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Paper Summary

Researching Spirituality in the Workplace
Scott Taylor, School of Business & Economics, University of Exeter 
Emma Bell, School of Management, University of Bath
During the past eight years we have been involved, independently and jointly, in researching a phenomenon that is referred to as ‘workplace spirituality’. Practitioners and academics argue that workplaces are spiritualized settings in which the existential needs of employees must be met to enable individuals and organizations to flourish. Our interest focuses on the discourses and practices developed by management practitioners and business school academics that promote exploration of inner life, meaning and purpose at work (Bell and Taylor, 2003). Much of our fieldwork has been based on participant-observation as a means of accessing the lived experience of individuals and organizations engaged with spirituality in the workplace. One of the difficulties we have encountered in studying this subject relates to the problematic nature of access, both at a practical level (spirituality is not something that managers often openly admit to being involved with) and at an epistemological level (the difficulty in accessing either the motivations of individuals who practice spirituality in the workplace or the experiences that inform them). 
Management development workshops have provided a rich site through which we have encountered spirituality in the workplace, one which can be accessed relatively easily (limited mainly by our ability to attract funding, as these events are relatively expensive). These workshops have a variety of titles (spiritual leadership, managing with spirit, spiritual intelligence, spiritual consulting) and cover a variety of themes. They draw on New Age discourses and practices, and promote a predominantly individualized, psychological approach to work and a commitment to personal growth and care of the self (Bell and Taylor, 2004). The workshops provide a platform for facilitators to promote their personal belief system or those of the organization they are employed by. Participants are encouraged to take these beliefs back to their own workplace and apply them for their own personal benefit (to improve the performance of people they manage, or to cope with stress). Content of the workshops is based on a mixture of ‘objective’ social science knowledge, usually from psychology and psychoanalysis, and ‘folk knowledge’, often delivered in the form of stories involving managerial and family situations.
Our participant-observational strategy raises its own difficulties, not least because of the greater difficulty in gaining acceptance of this type of research in a field dominated by positivist, quantitative study.  A further difficulty relates to the impact our methodological choice has on fieldwork and professional contexts. In both, we often encounter the assumption that we are motivated by our own personally-held spiritual beliefs. In many fieldwork contexts we have been encouraged to enter into a given spiritual belief system as part of our participation in the event. This is not something we are fundamentally opposed to, since we are of the view that the ethnographer does not just construct the field in understanding belief, rather they become the field in order to analyse it, but it does present significant personal challenges in having the psycho-social resources to deal with this, as the recent experience of one of us in attending a workshop run by the co-author of the best-selling book Chicken Soup for the Soul at Work, illustrates. After the workshop we sat down and conducted a ‘debriefing’ interview, which this extract comes from:
Scott: We were asked to write down three roadblocks which would inhibit us from creating heaven on earth, inner roadblocks, so I wrote down finding purpose, becoming comfortable with my own identity, and becoming more confident in myself… When he was taking feedback from this exercise Martin [the facilitator said]… ‘we haven’t heard from you’. It’s kind of difficult to describe. It’s relatively aggressive… You’re sitting down, he’s standing up; you’re not an expert, he is. He’s not an aggressive man, but he’s a big man, and he uses his physical presence in ways that make him very physically present… At that point I feel that the tone of the interaction and the feeling in the room changed… He started to ask me a series, a rapid series of questions about purpose and whether I’d thought about purpose… and then he went round the room and he asked how many people in the room had done a purpose visioning exercise… and about a third of the people in the room had done this thing... So at this point he came back to me, and I was sitting towards the back of the room, and he said ‘how do you feel about doing a purpose visioning exercise?’ And I said ‘well, it would be interesting’… and he started to describe how it would work, then he said ‘OK, let’s do it, let’s do it now’. And I said ‘weellll’, just like that, and another bloke in the room looked round at me and looked back at Martin and Martin said, ‘well, you know, you said you wanted to do it’, and this other bloke said ‘well, yeah, but maybe not in public’. So he came back again and asked me directly whether I wanted to do this exercise… At that point [I had] two thoughts, one… most viscerally, no, I don’t want to do it. I don’t really want to do it at all… and I certainly don’t want to do it in public with a group of ten, twelve, fifteen people that I don’t know. And kind of relatedly, I don’t want to do it with you, because I don’t have that much respect for you as a person. But then… simultaneous[ly] I thought about Roberts
 and the inner laboratory. I thought about my intention in attending this workshop and, you know, you sign up to what you sign up for and I’ve spent quite a lot of time observing this kind of stuff and asking other people to… talk about their experiences with it. So… it would be, at the very least, hypocritical to go along to that kind of event, pay the money and refuse to participate. So, so we went through this exercise…

This is a practice we have developed as a means of making sense of the emotional impact of participation in these events on our personal and professional lives, something that is further complicated by living together as a couple. Through formally acknowledging the effects of participation on our own belief systems, the interview process helps us to locate our experiences in the context of our everyday lives. It requires the interviewer to take a caring yet critical approach that emotionally supports the interviewee in dealing with the aftermath of participation, yet encourages them to reflect on their mistakes, weaknesses and limitations in the field. This practice is illustrative of our ongoing attempts to deal with the complex identity issues raised through researching systems of belief.

Our beliefs are also significant in our relationships with other academics. We have found it interesting that we are repeatedly asked about our beliefs in a professional context. Certain research subjects like sexuality (Brewis, 2005) or spirituality seem to arouse a higher degree of curiosity from our peers about the researcher’s personal motives for engaging with the subject. This may be because they are suspicious of the impact that beliefs may have on our scientific objectivity; it may also be that they define their own identity relative to the ‘other’, such that the identity of the secular social scientist is positioned in opposition to that of the spiritual believer. Our willingness to explore spirituality at work may thus be interpreted as posing a psychic threat to other management researchers.

However, in addition to the suspicion that we are believers, in certain academic contexts we have encountered difficulties arising from our lack of religious or spiritual beliefs. Our field is dominated by a group of US-based academic researchers who define themselves as concerned with the study of management, spirituality and religion (MSR). Conference participation typically involves periods of structured silence and reflection, prayer and retreat. Participants often make specific reference to their spiritual beliefs as a preface to contribution to discussion. We have found that our non-belief in this context is an obstacle to participation and legitimacy, just as it is in a fieldwork setting.  Whereas researchers like Barker (1983, 1987, 1995) have come under suspicion of promoting particular belief systems, in this field of study, promoting spiritual belief is an accepted aspect of professional practice
. 

Much of the methodological discussion within the sociology of religion focuses on how to deal with the dichotomy between participation in the fieldwork community, characterized by subjectivity and driven by commitment to a belief system that is non-scientific, and participation in the academic community, characterized by a commitment to scientific objectivity. In our field these boundaries are not so clear, their permeable nature being informed by the identity of the business school and its relationship to managerial practice (Chia, 2005). The relationship between subjective managerial belief and objective managerial knowledge is thus dialectical, the identity work entailed in presenting ourselves to others being problematic in both contexts.
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� See for example � HYPERLINK "http://www.spiritatwork.org/index.php/" ��http://www.spiritatwork.org/index.php/�, an organization that has been built by MSR researchers.
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