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CROSSING THE RUBICON: From Quantitative Objectivism to Transcendental Phenomenology 
Patrick Bradbery 
Charles Sturt University, Bathurst, Australia 
pbradbery@csu.edu.au  
 
Abstract:  This paper describes the search for meaning engaged by the author in his research on the 
learning organisation.  The research was undertaken as part of his Doctor of Business Administration 
degree, which has a requirement that it make a contribution to professional practice.  What began as 
a rather straightforward attempt to quantify qualitative research carried out by Bill Torbert and 
colleagues, transformed into a transcendental phenomenological investigation of the essence of the 
experiences of learning, development and the learning organisation. 
 
The journey was catalysed by the difficulty of making sense of the relationships among the three 
common components of a research paradigm – ontology, epistemology and methodology.  In the 
course of this struggle, the conventional wisdom of parallel alignment of these three components was 
challenged.  This challenge inspired the development of a three-dimensional model of research 
paradigms, which is described in this paper. 
 
Resolution of the paradigm dilemma in this way provided the foundation from which a transformation 
of the research project could be launched.  It allowed recognition that the ontology of the learning 
organisation was far from settled, and there was a clear justification for “going back to the thing itself”.  
Furthermore, as investigation of the meaning of the learning organisation proceeded, the clearer did it 
become that underpinning concepts like learning and development were confused. 
 
Encouraged by one of two supervisors, the Moustakas framework of transcendental phenomenology 
was applied to the three phenomena (learning, development and the learning organisation).  This 
research eventually provided the basis for developing recommendations for enhancements to 
professional practice in management, education and research.  However, as the research proceeded, 
there was an underlying unease on the part of the second supervisor.  Although well-versed in 
qualitative research, his lack of familiarity with the Moustakas framework, combined with concern 
about the professional practice outcomes caused ongoing concern, finally resolved only by the 
positive responses of examiners. 
 
The successful application of transcendental phenomenology to the clarification of the essence of the 
learning organisation and its underpinning phenomena demonstrated in this study provides 
encouragement for a similar application in other organisational and management research contexts.  
The methodology provided new insights into the phenomena investigated.  These new insights 
provide a “launching pad” for more meaningful research into the phenomena than was likely to occur 
prior to the investigation. 
 
Keywords: transcendental phenomenology; learning organisation; research paradigms; professional 
practice; professional doctorate; paradigm dilemma. 
  
1. Introduction  
As the title suggests, this paper describes a voyage, the voyage from the assumption that a 
professional doctorate necessarily required an objectivist quantitative research project at its core, to 
the enlightenment vindicated by the presentation and acceptance of a thesis with a transcendental 
phenomenological study at its core.  As the voyage proceeded, there was a need to explore the 
underlying relationships among ontology, epistemology and research methodology.  The resolution of 
the tensions among these was essential to the progress of the research beyond a “good idea”.  
 
It then became possible to envision using a phenomenological approach to the research while still 
honouring the doctorate’s requirement that it make a contribution to professional practice.  As the 
literature review proceeded, it became even more apparent that a phenomenological approach was 
justified. In the first instance, this was because of the lack of congruence among writers regarding the 
idea of the learning organisation.  Subsequently it became apparent that the underlying phenomena 
of learning and cognitive development were also confused. 
 
As the voyage continued, there were ongoing tensions among the researcher and supervisors, with 
one supervisor having no experience of the specific requirements of a professional doctorate, and the 
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other having no experience of the transcendental phenomenological methodology adopted for the 
research.  These tensions were finally resolved only by the acceptance of the thesis by examiners. 
 
The outcomes of the voyage have included a clearer understanding of the interrelationships among 
ontology, epistemology and methodology.  They also included a demonstration that a transcendental 
phenomenological approach can make meaningful contributions to professional practice.  Finally, the 
outcomes included those contributions to professional practice in the arenas of management, 
teaching and research. 
 
2. Preparing for the voyage   
The voyage began with the academic imperative that the author should attain a doctoral qualification.  
The acceptance of this imperative by the author in 1999 led to the inevitable search for a field of study 
of sufficient importance and interest to make the voyage worthwhile, as well as provide sustenance 
along the way.  There was, at this point, no doubt that the well-developed numerate skills of the 
author predicated a quantitative study of some kind.   
 
At the time, there was a steadily growing interest in the learning organisation sparked by Garratt’s 
(1987) book of that name, and the attention grabbing The Fifth Discipline (Senge, 1990).  Senge’s 
book, in particular, had sparked the imagination of managers and academics to look beyond the 
boundaries of the conventional approaches to organisation.  Therein the paradox of blending learning, 
which implies going beyond known boundaries, with organisation, which implies the construction and 
imposition of order and boundaries, was explored. 
 
Among the responses to the growing interest in the learning organisation was that of Fisher and 
Torbert (1995).  In their quest to understand the phenomenon of the learning organisation and the 
reasons that it had not been particularly successful in practice, they proposed that the key to its 
success was the ego development of the leaders of the organisation.  At the time, theirs was one of 
the few approaches to the learning organisation that was based on a solid body of research evidence.  
For over twenty years, Torbert, along with a number of associates, including Fisher, had engaged the 
leaders of organisations in conversations that focused on their level of ego development and the 
effectiveness of their organisation.  From this research, Fisher and Torbert stressed the importance of 
aligning individual learning (and development) with organisational learning (and development).  They 
indicated that unless the leaders of the organisation were at an adequate level of ego development, 
organisational learning was unlikely to occur.  However, despite the extensive research base, they 
had not provided a quantitative verification of these claims. 
 
Here, then, was the fertile ground in which the author could plant the seeds of his investigation.  All 
that was required was to devise a quantitative methodology that would demonstrate that the 
correlation posited by Fisher and Torbert (1995) existed, and would evaluate the importance or 
significance of that relationship.  Thus, it seemed that there was a vessel that could make the voyage 
to the desired outcome – a significant contribution to professional practice in management. 
 
By the time the research was being planned, there had been some work done by researchers 
attempting to evaluate the learning status of an organisation, such as that conducted by Yeung et al 
(1999).  However, none of the published quantitative research had delved into the developmental 
theory proposed by Fisher and Torbert (1995).   By and large, other research relied on a dichotomous 
model – organisations either were or were not learning organisations.  The idea that there were 
identifiable stages pre-LO and further identifiable stages of development for the organisation that had 
become a learning organisation remained largely ignored. 
 
The preliminary research design was undertaken during 2000, with the design and testing of two 
questionnaires.  The first was intended to measure the level of ego development of the leaders of the 
organisation, the second was intended to measure the level of development of the organisation using 
the parameters proposed by Fisher and Torbert (1995).  Fisher and Torbert had relied on the 
Washington University Sentence Completion Test (WUSCT) (Hy and Loevinger, 1996) to measure 
ego development, but this was deemed to be too difficult to administer.  Thus, the first questionnaire 
was devised as a proxy for the WUSCT.  It was tested by comparing the results obtained from the 
same subjects via the questionnaire and the WUSCT.  The second questionnaire measured the 
characteristics of the organisation specified by Fisher and Torbert for each level of development of the 



organisation.  It also sought “success” indicators from the organisation (profitability, meeting targets, 
growth rates etc.). 
 
Thus the voyage was ready to begin.  All that was needed now was a “crew” in the form of 
participants.  It was at this point the boat foundered.  No amount of effort was able to engage more 
than one organisation willing to take part in the research.  At the same time the continuing literature 
research was “punching holes” in the theoretical constructs which underpinned the research.   This 
motivated a strategic review of the voyage.  This strategic review is described in the next section. 
 
3. Reviewing the territory  
The disquiet that was raised by the continuing literature review was in relation to the meaning of 
terms.  As more and more was published about the learning organisation, it seemed there was more 
and more confusion about just what comprised a learning organisation.  While Senge’s (1990) version 
lacked significant detail, he was clearly describing a very different organisation from those in common 
use.  His use of the Greek word metanoia to describe the quality of change that was required 
emphasised the radical change of direction prescribed.  Yet the majority of those who followed were 
more or less intent on retaining the “command-and-control” structure of the organisation, while at the 
same time endeavouring to bolster the collective learning capability of the organisation and/or the 
learning capability of its members.  Further, there was little congruence among diverging views of the 
extent to which kinds of learning were essential to a learning organisation. 
 
Even as early as 1991, this divergence had been identified.  In the introduction to a journal issue 
devoted to organisational learning, the editors claimed that the concept of organisational learning and 
the learning organisation is “excessively broad, encompassing merely all organisational change … 
and [salvation] from various other maladies that arise from insufficient agreement among those 
working in the area on its key concepts and problems.” (Cohen and Sproul, 1991: 1)  This point was 
later emphasised by Ulrich et al: 

 “In essence, the concept of the learning organization has become a management Rorschach 
test.  One sees whatever one wants to see.  Quality consultants view the learning organization 
as the next venue of quality efforts.  Change agents use the learning metaphor to justify their 
initiatives.  Organizational anthropologists take the concept as an extension of their work on 
corporate culture.  Those interested in strategy implementation use the learning metaphor as 
the means for making strategy happen. …. When we read the papers and books on learning 
organizations, we see a plethora of terms: learning organization, culture, change, strategy 
implementation, core competence, organizational capability, quality, etc.  The field is littered 
with conceptual and operational imprecisions.” (1993: 57-8) 

 
It was in this context that one of the two research supervisors suggested a radical change of course.  
Based on his astute observations of the author’s personal characteristics and the nature of the 
dilemma being addressed, the supervisor suggested adopting a very different kind of methodology.  
This suggestion initiated a radical revisit to the notions of ontology, epistemology and methodology. 
 
4. Redrawing the maps  
There are numerous research paradigms and methodologies, each of which can be justified as an 
appropriate selection for a particular set of research context and objectives.  A congruent set of 
paradigm and methodology will distinguish high quality research from the more ordinary.  One of the 
difficulties in achieving this congruent set is clarifying just what is implied by the use of the words 
“paradigm” and “methodology”.  In some contexts they are used interchangeably, in others as proxies. 
 
In the most common use of the concept of research paradigm, a distinction is made between just two 
paradigms i.e. the empirical positivist paradigm and the phenomenological paradigm (Perry, 1995: 
22).  Often this dichotomous view is linked to a similar dichotomous view of research methodologies 
i.e. quantitative and qualitative (Perry, 1995: 22-3).  The implication is that all positivist research is 
quantitative and all phenomenological is qualitative.  However, this overlooks a number of important 
facts, including the loose use of the word phenomenological to describe a paradigm which is more 
accurately called “interpretive” because it includes enthnography and many participative research 
methods as well as the methods generally recognised as phenomenology (Van der Mescht, 2004: 2). 
 
In any research endeavour, inquirers make certain assumptions.  These assumptions include a 
stance toward the nature of reality (ontology), how the researcher knows what s/he knows 



(epistemology), and the methods used in the process of research (methodology).  Traditionally, these 
assumptions have been perceived as dichotomous and as inextricably linked in parallel.   
 
Thus, if the ontological assumption is that reality is objective and singular, it implies that the 
epistemological assumption should be that all true knowledge is scientific and can only be pursued by 
the scientific method.  In turn, the methodological assumption should be deductive and scientific.  The 
researcher develops a theory that is consistent with prior observation, uses that theory to make 
predictions (hypothesis) and to test those predictions.  In essence, this set of assumptions is the 
empirical positivism paradigm. 
 
On the other hand, if the ontological assumption is that reality is subjective and multiple, it implies that 
the epistemological assumption should emphasise the subjective elements in experience and accept 
that personal experiences are the foundation of factual knowledge.  In turn, the methodological 
assumption should be inductive.  The researcher studies the topic within its context and uses an 
emerging design.  In essence, this set of assumptions is the interpretive subjectivism paradigm.  This 
traditional approach to research paradigms is illustrated in Table 1. 
 
Table 1: Traditional research paradigms 
 
Paradigm Ontology Epistemology Methodology 
Empirical 
positivism 

Reality is objective 
and singular 

All true knowledge is scientific, 
researcher remains detached 

Deductive and reductionist 
(quantitative) 

Interpretive 
subjectivism 

Reality is subjective 
and multiple 

Personal experiences are the 
foundation of factual knowledge 

Inductive and interpretive 
(qualitative) 

 
In the light of this traditional approach, there seemed to be little alternative to adopting the empirical 
positivist paradigm, if the desired outcome was a contribution to professional practice.  After all, the 
prevailing paradigm in the business disciplines was, and still is, empirical positivism. Although there 
have been many attempts to break free from Taylor’s scientific management paradigm, it has held a 
tenacious grip on management thinking, and in turn, on the everyday life of organisational experience.  
In order to move forward, a la Senge, there was a need for some kind of metanoia.  
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 1: A three dimensional model of research paradigms 
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In the case being described, this metanoia came in the form of a realignment of the relationships 
among ontology, epistemology and methodology.  When these three philosophical assumptions are 
viewed as three separate and yet related dimensions of the research paradigm, new possibilities 
become accessible.  In the first instance, if the three assumptions are regarded as three dimensions 
that are independent but share a common centre point, then their extremities can be identified as six 
points on the circumference of a spherical surface (Figure 1).  One of the segments of this sphere 
bounded by the objectivist ontology, the scientific epistemology and the reductionist methodology then 
represents the traditional empirical positivism paradigm.  Similarly, the segment bounded by the 
subjectivist ontology, the personal experience epistemology and the inductive methodology 
represents the traditional interpretive subjectivism paradigm.  However, there remain another six 
segments of the sphere that have not been described by either of these two paradigms.  Thus there is 
a multitude of possibilities for research design that transcend the traditional objectivist/subjectivist 
divide.  For example, it is possible to envisage a research paradigm based on an objectivist ontology, 
a personal experience epistemology and an inductive methodology (Table 2). 
 
Now, taking such a stance typically earns criticism from both the traditional positivist and the 
reactionary interpretive researcher.  So entrenched are they in defending their particular territory 
against “the enemy”, they have difficulty in perceiving such alternatives exist.   This realignment of 
thinking was addressed by Guba (1990) and colleagues, who presented four paradigms: positivism; 
post-positivism; critical theory and constructivism.  This expansiveness has subsequently been 
reinforced by Creswell’s (2007) description of four non-traditional worldviews: post-positivism; 
constructivism; advocacy/participatory; and pragmatism.  In a similar vein, new research paradigms or 
positions (Greene and Caracelli, 1997) such as the dialectical (Maxwell and Loomis, 2003), realist 
interpretivism (Schnelker, 2006) and critical-ideological (Ponterrotto, 2005) have emerged in more 
recent years.  The contemporary movement towards mixed method research is another manifestation 
of the expansion of philosophical perspectives on research (Rocco et al, 2003). 
 
Table 2 : Eight research paradigms 
 

Paradigm Ontology Epistemology Methodology 
Positivism Objective Scientific Reductive 
Quasi-positivism Objective Scientific Inductive 
Pragmatism Objective Engagement Reductive 
Critical theory Objective Engagement Inductive 
Post-positivism Subjective Scientific Reductive 
Social constructivism Subjective Scientific Inductive 
Advocacy/participatory Subjective Engagement Reductive 
Interpretive Subjective Engagement Inductive 

 
The prospect of examiners of the thesis being wedded to a traditional position or world-view evoked 
much concern for the second supervisor i.e. the one who had not suggested the change of approach.  
Nevertheless, in the context of the failure of the first approach, and in the interests of moving the 
thesis to a viable conclusion, he was willing to accede to the enthusiasm of the author and the first 
supervisor, but remained a nervous and sceptical participant in the remainder of the project. 
 
5. Replotting the Course  
With this new insight of alternative paradigms, the way was opened for a review of the research plan. 
The recognition that the ontology of the learning organisation was far from settled was a clear 
justification for “going back to the thing itself”.   The previous approach to the research was based on 
the assumption that the phenomenon in question, the learning organisation, was one that was 
sufficiently well-defined to support a positivist paradigm.  The literature review had called this into 
question, and had additionally flagged that the underpinning concepts of learning and cognitive 
development were also somewhat shrouded in mystery. 
 
It was therefore decided that the way forward lay in redefining the research question, as well as the 
epistemological assumptions and the methodology.  This would ensure a desirable degree of 
“compatibility of the research question, data method and epistemology” (Wollin, 1996: 1). 
 
The primary purpose of the research project became to investigate the essence of the experience of 
the phenomenon of the learning organisation and the implications of those investigations for 



professional practice in organisational change and development.  The project examined the essence 
of the experience of the learning organisation for a number of research participants, as well as the 
essence of the experiences of the underlying phenomena of learning and development for each of 
them.   
 
It sought to understand the participants’ experiences of learning and development in a generic sense 
as individuals, as well as in the context of work organisations.  It sought to do so in a holistic sense, 
incorporating four aspects: thought; emotion; feeling; and behaviour.  Learning and development are 
complex experiences to comprehend at the level of thought, and this complexity is obviously 
multiplied by the consideration of the other three levels. 
 
The investigation required a research approach and methodology that could provide such an 
understanding of the participants’ experiences.  Hence, an interpretive research methodology that 
helped to explore people’s lived experiences, both internal experience and external behaviour was 
required.   
 
As the literature review had by this time indicated, the learning organisation, in parallel with learning 
itself, is a phenomenon that develops through levels.  That is, both learning and the learning 
organisation are phenomena that encompass and are encompassed by the phenomenon of 
development.  Further, the phenomenon of development is characterised by a quantum change.  
There is a movement from a former state to a new state of being.  This necessarily requires a “letting 
go” of the former state of being, in order to move into the new state of being.  The discipline of team 
learning also specifies a requirement to “bracket” or “let go of” individual mental models. 

“In Gestalt practice, phenomenological inquiry is used as a part of the methodology to 
bracket one’s own assumptions and values to facilitate the client’s exploration of their being-
in-the-world (Spinelli, 1989; Yontef, 1993).  Senge talks about team learning in which all the 
individuals in the organisation suspend their individual assumptions or mental models and 
start to think together” (Ikehara, 1999: 65). 

 
This process of “letting go” is reminiscent of the Epoche that forms an integral part of the 
transcendental phenomenology approach defined by Husserl (1931).  Indeed, a close examination of 
this research approach suggested that as well as forming a legitimate and comprehensive means of 
investigating the essence of phenomena, it had much in common with some of the positive 
characteristics of the more radical descriptions of the learning organisation, particularly in the realm of 
development (e.g. Fisher and Torbert, 1995; Neal et al, 1999; Porth et al, 1999; Senge, 1990; Vaill, 
1996; 1998).   
 
Transcendental phenomenology is comprised of four major processes: 

 Epoche 
 Phenomenological reduction 
 Imaginative Variation 
 Synthesis of Composite Textural and Composite Structural Descriptions 

The phenomenological reduction process is intended to produce a clarification of the description of 
the phenomenon under study.  The transformative process of development also requires a form of 
phenomenological reduction, in order to “make sense” of the disturbance to psychic equilibrium that 
has facilitated the openness to transformation.  In the process of navigating a developmental 
transformation there is a need for the person undergoing the transformation to “describe” the dilemma 
that they face.  In some cases, this process will be facilitated by a therapist or counsellor, in others by 
an intimate or friend, and in yet others by the individual alone in a “dark night of the soul” (St John of 
the Cross, 1542-91). 
 
Imaginative variation enters the developmental transformation process in the form of endeavouring to 
imagine a new way to interpret the dilemma, a new way to “see the world”.  The need to hold the 
tension of the dialectic until a new way forward is found is important to the successful navigation of 
the transformation. 
 
The resolution of this dialectic allows the consolidation of the developmental transformation.  This 
parallels the final stage of the transcendental phenomenological research process, in which the 
researcher synthesises the meanings and essences of the phenomenon under study. 
 



Thus the transcendental-phenomenological framework described by Moustakas (1994) in 
Phenomenological Research Methods was deemed to be an appropriate methodology for the project. 
 
This framework is consistent also with the view expressed by Senge that “a learning organisation 
must be grounded in … a culture based on transcendent human values” (Kofman and Senge, 1993: 
16, italics added).  The Moustakas framework allows and facilitates the exploration of these 
transcendent values.  This then aligned with Wollin’s justification framework in providing “compatibility 
of the research question, data method and epistemology” (1996: 1).   
 
There were four new research questions developed.  Note that each of the first three questions has 
four sub-questions which reflect the steps of organisation and explication in the Moustakas 
framework. 

1. What is essential for the experience to be described by the participants as learning? 
a. What are the possible significant aspects of the experience of learning? 
b. What are the possible formulated meanings of the experience of learning? 
c. What are the common themes that account for the experience of learning? 
d. What are the invariant structural themes that facilitate a description of the experience 

of learning? 
 
This question sought to illuminate and clarify the essence of the experience of learning as described 
by the participants.  By definition, learning is an essential component of the learning organisation.  
Unless and until there is a degree of congruence regarding the essence of the experience of learning, 
attempts to comprehend the essence of the learning organisation will be flawed. 
 

2. What is essential for the experience to be described by the participants as development? 
a. What are the possible significant aspects of the experience of development? 
b. What are the possible formulated meanings of the experience of development? 
c. What are the common themes that account for the experience of development? 
d. What are the invariant structural themes that facilitate a description of the experience 

of development? 
 
This question sought to illuminate and clarify the essence of the experience of development as 
described by the participants.  Because the experience of development often is intertwined with that 
of learning, and sometimes confused with it, it is important to be able to compare and contrast the 
essence of each.  Terms such as double-loop learning and triple-loop learning are sometimes used as 
proxies for development, sometimes not.  Further, some descriptions of the learning organisation 
implicitly or explicitly claim that development, both of individuals and of the organisation itself, is an 
essential component of the learning organisation.  Once again, unless and until there is a degree of 
congruence regarding the essence of the experience of development, including its distinction from 
learning, attempts to comprehend the essence of the learning organisation will be flawed. 
 

3. What is essential for the experience to be described by the participants as a learning 
organisation? 

a. What are the possible significant aspects of the experience of a learning 
organisation? 

b. What are the possible formulated meanings of the experience of a learning 
organisation? 

c. What are the common themes that account for the experience of a learning 
organisation? 

d. What are the invariant structural themes that facilitate a description of the experience 
of a learning organisation? 

 
This third question focused on the essence of the experience of the learning organisation.  This was 
the centrepiece of the research in the sense that it provided a foundation for the exploration of the 
implications of the essence of the experience for the participants in the realm of the professional 
practice of management. 
 

4. What are the implications of these invariant structural themes for professional practice? 
a. In the arena of management. 
b. In the arena of education. 



c. In the arena of research. 
 
Since the research was part of a professional doctorate, it necessarily addressed the implications of 
the findings of the first three questions for professional practice.  These implications apply to the 
managers of organisations, to those who advise them in their efforts to create learning organisations, 
and to those who are engaged in the process of learning, whether it is as a learner, a teacher or a 
researcher.   

6. Completing the Voyage 
The change of direction that had been planned was then put into practice, and the collection of data 
proceeded without any difficulty.  Even though it required the investigator to learn a new methodology 
and apply it, the process flowed smoothly.  Similarly, explication of the data proceeded smoothly, with 
a progressive refinement down into a set of essential invariant structures for each of the phenomena 
under investigation.  In part this can be attributed to the congruence between the transcendental 
phenomenological methodology and the phenomena under study that has been touched upon above.  
However, it can also be attributed to the prior experience of the investigator in a number of fields. 
 
Data was collected from eight research participants in intensive interviews, each of which lasted for 
approximately two hours.  In these interviews, participants were asked to describe their experience of 
each of the three phenomena under investigation, while the investigator recorded their responses.  
This data was later explicated using four major processes: 

 Epoche 
 Phenomenological reduction 
 Imaginative Variation 
 Synthesis of Composite Textural and Composite Structural Descriptions 

 
One of the important parts of the transcendental phenomenological approach is the Epoche.   The 
researcher following a transcendental phenomenological approach engages in disciplined and 
systematic efforts to set aside prejudgements regarding the phenomenon being investigated (known 
as the Epoche process) in order to launch the study as far as possible free of preconceptions, beliefs 
and knowledge of the phenomenon from prior experience and professional studies – to be completely 
open, receptive, and naïve in listening to and hearing research participants describe their experience 
of the phenomenon being investigated (Moustakas, 1994: 22). 
 
Phenomenological reduction “to pure subjectivity” (Lauer, 1958: 50) was a deliberate and purposeful 
opening by the researcher to the phenomenon in its own right with its own meaning (Fouche, 1993; 
Hycner, 1999).  It pointed to a suspension or bracketing out or Epoche, “in a sense that in this regard 
no position is taken either for or against” (Lauer, 1958: 49) the researchers own presuppositions and 
not allowing the researcher’s meanings and interpretations or theoretical concepts to enter the unique 
world of the participant (Creswell, 1998; Moustakas, 1994; Sadala and Adorno, 2001). 
 
Moustakas suggests “that no position whatsoever is taken…nothing is determined in advance;” the 
researcher remains present and focuses on their own consciousness “by returning to whatever is 
there in…memory, perception, judgement, feeling, whatever is actually there” (1994: 84).  Epoche is 
difficult to achieve and it requires practice to develop it.  It requires references to others, their 
perceptions and judgements, to be put aside, leaving only the researcher’s perceptions to detect the 
knowledge, meaning, and truth. 
 
Engagement in the Epoche is a most difficult challenge for the investigator to address, and is not 
something that is easily or lightly done.  Indeed, it is unlikely that an investigator without an extensive 
experience of engagement with training of the mind through spiritual practices such as introspection, 
meditation and journaling could achieve an acceptable level of emptiness.  In this case, the 
investigator had a substantial history of engagement with these practices and with Community 
Building Workshops (Peck, 1987), which is a process that encourages participants to “let go”, as a 
means of moving into community with the group. 
 
While the data collection and explication proceeded smoothly, the major challenge of the voyage still 
lay ahead.  The first three research questions were readily satisfied, but the fourth lay like hidden 
shoals, with the anxiety of the sceptical supervisor threatening to blow the vessel towards them. 
 



Ultimately, this step in the investigation was dealt with by a modified form of imaginative variation, 
such as was used in the data explication process.  Imaginative variation is “a type of mental 
experimentation in which the researcher intentionally alters, through imagination, various aspects of 
the experience, either subtracting from, or adding to, the proposed transformation” (Polkinghorne, 
1989: 55).  Recommendations for professional practice were developed by using the essential 
invariant structures as the starting point for imaginative variation.  After an appropriate Epoche, the 
investigator self-imposed the questions, “What changes in the professional practice of management 
(teaching, research) are consistent with these essences?” 
 
Rather than allaying the fears of the sceptical supervisor, this initially created greater alarm.  
However, by now the investigator had developed a clear sense of the congruence between the 
methodology and the phenomena under investigation to the extent that the conclusions drawn could 
be supported with clear supporting evidence from the literature as well as the findings of the study.  In 
the end, the supervisor accepted this argument, and the thesis was submitted to the three examiners, 
who vindicated the investigator’s confidence by virtue of two of them requiring no changes and the 
other requiring minor changes of form, but none to content. 

7. Conclusion 
This paper has described a voyage of discovery.  That voyage has been one that has challenged the 
investigator, along with each of his doctoral supervisors, to engage with suppositions regarding 
research, particularly in the context of a professional doctorate.   
 
The first of those suppositions was that a contribution to professional practice necessitated a 
traditional positivist research paradigm.  That supposition was reinforced by the acknowledged 
strength of the numerate skills of the investigator.  It is perhaps ironic that these same numerate skills 
had ensured that early career choices of the investigator were limited by circumstances to the science 
disciplines, when his personal preference was to be a writer.  This supposition was demolished by the 
harsh reality of a dearth of respondents. 
 
The salvation of the voyage was generated in a radical rethink of the interrelationships among 
ontology, epistemology and methodology.  By recognising that the traditional view that these three 
philosophical assumptions are dichotomous and parallel could be challenged, and indeed such a 
challenge was consistent with radical views of the learning organisation, allowed the voyage to be 
replanned. 
 
Adopting a transcendental phenomenological methodology was justified by its congruence with the 
phenomena under study.  However, this raised concerns with one of the research supervisors 
regarding the ability to translate the findings into recommendations for improvements in professional 
practice. 
 
Ultimately these concerns were met by the successful completion and examination of the thesis.  
Apart from any other consideration, the study has demonstrated the value of applying non-traditional 
research approaches in the context of management research. 
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