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not necessarily understood. Expressed in the “personality” of the organisation, this becomes
evident by such things as furniture arrangement and members’ clothes. This is not a complex
definition and would probably be found to be problematic by organisational researchers
who would want to search for culture beyond the furniture and dress styles of any particular
organisation.

There is no single definition for organisational culture. The topic has been studied from
a variety of perspectives ranging from disciplines such as anthropology and sociology, to
the applied disciplines of organisational behaviour, management science, and organisational
communication. Some of the definitions include:

A set of understandings or meanings shared by a group of people that are largely tacit among
members and are clearly relevant and distinctive to the particular group which are also passed
on to new members. (Louis, 1980, p. 40)

A system of knowledge, of standards for perceiving, believing, evaluating and acting . . . that
serves to relate human communities to their environmental settings. (Allaire & Firsirotu,
1984, p. 219)

Any social system arising from a network of shared ideologies consisting of two components:
substance - the networks of meaning associated with ideologies, norms, and values; and
forms - the practices whereby the meanings are expressed, affirmed, and communicated to
members. (Trice & Beyer, 1993, p. 33)

These definitions give us some idea of the two views that exist in the application of the
culture concept to the study of organisations. The first point of view, constructs culture as
implicit in social life. Culture is what naturally emerges as individuals transform themselves
into social groups as tribes, communities, and ultimately, nations. The second point of
view sees culture as an explicit social product arising from social interaction either as an
intentional or unintentional consequence of behaviour. In other words, culture is comprised
of distinct observable forms (e.g., language, use of symbols, ceremonies, customs, methods
of problem solving, use of tools or technology, and design of work settings) that groups of
people create through social interaction and use to confront the broader social environment
(Wuthnow & Witten, 1988). This second view of culture has been most relevant to the
analysis and evaluation of organisational culture and to cultural change strategies that
organisational leaders have employed to improve organisational performance.

Recently however there has been critique that the fields of anthropology and
organisational studies have grown apart and that there are relatively few good recent
anthropological studies of organisations (Bate, 1997). As such the majority of qualitative
studies of organisational culture are based on rapid methodological approaches rather
than systematic long-term longitudinal studies involving self-immersion, self-reflexivity
and participant observation. As Bate notes, “Organisation anthropologists rarely take a
toothbrush with them these days. A journey into the anthropological bush is often little
more than a safe and closely chaperoned form of anthropological tourism” (p. 1150).
Anthropological research takes too long, is too costly and the results are often not published
for some time after the initial fieldwork. As a result, the organisational perspective has
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been criticised as “ahistorical, acontextual and aprocessual” in its approach and outlook
(p. 1155). According to Bate (1997), anthropological analyses should not only focus on
these dimensions but also give readers a sense “of being there,” whether it be the central
docks in London, a large hospital in Tokyo or a police department in Los Angeles. In
order to understand process and change, studies should also focus on the everyday actions,
however mundane and non-exciting they may be, of organisational members. In this way,
an anthropological synthesis may reveal things we did not know about organisational
processes and the implicit understandings and practices of organisational members.

Another important element is allowing organisational members to speak for themselves
in the texts researchers produce. In allowing for different viewpoints or “multivocality”
anthropologists aim to reveal the multidimensionality and complexity of members’
understandings and participation in organisational life. However, Bate also reinforces the
point that anthropological analyses must provide “insightful descriptions,” rather than
offering a rambling series of various stories and anecdotes, allowing readers to comprehend
something that was previously unclear or misunderstood. While culture is a complex topic,
it is one that is inherently wrapped up with being human. Thus methodological approaches
to examine culture, whether in a small regional community or in a large self-help
organisation, need to examine the complexities of participation in the community or
organisation taking into account socio-economic, historical, processual and structural
perspectives.

Japanese self-help organisations

It is with the above summary in mind that I turn to Part I of this paper. In that part, Oka
discusses some of the central issues confronted by researchers who conduct research within
self-help organisations in different cultural contexts. I took two important points from his
discussion, first that self-help organisations across different cultures, while using the same
words to describe their processes, may, in fact, place different meanings and practices
associated with these common labels. As Oka explains even though groups in Britain,
Australia, the USA and Japan are labelled self-help groups, the historical, economic,
political and social contexts in which they evolved and are enmeshed are vastly different.
Oka argues that to assume similarities based on equivalence in terms would be a mistake.
By way of example I will provide one comparative example from my own work in an
Australian Aboriginal drug and alcohol organisation.

The second focus of Oka’s part concerns the researcher’s access to individuals within
Japanese self-help organisations and the importance placed on relationships between
organisational members and researchers rather than the actual content of any information
passed between individuals. This presents difficulties for researchers who wish to
understand and gain understanding of Japanese self-help groups beyond the official view
presented in meetings, publications and by its members to outsiders. Even when good
relationships are established, Oka describes that individuals may be motivated to express
various subjective sentiments to researchers which may not necessarily rest in any objective
sense of “truth.” In extending Oka’s discussion, I would like to give a further example
from my own work with Aboriginal Australians, demonstrating that short-term
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methodologies may be inappropriate in some contexts, especially when dealing with
sensitive topics. In Australia, there have been changes to research practices with a strong
emphasis on ethical and participatory action approaches to project development and activity.

Australian Aboriginal alcohol and drug treatment organisations

My own background is as an anthropologist where I have worked with various Australian
Aboriginal organisations, who provide residential alcohol and drug treatment services for
Aboriginal people (see Chenhall, 2007). Indigenous Australians make up approximately
2.4% of the Australian population representing an heterogeneous group of people living
in geographically different areas throughout Australia (ABS & AIHW, 2003, p. 43). The
research literature on Indigenous substance misuse is abundant, however it is relevant to
summarise a few key points (see for instance Saggers & Gray, 1998). While at the
population level, substance misuse in Indigenous society is low when compared with the
non-Indigenous society, when rates of use are compared, Aboriginal people use mood
altering substances more frequently and in greater quantity than non-Indigenous people
(Brady, 1991). The effect of such harmful levels of consumption has been disastrous for
many communities and there has been a general “speaking out” about the costs of alcohol
and other drug misuse (see Saggers & Gray, 1998, p. 12). One response to Indigenous
substance misuse has been the creation of Indigenous controlled and operated residential
treatment centres. First established in 1974, the first of these was called Benelong’s Haven.
This centre was established by an Aboriginal woman who had encountered Alcoholics
Anonymous (AA) in her own recovery from alcohol and drug misuse. Many of the older
Aboriginal people I spoke with, who had been to AA meetings in the 1970s, commented
on being conscious of their racial and socio-economic difference to the apparently well-
dressed, well-spoken white Australians who would arrive in “flash cars and smart clothes.”
They described that they were keen to establish their own AA groups where Aboriginal
people could feel comfortable participating in meetings away from the non-Aboriginal
gaze. Benelong’s Haven met this need. The centre houses anywhere up to 60 individuals
at a time who come, often with their families, to attempt to make some changes in their
lives. The program is rigorous and involves AA and psychotherapeutic groups. The social
connections made, the stories people tell all contribute to “treatment” in the centre.

The AA approach is still one of the most commonly adopted models by Aboriginal
residential treatment centres. During my own work in the treatment centre (see Chenhall,
2007), I encountered the Alcoholics Anonymous program which appeared to be very
similar to non-Aboriginal AA meetings which are held around the country. The twelve
steps and traditions are hung on the wall, the twelve steps were read aloud and individuals
shared their stories about their substance misuse. By merely sitting and watching a meeting,
an outsider might conclude that Aboriginal AA meetings were similar to any other. During
the period of my two year long research in the centre, I witnessed many meetings, however
more importantly I spoke to people about their understandings of the meetings and the
AA philosophy in general. This included individual interviews, focus group discussions
and informal discussions. What I found was that AA concepts were used to frame an
Indigenous discourse concerning colonisation, dissmpowerment and powerlessness within
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the larger society. AA also provided the tools through which participants could reconnect
with their Aboriginal peers and their cultural heritage.

In Canada, the sweat lodge and the sacred pipe have become central symbols of “Indian-
ness” in the treatment of substance misuse in rehabilitation centres and gaols. Traditional
modes of treatment are placed against non-traditional ones, such as psychotherapy. Various
government agencies and Indigenous groups in both North America and Australia heavily
endorse the idea that programs should be “culturally appropriate.” Nevertheless, programs
such as Benelong’s Haven continue to emphasise the importance of AA principles to
Aboriginal cultural values. Does the use of AA treatment models by rehabilitation centres
such as Benelong’s Haven make them any less “cultural” than those that use other
approaches? This, of course, assumes that it is possible to separate what is cultural and
what is not. If an approach is deemed to have no cultural aspects then what does it have?
All the symbols and markers of culture are in some sense invented, but for Indigenous
programs what has become important is the underlying politics of difference. Culture
becomes one dialogue through which Indigenous organisations claim difference to the
approaches offered by the mainstream society.

Alcoholism and AA

Before understanding Aboriginal conceptions of AA, it is important to understand attitudes
towards alcoholism more generally. For Aboriginal people at Benelong’s Haven, alcohol
and drugs were viewed as having removed the Aboriginal spirit, leaving them a fractured
and divisive people. Residents asserted that if it were not for the introduction of alcohol
and drugs by the first British settlers, Aboriginal people would never have lost their culture.
With the forging of a shared identity through the formation of common goals and purpose,
residents asserted that they were rediscovering their Aboriginal spirituality in the AA
program. AA teachings support a discourse where alcohol and drugs become a poison that
render the user powerless and threatens loss of life or mind. Rather than engaging in the
lies and excuses that are said to be the common practice of individuals who engage in
substance misuse, relationships in Benelong’s Haven are based on a concept of self-
exposure and moral truth. The formation of group solidarity within the centre is seen as
the main avenue through which residents can alter their relationship with the world. One
resident expressed this when he stated: “We gotta take the spirit out of the bottle and put
it back between us.” Of course the readjustment of residents’ relationship with the world
is the aim of many other rehabilitation centres. However in Benelong’s Haven this was
politicised so that residents’ efforts to regain what has been lost took on a historical
perspective that was viewed as part of a larger Aboriginal movement of self-determination.
In this view, abstinence from alcohol and drugs was associated with a return to culture.
Various concepts found in AA were described as being aligned with Aboriginal core
socio-cultural values. For instance “powerlessness” was associated with many Aboriginal
Australians perception of loss of cultural ties, pride and dignity associated with colonization.
Sharing stories and seeking treatment in groups was associated with the importance
Aboriginal people placed on social groups as the prime site of individual experience. The
“one day at a time” concept was compared with the nomadic lifestyle of traditional
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Aboriginal societies. This was supported by the founders and current Director’s comments
that she treats Aboriginal drinkers “the Aboriginal way - in groups,” as she finds that
“Aborigines become alcoholics by drinking together in groups.”

While I have explored this in depth elsewhere (see Chenhall, 2007), what I want to
emphasis is that in this context simply viewing the meetings at face value gives very little
information beyond the official AA view. However, by exploring participants understanding
of AA through long-term participant observation, I was able to come to some understanding
as to how individuals accommodated the AA perspective into an Aboriginal world-view.

Developing responsible and ethical relationships

In Australia, all research involving humans and animals must gain ethical approval through
recognised ethics committee. For Indigenous Australian research, compliance to ethical
guidelines are strictly reinforced and for good reasons. Many Aboriginal people have felt
exploited by researchers who have built their careers by extracting information about
them after giving very little in return. Researchers must demonstrate a number of criteria
when conducting research with Indigenous people including written support from those
involved in the research and evidence that their research is in line with the core values of
spirit and integrity, reciprocity, respect, equality, survival and protection and responsibility
(NHMRC, 2003). There should also be involvement of Indigenous people where possible
in the early formative stages of research design to ensure that the research is appropriate
and sensitive to local needs. Underlying this is the importance for researchers to build
trusting and respectful relationships with individuals and their communities. As Oka
describes this can be difficult in various contexts where organisations or communities
maybe closed to outsiders for various reasons. And as Oka also highlights, once access is
granted, individuals or organisations involved may in turn utilise researchers for their
own strategic purposes. In my own experience of working with an Indigenous alcohol and
drug organisation, the emphasis was on establishing relationships of trust over a
considerable length of time and was demonstrated by my willingness to be involved in the
organisation and use my skills where necessary. This ranged from helping the organisation
compile reports for funding agencies as well as helping driving residents of the centre to
various agencies outside the centre. As I was living in the centre as part of my participant
observation approach, I had the time to be able to perform such duties as well as engage in
my research. This also meant that I had to be very flexible when I did research and when
I performed other duties. In terms of the kind of information people told me, again my
anthropological approach to this research meant that I was able to talk with those people
I had developed close relationships with in a number of different contexts. A good example
of the different kinds of information received when employing different research
methodologies can be illustrated when I first arrived to the centre.

Upon arrival the organisation requested that I provide assistance in collecting information
related to the suicide ideation of male clients in the centre. The collection of this data was
part of a national project they were involved in at the time related to suicide prevention.
This involved performing a fairly standard psychometric test to residents. While conducting
the short questionnaire with residents did establish my “researcher status” among the
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clients, I was very aware that some of the residents were uncomfortable with some of the
questions I was asking. I also felt uncomfortable asking some of the questions and would
often make elaborate explanations and additions to the questions which I am sure most
quantitative researchers would frown upon. Generally most of the questionnaires revealed
that clients had very low suicide ideation. Staff at Benelong’s Haven knew this to be
incorrect as they had a history of residents past suicide attempts which gave a very different
picture. After I had spent a year in the centre and had established close relationships with
many of the residents, I discussed this questionnaire with some of the residents and asked
them what they thought of the process. All of the residents I spoke with stated that they
did not feel comfortable answering the questions, they were very personal and they did
not have a close relationship with me. Even though the questionnaire was accompanied
with a clear language statement and was not compulsory, residents stated that they answered
the questions according to what they thought I wanted to hear. It was not until I had spent
considerable time with clients that they felt comfortable telling me their personal stories
on sensitive subjects. They knew I could be trusted, that I would not use the information
to disempower their position and would always lend a friendly ear and supportive comments
(and where necessary, suggest that they see a counsellor).

The kind of statements that individuals made to me on sensitive topics did change
depending on the context we were in, whether others were present and what kind of
emotional state they were in. However, what became essential to understanding the
complexity of the relationship of an individual to their own sense of self and to those
around them, was to explore these very differences in what people said in different contexts.
It was not necessarily the case that one statement was more or less “true” than any others,
but that they made them on the basis of a number of factors related to their own processes
of identity formation. This does not necessarily make comparison impossible. By focusing
on the process of individual’s subjective truth making, as they relate to a number of contexts,
it is possible to understand the kinds of decisions individuals make in giving out some
information while holding back on others. In itself, this is a very central component of
what makes us human beings. However, to understand such processes, a researcher needs
considerable time to spend with various individuals in various contexts repeatedly. And
all of this is based on building relationships of trust and ethical conduct with those at the
focus of our research.

In Australian Indigenous research, research is increasingly become collaborative and
participatory. A central component to projects may be to offer some kind of training, joint
authorship or other service. The formation of research projects themselves involves a
process of early consultation and collaboration between researchers and Indigenous
communities. For example, my current research study in Australia focuses on developing
appropriate evaluation strategies and performance indicators for a number of residential
alcohol and drug treatment organisations. The specific focus of the research, the
methodology and the outcomes were all determined collaboratively by organisational
members and the researchers involved. The outcomes themselves were designed to have
practical significance for organisations, for funding bodies and for research knowledge.
These are: to increase understanding of key principles related to “best practice” for alcohol
and drug treatment in residential treatment centres; to develop a collaborative network
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between organisations to share information and treatment approaches; and to provide a
better allocation of funding and reporting outcomes of treatment outcomes. A central
element of this research has been to utilise a range of methodological approaches including
ethnographic and interview methodologies alongside the collection of various quantitative
data related to various outcomes. Through such triangulation of sources it is hoped that a
combination of more subjective process information can be combined with outcome type
data, leading to a more complex and nuanced understanding of Indigenous residential
drug and alcohol services.

Conclusion

In responding to Oka’s discussion I have not addressed his points specifically but to add
my own reflections on some of the issues he has raised. The issue of cultural difference
between organisational approaches to the way they deliver their services is an important
one. In order to understand these approaches I have pushed for an anthropological approach
to gather information that is processual, historical and self-reflexive. While access to the
insider’s perspective within organisations is fraught with many difficulties, I have argued
this is possible, in some cases, by ensuring that organisations are part of the research
design and planning and that time is allowed for the building of relationships of trust
between the researchers and the individuals/organisations concerned. This of course may
not always be possible. However in a time when researchers are increasingly asked to
justify the practical significance of their research for those organisations, cultural groups
or individuals they choose to make the focus of their studies, these are unavoidable points
of consideration.
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