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Humanistic management:  

an alternative way of organising? 

Christina Schwabenland and Paul Harrison 

How this special edition came about 

Last November (2017) Paul Harrison and I (Christina) launched the UK Chapter of the Humanistic 

Management Network (HMN) at the Young Foundation in London with a line-up of great speakers.  We had 

Matthew Taylor from the RSA talking about his report for the government on Good Work, Loughlin Hickey 

from Blueprint, Mary Hodgson from The Young Foundation and Ernst von Kimakowitz, one of the founding 

members of the international network, and convener of the Swiss Humanistic Management (HM) Chapter. 

 

  

  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/good-work-the-taylor-review-of-modern-working-practices
http://www.blueprintforbusiness.org/
https://youngfoundation.org/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/good-work-the-taylor-review-of-modern-working-practices
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Somewhat surprisingly, to us at any rate, the Humanistic Management Network had thirteen national 

Chapters, but none in the UK. We felt there was a need, not so much out of a deep engagement with the 

philosophy and underlying principles of humanism, but more out of a sense that organisations are becoming 

hard places to be for many people. Our evidence is largely anecdotal (and experiential), but here is just one, 

disturbing statistic: according to a Gallup poll in 2017, 87% of employees are ónot engagedô at work. If this is 

true, we find that shocking. All that potential, commitment, enjoyment, creativity that comes with a sense of 

fulfilment and purpose, and of being valued at work, lost. What unhappiness must lie behind that statistic? 

And for what? Are organisations more productive, more profitable, more effective, if their employees are 

miserable? It seems unlikely. 

So, is there a need, perhaps, for a UK Chapter? But what might the new Chapter do, and what exactly did we 

mean by óhumanistic managementô? The November 2017 launch could only begin to address these 

questions. 

However, at that launch, we met Bob MacKenzie from the Association for Management Education and 

Development (AMED) and began to discuss overlapping areas of interest and concern.  From these 

discussions, the opportunity arose to jointly create a special issue for AMEDôs journal e-Organisations and 

People (e-O&P). We saw this as an opportunity to continue the debate, to develop our ideas about the role 

and importance of humanistic management in the UK.  We could also explore its relevance and boundaries 

with overlapping ideas and concepts, and begin to consider what a UK branch of the international humanistic 

management network might achieve.  

Our collaborative commissioning, writing and editing process 

Our partnership with AMED began with a joint workshop in April 2018 to bring together potential contributors 

and to give some initial shape to the special edition. From the start, this collaboration with AMED has been in 

itself a model of what might be viewed as humanistic management in practice ï in particular, AMEDôs 

approach of ócritical friendshipô (e.g. MacKenzie 2015) as an alternative to the more usual blind peer review 

that those of us working in academia are all too aware of. For e-O&P, critical friends work directly with 

authors on a one-to-one basis as the texts develop; sharing a joint commitment to excellent writing, scholarly 

practice and clarity of expression, offered through encouragement and suggestion. This model is not unique 

to AMED: the critical management studies group VIDA (a network which is open to any with an interest in 

critical management who identify other than cis-men) has also pioneered critical friendship as alternative to 

traditional peer review. We hope our contributors to this edition will agree that this process of critical 

friendship has been rigorous (some articles have gone through five iterations to reach the clarity that you will 

see here) but that it hasnôt been of the kind that makes you hide the reviews away in a drawer for a few days 

after receiving them until you feel brave enough to go through the detail. (Are there any writers out there who 

have shared that awful experience?).  

  

http://humanisticmanagement.network/
http://www.amed.org.uk/
http://www.amed.org.uk/page/our-lively-and-engaging
http://api.ning.com/files/Bsue-*vlnnYbrEpO*6U8UgIqhNDKv-XqxcwZyk7IDH2NG2Dy-xyqmxiO988Yrz0q7dp7pdUyL-Ib1S*WuBRcFtpp8sLML*Fv/BobMacKenziecriticalfriendshipsoffprint.pdf
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Some thoughts about our theme 

The purpose of this miscellany is to explore the potential and viability of a UK Chapter of the Humanistic 

Management Network, to carry on the conversation, and to draw attention to the dialectic between the range 

of different understandings of the concept that we present here, and to its underlying coherence. We are still 

feeling our way, and we do not have a single, all-encompassing ódefinitionô of what humanistic management 

is.  Rather, we see its meaning as contextual - as emergent and fluid. We do not claim to be óexpertsô; we are 

people who work in management, study management, experience management and care deeply that it 

should be humane. 

Questioning the alternative 

Our theme contains the idea that humanistic management is not mainstream, that it is óalternativeô. Of course 

the principles of humanism are hardly new, and indeed in many ways are not radical at all. Humanistic 

thinking has a long history in the UK, and in management terms, can be traced as least as far back as the 

deeply influential human potential movement and Maslowôs formulation of a hierarchy of needs (1943).  Such 

influences led, among other things, to the work on action research developed through Surrey and Bath 

universities (e.g. Smith 2007), the growth in interest of self-directed learning, reflective practice and more. 

More recently, the growth of interest in Fredric Lalouxôs (2014) model of óteal managementô promotes the 

importance of peer relationships and systemic learning. 

But our contention is that if humanistic management ideas really were mainstream, we would not have 87% 

of employees disengaged. We would not be hearing the stories that the #MeToo initiative is bringing to light.  

Bullying, harassment, and work intensification would be seen as intolerable - symptoms of something gone 

badly wrong. 

Our suggestion is that even the notion of an óalternativeô has become challenging. We live and work in times 

where there is a striking disconnect between much of the management literature which supports the idea that 

humanistic principles make good business sense, that organisations should foster trust, creativity and the 

autonomy that workers can enjoy, when they know they are valued and appreciated.  This runs alongside the 

increasing hegemony of neo-liberal forms of management, which promote the idea that there is only one way 

(David Zigmondôs article in this issue exemplifies this well).  

The dilemma posed by the óbusiness caseô, such as that made by Blueprint in association with the Health 

Foundation (2018), that humanistic principles are good for business as well as for people at large (although 

the Blueprint doesnôt use the term óhumanisticô as such), concerns whether or not that argument should be its 

driving force.  What happens when organisations which claim to adopt humanistic principles fail? Or when 

humanistic practices may incur additional expenditure? Do we need alternative rationales, appealing to 

ethical and/or moral values (óitôs just the right thing to doô)? And how radical should supporters of humanistic 

management be? Is humanistic management fundamentally reformist, sharing common ground with 

initiatives such as óconscious capitalismô (e.g. Burden & Warwick 2013; 2014), or is it inherently more radical?  

These are live questions, and we suspect there may never be complete agreement; Rather, we anticipate an 

on-going dialogue between principles and practice, and between pragmatism and challenge. 

  

https://metoomvmt.org/


 

 
 
 
e-ORGANISATIONS & PEOPLE, WINTER 2018, VOL. 25, NO. 4 PAGE 7 WWW.AMED.ORG.UK 

BACK TO CONTENTS 

An overview of the articles 

The seven articles in this issue each represent a contribution to these questions. Each makes explicit 

reference to humanistic management, but also presents the authorsô theories-in-use about the different ways 

in which humanistic management is being conceptualised. The order in which they are presented is also 

significant. We have paired six of the seven articles together, so that each pair can be read as creating a 

dialogue. These articles are drawn from practice, they provide exemplars of what humanistic management is 

ï and, in the articles by William Tate and David Zigmond, what it is not. The seventh article, by John Rosling, 

is more abstract, and serves to present a model to interlink these disparate ideas together.  

The first two are each engaged in an exploration of the ways in which organisations can support women and 

reproductive health. When Ilaria Boncori became pregnant, she was able to draw on a rich ï and unusual ï 

resource. This consisted of the stories she had collected earlier from parents as part of a research project 

into parenting and work. Within these stories, she found inspiration for tackling issues around workload, 

returning to work after her daughter was born, and in the subtle, but necessary, work of identity negotiation 

as she sought to integrate her newer identity, that of mother, with her long-standing roles of researcher and 

teacher. Her organisation, which runs an on-site crèche, was also broadly supportive. This article provides an 

exemplar of a life-changing situation that was well managed and integrated, to the mutual benefit of all 

stakeholders.  

Lara Owenôs article similarly tells the story of her work to facilitate an organisation, Coexist, to negotiate a 

new policy on menstrual health. Lara writes:  

óthe progressive ethos of the organisation, committed to humanistic and broader ecological 

values, meant that there was a desire to encourage and support women to honour the menstrual 

cycle rather than to feel they had to suppress, deny, or minimise itô.    

Ilariaôs and Laraôs articles both explore ways in which employers and employees alike can find ways of being 

whole people at work, rather than compartmentalising different aspects of their being which then, almost 

inevitably, conflict. A humane organisation, by this reckoning, is one that can deal with the whole person, 

including the realities of their embodied selves, rather than labelling some aspects of self as irrelevant or 

even detrimental to its needs.     

Ruth Slater and Jayne Mizon have co-authored an article about an initiative to identify an organisationôs 

values óbottom-upô, rather than, as in so many organisations, being led by senior management.  They 

describe the processes they developed, and show how certain values were seen as irrelevant by staff, who 

were also able to suggest values that the senior management had not considered. Ruth and Jayne write that: 

óthere is little merit in values which do not support the business.  There is little merit, too, in values 

that do not reflect employeesô experience of the companyô.   

Here we see a different kind of integration, not of the different aspects of self, but of the different layers and 

functions within the organisation.  
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Ruthôs and Jayneôs article provides a nice counterpoint to Rob Warwickôs description of his experiences of 

teaching ethics to undergraduates in a business school. Both articles are exemplars of participatory 

approaches to values and ethics, and both describe action learning in process. Rob captures some of the 

sense of this in his use of the metaphor of óforagingô: 

ófor meô he writes, óthe image of ñbreadcrumbsò conjures up the image of a trail left for students, 

head down, bird-like, pecking the ground, taking one step after another with little thought to or 

active engagement with oneôs surroundings.  ñForagingò is different: foragers are heads up, 

exploring in different directions, coming together to discuss, exchanging ideas and understanding. 

It is a constant sensing and negotiating of oneôs contextô.  

These articles are rich in their observations about humanistic management in practice.  What the óforagingô 

metaphor suggests to us is the importance of teachers or managers being able to let go of control, to trust to 

processes of involvement and empowerment, and to have the courage necessary to allow the unexpected to 

emerge. 

The next two articles present a very different picture; their articles each illustrate what humanistic 

management is not. These are the horror stories; immense suffering, careers and reputations damaged, if not 

destroyed, and the consequences of fighting institutional injustices. They share an interest in accountability 

which, in these stories, seems to be everywhere and nowhere. William Tateôs story, concerning the case of 

Dr Hadiza Bawa-Garba, a doctor in a paediatric unit who was on duty when a child died. The case illustrates 

the complexities of accountability within an organisation suffering numerous systemic failures. Where is 

individual responsibility under such circumstances?  And how can we account for ourselves and be 

accountable to others in a way which does not separate the person from the systems within which they are 

located? Can systems be more or less humanistic? David Zigmond narrates a system that has become 

profoundly un-humanistic in its attempts to tackle these very issues. His Kafkaesque story is about the need 

to be accountable to regulatory bodies for the upholding of standards. It is one of systems dominating people, 

systems out of control. And yet, in his imaginary dialogue with the more human face of the regulators, he 

acknowledges the complexities of accountability in such complex organisations. 

John Roslingôs article takes a very different approach. While the other authors have all written about 

humanistic management (or its opposite) in practice, with all the messiness that such experiential accounts 

always involve, Johnôs contribution is more abstract. Starting from the observation that the frequently 

proposed links between purpose and performance are more aspirational than demonstrated in evidence, he 

then develops a model to demonstrate how such links might actually be manifested in organisations. His 

proposition is that without ownership, trust and an understanding of context, a sense of purpose alone is not 

enough. Although his starting point is quite different from the other authors in this collection, his conclusions 

are very similar. Trust figures in all of the accounts, by its presence, in the first four articles, and by its 

absence in the two óhorrorô stories. John writes: 

ócontext-led rather than content-led management has been shown to be better adapted to fast-moving 

and ambiguous environments.ô 

 This observation surely connects well to Williamôs and Davidôs stories of systemic failures. 
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So where are we now? 

There is a richness to these contributions that cannot be conveyed sufficiently in a brief editorial ï you have 

to read them all. But some themes do emerge quite clearly.  These include the necessity of integration and 

ethical decision-making. 

Integration 

The first is the notion of integration between the different aspects of self at work, between different levels of 

management, between values/ethics/principles and experiences, between individuals and the contexts in 

which they work and live. This may not be a very radical proposition, but much of traditional management 

orthodoxy centres on separation ï separation of function, role, work and home, mind and body, organisation 

and context/environment. But humans are all of these things, and humane management must entail a 

recognition and respect for the totality of the human being, and for the totality of the organisation. 

Ethical decision-making 

The Humanistic Management Network talks about óethical decision makingô as being at the heart of humane 

management. When we talk about óconsequencesô (and therefore about óethical decision makingô) do we 

think this is focused on consequences within an organisation for its people, or do we think this requires a 

much broader perspective?  Do we think of consequences not just for humans within the organisation, but 

also for customers, suppliers, shareholders, and the wider society? If so, this then requires an organisation to 

understand its true purpose in society as a foundational requirement.  Then, logically, this might encourage 

an organisation (as some do) to look for sources of established and emerging guidance as to what óethicalô 

means in this wider sense, such as Sustainable Development Goals, Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 

The presence and future of humanistic management in the UK? 

 

Making a start?  Launching the UK Chapter of the Humanistic Management Network, November 2017  
[Photo: Christina Schwabenland] 

  

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/MDGs/Post2015/SDG_HR_Table.pdf
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Finally, is there a need for a UK group to promote humanistic management? The horror stories suggest yes. 

The contributions in this edition form the beginning of a debate which the UK Humanistic Management 

Chapter is taking forward. Specifically, we plan to organise a post-publication workshop in early spring 2019. 

We will be looking to establish a steering group to drive the next phase of the UK Chapterôs development and 

to identify a programme of events. Putting together this special edition has been tremendously exciting; the 

breadth of articles, the enthusiasm of the authors, and the enormous support we have received from AMED 

has given us a firm foundation from which to grow. 

Please join in our efforts to continue this co-inquiry. 
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A message of support for the 
Humanistic Management Network 
UK Chapter   

Ernst von Kimakowitz - co-founder Humanistic Management Network 

We are a global network that lives, works and acts through local Chapters and collaborations in many 

countries around the globe. As Christina Schwabenland and Paul Harrison have written in their editorial, it 

was about time to explore the viability of a UK Chapter. I am much looking forward to seeing it develop and 

thrive. While there is a variety of activities in different Chapters around the world, the shared purpose of the 

global Network is to encourage, promote and support economic activities and business conduct that 

demonstrate unconditional respect for the dignity of life. It gives me great pleasure to know that the 

leadership we have in the UK is genuinely committed to that purpose. For what is organising and managing 

good for, if it does not aspire to be supportive of a life in dignity for all?  

Our rationale 

When contextualising Humanistic Management, our point of departure is a clear acknowledgement of the 

tremendous progress that variations of market economies have brought about in many societies. By and 

large, we live longer, healthier, safer and more freely today than ever before. Our work in the Humanistic 

Management Network is hence not driven by gloomy scenarios but by the insight that the success story of 

market economies is creating negative side effects we can no longer ignore; by the insight that turning 

market economies into market societies will not provide us with solutions to the challenges we are facing.  

  

A context 

The launch of the Humanistic Management Network UK Chapter marks 

an important step in the development of the Network, and this present 

publication is as timely as it is relevant. I am therefore very happy to write 

this message of support to the UK Chapter and share some thoughts to 

contextualise Humanistic Management and what it means to me and to 

our work at the Humanistic Management Network (HMN). 
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Two main challenges: environmental and distributional 

As a global community, we are confronted with two main challenges: environmental and distributional.  

The environmental challenge 

First, the environmental challenge, where climate change forms the most prominent - but not the only - issue 

we are confronted with. A whole set of environmental challenges including, for example, contaminated or 

uneven distribution of water supply and increasing air pollution, the exhaustion of some natural resources or 

rapidly declining biodiversity, are demanding that we urgently step up our efforts to maintain the conditions 

for life on earth.  

The distributional challenge 

Second, we are facing a distributional challenge which includes growing inequalities in the distribution of 

income, and also more generally of opportunities in life. From the global level all the way to that of individual 

communities, in rich societies just as much as in low income economies, the foundation of social peace and 

cohesion is eroding, when more and more people rightfully feel they no longer are getting a fair deal. The 

worrisome rise of populism we currently observe around the world may well be just a first glimpse at what is 

in store if we do not manage to make our economies work better for more people.  

How business can help: a concerted humanistic management approach 

Both of these challenges we cannot expect to address successfully without the active contribution of 

business in co-creating solutions with other societal actors such as policy makers, government agencies, civil 

society, international and non-profit organizations. Consequently, it would be equally wrong to expect 

business to singlehandedly fix it as it would be wrong to expect we can do it without the active contribution of 

business.  

To enable business to play a more active role in addressing these challenges, a paradigmatic shift regarding 

the purpose of business is required. This requires a rebalancing away from a relentless focus on maximising 

financial returns and towards embracing legitimate interests of a wide swathe of stakeholders. Being 

profitable for a business is an integral part of being sustainable, but it is a means, and not an end in itself.  

Humanistic management as a business paradigm shift? 

Aiming to promote an active debate on this paradigm shift, I have developed the three-stepped approach to 

Humanistic Management, which is grounded in unconditional respect for the dignity of life. Its intention is to 

be both an anchor of reflection on business conduct as well as a summary of the main characteristics shared 

by organisations that demonstrate purpose-driven leadership beyond expediency, in ways that act to respect 

dignity. This approach was first published in the introduction to Humanistic Management in Practice (2011) 

the first book in our Humanism in Business book series at Palgrave Macmillan, in which a rich and varied 

body of knowledge has since emerged.  

  

http://humanisticmanagement.network/publication/the-makings-of-humanistic-management
http://humanisticmanagement.network/publication/the-makings-of-humanistic-management
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The three steps are  

1. Unconditional respect for the dignity of life as the universal foundation and prerequisite for being an 

organization that is fit to gain public legitimacy.  

2. Integration of ethical reflection in management decisions to depart from a corrective model where only 

public outcry following misdemeanor triggers corrective action. 

3.  Active and ongoing engagement with stakeholders to learn from and with each other and to mitigate 

risks from honest mistakes. Kimakowitz et al (Eds).2011] 

These three anchor points can support organizations in developing strategies and practices aimed at the 

creation of sustainable human welfare with respect for the planet. They can help organizations reflect on their 

purpose in general and on their role in contributing to solutions to both of the aforementioned challenges we 

face as a global community. A desire to generate value for society at large is part of the DNA of organizations 

that embrace a Humanistic Management paradigm and it is also what we aim for at the Humanistic 

Management Network.  

So please join me in congratulating the editorial team and authors of this publication and please engage with 

our growing Network in the UK and beyond - together we make impact towards a more sustainable and more 

equitable planet. 
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Negotiating motherhood and career 
options through sharing narratives  

Ilaria Boncori 

learning and comfort as a new mother. I turned to those stories especially during pregnancy and later on 

when making work-life balance and career choices. This essay advocates the use of sharing of personal 

narratives in work-life organizational learning.  

Keywords 

Motherhood, academia, time management, organizational learning, narratives, humanistic management. 

Some contextual background 

I have been lucky enough to experience very little direct discrimination in my work life, but terms like ñgender 

pay gapò and ñglass ceilingò are systemic failures that have become all too familiar to most workers in 

contemporary organizations. My experience in academia, and even before in the marketing and 

communications industry, is unfortunately constellated with examples of gender discrimination in the 

workplace. Gender is mobilised, enacted and constructed in social ways that influence or dictate the way we 

understand organizations. The way people are managed is influenced by different types of bias, and the 

treatment of people of different genders is rather unbalanced, even within the supposedly enlightened 

context of Higher Education (see for instance Knights and Richards, 2003; van den Brink and Benschop, 

2012a, 2012b; van den Brink, Benshop and Jansen, 2010; Winslow, 2010). Although the academic 

profession is based on intellectual abilities and we find many women in lower ranking academic posts, the 

path to top level leadership and professorship is still paved with inequality and exclusion as women are both 

paid and promoted less whilst facing ñmore difficult compromises than their male counterparts.ò (Barry et al. 

2006, p.275). 

  

 

I have been living and working in the UK for over a decade, after years 

spent in Italy (my country of origin) and China. I am a Senior Lecturer in 

Management, Marketing and Entrepreneurship at the University of Essex, 

where I also serve as a faculty Dean deputised for Education with 

responsibility for all teaching and learning delivered at undergraduate and 

postgraduate level in seven departments. My current research mostly 

focuses on inclusion in organization, with a specific focus on embodied 

practices, gender, identity, sexual orientation and ethnicity.  

Having engaged on research about the experience of becoming a parent in 

the context of UK academia, I later found the narratives I had collected 

from parents within my professional context an invaluable source of 
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Some time ago, I conducted a piece of research on what it means to become a parent within the context of 

UK academia. At that time, I had no experience of taking care of children and no particular plans of having 

one of my own (which changed a few years later, after I met my husband). This meant that I approached the 

topic in a more óobjectiveô way than I would today, but also with a fair amount of ignorance, which allowed me 

to ask naïve and taken-for-granted questions that generated very insightful answers. I conducted 31 semi-

structured in-depth qualitative interviews with 8 fathers and 23 mothers employed at a University in the UK 

regarding their experience of becoming a parent within this professional context. Their insights not only 

contributed to my research, but also to the subsequent management of my personal career choices, of 

motherhood and identity negotiations. 

A humanistic management approach to work 

Echoing contributions made in this journalôs issue ñWorking with humans: beings not resourcesò (McAra, D. 

ed, Summer 2015), my research as an academic and my practice as a manager have always been led by a 

humanistic perspective. Humanistic management highlights the value of relationships, people and networks 

within the workplace and with external stakeholders, rather than focussing only on productivity, profit and 

outputs. This approach emphasises respect for peopleôs dignity as human beings rather than just in their 

roles or with reference to what benefits they can bring to businesses and institutions. One of the ways to work 

according to this principle is to take a holistic approach to people in organizations that accounts for their lives, 

desires and challenges as people (not just employees) who work and live as part of an interconnected 

system that crosses the boundaries of personal and professional spheres.  

With this in mind, I would like to note the importance for both public institutions and private ventures of 

avoiding the temptation of only recognising immediate profit or contingent revenues in the measurement of 

their staffôs performance. Instead, people should be managed through a broader strategic plan that recognise 

the needs of individuals, especially at crucial times in their lives. Becoming a parent, and especially 

experiencing this for the first time, is an event that for many signifies a significant change in priorities and 

practices. Wise organizations would be able to retain capable staff by supporting and embracing their needs 

rather than ignoring these changes. Also, in dealing with people, their needs, wants and rights, decisions 

taken through the lens of critically engaged ethical behaviour facilitate a humanistic approach to management 

that moves beyond the legal towards ethical and moral decision-making processes. Although management 

theory has greatly developed from the early days of the 20th century, dominated by the óscientific 

managementô approach that highlighted productivity and cost reduction, many businesses today still fail to 

understand the social, emotional and embodied side of organizations. This misconception is still present even 

though any manager with some experience will recognise that employees who co-produce solutions, who feel 

valued by the organization, who are motivated and satisfied with their job and have room to grow are 

employees who tend to perform better and become more loyal workers. Within this perspective, the sharing 

of experiences, the creation of networks and the fostering of an informal peer learning culture are all 

measures that can support, value and develop our human resources. 
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The importance of narratives 

Narratives and storytelling are incredibly powerful tools to gain nuanced understandings into a phenomenon 

(Gabriel, 2000; Boje, 2008). By telling stories and sharing narratives we can explore the silenced side of 

organizations, shed light on the margins where the corporate world overlaps with human experience and 

uncover ways to support our staff and managers on an organizational level, as well as each other as 

colleagues and individuals. Being people who operate in organizations we are inevitably ï whether 

consciously or unconsciously, in actions or thought ï bound to contaminate one of our realms of existence 

with the other.  We tell stories with words, text, photos, images and sounds. However, the balance between 

our private and professional lives is often lost, and especially in some professions whereby the intellectual 

and emotional labour involved with oneôs professional role casts a shadow on personal interactions, or other 

professions like academia and creative industries where some of the work happens when inspiration strikes, 

even after office hours (see for instance Eby et al., 2005; Gatta and Roos, 2002; Hammer et al., 1997). Whilst 

spillage of work across the personal sphere of life is often a source of stress or more generally not a positive 

factor, traditional organizations have often seen ópresenteeismô and a culture of long working hours as a 

symbol of commitment to the job and the company. On the other hand, the contamination of professional 

settings with family matters is seen as a distraction or as an example of unprofessional behaviour (e.g. 

having to leave the office early or resume work in the house due to childcare issues; having to take time off to 

take care of sick infants etc.).  

Parenthood: a game changer 

As the popular saying goes, babies do not come with manuals, so becoming a parent tends to be a journey of 

discovery for most people who then often need to re-think their way of living and working, implement new 

structures and schedules, redesign their objectives and reframe their aspirations. For instance, most of my 

participants in the abovementioned study (with the exception of 2 men) reported significant shifts in their 

personal and professional trajectories. Some women decided to put their careers óon holdô for a few years to 

take care of their children; others decided to look at roles more strategically in order to engage in activities 

that would complement parenthood or be more óchild-friendlyô. A number of people (both male and female 

colleagues) were instead prompted to become more ambitious by the birth of a child ï either to put 

themselves forward for promotion or increase their productivity and/or visibility. This was undoubtedly 

sparked by financial needs, but some women and one man commented on the fact that having a working 

mother in the family unit would be considered as a role model and a source of inspiration for their children. 

When I became pregnant after a miscarriage (Boncori, 2018), I spent months obsessing about my babyôs 

well-being and my own health as the ónurturerô of a new life. At that time, I was part of an institution that, in 

my experience, has a very humanistic approach to management at the broader organizational level. This was 

evident to me in the human resources guidelines provided in a number of processes, in the organizational 

values that we follow and in the in the centrality of inclusion and the value of diversity. However, some of the 

colleagues whom I had been working with for some years, in my immediate surroundings, had very different 

management styles that seemed to coincide with our institutional values in theory, but sadly not in practice. 
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This had caused me significant levels of stress, which I now realise I kept hidden from most people I knew in 

the workplace to just óget on with my workô and óact in a professional mannerô. However, the moment I 

realised that I was going to be a mother, or at least be given the opportunity to try again to do so, I decided to 

look after myself and my unborn child in a more protective way. I became very mindful of the stories I had 

been gifted with by my interviewees and learned from their experience in the management of this new phase 

of my personal and professional life. My participantsô personal narratives had a strong influence on three 

aspects of my experience: coping with the workload to achieve a better work-life balance, becoming more 

strategic in my career choices, and dealing with shifting identity roles. 

Lessons learned from others  

The workload balancing act 

The parentsô narratives of coping with workloads, stress and career development were all invaluable in the 

choices I made during my pregnancy. For instance, I consciously tried to step away from my ópeople pleaserô 

nature and learned to ósay noô to some of the tasks that were not relevant to me or my role, whilst I would 

have previously agreed to engage in those anyway to support colleagues. I also realised that I had been the 

enabler that had led to their being a little complacent with their job. This is because I was available to carry 

out things they did not want to do or did not want to learn to do themselves, even though it was part of their 

role. I also learned to manage my time in an increasingly effective manner and not only by managing my 

calendar more strictly to carve out time for emails and task/meeting preparation but also by prioritising in a 

more conscious way, which made me more efficient. In fact, the last year (which I spent half on maternity 

leave and half at work) has been the most productive of my life in terms of professional achievements, 

personal wellbeing and research outputs. This is also partly because interviewees made me very aware of 

the need to discriminate more strategically between roles and commitments. This led to an analysis of what 

was already on my plate and what could have been in the pipeline: I gave my all to the commitments that are 

necessary and important for myself as well as the organization. I then focussed on the tasks that I found 

interesting and motivating for myself even though not significant for my institution, or vice versa those of 

significance for the organization but not interesting for me or useful in terms of my career progression. Things 

that were not useful (did I really need three jobs as an external examiner?), not particularly relevant (did I 

need to embark on a lengthy translation of a book to make a colleagueôs life easier?) or not impactful enough 

(did I have to volunteer for that small scale but very time consuming working group at this stage in my 

career?) at the organizational and even at the individual level were all eventually declined.   

Returning to work 

Having lived in the UK for well over a decade I feel rather at home here, far more than in my country of origin 

or other places I have lived in around the world, but whilst expecting my baby I became aware of the lack of 

support I would have suffered from upon babyôs arrival, due to lack of family members in the vicinity. My 

family and financial needs would have meant only being able to take six months of maternity leave. And, like 
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one of my interviewees said regarding her experience, my return to work was going to be a case of óready or 

not, here I comeô, as parental leave choices are frequently dictated by practical and financial reasons rather 

than oneôs level of readiness or physical recovery. Male colleagues all commented on their very short 

parental leave entitlement (ranging from no leave in the past to two weeks in more recent times), and the fact 

that they had decided not to take advantage of shared parental leave with their partners to allow mothers 

more time to recover, or due to financial constraints. 

Surprisingly, I was actually quite glad to be back to work as I did start to get a bit bored on an intellectual 

level after five months of leave. I remembered other academics saying the same thing, so I felt less guilty and 

less of a óbad motherô in comparison to my non-academic friends who were all taking at least one year of 

maternity leave and dreaded the time they would have had to return to work. I actually loved being back at 

work, talking to adults about intellectually stimulating points, having time to read and engage in research. 

Being able to take advantage of a nursery on campus which my daughter loves to attend, definitely helped 

managing that delicate transition between maternity leave and return to work full time without that feeling of 

guilt often experienced by mothers in the tension between being a good parent and a good employee (Brewis 

and Warren, 2001). Having heard the stories of people working in the same context proved to be more useful 

than, for instance, only relating my experience to that of my sisters and friends. This is because 

commonalities in terms of motherhood can not fully encapsulate the psychological, emotional and 

professional dynamics that come into play within a certain work environment at the personal/professional 

boundary-spinning intersection one experiences during the last stages of parental leave, the ókeep in touchô 

days and the initial stages of oneôs return to work. 

Identity negotiations 

Colleaguesô narratives also helped me deal with another type of transition that I had not expected, which is 

often called óidentity workô (Watson, 2008) and entails the psychological and emotional work people do when 

ñengaged in forming, repairing, maintaining, strengthening or revising the constructions that are productive of 

a sense of coherence and distinctivenessò (Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003, p.1165).  

As Irigaray notes (1985), in many cases itôs almost as if women cease to be women and are only seen as 

mothers in their seemingly main role of procreators. This is culturally mainstreamed, for instance, in some 

places, like my husbandôs country of origin, where oneôs first name is no longer used upon giving birth but it is 

replaced by ñMamaò plus the name of the first child (i.e. in my case I would be called ñMama Liviaò rather than 

ñIlariaò). In what probably seemed like an unnecessary form of feminist fussiness to my in-laws, I refused to 

be called by my newly established identity tag and to be annihilated as an individual in what felt like a mere 

reduction to the embodiment of the over-pervasive role of mother. I am a mother, but I am also a woman, a 

daughter, a wife, an academic, a teacher, a researcher and many other things that have defined who I am, 

through countless experiences for almost four decades, and well before parenthood. Through the wonderful 

experience of motherhood, I want to maintain and enrich rather than negate my existing identity and roles. 

My profession and my career are intrinsic parts of who I am, so I decided that I definitely did not want to put 

that away or to the side my professional experience and aspirations while raising children. 
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Career decisions ï Yes we can! 

Some of my interviewees had decided to avoid work altogether during maternity leave to fully enjoy that 

phase of their lives, whilst others had kept busy with research (but nobody worked on any teaching or 

administrative duties when on leave). In many cases that had been a personal or family-oriented choice, but 

others had made a conscious career plan as they felt that the impact of slowing down on research outputs 

would have been too negative on their future prospects. As academics engaged in scholarship or research, 

we often take part in conferences or events that involve travelling. This had reportedly been a source of 

frustration and failure for many of my female interviewees who felt they could not have left their young 

children at home (especially if breastfeeding) as the provision of childcare and child-friendly arrangements is 

still rather limited at most conferences, unless the other parent or a carer accompanies the mother (which 

may however mean prohibitive costs). This was partially reflected in my own experience, as I happened to 

give birth about two months before an overseas conference I had been organizing for the previous three 

years. My colleagues were a great example of a humanistic approach to work, and made me feel valued as a 

person, both within and outside of my organization. I had felt pressure for some time from some male 

colleagues and other attendees to go to the conference as they belittled the impact that travel could have had 

on my recovering body, on my baby or my family arrangements (ñjust bring the baby along, I read on Google 

that they can fly fairly soon after birthò). Having completed all my required actions as a conference organizer, 

I stood my ground for what I thought would be the best choice for me and my family and eventually remained 

home with my baby (albeit with some regret as going to that conference always feels to me like returning to 

my intellectual home). I was saddened by the thought of my peers not being able to empathise with my 

situation and considering me unprofessional and ñuncommittedò, but instead I received a wonderful gift 

signed by a great number of conference participants wishing us well as a new family unit. Being professional 

does not mean having to be inhuman.  

Another professional challenge I faced during the early stages of motherhood was in terms of career 

development. A few weeks before the start of my maternity leave it became clear that a Dean position was 

going to become available in my Faculty in the following months ï a role that I had been aspiring to for some 

time. I fought with myself as I listened to concerns expressed by relatives and friends highlighting that usually 

people go back to work part-time or seek easier jobs, so why did I want to engage in something intense and 

more challenging? Why was I still thinking as my previous working self and not as a mother?  

At that point I turned to the professional experiences I had come to explore through my intervieweesô 

narratives. A number of people had been promoted during pregnancy, and some had become head of 

departments, professors or directors of important projects soon after becoming a parent. At the end of my 

interviews I asked all participants what piece of advice they would give to someone who was about to embark 

on the wonderful journey of becoming a parent in academia.  Many people shared practical tips, a few people 

told me that one would not need to give up oneôs self, who we are, our aspirations and career plans.  
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This gave me hope and led me to think that whilst I would probably need to make some compromises, I could 

indeed still try to find some work satisfaction and quality of life as a young mother; I could, in fact, dare to 

óhave it allô. And so I applied for the Dean role. I was offered the job while on maternity leave and I was asked 

when I would have liked to start the new post, with no pressure or limitations on my personal life choices. 

Good organizations can adopt a humanistic style of management and do not need to be draconian keepers 

of antiquated images of masculine ideals of professionalism.  

Conclusions 

As a new parent living in a foreign country with no relatives around to support me in the practical aspects of 

parenthood, I know that the experience of becoming a mother could have been very challenging. I donôt think 

I would have been able to effectively manage this crucial transition had it not been for the personal and 

professional stories I had collected years before from people in the same professional setting. Their 

narratives were based on a solid foundation made of taken-for-granted knowledge of what it means to be an 

academic, the challenges involved in this particular professional context, the specific institutional environment 

and what developing an academic career as a parent might entail. Through the generous sharing of their 

work-life experiences, my interviewees shed light on organizational behaviour as participants in my research, 

but also, as colleagues, they contributed to the management of my own experience of motherhood in the 

workplace. Organizations that not only implement, but also foster a culture of humanistic management could 

promote the sharing of stories, experiences and personal narratives through the establishment of formal and 

informal networks, social groups and mentoring schemes. The implementation of humanistic management 

approaches in organizations through the use of personal narratives can offer embodied, emotional and 

personal accounts of what it means to be a human being in todayôs increasingly de-humanised workplace. 
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Menstruation and humanistic 
management at work:  
the development and implementation 
of a menstrual workplace policy 

Lara Owen 

The policy was co-designed by management and staff, and uses flexible working arrangements and 

contingency planning to allow women greater support when menstruating.  I discuss the effects of the policy 

and suggest avenues for future research.  

Keywords 

menstruation; menstrual leave; period policy; flexible working; contingency planning; Coexist  

Introduction 

This paper explores menstruation in the workplace in the context of a humanistic management approach 

which highlights the values of respect, dignity and wellbeing at work.  In recent years there has been an 

increased level of interest in menstruation as a marginalised yet important aspect of womenôs lives.  

Research has shown the detrimental effects of menstrual stigma on womenôs physical and mental health 

(e.g. OôFlynn, 2006; Johnston-Robledo & Chrisler, 2013b) and the impact of menstrual prejudice on attitudes 

to women in the workplace (Roberts, 2002).  Social media conversations, media articles, the new ómenstrual 

activismô (Bobel, 2010) and calls for ómenstrual equityô (Weiss-Wolf, 2017) point to a shift in consideration for 

womenôs menstrual wellbeing.  Correspondingly, as a management and organisation studies scholar with a 

special interest in womenôs rights and wellbeing at work, I undertook an ethnographically-informed research 

study on the development and implementation of a óperiod policyô at Coexist, a social enterprise in Bristol, 

UK, between October 2016 and December 2017.  This paper describes the process of developing a new kind 

of humanistic management policy from scratch.  

  

 

This article explores menstruation in the workplace in the context of a 

humanistic management approach which highlights the values of 

respect, dignity, and wellbeing at work.  Increased public conversation 

on menstruation in recent years, supported by research showing the 

detrimental effects of menstrual stigma on womenôs physical and mental 

health, point to a shift in consideration for womenôs menstrual wellbeing.   

This paper is based on my research on the development and 

implementation of a óperiod policyô at Coexist, a social enterprise in 

Bristol, UK, which I undertook between October 2016 and December 

2017.   
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Background 

In March 2016, Coexist, a social enterprise running a large community building and associated initiatives in 

Bristol, announced it was bringing in a óPeriod Policyô for its menstruating employees.  This public 

announcement was met with a remarkable amount of media attention, and for a while the organisation was 

overwhelmed with requests for print interviews and media appearances.  The story went viral and attracted 

international interest. I was living in Australia at the time, and was contacted by a national newspaper for my 

perspective on what this meant for Australian organisations.  I have a long-term interest in menstruation, and 

particularly in menstruation at work, so I followed these developments closely.  I was also about to start a 

PhD in a Department of Management, and wondered if this policy might be a suitable subject for my 

research.  As I was on the other side of the world, I wasnôt sure this would be the best way forward for 

Coexist or for me, so I watched and waited to see how matters developed, but everything seemed to go 

quiet.  So I contacted a colleague who put me in touch with Rebecca (Bex) Baxter, the Coexist People 

Development Director and initiator of the policy idea.  I was going to the UK the following week to visit my 

family, and Bex and I arranged to meet at a café on the Gloucester Road in Bristol.   

 

Bex Baxter with staff in the Coexist offices, March 2016. Taken from the Daily Mail 2/3/2016 

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-3471011/Company-reveals-plans-offer-period-leave-women-month-create-happier-
work-environment.html 

  

https://www.hamiltonhouse.org/about/
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2016/mar/02/uk-company-introduce-period-policy-female-staff
https://www.today.com/health/britain-s-coexist-offer-flexible-period-policy-women-painful-cycles-t77941
http://www.bexbaxter.co.uk/period-policy/
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-3471011/Company-reveals-plans-offer-period-leave-women-month-create-happier-work-environment.html
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-3471011/Company-reveals-plans-offer-period-leave-women-month-create-happier-work-environment.html
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Why the need? An ethic of care 

By this time, three months after the public launch of the idea, the media attention had begun to die down, and 

the organisation was faced with the nitty-gritty task of actually writing the policy.  A lot of words had been 

spoken and there was a great deal of goodwill and excitement, but deciding how to actually go about it was 

daunting.  Bex told me that since the public consultation and media frenzy she had felt rather stuck, and just 

did not know where to begin.  So we started to talk.  She said that as a basic premise, her organisation 

wanted to challenge the norm of women feeling like they had to work when they were in menstrual pain; that 

the initiating moment of the policy had occurred when she saw a staff member white in the face and bent 

double with period pain while working on the information desk in the front lobby, and who said (with the 

learned stoicism of menstruating women everywhere), ñOh, Iôm fine, itôs just my periodò. 

There was widespread recognition within Coexist that expecting women to ógrin and bear itô as per cultural 

norms, and thus to work while in pain or having other menstrual symptoms, went against the organisationôs 

primary ethic of care.  For example, as with pretty much every workplace, along with those women who 

experienced ónormalô menstrual pain, at Coexist there were women with endometriosis (an estimated 10% of 

the menstruating population have this condition) which made menstruation extremely painful, and profoundly 

affected their experience of the workplace and at times, of their ability to work an eight (or more) hour day on 

every working day of the month (Seear, 2009).  In addition, the progressive ethos of the organisation, 

committed to humanistic and broader ecological values, meant that there was a desire to encourage and 

support women to honour the menstrual cycle rather than to feel they had to suppress, deny, or minimise it.   

Issues in enacting a menstrual policy 

But how should the organisation enact this period policy?  Should they have mandatory menstrual leave?  Or 

one or two days paid leave a month for every woman if she wanted it?  How would that sit with non-

menstruating employees?  How would it impact the smooth-running of the organisation?  It sounded like such 

a great idea, to factor womenôs cyclicity into the structure of working life, to legitimise womenôs right to 

wellbeing at work, and to respect the fertile female body and its needs ï but what would that look like in the 

contemporary world?  Bex and her colleagues were well aware that they were engaging with this possibility in 

a wider context long predicated on the male body as the norm in the workplace (Acker, 1990; Tretheway, 

1999), and still infected by longstanding menstrual stigma (Johnston-Robledo & Chrisler, 2013a & 2013b; 

Roberts, 2002; Young, 2005). 

I had previously done research into menstrual leave internationally, which indicated that blanket leave (such 

as every menstruating woman getting two days off when bleeding, paid or unpaid depending on the 

situation), was only workable in specific situations where there was a cultural history of resting on the first two 

days of menses, (such as in parts of Asia), and where women were not competing with men for jobs.  In 

practice this meant menstrual leave was a culturally related, traditional óbonusô for women in very low-paid 

jobs with no career path.  In Taiwan, the Gender Equal Employment Act (2002) gave women the right to  

  

https://www.endometriosis-uk.org/


 

 
 
 
e-ORGANISATIONS & PEOPLE, WINTER 2018, VOL. 25, NO. 4 PAGE 26 WWW.AMED.ORG.UK 

BACK TO CONTENTS 

apply for menstrual leave, yet this benefit has not been taken up because of the inconvenience of having to 

get medical certificates, and because women fear losing status and jobs and being seen as less useful than 

men (Chang et al, 2011).   

In developed countries, whenever the subject of menstrual leave has thus far arisen in the media, it has 

attracted a furore of contesting responses, exposing women to sexist and demeaning commentary (Sayers & 

Jones, 2015).  Bex had recently experienced this phenomenon as the organisationôs primary spokesperson 

for the policy, so she was well aware of the complexity of doing something apparently helpful for women at 

work, and how it could backfire.  I knew of a few small businesses and non-profits in the Global North which 

acknowledged that menstruating women might need to adjust their work patterns to their cycles, but these 

menstrual ópoliciesô were mostly unwritten agreements that women could go home or take a bit of time off if 

they needed to, rather than anything formalised.  Bex and her Board felt it was important to formalise the 

policy to legitimise and think through womenôs needs at work, and perhaps also to act as a model and 

inspiration for other organisations to do the same.  

Making a start 

In this first conversation, I offered to give my help pro bono, aware that this would simplify matters ethically if I 

went on to do research on the initiative.  (I discussed my potential research with Bex at the time as a future 

possibility, pending my supervisorsô acceptance of my research plans and approval from my institutionôs 

ethics committee.)  In my consultant role, I suggested letting go of the term ómenstrual leaveô as it was so 

contentious, and instead considering ómenstrual flexibilityô.  With this reframe of the concept, we worked 

through several iterations of the policy, and after several months settled on the most conservative version as 

a starting place.  This allowed women paid time off when menstruating, in consultation with their line 

management, but this was time that would be ópaid backô at other times of the month.  We knew this was 

potentially problematic, but that at least it was a start and a place from which to elicit feedback.  It is much 

harder to get busy people to contribute to a blank slate than to something already partly formed, and we were 

aware that, given the potential difficulties and the lack of previous successful models, it was most likely we 

would end up with a policy that worked if the people using the policy were able to shape it.  So we were not 

worried about putting something out there that was probably going to need a lot more change.  From the 

start, I had recommended and modelled a process-oriented view of the policy, seeing it as something 

malleable and in flux at this stage.  Bex was in agreement.  This was also her personal philosophy, and with 

a shared perspective we worked together in considerable harmony.  If this was to be a useful policy, with 

patient attention it would settle into something that worked, at which point I hoped it would become part of the 

background furniture of the organisationôs life rather than a flashy thing to get excited about.  If that could 

happen, then acknowledgment of womenôs needs surrounding menstruating at work would be on the way to 

being normalised, which I felt would be a positive development.   
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Reconciling my consultancy and research roles 

Three months after I began consulting on the policy, I started formal research on it for my PhD, now with 

university ethics and supervisory approval.  The existing role I had as a pro bono consultant thus became 

entangled with doing qualitative research into the development and implementation of the policy. Having 

foreseen this situation, from the start I had dealt with the potential tensions in this dual role by adopting a 

participant observer position informed by a feminist ethnographic ethos, which included factoring self-

awareness into my analysis, understanding process, and reciprocating knowledge (Skeggs, 2001).  As much 

as I could, I asked questions rather than leaping in to give solutions.  I focused on attentive listening, waiting, 

eliciting, and then offering advice or suggestions when requested.  When I was asked direct questions based 

on my knowledge of the field, I did not adopt either an authoritative role or deny my expertise by hiding 

behind a need for researcher óobjectivityô.  Instead I used a friendship style in which I collaborated on 

solutions.   

The evolution of the policy 

It took six months to develop the pilot policy through an iterative process, during which time there were Skype 

calls and emails back and forth between Bex, myself and the new staff member taking over Bexôs operational 

role, and occasional consultations with other staff.  I took as light an approach as I could, primarily acting as a 

sounding board and not as an initiator.  When they felt it was ready, the policy was presented to the Board, 

where it was ratified and implemented as formal organisational policy, with the recognition that this was a 

preliminary version open to feedback.  It then took another six months for everyone to see how it operated in 

practice, and to turn the policy into something that worked.  While by some standards this rate of progress 

was slow, once staff had a policy to work from, experimentation elicited clarity.  We all met up again in person 

six months after the initial written policy had been ratified, at which point staff came back with their varying 

experiences and ideas about what they needed.   

First, it became clear that the notion of everyone paying back time was too complicated and burdensome for 

people who already felt overly busy, with many staff members combining multiple life roles as workers, 

parents and partners, and often also volunteers and activists.  As we reworked the policy based on this 

feedback, flexible working involving paying back time was taken out as a requisite for using the policy.  

However staff asked for and were given the option to work more hours at other times if they wanted to, in the 

acknowledgement that at times this might be a preference for some women.   

Second, there was the issue of how much time people might need to take off from work.  This varied from 

person to person, but it was agreed that the majority of women wanted the option of taking a day off and 

being paid for it.  So the policy developed to allow all menstruating women one paid day off if needed; if they 

required more than one day off related to menstruation, this time would come out of their sick leave.   
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Third, women in some positions felt they really needed time away from the workplace, whereas for others it 

was less important.  It became clear that the burden of working while menstruating was most keenly felt by 

women in front-facing roles who needed to be ever-present and ever-engaged.  Some employees expressed 

a desire to rest and retreat when menstruating, especially if bleeding heavily.  In front-facing roles, this inward 

pull conflicted with the emotional labour involved in being helpful to the public all day long.  On the other 

hand, women in less extroverted roles, (such as in the back office), felt less need to take time out, also in the 

knowledge that they could often adjust their workload to their energy level without upsetting workplace needs 

and expectations.  Working from home was included in the policy as an option to be discussed with line 

management. 

Contingency planning 

Importantly, it became apparent from the six-month feedback that women were much less likely to use the 

policy unless there was someone to temporarily take over their role.  Accordingly, contingency planning was 

introduced for front-facing staff, with a list of people who could take over when needed, either by previous 

planning, a phone call the night before, or during the working day.  If anyone felt physically uncomfortable at 

work, but not as if they needed to go home for the rest of the day, they could also make use of the 

contingency plan for an hour or two, and go and lie down in a wellbeing room. 

The current policy 

The policy that developed through this process appears to have enough flexibility to be effective for most 

employees. There remains one area of the workplace where two women work and where it has so far been 

impossible to provide a solution, due to the specificity and demands of the jobs involved and difficulties 

providing contingency support in their specialised area of work.  However, these women have expressed that 

they find benefit in being able to be open about the situation, even when it is not yet ideal.  Additional 

supportive elements of the policy include induction materials, regular check-ins, and support for management 

in listening to the needs of menstruating staff and destigmatising menstruation at work.  The policy stresses 

good communication as key to the smooth working of the initiative, along with planning and awareness of the 

cycle.  Women in front-facing roles share information about their cycles with each other through a menstrual 

app, to aid in planning. 

The wider effect of the policy on the organisation 

In terms of the wider organisation, men expressed no resentment, and instead said they liked the fact that 

menstruation was addressed openly, and felt it gave them permission to also adjust their working day to their 

bodies when needed.  The notion of ópermissionô came up repeatedly, and extended to a radical change in 

the customary opening roundtable of organisational meetings, at which women began to volunteer their 

cyclical status as a factor in their current state of mind and bodily wellbeing.  Rather than being essentialist, 

or shaming in any way, and/or reifying the menstruating body in some compensatory fashion, this 

development appeared to simply normalise a previously stigmatised part of embodiment, which has profound 

implications for womenôs sense of embodied órightnessô in the workplace.  Over time, men also spoke more in 
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such public settings about how they were feeling.  I have sat in and participated in many organisational 

meetings in my working life, but rarely in ones which felt as relaxed, friendly, accepting and free, even when 

people were in disagreement about other matters.  

The positive influence of progressive organisational values 

It is no accident that this early example of a formal menstrual policy was instigated at an organisation based 

on progressive values.  Coexist articulates its commitment to a trust policy tied into a commitment to 

wellbeing: no one is tracking hours or demanding people work no matter what.  The staff are passionate 

about wellbeing and social justice, and work for relatively low pay.  Thus, the possibility of staff exploiting the 

policy was minimised by the organisational culture and the people attracted to it.  In addition, a majority of the 

staff are menstruating-age women.  So there were specific elements that allowed the policy to be developed 

and implemented without discord. 

 

Photograph taken by Lara Owen 20/6/2017 of the front desk area at Hamilton House, the community hub in Stokes Croft, Bristol 
that Coexist has run since 2008. 

Conclusion 

Social trends indicate that menstruation is in the process of losing its historic stigmatised status, and that 

menstrual equity and cyclical awareness are significant growing matters of attention (Weiss-Wolf, 2017).  So 

we can expect to see continued interest in menstrual workplace policies of various kinds. (There is also 

growing interest in implementation of best practice recommendations for menopause at work.)  The  
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experience at Coexist indicates that organisations need to listen to women employees when creating a 

menstrual policy, otherwise accommodations to menstruation at work could become lip service PR strategies.  

Clearly there is no point introducing such policies just to look good: they have to be practicable within the 

organisational context, and serve the real needs of menstruating workers.  We learned that simply offering 

say, a day off a month, without contingency planning and acknowledgment of different needs in different 

roles, will not result in a policy that works for all roles or that women will feel they can take up without causing 

disruption, potentially endangering their jobs and promotion prospects in the long-term.  

Future research on this topic is needed in a variety of organisations, and also longitudinally to find out how 

such policies are perceived to influence menstruating workers and organisational cultures over time and in 

specific circumstances.  For example, research has shown that women with endometriosis tend to have 

shorter or interrupted careers, falling into unemployment or óchoosingô to be self-employed, whether or not 

they have the temperament and support necessary for entrepreneurship (e.g. Gilmour, 2008).  While we 

might reasonably surmise that sympathetic policies could keep women with endometriosis in the jobs for 

which they have trained, are suited, and where they may have significant value to the organisation, we need 

research to confirm and understand the extent of this employment trend.  

The pioneering policy at Coexist is an early example of a humane initiative to recognise and accommodate to 

the varying needs of menstruating women, and to relieve the unnecessary suffering endured by some women 

working within traditional organisational norms.  The policy offers some new possibilities for reimagining 

workplace conventions surrounding womenôs biology.  It will be interesting to see if and how these findings 

can be translated into organisations with different kinds of workplace cultures.   

As for myself, it was an enormous privilege to be able to study a new kind of policy so close up, and I learned 

a great deal.  Terminology is still a work-in-progress, with ómenstrual leaveô clearly an inflammatory and 

insufficient term.  At the moment I am using phrases like: óbest practice menstrual workplace policiesô, 

ómenstrual cycle recognition at workô or ómenstrual accommodation in the workplace.ô   So far the media (and 

my inbox) indicates there is growing interest in companies exploring supportive measures for menstruating 

and menopausal employees, certainly in the UK and Australia.  In todayôs rapid global communication 

landscape, and considering the increased focus on menstrual and menopausal health and wellbeing more 

broadly, we can anticipate an openness to these topics in workplaces internationally. 

In terms of humanistic management, the development of Coexistôs óperiod policyô offers several takeaways.  

First, that it is vital to involve the eventual users of a new and ground-breaking policy in its creation, to ensure 

successful uptake.  Second, that humanistic policies can have (unanticipated) knock-on benefits to other 

workers.  Third, that the workplace can be the locus for reconceptualising historically stigmatised matters 

whose marginalisation causes unnecessary suffering.  In such ways we can integrate the values of respect, 

dignity and wellbeing into the lived experience of everyday working environments, and have a positive 

influence on the broader culture. 
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Bex Baxterôs TED talk on the Coexist menstrual policy: Ending a Workplace Taboo. Period. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0wWUAx_1JDw  

Coexistôs page on the period policy: https://www.hamiltonhouse.org/coexist-pioneering-period-policy/ 

Recent examples of articles on menstrual leave in the media:  

(1) http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20170908-can-period-leave-ever-work 

 (2) https://edition.cnn.com/2018/10/03/health/period-leave-australia-explainer-intl/index.html 
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In search of organisational values:  
a collaborative action research study to find 
values to underpin the organisational vision and 
mission 

Ruth Slater and Jayne Mizon 

values which would support the mission and vision. Four values appeared (Family, Ambition, Responsibility, 

Excellence), to which employees had contributed, and the organisation accepted the new practices which 

valued employee contributions and extended them to other parts of the group.  

Keywords 

vision, mission, values, collaboration, humanistic practices, practitioner-led research  

Introduction 

Readers may recognise the slightly sarcastic turn to the title of the widely read and much-vaunted book by 

Peters and Waterman of the 1980s, In Search of Excellence.  

 

Influential in its day, and still cited by students, the text suggests, by 

example, a prescription to create excellent (profitable) organisations.  

The way was through culture and values.  However, we ask, how often 

does the rhetoric of organisational values seem wide of the mark when it 

comes to the experienced reality of employees?  So, in this paper, we 

report on the process and outcomes of an action research project whose 

overall aim was to discover organisational values which would support a 

companyôs vision and mission and create cohesion and impetus behind 

them before the company imposed them, using an approach which we 

call humanistic.  Furthermore, we acknowledge the place of values in 

organisational cultures but question the widely acknowledged, but un-

interrogated, link between vision and mission statements and value 

statements (Deal and Kennedy 1982; Barney 1986). 

 

This is an example of 

practitioner-led research using 

humanistic management 

practices in a manufacturer of 

microwaveable snack foods.  

The aim was to uncover the 

extent to which employees 

found the companyôs vision and 

mission meaningful and to find  
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We believe that the project is significant because it is a rare example of a practitioner, in this case, a human 

resources (HR) practitioner, using collaborative action research (AR) to identify values from among 

employees.  This humanistic approach to finding organisational values contrasts with the more conventional 

approach often taken, which is typically the practice of devising and imposing values, often designed by the 

leadership or third-party proxies.  We hold, therefore, that this paper and the story, which unfolds, will be of 

interest to organisational leaders, HR, or HRD/OD practitioners who are dissatisfied with the outcomes of 

conventional approaches to articulating values, and who could see the potential for AR within their own 

organisation.  

The research sought first to find two phenomena.  First, the extent to which employees, within their day-to-

day experience, understood the organisationôs agreed vision and mission statements; second, with that 

knowledge, to find out which values employees thought would support those statements.  Additionally, 

following the Human Resource Development (HRD) tradition of individual employee betterment (see McGuire 

2011), other benefits accrued through these collaborative processes, which gave the employees a platform to 

communicate and collaborate in the search for meaningful company values.  In this way, employees became 

stakeholders in the values formation process (Reason and Bradbury 2006:2, Mills and Spencer 2005:26), 

and so became active participants in their own and the companyôs development.   

The context for the study  

Jayne, the HR practitioner, conducted this research in her organisation, Rustlers, - a manufacturing site of a 

family-owned Irish food group, Kepak Convenience Foods (https://www.kepak.com/about/).  The factory 

makes Rustlers (https://rustlersonline.com/about-us/), a microwaveable snack.  The company began in the 

early 1980s and grew from being a sole trader to a group owning nine sites across three separate divisions, 

supplying food products to the UK, Ireland and Europe.  This research site is in the UK and had 450 

employees when Jayne conducted the research.  Three-quarters of employees were working in manual non-

skilled jobs, and a majority were Eastern Europeans.  The remaining employees were British nationals in 

skilled or professional roles.   

Family members of the original founder are still active in roles across the group, but a new leader 

commissioned a third-party to produce vision and mission statements for the company with the intention of 

producing a statement of values to underpin them.  At this point, Jayne intervened and proposed that she 

should undertake an internal project to communicate these and facilitate the creation of value statements 

congruent with them.   

Mobilising employees through values 

Although there is strong support in the literature for articulating organisational values, their association with 

vision, mission and culture, and the benefits they accrue collectively (Deal and Kennedy 1982, 2000; Barney 

1986; Schein 2010), this is uninterrogated.  The desired benefits rarely happen.  Employers expect 

employees to demonstrate values in daily routines, it is the embodiment of values in behaviours and 

outcomes which makes employees the human resource valuable and unique, and a contribution to the 

attainment of organisational goals, and longer-term success (Denison 1990: 2; Gordon and Di Tomaso 1992: 

2).  

https://rustlersonline.com/about-us/
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Writing in 1992, when humanistic approaches to management were appearing, Aktouf (1992: 411: 2) 

welcomed the shift of focus from the employee as ñpassive cogò to ñactive and willing accompliceò but warned 

of two opposite outcomes. These were what he called ñthe height of liberationò or ñthe pit of alienation and 

exploitationò.  Critical management scholars (Ray 1986; Wilmott 1993; Sambrook 2004) see this trend as 

tending toward the latter position, with practices which are performative, lacking in emancipation, and devoid 

of development.  Githens (2015: 191) has also seen that humanistic perspectives have side-lined discussions 

of power or other socio-structural issues.  Githens conceded, however, that critical action research was 

appropriate to uncover these issues, but we think it takes a knowing practitioner to champion the process. 

Jayne was that knowing practitioner, and the effect of her intervention was to turn earlier practice on its head, 

facilitate discussions of organisational power and so prevent the articulation and communication of values by 

imposition.  

Collaborative Action Research ï making connections 

In an organisational context, AR is a way of finding things out from among a group of organisational members 

to address problems (Simpson and Bourner 2007: 178).  In this case, the problem at hand was to uncover 

meaningful organisational values without their imposition from above.  A key tenet of AR is the ñparticipatory 

worldviewò (Reason and Bradbury 2001: 6), acknowledging that participants co-create knowledge through 

inquiry in situated contexts.  So, the underpinning condition for this research was that it would be ñresearch 

with people ñand not ñresearch on peopleò (Heron and Reason 2006:1).  

Fig 1: Cycles of Collaborative Research  
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Scholars identify four key components of AR: plan, act, observe and reflect (e.g. Lewin 1946; Reason and 

Bradbury 2006:14) with inquiry cycles moving between reflection and action.  The first task was to determine 

how employees received the vision and mission, and the second, to find how these matched their experience 

of organisational life.  The aim of the third task was to reveal values that were already part of the culture that 

could be relevant to the new vision and mission statements (Powell and Single 1996:499, Erikkson and 

Kovalainen 2008:174 ï 175).   

There were three inquiry cycles, with three tasks for employees to carry out.  The first task was to determine 

how employees received the vision and mission, and the second, to find how these matched their experience 

of organisational life.  The aim of the third task was to reveal values that were already part of the culture that 

could be relevant to the new vision and mission statements (Powell and Single 1996:499, Erikkson and 

Kovalainen 2008:174 ï 175).  The research, therefore, moved from a broad discussion of experience in 

inquiry cycle one to a narrower focus in inquiry cycle three, and processes enabled embedded and shared 

experiences to emerge and facilitate consensus about the perceptions employees had about working for the 

company, about what they valued and about what needed to be improved.  

Jayne chose focus groups as the mechanism to deliver the inquiry cycles and she invited both factory and 

office staff to take part. There were in total five focus groups from each operational area and from 

headquarters, each with between six and nine employees, representing ten per cent of the company. Jayne 

made a personal approach to employees, saying that this was an opportunity (Coghlan 2001: 53) to share 

views and contribute towards the creation of the companyôs values to support the future direction and 

success of the organisation.  Recognising that everyone had a considerable stake in the endeavour, Jayne 

assured them of their rights to confidentiality, anonymity and respect, and she did not publicise any 

information about the research before, during or afterwards.  She also considered that the employees were 

novices in the process, without explicit knowledge or understanding of the terms ñcultureò and ñvaluesò 

(Denison 1990:2).  Therefore, she used plain language, so that all employees could understand the process 

and take part.   

Conversation and interaction between participants are fundamental to focus group effectiveness (Reason 

and Bradbury 2006) and because many of the employees were Eastern Europeans, with English as a second 

language, Jayne formed facilitated groups according to the main language in use in each group, so that 

employees enjoyed a common experience within a familiar social setting. 

Inquiry Cycle One 

Jayne designed this cycle to unlock the basic assumptions, values and attitudes that already existed within 

the organisation (Schein 2010: 2).  In this cycle, Jayne invited employees to share their feelings of what was 

good and bad about working for the company, frustrations and difficulties and aspects which the company 

could improve.  
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The themes appearing from this inquiry cycle were phrases such as strong teamwork and that employees 

felt part of a family, which contrasted with simply being an employee of the organisation.  One such 

quotation is emblematic of this sentiment: 

 ñéitôs like a big family, we are in it togetherò.   

Employees also highlighted investment and innovation (in the factory), support and pay and benefits as 

other positive aspects of the organisation.   

As expected, there were some differences between the employees from the factory and those based in the 

offices.  Factory employees, many of whom were of non-UK origin, tended to highlight stability as a positive 

aspect of the company.  In contrast, employees working in the offices, highlighted autonomy, trust, and 

openness as positive characteristics of the company, expressing sentiments showing the potential for and 

appreciation of role-level decision-making.   

Initial emerging themes 

Several common themes did appear, which concerned a need for development or improvement.  All groups 

agreed that communication needed improvement, as did the feedback given by line managers to 

employees.  Furthermore, all groups felt that there was a lack of training and development opportunities.  

This was not a surprise to Jayne, but it was a disappointing outcome for the company; senior managers 

would argue that they had already implemented several programmes for improving training and 

communication.   
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Comments to illustrate this included: 

ñéwe need more business updates [é] positive news is communicated but never the negative.ò  

 ñéthe communication is terribleéitôs a óneed to knowô basisò. 

Factory employees highlighted their issues with the quality of product components:  

ñéquality is not as good as it was last yearé why are you using cheaper materials for our 

product?ò 

Office employees highlighted a lack of customer focus for a branded product and a lack of collaboration 

across different departments as something needing improvement.  These employees felt that the 

innovation taking place concerned improving the manufacturing operation, and not the brand and product.   

Finally, throughout inquiry cycle one, all employees felt that there was an inconsistency of practice across 

all departments, with line managers making different decisions on the same or similar issues and in company 

routines.  This turned out to be an important theme for the other research cycles to determine the values at 

the end of the research. 

Inquiry Cycle Two 

This cycle focused more narrowly on the business vision and how clear this was to employees.  Employees 

within each group formed two sub-groups to reflect on and discuss the espoused company vision statements.  

 

Jayne invited employees to place the vision statements in order of how clear each vision statement was 

within the company at the time of the research.  Employees justified the order they had applied to the vision 

statements.  In this way, knowledge appeared about the extent to which employees found and practised the 

companyôs espoused vision and mission.  If the vision statements were clear in daily company routines, then 

they could represent a foundation for the values.  If, however, employees felt that the espoused vision was 



 

 
 
 
e-ORGANISATIONS & PEOPLE, WINTER 2018, VOL. 25, NO. 4 PAGE 38 WWW.AMED.ORG.UK 

BACK TO CONTENTS 

not clear, then this showed a gap in understanding and practice, with limited scope to achieve the purpose of 

supporting company goals.   

Office employeesô views 

Office employees were consistent in their feelings indicating that the most important vision statements were: 

profitably expanding the business position in the UK and Europe and having an unwavering focus on the 

continuous delivery of quality and market leadership in the microwaveable snackfoods category.  These 

vision statements were associated with consistency in communication, which employees had already found 

as being poor in other respects.   

Office employees felt that investment in training and development and innovating to meet the needs of 

customers and consumers as the least clear in the business.  This reinforced the findings from inquiry cycle 

one, where training and development and the lack of focus on customers were both already highlighted as 

areas for development.  Comments included:  

ñéwe have to innovate to meet the needs of our customers more frequently or we will lose themò  

ñéit canôt be training and development as none of that is going onò 

Factory employeesô views 

Factory employees, however, were ambivalent about the evidence for the vision, which illustrates the 

difficulty of imposing values from above and expecting understanding and compliance; there are competing 

interests.  They appeared unaware of the purpose of the brand and the business ambition for the future.  

These findings suggest that despite the vision and mission, factory employees did not recognise the link 

between what they did and the vision and mission.  

Inquiry Cycle Three 
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This last cycle was one of both action and reflection (Heron and Reason 2006:6), and asked employees to 

consider, reflect on and evaluate a range of values, and whether they applied to the organisation.  These 

were values known to Senior Management Team, but which they had not shared throughout the company or 

used before.   

Jayne invited two subgroups from each focus group to choose two values from the list which they felt most 

accurately described the company at that time and to justify their choice. The two groups then selected two 

values from the list that they felt were least like the organisation.  Again, Jayne asked the employees to 

explain the reasons for their choice.  

One value had a meaning among all employees, as it arose in every focus group.  This value was teamwork, 

as indicated by these examples of employee voices: 

ñéwe are all one team, everyone feels thisò 

ñéwe couldnôt grow without teamwork, we need to keep thisò. 

This was consistent with earlier inquiry cycles and went forward as a value.   

Factory employees agreed that quality held little meaning to them, as messages about quality had seemed 

contradictory at times.  They accepted that product quality was important in achieving company goals and 

expected company routines to reinforce product quality.  In earlier cycles, these employees had indicated that 

they were not satisfied with the attention given to product quality.  This is illustrative of the facility of the AR 

process to enable hitherto unheard voices.  One observation reflected this:  

ñéthis is a consistent messageéwithout a quality product, quality brand and quality people we would 

not have a businessò.  

Employees wanted a heightened attention to quality, as it underpinned both the brand and the business 

strategy.   

Employees in all factory focus groups cited passion and enthusiasm as the least evident values.  

Comments reflecting this include:  

ñéhow can we get excited about packing a burger?ò 

ñéthe only thing we are enthusiastic for is Fridayò. 

The value selected by the all focus groups as being least evident was collaboration, and the most evident 

was teamwork.  At first, this may not seem to be consistent with earlier suggestions that teamwork was 

evident in the culture when considered in the context of earlier views.  However, it did appear that employees 

felt that although individual teams worked well together, such teamwork did not translate when the 

organisation expected teams to work cross-functionally.  These views explained findings from inquiry cycle 

one that a lack of communication and consistency were frustrated employees.   

  



 

 
 
 
e-ORGANISATIONS & PEOPLE, WINTER 2018, VOL. 25, NO. 4 PAGE 40 WWW.AMED.ORG.UK 

BACK TO CONTENTS 

Values emerging 

At the end of these three inquiry cycles, four core values emerged, which Jayne then proposed to senior 

management.  These were: Family, Ambition, Responsibility and Excellence.  There is little merit in 

values which do not support the business.  There is little merit in values that do not reflect employeesô 

experience of the company.  To have either sort would be an opportunity missed for promoting cohesion, 

change, and development and unifying values, beliefs and routines across all areas of the business to 

support the mission and vision (Deal and Kennedy 2000: 138, Schein 2010: 270).   

Employees appeared to value support, teamwork and a sense of belonging, and so Family was a value that 

appeared both meaningful to employees and key in supporting the mission and vision; it also reflected the 

family-owned heritage of the company.   

The vision and mission statements were explicit about the ambitious plans for the brand, growth and 

development of people, but employees felt that the company did not live up to those intentions (Kopaneva 

and Sias 2015: 359).  However, employees supported Ambition to achieve the innovation, growth and brand 

dominance desired from the vision and mission.   

Employees talked about Quality throughout the research and appeared to suggest that it was primarily 

associated with product quality.  For the value to apply to the whole organisation, and not just in 

manufacturing, Jayne proposed the value Excellence, which could carry multiple meanings and enable 

consistency between values and practice (Graber and Kilpatrick 2008).  Excellence also encompassed 

positive themes such as the stability that employees valued, and processes such as reward mechanisms and 

performance management.  

The final value was more difficult to determine.  If the company were to engage employees consistently 

across the business, then at least one value had to promote change.  Jayne proposed Responsibility as a 

value implying underlying behaviours to bring about the change which employees thought were important.  

Responsibility was a value to empower and unite the whole company in taking responsibility for achieving 

the vision and mission and to eliminate existing undesirable characteristics.   

Conclusions 

Here we highlight significant aspects of the research and explain what happened next.  Jayne was able to 

propose values which were relevant to the vision and mission and was also able to use the findings from the 

inquiry cycles to suggest areas for company-wide development, to strengthen the modelling of the values by 

the leadership and senior team, improved communication and continuing participation.   

The senior management agreed to extend the AR processes to other group sites and the new practices have 

created excitement and a desire to see their extension and development.  This illustrates the potential to 

move beyond quick-fix interventions in organisational development which can be common (Greenwood and 

Levin 1998: 18).  Therefore, this humanistic management approach has changed this companyôs practice 

and given voice to a greater number of employees than previously.  It has lent weight to the argument for 

more interventions which value the human, facilitate individual growth and a sense of belongingness in which 

the individual will mobilise generously their skill and effort (Aktouf 1992: 411).   
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Readers of a critical persuasion may still see the perpetuation of the coercive nature of values (Willmott 

1993: 526) in the building of organisations (Ray 1986), and the exploitation of the employeesô goodwill and 

effort in practices shown here.  Neither did the process address issues of power in contemporary 

organisations as Githens (2015: 191) had said.  But, a ñguerrillaò aim of the research had been to promote 

more emancipation through humanistic management approaches to practice, and management practices 

purporting to be humanistic should be interrogated more critically and we agree that a ñmodicum of realism is 

far better, and ethically superior, for both sidesò (McGuire et al 2005: 135).  However, the best place to 

interrogate such practices is in the modern organisation that is inevitably bound by economic priorities, by 

practitioners who care about employees for what they are and what they could be.  
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The ethics and practice of teaching 
the practice of ethics  

Rob Warwick 

Key Words 

ethics, reflexivity, corporate social responsibility, humanistic management, business studies. 

Introduction 

Business ethics is a practice.  Like many others, it is a heuristic process that needs to be developed. Drawing 

upon my work with business studies undergraduates on an innovative ethics and corporate responsibility 

module, I provide an example of how this might be carried out. I draw attention to the reflexive tension and 

learning between the development of each personôs own values (including those of the tutors), wider societal 

norms and expectations, as well as to the various frameworks that enable decision making. To achieve this, I 

emphasise the important prerequisite that we are all learning together, engaging in a process where showing 

deep curiosity and vulnerability are important in the reflexive learning process. I introduce the metaphor that 

we are foraging together, rather than following a more traditional show-and-tell approach, whereby students 

are encouraged to follow a set teaching path, which I liken to following a trail of breadcrumbs that some 

knowing person has laid to lure them to a pre-determined goal.  

In adopting this foraging approach, everyone involved is more likely to engage more meaningfully with ethical 

issues that arise in the course of their working lives, and thus enabled to embody principles of humanistic 

management. 

Context and orientation 

Domènec Melé (2003) has traced the development of humanistic management from the mid twentieth 

century, with a focus on peopleôs motivations, expanding in the 1980s to include organisational culture. Only 

later, he claims, has greater emphasis been placed upon regarding the business enterprise as a ócommunity 

  

 

I argue that business ethics is an important feature of humanistic 

management.  It is a practice that needs to be developed in relation to 

each personôs own values, wider societal norms and expectations, as well 

as to the various frameworks that enable decision making.  

For business studies undergraduates, I contend that this reflexive practice 

can be socially facilitated by a series of guided group conversations, 

student-directed research, and supported by careful selection of theory.  

This approach, which I liken to foraging rather than following a pre-set 

teaching path, enables deeper reflexive learning, and requires students 

and tutors alike to be open to surprise, challenge and vulnerability.  
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of personsô (Melé, 2012). Here he pays attention to the challenges and opportunities inherent in attempting to 

integrate a higher moral quality of management, the development of human virtue, and organisational 

efficiency.  

The Humanistic Management Network (Humanistic Management Network, 2018) provide a conceptual 

framework around unconditional respect, an ethical approach to decision making and an emphasis to an 

active and ongoing engagement with stakeholders. Acknowledging this, my approach to this has been rather 

more intuitive, taking more into account how I feel how it is to be humanistic and how this might be reflected 

in my actions, in a way that would perhaps strike a chord with Meléôs views, but without the structuring 

principles of the Humanistic Management Network. 

Here, I explore these tensions from two perspectives: firstly, how do we pay attention to this óstruggleô in the 

here-and-now of everyday events? Here I use óstruggleô to mean the iterative sense by which we come to 

understand something from hazy and incomplete parts. Secondly, how can we (university business tutors) 

enable people who may have little experience in the world of work to develop such ethical acumen?  

As a teacher and researcher in a university business school, my personal interest in ethics and organisational 

life relates to how we deal with and make sense of the present. Dealing with the ambiguities and 

uncertainties of the here-and-now is often experienced in stark contrast to the post hoc relative apparent 

clarity that is often perceived once the dust has settled (Warwick & Board, 2013) or to any policy that 

declares future intent. Previously this interest has led me to co-edit (Burden & Warwick, 2014; Warwick & 

Burden, 2013) two editions of AMEDôs journal e-Organisations and People on conscious business, which 

placed an emphasis on people writing about their practice of and struggles to create a better world of work.   

The seeds of my current thinking 

In 2017, twenty-one undergraduate Business Studies students opted for a course on Business Ethics and 

Social Responsibilities, a fifteen credit Level 6 final year module.  This was their last module before 

completing their studies.  As Business School faculty in a small university, we pride ourselves in working 

closely with our students, so classes of this size are the norm, not the exception. We would meet ten times 

over the semester, each session lasting 2.5 hours, with a mid-point break. 

Students had two tasks as part of their assignment. Firstly, they were asked to prepare for and engage in a 

ten-minute conversation, akin to a job interview, where they would explain and justify their perspectives on 

business ethics. Secondly, they were to assemble and present a portfolio of evidence of the ideas and 

theories that had captured their imagination, including organisational case studies, and accounts of their own 

experiences and thoughts. Central to all this was the way that the portfolio items were curated, with an 

explanatory editorial, to tell the meta-story of their own developing ethical stance. 

On taking over this module from a colleague, an ethical challenge struck me: despite my deep interest in the 

subject spanning several years, who was I to tell students about ethics? I could of course explain various 

philosophical ideas going back to Jeremy Bentham and beyond, and refer to the frameworks and structures 

  

https://www.humanetwork.org/
https://www.iep.utm.edu/bentham/
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that had been designed to improve Corporate Social Responsibility. But this alone would have failed to create 

an important bridge between these theories and models and studentsô own developing views, experiences 

and practices beyond the classroom.  In these deliberations, Wittgenstein was my guide: 

óNot only rules, but also examples are needed for establishing a practice. Our rules leave loop-

holes open, and the practice has to speak for itself.ô 

(Wittgenstein, 1969, Para 139).  

Arising from this portfolio project, every student had something to talk about, reflect upon, develop and 

articulate. Most had experience of work (some of which was shocking) and/or a small number had an 

international/BAME (Black, Asian and minority ethnic) background.  I, too, had relevant experiences to 

discuss and share, which inevitably affected the way I worked with the students, given the variety of 

experiences and the importance of the unique way each person was developing their voice.   I strove not to 

present as the lofty academic on a dais. However, at the same time I felt I had an obligation to provide some 

content and insight, if with a light touch, to enable the students in groups to take up and work with those 

ideas in practical ways.  

Issues of reflexivity, noticing and challenging their own development of thought, had rarely been explicitly 

explored before with the students. For me, imagination and creativity were to be important reflexive enablers. 

This was reflected in the how students worked together and in what each had to produce as part of their 

written assignment, with some choosing to write posters, blogs, newspapers or magazines.  

The thinking underpinning my design of this teaching initiative 

The analogy that I use with the students to reflect the change of pedagogical approach is that we are moving 

away from following a pre-determined trail of breadcrumbs ï an approach that they might be used to - and 

instead towards an act of foraging for oneself, see figure 1 (below).  

This visual metaphor reflects my aim to encourage students to take personal responsibility for developing and 

articulating their own ethical standpoints by using: 1) frameworks, models and philosophies, and 2) reflexive 

group coaching along action learning lines (Revans, 1998).  For me, the image of óbreadcrumbsô conjures up 

the image of a trail left for students, head down, bird-like pecking the ground, taking one step after another 

with little thought to or active engagement with oneôs surroundings.  óForagingô is different: foragers are heads 

up, exploring in different directions, coming together to discuss, exchanging ideas and understanding. It is a 

constant sensing and negotiating of oneôs context.  

Foraging 

The key features of the foraging approach are: 

Á Exploring as a cohort ï what does it mean to be a community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 

Á Mixing the students into groups, encouraging them to come up with a group name and to work out 

how they might work together. 

  

https://www.iep.utm.edu/wittgens/
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Á Each group leads a 30-minute session on an organisation they felt was interesting and relevant ï 

good, bad or just struggling along.  It was not just a presentation, they facilitated discussion involving 

the whole cohort, often in group work.  

Á Guests, including the local MP and an entrepreneur who had set up a fairtrade scheme for gold.  

Á Some input from me, such as on utilitarianism, exploring the attractive ideas by Jeremy Bentham and 

John Stuart-Mill concerning the greatest good for the greatest number. And then to explore their 

negative implications, such as the impact these ideas might have for minorities. The ethical 

contributions of John Rawles, Hannah Arendt and Ayn Rand also featured in our discussions. Also, 

frameworks and schema such as Fairtrade and the UN Global Compact, and. 

Á Time to explore. By this I mean taking my cue from the students to discuss subjects that emerge as 

important to them, and connecting these back to theories and ideas we have been discussing.  

Figure 1: A slide introducing my approach ï from breadcrumbs to foraging 

 

  

https://gregvalerio.com/fairtrade-gold/
https://www.iep.utm.edu/util-a-r/
https://www.iep.utm.edu/milljs/
https://www.iep.utm.edu/rawls/
https://www.iep.utm.edu/arendt/
https://www.iep.utm.edu/rand/
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/

























































































