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Dynamics within the management board of a large health 
care organization: A cultural psychological perspective

This chapter is a translation of an article published in Dutch1 in Tijdschrift voor Manage-
ment en Organisatie, a peer-reviewed management journal aiming to bridge science and 
practice. To cite the original article:

Graamans, E., Millenaar, L., & ten Have, W. D. (2014). Dynamieken binnen het top  -
managementteam van een grote zorgorganisatie: Een cultuurpsychologisch perspectief. 
Tijdschrift voor Management en Organisatie, 68(3), 22-42.

Journal abstract

In light of recent scandals and the public demand for more transparency in governance 
this study aims to contribute to opening the black box of actual board behavior. Psycho-
logical studies on boardroom dynamics using participant observation as a method are 
relatively rare. This study used a combination of qualitative research methods to describe 
the sets of agreements, conventions and arrangements, that make up for the behavioral 
patterns within the management board of a large health care organization in the  
Netherlands. There was access to documents concerning governance structure. Conven-
tions were unraveled by means of Scott-Morgan’s unwritten-rules-analysis. An attempt 
was made to reveal social arrangements by means of Foucauldian discourse analysis and 
meticulous observation of actual behavior during board meetings. The board members in 
this case study worked to improve client care motivated by a taken for granted feeling of 
social engagement. There was agreement over the organizational goals, but how to achieve 
these goals from a leadership perspective was still open for discussion.
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Dynamics within the management board of a large health 
care organization: A cultural psychological perspective
Ernst Graamans, Leonard Millenaar & Wouter ten Have

4.1 Introduction

What goes on inside the boardrooms of large public and private organizations is a mystery 
to outsiders. Since the collapse of Enron in 2001 and the 2008 credit crunch people have 
been quick to associate it with the many scandals. There are increasing calls for greater 
transparency. Pertaining some major companies from the Netherlands, books such as Het 
Drama Ahold [The Ahold Drama] (Smit, 2004) and The Perfect Prey: The Fall of ABN 
AMRO, Or What Went Wrong in the Banking Industry (Smit, 2009) present a picture of 
boardroom dynamics from an investigative journalist’s point of view. Scholars can contribute 
by providing a more methodical description of behavioral patterns in boards, managements 
or top management teams (TMTs). This study assumes that quantitative survey research 
causes the loss of too much useful information on the actual behavior of board members 
and their underlying motives. Independent researchers, on the other hand, are rarely granted 
permission to observe the behavior of directors and/or top managers in their actual work. 
Also, research of this kind has complicated political and ethical dimensions. In spite of these 
obstacles, this study has succeeded in investigating the behavioral patterns in the executive 
board, or top management team, of a large health care organization from a cultural psycho-
logical perspective, using interviews and partici pant observation.

This case study focuses on the psychology of governance and management at the highest 
level of organization. How can the behavior of board members and top managers and the 
mechanisms lurking behind this behavior best be understood? The social relevance of this 
question lies not only in the calls from society for greater transparency. Above all, directors, 
managers and management consultants themselves are well advised to learn to look at the 
psychological dynamics in their boards with more scrutiny. Governance and manage-
ment are first and foremost people work. The timely identification of persistent behavioral 
patterns with dysfunctional consequences for the business can avoid trouble from getting 
worse. A good deal has been said in the literature about psychological processes such as 
groupthink in the board (e.g., Mellahi, 2005; Hambrick, Werder & Zajac, 2008), plural-
istic ignorance (e.g., Westphal & Bednar, 2005), influence tactics (e.g., Maitlis, 2004;  Stern 
& Westphal, 2010; Westphal & Stern, 2006) and cognitive bias (e.g., Rindova, 1999; 
Tuggle, Sirmon, Reutzel & Bierman, 2010) or cognitive conflict (Forbes & Milliken, 1999) 
in decision-making processes. However, although most of what is said in these particular 
examples is based on empirical evidence, and sometimes includes data collected by means 
of observing actual board meetings (e.g., Maitlis, 2004), more often scholars have to 
speculate about group psychological phenomena and processes without having actually 
observed them in a real board (Huse & Zattoni, 2008).
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4.1.1. Homo economicus falls short
Gabrielsson and Huse (2004) found that the most common approach to research into 
boards and boardroom dynamics is based on principal-agent theory, also known as agency 
theory. One of the assumptions underlying this theory is that it takes as its model the 
homo economicus, who always serves his own interests, always considers all the potentially 
worthwhile options and makes rational decisions. It has been known for some time in 
psychology and elsewhere, however, that in reality people do not always act out of self-in-
terest, do not always consider all the potentially worthwhile options, and sometimes make 
decisions that can hardly be described as rational (e.g., Traut-Mattausch, Frey & Peus, 
2008). One reason for the dominance of agency theory applied to this topic could presum-
ably be that a good deal of research into boardroom dynamics focuses on issues related to 
independent oversight of the behavior of managers and directors – it is often more about 
governance than psychology (Tuggle et al., 2010).

4.1.2 Top management teams in the Dutch context
A further complication is that many studies of dynamics in boards and top management 
teams (TMTs) come from the United States or the United Kingdom, where the power 
relations are organized differently, and the legal framework is different. In countries along 
the river Rhine two-tier boards with a Supervisory Board and an Executive Board or 
Management Board, the dualistic or two-tier management model, are more common. 
Most English-speaking countries, on the other hand, have one-tier boards with a single 
Board of Directors on which both executive and non-executive directors sit, the monistic 
or single-tier management model. One of the main duties of the Supervisory Board of an 
organization is to oversee the Executive Board, just as the non-executive directors are 
required to oversee the executive directors in a one-tier board. This structural organiza-
tion of duties and responsibilities and the assumptions lurking behind it are taken for 
granted in most studies on psychological dynamics in boards and TMTs. When the term 
‘board’ is used in the academic literature, mainly from the United States or the United 
Kingdom (e.g., Forbes & Milliken, 1999; McNulty & Pettigrew, 1999; Stiles, 2001; Zajac 
& Westphal, 1996), it often – though not always – refers to a one-tier board. The term 
‘TMT dynamics’ (e.g., Peterson, Smith, Martorana & Owens, 2003) is sometimes used 
to refer specifically to the dynamics in a top management team, but in the literature this 
distinction is not made consistently with reference to either a one-tier or two-tier board. 
The term ‘boardroom dynamics’ is in effect an umbrella term for the dynamics in and 
between the various forums at the top level of organizations. Anyone researching psycho-
logical dynamics in boards is well advised to be explicit about the scope, to bear in mind 
the possible differences between forums and the possible implications for the behavioral 
options board members have. Based on a literature survey and a case study carried out in 
Norway, Huse, Minichilli and Schøning (2005) concluded that the effectiveness of boards 
in Europe is assessed by the standards of far more different stakeholders than in the 
United States for instance, where the emphasis is mainly on shareholder value. Peters and 
Weggeman (2009) describe the specific implications of the Rhineland model for organi-
zations and how people deal with one another. The research for this case study focused on 
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the psychological dynamics within the top management team of a relatively large Dutch 
health care organization, and for the sake of scope and feasibility it disregarded the Super-
visory Board. The top management structure of the organization, as shown in Figure 4.1, 
represents the traditional Dutch two-tier model.

4.1.3 Limited access to boards
A practical problem when conducting psychological research into boardroom dynamics is 
that, generally speaking, access to boards is very difficult for researchers who opt for 
participant observation as a data collection method, and therefore researchers often settle 
to use a quantitative survey approach (Gabrielsson & Huse, 2004). Huse and Zattoni’s 
study (2008) sheds light on the many political and ethical dimensions of participant 
observation research in boards. There are several examples of studies where the researchers 
were allowed or had the opportunity to observe the actual behavior of board members. 
Gibelman (2004) describes her own experience of being a former board member of various 
health care organizations so as to shed light on the dynamics in the boards on which she 
sat. She found that a good deal of time at board meetings was wasted on details, opera-
tional matters and irrelevant topics. And Parker (2007) observed that humor and 
informality were important aspects of the dynamics in a boardroom. These kinds of 
findings are not shocking, but sensationalism should not be a trait of a qualitative 
researcher into boardroom dynamics. That said, we contend that researchers should also 
not shy away from reporting controversies when controversies are encountered – while 
simultaneously being held to the task of protecting the research participants from possible 
reputational risks, of course – even if that means jeopardizing ones’ access in the future. 
This kind of research is not for the fainthearted, because the stakes can be high at this 
level of organization.

4.1.4 Is the concept of culture useful?
Models of organizational culture, applied at top management level, might be useful when 
describing the psychological dynamics or behavioral patterns in a board, so it would 
seem. In practice, however, the concept of ‘culture’ as such tends to act as a kind of 
smokescreen rather than to explain anything. Voestermans and Verheggen (2013) argue 
that it is often improperly used as a metaphor, label or excuse, referring to a human 
construct rather than a causal force. A common approach – and that came close to what 
we were searching for in light of our research objective  – is Schein’s (1992) structural 
model or organizational culture, which divides organizational culture into three distinct 
levels: artefacts, professed values and basic underlying assumptions. Schein – as we are – is 
highly critical of the use of questionnaires (survey research) to examine the culture of an 
organization, as too much meaning gets lost, in particular about what drives people in an 
organization (Schein, 1990, 1993, 1996; Yauch & Steudel, 2003). There are a wide variety 
of questionnaires in use, however, that claim to ‘measure’ organizational culture (e.g., 
Jung et al., 2007). Schein, on the other hand, argues for the kind of approach used in this 
study: “ it might be more productive for that psychologist to go into the field with an 
ethnographer or become a participant observer in a real organization” (1996, p. 239). The 
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invisible, compelling force that appears to drive the behavior of people in a group – often 
referred to as ‘culture’ – is in need of clarification. The essence of that compulsion, says 
Schein, lies in the basic underlying assumptions of people in a particular group, which 
constitute the deepest level in his model. Identifying, and if necessary, changing these 
assumptions would therefore seem to be an exercise in cognitive psychology. In our study 
cognitive psychology is not discarded entirely, but we do approach ‘cultural’ dynamics, so 
to speak, from a slightly different angle. We explicitly take the stand that people are first 
and foremost expressive beings, much more so than that they are rational beings that act 
upon abstract ideas. People are embodied and the way they express themselves through 
their bodies always takes precedence over abstract ideas, whether they are operating within 
an organization or not. Organizational abstractions – strategy, vision, mission, values, 
norms, etcetera – nonetheless need to be accounted for, but must not be seen as being at 
the core of people’s actual behavior or as sufficient tools of steering people’s behavior. 
Talking, for example, is an expressive practice and not just the exchange units of meaning 
in the form of words. Meaning is determined by the specific context in which these words 
are spoken. In order to shed light on behavioral patterns within a top management team, 
this study opted for an approach focusing more on how contextual factors combine to 
shape behavior between its members. Inspired by the ideas of cultural psychologists Paul 
Voestermans and Theo Verheggen (2013) we sought the cause of the compelling nature of 
behavioral patterns not in the assumed power of basic underlying assumptions or espoused 
values, but more particularly in the harmonious combination of various elements in a 
cultivated environment and the expressive, group-typical practices that take place within 
that environment such as talking, manners, architecture, attire and art. Through instruc-
tion, play and casual interaction within a particular group within a particular environment, 
one’s preferences, feelings and tastes get attuned to it. The ‘compelling-ness’ of doing 
things the way they were always done lies in the social calibration of the physical senses 
– and the body as a whole, including the brain – to the group. Voestermans and Verheggen 
(2013), while adopting Greenwood’s (1994) terminology, propose to analyze group 
behavior in terms of three identifiers of group-belonging: agreements, conventions and 
arrangements (ACAs). Describing behavioral patterns in a board or TMT along these 
lines brings the concept of boardroom dynamics within the domain of cultural psychology.

4.1.5 Agreements, conventions and arrangements
Agreements are formal and explicit, e.g., job descriptions, codes of conduct, norms, goals, 
protocols and core values. Conventions, or unwritten rules, are less explicit and more 
difficult to change. These are better understood as practices that are lived and experienced 
rather than as cognitions. Conventions are not set out in the official documents, and it is 
partly because of this that the mutual coordination of behavior based on conventions 
makes certain groups – such as top management teams – more exclusive. When it comes 
to learning the conventions of a certain group there is hardly any explicit instruction 
involved and you need to acquire a certain ‘feel’ to master them. Of the three identifiers, 
arrangements are the least explicit but the most experience-near. An arrangement is best 
understood as a harmonious set of elements in the cultivated environment and the 
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practices triggered within that environment. It entails speech, attire, cars, buildings, 
unspoken expectations and mannerisms being investigated meticulously and holistically. 
In conjunction these elements form a kind of mold for or template of behavior. Artefacts, 
as in Schein’s (1992) model, can thus also form part of an arrangement and do not constitute 
a separate conceptual category in Voestermans’ and Verheggen’s (2013) framework.

4.1.6 Research questions
The aim of this descriptive and exploratory study was first and foremost to describe  
behavioral patterns in a top management team in terms of the three identifiers of group- 
belonging. We then investigated whether there were paradoxes between these different 
identifiers. This is an innovatory approach: we found no examples in the literature of this 
cultural psychological approach used for this specific purpose. We sought to answer the 
following research questions:

Question 1

What behavioral patterns can be identified in the intrinsic social group that is a top 
management team (TMT or MT) in relation to the way they carry out their duties (e.g. 
making decisions, managing and determining the strategic direction)?

Sub-question 1a

What explicit agreements (written rules) provide the basis for mutual coordination within 
the MT?

Sub-question 1b

What conventions (unwritten rules) provide the basis for mutual coordination within  
the MT?

Sub-question 1c

What arrangements provide the basis for mutual coordination within the MT?

Question 2

Can contradictions be found in the various ways in which board members mutually 
coordinate their work within the MT, e.g., between written and unwritten rules?

4.2 Method

The study group: not the organization but the top management

It is no simple matter for a researcher taking the role of a participant observer to gain 
access to a board or TMT in order to study boardroom dynamics. Over an eight-month 
period we tried to obtain permission for this research project from the boards of over 
twenty large organizations before finally finding a board of a large health care organization 
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that was willing to cooperate. The MT comprised a director or Chief Executive Officer 
(CEO), a business manager or Chief Operating Officer (COO) and three divisional 
managers. The CEO reports to the Supervisory Board, as represented in Figure 4.1. In the 
weeks leading up to the actual observation study all five MT members were interviewed 
individually by the principal investigator (EG). Each interview took around one-and-a-
half hours. The principal investigator attended three two-monthly meetings, which took 
a total of nine hours. In between we held several informal talks with some MT members 
for the purpose of reflection and cross-checking.

Figure 4.1 Top management structure of the organization

Methodological triangulation

For this qualitative mapping of behavioral patterns in an MT we opted for a methodolog-
ical triangulation approach, as represented in Figure 4.2. In order to gain an understanding 
of the motives lurking behind the observable behavior we used interviews in addition to 
observation as a data collection method. In order to gain an understanding of the broader 
context of the organization, in particular the explicit agreements in and around the MT, 
we studied relevant organizational data. We had access to the strategic multi-year policy 
plan, detailed job descriptions, organograms of the organizational and management 
structure – past and present – and board minutes. The website was another important 
source of information on the broader context of the organization.
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Identifiers of 
group-belonging
(Voestermans & Verheggen, 2013)

Agreements Conventions Arrangements

Data collection Desk research Interviews /  
observations

Observations /  
interviews

Data analysis Extrapolating written 
rules from official 
documents

Unwritten-rules- 
analysis
(Scott Morgan, 1994)

Foucauldian 
discourse 
analysis
(Willig, 2008)

Figure 4.2 Integration of qualitative analytical methods

The interviews were recorded and then transcribed. We opted for extensive participant 
observation to observe the MT meetings, at which no recording equipment was used. The 
latter would likely be perceived as too intrusive. Field notes were made on the observa-
tions, divided into four categories: observation notes, theoretical notes, methodological 
notes and reflective notes (Baarda, De Goede & Teunissen, 2009).

4.3 Results

Due to word limitations this article is not the place for an extensive overview of all the 
agreements, unwritten rules and arrangements that we found, or the stepwise analytical 
process to identify them. Instead, we shall use various examples to illustrate how the 
analytical methods used shed light on board dynamics in terms of the three identifiers of 
group-belonging, or ACAs, mentioned.

4.3.1 Written rules
Agreements at organizational level – e.g. the explicitly stated core values (‘What we stand 
for’) and rules of conduct (‘How we act’) – were extrapolated from the strategic multi-year 
policy plan. As mentioned above, we also had access to documents relating to the organi-
zation’s top management structure, from which we were able to extrapolate written rules 
that related directly to MT level. We also looked at the job descriptions of the individual 
MT members. In the following, we shall specifically spotlight the written rules that were 
found to be incompatible or at odds with the unwritten rules.

4.3.2 Unwritten rules
We produced a taxonomy of the unwritten rules based on Scott-Morgan’s (1994) unwritten- 
rules-analysis, identifying connections between motivators, enablers and triggers for all 
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the MT members. Motivators correspond to the answer to the question ‘What...’ and 
include such things as salary, status, career, social significance or impact, personal develop-
ment and job content. Enablers are the people who can reward or conversely penalize, 
given what motivates the members of the organization. These correspond to the answer to 
the question ‘Who...’. It is important to note that those officially appointed to positions of 
power are not always the actual empowerers; whether someone can really make an impact 
depends on the actual – but often unofficial – power structure in the organization, i.e., 
the unwritten organization. Triggers correspond to the answer to the question ‘How...’. 
These are the performance measures as perceived by the members of the organization.

The analysis showed that the CEO, who is formally higher in the hierarchy, responded to 
different enablers and triggers than the other MT members. The CEO, for example, was 
the only one who mentioned the Supervisory Board, the Works Council and the Client 
Advisory Board as enablers, and the strategic multi-year policy plan as a trigger. The data 
from the interview conducted with the CEO was difficult to combine with the data  
from the interviews conducted with the other MT members, and it was therefore decided 
to analyze this interview separately. This resulted in two overview figures: Figures 4.3  
and 4.4.

M1
People’s well 
being

M2
Challenge, 
being able  
to make a 
difference  
(by leading)

M3
Working in a 
congenial and 
effective team

M4
Job guarantee 
and keeping 
current job

M5
Development, 
career, 
autonomy

E1
The manage-
ment team (MT)

E2
Staff

E3
Immediate 
colleagues

E4
The Chief 
Executive 
Officer (CEO)

T1
Customer satis-
faction

T2
Steering, 
feedback

T3
Safety and 
security

T4
Professional 
profile, perfor-
mance 
indicators

T5
Education

Figure 4.3 Connections between motivators (M), enablers (E) and triggers (T) for the MT (excluding the CEO)
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M1
The client, social  
engagement

M2
Innovation, making the  
transition, balancing what 
goes on inside and outside 
the organization

M3
Exerting influence, getting 
people on board with your 
ideas

E1
The manage-
ment team (MT)

E2
Supervisory 
Board

E3
Client Advisory  
Board and 
Works Council

E4
The Chief 
Operating 
Officer (COO)

E5
Team leaders 
and staff

T1
Enthusiasm  
and energy  
in the MT

T2
The strategic 
multi-annual 
policy plan

T3
Combination  
of operational, 
strategic and 
primary process- 
oriented factors 
and the cross-
connections

T4
New demanding 
clients, who 
want to engage 
in a conversa-
tion

T5
Education

Figure 4.4 Connections between motivators (M), enablers (E) and triggers (T) for the CEO

The numbers assigned to the motivators, enablers and triggers (e.g. M1-M5) represent a 
hierarchy. The motivator ‘Job guarantee and keeping current job’ (M4 in Figure 4.3) was 
weighted lower because this topic was explicitly mentioned as an important motive by 
only two MT members, unlike ‘People’s well-being’ (M1), which was mentioned by the 
MT members in all the interviews as something that drives them or that they regard as 
most important.

The way these figures were produced is best explained with an example. A quote from an 
MT member in the formal role of – a newly appointed – divisional manager: 

Yes, also because I think how long I’ve been here. I mean, if I had been here 
for five years and this happened [a negative inspection report about her 
division], I think I wouldn’t have been here now if XXX [first name CEO] 
was doing her job properly.

She accounts that, to keep her present job, where she says she feels very much at home, she 
is dependent on the CEO. The CEO wants her division to be rated better at the next 
inspection. She cannot be held accountable for the previous negative inspection, because 
she has only recently been appointed to lead this division. In this context the inspection 
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can be regarded as an indicator of the MT member’s performance. Here, the CEO is the 
enabler (E4) for the motivator ‘Job guarantee and keeping current job’ (M4). By delive-
ring the explicitly expected performance, i.e., ensuring a better rating at the next inspection 
(T4), this MT member meets the CEO’s expectations (E4) and thus contri butes directly 
to keeping her job (M4): 

That is why I show XXX [first name CEO] that I do want that [ensuring a 
better rating at the next inspection], but I explain that there are still things 
we need to do before we can even get moving in that direction.

As the interviews were structured around the questions formulated in the interview 
protocols based on Scott-Morgan’s (1994) methodology, and the questions are interrelated 
(‘What, Who, How’, i.e., motivator, enabler, trigger), it was possible to connect the labels 
with one another using the arrows shown in Figures 4.3 and 4.4. The prerequisite for 
making such connections and drawing the arrows was that the relevant passages in the 
transcripts contained one or more explicit statements indicative of the connection. 
Examples of these statements are:

But to achieve what we want [better client care], the MT is the most 
important thing for me. (statement by CEO, connection between M1  
and E1, Fig. 4.4)

 Or:

  ...  eventually went to get a master’s degree. Always funded and did it by 
myself, completely independently. Because that’s what I want, I want to 
keep developing and to take that step. (statement by MT member, 
direct connection between M5 and T5, Fig. 4.3)

 Or:

  But how we should actually do that?... Certainly not top-down, I think 
that’s clear. But precisely how, that will be a voyage of discovery [steering 
issue], and it will be very important to find out what customers themselves 
have to say, and what individual staff have to say. Especially individual 
staff, of course, as all sorts of... they too feel all sorts of obstacles or blocks. 
(statement by MT member, connection between E2 and T2, Fig. 4.3) 

Sometimes, as in the case of the CEO, the interviewee mentions several enablers (or 
triggers) in connection with a particular motivator, with no discernible hierarchy. In these 
cases, we used dotted lines to indicate the connections, albeit with some reservations.
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The results of the study also expose the unwritten top management structure, which thus 
can be mirrored against the formal top management structure of the health care organi-
zation, as represented in Figure 4.5. Both the observations during and around MT 
meetings and the unwritten-rules-analysis showed that the CEO and the COO are a 
strong duo who have regular bilateral meetings, both formal and informal. The three 
divisional managers also meet regularly without the CEO and the COO present, also 
both formally and informally. The professional backgrounds of the MT members contribute 
to connections that do not show up in the formal top management organogram: 

Yes, it could well be that the lady two rooms down the corridor, she’s new, 
she has a business management background, and it could well be that I have 
a lot in common with her, it really clicks between us. (COO about division 
manager)

Another MT member says about the CEO: 

And I notice I get on easily with the XXX [first name CEO], as we both 
have the same professional background to some extent. (division member 
about CEO; she was a CEO in another health care organization before)

Figure 4.5 Unwritten top management structure of the organization

4.3.3 Non-explicit arrangement of behavior
In order to shed light on the prevailing arrangements we used Foucauldian discourse 
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analysis (FDA) (Newton, 1998; Graham, 2005; Arribas-Ayllon & Walkerdine, 2008; 
Willig, 2008) as the main analytical method. This is a method, based on the ideas of the 
French philosopher Michel Foucault, designed to make the implicit meanings lurking 
behind a particular practice or the use of language explicit. The method was applied based 
on the six stages identified by Willig (2008). Various features characterized the manage-
ment team in this case study. First, it was a new team that had only been working within 
this constellation for six months. The five MT members interviewed all said they attach 
great importance to congenial and effective collaboration in the team. Second, the 
ultimate aim of putting together this management team was to improve the care provided 
to their clients. Third, this was a team that stood at the top of the hierarchy of the orga-
nization: the MT members together led the entire organization and bore overall 
responsibility. The chair of the MT reported regularly to the Supervisory Board. The 
topics of ‘working together in a new management team’, ‘providing good care’ and 
‘leading’ were often mentioned in the interviews and are therefore the main discursive 
objects in the FDA. Some examples will illustrate how the interviewees talk about and 
reflect on these topics.

A divisional manager on the MT talks about providing good care in two ways. Firstly, he 
‘constructs’ (we are adopting a discourse analytic jargon here) it as a personal quest, and 
secondly as a strategic exercise. The discursive construction of providing good care as a 
personal quest is related to a more general discourse about social engagement that is 
frequently drawn upon. Events in the divisional manager’s personal life have contributed 
substantially to his drive to improve care for the elderly. Within this discourse all sorts of 
work-related elements are interconnected for him, such a maintaining a high energy-level, 
the ability to inspire his colleagues and subordinates and his decision to opt for working 
in the geriatric health care sector. In relation to conducting FDA and understanding 
discourses Willig (2008) notes: “By invoking one, we invoke them all” (in Smith, p. 178), 
to indicate that one implies the other and meanings do not stand in isolation. He needed 
to maintain a high energy-level to be able to inspire his subordinates to be able to contribute 
to the improvement of care for the elderly. The various constructions of the issues raised 
in the interviews constitute a repertoire available to the user. The user or ‘subject’ (again, 
we are adopting a discourse analytic jargon) is then located or locates himself somewhere 
within this network of meanings. In discourse analytic terms this is referred to as taking 
up a ‘subject position’. In this case, the divisional manager by constructing client care as 
a personal quest takes up the subject position of a ‘change champion’ and ‘activist’. This 
divisional manager presents himself as being extremely driven to provide the best possible 
care for the elderly and believes this is directly felt by his subordinates and colleagues:

People feel that. I’m convinced of that: everyone feels what I say.

He feels empowered to impress the importance of providing good care on the staff by 
making emotional appeals. The divisional manager recounts a situation where, according 
to him, good care was not provided by his subordinates in the following manner: 
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That really affects me, and I show it. I’m not putting it on, I really say: 
‘That just can’t happen... It makes me very sad’.

This drive to provide the best possible care is related to the divisional manager’s past 
personal experience with geriatric care. In the interview he recounted that history and 
presented it as the main reason for wanting to give his heart and soul for improving 
geriatric care. For him, this is an emotional endeavor that deeply involves him into his 
work and day-to-day business. However, the divisional manager also constructs providing 
good care as a strategic exercise, that makes the subject position of ‘pragmatist’ available 
to him. This divisional manager’s personal quest, which is strongly related to personal 
experience and evokes strong feelings, could paradoxically in some instances also be  
an impediment to working on the improvement of geriatric care. Likely, most of his 
subordinates did not share his personal experience and history, and some had expressed 
not being able to relate in the same manner. He, in turn, expressed his frustration that 
some employees appeared to have different priorities or make other considerations. 
However, he also constructs good care as an objective that needs to be approached in a 
smart and step-by-step manner. This fits more within the strategic management discourse 
of his professional background, and that he indeed deploys to objectify his work. This 
discourse provides a counterweight and creates balance. In the interview, providing the 
best possible care is not only talked about as a personal quest, but also a strategic goal 
embedded within the strategic multi-year policy plan.

Similar to the divisional manager from the example above, albeit less emotionally laden, 
the CEO constructs providing good care as an important intrinsic motivator. This 
construction is related to a broader occupational psychological discourse on work motiva-
tion and leads her to adopt the subject position of a ‘recruiter’. She has selected the MT 
members to focus on improving care for the target group. Each of them is highly educated 
and has management and/or board experience. She refers to all of them as enthusiastic 
and energetic. She had asked herself the question how to get such capable people to come 
and work for a health care organization, when people with these abilities and work- 
experience can earn far more money in similar jobs in the commercial sector. The occu-
pational psychological discourse about work motivation provides her with an answer: 
intrinsic motivation. Providing the best possible care for clients must be top priority for 
all MT members, and it is, according to the CEO: 

Intuitively, I think, it’s again the... about the client. Otherwise you’d better 
go and work somewhere else, where you can earn more than in the health 
service.

By constructing the providing of good care as ‘viewing it more from the customer’s 
perspective’, deploying a rather contemporary customer-driven business discourse, the 
CEO makes available the subject position of a ‘visionary’. The customer-driven business 
discourse is a counter-discourse to the traditional expert-driven discourse on health care 
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(‘We know what’s right for you’). In this discourse the CEO can guide the organization 
in a new direction that is more in line with the expectations of this day and age. Interest-
ingly, when laying out her vision for the future the CEO indeed suddenly refers to ‘the 
client’ as ‘the customer’. But whatever the terminology she uses, the fact that the client or 
customer is number one and providing good care is top priority for her and her MT as a 
whole is inevitable. This appears to be templated or triggered within an arrangement of 
various elements working in conjunction, so to speak. The clients are literally walking 
along the corridors of the office floor, passing and peeking into the boardroom where MT 
members are meeting. At one instance, for example, the principal investigator observed a 
client who was what appeared to be ‘sundowning’ – although admittedly it was still early 
in the afternoon – not far from where MT members had a coffee break in between 
meetings. Nobody appeared to be shocked or particularly disturbed by it. Within this 
arrangement these occurrences are actually quite normal and are experienced as such. The 
art on the walls, outside and inside the meeting rooms and offices, is produced by the 
clients. It functions as a constant reminder to the MT members who they are working for. 
Of course, also part of this arrangement is the weeding out that already has taken place 
during the recruitment and selection process of the MT members themselves.

During the interviews the principal investigator facilitated the MT members to freely 
associate about their day-to-day responsibilities and their work. Interestingly, all five 
interviewees explicitly mentioned the topic of leadership, which took up most of the time 
in all the interviews. And more implicit constructions related to the other topics, such as 
‘providing good care’ or ‘working together in a new team’, frequently made subject 
positions available that consolidated a specific leadership position (see Tables 4.1-5). At 
risk of stating the obvious, one note to the reader relating to Tables 4.1-5: they may evoke 
associations with quantifiability, as in summaries of statistical analyses in the results 
section of many research reports, but no statistical analyses were conducted for the purpose 
of this qualitative study. Stepwise discourse analyses of the literal transcripts of interviews 
lurk behind the summaries here. (See next page)
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Table 4.1 Summary of FDA of the interview with the Chief Executive Officer (CEO)

Discursive  
object

Discursive 
construction

Broader  
discourse 

Subject  
position

Working  
together  
in a new MT

Group to be  
consolidated /  
ongoing attunement

Team development Composer

Fierce competition Team development Referee

Team composition:
men/women with 
female CEO

Gender Stoic

Providing  
good care

Important intrinsic 
motivator

Occupational 
psychology

Recruiter

View more from  
the customer’s 
perspective

Customer-driven 
business discourse

Visionary

Leading Seeing what 
is needed /  
no blueprints

Laissez-faire 
leadership

Optimist

Making a difference Social engagement Enthusiastic leader / 
helper

Inspiring and leading 
by example

Transformational  
leadership

Enthusiastic leader

Working from 
strategy

Strategic manage-
ment

Strategist  
(at meta level)

Creating balance / 
cohesion

Strategic manage-
ment

Strategist  
(at meta level)

Struggle Transformational 
leadership

Go-getter / fighter
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Table 4.2 Summary of FDA of the interview with the Chief Operating Officer (COO)

Discursive  
object

Discursive 
construction

Broader  
discourse

Subject  
position

Working 
together  
in a new MT

Efficient and 
effective band

Economic / business Expert /  
managerialist

Group to be  
consolidated / 
ongoing  
attunement

Team development Equal partner

Providing  
good care

Strategic exercise Strategic  
management 

Visionary

Work with social 
relevance

Social engagement Helper / good 
human being

Leading Facilitating 
structure

Task-oriented  
leadership

Leader with  
legitimacy 

People work People-oriented  
leadership

Leader with  
legitimacy

Issue People- vs task-ori-
ented leadership

Leader with  
legitimacy

Making a difference Social engagement Enthusiastic leader 
/ helper
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Table 4.3 Summary of FDA of the interview with the division 1 manager 

Discursive  
object

Discursive 
construction

Broader  
discourse

Subject  
position

Working 
together  
in a new MT

Group to be 
 consolidated / 
ongoing  
attunement

Team development Equal partner  
and optimist

Efficient band Economic Vigorous

Providing  
good care

Personal quest Social engagement Activist / change 
champion

Strategic exercise Strategic  
management

Pragmatist

Leading Keeping team 
leaders to  
agreements

Task-oriented  
leadership

Reliable / vigorous

Inspiring and 
leading by example

Transformational  
leadership

Enthusiastic leader
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Table 4.4 Summary of FDA of the interview with the division 2 manager

Discursive  
object

Discursive 
construction

Broader  
discourse

Subject  
position

Working 
together  
in a new MT

Group to be  
consolidated / 
ongoing  
attunement

Team development Equal partner

Clan Team development Juror

Efficient and 
effective band

Economic / business Expert /  
managerialist

Being the youngest 
within the team

Innovation /  
modernization

Pattern-breaker

Team composition 
men/women

Gender Masculine  
(as a woman) / 
results-driven 

Providing  
good care

Strategic exercise Strategic  
management

Visionary

Leading Issue Situational  
leadership

Strategist

Personal challenge:  
‘letting go’

Business  
spirituality

Reflective /  
self-actualizing 
person

Challenge: balance 
between care and 
business 

Business Expert /  
managerialist

Creating frame-
works and setting 
direction

Situational  
leadership

Strategist

Taking into account 
the individual as 
well as culture

People-oriented 
leadership

Empathetic leader
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Table 4.5 Summary of FDA of the interview with the division 3 manager

Discursive  
object

Discursive  
construction

Broader  
discourse

Subject  
position

Working 
together  
in a new MT

Ivory tower 
isolated from  
the organization

Organizational 
culture

Misunderstood 
visionary 

Coordinating body Team development 
/ feedback

Team player

Group to be  
consolidated / 
ongoing  
attunement

Team development Equal partner  
and optimist

Providing  
good care

Strategic exercise Strategic  
management

Challenger  
of taken  
for granted 
assumptions  
about what  
constitutes  
good care

Leading Psychological 
exercise

People-oriented 
leadership / culture

Empathetic leader

Issue People- vs task-ori-
ented leadership

Leader with  
legitimacy

Facilitating 
structure

Task-oriented 
leadership

Vigorous

Making a difference Social engagement Enthusiastic leader
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4.3.4 Paradoxes and tensions found
This phase of the study involved juxtaposing the results of the document-based research, 
the results of the unwritten-rules-analysis, the results of the FDA and the observation 
reports and looking for points in common, possible paradoxes and problems. The results 
of the unwritten rules analysis initially appeared to run synchronously with the formal 
written rules extrapolated from the documents – a nice case example of perfect alignment, 
so it seems. The main work-related personal motivator for the management team is 
‘People’s well-being’ (M1), or ‘The client’, and the main responsibility in the divisional 
managers’ formal responsibilities in the top management structure document was 
‘Ensuring a high degree of client satisfaction’, for instance.

However, a closer look at the results of the unwritten-rules-analysis and the results of the 
FDA revealed some interesting paradoxes with what was formally agreed upon. An example 
can be found by comparing a formal criterion for the top management structure, ‘Responsi-
bilities at the lowest possible level’, and the divisional managers’ formal responsibility to 
‘Serve the primary process and ensure that responsibilities are placed more in the client-
staff member relationship...’, on the one hand, with the unwritten trigger rule of the 
management team, ‘First develop a framework and only then try to place responsibilities at 
a lower level of the organization’ / ‘We should call these lofty management ideas into 
question’, on the other. Some MT members expressed that there is a need to reaffirm what 
is important within the MT first and only then translate it into policy. One MT member 
believed that there is a lack of qualified staff on which responsibilities could be placed. On 
the other hand, the FDA showed that this MT member had difficulty ‘letting go’.

Another paradox became evident when we compared the description of the divisional 
managers’ duties, powers and responsibilities, where the principle is to put the general 
interests of the organization first, on the one hand, with the unwritten trigger rules of the 
management team ‘Focus on the area that’s your responsibility’ and ‘Meet the CEO’s 
expectations, for example standing up for your division’, on the other. This produces a 
related unwanted side effect, referred to by various MT members as ‘fierce competition’, 
‘in-fighting’ or ‘a tendency towards insular thinking’. We also noted that the recent switch 
to a new top management structure, in which site managers were replaced by divisional 
managers, seems to be causing some confusion among some divisional managers regarding 
how to deal with the resulting overlap in responsibilities. It has not yet resulted in conflict, 
but there is some tension, not so much among the divisional managers personally as 
among the divisions that they represent.

4.4 Discussion and conclusion

Subject to the proviso that this is a case study (N=1) of the psychological dynamics in a 
five-member management team and that some of the results may be specific to top-level 
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management in the health care sector, the findings of this study do have some implica-
tions for the way we can look at psychological dynamics in management teams in general. 
It is impossible to do justice to the complex reality of board dynamics by producing the 
kind of typologies popular in the management world or simply by the identification of 
preferred leadership styles. As this study shows, personal motives and uncertainties, 
ambivalent signals from the organizational environment and expectations within the MT 
make shedding light on board dynamics a complicated exercise, with the necessity to 
always contextualize it to the specifics of the MT and the organization as a whole.

4.4.1 The organizational context is crucial
The integration of methods within the cultural psychological framework as outlined by 
Voestermans and Verheggen (2013) is a promising approach, and a good alternative to 
existing approaches to identifying behavioral patterns in management teams. As indicated 
in the introduction, there are overlaps between the cultural psychological approach 
adopted in this study and Schein’s (1990, 1992) approach to understanding culture. The 
difference lies mainly between the highest – or deepest – cultural level of basic underlying 
assumptions in Schein’s model and the non-explicit arrangements in the cultural psycho-
logical ACA-framework adopted in this study. The difficulty in revealing the basic 
underlying assumptions is acknowledged, as members of the organization are often 
unaware of them (Yauch & Steudel, 2003). This is also true of the arrangements in this 
study, which are experience-near but implicit. Nevertheless, we were able, using the tried 
FDA method combined with extensive participant observation, to shed light on the 
prevailing arrangements, of which the MT members themselves were often unaware. 
Adopting this cultural psychological approach as a basis for investigating board dynamics 
provided a wealth of information on the behavioral opportunities that are available to the 
MT members, on their actual experiences and on possible opportunities for change. These 
opportunities are restricted, so to speak, by the available discourses and prevailing arrange-
ments. On the other hand, tracking down the basic underlying assumptions and shared 
values in Schein’s model – and trying to change them – would seem to essentially be a 
cognitive psychological exercise. Different thinking ought to result in different actions. In 
literature on organizational strategy parallels in meaning can be drawn with the funda-
mental business assumptions in Drucker’s The Theory of the Business (1994). The compelling 
nature of existing practices, however, remains largely unexplained in these approaches. 
Foucauldian approaches – as adopted in this study to shed light on social arrangements 
– are characterized by emphasis on other aspects of human agency (Willig, 2008). 
Discourses – which, if interpreted more broadly as merely text or the conventional use of 
language to include actual practices, overlap to some extent with arrangements – make 
subject positions available, thus shaping how the subject can relate to his or her social 
environment. Schein, on the other hand, lies stronger emphasis on underlying basic 
assumptions and core, espoused values – shared or otherwise – and appears less concerned 
with how the artefacts in his model could combine to form the implicit order of a social 
arrangement. With arrangements in the approach adopted in this study the social envi-
ronment is not only vital, but central to an understanding of the social patterning of 
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behavior, and ultimately in the ability to change these patterns. We believe that by 
following this approach, organizational leaders learn to systematically bring the organiza-
tional context to the forefront of their analyses.

4.4.2 The importance of leadership
One of the main findings of this case study is that the MT members were all found to be 
grappling with the question of how to lead the organization or their division. They were 
able to eloquently reflect on their formal responsibilities and describe their preferred lead-
ership style (‘no blueprints’, ‘coaching’, ‘first create a good structure’ and ‘a deal’s a deal’, 
‘facilitating, not top-down’, etc.), but the organizational context turned out to be of over-
whelming importance when it came to putting these preferred styles into practice. That 
context needed to be clarified again and again in order to understand what was going on 
and how to act upon it accordingly. We noted that this often took place without the MT 
members being aware of it, and this led us to formulate a new term, ‘leadership subject 
position’ as represented in Figure 4.6. Unlike a leadership role, which can be played or 
strategically deployed, a leadership subject position reflects a more natural or default mode 
of leading within the actual day-to-day business of one’s work.

Figure 4.6 Leadership role versus leadership subject position

We recommend that this study be repeated, with the same study design and analytical 
methods – but enhanced with more interviews and observations if possible – on the top 
management team or board of an industrial organization, a financial institution, a political 
party and for example an educational institution, so as to identify which dynamics are 
perhaps specific to the health care sector and which are more generally valid. In any case, 
we emphasize the importance of not only looking at rather formal, explicit leadership 
roles or making static typologies, but of investigating how top managers go about leading 
in their day-to-day practice and their actual experiences while doing so.

4.4.3 Future directions
The integration of tried methodologies, such as Scott-Morgan’s (1994) unwritten-rules- 
analysis and Willig’s (2008) approach to conducting FDA, within the cultural psychological 
framework adopted in this study seems promising. The explicit aim is to gain a better 
understanding of the underlying psychological mechanisms within boards and top 
management teams. Light is shed on the unwritten rules (conventions) and arrangements 
as well as on how they relate to the written rules (agreements). The study was descriptive 
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and still quite general. There were no specific problems or issues explicated beforehand, 
that required solving. Follow-up research could be done on more specific patterns of 
behavior within TMTs that could have dysfunctional consequences for the team or orga-
nization as a whole. Our approach will, we contend, lead to a deeper understanding of the 
tenacity and changeability of these patterns. These kinds of analyses are certainly not 
intended to be used as a way of rating the performance of board members and top 
managers. As Scott-Morgan (1994) says about unwritten rules, for example: “They’re 
neither good nor bad, only appropriate or inappropriate to what you want to achieve”  
(p. 151). Overviews of the connections between motivators, enablers and triggers can be 
instructive for a top management team. To a large extent they explain the behavior 
displayed, and they reveal paradoxes or problems in the team. Conducting FDA in combi-
nation the with meticulous observation of actual board behavior leads to an understanding 
of the behavioral opportunities that are available to board members and possible ways of 
experiencing their reality. Based on these analyses a start can be made on shaping or 
styling behavior in different, innovative ways. As this study clearly shows, much more is 
needed to explain the patterning of behavior in boards than solely conducting desk 
research and scoring surveys, and even more so when behavior change is an objective. 
Evidently, a manager or change practitioner with the ability to influence or change 
persistent behavioral patterns that adversely effect the functioning of the team or that 
have dysfunctional consequences for the organization as a whole is of great added value.
Lastly, we call for managers and consultants to adopt a more cautious approach when 
using the term culture in addressing organizational issues, whether these are related to a 
problem or a certain management objective. As Voestermans and Verheggen (2013) point 
out, the notion of culture is frequently misused as a label, excuse or metaphor, and, we 
contend, this is also the case in the management of organizations. The biggest misunder-
standing is that culture has agency. Culture does nothing. Instead we would do far better 
to meticulously investigate what happens between people. The aim of management science 
and practice should be to understand the organization to the best of our ability and 
identify the management processes that add value (ten Have, 2002; ten Have, 2011). 
Responsible, effective management includes understanding one’s own behavioral patterns, 
those of staff and how these interfere with one another, so as to develop an organization 
that has a raison d’être and where people enjoy working.

 Notes
1.  In the process of editing and translating this text from Dutch to English some changes 

to the original text have been made, either to enhance its readability or to further 
clarify its content.
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