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Abstract 

Assertions that organizational change initiatives experience high rates of failure suggests 

knowledge about how culture shifts is incomplete. Framed in the context of Operation 

HONOUR, the Canadian Armed Forces’ effort to eradicate inappropriate sexual behaviours, this 

overview summarizes an interdisciplinary action research project which explores how culture 

shifts during a deliberate workplace change initiative. Employing a six-step Competing Values 

Framework process and a mixed-model design, the dissertational research project’s methods 

include a bespoke differential approach to unpacking quantitative data which is presented as 

valuing. This approach includes administration of the Organizational Culture Assessment 

Instrument (OCAI © 2006, Kim Cameron), open and axial coding of participant working group 

materials, and email exit interviews. Building on theory incorporated from multiple branches of 

the academe, this exploratory research uses the lens of culture as something people do, as an 

enacted phenomenon, to arrive at several insights. Notably, while the imperative to enhance the 

capacity of workplace members to lead their own workplace culture shift remains important, the 

role leaders play in championing culture shift is reinforced. Several themes linked to what 

“good” looks like for a just and inclusive workplace emerge, along with dimensions usable for 

qualifying success and detractors that can undermine a culture shift initiative. The three parts of 

the dissertational portfolio are summarized: two manuscripts and a seminar aimed at enhancing 

practitioners’ and scholars’ capacity to lead, or be an ally to, shifting culture in the workplace. 

The main contributions of this research are the development of the valuing approach to 

measuring culture shift, the emergence of themes and insights useful to researchers and 

practitioners, demonstration of mixed-methods’ utility, and the addition of knowledge to a 

limited body of applied research that frames workplace culture as enacted. 
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Introduction to Research Project and Portfolio 

Why is changing culture so hard in organizations? To get to the root of this question, a 

more fundamental question needs answering: how does culture shift during the course of a 

deliberate workplace change initiative? While there is a large canon of research available from 

several disciplines and from popular literature regarding the “why” question, as many as 70% of 

organizational change efforts fail, and many experts lay blame for these shortcomings at the feet 

of culture (Beer & Nohria, 2000, p. 133). This phenomenon suggests our knowledge regarding 

how culture shifts is incomplete. This exploratory dissertational research project makes a humble 

effort to incrementally advance understanding of the “how” question through the implementation 

of an action research project which treats culture as enacted. This text provides an overview of 

the project, including a review of the project’s rationale and key literature, discussion of 

methodology and limitations, a summary of the contributions made by its main three main 

portfolio elements, and a summary of this research’s insights. 

Whereas much of the existing literature considers culture as something we are, with a 

smaller contingent of experts approaching culture as something we communicate, this project 

uses the position that culture is something we do to analyze what happens to workplace culture 

during a change initiative. At its core, this dissertational research examined how workplace 

culture shifts (or not) by looking at the relative value members place on different workplace 

change outcomes over time. Seeking also to empower participants in driving culture shift within 

their workplace, the research operated within the context of Operation HONOUR, the Canadian 

Armed Forces’ (CAF) effort to eradicate inappropriate sexual behaviours (CDS, 2015). Using an 

action lens and employing a six-step Competing Values Framework process (Cameron & Quinn, 

2006), the research employed a mixed-model structure to generate qualitative and quantitative 
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data from a Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF) participant organization, and quantitative data 

from an RCAF control organization.  

The core action theme serves three functions throughout the project. It helps in coupling a 

moderate constructivist position with pragmatism to build an understanding of how culture 

functions and evolves. This project also uses action as a means to build understanding. In 

accepting the metaphor of groups as complex adaptive systems, one main strategy for 

understanding any such system is to interact with it.1 Finally, action is at the core of this project’s 

main aim and central aspiration: to help people do change “better.”2 Action is thus a core precept 

shaping the project’s foundations, structure, execution, and plan for knowledge mobilization.  

The term “culture shift” represents another area where this research project diverges 

slightly from the wider body of workplace-culture-change research and literature. First, the 

notion of shift fits with the complex adaptive systems metaphor mentioned above. “Change” in 

this metaphor is characterized by significant shifts in system state, as opposed to changing out 

system components (Bushe & Marshak, 2015, pp. 20-21). There is also a pragmatic reason for 

adopting the “shift” terminology. In adopting a position that culture is what people do, this 

project is not seeking to change who people are, but rather helping them to shift what they do. 

This approach seeks to mitigate the resistance a researcher might encounter if participants feel 

who they are is being deemed inadequate by an external agent. The notion of shift also fits with 

the differential approach to quantitative measurement used during the research. Culture shift, 

                                                           
1 For unpacking systems, this need to first probe (in a complex context) or act (in a chaotic context) is advocated by 

the Cynefin model (See Bushe, 2013, pp. 13-14). Additionally, action research understands knowledge generation as 

participatory; a researcher builds knowledge “with people rather on or about them” (Howell, 2013, p. 96). 
2 “Better” is enclosed in quotations throughout this dissertation’s discussions in order to reflect the socially-

constructed nature of workplace cultural outcomes, and to reinforce the role participants have in defining what their 

workplace culture is. This use of quotations is also intended to remind the reader of the need for a researcher to 

distance theirself from imposing a definition of “better” on participants. 
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then, is a theme serving multiple purposes in this project and is woven through each component 

of the dissertational portfolio. 

The research generated several interesting conclusions and areas for future inquiry, 

including highlighting the critical role leaders play in the direction any shift will take. In the 

context of building a just and inclusive workplace – the antipole to a workplace stained by 

inappropriate sexual behaviors and a culture allowing such behaviour to persist – the results also 

suggest that researchers and practitioners can anticipate seeing certain themes in participant 

dialogues, while the research also identifies several dimensions relevant to building “better” 

workplaces. Elements detracting from a change initiative may also be present in workplace 

dialogue, such as equality and reasonableness narratives, change anxiety, and narratives offering 

active or passive resistance to the initiative’s stated aims. Ultimately, this project offers not one 

answer to the “how” question, but several, while also highlighting there is still more to explore. 

At the same time, it seeks to mobilize both the specific knowledge gained from the project’s 

conclusions, and the broad knowledge synthesized in constructing the action portion of this 

research.  

Rationale Surrounding the Research 

 This section is an adaptation of the research rationale behind the project’s original 

proposal. It outlines the boundaries of the research space, and discusses challenges such as 

positionality. It also details how the project combines moderate constructivism with pragmatism, 

a synthesis impacting research design and interpretation of research results. 

Boundaries  

In bounding this project’s scope, the theme of the “big 4” ways for implementing change 

in organizations becomes eminently useful. This theme appears in all portfolio elements; the “big 
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4” is my own term developed from Davis’ 2016 paper regarding culture and inappropriate 

behaviour in the CAF, specifically the notion that there are three forms or institutional “levels” 

of culture or “stages” of intervention: “policies” that include selection and training/socialization; 

“formal procedures” which include things like “reporting systems,” “performance management” 

and the like; and “education/training” which includes training to support victims and 

training/education aimed at “reducing mistreatment behaviours” (Davis, 2016, pp. 5-8 & figs 

1&2, adapted from Day et al., 2015). Davis highlights that while these kinds of interventions are 

necessary, they are not “sufficient” to guarantee success; operational/workplace culture is the 

fourth form that needs to be considered in seeking change (p. 8). Taking a step “back” to look at 

the four forms as a generic framework, the logic of this framework emerges: organizations are a) 

comprised of humans, b) in a structure, c) related to each other through policy, process and 

norms d) for a purpose. Any change strategy for an organization, even if the strategy is externally 

focused, will ultimately change one or more of a) the structure, b) the policy/process, or c) the 

people; we seek to “change” people either by replacing them, educating/training them, or shifting 

what they collectively do (e.g. culture). Accordingly, the “big 4” levers we have for 

implementing organizational change are structure, function, education/training, and culture.  

This research project focused explicitly on culture, and while the other three levers 

cannot be fully isolated in an action research initiative, the project did not set out to do anything 

other than facilitate and examine culture shift. As alluded to in the introduction, the term culture 

shift itself further constrained the project’s scope, focusing the culture-as-what-we-do approach 

to look at the relative value organizational membership placed on various outcomes at different 

points in time. This narrow bounding of the research further allowed the project to hone in on 
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and triangulate qualitative and quantitative data, data that generated insights regarding how 

culture shifts.  

Operation HONOUR  

The other contextual aspect bounding and framing this research is Operation HONOUR. 

The conduct of this dissertational project in juxtaposition to the challenge of eliminating harmful 

and inappropriate sexual behaviours provided a backdrop for the literature reviewed in each 

portfolio piece, for the conceptualization of how culture might shift, for the design of the project 

and its methods, and for all interactions with participants. Operation HONOUR is the CAF’s 

response to an external review and series of recommendations related to addressing sexual 

harassment and sexual misconduct, and to a socio-cultural context of inappropriate sex- and 

gender-based conduct undermining the value and inclusion of gender diversity in the military 

(Deschamps, 2015). Precipitated by a 2014 Maclean’s article, “Our Military’s Disgrace” 

(Mercier & Castonguay), the Deschamps review was the catalyst for General Vance’s 

implementation of Operation HONOUR upon assuming command of the CAF in 2015 as the 

Chief of Defence Staff (CDS). While General Vance acknowledged policy and structural 

changes were required, culture change was also necessary to “eliminate” harmful and 

inappropriate sexual behaviors (Vance, 2016, pp. 11, 14). It is important to note, however, that 

gender inclusion was not a new issue for the CAF. Since 1970, it had been the Canadian 

Government’s policy to treat women equally, with only a few exceptions (Davis, 2013, p. 79), 

and in 1989 a pivotal Canadian Human Rights Tribunal decision directed the CAF to “remove 

any remaining employment restrictions on sex” (Canadian Armed Forces, 1998, np.). Gender 

inclusion, and its corollary, a just and inclusive workplace, has been a persistent and deeply 

troubling challenge for the CAF. The CAF has taken substantial strides to address this challenge, 
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such as creating a Sexual Misconduct Response Centre, establishing a cadre of specially-trained 

experts to sensitively investigate complaints of sexual harassment and assault, adjusting policy to 

ensure instances of inappropriate sexual behaviour are appropriately dealt with, developing 

training such as unit annual Operation HONOUR training, and education such as respect in the 

CAF (National Defence, 2019, p. 10). However, the most recent administration of the Statistics 

Canada Survey of Sexual Harassment and Sexual Misconduct in 2018 indicates either slim or no 

changes in most of the categories within the survey, as compared to the results of the earlier 2016 

administration (Cotter, 2019, 2016).  

Against this backdrop of ongoing training, structure and policy changes within Operation 

HONOUR, the dissertational research project sought to enhance the capacity of those living 

Operation HONOUR in their organization to build their own definition of what “good” looks 

like, and to build a plan to get to their aspirational future. While the project’s central research 

question, “how culture shifts,” is generic, the conclusions of this project cannot be divorced from 

the Operation HONOUR context. While the insights of this dissertation may be useful to other 

initiatives exploring the creation of just and inclusive workplaces, researchers and practitioners 

should carefully consider temptations to extrapolate this project’s findings beyond inclusivity 

initiatives.  

Positionality  

In any research, and especially action research, the researcher is present and will have an 

impact on the character of the project, in spite of all best attempts to avoid interfering in the 

course of the research ( Howell, 2013, pp. 29, 69-71, 97; Wellington, Bathmaker, Hunt et al., 

2011, pp. 96-97). While there is no antidote to this challenge, naming and acknowledging the 

researcher’s positionality assists in reducing the risks of researcher bias by forcing an honest 
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conversation about the researcher as an integral part of the project (Howell, 2013, pp. 95-96). 

Discussing positionality also gives other researchers insights into the potential biases of a 

project, thus providing a means from which to construct valid critique of the research. 

 As someone who is exploring at the intersection between culture and gender issues, I am, 

perhaps, not what some might expect. During the research, I held the rank of Lieutenant 

Colonel,3 the same rank as the Commanding Officers of the participant and control 

organizations. I am male, early-40s, and white. While I fall into a demographic less statistically 

likely to be impacted by inappropriate sexual behaviour, and therefore lack the kinds of lived 

experiences capable of imparting further credibility to this study, it is still entirely feasible to 

strive to act as a good ally in the effort to build a just and inclusive workplace.4  

 While there is no way to eliminate bias and other researcher influences, especially in an 

action-research context, the design of this dissertational research project considered my 

positionality early on. Throughout the research processes, for example, care was taken to 

minimize my rank and status through use of an academic email account (in lieu of an 

organizational account that identifies rank and position), and use of civilian attire and first names 

during data collection activities.  The risks posed by my positionality were also mitigated by 

continually working to act as an ally for building just and inclusive workplaces.  

                                                           
3 Lieutenant Colonel was the rank I held for the duration of the research involvement with the participant and control 

organizations; I was promoted to Colonel in April of 2019. 
4 It is important to distinguish between “being” an ally and aspiring to act as one: alliance implies two or more 

parties with agency coming together to either reduce risk or achieve common goals (or both). An alliance could 

therefore be formed for a specific culture-shift initiative (e.g. as with the participant organization in this research 

project). Outside of this context, however, it is challenging to claim to be an “ally” when there is no discrete group 

with whom we can construct an “alliance” relationship. This is not to say scholars and practitioners cannot act as 

decent human beings and work to generally help people do change “better”; across the contexts of our daily lives, 

we can still act with intentionality and in a way that would be consistent with being a “good ally” to marginalized 

groups and identities. 



13 

Epistemological “Scaffolding” and Literature 

As mentioned in the introduction, a central aspiration of this research is to help people do 

change “better.” This intent reveals the Weberian “value-rational” core of this project (Allen, 

2005, p. 78). One concern present from the inception of this research journey is the morality of 

intervening in a workplace with a view to shifting culture. Is it appropriate for a researcher to 

meddle in a group’s affairs? How can a researcher develop knowledge of what “good” looks like 

without first supposing that research participants are operating in a “suboptimal” culture and are 

doing what they do because of a “false consciousness” (Agger, 2013, pp. 4-6, 125-127)?  What 

right does a researcher have to analyze – which is, in a sense, passing judgement – what people 

choose to do in the workplace? These are potentially paralyzing questions that need to be 

addressed in a research project, as the alternative is to stick one’s head in the sand. In the 

Operation HONOUR context, such inaction would be an immoral option, as allowing the status 

quo to persist would be manifestly unjust. 

 The theoretical structure undergirding this research project exists to address these 

questions and to ensure research results are defensible. The structure achieves these ends in two 

ways. First, the moderate constructivist position places knowledge generation firmly in the hands 

of participants: people construct their social realities in a dialogic fashion (Bushe & Marshak, 

2015, p, 19; Savin-Baden & Howell, 2013, p. 26), while the symbols, rituals, texts, artifacts and 

other observable elements of culture (Okros, Verdun & Chouinard, 2011, section 3.5; Schein, 

2010, pp. 23-24) manifest social meaning when they come into contact with a human brain 

capable of recognizing or intuiting these elements’ social meaning. Workplaces, which are 

fundamentally groups of people, will always rely on a process of dialogue and social 

construction to interpret the meaning of values and to build consensus regarding what “good” is 
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(Bushe and Marshak, 2015, pp. 17-18, 21-24). Even when using pre-existing models and 

methods, practitioners and researchers ultimately have no choice but to rely on the membership 

of a group to establish the relative importance of different outcomes: the group membership will 

collectively interpret what “good” looks like locally, and then manifest workplace culture 

through what they actually do.   

 The above constructivist position also lessens the researcher’s moral burden, as she or he 

can function as an ally or guide, rather than a meddling expert seeking to colonize the group’s 

culture into some pre-determined version of what “good” is. Interestingly, this position does not 

mean the researcher is “hands off”; the dialogic aspect of knowledge formulation, and the earlier 

acknowledgement that any action research will necessarily be affected by researcher 

involvement, means a researcher acting as an ally to the group can still ask probing questions, 

challenge existing assumptions, and question collectively-held group beliefs (Howell, 2013, p. 

95). Obviously, there is no “clean” line before or after which the researcher is on perfectly safe 

moral ground, but this area is where pragmatism comes in: a moderate constructivist position 

automatically sets up moral guidelines good enough to ensure inquiry remains moral, if the 

position is coupled with checks and balances such as journaling and relying on data triangulation 

to correlate or refute researcher interpretations.  

 The remainder of this interdisciplinary project’s framework builds on this value-rational 

core, though I prefer to use the term “scaffolding” instead of “framework,” as it is actually a 

compilation of concordant elements from different ontologies that can be linked together in a 

way that helps us unpack “what it is that is going on here” (Goffman, 1986, 247). The central 

precept in this scaffolding is a theme already introduced in this overview and continues to tie 

together the entirety of the project: culture is what we do. While the portfolio pieces 
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acknowledge the existence of other approaches to unpacking culture such as interpreting culture 

as what we are or communicate, the culture-as-what-we-do approach amplifies the action 

orientation of this research, while offering a slightly different lens through which to view culture. 

It is important to note that culture as an enacted phenomenon, as what we do, is a minority 

viewpoint. While anthropologists such as Geertz will assert culture “finds articulation” in “social 

action” (1973, pp. 17, 59), the dominant view of culture is one treating it as a function of 

identity. Dimensional and typological approaches to unpacking culture dominate change 

literature (Balthazard, Cooke & Potter, 2006, p. 711; Jung, Scoot, Bower, McNally, & Mannion, 

2009, pp.1084, 1090, 1092). These approaches can be broadly characterized as positivist or post-

positivist, anchored in the “’paradigm of consciousness,’ accepting the Western Duality of 

subject and object” (Agger, 2013, p. 93). The “Valuing Change” manuscript demonstrates there 

are numerous models, processes and instruments based in this tradition, a tradition dominated by 

the search for better statistics and the pursuit of some form of “nomothetic” truth through better 

experimental design (Schneider, 2007, p. 2, 4-6). Changing culture, in the culture-as-what-we-

are view, often harkens back to Lewin’s field theory: unfreezing the mind (and therefore 

behavior), helping the individual navigate “driving” and “restraining” psychological forces along 

the pathway to change, and then refreezing once the desired change has been attained (Burnes & 

Cooke, 2013, pp. 410, 415).  Or, to use the iceberg metaphor culture experts are so fond of, 

culture change requires changing what individuals are at multiple levels of their icebergs, with a 

view to changing collective behaviour. 

Culture-as-communication is a minority view, but there is a solid corpus of technical 

literature, largely derived from linguistics and communication theory, upon which a researcher 

can base their methodology. In this approach, how people understand their “lifeworlds” is 
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constructed in the dialogue between people (Habermas, 1984, p. 131). Tools like Systemic 

Functional Linguistics (SFL; see Halliday, 2003 appendix A) or Legitimation Code Theory 

(LCT; Maton, 2014) can be used to unpack culture, demonstrate differences between groups, and 

highlight promising approaches to changing culture, such as habituating workplace banter or 

increasing leaders’ awareness of destructive/constructive linguistic patterns through cultural 

training (for examples in a military context, see Thomson, 2014, pp. 133-138). 

The culture-as-what-we-do lens does not discount these other approaches. Rather, the 

dissertational research uses this lens in the hopes of discovering something different or new 

about how culture shifts. By adjusting the analytical lens, a researcher can look at the complex 

consortium of phenomenon that is culture from a different aspect. What is found, and the 

subsequent prescriptions regarding culture shift, may discount, verify or compliment knowledge 

already generated through the other two lenses. 

Beyond the enactment lens, three themes tie this scaffolding together. At the macro level, 

people’s workplace doings, and how they shift, can be generally explained by thinking of 

organizations as complex adaptive systems (Arrow, Berdahl & McGrath, 2000, pp. 34, 37). At 

the meso level, group doings are governed – and replicated – by relations of power; the research 

of Bourdieu, critical feminist researchers, LGBT, and Queer research both frames and unpacks 

the doings of groups in their contexts (e.g. Butler, 2004; Halberstam, 2013; MacKinnon 1979; 

Scott, 1986; Smith 1999; Swartz, 1997; Turner, 2000). At the micro level, the level of 

individuals, symbolic interactionism explains how people construct and replicate their doings in 

different contexts (Denis, 2011, p. 353). These three themes are integrated, integrative, and help 

to frame researcher involvement in deliberate change. While not explicitly discussed in the 

portfolio pieces, these three themes shape all discussions regarding how workplace culture shifts, 
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and affects considerations regarding how to conduct measurement in the first manuscript. Taken 

together, the precept and three themes of the scaffolding work together to build a value-rational 

journey of inquiry, one that is able to answer the central research question about how culture 

shifts, and is able to enhance the capacity of group members to construct their own paths towards 

what “good” looks like. 

Methodological Approach and Limitations  

As exploratory research, there is a limited body of research investigating workplace 

change initiatives through the lens of culture as an enacted phenomenon. So from the outset, this 

dissertational research had to synthesize its methodology from multiple ontologies, relying on 

mixed methods to arrive at relevant and trustworthy conclusions. Beyond the epistemological 

foundation of this project, the interplay of data generated by a mixed methods approach impacts 

knowledge generation, impacts how a researcher can achieve quality results, and imposes 

theoretical limitations on the project.  

For the first point regarding knowledge generation, the data generated from quantitative 

and qualitative analysis are not only rich in their combination and well-suited to unpacking 

complexity (Shandas & Brown, 2016, p. 411), but they mutually influence each other. For 

example, the project started with a survey that produced discussion material, and this material 

then served to kick-start focus group discussions. The open and axial coding of these discussions, 

and the participants’ selection of six key outcomes, provided the architecture for a subsequent 

survey. The results of this next survey, in turn, provided discussion material used to frame the 

working group discussion, giving participants an objective sense about what the group actually 

thought regarding different outcomes. Instead of starting the group conversation and planning 

from their personal perceptions of the Operation HONOUR initiative, working group participants 
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were able to balance their own thoughts openly against quantitative observations and the various 

positions of their colleagues. In this manner, the perceptual frames generated by the focus group 

were carried forward, providing a starting point for building new understanding, and a dialectical 

foil against which the working group participants could discuss their own perceptions. The 

qualitative and quantitative aspects of this project thus affected each other in a recursive fashion, 

providing multiple ways for participants to engage (e.g. in public with narrative, or anonymously 

through survey), and providing richer insights than could be gained through quantitative or 

qualitative approaches alone 

For the second point, quality and trustworthiness of results, a researcher cannot rely 

solely on conventional quantitative or qualitative criteria, though elements like internal validity, 

external validity, reliability, objectivity, credibility, authenticity and criticality all remain 

relevant (Howell, 2013, Ch. 12; Whittemore, Chase & Mandle, 2006, pp. 530-532). Indeed, if 

taken separately the qualitative or quantitative results of this project could face challenges in 

providing substantive conclusions. For example, while internal validity of the surveys was 

bolstered by use of a control, as exploratory research that treats culture as something constructed 

locally, generalizability of survey results to other populations poses a challenge.5 However, the 

qualitative analog for generalizability, “transferability,” can be employed in arguing for this 

project’s quality and rigour, as the project’s findings can be “justifiably” applied to other groups 

in contexts similar to that of Operation HONOUR (Chowdhury, 2015, pp. 148-149).  

Triangulation satisfies part of the quality equation; not only does methodological mixing 

offer “complementary strengths, and non-overlapping weaknesses” (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 

                                                           
5 While the quantitative results are not generalizable in isolation, the conclusions drawn from triangulation are 

generalizable, as highlighted in the Research Insights section.  
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2004, p. 18), but quantitative results can be triangulated against qualitative results, giving the 

researcher the ability to either confirm or further question one data set in comparison to another 

(Anney, 2014, p. 277; Maxwell, 2010, p. 478). For example, this project’s second and third 

surveys measured participant perceptions regarding the six outcomes. By placing this 

measurement alongside the Competing Values Framework’s Organizational Culture Assessment 

Instrument (OCAI; © 2006, Kim Cameron), an instrument with a demonstrable track-record of 

internal and external validity (Cameron & Quinn, 2006, Ch. 2), any notable phenomena in the 

scoring for the six participant-defined outcomes could be compared to organizational-level 

changes observed through the OCAI. Notably, there was only one statistically relevant shift in 

the six outcomes between “now” scores for t1 and t2. A researcher could be temped to treat this 

observation as an anomaly, until comparing it to OCAI results: these results highlighted 

statistical shift in multiple areas, thus proving there actually was something occurring. The email 

exit interview data suggested this something was due primarily to leadership effects; 

triangulation not only painted a rich picture of the shift, but allowed for the development of 

further insights regarding the efficacy of training in culture-shift initiatives. 

Mixing and triangulation aid a researcher in parsing apart inconclusive data from 

observations that are meaningful at the local level, and in unpacking the relevance of those 

observations. Mixing and triangulation maximize the research’s insights; the design of this 

project, then, is fundamentally a pragmatic approach, matching “the best method with the… 

research questions and issues as opposed to universally advocating a specific approach” 

(Whittemore, Chase & Mandle, 2006, p. 525). The pragmatic application of a mixed methods 

approach facilitates analysis which considers the relationships among quantitative measurements 
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along with the “doing” of culture where it is most meaningful to participants; this faithful 

reporting of participant meaning is a key aspect of this research’s trustworthiness.  

To the third point, the application of mixed methods does, however, result in a few 

theoretical limitations. As highlighted in the examples above, participants’ dialogues were 

framed by survey data and earlier group dialogues. While this framing certainly carries the risk 

of shaping a group’s discussions to follow a certain path, this risk is mitigated because dialogue 

was bounded only by process; social construction of content was not limited in any way. Indeed, 

the iterative unfolding of dialogue from survey, to focus group, to survey, to working group, to 

survey and then to exit interviews aligns with a socially-constructed view of knowledge 

generation. The application of mixed methods might also be less constraining than purist 

quantitative or qualitative approaches, as participants are provided with multiple ways, 

anonymous and public, to express their perceptions while furthering their own narratives and 

insights through group dialogue. Notably, one of the hallmarks of action research is to help 

participants engage in the generation of knowledge, a creative act unlikely to occur through 

surveys or interviews alone (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013, pp. 245-246, 254). 

As intimated in the second point, another main limitation is the lack of generalizability of 

this research’s conclusions. While any project designed along the lines of this dissertational 

research may offer some insight into macro patterns of culture shift (e.g. reinforcing the 

importance of leadership, or bolstering an argument for a grieving or liminal phenomena, as 

discussed in the next section), such research is unlikely to reveal  insights universal to all group 

cultures. Rather, the insights gained will be likely useful for groups similar to the participant 

group who are faced with contexts like Operation HONOUR. The true limitation here is not in 

method, but more one of the underlying epistemological position: in a moderate constructivist 
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position, there are no positivist social “truths” to be gained. Rather, the best researchers can 

aspire to do is to help groups build their own truths in a respectful and humanitarian manner that 

is consistent with the values of the many social systems in which participants’ lives are 

embedded. This line of reasoning suggests the value of the research lies within the process of 

engagement with local participants, rather than in trying to uncover an empirical truth that can be 

generalized beyond the cultural context.  

The limitations of this project, and the successes of its mixed-method approach, provides 

a few recommendations for future research. Use of multiple quantitative instruments in parallel 

certainly has utility. Combining quantitative and qualitative methods allows for different forms 

of participation and assists in building rich insights regarding what is going on in a workplace. 

Similar research will have to acknowledge the recursive dialogue between qualitative and 

quantitative observations, accepting participants’ interpretations of their own realities at face 

value. Undergirding all these considerations, a pragmatic mindset, where the researcher designs 

their inquiry in a manner that best suits the research context and questions, remains invaluable to 

this kind of applied research. 

Research Insights 

This dissertation research project’s results produced several intriguing insights. The 

qualitative data provided themes and dimensions useful for building just and inclusive 

workplaces. The quantitative analysis demonstrated the utility of the valuing approach, while 

highlighting that culture shift was occurring within the participant organization, as compared to 

the control. Triangulation of both qualitative and quantitative data reinforced the importance of 

leadership to culture shift initiatives, even while the importance of building local membership’s 

capacity for change remains a key imperative for enacting culture. 
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  The focus group constructed six outcomes describing, for them, what “success” in 

Operation HONOUR would look like: task cohesion, sustainability, acceptance and inclusion, 

security, identity, and bystanders speak and act. These outcomes became central to the ensuing 

surveys and working group discussions. While originally portrayed in a Maslow-like triangle 

model, later principal component analysis demonstrated that these outcomes were ultimately all 

part of the same underlying construct, (i.e. the participants’ conception of a just and inclusive 

workplace). Coding of the focus and working group materials produced several interesting 

themes which grouped according to whether they enhanced or impeded Operation HONOUR. 

The enhancing themes included: trust respect and dignity (TRD, an acronym that resonated with 

participants); appreciation/appreciative (e.g. positive affect and sense of ownership); intrinsic 

worth of diverse identities (e.g. gender and heritage have inherent value, vice value defined by 

the workplace); individual visibility in the workplace, commitment, sense of agency, and 

engagement or constructive conflict. The impeding themes included: “old dogs,” those who have 

legacy status and may be perceived as the dominant workplace identity; who gets to be 

empowered or diminished within the social structures of the workplace; and, the “grey” area, 

characterized by time scarcity and uncertainty. These themes belied forces working for and 

against a given change initiative, forces that can be articulated as dimensions. On the 

enhancement end, there are four: Agency; the spectrum from Individualism to Collectivism to 

Otherness, Engagement & Mindfulness to Apathy or Resistance; and, Communication (which 

involves both volume and transparency). There were three dimensions or detractors which could 

simultaneously undermine multiple outcomes and enhancing dimensions: equality and 
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reasonable narratives,6 change anxiety, and passive or active resistance to change. Building on 

the dimensions, the qualitative observations collectively provided the insights needed to develop 

a hypothetical model for creating just and inclusive workplaces. 

The qualitative analysis was interesting for both its methodological example and its 

observations. Coupling the valuing differential approach with the OCAI, and later triangulation 

of these results with qualitative observations, reinforced the benefits of mixed methods and 

pragmatism to applied research. While the qualitative data demonstrated Operation HONOUR 

had already had an impact prior to the study, comparison of participants “now” versus “future” 

scoring for the six outcomes (and for the OCAI questions) highlighted that participants felt there 

was still room for improvement. The quantitative observations also highlighted that shift did 

occur during the course of this project, though more likely due to leadership effects than any 

direct effect of the action research itself. Contraction in outcome scores and OCAI scores of the 

participant unit suggested the shift observed could represent the group passing through a 

“grieving” stage or “neutral zone” (Bridges & Bridges, 2009, Ch. 3-4; Cameron & Green, 2009, 

p. 32). This pattern, interestingly, can be found in literature across multiple disciplines, from 

Lewin’s seminal “unfreeze” stage in climate research (Burnes & Cooke, p. 420) to the 

conception of a liminal process in anthropology (Turner, 1974, pp. 56-57, 85). 

Triangulation contributed to unpacking the above observation of contraction in scores, 

while also highlighting the importance of leadership and challenging the utility of training or 

education approaches to shifting culture. The email exit interviews highlighted that, while the 

unit’s leadership team had adopted many of the working group’s individual recommendations, 

                                                           
6 Critical feminist analysis has shown equality narratives to be problematic, as equity policies may not necessarily 

result in just outcomes; retrenchment to a policy of equality ignores the structural and cultural impediments to the 

attainment of justice and inclusion in workplaces. 
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the group’s action and implementation plans were not explicitly pursued. Rather, the 

Commanding Officer’s leadership team used the group’s recommendations to bolster his plan to 

increase communication and morale while maintaining elevated levels of organizational output.  

Experts highlight that “leadership and culture formation are two sides of the same coin” 

(Schein & Schain, 2017, Preface). Leadership, in this context, is more than just one individual at 

the top of an organization; the existence of a strong “guiding coalition” is widely recognized as 

critical for the success of any change initiative (Kotter, 2012, Ch. 4). The interplay between 

culture shift and the enactment of leadership is not a new insight, but it is interesting that this 

project unintentionally found evidence reinforcing leadership’s importance. While it is the 

membership of an organization who will ultimately enact culture, this project’s design did not 

adequately emphasize the effect of the leadership team; future research should certainly seek 

greater leadership engagement alongside building members’ capacity for championing shifts in 

their workplace culture.  

Building on the importance of leadership, it is worthwhile noting my engagement with 

the participant unit accounted for much more contact time than is usually devoted to training or 

education associated with Operation HONOUR. Researcher contact included the focus group, 

working group, Operation HONOUR training delivered to the entire participant organization, 

and email exit interviews. If leadership’s effect dominated culture shift in this research, and 

elevated contact time had little effect, then the notion that workplace culture can change by 

changing cognition is called into question. While this project does not outright disprove the 

utility of training or education as a common change tactic, these results suggest practitioners 

should approach any change plans that overly rely on training and education with doubt and 

caution. 
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Contributions 

The dissertational research project contributes to the advancement of knowledge in 

several ways. First, the valuing approach to quantitative measurement illustrates a simple 

approach practitioners can use to answer the questions, “are we doing the right things,” and, “are 

we doing those things the right way?” over time. This project also demonstrates the kinds of 

knowledge participants can produce locally, notably the identification of several themes which 

help to define meaningful objectives for a just and inclusive workplace. These themes may be of 

future use to practitioners and researchers engaging in culture-shift initiatives. Third, this project 

reinforces the utility of mixed methods, demonstrating how triangulation of different data avoids 

non-overlapping weaknesses while offering opportunities for nuanced interpretation of 

observable phenomena. Fourth, while the research sought to empower change by encouraging 

participants to take ownership of their own workplace culture, the data reinforces the powerful 

influence leadership plays in the course of a culture-shift initiative. Finally, this research 

contributes to a body of applied research, currently quite limited, that considers culture as 

something enacted; this project demonstrates the utility of the culture-as-what-we-do lens for 

both unpacking workplace culture phenomena and developing culture-shift plans. The analytical 

lens treating culture as what we are, as fundamental to identity, will likely continue to be 

invaluable to practitioners and researchers alike. However, the paucity of work using a culture-

as-doing lens suggests there is a substantial opportunity for developing additional evidence-

based knowledge. This dissertational project provides a substantive contribution through the 

development and application of action research grounded within this analytical position.  
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Portfolio Structure 

Beyond this presentation of an overview, the dissertation portfolio includes three main 

products. Each is intended to service this project’s knowledge mobilization plan, which has dual 

intent: to help people do workplace change “better,” and to see the contributions of this project 

develop a dialogic life of their own with practitioners and scholars. The first product is an article 

manuscript titled “Valuing change: Differential measurement of workplace culture shift.” This 

article provides the justification for the quantitative aspect of the mixed methods in this 

exploratory project. In offering a quantitative way to answer the enduring questions, “are we 

doing the right things” and “are we doing those things the right way,”7 the differential approach 

and the valuing lens offer utility to practitioners and researchers alike as a way to unpack how 

culture shifts in workplace settings. In brief, valuing is a value-rational lens that examines the 

relative value participants attribute to different workplace outcomes, outcomes which they assert 

represent success for their change initiative. The shift in this relative valuing becomes a proxy for 

shift in culture, allowing a researcher to unpack culture as enacted phenomena. In this project, 

shift was measured by comparing participants’ perceptions regarding how well the organization 

was doing “now” for six participant-defined outcomes at two points in time, answering the “are 

we doing things the right way” question. Participants’ perceptions regarding how well the 

organization would need to do in a “future” or “preferred” state was also measured at two points 

in time, answering the “are we doing the right things” question. While the dissertational project 

employed the differential valuing approach in a quantitative fashion, comparing shifts in means 

                                                           
7 The origins of the right things/right way phrase can be attributed to Peter Drucker, though its original use was 

focused on differentiating management from leadership.  



27 

using t-tests, the valuing lens could also be used qualitatively, and lends itself well to mixing 

with other qualitative and quantitative forms of data analysis.  

The second manuscript is titled “In search of ‘better’ in military context: Culture shift to 

increase gender inclusivity.” This manuscript describes the dissertational research project, the 

context surrounding it, the project’s methodological considerations, and the conclusions arising 

from this exploratory project. The manuscript describes the mixed methods research design in 

detail. It further outlines the study’s execution, which involved participants from a Royal 

Canadian Air Force unit from June to December of 2018, along with another unit acting as a 

control during the same time frame. The manuscript also articulates how the quantitative and 

qualitative observations were triangulated in order to refine and verify this project’s conclusions.  

The third product is a baseline for a seminar titled “Approaches for understanding and 

shifting workplace culture: An introduction for practitioners.” Its purpose is to take the 

knowledge collected and generated during the course of the dissertational project and mobilize 

this knowledge by giving practitioners and scholars some simple lenses, tools and other 

resources they can use to champion, or be an ally to, a workplace culture shift initiative. Notably, 

it presents three different lenses practitioners and researchers can use to unpack culture as a 

consortium of complex phenomena: culture as what people are, as what and how people 

communicate, and as what people do. It also introduces multiple models, instruments and 

processes that practitioners and researchers could use as they ally themselves to culture shift 

initiatives. In its raw form, this seminar is very comprehensive and would take upwards of 1.5 

days to execute. However, the seminar is scalable and tailorable to different audiences. The 

primary demographic is intended to be senior Majors attending command- and staff-level 

education in the Canadian Armed Forces, and who are studying at the master’s level. Even for 
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this group, the seminar would be modified, scaling-down some of the theoretical discussions and 

focusing on the aspects likely most useful to practitioners.  

The research and resulting portfolio elements advance the imperatives of helping people 

do workplace change “better” through building capacity, as seen in the co-generation of 

knowledge with research participants. The portfolio elements also intend to broadly build 

capacity and facilitate knowledge “appropriation” by other researchers and practitioners, while 

setting the stage for “contention” or the creation of new knowledge through the broader 

dialectical practices of academia (Fischer, Dopson, Fitzgerald et. al, 2016, p. 1565). Capacity 

building and knowledge mobilization is aimed at three target audiences. The first is comprised of 

research participants; the project sought to empower them to champion their own culture shift. 

The second audience is comprised of the Captains, Majors and Warrant Officers of the CAF, 

who, as this research suggests, are the developing leaders who will be essential to change 

processes in the future8; the main means to reach this leadership audience is the seminar. The 

third group is comprised of culture-shift practitioners, to include scholar practitioners, who seek 

to mobilize their own experiences and research for social impact. A group that participated in a 

pilot of the seminar provides an example: as mid-level leaders sharing an interest in shifting 

institutional culture, their engagement facilitated sharing of insights from this dissertational 

project’s literature review, while their comments offered competing and complementary insights 

from different disciplines and approaches to change.9 

                                                           
8 CAF leadership doctrine suggests it is these mid-level leaders who play a key role in “leading the people,” while 

officers of the rank of Major and above, and Non-Commissioned Members of the rank Warrant Officer and above, 

also fill advisory roles to the Chief Warrant Officers and General Officers who “lead the institution.” Even outside 

of command positions, these professionals exert significant influence, as “leadership… may be exercised by anyone, 

regardless of organizational position” (CDS, 2005, p. 13). 
9 This pilot of the seminar was given to a group of mid-level managers, both civilian and military, at the National 

Defence Headquarters, Ottawa, in November of 2018. The associated presentation provided a much-shortened 

discussion regarding culture definitions, approaches to understanding cultural phenomenon and patterns in change 
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Knowledge mobilization enlists this research’s immediate outputs, such as data and co-

generated knowledge, to achieve the research outcomes: increasing inclusivity and workplace 

well-being, capacity building, and sharing of knowledge and tools. These outcomes were, in part, 

realized through the action component of this research, and will continue to be realized through 

publication and spread of this portfolio’s insights. Ultimately, success for this dissertational 

research project will be judged by the spread of its insights and through its utility as a backdrop 

to future research. 

 

Conclusion 

 Beyond the five contributions this dissertational project makes to advancing knowledge, a 

few key observations from this study are worth re-emphasizing, as they capture the overall value 

of the dissertational portfolio for both scholars and practitioners. First, workplace culture can 

shift. In structuring an initiative, change agents can work with group members to identify the 

kinds of value-rational action they collectively assess will characterize the aspirational, future 

state of the organization. Differential measurement using a valuing lens offers parsimonious and 

simple measurement of the outcomes representing “success.” Coupled with mixed methods and 

data triangulation, leaders and change agents can judge the efficacy of their change efforts and 

modify plans accordingly. 

Second, leadership is important. While it is an organization’s membership who will 

ultimately manifest what workplace culture looks like through their actions, leaders play an 

influential role in framing a group’s culture-shift dialogue and shaping what course the pathway 

                                                           

initiatives. The session served to both mobilize knowledge, and to refine this project’s concepts while helping the 

baseline seminar continue to evolve into something useful for different audiences. 
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to “better” will take. While there are common themes and detracting elements that may emerge 

during efforts to build a just and inclusive workplace, and there are several dimensions and 

outcomes useful for examining “success,” such conclusions are only useful if they are employed 

collectively, and they can only be used collectively if a group is imbued with effective and 

engaged leadership.  

Finally, practitioners can benefit from a pragmatic approach to workplace culture shift, 

adjusting their intellectual approaches to fit the context and challenges at hand. While this 

project frames culture as what we do, and this research  suggests there is considerable value in 

considering future application of this analytical lens, there are many other models, processes, and 

instruments that use different approaches, such as culture as what we are, and culture as what we 

communicate; each method has its own advantages and disadvantages. By engaging with 

different resources, like those offered in the seminar, change agents can start their own journey 

of inquiry and build their own tools for championing change in the workplace.  

Beyond these conclusions are several opportunities for further research. As suggested in 

the limitations discussion, mixed-method research using the differential valuing approach should 

continue to emphasize the role of an organization’s local membership in enacting shifts in 

culture, but should also seek to engage leadership throughout a change process. With additional 

iterations of qualitative measurement during one or more culture-shift initiatives, the existence of 

a grieving pattern could be further explored. Developing a precise assessment of the effect 

training and education does or does not have in the context of building just and inclusive 

workplaces also represents an opportunity for future exploration. The hypothetical model 

presented in the second manuscript, “In Search of ‘Better,’” also deserves closer scrutiny to 

better understand the relationship between the dimensions produced in this research project and 



31 

the attainment of a just and inclusive workplace. In discussing these kinds of challenging topics 

and putting diverse, interdisciplinary tools to use, practitioners and scholars alike can mobilize 

the knowledge emerging from culture-shift efforts.  
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