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Abstract 

Field research is in fact social interaction between researchers and informants. A longitudinal 

study of an organization is here analysed as a number of temporary social systems. The tem-

porary system metaphor is a proposal to view obtrusion as ”learning” instead of ”distortion”. 

The temporary learning systems analysed are evaluations of ten sub–units in a Swedish 

county council. Distortion/learning appears in temporary interaction systems because of (1) 

anxiety arousal concerning the unfamiliar situation, (2) attention focus to research problem, 

(3) use of preliminary conclusions and reports in the validation process, and (4) the infor-

mants’ feed-back of information to their permanent organizational context. Depending on the 

research problem, these effects could be more or less beneficial to the researcher.  
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1. Recognizing obtrusion: Interactive research 

The nowadays abundant critics of the ”positivist” approach to the social sciences has, among 

other things, argued that it is impossible to study human interaction without affecting the 

object of study. The Heisenbergian insight that the scientist himself determines the outcome 

of his experiment through his choice of measuring instrument has been extended in various 

ways. In organization theory, this reasoning usually arrives at a resigned conclusion: ”Pure” 

human behaviour can never be studied in practice, since the presence of the scientist and/or 

the awareness of the subjects concerning the scientist and his intentions always affects the 

behaviour to be studied. The data we collect in the field are always to some extent the result 

of our own presence among those present, our own interaction with the ”interactors” and thus 

our own interpretations of our interventions. (Douglas, 1976; Kirk and Miller, 1986; Lundin 

and Wirdenius, 1990; Silverman, 1993) 

The usual way to handle the relativist epistemology lurking behind the problems of observing 

”true” facts is to eliminate obtrusion as much as possible. One may try to ”go native” or to go 

”under cover” in order to enhance inter–subjectivity and minimize the arousal stemming 

from the encounters between researchers and informants. One may perform rigorous analyses 

of interview transcripts and video tapes in order to extract what informants really say and do. 

Still, the social encounters in which all the data is collected are artificial, initiated by a resear-

cher for research purposes. 

Depending on which research community the researcher belongs to, different types of artifi-

cial situations are seen as acceptable when collecting theorectically valid data (following the 

normal science-argument in Kuhn, 1970). The artificial situation of the experiment, where all 

variables are supposed to be either controlled or randomized, is accepted when causalities of 

the stimuli–response kind are to be confirmed. In the tradition of action research, researchers 

deliberately set out to evoke change in the social system they are studying, acting as prescri-

bers of organizational action (McNiff, 1988). In the ”interpretive branch” of contemporary 

organization science, the usual aim is to understand various organizational phenomena out of 

individual perceptions of their organizational reality. In this research tradition, in–depth in-

terviews and recurrent interaction sequences are considered as appropriate. In this article, I 



 3 

will argue that qualitative methodology can (and should!) be developed the same way as the-

ories on organizations usually are, since field work in organizations exhibits almost the same 

basic characteristics as the ongoing social interaction constituting these organizations. 

Most literature on doing qualitative research in organizations recognize the reasoning above; 

researching organizational processes implies some sort of disturbance of those processes, and 

the researcher will therefore have to do anything he can to make his observations, analyses 

and reports as trustworthy as possible in the eyes of his scientific community. Few scholars 

working in this tradition claim to have revealed any indisputable ”truths” about 

organizations, so the most usual trustworthiness strategy employed is to make the subjective 

views of informants, researchers and peers inter–subjective. This can be done by using the 

methods of e.g. seeking ”native” concepts (Spradley, 1979), ”thick descriptions” (Geertz, 

1973), peer validation/audit (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; McNiff, 1988), or ”theoretical 

saturation” (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Over the years, this strategy has been refined, 

enhanced and even developed into a proposal of a new research paradigm of the social 

sciences (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). 

Naturally, methodological considerations concerning the problems of intervening in the pro-

cesses to be studied usually depart from the researchers’ need for acceptable data. The practi-

cal consequences of the interventions have, however, been less commented upon simply be-

cause the philosophy behind the interventions is not to intervene but to intervene as little as 

possible. Consequently, methodological notes in dissertations and journal articles are mostly 

concerned with showing how small the intervention was and to justify the way it was con-

ducted. Attempts to analyse the interaction sequences in themselves, taking intervention for 

granted and focusing the effects on informants’ day-to-day life, are less frequent (except for 

the works of action researchers such as Burgess, 1984). The proponents of such an attitude 

label their approach ”interactive research,” which means studying ”changes in the field inclu-

ding those emanating from the research activities” (Lundin and Wirdenius, 1990: 135). But, 

what does that mean in practice? 

Employing an interactive research approach for the study of organizations is, of course, 

usually not the same thing as constantly interacting with the whole organization throughout 
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an entire organizational process (even ethnomethodologists usually fail to do so). Unless the 

organization is very small, the researcher has to rely on casual encounters with informants in 

order to collect data. Likewise, it is not just a momentary interaction, since knowledge on 

how the researchers influence the organization requires subsequent data collection efforts in 

order to investigate the influence. In practice, interactive research therefore means interacting 

with small parts of the organization at different moments during a period limited by the rese-

archer’s abilities and ambitions (cf Leonard–Barton, 1990). Given that the period during 

which the researcher are able to study the organization coincides with the period during 

which the process is actually ”happening” in the organization (not always a valid 

assumption), a simple research process can be described as in figure 1. 

 

O1 O2

time
i11 i12 i13 i21 i22 i23 i24

Researchers

 

Fig 1. Longitudinal interactive research on an organization (O) in transition as a number of 

temporary interaction systems between researchers and informants. 

 

Studying the development over time of an organization (or of some property of it) will in 

practice require a number of interaction sequences between the researcher(s) and the organi-

zation. In the example above on studying an organizational change process from O1 to O2, 

management and an operating unit are interviewed twice (i12 and i23, i11 and i21, respecti-

vely). Moreover, three other units in the support staff and middle management echelons are 

subject to single investigations in order to cover larger parts of the organization (i13, i22 and 
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i24). This description is, of course, a simplification in many ways, but it reminds us about the 

importance of designing and analysing the building blocks of interactive research processes; 

the temporary interaction systems. These systems consist of researchers and informants, 

temporarily forming an organized setting for the exchange of information related to the 

researchers’ theoretical preconceptions on the organization to be studied (Lundin, 1992). 

Some of these systems may last for the entire research process, i.e. the interaction with the 

CEO of the organization (Lundin and Wirdenius, 1990), while the duration of other systems 

does not extend beyond the actual set of interviews. The common denominator of these tem-

porary interaction systems is that they remove  the informants in the organization from the 

everyday flow of recurrent activities and make them subject to extraordinary modes and roles 

of interaction. 

Viewing data collection as something else than the usual notion of ”picking mushrooms” in 

the empirical reality require new metaphors for field research, metaphors that convey a new 

view of e.g. obtrusion (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 1994: 362ff). In this paper, it will be argued 

that the temporary separation from everyday tasks implied by the interaction sequences with 

outside researchers do evoke learning on the relation between the researcher, the practitioner 

and his organization. For the researcher, this is not necessarily a problem when doing field 

research. But he has to be aware about the research situation and how the situation in itself 

may affect the ongoing change processes in the studied organization. By using ”temporary 

learning systems” as a metaphor for field research instead of the traditional ideal of 

unobtrusiveness, this awareness should be enhanced.  

 

 

2. Temporary systems as learning systems 

It was argued above that an interactive research process consists of a number of temporary 

interaction systems necessary to understand, and that these systems evoke reflection and 

learning among informants due to the unfamiliarity of the situation as compared to everyday 

work. The kind of learning analyzed follows the general definition offered by Huber (1991: 
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89): ”An entity learns if, through its processing of information, the range of its potential be-

haviors is changed.” 

The literature on temporary systems suggests a number of properties favorable to information 

processing leading to a changed range of potential behaviors (cf Goodman, 1981). Here, I 

want to point at four such properties: (1) the relative uniqueness of the task, (2) the separa-

tion from the usual role setting, (3) the limited time available, and (4) the tendency of such 

systems to emphasize internal harmony at the expense of external relevance. 

A temporary system can be concieved of as an organizing process limited in time, concerned 

with the completion of a specific, non–routine task (cf Packendorff, 1995). The relative uni-

queness of the task is what constitutes the temporary system as something different compared 

to more ”permanent” organizational settings. The mere existence of a temporary system 

possible to distinguish vis–à–vis the rest of an organization is an expression of focused at-

tention to an issue perceived as something extraordinary. The extraordinarity inherent in tem-

porary systems is, of course, a learning possibility in itself, since the unusual and unique 

must be consciously thought over and planned for (cf Tyre and Orlikowski, 1994). Applied to 

the interactive research situation, the task of exchanging unusual information in an unusual 

way should be a learning opportunity. 

A consequence of the logical and physical separation of the temporary system from the 

everyday organizational context is that the ordinary role setting becomes distant, even non–

valid (Goodman and Goodman, 1976; Keith, 1978; Slater, 1968). The relative uniqueness of 

the task is in itself a reason for this, since a task different from those carried out in the every-

day organizational context should require different specialisation and a different division of 

labour. The very detachment of the temporary system from the daily routines is also a signal 

to participating individuals that usual roles can be set aside, that the new situation is a transi-

tory stage where negligence to uphold status and power will not damage one’s position in the 

ordinary hierarchy after dissolving the system (Miles, 1964). In the case of interactive rese-

arch, both researchers and informants assume roles different from those performed in their 

respective occupations, and the information processing can therefore be expected to be 
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grounded in these new roles rather than in the usual ones. The information processed (and the 

way it is processed) should therefore have special characteristics in a temporary system. 

The property distinguishing temporary systems from other social systems is of course the 

presence of time limits (or event–based criteria in fact delimiting the temporal action sphere 

of participants) (Miles, 1964). Time is a subjectively experienced property of our life–world 

(El Sawy, 1983), and the organizing of time–brackets in order to separate the temporary sys-

tem from the continuous flow of events is thus an important activity among system partici-

pants (Lundin and Söderholm, 1995b). A time bracket further afield ”agreed upon” will thus 

be a forceful iron curtain separating the present from the future, current courses of action 

from future ones. An emphasis on action ”now” can therefore be said to be the consequence 

of making a social system subject to time limits (Ibid.). This emphasis might materialize in 

behaviors such as consensus–seeking (Janis, 1972), increased work–load and stress as the 

deadline approaches (Miles, 1964; Morley and Silver, 1977), intense socialization efforts 

(Keith, 1978) and non–bureaucratic communication (Bryman et al, 1987; Palisi, 1970). All 

these behaviors should have learning effects in accordance with the definition above, effects 

different from those in the permanent system. In the temporary interaction system of resear-

chers and informants, the inherent time limit could make the information exchange process 

more precise, more intense, more characterized by caution to reach mutual understanding 

than in the permanent system of informants. 

Finally, the relation between the temporary system and its context can be said to contain 

some implications for the learning potential of an interactive research effort. While many of 

the internal dynamics of temporary systems mentioned above can be said to be favorable to 

learning, the boundary dynamics contain some problems. The first one is the problem of ini-

tially ”locking” the target and thereafter de–coupling the system from its context, which 

might result in the phenomena of a ”drifting environment” (Kreiner, 1995). By deciding upon 

a unique and specific task for the temporary system, a clear goal is indeed created, but at the 

expense of flexibility vis–à–vis the environment. The second problem is that of individual 

detachment from the everyday context; the different roles of the system’s participants might 

be hard to combine with their usual role (Keith, 1978). One expression of this problem is the 
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development of an alineating ésprit de corps within the system, another the tendency to ratio-

nally concentrate on internal productivity rather than legitimate oneself through external poli-

tics (Ancona and Caldwell, 1992). The third problem arises when the system is to be re–

coupled to its organizational ”hosts” after reaching its time–limit: How can the fulfilled task 

and the generated ideas be brought back and made usuful in the permanent setting? (Lundin 

and Söderholm, 1995b) As noted by Miles (1964: 483), one ”may be seduced into the as-

sumption that ideas or innovations developed in the temporary system can be carried over 

bodily to the permanent system, forgetting the fact that the temporary system may have been 

created precisely because of the permanent system’s inability to tolerate such ideas.” If the 

outcomes of the temporary system are hard to link to the everyday existence in the permanent 

setting, the system might at best have been insignificant, at worst detrimental. 

 

 

3. Evaluation of the EPQ renewal project–the TLL cases 

Since 1992, a group of researchers at Umeå Business School has followed an ongoing 

renewal effort in ”TLL,” a medium–size Swedish County Council. The purpose of TLL is to 

provide the inhabitants of the county with health care, dental care, services to the disabled 

and some cultural and educational activities. During the study described below, TLL was 

organized into eight divisions, of which three were responsible for health care in the three 

districts of ”University–town,” ”Coast–town” and ”Forest–town,” and two were internal 

service units concerned with purchase & supply and real estate development, respectively. 

Following an internal organizational study in 1990, a new CEO was appointed in 1991 with 

the explicit assignment to implement a purchaser/provider system for the health care 

operations and to renew the whole organization. The main part of renewal effort came to be 

captured in the acronym EPQ (Efficiency, Productivity, Quality), and we were invited (and 

agreed) to study the renewal process over time as independent researchers . 

The main part of TLL:s operations take place in the three health care divisions, and the study 

was thus designed as a longitudinal interactive research effort focusing on these three divi-

sions and the executive board of TLL. During the first two interaction phases of the study 
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(two parallel sets of interviews) it appeared that most of our informants regarded us as ”eva-

luators,” i.e. not acting independently vis–à–vis the TLL CEO. That misconception led us to 

explicitly assume such a role for a while, and to perform a number of evaluations of different 

units at TLL (see also the description in Lundin and Söderholm, 1995a). The CEO gladly ac-

cepted our idea to evaluate the implementation of EPQ, and supported us in gaining access to 

the units chosen by him and us: 

 

(A) A local care center in University–town. 

(B) The Clinic of Psychiatry at the University–town Hospital. 

(C) The Clinic of Surgery at University–town Hospital. 

(D) The top management unit of the University–town Division. 

(E) The Materials Supply Division. 

(F) The Real Estate Division. 

(G) A local care center near Coast–town. 

(H) The Clinic of Obstetrics and Gynecology at Coast–town Hospital. 

(I) The top management unit of the Coast–town Division. 

(J) The top management unit of the Inland–town Division. 

 

The evaluations A–D took place in October 1993 and the remaining ones in February/March 

1994; all in a similar fashion. The main evaluation question can be expressed as ”What have 

you done to meet the spirit and objectives of EPQ?” In all ten cases, the manager of the sub–

unit were notified by the CEO of TLL that we were coming, and we subsequently asked the 

manager for a written ”self–evaluation” of the sub–unit’s performance with respect to the re-

newal project. After receiving the self–evaluation and a meeting schedule, we visited the 

sub–unit during one day to interview managers and staff from all professions. The day 

concluded in a meeting with the manager, where tentative conclusions on the external and 

internal renewal performance were discussed. Two or three days afterwards, the manager 

received a first version of the short report the TLL CEO would later have. The manager 

usually made some comments on the contents of the report, and we made changes in the do-
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cument if errata or obvious misjudgements appeared. All these ten temporary systems 

followed the same temporal logic (figure 2). 

 

TLL  CEO

TLL  s ub–unit

Res earchers/
evaluators

1.

2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7.

8.

tim e

 

Fig 2. The design of the ten temporary evaluation interactions.  

 

The numbers in figure 2 indicates the following interaction sequences between the TLL 

CEO, the sub–unit and the research team (the temporary systems analysed in this paper 

consist of the stages 2–7): 

 

1. Notification concerning the evaluation from the TLL CEO. 

2. Setting of evaluation date and issuing of instructions to the sub–unit. 

3. Meeting schedule and written self–evaluation. 

4. Interaction during the evaluation day (documented interviews with employees and 

managers and a ”test lecture” on tentative conclusions). 

5. Preliminary report sent to the sub–unit manager. 

6. Written and oral comments on the report from the sub–unit manager. 

7. Official report sent to the sub–unit manager. 

8. Concluding official report sent to the TLL CEO. 

 

During the evaluation day, five male researchers dressed in dark suits occupied a meeting 

room at the sub-unit, interviewing employees in accordance with the schedule (in some 

cases, we had the schedule rearranged). We presented ourselves as ”evaluators”, sent out by 
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the TLL board. The day usually commenced with a meeting with the sub-unit management 

(varying between one to seven individuals), whereafter we took on interviewing employees 

of different professions and departments. We usually had lunch with the manager (which we 

used to gather information on some of the recurrent themes from the first interviews), and 

also dinner in the evening at which we presented the tentative conclusions. All interviews 

were led by a senior researcher and documented by hand-writing and by the use of a lap-top 

PC. The task of the author of this paper was to collect data on the interviews (the modes of 

conversation rather than the content of it), which meant assuming a role of some distance to 

the interaction process. 

The interaction during the evaluation day can be characterized as two kinds of interpersonal 

exchange; interviews and a ”test–lecture.” The interviews usually started out by investigating 

the informant’s knowledge on the EPQ project, and some related concepts and conceptions 

were discussed. Thereafter, the recent internal development of the sub–unit were discussed 

with reference to the spirit of EPQ. At an early stage, we also asked what conclusions the in-

formants thought we should draw on the performance of the sub–unit at hand. In general, 

most interviews took place in a friendly and open–minded atmosphere (despite some initial 

anxiety). The evaluation day ended in a test–lecture, where we discussed our tentative 

conclusions with the sub–unit management. At this stage, the conclusions were transferred in 

oral form, and they consisted of a short sentence describing our overall impression of the 

sub–unit followed by a simple SWOT–analysis. 

Some days later, the sub–unit manager received a slightly extended written version of the 

conclusions by mail, and he/she had then the opportunity not only to provide information to 

the report, but also to participate in its creation. The agreement beforehand was that we could 

decide on our own if we would take the manager’s comments into account or not. Usually, 

he/she participated through a long written reply, but some managers did not bother to pro-

duce any specific comments whatsoever. No final report was, however, ever issued without 

any previous contact with the sub–unit manager involved. The usual comment from the ma-

nagers were that we had produced nice descriptions of the respective units, but that there 

were some factual errata as well as a tendency to over–emphasize failures in EPQ implemen-
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tation. In one case, a female manager opposed to our evaluation procedures and claimed that 

they represented a male view of management; our critical conclusions was in her eyes prima-

rily a result of our preoccupation with EPQ and our inability to understand female leadership. 

The final reports were sent to the TLL CEO in three volumes; one comprising the cases A–D, 

the second E–F, and the third the cases G–J. The press conference at TLL originally planned 

for was cancelled, but the reports appeared in a number of important TLL documents and in-

vestigations. In the three–year plan of TLL, the continued development of EPQ was discus-

sed with explicit reference to our conclusions, and in the annual report of 1994, one of the 

evaluated divisions used our report as an argument for a major structural change. 

 

 

4. The evaluation activities as temporary learning systems 

Having described the ten TLL cases, we now proceed to the task of analysing them as tem-

porary learning systems. As shown in the appendix, most of the interaction systems did imply 

some changes in the way the sub–unit managers looked upon their leadership and their 

administrative systems. Taking these changes as manifestations of learning on the issue at 

stake (the EPQ effort and the local responses to it at sub–unit level) the four properties of 

temporary systems described in part 2 will be used as themes in the analysis. These proper-

ties were: (1) the relative uniqueness of the task, (2) the separation from the usual role set-

ting, (3) the limited time available, and (4) the tendency of such systems to emphasize inter-

nal harmony at the expense of external relevance. 

 

• Learning through handling the unique. The task of the temporary systems were, in all 

ten cases, to reach a description of the sub–unit’s activities with reference to the objectives 

and spirit inherent in the EPQ concept. That task was, of course, unique to all sub–units in 

the sense that it was the first time they were visited by researchers with the aim of making 

such a description. But the uniqueness experienced by informants also depended on experien-

ces from similar occasions and the degree of knowledge on the focus of the activity (EPQ). It 

appeared that the management at the three health care divisions (D, I and J) had vast experi-
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ence of both administrative evaluations as well as the EPQ concept, much because they were 

administrators themselves. At the three big hospital clinics (B, C and H), the managers can be 

said to be ”semi–administrators” (physicians and managers at the same time, cf Coombs, 

1987). They were thus used to administrative evaluations but not as experienced in 

describing their units in the EPQ vocabulary as in D, I and J. The least experience of 

evaluations and EPQ were found at the local care centers (A and G), where we also met the 

highest degree of interest in the evaluation. The two service divisions (E and F) were quite 

new organizations when the evaluations were made, and their accustomedness to describe 

and reflect upon their daily activities was thus also low. The degree of interest in the 

evaluation (i.e. the propensity to use it as a learning occasion) was, on the other hand, high in 

these cases. 

 

• Learning through attention focusing. Concerning the physical separation from the usual 

surroundings and set of roles, the design of the evaluation procedure appeared to evoke a si-

tuation of semi–separatedness. In most cases, the managers had the role of managers (even 

though they treated us as almost equal), and most of our interaction took place in conference 

rooms close to their offices. The managers were thus those who were the least separated from 

their usual context while e.g. invited physicians, nurses, supervisors and workers had to leave 

theirs to meet with us. At some units (G, I, H and J), we went to see some of the informants 

at their work–places, but in general, the people with the largest mental distance to managerial 

questions were also those who had to cover the largest physical distance to discuss them with 

the dark suits from the Business School. At the same time as that was beneficial to our evalu-

ation assignment (we sent out the symbolic message that we considered managerial issues 

most important), it also meant that we left to the informants to judge what other topics that 

could be relevant to us and to assume roles different from their usual ones. There thus seems 

to be some sort of exchange relationship between attention focus and the ”native descrip-

tions” usually sought for in unobtrusive field research. From the ”learners” in this article, i.e. 

the sub–unit managers, we needed native descriptions about their daily work as managers. 
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From the pure informants, we needed attention focus and reflection on managerial issues (in 

order to shape some information that the sub–unit manager could learn from). 

 

• Learning in between time frames. The next property of temporary systems important to 

the learning taking place is the presence of time limits. All ten evaluation systems had the 

same time limits (the whole process from initial contact to final report took about two to 

three weeks). We experienced that the sub–unit managers had to allocate a substantial 

amount of his/hers time during that period to the evaluation activity, and that the com-

mitment to the procedure was very high in some cases. In a sense, all the temporary systems 

were consensus–seeking systems (a final report acceptable to all involved should be 

produced), and they were also concerned with an ongoing organizational process (which 

made our reports perishables). Unlike the procedures at most ”normal” field research 

activities, the tentative results were presented to the informants the very same day as the 

interviews had taken place, which seemed to set the pace for reactions from them. These 

reactions (i.e. production of new data on the issue at hand) became a part of the interaction, 

logically included in the same course of events. This was beneficial to the evaluation effort 

(more data and better descriptions appeared), but it also distorted the interaction in that the 

single description of reality (that of the sub–unit manager) was challenged by an other (ours). 

A ”descriptive gap” appeared, and a lot of the subsequent efforts became directed towards 

the convergence of descriptions rather than the refinement of our initial description. Case J is 

a good example of this; the indignant reactions to some parts of our preliminary report came 

to overshadow other conclusions in need for further refinement. 

 

• Learning constrained by legitimacy. As to the relation between the temporary system 

and its context, the systems described here were neither fully detached (see above) nor tem-

porally extended to any significant degree. There were neither distance nor time enough for 

any new roles or radical ideas to be developed. From the informants’ point of view, the pro-

blem were thus not only how the evaluation could be re–coupled to the everyday context, but 

also if such re–coupling was worthwhile. It seems as most sub–unit managers practised a 
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”selective” re–coupling, where only ideas considered as legitimate would be allowed to leave 

traces in the permanent organization. Using the self–evaluation and the reactions on the pre-

liminary report as indicators on possible issues to be re–coupled, one might conclude that 

most sub–unit managers saw the evaluation question (EPQ) as legitimate (except for J, where 

the researchers themselves were put into question), but not very interesting. The local care 

centers (A and G) had their hands full of a national reform, the service divisions (E and F) 

saw their very existence as compliance enough to EPQ, and the hospital clinics (B, C and H) 

claimed that innovations in medical treatment was their main renewal trigger. The health care 

divisions (D, I and J) emphasized their own local management style and recognized EPQ 

only as an inspirator. Only the parts of our description that supported the world–view of the 

sub–unit managers were commented upon (again, except for J, where the descriptive gap was 

too wide). The sub–unit managers that did send detailed comments were all medical doctors, 

which might point at that a certain degree of naïvete could enhance the researcher’s possibi-

lity of obtaining native descriptions. 

 

As shown, the ten evaluation efforts in TLL caused distortions in the evaluated sub–units. 

Moreover, since the evaluations took place over a period of half a year, there was plenty of 

time for rumours and copies of earlier reports to travel through TLL and form expectations 

on subsequent evaluations. The analysis of the ten temporary systems from a learning 

perspective (taking learning among informants as a distortion by researchers) indicates that 

the properties of temporary systems have implications for learning. The experienced 

uniqueness of the evaluation situation had implications for the degree of interest that 

informants took in it, and thus the openness for reflection and learning. The ”semi–

separatedness” of the evaluation systems came to serve as an ”attention focuser” in that all 

informants became directed towards discussing and learning about managerial issues. Time 

limits had the consequence that the sub–unit managers became involved in producing the 

final document, causing them to shift learning focus from describing their unit to describing 

our description, thereby articulating their reflections. Finally, the problems of re–coupling the 
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evaluation systems to their permanent contexts seemed to be solved through selecting the 

legitimate parts of the evaluation and forgetting about the others (selective learning).  

The TLL cases described and analysed above are, of course, extraordinary (as compared to 

”usual” field research) in a number of ways. The specificity and the amount of formal com-

munication is bigger, the assignment different, the strategies for mutual trust less 

emphasized. Still, the cases contain some implications also for ”less evaluative” fieldwork 

designed as temporary interaction systems. The extraordinarity of the TLL cases might in 

itself contribute to make these implications more visible. 

 

 

5. Minimizing vs. optimizing obtrusiveness: Methodological implications 

Apart from the action research tradition, the research methods of social science are all aimed 

at evoking from the subjects of study a ”native description,” i.e. a description of reality told 

by the informants and inter–subjectively understood by the researcher (cf Spradley, 1979). 

The usual problem of attaining such a native description is the lack of inter–subjectivity bet-

ween informant and researcher; by setting up an arena for discourse and then distorting the 

discourse, the researcher impose his/hers interpretive scheme on the informant. Since no data 

can be obtained without communicating with the informant, all native descriptions are to 

some extent construed in an artificial situation. As concluded in part 1, the ”ideal” situation 

in field research would be if the researcher could observe the phenomena without affecting it. 

This ideal, carried over from positivism in the guise of ”minimizing obtrusiveness,” still 

forms the basis for most methodological advice available. Where the positivist actually 

thinks that he can observe an undisturbed reality, the ”interpretivist” is aware of the 

inevitability of obtrusiveness, but tries to mimimize it. 

The journey from ”unobtrusiveness” to ”minimizing obtrusiveness” should be continued, ho-

wever. Despite new ontological and epistemological assumptions, the positivistic view of 

social science is maintained when it comes to the relation between the researcher and his 

objects of study. The researcher is still supposed to be someone from the outside, able to 

apply different perspectives and discover abstract phenomena in the life of informants. The 
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methods and theories used in doing these things are what constitutes his scientific legitimacy 

in the eyes of his scientific community (Kuhn, 1970). This paper is a proposal of viewing fi-

eld work differently, of making the inevitability of obtrusiveness an advantage instead of a 

problem. After all, is not social science advantageous compared to the natural sciences, 

having such multi-faceted, complex, ever-changing problems to study? Using the 

observations from the TLL cases, the ”minimizing obtrusiveness” tradition can be compared 

to the learning effects of temporary interaction systems: 

 

• Minimizing obtrusiveness vs. anxiety arousal. Informants are more or less used to and 

comfortable in the field research situation, which affects the degree of anxiety arousal in the 

interaction. The experienced informant (e.g. a top manager daily exposed to questions con-

cerning the organization) is more used to verbalise his opinions, and could therefore be ex-

pected to give a description more ”native” than the clerk never having been interviewed be-

fore. The usual metodological advice on e.g. wearing similar clothes as the informant should 

therefore be extended to an emphasis on adjusting the whole interaction situation to resemble 

the normal mode of professional communication for the informant. Contrary, if the aim of the 

field work is to evoke change and reflection and discuss unusual topics, the interaction situa-

tion should be designed to install a sense of anxiety and unfamiliarity in the informant. 

 

• Minimizing obtrusiveness vs. attention focus. When designing the interaction situation 

to suit/not suit the informant, the concept of separatedness seems important where attention 

focus is concerned. Focusing attention on the research question means limiting the possibili-

ties of native descriptions, since the lack of inter–subjectivity between researcher and infor-

mant may cause the informant to misinterpret the question. To create an interaction situation 

physically and mentally separated from the informant’s daily life is a way of focusing the in-

teraction on certain issues, but at the expense of empirical richness. 

 

• Minimizing obtrusiveness vs. descriptions of descriptions. A usual method of validation 

in interactive research is to expose the informants to case reports, tentative conclusions etc in 
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order to evoke reactions to the texts. Apart from validation, this feedback might also serve as 

an opportunity to obtain further native descriptions from informants. The feedback is, how-

ever, the starting point of a new temporary interaction system, not a continuation of the one 

at hand. The reason for this is that once being exposed to the researcher’s description, infor-

mants tend to use that description as a point of departure in future interaction situations. 

Further data collection might thus develop into descriptions of descriptions, where the infor-

mants repeatedly refer to the researcher’s text. Such references draw attention away from the 

researcher’s need for native descriptions, and cause the researcher to over–emphasize the 

contribution of his reports to the organizational processes. Without dissuading anyone from 

using feedback to informants as continued data collection, caution in the use of written re-

ports should be recommended unless the aim of the feedback is clear. 

 

• Minimizing obtrusiveness vs. legitimate descriptions. Connected to the above issue is 

the question of legitimacy. The researcher’s description might be concieved of as 

illegitimate, causing a ”descriptive gap” towards which further interaction efforts will be 

directed. The effect of the interaction system on the organizational process at hand does, 

however, depend on to which extent the researcher’s description is brought back to the 

informant’s daily life. Even though the interaction at the feedback occasion is vivid and 

trustful, it is the informant’s re–coupling to the permanent organization that determines the 

influence the research report will have on it. And without a feeling for the nature of the re–

coupling, the researcher will have no idea on how the report might have affected the 

organization (thus leaving an element of insecurity concerning whether further descriptions 

are really ”native” or not). If the informants question the legitimacy of the researcher’s 

report, then the researcher will have to investigate in what way and to what extent the report 

sends wawes into the organization. The informants have a role as gatekeepers between the 

researcher and the rest of the organization, and the researcher’s possibilities to control how 

they re–couple the result of the interactions are limited. 
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It is not hard to realize that most field work in organizations do have characteristics resem-

bling the deviations from minimized obtrusiveness described above. There is usually some 

anxiety shown by both researchers and informants, the focus of the research is often con-

straining the information exchanged, the researcher is often unsure on how his descriptions 

are received and passed on to the rest of the organization by the informants. To some degree, 

obtrusion is in most research situations not as minimized as it could have been (and there are 

usually good practical reasons for that). But instead of viewing those occasions as deviations 

from the minimizing principle, they can be analysed as attempts at ”optimizing” obtrusive-

ness, i.e. as consciously designed interventions in the daily life of informants.  

Depending on the aim of the research and the informants’ preconceptions, the ”point of op-

timization” will look different between different studies. In some studies, unobtrusiveness 

should be the ideal, while others require some sort of a planned intervention in order to fullfil 

the aim of the research (cf Gummesson, 1991: 34). The researcher is not, however, in full 

control of his method; designing the intervention is certainly an important part of the research 

work, but the method de facto used is constructed by the researchers and informants in the 

field during their interaction. But as far as the research design is concerned, two major issues 

should be taken into consideration: Research problem and ethics. 

As noted by Kuhn (1970), scientists tend to adhere to the problems, theories, methods etc. 

taken for granted within their own paradigm. After some initial daring endeavours, most ef-

forts in the paradigm are directed towards refinement of the identified problems, theories and 

methods. The research problems investigated thus become consequences of the methods and 

theories taken for granted, and problems requiring new methods and new theories are 

considered inappropriate or reformulated to suit the current ones. In e.g. the mainstream 

approach to qualitative research, interviews with a minimum of guidance are seen as the 

appropriate way of collecting data (Alvesson, 1995). To view field work as something to be 

”optimized” is to say that methodological appropriateness only exists given a certain 

problem, given a certain interaction situation. Even a slight change of the problem might 

require thorough alterations of the research design, and it is up to the individual researcher to 

identify and to take responsibility of those alterations. Without arguing that the evaluation 
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studies in TLL were outstanding examples of successful optimizations of research design, 

they turned out to be very informative given the research problem at hand (understanding 

administrative reforms in complex professional organizations) because of the attention focus 

etc. evoked. 

Connected to the issue of research problem and the search for the ”optimal” intervention into 

the field, is the notion of research ethics. The old ideal of unobtrusiveness also contains an 

ethical standpoint in that the researcher tries not to expose his informants to any disturbing 

experiences. Viewing field research as planned intervention where the research design is 

aimed at intervening in the best possible way given the problem at hand, calls for much more 

developed and conscious considerations of etichal problems. Some sort of ”research 

contract” between researchers and informants must be negotiated in order to establish mutual 

expectations on the interaction and to get the informants’ consent to the planned mode of 

intervention (Lundin and Wirdenius, 1990). Establishing inter-subjectivity between 

researchers and informants is as important for scientific trustworthiness as providing the 

readers of research reports with thick, native descriptions. The detailed and explicit 

procedure in the TLL cases is an example of an effort to achieve such inter-subjectivity. 

Of course there are levels of analysis ”above” the individual temporary interaction systems in 

field research, i.e. the whole evaluation effort. All the ten interaction systems discussed 

above were in fact interrelated; many informants heard through the grapevine more or less 

accurate stories on the nature of our evaluation before we visited them, and the impact of 

such ”internal gossip” should require further analysis. Moreover, such stories have a 

tendency to spread over the borders of organizations, affecting the public view of what re-

searchers do as well as the conceptions of future informants of other researchers. Science in 

itself is heavily institutionalized, and so are the external view of science. The mere existence 

of a well–known scientific community is an obtrusion into reality in its own right, an 

obtrusion we cannot escape from through careful design of temporally limited efforts of field 

work. 
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Appendix: Content and characteristics of the ten evaluation cases in TLL. 
Case 

code. 
Self–evaluation by 

sub-unit manager. 

Interaction charac-

teristics. 

Preliminary report 

from researchers. 

Comments from 

sub–unit manager. 

Final report by re-

searchers. 

A • Professional, pati-

ent oriented unit. 

• Many part-time 

staff. 

• Unexperienced 

management. 

• Informants not 

alien to research and 

evaluations. 

• Modest impact on 

the unit’s daily life. 

• Management anx-

ious to benefit from 

the evaluation. 

• ”Unit passively 

awaiting national 

reform.” 

• Almost no interest 

nor knowledge on 

EPQ. 

• Lack of strategies 

and initiatives for the 

future. 

• Interesting con-

clusions, we learned 

something. 

• We are not passive, 

we try to protect our 

patients. 

• The national re-

form has been acti-

vely dealt with. 

• We will try to 

make the national 

reform a strategic 

opportunity. 

• ”Passively awaiting 

national reform, but 

active in everyday 

renewal.” 

• Lack of interest 

and knowledge on 

EPQ depends on na-

tional reform. 

• National reform 

opportunity to be-

come more pro–ac-

tive. 

B • Many re-organiza-

tions lately. 

• Personnel reduc-

tions cause climate 

problems. 

• Positive effects of 

the new organization 

expected. 

• Informants used to 

research and evalua-

tion activities. 

• Some anxiety 

arousal at the unit. 

• Management anx-

ious to make favou-

rable impression. 

• ”Unit change–ori-

ented, but without a 

cause.” 

• Defensive, protec-

tive attitude vis–à–

vis EPQ. 

• Focus on turbulent 

history rather than 

on the future. 

• Interesting picture 

of our unit. 

• We are a compe-

tent unit constantly 

seeking to improve 

medical treatment. 

• Our re–organiza-

tions were triggered 

by EPQ. 

• ”Unit change–ori-

ented, but without a 

cause.” 

• Defensive, protec-

tive attitude vis–à–

vis EPQ, except for 

initiatives to measure 

productivity. 

• Focus on turbulent 

history and problems 

in the future. 

C • Innovative and 

competent medical 

unit, many changes. 

• Avoided personnel 

reductions so far. 

• Problems with in-

ternal communica-

tion and long range 

planning. 

• Informants not 

alien to research and 

evaluations. 

• Physical separation 

from unit’s daily life. 

• Management took 

polite interest in the 

evaluation. 

• ”Innovative unit 

with too short 

planning horizon.” 

• EPQ considered as 

an ”economistic” 

project without me-

dical implications. 

• Positive and in-

novative climate, 

need for a period of 

stability, though. 

• We are interested 

in a continued dia-

logue with you. 

• The re–organiza-

tions had practical 

motives. 

• A safe and confi-

dent staff is a ne-

cessity for rapid 

change in the future. 

• ”Innovative unit 

with too short 

planning horizon.” 

• EPQ considered as 

primarily an ”eco-

nomistic” project but 

do imply changes. 

• Positive and in-

novative climate, 

need for a period of 

stability and coope-

ration. 

D • Visible and 

change-oriented 

management. 

• Outstanding ma-

nagement accounting 

system (except for 

personnel ma-

nagement). 

• Internal communi-

cations could be 

improved (old cul-

ture hard to change). 

• Informants self–

confident and expe-

rienced in describing 

their organization. 

• Physical separa-

tion, no contact with 

daily activities. 

• Management saw 

us as supporters of 

their views. 

• ”Ambiguous ma-

nagement accounting 

policy but crystal 

clear leadership.” 

• EPQ statements 

only partly sup-

ported. 

• Visible and active 

management in need 

for clarifying the 

management ac-

counting strategy. 

[Unit management 

found us more posi-

tive than expected, 

wrote short com-

ments in the margin] 

• The shortcomings 

of our systems are 

the same as in all 

companies. 

• We are a company 

in our own right, but 

also a part of TLL. 

• ”Ambiguous ma-

nagement accounting 

policy but crystal 

clear leadership.” 

• EPQ statements 

only partly sup-

ported. 

• Visible and active 

management in need 

for clarifying the 

management ac-

counting strategy. 

E • New organization 

with efficiency po-

tential. 

• Almost no experi-

ence of ”doing bu-

siness” from the 

past. 

• Possible merger 

with the Real Estate 

Division next year. 

• Informants not very 

used to the situation. 

• Most informants 

left their ordinary 

context to meet with 

us at headquarters. 

• Management in-

terested in the eva-

luation process and 

the results. 

• ”Service oriented 

unit, but old division 

lines remain.” 

• The unit views it-

self as a conse-

quence of EPQ, not 

as being subject to 

EPQ. 

• A number of com-

petent sub–units in 

need for a common 

identity. 

[No written com-

ments from unit 

management.] 

• ”Service oriented 

unit, but old division 

lines remain.” 

• The unit views it-

self as a conse-

quence of EPQ, not 

as being subject to 

EPQ. 

• A number of com-

petent sub–units in 

need for a common 

identity. 
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F • New organization 

with efficiency po-

tential. 

• Detailed know-

ledge on customer’s 

needs. 

• No experience of 

”doing business” and 

lack of internal 

cooperation. 

• Informants not very 

used to the situation, 

suspicious. 

• Most informants 

left their ordinary 

context to meet with 

us at headquarters. 

• Management anx-

ious to benefit from 

the evaluation. 

• ”Internally con-

sistent unit with 

unclear external 

function.” 

• The unit views it-

self as a conse-

quence of EPQ, not 

as being subject to 

EPQ. 

• Restricted real 

estate company, 

unclear service 

function in TLL. 

[No written com-

ments, but the eva-

luation conclusions 

were later printed in 

the TLL annual re-

port as follows: 

• We are service–

oriented and re-

spected among cus-

tomers. 

• We are a restricted 

real estate company.] 

• ”Internally con-

sistent unit with 

unclear external 

function.” 

• The unit views it-

self as a conse-

quence of EPQ, not 

as being subject to 

EPQ. 

• Service–oriented 

but restricted real 

estate company, 

unclear service 

function in TLL. 

G • Decentralised and 

trustful organization. 

• Lack of guidelines 

from superior ad-

ministrators. 

• New national re-

form creates uncer-

tainty. 

• Informants had no 

experience of rese-

arch or evaluation 

situations. 

• Researchers phy-

sically separated, but 

visible at the unit. 

• Management se-

riously interested in 

the evaluation. 

• ”G must decide if it 

is an active creator 

of its own future or a 

passive recipient of 

it.” 

• Almost no interest 

in nor knowledge on 

EPQ. 

• Implementation of 

national reform 

causes ambiguities 

and uncertainty. 

[No written com-

ments, management 

somewhat disap-

pointed.] 

• ”G must decide if it 

is an active creator 

of its own future or a 

powerless recipient 

of it.” 

• Almost no interest 

in nor knowledge on 

EPQ. 

• Implementation of 

national reform 

causes ambiguities 

and feelings of po-

werlessness. 

H • Innovative and 

change–benevolent 

organization. 

• Successful in in-

troducing new phi-

losophies of treat-

ment. 

• Recent personnel 

reduction caused 

bigger problems than 

expected. 

• Informants used to 

research and evalua-

tion activities. 

• Researchers had 

high visibility at the 

unit. 

• Management took 

polite interest in the 

evaluation, sought 

support. 

• ”Progressive deve-

loper of medical 

treatment, but con-

fused human 

resource manage-

ment.” 

• Vague knowledge 

on EPQ, associations 

with downsizing and 

quality. 

• Visible and inno-

vative management 

with ”medical” ide-

ology and compe-

tence. 

• We think that your 

description of our 

unit is accurate and 

covers all aspects. 

• EPQ knowledge is 

not a good measure 

of our strong internal 

change culture. 

• Human resource 

management is hard 

in downsizing pe-

riods, but no one has 

lost their jobs. 

• ”Progressive deve-

loper of medical 

treatment, but con-

fused human 

resource manage-

ment.” 

• Vague knowledge 

on EPQ, associations 

with downsizing and 

quality. 

• Visible and inno-

vative management 

with ”medical” ide-

ology and compe-

tence. 

I • Our culture and 

opinions reflect 

those of the TLL 

CEO. 

• Competent and re-

spected manage-

ment. 

• The sub–units are 

bad at co–operating 

with each other. 

• Informants used to 

research and evalua-

tion activities. 

• Some physical se-

paration, modest 

visibility. 

• Management al-

most overly friendly, 

took polite interest in 

the evaluation. 

• ”Reactive loyalty 

to TLL or pro–active 

’Coast–town 

spirit’?” 

• Loyality to EPQ 

combined with cri-

tique of [case D]. 

• Consensual, in-

cremental renewal 

approach. 

• Indecisive mana-

gement. 

[No written com-

ments from unit 

management.] 

• ”Reactive loyalty 

to TLL or pro–active 

’Coast–town 

spirit’?” 

• Loyality to EPQ 

combined with cri-

tique of [case D]. 

• Consensual, in-

cremental renewal 

approach. 

• Indecisive mana-

gement, but room for 

local initiatives. 
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J [Manager enclosed 

article from local 

newspaper instead of 

written self–eva-

luation.] 

• Democratic and 

decentralised lea-

dership. 

• Focus on quality 

and new treatment 

philosophies. 

• Informants used to 

research and evalua-

tion activities. 

• Some physical se-

paration, high visi-

bility. 

• Management in-

terested, but ques-

tioned our legitimacy 

when facing critique. 

• ”Integrated orga-

nization without ac-

tive renewal.” 

• Open opposition to 

EPQ and  expec-

tations that some 

central EPQ initia-

tives will be abo-

lished. 

• Popular and re-

spected management 

in need for a renewal 

strategy. 

• The many abusive 

misconceptions in 

your report ob-

viously depend on 

language differences. 

• We are very 

change–oriented and 

we do work in the 

spirit of TLL. 

• Consensus & trust 

are our leadership 

style, and time will 

show  it is right. 

• ”Renewal efforts 

with weak ties to 

TLL policy.” 

• Open opposition to 

EPQ and confidence 

that reasonable 

solutions will come 

out of it. 

• Further renewal 

challenges will put 

hard pressure on the 

present management 

style. 

 


