildlife legislation point of 
view that I've adhered to that, but also there's been some additional benefit to wildlife 
so if there's been some improvement or some area that's been going to be managed as 
part of their work, so might be, widening one of the rides [paths] that will make that 
ride better for butterflies longer term, so part of the work delivers that, so then we've 
got some longer term gains. (FB5) 

It’s frustrating at times and it can limit what you do, but you’ve got to try and turn it 
into an opportunity in what can we do to improve the woodlands, so we’ll still have 
these features, but will enrich the woodland and make it better one way or another. 
Albeit it might go through a destructive phase first. Again it’s about balancing 
everything, and trying to do the best and leave something good behind. (FB22) 

 

There is an elasticity around what is ‘good’ within Forestry England. Recognising that 

the organisation does good enables an alternative route to ‘doing good’ when it cannot 

be achieved through the members’ own functional work. The belief that the 

organisation ‘does good’ leads to a different set of ‘good’ values: that of being a good 

employee, which is expressed through compromise and commitment. 

 

Compromise as Good 

Members have to make compromises if they are to go with the organisation for 

particular issues rather than with their individual function. In many organisations 

making compromises may be considered personally, and thought of by others, as 

failure. In Forestry England however compromises are not only accepted, but are also 

accepted as doing good. 

I look at it from the side of the legislation, so if we're within the legislation and we're 
within the policies of the Forestry Commission, which I don't necessarily fully support 
that side of particularly that felling in summer … but I do understand the requirement 
as it stands at the moment with need for timber for the timber industry, so I accept 
that, and so, that's part of what I need to agree to, and so, that's a personal compromise, 
but that's not a compromise in terms of legislation and wildlife protection. (FB5) 

 

Individuals accept compromises that allow them to be good employees, even if that 

means they haven’t been the best at being good for their function, or their personal or 

their functional values. 
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Part of taking the job has been that I've had to change my priorities and whilst 
personally I'm not comfortable with the felling in the summer, I have to take the 
Forestry Commission's line that we fell in the summer, when we need to. (FB5)  

There are times, when you think, I wouldn't do any of this. However, I'm not saying 
no, we can probably work round it. And then we've got a compromise somewhere in 
the middle. (FB37) 

There is always someone who's going to push for more of this, or more of that, but by 
and large, if you come to a plan that is a good compromise of those objectives, then I 
think you've done your job, it works out quite well. I think by and large (FB10) 

The very nature of a balanced approach is that it is a compromise between competing 
objectives.. (FB22 by email) 

You’re never going to win. I felt that in that role but I was quite comfortable with 
that….My view of it is, you’ve got to be comfortable in your own skin. If you’re not 
comfortable in your own skin you’re going to struggle. (NO10) 

 

Commitment as Good 

Through their common belief that the organisation does good, and their shared desire 

to leave the Public Forest Estate as a legacy for others, members are bound to a 

community driven by a common purpose. They see the PFE, and their management of 

it, as a cause they are commonly committed to maintaining and sustaining, even 

though their individual areas of commitment may be different. 

We have a very strong positive culture with people who are full of commitment and 
drive for the Forestry Commission and what they are trying to do and where they are 
trying to go (NO7) 

 

The sense of community was also demonstrated through wearing of Forestry 

Commission green attire. As well as wearing it out in the forest on a normal working 

day, I continually noted [meeting notes District Away Day, Leadership Training Event 

etc.] how members also wore ‘the green’ on days out of the forest. It would seem that 

wearing the green when they don’t need to is an explicit way, whether consciously or 

subconsciously, of showing commitment to the forest and the organisation 

commissioned to look after it.  

 

Members are very proud of what the organisation does and are very committed to it. 

They act defensively if they feel the organisation or its work is being criticised in any 
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way. This was evidenced by the response of one of my respondents when I showed 

him some of my writing: 

To say ‘tree cutting detrimentally alters the environment for wildlife and visitor’s’ 
sounds a little sweeping…Perhaps an alternative might be... ‘they may have negative 
impacts, at least in the short term, on some components of the environment and 
visitors enjoyment of the site’ (FB7 by email) 

 

The findings from this research show that members of Forestry England have a desire 

to ‘do good’. The persistent reoccurrence of a sense of ‘pride’ within the data indicates 

that members achieve that desire despite having to go against the values of their 

function within their work. ‘Good’ has been shown to have an elasticity about it which 

enables compromises on individual and organisational values. The tensions and 

contradictions within the Forestry England’s mission lead to a dynamic enactment of 

values facilitated by the elasticity of good within the organisation.  

 

 

Discussion 
This paper makes a contribution to our understanding of values through its 

consideration of how values are expressed, embodied and enacted in an organisation 

where embedded paradox (Smith and Lewis, 2011) results in members having to be 

part of decisions that go against what they care about. The findings demonstrate how 

values are experienced dynamically to enable the organisation and its members to 

continue to meet their over-riding desire to ‘do good’. The paper builds on the idea 

that ‘values are neither cognitive nor emotive’ but rather they ‘are variably one and 

then the other and usually a mix of both’ (Selznick, 1992, p. 22) by demonstrating a 

dynamic between cognitive and emotive dimensions of values within a particular 

organisational context. Gecas (2008) discussed how living in congruence with one’s 

values leads to authenticity, and incongruence leads to inauthenticity and associated 

emotions such as guilt. The findings in this research however present an alternative 

view where the dynamic nature of values enables evasion of guilt.  

 

Values are experienced as concoctions of the desirable (Kraatz et al., 2020; Vince, 

2019) within Forestry England. The organisation and its members desire to do good, 

but ‘good’ has an elasticity to it driven by tensions and contradictions in the 
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organisation’s mission. The elasticity means that within Forestry England ‘good’ can 

relate to commitment and compromise, as well as a functional good. As their over-

riding legacy value is intangible, it enables flexibility in its enactment rather than 

representing an unattainable ideal (Kraatz et al., 2020). Rather than feel guilty for 

being out of line with the values expected from their functional positions (Gecas, 

2008), members maintain a sense of pride. They achieve this by focusing on a different 

‘good’ to that that is making them feel that they are failing or being inauthentic.  

 

Within Forestry England values are also experienced as connections to the desirable 

(Kraatz et al., 2020; Vince, 2019). As well as having a desire to do good through their 

functions, members also have the wider desire to leave the forest as a legacy for future 

generations. Members see Forestry England as an enabler of that legacy desire and 

hence commitment to Forestry England and the forest it is looking after is also 

experienced as doing good within the organisation. As the legacy desire is shared 

amongst members of Forestry England, so is the commitment to the organisation. The 

fact that desires are shared acts as a cohesive force that binds the organisation together 

(Kraatz and Block, 2017a). As well as connecting individuals to a legacy desire 

therefore, values also connect individuals to each other and the organisation through 

a common commitment to the organisation and the forest it is looking after.  

 

Contributions of the paper 

This paper contributes to organisational theory by empirically demonstrating the 

dynamic nature of values. I introduce the term dynamic values to reflect the fact that 

value orientations are continuously shifted by compromises in what members of the 

organisation feel should be done. The paper empirically illustrates how values are not 

simply conceptions of the desirable, but also concoctions of, and connections to, what 

is desirable within organisations (Kraatz et al., 2020; Vince, 2019).  

 

The study also offers an empirical example of an organisation experiencing 

organisational paradox at the micro-level, something that has been called for within 

the academic literature (Schad et al., 2016). The paper highlights how the dynamic 

nature of values helps sustain paradox within an organisation. In Forestry England, if 

members stuck fast only to the values of their functions a stalemate would be reached. 
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The dynamic enactment of values enables tensions and contradictions, and hence 

paradox, to be sustained. 

 

The paper offers insights for practicing managers in the context of organisational 

tensions and contradictions. According to Selznick (1957), one of the key roles of 

leaders is to infuse values into an organisation. In his view, leaders should be held 

responsible for the protection, promotion and realisation of values within their 

organisation (Kraatz et al., 2020). Within Forestry England however it is clear that the 

values are already there, in the hearts and minds of its members. The role of leaders is 

instead to enable an environment where values can be dynamically experienced so that 

members continue to feel good about what they are doing.  

 

Future research 

This paper builds on the idea that values are conceptions of the desirable (Gecas, 2008) 

by also considering the way that values are embodied, experienced and enacted 

dynamically within organisations. Previous research around the dynamic nature of 

values has been focused within institutional theory and has considered the way that 

values can develop through experience, over time, and with the world around them 

(Kraatz et al., 2020). By including a more localised consideration of the dynamic 

nature of values within organisations, values scholars can enhance understanding of 

people’s experience of values in the workplace. In the empirical context detailed 

within this paper, there is a shared intangible ‘legacy’ desire, where the intangibility 

facilitates the dynamic enactment of values within the organisation. Would the same 

dynamic enactment of values occur when there is a shared desire that is less intangible 

(hence more tangible)? To what extent is the intangibility of the shared desire driving 

/ facilitating the dynamic enactment of values?  

 

This research considers the experience of values that are already present within an 

organisation. Selznick (1957) believed that a key role of leadership is to infuse 

institutional values down through organisations. This does not seem to be the case 

within this empirical study where shared values are already inherent within the 

organisation’s mission and within the hearts and minds of its members. This raises 
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questions about the benefit of developing and disseminating organisational values 

given the dynamic enactment of values within an organisation.  

 

The findings presented in this paper support paradox scholars’ current interest in 

research at the micro-level. How can enhanced understanding of values further our 

understanding of embedded paradox within organisations? And how does paradox 

sustain and undermine values in organisations?  

 

This study was conducted in an organisation with public responsibility. It is likely that 

similar dynamics are embedded in other public sector organisations as they try to meet 

the demands of diverse stakeholders. What is the role of values in successful 

navigation of contradictions and tensions within other organisations with public 

responsibility? 

 

 

Conclusion 
This paper highlights the dynamic nature of values within an organisation, something 

that has not explicitly been discussed within the academic literature to date. With 

ethics and morals there is a line to be crossed which would make it difficult for 

multiple ethical and moral stances to co-exist in harmony within an organisation. In 

contrast however, this paper demonstrates that it is possible for multiple conflicting 

values to co-exist within both an individual and an organisational entity. The paper 

demonstrates the resultant dynamic nature of values through its presentation of the 

experience, embodiment and enactment of values within Forestry England.  
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Reflections on Chapter 5 
 

Chapter 5 is a revised version of a paper (‘Loyal traitors and successful failures: 

Values, emotions and paradox within Forestry England’) that I presented in the 

emotions stream (sub-theme 13) at EGOS in 2019. Following the feedback I received 

at EGOS I decided to focus this paper more explicitly on values. As a result, I have 

revised the findings, and developed the theoretical and practical contributions of the 

paper.  

 

A lesson in data analysis 

I have always found it a really interesting insight that the Forestry England ecologists 

are prepared to sign the form to cut down the tree where the birds they are employed 

to protect are nesting. Though it is something that clearly makes them feel 

uncomfortable, they still do it. And they still seem to remain positive about their role 

even after having done it. When I first started writing the paper in Chapter 5 I had a 

working title of ‘Pride and guilt’. As I looked for evidence of guilt however I realised 

that I had been presuming the respondents (particularly the ecologists) were 

experiencing guilt: in fact it turned out that guilt wasn’t something that had actually 

been expressed in the interviews. That served as an important lesson in data analysis 

for me. I also had a working title of ‘Values and the undervalued’ for a while until I 

realised that that wasn’t right either. I then used the lack of expression of ‘guilt’ and 

being ‘undervalued’ to help me understand and analyse my data better. This moved 

my focus away from emotions directly, towards a more in-depth analysis of the 

experience of values within the organisation which is driving their emotions. 

 

A lesson in morals 

During the development of this paper I had several conversations with my Supervisors 

about the difference between values, morals, ethics and norms to justify why I was 

focusing on values and not for instance a moral order that exists within the 

organisation as had been a consideration at one time. Having spent some time thinking 
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about this I now consider morals to be barometers for decision making that are context 

and situationally dependent. Ethics I see as rules about what is morally right and wrong 

that are generally determined by society. Norms in contrast I see as standards for 

appropriate behaviour. I believe individuals usually have fairly clear distinctions 

between what is morally / ethically right or wrong. What this research shows however 

is that there is not such a clear distinction for values. Realising there is no opposite 

term for values served as a turning point for me. If you go against your values you 

might feel ‘inauthentic’ (Gecas, 2008; Kraatz et al., 2020) but not immoral, unethical 

or deviant as you would be if you went against your morals, ethics or norms of society. 

This helped me understand that values have a dynamism to them that leads to them 

being experienced in a different way to the experience of ethics, morals and norms. It 

is that dynamism that I have tried to highlight within the paper.  

 

Whose values? 

As I developed my focus on values I started to wrestle with questions around ‘whose 

values’? Was it the values of the individual or the organisation? I now recognise that 

focusing only on the values of specific individuals within Forestry England without 

considering the context in which those values were operating would have been 

limiting. The insight is around how individual values are being impacted by, and 

impacting on, practices across the organisation. Individual values are intertwined with, 

and are enacted within, an organisational context full of contradictions and tensions.  

 

Within the paper I have used the perspective of values to make a bridge between 

individual members and their conceptions of what they are doing, and why they are 

doing it, within the organisation. As I was writing the paper I was conscious that the 

experiences are different by functional group within the organisation. Whereas the 

foresters felt mainly frustration from not being able to do what they thought they 

should do, for the ecologists the experience of going against their functional desires 

resulted in greater discomfort. This made me concerned that I was generalising my 

findings too greatly. My Supervisors reassured me however that that didn’t matter as 

the dynamic I was focusing on was there, even if it wasn’t experienced in the same 

way across the whole organisation.  
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So what? 

In the previous empirical papers in this thesis my focus has been on group practice 

within an organisational context. This paper also demonstrates organisational order by 

highlighting the shared understanding that the desire to do good can be enacted 

dynamically in many different ways within the organisation. As I developed the paper 

I struggled with the ‘so what?’ in what I was writing. Though I have moved away from 

focusing on mixed emotions I still feel that having a more explicit understanding of 

the dynamic nature of ‘good’ will enable members to be more accepting of some of 

the failure, and potential guilt, that is an integral part of their work experience given 

the contradictions within the organisation’s mission.  

 



 

 

 

132 

Chapter 6 - Alone in the woods with a gun: On the frontline 
as a Forestry Commission Wildlife Ranger 
 

 

There is one narrative that stands out within my ethnographic data set, an interview 

with Chris12, one of the Forestry Commission Wildlife Rangers. I met Chris mid-way 

through my field research and, though the Wildlife Rangers are generally known for 

keeping themselves to themselves, Chris seemed very keen to talk. I sensed that he 

wanted to present the Wildlife Ranger’s side of a story. We ended up sitting for over 

two hours in a noisy café as he provided one rich insight after another. I had originally 

intended to use the narrative as the basis for a Work, Employment and Society ‘On 

the Frontline’ piece (hence the title of this chapter). It seems more pertinent however 

to use Chris’ narrative first within my thesis as an exemplification of some of the 

findings from my other papers. Though I have changed some of the order around, and 

missed out some of what was said, the narrative that I have included has been kept 

verbatim. I have however linked Chris’ narrative with the other papers in my thesis by 

using my own section headings. 

 

As an organisation, Forestry England is very complex with multiple stakeholders with 

competing views. Theoretically that could lead to stagnation. The forest is not 

something that can stagnate however. The role of the Wildlife Ranger is to keep the 

forest alive and growing. During conversations with my Supervisors I have referred 

to the Wildlife Rangers as both ‘Lone Rangers13’ and ‘Ents14’ (as in the tree custodians 

in the Lord of the Rings series). Both of those descriptions still seem apt. The role of 

the Wildlife Ranger is to look after a particular part of the Public Forest Estate. In 

some ways they act like policemen, keeping the forests safe from destructive wildlife 

and people. The Wildlife Rangers carry guns to shoot deer to protect the growing trees. 

At the same time they protect the deer and other wildlife from people. Chris did not 

have his gun with him when we met, but he did have his dog, and he was wearing 

 
12 ‘Chris’ is a pseudonym 

13 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lone_Ranger 

14 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ent 
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Forestry Commission attire. As is clear from the narrative, to Chris being a Wildlife 

Ranger is more a lifestyle and a calling than a job.  

 

Within my thesis I consider organisational order (Dermer, 1988; Nonaka, 1988; Vince 

& Voronov, 2020) to be the shared norms, assumptions and beliefs underpinning how 

things are done within the organisation. Elements of Forestry England’s organisational 

order that have been identified in the other three papers include: 

• The desire to do good can be enacted dynamically in many different ways within 

the organisation (Chapter 5) 

• Employing judgement is an appropriate practice for making decisions (Chapter 3) 

• It is appropriate for leaders not to know what to do in the organisation (Chapter 4) 

 

Within this paper I focus on the leadership capability of Chris in his role as a Wildlife 

Ranger within the organisation. I use the term capability to capture both the individual 

and the organisational perspective. I see the capability as belonging to Chris, but that 

capability as being created within the organisational order and context. Chris’ 

leadership capability does not depend only on his individual capacity to do things but 

also on the limitations of what he can do within the organisation.  

 

Throughout my PhD there has been a question between my Supervisors and me related 

to what ‘the organisation’ is. Officially I was doing research within Forestry England 

which is the public sector organisation tasked with managing the Public Forest Estate 

on behalf of the Forestry Commission (which is part of the UK government). Virtually 

everyone I talked to in the field however seemed to feel that they worked directly for 

the Forestry Commission (hence I have used the term Forestry Commission rather than 

Forestry England in the title of this chapter). Members’ wages come from Forestry 

England, and they have Forestry England email addresses, but their clothing and 

vehicles have always historically been branded as ‘Forestry Commission’.  

 

The Wildlife Rangers are known for being a bit of a law unto themselves, and on the 

edge of the organisation and hence seem even further removed from Forestry England 

as an organisation than everyone else. That is not surprising however when you 

consider that the Wildlife Rangers don’t only work in the Forest but they live in it too. 

As they live on the part of the Public Forest Estate that they are looking after they are 
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also part of the community. When they talk it seems that the Wildlife Rangers always 

put what they feel to be the needs of the forest first, and then they side with whoever 

(be that Forestry England, the Forestry Commission or the local community) will help 

them achieve that neeed for each situation. 

 

There is no evidence within Chris’ narrative that anyone else in the organisation knows 

what he should do better than him (links to Chapter 4). It appears that Chris employs 

his own judgement to make decisions relating to the conflicting uses of the Forest (as 

found in Chapter 3), even if that means going against the official line of the 

organisation at times. By allowing the Wildlife Rangers to cross the line Forestry 

England enables work to get done despite contradictions in its organisational 

objectives.  

 

It is clear from his narrative that Chris has very strong personal beliefs in what he feels 

is the right thing to do for the forest, and that he is committed to his role. What the 

narrative also shows however is that his belief and commitment, combined with the 

conflicting elements of the organisation’s mission, can result in him being both a ‘loyal 

traitor’ and a ‘successful failure’ (as discussed in Chapter 5) at times.  

 

Despite the challenges and contradictions that he faces, it is clear that overall Chris 

feels that he is able to do good in his role (links to Chapter 5), and he feels positive 

about the work that he does on the frontline as a Wildlife Ranger.  

 

 

Chris’ Story 
I grew up in a forest, my family has a long history in the forest. I did my work 

experience here with the Commission. It’s from there that I started to think, actually, 

I quite like the idea of this. As for getting into the Wildlife Ranger side, I'd almost 

given up hope in thinking it was a road I could go down, but I went into Education. 

I've always liked educating people about respect and care for the wildlife, and looking 

after it. I did a lot of outreach work, so I worked in a couple of deprived areas bordering 

the forest, where things were very confrontational shall we say. But I started to miss a 

lot of the wildlife element I wasn't getting to do. It was quite a shock for everybody 
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when I did put in for the Wildlife Ranger role. But it was something that I had always 

wanted to do, and I didn't think a place would come up, but it did. 

 

Commitment to the role  

It’s a lifestyle not a job. That's the one thing you have to just accept, when you take 

this post on, you have to accept that it is a lifestyle, not a job. If you are living [in the 

forest like we do], it's a bit like if you work from home, and you see the washing-up, 

or the washing's got to be done, you can do it, whereas if you're in an office you don't 

think about it, do you? There are reasons why we are called the gardeners in the Forest. 

That's because we do everything. Monitoring through to byelaw enforcement. Estates, 

encroachment issues…. Anything and everything you could think of we are the first 

point of call. It's like having a garden and like managing my garden and I get a call to 

say that bed needs weeding. Or that hedge needs fixing. We do much more than we 

get credit for really.  

 

You get up in the morning, take a deep breath, and go right, let's go and see what's out 

there. There's a fly tip here, that barrier's been broken, there's somebody driven off 

road, and then the phone call goes because there's somebody, there's an encroachment 

somewhere, you go and deal with that, you get an earful over that, you get home and 

you think, I'll just have a quick cup of tea, and you get another phone call to say, you 

know, and it's, you're firefighting. If I can I always go out. If it is within reason. Even 

if it is to a camp at two in the morning. That is becoming a more regular thing now. 

You go out and make sure they put out the fire. If you have a means of getting them 

out of the area and move on you can. But nine times out of ten they have been drinking. 

So you have to set the ground rules. And you have to go back first thing the next day. 

The amount of times I'll answer that phone on my day off, it's unreal.  

 

So, you're talking with your line managers, and they ask ‘what are you doing, how are 

you coping, how's your time management?’ And you're saying there is not enough 

time, so they say ‘okay, well then we need to weigh up, you've got to say, right you've 

done 12 hours, you've got to say on that call, unless it's an absolute emergency, you 

can't attend it because you need to have a break’. Right, well that's great, but then I get 

renowned for the one person that's called me, that I didn't attend. So you try and deal 
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with that. Because that doesn't go down well. That's not seen, you know, you might 

have spent three hours dealing with an estates issue, getting no end of abuse, and 

problems, and really, really working on that, and then spent another hour trying to 

catch a dog that's chasing deer around somewhere, put down a deer that was involved 

in a road traffic accident, gone and done a survey, then try to get home for some family 

time with your kids, you then get another call to say somebody's got a disposal 

barbecue out underneath a gorse bush which might take 5 minutes to deal with, may 

or may not end up in a problem, but is quite significant to some people, to say no I'm 

not dealing with it. 

 

Failing the community (Successful Failure) 

You live on the area that you manage. You get to be well-known in the forest, in the 

community. You are on the ground and you are the one that is actively engaged. You 

have a reputation. It doesn't matter that you're on a rest day. That you want leave. But 

somebody will phone up because somebody has just put their fence in the wrong 

location. Or the neighbour's dog has been chasing deer. They ring you. It doesn't matter 

you saying I'm off today. But they say I've got a problem it's happening now, don't 

you care? And you do take it to heart a bit, when someone says the Forestry 

Commission are rubbish, and it's about something that's on your beat, and they say 

this, and blah blah blah, you take that as a personal dig. Even though you know that 

you shouldn't, you do.  

 

For every 10 calls we get, for an issue that we attend, there'll be one we can't 

make. And if that one, that starts to add up, people go, ‘they never attended this 

barbecue’, ‘there was a camp here that they didn't get to’, ‘there was these ponies being 

fed but nobody told them’. Because there's a limit, we can't get to it. What isn't seen 

is how much you've dealt with in the interim. You do get occasions when you've got 

stuff going on, you get more volatile incidents and problems that are going on, you do 

get, I've had it occasionally on my beat, with poaching issues, whether it's been rabbits 

through to the deer and stuff, that you're trying to deal with. Or, I don't know, off-

roading across the forest, revved all-round the place. In these cases I'm going to end 

up with phone call after phone call, ‘why aren't you out stopping all of this? You're no 

good if you're not about’. But you're already doing so much, yeah, you do take it 
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personally. You're not going to sit there and go, I'm not going to take it personally. 

I've only got so many hours in the day, you do take it personally. Because the criticism 

of the fact that you're not doing your job properly.  

 

Failing the wildlife (Successful Failure) 

When you've been called to a deer, that’s been found, that's got a shot in it, but it hasn't 

been killed humanely, and then you've got to finish it off, you feel like you failed them 

[the deer], at times, as well. Or you’re trying to educate the public about ground 

nesting birds, and you've spent a long time protecting some of our bird species, we've 

got lapwings that are on a massive decline, and you've, you know that the birds laid a 

clutch, you know that she's got four eggs in that clutch, you know that they're doing 

alright, you know that she's hatched out, four, or three of those eggs, and then you end 

up with dog walkers, with dogs running straight through, even though you've got the 

bird kicking off, and then you ask them, ‘please will you pop that dog on a lead’ ‘I’m 

not putting my dog on a lead. I have a chance to let it off’. ‘Please don't walk on this 

bit’, ‘I've walked here every day and I'll continue to walk here every day. They’re still 

here, what's the problem’. And you're, up against that every day.  

 

Sometimes you feel that you haven't quite done what you feel is enough, it's like say, 

with permissions [for an event like a bike race], I'm sat there going, okay, fallow deer, 

they're not endangered, but there are a lot of them and all the rest of it, but I'll still sit 

there and go, every animal has a right to be in the forest. And if I've failed to stop that 

[event], you know, sometimes things that I predicted or anticipated and it's caused a 

problem, then actually, because I've had it before. I've had an event like that [e.g. a 

bike race], and the deer have ended up being pushed from pillar to post, and we ended 

up with one deer being pulled down by a group of dogs because the deer ran out, 

straight in front of a dog walker. The dog walker thought they were walking where 

there were clearly no deer around, on an open plain, where you could see the dogs, in 

the middle of the day, only to find but a great big group [of deer, disrupted by the 

event] go right across in front of them. The dogs took off, straight after the deer. You 

could argue why was the dog off the lead, but they brought down the deer in front of 

another family, and you know, because it was, it had substantial injuries but not 

enough to incapacitate it, it was like that, for miles, running with adrenaline.  
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Commitment to the forest (Loyal Traitor) 

Out of anyone within the Forestry Commission, you'll find that the Wildlife Rangers 

have a higher standing within their local community than anyone else. At times we've 

been the Achilles Heel of the Forestry Commission, but if something’s not quite right, 

or if something’s whatever, we will go outside of the organisation, if that makes sense, 

we almost sit on the edge. So although we're employed by the Forestry Commission, 

if we don't agree with something, and it's not in the better interests of the forest, we 

won't stand by that decision. 

 

It might be that you are told that the Forest Design Plan is going to go this way, and 

you say, that does not work because you're on the ground and you saw how it was 

used, and you saw how things are working, and you say, no, I'm not standing by that, 

and you will find that you'll have people within the community who will back you on 

that, with a lot of clout there. You talk to your local community and you say, this is 

what's going on, because it's not secret. But then you make sure that people are aware 

of that, and then you take a step back. You might bring their awareness to the fact that 

that is the case. It's not that you're causing trouble, but you're looking at sometimes, 

you're not being listened to, you're not being heard. 

 

That is one thing you will find with us, we will dig our heels in, and it doesn't always 

make us very popular. We're probably a team that is recognised for maybe, you know 

when you don't respect authority, we're not scared to confront it, or challenge it. We 

will challenge authority, whereas other people have got more of a tradition where some 

people will go, they've overrode us, that's their job, that’s what they've decided, they've 

made the decision, so we won't do that. But looking at the fact that, what are we there 

for, to protect this place, and if it means that I have to go in there, and I have to kick 

up stink over the fact that I don't agree with your decision. Now if upper management 

overrules me and they've done their surveys, and I've written it down, and I've logged 

it, and I've done whatever else, and protected against it right until the final point, then 

we will do that.  

 

The thing is, you see, if you go to any other meeting, management, there's that specific 

hierarchy, this is how we're doing it, it's very hierarchical, as you can imagine. The 
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Wildlife Ranger team doesn't do that. And if they've got something to say, they will 

say it, and there are no holds barred. You'll get the whole, ‘Wildlife Rangers are 

negative, Wildlife Rangers are negative’, but it's understanding where that stems from 

and why. And it's not always that they meant it, you've got to have someone that says 

no, and yet, that's the reason why we're in the role that we're in, because you need a 

particular sort of personality who is going to stand up, and stand up for what's right. 

But that is where we're saying, my management are dealing with the policy levels, 

they're dealing with the major meetings or courts and things like that, and getting the 

comments coming to them, but they're not getting the actual facts of it on the ground 

and the repeat of that. 

 

Finding a balance and accepting compromise 

You feel like you're battling with the balance all the time, and everyone's got different 

priorities. At the moment, we're very accountable, because of politics, got to bear that 

bit in mind, because you're a government agency, and you've got a lot of politicians 

locally who are getting their votes from very rich people, which support that, so we're 

very accountable and what's going on in politics and government at the time. 

 

You’ve got one of those sort of puzzles, you know when you've got a picture that 

you're trying to make, and you've got a gap? And you're moving bits around, and you 

get in there, you get halfway there, you can't quite get the final bit in place, that is 

almost like how it is. And sometimes it goes horribly wrong, and then you almost get 

there, and then it, it can't quite work again, because you've got lots of different 

angles. But the way to look at that is that you can either get it right for one thing, and 

one thing only. It's like when they say to you, if you take stuff on in life, you can either 

be a jack-of-all-trades, and get everything average, or you specialise in one thing, and 

achieve it to the Nth degree, so you're either the best at one thing, or you're okay at a 

few things. 

 

It’s finding the balance. There are times when you think I wouldn't do any of this. 

However, I'm not saying no, we can probably work round it. And then we've got a 

compromise somewhere in the middle. I had a buzzard's nest recently, where there 

were some felling works. If I had my way I'd have made them wait another month, 
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although they were fledged, to make sure that they were really settled and sorted, and 

I would have left a much wider perimeter around that nest because what you don't 

want, is that nest constantly moving. Because if you take out too many trees too close 

by, then you run the risk of that bird changing locations, which makes it more a pain 

in the rear end when you might go to the next enclosure along and find that they've 

started to nest there for the next year.  

 

Employing judgement  

There was a report of a big bonfire on the Heathland. So of course, that is high risk. 

Not sure of the exact location or how many people. Knew nothing. So it is pitch black. 

You can't get a vehicle to the site. I had to call another Ranger for a backup on that 

particular occasion for again you're not in safety if you don't have your truck with you. 

And that was 16 or 18 lads probably in their late teens, early 20s. Typically had had a 

drink. Natural survival stuff. Ray Mears approach. That was a case of right, how did 

you get here? Who's drunk? Fires going out. This is a really sensitive zone. Got them 

off the premises. Make sure everything is put out. Also a call to the fire brigade and 

the police. Because they could get a call that there's a forest fire. They don't know that 

there's a camp there. So we have to inform the agencies that is not an emergency and 

we're dealing with it. And it all gets put in as an incident. On that particular occasion 

the guys listened to me. They weren't too bad. And then I have other occasions, like 

one I had one this year, that aren’t so pleasant. Because I had had a confrontation when 

I asked them to move on [earlier in the day] I was not able to go back to the site for 

safety reasons on my own without police assistance. But I was asked to go and check 

if they had gone. I located where their car was parked and took the details then within 

five minutes of putting the details in the system I had a phone call saying whatever 

you do don't approach this individual he's extremely aggressive. So it just goes to show 

you don't know what you come up against. Give me a group of 20 drunk lads or a 

family any day of the week. 

 

And then you've also got a massive increase in, how do you put this tactfully, 

‘extracurricular activities’. It's on the increase, big time, since the change in 

legislation, because it's now no longer an offence for certain activities, unless it's 

offensive to somebody. You've got two groups, you've got the dogging community, 



 

 

Chapter 6 - Alone in the wo 141 

and you've got your gay individuals. And bearing in mind that some of these groups, 

their partners or whatever at home, won't know. [They] don't want to be known or 

reported, and you'll be going into some of these car parks at 11 o'clock at night, 12 

o'clock at night and it's like a rat run. But because of it, you also have animosity from 

the local people, and others in and around. I'm ending up with big problems with boy 

racers that are thinking it's a good thing to hound some of these groups, so I'm ending 

up with confrontations out of hours, that are getting quite volatile, I've had a few with 

knives, two people locked in, all sorts. But they're not willing to call the police because 

they don't want to be known to be there, but I'm getting the call. So, I've got to call the 

police and 9 times out of 10, people have gone by then. But it is a really difficult 

one. Because, that's a different angle of recreation, we always say that recreation is 

just horse riding or cycling or whatever, but there is other stuff going on that is 

massively impacting out there as well, and that's on the increase, big time. It's going 

on all day now. So they are in car parks and I think there is no way I'd bring my 

children up here for a family walk, at all, no way. And you're thinking, if I'm thinking 

that, then lots of others are thinking that, then they're changing the behaviour of other 

people that are entitled to be there.  

 

[As for the deer], if the deer numbers get too high, you end up with so many large 

herbivores, you end up with competition for food, so it's like any animal, a habitat will 

only sustain a population to a certain level before things start to suffer. Additionally, 

shooting deer, there is a valuable commodity from that, so that does go on the table. 

It's not just food for shooting, the Wildlife Rangers know our deer inside out on their 

Beat, they know different groups. So I've been looking at those deer groups through 

the year, and I think, right, that group's got an elderly doe now, that's really starting to 

get quite poor, and she's going to suffer through the winter, and potentially go off into 

a quiet field or whatever, because of old age. So I'd be looking at saying, right, let's 

get that one out, and let the other one that's in the prime of her life, let her carry on. 

She's produced a nice pair of fawns, but I'll take the old doe out, and maybe a young 

scrappy fawn because she's not so good, she's not coming on so well. So I'll take out 

that pair, look at another group and say, well actually, those are late fawns, I'll take 

the late fawn, so it's a way of managing it properly. 
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Personal satisfaction (from doing good) 

When things get more difficult to handle, that's generally a common thing, when 

something gets tough you call the Wildlife Ranger. [The Wildlife Rangers are scary] 

to everyone, I think. There's a reason we are antisocial, there's a reason we're on our 

own in the middle of a forest with nobody else around us. There are days, I'm not 

going to lie, I say they're like scales, when the scale tips too far the other way on the 

negative side, I think you then have to reconsider what you're doing in the job, and 

what you can do. When the scales are balanced, or they're more good than bad, then 

that's when you're on the right road. 

 

A good day is when you don't get any incidents, everybody is polite that you speak to, 

you get, you have a really good day in terms of getting all the tasks and that done, and 

I'm out doing surveying, I'm checking for smooth snakes, or I'm checking deer 

numbers, or I'm culling and the cull's gone well, and I've got a few deer there sorted, 

and then everything’s great.  

 

I love the forest for what it is, I've grown up here, it's got a massive sentimentality to 

me, and my wider family. And if I sit back and go, if people stop caring, this isn't 

going to be here. Now, if everyone gave up the fight because they said, do you know 

what, I can't keep up with the work, I can't do this, I can't do that, what state is it going 

to be in out there, if everyone gave up? And that's, that's it. 

 

There are a lot of frustrations, but when you go out into the middle of the woods and 

you're having a good day and you're sat there watching the fallow bucks rutting and 

what have you, and you're watching the deer, and you're doing your bat surveys, you 

kind of go, this is what I'm really trying to do this for. It's simple as to why [I still do 

it despite all the frustrations], because there is this thing where some people go to 

work, and it earns them money, and it's a wage, and it sustains the sort of lifestyle they 

lead. And then there's those of us who go to work, and if we're in it for the money, 

we're in the wrong bloody job. It's because we care about what's out there.  

 

It's a very physical job. I've got a high [deer] cull, I can't see that changing dramatically 

over the years. There's always going to be a reasonable cull on my beat, and I'm 

realistic as to when you're 60, 70, let's face it, how old are we going to be when we 
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retire nowadays, am I going to be pulling and dragging bucks out in the middle of the 

wood when I'm that age? I don't know. There wouldn't be anything else that would 

stop me doing the job. 

 

I love the place, and I'm, if someone said to me, ‘do you do it because you've got good 

management?’, ‘do you do it for this?’, ‘do you do it for whatever?’ I do it because I 

love the place, and I know it's somewhere that my kids can be proud of and respect 

and say yeah, my dad help to look after this and preserve this for generations to come. 

And that's what I do it for. I don't mean it disrespectfully, but not because I've got a 

great manager and I'm trying to please someone else. I'm not trying to please anyone 

else. I'm doing this because I strongly believe it in.  
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Reflections on Chapter 6 
 

As I wrote at the start of the chapter, the original idea behind Chapter 6 was for it to 

become an ‘On the Frontline’ (OTF) paper for the journal ‘Work, Employment and 

Society’ (WES) as it provides access to the lived experience of an unusual role which 

is usually quite hidden (even camouflaged) from public view. In the end I decided to 

develop the paper first as a final chapter within my thesis that resonates with the other 

papers I have included. I have done this whilst keeping with the style of an OTF piece 

(see for examples Gilmore et al., 2017; Simpson and Smith, 2018; Williams et al., 

2017).  

 

Spending time with the Forestry Commission Wildlife Rangers was one of the most 

memorable parts of my ethnographic fieldwork and hence I was always hopeful that I 

would be able to include some of the empirical material gathered during my time with 

the Rangers within my thesis. I was pleased therefore to have been able to include 

some reflections on one of my deer stalking experiences as a vignette (Jarzabkowski 

et al., 2014; Reay et al., 2019) within my methodology chapter (Chapter 2 of this 

thesis). I am also pleased I have now been able to include Chris’ narrative as well.  

 

I was very conscious as I conducted the interview with Chris in that noisy café earlier 

on in my fieldwork that he was providing me with a lot of really rich and interesting 

data15. However, I was also somewhat afraid of the data. As I reflect on in Chapter 6, 

the Wildlife Rangers are seen by all (not just me and them, but also by other members 

of the organisation) as somewhat on the periphery of Forestry England. I have always 

had a nagging feeling therefore that their narratives might conflict with the 

understanding I was building up from talking with and observing other members of 

the organisation. As a result I came to both love, and hate, Chris’ narrative. 

 

When I first came across the OTF format within WES I thought, not only what 

interesting papers have been written with that format, but also what a great fit an OTF 

 
15 There is even more interesting content that I would love to include, but I can’t, as doing so would not 

enable me to maintain Chris’ anonymity 
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piece could be for Chris’ narrative. I was so enamoured with the OTF format, so 

confident that the narrative was interesting enough to be a good fit, and so keen to get 

a four-star publication, that I decided at one stage to work on that paper ahead of the 

rest of my thesis. What I found however, as I tried to write commentary to precede the 

narrative to fit the OTF format, was that I was struggling to find a theoretical 

conversation to link the narrative to. There seemed so many conversations I could link 

to, but not enough data to link to one in particular. This makes me reflect again on 

ethnography as a methodology where you can go off in so many directions with your 

research that earlier interviews in particular may not be focused in line with the final 

topic. I also recognise that I found everything Chris was telling me during the 

interview so generically interesting and I wasn’t expert, focused or confident enough 

to steer the interview towards one particular area of interest. I had got so interested 

and involved in Chris’ story that I had failed to focus in on one area of academic 

interest during the interview.  

 

In the end I decided that trying to find a hook to write the paper for WES ahead of 

writing the rest of my thesis was taking me too far off on a tangent and I made the 

decision to put the OTF piece, and Chris’ narrative, on the back-burner until I had 

progressed with the rest of my thesis.  

 

Throughout the development of my other papers I kept at the back of my mind the 

idea of adding in the OTF piece as an additional paper within my thesis. My concerns 

about a theoretical hook continued however as I then worried that I wouldn’t find a 

theoretical hook that would link with the rest of the papers in my thesis either. In fact, 

as discussed above, I worried that Chris’ narrative would actually contradict the rest 

of my findings (with him being on the periphery) and that it might even invalidate the 

picture I was building up related to the organisational order within Forestry England 

in my other papers.  

 

In the end I came to the conclusion that Chris’ narrative was too rich not to include, 

and I worked up the courage to re-analyse Chris’ narrative using my other papers as 

theoretical lenses. What I found was that, though there is not a perfect fit due to the 

anomalies of his role, there is a lot of examples within Chris’ narrative that exemplify 
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the findings in the other papers. It is that exemplification that I have tried to present in 

Chapter 6. 

 

It feels right to include Chris’ narrative in my thesis as it gives a clear voice to someone 

else other than me. Including such a large narrative from one particular respondent 

allows me to preserve a lot of the richness of the data, something that is harder to do 

with different quotes from different people to provide a broad span of evidence in mh 

other empirical papers. Including Chris’ narrative also forces me to accept that not all 

data is a perfect fit: there are going to be outliers in qualitative data just as there are in 

quantitative data. I believe it is important to reflect on any outlying empirical material, 

even if we don’t directly include it. Reflecting on it adds to the interpretation of the 

whole data set.  

 

Development of the Paper 

On reading a draft of Chapter 6 one of my Supervisors recommended I include a 

conclusion after Chris’ narrative. I have a similar desire to include a summary at the 

end however I haven’t done so as that is not usual practice within OTF papers. I have 

tried to keep with the WES OTF format as much as possible, even if the chapter has 

ended up in this thesis a bit ‘clunky’ as a result (as I have tried to both link to my other 

papers, and keep the 2k word intro plus 3k word narrative format).  

 

I recognise that to develop the paper into an OTF piece I need to go back to Chris and 

work directly with him on his narrative in a way that links to one focused theoretical 

discussion as appears to be the norm for OTF pieces. I look forward to the challenge 

of writing academically with a non-academic, as well as learning more about Chris’ 

experience of work. Working together with Chris should help bring the paper together 

more effectively as an On the Frontline piece for WES, and hence help me get that 

coveted four-star publication. 
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Chapter 7 – Concluding Comments 
 

In the introduction to this thesis I stated that the overall aim of my PhD project was to 

develop insight around the research question: What can be learnt from lived 

experience of conflicting organisational objectives? I will use this concluding section 

to revisit that research question in relation to theory, practice, and researcher 

development. I end by outlining future developments for both me and my data set. 

 

Within this thesis I have revealed some of the complexity of human behaviour in an 

organisation where there are inherent contradictions in the organisation’s mission. The 

research is distinctive in that is shows the way that contradictions are lived, and the 

impact those contradictions have on leadership, organisation, the way things work, 

how things are done, and how things are thought about. I provide insight into the 

contradictions that we all live within organisations, and the way in which resultant 

tensions are maintained and perpetuated, as well as the usefulness of them.  

 

Throughout this thesis I have used the idea of conflicting organisational objectives as 

a lens (Keyser et al., 2019) to enable me to contribute to organisational theory. As my 

contributions stem from an ethnography (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2019) I 

recognise that rather than being ‘validated knowledge’ they are instead ‘suggestions 

of relationships and connections that had previously not been suspected’ (Weick, 

1989, p. 524). I hope however that the reader will also respond with ‘that’s 

interesting!’ (Davis, 1971) to the various ideas presented.  

 

What can be learnt from lived experiences of conflicting organisational 
objectives: Contributions to theory 

In the first empirical chapter of this thesis (Chapter 3) I contribute to an 

underdeveloped area of paradox theory (Schad et al., 2016; Smith and Lewis, 2011) 

relating to the dynamic between the individual and the organisation in the context of 

organisational paradox. Bringing individual and organisational level insights together, 

I demonstrate an organisational order which enables effective navigation of paradox 

and in doing so I contribute something distinctive to paradox theory. That contribution 

then leads on to other contributions to knowledge within organisation theory.  
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In Chapter 4 I present the legitimacy and utility of not-knowing as an element of 

leadership practice. I demonstrate empirically the role not-knowing plays in enabling 

distributed leadership in an organisation where conflicting objectives result in the right 

thing to do being a known unknown. As those higher up the hierarchy do not know 

what to do it legitimises and enables those lower down to make decisions. I present 

not-knowing as a leadership capability within organisations which adds a new 

dimension to the academic literature related to collective leadership (Denis et al., 

2012; Ospina et al., 2020). What emerges from Chapter 4 is an understanding of 

leadership which is more complex, subtle, and interesting than is often presented 

within the academic and practitioner literature. Considering leadership in this way 

highlights tensions that are inherent in leadership and helps build an understanding of 

what leadership is really about. 

 

Another contribution to organisational theory made in this thesis is the introduction of 

the notion of dynamic values (see Chapter 5), something that is somewhat hidden in 

the ‘conceptions of the desirable’ (Gecas, 2008) definition of values used in the 

literature. I employ empirical material from a context where there are conflicting 

organisational objectives to demonstrate that values are not just individual beliefs but 

also concoctions of the desirable (Kraatz et al., 2020; Vince, 2019) impacting on lived 

experience within organisations. I present values as being emotional experiences 

consisting of different desires and perspectives that are dynamic in nature and infused 

with organisational tensions and contradictions.  

 

What can be learnt from lived experiences of conflicting organisational 
objectives: Contributions to practice 

The ideas presented within the empirical papers in this thesis are relevant not only to 

members of Forestry England, but also to others facing similar contradictions within 

their organisation’s objectives. The ideas will not help those organisations produce 

‘better’ outcomes of their work, as the very nature of the contradictions mean that it is 

not possible to judge what is ‘better’. What the ideas do provide however is insight to 

help members working in such organisations feel more comfortable about what they 

are doing, and why and how they are doing it. The papers can help members 
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understand the way in which contradictions are part of their and others’ lived 

experiences of organisations.  

 

In Chapter 4 I identified the importance of not-knowing in Forestry England’s 

leadership practices. By being more reflective about the role of not-knowing, and 

explicitly integrating that insight into their leadership training and strategy initiatives, 

Forestry England might have been able to enhance leadership across the whole 

organisation. This insight around being more reflective and explicit about leadership 

practices is of relevance to other organisations experiencing distributed leadership, not 

just to those experiencing conflicting organisational objectives. As discussed in 

Chapter 4, one of the central tenets of distributed leadership is its situated nature. It is 

not therefore possible to prescribe how to do distributed leadership in organisations, 

as distributed leadership is so contextual in nature. What the research highlights 

however is the importance of reflection about what leadership practice is and needs to 

be in each particular context. That reflection will provide learning around how to make 

leadership initiatives more effective. The ideas presented in Chapter 4 therefore 

change the perspective on leadership development away from providing knowledge to 

particular individuals, towards working together to understand and continuously 

develop leadership practices.  

 

Another practical purpose of the research is to show how values are experienced 

differently than we might imagine within an organisational environment. What is 

demonstrated in Chapter 5 is that it is not that organisational members value something 

and therefore they do things in a particular way. Instead what the research shows is 

that members value something but find themselves in situations where that value is 

tested, changed and transformed into something different. Members reinterpret their 

values within the organisational context in a way that makes them feel more 

comfortable. The ecologist who is willing to cut down the trees for broader reasons is 

a vivid example of this, however decisions based on contradictions are an everyday 

part of behaviour and experience within all organisations. Being aware and reflexive 

of contradictions will make members more comfortable in their roles. Being conscious 

of contradictions will make it easier to make decisions and deal with the unknown, 

impossibilities and absurdity of what they are being asked to do. 
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The in-depth nature of my ethnography in the context of organisational paradox is 

unusual. Spending so much time with the organisation has allowed me to present a 

resonant example of the experience of organisational paradox and that in itself counts 

as part of the practical purpose of this thesis. That is particularly the case in Chapter 6 

where I provide insight into something unusual: how working on the frontline as a 

Wildlife Ranger is experienced.  

 

What can be learnt from lived experiences of conflicting organisational 
objectives: Contributions to researcher development 

Organisational members can use the insights presented in this thesis to help them 

understand the way in which contradictions are part of the lived experience of 

organisations. In a similar fashion, spending time with the organisation allowed me to 

realise that contradictions are part of the lived experience of doing research. I didn’t 

fully understand this myself until I was reassured that it was ok for me to hold my own 

tensions at the end of my ethnographic journey.  

 

As pointed out by one of my Supervisors:  

One of the great things about the Forestry Commission is that at times it is 
wonderfully absurd. It is one of those few organisations where you can say it is 
absurdly rational. Because any organisation that has a 300-year strategy is absurdly 
rational. We know it is impossible to have a strategy that is 300-years old and yet 
somehow in relation to the Forestry Commission it makes sense’. (Vince (pers. 
comm.) 8th September 2020).  

 

That absurd rationality has made Forestry England both an interesting, and a 

challenging, organisation to study. As I was writing up my thesis and trying to 

rationalise things and know things from a particular perspective, I found 

contradictions in what I was finding and saying. For example, in Chapter 3 I discuss 

the fact that the organisation has found an effective way to navigate the paradox it 

faces, and then in Chapter 4 I talk about how it can enhance its leadership practices to 

enable it to be more effective in its navigation of paradoxes.  

 

As Schad and colleagues wrote in the abstract to their 2016 Annals piece about 

paradox: 
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…management scholars have increasingly simplified the intricate, often messy 
phenomena of paradox. Greater simplicity renders phenomena understandable and 
testable, however, oversimplifying complex realities can foster reductionist and 
incomplete theories. (Schad et al., 2016, p. 6).  

 

I didn’t want to build incomplete theories. However the deeper I delved, the messier 

it seemed to get. I felt somewhat relieved therefore when I came across the following 

quote: 

The more we learn about a particular domain, the greater the number of uncertainties, 
doubts, questions and complexities. Each bit of knowledge serves as the thesis from 
which additional questions or antithesis arise. (Keacham, 1983, p. 130, cited in Weick, 
1993, p. 641) 

 

It was in one of the final Supervisions of my PhD journey that I came to understand 

that the contradictions and consequent tensions I was facing whilst writing up my 

thesis were ok, and in fact they resonated with the findings within my thesis. When I 

highlighted my concerns about the tensions I was facing my Supervisor responded in 

the following way: 

Well that is good. Because you are representing what you are saying. And you are 
aware of that, and you are reflecting on it. And you are saying well, when you look at 
these conclusions between these two papers then I am also working with 
contradictions that are interesting. How do these two things fit together? Maybe they 
do. Maybe they don’t. That remains to be seen. But it throws up important and 
interesting questions about doing research, about research conclusions, about the way 
in which a PhD is presented. Does it have to be just one sort of understanding of 
things? Or can we have more complicated and contradictory understanding of what 
comes out of our research? Clearly when you have got examples like this it is a benefit 
to have some contradictions in your conclusions. (Vince (pers. comm.) 8th September 
2020). 

 

Becoming aware that it was OK to still have tensions enhanced my understanding of 

the practical purpose of my findings from an organisational context. I felt a weight 

being lifted off my shoulders when I realised it was OK for me to hold my tensions 

and not resolve them, and that helped my understanding of how being explicit about 

the tensions would help members of Forestry England and other organisations 

experiencing similar contradictions. The insight that it is OK to hold tensions therefore 

forms part of the practical purpose of this research, not only for organisational 

members, but also for me as a researcher. Being explicit about tensions can enhance 
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critical insight in the knowledge building processes both academically and 

managerially. My immediate reaction was to try and resolve the tensions. It was when 

I realised that I can’t resolve them, and I could hold them, that I recognised that I had 

at last become a paradox theorist! 

 

My reflections on the experience of conducting an ethnography as part of a PhD study 

(Chapter 2) will be useful to others in a similar position. The fact that I am explicit 

about the fact that there is not one correct way to conduct ethnographic research, nor 

only one interpretation of an ethnographic data set, should reassure first time 

ethnographers. This may be particularly resonant as ethnography as a methodology 

may not always be taught as effectively as it could be within PhD programs 

(O’Doherty and Neyland, 2019). The reassurance that I provide in my chapter should 

help ethnographers to enjoy, rather than endure, the feeling of being lost within their 

own ethnographic journey.  

 

I believe the way that I have presented this alternative format thesis, with academic 

papers interspersed with very personal reflective sections, is unusual, and it could 

serve as a boilerplate (Jarzabkowski et al., 2014; Pratt, 2009) for other PhD students 

writing alternative format theses based on an ethnography. The way that I have 

interspersed my papers with a reflective commentary has enabled me to accompany 

‘well-crafted analytic generalizations’ with ‘reflexive and cautionary remarks that 

contextualize the research and its conclusions’ (Zilber and Zanoni, 2020, p. 26). This 

has allowed me to accompany ‘authoritative, semi positivist writing with the reflexive 

voice of the author, and multiple voices from the field’ and hence ‘stay more true to a 

constructivist approach and the multiple realities it assumes’ (Zilber and Zanoni, 2020, 

p. 26). This might also start to address the simultaneous ‘social constructionist’ and 

‘positivist’ labels discussed in Chapter 2.  

 

My experience of reflection as a researcher has been both challenging and insightful. 

My conclusion however is that if you build reflection into the process and the practice, 

both as a researcher and a practitioner, then you can enhance insight about the 

contradictions that we live with, and the way in which resultant tensions are 

maintained and perpetuated and the usefulness of them. Using contradictions as a 

starting point in my research has allowed me to look at leadership, values and working 
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on the frontline in a different way. I demonstrate that people’s experience of work is 

contradictory: on the one hand they have a very clear set of practices for 

implementation of leadership, strategy and action, yet on the other hand they are beset 

by contradictions which means that these things end up being ‘good enough’ rather 

than ‘good’ or ‘right’. I hold a similar tension as a PhD ethnographer. Can my PhD 

only end up as ‘good enough’ due to the fact that it is not possible to be ‘right’ as there 

are so many different ways of understanding and experiencing the research I have 

conducted?  

 

Seeing both the wood and the trees 

By using an ethnographic approach within this thesis I have been able to gain a depth 

of insight into the lived experience of conflicting organisational objectives that would 

not have been possible from say a solely interview-based, or quantitative, research 

study. My ethnographic approach has enabled me to generate insight not just in 

relation to individuals (the trees) or in relation to the organisation (the wood), but in 

relation to both the individual and the organisation together, and the dynamic between 

them. Per the title of my thesis, my ethnographic methodology has enabled me to see 

‘both the wood and the trees’. 

 

After the first submission of my thesis I was asked to synthesise my conclusions across 

the whole study. At first I struggled with that request as, as it is a paper-based thesis, 

I saw my thesis as separate papers (the trees) and I struggled to see a contribution from 

an over-arching perspective (the wood). I also struggled with the fact that in my 

original conclusion I had already discussed the fact that that it was troubling me that 

my papers didn’t fit neatly together, but I had made myself accept that as a paradox 

scholar it was ok to have and to hold those tensions. I felt I was now being asked to 

solve those tensions. As the papers in my thesis have shown however, it is possible to 

navigate tensions without solving them as tensions. I now recognise the importance of 

finding a way to summarise the contributions from both the wood (the thesis as a 

whole) and the trees (the separate papers). To me this seemed like this conclusion 

revision was the final challenge to work with personal contradictions, intertwined with 

the organisational order of academia, to make my thesis work both as a traditional 

thesis and as an alternative paper-based thesis.  
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At the start of my study I used the notion of paradox to enable me to navigate the 

conflicting organisational objectives faced by Forestry England. I then used paradox 

as a lens to gain insight into how the organisation and its members navigate the 

conflicting organisational objectives that they face. The focus throughout my thesis is 

on the lived experience of contradictions in the space between the individual and the 

organisation, where the two are intertwined and inseparable. I have therefore 

employed the lens of paradox, at the magnification of organisational order, to focus in 

on different elements of organisational theory.  

 

As I spent time reflecting on my study between my first submission and my viva, I 

started to realise that the papers did actually fit together much more neatly than I had 

originally realised. Within all the papers I consider accepted practices stemming from 

an organisational order in the context of organisational contradictions. In the first 

paper (Chapter 3: Seeing the wood without the trees) I discuss the role those accepted 

practices have in sustaining paradoxes. In the second paper (Chapter 4: Leadership of 

tensions) I focus in on the practice of employing judgement introduced in the first 

paper, by providing insight into how the distribution of not-knowing within their 

leadership practice facilitates that ‘judgement’ practice. And in the third paper 

(Chapter 5: Loyal traitors) I focus in on the practice of accepting compromise 

introduced in the first paper, by providing insight into how being dynamic in their 

enactment of values enables that accepted practice of ‘compromise’. Within the final 

paper (Chapter 6: Alone in the woods with a gun) I demonstrate how the practices are 

experienced by one particular member.  

 

From an overall perspective therefore, my research makes a contribution to our 

understanding of organisational contradictions by bringing individual and 

organisational insights together and showcasing the role of organisational order in 

shaping how work is experienced in the face of organisational paradox. In doing so I 

add insight into different areas of organisational studies including navigation of 

paradox; leading in paradoxical situations; the significance of values in the navigation 

process; and individual experience in the context of paradox. The thesis contributes to 

the field of organisation theory through the identification of  the role of organisational 
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order in the navigation of paradox; not-knowing as a leadership capability; and the 

dynamic nature of values within organisations. 

 

Through my personal reflective story interspersed throughout the thesis I shed light 

on a researcher’s own experience of contradictions and tensions within the research 

process. As a result, the thesis highlights the lived experience of working with tensions 

and contradictions, and how this experience is shaped by the wider organisational 

order, for both the researcher and the researched. 

 

 

Future developments 
As I alluded to in my reflections on my ethnographic experience so far (Chapter 2 of 

this thesis), I am hoping that this thesis will act as a place marker in my research career 

and not an end point. I recognise that the papers I have included will need some 

additional input to enable them to reach four-star publication level, but that is my 

intention. To date all the research, analysis and writing of the papers has been entirely 

my own work. My Supervisors have only been able to help me think through my 

conceptualisations and improve my written expression. I have learnt a huge amount 

during my PhD journey and I now feel ready to take on the next challenge of learning 

to work with others to get more of my work published.  

 

Within this document I have tried to use a consistent approach when formatting my 

papers to ensure the thesis is presented as a coherent whole. I am conscious however 

that as a result I have only made use of one approach to presenting qualitative data 

(Reay et al., 2019). My intention by providing longer quotes throughout my findings 

sections has been to provide insights which preserve the richness within the empirical 

material. I recognise however that a criticism of this approach may be that it may make 

it difficult to assess how systematic the analysis has been (Reay et al., 2019). I believe 

that the nature of what I have included is appropriate for a thesis based on an 

interpretative ethnographic methodology. However I recognise that I may 

(unfortunately) need to change my method of data presentation before my papers can 

be published.  
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Having faced copyright complications from the fact that my book chapter (Chapter 2) 

is in both my thesis and a book (Kostera and Harding, forthcoming), I now realise that 

it is probably a good thing that the papers within this thesis are not yet published. Once 

I have submitted my thesis I will be able to develop the papers for targeted journals 

without further fear of copyright infringement. My intention is to develop both ‘Seeing 

the wood without the trees’ (Chapter 3) and ‘Loyal traitors and successful failures’ 

(Chapter 5) for publication in Organization Studies due to their focus on organisational 

level phenomenon. I intend to develop ‘Leadership of tensions and tensions of 

leadership’ (Chapter 4) for Human Relations as that paper provides a development to 

the conversation in the recent special issue on the collective dimensions of leadership 

(Fairhurst et al., 2020; Ospina et al., 2020). I will revise the fourth paper ‘Alone in the 

woods with a gun’ to become an ‘On the Frontline’ piece for Work, Employment and 

Society as was the original intention. To enable this I will collaborate with my 

informant to present a narrative, and discussion preceding it, that is more tightly 

focused on one particular area of academic interest as is required for that type of 

publication.  

 

I am conscious that there is still much more insight that I will be able to gain from my 

ethnographic data set in the future. One area which I am particularly keen to explore 

relates to temporality (Langley et al., 2013) and the role that time plays within the 

organisation. The fact that Forestry England has planning cycles as far as 300 years 

into the future is fascinating to me. It takes up to 60 years to grow a harvestable tree 

and therefore foresters are planting trees that will not be harvested in their lifetime. I 

believe there is further insight to be gained from the fact that the output of their work 

is a contribution to a ‘legacy’. I also wonder whether ‘sensemaking’ (Jay, 2013; 

Weick, 1993) might prove to be another interesting lens to analyse how members 

frame the paradoxes (Child, 2020) in terms of geography and time to alleviate internal 

tensions. I am also aware that I have only touched on emotions within my analysis so 

far. Both my transfer examiner, and my former Supervisor, encouraged me to stay 

clear of emotions due to perceived difficulty in being able to identify the true emotions 

of my respondents. I am now up for the challenge of facing my own fears around 

emotions to try and understand more around the impact emotions have within the work 

context.  
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I see Forestry England, and my data set, as full of contradictions and different 

perspectives which could theoretically lead to me writing about that organisation for 

years to come. I am however keen to conduct further ethnographic fieldwork as I found 

it an extremely rewarding and effective methodology. The former Chief Executive of 

Forestry England has now joined another organisation and I am keen to negotiate his 

support for further data collection. Though I have some regret that I might have 

‘wasted’ some time early on in my PhD journey doing research in the village shop as 

well as Forestry England, I am keen to go back to that empirical material as well when 

I have time. That will allow me to learn more about the experience of competing 

organisational objectives in a much smaller scale operation.  

 

When I started out on my PhD journey I was very keen to employ creative methods in 

my research (Broussine, 2008) to gain a more complete picture of the situation (Vince 

and Warren, 2012). When I was also researching in the village shop early on in my 

PhD journey I did conduct a pilot project using pizza to try and elicit emotions. I also 

joined a community of ‘Beyond Text’ scholars working with arts-based research 

methods. I am conscious however that I did not manage to employ creative techniques 

within my thesis, and that is something I intend to include in future study, especially 

if I start to integrate more research related to emotions (Vince and Broussine, 1996). 

 

My plan going forward is to continue to study the lived experience of competing 

organisational objectives to develop further insight within the organisational studies 

arena: something one of my Supervisors described as ‘the white space between the 

lines on an organisational chart’ (Harding (pers. comm.) 9th July 2020). I intend to 

remain part of the vibrant EGOS Standing Working Group of international scholars 

studying organisational paradox, and I hope to continue to develop relations with the 

network researching values emerging from Professor Matthew Kraatz’s visit to Bath 

in 2018. I believe these two networks will be invaluable in helping me shape and 

develop my work for future publication. 

 

The end of the journey 
I end this particular ethnographic hike through paradox with some sadness that the 

journey is over, along with some excitement about what is to come. As I wrote in the 



 158 

introduction section, this adventure has opened up some unexpected vistas which I 

hope I have managed to portray effectively in my writing. Using an ethnographic 

methodology has enabled me to develop theory related to leadership, values and 

paradox that I hope will serve as a starting point for contributions to the field of 

organisation studies for years to come.  
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Guidance (University of Bath, 2015). The University of Bath has 
deemed 10 years to be acceptable, and is in line with the UK Data 
Protection Act 1998 principle 5 which states that data should ‘not be 
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In line with the University of Bath’s Data Management Policy 
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guidelines. The data will be stored however with a data access 
statement which details how access can be granted, which will include 
written consent from the participants. In line with the UK Data 
Protection Act 1998 the data will not be used for any other purpose than 
the specified project, hence consent must be obtained. 

3.			Are	you	free	to	
publish	the	
results?	
(eg	Are	there	any	restrictions	
raised	by	contract	terms?) 

Agreement will be obtained from the participants before starting the 
research that there will be no restrictions on the publishing of results, 
including the use of quotes. There are no additional restrictions from 
the ESRC on the publishing of results. 

4.			Future	use	of	
findings	
(eg	are	there	any	ethical	
issues	in	how	the	findings	will	
or	could	be	used	in	the	
future?) 

None recognised over and above that covered in the boxes at the 
end of sections 1 and 2. 

5.			Risk	
assessment	
(eg	Have	hazards	(a	
substance	or	situation	that	
might	cause	harm)	been	
identified	and	assessed?		Is	
there	likely	to	be	any	damage	
to	/	effect	on	the	
environment?) 

No hazards to be used. 

6.			Conflicts	of	
Interest	
(eg	Are	you	involved	in	any	
other	
activities/collaborations/	
relationships	that	may	result	
in	a	conflict	of	interest	with	
this	research?) 

No conflicts of interest. 

7.			Competency	
to	conduct	
research/project.
	 	

Having completed the University of Bath School of Management 
MRes programme the researcher has sufficient competency to 
conduct the research project. 
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(ie	Do	you	possess	
knowledge	and	
skills	compatible	with	the	
demands	of	the	investigation	
to	be	undertaken)	
8.			Compliance	
with	professional	
body	
Codes	of	Conduct	
(ie	Will	the	research	be	
conducted	in	compliance	with	
professional	body	
standards?) 

The research will be conducted in compliance with the 
Academy of Management’s Ethical Standards Code 
(Academy of Management, 2006) and the ESRC framework 
for research ethics (ESRC, 2015) and Research Data Policy 
(ESRC, 2014) as well as the University of Bath codes of 
conduct (University of Bath, undated-c). 

9.			Location	of	
research	
(ie	Will	the	research	involve	
lone	working	or	travel	to	
areas	that	may	be	unsafe	or	
at	risk?)	

Data collection will take place face-to- face at locations 
convenient for the participant, which will probably either be in the 
place of work or, for the Village shop and café, in the researcher’s 
or participants’ home as they will be well known to the 
researcher. The researcher will ensure that the chosen location 
will not be unsafe or cause any risk to either the researcher or the 
participant. 

 
 
Demonstration of Ethical Considerations 
 
Please outline the ethical issues which will need to be managed during the course of the activity. 
 
Please see section 1.2, which covers areas related to confidentiality, collection and storage of data, and the 
ethical considerations box at the end of section 2. 
 
Though ideally the two organisations will be anonymous, it is recognised that it may well not be possible 
to make Forest Enterprise England anonymous if the business type is relevant to the findings (as there is 
only one such organisation looking after England’s forests). As the same 
person leads both Forest Enterprise England and the Village Shop and Café, and that information is in the 
public domain, it must be recognised therefore that both organisations might be identifiable 
during publication of findings. This has been made clear to the organisations at the outset of the project. 
 
Though anonymity of the organizations cannot be assured, anonymity of individuals will be assured as 
much as possible. Within that however it might not be possible to keep the leader of the organizations 
anonymous as his role within both organizations is within the public sphere: this has been made clear to 
the individual. Due to the fact that their organisation could be identified, there may be situations where 
other people in key roles are identifiable. This will be discussed with the individuals at the time of consent. 
If the identity of individuals will be exposed during publication, beyond that agreed at original consent 
time, written consent will be obtained from those individuals for the results to be published in a way that 
might identify them. If consent is not received then the presentation of the results will be adapted to ensure 
anonymity. 
 
As well as considering ethical issues related to the human participants (see ethical considerations box at the 
end of Section 2) it is also important to consider that sensitive information related to the organisations, such 
as their financial health and competitive situation, may be disclosed during the research process. It is 
important that this information is treated with sensitivity and is not disclosed to any third parties without 
specific written consent. It will also be important to ensure that this information is not made public unless 
relevant to the project. If it is deemed relevant to the project written consent will be received before 
publication. 
 
There is a possibility participants might choose to meet at an alternative location such as a public café. The 
concern however is that it will not be possible to ensure privacy, and hence confidentiality, of the 
conversation in such an open space. The interviewer will raise this with the participant(s), and obtain 
verbally recorded consent from the participant(s) to continue with this risk, before commencing with the 
data collection. 
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The participant will have been told that the data will not be used for any other purpose than the research 
project. As the focus of the project might change during the process however the stated specification of the 
research project will be kept broad from the outset to ensure compliance. 
 
It is recognised that the ESRC, who are funding the PhD, wishes for data to be made available for use by 
others in the future. As human participants have been used, and hence there will be limitations on reuse, 
there will be limitations on how much use the data will be for other researchers as detailed in section 1.2 
above. The data must however be stored in a format that can be scrutinised by other researchers to validate 
the results. The information sheet given to the participants will include information about what the 
participants can do if they wish to complain about the researcher or the research process. 
 
 
 

Specific	Issues	
10.	Does	the	research/project	

involve	human	participants	in	
any	way?		(Please	
note	if	you	are	processing	personal	data	you	need	
to	tick	
‘	Y	es		’.)	

 

 
Yes	

 
 
Complete	Section	2	

11.	Does	the	research/project	
involve	animals	in	any	
way?	

 

No	
 
Complete	Section	3	

 
 
Declarations 
I	confirm	that	the	statements	in	Sections	1-3	describe	the	ethical	issues	that	will	need	to	be	managed	
during	the	course	of	this	research	activity.	

 

Principal	Investigator	 Signature:	Sarah	Bloomfield	
Date:	17th	October	2016	

Second	reader	
(This	will	normally	be	a	person	
external	to	the	project	team.)	

 
 
 
 
 
Signature:	
Date:	17th	October	2016	

Head	 of	
Department/School	

Signature:	Dimo	Dimov	
Date:	2	December	2016	
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SECTION	2:	FOR	COMPLETION	IF	YOUR	RESEARCH	/	PROJECT	INVOLVES	
HUMAN	PARTICIPANTS	
	
If	any	of	the	answers	to	these	questions	are	‘yes’,	please	confirm	in	the	space	below	how	the	ethical	
issues	will	be	managed	during	the	course	of	the	activity.	

 
Compulsory	question	for	consideration	by	all	disciplines:	
 Yes	 No	
Will	 the	 study	 involve	 obtaining	 or	 processing	 personal	 data	
relating	 to	 living	 individuals,	 (eg	 involve	 recording	 interviews	
with	 subjects	 even	 if	 the	 findings	 will	 subsequently	 be	 made	
anonymous)?	
	
Note:	 If	 the	answer	 to	 this	question	 is	 ‘yes’	 you	will	 need	 to	 ensure	 that	 the	
provisions	of	the	Data	Protection	 Act	 are	 complied	 with.	 In	 particular	 you	
will	need	to	seek	advice	to	ensure	that	the	subjects	provide	sufficient	consent	
and	that	the	personal	data	will	be	properly	stored,	for	an	appropriate	period	
of	time).	Information	is	available	from	the	University	Data	Protection	Website	
http://www.bath.ac.uk/internal/data-protection/	 and	 dataprotection-
queries@lists.bath.ac.uk	Note:	For	Consultancy	Projects	you	are	encouraged	to	
ask	 the	 client	 to	 arrange/liaise	 with	 living	 individuals	 and	 have	 the	 data	
delivered	to	you	for	analysis.	

Yes	 	

 
Departments	may	amend	the	following	list	to	include	topics	of	particular	relevance	to	their	discipline(s).	

 

 Yes	 No	
1.	 Does	 the	 study	 involve	 participants	 who	 are	 particularly	

vulnerable	or	unable	to	 give	 informed	consent?	 (eg	 children,	
people	with	learning	disabilities)	

	 No 

2.	 Will	 the	 study	 require	 the	 co-operation	of	 a	 gatekeeper	for	
initial	access	to	the	groups	or	individuals	to	be	recruited?	 (eg	
students	at	school,	members	of	self-	help	group,	residents	of	a	
nursing	home)	

Yes	 	

3.	 Do	you	require	a	DBS	(Disclosure	and	Barring	Service)	check	
and	 if	 so	 have	 you	 obtained	 the	 necessary	 documents	 and	
approval?	

	 No 

4.	 Will	it	be	necessary	for	participants	to	take	part	in	the	study	
without	their	knowledge	and	consent	at	the	time?	(eg	covert	
observation	of	people	in	non-	public	places)	

	 No 

5.	 Will	 the	 study	 involve	 discussion	 of	 sensitive	 topics?	 (eg	
sexual	activity,	drug	use)	

	 No 

6.	 Are	drugs,	placebos	or	other	substances	(eg	food	substances,	
vitamins)	 to	 be	 administered	 to	 the	 study	 participants	
and/or	 will	 the	 study	 involve	 invasive,	 intrusive	 or	
potentially	harmful	procedures	of	any	kind?	

	 No 

7.	 Will	blood	or	 tissue	samples	be	obtained	from	participants?	
Note:	 If	 the	answer	 to	 this	 question	 is	 ‘yes’	you	will	 need	 to	 be	aware	of	
obligations	 under	 the	 Human	 Tissue	 Act,	 see	 further	 information	 at		
http://www.bath.ac.uk/research/governance/ethics/hta.html	

	 No 

8.	 Is	pain	or	more	than	very	mild	discomfort	likely	to	result	from	the	
study?	

	 No 
9.	 Could	the	study	induce	psychological	stress	or	anxiety	or	cause	

harm	or	negative	consequences	beyond	the	risks	encountered	in	
normal	life?	

	 No 

10.		Will	the	study	involve	prolonged	or	repetitive	testing?	 	 No 
11.	 	 Will	 financial	 inducements	 (or	 other	 expenses	 and	

compensation	for	time)	be	offered	to	participants?	
	 No 

12.		Will	the	study	involve	recruitment	of	patients	or	staff	through	the	
NHS?Note:	If	the	answer	to	this	question	is	‘yes’	you	will	need	to	submit	an	
application	to	the	NHS	through	IRAS,	see:		http://www.hra.nhs.uk/research-
community/applying-for-	approvals/	New	web	address	

	 No 
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Section 2:  Demonstration of Ethical Considerations 
 

In line with the University of Bath’s 8 principles of Data Protection (University of Bath, undated-a) the 
participants will be made aware of how the data gathered will be used, and their consent will be obtained. 
The information will only be used for the purpose specified and all data will be kept anonymous and 
confidential. The data will be kept under secure password protection within the EU for 10 years and a 
review will be done at that point to see if it needs to be kept any longer in line with the Data Protection 
Act 1998. The participant will have the right to see all information related to them but it will not be 
disclosed to a third party without their consent as outlined above. 

 
As detailed above, the participants will be informed that they have the right to withdraw at any time 
without stating a reason. They will also be informed that they have the right to take their data away at that 
time, or within a month of the data collection. This should hopefully make them feel more comfortable 
divulging personal information. Written/recorded informed consent will be gathered from all participants 
before any interviews, focus group etc.. If the participant consents to everything but audio/visual recording 
of the discussion then the interview will progress without that recording. 

 
The discussion with the participants will cover such topics as personal motivation and ambition, and 
may involve the participant’s personal critique of their own ability to work within their organization. 
The interview is very unlikely to cause any personal stress but if it does then the interview would stop 
and the interviewer would be sensitive to the participant’s needs. Though it is not envisioned that these 
kinds of questions will generate any undue levels of emotional concern for the participants, the 
researcher will be conscious to ensure that the human rights, dignity and psychological state of the 
participants are considered and respected when collecting and processing this information. If the 
psychological state of the participant seems to be compromised at any stage during the interview, the 
session will be paused. The participant will be asked if they would like someone else to join the 
discussion, and the interview will only start again when the participant confirms they are ready. The 
participant will be reminded that they have the right for any information that has been obtained, to be 
retracted at that time, or within a month of the discussion. 

 
The researcher will respect the personal values and beliefs of the participants. This will be of particular 
relevance due to the social nature of the businesses, and the fact that many of the volunteers working in 
the Village Shop and Café are older, where the participant may have different beliefs and motivations 
to that of the researcher.  

 
It is not anticipated that anything illegal will be disclosed during the research process. Just in case 
however, the information sheet will include mention that confidentiality will be preserved as far as the 
law permits. As detailed in the ESRC guidance (ESRC, 2015), any disclosures of otherwise confidential 
information would have to be fully justified in the public interest. The participant would be informed 
before any disclosure, which would ensure correct understanding, and the disclosure would only be 
made to a party empowered to act on the information. 

 
Consent for the observation part of the research project at Forestry Enterprise England will be obtained 
through the leader of the organization. This consent will be put in place to cover those working within the 
organization, as gaining separate consent for each individual worker for the participant observation 
element would be impractical. Instead an opt-out consent for the observational part of this research will 
be negotiated. The fact that I am doing research was made clear to the members and volunteers of the 
Village Shop and Café at the AGM. All volunteers working in the Shop and Café will be verbally 
reminded that I am doing observational research whenever possible to ensure that they are aware that I 
am actively observing as it would be impractical to gain written consent each time I am in the shop with 
new volunteers. All observed data will remain anonymous unless written consent is obtained for it to be 
otherwise. 

 
Additional information can be found in section 1.2, and in the demonstration of ethical considerations box 
at the end of section 1 above 
	
REFERENCES: 
 



 178 

Academy of Management, 2006. Code of Ethics [Online]. Available from: 
http://aom.org/uploadedFiles/About_AOM/Governance/AOM_Code_of_Ethics.pdf [Accessed 14th 
October 2016]. 

 
ESRC, 2014. ESRC Research Data Policy [Online]. Available from: 
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/files/about-us/policies-and-standards/esrc-research-data-policy/ 
[Accessed 14th October 2016]. 

 
ESRC, 2015. ESRC Framework for research ethics Updated January 2015 [Online]. Available from: 
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/files/funding/guidance-for-applicants/esrc-framework-for-research- ethics-
2015/ [Accessed 14th October 2016]. 

 
Schad, J., Lewis, M.W., Raisch, S. & Smith, W.K., 2016. Paradox Research in Management Science:: 
Looking Back to Move Forward. The Academy of Management Annals, pp. 1-60. 

 
Smith, W.K. & Lewis, M.W., 2011. Toward a theory of paradox: a dynamic equilibrium model of 
organizing. Academy of Management Review, 36(2), pp. 381-403. 

 
Thornton, P.H. & Ocasio, W., 1999. Institutional Logics and the Historical Contingency of Power in 
Organizations: Executive Succession in the Higher Education Publishing Industry, 1958 1990. 
American Journal of Sociology, 105(3), pp. 801-843. 

 
UK Government, undated. Data Protection Act 1998 [Online]. Available from: 
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1998/29/contents [Accessed 14th October 2016]. 

 
University of Bath, 2014. Research Data Policy [Online]. Available from: 
http://www.bath.ac.uk/research/data/policy/research-data-policy.html [Accessed 14th October 
2016]. 
 
University of Bath, 2015. Research Data Policy guidance [Online]. Available from: 
http://www.bath.ac.uk/research/data/policy/research-data-policy-guidance.html - policy- guidance-3 
[Accessed 14th October 2016]. 
 
University of Bath, 2016. Science Research Ethics Commitee (SSREC) [Online]. Available from: 
http://www.bath.ac.uk/statutory-bodies-committees/bodies-and-committees-senate/ssrec- committee/ 
[Accessed 14th October 2016]. 
 
University of Bath, undated-a. Eight principles of Data Protection [Online]. Available from: 
http://www.bath.ac.uk/data-protection/data-protection-act/eight-principles-data- protection/index.html 
[Accessed 14th October 2016]. 
 
University of Bath, undated-b. Planning Data Management [Online]. Available from: 
http://researchdata.bath.ac.uk/guide/planning/ [Accessed 14th October 2016]. 
University of Bath, undated-c. Research Integrity and Ethics [Online]. Available from: 
http://www.bath.ac.uk/research/governance/ethics/ [Accessed 14th October 2016]. 
 
University of Bath, undated-d. Restricting access to data [Online]. Available from: 
http://www.bath.ac.uk/research/data/sharing-reuse/restrictingaccess.html [Accessed 14th October 2016]. 



 

 

 

179 

Appendix B:  Participant consent form 
 
The following document is the participant consent form used throughout my project. 
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Participant Information 
 
Thank you very much for agreeing to take part in my research, I am extremely grateful. 
The information I gather from you will form part of my PhD research project at the 
University of Bath School of Management, where I am studying organisations that are 
trying to serve communities through commercial means. I will be gathering data in 
both Forest Enterprise England and my Village Shop and Café. I have pulled together 
this information and consent form to ensure that you feel comfortable ahead of starting 
data collection.  
 
My aim from this form is to assure you that the information you provide me will be 
kept confidential and anonymous as far as is possible, and as far as the law permits. I 
must point out however that, though I will change the names of the organisations and 
their leaders for publication, it may not be possible to keep the identity of Forest 
Enterprise England (FEE) anonymous, and hence the Village Shop and Café, as there 
is no other organisation in the UK like FEE, and they are both run by the same 
individual, Simon Hodgson. As you work for one of those organisations therefore you 
will be in the pool of people that might have provided certain information or quotes.  
 
You have the right not to answer any of my questions, and to withdraw from my 
research at any time without any detrimental effect to you, and you can ask me to 
remove any data or information you provide within a month (after that it might be very 
difficult for me as my project will have progressed).  
 
I will record, transcribe and analyse the data myself. I am happy to give you a copy of 
your interview transcript on request. All recordings, transcripts and any other data will 
be held in confidence and in accordance with the Data Protection Act as well as the 
University’s general data protection guidelines. The electronic data will be securely 
stored on a password protected storage device. All of the data gathered may be used 
in the final research and published in academic journals, but it will be kept in an 
anonymous form. The information and data I obtain from our discussions will not be 
used for any other purpose other than that related to academic research.  
 
For further information about the research or your interview data, please contact: 

• Sarah Bloomfield, School of Management, University of Bath, UK 
• s.bloomfield@bath.ac.uk  

 
If you have concerns/questions about the research you would like to discuss with 
someone else please contact either Professor Russ Vince at the University of Bath. 
 
Presuming you are happy with all that I have written above, please could you sign and 
date the consent form, or verbally agree to it on the recording. You may keep this 
information sheet for your records.  
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Participant Consent Form 
 
 
CONSENT: 
 
I voluntarily agree to participate in the research and to the use of my data for the purposes 
specified on the information sheet. I understand that I can withdraw consent at any time. 
 
TICK HERE:  �    DATE…………………………..... 
 

 

Name of interviewee:....................................................................... 
 

Signature: ......................................................................................... 
 

Contact details:..................................................................................... 

 
Signature of researcher…………………………………………………. 
 
 
Note: Your contact details will be kept separately from your interview data. 
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Appendix C:  Data management plan 
 
The following document is the data management plan submitted with my Transfer / 
Confirmation document in December 2016. 
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Postgraduate Data Management Plan 
 

1. Overview 
1.1 Postgraduate Researcher: Sarah Bloomfield 
1.2 Project title: Exploring Paradox within Hybrid Organizations 
1.3 Project start and end dates: October 2016 to September 2019 
1.4 Project context: 
The project is an ethnographic study of the tensions faced within hybrid 
organizations as a result of them trying to satisfy competing aims (e.g. trying to 
meet social needs through commercial means). The research will consider the 
tensions faced at an individual level within two organizations that are led by the 
same individual. The ethnography will employ a number of different research 
methods to draw out different data on how individuals experience and respond to 
conflicting tensions resulting from organizational hybridity.  
 

 

2. Defining your data 
2.1 Where do your data come from? 
• I record interviews, meetings, focus groups etc. with my participants using a 

digital recorder, and then transcribe them into text.  
• I gain informed consent for data collection from my participants, which clarifies 

how I will make the data anonymous and how it will be used.  
• I also gather hard copy and electronic documentary evidence related to the 

organizations.  
2.2 What formats are your data in? 
• Audio recordings are stored as MP3 files, and video recordings are stored as MP4 

files. Transcripts of recordings are stored as text documents.  
• The informed consent will either be vocalised and stored digitally on the 

recording then transcribed in text format, or obtained in hard copy form that will 
be scanned and stored digitally as a text document.  

• Documentary evidence will be collected electronically and in hard copy form. As 
much as possible however either key data will be extracted electronically from 
hard copies, or the hard copy documents will be scanned and stored digitally, to 
reduce the amount of hard copy data to be stored. 

2.3 How often do you get new data? 
I will conduct ethnographic work, collecting data on a daily basis as I work within 
organizations, over a two-year period from October 2016 to October 2018.  
2.4 How much data do you generate? 
I expect to collect: 
- up to 100 hard consent forms, and up to 10 ring binders worth of hard copy 
documentary evidence 
- around 5 notebooks full of personal reflections 
- up to 1TB of audio, video and transcribed electronic data. 
2.5 Who owns the data you generate? 
In line with my ESRC studentship agreement, the University owns all data I create, 
but I retain the copyright on publications based upon my data. 
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3. Looking after your data 

3.1 Where do you store your data? 
• My primary copy is on the university’s managed data storage (the X: drive), to 

which both my supervisors and I have access. 
• I keep a working copy of my data files on my password protected laptop, which 

is backed up on an external hard drive stored in a locked cabinet in my locked 
house.  

• Any hard copy documents are in a locked cabinet within my locked house. 
3.2 How are your data backed up? 
• Data stored on the University’s X drive storage system, which is backed up by 

Computing Services.  
• Data on my laptop is backed up on my external hard drive.  
• Everyday I convert the notes in my paper-notebook to a reflective journal within 

Word, which is then backed up on my external hard drive.  
• I access my backup monthly and open some files to check that they are still 

usable. 
3.3 How do you structure and name your folders and files? 
• I have created a readme.txt file stored in the top-most folder, which outlines the 

storage structure. 
• I use a file structure that separates out the different contexts from where I am 

gathering data. Within that, each individual or meeting type has a folder that 
includes the original recording, transcript, and a document with background 
notes. 

• Each filename starts with the date on which the data were collected in 
YYYYMMDD format. 

3.4 How do you manage different versions of your files? 
There is only ever one version of each data file — new interviews create new data, 
which are stored in a new set of files. 
3.5 What additional information is required to understand the data? 
• I keep additional notes about interviews in a Word document in the 

individual’s/meeting’s folder along with the recordings and transcripts. 
• I have a password-protected file to accompany each interview etc. that includes 

the real names and pseudonyms, along with any demographic data related to 
individuals. These files are stored together with the recordings and transcripts 
for ease of access, but contain additional password protection.  

 
 

4. Archiving your data 
4.1 What data should be kept or destroyed after the end of your project? 
• I will keep all of my data, both raw and processed, and transfer it into file formats 

with longevity (e.g. plain text files) for archiving. 
• I will ensure that all data is removed from my own laptop and external hard drive 

at the end of the project with the assistance of the University IT support.  
4.2 For how long should data be kept after the end of your project? 
My funder (ESRC) requires that my data be kept for 10 years after the end of the 
project. 
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4.3 Where will the data you keep be archived? 
As I am ESRC funded, I will publish my data in the UK Data Service, or the University’s 
research data archive. 
4.4 When will data be moved into the archive? 
I will archive a copy of data supporting my findings when a paper based upon them 
is accepted for publication, or I submit my thesis, whichever comes first.  
4.5 Who is responsible for moving data to the archive and maintaining them? 
I am responsible for depositing my data in an archive and the archive service will 
maintain them. 

 

5. Sharing your data 
5.1 Who else has a right to see or use this data during the project? 
Only my supervisors should have access to my data during the project. 
5.2 What data should or shouldn’t be shared openly and why? 
As my research is funded by the ESRC, in principle all of my data should be available 
for use by other researchers after the end of my project. As my research involves 
human participants however there are restrictions on the use of the data for Data 
Protection and confidentiality reasons. The data will therefore be stored with a user 
agreement to include written consent from participants for data that makes them 
identifiable. 
5.3 Who should have access to the final dataset and under what conditions? 
Bona fide researchers will be granted access to the data upon request if the 
appropriate consent has been agreed from the participants. 
5.4 How will you share your final dataset? 
Users will be able to download my data from the research data archive if they meet 
the needs of the access restrictions. 
 

 

6. Implementing your plan 
6.1 Who is responsible for making sure this plan is followed? 
I will take responsibility for carrying out the actions required by this plan and report 
them to my supervisors as appropriate. 
6.2 How often will this plan be reviewed and updated? 
My supervisors and I will review this plan every 6 months and will agree updates if 
necessary. 
6.3 What actions have you identified from the rest of this plan? 
• Ensure that I request informed consent from all of my participants for sharing 

their data. 
• Work out a way to make as much of my data as anonymous as possible so that 

more of it can be shared. 
• Periodically test that I can restore from my backup. 
6.4 What policies are relevant to your project? 
This project is covered by the University of Bath Research Data Policy and the ESRC 
Policy Framework on Research Data. 
6.5 What further information do you need to carry out these actions? 
n/a 
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Appendix D:  Fieldwork activity summary 
 
Activity Number 
Meetings 40 
Interviews 55 
Other extended site visits 2 
Training events 3 

 

 
 
Meeting type Number 
Strategy Board 9 
Executive Team  7 
Strategy Away Day 4 
FE Leadership team 2 
Business Management Board 4 
National briefings 2 
District meetings 5 
DIG meetings 2 
Beat meetings 2 
Verderers court 2 
Staff survey meeting in district 1 
 40 

 

Interview 
Summary 

Forest Based staff 
(FB) 

National Office 
staff (NO) 

Total 

 Cross 
Function 

Forestry Planning, 
Ecology 

& 
Wildlife 

Recreation Estates Cross 
Function 

Functional 
Roles 

 

Senior 
Management  

7 1 1 2  3 8 22 

Mid  
Management  

 7 
 

4 3 1  5 20 

Non 
Managerial 

2 
 

2 5 
 

3  1  13 

TOTAL: 9 10 10 8 1 4 13 55 
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Appendix E:  Sample interview transcript  
 
This appendix contains a significant portion of the anonymised transcript of an 
interview with one of the Forestry England ecologists. Before the recording was 
started I discussed consent and confirmed confidentiality and anonymity. I have 
deleted sections of the transcript related to career in the organisation, and particular 
locations, in the interest of anonymisation. My questions are in bold throughout the 
transcript. 
 
 
TRANSCRIPT: 
 
….….. 
 
Could you tell me what how you got to where you are and what you do 
 
How far back do you want me to go? 
 
School? 
 
I was always interested in the environment from a young age. My father was always planting 
trees and always ranting on about the environment. We lived in [A location] so it was quite 
agricultural. Trees and woodlands were always a big thing in my childhood. So I always had 
an interest.  
 
… [section about career deleted to ensure anonymity]… 
 
But then was offered the job as an ecologist in this District. ….. Thinking that was give me a 
doddle. And it wasn't. Laughter. Really steep learning curve. Actually being at the coalface 
almost. Actually making decisions on the ground about whether we could do operations. 
Whether we couldn’t. Interpreting policy. Making sure we were following the right guidance. 
Making sure everything we do is in line with multiple objectives really. So that was my first 
real taste of yes balancing everything I suppose. Which is what you were looking at. If we 
were a Wildlife Trust we could just manage the woodlands in the winter. And not upset the 
breeding. And all the members would be on board. Because that is what they were signed up 
for, our remit of conservation. Whereas we are publicly funded full stop and we try and 
balance lots of different things. And that adds huge amounts of complications to everything 
you want to do. Because obviously you are an ecologist you want to do the right thing. But 
you are very aware that timber has to get out the door. People have got to go into the woods. 
And Recreation has got to go continue. And events got to take place. So every day is a big 
balancing acts really. 
 
…. [deleted to ensure anonymity]… 
 
And you have to be seen and doing the right thing by who? 
 
By our stakeholders. So it could be Natural England. Because we have triple SIs which are 
designated which we have got to manage according to a set of guidance. Um around European 
protected species. So there is legislation around that those: the wildlife and countryside act. 
So we have to enhance and protect those species. And you have got the European designations 
for the SPAs and the SAKS. Then you have got individuals, communities, so they know that 
there are adders in the grassland by the house. And then we come along and mow it at the 
wrong time of year. That is a prime example. They have a bit of grass. But actually it might 
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mean that the community want it mowed. But we know that there are adders in it. Might be 
that the community know that there's something important. And we have just sent our mowers 
out and mowed the whole lot. There is constant stuff going on.  
 
In that situation. Talk me through that situation. Have you got an example where that you 
actually have a patch of land? 
 
Well we have an Ops1 process. So we had overarching Forest plans. Which a big long term 
10-year strategies. That give direction for that area of woodland. Which sets a program for 
the Forester. They have lots of these Forest plan areas. They have got huge areas. But they 
have their programs developed from that. A big felling and restocking and filling. And every 
time they do an operation of felling and restocking or thinking. Every time a Recreation team 
does some work. Anything really that involves change to the land has an Ops1. Which is a 
plan of how you were going to do the work. When you were going to do it. Who you were 
going to inform. What are the impacts could be on different species. Dormice. Utilities. 
Anything. Anything in that area that could be impacted. So they will write that report. It will 
go round the people who need to look at it. We will all comment. And then they will take that 
away. And that will be their work program. So it is a bit of a two-way process. It is a 
consultation really. 
 
But in that instance you just mowed a bit of grass? 
 
Well. That's a thing. Some operations just happened. Because there is so much going on all 
the time. I mean recently the hedges have been all because of the snow. All the edges woke up. 
Because it was a panic job. Because the snow fell. Trees came over the rides. The forester got 
a guy out. Possibly or probably with the wrong machine. It was a flayer. Not a saw. And we've 
had huge amounts of complaints. Because it looks a mess. And that's when an Ops1 didn't 
happen for that because it was a reactive process. Let's get the road cleared. And off they go. 
 
So. There was a lot of stuff going on. That is just reactive. We have to cut the grass. We've had 
the contract for the last 10 years. Oh we didn't know that there was a whatever. It is a huge 
huge balancing act. And when you think that I am covering an area from [A location] to [B 
location]. It is just you know. You have the 10 beats you know and you have to trust that they're 
done the right thing. But we're coming now into the season when the goshawks are starting 
display. And the birds are starting to breed. And the dormice..... So it’s completely crazy. 
 
But in the beats. You've got the ranger. Who is on your side? 
 
Yes. But I would say that all and I said. Everyone has got different sorts of priorities. The 
forester needs to get that timber. He's got a contract. He's got a guy that, he’s got a guy that's 
got a machine that needs to work. So he is under pressure to give that contract to work.. So 
everyone has got their own little area that they are absolutely committed to delivering. And it 
is really hard for them to think about everything else as well. And they do. And it is good. 
Because we all have a really good relationship between operations and environment and 
planning and all the rest of it. But things do sometimes. Get missed. They just. Or you don't 
know that it was actually good luck in that area. We had that issue last it with a spraying 
contract. People went in and sprayed. And there were people on the phones. Saying “there's 
woodlark”. There wasn't actually woodlark there. Woodlark had used it. It is having the 
resource. And the people on the ground. You know we've got one wildlife Ranger per beat. 
About big areas. So it is very hard for them to be everywhere at once. And do the day job. 
Which is managing the deer and the boar. 
 
But do you and they kind of have the trump card. Because of our designations you win don't 
you?  
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Yeah. [Hesitantly]. We do very much work together. It is not fair enough. It is working 
together. But Foresters do sometimes say oh for goodness sake. I've just got this all lined up. 
And now you are telling me I can't go in there because there are dormice. But they understand. 
But they are breaking the law. They are breaking the law if they go into a woodland with 
dormice at the wrong time of year. It could be prosecuted. They do understand. It has moved 
on from the old days where we just did stuff. 
 
So how did it happen when … there wasn't an ecologist on the ground?  
 
I think it was a different world then. I don't think there was the scrutiny. The legislation has 
changed a lot in a lot of cases. Now we have to operate to guidance. Quite strict guidance 
around that we can and cannot do. Which we didn't have then. So things have changed. And 
there was a lot more scrutiny. There is Facebook and there is Twitter and the amount of stuff 
that goes out constantly on Facebook. Over the Forestry Commission have trashed this. We 
haven't. We've just done an operation looks a bit of a mess. Because it is winter and it's muddy. 
And we have got huge machines out there. So I think the scrutiny has gone up massively. We 
are in the spotlight. 
 
And does that make you more of a team? Because in some ways it's them against us. If it's 
not them against us internally. Is it them against us externally? 
 
I think it does feel a little bit like that sometimes not internally. I think internally we really do 
work together. I think probably the operations, to be completely frank, see the recreation as 
slightly aside and just about The Gruffalo. I shouldn’t say that. I think there is a little bit of 
that. But that is where the income is. That's difficult as well.  
 
Is it where the income comes? I suppose eventually timber is going to go down at some 
stage. 
 
Timber prices are going up. At the moment. But at the moment in terms of staffing. At the 
moment there is more staff allocated to recreation park head whatever per unit. But then they 
have. They are very much on the ground. Visible. They have to be dealing with all the stuff 
that happens around people. But I do think sometimes we feel we are little bit under resourced. 
 
In ecology? 
 
In operations. Because it is one thing really. Managing the land. And making sure we're doing 
it properly. Planning it. Doing it. And doing it properly. I think is one thing. And I think we've 
become very much closer together: planning and environment and ops. I'm constantly down 
the Foresters office and asking them stuff. And they are asking me stuff. 
 
So they bought into it are they? They must sometimes.. 
 
Yes. I think the new guys are. The newer ones are. Because they have learnt a lot more about 
it when they have gone through their training. It is a lot more multi-purpose forestry. Whereas 
perhaps some of the older guys that are starting to go a bit ‘oh, let’s just plant lots of sitka 
spruce and get on with it. What are these fluffy tree huggers doing? But I think the new guys. 
It is definitely changing. It has changed since I have been around. 
 
Which do you prefer? Working with the old guys or the ? 
 
Yeah, the new guys 
 
The new guys are bought into it? 
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Yes, they understand, I wouldn’t say they have completely the same vision but they get it. They 
get that you are just doing your job. And I think that when it comes to external, like down in 
[C location] we have just had a big issue, we are trying to expand the car park, and it is a 
triple SI for [bird species], so there are concerns that increasing the carpark you are going 
to get increasing disturbance for ground nesting birds. It is a big issue with trying to get the 
planning through because the RSPB are basically trying to stop it. While I think we appreciate 
it, they are just trying to do their jobs, that is what they do, they protect birds. So they are 
doing the right thing. But it does create huge amounts of work. For us. To try and, basically 
mitigate. We have to put in a whole raft of mitigation around, you know, dog free areas, dogs 
on leads, creating more heathland. To mitigate for the fact that we are expanding the car park. 
And I think we all accept that that is how it should be. You know, you can’t just keep expanding 
and expanding the carpark and not look after the birds. 
 
So in that situation in [C location] carpark you must be in the middle aren’t you? Because 
you are an ecologist so you are kind of on the side of the RSPB but you are also part of the 
Forestry Commission. 
 
Yes, very much, it is difficult. It is difficult because it is the Estates team who are doing all the 
planning applications who probably haven’t understood that birds are going to be an issue. 
Me coming in and saying ‘hang on a minute, have you not thought about this’. And the rec 
team, who are now going to have to get involved in policing this mitigation we have put in 
place and they are slightly, hang on about this, it means a whole load more work for us. And 
yes, you can absolutely appreciate where RSPB and Natural England are coming from 
because if it wasn’t for them, you know,  
 
So you have one of the hardest jobs then haven’t you? 
 
Yes, it is. So I have been going to meetings with the council, the planners, and RSPB, and 
Natural England, absolutely defending our position but at the back of my mind knowing that 
they are actually, they are right. What they are asking for is absolutely right. 
 
How do you square that circle within yourself? 
 
I go home and drink lots of gin! [laughter]. Yes, I do struggle. But I think I am loyal to the 
Commission. I can see that actually there, there is a huge forest. We have done huge amounts 
of [bird species] open habitat, we are grazing, we are doing the right thing in terms of felling 
and restock, it is really, really good habitat for birds. I know that we are doing the right thing 
overall in terms of the broad habitat. It is definitely going the right way and [bird species] 
numbers are increasing and increasing and increasing. Alongside the increase in recreation 
that is happening we have managed to keep our [bird species]. If they had gone off a cliff I 
would be ‘hang on a minute, we need to stop’. But they haven’t. Things are doing well there. 
What the carpark is about is at the moment people are parking along the sides of the road and 
still accessing the site. They are just not parking in the right place. So you are actually trying 
to, you are actually helping the problem potentially, possibly not potentially, leading to more 
people visiting the site, you are just making sure they park in the right place. So I can sort of 
square the circle. 
 
But are there lots of situations like that, where you are, almost working against your values 
aren’t you? Have you got other examples as examples are good for me. 
 
Pretty much every day. 
 
You must drink a lot of gin then! [laughter] 
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Yes. I do! Yes. I can’t think of another specific example. Oh, [E location]. They are now 
building, well they are just putting in planning for a [F] site. Again, that one is ok, it is not 
PAWS, it is not ancient woodland, it is secondary woodland, it is integrated into the Forest. 
But again, part of my things, hang on, it is hard to come to terms that we are a business. You 
know. The people in [G location] the Leaders, they, it is about making money. So, although 
we are, we are not for profit, and we are a public body, we are a very complicated public body 
in that we still get income from timber, we still get income from recreation. We still have lots 
of franchises. Shooting, shooting is another one. [H], shooting leases, we get a huge amount 
of money for pheasant shooting on our land, on leased land often, and sometimes you go into 
this woodland and think you should not have this number of pheasants in here, this is wrong, 
it shouldn’t happen! But I am also very aware that we need the income in terms of the um… 
 
So the pheasants have been put there? 
 
A lot of the pheasant woods are leasehold woods. So we lease those woods from the private 
owner and they maintain the sporting rights. They maintain the ability to put pheasants in 
those woods. Often then are often ancient plantation, ancient woodland sites, um, that, that 
doesn’t sit comfortably with me. 
 
Why doesn’t it sit comfortably? 
 
Because pheasants have a huge impact on the biodiversity of the wood. They eat, it is like have 
chickens in a wood, they eat everything. So invertebrates go down the pan, flora, fan flora, 
they just, if there stocking densities are high… 
 
But everything impacts everything doesn’t it? So what is the ‘natural’ state that you are 
aiming for almost? 
 
I think in some woods we should not allow pheasants in them. If it an ancient semi natural 
woodland and we have all these targets around restoring woodland, why are we then allowing, 
why are we getting the income from putting loads of pheasants in there? But then at the back 
of my mind I know that we could not function without, without this, without generating income. 
You know, we get £20m a year from the government and the rest of it we need to be self-
sufficient. 
 
…. 
 
I am kind of playing devil’s advocate. The idea is that you were set up originally because 
you needed the timber. So it is almost like, you have all these laws protecting the 
environment but actually, you were set up to create trees. In some ways it doesn’t make 
sense. Because you are now stopping cutting trees which was part of the point of the whole 
organisation. 
 
Cutting trees is absolutely the prime objective. You know, you have some woods that are 
literally a plantation of sitka spruce in the middle of a moor like [I location] and that is our 
breadbasket. That is where our timber money comes from. Other areas like the [J location] 
are a lot more around triple SIs and recreation and people and protecting. But even those 
woods, they need to be, they are washing their face, but they need, those foresters are still 
responsible for making money, getting the timber out the door. And managing woodland is 
obviously a good thing. It is a good thing. What I struggle with is when, the Foresters are very 
much, their success is governed by their timber, the volume they get out. You will often hear 
them say ‘I have got to make up my volume’. Well, yes, that’s fine, but let’s think very carefully 
about how you are going to make up your volume. Don’t just do it there at the wrong time of 
the year. And, and should they be being pushed to make up volume they can’t necessarily get? 
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Either because the weather is bad, or there’s dormice, or they haven’t got enough people, 
there’s not enough resource to do the contracts and do everything properly. So I think that is 
coming from [K location]. Every year we will run a production forecast that says ‘you are 
going to produce this much timber this year. And that is it. Off you go. Go and do it’. So yeah, 
that is their driver. 
 
But at the same time they are being told you have to protect this, and you have got this data, 
which makes it very hard. 
 
Yes. 
 
Because somebody was talking to me about how they didn’t fell in the summer because of 
birds, and then they are meant to be felling in the winter but they can’t fell in the winter 
because of the weather, so they are going to actually have to fell in the summer anyway. 
 
Yes. And that does happen. 
 
And you accept that? You have tried your best? 
 
Well, [L location] again, going back down [M location]. We have just written a new triple SI 
plan which says no felling in the summer. Because of Raptors, because of Nightjar, because 
it is designated. We will not fell in the summer. I went down there yesterday and the foresters, 
and when we say ‘summer’ it is literally now [February] 
 
Now, is summer?! 
 
Yes, because of goshawks, now till, and he is struggling. Already he is saying the first year of 
doing it, he has contracts that are pushing over into the time we said no. Because he has just 
not, they will have plant health notices, he will be told a crop has [tree disease], got to get rid 
of it now. And that is a different case, you would have to do that in the summer. But already 
he is saying, ‘I just don’t know how I will do my program this year’. Basically his felling is 
stopping now up until August, September, September.  
 
Which has an impact both on his targets but also it seems that they are quite committed to 
the industry that works for them. 
 
Yes, they are very committed. 
 
So, so what happens? 
 
He will, he will manage [N location], other blocks, he has a big area that stretches from [O 
location] to [P location]. So he will work other areas. But then, there could easily be issues 
in those other areas. Um. So yeah, they do get frustrated. Sometimes you do just have to say, 
well not on [Q location] because we have just started doing it, we can’t go back on it already. 
[R] they have to do a survey before they do summer working. Um, it is difficult. The birds are 
a really tricky thing. We have guidance that is quite vague and woolly. We have got special 
conditions, you know, special license almost to work in the summer season. Um, because it is 
recognized if we didn’t we would go out of business. But at the same time it is an offence to 
knowingly cut down a bird’s nest. Even a blackbird. 
 
So how do you square that circle then? 
 
We can’t. We can’t square it. You know, if they actually see a nest, in a tree, with a bird going 
in, don’t fell that tree. But you cannot go through and survey a huge area of woodland the day 
before it gets felled to check for every nest. 
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So they presumably don’t look up. 
 
Yes. They carry on. And we put notes in the Ops 1 and say this looks like a really good bird 
habitat. Lots of broadleaf. Lots of diversity. Lots of different understory and canopy. We don’t 
think you should be doing this now. And they will be ‘oh, alright, ok, won’t then. I will leave 
it.’ Sometimes they do slip in. 
 
And who makes the decision? You all put your tuppence in and whatever. You say don’t. 
Will they still go ahead? 
 
That is where the debate sort of happens. That is where the debate.. 
 
And is that where you have your trump card because of the laws? 
 
Sometimes I do. Sometimes I have to accept, yes, you have got to do it. 
 
How does that make you feel? 
 
Um. Really torn. Really torn. Torn because, yes, torn because your inner values, torn because 
you are very aware if you do this it could lead to a whole load of flak. I mean if it is actually 
legislation it would be absolutely no way. If it is European protected species, no way. Or 
protected schedule one bird. No way. Not going there. If it is something a little bit more woolly. 
Like a blackbird in a wood. You just have to go with it. But it is, it is hard, and you are 
constantly at the back of your mind thinking ‘have I done the right thing?’ ‘Should I have said 
no’. ‘Should I have said yes’. And you try and find another way around it. You try and say 
‘well leave that bit and do that bit’. But it is very hard to do that across the area that we are 
managing. And that is the problem. And us ecologist covering the whole area. Though you 
have assistants. You cannot be everywhere at once. 
 
They must hate you don’t they? 
 
Um, I hope not. Because I can be pragmatic and have a laugh. I think I am pragmatic. I think 
if you got the wrong person in the job they would be hated. You have to understand forestry. 
You have to understand the scale we are working at. You have to understand all the different 
drivers. If you just came in purely as a conservationist you wouldn’t last. 
 
So there aren’t any pure conservationists? In National office are there pure 
conservationists? 
 
Well, [S]. But again, they get it. They get it. You have to get it. You have to get the scale you 
are working at to get what we are trying to achieve. 
 
Because in your heart, or in your head, what is the role of the Forestry Commission? 
 
Yes, well, it is what we keep being told, it is ‘people, nature and economy’. I would say some 
woods, its not three circles. In some woods nature is that big, people that big, and the economy 
is that big. Other woods we have sitka spruce wall to wall and there is nothing else in there, 
the economy is where. And that is sort of how you square it in your head. There we are doing 
that, but there we are going to have to do that.  
 
If you only had one bit that would, it would be almost impossible. It is a bit like charging 
for car parking. But, you can park for free down there. It is almost feels like it is an excuse 
to make you feel you are not against your values. Would that? 
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Yes, it is true. That is right. 
 
But you have to be pragmatic and have to have a kind of open mind to the whole thing and 
accept sometimes, because also you were saying, when you didn’t get your way, there are 
sometimes yes, you are worried about the species, but isn’t there a personal thing that you 
didn’t win. I mean, I would feel. 
 
Yes, you do sometimes get, ah, this isn’t right. But yes, I think that as a civil servant you do 
tend to do what you have got to do. That is a bit frustrating sometimes. I suppose every 
organisation is like that. If you are in a charity you are driven by your members. If you are a 
civil servant you are driven by the government at that time. And you do just sort of get on with 
it really. 
 
So if you don’t ‘win’ like you said, you didn’t want, but they have gone ahead anyway. Part 
of it is you tried your best, but part of it is someone else is making the decisions anyway? It 
is the civil servant. 
 
Yes, until we are told that our remit is purely conservation, until there are huge teams of 
ecologists, it has to be part of the overall package. 
 
So what are the best bits of your job? What are the worst bits? 
 
The best bit is I never know what each day is going to bring. Every day is completely different. 
I can come in and think I am going to do that, and I do something completely different. And it 
is a bit like a rollercoaster and it is the adrenaline. It is a constant adrenalin rush, running 
from one thing to the next. That is a good bit. I never get bored. The bad bits are I don’t feel 
I can do my job properly. Because I am covering a huge area, and [discussion about home 
situation] 
 
And what is ‘properly’? You said you can’t do your job ‘properly’. 
 
Properly is, yes, I have got high standards. Answering every email. There is so much 
happening all the time. Sometimes by the time you have got to the email it has passed on. And 
‘oh I should have commented but I didn’t, I couldn’t, I was in [K location] or whatever’. So, 
yes, I don’t feel that, and I am hard on myself, but I still, there are so many things that could 
be done better. Systems that I think ‘hang on, that needs to be changed, and I try and change 
it, and I take on so much that I end up feeling that I am not winning. 
 
…[career discussion deleted to ensure anonymity]… 
 
 
It is quite difficult to measure success isn’t it? You have so many different objectives.  
 
I think that is absolutely right. We don’t have a really clear, yeah, a clear objective. Because 
there are lots of different objectives and those always change depending on who you talk to. I 
think that is a really tricky thing. You can talk to five different people and there are five 
different opinions. .. It is very hard to say, ‘actually, this is the way we are going’. 
 
Is it possible to have one objective? I guess you couldn’t say ‘oh, we’ve done it, because we 
have met all our objectives’ because it is impossible to meet all of them, but simultaneously 
you can’t ever do anything wrong almost because you always win on one of them. 
 
That is so true. And that is a bit like a Forest Plan. A forest plan, we are supposed to monitor 
whether we have achieved our forest plan. So we have set up this ten-year program, after five 
years we have a review, but within it we have these monitoring sort of milestones. But, it is 
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really hard at the end to actually measure success. Yeah you can say there are more 
broadleaves. You can measure that on the database. But are they in good condition? Have 
they been eaten by squirrels? Do people like broadleaves? Some people like conifer. You 
know, where are the dormice now? What are they like? You know, yeah, you can’t really. You 
can only measure the things that are on the database which is our monitoring system.  
 
Does that matter? Because? 
 
It matters for the UQWAS the insurance standard. You know, we have to monitor what we do. 
Monitoring is quite a bit part of it. But we don’t do enough monitoring. It is almost like you 
say, you can’t. How can you say that that woodland is in better condition? It depends what 
species you are. Yes it has more broadleaf but is it in the right condition?  
 
But I guess from an ecologist point of view that would be the same, well would it be the 
same if you were working for a butterfly trust, I guess it is more simple isn’t it? 
 
It is a bit simpler, you have got more butterflies. And again we have butterfly conservation 
people, they will come in and say ‘you need to be doing this, you have to open up your rides’. 
So off we go and open up our rides, but then what about the dormice? They need to cross over 
the ride. You hadn’t thought about that. So, ok, we will leave little cinch points where the 
dormice can cross. And then it fills up with bracken so then you have got to manage the 
bracken. And it is all a cost. And then you have the forester saying ‘well hang on, I could have 
planted that with whatever.’ 
 
Does that make it a good job? Would you not prefer a job where it is more obvious that you 
have done well? 
 
That you have actually achieved something! Yeah, yeah, and I think that is probably, that is 
probably one of the difficult things about the job. It is very hard to have a day and think ‘wow. 
I’ve really achieved today’. Because there is always so much more that can be done. In so 
many different behaviours. I rarely have a day when I think ‘gosh, this is going well’. 
[laughter]. I have hit my target! 
 
But would you stay with the organisation? 
 
Yes, I have been tempted to leave at certain points. When we went through the big reshuffle. I 
was very close to leaving. Um. I do have moments when I think ‘I just can’t do this any more. 
I can’t juggle this anymore. I can’t travel’. It is juggling work and family and being in a 
million different places at once. 
 
It is not juggling the multiple objectives in your work? 
 
Those and life. Feeling like my head is going to explode on a daily basis. But I don’t think I 
would leave. I think I am too loyal. I think there are too many things I want to do. I mean the 
pay is not brilliant for what we do. The hours we do a lot of work.  
 
But people are quite loyal to the organisation aren’t they? 
 
People are lovely. They have their hearts in the right places. Everyone wants to do a good 
job. I think everybody puts in extra. Most people put in extra. So you almost feel like you are 
all in it together. And we are not here for the money. We are here because we care.  
 
Presumably ecologists don’t get paid a lot anywhere do they? 
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No. They are pay band five. 
 
But I mean also in other jobs? 
 
No. If you work for a private consultancy you would probably earn more. But that wouldn’t 
work for me because you are basically saying ‘oh yeah…’ At least working for the commission 
you know you are doing good stuff.  
 
Thank you so much for your time! 
 
My gabbling! 
 
It has been really, really helpful. 
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Appendix F: List of codes generated on NVivo 
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Appendix G:  Sample coding on NVivo 
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Appendix H:  Doodles from personal notebooks 
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Appendix I:  Forestry England Strategic Framework 
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Appendix J:  Forestry England Leadership Model 
 

 
 

 




