N

N

"Extreme” Organizational Ethnography: The Case of
the Darwin Expedition in Patagonia

Genevieve Musca, Marie Perez, Linda Rouleau, Yvonne Giordano

» To cite this version:

Genevieve Musca, Marie Perez, Linda Rouleau, Yvonne Giordano. "Extreme” Organizational Ethnog-
raphy: The Case of the Darwin Expedition in Patagonia. 26th EGOS Colloquium, Jul 2010, Lisbon,
Portugal. pp.1-25. halshs-00470018

HAL Id: halshs-00470018
https://shs.hal.science/halshs-00470018

Submitted on 8 Jun 2012

HAL is a multi-disciplinary open access L’archive ouverte pluridisciplinaire HAL, est
archive for the deposit and dissemination of sci- destinée au dépot et a la diffusion de documents
entific research documents, whether they are pub- scientifiques de niveau recherche, publiés ou non,
lished or not. The documents may come from émanant des établissements d’enseignement et de
teaching and research institutions in France or recherche francais ou étrangers, des laboratoires
abroad, or from public or private research centers. publics ou privés.


https://shs.hal.science/halshs-00470018
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr

26" EGOS Colloquium, Lisbon, 2010

Sub-theme 11:0Organizational Ethnography: Assessing its Impacts

Convenors: Heidi Dahles, Simon Down

Title: "E xtreme" Organizational Ethnography: The Case of theDarwin Expedition in
Patagonia

Keywords: Extreme organizational ethnography, Innovativeeaesh method, Climbing
expedition, Situated and practical knowledge.

Co-authors:
Geneviéve Musca
Université Paris Ouest Nanterre-La Défense - CEROS
200, avenue de la République
92000 Nanterre, France
Tel: (+33) 140 977 296
genevieve.musca@u-paris10.fr

Marie Perez
Université Paris Ouest Nanterre-La Défense - CEROS
200, avenue de la République
92000 Nanterre, France
Tel: (+33) 140 977 296
maperez@u-paris10.fr

Linda Rouleau
HEC Montréal
3000, chemin de la Cbte Sainte-Catherine
Montréal, Canada H3T 2A7
Tel: (514) 340-5669 - Fax: (514) 340-5635
linda.rouleau@hec.ca

Yvonne Giordano
Université de Nice-Sophia Antipolis - GREDEG UMR RS
250, avenue Albert Einstein - 06560 Valbonne
Tel: (+33) 610 633 846
ygiordan@unice.fr

This research is included within the scope of thBARWIN" project, financed by France's
National Research Agency (ANR, reference: ANR-09-/4N-0341-01).



A considerable body of ethnographic-oriented rededras been conducted within large
corporate settings. The tendency over recent yaavgever, has been to introduce new forms
of ethnography and encourage this type of resesrcdettings outside the organizational
domain; such a tendency has been widely adoptedhen field of Organization and
Management Theory (OMT). We propose herein an iatee form of ethnography, called
"extreme organizational ethnography”, as a stepatdsv producing more relevant
organizational knowledge. Despite consensus reachettie need for organizations to cope
with uncertainty and risk, most OMT-based resedralh not devoted serious attention to
disruptive and fast-changing environments. Ourtpmstherefore is that an analysis of events
taking placein situ within an unknown and uncertain environment mayaict prove highly
instructive for organizations placed in situatiah$remendous volatility and disruption.

This approach has been based on a unique resegrehiemce: participating in the Darwin
expedition, whose goal was to traverse the Cordill®arwirt in Tierra del Fuego
(Patagonia), located very close to Cape Horn amdobithe world's least unexplored regions.
Drawing on this research setting, we have raiseddhowing questions: How does extreme
organizational ethnographic research contribute ao improved understanding of
contemporary organizational issues? Under whichditiems and challenges might such an
innovative research design be fruitful?

This paper comprises four parts. We will first exaennew ethnographic forms and explain
our definition of extreme organizational ethnognapfihe Darwin expedition will then be
presented along with an overview of the data ctdttaduring the field work phase. A
discussion will follow of the potential contributis offered by this type of research to
organizational and management studies. Lastlyfabe challenges facing researchers who
elect to use such an innovative design will beedisn order to better understand how
managers and other actors operate under ambigandusnaertain conditions.

|. From conventional to extreme organizational ethngraphy

Ever since the field work conducted by Garfinked@T), Sacks (1963), Becker (1963) and
Goffman (1961), ethnographic-inspired researchidesn steadily gaining prominence in the
social sciences. The desire to include the humanem$ion and examine intrinsic

dysfunctions in organizational efforts has motidaéenumber of researchers in the OMT field
to opt for ethnographic approaches. The first egnapehically-oriented work in OMT came to

the fore through the Chicago School and inspirechymspecialists in the sociology of

bureaucracy during the 1940's and 1950's. Refesemlomg these lines include the seminal
company monographs produced by the likes of Goul@i#54), Selznick (1949) and Crozier

(1963). In this vein, it is also important to memtiElton Mayo's contributions over a 30-plus-
year period as well as publications by the Tavistimstitute, featuring extended periods of
factory observations by research teams, for thesptead responses they have generated.

Y In commemoration of Charles Darwin's participatiothe expedition of Captain FitzRoy's Beagle simipund
this region in 1833.
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Over the past decades, organizational ethnograpbytraditionally been associated with the
study of organizational cultures and groups througdrticipant observation, direct
involvement and interviews (Gellner and Hirsch, 2O¥an Maanen, 1998; Boden, 1994).
According to this perspective, a considerable badflyethnography-based research has
typically been performed within the confines of gar bureaucratic organizations (Van
Maanen, 1986). While such efforts have produceditsstantial amount of organizational
knowledge, the current preference for renewing thisthodological approach has been
expressed in two ways. First, ethnographers tendvdrk with settings that differ from
classical organizations, for the purpose of ingeding new organizational phenomena or
showcasing classical phenomena (Caulkins, 1988jddg| 1995; Moule, 1998; Ram, 1994,
Reveleyet al, 2004). Second, researchers develop innovativénadstand techniques for
introducing ethnography and, in so doing, have gsed a new genre of organizational
ethnography (Van Maanen, 2006).

To illustrate the first of these recent trends,dHaaind Weick (1998) studied a jazz orchestra
and paved the way to exploring the jazz metaphsraameans to describe and better
understand managers' activity schedulédong the same lines, Le Theule (2007) focused on
artists' "squats"” to draw lessons on managemerntatoReveleyet al. (2004) developed an
understanding of informal processes in small fithm®ugh analyzing informal face-to-face
interactions within socio-spatial regiomsitsidethe firm. Cogetet al (2009) studied the
decision-making process adopted by filmmakers waykheir way through cinema projects
on the set under intense emotional pressure.

In the last few years, an increasing number of migggional ethnographers have sought to
reshape this research orientation by proposing teelwniques for analyzing and collecting
ethnographic data. As Yanow (2009) argued, ethmdyras not solely about corporations or
compilations of interviews. Researchers might préganvolve themselves in a more critical

or reflective approach towards ethnography. Forngpta, Devault (2006) referred to

institutional ethnography and proposed studying kwprocesses and their coordination
through documents and speeches. Bruni (2005) steghese need to perform what she
termed an infrastructural ethnography by followman-human instead of human activity. To
capture the fundamental transformations occurrimgvorkplace studies, Engestrom (2006)
drew from activity theory and proposed a researclgiam on developmental work centered
around the multiple levels of mediated artifactsth€d ethnographic researchers have
suggested research design enhancements througisehef photographs, films and a wide
array of newer visual data (available on Websgés) (Lallier, 2009).

In the context of these more recent trends in aegdional ethnography, Yanow (2009), in a
stimulating paper on the challenges presently fdnethe organizational ethnography (OE)
field, invited researchers to incorporate new artmedia organizations as a means of shifting
the methodological emphasis behind organizatiottahagraphy. In this pursuit, we have

2 Organization Sciencdevoted a special issue in 1998 to jazz, entitladz Improvisation as a Metaphor for
Organization TheoryVol. 9, No. 5, 1998.



proposed a new form of organizational ethnograpslified as "extreme". According to our
view, "extreme organizational ethnography" (EOEYistinct from traditional organizational
ethnography in that over a given time period pgoéicts are focusing on a common objective
beyond their ordinary context. Activities take mawithin a temporary or project-based
setting that assembles participants from variogmmzations and spheres. This temporary
organization should also be a comprehensive oné Wit participants involved being
physically removed from their respective familiaonds. It is precisely this social and spatial
dislocation that places participants in an "extrésigiation. These same specifications need
to be applied as well to the research team, whickalso asked to act under "extreme"
conditions. As an example, Benoit-Barné and Cod@009) followed a Médecins Sans
Frontiéres (Doctors without Borders) team in the Congo ir020while Liévre and Rix
(2008) conducted studies during a series of polpeditions.

An ethnographic research effort of this type hedpsance the state of OMT knowledge in
four ways. First of all, the fact that participami® placed in collaborative situations that lie
outside the classical organizational structure ol access not to what constitutes the
organization in and of itself, but instead to wistalled "organizing" (Czrniawska, 2008).
Among other things, the group must build an orgaindn, communicate with the outside
world and create something such that all orgaromati aspects can be identified as acting
simultaneously.

Second, given the status of a total situation genged by Goffman, actors and researchers
need to reestablish their own rules, like in a $madup set up for a temporary purpose. In
addition to reflecting the host organizational ardt and specific domains of expertise, these
rules must be unique to the group. Moreover, omyiradepth study of project teams can
provide insight into how, given a narrowly-definedntext at the "micro” level rather than
organization-wide, participants are able to act artdract in order to bring a project to
fruition (Koenig, 2003). Concluding the situationcsessfully (as in immersion within a
closed setting, J. Favret-Saada, 1977) facilitdkes observation stage. It then becomes
possible to determine how actors socially consttheir context and how they interpret the
unexpected events that arise, through either gigwents a favorable spin or removing them
from the narrative being portrayed.

Researchers involved with the "Strategy-as-Prdctsohool (Whittington, 2006; Rouleau,
2005; Jarzabkowski, 2005; Johnseinal, 2003) have pointed out that a detailed record of
field practices aimed at action, decision-makingl @mocess implementation constitutes a
prerequisite to improving understanding of how Iskdre updated and generated inside an
organization (Regner, 2003; Ambrosetial, 2007). Since actors are associated with contexts
over which they do not necessarily exercise contotlange and uncertainty can be
approached differently. Some of the knowledge pceduin OMT has up until now proven
insufficient as a means of fully comprehending tdistinction. The majority of research
focusing on such topics has relied on clinical Esicdbr on data collected retrospectively
(Crossaret al, 2008).



Lastly, the new forms of organizational ethnograpégd to ascribe a greater role to the
researcher (Yanow, 2009). A researcher studyingngstthat, culturally speaking, lie on
familiar ground (e.g. a management researcher aiimguan investigation of the workplace)
is required however to exit from his own culturaedrhe of reference. Adopting an approach
that entails extreme organizational ethnographgwsnthe researcher's relationship with the
field environment by placing the researcher, like tctors under observation, outside the
comfort zone where they typically operate.

In the following sections, we will present resuliisthe data collection effort along with an
abridged account of the events surrounding the Darexpedition in Patagonia we
accompanied as researchers. This input will senfeatme the paper's final section, aimed at
strengthening the contributions derived from suclet@nographic experiment for the purpose
of furthering the state of OMT knowledge.

[l. The Darwin Expedition

The Darwin expedition (www.unrevededarwin.fr) wagended to cross the Cordillera

Darwin, in Tierra del Fuego (Patagonia), one oflts unexplored regions of the world and
located very close to Cape Horn. Even today, nailéet maps or GPS data of the region are
available and moreover Mount Darwin has never bemmisely located. As a result, the

inherent difficulties of the expedition were neadpknown to the team of climbers and

ultimately exacerbated by particularly hostile @it conditions.

The unique feature of this expedition was its ulydley dual mission: crossing the Cordillera
Darwin, while conducting a scientific project. Tlater involved three components: medical
(study on stress and sleep patterns under extréoegians), biological (soil ecology and
mechanisms), and human (better understanding ofetiership role and teamwork in an
unknown context). The discussion in this paper ¥atus specifically on the management
research project of interest to our team of foseagchers. We joined the expedition in pairs
(three weeks spent onsite by each pair); our pra@eganization not only ensured the onsite
presence of researchers throughout the expedltiginalso respected the constraint whereby
climbers were unable to guarantee the safety ofentlwain two researchers at a time when
undertaking a climb.

We will begin by describing the data collected ottee three expedition phases and then
provide an overview of the entire expedition.

Data collection effort

The expedition comprised three phases: prepardearijumn 2008 to summer 2009), the
actual expedition (autumn 2009), and post-expetitautumn 2009, extending into 2010).

The preparatory phase was devoted to expeditionnplg and organization (financing,

sponsorship drive, choice of participants, compbexstics, program design, etc.). During this

phase, researchers attended meetings, coordinatiedviews and established e-mail
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correspondence with the climbers. Two of the fagearchers also had the opportunity to
spend some timm situ with the team leader during July 2009, helpingamplete a number
of tasks.

During the expedition itself, the researchers weyased at the various base camps with the
climbers: a boat (moored at an itinerant base campabin and tents pitched on the ground
all served as base camps. The researchers stagrethwiclimbers throughout practically the
whole expedition, except for a few days spent en@ordillera without returning to the camp.
This protocol allowed them to directly observe nuooos situations and conversations, in
addition to engaging in face-to-face interactionsl @onducting interviews with expedition
team members. Researchers also took part in soleetesk team activities (including meal
preparation, equipment check-in and VHF commurocatset-up). One researcher was
allowed to be on hand during key expedition mome¢rgsonnaissance itineraries, food and
equipment transfer hikes), and this access offareshique opportunity to directly observe
behavior and interaction in the field.

The data collection step focused predominantly ag-td-day activities, interactions and
impressions of the team leader and members, yetimtduded surprise incidents and a few
mishaps (Alvesson and Sveningssen, 2003; Jourfé) 2Researchers relied for the most part
on note-taking and audio/video recordings, two négples that seemed particularly well
suited to this type of mobile situation (Lievre amix, 2008). Short, semi-structured
interviews were conducted during the expeditioanglwith a round of interviews held upon
completion. While climbers were up in the mountanesearchers tracked their activities and
impressions through daily VHF radio links and Iluigi phone calls; climbers were also given
individual tape recorders or notebooks and reqdesiereserve a bit of time each day to
answer these three questions: 1) What happeneg2oda How did | feel during the day?,
and 3) What am | expecting from tomorrow? A camermaymvorking on a professional movie,
was in charge of the video recording of specifiasaions and interactions during the project.

Once the expedition phase had ended, our reseamshstl ongoing however: the post-
expedition phase began in November 2009 and hasded well into 2010.

The following table provides a review of all dat@lected since the beginning of the project
and up until today:



Table: data collected

Phase Recorded interviews Other audio Videos Observations Documents
recordings
Team meetings + e-mails, reports, books,
All mountain guides 6 team meetings Team members informal discussions. | graphics, cards, photos
Preparatory +team leaders Informal
(10) conversations Pre-expedition tasks Researchers' diaries
2 hours (1 week in situ with
the team leader)
Interviews Meetings, Interviews, meetings, Direct observation Graphics, cards, GPS,
(leader + team conversations debriefings (total immersion) weather reports,
members) > 90 hours expedition diary
(11) Numerous and varied Participant (Website)
Self-recordings (team | day-to-day exchanges | observations
Expedition "End of expedition" members' and and maritime / Team members' diaries
interviews researchers’ diaries) climbing situations (notebooks)
(6)
> 50 hours > 80 hours 6 weeks Researchers' diaries
24 hours a day
Photos (40 Go)
Post- In progress: focused In progress: e-mails, post- e-mails, articles
expedition interviews The Darwin expedition meetings
Expedition movie and events Researchers' diaries

A complete account of the expedition

Let's now examine the three phases one at a tinoeder to distinguish the items we feel
deserve attention when discussing how such a @seatperience can lead to a better
understanding of certain contemporary managemeeicts

For starters, during the preparatory phase, fotivines were found to be critical: selecting
the right team members, securing financing, trageto Patagonia on a reconnaissance trip,
and organizing logistics for the expedition equipméskis, ice axes, tents, clothing, food,
etc.). These tasks were primarily performed by tthe expedition leaders: one a famous
climber with extensive expedition experience, thkeo a businessman with considerable
knowledge of mountainous environments. During theparatory phase, the project scope
was expanded in two ways: a scientific team goolived with the expedition, and plans for a
film took shape. Given the impact on project finagccaused by these two supplemental
components, an association was formed. Accordiri@igrwin's dream” refers not only to an
expedition, but to the founding of an associatisnweell. A code of conduct outlining the
values adopted by project group members was sigypedl participants. A series of financing
actions (sales of T-shirts and bottled wine, spostgp drives, etc.) were central to this phase.
The reconnaissance journey offered the opportuitestablish contact with local actors,
whose involvement would be vital to expedition ®ex (these contacts included the boat
captain, the local guide and key individuals intBaWilliams).

Though completed without encountering any dire (@l this expedition still deviated

substantially from the original plan. First of ait, took nearly two weeks to reach the
Cordillera by boat, opposite the landing site aliyi indicated. Upon arriving at Punta Arenas,
the boat that was supposed to serve as a basewaspot yet ready. Further delays were
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caused by the storm and despite multiple attentpésyessel remained unable to cross the
Strait of Magellan. At this point, the expediticratler decided to board a cargo ship willing to
transport the team to the eastern end of the Qeralilwith the intention of crossing the
mountain range from east to west, i.e. a reversghainitial plan. Two teams were formed
and started to climb by two different itinerari@$he teams were supposed to meet on the
Cordillera ridge, from where they would continue ttrossing together. Yet after five days of
advancing into the Cordillera, climbers found themes facing an impenetrable mountainous
relief; on orders from the expedition leader, tinegde their way back down. The Cordillera
could not be crossed along this itinerary and ptart® again had to be modified.

An alternative strategy was then devised: recaseipedition around more modest goals by
"ascending a series of peaks in a star-shapedmpattiong with a few "firsts" (i.e. summits
never before conquered) within the Cordillera i thicinity of Mount Darwin, as the
overarching symbol of this entire adventure. Thatlwas ultimately able to cross the Strait
of Magellan and reached the climbers' locationylath point a break in its hold caused some
down time for repairs in the small Yendegaia Bay.complete these repairs, it was necessary
to beach the boat during low tide and wait for tide to rise while another small trawler was
called to help launch the boat. By then, four a&f #ix weeks allotted to the expedition had
already elapsed. Since the Cordillera crossingemdme impossible, an alternative plan had
in the meantime been drawn up. To salvage the filaject, it was decided to separate the
team, with one group accomplishing a series of rteanclimbs while a second group
traveled to Cape Horn to record images of Patagandéits inhabitants. This revised plan
also underwent multiple transformations over tinmed ggenerated its share of problem
situations to be resolved (delays due to tempexasearch for gasoline to fuel the dinghy,
etc.). The group of climbers that stayed in the maims found success by conquering two
new summits, naming the peaks respectively PicanaRuby, after a climber scheduled to
participate in the expedition but died in a clingiaccident during summer 2009), and Pico
Ludivine (after the expedition leader's daughtehose birthday landed on the day of the
ascension). The mountain team then set their s@htdount Shipton, but weather conditions
prevented achieving this objective.

The post-expedition phase is still ongoing. Aftelding a number of conferences among
mountain and climbing specialists, the bulk of tlmkase has consisted of managing
equipment return and selling off the extraneouspbep. Moreover, the filmmaker and

expedition leaders are putting the film togetherilevideveloping new products based on
expedition accomplishments.



lll. Darwin case study contributions to understanding organization and management

This case study has provided a significant andiralgcontribution to organizational
understanding, thanks not only to a set of risky ancertain field conditions occurring both
in situ and in real time, but also to the study's abildyprocess social phenomena from a
comprehensive perspective played out within aiststt space-time domain. Given that this
research has targeted an organized group pursusgeefic objective within a confined
setting, it can be stated that the Darwin expedlitias offered a "total situation”, according to
the Goffman (1961) perspective. The Darwin caseystctually featured a highly limited
scope, i.e. a small team operating in very closetqus (on a boat, or at the base camp) for a
predefined period (6 weeks).

From this experience, we can definitely learn sdessons applicable to all practitioners
responsible for leading complex initiatives and mgkdecisions in uncertain contexts.
Besides being unique, this situation can be gealifis "extreme" (as defined above) from the
standpoint of actors as well as researchers. lh sitoations, the key stakes are likely to
appear with greater clarity since the actors harero longer look to their day-to-day routines
for cover or talk their way out of predicaments flHileyer and Mdslein, 2010). In addition,
the fact of taking part in what Engestrom (20060&0coined knotworking or a "latent
organization” may sharpen our view of the contrigois revealed by participants. While
these actors were focused on achieving the shont-tdbjective of crossing the Cordillera
Darwin, this project was also responding to longateambitions in the climbing world, which
as part of an effort to build a wider audience Hasled the expedition's potential
breakthrough accomplishments in little known laalisg routes of exceptional difficulty and
exposurk During this expedition, guides were motivatedtbg opportunity to explore and
evolve in an unknown environment, as opposed to ginefessional routines.

As regards OMT knowledge acquisition, we feel thatdata collected is capable of assisting
with developments in the three specific fields dssed below: decision-making within a
project setting, sensemaking, and leadership.

Decision-making within a project setting

The research conducted on decision-making has,emergl, sought to understand the
mechanisms by which good decisions are produceaiifional approaches have tended to
favor the notion that rational or neo-rational medeere, without a doubt, the most efficient
when placed in routine management situations (Sjrh®ni8). Once the level of uncertainty or
risk starts to rise, decision-making becomes morepiex, and retracing the steps leading to
a good decision becomes more difficult. Other apphes have been developed to
demonstrate that rationality had indeed been iraratpd into the organization's discursive
and cultural practices (Suchman, 1987; EngestrodhMiddleton, 1996). Moreover, recent
research has adopted a naturalistic approach dcal¢ural decision-making, NDM) in an
attempt to understand the distributed and situatetacteristics of decision-making (Alby
and Zucchermaglio, 2006; Goeeal, 2006).



In all cases however, the emphasis always liesdemtifying how the right decision is
actually made, regardless of whether or not thésaecis optimal. Contexts are readily found
in which actors proceed with a series of decisitvas, while not devastating or deleterious,
prove to be less efficient or beneficial than exeecSuch is the case for what Meyer and
Zucker (1989) termed "permanently failing organmas”, which are not necessarily good
economic performers yet continue to survive prégisecause the actors depending on these
organizations have a vested interest in their gatvirhis phenomenon is even more apparent
in: non-profit organizations, private or public argzations that rely on government subsidies,
firms operating in declining industrial sectorsdarertain types of family-run businesses. For
the time being, no analytical model offers insigho how the decision-making process plays
out in these situations of sustained subpar pedoo®m, knowing that many organizational
situations can be characterized by such proceBsrggau, Gagnon and Cloutier, 2007).

Several phenomena have overlapped throughout #msdéion. For one thing, the initial
objective of crossing the Cordillera turned outh® totally infeasible within the allotted
schedule. This mountain range was extremely diffimureach and climb across, given that
appropriate itineraries and access routes remakmawn; many subsequent expeditions
lasting several months at a time will obviously beguired to complete an adequate
exploration! Moreover, poor weather and maritimadibons hindered progress during the 6-
week expedition period. Yet despite it all, pagamts were able to experience a series of
micro-decisions that, without dooming the expedifp@r se did take certain situations from
bad to worse. The expedition we monitored has etbuan even finer understanding of the
reality behind such an experience.

To proceed, we plan on building a decision-makiimgaiory comprising various decision
categories, with the aim of identifying how actorgplement practices that allow moving the
project forward while maintaining it in a relatigéate of inertia. This directory is intended to
draw comparisons between the collective dimensiodegision-making and the individual
vision held by project actors. The convergenceiwgrdence of these two dimensions, as well
as their recurrence, should yield tacit decisiorkimg patterns. Put otherwise, this approach
would be expected to provide an answer for a qomesthat characterizes so many
organizational settings, namely: why is it that witleings start to go wrong, they always take
a turn for the worse? Situations of systemic deficies stem from the fact that the actors
involved, beyond the determination they displaptigh words, wind up tacitly pursuing their
poor work habits and inappropriate actions (sertingerpetuate a situation even though it is
fundamentally unfavorable) since these actors Haascally no interest in seeing things
change. This acknowledgment is indeed tacit andteniional and moreover results from an
array of uncoordinated actions that the actorsepveswhile nonetheless including change in
their official positions. The expedition discusdstein should offer insight into such issues
and contribute to improving understanding of thesetexts as well as to ongoing research
conducted on naturalistic decision-making (Getral, 2006).
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Sensemaking

The topic of sensemaking has intrigued OS reseesch&en its overlap with organizational
performance (Thomaset al, 1993). Sensemaking involves turning circumstanoés a
situation that can be explicitly comprehended uswegds and that serves as a springboard for
action (Weicket al, 2005, p. 409). An assessment of practices atnilceo scale makes it
possible to update the sensemaking process (RqQuéa6). Based on a study of actions and
interactions, Weick (1993) demonstrated how actexwking in small groups facing
difficulties were able to build meaning (Weick aRdberts, 1993). Sensemaking takes shape
not only through what actors are actually doing d&lab through what they say. For Wetk

al. (2005: 409), sensemaking is, first and foremastjsaue of language, verbalization and
communication. Situations, organizations and emvirents are all talked into existence.

The interruption of ongoing activities provides ionfant occasions for sensemaking (Weick,
1993); these interruptions may occur during periofisrisis or in change contexts that
generate turbulent and unpredictable situationstlisi@and Sonenshein (2010) have shown
that contexts of crisis and change, despite th#grdnces, have much in common inasmuch
as both introduce interruptions in well-practiceattprns and constitute ambiguous events
with confusion as a typical byproduct (Maitlis a&dnenshein, 2010: 558).

An ethnomethodology approach allows investigatinige tpractices by which an
"Iintersubjective” world is constructed through samaking (Leiter, 1980). Crisis or change
situations however are difficult to investigater@al time, i.e. when participants are working
in an ordinary setting; in the change literaturehatars often favor the interpretations
expressed by top management (as opposed to thesenstg from the lower echelons)
(Maitlis and Sonenshein, 2010). Our opinion is thatin-depth examination of the contexts
where participants are channeling efforts aroundramon objective outside of their ordinary
settings (as we proposed for EOE), which for thigppse are considered as change contexts,
may help to better understand sensemaking issueél waspect to all participant
interpretations. More specifically, the EOE framekvallows collecting highly detailed and
varied data over extended periods, in an actuaksaticted context, beyond project team
members' traditional spheres. This feature helgslight the conditions under which a
collective sense of the new situation can be builtapidly changing contexts (Maitlis and
Sonenshein, 2010); such a building process entailsstigating "conversational and social
practices (methods), through which the members sba@ety socially construct a sense of
shared meaning for the society and its institutiqfgenson and Hughes, 1983; Garfinkel,
1967; Leiter, 1980 (as cited by Gephart, 1993:1169)

During the Darwin project, the construction of gthmeanings seems to have played both a
positive and negative role. Climbers relied uposirtshared professional identity in order to
ascribe meaning to the chaotic situations they wenag, a capability that allowed
maintaining good group cohesion and healthy refatieith fellow team members. On the
other hand, their attachment to this identity appea have hindered their interpretation in
confronting new situations (e.g. they continuedtrtest the weather reports dispatched by
French sources throughout the expedition even ththese forecasts were always inaccurate)
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and placed more pressure on instilling group conityr (Janis, 1982). We will make use of
the detailed set of data collected during the ejpedin attempting to understand how the
climbers in practice interpreted situations and clvhelements assisted or impeded their
adaptation to the rapid and unpredictable chamglaag place in their environment (Maitlis
and Sonenshein, 2010).

Specifically, the Darwin case study may illumindtew emotions affect the sensemaking
process in such environments. In fact, althoughirtiygact of emotions inside organizations
has been receiving increased attention for roudblyears (Munkejord, 2009), only a few
studies have explored the role of emotions in seakang under chaotic conditions (Maitlis
and Sonenshein, 2010). Just recently, Weick (2@I0:&s cited by Maitlis and Sonenshein,
2010) suggested that a revised interpretationeBimopal disaster should underscore the role
emotions played during this sensemaking crisis. éflogless, studying the emotions present
inside organizations remains a formidable challenglee concept of emotion actually
encompasses multiple dimensions (Sturdy, 2003)iouartechniques (along the lines of the
"biographical interpretative approach” by Hollwaydalefferson, 1997) have been devised to
record ex-post the types of actors' emotions, yetaking of one's emotions remains a difficult
step, and the task of interpreting emotions outidesocial and historical context where they
were produced requires considerable finesse (Sta@@B3). To capture emotions, it is advised
for the researcher to spend timesitu and observe how emotions are expressed over arlong
period in a given organizational context (Finemad &turdy, 1999).

EOE is well adapted to such an exercise. More 8palty, when the targeted context is
chaotic, emotions are intense (Weick, 1993; Kag&84; Munkejord, 2009: 153) and the
somatic markers of these emotions (Damasio, 19&4)pten visible. An analysis of these
markers can be envisaged, at least in part, acuptdi Birdwhistell's findings (1970) and in
terms of interactional anthropology (Winkin, 200Ihe researcher presentsituis then in a
position not only to study the role of emotionssdx on the corresponding body gestures and
non-verbal communication, but also to determine tio®se emotions are felt by other actors
and how they influence reciprocal interactions dirae.

During this Darwin expedition, emotions were inter@d affected the sensemaking process
in a number of ways. For example, the excitementjagy experienced by climbers when it
was announced that the first team would be settingon the mountain expedition in
Yendegaia diverted attention away from the potéptiaegative implications of having to
split the team into two groups, without such imations ever getting raised at all. In contrast,
when the boat ran aground, the leader's disappeirttstirred feelings among climbers that
nothing was going right and, in so doing, inhibitedir efforts to reinvigorate the expedition.
We will therefore be assessing the role of emotespart of sensemaking over the course of
this expedition via a collective examination of tfeious types of data collected on emotions
(through videos, notes, photographs, audio recgsjinThe fact of spending time with the
climbers in the field and experiencing severalatéht situations in their company is key to
understanding the role of emotions.
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Strategic leadership

The strategic leadership literature has not yaiged seriously on disruptive and fast-moving
environments when defining the notion of stratdgadership (Boal, 2000; Crossah al,
2008). This body of literature has emphasized tbkesr adopted by strategic leaders
(Hambrick, 1997; House and Adyta, 1997; Hart anch@ul993; Boal and Hooijberg, 2000)
without paying much attention to how these rolesiamplemented in practice. Until now, this
literature has mainly been based on quantitativa dallected either retrospectively or in
laboratory settings, with very little research gated by following leadership teams in action
(Kisfalvi et al, 2007). We feel however that strategic leadershisst now be exercised
within a complex and dynamic environment, throughreining "what people actually do"
when behaving as strategic leaders (Caroll, Lewy Richmond, 2008). By tracking the
practices that get transformed into strategy (JomnsMelin and Whittington, 2003;
Jarzabkowsket al, 2007), our task is to determine how strategiddes are able to activate
their roles by focusing on day-to-day activitiesyutines and conversations in order to better
understand the transformative impacts both on themteinterpretation process and on the
strengthening or loosening of interaction pattdretsveen multiple stakeholders.

During the Darwin expedition, in facing a successtd unexpected and ambiguous events,
the team leader first tried to devise a new stsafegachieving the objective (i.e. crossing the
Cordillera range), by progressing from east to wasiter tharvice versa This change in
direction had not been discussed in any detail witler team members, nor had the fact that
the leader decided not to participate in this medifattempt at crossing. The deference
climbers typically show their expedition leader ahé routine interactions between guides
were in no way altered. In the Cordillera Darwigs,the various attempts to ascend the range
succeeded one another, no other leader emergedtitevagh encountering such unexpected
and hostile circumstances warranted that a leagerste be filled. The level of knowledge
exchange among actors remained rather limitedjrigrtd be more bilateral than distributed.
While the expertise of team members was indeed aedhority was not entrusted to those
capable of also performing the role of "expert"clkdime an unforeseen event arose, the
climbers would ask their leader "what he thougtitbugh eventually organizing themselves
somewhat more autonomously at the end of the etipedi

Our research is devoted to gaining a deeper uratelisig of what actually happened in terms
of strategic leadership during the expedition. Hdid the leaders act and how did they
interact with other team members to develop morless appropriate interpretations and set
forth relevant actions and changes? From a detadadhination of the data collected during
our six-weekin situ expedition field study, we intend to answer thisfion. Subsequently,
we would like to propose practical roles for leadé&y perform under highly volatile and
ambiguous environments. Our focus will extend tocpsses that could help leaders discuss
and make sense of continuously changing situationgddition to constructing adequate
solutions that, among other things, avoid the esical to crisis status.
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Beyond the spirit of adventure experienced andithalistic and symbolic practices adopted
by group members, a number of organizational psEsave given rise to in-depth
examination. While the data analysis is still imgness, our aim from this case study is to
offer a sizable and original contribution towardslarstanding contemporary organizational
approaches, particularly as regards decision-maksggmsemaking and leadership within
turbulent and uncertain situations. The use of ajhaphic methods in "extreme" contexts,
outside the typical organizational framework, cdosts however a real challenge and
requires researchers to conduct a full-scale patipar

IV. Ethnographic challenges under extreme situatios

While the Darwin case study can help us better rataled specific organizational and
management processes, it has also raised a nurhlbbaltenges within the scope of EOE
studies. Our research experience has made it p@ssidistinguish four major challenges that
play out during an ethnographic field study unddreame environmental conditions.

1) Introduction of a set of well-adapted instrument

The researcher assigned tasks under extreme aorsditiust carefully specify the observation
instruments to be implemented and ensure thatdheus field actors are making appropriate
use of the equipment (Lievre and Rix, 2008). Asdkpedition was unfolding, a significant
hindrance encountered was the weight and bulkioé$ise equipment needed to be hauled.
Another consideration was that batteries lost tlobiarge very quickly during periods of
intense cold or wet weather conditions. The riskarhaged or lost instruments also had to be
taken into account. In recognition of these comstsa our efforts to secure data collection
entailed multiple types of recordings (audio, vidaandwritten), including making backup
copies. For example, videos were taken by a priofieslscameraman, as well as by team
members equipped with more lightweight camerasnfdirs carried the lightest possible tape
recorders, which were designed with maximum batiézy

Another concern related to ensuring that climbegsewperforming their assigned daily tasks.
Once the climbing team was up in the mountainshagno means of reminding them to log
their responses. When they experienced difficulbesension, i.e. situations offering us
valuable insight, they tended to overlook the rdoay exercise. The fact that researchers
were able to observe climbers in action and hadsscto pursue more in-depth conversations
upon their return was key to completing the datéection phase. Instrumentation therefore
represents a real challenge for management resgarander such extreme conditions and
requires coping with environmental constraints wl@hsuring appropriate equipment use by
all participants.

2) Researcher adaptation to events as they unfold

In ambiguous and disruptive environments, actoesadten led to improvise and construct
new management rules in order to survive (Weick @attliffe, 2001; Bigley and Roberts,
2001). During the Darwin expedition, climbers vdrgquently relied upon improvisation
when facing unexpected situations, in which caserésearchers found themselves having to
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improvise as well to pursue data collection effofsey also had to relieve each other when
conducting live observations and/or recordings. Hostance, one researcher was
concentrating on the discussions held by a subgrouglimbers, while another was
participating in a field reconnaissance missiorhwaitdifferent subgroup, and at the same time
the cameraman was filming discussions taking plzsteveen the team leader and the boat
captain. In another case, weather conditions fotbedteam to leave the base camp boat,
embark on a ferry and disembark at night in a @de researchers accepted this mission
without being aware of the conditions they mightgmdially encounter, i.e. total isolation for
several days (when climbers left the camp to uasterthe crossing). It would thus appear
that under such conditions, ethnographic reseagghires focusing not only on adaptation
capacities, but also on a physical commitment niigdée participating researchers.

3) Difficulties inherent in data analysis due to bodata volume and number of researchers

Data management constitutes one of the key chatemgen conducting ethnographic
research. As underscored by Miles and Huberman4jl@&ta management and analysis are
correlated since no closed borders have been drelottween the two disciplines.
Furthermore, given the volumes involved, data caalsily be miscoded, erroneously tagged,
poorly correlated or misinterpreted. In additidme fata processing step must incorporate the
projections made by field team members on the reBea as well as those made by the
researcher on team members (Devereux, 1967). Her DArwin expedition, the data
management component has created potential difésulFor one thing, the sheer amount of
data collected has been substantial (over 220 h@fwrsnversations and meetings, audio and
video recordings). Furthermore, this research hasnbconducted by four different
individuals, each of whom was present at differemtes and situations throughout the
expedition, meaning that observation interpretatiomght not always be identical.

4) Issues related to the ethnographic researcheegting in the background under
extreme field conditions

Management researchers must be capable of comtiméngpresence as a participant to the
event with a comfortable distance relative to wbaturs in the field. Such an exteriorized
posture adopted by participants can in large parthomracterized by a certain restraint, or
even prudence, in the statements and positionsedas well as in behavior demonstrated
during interactions (Plane, 1994). This charaction includes maintaining distance, which
may be expressed physically (Hall, 1966).

When placed in close quarters on a boat servirgnasxpedition base camp however, it can
be somewhat awkward to keep such a distance. éneraée to Junker's classical grid (1960),
the status of observer oscillates between that mof'abserver who participates” and a
"participant who observes". During the expeditieach researcher had a role that varied
between limited involvement in tasks related to #i®ation and a more comprehensive
sharing of mountaineering activities. Excessivenidieation with the climber's perspective,

contrasted with ensuring that the meaning behirtbra or pronouncements has not been
misconstrued, constituted the two focal pointshaf ttension that stems from combining the
roles of observer and participant, which lie at teater of the researcher's work" (Groleau,
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2003: 217). When in the field, this tension at @wnmosed real challenges, given that the
researchers were physically involved in the expadiand entirely dependent on the climbers
for their safety and security. The epistemologicatiotivated distancing requirement became
difficult to respect. For example, one of the reskars spent a few days alone at the camp
with the climbers. For safety reasons, she coutdstray from the camp or group. Her duties
included communicating with climbers during thdimaer crossing and alerting the boat crew
in case of a problem. Such a position (i.e. hatingssume responsibility for the safety of the
expedition) compromised her ability to step baeketa physical distance and show restraint.
Moreover, this distancing requirement may in fagtitselevant in such contexts (de Rond,
2009). The fact that the researchers were parfjaftyle at the base camp) physically exposed
to the same environment as the climbers (e.g. wiwdsweather, storms) provided them with
a deeper understanding of the situations climberg wnduring in crossing the Cordillera.

This assessment also calls into question the plilysapacities of researchers when operating
in such contexts: to what extent do they need tbgyaate in the same tasks and efforts as the
climbers in order to effectively collect data? Omember of our research team, who had
previous climbing experience, was able to partigpan the reconnaissance itineraries and
equipment transfer hikes, which provided valuabght into what was happening within the
team when dealing with some of the technical diffies, although none of the researchers
possessed sufficient skills or physical conditignito accompany the climbers into the
Cordillera. While our instrumentation was able tcard extensive data on what was
happening in the mountains, including various $itus aided by video recordings, this lack
of direct contact during the Cordillera crossingresents a limitation of our study. Hence, an
ethnographic study carried out in the presence arfgdr exacerbates the problem raised
relative to the appropriate distance between rekeaand field of investigation.

Conclusion

In this paper, we suggested that an innovative fofrethnography, that we called “extreme
organizational ethnography”, could contribute tdoetter understanding of contemporary
organizational issues, raising specific issues @mallenges. This paper constitutes the first
step in our analysis of the potential contributiansl challenges associated with ethnography
under "extreme" conditions, within the framework af organizational and management
study. In addition, this "mobile" ethnography (Neam 1998) has several implications
regarding the position and role of the researciied, these are indeed capable of altering our
practices and level of involvement.

Chief among them, the role of emotions in the psead conducting research has not yet been
explored in depth (Munkejord, 2009; Kisfalvi, 2008hd from this vantage point EOE offers
some guidance. The relationship between the olsemvearget and the observer is in fact a
critical part of methodological issues; it alwaysvolves an emotional and subjective
dimension (Van Maanen, 1988). Devereux (1967) wesady recommending the need to
incorporate the subjectivity and emotions inherentany kind of observation to achieve
greater objectivity ("Objectivity results from tleeeative control of consciously recognized
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irrational reactions, without loss of affects”, @esux, 1967:100, emphasis on the original,
op. cit. by Kisfalvi, 2006). For a long time howey¢hese concerns only received limited
attention in the OE literature, but that trend lba@en changing recently (Alvessen al,
2008). Within the scope of an ethnographic reseprofect, the researcher is placed in close
and extensive contact with individuals in the fjeld situation that produces particularly
intense emotional responses, and these raise aemunmhbmethodological issues (Kisfalvi,
2006). This type of research provides the researchi an opportunity to assess: the
influence his or her emotions exert on the relaimms established with observation subjects,
his or her understanding of the field environmearigd the quality of data collection and
analysis (Munkejord, 2009; Kisfalvi, 2006).

We have begun examining these issues based oratfiais derived from the emotions we
felt when participating in the expedition. Our affjee here is to highlight the role of
researchers' emotions within the overall researobgss and to draw lessons on: structuring
the field environment, making successful adaptati@nd developing in-depth familiarity.
Within the scope of ethnographic studies, the mebea actually experiences the same living
conditions as his or her observation subjects, thumating an empathetic situation
(Munkejord, 2009). This set-up enables the researchfeel, at least in part, what the subject
is feeling and yields better contextual understagdiAs an example during the Darwin
expedition, the act of sharing with climbers thgojas sensation of beginning the crossing and
then the frustration of being held up by the st@md denied access to the Cordillera, plus
being able to observe first hand the physical impa¢ensions caused by this delay, made it
clearer why the leader decided to completely mothig/ expedition strategy, which involved
abandoning the boat and initiating the crossinghftbe most difficult side.

The methodology implemented in the EOE approach affers a more systematic way of
accounting for the choices all researchers mustemragarding both data collection and
countertransference mechanisms. EOE allows crdseereing the data, so as to detect the
presence of complex realities. In this respectdaoting ethnographic research with a team of
several researchers is a more attractive prospadtiple datasets can be generated, each
from a different angle of observation. Moreoverxed teams (i.e. composed of researchers
both familiar and unfamiliar with the particulaelid setting) are capable of generating varied
interpretations. Provided the researchers aretald®oid polarizing the set of interpretations
(Allard Poesi, 2003), they are then in a positioriake a step back and analyze the data, in
comparing interpretations and more systematicalaftiog alternative explanations, which
serves to improve research credibility and qudHiigfalvi, 2006; Giami, 2001).

We are hopeful that our Darwin case study has pgeavihelpful insight into how EOE can
enhance organizational and management knowledgarlZl no simple response can address
the multiplicity of challenges faced. Moreover,sttiype of research poignantly raises the
issue of researcher reflexivity, yet therein liee @f the underlying benefits of this type of
research.
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