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Abstract 

This article studies the organisational view inherent in a public management and leadership 

development programme. Organisational views are important to study as they guide and frame the 

actions of the members of the organisation. In the management and leadership development 

programme under investigation the organisational view was a linguistic-discursive representation 

that was empirically inept, but which nevertheless was offered as a guide to the managers. Inspired 

by Clifford Geertz’s notion of religion we suggest conceptualizing the presented organisational 

view as the deep organisation. The analysis contributes to the literature on public management and 

leadership development programmes by calling attention to the implicit concepts of organisation 

that on the one hand provide managers with the motivation and authority to carry out their daily 

ordering of the constantly fluctuating empirical organisation, while to some extent making 

managers immune to experience-based learning on the other. The notion of the deep organisation 

expands our understanding of the layered nature of assumptions about organisations, through which 

seeming contradictions can be handled. In the discussion we outline three important implications of 

the analysed organisational view.   
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Introduction 

Organisations are self-reflexive, they produce representations of themselves. These representations 

may have effects when they guide and inform the action of the members of the organisation. The 

notion of the organisation outlines the context and the nature of the world the leadership is taking 

place in. Management and leadership development programmes (MLDPs) form an important arena 

for the production and distribution of such organisational self-representations. None the less in the 

research literature little attention has been placed on how organisations are discursively represented 

within the framework of MLDPs – with Tourish et al. (2010) and Larsson et al. (2020) as important 

exceptions. In this paper, we analyse the internal logic of the discourse on ‘organisation’ at an in-

house MLDP. 

 

During an ethnographic study of an in-house management and leadership development programme 

(MLDP) we observed that the content of the programme seemed to offer representations of the 

organisation that were less complex than the ones participants already had. The MLDP propagated a 

general management discourse that neither claimed to represent a specific organisation and its 

politics nor a scientific, up-to-date description. Despite what we saw as terrible simplifications 

(Watzlawick et al., 1974), the programme participants were generally very satisfied with the 

content. Participants said that the programme made them more secure in their managerial roles, 

helping them to assert themselves as leaders. This sparked our curiosity – especially in relation to 

the presented concept of organisation. Why did what we perceived as an oversimplified concept of 

the organisation not spur criticism or at least a shake of the head? In order to investigate this 

conundrum we inquired into the kind of meaning formation the presented organisational discourse 

represents.  

 

Various efforts at sense making led us to Geertz’s (1973: 93f) concept of religion. The isomorphism 

between his concept of religion and the discourse encountered in the MLDP was striking. Instead of 

rejecting outright the presented representations as a simplification, a better understanding, we 

realized, is gained by examining them parallel to Geertz’s notion of religion and the interplay 

between worldview and ethos. Drawing on Geertz’s concept of religion we analyse the 

'organisational view' as an equivalent to Geertz’s world view. Our core research question is: ‘what 

is the organisational view and the ethos inherent in the MLDP under study’? We claim that the 

discourse represents what we have chosen to call the deep organisation. By deep organisation we 
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refer to a linguistic representation that claims to represent the really real nature of organisations. We 

have found that deep organisation captures a key characteristic of the discourses we have analysed. 

Deep organisation should thus be seen as a heading for our findings rather than as a pre-analytical 

concept.  

 

The issue is of relevance also due to the increasing emphasis on the importance of leadership in 

public and private organisations (Knudsen, 2015; Larsson et al. 2020a; OECD, 2001; O'Reilly and 

Reed, 2010: Peck, 2006; Storey, 2004). Subsequent to the call for leadership we have seen a call for 

the professionalisation of leadership as well as a proliferation of leadership development activities. 

Today, in the public and the private sectors alike, leadership development is seen as strategically 

important, with substantial amounts of money being invested in it. A survey among European CEOs 

concludes that: “there’s no doubt that leadership development is rising up the corporate agenda” 

(Buus and Saslow, 2005: 28). In Denmark managers of public organisations and organisational 

units like daycare centres, hospital wards, schools, police units and central government offices have 

had the right (in practice, but also the obligation) to complete a management education course 

equivalent to at least a diploma degree since 2007 (Walker, 2018). Moreover, both in-house MLD 

programmes as well as executive master’s degree programmes have experienced serious growth. 

MLD programmes have, at least in a Danish context, become a central tool in the constant 

reformation of the public sector. This calls for investigations of the content of these programmes.  

 

The article contributes to the literature on MLDPs in two ways. It extends the existing focus on 

programme design (Greve and Pedersen, 2017; Kearns, 2019; Sandfort and Gerdes, 2017; Van de 

Meer and Marks, 2018), pedagogical methods (Engbers, 2019; Henson, 2019), skills (Day, 2011) 

and identities (Gagnon & Collinson, 2014; Carroll & Levy, 2010; Petriglieri and Petriglieri, 2010) 

by exploring and showing the important role of representations of organisations in MLD 

programmes. Secondly, it adds a theoretical understanding of the role of the discourse of MLDPs 

through the notion of a deep organisation. To understand the relevance of investigating the 

organisational view in relation to management and leadership development the article begins by 

reviewing perspectives on MLD. We then outline our analytical approach, data and methodology. In 

the analysis we focus on the organisational view and how it supports a certain leadership ethos. The 

discussion relates our findings to existing literature, indicates some implications for the practice of 

developing public managers and considers the potential impact of the organisational view on 
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subsequent work experience.  

Literature review 

While MLDPs have been discussed from a range of perspectives, so far little attention has been paid 

to the notion of organisation produced in such programmes. In this review we outline some of the 

main research approaches to MLD – in order to contextualise our focus on the notion of 

organisation. An important stream in the literature on MLD consists of presentations of programmes 

(Greve and Pedersen, 2017; Kearns, 2019; Sandfort and Gerdes, 2017; Van de Meer and Marks, 

2018), courses and pedagogical approaches (Engbers, 2019; Henson, 2019), and innovations and 

experiments (Edwards et al., 2013, Edwards et al., 2015; Straussman, 2019; Sutherland, 2013). In 

the discussions of programmes and pedagogical approaches reflexivity (and related concepts like 

reflection and critical reflexivity) has been a core theme (Knudsen, 2016; Larsson and Knudsen 

2021). Scholarship has discussed why reflexivity is needed and how it can be promoted (Adriansen 

and Knudsen, 2013; Cunliffe, 2002). Reflexivity is seen as a pedagogy (Iszatt-White et.al., 2017) 

and as something to strive for (Cunliffe and Jun, 2005; Knassmüller and Meyer, 2013; Quinn, 

2013). 

 

When it comes to studies of the outcome of MLD programmes, competencies and identities are two 

main foci. The literature on competencies and the development of ‘human capital’ (Day, 2011), 

typically focuses on individual affective, behavioural and cognitive skills (Mumford et al., 2000, 

2007) or financial outcomes (Avolio et al., 2010). The literature on identity assumes that MLD 

programmes not only promote certain skills but also shape or enable certain leader identities. MLD 

can thus be seen as spaces for identity work and identity reconfiguration (Carrol and Levy, 2010; 

Meier and Carroll, 2019), where participants can work through frustrations and emotional 

challenges to establish new, more constructive identities (Petriglieri and Petriglieri, 2010). More 

critical approaches have emphasised how MLDP may involve control and regulation of participant 

identities (Carden and Callahan, 2007; Ford and Harding, 2007; Gagnon and Collinson, 2014; 

Nicholson and Carrol, 2013; Stead and Elliott, 2019). MLDPs are then understood as arenas where 

leader selves are shaped in accordance with dominant organisational discourses – or as arenas of 

negotiation and resistance (Carroll and Nicholson, 2014; Gagnon and Collinson, 2014).  

  

Both studies of skills and of identity tend to focus on individual leaders. Even though MLDPs are 
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also about organisations and not only about individualized managers, the literature on MLD has 

only focused on how the programmes present the organisations framing the managing and 

leadership of the participants to a limited degree. Tourish et al. (2010) and Larsson et al. (2020a) are 

important exceptions. Tourish et al. (2010) has found that much leadership teaching in business 

schools presumes a top-down hierarchy and the existence of common interests. The predominant 

approach, they claim, ‘seems to be based on the cardinal assumptions that all members of 

organisations have an overwhelming common interest(…) and that senior managers are best 

equipped to articulate a compelling vision to capture this interest’(S45). Tourish et al. talk about 

‘unitarist assumptions’ as an expression of the assertion that organisations have a common purpose. 

The unitarist assumption oversees, they argue, how ‘noise, deviance and resistance also constitute 

organisations’ (S45).  

 

Larsson et al. (2020a) have studied how participants react with distancing and disengagement when 

their home organisations do not live up to the unitarist assumptions inherent in a specific MLDP 

they have been studying. As the home organisation does not support the expected ways of being a 

manager and leader, the managers react with disengagement and distancing to their home 

organisation. They thus diagnose a paradox between a sense of increased agency and a sense of 

distance to the organisation.  

 

The study of Larsson et al. (2020a) demonstrate the relevance of studying the notion of organisation 

inherent in MLDPs. In relation to the programme, in which we did fieldwork, we do recognize 

unitarist assumptions (Tourish et al., 2010). But there is reason to dig deeper and examine the basic 

internal logic of this unitarist notion of the organisation. How does it work, why is it appealing? It is 

clearly not in accordance with the experiences of the participants – so why is it not turned down by 

the participants as too simple to grasp their complex realities? Also, what is the ontological status 

that this organisational view claims? Does it claim to represent reality? Is it an ideal? An ideology? 

Learmonth and Morrell (2017) claim that the discourse on leader and follower in leadership studies 

tend to deny structural antagonisms – a core characteristic of ideology. Others treat the discourse in 

relation to MLDP as ideals as they talk about ‘idealized leader identity’ (Gagnon and Collinson, 

2014).  

 

In sum, we suggest extending the existing focus in the literature on MLDPs through an 
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investigation of the discursive construction of the organisation as it comes to the fore in the 

programme’s different modules. We explore how a specific organisation in the framework of an 

MLDP produces notions not of itself but of what an organisation is in more general terms. In this 

endeavour, Geertz’s notion of religion has been a surprisingly relevant theoretical underpinning. 

The next section briefly describes Geertz’s notion of religion and the concepts we, in turn, apply 

from it. 

Analytical approach 

In our attempt to understand what the organisational view inherent in the MLDP referred to the 

history of the study of religion has served as inspiration. Before Durkheim developed his 

sociological approach to religion, religion was, from a scientific point of view, seen as a false 

explanation, as a meaning system that would disappear as society became more enlightened (Segal, 

2015). Durkheim (1995) introduced the idea of studying religions as meaning systems with their 

own function. We suggest taking the same approach in order to analyse the internal logic of the 

representations.  

 

Various similarities between discourses on organisation, management and leadership, on the one 

hand, and religion, on the other, have previously been analysed (Ackers and Preston, 1997; 

Anderson, 2018; Grint, 2010; Miscione, 2015; Śliwa, Spoelstra, Sørensen and Land, 2013; 

Spoelstra, 2017; Styhre, 2014; Tracey, 2012). In this paper we use Geertz’s concepts as analytical 

tools and do not claim that the programme under analysis is religious. But we do find that Geertz 

provides useful, relevant analytical concepts for the analysis of our empirical material. Sparse in 

terms of providing concepts, Geertz’s anthropological notion of religion is structured around two 

core concepts: world view and ethos. Religion, according to Geertz, is a world view that supports, 

and is supported by, an ethos. Below we briefly describe Geertz’s notion of religion and the 

concepts we, in turn, take from it.1  

 

World view refers to people’s “picture of the way things in sheer actuality are, their concept of 

nature, of self, of society. It contains their most comprehensive ideas of order’ (Geertz, 1973: 127). 

 

1  For an overview of how Geertz has been used in organisational studies see Abolafia et al., 2014. For a 

comprehensive critique of Geertz’s concept of religion, see Frankenberry and Penner, 1999. 
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World view refers to notions of the “really real’, i.e. the true nature of the world, its nature and 

human life. The ‘really real’ is a deep truth behind or beyond historical facts and events. Because 

this deep truth does not make claims about an observable empirical reality, it cannot be falsified. In 

his interpretation of Geertz, Schilbrack compares the religious world view with science, stating: “… 

like science, religions seek to describe aspects of the world, though, unlike science, religions seek to 

describe not only contingent, empirical facts, but also ‘the very nature of reality’ or ‘the way things 

in their sheer actuality are’’ (2005: 431).  

 

Geertz states that the world view supports and is supported by a certain ethos. Ethos denotes a way 

of life (1973: 129) and mental dispositions (1973: 123), referring to people’s “tone, character, and 

quality of their life, its moral and aesthetic style and mood; it is the underlying attitude toward 

themselves and their world that life reflects’ (1973: 127). Ethos is as a general motive, which is 

placed in a meaningful relationship to a more general world order. It is an analytically useful 

concept because it allows observation of the expectations ascribed to the participants during the 

programme. Ethos is related to identity, but it is a less individualised concept. It does not express a 

‘sense of self’ (Ford, 2010) but ‘a way of life’.  

 

The distinction between world view and ethos parallels the one between ‘model of’ and ‘model for’. 

Religion serves as a model of the world (including the relationship between the world and the self) 

insofar as it is a source of “general, yet distinctive, conceptions of the world’ (Geertz, 1973: 123). 

The ‘model of’ aspect concerns “… the manipulation of symbol structures so as to bring them, more 

or less closely, into parallel with the pre-established nonsymbolic systems…’ (1973: 93). A theory 

or a chart, for example, models something to render it apprehensible; it is a model of reality. At the 

same time religion is also a model for how to be and act in the world: “In the second, what is 

stressed is the manipulation of the nonsymbolic systems in terms of the relationships expressed in 

the symbolic (…). Here, the theory is a model under whose guidance physical relationships are 

organised: it is a model for ‘reality’’ (1973: 93). Ethos is a ‘model for’ coping with life in 

accordance with a certain world view. In our case study we identify ethos with management and 

leadership values.  

 

According to Geertz’s concept of religion, world view and ethos mutually confirm and justify each 

other in a circular relationship. Ethos, the style of life, and the world view sustain each with the 
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borrowed authority of the others (90). As Geertz explains:  

 

 (…) the ethos is made intellectually reasonable by being shown to represent a way of life 

implied by the actual state of affairs which the world view describes, and the world view is 

made emotionally acceptable by being presented as an image of an actual state of affairs of 

which such a way of life is an authentic expression (1973:127). 

 

Religion unites a world view with an ethos, a way of life with metaphysics (Schilbrack, 2005: 43). 

Or as Geertz maintained: ‘Sacred symbols thus relate an ontology and a cosmology to an aesthetics 

and a morality: their peculiar power comes from their presumed ability to identify fact with value at 

the most fundamental level, to give to what is otherwise merely actual, a comprehensive normative 

import’ (1973: 127).  

 

The analysis in this paper is inspired by Geertz’s concept of religion. We replace world view with 

organisational view, but the basic set-up builds on Geertz’s conceptualization: We investigate the 

organisational view and the related ethos as expressed in the MLD programme under investigation. 

We furthermore analyse how organisational view and ethos are related. We conceptualise the notion 

of the ‘really real’ organisation as the deep organisation.  

Data and methodology 

The MLDP we scrutinise is part of an ambitious, comprehensive in-house MLDP mainly targeting 

the Capital Region of Denmark’s healthcare organisations, encompassing various hospitals and up 

to 3,000 managers. Developed in collaboration with private consulting firms, a public research 

institution and the Capital Region of Denmark, the programme started in 2010, it has been reformed 

several times since and represents an up-to-date case of current ideals in management and 

leadership development in Denmark. The overall programme consists of a variety of topics 

targeting different kinds of managers. We selected ‘management of employees’ because it is by far 

the largest part of the programme in terms of the number of participants and it targets first-line 

managers. The ‘Management of employees’ segment comprises 14.5 days divided into six modules 

spread out over six months. Between modules, there are coaching sessions and individual work with 

self-defined, leadership-related assignments, in addition to visits at other participants’ workplaces. 

The modules consist of presentations, group work, plenary discussions, personality tests, and the 
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exchange of experiences. Table 1 gives an overview of the six modules and their content. 

 

The overall purpose of the programme is to more closely link operations and overall strategy. 

Achieving this goal involves a combination of management development, leader development and 

leadership development (Day, 2011; McGurk, 2010). Leadership is routinely incorporated into 

management programmes as leadership – at least in a Danish context – is understood as an integral 

part of being a manager today.2 With regard to management development, the programme follows a 

prescribed plan that introduces organisational steering technologies (e.g. economy, operations and 

quality) and covers issues ranging from strategy in general and to the specific strategy of the 

organisation. As a result, the leader development part of the programme contains elements such as 

personality tests (The Whole Brain Model), a personal, key action area to be developed throughout 

the programme, a personal leadership mirror, exercises in storytelling and rhetoric, and a coaching 

session. Similarly, the leadership development part of the programme has action learning sets in the 

form of a development project in their home organisation but also in the form of role-plays and 

group exercises focusing on participants exchanging experiences.  

 

Table 1. The six ‘Management of employees’ modules 

 

The modules are run as classes with about 25 managers in each. Two consultants per class, one in-

house from the Capitol Region of Denmark and the other from the private consortium delivering the 

programme, conduct the classes. In 2014-2015 there were six parallel classes. We, the authors, each 

observed a class during its entire run, accumulating about 250 hours of observation (overnight 

modules included evening activities). We audio recorded most activities, though excluded some 

group work if recording it would be disruptive. When the programme ended we conducted 15 

 

2  Danish uses the same term for management and leadership and does not distinguish between them. This 

presents a challenge when labelling them in English. In general, we use management/manager to refer to the job 

position while leader/leadership are used in reference to sense-making and meaning making.  

Module 1: 
Management of 
operation and 
economy 
2 days  

 

Module 2: 
Leadership with 
self-insight  
3-day overnight  
 
 

 

Module 3: 
Managing 
consistently and 
personnel law  
3 days 

Module 4: 
Management 
with direction  
2-day overnight 
 

Module 5: 
Management of 
quality and 
patient-oriented 
innovation  
1.5 days 
 

Module 6: 
Management of 
relationships  
3-day overnight 
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follow-up interviews. We later shadowed six participants for three days each and interviewed their 

employees, colleagues and managers. The interviews and some recorded observations have been 

transcribed. We also collected teaching materials like slides, tests and articles. As researchers we 

performed non-participant observations and were not involved in the programme as designers or as 

teachers. Our role as researchers and our research project were clearly presented on the first day, 

just as all participants consented to our presence and audio recordings. Participants had the option 

of withdrawing from the study at any time. Consent was also always obtained prior to recording 

group sessions. Interviews, written material and transcripts of selected observations were coded in 

Nvivo in several rounds. This resulted in an abductive approach (Mantere and Ketokivi, 2013) 

combining open coding with more theoretically developed codes.  

 

Below we analyse the notions of the organisation that consultants and invited guests used in their 

presentations. It should thus be emphasised that we focus on the curriculum, defined as the 

programme’s lessons and academic content, not what the participants took away from it or their 

experiences with it. Our description of the leadership ethos also draws on the tests and wording in 

group exercises. Consultants followed an overall agenda, used the same materials and had the same 

PowerPoints stating the formal perspective of the programme. The consultants were able to make 

individual choices, but the content was not an expression of their individual views as they had to 

adhere to an overall, yet quite detailed, curriculum. The analysis does not cover participant notions 

of the organisation because we are chiefly interested in examining the programme’s official 

curriculum. The group dynamics and identity work are also beyond the scope of this paper3, but we 

acknowledge how crucial these processes are for participants and for the outcome of the 

programme. In sum, we are interested in the organisational view and the related ethos as expressed 

in the official curriculum of the MLDP in question. Accordingly, our focus is the content of the 

programme as contained in slides, talks, tests and assignments. 

Analysis 

What organisational representations are inherent to the MLDP under study? Overall, there are two 

dominant organisational views: the objective-rational organisation, which is the term used by the 

programme, and what we call the human organisation because it observes the organisation as 

consisting of individuals with various kinds of characteristics. The objective-rational organisation is 

 

3 We have analysed this in Authors 2021 
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characterised by:  

- Hierarchical levels with clearly divided expectations at the various levels  

- Formal rules clearly separating acceptable and unacceptable behaviour  

- Common goals with logical layers and with a mission in the shape of strategies addressing 

the question of Why are we here? (the mission) and a vision that addresses Where do we 

want to go?, in addition to sub-objectives  

- A budget that balances income and expenses  

- Guidelines and standards  

We will illustrate some of these characterisations below.  

 

The consultants use a variety of up/down metaphors, such as ‘down in the engine room’; ‘up on the 

navigation bridge’; ‘down in the operation’ and ‘up in the helicopter’, which indicate the view of 

organisations as comprising structured, hierarchical levels. This hierarchical view is also part of the 

official leadership philosophy presented, as shown in the slide presented in figure 1. 

 

 

 

In addition to connecting hierarchical levels with roles and responsibilities, the leadership pipeline 

indicates career paths. One of the consultants explained the leadership pipeline model as follows:  
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Some management processes must take place in an organisation to make the organisation 

function properly. The leadership pipeline is one way to look at it in a more structured, goal-

oriented way. It is an attempt to get a better grasp on it and to get a handle on what 

management really is, and what management processes really are. So it becomes easy for the 

organisation and for the people occupying a role in it to talk about what is expected and 

what is not. (Consultant, module 1) 

 

This consultant clarifies how the leadership pipeline describes what management really is 

independent of the specific organisation. Figure 2, which contains a yin-yang symbol from the 

programme, shows that organisations are characterised by formal rules.  

 

 

This figure was used to summarise a day covering personnel law presented by an experienced 

lawyer who reviewed relevant rules on ‘the way in’ (hiring employees), ‘being employed’ and ‘the 

way out’ (firing of employees). The rules make it possible to clearly separate acceptable from 

unacceptable behaviour. The relationship between employer and employee was seen from a purely 

legal perspective.  

 

The objective-rational organisation has, as the name indicates, objectives or goals. During Module 

4: Management with direction, words like mission, vision and goals were used frequently. It was 
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obvious that goals were a core element in this ‘direction giving’ – and that organisations have or 

should have goals. Figure 3 presents a slide from a strategy presentation by one of the consultants, 

the arrows representing phenomena like interests, projects and activities. It illustrates that a strategy 

(with goals at its core) promotes the alignment of multiple projects so they point in the same 

direction. 

 

 

The human organisation 

This section presents the other dominant organisational view in the MLDP: the human organisation, 

which, overall, comprises people who may resist changes, violate rules and regulations, get 

involved in conflicts, have certain given preferences (four types, according to the Whole Brain 

Model, which was the primary personality test used in the programme) and may react in accordance 

with non-rational psychological forces. Figure 4 contains a slide presented by the consultants in 

Module 4: Management with direction that illustrates three types of resistance that potentially arise 

for irrational reasons because people do not understand, do not like what is happening or do not feel 

a sense of trust. The human organisation does not consist of, for instance, people who disagree for 

good reasons. The manner in which resistance is imagined puts the manager in a position where 

resistance is something to be overcome, one way or the other.  
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Well-ordered, unproblematic and meaningful, the object-rational organisation, in contrast, is 

inherently good, with clear relationships between means and ends. It is characterised by 

intentionality. The human organisation, on the other hand, is described as a potential hindrance to 

the realisation of the objective-rational organisation. Subconscious psychodynamics, conflicts, 

personal preferences and the neglect of rules risk producing unwanted behaviour that threatens the 

objective-rational organisation. As a result, various kinds of ordering techniques are needed – such 

as rules, goals and hierarchies. The various aspects of the objective-rational organisation can thus 

also be seen as ways to address threats from the human organisation.  

The really real organisation 

Replacing ‘world view’ with ‘organisational view’, it becomes clear how Geertz’s concept of 

religion clearly captures the peculiar ontological status of the managerial discourse. The two 

organisational concepts (the objective rational and the human organisation) do not seek to describe 

contingent empirical facts, but rather the very nature of organisations. Hierarchical levels, goals, 

means-ends relationships, rules and budget frameworks were presented as the characteristics of an 

organisation as such. The programme portrayed a model of the organisation that presents what 

Geertz calls “the really real’, i.e. a deep truth about the organisation, as opposed to the messy 

organisation people experience in their everyday lives. The deep organisation furthermore contains 

an asymmetry between the objective-rational and the human organisation. The objective-rational 

organisation is the essential organisation while the human organisation is a hindrance that must 
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constantly be overcome to realize the essential organisation.  

 

During our fieldwork we noticed how concepts like strategy, leadership pipeline and goals 

oscillated between being general concepts for an organisation as such (the deep organisation) and 

for the Capital Region as an organisation. At one point, “strategy’ was the strategy as such, and at 

another point, it was the current strategy of the Capital Region. For a period, it was the leadership 

pipeline model as such and at another, the Capital Region’s specific leadership pipeline model. 

These oscillations resulted in the impression that the Capital Region was working towards realising 

the really real organisation with its strategies, leadership pipeline policy, and management of 

operations and goals. It thus became clear that the empirical organisation can, by means of good 

management, get closer to the really real, deep organisation. In the next section, we examine the 

ethos, a core aspect of Geertz’s notion of religion, as presented in this programme.  

The MLDP ethos 

Based on Geertz’s notion that a certain ethos, a way of life, corresponds to a certain world view, 

this section analyses the ethos related to the organisational view in the MLDP. This is a complex 

task because the ethos is more implicitly produced compared to the organisational view. It should 

also be noted that the ethos is generated discursively and that this article does not discuss the extent 

to which participants identify with the ethos. Below, we describe and analyse three of the central 

values that make up the ethos based on their implicit presence in the presentations, exercises and 

tests performed by participants. The values are an ironic disidentification with the empirical 

organisation, goal orientation and authenticity.  

 

Don’t take the empirical organisation too seriously – it is not the real one. This disidentification 

value was produced in a variety of ways. During our fieldwork we noticed how the consultants 

made various minor, ironic remarks about the Capital Region’s management technologies, 

including the actual MLDP. For instance, one ironic quip about the title of Module 4: Management 

with direction, was: ‘What other kind is there?’ Due to its Monty Python style, a short film on the 

Capital Region’s strategy was perceived as a parody by both participants and consultants. 

Disidentification with the Capitol Region was also practiced in that the programme did not insist on 

itself. Group work was a recurring feature of the MLDP, but the consultants did not insist that the 

groups do the assignments. On the contrary, there was generally only a loose coupling between the 

assignments and what the groups talked about. This was possible because the consultants generally 
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did not circulate among the groups while they worked.  

 

Disidentification was also a value when it came to the relationship to employees, where 

disidentification was inherent in the leadership pipeline model, which described specific 

expectations at the various hierarchical levels, making it a vertical distance. A recurring expression 

among the consultants was that managers should not work at ground level in the operation but 

should remain at the proper management level, with the phrase “proper management at proper 

level’ commonly bandied about. Participation in the programme also created disidentification with 

the employees because managers were away from their daily work while attending and were given 

many opportunities to talk to each other about their employees. It should be noted, though, that the 

disidentification was not a total disidentification. Rather, it had the form of an ironic distancing that 

made it possible for the managers to continue in the organisation while at the same time being 

allowed not to identify closely with it. Distancing made it possible to align managerial actions with 

the norms while maintaining a different self-understanding (Karlsen and Villadsen, 2015, Paulsen, 

2018, Zizek, 1997). Instead, they could identify with the really real organisation. 

 

Being goal-oriented was a core value that was communicated by means of, for instance an exercise 

from Module 4: Management with direction, in which participants were encouraged, based on a 

strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats analysis, to define the 3-5 most important strategic 

areas of priority. The core of a ‘strategic area of priority’ was the goal that was to be achieved. 

Similarly, during the entire programme, the participants were required to work on a self-defined 

‘prioritised action area’ that was again defined as a goal to be reached.  

 

Authenticity was an explicit value in Module 2: Leadership with self-insight, and it was supported 

by a variety of tests and exercises aiming at increasing the self-insight of the managers. The Whole 

Brain Model was the most advanced test the programme used, but attitudes toward conflicts were 

also tested. Another aspect that promoted self-insight, and thus authenticity as a value, was the 

leadership mirror, which entailed participants interviewing each other’s employees or colleagues 

and later telling each other about how their employees perceived them. Another exercise that 

focused on the participants’ values involved selecting three cards listing a value from a possible 

100. In pairs, participants did a walk and talk using the questions on the slide shown in figure 5. 
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The first two questions particularly indicate that visible, clear values are desirable. The slide also 

illustrates that being authentic, clear and visibly available to the employee is a value.  

 

In sum, the ethos stimulated during the programme encouraged managers to have an ironic 

disidentification with the empirical organisation, to be aware that it was not perfect and also to 

maintain a clear distance to the employee. The managers should also be goal-oriented and authentic. 

This ethos, we claim, defines the ideal manager, providing a role that the participants can step into 

when they, as one of the managers put it, ‘assert themselves’ as leaders. 

Mutual confirmation of the organisational view and ethos 

We can now ask if and how the organisational view and the ethos mutually confirm each other. In 

that regard, the objective-rational organisation confirms the ethos, parallel to how religion supports 

proper conduct by painting a picture of the world in which such conduct is common sense (Geertz, 

1973: 129). Let us take a closer look at how this works. 

 

Disidentification is confirmed in the way in which the experienced empirical organisation does not 

match the deep organisation. This mis-match would make it wrong to identify fully with the 

empirical organisation. The managers thus describe an organisational daily life characterised by 

complex lateral (and not only hierarchical) dependencies, constant (chaotic) changes, complex 
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social dependencies (not only rule-based) and the importance of professional units complementary 

to formal organisational units. Relating to Grint’s discussion of problems in relation to 

management/leadership we may say, that the managers describe how they live with wicked 

problems (intractable, no unilinear solution, no ‘stopping’ point, novel, no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ 

answer, a huge degree of uncertainty – Grint 2005: 1473). Such wicked problems are not part of the 

deep organisation and a proper reaction is therefore disidentification. Paradoxically the ironic 

disidentification is also what makes it possible to align actions with the empirical, complex 

organisation while maintaining the idea of the objective-rational organisation. Distancing makes it 

possible both to cope with the wicked problems of the empirical organisation and to maintain a self-

understanding based on the deep organisation. The programme thus establishes a two-world 

thinking, where, as Geertz (1973: 119) notes, it is possible to jump from one perspective to the 

other.  

 

The ethos ‘being goal-oriented’ is confirmed by the view that the deep organisation is characterised 

by its goals. A true organisation has a strategy, which one guest lecturer said means having ‘great 

big provocative goals’. The ethos ‘authenticity’ relates to the human organisation and its hidden, 

irrational forces that guide both employees and managers. As a result, managers must know 

themselves to be in control. The disidentification with the empirical organisation gives the manager 

an authenticity problem. However, this problem is solved by the notion of the deep organisation 

which offers the manager a picture of what it means to be authentic, namely in accordance with this 

deep organisation.  

 

After the programme ended, we interviewed 15 of the participants about their daily work. The 

participants described an everyday characterized by a high speed of change (making strategic and 

goal-oriented management more or less irrelevant), by many and complex horizontal dependencies 

and conflicts (giving hierarchy only a limited role), by complex manager-staff relations (with rules 

only as a kind of default-possibility), by a simultaneity of cooperation and competition between 

professions and by all kinds of tensions and contradictions. Compared with the picture these 

interviews created of the complexities of the organisation, it is obvious that the programme’s 

discourse poorly supports a better understanding of the organisation. It does, however, offer the 

managers an organisational view that is connected to an ethos; it expresses a really real organisation 

in which the manager plays an important role. As a result it establishes motivations and moods – 
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similar to the way religion, according to Geertz, does.  

Discussion 

Drawing on Geertz’ concept of religion (1973) we have argued that the MLDP develops a discourse 

about organisation and management/leadership that offers a way to live and manage in accordance 

with the deep organisation. The manager is empowered by a metaphysical idea of an organisation, 

one that justifies certain ways of acting and a certain style of management. This idea is what we call 

a deep organisation, an organisation taken to be truer than the empirical organisation in question. 

We are dealing with a representation that is empirically ‘false’ but not a lie. The deep organisation 

is a metaphysical truth about what an organisation really is. The discourse of the deep organisation 

performs by creating an organisational view, on behalf of which managers can and should manage 

and so it grounds their practices in a both deeper and higher order. 

 

Previously we asked if the organisational view in the programme is an ideal or an ideology. Ideals 

and ideology conceptualize two different forms of relations between discourse and what is 

represented, between representation and represented. Learmonth and Morrell focus on the way 

discourse on leadership ‘obfuscates, even denies, structural antagonisms’(2017: 257). This is 

exactly what ideology does according to Marx: it covers up the truth, it makes social relations 

appear as relations between things; it distorts the reality, the exploitative and conflicting structures 

and negative effects of capitalism (Marx, 2001, chapter 1, section 4). The notion of the deep 

organisation, contrarily, does not cover up an existing truth – it presents another truth. It does not 

claim that the empirical organisation is harmonious, unitarist, objective-rational, or clearly stratified 

(Tourish et al., 2010). Instead of one, false consciousness, it operates with a doubling of reality. We 

have the empirical, messy reality on the one hand and then the deep, but non-empirical organisation 

on the other.  

 

The notion of the deep organisation is thus not an ideology but neither was it presented as an ideal, 

as a vision of something to be strived for. It is common to critique leadership discourses for 

operating with an idealized manager and leader identity (Carroll and Nicholson, 2014; Gagnon and 

Collinson, 2014; Hay, 2014). But like religions present a world view, and not only ideals, the deep 

organisation was presented as a fact, not an ideal. The deep organisation constitutes a foundation 

from which the managers can act with authority because they are acting in accordance with the 
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natural order of the organisation. They may not be on a mission from God, but from the really real 

organisation. In turbulent times, this deep organisation offers managers motivation and authority to 

carry out their daily ordering of the constantly fluctuating empirical organisation. The managers 

might not know what they are doing (Hay, 2014) in the empirical organisation, but they know that 

they are following the right path and eventually might come to realise the organisation as it really is.  

 

The deep organisation serves to offer stability in the sense of its ability to uphold certain 

expectations, even though they are not met. The organisational view is presented as knowledge, i.e. 

as facts, in the programme. At the same time, the organisational view is not based on experience. 

The view does not change, even in the face of opposing information; it is immune to experiences 

and facts and gives no reason to learn. It is possible to observe the lack of organisational unity or 

the failure of strategies again and again – without changing the expectations of unity and the faith in 

strategy as such. The deep organisation presents a form of meaning, which due to its lack of 

coupling to experience delivers motivation even when the realisation of it fails - similar to 

Brunsson’s (2006) analysis of the mechanisms of hope. Self-produced ignorance in the form of 

immunity toward experiences represents the mechanism that keeps the organisational view alive.  

 

The mutually constitutive relationship between the organisational view and the ethos contributes to 

the understanding of identity regulation in critically oriented studies. While these studies focus on 

how large-scale discourses of leadership agency, competitiveness, individualism and authenticity 

(Gagon, 2008; Gagnon & Collinson, 2014) force individuals to do identity work (Alvesson & 

Willmott, 2002) and to express resistance (Carroll & Nicholson, 2014), our analysis adds a third 

element to the dynamic between discourses and self-identities, namely the organisational view. 

Similar to how Gagnon and Collinson briefly suggest that a worldview might reinforce the idealised 

identities offered by a MLDP (2014: 657), our analysis highlights the fundamental role of the 

organisational view as a context within which the related identity practice, or the ethos, becomes 

visible and attractive. We suggest that it is from the strength of the idea of the deep organisation 

that the ethos and the identity practice gain their attraction. 

 

Our picture of the deep organisation is in line with Tourish et al. (2010) and their analysis of how 

organisations are described in leadership teaching in business schools. We too have found a 

‘unitarist assumption’ about common interests and a top-down hierarchy. But while Tourish et al. 
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claim that the unitarist assumption overlooks how noise and resistance also constitute organisations 

(S45), we propose a more refined construction. Tourish et al. assume that the leadership teaching 

operates only with one world – a unitarist world. We, however, find that the MLD programme in 

question, just like religious worlds, operates with a doubling of reality. The MLD programme is 

perfectly aware of ‘noise, deviance and resistance’ but this is ascribed to the human organisation. 

The notion of the deep organisation can explain why the unitarist assumptions can survive the 

meeting with noise, experience, and conflict of interests. It does not deny the ‘pluralist tensions’ 

(Larsson et al. 2020a: 156), but it rescues the unitary assumptions by doubling reality. The unitary 

assumptions are not assumptions about the empirical organisation as it meets the managers. It is 

assumptions about the deep organisation. The notion of deep organisation thus adds the idea that 

our view of the organisation is multi-layered. On one level, the deep organisation, there might be a 

unitarist view. However, the messiness of the empirical organisation does not contradict that, since 

it operates on a different level. In other words, while we concur with Tourish et al about the 

unitarist assumptions, the notion of the deep organisation contributes by illuminating the layered 

nature of assumptions about organisations, through which seeming contradictions can be handled.  

 

Larsson et al. (2020a) found how participants reacted with distancing and disidentification when the 

pluralist tensions in the home organisation clashed with the idealized, unitarist model of a MLDP. 

Larsson et al. (2020a) tend to treat distancing and disidentification as a problem. They thus found 

that some of the managers wanted to leave the organisation as the programme had made them see 

the home organisation as failing. In this study we have seen how the MLDP itself comprises an 

ethos of disidentification vis-à-vis the empirical organisation. Distancing is thus not necessarily a 

flaw or something involuntarily emerging among the participants, it may have a function. The 

disidentification makes it possible to remain in the organisation even though it is not (yet) perfect 

and in alignment with the deep organisation.  

 

Our analysis has been limited to the organisational view and the ethos of the MLD programme in 

question. A crucial question that we cannot answer within the frames of this article is of course how 

the participants have interpreted and adopted the approach. To stay in the metaphor of religion: not 

all who have been to church become believers. We do think, though, that the programme has 

important implications – implications we cannot understand without understanding the 

organisational view analysed in this article. We shall briefly indicate how we expect the programme 
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may have an impact in relation to role-confidence, organisational identification and authority:  

A) Role-confidence. As stated in the introduction the programme was generally very well received 

by the participants who in our post programme interviews expressed how the programme had made 

them more secure in their management role and had helped assert themselves as leaders. This was 

partly related to the social dynamics of mutual recognition taking place in the programme (Larsson 

and Knudsen 2021), but we suspect that it was also related to the discourse of the deep organisation 

that offered the participants motivation and a source of authority.  

B) Organisational identification. As outlined in Larsson et al. (2020) we measured identification 

with the organisation and commitment before and after participation among 107 managers. The 

survey demonstrated a significant drop in both identification with the organisation (from average 

4.58 to 3.52 on a scale from 1-5) and commitment (from 4.82 to 3.75). Again, there is no simple 

explanation for this, but it is in line with the ethos  ‘disidentification with the empirical 

organisation’. This disidentification is part of the programme, but it may also be in conflict with the 

overall purpose of the programme – namely to link operations and overall strategy. If the managers 

identify less with the organisation they may also be less inclined to implement the strategies. There 

thus seems to be a tension between the official purpose of the programme and the organisational 

view of the programme.  

C) Authority. Authority depends on the recognition of the persons to whom the communication is 

addressed (Barnard 1968: 163). A crucial question is therefore how and whether other members of 

the organisation recognise the deep organisation as a legitimate and relevant source of authority. 

During our shadowing of managers in their daily managerial practice after the programme we 

observed how the managers connecting most directly to the discourse of the programme were also 

the managers running into problems with employees and other associates. We interpret this as a 

clash between on the one side the notion of the deep organisation and on the other side different 

articulations of the organisation. The result was failing authority relations. We thus suspect that the 

MLD programme and the notion of the deep organisation may offer sources of authority that are not 

recognised – resulting in weakening authority relations in practice. We are currently undertaking 

this line of analysis.  

 

In terms of practical implications, this study challenges our own teaching of public management. At 

post experience programmes targeting public managers we have also taught about strategy, 

organisational structure and leadership without giving much thought to the ontological status of 
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these concepts – as if strategy exists as such and as a deeper truth. The study challenges our own 

teaching practices and that of other providers of public sector MLDPs to reflect more closely on 

how we present the notion of organisation and whether we unwillingly reproduce a notion of the 

deep organisation. The study challenges us to contemplate the ontological status of our theoretical 

concepts. What do we talk about when we talk about ‘the organisation’? We cannot get rid of 

general concepts, but we can reflect on the status of the concepts and think about whether they refer 

to deep, metaphysical truths – or if they are open to empirical observations and thus learning. 

Conclusion 

Inspired by Geertz’s notion of religion, we posed the question ‘what is the organisational view and 

the ethos inherent in the MLDP under study?’ We have found that the MLDP produces a 

representation of a deep organisation and a matching ethos. The analysis adds to the understanding 

of management and leadership development programmes as it highlights how a programme not only 

targets competencies and identities but also produces a representation of the organisation. We have 

analysed the anatomy of this representation, its internal logic. We have called attention to the 

importance of the organisational view that gives the individual identities meaning and support. 

Incorporating broader aspects of MLDPs and not only discourses on the idealised leader and self-

targeting technologies offers a better understanding of the (attractive) identity and the 

performativity of the MLDP. 

 

The present study of how an MLDP constructs an organisational view and a related ethos calls for 

further investigation of what difference it makes for the organisation and its managers. One obvious 

issue concerns the destiny of the described metaphysical management discourse, i.e. how it is 

translated and used by participants in their daily managerial tasks. This includes matters regarding 

the relationships between the sacred and the profane, that is, between the notion of the really real 

organisation and the organisation as it is experienced on a daily basis. In this case, it would be 

relevant to supplement the discursive approach with a more phenomenological approach focusing 

on the understandings of the participants. Another beneficial aspect to study would be how the 

notion of the deep organisation and divergent notions of the organisation are related to various 

rituals and symbols, how they co-exist, supplement each other and conflict with each other. Finally, 

the kinds of problems the organisational view and the ethos enable the leader to address are another 

possible future topic of study.  
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