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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

1.1 The reasons this study was undertaken 

This study has been undertaken in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the 

University of South Wales’ Doctorate in Business Administration (DBA). The thesis 

explores how people working in London’s public parks sector experienced issues 

related to personal, professional and management development and is therefore a 

contribution to both practice and knowledge. As highlighted below, the primary 

research reported in this thesis was carried out using Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), which is relatively unusual in business and 

organisational research. 

 

The topic underpinning this study was chosen following my observations as a senior 

manager working in the sector. These observations highlighted that some staff 

working in London’s public parks sector appeared to be less than enthusiastic when 

opportunities to undertake management development were offered. A similar 

observation had also been identified in research carried out by CABEspace (2009b). 

The thesis provides a rich and deep understanding of issues related to personal, 

professional and management development; from the perspectives of people 

working in the field. It also provides suggestions as to how some of the issues might 

be addressed. However, this is not a ‘how to train people better’ thesis. 

 

The research was undertaken using an in-depth, qualitative research method called 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). IPA is an increasingly popular 

approach to qualitative inquiry, particularly in applied psychology (Smith, Flowers 

and Larkin, 2009). It was developed by Dr Jonathan Smith in 1996 and has evolved 

further since (Gee, 2011). The use of IPA for management research is unusual and 

innovative (Wagstaff et al, 2014) and on this basis, the thesis makes a contribution 

to method.   IPA enables the voices of participants to be retained within the 

analysis, thereby assisting in the development of rich, ideographic interpretative 

research, focusing on the ‘lived experiences’ of participants (Larkin et al, 2006). IPA 

provides rich insights into how people experience and make sense of a 
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phenomenon (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009) and IPA was selected for the 

research reported in this thesis, after considering other methodologies, because of 

its suitability for the topic.  

 

Business, Organisational and Human Resource Development (HRD) research is often 

conducted from a positivist, objective, impersonal perspective, and written in the 

third person (Etherington, 2004; Rhodes and Pullen, 2009). However, a range of 

research perspectives can be applied to business and management research (Wass 

and Wells, 1994) and it is important to select a style of writing which is appropriate 

for the subject and methodology chosen (Oliver, 2008). I share Etherington’s (2004) 

view that reflexivity in research can close the ‘illusory gap between researcher and 

researched’ (Etherington, 2004, p. 32), and that writing in the first person can assist 

in this process. IPA can be written up in either the third or first person (Smith, 

Flowers and Larkin, 2009) and so, taking account of the interpretative nature of my 

research and the use of a reflexive approach to aid academic rigour (Etherington, 

2004; Sambrook, 2002), this thesis is presented in the first person.   

 

In addition to seeking to contribute to practice and knowledge, the research that I 

carried out to complete the DBA was also undertaken as a contribution to my 

personal development, as well as my development as a senior manager, academic 

researcher and practitioner/professional (Williams, 2011). This is aided by the 

reflective and reflexive aspects of the thesis (Etherington, 2004).  

 

1.2 Structure of the Thesis 

In this section, I briefly summarise the structure and purpose of the chapters of the 

thesis. Chapter one sets the scene for the study: an introduction to London’s and 

the UK’s public parks sector is provided; along with an overview of the context for 

my study. This is followed by my research aim, objectives and primary research 

question. Further details and justification of the research aim and objectives are 

provided later, in Chapter five.  
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Chapter two provides the Public Parks and Green Spaces sector context of my 

study. This is to assist the reader in gaining an understanding of some of the 

characteristics and complexity of the sector.  It begins with a summary of the 

diverse range of organisations involved in the Public Parks sector in the 21st 

century, and a brief synopsis of the demographic profile of the employees working 

in the sector. I then provide an outline of the diversity of sites encompassed by the 

term ‘parks and green spaces’ within the UK today, along with a review of some of 

the intertwining histories that led to today’s public open space provision.  This is 

followed by a portrayal of the development of Greater London’s local authorities 

and their role in the management of parks and green spaces. I then summarise 

some of the changes experienced by the sector, including the establishment of 

large Leisure Departments, which subsumed smaller specialist parks departments 

as part of local authority reorganisations of the 1960s and 1970s. The impact of 

compulsory competitive tendering and consequences of New Public Management 

performance measurement in the latter years of the 20th century are also set out, 

thereby setting the scene for the present study. 

Chapter three sets the scene for my study through the lens of the modernist view 

of management and skills development, both within organisations and in the 

economy more widely. After outlining the importance given to management in the 

modernist view of organisations, there follows a review of public policy research 

regarding skills and business productivity in the UK economy. Given that my 

research was set primarily in the UK public sector, the focus of the chapter then 

moves on to consider the role of management, and managers, in the performance 

of local authority public sector service delivery. This highlights that successive 

governments have made significant changes to public sector working practices and 

that modernist management models and expectations are actively used in local 

authorities within both the UK and elsewhere, however the view that generic 

model of management is applicable to the public sector has been criticised and 

situations faced by parks managers may be more complex than a traditional ‘top 

down’ managerialist approach would propose. This is followed by a review of 
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Human Resource Development (HRD), and personal, professional and management 

development in organisations.  

 

Chapter four provides a review of the status of research into skills development 

requirements in the parks and green spaces sector.  This review highlights that 

although there has been a substantial amount of national and international 

literature on economic and social issues related to parks and green spaces, this 

attention has been focused on issues such as the proximity of parks as a factor 

affecting the price of property and how the physical structure of parks impacts on 

public health and wellbeing. The review then summarises the findings of the small 

number of studies exploring skills requirements and learning preferences in 

Australia’s and America’s Parks sectors before the focus turns to UK public policy 

research into parks and green space skill gaps, conducted by CABE (2010b). The 

chapter highlights that little empirical academic research had been undertaken in 

the UK on issues related to the skills of staff in the parks and green spaces sector.   

 

Chapter five sets out and defends the research methodology and methods I used to 

collect and analyse the data. It is important to recognise that in contrast to 

positivist research methods, my primary research question and the associated 

interview questions are not theory driven. In IPA studies, the researcher 

endeavours to ‘bracket’ and, where possible, suspend their prior knowledge and 

preconceptions when designing and undertaking the interviews. This may seem 

unusual and counterintuitive for those practitioners and researchers familiar with 

other research approaches used in HRD, management and organisational studies; 

however, it is a key feature of the IPA approach to research.    

 

The findings of the study are presented in chapters six, seven and eight. In line with 

guidance for IPA research (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009), these analysis chapters 

are presented without reference to extant literature, thereby helping to ensure the 

voices of participants are heard and taken seriously (Turner, 2009). The findings 

start with a ‘single case’ analysis of an interview with a self-employed consultant 
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working in the field (chapter six), there then follows the analysis of a relatively 

homogenous grouping of three middle managers working in the sector (chapter 

seven). Chapter eight provides an analysis of a more diverse grouping of four parks 

officers, working as first line managers in local authority parks departments or for 

grounds maintenance contractors. The chapter ends with a conclusion that draws 

together the overall findings through three master themes for the analysis as a 

whole.     

 

In chapter nine, I discuss the findings of this study in the context of existing 

literature, that illuminates and resonates with the findings. Some of this literature 

has been introduced in chapters two, three and four and this is augmented by 

further literature that is required to help illuminate the findings and, where 

appropriate, problematise what earlier studies have said. This is a common feature 

of IPA research as an IPA analysis inevitably produces some findings that had not 

been anticipated and so, unlike some other forms of research, additional resonant 

literature is drawn into the discussion of the findings (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 

2009).    

 

Finally, chapter ten brings the study to its conclusions, setting out the contribution 

to knowledge, practice and methodology made by this thesis. In chapter ten, I also 

provide a reflection on my experiences of using IPA for the study and propose 

possible directions for future research. 

 

1.3 Introduction to London and the UK’s public parks sector  

Whilst figures are not available for the number of people who work in Greater 

London’s parks and green spaces sector, the number is considerable, given that 

there are approximately 3000 parks within the 32 London Boroughs and City of 

London (GIGL, 2015). In 2009, around 122,000 people worked in England’s the 

public parks and green space sector (CABE, 2010b).  
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Ongoing pressures on public sector finances for public parks have been significant 

and continue to be so (Winning, 1986; HM Treasury, 2010; Calder, 2014; Morrison, 

2015). At the same time, there has also been an increased emphasis placed on the 

importance of local authority parks and open spaces for public health, community 

cohesion, economic regeneration, children’s play, biodiversity and other various 

objectives (NAO, 2006; GreenSpace, 2011).  The skills of people working in the 

sector also received attention (CABE 2009a, CABE 2009b). This was partially due to 

the increased importance placed on parks and green spaces (CABE, 2004). It was 

also linked to the wider government skills agendas (Gov, 2015), including the Egan 

Review of Skills for Sustainable Communities (Egan, 2004) and the Leitch review of 

UK Skills (Leitch, 2006),  

In 2004, after a short study of six local authorities, skills gaps were identified at 

both operational and managerial levels in the parks and green spaces sector:    

 

“Although horticulture rates highest in importance amongst the practical 

skills at the operational level, it is management, promotional, presentational 

and interpersonal skills that are most lacking. To meet the need of 

communities, there is clearly a requirement for more people-orientated 

training to be made more widely available to workers already in the sector, 

as part of a structured framework of Continuing Professional 

Development...” 

(CABESpace, 2004 p. 2) 

 

From 2004 to 2010, a number of actions were put in place by CABESpace to tackle 

the perceived issues. These actions included the creation of a sector skills strategy, 

research to establish baseline comparable data for the parks and green spaces 

labour market and the development of a short leadership course for parks and 

green space managers (CABE, 2010a; CABE, 2010c).  
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1.4 Research context 

The majority of the people employed within the UK public parks and green spaces 

sector work for local authorities (CABE; 2010b) and at the start of my DBA studies in 

2007, I was working for a London Local Authority. I managed a team of 45 staff who 

were responsible for over 200 parks and associated green space services 

throughout the borough.  By 2015, I had moved to a large municipal local authority, 

managing a team of 190 staff, with responsibility for an estate of over 240 parks, 

coast and countryside assets. Before moving to the public parks sector, I had 

previously worked as a green spaces community development practitioner, a 

national woodland operations manager for a charity and an HRD practitioner for a 

National Heritage organisation.  

 

When I headed the team of people in a London Local Authority, I noticed that some 

members of the team appeared reticent to engage in non-compulsory continuing 

professional development. This was in strong contrast to the way that staff in the 

‘not-for profit organisations’, where I had previously worked, appeared to view 

continuing professional development. This reticence was not something that I had 

previously experienced to a major extent before and I decided to explore this, as 

part of the research for my DBA.    

 

1.5 Research aim, objectives and primary research question 

My interest in learning and development, along with skills related issues identified 

in my own team and in the UK public parks and green spaces sector more generally 

led me to develop my research aim, which was to: 

 

Explore issues related to personal, professional and management 

development, from the perspectives of people working in London’s public 

parks sector.   

 

 
 
 



8 

 

My associated research objectives were to: 
 
a) develop a deeper understanding of the lived experience of issues related 

to personal, professional and managerial development, from the 

perspectives of people who worked in London’s public parks and green 

spaces sector; 

 

b) explore what might lay beneath the apparent lack of interest shown by 

some green space workers in developing management skills (CABEspace 

2009) or continuing professional development (my own observation); 

 

c) make recommendations, drawing on this deeper understanding, that 

might help address or resolve some of these issues; 

 

d) provide a substantive theoretical model, based on the findings of my 

research, which might assist further research and help inform both my and 

other people’s practice in the sector; and 

 

e) assist in my own personal, professional and managerial development. 

 

My primary research question (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009) was therefore 

framed as follows: 

“How do people working in London’s public parks and green spaces sector 

experience issues related to personal, professional and management 

development?” 

 

My study explored this question as an empirical contribution to Organisational and 

Human Resource Development (HRD) practice and research (Hamlin, 2002).  

 

The use of positivist approaches to research, especially in business schools, has 

become increasingly prevalent on both sides of the Atlantic (Wasti, Poell and Çakar 

(2008). However, there have been calls for use of other perspectives including, an 

initiative to develop stronger links between HRD practitioners within UK universities 

and researchers (Mavin et al, 2007). In addition there has been a call for research 
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into HRD practice that draws upon interpretive philosophies and innovative 

methods (Sambrook, 2007) as well as work to advance the concept of ‘critical 

human resource development’ (Trehan and Rigg, 2011).  

 

Given the positivist, managerialist approach that had previously been applied to 

skills issues in the sector at the start of my research (CABE, 2004; 2008), I elected to 

undertake my study from a dialogic (Deetz, 2009) perspective. This was to provide 

an alternative way of viewing the issue, thereby seeking to add to the richness of 

understandings on the subject. This led to my selection of Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) as a suitable research approach for the study. IPA 

is a form of qualitative research that is concerned with exploring people’s ‘lived 

experience’ of a phenomenon from the perspectives of the particular participants. 

This is in contrast to studying the phenomenon using a predetermined or abstract 

theoretical framework (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009).   

 

Whilst the benefits of using an interpretative, phenomenological approach for 

organisational research are acknowledged to include the development of a deeper, 

richer understanding of the phenomenon being studied (van Manen, 1990), the 

findings are not generalisable (Wass and Wells, 1994, Remenyi et al, 1994). This 

study does not seek to make claims at a group or population level, nor to establish 

general laws of behaviour. Instead, through the provision of ‘a rich, transparent and 

contextualised analysis of the accounts of the participants’ (Smith, Flowers and 

Larkin, 2009, p.51), possible theoretical transferability can be considered by the 

reader. 

 

The data for my study took the form of semi-structured interviews with a purposive 

sample of eight participants, drawn from people who worked in London’s parks and 

green spaces sector. This number of participants is within the range of between 4 

and 10 interviews that is typical for a professional IPA doctorate (Smith, Flowers 

and Larkin, 2009). It is also appropriate for this DBA thesis, given the depth of 

analysis required for an IPA study which helps to develop a richer understanding of 
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the issue being studied. Further details of the IPA research approach, the specifics 

of the design and its suitability for the study are provided in chapter five, 

methodology and methods. 

 

1.6 Summary 

In this chapter I have introduced the research study, the public parks sector, and 

the methodology and methods used, details of these issues are provided in the 

chapters that now follow. Next, in chapter two, I provide a more detailed 

introduction to the UK’s public parks sector, within which my research was situated.  
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CHAPTER TWO - THE UK PUBLIC PARKS AND GREEN SPACES SECTOR 

2.1 Introduction 

In chapter one, I introduced my study and outlined the structure of the thesis. 

Chapter two now introduces the reader to the organisational and historical context 

of the UK’s public parks sector. This is because it is important to understand the 

context within which business and management studies are being conducted 

(Remenyi et al, 1998). The information is provided to help the reader begin to 

understand the field within which the research participants worked. Introducing 

readers to the field is a key component of IPA research, which helps the reader 

begin to engage in the hermeneutic, phenomenological, interpretative process that 

lies at the heart of IPA (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009). It is helpful to emphasise 

that the purpose of the literature review in IPA studies is not to develop theory 

driven research questions. Instead, the literature review is undertaken to help learn 

something about the participants and the context in which they operate (Smith, 

Flowers and Larkin, op cit).  The chapter begins with an outline of the range of 

organisations in the English public parks sector, including the demographics of the 

sector’s workforce.    

 

I then summarise some of the histories of a wide variety of sites that public parks 

staff are required to manage, with a particular focus on Greater London’s parks, as 

this is where the research in the thesis was located. The chapter concludes with a 

review of the development of local authorities’ responsibilities for the management 

of parks and green spaces. This highlights the significant changes that London’s 

local authority parks and green space services experienced during the 20th century 

and on, into the opening years of the 21st century.  

 

2.2 UK public parks organisations and demographics of the sector’s workforce  

People working for a variety of organisations undertake the management, design 

and maintenance work in UK public parks and green spaces. These include local 

authorities, private sector contractors, voluntary and community groups, housing 

associations, private companies, registered charities and Trusts (DTLR, 2002b). The 
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occupations involved in this work are quite diverse (see Fig 2.1, below). Typical 

roles in the sector include gardeners, grounds maintenance workers, 

arboriculturalists, rangers, ecologists, parks managers, landscape officers, park 

keepers and green space client officers (CABE, 2009b, CABE 2010b).  

 

Fig 2.1: CABE, 2009b, Parks and Green Space Occupations, p.6. 

 

At a national level, the UK public parks agenda is influenced by a complex network 

of central government and sector bodies, each operating with different objectives 

and agendas (NAO, 2006). A range of charities, including the National Trust, manage 

and champion a large number of sites that are of historic and ecological 

importance. Local authorities manage the majority of the nation’s urban public 

parks and country parks at the margins of large urban areas (CABE, 2010).   
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The sector skills lead body for the land-based skills; which includes horticulture, 

forestry, arboriculture and environmental conservation management, is LANTRA 

(LANTRA, 2015). The Landscape Institute is a separate organisation that leads on 

and sets the standards for Landscape Architecture qualifications and the design of 

open spaces (Landscape Institute, 2015).  

 

In 2002, the publication ‘Green Spaces, Better Places - Final Report of The Urban 

Green Spaces Taskforce’ (DTLR, 2002b), proposed the creation of a body to provide 

a unifying voice for public parks, funded by government. This led to the 

establishment of CABEspace (CABE, 2003), created with government backing, to 

champion the nation’s urban parks and public spaces and undertake research into 

the needs of, and benefits provided by, the sector. Less than a decade later, 

CABEspace was subject to funding cuts and, along with its parent organisation CABE 

(the Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment), was amalgamated 

into the Design Council in April 2011 (Design Council, 2011). 

 

Until its financial demise in 2013, the charity GreenSpace, (formerly called the 

Urban Parks Trust) provided a national voice for parks managers. This organisation 

also championed public parks (GreenSpace 2011, Horticulture Week, 2013). 

Triggered by the closure of GreenSpace, and following a campaign run by the trade 

magazine, Horticulture Week, a body called The Parks Alliance was established in 

2013 to ‘provide a single unified voice for parks and green spaces and to address the 

serious funding crisis in the sector’ (Parks Alliance, 2015). Adding to the complexity 

of sector bodies promoting parks, a charity called Keep Britain Tidy runs the Green 

Flag nationwide quality assessment scheme for parks and green spaces and hosts 

the Country Parks Network (Keep Britain Tidy, 2015; Green Flag, 2015). The 

National Federation of Parks and GreenSpaces provides a national voice for parks 

‘Friends’ voluntary groups (NFPG, 2015) and the Heritage Lottery Fund and Big 

Lottery provide a wide range of funding schemes that have been used to revitalise 

parks (HLF, 2015; Big Lottery, 2015).  
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2.3 Profile of organisations and employment in the sector 

In 2009, CABE estimated that 15,000 organisations were engaged in green space 

work in England, employing around 122,000 people (CABE, 2010b).  These people 

worked for land owning bodies (27.8%), land management organisations (23%), 

contractors (23.5%) and as consultants (25.8%) (CABE, op cit).  

 

The land owning and management bodies were predominately public and third 

sector organisations. The majority of contractors and consultants were from private 

sector organisations. Private and third sector organisations generally employed 

smaller numbers of people than public sector bodies and the majority (74%) of 

organisations working in the sector employed less than 25 people (CABE, 2010b).  

However, local authorities were responsible for the vast majority of the sites, 

accounting for over 90% of the total public sector spend on public parks and green 

spaces (NAO, 2006). In London, Local Authorities, the London Wildlife Trust, the 

Royal Parks Agency, Housing Associations and other bodies, including local 

community and voluntary groups owned and managed an array of sites.  The 

practical, physical work on site was either carried out by in-house teams or by 

external contractors (often national companies, employing staff locally), 

supplemented by the work of volunteers and local residents (CABE, 2010b).   

 

CABE’s first (and only) national labour workforce survey of the English green space 

sector, carried out in 2009, identified that the percentage of staff employed at a 

managerial level of work in the sector was similar to that of the national average of 

29%. However, both the public sector and third sector employed a lower 

percentage than that of the private sector where 31.7% of those employed were 

employed at a management grade. Over 90% of employees in the sector were on 

permanent contracts, irrespective of the type of organisation in which they worked 

(CABE 2010b).  

 

The 2009 labour work force survey reported that 96.8% of employees in the sector 

were categorised as white. This was just slightly lower than in the agriculture, 
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forestry and fishing sector (98.6%). Both these sectors employ more white people 

than the national employment profile (86.6% white) (CABE, 2010b). The age profile 

of the sector was also slightly different from the national average, in particular 

fewer under 24 year olds and less people over 60 worked in the sector than the age 

profiles found in the agriculture, forestry and fishing sector (CABE, op cit). Very few 

of the organisations that took part in the green space workforce survey (CABE, op 

cit) reported that they had employees with disabilities.  

 

The balance of employment by gender across the sector as a whole was 71% male, 

29% female, compared with the agriculture, fishery and forestry sector where 

75.8% of employees were male. Both these land-based sectors employ more men 

than the national employment profile (53.3% male, 46.6% female). The gender 

profile of employees working for charities and other third sector parks and green 

space employers was somewhat closer to the national average employment profile 

at 65.4% male, 34.6% female (CABE, 2010b) .  CABE’s profiling provided a summary 

of the demographics of the overall sector in 2009 (CABE, op cit), but it did not 

provide a profile of local authority parks and green space employees, which would 

have had more direct relevance to my study.  It did provide a snap shot of a 

predominantly white male workforce in the English parks and green spaces sector. 

 

2.4 Qualifications held by employees in the sector 

CABE’s study (CABE, 2010b) found that employees in the UK parks and green spaces 

sector held higher levels of qualification than the average for employees in the UK. 

For example, 37.7% of employees working for public sector parks and green space 

organisations held a level four qualification (degree level or above), compared with 

a national average of 33.5% and only 4.7% of employees in the sector did not have 

any qualifications, which is lower than the national average of 7.6%. Those working 

for contractors were most likely to hold a level two qualification (GCSE A-C 

equivalent) whereas those who worked for consultancies were most likely to hold a 

degree level qualification (level four).  
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These findings appear to differ from the assessment of the sector’s workforce put 

forward by Barber (2005). Barber found that few employees in the 12 local 

authority parks and green space departments that he studied held a degree in 

landscape planning or landscape management. It may be that the difference in 

findings was the result of different questions being asked. For example, the CABE 

survey reported academic levels achieved, not the title of the degree.   

 

2.5 Parks and open space typologies 

Since the turn of the 21st century, publications relating to England have made use of 

terms such as ‘urban green spaces’, ‘parks and green spaces’ or ‘green public space’ 

when referring to public parks, recreation grounds and other recreational open 

spaces that are free to enter (see for example, DTLR, 2002b; GreenSpace, 2010; 

James et al, 2009).  

Urban Open and Green Space Typology (DTLR, 2002) 

 Sub-sets of 
‘open space’ 

Typology suitable for 
planning purposes and 
open space strategies 

More detailed classification for open space audits and 
academic research 

Urban 
Open 
Spaces 

Green 
Spaces 

Parks and gardens Urban parks 
Country parks 
Formal gardens (including designed landscapes) 

  Provision for children 
and teenagers 

Play Areas 
Skateboard parks 
Outdoor basketball goals 
‘Hang out areas’ (including youth shelters) 

  Amenity greenspace 
(most commonly, but 
not necessarily, in 
housing areas) 

Village greens 
Informal recreation areas 
Housing green spaces 
Domestic gardens 
Other incidental spaces 

  Outdoor sports 
facilities (with natural 
or artificial surfaces) 

Tennis courts 
Bowling greens 
Sports pitches (including artificial surfaces) 
Golf courses 
Athletic tracks 
School playing fields 
Other institutional playing fields 
Other outdoor sports areas 

  Allotments 
Community gardens 
and urban farms 

Allotments 
Community gardens 
City (urban) farms 

  Cemeteries and 
churchyards 

Churchyards 
Cemeteries 

  Natural and semi-
natural urban 
greenspaces, including 
woodland and forestry 

Woodland (coniferous, deciduous, mixed) and scrub. 
Grassland (eg downland, meadow) 
Heath or Moor 
Wetland (eg march, fen) 
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Fig 2.2: DTLR, 2002b Parks and Open Space Typology, p.43 

Statutory and strategic local authority planning processes also used the terms 

‘public open space’ or ‘open space’ (CABE, 2009a). And there was some debate as to 

whether the wider aspects of the public realm or ‘Streetscene’ (Lacopini, 2009) 

should be included. However, for the purpose of my study, the range of sites is 

suitably summarised in the typology set out in figure 2.2 (shown above). This 

typology, which was adopted into the UK government’s Planning Policy Guidance 

17 (PPG17) was one of the recommendations set out in the Urban Green Spaces 

Taskforce’s final report (DTLR, 2002b; HMSO, 2002).  

 

2.6 Histories of England’s Public Parks and Green Spaces: 

Changes in the urban landscape are the result of complex interactions between 

natural, spontaneous processes and planned actions by human beings (James et al, 

2009). This has resulted in a wide variety of urban public open spaces in Greater 

London (and elsewhere) which have developed on land holdings with a wide range 

of differing histories (Crowe, 1987; Chadwick, 1966).  

 

At the turn of the 20thcentury and early 21st century, the priorities of public sector 

sports, parks, leisure and recreation services related to two differing and potentially 

conflicting objectives (Foley and MacVicar 1999). The first perspective saw parks 

and other recreational and leisure services as rooted in historical welfare and 

reform agendas. This endeavoured to ensure that those sectors of society suffering 

from recreational or other forms of deprivation were identified and that suitable 

measures were put in place to redress the issue. The second perspective, which 

Open and running water 
Wastelands (including disturbed ground) 
Bare rock habitats (eg cliffs, quarries, pits) 

  Green corridors River and canal banks 
Road and rail corridors 
Cycling routes within towns and cities 
Pedestrian paths in towns and cities 
Rights of way and permissive paths 

 Civic spaces Civic spaces Sea fronts (including promenades) 
Civic squares (including plazas) 
Market squares 
Pedestrian streets 
Other hard surfaced pedestrian areas 
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became the increasing priority in the second half of the 20th century, presented 

parks and other recreational and leisure services as commodities in the market 

place. In this view, failure to attract use by particular sections of the community, or 

failure to generate sufficient trade, was seen as a function of inadequate marketing, 

and by implication is a failure of management (Foley and MacVicar, op cit, Sessoms, 

2000).   

 

Before the 1980s, little attention was given to the relationship between political 

positions, parks and leisure policies in the literature (Henry, 2001). Since that time 

coverage has been sparse and mainly focused on specific policy issues such as the 

impact of Compulsory Competitive Tendering or Best Value (Barber, 2005). In 

parallel with changing fashions in the types of open space being created, a series of 

policy changes affected local authority structures and their processes. This had an 

impact on the provision of public park services provided by local authorities (Henry, 

2001; NAO, 2006; Winning, 1986).  

 

An ‘evolving discourse’ (Reeder 2006b) related to parks and open spaces can be 

traced back many centuries. 21st century park employees often manage a wide 

range of sites, many of which have histories and designs that reach back well over 

100 years (Winning, 1986). The complexities of their histories and associated 

design, legislative and heritage issues are important for parks and gardens staff to 

understand as part of their work, so that the special characteristics of different sites 

is taken into account (Watkins and Wright, 2007).    

 

Accounts of the creation of today’s English urban parks and green spaces frequently 

start by placing the roots of the movement within Victorian Britain, highlighting 

that the creation of municipal, town and people’s parks was a response to 

worsening living conditions of the urban working poor (Conway, 1996; Chadwick, 

1966). Some accounts place the spotlight earlier, showing that parks and garden 

designs of the 18th and early 19th centuries led to the development of public urban 

parks. The designed landscapes around the houses of the landed gentry were used 
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as the basis of similar designs when public parks were first created. Most often the 

style adopted was similar to that practised by famous landscape garden designers 

such as Repton and Paxton (Musgrave, 2007), with belts of trees, sweeping paths 

and expansive areas of grassland which could accommodate large numbers of 

people. Along with this there were areas allocated to showier ‘gardenesque’ 

carpets of bedding displays (Anthony, 2009).  

 

The Royal Parks of Richmond and Hyde Park in the Greater London area can trace 

their roots back to the times of Henry VIII and Charles I, when the land was 

acquired and enclosed for royal deer hunting (Cole, 1877; Brace and Frankl, 1986). 

The history of deer parks reaches back to Anglo Saxon and Norman times when 

‘parks’ were fenced enclosures, providing deer as a source of meat for lords of the 

manors. As time progressed, the use changed to hunting for sport and grand houses 

were built nearby to provide accommodation for royalty and other prestigious 

visitors (Rackham, 2006). Over the centuries, enclosure of land by lords of the 

manor (and other landowners) ceased to be limited to the creation of deer parks as 

more land was annexed. This succession of enclosures eventually created isolated 

pockets of relict common land, often on the poorest soils, where historic 

commoners’ rights to carry out various activities, (such as graze animals, gather 

firewood or dig gravel) were preserved (Langford, 1993; Sexby, 1898).  

 

During the 19th century, large numbers of low paid working people used open land 

at the edge of urban areas as locations for activities such as beating carpets, 

washing and drying clothes. Increasingly, these urban fringe open spaces also 

became places to visit for recreation on Sundays (Crowe, 1987). However, across 

the country, the land available for such activities came under significant pressure as 

the 19th century progressed. This was due to the increase in urban population sizes, 

caused by the industrial revolution and the impact of the many enclosure acts and 

closure of footpaths. All of which had the effect of reducing access to open land for 

the public (Crowe, 1987, Watkins and Wright, 2007). In 1833, a national 
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government Select Committee on Public Walks (Colquhoun, 2004) was established 

to: 

 

‘...consider the best means of securing open spaces in the immediate vicinity 

of populous towns, as public walks calculated to promote the health and 

comfort of the inhabitants.’  

(Hansard, 1833). 

 

The Select Committee identified that open spaces would act as a ‘city’s lungs’, 

refreshing the air. They concluded that these sites would improve people’s health, 

provide places for exercise and offer an alternative form of recreation to that 

provided by public houses. In the committee’s view, open space provision would 

also bring the public into contact with nature and improve their spirit. Furthermore, 

as all members of society would use the open spaces, it was hoped that social 

tensions would be reduced and classes would learn from each other (Conway, 

2000). In London, the pressures were as great as elsewhere. There was a strong 

concern that the building boom, which followed the Napoleonic wars, had led to a 

loss of open space. MPs called for sites such as Regents Park (a Royal Park which 

was not at that time open to the public) to be made available for use by the public 

to compensate. General public access to Regents Park was granted for the first time 

in 1835, but only for two days each week (Hansard, 1833, Royal Parks, 2011).   

 

The nineteenth century Open Space Movement had strong links to Victorian 

philanthropy and to the pragmatic view that a degree of land use planning was 

necessary to ensure that urban areas would sustain human life. This realisation 

became a higher priority as a result of Edwin Chadwick’s 1842 report for 

government ‘The Sanitary Condition of the Labouring Population’ (Chadwick, 1842) 

which demonstrated that death rates in urban areas were greater than in rural 

areas and that sewage in drinking water and other poor infrastructure issues were 

impacting on public health (Conway, op cit; Crowe, 1987).   
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The UK’s first municipal town parks were created in North West England, where the 

first ‘people’s parks’ were opened in the towns of Birkenhead, Manchester and 

Salford in the 1840s (Conway, op cit; Watkins and Wright, 2007).  At that time, the 

only parks in London that were freely accessible to the public were the Royal Parks 

(Colquhoun, 2004). However, under pressure, an allocation of funds from national 

taxation enabled three new London parks to be created, under the direction of Her 

Majesty’s Commissioner of Works. This meant that the three new parks became 

additions to the existing Royal Parks. These new, free to enter, parks in Victorian 

London were: Victoria Park, opened in 1845 in London’s East End; Kennington Park, 

developed on an existing South London common and Battersea Park (Conway, 

2000; Crowe, 1987).  

 

The London Metropolitan Board of Works (MBW) came into existence in 1855 and 

in 1856, under pressure from MPs from outside of London, Parliament decided not 

to provide further national government funding for the maintenance of London’s 

Victoria Park, Battersea Park and Kennington Park (Conway, 1996). Instead, these 

sites were passed to the Metropolitan Board of Works (MBW). From that point in 

time, they became municipal parks (Conway, 1996). The MBW took on the task of 

creating Finsbury Park (Haringey Council, 2007) and Southwark Park (Read and 

Read, 2005) as new municipal parks. Both opened in 1869, even though Finsbury 

and Southwark were not at that time particularly built up. 

 

Open space concerns in London increased again in 1864 when plans were 

announced for a large area of Wimbledon Common to be enclosed and sold. This 

prompted Parliament to pass the Metropolitan Commons Act, 1866 which aimed to 

stop further enclosure of commons used by urban populations for recreation. There 

followed a rush by land owners to enclose common land across the country before 

the act came into force and the subsequent public outcry that parts of Wimbledon 

Common, Hampstead Heath, Epping Forest were effectively closed to the public. 

This resulted in the creation of campaigning bodies such as the National Trust and 

the Commons Preservation Society (now called the Open Spaces Society). It also led 
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to Parliament passing a further two acts, including the Epping Forest Act in 1878, 

which handed ownership of Epping Forest from the Crown to the Corporation of 

London (now called the City of London). They also gave the corporation powers to 

acquire land within twenty-five miles of the Square Mile for the recreation and 

enjoyment of the public along with responsibility to preserve such land in its natural 

state (Crowe, 1987; Humberston, 2011).  The wooded or agricultural characteristics 

of these sites meant that they did not fit easily with the label ‘park’ and instead 

they were referred to as ‘open spaces’, a term still in use today (Sexby, 1898; DTLR, 

2002b).  

 

A succession of acts of Parliament followed the Metropolitan Commons Act 1866 

including the Public Health Act 1875, and the Open Spaces Act 1906 (Parliament, 

1999), each one making incremental additions to the powers of Health Boards, city 

corporations and later giving powers to newly formed local authorities. These 

powers enabled them to raise funds to purchase land for public walks or 

recreational areas, to hold land for recreational use and to arrange for such sites to 

be managed and maintained for public recreational benefit (Conway, 2000).  

 

The Metropolitan Public Gardens Association (MPGA), founded in 1882 (and still 

active today) advocated the importance of making land available for public parks 

and gardens, especially in the East End of London where high housing densities 

meant poor people did not have access to gardens, squares or Royal Parks (MPGA 

2011). New parks and open spaces in the London area were also created as a result 

of land acquisitions by the Metropolitan Board of Works. This work continued when 

the MBW was replaced by the London County Council by act of Parliament in 1888 

(Crowe, 1987).  

 

The increase in the number of parks was repeated nationally through the actions of 

Boards of Works, Local Authorities, landowners and philanthropists. The Golden 

and Diamond Jubilees of Queen Victoria were used as triggers for the creation of 

further parks, often justified on the basis of improving the health or well-being of 
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the working poor.  Therefore, by the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, 

almost every town and city in the UK had created or acquired at least one municipal 

town park, either due to donations of land or funds from philanthropist benefactors 

or as a result of actions taken directly by local authorities (Conway, 1996). 

 

After the First World War, the acreage of Greater London’s parks and open space 

increased again, from 30,000 acres in 1927 to 40,500 acres in 1937 (White, 2008). 

This 35% increase came through the development of suburban areas, where local 

authorities took on the grounds of country houses as public parks, and through the 

creation of some (usually) smaller parks as part of slum clearance (White, op cit).  

 

A further stimulant for the creation of more public parks and open spaces was the 

poor physical health of potential recruits for the Boer Wars and First World War, 

which had drawn attention to the living conditions and lifestyles of the UK’s 

population. This led to the passing of the Physical Training and Recreation Act 1937 

that encouraged local authorities to create spaces for field sports and team game 

activities (Welch, 1995). Parks and open spaces were increasingly used for active 

physical activities, and when in 1936 King George V died, 471 King George Playing 

Fields were created to benefit the nation (Conway, 1996; FIT, 2011). Many of these 

recreation grounds were simply large areas of mown grass with little visual appeal 

(Welch, op cit, Conway, op cit). 

 

During the Second World War, many parks were used to provide sites for 

allotments, prefabricated homes and anti-aircraft balloon footings (Chapman, 

2000). Even the lake in St James’ Royal Park was drained to provide a location for 

additional overflow offices for government departments (Church, 1993). Railings 

and gates which had surrounded many parks were removed, as part of the war 

effort, but little of the iron was ever used. Removal of railings was also done to 

demonstrate the increased inclusivity of parks (Diestelkamp, 2000). However, with 

the passage of time, the removal of the perimeter fences led to an increase in 
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thefts from the parks, anti-social behaviour and vandalism (Conway, op cit; 

Elborough, 2016).  

 

After the Second World War, further new parks and recreation grounds were 

created as part of the New Towns movement, along with projects arising from the 

ever-increasing number of suburban estates, bomb damage and slum clearance 

projects (Conway, op cit). These sites tended to have a modernist functionalist 

design, with little ornament or decoration, as advocated by modernist architects 

(Conway, op cit; Watkins and Wright, 2007). These sites were less costly to maintain 

but lacked many of the features of earlier parks that had been designed to also 

provide entertainment for the eye, rather than simply provide a space. This trend 

was countered to an extent in the 1970s when country parks with a more natural or 

agricultural structure were created on the edge of conurbations by rural County 

Councils for urban day trippers travelling by car. The country parks made use of 

funding from the then newly formed Countryside Commission, effectively 

delineating the boundaries between urban and rural (Conway, op cit). 

 

In the 1970s, nature conservation and wildlife within urban areas gained a higher 

profile than had been the case previously. Some formal town parks were also 

recognised to be performing some of the functions of nature reserves, for example 

contributing to open space networks that supported wildlife conservation (Stamp, 

1970). Towards the end of the 1970s, the value of derelict open land for wildlife 

and nature conservation also began to be recognised. At that point, the Nature 

Conservancy Council highlighted that the rich variety of wildlife on disused quarry 

workings, old industrial sites and other wasteland areas in urban areas, which 

contrasted with the smaller number of native species typically found in municipal 

parks (Teagle, 1977). Creation and designation of urban nature conservation sites 

then became fashionable in the 1980s (Emery, 1986; King and Clifford, 1985). Often 

this was achieved through local pressure groups campaigning for wasteland sites 

not to be used for new built developments. Where design work was carried out, it 

tended to be restricted to the creation of paths and other relatively minor changes.  
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The 1980s and 1990s and first decade of the 21st century saw the creation of some 

new large green spaces associated with large regeneration projects, frequently 

including the development of major infrastructures. However, many more relatively 

small new green spaces with limited uses were tucked into otherwise unusable 

spaces in new housing estates. There was also an increase in urban woodland and 

urban forestry projects, where a focus on public involvement in tree planting took 

place (Worrall, 1989). This contrasted with the more passive role offered to users of 

traditional town parks (Garside 2006). The quality and maintenance of town parks 

declined from the 1960s to 2000, which was attributed to a decline in the local and 

national political priority afforded to parks and green spaces (NAO 2006). This was 

combined with major financial pressures experienced by local authorities from the 

mid 1970s onwards which resulted in local authority parks department budget cuts 

of around £1.3billion (DTLR, 2002a). Such financial pressure continues to affect 

parks in the 21st Century (Morrison, 2015, 2016) and in 2016, this led to a new 

public inquiry into the future of public parks (Parliament, 2016).                           

 

2.7 Public Parks Consequences of Structural Changes in London Local Authorities 

The arrangements for administration and government of the Greater London area 

have evolved over time. The range of institutions involved in the provision and 

management of public parks and green spaces in Greater London is quite complex 

(Crowe, 1987), partially due to its size and history (see section 2.5) and because of 

London’s position as the UK’s Capital city. A detailed critique of these 

administrative arrangements is outside the bounds of the thesis. However, I do 

provide an overview of the changes in structure of local government within Greater 

London, in as far as they relate to the provision of public parks and green spaces.    

 

The first metropolitan authority in the London area, the Metropolitan Board of 

Works (MBW) was created in the mid 19th century as a result of the Metropolis 

Local Management Act 1855. The MBW was established to improve the capital's 

sewerage system in the area now called Inner London. During its 33-year life, the 

Board of Works took on a number of additional responsibilities. These included the 
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creation and maintenance of parks and open spaces, the construction and 

improvement of main thoroughfares, flood protection works, fire protection, 

construction of tramways and slum clearance. Then, following the adoption of the 

Local Government Act of 1888, the new London County Council (LCC) replaced the 

Metropolitan Board of Works. This Act also led to the creation of Middlesex County 

Council, which performed similar duties for other areas of what is now Greater 

London (Wood, 1998).  

 

Over seventy years later, in 1965, the local administrative structure and system in 

London changed again. The London County Council (LCC) and Middlesex County 

Council (MCC) were disbanded and a new body called the Greater London Council 

(GLC) took their place, covering the whole of Greater London This more or less 

matched the boundaries of the Metropolitan Police District that had been set out in 

the Police Act, 1946 (Wood, op cit).  

 

As part of the 1965 local government restructure, in addition to the demise of both 

the Middlesex and London County Councils, many urban and rural district councils 

were merged and replaced with 32 London Metropolitan Boroughs  (Wood, op cit). 

This reduced the number of local authorities, resulting in the creation of larger 

administrative areas. The new Metropolitan Borough authorities worked to 

distance themselves from previous local district identities in an attempt to gain 

standing. The creation of the large, Metropolitan Boroughs also led to the creation 

of larger local authority parks departments, as a result of the merging of the 

smaller, more local parks departments which had existed in the previous, smaller 

authorities. The scale of the practical operations resulting from the amalgamation 

of neighbouring parks departments was significant, requiring the careful co-

ordination and deployment of staff, with in house training and union shop stewards 

playing a significant role (Winning, 1986). 

 

In the 1960s, the perceived success of the reorganisation of London’s local 

government encouraged the Labour national government to set up a Royal 
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Commission to recommend reform of local government throughout the remainder 

of England (Elcock, 1994). The Royal Commission chaired by Lord Redcliffe-Maud, 

reported in 1969. However, the 1970 national election then returned a 

Conservative government who produced their own plan for national reorganisation 

of local government, which came into effect through the Local Government Act of 

1972. This created two tiers of local authority throughout most of England in 1974 

with both County Councils and District Councils having the same powers to provide 

parks and open spaces. The reorganisation of Local Government in 1974 also 

created six new Metropolitan Authorities outside of London, in the largest urban 

conurbations.  (Elcock, op cit).  

 

Part of the rational for large operational departments was the belief that 

economies of scale could thereby be achieved. This meant that previously separate 

departments such as parks and amenity horticulture were amalgamated with other 

functions, both in London and in other parts of the country. Often the 

amalgamation was with other non-statutory functions such as swimming pools, 

sports centres, arts centres, creating new large Leisure Services Departments. This 

resulted in an environment where each unit of the service had to bid for funding in 

line with the objectives of the department. New projects such as the creation of 

indoor Leisure Centres fared well in the bids for funding, often with the support of 

the Sports Council which had been established in 1965 (Elcock, 1994; Henry, 2001).  

 

Further change in London took place when the Greater London Council was 

abolished in 1986 and its powers were transferred to London boroughs (Elcock, op 

cit). The stimulus for the abolition of the GLC and (Metropolitan County Councils 

elsewhere in the country) was in no small part due to the significant political 

disagreements that arose between the GLC and central government (Elcock, op cit; 

Wood, op cit). The management of GLC parks and open spaces was devolved to 

relevant London Boroughs or handed to bodies such as English Heritage (Reeder, 

2006a).  
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A new regional body, the Greater London Authority (GLA) was created in 2000, 

covering similar duties to the abolished GLC but with a directly elected Mayor 

(Pilgrim, 2006). Management of open space sites previously managed by the GLC 

was not returned to the GLA, but retained by the bodies they had been given to at 

the time when the GLC was abolished (Crowe, 1987). Since 2000, changes to the 

bodies responsible for parks and open spaces in London have continued. For 

example, in 2010, plans were announced for the Royal Parks Agency to be 

disbanded or to be managed by the GLA, possibly with individual Royal Parks being 

managed with input from relevant London Boroughs, rather than the Royal Parks 

Agency. This proposal was then modified by government in 2011, moving away 

from their proposed abolition of the Royal Parks Agency, instead indicating that a 

Royal Parks Board would be put in place to ‘provide a voice for the Mayor and for 

London in how the parks are managed’ (DCMS, 2011). Then, in 2015, the merger of 

the Royal Parks Trust and Royal Parks was announced (Horticulture Week, 2015). 

 

The large Leisure Departments, created by local government reorganisation had 

three objectives which did not always support each other (Rapoport and Dover, 

1976): first, meeting the requirements of individual customers for physical fitness, 

the pursuit of excellence, entertainment and enjoyment, intellectual development 

or social and physical welfare; second, a concern to promote community well being 

by way of economic development, reducing levels of vandalism and crime or the 

conservation of natural beauty and heritage; and third, commercial profit and 

promotion of a positive organisational image (Elcock, 1994).  

 

Overtime, the previously held prestigious position that urban parks had held as 

‘jewels in the crown’ of local authorities, i.e. emblems of local power and civic 

identity (Clarke, 2000, Welch, 1995), became overshadowed by the new priorities 

of the new larger departments (Greenhalgh and Worpole, 1996). This tendency for 

parks departments to ‘slide down’, away from direct contact with politicians over 

time has also been identified in a number of Nordic countries which underwent 
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New Public Management (NPM) related changes to the structure and operation of 

municipalities (Randrup and Persson, 2009).  

 

With the overshadowing of parks departments by larger Leisure Services 

departments in the 1970s, there came a significant change in status for local 

authority senior parks staff whose titles had ranged from Parks Superintendent in 

smaller councils, through to Chief Superintendent, Chief Officer or General 

Superintendent in the larger cities (Pettigrew, 1937). Parks Superintendents had 

headed up the parks departments, advised committees and supported Mayors 

when visiting dignitaries came to call (Greenhalgh and Worpole, 1996; Pettigrew, 

op cit). After the amalgamation of departments into Leisure Services, new posts for 

Directors or Heads of Leisure Services were created to manage the new multi-

purpose departments and very few established parks managers were appointed to 

these roles. Politicians aspired to be associated with the creation of new built 

facilities as a demonstration of political power (Sudjic, 2005) and staff appointed to 

the new senior posts were generally keen to make their names through association 

with the building of new indoor leisure facilities (Harding, 1999). The association of 

town parks with free to use, passive recreation facilities did not fit easily with the 

modern view of active, fee-paying leisure (Henry, 2001).  Freestanding parks 

departments and their associated committees largely disappeared from Britain 

(Welch, 1995).  

 

Following the UK local authority restructuring and amalgamation of separate 

departments into the new Leisure Services blocks, in 1979, the Institute of Parks 

Management, previously called the Institute of Park Administration, (Pettigrew, 

1937) merged with both the Association of Recreation Management and the 

Recreation Managers Association. This merger created the Institute of Leisure and 

Amenity Management (ILAM). A range of actions to promote membership of the 

new Institute then took place. For example, members were encouraged to include 

membership of ILAM as a job selection requirement, mirroring the practice of many 

other professional institutes (Henry, 2001).  
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In the 1980s, ILAM also created a curriculum of professional training and associated 

exams and qualifications, which could lead to membership of the Institute. ILAM 

also worked to link courses with colleges, polytechnics and universities as elements 

of its membership examination requirements. Whereas the interests of its 

predecessor bodies focused on the practical management of facilities, ILAM focused 

on issues of common interest to all members, such as the provision of social 

welfare through leisure provision (Henry, op cit). Then, in the early part of the 21st 

century, ILAM merged with another organisation, creating the Chartered Institute 

for the Management of Sport and Physical Activity, which did not include a focus on 

parks (CIMSPA, 2015). This then left only the Institute of Groundsmanship (IOG, 

2015) and the Landscape Institute (LI, 2015) to represent members working in the 

public parks sector.  Neither IOG or LI provide strong advocacy for the parks sector, 

a role which has been taken up to some extent by the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF, 

2016). 

 

In the late 1980s, the requirement to undertake compulsory competitive tendering 

of park services was introduced by government, as a result of the Local Government 

Act 1988. The first services to be tendered were grounds maintenance, street 

cleansing, refuse collection and vehicle maintenance. This was swiftly followed by a 

requirement for local authorities to undertake competitive tendering of the 

management of sports and leisure facilities, introduced by the Parliamentary Order, 

‘Competition in Sports and Leisure Facilities November 1989’ (Foley and MacVicar, 

1999; Henry, 2001).  

 

Writing contract specifications for the tendering process proved problematic and 

frequently the activities that could be easily described were used as the basis of the 

specification. For example, the number of times an area of grass was to be cut 

frequently became the core aspect of the contract for maintaining a park as this 

was a regular and straight forward activity to describe and monitor (Greenhalgh 

and Worpole, 1996).  
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When Compulsory Competitive Tendering (CCT) processes led to contractors 

winning work, staff remaining in the local authority became the clients for the 

outsourced service. Where contracts were won by an in-house team, the 

requirements of the CCT legislation meant that changes in the council’s 

organisational structure had to be put in place to create a separate monitoring unit 

to ensure that the in-house Direct Service Organisations/Direct Labour 

Organisations fulfilled their obligations under the terms of the contract. This quickly 

developed into a low trust environment (Duberley and Johnson, 1999). A significant 

level of client resource had to be allocated to checking up on previous colleagues to 

ensure contract compliance and negative or adversarial relationships between the 

client and contractor functions frequently developed (Henry, op cit; Barber, 2005). 

Other pressures on public parks continued to mount, due to increased use, anti-

social behaviour and social issues related to recession (Winning, 1987). 

 

Compulsory Competitive Tendering (CCT) was eventually replaced by a legal 

requirement for local authorities to achieve ‘Best Value’ as set out in the Local 

Government Act 1999. This change required local authorities to make continuous 

improvements in the way its functions operated, taking economy, efficiency and 

effectiveness into account. The Best Value requirements placed a stronger 

emphasis on meeting community needs than CCT and the process of undertaking a 

Best Value review included an obligation to consult with the segments of the 

community affected by the service (Hartley, 2002).  

 

At the start of the 21st century the government’s Urban Green Spaces Task Force 

(DTLR 2002b) identified that English public parks and open spaces had been in 

decline for the previous thirty years and the parks sections of Leisure Departments 

had become a ‘Cinderella Service’. The Task Force concluded that the decline 

needed to be reversed to ensure the contributions that well maintained parks could 

make to society were realised again (DTLR, 2002b; NAO, 2006).  
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In 2006, the National Audit Office reviewed Government’s performance in 

improving green spaces (NAO, 2006). This identified that the decline of the closing 

years of the 20th century appeared in some respects to be halting and that national 

initiatives such as the Green Flag Award Scheme, at that point entering its tenth 

year of operation, were contributing to significant improvements at sites across the 

country. Since when, the number of parks and green spaces achieving Green Flag 

Awards increased from 423 sites in 2006 to 1268 sites in 2016, of which 350 were in 

Greater London (Civic Trust, 2006; Keep Britain Tidy, 2016). However, the pressures 

on local authority finances (DCLG, 2016a) and impact on public parks remained 

intense (Morrison, 2016; Parliament 2016; HLF, 2016; NESTA 2015). For example, 

spend on public parks and open spaces fell by 18% in London from 2010 to 2015 

(London Councils, 2015). Following the impact of the Conservative-Liberal 

Democrat Government of 2010-2015 (Hazell and Yong, 2012) and the 2015 

Conservative Government’s austerity programme (Morrison, 2015)  a parliamentary 

inquiry into the future of England’s public parks was undertaken which concluded 

the sector was at a tipping point, with a strong possibility of decline unless 

measures were taken to resolve the situation (Parliament, 2016; Moore, 2017). 

 

2.8 Chapter summary 

In chapter two, I introduced the UK parks and green spaces sector to the reader. I 

opened the chapter with an overview of the organisations and employees working 

in the parks and green space sector in 2009, in order to set the scene for my own 

study. Through outlining the wide-ranging history and diversity of sites, I have 

helped to account for the complex variety of parks and green spaces that are 

managed by today’s local authority parks and green space departments. I also 

highlighted some of the significant changes in fortune that parks and green spaces 

departments and people working in the sector have experienced during the last 

fifty years.  

 

Next, in chapter three, as public sector bodies, including those responsible for 

public parks, are required by the UK Government to follow modernisation agendas, 
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I review  the role of management and skills development in the performance of 

organisations and the UK economy before then exploring management and 

performance in the public sector. The chapter concludes with a review of issues 

related to Human Resource Development with a specific focus on personal, 

professional and management development.  
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CHAPTER THREE – MANAGEMENT AND SKILLS DEVELOPMENT IN THE 

PERFORMANCE OF THE UK ECONOMY AND PUBLIC SECTOR ORGANISATIONS 

 

3.1 Introduction 

In chapter two, I provided an outline of London’s public parks sector, as this was the 

context within which my study was set.  Now, in chapter three, I set the scene for 

my empirical research within London’s public parks sector through a critical review 

of three different literatures: the practice of managing; public sector/local authority 

management and human resource development (personal, professional and 

management development).  

 

This chapter opens with a brief review of the modernist view of organisations and 

the perceived pivotal nature of the role of management in their functioning. Then, 

given the focus on issues related to management development within my research, 

I review how the UK government skills and economic policy agendas have aspired 

to build UK managerial capability in an endeavour to increase the effectiveness of 

organisations and the UK economy.  As part of this review, I highlight that research 

has yet to demonstrate causal links between managerial capability, business and 

economic performance.  

 

Given that my research was set in London’s public parks and green spaces sector, 

the focus of the chapter then moves on in section 3.4 to consider the role of 

management, and managers, in the performance of public sector service delivery. 

This section highlights the complexity of working in the public sector, that 

successive governments have made significant changes to public sector working 

practices and that modernist management models and expectations are actively 

used in local authorities both within the UK and elsewhere. In section 3.5, I critically 

review Human Resource Development (HRD), with a particular focus on personal, 

professional and management development. In line with the principles of IPA 

(Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009), this is a selective review, the purpose of which is 

to set the scene for the issues explored in my study.  
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3.2 The modernist organisation and the role of management 

Histories of the modernist (Legge, 1995), functionalist (Burrell and Morgan, 1979), 

rationalist (Smith, 1776/1999) or mechanical (Weber, 1922/1978) view of 

organisations, management and human resource development have been 

rehearsed by a number of authors (see for example Morgan, 1997; Walton, 1999; 

Jamali, 2005; Hatch and Cunliffe, 2006). Some accounts, such as Hatch and Cunliffe 

(2006), start by reaching back to the 18th century when Adam Smith (1776/1999), 

based in Scotland, promoted the division of labour as a mechanism for increasing 

production.  

 

Other accounts, such as Pugh and Hickson (1989), open by outlining Weber’s 

(1922/1978) contribution to organisational theory through his characterisation of 

modern, bureaucratically organised state agencies and enterprises. Based in 

Germany, early in the 20th century, Weber was one of the earliest writers to make 

use of the machine as a metaphor for organisations (Pugh and Hickson, op cit): 

 

‘The fully developed bureaucratic apparatus compares with other 

organisations exactly as does the machine with the non-mechanical modes 

of production. Precision, speed, unambiguity, knowledge of the files, 

continuity, discretion, unity, strict subordination, reduction of friction and of 

material and personal costs - these are raised to the optimum point in the 

strictly bureaucratic administration, and especially in its monocratic form, As 

compared with collegiate, honorific, and avocational forms of 

administration, ‘trained¹ bureaucracy is superior on all these points. And as 

far as complicated tasks are concerned, paid bureaucratic work is not only 

more precise but, in the last analysis, it is often cheaper than even formally 

unremunerated honorific work’.    

                                                              (Weber 1922/1978 pp. 973-974 ¹my 

emphasis’). 
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Weber had some misgivings about the potential dehumanising effects of machine 

like bureaucratic organisational structures, despite being seen by many as being its 

originator. However, Weber’s use of the machine as a metaphor for bureaucratic 

work highlights that training of bureaucratic staff was seen to be important in 

ensuring accuracy, effectiveness and uniformity of complex work. He also observed 

that bureaucratic organisations relied on the application of rules, that staff should 

contribute their full working capacity irrespective of the stated obligatory hours and 

that officers should segregate their private life away from their official duties 

(Weber, 1922/1978).  

 

Fayol’s (1930) Administrative Theory placed great emphasis on the importance of 

managers’ actions as the key route to organisational efficiency. Within his 14 

principles, the chain of command from top to bottom of the organisation is 

emphasised, which resonates today in many organisations. Fayol (op cit) also 

stressed the importance of managers being fair and kind to employees and 

encouraging initiative (Weekes, 2015). The work of F. W. Taylor (1911/1997) also 

frequently features in accounts of the history of management and organisations 

(see for example, Pugh and Hickson, 1989). Taylor advocated a systematic or 

‘scientific’ approach to management; with the use of a stopwatch and 

measurement to help address perceived causes of poor productivity through 

improving:  

‘The defective systems of management which are in common use, and which 

make it necessary for each workman to soldier, or work slowly, in order that 

he may protect his own best interests.’  

                                                                                            (Taylor, 1911/1998, p. 4) 

 

Unlike Adam Smith, Henry Fayol, or Max Weber, Frederick Taylor appears to have 

given little or no attention to the possible ‘downsides’ that his recommendations 

might have for individuals (Taylor, op cit; Weekes, 2015). Instead, Taylor highlights 

that the strongest workers did not necessarily work as fast as they could and that 

they may experience pressure by their peers to work slowly. Perhaps, in contrast to 
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Taylor, someone who had experienced long periods of physical labour may have 

seen the tendency for labourers to ‘pace’ themselves as common sense, rather than 

as slacking. However, Taylor advocated practices that encouraged or required 

workers to labour intensively, arguing that this made for better use of labour and 

was beneficial for those who could work longer or faster.  

 

A challenge to Taylor’s ‘scientific management’ was offered by Fritz Lang’s futuristic 

film (Metropolis, 1927), based on a German novel written by Thea von Harbou. This 

futuristic city was managed, or perhaps ruled, by an industrialist. On the surface, 

Lang’s city of Metropolis appeared to be an idyllic place to live. However, to 

maintain the easy lifestyles of those who lived in the city, workers toiled incessantly 

in the subteranean, machine like, workings of the city.  

 

In the middle years of the 20th century, Peter Drucker, based in America, promoted 

the role of managers and management as a fundamental part of successful 

businesses:  

 

 ‘The manager is the dynamic, life-giving element in every business. Without 

his leadership, “the resources of production” remain resources and never 

become production. In a competitive economy, above all, the quality and 

performance of the managers determine the success of a business, indeed 

they determine its survival. For the quality and performance of its managers 

is the only effective advantage an enterprise in a competitive economy can 

have.’  

                                                                                                      (Drucker, 1954 p. 3) 

 

The idea of management as a set of techniques, grounded in scientific observation 

and measurement, judiciously applied by expert managers to achieve business 

objectives and profit has been promoted by a range of seminal management 

thinkers from Taylor’s time through to the present day (Stewart, 2009). However, 

this positioning of management as a technical discipline fails to recognise that it has 
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been argued that the practice of management has more in common with the 

humanities or social science than the natural sciences (Beadle and Moore, 2006; 

Mintzberg, 2009; Stewart, 2009).   

 

In contrast to Taylor (op cit), Mayo’s Human Relations Theory (Weekes, 2015) and 

von Bertalanffy’s General Systems Theory (von Bertalanffy, 1969) highlight that the 

complexities of human nature have an impact on how an organisation functions.  

MacIntyre (1985) has argued that it is unlikely that human behaviour in social or 

organisational contexts can be predicted or controlled through the identification of 

relationships between variables. Therefore, the efficacy of the management 

endeavour is open to criticism. Equally, the stance that the work of managers is 

morally neutral has been challenged by MacIntyre (op cit), who argues that this 

claim is an ever present fiction of modern culture. He argues that management is 

an ‘instrument and perpetrator of manipulation’ (Overeem and Tholen, 2011, p. 9) 

and that although public sector managers may perceive themselves as morally 

neutral, they contribute to the manipulative character of the modern state.  

 

Adair (2007) argues that innovation requires a more flexible, organic style of 

organisation than the traditional bureaucratic or mechanical model. This suggests 

that they may form ends of a spectrum with innovation, freedom and change 

associated with organic forms of organisation; and the bureaucratic style of 

organisation being associated with order and continuity at the other end of the 

spectrum. 

 

3.3 National performance and the skills agenda 

The rationalist (Cunningham Wood, 1984) position that the quality of management 

is strongly linked to organisational and national performance is frequently coupled 

with a view that the UK has a poor track record in this regard (Tamkin and Denvir, 

2006). However, others have argued that the primary cause of the UK’s low 

productivity is due to the implementation of stifling UK regulations (Merrette, 

2005).  
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Negative comparisons of the UK’s productivity and performance with the 

performance of countries such as the USA, Germany and France have been 

explored (Porter and Ketels, 2003).  However, research highlights that differences in 

international histories, mindsets, cultural norms and organisational structures have 

consequences for the way organisations and managers operate within different 

countries (Sparrow and Hiltrop, 1997; Oli, 2000). In addition, cross country 

comparisons of skills and performance are made more complex by the diversity of 

multi-national companies operating in the UK, each of which may have differing 

expectations of its managers and their performance (Marginson, 1994). However 

the perception that the UK trails behind other countries in terms of productivity 

and performance persists (Porter and Ketels, op cit). 

 

In the early 21st century, the UK Labour government initiated a number of studies 

into issues related to skills, business productivity and the economic competitiveness 

of the UK in comparison with other countries. These studies included: a short report 

for the Department for Trade and Industry (DTI) by Porter and Ketels (2003) into UK 

competitiveness; a two year review of UK skills for the Chancellor of the Exchequer 

and Secretary of State for Education and Skills by Lord Leitch (2006); and a further 

review for the DTI carried out by the Institute of Employment Studies (Tamkin and 

Denvir, 2006).   

 

 To a degree, since the low point of the 1980s, the UK outpaced its European 

competitors (Porter and Ketel, 2003). However, as the UK’s ‘low costs’ approach to 

competitive advantage was deemed to have limitations, Porter and Ketel (op cit) 

advice to the UK government was an alternative competitive strategy based on the 

perceived UK strengths of innovation and uniqueness. This included a 

recommendation that UK should optimise its advantage as a provider of 

management education to international students to further assist the UK economy. 

(Porter and Ketel, op cit). However, others argue, that universities in countries in 

the West should not assume a steady stream of lucrative overseas business 

students. The logic being that prospective student customers are becoming much 
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more selective; there are an increasing number of suppliers in the market including 

an increase in internet based provision (Starkey and Tempest, 2005). Others (Paton, 

Chia and Burt, 2014) propose instead that university business schools can aid future 

business resilience through offering counterintuitive viewpoints that challenge 

business mindsets.  

 

Support for Porter and Ketel’s proposition that UK university business schools 

contribute to the UK economy is demonstrated by Starkey and Tempest’s (2005) 

‘marketisation’ argument which states that business schools have become a ‘cash 

cow’ for many universities, valued more for their ‘economic power than their 

intellectual gravitas’ (Starkey and Tempest, op cit, p. 385). For example, Mintzberg 

(2004) argues that conventional full time MBAs, the core product of many 

university business schools, teach ‘the wrong people in the wrong ways with the 

wrong consequences’ (Mintzberg, 2004 p 6). Conventional full time MBAs are ‘sold’ 

to students who possess little or no managerial experience, covering subjects that 

are more appropriate for financial specialists (Mintzberg, 2004, 2009). They are 

taught using methods such as case studies that over emphasise analytical skills and 

the courses have been criticised for failing to develop the integrative skills required 

to manage and lead (Pfeffer and Fong, 2002; Stewart, 2009). Recently there have 

been moves to address these perceived limitations (Eriksen and Cooper, 2017). 

 

Criticism of MBAs intensified following the financial crisis of 2007/8, since when it 

has been proposed there should be a greater role for Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) in business education programmes in the hope that this would 

avert similar financial crises in future (Schlegelmilch and Thomas, 2011).  In a similar 

vein, Hay (2008) proposes that the purpose of university business schools should be 

to create three forms of value; academic, personal and societal value. This 

resonates with Starkey and Tempest’s (op cit) call for the ‘repurposing’ of university 

business schools, moving away from their perceived portrayal of a one-dimensional 

view of the economy and instead making broader connections to the social sciences 
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and humanities; critically reflecting on the needs of the economy, business and 

society.  

 

In the UK, at around the same time that CABE began to explore skills issues in the 

public parks sector, (CABE, 2004), the UK Chancellor of the Exchequer and Secretary 

of State for Education and Skills commissioned a review to ‘examine the UK’s 

optimal skills mix in order to maximise economic growth, productivity and social 

justice’ and how best to integrate public sector employment and skills services 

(Leitch, 2006 p. 6).  In its role as a non- departmental public body, it can be argued 

that CABE may have initiated the exploration of perceived skills issues in the public 

parks sector as part of the government’s decision to focus on skills issues as a tool 

to UK economic growth, rather than necessarily a means to assist the management 

of public parks.    

 

 

The Leitch review (op cit) highlighted that in the UK, one in six young people were 

leaving school unable to read or write and that, even though more young people 

were achieving five good GCSEs than previously, the proportion of young people 

staying in education past 16 was lower than the OECD (Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and Development) average. The Leitch report recommendations 

included doubling attainment of skills at most educational levels in order that the 

UK would become a world leader in skills by 2020. A move from a centrally planned 

skills system to an employer and individual demand led vocational skills system was 

also recommended.   

 

Wolf (2009) argues that funding for skills development should be given to 

individuals, not to businesses or educational establishments, as individuals are well 

placed to make financially sensible decisions about which qualifications and courses 

will be of future benefit to themselves (Wolf, op cit). However, UK government 

backed systems still focus mainly (but not exclusively) on employer, and sector 

priorities, (UKCES, 2015; UKCES, 2016). 
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Tamkin and Denvir, (2006) identify a lack of agreement amongst policy makers, 

academics and employer lead body representatives on issues such as: what makes a 

good manager; how the capabilities of managers should be developed; and how 

management capability contributes to the performance of organisations in the UK.  

The study offers a nomothetic model (fig 3.1 below) to begin to address this issue. 

However, Tamkin and Denvir’s (op cit) finding that there was a lack of evidence 

supporting a causal link between management capability and business 

performance, provides some support for Porter and Ketel’s (2003) claim that UK 

management capabilities are not necessarily the key issue for UK competitiveness.  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3.1 Tamkin, P. and Denvir, A. (2006) Strengthening the UK Evidence base on leadership and management 

capability. Brighton: Institute of Employment Studies, p. vi, fig.1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

People Capability Context: Culture, freedom to act, 

role, job design, hierarchy, 

resources, policy environment 

Business 

impact 

Innovation 

Products 

Quality 

Engagement 

Effort 

Processes 

 

Management 

practice 

Managing: 

People 

Processes 

Structures 

Strategy 

Innovation 

 

 

 

Business 

outcomes 

Customer 

satisfaction 

Profit 

Shareholder 

value 

Development 

Educ & quals 

T&D 

Job-based 

learning (exp) 

Motivation & 

engagement 

 

Management  

capability 



43 

 

3.4 Managing and Performance in the Public Sector 

As my study was situated in London’s public parks, which is mainly the 

responsibility of public sector bodies (CABE, 2008; CABE, 2010b), there follows a 

review of literature related to managing and performance in the public sector.  

 

The Nature of managing in the public sector 

Within the literatures of organisational and management theory, there is a strong 

‘generic tradition’ (Rainey, 2014, p 6) which holds and promotes the view that there 

are many similarities between the challenges that face private sector organisations, 

both large and small, and their counterparts in the public and third sectors, 

including Local Authorities, Non Governmental Organisations and charities. The 

generic tradition states that organisational theory is as relevant to the study (and 

practice) of public sector bodies as it is to private sector organisations (Daft, 

Murphy and Wilmott, 2014).   

There are a variety of definitions as to what constitutes a public organisation (Ring 

and Rainey, 1998). However, private sector organisations usually have 

entrepreneurial roots and pursue a relatively small set of stable goals (growth, 

profitability or market share), whereas public sector organisations are created by a 

‘... higher controlling body...composed of multiple and competing interests.’ (Ring 

and Perry, 1985 p278).  

Public and private sector managers operate in different contexts which generate 

distinctive constraints on their behaviour and choices (Ring and Perry, op cit). For 

example, public sector managers are usually more constrained by personnel and 

purchasing rules and regulations and the values of public sector (Rainey and 

Bozeman, 2000; Van der Wal, De Graff and Lasthuizen (2008). It has been argued 

that applying private sector models to the public sector is problematic and that as 

public sector organisations have distinctive characteristics, these factors merit 

recognition (Ring and Perry, 1985; Rainey, 2014). This strengthens the argument 

that the generic tradition is not necessarily simply transferable to public 

organisations.  
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Interest groups, the general public and the media have the ability to directly 

influence public policy makers and this can result in policy ambiguity, unstable 

coalitions, and multiple and conflicting performance measures and goals (Boyne, 

Gould-Williams, Law and Walker, 2002). Coupled with the absence of market 

indicators and presence of artificial time constraints, these factors can create a 

distinctive set of constraints within the environments that public sector 

organisations operate in (Ring and Perry, 1985; Rainey, 2014).   

So, public sector organisations operate in a very open environment that exposes 

managers to influence by a wide range of stakeholders and constraints imposed by 

acts of parliament (in the UK) and restrictive rules, procedures and regulations 

(Rainey, op cit). In addition, the complexities of operating in an environment where 

there are often high ideals, value laden social objectives, and where duties are 

separated between different branches and levels of government, make the nature 

of managing in the public sector very challenging.  

Andrews, Boyne, Law and Walker (2009) identify that, 

‘... public organisations are likely to pursue a mix of strategies at the same 

time because they are expected to satisfy a range of conflicting and 

competing goals that are judged by an array of diverse constituencies, 

including citizens, service users, media, regulators and politicians.’ 

Andrews, Boyne, Law and Walker (2009, p.  733) 

Rainey (2014) lays out a clear synopsis of how managers in public organisations are 

influenced and can influence. He states that administrative officials are likely to 

have greater influence when: 

They play important roles relative to major policy problems and obtaining resources 

for their agency, when they are in key budgetary decision making roles or in policy 

making positions central to the agency’s mandates and to the support of major 

constituencies 

When they have effective political support from committees and actors in the 
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legislative branch, in other components of the executive branch and in interest and 

constituency groups 

When they have strong professional capabilities and credentials. Some agencies are 

dominated by a particular professional group, such as attorneys, foreign service 

officers, police officers or military officers. Managers without strong credentials and 

abilities in these specialisations will need other strengths, such as excellent 

preparation or a reputation as a strong generalist manager  

When they have excellent substantive knowledge of government and its operation 

and institutions (eg the legislative and administrative lawmaking processes) and of 

the policies and programmes of the agencies in which they work 

When they achieve or have the capacity to achieve a reputation for general stature 

and competence, including high energy, intelligence, integrity and commitment to 

serving the public 

 

Rainey, 2014 p. 164 

The consequences for public sector managers can include: the need to maintain 

flexibility; avoid premature commitment to goals; take a particularly wide range of 

interests and issues into account when making decisions; work without clear and 

accepted performance measures; take notice of media coverage; and recognise the 

limits placed on executives’ decision making powers as a result of legislative and 

interest group alliances (Rainey, 2014).  This offers further support for the 

argument that the complexities within public organisations makes the use of the 

generic tradition of organisational theory problematic in the public sector.  

Local Authorities 

UK central government tends to treat local authorities as a ‘lower’ part of a national 

government dominated centralised industry, subject to increasing regulation as a 

mechanism for service improvement (Jones, 2014; Andrews, Boyne, Law and 

Walker, 2005; Andrews, Boyne, Law and Walker 2008 ; Beeri 2012). Never the less, 

local authorities are also  
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‘... instruments of representative government and are accountable to the 

local population through the electoral process.’  

(Andrews, Boyne, Law and Walker, 2005, p. 649).  

 

Peter (2014, pg 688) states that the nature of managing in local authorities is 

influenced by the fact that: 

  

‘The English model of local government is based on the institutionalisation of 

party politics in a well-organised management structure, whereby power is 

concentrated into the hands of senior officers and leading councillors who 

are in partnership with each other.’ 

Peter (2014, p. 688) 

 

The working partnership between senior executive officers and lead councillors in 

Local Authorities has been described as being like ‘dancing on ice’ together 

(Manzie, 2013 p. 5). While the metaphor may describe the relationship between 

chief executives and lead politicians, such an approach can create ‘personal angst’ 

(Manzie, op cit p. 38) and could also generate confusion when decisions and 

information are passed down the chain of management.  

Since 2009, English Local Authorities have demonstrated resilience in managing 

significant declines in budgets (Peter, 2014). However, Local Authority managers 

experience many and changing challenges and over time these may have a 

demoralising affect due to the ongoing constraints and changing requirements. For 

example, English Local Authorities have been shown to perceive themselves as 

constantly underachieving and in crisis, irrespective of how they are measured 

against performance criteria (Beeri, 2012). It has has also been argued that the 

ongoing and major changes taking place to local government funding, because of 

national government’s continuing austerity policies, may lead to radical paradigm 

change (Gardener, 2017).  
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In common with other public sector organisations, London local authorities are 

complex organisations, operating in turbulent environments that are affected by 

many changes. Some initiated by national government, some arising in response to 

the broader environment. From 1997, the Labour government carried out a four 

stage modernisation of the English local authority sector, initiating over twenty 

individual policies as part of their Local Government Modernisation Agenda (Laffin, 

2008). More generally, the public sector was exposed to a ‘cyclone of change’ 

during the closing years of the 20th century (White, 2000). Such changes have 

major consequences for employees working in the public sector (Berg, 2006).  

 

The Conservative/Liberal Democrat coalition government of 2010 to 2015 (Hazell 

and Yong, 2012) and the Conservative government of 2015 (Morrison, 2015) 

continued the Local Authority and public sector change agenda. The changes 

introduced, which have claimed to modernise the public sector and its 

management, have led to the development of a growing body of literature 

expressing concern and discontent, due to disappointment with its results 

(Overeem and Tholen, 2011; Morrison 2015; Moore, 2017). 

 

Employees within local authorities are expected to be able to identify and react to 

complex political, economic, social, technical, environmental and legislative issues 

and predict and respond to changing customer requirements whilst operating 

under spotlights created by residents, politicians and public commentators 

(Worrall, Collinge and Bill, 1998). Stewart (2004) indicates that both strategy and 

management have been under theorised in the public sector and that three 

separate but overlapping fields have a role to play in the development of the theory 

for public sector strategic management. These are namely; political theory, public 

policy and managerial theory. Stewart also highlighted that the Westminster model 

of public management differs significantly from the American model, in as much as 

the American model is based on close linkage between the political and managerial. 

Whereas the British model of public sector reform makes more use of agency 

theory (Le Grand, 2003) and places emphasis on use of quasi-markets to control 
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and direct managerial activity. Stewart’s work therefore potentially highlights a 

dilemma for parks and green space managers in the UK. This because the CABE 

research carried out in 2004 (CABE, 2004), indicated that parks and green space 

managers lacked strategic thinking skills. Yet if Stewart is correct, the UK public 

management system might not welcome parks managers who make use of strategic 

skills to promote or protect parks within the organisations in which they operate. 

 

 NPM and People Management in the Public Sector 

Governments have unique forms of authority and access to resources and tools to 

implement their decisions (Flynn and Asquer, 2017).  Changes to the way 

government approached its work, now called New Public Management (NPM) in 

academic circles, were introduced by UK national government in the late 70s in the 

UK and in American states suffering from economic recession (Gruening, 2001). 

There is an increasing debate as to whether NPM strategies achieve effective 

results and only limited empirical evidence that it leads to cost reductions and 

increases in efficiency (Brodkin, 2011; Lopaz et al, 2015), however NPM moves 

away from ‘command and control’ styles of government to ones based on 

performance measurement and inducements (Brodkin, 2011, Sanderson, 2001). 

Many of its components are not new (Gruening, op cit) and NPM principles have 

now been used in most OECD countries with wide ranging impact (Sanderson, op 

cit).  NPM based reforms, grounded in public choice theory and managerialism, 

have included: decentralisation,  privatisation, creation of agencies, contracting out, 

charging service users, staff appraisals and performance related pay, use of 

performance management systems, marketisation, inducements and competition, 

reforms of financial management and reductions in budget provision, introduction 

of strategic planning, separation of provision from production and financial 

incentivisation of staff (Brodkin, 2011; Flynn and Asquer, 2017; Freyer et al, 2013; 

Gruening, op cit; Lopez et al, 2015). NPM related reforms and budget reductions 

reduce the number of layers in organisations, decreasing opportunities for 

advancement (Williams, 2006).  
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Through NPM reforms, the intension is to create a less centralised public sector in 

which operational management is devolved to a range of organisations and public 

bodies which are made to work more like private companies (Lopaz et al, 2015). 

These bodies are held accountable and steered (Brodkin, 2011), through use of 

performance incentive frameworks which are installed or imposed from the ‘top 

down’ by government (Sanderson, op cit, p. 298), often through use of technical 

(software based) systems (Fryer et al, 2013).  Sometimes, through focusing on set 

measures, unintended problems arise due to complexities of the social situations 

within which the organisations operate (Bocknel and Noordegraff, 2006).  

NPM reforms value productivity, (Caron and Giauque, 2006) and the systems and 

ways of working that are associated with NPM are frequently designed in ways that 

utilise performance incentives both for the organisation and the employees 

working within it (Sanderson, op cit; Flynn and Asquer, 2017). This can run the risk 

of performance measures being seen as ‘paper chase’ targets to be achieved 

irrespective of whether they lead to beneficial results for the public and can mean 

that learning from results does not take place (Bockel and Noordegraff, 2006; 

Sanderson, 2001). Such incentive based systems also change the way that public 

sector employees are viewed by their employers (Caron and Giauque, 2006; Flynn 

and Asquer 2017).  

Organisations that have undertaken NPM reforms require public sector managers 

to focus on managing performance as set out by their organisation, rather than 

focus on providing a public service or the purpose of their profession, which can 

have a significant impact on how people see their professional identity (Boekel and 

Nordgraff, 2006; Horton 2006).  In addition, actions such as the introduction of 

performance related pay can also affect working identity by treating people as self 

interested individuals, rather than how they were previously taken to be: 

individuals motivated by a concern for the public good (Flynn and Asquer, 2017; 

Bockel and Noordegraff, 2006; Le Grand, 2003; Rondeaux, 2006).   

During the latter stages of the 20th century, change and reform in the UK public 

sector aimed to introduce ‘modern’, business focused mindsets, methods and 
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techniques such as outsourcing, with much use of mechanistic, modernist 

metaphors and management models. Throughout local authorities, this was 

accompanied by moves from relatively collegiate relationships, in which distinctions 

between staff were down played, at least in public, to one where managerial, 

hierarchical relationships have come to the fore through the adoption of Corporate 

Management in the 1970s and then as part of the New Public Management (NPM) 

agenda (Kirkpartick, 1999). 

NPM models of performance measurement have been studied in a variety of 

settings. One such setting being the public museums service in New Zealand. Here 

Thompson (1999) identified that the modernist performance measurement tool 

failed to adequately record success or failure of public institutions. For example, 

NPM treated museums and other services as a machine, with inputs and outputs 

but did not adequately focus on the more ‘difficult to measure’ output. Thompson 

identified the presence of plural constituencies, the importance of professional 

decision-making and the ability of staff to resist unaccepted directives as factors to 

be taken into account in the development of measurements that might better 

reflect the performance of public services.  

 

Andrews, Boyne and Enticott (2006) carried out an analysis of reported public 

sector performance failure in the UK. This analysis indicated that although 

government performance measurement methods focused almost exclusively on 

internal factors such as managerial decisions, external conditions also affected 

performance.  They concluded that the governmental view that mismanagement 

was a key factor, in the perceived poor performance of local authorities, was not 

the whole picture. According to their findings; working in locations which are 

economically deprived and  in other circumstances where there are requirements 

for a very diverse range of services, also impacted  on the performance of local 

authorities. This may have a bearing on the CABE ‘Parks need People’ report 

findings (CABE 2004). The report indicated that parks and green space services were 

struggling to perform well. However, local authorities with large parks or green 

space departments are often located in economically deprived areas, as the 
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provision of urban town parks was historically a service provided in locations where 

the urban poor resided (Lambert, 2005). Providing public parks related services in 

such complex and financially challenging locations may not be as simple as market 

led managerialism might suggest, (Andrews et al, 2006).  

 

The changing nature of relationships between people working in the public sector, 

resulting from the introduction of New Public Management, has been studied by a 

range of authors (see for example, Berg, 2006; Foley & MacVicar, 1999; Fryer, 

Anthony and Ogden, 2009; Kirkpatrick, 1999; Duberley & Johnson, 1999; and 

Thompson, 1999). The introduction though national government of initiatives such 

as Best Value and Local Strategic Partnerships created a heightened requirement 

for local authority parks staff to work with local communities, replacing 

professionally driven or paternalistic working practices. These new approaches 

introduced ways of working that purported to empower individuals, groups and 

communities to help build their capacities (DTLR, 2002c). Management skills 

previously recognised as suitable for internally focused organisational management 

were seen as no longer sufficient and recognition began to be focused on local 

authorities that were able to support staff in gaining a wider set of skills and 

capabilities for this type of work (Hartley, 2002).  

 

Changes made to local authorities in England at the turn of the 20th / 21st century (6 

and Peck, 2004; NAO, 2006) included outsourcing of services and changes to 

working hours along with other moves designed to improve performance.  In the 

UK’s public parks sector, the introduction of compulsory competitive tendering and 

frequent local authority restructuring had a significant impact (Winning, 1987). It 

has been linked to the demise of horticultural apprenticeships; the development of 

adversarial relationships between outsourced grounds maintenance services and 

client parks departments; and lack of career opportunities (DTLR, op cit; NAO, 2006; 

CABE, 2009b; Horticulture Week, 2009). Recognising these issues, CABE’s (2009b) 

‘Skills to Grow’ strategy for the parks sector proposed a set of actions to turn the 

‘cycle of decline’ identified by the strategy (Figure 3.2) into a  ‘virtuous circle’ of 
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urban green space skills and actions were taken to introduce leadership 

development training events for people working in the sector (CABE 2008, 2009b, 

2010a).  

 

Fig. 3.2 CABE (2009b) Skills to Grow p. 5 and p. 7  

 

CABE’s ‘Skills to Grow’ strategy set out an attractively simple and rational solution 

(Figure 3.3) to the perceived skills decline in the UK’s public parks sector, which 

perhaps underplayed the complexities of working in a political environment 

(SOLACE, 2005). For example, after the change in the UK government in 2010 

(Electoral Commission, 2010), CABE was amalgamated into the Design Council. 

From that point, considerably less emphasis was given to public parks advocacy by 

the organisation (Design Council, 2011).  This suggests the sector’s confidence in 

reliance on government initiatives to promote the benefits that parks provide, was 

perhaps short-sighted.  Such a view is supported by authors such as Mendel (2003) 

and Andresani & Ferlie (2006). In contrast to the rationalistic view of top down 

governmental policy, these authors propose that public sector decision making:  

 ‘...is seldom, if at all a rational process guided by a single authority but 

instead results from an aggregation of actions by many individuals working 

both independently and in concert with individuals through institutions they 

form.’                                                                (Mendel 2003, p. 231) 
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In contrast to modernist models of public sector working, ‘ecological governance’ 

has been used to describe ‘network based’ ways of working in the public sector in 

America, and it has been suggested that ecological governance is (or perhaps 

should be) replacing the mechanistic model of public sector working (Robertson 

and Choi, 2010).   

 NEW PUBLIC MANAGEMENT     NEW PUBLIC LEADERSHIP  

PURPOSE  High level aims and objectives through 
Public 
Service Agreements 
 
Emphasis on economy, efficiency, 
effectiveness 
 
Delivery focus through silos 

 

Political and organisational management 
 

 High levels aim through Public Service 

Agreements and Local Area 
Agreements 
 
Objectives. 

Delivery focus through networks 
 
Political, community and organisational 
leadership 

PROCESSES  Purchaser/Provider and Principal-Agent 
 
Top down Management and Government 
 
Control, Planning and Budgeting through 
top down implementation of policies 
 
Performance regimes and centrally-driven 
Targets 

Shared and Distributed (360 degree) 
leadership through local governance 
 
Setting Direction through combination 
of 
bottom up and networked 
implementation of policies 
Motivating and Inspiring 
 
Public Value Test (encompassing 
community impact as well as regulator 
impact assessments). 

PRAXIS Whitehall/Market-led emphasizing choice 
Tame/Critical problem focused 

Organisational capacity and capability 
through organizing and staffing 
Engagement through consultation 

 

Locally-led and influencing agenda 
through choice and voice. 
 
Wicked problem focus 

Collaborative capacity and capability 
through alignment and joint resourcing 
 
Engagement through co-production 

PUBLIC VALUES   Identified by government through 
representative democracy based on 
mandated choice. 
 
Primarily quantitative. 

Balance between national priorities 
and local priorities based on evidence-
based choice and voice. 
 

 

Fig. 3.3 Brookes, S. (2008) Responding to the New Public Leadership Challenge, Table 5,   p. 18 

[Herbert Simon 2nd Annual Conference]. 16 April 2008. 

 



54 

 

Brookes (2008) argues that although New Public Management (NPM) had been 

dominant for over twenty years, ‘New Public Leadership (NPL)’ (see Figure 3.3) is 

required, in which public leaders engage collectively across organisational 

boundaries.  

 

Robertson and Choi’s (2010) and Brookes’ (2008) arguments resonate with the 

findings of a study of Management in ‘Parks Canada’, which is the National Parks 

Agency of Canada (Mintzberg, 1997). Mintzberg’s study focused on the nature of 

work carried out by the three managers: a Regional Director for the West of 

Canada; a Superintendent of one of the National Parks in the region, who reported 

to the Director; and a Park Warden with responsibility for one part of the Park, who 

in turn reported to the Superintendent.  

 

Mintzberg’s (1997) study highlighted that all three managers spent a considerable 

proportion of their time dealing with what Mintzberg termed ‘edges’. The study 

drew attention to the interconnectedness of the issues that the managers dealt 

with on a daily basis. The issues came from, and were to do with, stakeholders, park 

operations and the government.  

 

The degree to which each manager was involved with these different edges varied 

depending on their hierarchical position within the organisation. The Director had 

more involvement with political issues, the Park Warden was more involved with 

operational issues and the Parks Manager was pulled each way, handling all three 

types of issue at both detailed and more general levels. However all three managers 

were all likely to be drawn into any issue, at any time (Mintzberg 1997; Mintzberg, 

2009).  

 

Mintzberg’s study highlights that although traditional tools of management (such as 

formal planning and use of written strategies) were employed by the Canada Parks 

managers, many of the issues required a more reactive way of working with a lack 

of clear edges between the issues each manager handled. This required each 
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manager to keep others well briefed, on an ‘as it happens’ basis about issues that 

might come to other managers attention or need their input (See Fig 3.4). The study 

of the three park managers is part of Mintzberg’s wider, 2009, study of ‘managing’ 

in which he concludes:  

‘... managing is neither a science nor a profession; it is a practice, learned 

primarily through experience, and rooted in context.’                                

                                                                                                 (Mintzberg, 2009 p. 9)  

 

 

 

Fig. 3.4 Mintzberg, H. (1997), ‘Managing on the Edges’, International Journal of 

Public Sector Management, 10(3), p.152 fig. 5 
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Mintzberg’s study highlights significant pressures facing people working in the 

National Parks sphere of government operations in Canada. If similar circumstances 

exist in the UK, the modernist, well-oiled machine metaphor of organisational 

operation and management may not be a good fit for management of 21st century 

public parks and green space services. This might also have some impact on skills 

related issues within the sector.   

 

3.5 Human Resource Development: Personal, Professional and Management 

Development 

Human Resource Development (HRD) practice varies considerably across 

organisations, partially as a result of differences in size of the organizations and 

whether they are public or private sector organisations (Sambrook and Stewart, 

2007). However, researchers working in the field of HRD have provided definitions 

and concepts of HRD, which, when subjected to thematic analysis, can be grouped 

into four core intended purposes, set out below (Hamlin and Stewart, 2011).   

 Improving individual or group effectiveness and performance 

 Improving organisational effectiveness and performance 

 Developing knowledge, skills and competencies 

 Enhancing human potential and personal growth 

(Hamlin and Stewart, 2011 p. 210) 

 

At least one of these core intended purposes of HRD, namely that of ‘enhancing 

human potential and personal growth’ (Hamlin and Stewart, op cit p. 210), can be 

said to be rooted in the Human Relations School of Management (Jo and Park, 

2016) within the humanistic tradition (Chalofsky, Rocco and Morris, 2014). From 

this perspective, people are taken to have their own values and beliefs, which may 

or may not align with those of the organisation, as individuals ‘strive to make the 

most of their potential’ (Reio and Batista, 2014, p. 7). At first glance, the focus on a 
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‘self actualisation’ mind set (Maslow, 1971) appears to align with the purpose of 

organisational HRD. However, from the perspective of  HRD in modern 

organizations (Potnuru and Sahoo, 2016) it is ‘the increase in performance resulting 

from HRD that justifies its existence’ (Knowles, Holton and Swanson, 2011, p. 163). 

 

In counterpoint to a managerialist view of HRD, a critical management perspective 

provides  a means to identify asymmetric power relationships and taken for granted 

ideologies and assumptions  in the workplace (Alvesson and Willmott, 2003). From 

such a Critical perspective, O’Donnell, McGuire and Cross (2006), identify five 

interrelated, and taken for granted, assumptions within HRD literature which they 

also challenge: (1)  HRD involves the exploitation of employees to drive 

organizational performance and enhance shareholder value; (2) employees are co-

contributors and co-recipients of HRD benefits; (3) HRD is distinct from HRM; (4)  

HRD is not associated with an unitarist HRM agenda and (5) HRD interventions are 

effective in the creation of positive organizational and learning cultures and in the 

inculcation of organizational norms and values. From an organizational perspective, 

HRD can be seen as a tool that helps to obtain more (and better) output from 

employees and from a critical management perspective, tensions and assumptions 

behind the stated purposes of HRD can be identified ( O’Donnell, McGuire and 

Cross, 2006).   

Management Development 

From an organisational perspective, the purpose of developing managers is to 

achieve the objectives of the organisation (Reid, Barrington and Brown, 2004). To 

do this effectively it is necessary to taking into account issues such as competitive 

pressures and globalisation, economic pressures, reform and modernisation of the 

public sector; changes in structures, technology and the production of knowledge; 

and the complexities of managing and leading an increasingly diverse and 

knowledge based workforce (Gold, Thorpe, Mumford, 2010).   
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However, the measurement of management development results within a 

workplace setting is often limited to assessment at Kirkpatrick’s Level One of the 

training evaluation framework, namely whether participants report being happy 

with the results of the training or development activity, rather than Level Four, 

namely whether the new management behaviour really impacts on business results 

(Pool, 2011). The importance of people skills, such as co-operating with and 

understanding people has been recognised to be an important part of the work of 

managers (Figler and Hanlon, 2008) and the establishment of learning goals has 

been identified as important aspect in competency development (Leonard, 2008). 

However, opportunities for the transfer of learning from the managerial ‘classroom’ 

to ‘real’ work situations have been identified as a weak link in the developmental 

process (Keys, 1977). This has been said to have been the impetus for a move to 

self development approaches (Walton, 1999). Although it has also been said that 

this move was perhaps triggered by the financial challenges faced by organisations 

in the 80s, 90s and 21st centuary (Pedler, 1994; McGoldrick, Martin and Pate, 2002).  

There has been a long tradition of business investment in training, learning and 

development activities in the expectation that this will lead to business success. 

Studies have indicated that line managers have a pivotal role in the training and 

development of staff (Noe, 1996; Hutchinson and Purcell, 2007). However, as 

recently as 2003, little empirical evidence had been provided to show that 

increased involvement of line managers in learning and development resulted in 

‘better’ staff development (Gibb, 2003). As highlighted in section 3.3, causal links 

have not been established between the capabilities of managers and the 

performance of organisations (Tamkin and Denvir, 2006).  

 

The term ‘development’, as used in Human Resource Development (HRD) and in my 

study, is generally used to refer to activities that have wider ranging objectives than 

just training support (Winterton, 2007). In the world of HR practitioners, 

‘development’ is framed as having a focus on the individual as well as on 

organisational requirements. It is implied that the longer term personal growth and 



59 

 

career progression of the individual is involved, rather than ‘just’ current, short-

term job specific training requirements (Winterton, op cit). ‘Development’ of 

individuals in the workplace is perceived to have wider economic benefits for the 

country (Zidan, 2001). The concept of employee development is also used as part of 

the HR rhetoric. Organisations put their people, and their development, high on the 

business agenda, thereby providing reputational benefits for organisations that 

support the ‘development’ of their employees (Winterton, op cit). 

 

The terms Training and Development, Learning and Development and Human 

Resource Development (HRD) are seen by some as being synonymous (Walton, 

1999). For example, the CIPD (Chartered Institute for Personnel and Development), 

the largest HR development professional body in Europe and the UK, used the term 

HRD in the branding of its annual ‘learning and development conference’ (CIPD, 

2012). However it uses the term ‘Learning and Talent Management’ to encompass 

organisational activities such as: training and development; coaching; and the 

‘proposition and execution’ of career development within an ‘HR profession map’ 

(see fig 3.5) that incorporates ten professional areas (CIPD, 2009).  

 

Identifying and accomplishing the training and development needs of employees is 

increasingly perceived to be a shared responsibility of the employee, their line 

manager, senior management and the Human Resource department (Gold, Thorpe 

and Munford, 2010). This has been a significant shift since the 1980s, when training 

and development at work was the responsibility of specialist training departments. 

Line managers had little input or responsibility for the training or development of 

staff in their sections (Walton, 1999; Winning, 1987). This change has, in part, come 

about because of the recognition that in attending a course or gaining a 

qualification this is not the only way to develop skills. In addition, that course 

attendance does not necessarily lead to the individual demonstrating particular 

knowledge, skills or behaviour in the work place (Gold, Thorpe and Mumford, 

2010). More recently, emphasis has been given to the ‘strategic alignment’ of HRD 
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practices and organisational objectives, although in practice this is difficult to 

achieve (Anderson, 2009). 

 

 

 

Fig. 3.5 CIPD (2009) Learning and Talent Development [Online]. Available at: 

http://www.cipd.co.uk/binaries/HR-Profession-Map-Professional-Areas-Learning-and-talent-development.pdf 

(Accessed 8 January 2012). 

 

A wide range of traditions including organisational learning, organisational 

performance, organisational change and vocational education have contributed to 

HRD. These traditions are supported by a range of underpinning philosophical 

frames, some of which are complementary and some of which are diametrically 

opposed. As if to emphasis this, HRD has been variously described by different 

authors as being like a three legged stool, a downstream river, a clover, an octopus, 

a wagon train, a hologram, a theatre or like Heraclitus (McGuire and Cseh, 2004).  

 

Many of the metaphors used by academic writers give a sense that the discipline is 

multi headed, changeable and hard to pin down or define. However, it has been 

http://www.cipd.co.uk/binaries/HR-Profession-Map-Professional-Areas-Learning-and-talent-development.pdf
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argued that HRD has two prime components: (1) Human development (psychology 

and education); and (2) human capital (economics and management), which it is 

argued are in opposition to each other (Swanson, 1990). 

 

HRD is an emergent field without a clear definition (Cascon-Pereira and Valverde, 

2006) and it has been proposed that to make such a clear definition may stifle the 

potential of this relatively young field of enquiry and practice. It can be said 

however, that HRD is a complex applied discipline, strongly anchored to business 

practice and the management discourse (Sambrook and Stewart, 2007; Holden and 

Griggs, 2011).  

 

Academically, HRD is a strongly contested subject, drawing on disciplines such as 

economics, sociology and psychology (McGuire & Cseh, op cit; Stewart, 2005; 

Anderson, op cit) in which the ‘development’ aspect of the subject has been given 

most attention (Wang and Sun, 2009).  

 

Both HRD practice and pedagogy have been predominantly modernist managerialist 

endeavours where both organisational ‘training’ and ‘development’ are seen as 

intrinsically ‘good’, and therefore unlikely to be contested (Armitage, 2010).  

 

Walton’s (1999) review of HRD provides three ‘archetypes’ said to have contributed 

to the development of today’s HRD practice: 

 

1) The training of apprentice craft workers which draws on the Guild system established in the 

Medieval era. 

2) Training of semi-skilled workers for production line work which draws on the Taylorist scientific 

management principles first established at the end of the 19
th

 century. 

 3) The self-managed career development of professionals, drawing on Weber’s early 20
th

 century 

work on the role of a professional class of staff required to organise or administrate the growing 

number of large state bureaucracies and private companies, run on similar lines.  

(Walton, 1999, p. 62) 
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Walton’s (1999) HRD archetypes sets out the bare bones of today’s HRD practices in 

the UK: training of young people for particular types of (predominantly) practical 

work; mechanistic training of established workers to make them more able to fit 

production line type work, (albeit in the 21st century this is more likely to be at 

MacDonald’s or in a call centre than in the steel industry or other manufacturing 

role); and thirdly, development of a ‘superior’ set of individuals in professional and 

management  positions.   

 

Recently, there has been an increased interest in a more critical turn on HRD 

(Trehan and Rigg, 2011) and a call for an alternative approach to HRD aligned with 

Friere’s (1970) approach to pedagogy, seeking to put the ‘human’ back into HRD 

(Armitage, 2010). However, empirical investigations that have applied critical 

approaches to HRD are not common and their potential to enhance HRD practice 

remains largely unexplored (Trehan and Rigg, op cit).  

 

In summary, since the late 1980s it has become increasingly common for 

organisations to use the term HRD for activities that are carried out to develop the 

capabilities of employees for the current and future needs of the organisation with 

a degree of attention also placed on more general career development of the 

employees (Walton, op cit). HRD practice and much of HRD’s pedagogy remains a 

predominantly instrumental, managerialist activity, although the academic study of 

HRD promotes a wider range of perspectives. This led me to conclude that there 

was potential for the type of study I chose to undertake, exploring issues related to 

personal, professional and management development, taking into account the 

‘lived experience’ (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009) of people working in London’s 

public parks sector.  

 

3.6 Chapter summary 

In this chapter, I outlined the prominence of the modernist, mechanistic model of 

organisations and the pivotal role given to managers in modern public sector 

organisations. I drew attention to UK government’s skills agenda as part of its 
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strategy for a thriving economy and the focus on management capability as part of 

this agenda. I then noted that although managerial capability and organisational 

performance are seen as integral parts of the modern, managerialist model of 

organisational performance. I also highlighted that causal links between 

management capability and organisational outcomes have not, at present, been 

based on a strong body of empirical evidence.   

 

This was followed by an outline of the practice of HRD from an organisational 

perspective, emphasising its role as a mechanism to produce employees that are 

capable performers of their organisational duties. Three typical archetypes of 

organisational HRD were outlined and I highlighted that although the academic 

study of HRD encompasses a wide range of traditions, practitioner HRD in the UK is 

firmly embedded in the managerialist model. 

 

The chapter then turned to management and performance of local authority 

services and the prominence and consequences of modernist management 

practices in UK local authority organisations.  

 

This chapter, along with chapter two, in which I introduced the complexities of 

London’s public parks sector, have begun to set the scene for my study. Next, in 

chapter four, I complete the setting of the scene for my own study relating to issues 

that connect to personal, professional and management development in London’s 

public parks sector. This is achieved by exploring the extant literature on issues 

relating to skills in the public parks sector, both in the UK and abroad.   
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CHAPTER FOUR - PUBLIC PARKS SKILLS RESEARCH 

 

4.1 Introduction 

In chapter three, I introduced the modernist view of organisations and the 

perceived pivotal nature of the role of management and HRD in the functioning of 

the modern organisation. Then, as my research was situated primarily within the 

public sector, the focus of the chapter moved on to consider the role of 

management, and managers, in the performance of local authority public sector 

service delivery. The chapter concluded with a review of human resource 

development, and personal, professional and management development in modern 

organisations. 

 

Now, to complete the scene setting for my study, I provide a review of research into 

skills issues in the public parks sector, both nationally and internationally.  

Literature relating to parks, recreation and green spaces can be found within a 

number of different research traditions including leisure studies, social sciences, 

economics, environmental management and public sector policy (Bell, Montarzino 

and Travlou, 2007; Godbey, 2000).  

 

To initiate my preliminary review of literature relating to skills development in the 

public parks and green spaces sector, I interrogated the OPENspace database 

(OPENspace, 2006), searching references related to skills. This database was set up 

as part of the mapping of public and green space research on behalf of the UK 

Labour government (OPENspace, op cit) along with several other databases and 

bibliographies of parks and green spaces literature (Garden Visit, 2008; Parks and 

Gardens UK, 2007; Veal, 2007).  

 

Mapping of the extant research by Bell, Montarzino and Travlou (op cit) identified 

there was a substantial international body of knowledge on economic issues related 

to parks and green spaces. Further, the issues that had been most researched were 

related to the physical structure of parks and green spaces. The mapping also 
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highlighted a noticeable increase in studies that focused on the use and perceptions 

of green spaces by different social groups, and associated health issues.  

 

This trend in research was attributed to the UK government’s agenda for green 

spaces. The mapping study carried out by Bell, Montarzino and Travlou, (op cit) also 

identified that there was a scarcity of papers on issues related to the skills of staff in 

the parks and green spaces sector. Alan Barber’s ‘Green Futures’ report (Barber, 

2005) was one of the few UK papers that has provided a review of factors perceived 

to have led to a decline in UK parks during the latter part of the 20th century. This 

paper included suggestions that skills deficits may have had a role to play in the 

decline. 

  

A gap in academic literature relating to skills issues in the parks and green space 

sector was also highlighted in 2009 by a working group who were exploring issues 

for an integrated European green space research agenda (James et al, 2009). This 

group proposed five themes for future international research relating to parks and 

green spaces. Within the theme of ‘management of urban green space’ a number of 

research questions were suggested including one relating to skills. The question 

proposed by James et al’s (op cit) work, which is most pertinent to my study, is set 

out in their paper within theme four - the management of urban green space- as 

key research question 27. This reads as follows:  

 

  ‘... how can the skills base required for delivering integrated planning, design, 

management and maintenance of urban green spaces in supporting urban 

sustainability be improved?’  

(James et al, op cit p. 71) 

 

Although James et al’s proposed research question 27 is posed from a European 

Sector wide perspective on ‘how to’ improve the skills base of the sector as a 

whole, the question certainly resonates with my research aims to: 
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a) develop a deeper understanding of the lived experience of issues related 

to personal, professional and managerial development, from the 

perspectives of people who work in the UK public parks and green spaces 

sector; 

b) explore what might lay beneath the apparent lack of interest shown by 

some green space workers in developing management skills (CABEspace 

2009) or continuing professional development (my own observation). 

 

Having established that public parks and green space skills related issues were a 

relatively understudied issue in the UK, I then explored literature from other 

countries on the issue.  

 

4.2 Skills research in the parks, recreation and urban forestry sectors - Australia 

and America 

Although until recently there has been little academic focus on issues related to 

skills development in the UK parks and green spaces sector, some research has 

been undertaken elsewhere into a number of issues related to the role, 

responsibilities and educational pathways of parks managers. This research was 

conducted in Australia’s Urban and National Parks sector, and in America’s Parks 

and Recreation sector (Hurd and McClean, 2004; Chase and Masberg, 2008; Aldous, 

2009). 

 

The research into the roles and responsibilities of parks managers in Australian 

urban and national parks agencies was conducted by using a 15 question online 

survey (Aldous, 2009). The study compared the organisational structures of two 

urban parks agencies and two national parks agencies. This covered the roles, 

responsibilities, knowledge, qualifications and skill requirements of parks middle 

level managers working in these organisations. The research highlighted that since 

the 1980s, Australian urban parks organisations had shifted from roles focused 

principally on horticultural functions to roles that focused more on environmental 

land management (Greenhalgh, 1988, cited in Aldous, op cit). This finding was 
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supported by the study carried out by Aldous, (op cit) who concluded that there 

were some differences in requirements between the Australian urban park councils 

and those of the national park organisations. The role functions carried out by 

middle managers in the Australian urban parks organisations were identified as 

management and maintenance of park and recreational services. In addition, their 

work included inspection of parks and park facilities to ensure proper care and 

maintenance of property as well as making recommendations to protect the natural 

environment.   

 

Aldous (op cit) identified that the roles and job functions of middle managers in 

Australian national park organisations were more ‘people focused’ than in urban 

parks organisations. The national parks middle manager job functions included; 

leadership, operational planning, people and cultural resource management, 

strategy and direction, service delivery, compliance with health & safety and equal 

opportunity legislation. This small Australian study also identified that none of the 

organisations had an ‘essential’ requirement for middle manager applicants to have 

any particular qualifications. However, both the urban and national parks 

organisations in the study tended to select applicants that had relevant 

undergraduate, postgraduate or vocational qualifications.  

 

Hurd and McLean’s (2004) investigated the perceived competencies required of 

American Parks and Recreation Chief Executive Officers (CEOs). The study made use 

of a Delphi process with two groups of CEOs, drawn from the membership of the 

American Academy of Park and Recreation Administration, and from finalists of the 

same country’s National Association of Parks and Recreation’s Gold Medals Awards. 

Through the Delphi process, 72 specific competency requirements, grouped within 

six competency areas, were selected as being essential requirements for successful 

CEOs in this sector.  

 

The competency areas covered; business acumen, communications and marketing, 

community relations, leadership and management, planning and evaluation, and 
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professional practice. A small number of the 27 competency requirements 

identified by the research were specific to the sector such as ‘have comprehensive 

knowledge of the parks and recreation profession’ and ‘have five years professional 

experience’. However, the majority of the competency requirements identified such 

as ‘sound budgetary skills’ were not specific to the parks sector. The authors argue 

that the generic competencies identified were appropriate for the sector because 

they specifically targeted the perceived competency requirements of CEOs in 

municipal parks agencies. It was also proposed by the authors that the competency 

framework that the study developed could assist practitioners for the purposes of 

legitimising selection processes, guiding mentoring processes and establishing 

performance evaluation criteria for post holders.  

 

Hurd and Maclean (op cit) also suggested that the competency framework that they 

established could be used as a guide for the curriculum development of Masters 

Degrees in Parks and Recreation Administration in the USA. They advocated its use 

as a guide for the design of annual executive development programmes held in the 

USA that were held for middle and upper managers in the parks and recreation 

sector. It was further suggested by the authors that the framework might offer 

more perceived legitimacy for parks and recreation staff development training 

programmes. This contrasted with the sector’s established practice in which the 

development programme’s board decided the programme content.   

 

Chase and Masberg’s (2008) study of the recruitment requirement of American 

parks and recreation agencies identified that the number of people graduating from 

American university parks and recreation programmes was insufficient for the 

needs of the sector. The shortage was expected to increase, given the US 

Department of Labour’s forecast that overall employment of recreation and fitness 

workers was set to grow. The research then used a questionnaire to survey the 

selection preferences of Parks and Recreation Administrators (senior managers) 

regarding the recruitment of graduates. The desirable characteristics identified by 

those responding to the survey indicated that they looked for individuals with: a 
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‘fun’ personality along with strong verbal and written communication skills; a 

people orientation; the ability to be enthusiastic and the ability to be patient.  

 

Skills such as budgeting and programming were seen as desirable but Parks and 

Recreation Administrators were particularly interested in individuals who could also 

demonstrate the ability to multi-task, solve problems, be flexible, creative and 

passionate about the job. The study concluded that the skills required of entry-level 

professionals were personality characteristics and traits associated with what they 

described as ‘professionalism’ and ‘the ability to meet challenges’. A comparison of 

the identified competencies requirements for entry level candidates and those that 

had been identified for CEOs by Hurd and McClean (op cit) was carried out by Chase 

and Masberg (op cit) and similarities were identified. Both sets of competencies 

placed emphasis on ‘soft skills’.  

 

This contrasted with the USA National Recreation and Parks Association’s (NRPA’s) 

standards for parks professionals’ certification that focused more on ‘hard’ skills 

such as budgeting, programme planning, accessibility compliance, marketing 

analysis and program evaluation.  Chase and Masberg (op cit) suggested that as 

entry level candidates are able to gain their professional NRPA accreditation 

through university ‘theory focused’ programmes, students may not have the 

opportunity to develop the softer skills required in the field. They concluded by 

suggesting that partnerships between American universities and parks agencies 

could provide structured internships which would enable students to develop and 

demonstrate their ‘softer skills’. Chase and Masberg (op cit) propose that such a 

partnership would benefit the American parks sector, students and universities 

through providing development programmes that would be more attractive for all 

involved. 

 

Overall, the small studies carried out in America and Australia provide an 

impression of the competencies expected of middle managers working in national 

park agencies and urban park organisations in those two countries. From the 
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Australian study (Aldous, 2009), the possibility that the skills required of Urban 

Parks managers might be different from those of National Parks Managers is 

highlighted. Turning to the USA, the perceived disparity between the ‘hard skill’ 

outcomes of entry level university programmes which fulfil the parks and recreation 

sector’s lead body certification standards and ‘soft skill’ workplace requirements is 

emphasised (Chase and Masberg, op cit).  

 

Extant research related to the identification of skill gaps in the UK’s public parks 

sector is reviewed in section 4.4 of this chapter, however the findings of Chase and 

Masberg’s (op cit) study in America’s parks and recreation sector suggest it may be 

helpful for future researchers to explore whether a similar mismatch between ‘hard 

skills’ training and ‘soft skills’ needs occur in the UK’s public parks sector.  

 

It is also interesting to note that unlike the USA, where entry level roles in the parks 

sector appear to be at graduate level, in the UK, few landscape planning or 

landscape management graduates appeared to enter UK local authority 

employment in the area of green space management (Barber, 2005). Barber’s study 

of twelve local authorities found that very few, if any, local authorities made a 

provision for either graduate-entry level posts, or retention of such graduates in 

parks and green space departments.  

 

4.3 Green space sector professional learning preferences  

One of the few studies exploring how people in the parks and green spaces sectors  

prefer to learn once they are in employment was conducted in America by Ricard 

and Bloniarz (2006). This study was of the professional learning preferences of New 

England (USA) tree wardens (a similar role to UK local authority tree officers). The 

study explored how the American tree wardens acquired new knowledge and learnt 

about urban forestry practices.  

The study, based on an eight-page questionnaire, mailed to tree wardens in New 

England, achieved a 35% response rate. The study identified a preference for face-

to-face activities such as workshops and conferences; especially where these 
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involved several speakers and both indoors and outdoors sessions with handouts 

and exercises. Personal contact with peers and colleagues to gain information and 

assistance with decision-making was also highly valued.  

 

The findings of Ricard and Bloniarz’s (op cit) New England study resonate with the 

conclusions of a 2009 review of the UK’s CABEspace’s Leaders training programme 

(CABE 2010a). This re-introduced the use of outdoor sessions and more varied ways 

of learning. This was in order to ensure this parks and green space programme 

included more participative ways of gaining new information. This suggests there 

might be some similarities between the professional learning preferences of New 

England tree wardens and the parks and green space practitioners who attended 

the CABE Leaders event in 2009. However, it is of course not certain from this that 

all UK parks and green space practitioners share these preferences. A comparative 

study, making use of similar methods and questionnaires to those used in Ricard 

and Bloniarz’s (op cit) study could be undertaken, in the UK or more widely, to 

identify the professional learning preferences of parks and green space 

practitioners (as opposed to American Tree Wardens).  

 

 4.4 UK Public policy research into parks and green space skills requirements  

During the first decade of the 21st century, CABE (the Commission for the Built 

Environment), LANTRA (the Sector Skills Council for the Land Based and 

Environmental Industries) and their partners undertook a range of actions on skills 

related issues in the UK parks and green spaces sector. This included: promoting the 

benefit of apprentices (CABE 2009c); the running of short leadership courses for 

parks managers (CABE 2010a); the development of a strategy for UK parks and 

green space skills development (CABE 2009b); and a national labour workforce 

survey of the sector (CABE 2010b). The drivers for this work included: actions 

arising from the final recommendations of the government’s Urban Green Spaces 

Task Force (DTLR, 2002b); the Egan Review of skills for sustainable communities 

(Egan, 2004); and UK government’s programme to improve economically beneficial 

skills (Leitch, 2006).  
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In 2004, in support of the recommendations made in the final report of the Urban 

Green Spaces Taskforce (DTLR, 2002b), a summary of a short research study ‘Parks 

need People’ was published (CABE, 2004). This study explored skills issues in six of 

the seven local authority parks and green spaces departments that had been 

awarded Beacon status for parks (Rashman, Downe and Hartley, 2005). The project 

was supported by the sector skills lead body for the land-based industries (LANTRA) 

and Non-Departmental Public Bodies (NDPBs) with an interest in the sector, 

namely: CABE, The Countryside Agency, English Heritage and Sport England. The 

published summary of the research project reported that: 

 

‘Despite a number of highly skilled staff dedicated to the management and 

maintenance of green spaces, the study identified a deficiency in specific 

skills at all levels within the sector. At the operational and supervisory levels 

this is attributed to the lack of apprenticeships and the lack of provision of 

anything other than basic, mandatory (e.g. health and safety) training of 

short duration. At the managerial level, there is a clear need identified for 

training in strategic thinking, vision and leadership across the sector¹’                          

 (CABE 2004 p. 2¹ my bold italics for emphasis) 

 

The 2004 CABE study conclusions can be criticised as it offers its findings as being 

generalisable across the sector, even though only six local authorities were included 

in the research. The authorities selected, were not representative of the sector as a 

whole, given that the criteria for their inclusion in the research was that they had 

achieved Beacon status for innovations and excellence in parks (CABE, 2004; 

Rashman, Downe and Hartley, op cit). The report writers also appear to have 

misunderstood the basis of the government’s criteria for selection of Beacon 

councils, as they indicate that they consider: 

 ‘... the fact that only seven councils out of over 400 park managing 

authorities were able to achieve this status is alarming in itself.’                                  

(CABE, 2004, p. 2) 
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This statement appears not to recognise that Beacon awards were allocated by UK 

government departments through an annual competitive selection process and not 

through a threshold assessment process. In practice, if seven councils were 

awarded a Beacon award for parks services, this was comparable with the average 

number of awards allocated in other categories of the scheme (Rashman, Downe 

and Hartley, 2005). However, regardless of the shortcomings, the report functioned 

as a springboard for further actions on skills issues in the sector. The ‘Parks need 

People’ CABE report (2004) indicated that respondents felt that horticulture was 

the most important skill required at an operational level along with a need for 

management, leadership, promotional, presentational and interpersonal skills. The 

authors also identified a requirement for a more structured approach to Continuing 

Professional Development (CPD), apprenticeships and schools work-experience 

placements in the sector. 

 

The publication of the ‘Parks need People’ research report (CABE 2004), was 

followed by the development of a short intensive three-day leadership course for 

parks and green space current and aspiring managers. The course ran once a year 

from 2006 to 2010 with an average of 80 participants each year (CABE, 2010a). The 

aim of the programme was to provide ‘leadership development opportunities’ 

(CABE 2010a) for managers working in the sector. Evaluation of the events was 

carried out by email a week after the course had finished. This asked participants 

what they had gained from the programme. In 2010, there was a 58% feedback 

response rate. The published findings of the evaluation (CABE, 2010a) highlighted 

that participants felt they had benefitted through: gaining new contacts and 

networking opportunities; new ideas and a better understanding of current issues 

and techniques; and reassurance that they were facing similar challenges to others 

and were therefore not as alone as they had previously felt. 

 

CABE’s (op cit) ‘Parks need People’ study was followed by a more extensive skills 

survey sent to all local authority parks departments in 2008 (CABE, 2008). This 

study identified key managerial skills gaps in the sector in the following areas: 



74 

 

design (29%), finance and funding (24%), event management (22%) and marketing 

(19%). In the same survey, the largest skills gaps reported in the capabilities of 

operatives were: horticulture (51%), conservation (34 %), arboriculture (29%) and 

ecology (27%).  

 

In 2009, a green space skills national employer survey, supported by CABE, English 

Heritage, the Heritage Lottery Fund and the Historic and Botanic Garden Bursary 

Scheme (H&BGBS), was undertaken to map out perceived skills requirements in the 

sector.  This formed part of a study which attempted to establish the size, labour 

market status and skills issues of the green space sector in England, in a format that 

would (for the first time) allow comparisons with data sets from other sectors 

(CABE, 2010b).  

 

The national employer survey took the form of a perception based questionnaire, 

asking parks and green space sector organisational representatives to score sector 

specific skills in two ways: firstly to indicate how well each of the skills was 

represented within their current workforce (on a scale of 1 to 10); and secondly to 

indicate how important each of the skills would be in the future (again on a scale of 

1 to 10). This information was then ranked and prioritised to highlight a perceived 

future skills gap in the sector. The published report (CABE, 2010b) does not explain 

how the skills included in the list of 39 were selected.  

 

However, in is interesting to note that the list is wide-ranging; including practical 

items such as ‘using tools and equipment properly’, generic items such as 

‘networking’ and more specific items such as ‘understanding and managing historic 

gardens and landscapes’. The survey does not appear to have included an option 

for organisations to provide input about any additional skills requirements that 

were not already listed. This may suggest that the survey organisers had a fixed 

view about the list of skills issues they wished to explore.   

The highest future priority skills gaps identified in the 2009 national parks and 

green spaces employer survey (CABE, 2010b) were: marketing and promoting sites; 
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co-ordinating data collection; planning for sustainability and climate change; 

design/managing for sustainability and climate change; and ‘IT professional skills’ (a 

definition of what this covers is not given).   For the private sector, the list was 

similar, other than the first priority which was ‘involving volunteers’.  

 

The skills list that participants in the national employer survey were asked to select 

from were different from the skills list used in CABE’s 2008 survey of local  

authorities. These differed again from the criteria used to shape the initial work on 

skills issues identified in the sector in 2004. The differences appear to be due to the 

influence of key partners involved in the production of CABE’s ‘Skills To Grow’ 

strategy for the sector (CABE, 2009b), as outlined below.  

 

The published introduction to the ‘Skills to Grow’ strategy (CABE, 2009b) indicates 

that the strategy was developed with input from a large number of national green 

space partners and other interested organisations. This was to tackle concerns and 

ensure that the parks and green space sector had the workforce and skills required 

to meet future needs. The strategy showed links to a number of government 

agendas of the time which can be seen from the range of documents referred to in 

the development of the strategy. These include: the Final Report of the Urban 

Green Spaces Taskforce (DTLR, 2002); the ‘Parks need People’ (CABE, 2004) report; 

the National Audit Office’s review of government’s progress on green Space 

Improvements (NAO, 2006); the Leitch report on UK skills (Leitch, 2006); and the 

report ‘Mind the Skills Gap’ published by the Academy for Sustainable Communities 

(ASC, 2007).  

 

These inputs into the ‘Skills to Grow’ strategy shaped the design of the 2009 

national employer survey and appear to have resulted in skills being included that 

had not featured in the previous surveys. For example, the inclusion of ‘design skills 

for climate change’, in the questionnaire appears to have come directly from the 

recommendations of the Academy for Sustainable Communities document, ‘Mind 

the Skills Gap’ (ASC, op cit).  
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In 2009 the ‘Skills to Grow’ Strategy, (CABE, 2009b, p10) also reported ‘a shortage 

of green space management and leadership skills’ as one of the seven key problems 

that needed to be addressed. Leading on from this were the professional and 

management skills gap priorities that were selected by employers who took part in 

the 2009 green spaces labour workforce study (CABE, 2010b). These were more 

specific: design; finance and funding; event management; and marketing. It appears 

therefore that for CABE, its partners and parks and green space employers, the 

scope of ‘green space management and leadership skills’ includes a wide range of 

business and professional skill sets, some of which, such as marketing, design and 

event management might not usually be perceived as management or leadership 

skills. The reported ‘green space management and leadership skills’ gap might have 

been more fully described as a ‘green spaces promotion, event management, site 

design, financial management and leadership skills’ gap.  

 

4.5 Chapter summary 

There appear to be similarities between UK parks and green spaces sector skills 

gaps (CABE 2009b; CABE 2010b) and the findings from the Australian research into 

skills requirements for urban parks middle managers (Aldous, 2009) in that 

technical skills are highlighted. However, interpersonal or ‘soft’ skills, such as those 

identified as skills gaps for entrants into the American parks and recreational sector 

(Chase and Masberg, 2008) were not identified as a key issue in the UK’s 

greenspace labour workforce study (CABE, 2010b).    

 

This chapter concludes the review of literatures. The subjects covered have set the 

scene for my empirical research. The literature review has not set out to make 

claims about the experience of people working in London’s public parks sector as 

IPA seeks, as far as possible, to enable participants to ‘…express their concerns and 

make their claims on their own terms.’ (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p. 42).  

Next in chapter five, I set out the research aims and objectives for my empirical 

research, the metatheoretical approach that I adopted for the study, along with 

details of the research design, its limitations and its strengths. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 

 

5.1 Introduction 

In chapters two to four, the literature highlighted that research into issues that 

related to personal, professional and management development in the UK’s public 

parks sector is relatively limited. This limited research has been undertaken from 

the perspective of government agencies or sector lead bodies. Consequently, voices 

of UK public parks and green space practitioners appeared not to have been 

incorporated. This suggested that there would be benefit in exploring skills 

development issues in the UK public parks sector from a practitioner perspective, 

problematising the issues reported by CABESpace (2009b).  

 

The purpose of chapter five is to set out and justify the methodology and methods 

adopted to conduct the empirical research for my study. The structure of the 

chapter is split into two sections. The first section sets out my choice of 

methodology, the reason I chose to use this approach and the strengths and 

potential weaknesses inherent in the research methodology. The second section of 

the chapter sets out and justifies the methods used to capture and analyse the data 

used in the empirical research reported in this thesis. As part of this process, the 

limitations and strengths of the research methods are discussed. 

 

5.2 The Research Question and Aims 

The purpose of a DBA is to make a contribution to academic knowledge and a 

contribution to practice, while learning to become a scholar-practitioner (Anderson 

et al, 2015; USW, 2015).  A supplementary purpose of professional doctorates is to 

develop the individual’s (in this case, my) professional practice. I have 

acknowledged this, both in the overall aims of my DBA and in the way I carried out 

the research (Anderson et al, op cit). 

 

At the heart of my study is the practice of managing (Mintzberg, 2009). More 

specifically, it is a study about the practice of managing, and learning about 
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managing, in London’s public parks and green spaces sector. My primary research 

question was framed as follows: 

 

“How do people working in London’s public parks and green spaces sector 

experience issues related to personal, professional and management 

development?” 

 

This question was developed to support my research aim, which was to: 

 

Explore issues related to personal, professional and management 

development, from the perspectives of people working in London’s public 

parks sector.  

 

The purpose of my primary research aim was to assist in achieving my research 

objectives, which were to: 

 

1) develop a deeper understanding of the lived experience of issues related 

to personal, professional and managerial development, from the 

perspectives of people who work in London’s public parks and green spaces 

sector 

2) explore what might lay beneath the apparent lack of interest shown by 

some green space workers in developing management skills (CABEspace 

2009) or continuing professional development (my own observation) 

3) make recommendations, drawing on this deeper understanding, that 

might help address or resolve some of these issues 

4) provide a substantive theoretical model, based on the findings of my 

research, which might assist further research and help inform both my and 

other people’s practice in the sector 

5) assist in my own personal, professional and managerial development. 
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Reason for choosing a dialogical research approach 

I chose to use a dialogical approach for the study because it was the most suited for 

a number of reasons. I wanted to gain a fuller, richer (van Manen, 1990) 

understanding of issues related to development in an under researched group 

(people who work in London’s public parks sector) who had previously only been 

the object of research from a normative (Governmental/Managerial) perspective. I 

was aware, from my own involvement in the sector that although I was perceived 

to be a manager, I saw myself and others as having different roles (and identities) in 

different situations and I wanted to take this into account in the research. This was 

more in line with a dialogical approach than a critical studies approach which 

requires ‘predefinition of groups and types of domination’ (Deetz, 2009 p. 35).   

To use a critical research approach, I would have had to start out with a set of ‘a 

priori’ (Deetz, 2009, p.26) concepts through which to frame the research question. 

This would have been at odds with my quest to gain new knowledge, rather than 

‘trying to find knowledge that fits with, and reinforces, previously chosen theories 

about people and the world’ (Etherington, 2004, p.21).  

My research was specifically designed to provide insights or ‘illumination’ (Smith, 

Flowers and Larkin, op cit, p.205) of the participants’ experiences.  Using a dialogical 

approach suited my study because it takes the position that ‘group and personal 

identity cannot be seen as fixed or unitary’ (Deetz 2009, p35). Taking a dialogical 

approach enabled me to acknowledge that I and my research project were inter-

related (Spinelli, op cit). The research was designed to assist in my own learning and 

development, I would be ‘irretrievably changed because of the encounter with the 

new’ (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p.35).  

This linked well with phenomenological research, the point of which is to ‘‘borrow’ 

other people’s experiences and their reflections on their experiences in order to 

better be able to come to an understanding of the deeper meaning or significance of 

an aspect of human experience’ (Van Manen, 1990 p. 62) . 
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As part of the process of selecting the research question, research aims, and the 

metatheoretical position (Cunliffe, 2011) for this study, I took into account the view 

set out by Schön (1987) that:  

 

‘In the varied topography of professional practice, there is a high, hard 

ground overlooking a swamp. On the high ground, manageable problems 

lend themselves to solution through the application of research-based theory 

and technique. In the swampy lowland, messy, confusing problems defy 

technical solution’ 

(Schön, op cit, p. 3) 

 

Schön’s (op cit) view is at variance with mainstream, managerialist thinking, which 

considers management practice and learning about management to be a 

normative, rationalistic endeavour (Cunliffe, 2002, Sambrook and Stewart, 2007; 

Holden and Griggs, 2011).  Often, within this discourse, organisational and 

management training and development is viewed as intrinsically good and is 

unlikely to be contested (Armitage, 2010; Gray and Cooper, 2010). However, tacit 

assumptions within organisational theories are worth exploration, in order to 

discover situations within which the theories may not apply (Gray and Cooper, 

2010) and there is an increasing body of knowledge which recognises the 

‘disordered and messy business of being a manager’ (Anderson et al, 2015, p. xiv). 

 

My study set out to ‘problematise’ (Paton et al, 2014; Trehan and Rigg, 2010) the 

issue of management skills development in London’s public parks sector. The issue 

appeared to have the characteristics of an issue that defies an easy technical 

solution, displaying the characteristics of a ‘wicked’ problem (Warren, 2015). As 

such, a linear scientific approach to problem solving was unlikely to be an effective 

method to ‘capture the colliding of complex systems’ (Yawson, 2015 p. 68). It is for 

these reasons that my research question and aims were chosen, as set out above. 
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5.3 Metatheoretical Foundations 

In order to set out and justify the methodology used in my study, it would be 

helpful if there were a shared understanding within the research community of the 

terms used to describe and explain organisational, management and human 

resource development research methodological choices. However, in common with 

many terms used in management research, this is not the case (Anderson et al, 

2015).  Although methodology frameworks and typologies have been provided by a 

number of organisational researchers (Burrell and Morgan, 1979; Morgan and 

Smircich, 1980; Deetz, 1996; Cunliffe, 2011) the metatheoretical issues are strongly 

debated (Cunliffe, op cit). This can make it difficult to justify the case for a particular 

research approach, as there may not be a common understanding from which to 

discuss the differing approaches (Pascale, 2011; Calder, 2014).  

 

The metatheoretical (Cunliffe, op cit) or onto-epistemological (Linell, op cit) 

positions held by organisation, management and human resource development 

researchers are contested (Brown, 1992; Buchanan and Bryman, 2009; Burrell and 

Morgan, 1979; Cunliffe, op cit; Deetz, 1996; Gill and Johnson, 2002; Hassard and 

Parker, 1993).  Within the diversity of viewpoints, those aligned with monological 

(Linell, op cit), objectivist (Bryman and Bell, 2003), positivist (Legge, 1997), 

functional (Burrell and Morgan, 1979), normative (Deetz, 2009) or rationalistic 

(Delanty, 1997) perspectives are often taken to be scientific and methodologically 

rigorous. This may offer kudos to the author and their institution (Cunliffe, op cit; 

Legge, 1995). Although objectivism has been ‘privileged as being more 

methodologically rigorous’ (Cunliffe, op cit, p. 666), there have been a number of 

calls (Leitch et al, 2010; Hibbert et al, 2014; Cunliffe, op cit) for organisational, 

management and HRD researchers not to limit their approaches to ‘… functional, 

managerialist, instrumental views of the purpose of HRD research.’ (Peter Kuchinki 

quoted by Azevedo and Mehdiabadi, 2013, p. 603). And, it can be argued that 

research carried out using other forms of ‘disciplined inquiry’ are also scientific 

(Davis, 2010). To dismiss such studies may lead to potentially valuable contributions 

to knowledge and practice being lost (Mintzberg, 2004).  
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Cunliffe (op cit, p. 653) argues that ‘the idea that researchers take either a 

subjective or an objective stance, no longer holds’. Cunliffe proposes that this 

polarised position is replaced with three knowledge problematics: objectivism, 

subjectivism and inter-subjectivity; which can be considered more like ‘clouds, 

rather than fixed positions on a dimension’ (Cunliffe, et al; 2015 p. 26). This is in 

accord with the dialogical argument put forward by Linell (op cit) that the 

‘…meanings crucial to life are neither subjective nor objective, they are inter-

subjective.’ (Linell, op cit, p. 47).   

 

Others have argued (Cunliffe, 2011; Deetz, 2009; Munhall, 2001) that pluralism in 

organisational, human resource development, profession and management 

research has merit. Pluralism enables the same problem or issue to be considered 

from differing perspectives, and some problems are best investigated using a 

different approach to the research (Tsoukas, 2005; Deetz, 2009). I took these 

arguments into account in order to select a suitable research methodology for the 

study. This led me to select a dialogical (Deetz, 2009; Linell, op cit) research 

methodology, suited to the investigation of social phenomenon. Further details and 

justification of this decision are set out in section 5.4, below.   
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5.4 Dialogic Research 

To explain the overall orientation of my research approach I have made use of 

Deetz’s (2009) characterisation of research programmes (see fig. 5.1).  

 

 

 

 

Fig. 5.1: Contrasting dimensions from the metatheory of representational practices. 

(Reproduced from Deetz, 2009 p. 26). Copyright: Sage Publications.  

 

Deetz (2009) emphasised that in providing a model of representational practices he 

did not seek to establish a rigid framework within which researchers become 

labelled and boxed. Instead, using the example of a department head, he highlights 

that it possible for individuals to utilise different approaches to research. For 

example, this is dependent on the circumstances in which they find themselves and 

different research programmes can have different goals and assumptions (Deetz, op 

cit). This pluralist approach to research sat well with me as both a researcher and 

practitioner, as well as being congruent with the demands of the research question.   

 

The ‘local/emergent-elite/a priori’ dimension 

The focus of this dimension is the degree to which the research process is a ‘top 

down’ or ‘bottom up’ process (Deetz, 2009). The local/emergent end of the scale is 

where researchers produce knowledge from empirical events rather than large-

scale generalisations (Deetz, op cit). The theoretical frameworks and prior 
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knowledge taken into the research are treated as sensitising guidance to start the 

research, rather than fixed frameworks to be applied (Deetz, 2009).   

 

The elite/a priori end of the scale would contain research that is strongly theory-

driven and which sets out in advance the terminology and definitions that would be 

used by a researcher to code the experiences of those being researched (Deetz, 

1996).  

 

The consensus-dissensus dimension 

This dimension draws attention as to whether the research and researcher are 

seeking to maintain or challenge an existing social order or system. At the 

consensus end of this spectrum would be research and researchers who produce 

knowledge by applying a unifying theory to the issue being researched (Deetz, 

2009). The dissensus end of the spectrum would contain research and researchers 

who seek to produce knowledge that highlights difference and conflicts with a 

current social order, theory or accepted norms (Deetz, 1996).    

 

The research orientation for my study was positioned towards the local/emergent 

and dissensus poles of Deetz’s framework, which can be described as a ‘dialogic’ 

study.  Key features of this research approach include a focus on the constructed 

nature of reality, the polyphony of multiple voices and a tendency to challenge 

grand narratives.  

The intention of such research being to: 

 

‘…reclaim conflicts suppressed in everyday realities, meaning systems and 

self-conceptions.’                                                                                            

(Deetz, 2009 p. 35)  

 

As explained in the introduction to this chapter, the issue or problem of skills 

development in the UK public parks sector appeared to have the characteristics of a 

‘wicked’ problem that defies an easy technical solution (Yawson, 2015; Schön, 1987; 
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Warren, 2015). Rather than seeking to solve a problem, my study aimed to provide 

what I call a ‘gently critical’ addition to the body of knowledge by providing a 

perspective drawn from interviews with some of the individuals working in 

London’s public parks sector. Using Deetz’s (2009) terminology, my research was a 

dialogic study.  

 

5.5 The Use of Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) 

The research method used for the study was Interpretive Phenomenological 

Analysis (IPA), (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009). Details of the specific methods 

used to gather and analyse the data are outlined in section 5.6 onwards. However, 

before detailing how the data was collected and analysed, it is necessary for me to 

provide an outline of the phenomenological basis that underpins the study, along 

with an introduction to Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA).  

 

Phenomenology provides the philosophical foundation for a range of interpretative 

research strategies such as ethnomethodology and conversational analysis (Robson, 

2002). It influences research in a variety of fields including nursing, the health 

sciences, psychology and education (van Manen, 1990; Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 

2009). Gee (2014) argues that phenomenologically based research can also be of 

use for developing new insights in organisational research. 

 

Phenomenology is a non-positivist approach to the study of experience (Remenyi, 

Williams and Swartz, 1998). Although there are many different approaches, 

nuances and interests amongst phenomenologists today, they share an interest in 

the subjective experience of human beings. Phenomenology is discovery 

orientated, seeking to find out what a certain phenomena means to people, and 

how it is experienced (van Manen, 1990). This approach suited my research aims 

because I was studying people’s lived experience of issues related to personal, 

professional and management development. 
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The phenomenological philosophical position has roots in the argument outlined in 

‘Critique of Pure Reason’ (Kant, 1781/1993) that: 

 

‘…the world and how it appears to us through experience are not two 

distinct and independent kinds of entity; rather they are aspects of a 

single thing, a world capable of being experienced.’                                                                      

    (Politis, 1993, p. xxix) 

 

Phenomenologists such as Spinelli (2005), Moustakas (1994) and van Manen (1990) 

reason that it is not possible for human beings to create a ‘completely correct’ 

description of reality (Spinelli, op cit). While the philosophers associated with 

phenomenology, such as Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty and Sartre, have differing views 

(Moran, 2000), the term ‘phenomenology’ was initially established by Husserl in the 

late 19th century. Husserl argued that people need to create structure and order 

and this can lead to a tendency for us to fit things too quickly into pre-existing 

categories. Husserl offered an alternative; that experience should be examined in 

the way that it occurs and on its own terms through ‘phenomenological’ inquiry 

(Spinelli, op cit).   

 

Heidegger (2010) developed Husserl’s philosophical work to create a form of 

phenomenology which incorporates hermeneutic, interpretive principles and which 

is used today as the basis of much phenomenological research. Hermeneutic 

phenomenology has roots in German idealist philosophy, which can be rather 

challenging (Robson 2002). It has at its core a focus on intuition, interpretation and 

understanding (McAuley, 2004). Hermeneutic phenomenology’s focus is the study 

of everyday lived experience, undertaken from the perspective of ‘being-in-the 

world’ (Heidegger, 2010, p. 53; Spinelli, 2005, p.29).  

This is a complex concept as: 

‘… each of us experiences being in the world in a unique and unshareable 

way.’  

(Spinelli, 2005, p. 29) 
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However, it is through our interactions with other people and the world that we are 

able to define ourselves and our experiences (Spinelli, 2005). By becoming 

‘phenomenologically present in the world’ (Munhall, 2001, p. 134) a researcher 

seeks to abandon assumptions about another person’s experience, becoming less 

assuming, in order to be ‘phenomenologically present’ to another person; seeking 

to understand the phenomenon or experience, from the other person’s 

perspective. This requires the researcher to try to be ‘open, non-judgemental and 

compassionate’ (Munhall, 2001 p. 135). This helps the researcher to develop an 

understanding of the meaning that a specific experience has for another person. 

 

Koch (1996) argues that it is imperative, when setting out to undertake 

phenomenological research, to be clear which branch of phenomenology is being 

adhered to. Not least because Husserl’s phenomenology seeks to find the abstract 

‘essence’ of a phenomenon, whereas the phenomenology of Heidegger and 

Merleau-Ponty sees this as an impossible task (Wimpenny, 2000). The form of 

phenomenological research that I undertook was Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis (IPA), which has its roots in the hermeneutic tradition, generally associated 

with Heidegger (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009). 

 

To ensure that the lived experience of the people being studied is not lost in the 

interpretational process, ‘bracketing’ is often used in phenomenologically informed 

research, sometimes referred to as ‘the rule of Epoch’ (Moustakas,1994; Spinelli, 

2005). This is the process of endeavouring to identify and suspend one’s own 

presuppositions and conceptions of the issue in order to be better able to 

understand the essence of the actual phenomena being studied (van Manen, 1990). 

It is based on the view that we all perceive the world through a series of lenses or 

‘reductions’ (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009). Bracketing, or ‘stepping back’ 

(Shinebourne 2011) is achieved through bringing one’s own views and 

presuppositions into conscious awareness and noting these down to help avoid 

being overly influenced by them as the research proceeds (Merleau-Ponty, 1964). 

This is not done to deny one’s own presuppositions, but to give space for the 
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experience of the people taking part in the research; so that it can be recognised, 

understood and communicated (Munhall, 2001).  

 

Phenomenologists that follow in Heidegger’s footsteps (Malpas, 2008), take the 

view that the people, places and objects that we perceive, exist in the ways that 

they exist to us through the meanings that each of us gives to them (Spinelli, 2005). 

Use is made of a hermeneutic circle, an iterative, emergent, interpretational 

process (Moustakas, 1994; van Manen, 1990). Hermeneutic phenomenologists 

argue that this interpretational process should be acknowledged in research about 

the situations that people experience. The relationships between the researcher, 

the research participant/s and the reader are important aspects of the research 

(Spinelli, 2005; van Manen, 1990; Munhall, 2001). This resonates with Linell’s 

(2009) dialogical theory of human sense making. 

 

The specific research design used in my study was Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis (IPA), which is concerned with: 

 

‘...the detailed examination of human lived experience... it aims to conduct 

this examination in a way which as far as possible enables that experience to 

be expressed in its own terms, rather than according to predefined category 

systems.’   

      (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009 p. 32)   

 

IPA is probably the most widely known form of qualitative phenomenological 

psychological research in use in the UK (Langdridge, 2007). It is also broadly Realist 

(Fade 2004; Reid, Flowers, Larkin, 2005). IPA was introduced in the mid-1990s as a 

way to carry out qualitative, experientially based psychological research to 

complement more normative, mainstream experimental forms of psychological 

research (Smith, 2004). It has been demonstrated to be particularly useful when the 

topic being studied is relatively under-studied, dynamic, context specific, and 
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related to the self, sense making and identity (Smith and Osborn, 2007), as was the 

case in my research.   

 

IPA has phenomenological, interpretative and ideographic commitments (Gee, 

2011), seeking to situate participants in their particular contexts (Smith, Flowers 

and Larkin, 2009; Wagstaff et al, 2014; Shinebourne, 2011). It requires a detailed 

examination of each case by the researcher and the subsequent development of 

phenomenological themes, created as part of an interpretive process (Smith, 

Flowers and Larkin, 2009; Wagstaff et al, 2014; Hefferon and Gil-Rodriguez, 2011). 

Giorgi (2010) criticises IPA as not having a philosophical grounding in either 

phenomenology or hermeneutics. This claim is robustly refuted by both Smith 

(2010) and Shinebourne (2011).  

 

IPA was originally used primarily in health psychology research and has since been 

used in clinical, counselling, social and educational psychology and other research 

which has ‘psychology in the real world’ as its focus (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 

2009). It is beginning to be used in a wider set of human, health and social science 

disciplines, including business and organisational research (Wagstaff et al, 2014). 

IPA can be used by researchers who are not trained as psychologists (Smith, 

Flowers and Larkin, 2009; Wagstaff et al, 2014). Details of how to conduct IPA 

studies have been provided by a number of authors (for example Gee, 2011; Fade, 

2004; Smith, Flowers and Larkin 2009). 

 

5.6 Sample Selection 

Using purposive sampling (Babbie, 2005; Brocki & Wearden, 2006), I worked to 

develop a relatively homogenous group of people drawn from people working in 

London’s parks and green spaces sector to interview for the study. This is in line 

with the approach to sampling used in IPA studies (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, op 

cit; Fade, 2014).  To develop this sample, and in order to identify potential 

participants who were experienced and knowledgeable (Rubin and Rubin, 2005), I 

spoke to people in the sector who worked in Greater London about my research.  
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As part of the recruitment for the study, I approached people who were employed 

in the same organisation as me (Robson, 2002) and others who were not. I 

indicated that if someone would like to take part in the research, their input would 

be welcomed. This led to some people volunteering to take part. This approach 

complied with the need to ensure participants were able to make an informed 

decision whether to take part in the research (Bryman and Bell, 2007). Over a 

period of 24 months, I conducted 14 recorded semi-structured interviews. This was 

more interviews than the number of interviews that appears in the final analysis in 

this thesis. This helps provide anonymity and enabled the most homogeneous 

groupings to be analysed (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, op cit). 

 

My study incorporated an IPA analysis of eight in depth semi structured interviews. 

Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009) indicate that the number of cases/interviews 

analysed for a professional doctorate using IPA is usually between four and ten. The 

importance of focusing on the accounts of a small numbers of respondents has 

been highlighted in IPA studies using the principle of ‘less is more’ (Reid, Flowers 

and Larkin, 2005, p. 22). This ensures that there is sufficient focus on the 

ideographic nature of the participants’ responses (Hefferon and Gil-Rodriguez, 

2011; Brocki and Wearden, op cit). 

 

Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009) emphasise that there is no one way to design an 

IPA study sample but they provide an example based on PhDs that consisted of 

three self-contained, related studies. This might start with the analysis of a single 

case, then a detailed examination of three cases, followed by a larger sample from 

say a different location or with the use of a bolder research design. Taking this 

guidance into account, I identified a number of broadly homogenous groupings of 

interviews for the analysis.   

 

The broadly homogenous groupings (see fig. 5.2) that I selected for the analysis 

were an individual who had worked as a senior parks manager for a local authority 

but who then worked in the sector as a self employed consultant; a cluster of three 
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people working as middle managers in local authority parks and green spaces 

departments and a cluster of four people working as officers in the sector.  

 

Broad group No of 

cases 

SC: Single case – individual no longer working at a local 

authority but still working in the parks and green spaces 

sector in London. 

1 

MM: People working as middle managers in a local authority 

parks or green spaces department in London. 

3 

SO: People working (or until recently working) as senior 

officers in a local authority parks or green spaces 

department in London. 

4 

 

Fig 5.2: summary of the cases included in the analysis. 

Source: Developed for this thesis. 

 

To help protect identities, I did not to label the broadly homogenous groupings 

using their actual job titles but instead used ‘middle manager’ and ‘senior officer’. 

These were terms loosely based on the job titles and roles of the individuals that 

participated. Broadly speaking, although the local authority JNC (Joint Negotiating 

Committee) no longer uses these terms, those in the ‘middle manager’ group would 

be described as being on a local authority PO (Principal Officer) pay scale and those 

in the ‘senior officer’ group would be found on a lower level of pay in the SO1 or 

SO2 (Senior Officer) scale (NAVCA, 2009). The ‘middle manager’ grouping was 

comprised of individuals who were managing a team of several ‘senior officers’, 

who in their turn were managing contractors and/or supervising practical front line 

staff. 

 

My use of purposive sampling created more homogenous groupings than would 

otherwise have been possible and also provided a degree of additional anonymity 
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for all those who had given me an interview. These roles were selected as being 

typical roles representative of the sector and the nature of people in these roles. 

Spradley (1979) identifies such participants as ‘excellent informants’ as they are 

closely associated with the subject being researched. A more detailed table 

summarising information about the participants is shown in appendix 1. 

 

5.7 Interview Style 

A wide range of qualitative interviewing methods exists (Dundon and Ryan, 2010; 

Bourne and Jenkins, 2005; Silverman, 2006). The format that I used for the 

interviews was similar to a life story interview format (Atkinson, 1998; Horrocks and 

Callahan, 2006). This took the form of semi-structured in-depth qualitative 

interviews (Smith, Flower and Larkin, 2009).  

 

Each interview took about an hour, depending on what the participant wanted to 

share with me. The format had a number of similarities to the oral-history model 

which has been used to bring the history of particular parks and other areas of 

conservation interest ‘come alive’ (King and Clifford, 1985 p. 257), and so was 

possibly familiar to some potential participants. I selected this focus for the 

interview format because it would enable participants to say as much, or as little, 

about issues they felt strongly about, without being forced to say more than they 

wanted through a particular line of questioning (Horrocks and Callahan, 2006). This 

had similarities with an Informant style of interview, which allows people’s feelings 

to emerge (Robson, 2002). This was important, given that my research aimed to 

develop an understanding of the issues being explored from the perspectives of the 

participants, with care being given to touching on sensitive issues (Robson, 2002).   

 

The style of interviewing I used was similar to responsive interviewing (Rubin and 

Rubin, 2005) in that it: 

‘… allowed the participant to set the parameters of the topic, not the other 

way around.’  

(Hefferon and Gil-Rodriguez, 2011, p. 757) 
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For example, in some interviews I made use of some or all of the prompting 

questions I had prepared in advance (see appendix 3 - prompt questions sheet). In 

other interviews, once the participant has started talking, my interaction was 

mainly through attentive body language (Dundon and Ryan, 2010) to avoid 

interrupting the participant. My decision on how much or how little to say by way 

of interview prompts was based on the aims of helping the research participants 

feel comfortable. This was achieved by seeking to present myself in a way that was 

compatible with how participants usually experienced me and helped me in 

obtaining relevant information (Rubin and Rubin, op cit).    

 

5.8 Being a Practitioner-Researcher 

Undertaking research in the context where one is a practitioner can have ecological 

validity benefits (Forrester, 2011). However, at the same time, undertaking 

research while also performing the duties of a practitioner can lead to a lack of 

certainty about the separation of the roles or a conflict of interest (Oliver, 2003). In 

my case, I recognised that my position as a senior manager carrying out 

practitioner-research provided me with a potentially privileged position. One aspect 

of this was that I had the potential for access to participants within my own 

organisation who may not have been as accessible to ‘outsider’ researchers.  I also 

had the potential ability to exert influence because of my position in the wider 

sector. I therefore took great care to avoid pressurising people to take part in the 

research. I worked to create and maintain firm boundaries on issues of 

confidentiality before, during and after the interviews (Robson, 2002; Oliver, 2003; 

Denscome, 2003). 

 

The in-depth analysis required for IPA can lead to the researcher being able to 

quote from the transcripts as they are worked on during the analysis. These quotes 

can have a tendency to come to mind in other circumstances (Gee, 2011). I 

therefore had to take great care not to repeat things that people said to me in the 

interviews to other parks and green space practitioners or to people who worked in 

their organisations. 
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There were some occasions when someone raised an issue in the research 

interview, which, had I been in my role as a practitioner/manager I might have felt 

obliged to follow up on (Robson, 2002). However, to retain the division between my 

role as a researcher and my role as a practitioner/manager, I emphasised to the 

participants that if they wanted me to act on information that they raised in an 

interview, they would need to contact me on the specific issue outside of the 

research interview.   

Subjective-Objective (Spinelli, 2005) styles of research might view my dual role as a 

manager and researcher as problematic and see it as a significant barrier to 

effective interviewing because individuals may have selected what to say in the 

interview. However, the interviews I undertook were not seeking to extract an 

objective response as this would have been at odds with the approach to the 

research I was conducting. Instead the aim of the interviews and research were to 

provide the participants and researcher with opportunities for ‘making sense’ 

through the heumeneutics of the research process (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009 

p.35).  The interviews were an opportunity for participants based on: 

 

 ‘linking events and meanings during construction of a social reality, as experienced 

by organisational members’ (Dundon and Ryan, 2010, p. 563).  

 

The potential relationship I had with possible and actual participants was clearly 

much more complex than if I had not been working in the same sector. I 

anonymised all transcripts to protect the identities of the participants and their 

organisations (Bryman and Bell, 2007). I also took considerable effort to avoid 

compromising the anonymity of participants (Robson, 2002; Oliver, 2003).  

 

In common with other researchers, practitioner-researchers face a number of 

challenges as they set out their study. Potential issues included the challenge of 

carrying out a time demanding research study while in full time work, initial lack of 

expertise and confidence can sit alongside possible problems associated with being 

an ‘insider’. However, there were also compensating advantages, such as access to 
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potential participants and the synergies that come from being both a practitioner 

and researcher which make it possible to build up a specialised expertise that can 

be unrivalled (Robson, 2002; Anderson and Gold, 2015). IPA is designed to initially 

develop an ‘insider’s perspective’ before then taking the analysis to a different level 

(Reid, Flowers and Larkin, 2005, p. 22). 

 

The presentation of the researcher’s voice 

The issue of how to represent oneself in the research report can be problematic for 

practitioner/researchers and can be a contested issue (Philips and Pugh, 2005).  In 

keeping with the dialogic orientation of my study, I adopted the position of a 

reflexive researcher (Etherington, 2004) in order to reveal to the reader ‘where I 

was coming from’ and to help ‘bracket’ my experiences (Spinelli, op cit) as is 

expected in a phenomenological study.  

 

At appropriate points in the thesis, I have provided information about myself and 

the nature of my involvement with the research (Sambrook, 2002). I have also 

endeavoured to clearly highlight the value judgements I have applied and whether 

involvement with the research has had an impact on (or for) me. Such reflexivity is 

a significant theme in much contemporary social research and can be an aid to 

learning and transformation (Etherington, op cit). As one of my aims of the study 

was to assist in my development, taking a reflexive approach was beneficial 

although it is recognised that provision of reflexive information can make the study 

appear complex. However, it is also an important aid to research transparency and 

critical evaluation of the work by others (Letherby, 2003). For these reasons, it plays 

an important role in this thesis.   

 

Time allocation 

As I was working full time when the interviews were taking place, I gained 

agreement from my employer for the interviews to take place during the working 

week. However, in common with many practitioner-researchers carrying out part 

time professional doctorates, securing sufficient time to design and carry out the 
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research still proved to be very challenging (Robson, 2002).  Fortunately, the period 

of time when I was due to carry out the analysis of the interviews coincided with an 

opportunity to take a sabbatical. I found focusing full time on the research during 

the analysis phase of the study very beneficial, due to the intensive nature of this 

work (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009).   

 

5.9 Data Analysis 

There are a variety of ways to carry out an IPA analysis (Wagstaff et al, 2014; Brocki 

and Wearden, 2006). Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009) provide the key guide (Gee, 

2011). An IPA analysis moves from ‘the particular to the shared and from the 

descriptive to the interpretive’ (smith, Flowers and Larkin, op cit, p79) using iterative 

and inductive processes (see Fig 5.3 below). Data analysis and writing up the 

research is an integrated process (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009; Gee, 2011).   

 

The data analysis process I used had six phases: 

 

i) transcription and making initial line by line exploratory comments using 

an analysis table; 

ii) listening again several times to each interview recording as a whole and 

on occasion in parts, making notes on issues that struck me as 

significant; 

iii) revisiting the initial analysis table, adding further comments; 

iv) identification of possible emergent themes for each account using notes 

and colour codes; 

v) looking across the accounts for each grouping, refining and developing 

possible Super-ordinate themes, selecting quotes to exemplify key 

points of synergy and divergence within the accounts; and 

vi) development of the draft texts to bring together the emerging analysis 

into a finalised written form.    

Throughout the iterative process, bracketing and noting were also used to help with the 

analysis 

 

Fig. 5.3: Process used to carry out the IPA analysis. 

Source: Developed for this thesis. 
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IPA literature does not prescribe a fixed method for working with the data to 

develop the analysis and it is important to select an approach that suits the study. 

As the process was new to me, I used guidance provided by Smith, Flowers and 

Larkin (op cit) to develop my analysis of the data. I also joined and participated in an 

online discussion group for IPA researchers (IPAanalysis, 2011), attended a meeting 

of the London Regional IPA Group and participated in an IPA training course, led by 

Smith and Larkin, to help further develop my understanding of IPA methods and 

analysis (Hefferon, 2011). 

 

This was a complex, lengthy and intensive process. In the interviews and early 

stages of the analysis, and throughout the research process, it was also necessary 

for me to seek to set aside my preconceived ideas through use of ‘bracketing’ 

(Moustakas, 1994). My bracketed notes included prior information about the 

participant and other issues (such as noting that someone’s accent reminded me of 

someone else) which might otherwise have unduly influenced my analysis (Munhill, 

2001). See appendix 7 for examples of bracketing from my study. 

 

Bracketing 

The process of bracketing is an essential part of the phenomenological approach to 

research (Munhall, 2001; Spinelli, 2005; Van Manen, 1990; Moustakas, 1994; Smith, 

Flowers and Larkin, 2009). Bracketing requires the researcher to notice and ‘park’ 

(Smith, Flowers and Larkin, op cit p.64) the researcher’s own feelings, 

preconceptions, hunches or assumptions so that the researcher is more open and 

receptive to what he or she is seeking to understand (Ely et al, 1991). Bracketing, is 

also described by the term Epoche, meaning ‘to stay away from of abstain’ 

(Mostakas, op cit p.33) from previous knowledge or taken-for-granted assumptions, 

in order to be better able to see things from the perspective of the research 

participants (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, op cit).  
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The practice of bracketing is recognised to be difficult to achieve and only ever 

partially achieved (Flowers, Smith and Larkin, op cit). For example, some life 

experiences or beliefs are so strongly ingrained that the researcher may not be 

aware of their taken for granted assumptions (Moustakas, op cit). However, 

techniques such as journaling and other reflective practices can be used to help the 

researcher notice their preconceptions as they become apparent throughout the 

research process (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, op cit). 

 

5.10 Details of the Analysis Process 

My first task was to analyse the ‘single case’ from transcription through to 

identifying draft emergent themes and writing a tentative presentation of the 

findings for the first account (Gee, 2011). This acted as an opportunity for me to 

develop my experience of the analysis process and provided a starting point for the 

overall analysis. After I had completed this initial analysis of the first case, I then 

carried out the transcription and analysis of the other interviews clustered into the 

two groupings previously described. 

 

I transcribed the recording of each interview into a Word document (fig. 5.4), 

making use of the basic functions of the ‘Digital Voice Editor’ (DVE) software, 

supplied with the Sony ‘ICD-Mx20’ digital recorder that I used for the interviews. I 

did not make use of the automatic transcription feature of the DVE software. Each 

interview took around eight hours to transcribe.   

Initial analysis table – for (pseudonym)’s interview 

Emergent 

themes 

Original transcript text Exploratory comments ‘Bracketed’ 

notes/thoughts  

 

Fig. 5.4: Example of initial data analysis table. 

Source: Developed for this thesis. 

 

My primarily reason for undertaking the transcriptions myself was so that I would 

be very aware of the pauses, inflections and other non-verbal aspects of each 
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recording, rather than running the risk of overlooking these. As a result, listening 

intently several times to each aspect of the recording, I gained opportunities for 

deeper understanding and could consider more interpretations of the interview 

data than if I had used a more mechanical way to produce the transcripts (Gee, 

2011; Reid, Flowers and Larkin, 2006; Smith, 2004; Smith, 2011b; Larkin, Watts and 

Clifton, 2006). It also provided opportunities for previously hidden potential ‘gems’ 

(Smith, 2011b, p.6) to become apparent. 

 

I endeavoured where possible to complete each interview’s transcription within 

two days, with at least one-day’s gap before starting another transcription in order 

to keep as focused as possible on each participant’s interview.  When transcribed 

and placed in the word table, each interview generally ran to around 30 to 40 pages 

(A4 landscape). I printed out and read through the transcript, if possible on the day 

I completed the transcription. I made tentative exploratory comments in the 

relevant column of the table. I also noted any bracketed thoughts or comments 

while the recording and transcription were fresh in my mind. I then listened again 

to the recording several times over a period of several days to add further 

exploratory comments to the analysis table. 

 

My analysis techniques developed as I became more familiar with the process. This 

included use of colour codes for possible themes, note making and mind mapping 

of quotes and potential emergent themes. I also took opportunities to discuss 

emerging themes and my reasons for having identified them from the data with 

several other doctoral research students. This was to ascertain whether my analysis 

seemed to make sense or ‘stack up’ when verbalised. I developed the 

phenomenological themes and representing quotes into draft findings texts and 

summary tables showing how quotes from the transcripts supported the emergent 

themes. At this stage, some themes became more striking and others less so, and I 

took this into account in the ongoing drafting of the findings. (Smith, Flowers and 

Larkin, 2009; Gee, 2011). 

 



100 

 

The analysis and development of super-ordinate themes from emergent themes 

developed over a period of several months (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009). This 

process involved me revisiting the transcriptions, my analysis notes and the 

recordings of the interviews. This happened many times throughout the process to 

ensure that the final phenomenological analysis stayed close to, and reflected, the 

lived experience of the participants (Larkin, Watts and Clifton, 2006).  

 

I worked to ensure that the basis for the analysis was clear through provision of 

sufficient extracts to support each theme (Reid, Flowers, Larkin, 2005; Smith and 

Willig, 2011; Fade, 2004). I also aimed to ensure that analysis was interpretative, 

rather than simply descriptive. This was achieved by providing an interpretative 

commentary alongside the interview extracts in the findings (Smith, Flowers and 

Larkin, op cit; Hefferon and Gil-Rodriguez, 2011). I also worked to draw attention to 

where there was convergence or divergence within a theme. These patterns of 

similarity as well as the uniqueness of individuals’ experiences demonstrated how 

participants’ experiences contribute to the same theme in different and sometimes 

conflicting ways. This is an important part of the quality of IPA studies, (Smith, 

2011a).  

 

Once the three sets of findings were complete, I reviewed the analysis of each 

group’s experiences. Through reflecting on them, I then identified a set of 

overarching themes that ran through the analysis as a whole, using the guidance set 

out in Smith, Flowers and Larkin, (2009). This led me to develop a set of master 

themes for the overall study. At the start of the analysis, this had not been my 

intension. However, in line with the way that IPA analysis works, I followed the 

direction that the findings and analysis were offering (Larkin, Watts and Clifton, 

2006; Smith, Flowers and Larkin, op cit). The results of the analysis led to me 

creating three master themes for the study as a whole. These master themes are 

presented at the end of chapter eight. 
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Figure 5.5 (below) illustrates the way the labels ‘master theme’, ‘super-ordinate 

theme’, and ‘emergent theme’ are used in this thesis. 

 

 

Fig 5.5 Structure of the research analysis 

Source: Developed for this thesis 

 

5.11 Ethical Considerations  

I was aware that for most people involvement in research as interview participants 

is not an everyday experience and can have psychological consequences that may 

be beneficial or problematic (Oliver, 2003). From initial discussions with colleagues 

at work and in the sector more generally, I was also aware that issues related to 

personal, professional and management development were potentially sensitive 

topics (Robson, 2002; Oliver, 2003). I therefore had a responsibility to take care to 
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consider potential impact of the research on people who chose to participate 

(Hydėn, 2008). From a practical perspective, it also led me to recognise that the 

way I presented the invitations to take part in the research, the style of interviews, 

and how I conducted myself before, during and after the interviews would have a 

major impact on whether people would agree to take part in the study (Rubin and 

Rubin, 2005; Munhall, 2001).  

 

Informed Consent 

Informed consent of participants is a requirement of IPA based research (Smith, 

Flowers and Larkin, 2009). This requires the researcher to obtain the participant’s 

permission before interviews take place, consent regarding how the data will be 

collected and advising how the findings of the study will be reported (Oliver, 2003; 

Robson, 2002). The requirement for informed consent, so that potential 

participants can choose whether or not to take part, is a key ethical requirement of 

IPA (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009).  However, to have made use of formally 

signed consent forms from potential participants in my study would not have been 

in keeping with the participative and voluntary style of relationship that I was 

seeking to establish with those who might wish to take part in the research. I 

therefore found an alternative way to ensure that the purpose and content of the 

research was made clear to potential participants so that they could choose 

whether to take part (Rubin and Rubin, op cit). Details of the action I took to ensure 

conformed consent are described in the paragraphs that follow. 

 

When someone indicated that they were possibly interested in taking part, I offered 

a handout with further information for their consideration (appendix 2). Most 

often, people asked me to send the information by email. I would then follow up 

around a week later and if at that stage, they confirmed they wanted to take part. 

We later arranged when and where to hold the interview. In cases where we both 

worked in the same organisation my PA made the interview arrangements, due to 

room booking procedures and the need to select a time that would suit the 
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participant and me. This also provided another opportunity for potential applicants 

to indicate if they no longer wished to take part. 

 

The handout laid out the purpose of the research, the fact that I would like to 

record the interview, if that was acceptable to them, and that any information they 

gave me would be treated by me in a confidential manner. It also made it clear that 

information from the interviews would not be shared with individuals or 

organisations, other than as anonymous quotes (Oliver, 2003; Robson, 2002; 

Anderson and Gold, 2015) The handout also listed possible prompting questions I 

had prepared for the interview so that people could decide if the focus of the 

interview was one they were prepared to contribute to. This proved to be an 

important aspect of the informed consent process for participants. It also had the 

advantage that potential participants could prepare some of what they wanted to 

share with me in advance. This helped make the interview process more ‘balanced’ 

and was part of the ‘pedagogic tact’, which I endeavoured to embed in the research 

design (van Manen, 1990). The potential prompting questions were phrased as 

loosely as possible, whilst keeping the focus on the person’s experience of the 

issues I was researching. This meant the interview question prompts were a little 

long winded but this was essential to try to minimise the use of fixed, limiting 

terminology. I reiterated the confidentiality and anonymity at the start of each 

interview. I also indicated that participants could have a recording of the interview 

if they wished.  

 

Purposes and funding of the research 

My employer provided funding for my DBA. My line manager’s objective in agreeing 

to provide this financial sponsorship was simply to assist me in my interest in 

undertaking the DBA as part of my continuing professional, and personal, 

development. The topic I chose took this into account, hence at the same time that 

I was carrying out research into other people’s experiences of personal, 

professional and management development in London’s public parks sector, I also 
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explored, through the use of journaling and reflection, the interplay of personal and 

professional development in my own experience (Azevedo and Mehdiabadi, 2013).  

 

My employer did not specify the topic I was to work on, nor require me to report on 

the results of the study. I was therefore able to select a topic that was of 

professional interest and for which my employment provided opportunities to 

access potential participants. This led to my decision to research issues related to 

management and professional development in the public parks and green spaces. 

This brought together my professional qualifications in HRD and focused on the 

green spaces sector in which I had worked in for some years. It also coincided with 

my promotion to a more senior role and the opportunity to reflect on the issues I 

experienced at work were helpful. 

 

Initial lack of expertise 

My initial academic training as an undergraduate was in the natural sciences and 

before embarking on the DBA, I did not have a significant amount of experience as 

a qualitative researcher (Cassell and Symon, 2004).  To remedy this situation, during 

the early stage of my DBA, I made use of a range of opportunities to develop my 

research capabilities before I undertook the main phase of data collection and 

analysis. This included carrying out some preliminary interviews at an international 

parks conference, exploring how people came to be working in the sector. 

 

For a period of time before I began to contact potential participants in my study, I 

took the role of an ethnographic participant-observer (Emerson, Fretz and Shaw. 

1995) in order to sensitise myself to the research issues. During this period, I made 

brief field notes during meetings and at lunch or coffee breaks, augmenting these 

with longer journal entries written in the evenings and at weekends, reflecting and 

focusing on issues that struck me as significant.  

 

I kept a journal of my day-to-day experience of issues related to the DBA and my 

own personal, professional and management development from early 2008 to mid 
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2011. Reviewing my notes in the journal helped me to reflect on my experiences 

and provided opportunities for me to undertake some ‘double loop learning’ 

through recognising and challenging my own ‘taken for granted’ assumptions, 

norms, and objectives (Argyris, 1977).  

 

Practicing semi-structured interviewing and use of pilot interviews 

To develop my expertise and confidence as a qualitative interviewer/researcher, I 

carried out, and reflected on, a number of practice semi-structured interviews 

before embarking on the main body of the research (Robson, 2002). I was fortunate 

to be able to make use of a relatively low risk environment provided by an offer 

from four friends, two who worked in the parks sector and two who worked in a 

local authority to act as ‘guinea pigs’.  

 

I then developed a revised draft of my intended interview schedule and draft 

questions and carried out a small ‘dry run’ study using the opportunity at an 

international parks conference. This provided for me an opportunity to interview 

people from different backgrounds and working in the parks and green spaces 

sector. I was able to test and refine my interview prompts and gain experience of 

purposive and snowball sampling (Babbie, 2005) along with practice in conducting 

semi-structured interviews with people I did not know. In addition, I gathered 

useful insights from an international perspective, and became aware of some 

assumptions in my draft interview schedule, which required adjustment (Jankowicz, 

2000).  

 

‘Insider’ issues 

Although there can be benefits from undertaking research in the field in which one 

is working (Forrester, 2011), ‘insider’ research can be hindered by the participant-

researcher’s strongly held preconceptions about the issue under investigation 

(Robson, 2002). Participant-researchers can also experience difficulties because of 

their hierarchical position within their employer’s organisation. They can find that 

their conclusions are not valued as highly as those of an ‘outsider’ (Robson, 2002).   
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In my position as an ‘insider’ in the parks and green spaces sector, as a manager and 

as a training and development practitioner, it was inevitable that I would have  

preconceptions about the topic I would be studying (Munhall, 2001; Reid, et al, 

2005; Larkin, Watts and Clifton, 2006). However, my academic studies, 

supplemented by my time as a participant-observer (Gill and Johnson, 1997), as 

outlined in the preceding section, helped me to both sharpen the focus of my 

research question and become aware of some of my taken-for-granted 

assumptions about the issues I would be researching (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 

2009; Munhall, 2010; Shaw, 2010). This later helped me to phenomenologically 

‘bracket’ some of these assumptions, when carrying out the data collection and 

analysis for the study (Spinelli, 2005; Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009). Through 

undertaking the IPA analysis, I have endeavoured to ‘balance the “hermeneutics of 

empathy” against the “hermeneutics of suspicion”’ (Larkin, Watts and Clifton, op cit, 

p.115). 

 
5.12: Limitations, Strengths and Quality of the Study  

Limitations of the research 

My study was focused on a small, purposive sample of participants working in 

Greater London area. It would therefore be inappropriate to suggest my findings 

are generalisable, due to the interpretative and ideographic nature of my research 

(Bryman and Bell, 2007). I do not present the results of my study with such a claim. 

Instead, the study provides a richer, phenomenological understanding of issues 

related to personal, professional and management development than was 

previously available, grounded in the lived experience of the participants.   

 

Strengths and Quality of the Study 

IPA does not seek to determine to what extent the participants’ perceptions of 

events correspond to an ‘external reality’. Instead, what matters to IPA is how 

participants experience a situation or event (Willig, 2001). In my study, the strength 

of IPA was demonstrated in the way that the analysis provided insights into what it 

was like to experience the phenomenon being studied, from the perspectives of the 
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participants, rather than through the frame of pre-existing theoretical frameworks. 

Taking this approach was a disruptive form of HRD research (Sandberg and 

Alvesson, 2011). It has helped challenge assumptions underlying existing literatures 

relating to management skills in the UK parks and green spaces sector and the 

established traditions of mainstream HRD practice and research.  

There has been considerable discussion about how to best to assess the quality of 

qualitative research and a variety of frameworks and guidelines have been 

produced. Some adopt or adapt the criteria used for quantative research and 

others seek to utilise criteria deemed more suitable for the rather different nature 

of qualitative research (Denzin, 1997; Remenyi et al, 1998; Elliott, Fisher and 

Rennie, 1999; Bryman and Bell, 2007; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2007). A 

measure of the quality of IPA research is whether it tells the reader something 

important about the particular individual participants, as well as something 

important about the themes they share. Whether I have achieved this is for the 

reader to judge (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009; Shinebourne, 2011). 

 

It is important that this study is assessed against appropriate quality criteria for 

qualitative research in general and for IPA research in particular.  With this in mind I 

worked to Smith, Flowers and Larkin’s (2009) guidance on the production and 

evaluation of high-quality IPA work. This utilises Yardley’s four principles for 

assessing the quality of qualitative research. These are:  

 

Yardley’s four principles for assessing quality in qualitative research 

 sensitivity to context; commitment and rigour; transparency and 

coherence; impact and importance. 

(Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009 p. 180) 

  

 

Quality related to Sensitivity to Context 

In my study, I endeavoured to be sensitive to context in a number of ways. For 

example, in the design of the study I took into account that the people I would be 
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inviting to take part in the study were from an under-reported sector, where 

practitioners have been previously represented in research from an organisational 

or managerialist perspective. This may have previously silenced or stereotyped 

alternative voices. 

  

As part of my commitment to being sensitive to context, while working on the 

precise design of the study, I carried out a period of time in the role of a 

participant/observer to help bracket my pre-existing perceptions of the issue I was 

going to study. This was to develop sensitivity to the perspectives of other people 

working in the sector regarding the issue. A further demonstration of the sensitivity 

to context that I exhibited is shown in the issues I took into account as a result of 

my role as practitioner/researcher in the design of the study. For example, avoiding 

pressurising people to take part in the research, and taking care to create clear 

boundaries between my role as a practitioner and my role as researcher.  

 

Quality related to Commitment and Rigour 

Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009) indicate that they expect IPA researchers to take 

the business of doing experiential qualitative research seriously, to recognise that it 

requires certain skills and to commit to the actions required to realise those skills. 

With this in mind, before undertaking the interviews for my main study, I developed 

my skills as a qualitative research interviewer. This was through undertaking 

practice interviews and a small ‘dry run’ study in a relatively low risk environment. I 

then carried on with this focus, learning how to do an IPA study through into my 

analysis, working on the first case as if it were a standalone study.  

 

I worked to try to gain a good grasp of the IPA analysis process with the single case, 

before moving into larger analysis groupings. This was both because it fitted the 

study and because it gave me a good opportunity to develop my IPA analysis skills 

and understandings before moving on to more complex analysis work (Gee, 2011). 
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I worked to commit my attention to the perspectives of the people I was 

interviewing. I endeavoured to ensure that my interpretation of the issues both 

reflected their experiences of the phenomena and was sufficiently interpretative to 

have moved beyond a simple description of what was said. On occasions this was 

difficult work, especially as I knew some of the participants before the research. I 

found that I needed to discover ways to ensure that, as far as possible, I stayed 

focused on what people told me in the interview and to try not bring my prior 

knowledge (or preconceptions) of participants into account. To assist, I made use of 

the participant pseudonyms ‘in my mind’ as well as ‘on the page’ when undertaking 

the analysis to help keep me focused on the data.  

 

Quality related to Transparency and Coherence 

As part of my commitment to transparency, I endeavoured to provide sufficient 

detail about each stage of the research for the reader to be able to follow what the 

study entailed. Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009) recommend that documentation 

and data from an IPA study are stored in such a way that the chain of evidence from 

initial documentation through to final report can be followed by others, to check 

the validity of one’s claims.  

 

The process I used to develop the findings has been described in section 5.10 and 

the records I used in this study have been stored in ways that mean they can be 

checked by others to determine how rigorously this particular account has been 

produced.  

 

Clearly, other researchers may have interpreted the data differently, as is the case 

with all interpretive research. However, throughout the study I worked to adhere to 

the principles of IPA, focusing on the lived-experience of the participants. It is for 

the reader to assess the extent to which my thesis presents a coherent argument; 

whether the themes I have developed from the interviews flow coherently and 

whether ambiguities and contradictions inherent in the data sets are highlighted in 
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ways that assist the reader in making sense of the findings (Smith, Flower and 

Larkin, 2009).   

Quality related to Impact and Importance 

The limited amount of previous research on skills related issues in the parks and 

green spaces sector has been predominately undertaken from an organisational or 

managerialist perspective. My research project provided an unusual and important 

opportunity to develop an understanding of issues related to personal, professional 

and management development, from the perspective of people working in the 

sector.  

 

This has added to the body of knowledge on issues related to skills development in 

the sector. It was also one of the first uses of IPA for management and HRD 

research (Wagstaff et al, 2014) and therefore makes a contribution to the 

development of organisational and HRD research methodology. 

 

5.13 Conclusion 

In chapter five, I set out the dialogic approach to research, which underpins this 

study and justified my use of Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis as the 

research method used to develop a richer understanding of issues related to the 

participants’ lived experiences of personal, professional and management 

development in London’s public parks and green spaces sector.  I provided details 

of the methods I used and outlined how I addressed potential ethical issues 

associated with being a practitioner/researcher. I also demonstrated that the use of 

IPA and the detailed methods of data collection and analysis are consistent with the 

dialogical type of study that this thesis represents. In the three chapters which 

follow, I present and analyse the findings from the study.  
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CHAPTER SIX- INTRODUCTION TO THE FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS OF THE SINGLE 

CASE 

 

6.1 Introduction: 

In Chapter five, I set our my research methods. Now the focus moves on to the 

analysis of findings in Chapters six, seven and eight. This, the first of the analysis 

chapters, presents my IPA analysis of the interview provided by a self-employed 

consultant working in the parks and green spaces sector. Four emergent themes 

were developed in the analysis: ‘uncertainty and unpredictability’; ‘uncomfortable 

being a suit’; ‘important appreciative relationships’ and ‘living with high 

aspirations’. Together the emergent themes supported, and fed into, one super-

ordinate theme which was ‘public pride and private regrets’.  

 

In accord with the IPA analysis process, the analysis findings are presented without 

reference to extant literature (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p112) so that the 

voices of the participants come through, clearly. The discussion, which is a dialogue 

between the findings and resonant extant literatures (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, op 

cit), is provided in Chapter nine.  

 

6.2 Context for the single case: 

Carrying out the analysis of a single participant’s account enabled me to gain 

insights into the phenomenon I was studying from one person’s perspective, in line 

with IPA conventions, I have called this the single case (SC). I then embarked on the 

analysis of the interviews of three people who were working as middle managers 

(chapter seven), followed by the interviews of four people working as senior 

officers with supervisory responsibilities in the sector (Chapter eight). This is one of 

the strategies recommended for IPA, to assist in the development of an 

understanding of the issue being studied (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p52). 

 

When I interviewed Ed he was in his 50s and was working as a self-employed 

consultant in the public parks and environmental management sectors. Before 
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setting up his own business, he had worked for a number of local authorities in the 

London area, becoming a chief officer for parks in the 1980s. He had also worked 

for central government on a number of parks related projects. His first job after 

leaving school in the 1960s was as a horticultural apprentice for a prestigious public 

sector organisation.    

 

Ed had also tutored on an annual leadership development course within the parks 

and green spaces sector. In addition to his consultancy work, he was undertaking a 

part time research degree and it appeared that my research question interested 

him greatly. His academic research and his tutoring experiences had given him 

much to think about regarding his own and other people’s development. He 

appeared to see the research interview as a rare opportunity for him to reflect on 

his experiences.   

 

6.3 Overview of the themes from the single case 

Four emergent themes associated with issues related to personal, professional and 

managerial development were developed through my analysis of the single case 

(SC):  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 6.1 Diagram of the themes from the Single Case (SC) 

Source: Developed for this thesis 

 

A summary table of the themes is provided (Fig 6.2) over page. 

SC1: Being a Suit - 

a thin veneer 

that’s incredibly 

vulnerable to a 

scratch 

 Super-ordinate Theme (SC0):  

Public Pride and Private Regrets 

SC2: Uncertainty 

and 

Unpredictability - 

interesting isn’t it! 

SC3: Important 

Appreciative 

Relationships - getting 

on well with ‘Sir’ 

SC4: Living with 

High Aspirations - I 

can do better than 

that 
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Self Employed Consultant, single case (SC):  

Super-ordinate theme SCO: Public Pride and Private Regrets 

Emergent themes  Key Words 

SC1:  

Being a suit - a 
thin veneer that’s 
incredibly 
vulnerable to a 
scratch  
 

A slippery slope into management to support my family 

financially 

Watch out, keep working charge-hands, suits are coming 

round 

Seen as traitor – what’s your management going to do for 

parks 

Miss the skills- the training of people 

Miss the practical hands on work 

Not convinced by management by walking around 

Measurement as management 

Agonising over people’s lives 

A different language, enjoyed learning it  

Management development as a thin veneer, easily scratched 

Underlying sense of loss and mourning 

Management development - programming 

Parks important as part of the fabric of society, take on faith 

SC2:  

Uncertainty and 
unpredictability - 
interesting isn’t it! 

I’m only here by chance, it’s not what I really wanted to do. 

Uncertainty 

Confusion or uncertainty 

For others to say if I have principles 

Not sure what being a professional means any more 

 

I believe I do not know what I think until I say it, and this is the 

first     time I have spoken about this aspect of what I’ve 

achieved 

 

People are like nature: you cannot predict what they will do, 

even though you do try to influence them. I’m not sure we 

understand that as well as we should 
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SC3: 

Important 
Appreciative 
Relationships -
‘Getting on well 
with ‘Sir’ 

Realised if I wanted money from planners, I needed to speak 

their language  

Experiencing Management as a different language  

People don’t understand what I do   

The importance of good mentors and reflection 

Getting on well with ‘Sir’ at Government Body,  

Seeking to understand, trying to be understood 

Trying to find a common language 

The importance of reflecting to try to understand myself 

Self interest and ego 

Getting on with people above 

SC4:  

Living with high 
aspirations – I can 
do better than 
that!  

Asthma and mother leading to Prime Parks 

Prime Parks high standards 

I can do better than that 

Arboriculture gang story as metaphor for how Ed feels 

Mentor teaching Ed to aim for the best/highest and move 

down a notch if not possible. 

Classical guitar/pop star/resigned self as not good enough 

when saw someone who made it look easy. 

Degree, two Masters 

(Prestigious business school), proud to have got in but felt they 

didn’t understand me. 

Research for personal reasons, see if I could compete with 

people who wrote wonderful journal articles. 

Working with Government departments.   

Pushing sinto management – not necessarily good for them 

Stand by  principles, tell people if they don’t have it in them 

Managers in the sector less principled than used to be 

Performance related pay 

Won’t do ‘gun for hire’ now 

Fig 6.2 Table of the Themes from the Single Case Source: Developed for this thesis 
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6.4 Emergent Theme SC1 - ‘Being a Suit -a thin veneer that’s incredibly vulnerable 

to a scratch’  

Ed’s interview was permeated with a sense of having been in the business a long 

time and being uncomfortable with having been party to some hard decisions that 

have affected the lives of people working in the public parks sector. He 

communicated a sense of now being uncomfortable about being portrayed as a 

manager and about some of the work he had undertaken since he became a 

consultant. Ed indicated that nowadays he did not try to explain the complexities of 

his work: 

 

‘A lot of the people I meet, I’m sure you are the same, “what do you do for a 

living?” Oh yeh, (Int.laughs) I tell you – quite, I’m a gardener now, I’m too old 

to let it worry me “I’m a gardener” “Oh, that’s interesting, that’s enough 

about you”, is where you get to isn’t it (laughs), it’s true though isn’t it. And 

of course, “I run, (whatever), in the City and we turned over 5 million 

yesterday” “Oh did you, Oh good, that’s fascinating” - not quite as bad as 

that ‘cos we’re not that rude. When they get to know you, it changes doesn’t 

it. You suddenly become a person again. And personal development is about 

recognising the person behind the veneer, and management development is 

just a veneer, and often incredibly thin, and incredibly vulnerable to a 

scratch’ (p. 40/10-p. 41/2E). 

 

This heartfelt expression of the difficulty Ed had experienced when trying to 

present what he did for a living to people in business seemed to highlight how hard 

it was for him to position himself in a way that he felt did justice to his expertise.  

Ed was also pointing out that he felt that although he had been a manager and 

consultant for many years, this was not the ‘real’ him and that he felt that the 

image of ‘Ed as manager’ was quite a vulnerable veneer.  

 

Ed deciding to introduce himself as gardener at city functions, as opposed to a 

manager or consultant, might for some have demonstrated that he no longer felt 
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the need to present a professional or business persona when meeting people. But 

from the way he said it, it seemed the issue of his work identity was still taxing him, 

even if he was ‘too old to let it worry’ him. It could have been that in choosing to 

call himself ‘a gardener’, Ed was seeking to show solidarity with people ‘on the shop 

floor’, or was trying to portray himself as being of humbler stock than other people 

present. It seemed that Ed enjoyed the ambivalence and irony inherent in 

describing himself as a gardener when meeting people who worked in the City. It 

was as if he was having a gentle ‘dig’ at people who might be trying to ‘pigeon- 

hole’ him. He was of course also subtly pointing out to me that he moved in quite 

exalted circles, at least from time to time. 

 

6.4.1 Being a manager, being a suit 

After I turned the microphone on at the beginning of the interview, Ed spoke for 

around forty minutes with hardly any input from me, apart from nods, smiles and 

similar encouragements. He then indicated that he would like the tape recorder 

switched off for a while by saying:  

 

‘I want a couple of minutes to think, can we stop the clock, do you mind?’  (p. 

32/5E). 

 

During this pause, Ed carried on speaking about issues related to personal, 

professional and management development. After about five minutes, he then 

indicated he would like the tape recorder switched back on again and the interview 

then continued for a further twenty minutes. It was after this ‘time out’ that Ed 

introduced ‘being a suit’:  

 

‘I was thinking on the bus as I came up today, I read this again, looked at the 

brief again and I remember managers being described as suits, (Int: As?) As 

suits, (Int laughs lightly). I remember as a young apprentice: “(difficult to 

hear) keep working – charge-hand, Suits are coming round!” and that in one 

way or another has followed me through my management career. People do 
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see us as suits, as distracted (pause) uninterested rather than disinterested 

in I’ve got it the right way round, I hope I have. And somehow we cultivate 

this. Management is about, adds a level of importance and status that 

saying “I’m a craftsman gardener” doesn’t. And yet they are both a skill, in 

their own way. And I just feel we’ve not overcome that, if we were to say to 

people, actually all we are doing is swapping one role for another and 

actually, at the lower levels there’s not that much difference in salary 

actually. That they are both important. But when you put a suit on you, you 

are accorded importance that you don’t earn. When you are out there on the 

ground doing it, you only get that importance generally because you can 

actually do it, you can actually demonstrate your skills. Managers don’t have 

to demonstrate them as often as craftspeople do’     (p. 32/8-p. 33/9E). 

 

I was intrigued by Ed’s description of being ‘followed around’ by a phrase that he 

heard many years ago as an apprentice. It was as if the, for him, derogatory phrase 

‘Suit’ had a life of its own, following him around trying to give him a warning or 

lesson, like one of the ghosts in the book ‘A Christmas Carol’ (Dickens, 1843/2009). 

Part of Ed’s apparent unease at having been seen as a suit wearing manager 

seemed to be linked to an unease that managers had kudos they did not prove they 

deserved through delivery of tangible or visible results ‘on the ground’. But, it also 

seemed as though Ed felt guilty because he had moved away from being a 

craftsman gardener, all those years ago.  

 

6.4.2 Getting into supervision - a slippery slope: 

Ed had felt he was doing the right thing getting into supervision and management 

as a means to support his growing family financially, over thirty years ago. He 

explained that after completing his apprenticeship, working as a gardener, 

opportunities to increase his salary were few as the salary scale for crafts grade 

gardeners had a fixed ceiling rate above which your pay could not go. However, he 

had a wife and family and wanted to be able to buy things for himself as well:  
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‘So I came into supervisor – supervision - and management to support my 

family (pause). I think if you’d have asked me then, my choice would have 

been to just have been paid more as a skilled gardener. I think that’s what I 

wanted, that’s what I enjoyed. I enjoyed the physical aspect of working with 

my hands’                (p. 3/8-13E). 

 

Ed’s regrets about moving away from being a gardener carrying out work with his 

hands were clear. This sense of regret was reinforced by the words Ed used as he 

described his move into management.  

‘… a slippery slope. I got into supervision and I looked at the guy that I 

worked for and I thought “I could do better than that” so I became an area 

manager and then I looked (pause) and so I started to work my way up the 

scale’ (p. 3/16-21E).  

 

When Ed used the words ‘a slippery slope’ to describe his move into management it 

seemed he had in mind a slope with a downward trajectory, even though he then 

went on to say he started to work his way up the scale. The impression I gained 

from the way he spoke was that Ed felt management was some sort of pit he was 

sliding into, all be it that the deeper he found himself in that pit, the greater 

financial reward he received. This negative imagery seemed a little odd, given that 

he also described himself as actively deciding that he could ‘do better than’ his line 

managers. Perhaps at the time he had made the moves into management he had 

been positive about his actions, both because he felt he could do better than his 

superiors and because he wanted more money. But now looking back he had 

regrets, most particularly he felt his move had set him uncomfortably apart from 

other people in the parks sector:  

 

‘Did it (management) improve my horticulture? Only indirectly. Because in 

learning more about management, I was seen by the horticulturalists to be 

somehow or another not helping their cause. In fact, quite the opposite. I 

was a turncoat for lots of them. And some of them still do, some I’ve known 
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a very long time will say to me “- agh - you and your, your management, 

how has that helped parks?” ’     (p. 5/1-10E). 

  

Ed asked himself the question ‘did it improve my horticulture?’ and then answered 

his own question. His choice of the word ‘turncoat’ emphasised that in moving into 

management, the gardeners and horticulturalists (people who he had used to have 

something in common with), saw him as having turned against their cause or 

calling.  Overall, Ed seemed to feel that although he has successfully climbed the 

scale, risen through the ranks and undertaken some rather prestigious assignments 

for central government, it may not have been as worthwhile as it felt at the time. 

He communicated an underlying regret and even guilt for having distanced himself 

from his initial crafts trade and the people who worked with their hands in parks.  

6.4.3 Some things are beyond measurement 

Ed’s management education qualifications had given him new ways to 

communicate and he felt that the management terminology he had learnt enabled 

him to work with finance, planning and other specialists to solve problems and gain 

respect: 

 

 ‘I had to talk to people that were finance experts and I had not got the 

language. When I did learn the language I got a lot more respect out of 

them. And we were able to discuss our problems, my park problems. So that 

helped, it was something valuable’ (p. 4/6-10). 

 

Ed seemed to have derived some satisfaction from learning how to get value out of 

conversations with finance experts. It was noticeable that he indicated that he 

gained more respect from them through speaking their language, which perhaps 

says something about the finance experts. But this also says something about Ed 

seeking approval or respect from people he saw as key decision makers or 

influencers. Ed became a convert to measurement and management principles:  
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‘I realised that we did not apply enough of the principles, some of the 

management principles, the statistical principles to what we did’ (pg4/2-

5)/(...) 

 

‘I got to know something about the measurement side of management 

science. So I was able to put measured arguments to people.’ (p. 4/11-14E). 

 

Ed seemed proud that he had learnt how to ‘put measured arguments’, and that he 

had been able to convey the value of parks through measurement. In parallel with 

gaining benefits from the use of management methods, Ed indicated that he had 

experienced some ‘down-sides’ to the use of management techniques and 

terminology in the sector. Reading between the lines of Ed’s accounts of the places 

he had worked and the projects he had worked on, it seemed for instance that, 

looking back, he now had some regrets about the role he had played in the 

introduction of compulsory competitive tendering (CCT) into the parks sector:  

 

‘Seminal moments for me, working on the CCT as a secondee into the 

government. That was an interesting moment, when all the government 

wanted was to add it up and if it could not fit on a spreadsheet, they were 

not very interested and people don’t fit on spreadsheets’ (p. 8/5-10E).  

 

Ed’s use of the words ‘seminal moments’ and ‘interesting moment’ seemed to imply 

that it had not been as straight forward working on the CCT project for government 

as perhaps he had expected.  The impression of things being difficult that Ed gave 

when he used the words ‘interesting moment’ was reinforced when he explained:  

 

‘Working at (an auditing authority) was another interesting moment.(...). But 

it taught me a great deal about government’s attitude to measuring 

effectiveness of people and they are quantitative. All governments have a 

quantitative approach. They don’t really want the qualitative side, the social 
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science side because they don’t understand it and it isn’t consistent’ (p. 9/1-

19). 

 

Ed’s experience of management had clearly taken him into some ‘interesting’ (i.e. 

challenging and difficult) situations related to the role of measurement in the 

sector. He had learnt a great deal from these experiences and recognised that he 

had personally benefitted from these seminal moments. But looking back, he 

realised that he had been part of a movement that worked to take the human 

element out of parks management.  

 

Ed expressed a strong, almost religious, commitment to parks because of their role 

in society:   

 

‘… that’s what brought me into and keeps me in parks. I believe they ought 

to be there, but not because they are parks, because they are part of the 

fabric of society and that’s a little wider isn’t it.  And you can’t always 

measure their benefit and I don’t even want to. I think there are some things 

which you accept as an act of faith. And I think the same is true of 

management training,’ (p. 23/5-13E).  

 

The words ‘act of faith’, ‘believe they ought to be there’, ‘brought me into and keeps 

me in parks’ gave great emphasis to Ed’s views about the intrinsic value and role of 

parks in the ‘fabric of society’. Ed’s faith in the social value of parks was in stark 

contrast with his view that horticulturalists should be made to justify the value of 

the natural world: 

  

‘… they (some horticulturalists) believe (...) that the natural world has a 

value that’s beyond measurement, completely beyond measurement. I don’t 

accept that. I think they’ve got a point and a very serious point but I don’t 

accept it. (...) they don’t think that they ought to be made to prove its value. 

So that’s where I think they have got it wrong. One can think of certain 



122 

 

luminaries that still talk about parks still being there because they are parks. 

It’s just not good enough, I’m afraid’ (p. 5/9-19E).  

 

The regret that Ed had expressed elsewhere in his interview, at having moved away 

from the pleasure of working with his hands as a gardener, seemed at odds with his 

strongly expressed views that horticulturalists who valued the natural world ‘ought 

to be made to prove its worth’.  

 

It seemed Ed believed that the role of park in ‘the fabric of society’ was of more 

value than their role as part of ‘the natural world’. In addition, that even though he 

had been schooled in the use of measurement as a key aid to management, some 

important (to him) things should be accepted on faith. 

 

6.4.4 They wanted a recipe – becoming critical of management education  

Ed enjoyed having been involved in training within the sector and felt it has given 

him wider perspectives than would otherwise have been the case.   

 

‘I enjoyed that (training), so I went and worked for a training organisation 

for six years and had a great time, then went away, went back into 

management, then came back into training. And I think that gives you a 

broader perspective.’              (p. 18/1-9E).  

 

Ed felt the wider perspective he had gained through his training roles had been 

beneficial to his work as a manager. However, he seemed to be carrying a concern 

that he had accepted his initial academic management training at face value and 

that this had been a mistake:  

 

‘My one regret is not developing a critical approach early on when I started 

the management education. Because you, someone comes up with - Maslow 

is my best example - I give you this wonderful hierarchy and you think “by 

heavens, yes” and then somewhat later on, years later in my case, I realised 
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that it just doesn’t work like that and it was a nice idea but it doesn’t work 

like that at all, and that its more fluid than that’ (p. 19/11-20E). 

 

So although Ed was attracted to management theories, and had perhaps made a 

living from passing on some of these ideas to other people in the sector, he was 

now regretting having taken what he had been taught at face value. He gave a 

telling example of why he had concerns about management and business focused 

management training in the sector: 

 

‘I think he is less effective, that he uses less of his natural charm and more of 

what he sees as the management style, I think that’s a great pity. My regret 

about management training is that at one time it took a lot of people’s 

natural charm and natural instincts because they told them they were 

wrong, whereas I think a lot of getting on with people is a natural instinct’ 

(p. 34/1-4E).  

 

Ed’s equating of ‘managing’ with ‘getting on with people’, seemed quite different 

from the image of managers as  ‘Suits’ that he felt had followed him around over 

the years. In addition, when recalling the adverse change he had seen in the person 

he had encouraged to go on the management course, Ed seemed to feel personally 

responsible for the change he felt he had instigated. He seemed to be laden down 

with the regret as he recounted this experience. Ed now had a strong view about 

what made for appropriate management education for the sector and his recent 

experience of tutoring on a leadership course had given him some concerns: 

 

‘… they wanted a recipe this year, they made it very clear to us, all 

presenters, they wanted us to say, you do that, you do that, equals that 

(pause) it’s a chain, that side of the equation, and you always get that. And 

some of us, me in particular saying, ooh hang-on, no, no, no, no, it doesn’t 

work like that’ (p. 24/16-22E).  
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Ed expressed a strong conviction that in his experience, although organisations and 

individuals in the sector want to be given a formula for creating successful 

managers through training courses, this is not possible. He went on to also express 

his concerns about university based management education options available to 

people in the sector. Drawing on his own experience of such courses he said:  

 

‘I don’t think you particularly want something that’s entirely management 

with no sector input and that’s what we’ve got and that’s certainly what I 

had. All of my masters degrees, (I’ve got two of them), and my original 

degree are all private sector’ (p. 16/19-22-p. 17/1-2). 

 

Ed equated university based management degrees with the ‘private sector’. Looking 

back, he recognised that they had been somewhat lacking in content that related to 

the parks and green spaces sector. It appeared that this insight had been one of the 

drivers behind Ed choosing to undertake an advanced social science based research 

study:  

 

‘I think that personally, the thing that appealed to me about (name of 

University) was that it was the reflective one. So I’ve been given a lot of 

latitude, allowed to do science, social science and not hard science, which 

I’m not particularly good at. I would like to feel that I’m better for it. I feel 

more relaxed about it ( unclear) That’s not true, but I can only imagine what 

I would have felt like if I’d have done something that was just about numbers 

and quantitative. That would have driven me nuts’ (p. 42/3-12E).  

 

So it appeared that in his most recent degree, Ed had found a form of study that he 

felt suited his work in the sector and his personal preferences for social science 

based research. His previous experiences of management education and of applying 

his management and business learning in the sector had left him feeling that 

business language and techniques could be a hindrance as well as a benefit. Ed now 

seemed to think that the well respected ‘private sector’ business degrees had been 
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misleading. At the time he had accepted the theoretical models and the primacy of 

quantitative techniques, only to decide for himself - at a later date - that other 

unquantifiable social and human issues were also important in the parks sector and 

in managing people:  

 

‘I don’t believe that management gives you a skill that enables you to come 

in and manage parks necessarily. I think it may do in other sectors but I don’t 

think it works that way in parks, is my experience’ (p. 30/21-22, p. 31/1-3E).  

 

Although Ed had benefitted from the knowhow that his business management 

education had given him and had applied the techniques in a wide range of 

situations, he now felt that such knowledge was not necessarily as applicable to 

parks great as he had been led to believe. Overall, he appeared to now have some 

regrets that he had uncritically accepted and applied some aspects of business 

management and measurement practices within the parks sector.  

 

6.4.5 Conclusion of ‘being a suit’ theme (SC1) 

In Ed’s experience, few people seemed to understand the work of managers in the 

public parks sector. He felt that he was seen as an outsider by almost everyone he 

dealt with: horticulturalists, his own clients and people in the business community 

whom he met at social occasions. Over the years, he developed misgivings about 

some of the measurement based management work he had undertaken for central 

government organisations. He appeared to feel slightly guilty that his business 

qualifications gave him a prestigious standing as he now had developed some 

doubts as to the applicability of what he had been taught and then applied. He also 

had regrets relating to the impact of some of his management and measurement 

actions on people in the parks and green spaces sector. Also, for a number of 

reasons Ed now chose to refer to himself as a gardener, rather than a manager or 

consultant, when introducing himself in important social situations.  
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6.5 Emergent Theme SC2 - Uncertainty and unpredictability – interesting isn’t it! 

Ed’s time working as a consultant, his research degree and his experience as a tutor 

on the leadership programme appeared to have unsettled or challenged a 

previously strongly held sense of what it was to be a manager in the parks and 

green spaces sector.  Ed took great interest and pleasure in pointing out 

uncertainties and unpredictability he could see in situations. He seemed to enjoy 

showing me his intellectual capacity but it was as if he was discovering it for the 

first time, each time he highlighted a new unpredictability.  

 

As a listener, I found the many uncertainties that Ed expressed in the interview 

were quite disorienting. However, Ed seemed to enjoy considering and 

communicating these uncertainties and (with some exceptions) did not appear 

unduly perturbed by them.  

 

Throughout the interview, Ed expressed many uncertainties relating to having been 

a manager and consultant and also uncertainties relating to his own and other 

people’s personal, professional and management development. This seemed to be 

an integral, fundamental aspect of his lived experience. He had a strong feeling 

that, in contrast to what other people might say, he personally could not tell in 

advance how either he or other people would respond to management guidance or 

development interventions. He took pleasure in saying that although others in the 

sector saw development as a ‘programmable’ activity, in Ed’s view it was not 

predictable. He wished that other people in positions of influence in the sector 

could see this.  

 

Ed’s uncertainties about his work and abilities seemed long standing and heartfelt. 

By the end of the analysis of his interview, I came to the conclusion that speaking in 

vague uncertainties was a habit for Ed. This appeared to be partially as a result of 

his studies, partially through being challenged by participants on the sector’s 

leadership development courses and partially as a result of his experiences as a 

manager and consultant in the sector.  He seemed to find pleasure in 
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communicating unpredictability, and seemed to strive hard to avoid giving 

definitive views. However, although he seemed to rather like this way of talking, it 

also seemed to trigger or highlight some deep seated doubts about his own 

achievements when he turned to consider his own performance as a manager and 

developer. 

 

6.5.1 I don’t know if I have, you can never judge it yourself, I like to think I may have 

Ed, expressed a number of long standing uncertainties related to his work in the 

sector. For example, he expressed feelings of uncertainty about his overall 

capabilities as a manager, saying: 

‘I’m not saying I’m good at it (managing) as I’m not sure that I am. But I 

don’t think I can ever tell, I can’t answer that’ (p. 7/4-6E).  

 

This was said as if he was talking to himself as much as to me and from my 

perspective; it contrasted noticeably with the assertions of personal capability and 

confidence that consultants and managers often display. Ed pondered issues of 

personal, professional and management development for quite a while during the 

interview. He also expressed a hope that he had supported and encouraged other 

people’s development, but this too was linked to an expressed sense of personal 

lack of certainty on the issue:  

 

‘I like the thought that I may have done that, I don’t know if I have, you can 

never judge it yourself, I don’t think. I like to think I may have done.’ (p. 33/7-

10E). 

 

As this extract shows, Ed seemed quite careful to avoid judging for himself whether 

he had assisted in another person’s personal, professional or management 

development. Elsewhere in his interview he gave two examples of situations where 

he thought he had contributed to someone’s development but then later on, once 

he had seen the consequences of his actions, had not been so sure. I was struck by 

the openness of Ed’s responses which came across almost like a confession. He 
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seemed to be using the interview to explore these things with himself; I seemed to 

be a bystander in the process. 

 

Ed also expressed uncertainties about several issues related to his experience of 

undertaking a part time research degree, which he had been involved in for quite a 

few years in addition to his consultancy work. Ed’s uncertainties were highlighted in 

the way he described why he had chosen to undertake the qualification. He 

explained that he had wanted to see if he:  

 

‘...had the ability to work with people that I quite admire, who wrote these 

wonderful journal articles which were somehow understandable to me most 

of the time. Whether I could compete with that.  I have not got an answer to 

(that) yet, although I think the answer is, probably’ (p. 11/7-13E). 

 

Such doubts and ambivalence permeated much of the interview and this was often 

accompanied by a sense of some confusion. For example, Ed felt strongly 

committed to one of his research findings, but he seemed very unsure as to 

whether he would be allowed to use it:  

 

‘I’m still struggling to get them to allow me to leave that in, or I’m going to 

insist, well it’s still a debate.’ (pg25/19-21E).  

 

At the time of the interview, it struck me as odd that Ed felt he would not be able to 

report his findings as he saw fit. It seemed he felt a high degree of uncertainty and 

lack of control over the project. Perhaps some of Ed’s previous certainties were 

being unsettled by his research studies. Although he seemed committed to his 

research project, Ed seemed uncertain if he had made the right decision to 

undertake the degree.  

 

However, there was also an intellectual pleasure attached to many of Ed’s 

equivocating statements. It felt as if Ed relished not giving definitive answers to 



129 

 

questions relating to leadership and management. For example, Ed highlighted the 

enjoyment he had gained from being questioned by participants on a recent 

leadership course:  

 

‘So developing your leadership style was an interesting workshop. This is the 

fourth time I’ve run it for (name of organisation) and I quite enjoy it because 

it is so challenging and I can actually come away and say, I actually don’t 

know. And that’s the whole point of it: “what do you think it (leadership) 

does, and why do you think it does that? - don’t answer it, go away and think 

about it”. ’ (p. 49/4-11E). 

 

It seemed Ed enjoyed highlighting the absence of certainties and being able to say 

this to participants of the leadership development workshop. Although he was 

aware that the people in the sessions wanted straight answers, he was not 

prepared to give them what they wanted. When Ed said ‘...don’t answer it, go away 

and think about it’, I suddenly found myself feeling confused and frustrated, and I 

wondered if this was how some of the participants in his workshop had felt.  It 

reminded me of the type of thing a Zen master is reputed to ‘do’ to students in an 

attempt to help them see there are no certainties to hold onto in life. I was not 

expecting this. Indeed, when reflecting after the interview, I realised that I was 

expecting clear definitive ‘this is how I do it’ answers from Ed, due to his seniority in 

the sector (and perhaps also because he was male and I was female and younger 

than him). However, on the contrary, Ed gave me a strong sense of having had a 

‘lived experience’ of management, personal and professional development that was 

full of doubts and a lack of certainty. He had also experienced situations where his 

actions sometimes resulted in the opposite of what he had intended. I found this 

quite disorientating. 

 

Some of the uncertainties which Ed expressed seemed to be linked to a difficulty in 

pinning down exactly what the terms ‘manager’ and ‘professional’ meant for him. 

Or perhaps he was enjoying playing with uncertainties: 
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‘... is possibly my professional view, but I’m not sure what that means 

anymore. I’m also not sure what being a professional is. I’m not even certain 

I understand what being a manager is in any real sense other than you are 

very good at quoting long names and even spelling them eventually and you 

know about all the latest journal articles and theories.’  (p. 31/9-18E).   

 

As well as communicating a sense of a man used to living with potentially 

disorienting uncertainties, it seemed Ed was showing me his academic credentials. 

He seemed to want to demonstrate that he was clever, could sit back, break things 

down into components and distance himself from being a manager. He also seemed 

to be implying that although he enjoyed the challenge of academic work and being 

able to present himself as an accomplished ‘user’ of journals, on another level it 

was all just a game that might not have any real use.   

 

Ed’s experience of living with uncertainties came through again as he expressed 

doubts about whether he was being principled: 

 

 ‘I don’t know whether I’m principled, I think other people have to judge that. 

I like to think I try to be, I’m not sure I always succeed’ (p.39/15-18E).  

 

It was striking that here and elsewhere in the interview, Ed introduced issues 

related to his experience of management and development, about which he then 

expressed doubts. He seemed to be considering whether the things he had done, 

and the things he had thought, were ‘right’ or ‘wrong’.  He also seemed to be 

enjoying being able to reflect on and communicate ironies related to management 

and development. This was well demonstrated when he considered his views about 

the lack of measurement of the results of management training:   

 

‘Management development is interesting in that if I train a charge hand 

gardener how to do something, design and layout bedding, they’ve then got 

to go and do it and either it works or it don’t. If you train a manager in staff 
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motivation, no one measures how good they are afterwards do they (pause), 

interesting isn’t it.’  (p. 36/6-12E). 

 

Ed clearly contrasted the practical results of training a gardener in a tangible skill 

and the lack of assessment when mangers take part in management development. 

The point was well made and it seemed Ed was pleased with his insightful 

observation. ‘Interestingly’, to use one of Ed’s words, although he was a regular 

contributor at the sector’s leadership development workshops, he distanced 

himself from management training by saying ‘… if you train a manager in staff 

motivation, no one measures how good they are afterwards’. Whereas in contrast, 

even though it appeared he had not been directly involved in craftsman gardening 

training activities for many years, Ed appeared to ‘own’ the practical training of 

gardeners by saying ‘...if I train a charge-hand...’. Perhaps Ed made this distinction 

for no other reason than to help make clear the difference between his two 

examples. However, through the way he used ‘you’ and ‘I’, it felt that Ed was taking 

the moral high ground and that he felt a little righteous, as well as clever and 

insightful.  

 

6.5.2 Unpredictability of people, nature and social science – I quite enjoy that 

Ed had a view about the unpredictability of people that he presented in an upbeat, 

positive way:  

 

‘I like social science, it reminds me of nature, it has its eccentricities, and I 

like that and so people and nature have a lot that appeal to me. You can’t 

always determine what they are going to do and they often do what they 

want to do despite your best efforts to steer them (laughs) in another 

direction. I quite enjoy that’ (p. 10/3-10E).  

 

Here, Ed seemed to be working to demonstrate his ability to handle uncertainties 

and his liking for unpredictability. His insights seemed very clear, and his statement 

that he quite enjoyed the fact that people ‘...often do what they want to do despite 
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your best efforts to steer them...’ seemed quite genuine. The way he spoke about 

social science, people and nature seemed more distant and a little abstract, it 

reminded me that Ed was part way through a degree course.  

 

Ed’s strong interest in unpredictability was highlighted again when he spoke about 

people, including himself, being sent on courses:  

‘… you never know what is going to come out of the other end and how you 

are going to be influenced, you don’t do you? You don’t know. You send me 

off on a course, you actually don’t know what I’m going to come back with 

or what I’m going to believe.’ (p. 23/13-16E).  

 

Ed clearly took pleasure in this unpredictability and he also seemed to enjoy voicing 

such views and insights in the interview. His use of ‘you’ when making such points 

and observations seemed to be a way for Ed to distance himself from his own views 

and his own experience. It was as if he knew from his own experience that what he 

was saying rang true, but that it was a slightly awkward or inconvenient secret that 

he did not usually talk about in his line of work.  

 

6.5.3 I’m not sure that I am, I don’t think I can ever tell, I can’t answer that- 

speaking in equivocal language 

Throughout much of the interview, Ed seemed to exercise extreme care to avoid 

speaking at all definitively when considering his own actions and abilities for 

example saying:  

‘The management has given me some understanding of that, I’m not saying 

I’m good at it as I’m not sure that I am. But I don’t think I can ever tell, I can’t 

answer that.’ (p. 7/3-6E).   

 

I found Ed’s ambivalent style of communicating quite hard to listen to and indeed, I 

felt quite lost on occasions. There often seemed little certainty to hold onto in Ed’s 

words when I tried to gain an understanding of Ed’s position or view. In this respect, 

Ed’s communication style seemed to have some similarities with the approach to 
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communication he described had been used by one of his previous Chief 

Executives: 

 

‘Everything with (name of Chief Executive) was “perhaps”. Always careful (..) 

Careful not to be too unequivocal, but you always felt she meant that was in 

brackets, as it were.’ (p. 28/11-15E).  

 

However, although Ed seemed to experience his previous Chief Executive’s use of 

‘perhaps’ as being ‘in brackets’, Ed’s ambivalence seemed more substantial. His 

ambivalent statements were not in response to direct questions asked by me. 

Instead, it was as if Ed was giving himself opportunities to reflect on his 

experiences, personal abilities and the impact of his actions. He then found himself 

not knowing where he stood on the issues that he had raised with himself. This led 

to me feeling drawn to Ed in the interview and when working on the transcription 

and analysis. However, somewhat paradoxically, I found my empathetic feelings 

were also associated with a strong desire to ‘cut away’ from Ed and his experience. 

It felt as if I would be drawn into a spiral of self-doubt and confusion that I would 

not be able to get out of. I was left wondering if this was how others experienced 

talking with him in working contexts. 

 

6.5.4 I’ve been lucky, but I don’t think I deserve it  

A further aspect of the uncertainty and unpredictability theme from Ed’s interview 

was the role of luck and chance in both his and other people’s career and overall 

development. For example, Ed expressed good fortune at having being supported 

to do a DMS and two Masters Degrees, one of which was at a particularly 

prestigious, expensive establishment:  

‘I’ve been very lucky, I got into (prestigious business school) very lucky, it’s 

the first time. They told me, they did not know what to do with me. I was the 

first parks person they’d ever met and why would a parks person want to do 

a masters degree, they wanted to know when all you are going to do is grow 

plants and look after a park.’ (p. 12/5-11E). 
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On one level, by expressing the fact that he felt he had been lucky to be given a 

place that he prestigious business school, Ed seemed to have shared their view that 

it had been strange for someone managing parks to want to do a business Masters 

degree. However, indicating that luck or chance played an important part in Ed’s 

experience of issues related to personal, professional and management 

development came through at other points in his interview. For example when he 

spoke about having been fortunate to have had good mentors: 

 

‘I was very lucky I joined (name of local authority) and I’d just left one 

mentor, my previous mentor was (name of person), the HR guy and we’d 

grown up within streets of one another and he rather took me under his 

wing and I never quite understood why.’ (p. 12/6-7E). 

 

It was almost as if Ed felt that he had had a charmed working life, being given 

opportunities by organisations and being supported by directors and mentors, 

without necessarily having deserved the chances. This underlying impression that 

Ed felt a little uncomfortable and did not quite feel he deserved to have ‘got on’ 

within the sector came across at several points in his interview.   

 

6.5.5 Fascination of the dilemmas of educating and managing people 

Education and training in the parks and green spaces sector was portrayed by Ed as 

having no clear direction:   

 

‘I don’t believe the sector knows what it wants anyway. It’s never been able 

to agree even a general approach to its education and training needs. It’s 

got at least three people who seem to believe they are running it, LANTRA, 

Learning and Skills Council, there’s two that believe they know what they are 

doing, we’ve got Greenspace that believe everyone else is wrong and 

CABEspace that know everyone else is wrong, and it just goes on doesn’t it. 

And we’ve got lots of pockets of money and expertise, that doesn’t come 

together, and that’s what fascinates me about management, I’ve just 
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described the dilemma of managing people. They won’t come together will 

they because there is something called ego (pause, Int. laughs) that gets in 

the way. But its true isn’t it?’ (p. 20/1-12E). 

 

Ed seemed to be gaining some pleasure from being able to in effect look down, 

over the sector to provide this analysis. He also seemed pleased that his analysis 

helped support the broader point he was making. This point being that 

management and managing people was an uncertain and unpredictable endeavour, 

strongly affected by personalities, organisational interests and differing 

expectations and beliefs.  

The sense of Ed gaining pleasure from some of the things he said in the interview 

also came through at several points during the interview. It reflected something 

that Ed said right at the start of his interview: 

 

‘I’ve never talked about this aspect of what I’ve achieved before. So this is 

the first time I’m going to hear it and so as I don’t know what I know until I 

hear myself saying it, this is going to be an interesting experience for me.’ (p. 

1/1-6E). 

 

Perhaps Ed’s pleasure at some of the things he said in the interview was not an 

indication that he felt cleverer than other people for having the insight. It may have 

been due to it being the first time he had heard himself saying these things. In 

either case, he seemed to find the thoughts and views he provided pleasing for him 

to hear.    

 

6.5.6 Conclusion of the uncertainty and unpredictability theme (SC2) 

Ed’s experiences had left him feeling that personal, professional and management 

development are uncertain endeavours and that you cannot predict the outcomes 

or always see if people have benefitted from them. For Ed, development of other 

people was about: 
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‘… having a shot at trying to work out what they might want to do, without 

thinking that it was a definitive route map. But it might actually be some 

sort of genuine direction and that when life changes around you and things 

happen, change accordingly. And I don’t think we understand that as well as 

we might.’   (p. 41/15-21E).  

 

He appeared a little uncomfortable as he said this. It was clear that Ed was now 

certain that there was a great deal of uncertainty and unpredictability in both 

management and management development. He experienced this uncertainty on a 

personal and professional level.   

 

6.6 Emergent Theme SC3 - ‘Important Appreciative Relationships’ 

Ed spoke very positively about working with chief officers and other senior figures. 

He seemed to have thrived in such situations by holding his seniors in very high 

regard. He had clear memories of having been able to deliver difficult messages to 

them without causing offence. He felt this set him apart, in a positive way, from 

many of his compatriots. 

 

Ed expressed having a very positive regard for several mentors he had had and 

appeared to have benefitted greatly from their non-critical listening and 

wholehearted attention to him as an individual. He felt that if people wanted to get 

on in the sector, they should find themselves a mentor and that this was a higher 

priority than formal courses. 

 

After many years working for himself as a consultant, Ed’s work with an ex-

apprentice friend and others as part of an informal network, now gave him a 

pleasure he didn’t expect to find. In contrast, Ed expressed sadness at what he 

experienced as the general lack of trust of people in the sector (such as himself) 

who had gained academic qualifications. He yearned for what he saw as the 

Scandinavian approach of mutual respect/appreciation between academics and 

practitioners.  
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There was a sense of Ed feeling he was different and of feeling somewhat 

uncomfortable with the accompanying deep sense of loneliness. This seemed to 

form a significant element of his experience of being a manager and consultant in 

the sector. 

 

6.6.1 Getting on well with my seniors – being prepared to be growled at 

From the way Ed spoke in his interview, he seemed to make an effort to be positive, 

constructive and supportive when speaking about and working with chief 

executives and chief officers, even when the individuals concerned seemed difficult 

to work with.  

 

‘I got on really well with (name) who was the Chief Exec, partly because I 

was the only one who was prepared to tell it to him like it was. I was foolish 

enough, as he once told me, the only one who was prepared to be growled 

at, because he did growl, he didn’t like an opinion.’ (p. 9/13-19E). 

 His experience of working constructively with senior figures positively had benefits 

for him as a consultant, enabling him to be selective about which assignments he 

accepted, without causing offence: 

 

 ‘So that’s why I turned (name of local authority) down, this is definitely 

(hard to hear), I turned them down twice. (Name) has come back to me from 

being director there and I’ve known (Name) for some time and said no, she 

said, “yeh, yeh, yeh, we’ll come back to you”, I said you, you are wasting 

your time, I don’t want to fall out with you either, (she said) “Don’t worry, 

don’t worry.’ (p. 51/12-15E). 

 

Ed seemed to have found it beneficial to ‘look up to’ and ‘link up’ with chief officers 

in many different situations, frequently using charm and political sensitivity to be 

appreciated and supported by people in positions of influence.  
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6.6.2 A lovely man, he listened to me and didn’t interrupt me - Mentors 

Ed emphasised at several points in the interview that having opportunities to reflect 

had been important to him. He expressed a feeling that he had been very lucky, 

almost blessed, to have good mentors throughout his working life. Ed’s clear 

descriptions of the ways his mentors helped him seemed to demonstrate how 

important he had found these uncritical ‘listening ears’ over the years. For example: 

 

‘He did two things that literally no one else had ever done. One he listened to 

me and didn’t interrupt me. And when I finally stopped, instead of criticising 

me, he just asked the odd question.’ (p. 12/8-11E). 

And:  

‘Many’s the time when I’ve said to (mentor) “I’m going for that job there” 

and his reply has been “Huh, fine (pause) why?, what makes you think you’d 

be happy, tell me more” and just to grounded some of that for me, in a non-

confrontational way.’ (p. 16/5-10E). 

  

The qualities of the mentoring relationship that Ed seemed to value especially were 

those of non-judgemental listening, of knowing when to ask a question and when 

to just listen. He gave an example:   

 

‘… and then I met another mentor. I went (local authority) and got on well 

with the Libraries guy who I’m still in touch with. He’s been my mentor now 

for - I was at (local authority) for 14 years, I’ve been in business for 14 years - 

twenty eight years he’s been my mentor and (name ...) was a lovely man, 

just listened and then (he) had one of three responses “I think you need to 

take me down the pub”. It’s true, or “you need to take me out to dinner 

(pause) I said “dinner” or he had a third one “we need to go for a walk, come 

down to my house, we’ll go out for a walk somewhere and we’ll have a chat. 

And (name of second mentor) has been brilliant over the years, never been 

critical, always supportive, even when I’ve done some mad things and I think 
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the greatest value I’ve got out of my career was, I was very lucky to have a 

mentor.’ (p. 13/18-p. 14/15E). 

 

Ed felt quite special and cherished as a result of the personal attention he received 

from his mentors: 

‘… it’s a very personal commitment and he told me once that he had a 

mentor that helped him. And I always thought it was (name of mentor)’s 

way of returning something to what we see as the world. A very socially 

minded guy.’   (p. 14/13 -17E). 

 

He seemed to value the exclusivity of the mentoring relationships he had been in, 

for example, Ed appreciated the fact that: 

 

 ‘… (Mentor) never met my wife, would never meet my family, didn’t see his 

role there at all, he was just me, that was all he was interested in, helping 

me.’  (p. 15/3-6E).  

 

Ed seemed to appreciate the fact that although his mentors prompted him to talk 

to his wife on key issues and to reflect on what his wife had already said. They did 

not see the mentoring relationship as an extension of family socialising; the 

relationship was solely between him and his mentor. However, when one of his 

mentors indicated that there was a boundary that Ed should not go over; Ed 

appears to have been happy to ignore this: 

 

‘… and in fact I started to get to know his wife and that did not suit him 

either, he thought that was quite wrong. I still speak to his wife, I don’t know 

if he realises it. She is a lovely lady and she wanted to help as well.’  (p. 

14/9/12E). 

 

The way he described keeping in contact with his mentor’s wife against his mentors 

wishes seemed to suggest he was oblivious to boundaries put in place, if they 



140 

 

conflicted with his desire for input. This self-focus was emphasised by the fact that 

he did not seem to provide mentoring to others, even though he recognised how 

helpful it could be. However, he did give advice to people that included the value of 

obtaining a mentor:  

 

‘If I was advising people, and I do, I say to them, never mind personal 

development go get yourself a mentor first. Get someone you can talk to 

truthfully, someone that you trust, someone who will never repeat anything 

you say to them and go and discuss your development with them.’ (p. 14/18-

22E). 

 

6.6.3 The loneliness of what I do is now offset a little by working with friends 

Ed spoke warmly about his recent experience of beginning to share work with 

several people including a friend he had first known many years ago at Prime Parks:  

 

‘I still think that what I do is lonely. Working with people like (name) has 

made a bit of a difference in the last few years. I work with several people 

now, I really enjoy that. I still enjoy doing projects on my own but it is nice to 

have a choice suddenly. (Name) and I and a couple of other people have got 

a sort of network. And it’s beginning to, it’s doing OK actually. We are quite 

enjoying ourselves.’      (p. 50/3-11E).  

 

The loneliness of Ed’s work as a self-employed consultant came through very 

clearly, even though he did not say much about it. Ed seemed surprised, even 

delighted by the relatively recent development in his working life that now included 

him in an informal network with people he shared a common background with: 

 

‘The nicest thing that’s happened to me is, I’m now working with an ex-

apprentice friend of mine (p. 42/13-16)’...we’ve started working together. 

And that’s the nicest thing that’s come out of my personal development. 

We’ve, we’ve got, we are both old anoraks, we’ve both got a lot of very 
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common experiences. We both like talking about how we got to where we 

are, looking at the path. And it’s nice to work with someone that I’d seen 

over the years, and he’d seen me of course, working through a career.’ (p. 

43/1-9). 

 

I was particularly struck by Ed’s use of the word ‘nice’ when he was talking about 

his relationship and work with his ex-apprentice friend. It was said genuinely and 

without any sense of hierarchy, status or ego. It seemed this was quite unusual for 

Ed in his relationships with other people in the sector.    

 

6.6.4 Lack of trust or synergy between academics and parks practitioners 

Ed spent part of his interview exploring the distance he saw between the world of 

UK parks and green space practitioners and the world of academia. For example:  

 

‘If you were to say to me, where is there a school that specialises let’s say in 

green space and parks management, there isn’t.’ (p. 18/12-13E).  

 

Ed’s words chosen quite particularly to highlight a lack of specialised academic 

focus on issues related to management of parks and green spaces (as opposed to 

landscape design or horticulture for example).  This was part of a wider view that 

organisations often mixed the parks sector in with other sectors that it did not fit 

comfortably with:  

 

‘I’m not convinced by mixing the sector with other, supposed like minded, I’m 

not convinced by mixing in street scene, because I think they are too 

dissimilar, they are not in many ways but when it comes to it, they really are. 

Nature and the hard landscaped areas have different lifecycles and different, 

they are so different, that I don’t think you can easily make decisions.’ 

(pg18/14-21E). 
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Ed highlighted that, in his experience, there were very few UK academics who 

specialised in green space and parks management and that this had negative 

consequences for relationships between academics and practitioners in the UK:  

 

‘Name someone at doctoral level who’s doing research, I wish I knew. There 

isn’t anyone. So we don’t have a tradition of, we don’t have a tradition of 

trusting people with academic qualifications and I think it is so sad.’ (p. 

17/16-18). 

 

It was interesting that for Ed the scarcity of people in the UK carrying out doctoral 

level research into management of parks and green spaces was of concern. It 

seemed Ed was very focused on the quality of relationships that existed (or did not 

exist) between UK academics and practitioners on issues related to green spaces. 

This was in contrast to a rather different situation he saw elsewhere:  

 

‘I’m sad, in a conference in this country, you might have 20% academics and 

80% practitioners. You go to Scandinavia and it’s about half-and-half and 

they don’t see anything unusual about that. And there’s a greater synergy 

and the academics are more grounded in practitioner world and the 

practitioners are far more grounded in some of the theory and they are 

better able to choose between them.’  (p. 19/3-11E). 

 

It seemed as if Ed felt special but also alone as a UK parks management 

professional, undertaking academic research. However, there seemed something 

strange in the way Ed said he was ‘sad’ about the lack of academics in UK parks 

conferences.  I was reminded of what Ed had said elsewhere in the interview about 

the impact of personalities and differing organisational agendas on education and 

development priorities in the sector: 

They won’t come together will they because there is something called ego 

(pause, Int. laughs) that gets in the way. But its true isn’t it?’ (p. 20/1-12E). 
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It seemed to me that when talking about the small number of people researching 

issues related to parks and green space management in the UK and by making 

comparisons to Scandinavia, Ed was also subtly pointing out that he was unusual. In 

addition, that carrying out research or making a contribution is not always 

appreciated, because there can be other agendas at play. 

 

6.6.5 Conclusion of ‘The Importance of Appreciative Relationships’ theme (SC3) 

Appreciative relationships had great importance for Ed and he has developed these 

with mentors, senior officers and most recently through working with friends. He 

seemed to place a high regard on personal but professionally focused relationships, 

They enabled him to reflect on his experiences and intended actions; to help him 

make sense of what he feels and to hopefully avoid rash decisions that would not 

be in his best interest. Other than this, he seemed to feel quite lonely on a day-to-

day basis and appeared saddened to find that undertaking an advanced research 

degree, if anything increased his sense of isolation, rather than reducing it. 

 

6.7 Emergent Them SC4 - Living with High Aspirations – I can do better than that 

Ed appeared proud of his prestigious record of employers, projects and training 

work, but interestingly did not linger for long on achievements, other than his 

academic record. I was left with a feeling that Ed had worked to get a sense of 

kudos through his association with prestigious organisations and senior figures.  

 

From what Ed said in the interview, he seemed to have been working hard over the 

years to prove to himself that he was better than his peers and at least as good as 

anyone in the private sector. However, he was left feeling that perhaps he had 

expended more effort than he needed to. He seemed to feel that he had stood by 

his principles, and was proud of this. But he recognised his high principles had led 

to some uncomfortable situations in the past. 

 

6.7.1 Parental aspirations – come what may 

Ed suffered from asthma as a child and he explained that:  
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‘I come into parks as an accident. Let me start with that. That says 

something about why I’m doing what I do now. I come in because I had a 

health problem and in the early sixties, you were encouraged to get help for 

asthma, to do, to get employed somewhere that would benefit your health.’ 

(p. 1/7-12E).  

 

His father wanted him to become an electrical engineer but Ed’s own ambition had 

been to become a successful classical guitar player, or failing that a member of a 

pop group: 

 

‘For me I always wanted to be a guitarist in a pop group, (laughs) and still, 

still trying as well, not very seriously, I’m bad now, we do it for fun now, we 

look, we’ve given up the really going for number one. But it was something I 

just wasn’t good enough at. I wanted to be a classical guitarist that was my 

real ambition, I just wasn’t good enough. And finally I resigned myself to 

that when I heard someone play, that was just so, so good. And they just 

made it look so easy, and I realised some people are really really (taps table) 

very very good.’ (p./ 12-21E). 

 

He spoke fondly of his musical aspirations in the interview but seemed to feel he 

was never good enough to be able to play really well. He eventually let go of most 

of his musical ambitions, other than playing in a band for fun.  It was actually Ed’s 

head teacher who had suggested the possibility of him joining ‘Prime Parks’: 

 

‘My mother was told that they were looking for Prime Parks Apprentices and 

that set the mark on my career. Dad did not get a word in after that that my 

mother decided that I was going to be a [Prime] Parks Apprentice, come 

what may.’  (p. 2/1-5E). 

 

It appeared that Ed (and his father) had little say in the matter and had to comply 

with his mother’s aspirations. However, Ed liked the natural environment and knew 
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a little about gardening from working at the school’s allotment. He does not appear 

to have fought against the ‘set’ his career was given by his mother and head 

teacher. 

 

6.7.2 Early working experiences- the highest standards 

When working at ‘Prime Parks’, he learnt that to do well: 

 

‘… you needed to experience all aspects of parks to manage them.’ (p. 5/21-

22E).  

 

He had acted on this advice and proudly indicated that: 

 

‘I’ve held all the posts that a conventional parks department will have, bar 

none, and I’ve worked on all sizes of them. So I think that helped me 

understand people better when it come to managing them.’ (p. 5/20-22 - p. 

6/1-5E). 

 

Gaining the experience had both highs but also could be quite tiring:  

 

‘I could go and chat with the arboricultural gang and know something of 

what it’s like to be tired at the end of a long week, half way up a tree, 

wondering actually if you’ve got enough energy to complete the work. And 

knowing that actually you don’t like heights and that you’ve had enough of 

that rope that you are on and you are still not certain if it is going to support 

you, even though it has done the last five thousand times’ (p. 6/7-16E).  

 

On a literal level, Ed was telling of his shared experience with the tree gang, the 

physical effort required to carry out practical work. On another level, it appeared he 

was saying that his high aspirations had left Ed feeling tired and unsupported, 

uncertain as to whether what he achieved is what he really wanted. The tree work 

seemed like an analogy in some ways – finding himself up a tree for the umpteenth 
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time wondering if the rope will hold him, realising he didn’t really like being up 

there.  

 

At the end of his time with ‘Prime Parks’, Ed moved to a local authority. He 

reflected on the major difference in work standards he had encountered: 

 

‘I realised that the standard I had been taught to was way above anything I 

ever met in local government….’ (p. 2/12-15E).  

 

This feeling of superiority that accompanied this realisation was one of the factors 

that led to his move into supervision and management. He looked at the standard 

of supervision and thought ‘I feel sure I could do better than that.’ (p. 2/17). And 

then it continued, Ed looking at a role above him and setting his sights on taking it 

on, believing he could do it better.  

 

6.7.3 Aiming at the very best – the paper chase of academic challenges 

Ed set himself challenging academic goals as he rose up the supervision and 

managerial scales, electing to undertake a DMS, (Diploma in Management Studies), 

followed by a first degree and then two business related Masters degrees at 

prestigious private sector focused institutions, while holding down a full time job. 

His attitude to the achievement of the qualifications seemed to have been 

influenced by the guidance of his first mentor who taught Ed to: 

 

‘… always start by aiming at the very best you can identify and then if that 

doesn’t work you come down a notch.’ (p. 12/18-22E).  

 

Ed still seemed to be working to this guidance many years later. Ed’s accumulation 

of paper qualifications were in line with the somewhat general professional 

development advice he had been given:  

 



147 

 

‘Professional development: I’ve never been given any advice at all. I’ve asked 

for it lots of times (pause) and I suppose it’s because the advice you get is 

‘well what have you got now?’ and you describe usually your qualifications 

so it becomes a paper chase. And they say “Oh so well ok that fits to let’s say 

diploma level, what you need now is a degree” and if it’s now a degree 

“what you need now is a masters degree” and then, then it sorts of stops 

and interestingly enough, no one actually said to me “well, what you now 

need is a doctorate” because very few people have experienced that.’ (p. 

10/11-2E). 

 

Ed now seemed to see his previous pursuit of more and more academic 

qualifications as less sensible than he had felt at the time. There was a feeling that 

he felt he had been given unhelpful advice in response to his earnest request for 

guidance. This had resulted in his accumulation of more academic qualifications 

than was needed from a working perspective: 

 

‘… a question that might have been asked of me, was “why did you want to 

do that? A second masters degree? What are you going to do with it? If you 

are doing it just for yourself, fine, we can cope with that but don’t pretend 

you are going to do a better job here, which you probably won’t and in fact 

it’s resented.’               (p. 7/17-22-p. 28/1-2E). 

  

With the benefit of hindsight, Ed could see that after a while, his acquisition of 

academic qualifications was not related to job requirements, it was a lot more 

personal than that and was perhaps quite galling to other people in his workplace. 

Now, as a consultant, choosing to do a research degree was: 

 

‘… a very personal decision based on all sorts of different factors.’ (p. 11/1-

2E).  
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He had a desire to see if he could ‘compete with’ (p. 11/11E) the people who wrote 

the academic papers he admired. Ed’s internal and apparently incessant drive to 

challenge and measure himself against others came through strongly.  

 

6.7.4 The Consequences of being principled 

Ed highlighted a number of situations where he has stood up for what he believed 

in, he used the word ‘principled’ (p. 36/ 12E) to describe this.  

 

On occasions, taking a principled stance had led to him being ostracised by his 

peers when he was employed. These principles also resulted in him choosing to 

turn down some work in his role as a consultant but he felt it was only right to 

stand by his principles, even if the consequences were not always comfortable. An 

extreme example of Ed experiencing difficulties as a result of standing up for his 

principles was related to his decision not to accept performance related pay. This 

had been introduced for chief officers at the local authority he worked for at the 

time:  

 

‘When I was at (name of local authority) we had a performance related pay 

scheme, that was over twenty years ago they introduced it. And I withdrew 

from it, and I was the only chief officer, I got in huge problems from my other 

chief officer colleagues. I refused to accept it, unless my management team 

and everyone else got it, or we, we graduated it from the bonuses -  because 

people on the ground were getting bonuses, the bit in the middle weren’t 

and then chief officers, was what I was, were getting it. I wouldn’t have it. 

And I got in huge problems at home, cos I turned down money, (name of 

wife) was very good, she accepted it, we sat down and we chatted it 

through. My other chief officer colleagues gave me hell. I was sent to 

Coventry for three months, I had really serious problems there’  (p. 37/1-16E)  

‘... and it just, it just was something that I wanted to, it to be fair, and it 

wasn’t and I couldn’t live with it not being fair. (pause) and it, it was, it was a 

constant battle.’ (p. 38/7-10E). 
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It seemed that Ed felt very alone as a result of his peers’ reactions to his stand on 

performance related pay.  He indicated that he made the decision on principle as:  

‘I’ve never talked about people working for me, they’ve always been 

colleagues. I know there’s something a bit ‘pc’ about that but I’ve felt 

genuinely I work with people (pause) because neither one of us was more 

important than the other.’      (p. 36/18-22E). 

 

Although Ed indicated that his reason for turning it down was because it was not 

open to members of staff lower down in the organisation, he did not mention any 

reaction from members of his team. He did however recall warmly a comment he 

received from his then Director some years later:  

 

‘And then he said, he said “You were right you know” and I admired that (...), 

that made me feel really good, because I felt strongly about that, it wouldn’t 

have been fair. And what’s more the director didn’t take it either.’ (p. 39/3-

5E).  

 

So, some years after the event, Ed did receive some positive feedback for his 

principled stand from someone senior who he respected. This tendency for Ed to 

‘look up’ to more senior staff for approval, rather than to seek it from peers or 

those he managed was apparent at several points in his interview.  

  

6.7.5 Working as a consultant – I don’t do ‘gun for hire’ now 

Whether Ed had chosen to move into self-employment or had it forced upon him, 

he did not say. However, Ed’s move into consultancy had come after a relatively 

long time in the public sector. Towards the end of the interview, I asked him 

whether he felt able to do what he wanted to do now. Ed’s reply was telling: 

   

‘… yes, only because I don’t enjoy the prolonged exposure to the politicians. I 

never did, I never did enjoy that. I put up with it because I was being paid 

very well, and I had a series of financial commitments that didn’t enable me 
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to kick and scream too much. I enjoyed it, I got lazy, I’m the first to admit 

that. I did at the time (pause) but no I don’t miss it. I miss the people.’ (p. 

45/21-p. 46/5E). 

 

It seemed Ed had got rather hooked on the money that he had made as a senior 

manager in the public sector, which had acted as a restraint. It stopped him from 

moving away from the prolonged exposure to politicians which he had not enjoyed 

while having to refrain from ‘kicking and screaming’. It sounded as though he was 

glad he no longer worked as a senior manager in local authorities, however he still 

missed the people he had worked with. This interest in, or enjoyment of, people 

stayed with him as he moved into consultancy or interim work. Sometimes the 

work he was paid to deliver impacted in a major way on staff working for his client’s 

organisation: 

 

‘I’d be keen, I get a cup, I get a mug, I enjoy the seat, I get to like the people 

and then I think, I can’t do it to them (...), you know what I mean, I really 

care about them, and then I think, I’m going to make some hard decisions for 

these people and I’m not sure I want to do that. Because I’m not going to be 

there to see the consequences of it.’ (p. 50/19-22-p. 51/1-5E).  

 

From the way Ed spoke, it seemed that this was not necessarily the way he had 

thought at the time in earlier assignments. Rather that it was a sense of regret or 

guilt that he had developed over time, which now informed his decision-making. As 

Ed has become more financially stable as a consultant, he has been able to be more 

selective in the work he takes on, saying with pride:  

 

‘I don’t do “gun for hire” and interim management has become gun for hire. 

I’m not interested. I care too much about the people, who are generally 

doing a reasonable job, often a very good job, unrecognised.’ (p. 51/21-22-p. 

52/1-4E). 
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 I found it interesting that Ed did not mention any names of the ‘people’ by name 

whom he had to make hard decisions about (unlike the senior figures he had 

mentioned elsewhere in the interview). This made his statement seem a little 

abstract, which may have been a way for him to protect himself (or those people he 

had affected). He did seem very sure that there were some assignments he would 

no longer take on because he could see the likely impact on the people who worked 

there. 

 

6.7.6 Best intensions and disasters: Giving people advice about their development 

Ed spoke about times when he had given advice to people, encouraging some 

people to progress into management, advising others that they were not suited for 

management roles.  As a consultant, Ed appeared to have strong regrets about the 

encouragement he had given at least one person:  

‘The disasters I’ve had have always been where I’ve forced people…’ (p. 

33/10-11E) 

‘… I completely misjudged him. I regret it.’ (p. 33/18E).  

 

Using the word ‘disasters’ emphasised Ed’s strong feeling that some of what he had 

done in the past to ‘develop’ people had certainly not been all good. Sometimes it 

had resulted in a significant negative impact for the people he had ‘forced’.  

 

However, Ed recognised that such matters as development were somewhat 

unpredictable. He appeared to enjoy the irony of having advised one person not to 

try to get into management, only to be approached by the same person some years 

later, reminding Ed of what he had said (which Ed had forgotten) before outlining 

how well he had done: 

  

‘The nice thing was, there was no bitterness, no irony, he just thought it was 

amusing. And that was nice, a nice relief but there must be someone out 

there who’s fuming, I suppose.’ (p. 41/5-9E).  
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Ed’s current views about ethics in management development, and his associated 

concern that he may have unwittingly caused at least one person damage in the 

past, shone through:  

 

‘I think management tends to, education tends to tell you that as long as 

your intentions are right, then it doesn’t matter. It does matter, for that 

person. You might have the best intension in the world in developing that 

person, but if their family doesn’t want it, or they don’t really want it, but 

they like to wag their tail at you. You’ve not done them a service at all. And 

I’m not sure I’ve always listened to that inner message and that worries me.’ 

(p. 40/10-19E). 

 

It could almost be that Ed was talking about himself here. Recalling that he had 

been forced into parks by his mother’s aspirations and then spending his first and 

most formative years in the sector. He had worked for an organisation with 

exceptionally high standards and later was encouraged to undertake academic 

qualifications at some of the most prestigious (and expensive) private sector 

institutions. The phrase ‘...they don’t really want it, but they like to wag their tail at 

you.’ stood out. It was as if Ed knew that sometimes people do things simply in an 

attempt to please other people, only to find they end up somewhere they would 

have preferred not to be. 

 

6.7.7 Conclusion of the ‘living with high aspirations’ theme (SC4) 

Ed has lived with the consequences of high aspirations throughout his career in the 

public parks and green spaces sector. His mother started the process it appears by 

deciding Ed would join Priority Parks, ‘...come what may.’ Ed then continued this 

process when he moved to a local authority and set his sights on the role of a 

supervisor thinking ‘I can do better than that.’ His high aspirations set him on a path 

of working to gain business qualifications from prestigious private sector focused 

institutions which set him apart from work colleagues. This made for a rather lonely 
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existence and ironically seemed to not to offer suitable models or guidance for 

others in the parks and green spaces sector.  

 

Ed took a very principled stance to issues such as performance related pay and 

found himself ostracised for his efforts but held to his principles despite this 

pressure. After working as a consultant on a variety of projects that in retrospect 

made him feel uncomfortable, he made a decision to no longer be a ‘gun for hire’. 

This he was able to do as he was then more established and financially secure and 

so was able to be more selective in the assignments he accepted. However, he still 

harboured regrets about some of the actions he has taken in the past as a manager 

and consultant, especially when he had forced people into management when it 

turned out not to worked for them. 

 

6.8 Super-Ordinate Theme: Ed - Public Pride, Private Regrets 

Towards the end of the interview, Ed indicated that he had reflected on what he 

wanted to tell me on his way to the interview, which he said was that everyone in 

the sector are all equals, whatever their role. However, in a practical sense, the 

people working on the ground, in the parks, were most important and that ‘we’, the 

managers should show them more respect and acknowledge their contributions 

more.  He indicated: 

 

‘Yeah, that’s what I believe in. I don’t believe we appreciate, I don’t believe 

my management career has taught me enough about appreciating the 

people who do do (taps table softly) the hard work, I think it’s been far more 

about can you measure it (taps desk) why can’t you (taps desk) , do you 

understand the language (taps desk) , all of that is fine. That’s straight 

forward enough. But there’s not enough emphasis on, well actually, what 

happens to all these people. That’s where the results come from - what do 

you contribute?’ (p. 52/6-17E). 

 



154 

 

Ed seemed to mean this very genuinely, but it seemed a little abstract as he said it. 

As I worked on the transcript of the interview, I noticed that he had named quite a 

number of the senior people he had worked with and had proudly named the 

prestigious places at which he had worked. However, he did not name anyone who 

had worked for him as a gardener at the same time as him, only referring by name 

to his fellow apprentice friend that he now worked with as a consultant. These 

people were mostly hidden from view, but his regrets were not. 

 

It was as if his statement about the importance of appreciating the work of people 

who ‘do the hard work’ was a way to try to make up for some of the actions he now 

regretted he had taken. He felt his work had had a major impact on the ‘ordinary 

gardeners’. He now seemed to regret some of the things he had done, such as in 

effect ‘gunning down’ some of the people who had worked in the sector. He had 

turned away from gardeners and horticulturalists, making use of ‘measurement’ to 

climb the ladders of management and consultancy.  

 

A quiet sadness and feeling that he did not ‘belong’ anywhere also seemed to haunt 

the interview. The front of Ed’s apparently successful career hid a working life of 

uncertainties and worries that he had not always stood by his principles; even 

though he knew there were situations where he had suffered quite considerably by 

sticking to them. He seemed to regret the impact he had had on many people, but 

was very appreciative of the positive relationships he had with senior figures, 

mentors and his ex-apprentice friend. As I worked through the emergent themes, 

time after time, these regrets came through more strongly, leading to my 

development of the overarching super-ordinate theme for the single case: Public 

Pride, Private Regrets. 

 

6.9 Conclusion of the Single Case Analysis – the self employed consultant 

Through Ed’s interview and it’s analysis, using the approach set out by IPA, I gained 

an understanding of what it was like for Ed to have experienced working in the UK 

parks and green spaces sector. This included tracing his experience of climbing up 
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the management ladder in the public sector and moving into self-employed 

consultancy.  

 

My analysis of the account of the self employed consultant’s experiences of issues 

related to personal, professional and management development in the UK public 

parks and green spaces sector resulted in the development of four emergent 

themes. These were: ‘Being a Suit, a thin veneer that’s incredibly vulnerable to a 

scratch’; ‘Uncertainty and Unpredictability - interesting isn’t it!’; ‘Important 

Appreciative Relationships- getting on well with Sir’; and ‘Living with high 

aspirations- I can do better than that’.  Together these four emergent themes 

supported and fed into the development of one super-ordinate theme: ‘Public 

Pride, Private Regrets’.  

 

This concludes the analysis of the single case. Next I turn to the experiences of 

people who were working in management roles in the sector. In Chapter seven, I 

present the findings from the analysis of the three middle managers’ experiences 

personal, professional and management development issues in London’s parks and 

green spaces sector. 
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CHAPTER 7: ANALYSIS OF FINDINGS FROM THE MIDDLE MANAGERS  

7.1 Introduction  

In chapter six, I presented my IPA analysis of the single case, an account of the 

experiences of a consultant working in the UK public parks and green space sector 

who had previously held management roles in the sector. Chapter seven now 

presents the themes that emerged from my analysis of the interviews with three 

middle managers in the sector. Some of the participants’ experiences had much in 

common and I have indicated where this was the case. I have also highlighted 

where participants had quite different experiential perspectives, so that the 

richness of the participants’ differing experiences is communicated.  

 

The structure of this chapter is as follows: section 7.2 provides a summary of the 

backgrounds of the three middle manager participants. In section 7.3 I outline the 

four super-ordinate themes that developed following analysis of each participant’s 

interview of experiences related to personal, professional and management 

development in the UK public parks and green spaces sector. A detailed analysis of 

each theme is then presented, with supporting extracts from the anonymised 

transcripts.  

 

Towards the end of the chapter, I compare the managers’ experiences of issues 

related to personal, professional and management development with my analysis 

of the single case. I then set the scene for chapter eight, where the analysis of the 

senior officer accounts is provided along with the master themes for the overall 

study.    

 

7.2 Brief introduction to the middle managers’ backgrounds 

All three people whose interviews were included in the second part of the analysis 

were working in middle manager roles in Greater London in the public parks and 

green spaces sector. They each managed a team of between two and four senior 

officers whose work involved managing contractors and supervision of other 

members of staff.  
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Further explanation of the difference between the middle managers and the senior 

officer groupings can be found in chapter five, defence of method, sample 

selection. 

The middle manager participants were in their forties, married with children and 

had each been involved in the UK green spaces sector for around 15 years. To 

provide anonymity, I have given them the pseudonyms of Brian, Charles and Ken. I 

have also altered the names of places and people when using extracts from 

transcripts in the analysis. The table below (Fig. 7.1) provides a list of the middle 

manager participants’ generic job roles and pseudonyms. This is followed by a brief 

introduction to the backgrounds of the three managers. 

 

Participant’s 

Pseudonym 

Generic Job Title Analysis Grouping 

Brian Green Spaces Manager Middle Manager 

Charles Parks Manager Middle Manager 

Ken Parks and Green Spaces Manager Middle Manager 

 

Fig 7.1: Middle Manager (MM) Pseudonyms and Generic Job Titles. 

Source: developed for this thesis. 

 

The apparent similarity of their current roles hid some major differences in past 

experience.  

 

Brian 

As a child, Brian had grown up close to a large park where he had enjoyed playing 

team sports. His father worked at a historic garden. Brian started his work for a 

local authority in a street cleansing department, and then a restructure moved him 

into grounds maintenance work, on the council’s highways and housing land as well 

as parks. Brian learnt his new role by working with the more experienced staff. 

After some years, Brian then moved to working for a grounds maintenance 

contractor. He later returned to a local authority as a parks officer.  When I 
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interviewed him, he was managing a team as part of a council wide green spaces 

department.  

 

Charles 

Charles’s first job after school had been involved in fixing electrical equipment at a 

range of premises for his employer. He saw a job advert for horticultural 

apprentices, working for a council. The role involved work on site and time at 

college over a three-year period. He applied, got the job and during this time he 

gained his ‘City and Guilds’ in horticulture.  After gaining his initial horticultural 

qualification, he moved to his third employer to manage cemeteries and over a 

period of time found he became involved in general parks works because of his 

background.  

 

Ken  

When I interviewed Ken, he was working for a local authority as a middle manager.  

As a child, Ken had enjoyed gardening at home and his first part-time job was at a 

garden centre. On leaving school, he had wanted to work in the historic and botanic 

gardens sector and he had gained an apprenticeship at a prestigious horticultural 

garden run by a charity. His apprenticeship involved one day a week at college with 

the remaining four days a week being spent working in the grounds of the historic 

garden where he was based. After Ken had completed his City and Guilds 

certificate, he worked for a number of other horticultural gardens across the 

country. This included a fixed term post at a well-known botanic garden that 

offered day release for post holders to gain their City and Guilds horticultural 

diploma. Ken had then spent some time working with a friend setting up a 

horticultural business. He then took a site maintenance job at an outdoor visitor 

attraction. He had also worked for a grounds maintenance contractor and at both 

an outdoor and indoor visitor attraction.  

 

 

 



159 

 

7.3 Overview of the super-ordinate themes from the middle managers’ interviews 

Through my IPA analysis of the interviews with Brian, Charles and Ken, which 

included considering the similarities and differences in the emergent themes from 

each account, I identified four super-ordinate themes associated with these 

participants’ experiences of issues related to personal, professional and 

management development: ‘That’s what engages me- green spaces are very 

important to people for varying reasons’; ‘working my way up in dead-men’s shoes - 

job progression and advancement’; ‘shock- experiencing unexpected,uncontrollable 

criticism’; and ‘the ways I like to learn’. 

 

A diagram of the super-ordinate themes is provided below (fig 7.2). This is followed 

by a table of the middle manager super-ordinate themes and supporting themes 

(fig 7.3). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 7.2 Diagram of the super-ordinate themes for the middle manager grouping: 

Source: Developed for this thesis. 
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Super-ordinate theme & associated 

sub-themes from the middle 

manager cases (MM) 

Emergent themes (and pseudonym of  associated person/s) 

MM1: That’s what engages me- 
green spaces are important to 
people for varying reasons 

 Gardening, families and 

sports, links to childhood 

interests 

 Plants, Projects, People, 

Protection and Puzzles – 

site based work 

 Managing in green spaces 

– it’s not like it should be. 

 Self focus (Ken) 

 Distance in relationships (Ken) 

 Projects (Ken) 

 Doing what the manager wants (Charles) 

 Teamwork (Brian) 

 Focus on Performance: Improving sites and positive 

feedback from residents (Brian) 

MM2: Working my way up in dead-
men’s shoes – job progression and 
advancement 

 Dead men’s shoes 

 ‘Sort of’ careers 

 Barriers or opportunities- 

steps, doors and junctions 

on the path 

 Advancing my career (Ken) 

 Progress as if it just happens (Ken) 

 Location (Ken & Brian) 

 Keeping up appearances (Ken) 

 Progress as if by default (Charles) 

 Intension/passivity (Charles) 

 Dead men’s shoes/Being blocked (Brian) 

MM3: Shock - unexpected, 
uncontrollable criticism 

 Shock 

 Keeping quiet and getting 

on with it 

 Shock at some council practices (Ken) 

 Stressful/awkward (Charles) 

 Doing what the manager wants/not complaining 

(Charles) 

 Being stitched up (Brian) 

 Trying to avoid criticism/Seeking a quiet life/ticking 

the right boxes/comfort/fragility (Brian) 

MM4: The ways I like to learn 

 Appreciating a structured, 

practical grounding in 

horticulture 

 An ongoing drive for 

learning 

 Always learning (Ken) 

 Needing a push -kinaesthetic learning (Charles) 

 Keen and eager (Brian) 

 Comparing then with now (Brian) 
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 A need to be pushed 

 Ways of learning 

 Management, 

development and staff 

 Hungry for horticultural knowledge (Ken) 

 Missing mechanics of learning for progression 

(Charles) 

 Seeking clear development steps (Brian) 

 

 

Fig 7.2: Table of the middle manager super-ordinate themes and supporting 

themes. 

Source: Developed for this thesis. 

 

7.4 Super-Ordinate Theme MM1: That’s what engages me - green spaces are very 

important to people for varying reasons 

Ken, Charles and Brian expressed a differing rationale for their site based and other 

work in the sector, but all three managers had an engaged focus for their work, 

which was important for them personally. 

 

In Charles’ opinion, people were employed to protect green spaces for the future. 

However, his primary work focus seemed to be was doing what he was told by 

bosses - to avoid ‘bollockings’ (p.9/2C). His interests revolved around site based 

‘conundrums’ (p. 25/12C) which caught his attention from time to time. Ken’s 

personal primary focus was his interest in plants and his strong desire to be 

successful in the projects that he undertook. Brian prioritised the importance of 

parks and green spaces for the public. He felt that working in green spaces should 

be like being part of a team, with everyone pulling together. It initially appeared 

that the three managers had little in common, but they all had a strong focus for 

their involvement with green spaces, albeit for varying reasons. 

 

7.4.1 Gardening, Family and Sports - Links to childhood interests 

Ken and Charles both expressed a childhood interest in gardening. However, it was 

phrased quite differently. Ken said that as a child he had been: 
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 ‘… very much interested in gardening, had a little patch in the garden . My 

first job was working at (Name) Garden Centre, at weekends…’ (p. 7/19-

20K).  

 

It was noticeable that Ken did not mention a parent or any other family members in 

his recollections about how he came to be interested in gardening. Instead, he 

talked about his own patch of garden as a child and his first weekend job at a 

gardening centre, almost as if his family had not existed. This was interesting as 

presumably someone had given or allowed him to have his ‘little patch in the 

garden’. It seemed Ken wanted to keep away from childhood recollections of family 

members, either that or perhaps for him such matters had little relevance for the 

interview.  

 

Charles on the other hand linked his interest in gardening to memories of his 

grandfather:  

 ‘… always had an interest, suppose because of my grand-dad.’ (p. 1/6-7C).  

 

Charles did not give any further details of what had interested him about his 

Grandfather’s gardening activities. What became apparent was that for Charles, his 

early links to gardening were links to a relationship, rather than say a link to plants 

or particular gardening techniques.  

 

Unlike Charles and Ken’s childhood interest in gardening, Brian’s childhood interest 

had been in: 

 

 ‘… lots of sporting activities, football and rugby, obviously you play on the 

grass (pause) and mud.’ (p. 2/5-6B).    

 

Brian’s childhood interest in sports, rather than gardening, set his initial interest in 

the sector at a distance from Ken and Charles’s experiences.  Highlighting that parks 

and green spaces are of interest to different people for different reasons. Brian 
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cleverly highlighted both that sports and team work were important to him from an 

early age and that there is more to the sector than gardening. For example, ‘Fine 

turf’ sports pitch maintenance is a multi-million pound industry.  

 

However Brian, through reference to grass and mud, seemed to be indicating that 

he often found himself very close to the earthy realities of the sports that he 

played. It seemed that the pitches he played on in his youth were most likely to 

have been ‘municipal’ pitches, not high quality sports fields. 

 

7.4.2 Plants, Projects, People, Protection and Puzzles - Site based work: 

Ken viewed his site based work as revolving around plants and horticulture, work 

worth doing for its own sake and interest. He did mention that when he had carried 

out horticultural or ‘grounds’ work for a major visitor attraction, it had a positive 

impact for visitors, but this came across almost as if he felt he needed to justify this:  

 

‘… we were very successful and you know um out of the visitor surveys that 

were carried out, how the grounds looked was very important to visitors and 

you know it wasn’t a (name of major visitor attraction) or (name of another 

major visitor attraction) where you know, those sort of standards are second 

place, the horticultural standards were very much important and it is seen as 

a park within a park within (the wider heritage area).’ (p. 3/24-19K).  

 

Ken seemed to see much of his work as self-contained projects with a beginning, 

middle and end. For example: 

 ‘… getting involved in the Jubilee Arboretum which, phase one had just 

about been planted but it was working on phase two and three which ran 

right round the end of the fruit field. Um, again money had been made 

available for this scheme so I worked on that, also looked after the Pinetum 

area (...) and was involved in various other projects.’ (p. 2/10-14K).   
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From this and other extracts in Ken’s interview, he seemed to have experienced 

being involved in a succession of projects as something that just happened to him, 

rather than something he had actively chosen to do. This may have been a 

consequence of working for charities, where funding tends to be given for the fixed 

length of the project work. However, Ken appeared to move on mentally from 

project to project, as if once he had ticked that box, it was time to move on both 

mentally and physically to the next task. In contrast to Ken’s experience of site-

based work, Brian’s emphasis was on how important the sites were to the local 

people: 

 

 ‘… green spaces are very important to many people for varying reasons and 

that’s what engages me, obviously there’s people like just walking dogs, I’m 

not a great dog lover myself but I see the need for that side of things, and 

other people don’t like rugby or football which I and my son do. So its horses 

for courses and there’s many, many open spaces cover a wide area, (...) 

always something new to consider as well, they are not just static they do 

evolve and change and the needs of local people do go around.’ (p. 9/11-

17B). 

 

There was a noticeable difference between the places where Ken and Brian had 

worked. These seemed to link to the difference in their approach to site work. Ken 

had worked all over the country at different gardens, whereas it appeared Brian’s 

experience was more focused on just one section of London for much of his time in 

the sector. It was as if Brian had strong roots in one geographic location, whereas 

Ken was more rooted to a desire to move on.  

At various points in their interviews, both Brian and Ken described site based 

successes and improvement works they had been involved in. They seemed to get a 

sense of achievement for this. However, unlike Brian and Ken, Charles did not 

mention any site based improvements that he had been involved with. Instead, 

Charles’s view was that:  
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‘We are here to protect the green space for the future.’ (p. 10/13C). 

 

This was an interesting phrase, suggesting that by being ‘here’ Charles was 

protecting green space. Charles’s chosen words were rather abstract at this point, 

which made what Charles said seem like something he had read in a corporate 

leaflet or a banner on an advertising hoarding. However, he seemed to be in 

earnest when he said, ‘we are here to protect the green space for the future’ 

(p.10/13C). It highlighted his focus on the general importance of protecting green 

spaces. At that point in the interview he did not say what he felt he was protecting 

the ‘green space’ from. However when he outlined an ‘interesting conundrum’ (p. 

25/12C), it appeared that his concern was that unless green space costs could be 

justified, in terms of visitor numbers per unit cost, it might be vulnerable to budget 

cuts:    

 

‘Well he’s got an apprentice that works with him, so, that’s, that’s being 

dealt with, (sneezes) that’s being dealt with, but how long that person stays, 

and interestingly, I do have a fear for things like that, because until we start, 

think deeply sometimes, until we start counting footfall and you know, 

getting more people through the doors, one day someone might turn around 

and say, all beautiful, all very nice. How much does it cost us? How many 

people come through the gates every year?’ (p. 24/4-12C).  

 

Charles’s fears for ‘the green space’ seemed to link to things that he, as a manager, 

might be expected to be doing something about. It was clear from the way that he 

spoke that he felt it was not for him to act. This brought up another conundrum, 

Charles could clearly identify a number of issues but felt powerless to take action, 

even (or perhaps because) he feared that threats for his green spaces were waiting 

just over the horizon.   This was one of several places in his interview where Charles 

seemed to be transfixed by fearful thoughts. 

When Charles was describing his ‘conundrums’, he sounded like the self employed 

consultant (the single account). Charles used the word ‘interestingly’, asked himself 
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rhetorical questions, and moved very quickly from one idea to another without 

clear links for me to follow. However, whereas Ed’s focus in the interview was on 

people development issues, Charles’s focus was more to do with his green space 

sites. During the interview Charles gave examples of four yet to be solved site 

related conundrums, but no examples of any site based achievements. This was 

very different from Ken’s and Brian’s focus on the successful site related projects 

and the results they had achieved. 

 

7.4.3 Managing in green spaces - it’s not like it should to be 

Throughout their interviews, each of the middle manager participants referred to 

frequent negative experiences of managing and being managed in the sector. They 

contrasted this with what they felt it should be like. Their experiences and views 

differed from each other, but there were some elements of commonality.  

 

Their experiences and views about managing and being managed in the sector 

reflected and reinforce their experience and view of site-based work. For example, 

Brian frequently made use of ‘team’ based language and he used sporting 

analogies. He used this when describing his experience of managing people and 

how peers and colleagues should work together. Ken on the other hand was very 

focused on his role in managing projects, with much less reference to teamwork, 

team members, peers or colleagues. Charles recounted some very negative 

previous experiences of ‘being managed’ and seemed to expect to be told what to 

do by his boss these days. He gave the impression that he did not think it wise to 

use his own initiative, simply to ‘jump’ when told to. 

 

Many years ago, when he entered the sector, Brian had soon realised that many of 

the people he worked for were soon to retire: 

 

 ‘… which was a bit unfortunate because of their wealth of experience was 

going to disappear, which put a bit of pressure on myself and another 

colleague who were sort of the new boys on the team.’ (p. 4/4-5B).  
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Brian’s positive regard for people with more experience came through in his use of 

the team metaphor, even though he indicated he felt some pressures. This was 

from a desire not to let the side down. The use of team-based language ran 

throughout Brian’s interview. He indicated for example that: 

 

 ‘I should know the team I work with to know their capabilities which I think I 

do.’ (p. 11/5-6B).  

 

Brian contrasted his own positive ‘team’ approach to managing the people, with 

what (for him) were negative experiences of working with other people at the same 

level as him: 

 

 ‘Again, I like a challenge, but again, I don’t want to be having the challenge, 

with my own team, or not my own team, colleagues, Again, it’s noticed not 

just by me but by all other people that there’s issues. But I mean, if we all 

worked together, it would be fantastic. And you can’t quite get beneath it to 

give it a shake to sort of find out what really the problem is. I’ve got a wealth 

of experience in certain areas and other people have got a wealth of 

experience in certain other areas. Put the two together, it would be dynamic. 

It doesn’t happen like that and it’s frustrating. Again, I think the longevity 

side of it has come into play there. People’s empires and stuff in the past. It’s 

(pause) but people are nasty.’ (p. 26/11-p. 27/10B). 

 

Brian had a strong view that working with colleagues should feel like being on the 

same team, but in his experience, it certainly was not like working in a team. He felt 

frustrated and he also seemed perplexed and offended by quite a few of the 

situations he had experienced. By his frequent use of the word ‘again’, in his 

description, it seemed that this was an ongoing issue and he certainly felt that he 

was not treated as an equal by his colleagues. Brian used the sports team metaphor 

at several other points in the interview, for example, Brian said:  
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‘I can’t see the grass roots coming through at the moment. Whether that’s a 

thing that can be done through contracting route I don’t know but I think the 

contractors say yes we’ve got apprentices in but how serious are they, I’m 

not sure. That’s talking to the ones I know. I think it would benefit them if 

they could get a team of top quality apprentices coming through. It’s like in 

football now, Alex Ferguson, had a fantastic young team coming through 

from nowhere, but he’s struggling now with it because they had all got older 

and he had not replaced them at the ground level, so the fantastic players he 

had have gone. It’s like I feel we are in this business, we have people coming 

in who think they can do it. They talk the talk in certain areas but the 

performance isn’t there in certain areas.’ (p. 11/21-p. 17/4B). 

 

From this, it appeared that Brian viewed grounds maintenance contracting 

organisations as potentially part of the sector’s team. However, Brian did not seem 

sure that he could take what they said about developing young talent through 

apprenticeships at face value, even though he wanted to. His slight scepticism 

seemed at odds with his previous positive ‘team talk’. It was as if he had switched 

off the positive imagery of the ‘team manager’, and put on the mantle of a ‘sports 

commentator’, analysing (or criticising) from the sidelines. I was left wondering if 

this happened in his work as well as in the interview.  If so, Brian’s image of himself 

as ‘a good team manager’ and other managers as ‘not good team players’ might 

not be how others saw it. But, from Brian’s perspective, he knew he was a better 

team player, and perhaps a better manager, than his colleagues. 

 

Ken’s focus on managing and completing successful projects, rather than managing 

teams, featured strongly in descriptions of his work as a manager. This was 

emphasised while Ken was working at a major visitor attraction: 

 

 ‘So I was there for a little while doing landscaping, I was getting involved in 

landscaping and landscape improvements around new attractions and you 

know they went very well and so I was asked then you know, if you’ve got a 
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bit of an understanding of project management, maybe you could do some 

additional projects, and some retail, there was a couple of shops and an ice 

cream parlour. So I got involved in doing those, they worked very 

successfully.’ (p. 5/12-18K).  

 

Ken appeared to gain a great sense of achievement from managing the projects to a 

successful conclusion and over time, he had taken on more project management 

work: 

  

‘I sort of managed the whole of the team. Again, they were well established 

teams and they managed themselves to a great extent. Um, but then I was 

doing more and more project work, so it was decided that I should 

concentrate on projects and be a dedicated projects and development um 

manager. Or head of projects and development was my title, and then they 

brought in another director who would look after the rest of the facilities 

department. Keep all that sort of ticking along. So I did that for a number of 

years and got involved in all sort of different weird and wonderful projects.’ 

(p. 6/1-8K).    

 

When Ken said, ‘I sort of managed the whole team (...) but then I was doing more 

and more project work’, his focus on managing projects rather than managing 

people was very clearly highlighted. Later Ken said he thought of himself as: 

 

‘… the sort of person who can make things happen, um and will you know 

persevere, persevere, yes you know, in an organisation such as this, you 

know there are various channels you know that it needs to take, and 

sometimes you know it tends to run out of steam or gets blocked. Because 

somebody’s working on that and until they’ve finished working on it, it won’t 

move any further forward. So you know, if I’m tasked with something, you 

know, I like to see it all the way through and if I hit a dead end in one route, I 

will see what other routes are available. I’ll make sure it all follows the 
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correct protocol, (...) but you know, get what we want at the end of the day.’ 

(p. 15/19-p. 16/8K).    

 

So, although Brian saw himself as a good team manager, Ken saw himself more as a 

star performer, someone who could get things done that others could not. Charles 

seemed quite guarded when speaking about his current work as a manager.  

 

He did however recount his experience of working for a ‘very authoritarian’ (p. 

8/11C) manager some years ago at his present council, who ‘ruled with an iron 

glove’ (p. 7/3C).  Charles and colleagues appeared to have shared gallows humour 

camaraderie, for example empathising with each other when someone was called 

into a room by the manager: 

  

‘… as he was marching, everyone would be offering people books to stick 

down their trousers.’ (p. 8/14-16C).  

 

I wondered whether Charles’ rather unenthusiastic, half-hearted descriptions of his 

work as a manager were a result of this unpleasant experience. The analysis of the 

whole of Charles’s interview transcript highlighted his sense of doing what others 

told him to do at work and expecting management to ‘push’ (p. 4/7C) him to 

develop. This appeared to be fundamental to his way of approaching work and not 

just a response to the ex-boss he came across, whose style was ‘shouting and 

ranting’ (p. 9/4C).  

 

7.4.4 Conclusion of Super-Ordinate Theme MM1: That’s what engages me – green 

spaces are very important to people for varying reasons 

It was interesting to note how differently the work focus of each of the three 

managers came across, one very project focused, one very team focused and the 

other seeing work as a fearful series of conundrums.  
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On the surface, there appeared to be little in common between the ways these 

three middle managers looked at their work, even though they were in similar 

roles. Ken appeared focused on personal success, in the same way he focused on 

achieving success in projects he undertook. Charles seemed somewhat puzzled and 

fearful. Brian felt that work should be like being part of a team, but in his 

experience that was not how it actually felt working at his local authority. It 

appeared that he was affronted by this. However, underneath the differing focus of 

each of the managers, it was clear they were all strongly engaged with their work. 

Managing in green spaces was important to them for varying reasons. 

 

7.5 Super-Ordinate Theme MM2: Working my way up in dead men’s shoes - 

pursuing job progression and promotion 

Perhaps it would be expected that the people I interviewed would make use of the 

word ‘career’ in their interviews as the briefing sheet for potential participants in 

my study (Appendix 3) included the following prompt: 

 

‘Have you experienced any particular professional, personal or managerial 

development issues during your career that you would like to tell me about?’  

 

However, it was noticeable that Charles did not use the word ‘career’ at any point 

in his interview. He did speak of moving into a supervisory role after his 

apprenticeship and of other situations in which his role had changed. He described 

most of these changes as if he had not taken an active role in the process. He had 

no regrets, but felt his managers should have pushed him more to progress. 

 

Ken’s clearly structured descriptions of his experiences of working to progress his 

career made it very obvious that he had actively taken steps to overcome the 

barriers he saw that stood in the way of progression and promotion. This included 

moving home, job and sector on more than one occasion. It also seemed to include 

putting a retrospective ‘positive spin’ on some of the circumstances he had been in.  
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In contrast, although the overall account of Brian’s career progression endeavours 

had a similar sense of progression, this was frequently punctuated with descriptions 

of what had seemed to be insurmountable barriers, placed in his way by managers, 

colleagues or councils.  

 

Overall, the managers’ experiences of issues related to career progression, job 

progression and promotion seemed to be of being in environments in which the 

participants felt it was very hard, but not impossible to progress. It was as if they 

were working their way up in dead men’s shoes.  

 

7.5.1 Dead men’s shoes 

One of the clearest descriptions of what it was like for a participant to try to ‘get on’ 

in the sector was given by Ken’s observations about his first place of employment:  

 

 ‘I started at (well known) Gardens; I was employed as a charge hand. They 

had a very sort of traditional type of management structure, so you had your 

work force, then you had a charge hand, then a foreman, then a 

superintendent, and then a curator, um and a, a director. Um so I came in as 

a charge hand, I was the youngest charge hand, I was like 21 I think at the 

time, so I was a very young charge hand, and sort of worked my way up.  

 

But then you think, if I want to be a foreman, you know, that chaps got that 

job, so unless he’s going to leave. And the working environment, at 

somewhere like (that), probably the same at some of the (historic sites) is 

that people are there, are there for their, for their life basically, so do you 

just wait basically for that person either to retire, or you know get promoted 

themselves. And what is that timescale, um so you know, sort of hungry for a 

bit of, you have ambition, you want to sort of progress, that’s a quite 

difficult route to take.  Um in some organisations you can sort of leapfrog it 

quite quickly, but somewhere like (well-known) Gardens, people have got 

houses, tied houses with the job, so why would they move. They’ve got 
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everything that you know, they need. So unless they are sacked or pass 

away, it’s very unlikely you are going to get their job.’ (p. 9/14-p. 10/10K).  

 

Ken’s account showed that soon after he started working in his first permanent job 

in the sector, at the age of 21, he had realised that if he stayed where he was, he 

might not be able to progress much further This was even though he had done well 

to get the role as a charge hand. He put this down to the rigid hierarchical 

management structure where he had worked, along with the fact that supervisory 

and management posts came with ‘tied’ houses. It appeared that although the ‘tie’ 

might be viewed positively by those who had already gained a senior position, for 

Ken it created a barrier. He felt that senior staff were unlikely to move and so more 

senior posts would not become available for Ken, who was hungry with ambition.  

Brian had also had a feeling that he had been in danger of being stuck in the first 

role he got in the sector. He expressed this graphically by saying: 

 

  ‘I was waiting for dead men’s shoes.’ (p. 10/4B). 

 

There was a slight, but noticeable, difference between Ken and Brian’s description 

of the situation they both found themselves in so early on. From Ken’s account, he 

seemed to have been calculating options and timescales for advancement, whereas 

Brian’s account painted a picture of someone equally aware blockages but taking a 

less active, perhaps less calculating stance. Unlike Ken, who felt traditional 

structures at the historic site where he worked were the cause of the lack of 

opportunities for advancement, Brian felt that he had been actively ‘held back’ (p. 

10/6) by his first manager who was  ‘suspicious of people’s motives when wanting 

to improve and develop’ (p. 10/8-9B).  

 

Brian offered an early experience of asking his (then) boss for more work to show 

what it had been like at the time:  
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‘… the next minute, I was totally engulfed so I could not actually do, deliver 

the work that had been given to me. Then I was criticised for not doing it. I 

was actually thinking I’ve got a bit of spare capacity here, just give me a few 

more – not saying I want their job or anything like that just give me a bit 

more to do, engage me because I find if I do not have enough to do I switch 

off and I like to have the opportunity to move forward with things.’ (p. 

10/10-16). 

 

From the way Brian described this incident, he seemed still quite taken aback and 

affronted by the way his enthusiastic and constructive request for extra work had 

been treated by his manager.  He had been keen to move things (and himself) 

forward but had been knocked down and held back by the manager. Brian indicated 

it ‘really put a spanner in my works when that came across’ (p. 12/1-2B).  

It was noticeable that Brian used the image of a ‘spanner in my works’ of a machine 

to get across his feeling that his plans for personal progress had been sabotaged by 

his manager, rather than his more usual use of sporting metaphors. Brian’s view 

might have been that progression should work as smoothly and predictably as 

clockwork. Perhaps this meant he could not comprehend how to easily ‘move 

things forward’ when he was jolted by the realisation that the style and concerns of 

his manager were going to affect his opportunities.    

 

7.5.2 ‘Sort of’ careers: 

Ken described himself as having a ‘career history’ (p. 1/2K) and then chronicled a 

series of job moves at a succession of prestigious locations, undertaken with at 

least one eye on advancement. But, when Brian used the word ‘career’, he did not 

link it to himself, instead he used it to describe the much more knowledgeable 

people he had worked with had been when he started in the sector:  

 

‘They’d been sort of charge hands, apprentices, charge hands, worked their 

way through the whole of the system but they seemed to be on the final end 

of their careers sort of thing when they’d swung into it, which was really 
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really good for me because I could learn a lot from them, um because they 

were quite knowledgeable chaps, they’d forgotten more than I’ll ever know’, 

(p. 2/15 -20B). 

 

Brian was positive about the fact that the people he had first worked with had 

worked their way through a range of roles in the sector. So, these were people he 

could learn from now that they were at the end of their careers. However, there 

was an equivocal undertone in what Brian said and how he said it. It was as if he 

was not quite sure if the word ‘career’ technically applied to the working lives of 

these people.  He did however seem to equate ‘career’ with ‘knowledge’, not only 

when speaking about the people who he had learnt from when he first entered the 

sector, but also when speaking about a member of his team. This person had asked 

him for permission to attend short courses to ‘fill in these small gaps that she’s got 

in her career’ (p. 22/4-5B). It seemed that ‘career’ conjured up positive images of 

knowledge acquisition by others, but it was not a word he applied to himself in a 

positive way during the interview. 

Charles did not use the word ‘career’ at all in his interview. However, he described 

moving to more senior roles after his apprenticeship ended. He portrayed this in an 

understated way, as if it happened without much intent on his part:  

 

 ‘(I) started to focus on cemeteries because I was based at a cemetery. Took 

on a, what did they call it in those days, a (pause) charge-handship. Then 

they got rid of the foreman, through natural wastage as it were. He moved 

on and I took that role. So I was running the grounds at the cemetery and 

the crematorium and dealing with burials etc.’ (pg2/8-15C).  

 

Reading between the lines, it seemed Charles felt that there was more going on 

than simple ‘natural wastage’ in the council’s actions that led to his first 

supervisory appointment, but did not want to dwell on this. In contrast to Charles’ 

quite passive description of how he came to his first supervisory position, he 
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described himself as having an active role in the process of moving to another 

council: 

 

 ‘I then saw another job and moved on to another authority.’ (p. 3/16-17C).  

 

There appeared to be a positive choice on Charles’ behalf to specialise in 

cemeteries work, perhaps even cemeteries management. He did not give job titles 

and spoke in a low key way when talking about the roles he had undertaken: 

 

 ‘… looking after the cemeteries but because of my background, then things 

widened, and widened. And you know, I was getting involved in different 

things and then things came up, sort of progressed and re-diversified into 

parks and started to do some parks management bits. Then from the (pause) 

it just went over to managing all the parks and then to the current area 

bases’, (p. 3/4-12C).  

 

Charles’s experience of job changes came across as if he felt that most of the time 

someone other than himself was the active force in these job changes. It seemed 

from the role changes that Charles described that he had taken steps to progress, 

however for some reason he either did not see this, or did not want to present it as 

something he had set out to do.  

 

7.5.3 Barriers or opportunities – steps, doors, junctions on the path 

Ken and Brian described taking active steps to overcome barriers they had 

encountered as they tried to advance in the sector. Ken appeared to be still using 

such approaches to help advance his career but Brian was now unclear what his 

next steps should be. Brian tried to explain: 

 

 ‘It’s sort of one of those things, I’m finding it, from my point of view now, 

that to take my sort of next step, I know it’s not about me this, but in the 

business, it’s very hard to find out where you do that. It’s not clear that if you 
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go down here you could do that and it would open those doors, not that its 

wanting to open doors but just to sort of have a wider feel for that as well 

but  at a slightly different level from what I’m operating at.’ (p. 14/21 – p. 

15/4B.) 

 

Brian seemed to feel awkward saying this and his metaphors were rather mixed. On 

the one hand, he seemed to want to find out how to ‘take the next step’. At the 

same time he indicated he did not necessarily want to go where that might lead. 

However, he did want to have a feel for what ‘it’ (a job?) might involve at a slightly 

different (presumably higher) level. It was a little difficult for me to grasp what he 

wanted to say. Just before he broached this subject, he was speaking about people 

who were working as directors in contracting organisations who had started out as 

tractor drivers.  

 

It appeared that Brian felt he too should be able to move to a higher-level role. On 

one hand he wanted to progress, but on another, he was not sure he would actually 

want to make the move. This seemed to leave him feeling uncertain as to what to 

do, or even whether to broach the subject.    

 

Brian’s hesitancy about possible future steps to advancement was very different  

from the way Ken described navigating through issues he had felt he needed to 

overcome in order to advance his career. For example, he said that early on in his 

career he had: 

 

‘… got to that sort of junction in your career where you think well, where do 

you actually, you know, which route do you take, do you stay, on the tools as 

it were, and you know work up the career path that way, or do you sort of 

get further qualifications and sort of seek managerial positions through that 

particular route.’ (p. 2/18-22K). 
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Ken spoke analytically and unemotionally. Through a judicious use of ‘you’ rather 

than ‘I’ at this point in his interview, Ken portrayed the potential blockage he had 

identified as if it were someone else’s situation he was describing. Perhaps this in 

itself was a technique Ken used to avoid becoming blocked. Brian described a 

similar past situation using much more emotive language:  

 

‘… my future I felt was quite bleak, at CCT (compulsory competitive 

tendering), bit upsetting because obviously keen and eager to do things, um 

had to get more experience so the only option for me I felt at that stage was 

to move out, out of the comfort zone possibly of the local authority, to gain 

experience with the contractors, um, which I did.’ (p. 5/7-11B).  

 

Brian’s words were more negative than Ken’s and his use of the phrase ‘comfort 

zone’ suggested that for him, moving on or switching organisations was not an easy 

thing to do.  This strongly contrasted with Ken’s account of his own experience of 

frequently moving location, job, organisation and sectors. Ken did not appear to be 

uncomfortable with these more frequent changes or to see it as odd or unusual. His 

account gave clear indications that he had worked hard to gain in-depth 

horticultural knowledge and experience, and that he had travelled from one end of 

the country to the other to achieve this.  

 

Ken portrayed all of his moves in a positive light. He swiftly moved on from difficult 

moments and kept up a positive impression of each change in his circumstances. 

For example, after completing his advanced horticultural qualifications he had 

agreed to help out a friend who had a new horticultural business in London. He 

indicated he had: 

 

 ‘… just got married at that stage and the work I was doing, I sometimes had 

to be at market, Covent Garden at sort of four o’clock in the morning, 

helping with the cut flowers and then doing the landscaping side, working 

quite late and that was a sort of pressure on our personal life. So although I 
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really enjoyed the work, I felt it was difficult to balance both home and work 

at the same time.’ (p. 4/7-12K).  

 

This seems to have been a turning point at which Ken’s previous single-minded 

focus on securing career-advancing placements, irrespective of location was 

tempered with a decision to try to secure roles that were compatible with family 

life. It was neatly explained. Ken then went on to describe how he had securing 

work as the manager of a famous historic garden. He had chosen to commute daily 

to the gardens, fifty miles from his home base, around the M25 for over five years 

rather than move or live on site. Ken’s account of an apparently charmed working 

life continued:   

 

‘… opportunity just came up working at (major outdoor visitor attraction), so 

quite a change.’ (p. 4/21-22K).  

 

I noticed that Ken put a great deal of ‘positivity’ into his account, even when times 

had been tough. For example rather than giving much attention to a time where it 

appeared there was the possibility he would lose his job at the outdoor visitor 

attraction, Ken simply said ‘the future was a little bit uncertain’ (p. 6/19K) and that:  

 

 ‘I got successful with an opportunity at the (name of indoor visitor 

attraction) so I felt, well maybe projects is my thing.’ (p. 6/20-22K). 

 

 

This interest in project work appeared a genuine feeling, Ken said he: 

 

 ‘… really enjoyed, enjoyed that very diverse work and all sorts of weird and 

wonderful things were coming my way, um but I missed horticulture.’                    

(p. 7/16-17K). 
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He found a way to make links between the things he had done and emphasised 

pleasure, enjoyment and achievement at almost every turn. He also highlighted his 

strong horticultural grounding at several points.   

 

Ken clearly portrayed a ‘self-promotion’ ability which made his many job changes 

sound very logical and part of a clear plan. His moves from one end of the country, 

and his many role changes and changes of sector did not seem out of place in his 

account, even though they ranged quite widely.   

 

Brian had used a similar approach to show that his time working for a contractor 

had been enjoyable and worthwhile. He made this sound very genuine as well as 

logical and plausible even though he indicated he had felt uncomfortable moving to 

the contractor. He subsequently found that gaining this broader experience proved: 

  

‘… very, very beneficial’ (pg6/2B) and that it gave him a ‘completely different 

outlook on what they were seeking to achieve and how they were getting to 

it.’   (p. 6/2-3B).  

 

Brian spoke very warmly about the experience he gained working for the contractor 

but had later returned to work for a local authority and that his, 

 

 ‘personal feeling is that the way the public side of things is run is maybe more 

comfortable because it’s not all the bottom line, you have got people’s feelings you 

are dealing with’ (p. 9/3-4B).  

 

He went on to elaborate that he was referring to the way contractors would just 

‘take a ladder out’ (i.e. lay people off when budgets did not make the posts viable) 

which in his experience had been how his local authority had dealt with such 

matters in the past. He did feel that this approach had now changed.  
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It appeared that Brian had perhaps not been as ‘safe’ or as ‘comfortable’ as he had 

wanted when he worked at the contractor. He explained that the long hours and 

travel working for a contractor had not fitted well with his family life. However, he 

retained an empathy with contractors, and showed he had valued the insights he 

had gained from his time working with the contractor by saying: 

 

 ‘I believe you can only do this role and improve green space if you have the 

necessary experience on both sides.’ (p. 8/22-23B).  

 

Brian promoted the importance of experience with both contractors and councils as 

his own view or belief. This was said as if he has a strong suspicion that other 

people did not hold the same view. It felt as though he needed to justify to others 

(or himself) the time he had spent working ‘outside’ a local authority.   

 

While Ken appeared able to portray almost any aspect of his rather diverse career 

history as logical and positive, Brian seemed to experience some difficulty 

portraying his less complex career history in a similarly logical and positive manner. 

Ken promoted his return to the sector as being linked to his love of horticulture,  

 

Brian promoted his return to his local authority as being linked to his conviction 

that his work as a manger should not just be about ‘the bottom line’. Brian seemed 

not to know what the next step for him would be like, whereas Ken seemed to have 

every confidence that when he needed a new ‘opportunity’, it would appear.  

 

 

7.5.4 Conclusion of Super-ordinate Theme MM2 - Working my way up in dead 

men’s shoes – pursuing job progression and promotion 

The three middle managers appeared to have differing experiences related to 

career advancement, job progression and promotion. Both Ken and Brian appeared 

to have expected, and wanted, to progress through promotion into more senior 

roles. Ken’s experience was described as a series of logical steps that he had taken 
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or which had come his way. Brian on the other hand experienced blockages and his 

manager had held him back, never the less he had persevered. Brian was on a path 

that was not clear to him. Ken’s path was clear and always moved him forward. 

Charles described a more passive approach to job changes and although he 

described having been promoted, he portrayed this as though this had happened by 

chance or through circumstances not of his own making.  

 

7.6 Super-Ordinate Theme MM3 - Shock - Experiencing Unexpected, 

Uncontrollable Criticism 

All three managers expressed concerns about situations where their work being 

strongly criticised by people in powerful positions at their local authorities. The 

criticisms had been delivered by their managers or directors. Two of the 

participants considered that the negativity had been initiated by senior politicians 

at their respective local authorities, who had not raised the criticisms directly with 

the individuals themselves.  

 

7.6.1 Shock 

Ken had been working at his first local authority for around 18 months when I 

interviewed him. It was his first experience of working directly for a local authority 

and some aspects of the work had come as a shock: 

 

 ‘Certainly (parks improvements programme) and the experiences relating to 

that, have been a real shock to me and a real eye opener. I think, certainly 

throughout my whole career I have not come across a situation where we’ve 

had so many people that have questioned what you’ve done. Criticised to 

some degree what you’ve done. I’ve never, never experienced that.’ (p. 

11/15-20K) 

 

‘So that has been a bit of a shock and how to respond to that. I’ve felt a little 

bit (pause) awkward about I suppose because I’ve not come across before. 

You know, um, I wouldn’t say everything has always been positive, and 
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everyone has always said nice things but um, to deal with one project or one 

situation where you get that sort of ribbon of (intake of breath) criticism and 

concern. (pause) So that has been a bit of a shock.’ (p. 11/26-32K). 

 

Ken phrased his concerns carefully, maintaining a calm positive image but even so 

the phrase ‘that sort of ribbon of (intake of breath) criticism and concern’ provided 

a graphic image on the unpleasantness he had encountered at the council where he 

now worked. The feelings were amplified by his quietly expressed, unemotional 

statement that as he had never come across such a situation before it had been ‘a 

bit of a shock’.     

 

To help him understand this situation, he planned to check out with someone at 

another local authority whether: 

 

 ‘… he has had the same sort of experiences.’ (p. 12/4K). 

 

This plan seemed to be similar to Ken’s way of handling other issues in the past, 

such as the potential blockages to his progression he had encountered. He was 

going to plan ahead, calmly and constructively explore his options. He was looking 

to quickly learn how to handle this type of situation:  

 

‘… so once, and I think that’s the bit that obviously I’m sort, that area I’m 

sort of learning quite quickly is that complexity around how you deal with 

those sort of situations that have not come around before and making sure 

that you know, my team are well protected, yeah, are fully supported make 

sure that we are not you know criticised for um not doing what we should be 

doing.’ (p. 12/18-23K). 

 

This was one of the few times that Ken referred to his staff. He seemed to think 

that somehow he had not supported them sufficiently to protect them from the 
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criticisms. Perhaps in tune with his task/project focus, he felt that he and the team 

had brought the criticism on themselves. 

 

Towards the end of Brian’s interview, he also mentioned what appeared to be 

experience of undeserved criticism, delivered by another department’s director, 

apparently on behalf of the council’s leader: 

 

 ‘I can’t believe how that’s all gone. I’m shocked to be honest.’ (p. 28/16-

20B).  

 

Brian not only said he felt shocked, he also looked shocked. He did indeed look like 

a small school child who had been shouted at and vehemently criticised by his head 

teacher, then made to stand in the corridor for all to see. It was as if he had been 

physically shaken by his encounter with the director.  

 

It appeared particularly hard for Brian to handle because technically the director 

had no jurisdiction over him. His own director was on leave, there was a vacuum 

and he had been pulled into it.  Because of the intervention from the council 

Leader, Brian had been told to attend the planned meeting with residents, but to 

make major changes to the content of the meeting. Brain indicated he found this 

uncomfortable: 

 

 ‘… obviously from my point of view, going cold to a situation is a bit maybe 

out of my comfort zone.’ (p. 34/11B). 

 

However he planned to go to the event and would ‘take stock’ (p. 34/17B).  

 

He seemed totally at a loss as to how to handle the meeting with residents that 

evening, but was doing his best to put a brave face on it. I felt for him, wondered 

how the event would go and tried to guess what would happen to him the following 

day, but there was no way of telling. It seemed the usually straightforward ways of 
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working that Brian had been used to had evaporated because of his Council 

Leader’s personal and sudden takeover of his team’s work. 

7.6.2 Keeping quiet and getting on with it: 

Charles description of how he had tried to cope when working for a ‘very 

authoritarian’ (p. 8/11C) manager made it clear that this had been a very 

unpleasant period of time. When other people had been so affected, they had 

taken sick leave due to stress. From Charles’s description of the situation, it seem 

that there had not been much that Charles could do about the situation other than 

be quiet, keep his head down and give the manager what he wanted. It seemed to 

have been a dispiriting, sapping, even soul-destroying period of time. Charles had 

courageously worked through this and handled it well but the experience appeared 

to have significantly affected how he now worked. It made him cautious and 

somewhat secretive:  

 

‘If he wanted something, he’d want it (clicks fingers) then. And (pause) I, I 

can’t describe it, he just (pause) he was archaic (laughs). Honestly it was 

archaic, it was just (pause), I mean, I just got on in the end (laughs) kept out 

of the way and done what he wanted. And (pause) it did affect me, you 

know, (pause) I didn’t go off, like other people did.’ (p. 7/7-13C). 

 

It seemed the way that the manager treated people had resulted in some of 

Charles’ colleagues taking sick leave, perhaps at least in part because the ‘archaic’ 

manager gave people ‘verbal rollickings’ (p. 8/18C). This seemed a rather polite way 

for Charles to describe what he had experienced.  Charles then indicated that: 

 

 ‘I wouldn’t say verbal abuse or anything like that, you know, it was just 

bollockings, whether they were “just” or not, who knows, but that was his 

style and he had a style where shouting and ranting (pause)… ’ (p. 9/1-4C).  

 

Hearing this, I was left wondering what it would have taken for Charles to feel the 

manager was verbally abusing people.  He seemed to be making excuses for the 
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‘archaic’ manager and seemed to have been personally affected by the way he and 

other people had been treated. I was taken aback when Charles explained that the 

room we were in for the interview had been referred to as the ‘archaic’ manager’s 

‘wee room’, the very room where many of the ‘rollickings’ had taken place. Charles 

explained: 

 

 ‘… he was Youth (pause) it was one of these, ‘Youth and Leisure’ and then he 

took over the heading up of the service and put his stamp on it and his 

stamp was, he was very authoritarian. (pause) and this is why, it is called the 

‘wee room’ (location where interview was taking place), because, you know, 

“WEE ROOM!” (said loudly in a gruff Scottish accent) (laughs) everyone, as 

he was marching, everyone would be offering people books to stick down 

their trousers, you know.’  (p. 9/ 15-6C). 

 

The room we were in suddenly seemed a very insensitive place for the Charles’ 

interview to have been scheduled, even though it appeared the incident had taken 

place some years previously. The council’s organisational memory appeared to have 

moved on, but the unpleasant memories seemed very much alive for Charles, as if 

he were still there - like shell shock. I wondered whether to suggest we try to move 

room but decided, as Charles clearly lived with the memories every day in his 

workplace, it was better to not make an issue out of Charles’s revelations, but 

instead just allow the conversation to move on naturally.  

 

Charles indicated that a colleague of his, who he indicated had a reputation for 

being very laid back: 

 

 ‘… was off with stress, now to get him to the stage where he goes off, that 

will tell you what the (pause) regime was like. It was tough, but like I say, if 

you (pause) if you did your job, yeah, you’d get a rollicking now and then but 

you just got on and did your job and as long as you delivered...’ (p. 7/18-

pg8/5C). 



187 

 

The way Charles let his sentence trail away into silence seemed to imply that for 

some people who had not ‘got on with their job and delivered’ in the face of the 

‘rollicking’, that their the future had not turned out as it had for Charles. I began to 

get a picture of Charles doing what it took to survive, one way or the other, while 

seeing the adverse impact on some of his colleagues who for one reason or another 

had not ‘delivered’. The trigger for at least some of the turmoil and unpleasantness 

of that time seemed, at least in part, related to the council’s decision to move 

council services into Trusts:  

 

‘But yeah, they looked at a er, we jokingly called it “(name of ex-manager) 

Leisure Ltd”, which was going to be a Trust. So they were looking at Trusts 

and then moving staff out into Trusts and then that all got shot, and then 

the SSR (Strategic Site Review) came up as a pool after that. And we all know 

about (name of site) you know, (clears throat), and...(pause), difficult times. 

We are here to protect the green space for the future, council can’t afford to 

do anything without selling some, to pay for some. So yeah, it was difficult 

times, but the new products are good, it’s just that we’ve lost green space in 

the process.’ (p. 10/14-pg11/7C). 

 

It felt as though Charles had perhaps initially resisted the plans to sell off some 

green spaces but then realised his job was at risk if he did not shut up and just ‘toe 

the line’. This appeared to perhaps be one of the reasons for his apparently passive 

approach to career progression, as outlined in section 7.5.2, ‘sort of careers’.  

 

 Charles indicated that when he had been moved to a new directorate as a result of 

a subsequent restructure, his new manager said she had noticed that Charles had: 

 

 ‘… never, like, in meetings or anything like, slagged (the archaic manager) 

off or, belittled him or anything like that. There was a comment made that, it 

had been noticed that they knew what he was like but I had not thrown that 

in the pan.’     (p. 9/14-18C).  
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Charles said this in a way which indicated he felt his new manager had been 

praising him for the approach he had taken. He was also making it clear to me that 

he could have made trouble for the archaic manager by ‘throwing it in the pan’, and 

it had been his choice not to have done this. It seemed Charles had been in a classic  

double bind - knowing that to speak out about what appeared to be very 

inappropriate behaviour from the ‘archaic’ manager could have jeopardised his 

future at the council.  His use of the phrase ‘throwing it in the pan’ seemed similar 

to the phrase people sometime use to describe someone’s career ‘going down the 

pan’. I got the impression that if Charles had decided to make a complaint about 

the behaviour of his ‘archaic’ boss, it might have been Charles’s career (or health) 

that would have ‘gone down the pan’. 

 

Having shared his experiences of working for his archaic manager, Charles moved 

lightly on: 

  

‘So many managers, they are all different, whether it’s name (of a previous 

manager), name of (archaic manager), everyone has a job and (archaic 

manager) just had a particular way of dealing with it.’ (p. 6/14-17C). 

 

Charles was making it clear that he held no grudges against the ‘archaic’ manager. 

Charles had seen many managers come and go and endeavoured to adapt to each 

one. He also appeared to feel that all the managers he had worked for were only 

doing the job they had been hired to do. It would be wrong to blame them for their 

actions or behaviours. My impression of Charles changed from seeing him as a little 

apathetic. I now saw him more like a battle hardened veteran of several conflicts; 

who had seen many unpleasant things, but realised in times of conflict people do 

things they may not otherwise have done. In Charles’s experience, keeping quiet 

and ‘getting on with it’ when faced with adversity at work was the sensible course 

of action to take, at least at the local authority where he worked.  

 



189 

 

7.6.3 Conclusion of Super-Ordinate Theme MM3: Shock - Experiencing Unexpected, 

Uncontrollable Criticism 

All three participants recounted a number of situations when they were exposed to 

strong unexpected and uncontrollable criticism, delivered by senior managers. 

Sometimes this resulted in the recipient feeling like a child being chastised or told 

off by an adult. Sometimes it led to the recipient deciding to quietly lick their 

wounds and put a brave face on it in their work place. In its most extreme form it 

appeared to have a significant impact on the individual who had been exposed to 

the ‘ribbon of abuse’. They had all endeavoured to keep quiet and to carry on as if 

nothing had happened, but they appeared to remain perplexed and affected by 

these experiences. There seemed nowhere for them to take their concerns in their 

workplaces, without the risk of exposure and further criticism.  

 

7.7 Super-Ordinate Theme MM4: The Ways I Like to Learn 

A range of expectations and experiences of learning were described by the three 

middle managers I interviewed. These included an appreciation of a structured and 

practical grounding in horticulture (Ken and Charles) and a strong drive to learn 

(Ken and Brian). Ken preferred to learn by ‘seeing what is going to be useful’.  

 

Ken was the only person to speak to any significant extent on issues related to 

management development, indicating that in his view, the way someone managed 

was mainly down to their personality. There were times that he had noticed ‘good 

bits’ from how his previous managers worked and had incorporated some of this 

into his own style. However, he said he did not really consciously focus on this to 

any great degree. Brian indicated that he could not identify the steps that he 

needed to take to develop further and Charles indicated that he felt someone ought 

to push him to develop.  

 

7.7.1 Appreciating a structured, practical grounding in horticulture 

Ken and Charles’s first jobs in the sector included day release to achieve a 

horticultural qualification. Charles was ‘happy’ (p. 3/15C) to have done ‘a proper 
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apprenticeship’ (p. 5/12-15C) that incorporated structured work experience in ‘all 

the different elements’ (p. 5/14C):  

 

‘As an apprentice then, you would do your day release, you work at home, 

i.e. your home work in the evening, and then you’d have four days on the 

tools. And that went from working in the office, the parks office, to working 

on trees, working on grounds maintenance gangs doing standard stuff, 

working in the nursery, we had a full working nursery. (...) also arboricultural 

section, so we did tree work. So we did the whole scope of everything, you go 

on the schools gang, fine turf gangs. So we did all that.’ (p. 1/14-p. 2/6C).  

 

This reminded me of Ed (the self employed consultant) who had explained that he 

had experienced all the aspects of work involved in parks as an apprentice and so 

was well placed to manage parks departments and understand the issues facing 

staff who carried out the practical work. However, Charles seemed to have enjoyed 

the work, while Ed appeared to be more focused on its use as background 

knowledge for his future work. Charles spoke positively of the Institute of Leisure 

and Amenity Management (ILAM) Diploma which used to be ‘very, very structured’ 

(p. 4/11C), but also indicated that he had not undertaken that qualification. It 

appeared he appreciated structure in learning. 

 

Ken’s description of gaining his initial horticultural certificate was brief, but he did 

indicate that it was run: 

 

 ‘… with instructors based at “(well known) Gardens” and living on site. So 

you spent four days working, one day doing City and Guilds at Treetop 

College.’ (p. 1/5-6K).  

 

Ken had experienced a structured pattern to his initial learning within the sector 

which included a regular pattern of onsite practical training on the tools, under the 

guidance of instructors and a weekly day release program covering theory at a 
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college. Later, he had ‘jumped at the chance’ (p. 3/3K) to obtain his advanced 

horticultural diploma at a well-regarded botanic garden: 

 

 ‘(at) Grand City, the way that the syllabus is worked out, you are spending 

four days actually working in the garden and then one day, you are in doing 

study. Plus obviously your evenings are taken up making sure all your other 

bits of studying are done. Um whereas at Famous Gardens, it’s sort of 

blocks, you are working in the garden for a block and then you are studying 

for a block. And feeling that I’d sort of come out of formal education to get 

back into it, I thought that I might struggle a little bit. You know working 

outdoors and then going back in doors studying, it might be a bit tricky for 

me. Um you have to get a lot of self discipline into that. So the Grand City 

syllabus seemed to be more ideal.’ (p. 10/21-p. 11/9K). 

 

Ken clearly had a strong preference for day release, rather than a term-by-term 

block release (sandwich course) structure, such as the course he decided against. 

He put his preference down to needing to have less self-discipline under a day 

release structure, than the block release. But it also appeared that he related block 

release with going back to formal education and that he might struggle with that. 

This was one of very few references to formal (school) education made by the 

middle managers. It was as if most had blanked out their school days, or perhaps 

felt they were irrelevant for the interview with me or his work in the sector. 

 

Brian indicated that when he first moved to the sector, he had appreciated working 

with people who in the past had been apprenticeship instructors at his council 

because, ‘I could learn a lot from them’ (P. 2/19B). However, he had not had the 

opportunity to do a City and Guilds qualification in horticulture, nor had he 

undertaken an apprenticeship. His learning was more ad-hock and as shown below 

in section 7.7.2, Brian felt he had missed out as a result.    
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7.7.2 An ongoing drive for learning 

Throughout their interviews, both Ken and Brian expressed an ongoing interest in 

learning and further development. For example, after a while learning on the job in 

his first role in the sector, Brian had asked to go on courses. He indicated that he 

had felt he had: 

 

 ‘… needed to expand my, develop my, background on it because I was 

obviously um, didn’t have the background in sort of qualifications wise so I 

asked to go on some various courses.’ (p. 3/4-6B).  

 

Brian took the initiative, by asking to attend courses, but there were hesitations as 

he said this. It seemed to indicate that he felt a little awkward, and it transpired 

that he had experienced a period of time when his manager had not allowed him to 

go on any courses. This seemed to have made Brian feel disadvantaged. However, 

since he had returned to his local authority he felt that: 

 

 ‘… senior management have a better understanding of their part of the 

business and that allows personal development. Which in my mind (is) very 

positive because the opportunities are there if you want to take it.’ (p. 7/7-

10B). 

 

Although Brian had felt thwarted in his earlier attempts to use courses to make up 

for his lack of a background in the sector, he had retained his desire to use courses 

and opportunities to aid his personal development. He saw courses as a means to 

develop his background knowledge, but he did not see them as an end in 

themselves.  

 

Ken also expressed a strong drive for ongoing learning, linking this to his desire to 

get on or advance:. He emphasised that his focus was on horticultural techniques 

and that: 
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 ‘I think you never stop learning and I’m always interested in advancement 

and different techniques.’ (p. 11/12-13K).  

 

His use of the phrase ‘I think you never stop learning’ suggested that Ken felt there 

was no choice about learning, it happened whether you wanted it or not. However, 

this was a good thing from Ken’s perspective. He had chosen to gain advanced 

horticultural qualifications after successfully completing his apprenticeship and 

then gaining experience in the field. He explained that he had been ‘still very 

hungry for’ more knowledge (p. 10/15K). He emphasised that he had: 

 

 ‘… wanted to learn, wanted to get bit more, you know, horticulture is of an 

interest so it’s furthering that interest, furthering that knowledge, it’s not 

just something that occupies the time as a job so hungry for that.’ (p. 10/15-

18K).  

 

Ken used the phrase ‘hungry for that’ to help emphasise that his on-going drive to 

‘further’ his horticultural knowhow was integrally linked to his personal interest in 

the subject. For Ken, learning more about horticulture was not a job requirement 

but something that sustained him, professionally and personally.   

 

7.7.3 A need to be pushed 

Unlike Ken and Brian, Charles did not seem very enthusiastic about learning or 

development. He put it differently, saying he was: 

 

‘… not the best one at pushing myself forward at all.’ (p. 3/17C).  

 

When he said this, he indicated he had ‘no regrets’ (p. 3/14C), and came across as 

somebody who was did not have a personal, inner drive for learning or further 

qualifications: 
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‘There isn’t a (pause) a development path that manifests itself, once you are 

in the working side of things. It’s like, “yes you can do a course” but there 

isn’t, unless you go out and find something, there isn’t actually, something 

that pulls you through. And there was no need or push to do well, go on and 

do an HND in them days or, you know, whatever you could have done, but 

there was no, sort of management push.’ (p. 3/18-p. 4/7C). 

 

Perhaps having enjoyed his structured apprenticeship and its approach to learning 

and development, he had expected that any future requirements would be handled 

the same way in the sector. And, when it came to technical job requirements, his 

expectation came true when he moved into cemeteries work:  

 

‘… started to specialise in cemeteries and that’s when I started to do the, 

(the then), Institute of Burials and Crematorium Administration exams, um 

on layout and management of cemeteries etc. So I did those and focused on 

those.’(p. 2/19-p. 3/3C).  

 

So Charles could learn and achieve qualifications when this was required for the 

role that he was in. However, as there was not requirement or ‘push’ to undertake 

an HND, he did not see the need to put himself through the course. It seemed the 

structured, ‘required’ nature of his initial apprenticeship and the cemeteries 

Institute exams had not prepared him for the absence of similar structured learning 

later on in his career. He did what he was required to do, but if no one required him 

to do something, he would not push himself.  

 

Charles gave a telling example of how he responded to being pushed; he explained 

that a previous manager had insisted that he go on a course to become a Green 

Flag judge, this had been against Charles’ wishes. Charles indicated the manager 

had: 

 



195 

 

 ‘… badgered me, (...) to become a green flag judge, (...) it was a positive 

experience.’    (p. 13/13-p. 14/1C).  

 

This appeared to be a rather unusual response to being forced to attend a course, 

but from Charles’s perspective it seemed to fit in with his expectations and the 

training had been a positive outcome from his perspective, reinforcing that Charles 

found he needed others to push him forward.   

 

7.7.4 Management, Development and Staffing 

Ken was the only one of the three managers who had undertaken a DMS (Diploma 

in Management Studies). However it was not something to which he seemed to 

attach much importance: 

 

 ‘… a lot of your management style is down to your personality. I think, you 

know, as I’ve done numerous management seminars, courses, DMS is one. 

Yes you get ideas on how to manage but it’s all down to your personality, 

and um when you’ve sort of worked for other people you sort of take the 

good bits, from how people have been, you know how people have managed 

you and then that’s what you then start to develop into your own style as 

how you want to be as a manager and how to manage other people. I don’t 

really look at it too consciously.’ (p. 8/17-25K). 

 

Ken learnt by spotting things he could see that might work. He learnt by looking 

with his own eyes, this applied to learning about management as well as the 

techniques of site management. However, he felt that his and other people’s 

management styles were mostly down to personality and that it didn’t need to be 

looked at most of the time. Management courses and seminars seemed to be 

things he had been expected to do, or which he might have done to make his CV 

look good, but he felt they did not have much impact on his management style.  
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Brian seemed to focus on ‘ticking the right boxes’ as a manager. He spoke about the 

actions he took to support the training and development of people in his own team. 

This included use of monthly and annual appraisal processes to agree training and 

development requirements, and review progress. He seemed to be doing this both 

to ‘tick’ the right boxes, and to support the development of his team.  As part of his 

own training and development he had been on the sector’s leadership 

development course. This coincidentally was the same programme that Ed, the self-

employed consultant had taught on: 

 

 ‘It didn’t quite give me the right feel for the next step all the time. Some of 

the talk, some of the stuff you could sit and listen to all day. However, there 

was a couple of them that you didn’t quite fully get that last hook to sort of 

say “and this is how you do it.” (p. 18/3-6B). 

 

Brian felt the leadership development programme had not given him the direction 

he was looking for. He had taken the time to attend a programme and he thought it 

would give him the answers he had been seeking, but came away without the clear 

steps he had been seeking. Brian wanted management development certainties but 

was not finding them. He seemed stuck in a holding pattern of personal doubts and 

worries that he might open the wrong door and step out in the wrong direction. As 

a result, he experienced personal development limbo.  

 

Charles’s focus as a manager did not seem to be on the development of the people 

who reported to him. His only mention of any member of his team in the whole of 

his interview was when he said:  

 

‘I’d rather (name of team member) was in the office and developing some 

work out, rather than spending the day travelling around and talking.’          

(p. 12/17-p. 13/2C). 
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Charles seemed to view time away from the office as wasted time. He would have 

been happier if his member of staff was in the office working, rather than out 

attending a monthly development seminar.  

 

7.7.5 Ways of learning 

Charles mentioned that he wanted his contractor’s staff to gain better plant species 

identification skills. He felt that he too would benefit from opportunities to refresh 

his plant identification skills: 

 

 ‘… only because (pause) you know that one year, and if you don’t keep up 

with it, it’s so easy to lose what you know. You’ll always spot a (unclear) but 

you know, it’s when you get down to genus, species, cultivar and like trying 

to remember all that. It’s when you haven’t seen it for a long time – so, just 

again it’s like there’s nothing there to pull you through.’ (p. 20/10-17C). 

 

It seemed likely that unless his boss found a way to ‘pull’ Charles through some 

form of structured, plant identification refresher training, Charles’ recollection of 

plant names and how to identify species and cultivars would continue to fade. So 

for Charles being pulled was an important way to learn. 

 

At a number of points in Ken’s interview he described how he liked to ‘learn by 

looking’. For example: 

 

 ‘… looking at local authorities to benchmark where we are and then to gain 

other ideas. So I think you sort of gain quite a lot by just observing. You sort 

of see new techniques. Maybe some new materials that someone is using, 

could be paving, could be a mulch, could be new plants you could think, oh 

crikey that’s a nice looking thing, you know, that would look good. And so 

it’s not just sort of learning from absorbing printed matter, it’s also learning 

by seeing what other people are doing.’ (p. 8/1-7K).  
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Ken’s words ‘crikey that’s a nice looking thing’ helped emphasise the impact that 

good looking plants and materials could have on him. He gained a lot by just looking 

around sites and thinking how good the new techniques would look at one of his 

own sites.  Ken seemed happy for this to be a two way process. He found it: 

 

 ‘… quite rewarding when you can actually pass information on.’ (p. 8/10-

11C). 

Ken gained some satisfaction from giving other park managers information through 

the Green Flag judging process. In addition, he used it as an opportunity to view 

other people’s sites to see new techniques he could apply. There seemed a pleasing 

balance to this arrangement. 

 

Brian’s approach to learning seemed strongly linked to his planned, methodical 

approach to work: 

 ‘I like the quiet life but I want to make sure we tick all the boxes’ (p. 11/3-

4B) 

 

... ‘I’ll ponder, I’m a plodder, I’ll be the first to admit it. But I will make a 

decision, nine times out of ten it’s right. Every now and then get the odd 

mistake but I’ve calculated it, because I don’t like fall out and again, I’m 

quite fragile at times and you think oh gawd (unclear) and it worries me, um 

I’m only human anyway a bloke as well.’ (p. 34/13-17).  

 

 ‘Making sure I tick all the boxes’ was a phrase that permeated Brian’s account and 

his work focused on trying to avoid being told off. This seemed to drive much of 

what he paid attention to, including learning and development. It was perhaps the 

reason why he found it difficult to know which steps to take to develop himself.  

Ken and Brian’s approach to learning was like chalk and cheese. Ken looked for 

opportunities to learn new techniques he could use to make his sites (and him) look 

good. Brian wanted to know he was doing the right thing. So Ken moved towards 

opportunities, Brian tried to move away from threats. Charles just waited to be 
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pushed. The three managers were doing similar jobs but their ways of learning 

differed greatly. 

 

7.7.6 Conclusion of the Ways I Like to Learn 

The three middle managers seemed to have a common expectation that there 

should be clear learning and development paths to follow in the sector. Ken 

seemed to be comfortable using his intuition to pick up learning that in his view was 

relevant to his personal ambitions and role. Brian was still looking for a clear 

development or progression path to follow, but was finding this hard to find. 

Charles felt his managers should have done more to push or pull him along a 

development path. He would not push himself. He valued structure and on the few 

occasions he had been pushed, he had found it to be a positive experience. 

 

7.8 Chapter Conclusions: Analysis of the middle manager accounts and 

comparison with the single case 

Although the three mangers appeared to have similar roles, were all male and were 

of a similar age, they did not all have the same expectations or previous 

experiences of personal, professional or management development. Taking this 

into account, I developed four super-ordinate themes from the analysis of the 

managers’ interviews: That’s what engages me- green spaces are very important to 

people for different reasons; Working my way up in dead men’s shoes – job 

progression and advancement; Shock - experiencing unexpected, uncontrollable 

criticism; and The ways I like learn.  

 

There were some significant similarities between the middle managers’ 

experiences, most notably in the theme of Experiencing unexpected, uncontrollable 

criticism where a common experience of shock, keeping one’s head down and 

trying to carry on as if nothing had happened, seemed to be a shared response. All 

three managers placed a strong emphasis on experience of issues that they had felt 

had had potential to block their prospects for promotions, within the super-

ordinate theme of Experiences of pursuing job progression and advancement. 
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In other respects, there was quite a degree of divergence within the manager 

super-ordinate themes. For example, Ken’s work focus was primarily on projects 

and finding ways to progress his own career whereas Charles emphasised 

teamwork and the development of people who reported to him. Within the super-

ordinate theme of The ways I like to learn, it was very striking that Ken had a strong 

focus on continuing to learn about subjects that he felt would help him progress. 

This contrasted with Brian who seemed to have taken some steps in the past but 

expressed uncertainty as to what he should do more recently. Charles seemed to 

feel that someone should have pushed him to continue to progress, after he had 

completed his apprenticeship, especially feeling that this was the case concerning 

his development as a manager. Both Charles and Brian indicated that they felt that 

there was no clear career development path for them to follow, and by implication 

that they thought there ought to be one.  

 

The four super-ordinate themes from the middle managers’ analysis were quite 

different from the one that developed from the analysis of the single case interview 

with the consultant. The IPA single case analysis (chapter six) highlighted that Ed, 

the consultant, had focused quite considerably on having high standards and 

achieving highly prestigious private sector academic business qualifications. Ken 

appeared to have a somewhat similar high aspiration, described by him as a 

‘hunger’ for knowledge about horticulture, which he had pursued through practical 

horticultural qualifications at two prestigious institutions in the sector. Ken had 

attended management courses including a Diploma in Management Studies (DMS) 

but he did not seem to have had the same ‘hunger’ for these courses as for his 

horticultural qualifications. The pursuit of academic business qualifications did not 

feature strongly in the managers’ group analysis. It did not appear to be an issue 

that members of the managers group focused on to any significant extent.  

 

There was also a noticeable contrast between the consultant’s strong positive focus 

on his experience of beneficial relationships with mentors and senior managers. In 

the experiences of the managers group, no one gave much emphasis to experiences 
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of beneficial relationships with others. Indeed, in strong contrast to the consultant’s 

formative experiences of positive relationships with senior managers and mentors, 

the analysis of the middle managers’ accounts led to findings that focused strongly 

on issues related to unexpected, uncontrollable criticism from senior officers and 

politicians. 

 

This concludes the analysis for the middle manager grouping. In chapter eight, I 

provide the final section of the IPA analysis which focuses on the experience of four 

senior officers’ experiences of issues related to personal, professional and 

management development in London’s public parks and green spaces sector, along 

with a summary of the overall analysis findings. Then, in chapter nine, in line with 

the IPA approach (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009), the IPA findings are discussed 

in dialogue with resonant existing literatures.   
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CHAPTER EIGHT – ANALYSIS OF FINDINGS FROM  SENIOR OFFICERS GROUPING 

8.1 Introduction 

In chapter seven, I provided an IPA analysis of the experience of the three 

managers. In this, the final of the findings chapters, I provide my analysis of the 

interviews with four senior officers.  

 

The chapter starts with an outline of the backgrounds of the four senior officers. 

This is followed by the super-ordinate themes from the senior officer participants’ 

experiences of issues related to personal, professional and management 

development and then a description of each of the three super-ordinate themes 

(sections 8.4 to 8.6) with supporting extracts from the anonymised interview 

transcripts. A summary of the findings from the accounts of the four senior officers 

is then provided in section 8.7. The chapter concludes with a comparison of the 

senior officers group analysis with the findings from the middle managers group 

and the analysis of the single case (the self-employed consultant) and the 

development of the master themes for the study as a whole. 

 

8.2 Brief introduction to the senior officers’ backgrounds 

All four Senior Officer participants in this section of the study were in their 30s and 

worked in the Greater London area in the public parks and green spaces sector. 

Their roles were more diverse than those of the middle managers. The table below 

(Fig. 8.1) provides a list of the participants’ generic job roles and pseudonyms.  

 

Participant’s 

Pseudonym 

Generic Job Title Analysis Grouping 

Jen Parks Improvement Officer Senior Officer 

Adam Parks Officer Senior Officer 

Ged Green Space Officer Senior Officer 

Tom Area Officer Senior Officer 

 

Fig.8.1: Senior Officer (SO) Pseudonyms and Generic Job Titles. 
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Source: developed for this thesis. 

The difference between the middle manager grouping and the senior officer 

grouping is provided in chapter five, defence of method, section 5.5.1: Sample 

Selection. All participants in this section of the analysis had supervisory 

responsibilities for one or more front line members of staff and also managed 

contractors or a team of practical workers. A brief introduction to the four 

participants is given below. 

 

Jen 

Jen had an arts degree and had wanted to work as an illustrator. She had had a 

series of short term jobs including some practical horticultural work before working 

in a parks department. She enjoyed being outdoors. After a while, she had applied 

for a job as an assistant in a parks office. When I interviewed Jen, she had been in 

her current role for around a year, having been promoted to Developments 

Manager during a restructure.   

 

Adam 

For most of Adam’s childhood, he and his family had lived abroad. He had grown up 

with an active outdoors lifestyle, which he had greatly enjoyed. At university he had 

studied biology and then a Masters degree in the same field. While at university, 

much of Adam’s time had been allocated to sport and straight after university he 

was invited to run a sports development programme. Adam later moved to 

England, intending to stay for a short time. His first job working for a local authority 

had led on to other work in the parks department.  

 

Ged 

Ged grew up in a rural county and left school in the late 1980s not knowing what he 

wanted to do. He joined an employment agency and spent two years on a variety of 

short term contracts in different roles. While working for the agency he had an 

assignment working as a gardener for a council. When the contract ended, the local 

authority offered him a full time role, which he accepted as he enjoyed the outdoor 
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work. Ged had gained National Vocational Qualification (NVQ) level 2 and Level 3 in 

horticulture and a NVQ level 3 in management. Since then he had moved to London 

where his local authority role had changed several times.  

 

Tom 

Tom’s time in the public parks and green spaces sector had alternated between 

working for a London council and working for the councils’ contractors.  Tom had 

started work in the sector some years ago when he had taken a temporary job with 

his local council as a gardener after being made redundant from his previous 

catering job.  He had not expected to stay but had enjoyed the work.   He had since 

worked for a contractor and for a council in contract monitoring and management 

roles.  

 

The participants’ experiences of issues related to personal, professional and 

management development informed the IPA analysis which now follows. 

 

8.3 Overview of the super-ordinate themes from the senior officers’ interviews 

The analysis of the interviews with the senior officer participants led to the 

development of three super-ordinate themes associated with these participants’ 

experiences of issues related to personal, professional and management 

development (fig 8.2).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 8.2: Diagram of the super-ordinate themes for the senior officer grouping. 

Source: Developed for this thesis. 

SO2: Expectations of 

work and positive 

experiences of 

courses. 

Senior Officers Grouping: Super-Ordinate Themes 

SO1: Finding myself 

working in the sector by 

chance, enjoying the 

outdoor work. 

SO3: Unpleasant 

impacts of 

restructures and 

management. 
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Fig 8.3: Table of the Senior Officer super-ordinate themes and supporting themes. 

Source: Developed for this thesis. 

(SO) 
Senior Officer 
Group Super-
Ordinate 
Themes 

Senior Officer Grouping 
Sub-ordinate themes 

Associated emergent  
themes from particular 
participants 

SO1: Finding 
myself working 
in the sector by 
chance, 
enjoying the 
outdoor work. 
 

 Here through chance 

 Enjoying outdoors 

Found myself gardening 

(Ged) 

The perfect merger of work 

experience and education 

background (Adam) 

Enjoyment (Tom) 

Different avenues (Jen) 

Not fitting in (Jen) 

SO2: 
Expectations of 
work and 
positive 
experience of 
courses. 

 Personal quests for enjoyable work or 

challenges 

 Expectations of climbing ladders 

 Personal insights and tactical uses, being 

thankful for courses 

Doing course to help me up 

the ladder (Adam) 

Having plans (Adam) 

My reputation is the key 

and its all I’ve got (Adam) 

Constant quest for learning 

challenge (Jen) 

Muddled through, picked 

things up from experience 

(Tom) 

Enjoyment (Tom) 

Expectations of progress 

(Ged) 

 

SO3: 
Unpleasant 
impacts of 
Restructures 
and 
Management 

 Feeling pressured by changes 

 suspicious of motives - concerns about the 

legitimacy and impact of restructures 

 Considering leaving  

 Working under management 

Moving away from pain 

(Tom) 

Standards of Management 

(Jen) 

Bugbears under 

management (Ged) 

Personal impacts of 

restructures (Adam)  
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In the three sections which follow (sections 8.4 to 8.6), I provide a detailed 

description of each super-ordinate theme in turn. This is supported by their 

associated sub-themes and supporting quotes from the participants’ transcripts.  

 

8.4 Super-Ordinate Theme SO1: Finding myself working in the sector by chance, 

enjoying the outdoor work 

All of the senior officer participants had found themselves working in the sector 

through accident, necessity, chance or luck.  Once they had found themselves 

working in the sector in their initial jobs, a common experience was their 

enjoyment of working outdoors. The two supporting sub-themes that emerged 

from the analysis were; ‘here through chance’ and ‘enjoying outdoors’.   

 

8.4.1 Here through chance 

As each of the four senior officer participants outlined how they had come to work 

in the UK public parks and green spaces sector, it became clear that none had made 

a particularly active decision to work in the sector. 

 

Tom for example had first started working for a London council as a gardener on a 

26 week temporary contract and didn’t ‘believe I had any intention of actually 

staying’        (p. 3/1).  

 

He explained that before his first job in the parks and green spaces sector, he had: 

 ‘… just been made redundant from the job which I did love, which was a 

baker, which is what I’d done since I left school. I’d gone to college, College 

for Catering, and I was doing my Master Baker Course at the time. I had a 

child on the way when I got made redundant and I took the next job, which I 

could, which was earning good money.’ (p. 3/4-10T). 

 

So for Tom, his prime consideration had been to find any job that paid well, not one 

that meant he would be working in the green space sector. Ged had also found 
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himself working in the sector as a result of taking short-term work. He had left 

school:  

 

‘… not knowing what I wanted to do, I signed up for an employment agency 

and I was carrying out various three month contracts in a variety of roles. 

And in 1991, so I’d done that for two years, and then in 1991 I found myself 

gardening for South West Borough Council, and my career in horticulture 

had started [laughs].’  (p. 2/2-7G).  

 

Ged seemed to find it funny or ironic that he was still working in horticulture and 

that it had developed into something more than temporary work. His short-term 

assignment had led to an offer of full time employment from the council and as Ged 

said, ‘it followed on from there really’ (p. 2/11G). This made it very apparent that he 

had not initially made an active choice to work in the sector.  

 

After completing university courses, both Jen and Adam had found themselves 

doing quite different work from the subjects they had studied at university.  Adam’s 

degree had been in ecology but after leaving university he had been head hunted 

on the back of the voluntary sports work he had done while at University.  When he 

moved to London, he had not been looking for work in the parks and green spaces 

sector: 

 

‘I’d been doing labouring jobs and applying for sports development jobs and 

then this one came up which seemed to strike a chord for some reason. I was 

living in (name of place) and that’s all it was. It was luck of the draw really.’ 

(p. 3/3-6A).  

 

So for Adam as well as for Ged, his move into work in the parks and green spaces 

sector had happened through chance, rather than as part of a carefully worked out 

plan. 
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Jen found herself working in the Park sector after a long line of short-term practical 

jobs, which she took because trying to obtain a job in the arts world after her 

degree proved to be unpleasant:  

 

‘I took my portfolio up there, all excited and the same thing, this person she 

just tore my work apart, slated my portfolio and that was it. I came out of 

there, cried my eyes out and thought that’s it, I’m not going to do that 

anymore.’ (p. 4/8-11J).  

 

Having turned her back on the art world, she worked for a large organisation in a 

sorting office where Jen had: ‘kind of burnt myself out’ (p. 8/9J) She took a 

succession of short-term practical jobs. She explained that she usually got bored 

and changed job each time she had:  

 

 ‘… got to a stage where I thought, well I’ve done all I can here now, I want 

to do better.’ (p. 9/10-11J).   

 

Her initial role in a parks department had (at the time) been just another short-term 

role, but it led on to other jobs in the sector. When interviewed she was working in 

parks improvements. As with the other senior officers, she found herself in her 

current role through a series of chance occurrences, rather than from an early 

strong ambition to work in the sector. 

 

8.4.2 Enjoying outdoors: 

Each of the senior officer participants had their own reasons for continuing to work 

in the sector. However, working outdoors appeared to be a common, pleasurable 

reason for the participants in this group to have chosen to initially stay in the public 

parks and green space sector. It was noticeable that it was the pleasure or 

enjoyment of simply being outdoors that was being described by participants, more 

so than say a common love of plants, a passion for garden design or enjoyment of 

using particular machines or other equipment.   
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Jen had enjoyed her first job as a parks police officer. She explained:  

 

‘It was being outside and it did my confidence great ’cause there was a, sort 

of, confrontational aspect of it which I, when I first started, I didn’t feel 

comfortable in challenging people, you know, going up to somebody you 

don’t know and saying, you know “excuse me, do you realise you can’t do 

this?” and that wasn’t something that I was comfortable doing, but 

obviously as it progressed I - and I think it - that was, sort of, quite a key 

point at which I just, you know, developed also I think.’ (p. 10/20-p. 11/5J).  

 

An emergent theme of working to overcome personal difficulties and challenges 

came through at many points in Jen’s interview.  However, she had also enjoyed the 

fact that the work was outside and this seemed to be important to her.  

 

Adam had a passion for the outdoors, which for him was linked to: 

 

‘… the fact that I had a very outdoor lifestyle as a kid, always camping, 

hiking and whatever, growing up down under, it’s kind of what you did, um 

so that’s where my passion I guess comes from.’ (p. 2/6-11A).  

 

This passion for the outdoors had shown itself at university where Adam had taken 

the ecology options for his first degree and spent much of his time playing outdoor 

sports, rather than studying. This had eventually led his Vice-Dean to take Adam to 

one side to say: 

 

 ‘I know you love your (sports) and you are a smart kid, pull your finger out 

and get some results, you should be doing honours.’ (p. 2/16-18A).  

 

With this encouragement, Adam realised he could pull his academic studies and 

love of the outdoors together: 
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 ‘So I did a thesis on measuring the impacts of people walking on sand dune 

vegetation. So I had to go to the beach a lot and walk on vegetation (laughs) 

which is kinda tough.’ (p. 2/24-p. 3/2A).  

Adam drew some parallels to this scenario at university, where he had merged his 

outdoor interests and his academic work with his work in the parks and green 

spaces sector:  

 

 ‘… like the perfect merger of my work experience and my educational 

background’ (pg3/22-24A) ...‘bringing more of that educational background, 

through with my community involvement, community engagement, sport 

and active out in the field type stuff, so that’s where I am now’ (p. 4/1-6A). 

 

He enjoyed being able to merge the different strands of his experience and 

interests together. It was perfected by being able to keep the active, outdoor 

aspects as part of the mix. 

 

Ged too had found himself enjoying the outdoor work in his first short term job in 

the sector. This had led to his decision to accept a permanent job, to carry out 

gardening for a south west council. He explained:  ‘I enjoy the work and I love being 

outdoors’ (p. 2/10-11G).  Ged was not particularly emotive in his use of language 

during the interview, so it stood out strongly when he indicated his reason for 

accepting his first permanent role in the sector had been, at least in part, because 

he found he loved being outdoors.  

 

There had been a similar decision for Tom who explained, ‘once I had taken (the 

job), I did enjoy it. I do like gardening’ (p. 3/10-11T). It was noticeable that for Tom 

it was his liking of gardening, rather than of being outdoors, that triggered his 

decision to stay in the sector: 
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 ‘It was, my-my enjoyment of gardening stems from my family, just my mum. 

That was the only reason I had any interest in gardening at the beginning.’ 

(p. 3/3-4T).  

 

Tom was the only senior officer participant to say that his family’s interest in 

gardening at home had helped shaped his own interest in gardening. In this respect, 

he had more in common with the middle manager participants, most of whom had 

mentioned a childhood interest in gardening. For the other senior officers, the 

enjoyment of being outdoors had been the trigger for deciding to stay in the sector, 

after they found themselves working there through chance. 

 

8.4.3 Conclusion of Super-Ordinate Theme SO1: Finding myself working in the 

sector by chance, enjoying the outdoor work 

None of the senior officer participants had actively set out to work in the sector, 

but through differing circumstances they found themselves working there by 

chance. Once they had found themselves working in the sector, they chose to stay 

because they had found they enjoyed the ‘outdoors’ aspect of their work.  

 

8.5 Super-Ordinate Theme SO2- Expectations of work and experiences of courses 

Although the four senior officer participants had a shared initial enjoyment of 

working outdoors, they had differing expectations of what work and courses in the 

sector should provide to them. They highlighted the degree to which their 

experience had conformed to their expectations, or not, in their interviews. The 

three sub-themes developed as part of this super-ordinate theme were: ‘personal 

quests for enjoyable work or challenges’; ‘expectations of climbing ladders’; and 

‘thankful for courses for insights and as confirmation of abilities’.        

 

8.5.1 Personal quests for enjoyable work or challenges 

Although on the surface Jen and Tom’s experience of work appeared quite 

contrasting, when compared to Ged and Adam their experience had much in 

common. They both experienced work as a personal quest. Jen sought constant 
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personal challenges in her work to help overcome what she perceived as her 

personal weaknesses. She also sought out roles where there were things she 

needed to learn to do the job, because otherwise she quickly became bored and 

looked to move on. In contrast, Tom’s quest was to find enjoyable work and 

pleasant working environments.   

 

Jen saw overcoming personal weaknesses as a good thing to do as she was ‘always 

trying to improve myself’ (p. 33/18J). She saw personal weaknesses and other 

difficulties at work as challenges she pushed herself to overcome. Some of the 

challenges were job related and some were related to her personal life. She also 

made strong links between the two: 

 

 ‘I’m trying to push myself all the time because that’s the only way you can 

improve and develop. So I think it’s, I think (that’s) what I’ve taken on with 

doing this role as, you know, projects manager. I’ve learnt a lot and it’s kind 

of, reflecting in my personal life as well. And I think I’ve developed as - in my 

professional - but I’ve also developed as a person, and I think they’re kind of, 

linked. I think if I just stayed in a, kind of job, dead end job, I wouldn’t be the 

person that I am today, so I think there is a definite link there.’ (p. 14/10-

17J).  

  

Jen was keen to take on challenges and seemed to be relishing the fact that her 

experience of her current role was developing her personally as well as 

professionally. She was constantly pushing herself to improve and did not want to 

be in a dead end job. She came across as very positive about her job, even though 

(or because) it meant she had to do public speaking:   

 

‘… going to evening meetings and (...) going to groups where there’s loads of 

people sitting on them and they are all focussed on me and I hate it (laughs). 

I hate it with a passion, (...) I’m making myself do it and I know I have to do 



213 

 

it. So, (laughs) I just think there’s, you know, there’s so many things that I 

think my confidence has improved.’ (p. 13/5-7J).  

 

It seemed odd for someone to take such pleasure from doing something they 

‘hated with a passion’ but it made it very clear that Jen worked to her own 

standards and set herself very challenging personal development tasks.   

 

‘… what my weaknesses are. I think sometimes I’m probably a bit too 

focussed on my weaknesses and should try to focus a bit more on my 

strengths.’ (p. 33/19-21J). 

 

There seemed very little she could do to stop herself from being hard on herself. 

Jen suggested: 

 

 ‘It’s probably, as I say, I was brought up - I had quite a strict upbringing and 

my parents were always very critical of me. (...) Well my dad particularly’ 

(pg34/2-5J).  

 

‘So I think that’s kind of where I get this, kind of self critical part of me that 

stems from maybe, you know, but I don’t think it’s a bad thing. But like I say, 

sometimes maybe I need to take a step back and focus on the things that I’m 

good at.’  (p. 34/11-14J). 

 

Jen seemed to be stuck on a constant treadmill of self improvement challenges, 

which once tackled gave her a little pleasure for a short period of time. But then 

Jen’s need to tackle new, self created improvement challenges took over again. 

Jen’s experience of life and of work was a constant battle to overcome a series of 

self-created challenges. It seemed that Jen was in a no-win situation that had its 

roots in childhood.  
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Once Jen had overcome a particular challenge or perceived personal weakness, it 

seemed not to register as much of an achievement for her. For example, once a job 

she was doing was no longer challenging, she would get bored and look for new 

role, thinking:  ‘right, I need to progress now’ (p. 30/9J).  

 

Jen wanted to improve and be ‘better’ but she was so focused on identifying and 

overcoming what she saw as her weaknesses that it was hard to imagine that she 

could ever feel satisfied with what she had achieved. It was as if her feeling that she 

should improve was turning her into a modern day Sisyphus, required to push a 

rock up a hill every day, only to see it roll down, ready for the task to be repeated 

the next day. Unlike Sisyphus, who had been set this task by the Gods as a 

punishment, it seemed to be Jen who set herself this perpetual challenge. It was 

hard to imagine Jen would ever be really comfortable focusing on things she was 

good at, unless she turned that into a challenge as well.  

 

Tom’s focus, unlike Jen’s, was on having pleasant, enjoyable work. He saw himself 

as suited to work in well-run, pleasant organisations where he could do a good job 

and be helpful. He would seek to work where he and other people were treated 

well and he actively moved away from roles and organisations that he found 

unpleasant. For example, his move away from his first contractor had been 

because: 

  

‘… they had different views on how a company should be run and how 

management should be run and how the staff should be run, none of which I 

agreed with, or had the experience to argue back with at the time’ (p. 4/7-

10T).  

 

Tom’s decision to not put up with this situation where he or the people he was 

responsible for were being treated badly was expressed pleasantly.  He had moved 

to a role at a council that he had enjoyed a great deal: 
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 ‘That was a good time of my life, I must admit. I did enjoy that. I had good 

structure, I had good guidance and I enjoyed my work.’ (p. 5/7-9T).  

 

It was noticeable that Tom made clear links between his work experience and his 

personal life, in a similar way to Jen.  

 

For Tom, the good times were when he had good guidance and structure, not when 

he was setting himself (or being given) tough challenges. He explained that he had 

chosen to leave the council he had worked for after a restructure had left him 

working for a disorganised manager, doing work he had little previous experience 

of. He said:  

 

 ‘… it’s fire fighting, which was similar to what I was in (first contractor), 

which was, you know, not - and I do take work home in my head and if I 

haven’t finished something then I’m still thinking about it and then I don’t 

sleep and then I don’t do very well.’ (p. 7/17-20T). 

 

Tom had given his peace of mind priority, over staying at the council. He now 

worked for a contractor, where he enjoyed helping a council to deliver what it 

wanted to achieve on the ground: 

 

 ‘… the partnership part of it, which is, that’s been pretty good. Saying that, I 

know (client’s staff) from old, hopefully know what they’re after most of the 

time, has been really good. Current contractor’s way of working is to try and 

be as helpful as possible and that’s, you know, the guideline. (...) trying to 

keep the guys happy is what one of my remits is.’ (p. 10/6-10T). 

 

Tom took pleasure from being helpful and his current employer’s approach to 

partnership and the guideline for Tom to keep the client’s staff happy sounded like 

a great remit for him. The icing on the cake for him seemed to be that he had 

previously worked with some of the ‘guys’ before when he had been employed by 
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the council. The image of a happy partnership seemed to suit Tom much more than 

the constant fire fighting he had experienced when working for his previous boss at 

the council.  

 

Tom’s preference for doing pleasant, enjoyable work meant he was not interested 

in jobs that he felt did not suit him, even if they paid more: 

 

‘… you know, some of us don’t have (it)... I don’t think I’m quite hard enough 

to (laughs) shout at people and do all that sort of stuff. It’s not the way I 

work and I think that’s what you’ve got to do, slight aggression there.’ (p. 

13/18-p. 14/3T). 

 

So, it seemed that unlike Jen, Tom’s focus was on seeking work where he would be 

appreciated and where both he and the people he managed were treated well. He 

seemed to not usually challenge his superiors if circumstances altered in ways that 

did not suit him. Instead, he quietly looked for an opportunity to move company to 

a more pleasant situation. He did not seem interested in taking on more senior 

positions as he felt that these would require a certain degree of aggression, which 

he considered he did not have. Nor did he want to develop such a characteristic.  

 

8.5.2 Expectations of climbing ladders 

Unlike Jen and Tom, Ged and Adam both had their eyes on promotion and 

progressing up the ‘ladder’ (p. 21/8A).  Ged felt that work should be about being 

entitled to increased pay and promotion as a result of gaining qualifications and 

experience. He demonstrated his career interest in horticulture, as opposed to the 

wider world of parks and green space management, right at the start of his 

interview: 

 

 ‘Okay, my career in horticulture, or should I call it green spaces.’ (p. 2/1G). 
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This seemed to imply that for Ged, horticulture was his priority. However, Ged then 

went on to highlight that from his perspective there was a problem in the 

horticultural industry in that: 

 

 ‘There’s not enough money in the industry, once you’ve done what the 

equivalent is of an apprenticeship and then moved up and it’s not like 

becoming a bricklayer or a chippy or anything like that, where you can 

potentially earn more money, which is often the key or the driving things 

there to many young people looking for a career.’ (p. 10/16-21G).  

 

It therefore seemed that for Ged, earning more money had been a stronger pull 

than staying in a purely horticultural role. At the time of the interview he was 

working as a general area officer and Ged indicated that his non-horticultural tasks 

were stopping him from working on his horticultural tasks. These tasks were:  ‘just 

another thing that’s consuming my time’ (p. 14/2-3G).  

 

The image of unwanted, non-horticultural tasks, consuming Ged’s time made his 

dislike, even disdain, for these activities very clear. It also emphasised that he felt 

more or less powerless to do much about it. Although the poor wages in 

horticulture had led him into a more generalist role, he did not like much, for Ged it 

was worth it because: 

 

‘… on a personal level, I’ve just bought my first house just before Christmas, 

so I managed to get into a position to be able to do that, which is very nice. 

(...) it’s very nice, backing onto a range of hills, a nice little village.’ (p. 9-

11G). 

 

So, for Ged the long daily commutes and a generalist role that he did not enjoy 

much were a means to an end. He had been driven by the desire to have enough 

money to be able to own a nice house in the country. Ged also had aspirations to 

climb higher and seemed to feel that promotion to higher paid roles should be 
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given to him by rights, as an almost automatic process. This sense that career 

progress should just happen without the need for much active input from Ged 

seemed to have started when he was offered his first permanent job: 

 

 ‘… the council approached the agency and asked to - if they could employ 

me full time.  So then they approached me and I said “yeah, I enjoy the work 

and I love being outdoors”, and so it followed on from there really.’ (p. 2/8-

11G).  

 

Ged’s experience of career progress ‘just happening’ was repeated when he was 

moved from one team to another: 

 

 ‘… of course, as my role became more varied, I was achieving well and I 

moved on to the more prestigious Central Team, so based in the town 

centre.’ (p. 2/22-p. 3-2G).  

 

Further on, Ged’s experience of moving into management also seemed to ‘just 

happen’ to him: 

 ‘… after being awarded promotion, I became a team leader and I found 

myself back at college attending an NVQ level 3 in management.’ (p. 3/7-

9G). 

 

Ged’s expectations of progress had not always been fully met by his employers. He 

described how he felt after he had been working at his current employer for several 

years and had then applied for another job at a different London council. He felt ‘on 

top of the world’ (p. 5/9G) when his current employer later offered him a job as an 

Enhancement Officer at an: 

 

 ‘… upper grade from what I was doing, or up two grades (...) ‘I felt I was in 

demand, since I’d been offered two jobs in quick time.’ (p. 5/7-10G).  
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However, his elation had soon disappeared when he was ‘downgraded and given 

the position of area officer’ (p. 5/12G). He had felt ‘slightly cheated’ (p. 5/13G) and 

felt that he had been ‘offered the job as Enhancement Officer with the knowledge 

that it would be taken away’ (p. 5/14-16G). Ged appeared to take this personally 

and to keep a tally of such events. 

 

Like Ged, Adam expected to ‘move up the ladder’ (p. 21/6A) and he had taken steps 

to help make it happen. He saw himself as in competition with other people where 

he worked and thought about ways to increase the likelihood of getting what he 

wanted. His approach reminded me of Ken in the middle manager group, thinking 

ahead as to what experience he might need in order to get the type of job he 

wanted in the sector.  

 

Adam’s approach to climbing the ladder was like an athlete working on his pre-

event preparation, he described feeling that he was ‘in a good position’ (p. 31/14A), 

after having recently taken part in his council’s staff development academy and 

having recently won an award in the council’s staff awards scheme. He seemed to 

think of himself as in a different league from other people he came across at the 

council and felt quite pleased about this:  

 

‘I’m the only one in the group that’s a red colour type, which is your natural 

born leader, which I think is pretty, pretty flash’ (p. 7/1-5A).  

 

Adam spoke quite loudly and more stridently than the other senior officers I 

interviewed and to begin with, in his interview it appeared he had every confidence 

that he would obtain a more senior post at the council he was working in. However 

later during the interview, he expressed concerns that due to the restructure of his 

department he had recently heard about, that this would reduce the ‘number of 

advancement opportunities’ (p. 21/1-2A). 
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I felt as though at the start of the interview he was giving me a positive version of 

his experience of issues related to personal, professional and management 

development, much as Ken had used quite a lot of ‘positivity’ in his account. But 

Adam seemed to have too much on his mind to keep the positive image intact for 

the whole of the interview. He told me: 

 

‘Realistically, although we’ve got four jobs at my level, for five people, it’s 

split into two levels, there’s only two people at the lower level, so unless one 

of the three above is prepared to apply for a lower level job, three into two, 

so my probability of staying goes from 80% to 66%.’ (p. 31/2-9A).  

 

He seemed to be calculating the odds to see what he might do to increase his own 

chance of success in the competition. His calculations seemed well thought through 

and he appeared to have researched the basis for what he said. Adam had been 

working to carry on climbing his ‘ladder’, but now instead, he suddenly seemed to 

be more like someone on a cliff edge. 

 

8.5.3 Personal insights and tactical uses – being thankful for courses 

During their interviews Ged, Jen and Adam all reflected on one or more insights 

they had gained through attending courses. This was quite different from the 

middle manager’s interviews where course attendance was not given much 

attention by the participants.  

Ged was generally very positive about the courses he had attended: 

 

 ‘… all the training I’ve ever done I’ve been thankful for and it’s always given 

me a boost and, sort of, I’ve come back with new - some new ideas and 

allowed me to have that more self-belief really in that I’m doing the right 

things and for myself and for what we’re trying to achieve’ (p. 30/12—19G). 

 

At earlier points in his account, Ged had seemed quite cold, very self assured, even 

arrogant. I found myself warming to him when he explained that the courses had 
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provided him with a useful boost to his self-belief. What came across initially as 

arrogance appeared to be the result of a lack of confidence or self-belief, which 

training courses helped him overcome a little, at least for a while. 

Although overall Ged was positive about courses that had been made available to 

him by his employers, he held a very different view of an agricultural college that he 

had applied to: 

  

 ‘I went to do a degree at (college), with the backing of the Council, and I got 

accepted, went through the interview process, got accepted there, I was the 

ideal candidate and two weeks before the course was meant to start, they 

contacted me saying there wasn’t enough candidates and, “Sorry, you can 

apply again next year.”  Well, I felt quite put out of that like, ‘cause I was, 

sort of, built myself up to do this three year degree and so I was a bit cut up 

with all this stuff, felt a bit put out.  So I thought, well, no, I won’t save 

myself that and I’ll save myself that disappointment, the following year I’ll 

do something else, so which is why I started looking around and I looked at 

the Academy and I thought about, maybe and then I looked ILM course, so I 

thought I’d give that a go first and I thought it was probably quite similar 

really in what they was trying to achieve.’ (p. 32/3-17G). 

 

Ged’s disappointment at having been let down by the college, even though he was 

the ‘ideal candidate’ came through strongly. It seemed he felt he had been snubbed 

by the institution.  This was interesting, given that it was not Ged who had been 

turned down, but the college simply did not have the number of applicants needed 

for the course to run. However, Ged did not seem to see this. He felt personally 

slighted and so looked elsewhere for what he wanted.  

 

It seemed Ged had ‘cut off his nose to spite his face’. Or perhaps, he actually felt 

more comfortable on courses where he was surrounded by other council 

employees: 
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‘… all managing people and, sort of, trying to get this qualification. They are 

all pretty much the same standard, or it comes across that way, with their 

knowledge and so, yeah, I’m enjoying it.’ (p. 31/11-14G).  

 

Ged gained enjoyment from being part of a group of people on a course who were 

all pretty much to the same standard and aiming to get the same qualification. He 

also enjoyed the insights he gained from observing the way the tutor worked with 

the group: 

 

‘… she’s very good at delivering and getting information out of people and 

it’s quite a joy to see the psychology behind it all (laughs).’ (p. 31/33-7G). 

 

Ged seemed very happy with his experience of courses run by the council that he 

worked for. He enjoyed the insights he gained and the feeling of being part of a 

group all aiming to achieve the same qualification.  

 

Adam expected that the courses he attended from his local authority would help 

him as part of his plans for advancement: 

 

‘I can’t see myself sitting in the same job and I think I’d be stupid to even 

think about doing that. So I’ve obviously had to pick up extra trainings along 

the way, where I can and that’s been more a case of me going out and 

seeing what’s there, within (name of council) Learning and Development if I 

can.’ (p. 5/11-19A). 

 

Adam’s view was he had taken the initiative to find out what courses he could make 

use of; he made no mention of his line manager guiding him. Ged portrayed as 

similar personally active role saying, ‘I’ve been quite proactive in my own training 

throughout the years’ (p. 32/3G).  
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Ged appeared not to have received input from his line manager about the courses 

he chose to go on.  Jen seemed to go on any course that was made available, but 

unlike Adam and Ged, she did not actively search them out for herself, instead she 

followed suggestions made by her line manager: 

 

‘I think (my manager) just put them out as, you know if anyone’s interested 

and I just thought, well, they could be, you know’, (p. 29/16-17J).  

Unlike Ged and Adam, Jen did not have a ‘ladder climbing’ reason for attending 

courses, but was just interested to pick up anything she could, in case it was useful: 

(...courses) ‘can only do you good.’ (p. 29/19J).  

 

Often one or more of the activities that the participants took part in on a course led 

to the gaining of useful personal insights. For example, Jen explained: 

 

 ‘I went on a - I wonder if it was one of the appraisal courses- and I found it 

really useful ‘cause it identified your learning, what kind of learning skills you 

have and I was – it turned out I was a reflector.  I was one of the guys that, 

kind of, likes to sit at the back.  I don’t, sort of, like to the front role and it’s 

just how – I’ve just, kind of, accepted that’s just how I am.  I can go away 

and think about it and come up with something quite reasonable, but to 

expect me to, kind of, do it on the spot and, “Oops,” (laughs) so I try not to 

beat myself up too much about it ‘cause it’s just how I am (laughs).’ (p. 13/7-

20J).  

 

Listening to Jen’s insight that she was a ‘reflector’ who likes to sit back and does not 

find it easy to be ‘put on the spot’. It seemed Jen probably would not have agreed 

to take part in my study if I had not provided a briefing sheet for potential 

participants.  It was also noticeable that she said she tried ‘to beat myself up too 

much about it’, suggesting she was not at ease with herself, even though she knew 

she did not like to learn by being out at the front.   
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Adam also emphasised that he had gained useful insights from a course: 

 

‘… we did a 360 review and the people I work with, directly in the council see 

me as a red energy, but the volunteer groups that I work with see me more 

as a green, which is more caring, feeling, engaging type person. Which kind 

of suggests that I manage my own personality according to who I’m working 

with so those groups that I’m trying to empower, I provide a supportive um 

facilitation role, whereas if I need to take a stronger role in the office or 

whatever, need to get my work done then I revert back to the red power.’ (p. 

7/3-20A). 

 

Adam had come to realise from the course questionnaire that he adapted his 

behaviour depending on what situation he found himself to be in. When working 

with volunteers he ‘facilitated and cared’, whereas in the office he used a ‘stronger’ 

approach to get things done. He viewed the stronger ‘red power’ role as being his 

natural style and seemed proud that he was the only ‘natural born leader’ in the 

training group. I wondered how he came across when working with people in the 

office.   

 

 Tom had not been on many courses at all, perhaps because he worked for a 

contractor, or because he did not find they suited him. Instead, he ‘managed to 

muddle my way through without going on anything’ (p. 22/9T). He felt he had not 

really missed much as, ‘a lot of it is what I’ve picked up from experience’ (p. 22/11-

12T). He seemed comfortable learning from experience, picking things up during 

the course of his day-to-day work. 

 

8.5.4 Conclusion of Super-Ordinate Theme SO2: Expectations of Work, Experiences 

of Courses 

Two quite different sets of expectations about work emerged from the analysis of 

the senior officers’ transcripts. One set of expectations, described by Tom and by 

Jen, was that work was a quest, either for constant personal challenges (Jen) or for 
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enjoyable, pleasurable work (Tom). The other set of expectations, described by 

Adam and by Ged was that work should be about progress up a ‘ladder’, to gain 

more money and more senior positions.  

 

Similar expectations underpinned the participants’ experiences of attending 

courses. Adam and Ged seemed to have chosen to attend courses in the hope or 

expectation that this would increase their chances of being promoted. Jen seemed 

attracted to almost any course because she saw them as intrinsically beneficial and 

so might assist in her pursuit of personal improvement. Unlike the other three 

senior officers, Tom had hardly attended any courses. He did not seem to have felt 

he had missed anything of great significance, preferring instead to ‘pick up’ what he 

felt he needed from experience.  Little to no mention was made of line managers in 

the participants’ descriptions of selecting courses to attend. 

 

8.6 Super-Ordinate Theme SO3- Impacts of restructures and management 

Each of the senior officers I interviewed spoke at some length about the impacts 

that organisational restructures and their managers had had on them. The 

interviews included some positive references to participants’ experiences of 

working for particular managers but more related to unpleasant experiences. A 

sense that managers and restructures were things that the participants could do 

little about came through strongly in the analysis.    

 

The sub-themes identified as part of this final super-ordinate theme were: ‘feeling 

pressured’; ‘suspicious of motives and concerns about legitimacy of restructures’; 

‘considering leaving’; and ‘working under management’. 

 

8.6.1 Feeling pressured by changes - restructuring 

Ged, Tom and Adam all indicated that they had found their work becoming 

increasingly reactive and pressured as a result of organisational restructures they 

had experienced. Ged explained that since his role had changed through a 

restructure, he was working to a new line manager who was: 
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‘… confident in my ability and will ask me to make effective decisions.  My 

workload seems heavier than it has ever been before.  I try to do a thorough 

job, but I’m unable, I feel unable to, because of the constant workload. I feel 

I need to delegate more and more and this is proving difficult.’ (p. 7/18-p. 

8/3G). 

 

Ged went on to emphasise that he felt: 

 

‘… privileged to have a varied role, but sometimes it’s too varied, Sometimes 

I feel like an Admin Officer, sometimes I feel like an Assistant Manager to the 

Area Manager, sometimes I feel like a Green Spaces Area Officer, and I 

constantly feel that my role is becoming ever reactive. The happier times I 

remember is when I was more proactive. (p. 8/3-9G).   

 

Previous clarity about Ged’s role seemed to have disappeared following the 

restructuring at his council. He seemed to be trying to put a brave face on the 

changes that had been imposed on him and the pressures that accompanied them. 

He appeared to be finding the situation difficult.  At several points in the interview, 

Ged came back to his concern about his workload and appeared to be trying to 

work out how to get his manager to resolve it:  

 

‘… all I can think, it’s because I’m not getting a chance to go out as much as I 

should do to be one step ahead of the contractors or improvements that 

need to be made and it’s kind of, all snowballing the other way and I’m 

getting bowled over by it and then just trying hold back the tide and do what 

needs doing.’  (p. 8/10-14G).   

 

So it seemed Ged felt overwhelmed by his work since the restructure, overly 

pressured by an ever-increasing workload and an inability to plan ahead. He 

appeared to be taking this situation personally, as if it were his fault. Whereas he 
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seemed to have had little or no say in the changes he was trying to come to terms 

with.  

 

Adam also seemed to feel that he did not have ‘a lot of time free to do my core 

duties’ (p. 39/11-12A). Since his own role had changed, Adam had enjoyed the 

flexibility in his working day. He described his pleasure of: 

 

‘… (not being) stuck at a desk 9 to 5 Monday to Friday, um and also to a 

large degree as well that I can’t necessarily determine what I’m going to be 

doing day to day.’ (p. 30/7-11A).  

However, the reactivity had then gone too far for his comfort: 

 

‘… having done that for a while now, I think it has got to a point where 95% 

is reactive, and very little of it is strategic and so I would like to see that 

balance out somewhat. Even if it’s 60:40 in relation to reactive. But there is 

almost no planning and nobody prepared to make any plans at the moment, 

because we may not be here next month.’ (p. 30/12-22A). 

 

Unlike Ged, Adam described the situation he was facing in analytical language. He 

did not use emotive descriptions such as being ‘bowled over’ or ‘trying to hold back 

the tide’. However, what was apparent from the way he spoke was that he seemed 

angry and frustrated; aware of the situation but feeling there was little he could do 

about it. He seemed to be containing his anger and frustration behind the use of 

analytical words. But his limited options, and the difficulties embedded in the 

situation in which he found himself, seemed difficult for him to handle, especially as 

he perceived himself to be a ‘natural born leader’.    

 

Tom also felt pressured as a result of a recent restructure: 

 

‘This year I think has been fairly difficult as in our structure has changed. I 

think I’ve had two Operation Managers this year so far.’ (p. 10/13-15T).  
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This meant that: 

 

‘It can take weeks sometimes and that’s, if I need something now, that 

causes me problems. If I try and phone (Regional Manager) up and I can’t get 

through to him, which really does happen too often.’ (p. 12/9-12T).  

 

Tom gently complained: 

 

‘He’s very good at the meetings where he says, “I’m on the other end of the 

phone”, Well I know you’re on the other end of the phone. Bbut you’ve got to 

press the green button to actually answer it (laughs) unfortunately.’ (p. 

12/12-16T). 

 

Tom did not seem angry; it was as if he were just pointing out a matter of fact issue. 

It seemed to be in Tom’s nature not to make a big fuss about issues that were not 

to his liking, but clearly, the practical difficulties caused by the gap in the line 

management structure above him, were preying on his mind. 

 

8.6.2 Suspicious of motives - concerns about the legitimacy and impacts of 

restructures: 

Organisational restructuring appeared to loom large in the memories of some of 

the senior officers, most strongly for Ged and Adam. Ged used terms such as 

‘unjust’, ‘not very happy’ and ‘stitched up’ for past restructures in his previous 

organisation. However, he appeared to see the restructuring he was currently 

facing as a possible opportunity for advancement: 

 

‘… we don’t know what the restructure’s going to bring us, but obviously 

there’s management positions.’ (p. 30/10-12G). 

 

It seemed Ged’s apparent optimism about the restructure he was facing seemed 

linked to his strong desire to ‘get on’ which came through at other points in the 
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interview. But this contrasted strongly with the views he expressed about 

restructures in his previous organisation, which had led him to choose to leave, see 

section 8.6.3 (Considering Leaving), which follows after this section. 

 

When I interviewed Adam, he was experiencing some major concerns about the 

legitimacy of the restructuring proposals he had recently been made aware of at his 

council: 

 

 ‘… how come everybody’s job is open, except for the head of green 

spaces.(...) Surely for, even if it’s not revealed, surely for transparency, for 

fairness purposes, that should be declared as open as well.’ (p. 17/23-p. 

18/2A).  

 

Adam had suspicions about the motives behind the restructure. This seemed in part 

to come from the fact that his senior manager had been: 

 

‘… putting all the rangers on NVQ with the guise that we wanted them more 

involved with local groups, and less enforcement, and lo and behold that’s 

the role that they’ve evolved into or been ring fenced for them to apply to. I 

don’t know I’m just suspicious I think.’ (p. 38/13-21A). 

 

Adam seemed to be trying to make sense of the situation he found himself in, 

putting previously unconnected occurrences together, and wondering if he was 

correct in his suspicions. Even more worrying for Adam on a personal level was the 

fact that the: 

 

‘… bottom line is we’ve been told that it’s a 30 day consultation. The 

numbers that have come out on the paper are based on budget alone but at 

no point have we been told what the budget is for each level and therefore 

at no point can we go back with a legitimate response.’ (p. 17/1-8A).  

 



230 

 

Adam seemed quietly outraged by the situation. His concerns and suspicions 

seemed to be fuelled by a previous experience of being given more responsibility 

with no change in pay: 

 

‘… possibly another beef of mine, you know, I went from zero line 

management responsibility to some line management responsibility but not 

change in grade or anything like that.’ (p. 36/3-7A).  

 

Adam’s previous experience of restructuring was that the results appeared unfair 

and that he had no say in the things he had a ‘beef’ about. He now felt that the 

current process had been designed to be difficult:  

 

‘Now that at least the message is out there and we have been told that this 

is a thirty day consultation the question is well actually, given the 

demonstration we’ve had so far, what do they mean by consultation, is it, 

this is what it is going to be, you know, bad luck to whatever you suggest, or 

are they simply throwing it out there because they have to or what not, you 

know, it’s extremely poor.’                 (p. 11/15-25A). 

 

He was not at all impressed with the restructuring consultation process but 

appeared to be trying to respond to the situation constructively, indicating that: 

‘… my personal opinion is that I need to go and speak to the HR person and 

say what grades are each of these at (...) and if I’m going to make any 

legitimate alternative suggestion, I need to know what they are.’ (p. 17/9-

16A).  

 

Adam came across as being torn between wanting to complain about the poor 

consultation process and the unfairness he felt existed in the restructure 

consultation. There was also a desire to try to survive the cuts that were being 

made to the number of officers in his department.  Without swearing or making use 

of particularly emotive phrases, he projected a deeply felt anger along with 
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frustration and outrage. This was accompanied by a sense that he was also trying to 

puzzle out how to respond in a way that would put him in a good light with those 

who were making the decisions about who would stay and who would go. It 

seemed a particularly unhappy and difficult situation for Adam to be in. 

 

Jen and Tom seemed less suspicious about the motives behind organisational 

restructures. Indeed, although Jen had experienced quite a number of role changes 

and changes in line manager, she did not appear to have seen these as having been 

part of any restructuring. She seemed to take changes in who she reported to in her 

stride, even if she was not that happy with them. She described a number of role 

and line manager changes in her interview and her description of her experiences 

moved swiftly from one change to another: 

 

‘And then obviously, my then manager, (...), probably wasn’t the most 

supportive of managers (laughs).  He’d probably put quite a lot on you and 

then not give you the support.  He even was always one of these managers 

that, you know, you’d ask him, “Not now, I’m busy,” you know, so you’d sort 

of think, oh, and then obviously I went and then worked with (Next 

Manager). (He) was a very different kettle of fish, very focussed, very 

supportive, but I was very much, kind of, you know, I was – he let me, kind 

of, run things myself and he was just there if I needed to, kind of, air things, 

so that was quite good and then, obviously, not long after I’d been working 

with (Next Manager), he then went for the other job and I was left on my 

own.’ (p. 11/16- p. 12/4J). 

 

It was as if Jen expected that, in the same way she was always looking to change 

and improve, that is what organisations tried to do as well. She did not generally 

see such changes as a major issue. She did however, notice the differences in how 

different managers interacted with her and found some of their ways of working 

easier than others.  
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Like Jen, Tom also seemed to expect organisations to change their structures and 

that changes in line managers would also happen. He seemed to be quite 

understanding of this process. For example he indicated the past year had been 

difficult but: 

 

‘… that’s changing very shortly, (...) I believe. A new bloke’s coming in, so 

fingers crossed that things will get back on the right track.’ (pg11/9-11T). 

 

He seemed to have a view that things would probably work out all right. However, 

at the same time, the impact of the restructure in Tom’s organisation had caused 

him some discomfort, which had felt wrong to him:  

 

‘I mean, when the Regional Manager’s not around I’ve had to sneak the 

phone call to Director because, as much as I don’t need - I don’t - I’ve spoken 

to (the Director) about it before, I don’t like to oversee him or go past the 

regional manager, sometimes I’m going to have to ’cause if I don’t get an 

answer...’ (p. 14/5-9T).   

 

Tom’s discomfort seemed to be partially caused by having to bypass his boss who 

did not return his calls. It was exacerbated by the fact that he had to attend 

meetings with his client alone: 

 

‘… regional manager’s meant to turn up at the contract meetings at the 

moment and he hasn’t been, and obviously Client’s not very happy with that. 

I’m not very happy with it ‘cause I’m the one who gets me arse kicked all the 

time (laughs) and I’ve no back up, which is what the operations manager 

should be doing.’ (p. 13/6-11T).   

 

Although Tom did not use the word ‘unfair’ it was clear he felt that sometimes, 

organisational restructuring led to situations that put undue pressure and 

responsibility on him, which he was not happy about. He had a way of describing 
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this that was subtle but just as clear as the stronger, more judgemental language 

used by Ged and Adam. However, Adam’s sense of outrage made me feel there be 

more going on behind the scenes in his council than he felt he could talk about.  

 

Overall, the senior officers had mixed experiences and responses to restructuring. 

Perhaps as a consequence of the timing of the interview, Adam seemed most 

unsettled by his organisation’s recent restructure announcement and the impact 

that it might have for him. Both Ged and Adam seemed quite suspicious of the 

motives and legitimacy of past restructures at different organisations. They seemed 

to feel that there was little they could do at the time to tackle the perceived 

inequalities associated with the restructures they had encountered. This feeling 

seemed to stay with them, even when the situation had passed.  

 

8.6.3 That’s when I felt I wasn’t best suited - Considering leaving 

Ged and Tom had both left jobs and organisations due to dissatisfaction with 

managers and the impact of restructures. Jen and Adam both described having had 

thoughts of leaving their current employers, due to dissatisfaction following 

restructures. Jen had been able to overcome the perceived problems by raising 

them with a more senior manager, who had taken steps that appeared to have 

resulted in Jen deciding to stay. At the time of Adam’s interview, which took place 

part way through a formal restructure consultation process, Adam appeared to 

want to stay and have input into the restructuring in a constructive fashion, but also 

seemed to be finding it hard to keep his resolve to not leave.  

 

Ged had left his previous employer, South West Borough Council as a result of 

feeling, ‘a little bit stitched up’ (p. 4/1G). This had been when a restructure at his 

first council had meant that someone was ‘moved across in a cost saving exercise’ 

(p. 3/18G). Someone was moved into a post that Ged felt should have had his name 

on it. From Ged’s perspective, this had been ‘unjust’ (p. 3/19G) and he had 

approached his senior manager about other opportunities. It appeared Ged had not 
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been at all impressed with the way that his senior manager had responded, as his 

manager had: 

 

‘… been professional to the end (laughs) and could only say I had an equal 

chance as everyone else who would be applying.’ (p. 4/5-6G).  

 

Ged’s disdain for the way he had been treated by his senior manager and his 

organisation at the time was evident from the way he laughed after he used the 

word ‘professional’. Soon after this event occurred, Ged had: 

 

‘… made a decision to look elsewhere, opened up (Trade Magazine) and saw 

a job advertised for (name of London borough) and one thing led to another 

and I was offered the job.’ (p. 4/10-13G). 

 

This was one of several situations that Ged described in his interview that gave me 

the impression that he held a view that he would not give an organisation a second 

chance  once, in his eyes, it had let him down.   

 

Tom too had made a decision to leave a local authority employer as a result of 

restructuring. He explained: 

 

‘as soon as (my job) changed over to the infrastructure, that’s when I felt I 

wasn’t best suited, so it’s one of the reasons I decided to leave’ (pg2/5-7T).  

 

Not only had Tom’s role changed at the local authority because of the restructure, 

but he had also found himself reporting to a manager who had a poor reputation 

when it came to supporting his staff. Tom had had no input into who he would be 

working for after the restructure and did not enjoy working for his new boss. Tom 

said: 
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‘(I was) never quite sure where I was with Manager.  I can’t say he was one 

of the – he’s not one of the most focussed managers. When problems arose 

they arose big style and, you know, it was all hands to the pump and trying 

to sort them out on a Friday afternoon. (...) As a manager I don’t believe he’s 

one of the better ones. Yeah, and it’s – but I mean, and I don’t know if it’s 

fair to say but, I mean, that was – he was part of the reason I decided to 

move on.’ (p. 5/18T-p. 6/11).  

 

Tom clearly had not enjoyed working for a boss who was not focused and who 

appeared to Tom to be skilled at blaming others:  

 

‘If there’s glory to be had he’d probably get it and if there’s trouble to be had 

then you would probably (get) passed it... he’s been there for donkeys, I 

mean I don’t see him ever going.’ (p. 7/1-9T).  

 

In line with Tom’s pleasant non-confrontational nature, his way to handle this 

situation had been to quietly leave the organisation after finding another job - 

working for that council’s grounds maintenance contractor.  

 

Jen had also considered leaving following changes at a local authority that had 

resulted in her feeling unsupported and ‘left on my own’ (p. 12/7J). When working 

for a manager whom she felt was difficult to work for. However, unlike Tom, she 

had chosen to raise her concerns with a senior manager who had adjusted Jen’s 

role and who she reported to. Jen said: 

 

‘I didn’t particularly get on very well (with name of manager)’. (I) ‘got a bit, 

kind of, started to get a bit, sort of, fed up with it all and that’s when I was 

going to leave and then I had a conversation with (senior manager) and then 

(senior manager) made me projects manager (laughs).’ (p. 12/10-15J).  
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Even though Adam was taking part in his council’s prestigious staff Academy, for 

‘rising stars’, he was considering that he might leave. This seemed to be a 

consequence of the uncertainty caused by what Adam thought to be constant 

restructuring at his organisation: 

 

‘I’ve been here in green spaces what, seven years, during which we’ve had, 

this is the second restructure and through both restructures they have 

decreased the number of advancement opportunities, (pause) which 

obviously is a concern for me because, bringing it back to my educational 

background, doing these course to move up the ladder (pause) and there’s 

less and less opportunities to move up that ladder. So what does that do for 

my motivation? My work ethic, (pause) my resolve to stay or go or 

whatever?’ (p. 20/22-p. 21/12A).  

 

Adam returned to the issue later in his interview and appeared particularly 

unsettled by the likelihood of future changes:  

 

 ‘… we’ve got to make 8 million savings or something, so we can’t guarantee 

that the structure we are going to have will be the same structure that we 

will have in four years time so (pause) what’s going on, even if we’ve got our 

jobs this year, we won’t necessarily have it next year. That’s going to be a 

certain weight around our necks, for the next twelve months.’ (p. 35/10-

19A). 

 

So even if Adam survived the current round of restructuring, he felt his future at his 

local authority was precarious. This additional future uncertainty was already 

weighing heavily in his mind, even though he was not sure if he would have a job in 

a month’s time, let alone next year. 

 

I was struck at several points in the interview, and when listening afterwards to the 

recording of Adam’s interview, by the frustration and outrage he was trying to hold 
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back. This was while he tried to constructively explain his experience of issues 

related to personal, professional and management development. He did not seem 

to have come to the interview with a plan to talk about issues associated with 

restructure he was experiencing.  However it seemed to be preying on his mind. It 

felt as if, in Adam’s workplace, he was working very hard to only express 

constructive comments about the restructure and present a professional front to 

increase his chance of being kept on. However, he seemed to also feel that he was 

close to bursting out and saying what he really thought about what he saw as a 

poor quality consultation process. He felt that the result of the consultation seemed 

to have been decided already. The only thing that seemed to be causing him to hold 

back from saying what he thought to his employer, was the hope that he might 

survive this current round of redundancies, even though other cuts were planned 

for the future. 

 

Ged and Tom described getting to tipping points at previous organisations when 

organisational changes they had to deal with just seemed unacceptable to them. 

They both described getting to a point at which they decided to ‘look elsewhere’, 

unbeknownst to their organisations. In contrast, when faced with a similar 

situation, Jen had chosen to raise her concerns with a more senior manager, which 

resulted in a change that led to Jen staying. Jen seemed to have seen this as a 

turning point in her work at the organisation.  

 

At the time of his interview, Adam seemed to be close to a tipping point, talking 

about possibly losing his ‘resolve to stay or go or whatever’. I found it difficult to 

think how Adam’s predicament would turn out, it seemed so much down to chance. 

His fate seemed to hang on the view of one or more senior managers whose actions 

he had come to mistrust. 

 

8.6.4 Working under management 

Ged and Tom both talked about working ‘under management’ as if this was not a 

pleasant thing. Tom introduced the concept, he explained that: 
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 ‘… one thing I always told my dad, I would never end up in an office under 

any sort of management type, which, if he were still (alive), he would laugh.’ 

(p. 3/11-12T). 

 

So for Tom, working in an office and working ‘under’ managers had been something 

to avoid if at all possible for many years. Ged wanted to share his experiences of 

‘working under management’: 

 

‘… just like to say a little bit about the – my experiences of the management 

that I’ve been working under, if possible?’ (p. 5/18-20G).  

 

He them went on to list out a succession of ‘bugbears’ (p.34/15G) about the people 

who had managed him and the situations that they had used to stop him from 

getting the promotions and pay rises that he felt he had been entitled to. 

 

In Jen’s interview, seeing management as a less than positive activity was 

emphasised by her use of the phrase ‘turned to the dark side’ (p. 5/3J). This 

described the moment when she moved into management. For most of Adam’s 

interview, his focus was on himself and he made hardly any mention of any 

managers. But towards the end of the interview, he let himself speak about his 

current head of service. He said:  

 

‘… to have been part of a ‘cunning plan’, that’s how I see it, um, the head of 

green spaces was brought in a year ago, less than 18 months ago and this 

whole restructure has been floating around for about that length of time as 

well, so my suspicion un-based as it is, is that this whole restructure has been 

the brain child of one person, who has brought in certain ideas from other 

authorities and other working and set about putting them in motion without 

people knowing what was going on.’ (p. 37/21-38/13A).  
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Adam’s view was that his senior manager was not to be trusted and had been 

hatching a Machiavellian plan. He spoke quite calmly and was still taking care in the 

choice of his words. His tone of voice made it clear he was holding back a great deal 

of anger and that he felt he had been deceived. To say he was displeased would be 

an understatement.    

 

Although ‘management’ as a general term was not viewed positively by any of the 

four senior officer participants, Tom, Ged and Jen raised both positive and negative 

experiences of their work ‘under’ specific  managers in the parks and green spaces 

sector. However, the negative experiences seemed to stand out much more than 

the positive. For example, when Tom had worked at this first contractor, he had 

had a very unpleasant time. He described what it had been like working for one 

manager in particular:  

 

‘… awful, they were terrible times.  I knew it was bad when they poured the – 

we had delivery of mulch and it was just pointed out to put it in front of my 

office.  I actually had to walk over the mulch to get into my office (laughs).  I 

don’t think anyone cared about me.’ (p. 15/4-10T). 

 

Considerable time had elapsed but Tom still found it hard to talk about his 

experiences when he had been working at that company. He said he tried not to 

think about it much. He had a subtle way to express the degree of unpleasantness 

he had experienced: 

 

‘I actually – did actually tell him he should have been in the army ’cause he’d 

either have made a good Major or a General. (...), “Oh, yeah, a General pain 

or a Major pain (laughter).”  Yeah, and I can’t believe there’s two of them, to 

be honest.  Oh dear, what a bloke that was.’ (p. 16/14-18T).  

 

Tom seemed not to be the sort of person who would criticise or point out other 

people’s weaknesses in an effort to make himself look good. Instead, he was trying 
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to tell me how awful it had been working under that company’s management 

regime. His immediate manger’s way of dealing with him had had a major impact 

on how he felt.  

 

Tom spoke without making much use of body language or gestures and to look at 

his face, you would have been forgiven for thinking he was speaking about 

something neutral. It was only his words that gave a hint of the unpleasantness he 

had endured.     

 

Tom described how when he had moved into a supervisory role. His line manager 

had told him what he must do to create a new relationship with those people he 

had used to work with. Tom said he was told to: 

 

 ‘.. distance myself from the guys. He told me once a week I had to pick 

someone out of the crowd and go and give him a really hard dressing down, 

not for any particular reason, just so it distanced me.’ (p. 15/17-20T).  

 

Tom had not felt comfortable being required to randomly ‘pick on’ people he had 

used to work with as one of the ‘guys’. It was not the way he wanted to work, but 

found it difficult to manage the ‘guys’ in the way he wanted to. He had his manager 

breathing down his neck, trying to make him do things he did not want to do as a 

supervisor. Tom seemed so unsettled talking about this particular period of time, 

working under management at the contracting company after he and other people 

had been ‘outsourced’, that he quickly moved on in the interview to talk about 

other topics.  

 

Ged and Tom went into details to tell me about his experience of working for what 

seemed to be a number of rather challenging bosses. His description of working for 

one particular manager seemed selected to show that Ged had enjoyed working for 

someone with a rather challenging (or bullying) management style, to say the least. 

He said:  
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‘He had a very distinctive management style.  I enjoyed working under him 

and my role was structured and I was trusted to carry out my duties.  I felt 

confident in my decision making ‘cause I knew that I had his support, so on 

that side he had lots of pluses as a manager in my eyes.  He had a little bit – 

a few downsides as a manager.  Occasionally he came across as a bully and 

(my colleague) puts those words. (My colleague was) usually on the receiving 

end of some insulting and potentially damaging comments.  It was as though 

(manager) was using (my colleague) to show the rest of the team what was 

expected, but (my colleague), wrongly or rightly, rarely retaliated or 

complained.  Despite manager’s faults, he still remains a big influence on the 

way I conduct myself as an Officer and I’m thankful for (manager) for taking 

me under his wing when I first joined, so I feel privileged to – have had him 

as a boss when I started, and although his style of management, it suited me 

at that time when I started, although later on, as I developed, it probably 

didn’t, so I needed to spread my wings a bit more, which he may not have 

allowed me to do.’  (p. 6/3-20G). 

 

Ged clearly felt very thankful to this particular manager for having given Ged the 

structure and guidance he needed. It seemed that because Ged had been so 

supported by a manager with a ‘distinctive’ management style, that Ged was 

prepared to give him a great deal of latitude for the way he worked. It seemed 

surprising to me that the manager had regularly picked on one of the other 

members of the team and that this had not been stopped by the organisation. 

However, it was clear from Ged’s account that he felt that that issue had not been 

one for him to get involved in. Indeed, Ged’s colleague appeared to be being ‘used’ 

by the manager to show Ged what was expected of him by his manager. This 

seemed a little like the ‘double-bind’ that Charles (one of the middle managers) had 

experienced when his own ‘archaic’ boss had thrown his weight around. Objecting 

to his manager’s ‘distinctive’ management style could have had negative 

consequences for Ged.   
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As if to give extra emphasis to the difficult dilemmas he had had while ‘working 

under management’, Ged described his experience of working for another boss who 

regularly withheld information from Ged:  

 

‘I started the position of Enhancement Officer, I soon felt lost.  I was – it was 

– and I was expected to get on with a role without the knowledge of what 

was being expected.  Obtaining information to allow me to do my job was 

difficult.  I was drip fed snippets of info. And in fact, I had no idea of about 

the size of the projects we were dealing with and my boss at that time, (park 

manager), had to authorise all the requests, which was when it was 

convenient to him.  It was as though knowledge was power and I wasn’t 

worthy enough to have any (laughs).  This was an extremely frustrating time 

and I kept quiet as I knew of the forthcoming restructure and I didn’t want to 

jeopardise my career by pushing off with that for complaining about the 

boss at that time.  It was quite difficult ‘cause (Park Manager is) a clever 

man, (...), so as much as I felt that for myself it was, sort of, hard to pin 

anything down to justify a valid complaint really, so it’s a tough one to 

address with taking that to the next level, so – but it starts to get to, sort of, 

uncomfortable territory.’ (p. 6/21-pg7/16G). 

 

Ged’s experience had been that it was probably best to keep quiet and carry on 

when faced with a manager who was withholding information that Ged needed to 

do his job. This was for fear that if he made a complaint, it would weigh against Ged 

when his department was yet again restructured. Although from a work 

perspective, this meant that things would not be done on time (or to the required 

standards). Ged had judged it was his best chance of surviving in the ‘forthcoming’ 

restructure of Ged’s department, which appeared to be a euphemism for ‘staff 

cuts’.   

 

It was telling that Ged felt that the manager he spoke about had been ‘a clever 

man’ and that the withholding of information had been an intentional tactic: ‘… it 
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was as though knowledge was power and I wasn’t worthy enough to have any’ 

(p.7/7G).   However, that was not all that seemed to be going on, there appeared to 

be a silent complex tactical game being played. People were trying to position 

themselves so that they would be less likely to be one of the ‘ones to go’ when the 

restructuring guillotine blade fell. Ged seemed to feel as though he was in the 

middle of a gigantic game of chess and was constantly being used in the game. He 

had decided to do his best to avoid loosing his job, and acted accordingly. 

 

Jen had also experienced working for a less than supportive manager: 

 

 ‘… the whole thing was completely new to me (...) my then manager, (...), 

probably wasn’t the most supportive of managers (laughs).  He’d probably 

put quite a lot on you and then not give you the support.  He even was 

always one of these managers that, you know, you’d ask him, “Not now, I’m 

busy,” you know, so you’d sort of think, Oh!’ (p. 11/16-22J). 

 

Jen’s words ‘you’d sort of think “Oh!” succinctly conveyed how perplexed she had 

been to be constantly told ‘not now I’m busy’ even though she was new in the role.  

Although she required her manager for guidance, she was brushed off, time after 

time, because he was busy again. Her working relationship seemed to deteriorate 

with that particular manager: 

 

‘I didn’t particularly get on very well (with name of manager)’. (I) ‘got a bit, 

kind of, started to get a bit, sort of, fed up with it all and that’s when I was 

going to leave and then I had a conversation with (senior manager) and then 

(senior manager) made me projects manager (laughs).’ (p. 12/10-15J).  

 

Interestingly, unlike Ged who in a similar situation had decided to keep his head 

down, Jen’s response had been to consider leaving. Perhaps this reflected their 

different views of ‘climbing ladders’. As shown in section 8.5.2, Ged had clear 

expectations of climbing further ‘up the ladder’ whereas Jen set her own direction 
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for jobs and did not have much interest in climbing other people’s ladders. She 

preferred to set herself her own ‘developmental’ challenges and to choose to only 

stay in a job while it had something she could learn.   She appears to have selected 

to speak to the senior manager to see if something could be done to resolve the 

problem. She found herself promoted into a more senior project management role, 

working for a different manager.   

 

The senior officer accounts included further examples of what it had been like 

working under ‘less than supportive’ managers. When the participants spoke about 

a few situations where they had experienced a more supportive working 

relationships with their manager, there was usually a negative sting in the tail. It 

seemed that the difficult or taxing experiences of working under management 

remained vivid for a long time after they had taken place. This appeared to colour 

how these senior officers viewed managers and ‘management’ in general.    

   

8.6.5 Conclusion of Super-Ordinate Theme: Unpleasant Impacts of Restructures and 

Management 

The senior officers’ experiences of restructuring was that it was something to be 

suspicious of and that it usually brought with it major unwelcomed impacts on their 

jobs, workloads and who they worked for. Ged and Tom had responded to previous 

restructures by leaving, and Jen and Adam had also considered it.  However, Tom, 

Ged and Adam seemed to believe there was always a hope that in future 

restructures might perhaps provide some positive benefits at a personal level. 

 

The four senior officers accounts shared some strong negative images of their 

experiences of managers and management. However, Tom, Ged and Jen also 

expressed positive regard for one or two specific managers that they had worked 

for. Interestingly, some of the positive examples given were of people who used 

bullying or other ‘distinctive’ styles of managing. The positive descriptions appeared 

to be used to highlight that there did not seem to be many great management role 

models around, in the experience of the participants. The examples of apparently 
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inappropriate, but welcomed, management styles seemed to be given to help 

highlight that some of the other people that the participants recalled working 

under, might not have seemed particularly unpleasant, but had been unpleasant to 

work under, from the perspective of the participants concerned.  

 

 8.7 Conclusions to the analysis of the senior officer grouping findings 

The three super-ordinate themes which developed from my analysis of the four 

senior officer’s experiences were: ‘finding myself working in the sector by chance, 

enjoying the outdoor work’; ‘expectations of work and positive experiences of 

courses’; and ‘unpleasant impacts of restructures and management’. 

  

8.8 Master themes for the study as a whole 

Taking the super-ordinate themes from each of the three sections of the study and 

reflecting on the findings as a whole, I found that master themes could be 

developed for the study group as a whole. These master themes do not encapsulate 

all aspects of each participant’s experience, and that is not the purpose of the 

master themes (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009). The master themes do however 

bring to the foreground key themes from the study as a whole. These three master 

themes are shown in figure 8.4 (below).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 8.4:  Master themes (MT) for the study as a whole. 

Source: Developed for this thesis. 

Fig 8.5 provides the theme table for the study’s overall analysis: 

MT1: Initially here 

through chance, 

finding myself 

enjoying the 

outside work 

MT2: Seeking, making or 

expecting a career path 

Trying to do the best thing for myself: Experiences of 

personal, professional and management 

development in London’s parks and green spaces  

MT3: Experiencing the 

dark-side under 

management 
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Overarching Theme: Trying to do the best thing for myself 

Master Themes  
From the Study Overall   

Supporting Super-Ordinate Themes from the 

Groups 

initially here through chance, 

finding myself enjoying the 

outdoor work 

S01: Finding myself working in the sector by 

chance, enjoying the outdoor work 

SC1: Uncertainty and Unpredictability 

MM1: Differing Focus for Work 

Seeking, making or expecting 

a career path 

SC1: Uncertainty and Unpredictability 

SC4: Living with High Expectations 

MM2: Experiences of pursuing job progression and 

promotion 

MM4: The Ways I Learn 

SO2: Expectations of Work and Experiences of 

Courses 

Experiencing the dark side 

under management 

 

C2: Being a Suit 

SC3: Appreciation of Relationships 

MM3: Experiencing Unexpected, Uncontrollable 

Criticism 

SO3: Impacts of Restructures and Management 

 

Fig 8.5 Diagram of the master themes for the study as a whole: 

Source: Developed for this thesis. 

 

Master theme MT1: Initially here by chance, finding myself enjoying the outdoors 

All but one of the eight participants in this study had initially found themselves 

working in the sector by chance or as a result of the actions of people other than 

themselves. However, once in the sector, most participants had experienced some 

pleasure or enjoyment from the fact that their first jobs involved working outside. 

Two participants felt the fact that they had had active ‘outdoors’ childhoods had 



247 

 

given them a positive feel for work in the sector once they started. Two participants 

felt that they had some initial fondness and familiarity with the gardening aspects 

of their first job in the sector as a result of seeing family members gardening, when 

they were young. In addition, two other participants recalled positive memories of 

gardening as a child - either at home or at school.  However overall, the initial 

overall positive association for working in the sector for participants had been the 

general sense of ‘enjoying being outside’ or ‘working outside’.  

 

Master theme MT2: Seeking, making or expecting a career path 

The eight participants expressed a range of expectations and experiences of 

following, seeking, expecting and sometimes not finding some form of development 

path or career progression route. Six of the eight participants saw their path as 

steps up a management ladder. Some of these participants had taken steps 

themselves, others were seeking clear steps but found them difficult to find. Some 

thought others should give them steps up the ladder. One participant felt that his 

managers should have pushed him to progress, but had failed to do so once he had 

finished his initial City and Guilds certificate as an apprentice.    

 

Not all of the participants were seeking, or wanting, an ever upward management 

career path. One of the participants was instead focused on pursuit of a personal 

self-development path, seeing each job, in or out of the sector, as part of a broader 

personal development quest towards self-improvement. Each job and new task was 

seen as a challenge. Once the challenge was overcome this participant got bored 

and saw the role as a dead end to be moved on from. Another participant had 

actively chosen not to climb further up a management ladder. Instead he choose to 

work for supportive managers in pleasant organisations. He selected organisations 

where he, and the people he worked with, were appreciated, moving organisation 

when this proved no longer to be the case.     

 

 

 



248 

 

Master theme MT3: Experiencing the dark-side under management  

The self-employed consultant’s account at the start of the overall analysis 

highlighted the positive relationships he had had with a range of seniors, through 

mentoring and line management relationships. Other participants seemed to 

experience senior managers in a much less positive way. Accounts abounded of the 

negative impacts of unpleasant, more senior managers. These managers were 

often, but not always, working in (or responsible for) local authority parks and 

green spaces departments. Managers were experienced by most participants as 

powerful individuals, who did what they wanted and treated those who reported to 

them as they liked. There appeared to be little that most participants could do to 

get concerns about their line managers addressed by their organisations.  Instead 

the response from participants was often to try to make the best of things and keep 

quiet. It appeared participants often had a hope that the issue would go away or it 

would become bearable, but if the situation became too intolerable, they then 

might choose to leave. 

 

This shared experience of line managers as unpleasant, and at times plainly bullying 

individuals was coupled with the impact of frequent restructures. Restructures 

which regularly changed the roles and line management relationships of the 

participants. Such actions also appeared to reduce opportunities for advancement 

in the eyes of some participants. There were a few positive examples of line 

managers assisting in participants’ development or career promotion. These 

appeared to be so few that they brought unpleasant experiences into sharper 

contrast. Overall, a sense of participants keeping quiet and carrying on, while 

feeling shocked, dismayed or unsettled by unexpected criticism, unwanted changes 

of job role, and being given more responsibilities for no more pay, made working in 

London’s public parks sector appear very far from being an enjoyable ‘walk in the 

park’. 
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8.9 Chapter conclusion 

This concludes the findings chapters in which the IPA analysis of the lived 

experience of issues related to personal, professional and management 

development in London’s parks and green spaces sector for three groups of 

participants and for the group as a whole have been provided.  In chapter nine, the 

tone of the thesis changes (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009), as the findings of the 

analysis are compared with extant literatures that are relevant to the issues that 

the analysis highlighted. 
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CHAPTER NINE – DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

 

9.1 Introduction 

In the three chapters before this one, the findings of the IPA analysis for the study 

were provided, followed by the master themes for the study as a whole (section 

8.8). Now, the tone of the thesis changes to discuss the findings, drawing in 

resonant literatures. With this change in ‘register’ the research is placed ‘in a wider 

context’ (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009 p. 112).  

 

The richness of IPA data and its analysis means that it would be unrealistic for me to 

discuss every aspect of the findings. Instead, this chapter explores those findings 

that were particularly striking and resonant with my research objectives, through a 

dialogue with literature (Gadamer, 1960/2004; Flowers, Smith and Larkin, op cit). 

This also provided me with  opportunities for reflection and the questioning (or 

challenging) of presuppositions, as advocated for critical HRD studies (Armitage, 

2010). The findings are participant led and the discussion does not seek to prove or 

disprove a hypothesis (Gee, 2011). Instead, the discussion draws on literature from 

diverse areas to explore aspects of the findings that seemed to be most relevant to 

my exploration of issues related to personal, professional and management 

development in London’s public parks and green spaces.  

 

The findings highlighted that, from the perspectives of the participants in my study, 

London’s public parks and green spaces sector was ‘less like a machine and more 

like shifting patterns of relationships’ (Wieck, 2009, p. 263). It was also clear that as 

highlighted by Watson (2001), participants had not ‘suddenly become managers’, 

when moving into supervisory and management roles, away from more practical 

‘outdoors’ roles (Watson, 2001). Overall, the participants’ ‘realities’ (Legge (1997) 

of issues related to personal, professional and management development, differed 

greatly from the ‘rhetoric’ (Legge, 1997 p. 314) of mainstream HRD. These 

differences are discussed in section 9.2.  
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Then, in section 9.3, help ‘make sense’ (Hatch and Cunliffe, 2006 p45), of the 

richness of the findings, I make use of a metaphorical ‘mental map’ (Hatch and 

Cunliffe, op cit, p. 44). My mental map is portrayed as a guided walk through a 

woodland, with ‘stopping points’ that help me make sense of, and discuss, some of 

the richness of the data and in ‘dialogue’ (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, op cit, p 112) 

with existing literature. This cartographical ‘sensemaking’ (Hatch and Cunliffe op cit, 

p44) follows Weick’s concept of sensemaking as an example of ‘the ongoing, 

retrospective development of plausible images that rationalise what people are 

doing’ (Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld, 2005 p. 131). Then, bringing the discussion to 

a conclusion, in section 9.4, I compare my findings with those of Mintzberg’s (1997) 

study of managers in Canada’s Banff National Park and provide a new substantive 

theoretical model, based on my study. Next, in section 9.2, I compare findings from 

my study with some of the expectations and rhetoric of Mainstream HRD theory 

and practice. 

 

9.2 Comparison of findings with mainstream HRD theory and practice 

Within HRD practitioner literature, line managers are portrayed as having an 

important responsibility for the training and development of their staff. They are 

expected to encourage staff to continue to learn and extend their abilities, 

especially through use of work tasks (Noe, 1996; Reid and Barrington, 1999; 

Hutchinson and Purcell, 2007). However, it was noticeable in my study that the 

managers whom the participants reported to were not usually described as taking a 

positive, active role in the training, learning or development of participants. 

Instead, more often, participants described situations in which they recalled what 

appeared to be negative role modelling of management behaviour by their 

managers.  

 

Performance and Development Appraisals 

Overall, participants made very few mentions of any experiences of taking part in 

performance and development appraisals (PADRs), either as a post holder or as a 

line manager. This was unexpected given that many local authorities have adopted 
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performance measurement principles and procedures, often described as the 

‘golden thread’ (IdeA, 2005). Buchner (2007) argues that staff development 

activities embedded within performance management appraisal schemes are often 

positioned as something done ‘to’ or ‘with’ people as an organisational 

requirement, rather than being designed and communicated in ways which have 

the motivations of the ‘performer’ centre stage. This can result in post holders 

taking the view that performance management processes, are not a particularly 

helpful or an appreciated aspect of their work; and so giving appraisal schemes and 

associated developmental activities less attention than HR practitioners or 

managers might expect (Buchner, op cit).  

 

‘Disconnect’ between line managers and post holders 

Even if the lack of substantive mention of appraisal or PADR processes in the 

participants accounts was due to a less than positive image of such processes, there 

did appear to be a fundamental ‘disconnect’ between managers and the people 

they line managed in my study. This is contrary to mainstream HRD theory and 

practice (Walton, 1999; CIPD, 2011). In my study, a lack of involvement in the 

development of staff was evident both between the participants and their line 

managers, and also between the participants and the staff they managed. Such 

situations have been reported previously (Reid and Barrington, 1999) with various 

explanations given. Gibb (2003) identifies that an increasing involvement of line 

managers in learning and development of their staff forms part of the broader 

changing relationship between line managers and human resource management. 

However, little empirical evidence has been presented to demonstrate that such a 

change leads to more effective learning and development of staff within 

organisations (Gibb, op cit). My study offered little evidence that, in the experience 

of the participants, line managers provided beneficial input into the development of 

their staff. Indeed, contrary to HRD mainstream theory and practice, it appeared 

that line managers in my study were seen as a barrier to development by some 

participants, and often acted as predominantly negative role models from whom 

participants could learn how not to manage.    
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Impacts of Restructuring 

As discussed in section 9.3.6, many of the participants in my study appeared to 

have experienced a number of restructurings of their departments or organisations. 

Consequently, they had found themselves with increased workloads, in jobs they 

had not wanted, working for line managers they had not chosen (which would have 

been the case when applying for a job outside of restructuring exercises). The 

participants described various responses to the situations they found themselves in, 

few of them positive. Worrall, Parks and Cooper (2004) argue that satisfaction with 

HR practices, including those related to reward and career progression is likely to 

be lower in organisations undergoing restructuring associated with redundancies. 

They highlight that ‘good’ HR practice is often not applied in such situations, when 

‘mafia’ style downsizing (Worrall, Parks & Cooper, op cit) takes over in an attempt 

to complete unpalatable actions, acting as quickly and quietly as possible.  

 

Worrall, Parks and Cooper (op cit) demonstrated that of the many forms of 

organisational change, restructuring that involved redundancy had the most 

damaging implications for managers’ experiences of their workplaces. Further, that 

remaining managers can become insecure, fearful and mistrusting. In such 

situations, distrust can be prevalent within organisations and this can lead to 

employees hiding knowledge (Connelly, et al, 2012).  

 

Politics 

Although New Public Management often portrays the role of managers to be one 

primarily focused on the delivery of outcomes, with little or no contact with the 

political process (Stewart, 2004), my study identified that once they moved into 

office based supervisory and managerial roles, participants appeared to be heavily 

involved in politically sensitive issues. In effect, the ‘modern’ ways of working, 

experienced by participants within the local authorities and the influence of politics 

were additional ‘layers’ of complexity they had to respond to (van der Bovenkamp, 

Stoopendall, and Bal, 2017). A similar overlay or ‘gap between rhetoric and reality’ 

(Hartley et al, 2015 p12), has been shown to exist as to whether public sector 
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managers in the UK are involved in politics or whether there is a ‘clear line between 

politics and administration’ (Hartley et al, op cit, p. 12). It was apparent from the 

participants’ accounts that in London’s public parks, the level of political 

intervention could be intense and on occasions, this level of political intervention 

can lead to post holders feeling very dismayed and considering leaving, which is a 

phenomenon also identified in America’s National Parks (Golley, 1999).   

 

The participants in my study suffered not only from the impact of frequent 

restructures, in which their jobs were at risk, but also from exposure to unexpected 

criticism of their work by more senior managers and directors. This often appeared 

to have been delivered on behalf of politicians. If the shock they expressed was an 

indication of their response, their previous roles seemed not to have prepared 

them for such encounters. It appeared that in moving into more senior positions 

they had moved out of a quasi-craft environment, into a more hostile political 

environment. Here, learning how to function effectively was difficult as a result of 

significant socio-political issues, low trust, high conflict, scarce resources and 

conflicting or pluralistic goals (Guzman, 2008).  

 

UK local authorities are political environments (SOLACE, 2005) and it has been 

identified that it is beneficial for public sector managers to have political acumen 

(Hartley, Alford, Hughes and Yates, 2015). However, mainstream NPM based HRD 

practices frequently used within local authorities underplay the impact and 

importance of political issues and skills (Trehan and Rigg, 2011).  

 

In political environments, employees are exposed to situations where informal 

influencing from a range of sources can affect outcomes. This can lead to an 

increased sense of uncertainty and a reduction in commitment to the organisation, 

especially where subordinates perceived that their line managers lack political skills 

(Brouer, Harris, and Kacmar, 2011).  Some authors propose that political skills are 

helpful and can be developed by managers (Butcher and Clarke, 2008; Hartley et al, 
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2015). The techniques suggested include role-play, mentoring and direct experience 

(Ferris, Davidson, and Perewe, 2005).  

 

It seemed that the development of political acumen appeared not to have been 

part of the experience of most participants in my study. Other than the self-

employed consultant, participants generally appeared to have very little experience 

of seeking out or making use of mentors. Perhaps they had not needed such 

support in less senior, practical or craft based roles. It appeared that they were left 

to sink or swim when they moved into management roles in a very political 

environment. 

 

Self-driven career development 

Five of the people who took part in my research described situations where they 

had actively chosen to make use of management development courses, which had 

been paid for or provided by their employers. All but one of these participants 

appeared to choose to take part in such courses in the hope or expectation that this 

would increase the likelihood of promotion. This was in line with the expectations 

of mainstream HRD practice in as much as these participants chose to make use of 

the management courses provided by their own organisation, rather than looking 

elsewhere, thus providing their organisations with the opportunity to shape course 

content and style of training (CIPD, 2009).  

 

However, participants seemed to feel that it was very much up to them to choose 

to undertake (or choose not to undertake) personal, professional and management 

development activities as they saw fit. As indicated at the start of this section, 

practice appears to differ from the expectations of mainstream HRD practice; in 

which the line manager plays an active role in directing the development activities 

of staff through appraisals, coaching and other activities (Walton, 1999; Reid and 

Barrington, 1999). This also differs from Noe’s (1996) finding that career 

management activity is positively associated with management support for such 
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activities.  It also conflicts with findings (Cohen, 2013) that Australian line managers 

reported having a pivotal role in their subordinates’ work place learning. 

 

The participants in my study appeared to feel that it was down to them to seek 

their own career path. This research identifies that restructuring and other forms of 

organisational turbulence lead to feelings of job insecurity for managers (Worrall, 

Parker and Cooper, op cit), resulting in them focusing on their own career more 

than organisational requirements or the purpose for managing, in this case the 

parks and green spaces (Reilly, Brett and Stroh, 1993). However, perhaps some 

participants did not relate to conventional career expectations and so felt it was up 

to them to create their own meaning of career success (Cohen and Mallon, 2001; 

Law, Meijers, and Wijers, 2002).  

 

Courses and Qualifications 

Most participants made mention of some courses they had attended and/or some 

of the qualifications they had achieved. A summary is provided in Fig 9.1.  

Participant Approximate 
Age 

IPA Analysis 
grouping 

Management 
courses 

Other 
Courses/Qualifications 
gained  

Ed  50s SA:  

Single Case 

Supervisors 
course, DMS, MSc, 
MBA, Research 
Degree 

Horticultural 
apprenticeship 
Green Flag Judge training  
 

Ken 40s MM:  

Middle 
Manager 

DMS City & Guilds Certificate  - 
Horticulture 
Diploma in Horticulture & 
Botanic Gardens 
Forestry Society Cert.  
Green Flag Judge Training 

Charles 40s MM:  

Middle 
Manager 

 - Certificate in Horticulture 
Institute of Cemeteries 
exam (level not specified) 
Green Flag Judge Training 
 

Brian 40s MM:  

Middle 
Manager 

CABE Leaders 
Programme 

Green Flag Judge Training 
 

Tom 30s SO:  

Senior Officer 

 - Spraying certificate 

Green Flag Judge training 
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Jen 30s SO:  

Senior Officer 

In-house one day 
courses for middle 
managers  
& Institute of 
Operations 
Management 
(Certificate) 

BA Art/Design  

 

Adam 30s SO:  

Senior Officer 

Institute of 
Leadership and 
Management 
Level 3 certificate.  
In-house 
leadership 
academy (2 year 
programme) 

BSc Biology  

MA Ecological Land 
Management 
First Aid 

 

Ged 30s SO:  

Senior Officer 

NVQ 3 
management 
 
ILM level 3 
certificate 

NVQ 2 Horticulture 

NVQ 3 Horticulture 

Green Flag Judge training 

 

Note: ¹ Table 9.1 is a summary of the course related information that participants chose to share during the 

interviews.  

Fig 9.1: Partial listing of courses and qualifications, undertaken by participants¹. 

Source: Developed for this thesis. 

 

The skills and qualifications information provided by the participants suggests that 

all three participants employed as Middle Managers (who were in their 40s), and 

two of the four Senior Officers (in their 30’s) had not studied at a graduate level at 

university. This is a similar finding to Barber (2005) who found that  in his study of 

twelve local authority parks and green space departments, very few landscape 

planning or landscape management graduates appeared to enter UK local authority 

employment. 

 

As can be seen from figure 9.1, two participants in my study had undertaken a 

Bachelor Degree level qualification i.e. at level 6 of the qualification framework 

(Directgov, 2011), before entering the workforce. These two participants were both 

in their 30s and were employed as Senior Officers.  In the UK, the average length of 

time spent in initial education by successive age cohorts increased throughout the 

20th century (Roberts, 2007). The experiences of the participants in my study 

appear to reflect this trend, in that the older participants (middle managers and the 
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self-employed consultant) appeared to have entered the world of work 

immediately after they left school. Whereas, two of the senior officers had stayed 

on in education and gained a university degree before entering the workplace. 

However, the other two senior officers had not attended university after leaving 

school. 

 

Only one participant reported having studied subjects at university that were 

directly relevant to the sector (biology and land management). Four of the eight 

participants reported having undertaken a horticultural apprenticeship or an NVQ 

in horticulture at the start of their time working in the sector.  This included the 

self-employed consultant (now in his 50’s), two of the three Middle Managers (now 

in their 40’s) and one of the four Senior Officers (now in his 30’s). The participants 

with a horticultural qualification indicated that they had undertaken this 

qualification while employed by the sector, during their first job.  

 

This suggests the participants in my study were reliant on their employers for their 

initial sector training. This finding is supported by Barber’s (2005) research. Barber 

found that none of the local authorities in his studies made an active provision for a 

graduate intake into their parks departments, unlike many landscape architecture 

firms. There are no specialist parks degrees in the UK (Barber, op cit). However, at 

least two UK colleges do offer a BSc with one elective unit or module option related 

to the horticultural management of urban landscapes (Writtle, 2015; Reaseheath, 

2015). This is in stark contrast to the USA, where most sector entrants had gained 

professional ‘parks’ certification through a university accredited programme before 

entering employment (Chase and Masberg, 2008).   

 

Three Senior Officers reported had a level three management qualification. One 

Middle Manager reported undertaking a Diploma in Business Studies (DMS) and the 

self-employed consultant reported having a DMS and two Masters Degrees in 

Management. In addition, a further participant had attended the three-day 

intensive CABE Leaders training programme (CABE, 2010a). This indicates that at 
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least six of the eight participants had received management training or gained 

management qualifications. This appears to contrast with CABE’s finding that some 

green space workers lacked interest in developing their management skills (CABE, 

2009b). Of course, the purposeful sampling used in my study may have led to 

people who did have an interest in such courses being more likely to take part than 

those who did not.   

 

Most of the management training and qualifications undertaken by the participants 

had been paid for by their parks and green space sector employers. Frequently this 

took the form of in-house supervisory or management courses. These course were 

made available to all employees in a local authority, i.e. the courses were not 

bespoke courses solely for parks and green spaces staff and were generic in nature. 

Two exceptions were the CABE Leaders training (attended by one participant) and 

the Green Flag judges’ training courses (attended by six participants). This training 

was delivered by national green space sector organisations, funded by CABE and 

the Department of Communities and Local Government (CABE 2010c; Keep Britain 

Tidy, 2011).  

 

Unlike other people who took part in the study, Tom had no formal management or 

horticultural training. He indicated that he would have liked to have been able to go 

on some horticultural courses but had ‘managed to muddle his way through’ (p. 

22/9T) and instead ‘picked up from experience’ (p. 22/11-12T).  The analysis of 

Tom’s interview drew particular attention to the ways that participants learnt about 

management and horticulture as part of their work in the sector. Their experiences 

resonated strongly with aspects of the ‘communities of practice’ literature (Wenger 

and Lave, 1999; Huzzard, 2004). I explore this in further detail in section 9.3.5 of the 

discussion.     

 

9.3 Discussion of the IPA analysis: a guided walk through the findings 

To write this section of the discussion, I have ‘stepped away’ from some of the 

richness of individual participants’ experiences, in order to focus on some wider 
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perspectives in the analysis. With such a richness of data and findings, it would be 

impractical to attempt to cover every aspect of the findings in one discussion. It 

would also go against the principles of the IPA tradition to try to prove or disprove 

theories through use of the study’s findings (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009). 

However, as I was one of the few people to have used IPA for a DBA study, it was 

difficult to find a suitable pre-existing structure for the discussion. After trying out 

various formats, I elected to use a structure based on a metaphor (Mignot, 2000).  

 

I have used ‘sensemaking’ (Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld, 2005) to organise the 

almost overwhelming richness of the findings, much as a manager might do in the 

workplace, (Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld, op cit).  To understand this sensemaking, 

please imagine the discussion as if I am taking you on a guided walk through a 

complex woodland. This ‘mental map’ resonates with Schön’s (1987) description of 

professional practice (see chapter five) which refers to a ‘… high, hard ground, 

overlooking a swamp’, (Schön, 1987, p.3). 

 

The guided walk inevitably provides only one of many possible interpretative routes 

that could be taken through the findings. I was initially hesitant to introduce a 

metaphor of my own making into the discussion, as guided walk was not a term 

introduced by any of the participants. However, I felt a simplifying structure was 

required for the discussion because the analysis was complex and as IPA requires 

the researcher to seek and to develop hermeneutic understandings between the 

research participants, the researcher and the reader (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 

2009).  

 

My choice of metaphor was influenced by my background in ecology and woodland 

management, along with my spatial processing preference for analysis of complex 

information (Eide and Eide, 2011). It was also influenced by the fact that a DBA/IPA 

research colleague said at one point, that we both seemed to be finding it hard to 

see the ‘wood for the trees’ when we were initially working on our discussions.  My 
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use of this metaphor could be said to demonstrate that I was using ecological 

embeddedness to create sense making (Whiteman and Cooper, 2011).  

 

The guided walk metaphor was also appropriate because the participants’ use of 

language included talk of ‘enjoying being outside’ and ‘paths and steps’. For 

example, there was talk of career paths (Ken), lack of development paths (Charles) 

and hoping a company would get back on the right path (Tom). Other participants 

talked about next steps, (Brian, Adam and Ged), along with taking a step back to 

reflect or focus on things better (Jen, Adam), and even feeling on top of the world 

(Ged). The guided walk broadly follows the master themes (MT) and some selected 

super-ordinate themes from the IPA analysis. Figure 9.2 (below) sets out these 

stops on a (metaphorical) mind map. This is then followed by a brief description of 

these ‘stops’ to help set the scene for the discussion. 

 

Brief overview 

 

Previously, in section 9.2 I have provided a comparison of the findings with 

mainstream HRD theory in practice. This is shown in Fig 9.2 as the crescent shaped 

‘high ground’ of mainstream HRD rhetoric. This overview highlighted that much of 

what the participants experienced is not often given recognition in 

mainstream/business HRD practice, but appears to have greatly affected the 

participants, working as they were at the edges of so many fields of practice. The 

large circle in Fig 9.2 highlights the literatures I will bring into the discussion and the 

smaller circles around it highlight the aspects of the findings that I have chosen to 

include in the discussion. The codes used for these ‘stops’ are drawn from the 

themes in the IPA analysis of the whole study. 
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Fig. 9.2: Mental Map - Metaphorical guided walk of the discussion - analysis master themes 

findings and resonant literature.  

Source: Developed by the author for the thesis. 

 

My mental map of the guided walk takes us on a circular path through the swampy 

woodland, starting with Stop 1 on the guided walk (section 9.3.1), labelled ‘Initially 

here through chance’, which formed part of master theme MT1. This section 

explores how quite a number of the participants in this study felt they came to be 

working in the sector as a result of circumstances not of their making. It includes 

consideration of some aspects of career theories (Killen, 1996) that resonate with 

their experiences, as well as some that do not. 

 

 

 

 
Stop 2: MT1- 

Finding myself 

enjoying the 

outside work 

 

 Stop 3: MM1- 
Differing foci 
for  work  

Stop 4: SC2 & 

MM4 -

Experiences of 

courses and 

learning 

Stop 5: SC3 -

Experiencing 

managers 

Stop 6: MT3 
Experiences in 
the 
darkside under 

management.  

 Career theory 

 Reversal theory 

 Communities of practice 

 Impacts of restructuring 

 Voice and Silence in 

organisations   

 

 

Section 9.2 

Comparison of 

findings with 

mainstream 

HRD practice  

Stop 1: MT1 - 

Initially here 

through 

chance 
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Section 9.3.2 takes us to Stop 2 on the guided walk, ‘finding myself enjoying the 

outside work’, which formed the second part of master them MT1. This section 

reflects on the finding, experienced by many of the participants, that once they had 

found themselves working in the sector, they discovered that they enjoyed working 

outdoors. For readers who have experienced the vagaries of the British weather, 

this might seem unlikely. My exploration of environmental psychology literature for 

this section found that perceptions of work success can lead to a positive regard of 

the associated workspace (Hert and Tacon, 1999).  

 

In this section, I suggest that perhaps that this accounted for why people who had 

not actively chosen to work in parks and green spaces found they enjoyed working 

outdoors once in the sector. This leads on to reversal theory studies; which have 

shown that simply revisiting a type of building (or space) that someone learns to 

associate with a particular feeling, can trigger that feeling again. This can happen 

even in the absence of the original stimulation (Apter, 2007a). I suggest that 

perhaps this led to some participants, whose first perception of being successful at 

work had been experienced in outside roles, to continue to see outdoors work as 

enjoyable (or preferable) - even after moving on to other roles. 

 

Stop 3 on the tour is ‘Differing foci for work’ (section 9.3.3) which along with section 

9.3.4 links to aspects of the master theme MT2 ‘Seeking, making or expecting a 

career path’. This provides an exploration of the differing focus or motivations that 

participants expressed for their work and how these variations seem to resonate 

with elements of the reversal theory of motivation, emotion and personality (Apter, 

2007b).   

 

In section 9.3.4 we move to consider the participants’ ‘Experiences of courses and 

learning’, which was part of super-ordinate theme SO2 (Stop 4). Here the guided 

walk offers a comparison of the participants’ experiences of courses and preferred 

ways of learning with the reported learning preferences of New England Tree 

Wardens (Ricard and Bloniarz, (2006).  
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Stop 5 (section 9.3.5) is called ‘Experiencing managers’, which along with the 

following section links to the super-ordinate theme S03 ‘Unpleasant impacts of 

restructures and senior managers’. Section 9.4.5 includes a discussion of the 

apparent absence of an active role of line managers in the participant’s 

development, in contrast to the mainstream HRD literature (Walton, 1999). Also in 

this section, I begin to make links to the communities of practice literature (Wenger 

and Lave, 1991). 

 

In section 9.3.6 I then discuss ‘experiences in the dark-side under management’ 

(Stop 6) where, with reference to literature on the impacts of organisational 

restructuring (Worrall et al, 2004) and learning in hostile workplaces as 

‘communities of domination’ (Guzman, 2008). I highlight how many of the 

participants’ strongest recollections of line managers were as negative role models 

and that ‘working under management’ appeared to be quite an unpleasant 

experience for many of those in the study.  

 

9.3.1: Initially here through chance/Career theory 

In differing ways, all but one of the eight people who participated in this study 

described having entered the sector through chance or through circumstances not 

of their making. In Ed’s case, this was as the result of a decision made by his mother 

and head teacher. In Tom’s it was as a result of being made redundant from his job 

as a baker, while his partner was pregnant. For Brian it was a restructure at the 

local authority he worked at that moved him into the sector. Charles saw an advert 

for an apprenticeship in the local parks department, while working as an electrical 

engineer and thought he might as well apply.  Only one of the participants in this 

study, Ken, indicated that they had actively chosen to make a career in the sector 

from an early age. Now established in the sector, many used the word ‘career’ in 

their interviews, to help describe their experiences of issues  related to personal, 

professional and management development in the sector.   
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The concept of ‘Career’ exists at the interface between the individual and society 

and it is inevitably an intensely political activity (Watts, 1996).  The notion of 

‘having a career’ is conceptualised in different ways (Sullivan, 1999), including the 

traditional concept of lifelong career, consisting of steps along a well marked out 

progression route within a large organisation (Walton, 1999). Career guidance has 

been predominantly a service provided or funded by the state and so 

recommendations and actions which support the perceived requirements of the 

country’s economy have generally been given precedence (Watts, op cit).  

 

Career theory is said to have three components (Killeen, 1996): the agent (the 

person who has a career); the environments in which careers take place (otherwise 

defined as labour markets, occupational structures and more general social 

structures); and actions (what happens in careers or more specifically the actions an 

agent takes to influence their career). Positivist career theories are confounded in 

practice by the opposing characteristics of economic, social structures and human 

agency (Mignot, 2000). For example, empirical evidence indicates that in many UK 

sectors, suggesting that manual workers have ‘careers’ or ‘progression’ 

opportunities would be ignoring reality (Keep and Mayhew, 1999).  The ‘newer’ 

conceptions of ‘career’ incorporate a pronounced focus on individualism and 

intentionally and places less priority on the existence or consequences of social and 

economic structures (Mignot, op cit).  Examples include developmental career stage 

theory, (Super, 1980) and the boundaryless career (Arthur and Rosseau, 1996).  

 

None of the participants in my study mentioned having had formal career guidance 

that directed them to work or careers in the parks and green spaces sector. 

Probably the person closest to having received advice was Ed, the self-employed 

consultant. He had found himself working in the sector as an apprentice ‘for the 

good of his health’ following a conversation between his head teacher and his 

mother at the start of his career.  
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The only other person in the study that referred to having been given a form of 

guidance was Adam, but this was from his university Vice Dean. The Vice Dean had 

endeavoured to encourage Adam by saying ‘pull your finger out, you are a smart 

kid, you should be doing honours’, prompting Adam to try to find a way to link his 

love of outdoor sports with his studies, in order to overcome Adam’s apparent lack 

of motivation for his degree. This appears to have been a turning point for Adam, 

which helped him see that he could enjoy an active outdoor lifestyle and gain his 

degree and perhaps this also led him to employment in a related field.   

 

The two examples of career related guidance given in the preceding paragraph are 

quite different, Ed being told he would be working in the sector come what may, 

but Adam being encouraged to find a way to put his interests together. To an 

extent, these two situations appear to demonstrate different aspects of Masden’s 

(1986) ‘selection and choice’ model (see Fig 9.3 below).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 9.3: Selection and choice:  

Source: Masden (1986) in Watts et al (1996). 

 

Fig 9.3 Source Masden (1986) in Watts et al (1996) 
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Ed’s experience of being told that he would work in the sector ‘come what may’, 

seems to fit the ‘ascription’ end of Masden’s continuum, with social determination 

selection taking precedence over the interests of the individual. Adam’s experience 

seems to sit closer to the ‘achievement’ end of the spectrum, albeit with a strong 

‘prod’ from his Dean, which perhaps helped Adam realise it was possible for him to 

find ways to make a way of living that fitted his personal choices through ‘self-

determination’.  

 

9.3.2: Finding myself enjoying the outdoors work/Self schemas & Reversal theory  

 

‘... It was my - my enjoyment of gardening stems from my family, just my 

mum. That was the only reason I had an interest in the beginning (...) Once I 

had taken it, I did enjoy it. I do like gardening. I do enjoy being outside.’ (p. 

3/2-T). 

 

Many of the people who participated in this study said they had enjoyed working 

outside (or outdoors) when they first started work in the sector. The reasons they 

gave for enjoying working outdoors were quite wide ranging, and it seemed 

generally that it was the actual experience of ‘being outside’ that they recalled 

positively. There were also a number of references to links between the work 

activity and recollections of gardening activities the participants associated with a 

family member from childhood.  

 

Previous research has shown that entering particular places or buildings can induce 

a change in person’s psychological state, as a consequence of the subjective 

associations that the individual attaches to that environment (Apter, 2007a). For 

example, research has shown that students carrying out an activity in a university 

library or lecture room tend to report a different set of emotions or feelings from 

those they experience in a sports hall or a student’s party. However, not all 

students feel the same emotions or moods in each of these situations (Kerr and 

Tacon, 1999).  
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There was warmth in the way some participants described their enjoyment of the 

outdoors work when they first started working in the sector, which appeared linked 

to the childhood recollections of seeing elder family members gardening.  This was 

most apparent in Tom’s interview, where it was recollections of his mother’s 

interest in gardening that came across very warmly.  It also came across to a lesser 

extent in Charles’ interview where he recollected positive childhood memories of 

gardening associated with his grandfather. Ken appeared to have strong childhood 

memories of the pleasures of having his own little garden patch at home. Brian’s 

associations with the outdoors appeared to be linked to pleasant childhood 

memories of two particular green spaces. It therefore appears that for some 

participants, being involved in gardening or work in parks brought back positive 

memories from childhood. It may even be that the green space outdoor work which 

they found themselves doing when they entered the sector. This may have 

provided reinforcement of place identity for these individuals; and access to 

positive, perhaps even restorative emotional states (Korpela and Hartig, 1996).     

 

Some participants appeared not to have had childhood associations with gardening 

or pleasurable memories of parks but instead had positive recollections of ‘success’ 

or ‘achievement’ in their first roles in the sector. This perhaps influenced their 

perceptions of the outdoor work. In environmental psychology, ‘workspace’ 

research explores interactions between the physical design of the spaces in which 

work takes place; the tasks carried out; and employee behaviour (Fischer, Tarquinio 

and Vischer, 2004). Previous research has demonstrated that people working in 

offices experience and judge their work environment through a complex cognitive 

process (see fig 9.4). Subjects with a self-schema of professional success have been 

found to positively value their workspace and to integrate it into their overall 

positive vision of work and job satisfaction.  However, subjects with a self-schema 

of professional failure tend to attach less positive assessments to their working 

environment, even when the physical dimensions and other characteristics of the 

office spaces are similar (Fischer, Tarquinio and Vischer, op cit).   
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Fig 9.4: Model linking employee satisfaction with the work environment  

Source: Fischer, Tarquinio and Vischer, 2004 p. 133. 

 

Although little research appears to have been carried out into whether self-

schemas of professional success affect how people perceive the ‘outdoors’ as a 

workplace, it could be that a similar relationship to that identified by Fischer, 

Tarquinio and Vischer (op cit) existed for the participants in my study. If so, some 

participants in my study may have expressed a positive enjoyment of outside work 

as a result of having felt they were ‘successful’ in their first roles in the sector. 

Perhaps for some participants this was their first experience of feeling they were 

fitting in or achieving success in the work place.  

 

9.3.3 Seeking, making or expecting a career path: Differing foci for work and 

learning/Reversal theory  

As the participants in my study were talking about their experiences of issues 

related to their personal, professional and management development; they 

expressed differing foci for their work and learning. These were quite wide ranging 

including: a focus on work as a series of projects to be accomplished; work as a 

series of competitions to be won; a focus on a sense of entitlement to promotion as 

a result of gaining experience and completing courses; a focus on gaining 

prestigious management qualifications; taking pride from having worked at 

prestigious organisations; a focus on work as teamwork (or not); and a focus on 

seeking to please senior staff. One participant appeared to focus on work as a way 

to obtain fleeting satisfaction from mastering perceived personal weaknesses, then 
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getting bored. A further participant appeared to focus on work as a means to 

achieve pleasant working relationships.  

 

The diversity and changeability of the foci for work and learning described by the 

participants in my study were a richer mix than the theories of motivation for work 

and learning that I had previously encountered as a manager and HRD practitioner.  

After exploring literature that might shed light on the phenomenon, I found a 

resonance with elements of reversal theory (Apter, 2001; Apter and Carter, 2001; 

Carter, 2001; Carter and Davies, 2004).  Reversal theory is a theory of motivation, 

emotion and personality that seeks to develop understandings of behaviour. It 

takes into consideration the phenomenological perspective of the individual, while 

making use of a theoretical framework developed from empirical research (Apter, 

2007b). In contrast to psychological trait theories, reversal theory characterises 

people as being intrinsically variable and changeable over time (Fig 9.5 below).  

 

According to Reversal theory (Carter, 2001), human beings are: 

  

 Motivated to be serious and pursue goals: and also motivated to play, take 

risks and look for excitement; 

 Motivated to conform: but also motivated to challenge; 

 Motivated by issues to do with mastery  also by caring, friendship and 

affection; 

 Motivated by an interest in, and focus on self: but also motivated by an 

interest and focus on others. 
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Fig 9.5: Pairs of motivational states - Reversal theory.  

Source: Carter, 2001 p 91. 

 

The following anecdotal analysis draws on the participant accounts, my IPA analysis 

and an outline of the use of reversal theory guidance in workplace mentoring 

(Apter and Carter, 2002). In doing so, I am not seeking to test Apter’s framework, 

simply to use it to explore aspects of the IPA findings (Brockie and Wearden, 2006). 

 

The serious/playful motivational state 

A number of the participants accounts appeared to be quite focused on the 

‘serious’ motivational state.  In these accounts, achievement was the core value and 

the participant’s orientation was towards the future and the participants seemed to 

gain satisfaction from feelings of progress. In general, the participants’ accounts 

appeared to place much less emphasis on the paired state of ‘playful’. However, 
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Tom and Jen’s focus on seeking pleasure from what they were doing seems close to 

reversal theory’s ‘playful’ motivational state, in which orientation is towards the 

present moment and the basic value is enjoyment. Ken’s descriptions of taking 

pleasure from visiting gardens and seeing new innovations also seems close to fit 

with the playful state’s inherent interest in stimulation. However, my analysis failed 

to identify much ‘fun’ in the participants’ accounts. 

 

The conformist/challenging motivational state 

At least two of the participants appeared to have quite a focus on ‘fitting in’ which 

resonates with reversal theory’s ‘conformist’ motivational state in which 

orientation is to towards duty (and virtue). Satisfaction is gained from feeling one is 

doing the right thing. The ‘conformist’ state’s pair in reversal theory is the 

‘challenging’ motivational state. This state can be identified at points in a number 

of the participants’ accounts in my study, but to a much lesser extent than the 

conformist state.  

 

The mastery/sympathy motivational state 

It appeared that Ken, Jen and Ed might have been demonstrating a tendency to 

favour situations in which they could experience the ‘mastery’ motivational state. 

Ken with his focus on successful projects, Jen with her focus on working to 

overcome her weaknesses, and Ed with his pursuit of qualifications. When in 

reversal theory’s ‘mastery’ state, a person’s orientation is towards control,  

strength and power with satisfaction derived from a feeling that one is mastering 

situations, objects or people. On the other hand, Tom seemed to favour work 

situations in which he experienced the ‘sympathy’ state, where the basic value is 

affection with an orientation towards kindness and satisfaction gained from feelings 

of being in a close and caring relationship. (Carter, 2001; Apter and Carter, 2002). 

 

The self-orientated/other-orientated motivational state 

When in reversal theory’s ‘self orientated’ mode, someone is focused on their own 

needs and they gain satisfaction from feeling a sense of personal gain. Participants 
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in my study described a range of situations that appeared to resonate with the self-

orientated state when describing steps they had taken to try to ‘get on’ within the 

sector. However, the paired state ‘other-orientated’ also seemed to be present. For 

example, in Brian’s account when he described how he felt his work’s purpose was 

to provide local residents and communities with what they wanted or would find 

beneficial. Charles also appeared to experience the ‘other-orientated’ state when 

explaining that he felt the purpose of his work was to stop his council’s green 

spaces from being built on.   

   

Through this brief anecdotal analysis, I have made use of the basic features of 

reversal theory (Apter 2007b; Carter 2001; Apter and Carter, 2002). In so doing I 

provide possible insights into some aspects of the accounts of participants which 

were drawn out through the IPA analysis. Reversal theory emphasises that people 

change all the time and my brief anecdotal ‘snap shot’ is, at best a possible partial 

insight, into the motivational states that participants might have experienced. It 

does however emphasise that participants’ motivations may be complex and might 

not be fully encompassed by business focused, more instrumental motivational 

theories (Legge, 1995).      

 

9.3.4 Experiences of courses and learning 

Four of the participants in my study had undertaken initial amenity horticultural 

training through NVQs or City and Guilds accredited apprenticeships. These 

programmes generally consisted of structured practical work, some ‘classroom 

based’ training and job rotation. Those who described their experiences of the City 

and Guilds craft apprenticeship programmes appeared to appreciate the day 

release format and the focus on practical learning while working. This lends some 

support for Seely Brown and Dugid’s (1991) argument that although learning, work 

and innovation are conventionally thought to conflict with each other, this need not 

be the case.    
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Participation in formal horticultural training courses appeared to be something that 

was only done when participants entered the sector and which ceased before (or 

as) participants moved into management positions. At the time of my study none of 

the participants appeared to be engaged in further formal horticultural training. 

Several expressed concern that their plant identification skills were becoming weak, 

due to time pressures and lack of practice.  Practical skill based craft work, such as 

gardening and amenity horticulture, has been portrayed by some authors as 

relatively simple but this is sometimes far from the case (Farrar and Trorey, 2008). 

However, the introduction of compulsory competitive tendering in the late 1980s 

resulted in local authority amenity horticulture becoming strongly associated with 

basic, easily measured ‘grounds maintenance’ practical operations. Much of this 

was outsourced to contractors and for some authorities there was no longer much 

to be gained from the development or retention of advanced horticultural skills 

(Greenhalgh and Worpole, 1996).   

 

One participant in my study described his hunger for new horticultural techniques 

and ideas and the pleasure he gained from visiting gardens to keep up to date. He 

was the only individual in my study who had chosen to study and work in the 

historic gardens sector, only latterly finding himself working in a local authority 

parks department. It is conceivable, although it is by no means certain, that 

participants in my study who found themselves working in the sector ‘by chance’ 

might have let their horticultural skill levels drop. As they moved into management, 

it was neither a particularly strong personal interest nor an essential job 

requirement (Buchner, 2007). If so, this would resonate with the Australian study 

(Aldous, 2009). This report indicated that since the 1980s, Australian urban parks 

organisations have shifted from roles focused principally on horticultural functions 

towards roles with a greater focus on the management and maintenance of 

broader park and recreational services. This included responsibilities for the 

inspection of parks and parks facilities, care and maintenance of property and 

making recommendations to protect natural environments. 
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The participants in my study referred to their experiences as Green Flag judges in 

ways that seemed to indicate that in addition to performing the role of an assessor, 

they gained knowledge from visits to other authorities’ parks and green spaces. This 

learning took the form of new insights and ideas that appeared to derive from both 

seeing the site in question and from discussing matters with the managers of the 

site they were assessing.  This has some resonance with the study of the learning 

preferences of New England tree wardens which found that many tree wardens had 

a preference for face-to-face learning opportunities which included some outdoor 

sessions and structured exercises (Ricard and Bloniarz, 2006). The research 

identified that generally tree wardens in New England placed great value on 

opportunities to have purposeful interaction with other tree wardens to obtain 

information and assistance with decision making.  It appears that some of the 

participants in my study gained similar learning and ‘peer input support relating to 

decision making’ benefits from their involvement in the Green Flag quality 

assessment scheme for UK parks and green spaces. This appears to resonate with 

Buchner’s (2007) proposal that: 

 

‘Confidence increases as people see others succeed, especially if those 

observed are similar, relevant models.’  

(Buchner, 2007 p. 65)    

 

Three of the four senior officers in my study described choosing to take part in 

management training courses or programmes run by their local authorities. They 

had appreciated the opportunities for personal reflection and occasional insights 

into how others perceived them. Buchner (op cit) highlights that verbal persuasion 

can influence ‘self-efficacy’. This being one of four sources of efficacy information 

available to individuals (Bandura, 1977). Perhaps this might be playing a role in the 

satisfaction some of the senior officers appeared to gain from taking part in such 

courses. 

Some participants, including the self-employed consultant, had chosen to 

undertake management courses that led to qualifications as an instrumental tool. 
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They hoped this would improve their prospects for career advancement. The 

‘badge’ of having completed the course or qualification seemed more important 

than the learning within a course for some of the participants. Bandura (op cit) 

might suggest that performance accomplishment or ‘mastery’ (Bouchner, op cit), 

was at work here, leading to the participants gaining a greater sense of self-efficacy.  

This instrumental use of management training courses by participants appears to 

counterbalance the fact that organisations sometimes use management training 

courses as a social defence, rather than to assist in the learning of those who attend 

the course (Hirshorn, 1998). 

 

A final issue stood out clearly regarding the participants’ experiences of courses and 

learning. This was their views about how to ‘do’ management. These had been 

gained more through looking at, or directly experiencing the way their line 

managers acted, rather than through course attendance, studying books or other 

forms of learning. This might be accounted for using Leader-Member Exchange 

Theory (LMX) (Kangas, 2013).  This issue is discussed further in section 9.3.5. 

 

9.3.5: Experiencing managers/Communities of practice and domination  

 

‘I started looking at the standard of supervision and thought “I feel sure I 

could do better than that.”’ (p. 2/16-17E).  

 

The participants in my study mainly made little or no mention of their line 

managers as having an active, positive role in their development. It was also 

noticeable that very few of the participants gave much attention in their interviews 

to the development of staff who reported to them. Instead, there was a strong 

sense that most participants had a view that learning and development was 

something they did by and for themselves, with little or no input from line 

managers or mentors. Research by McGuire et al (2005) has shown that the 

personal values of line managers can have a strong impact on whether they are 

supportive of the training and development of staff. McGuire et al (op cit) argue 
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that these values are the product of socialisation processes, both within 

organisations and at a societal level. This has some resonance with my finding that 

there appeared to be a ‘domino effect’ for participants in my study. They generally 

did not experience positive support for their development from their line managers 

and equally did not appear to provide much positive support for the development 

of people who reported to them.  This differs from Cohen’s (2013) findings that line 

managers in Australian organisations took a leading role in supporting the 

workplace learning of their employees. It also differs from Warhurst’s (2013) 

findings that local authority managers in the North West of England, who had 

recently qualified for a MBA, reported that they played a key role in enabling the 

work based learning of their staff. 

 

In my study, what seemed to have stood out most strongly for many participants 

was seeing ‘how not to manage’. It was as if their line managers acted more as 

negative role models than as positive support or guides. Participants seemed to 

learn by looking at how their seniors ‘did’ management (Watson, 2001). This might 

be given as an example of situated learning in a ‘community of practice’ (Lave and 

Wenger, 1991; Seely Brown and Duguid, 1991) where ‘newcomers’ learn from ‘old 

timers’ through ‘legitimate peripheral participation’ and organisations gain positive 

benefit from the sharing of learning. However, instead of the collaborative image 

that has developed in practitioner circles around the concept of ‘communities of 

practice’ (Seely Brown and Duguid, op cit), a more punishing, dominating scenario 

(Huzzard, 2004) seemed to be encountered by many, if not all of the participants in 

my study. 

 

Perhaps those who had had received an initial structured horticulture training, 

based on an apprenticeship or NVQ had developed practical skills and horticultural 

know-how without being totally dependent on line managers for their development 

(Unwin, 2007). But when both working in practical roles and when they worked in 

more senior supervisory or line management roles, participants were also learning 

by looking at how their seniors ‘did’ management (Watson, op cit) and there 
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seemed to be more going on there. It was as if they were then seen as being in 

competition for the fewer, better-paid jobs and power issues became more 

prevalent (Huzzard, op cit).  

 

It appeared that at least some of the managers that the participants reported to, 

feared that they were constantly at risk of losing their jobs. ‘Put downs’, 

withholding opportunities and lack of active support for development from line 

managers seemed relatively common experiences for the participants. These 

experiences of the participants in my study seem to lend support to organisational 

learning in the UK local authority parks and green spaces sector as a ‘community of 

domination’ (Huzzard, op cit). This might seem odd to an outsider. Why would 

gardening - the management of parks and green spaces - be seen as such a hot bed 

of power and micro politics; where fear, putting people down and not supporting 

their development seem to be so prevalent? Let us now turn to the dark side of the 

management of public parks and green spaces. 

 

9.3.6: Experiences in the dark-side under management/learning and working in 

hostile climates  

The accounts of the participants in my study portrayed situations in which frequent 

organisational restructuring took place within the local authorities where most of 

the participants worked. Restructuring seemed to take place with little or no 

account of the personal job interests of the post holders. Each restructure appeared 

to change whom the post holder reported to and reduce the number of posts 

available. This often led to participants having to make the best of jobs they had not 

chosen, work for bosses they would have preferred not to work for; handle 

increased workloads and required unpalatable changes in priorities that they had to 

then communicate to members of the public and contractors. Participants’ 

responses to such situations tended to be to keep quiet and carry on as best they 

could. Occasionally a participant raised concerns with a more senior manager and 

less frequently, a participant had quietly changed organisation to avoid the changes 

imposed on them. This had some resonances with aspects of the organisational 
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‘Exit, voice and loyalty’ literature (Hirschman, 1970; Greenberg and Edwards, 2009) 

which are explored in more detail later in this section. 

 

My findings regarding the negative impact that frequent restructuring had for the 

participants lend support to the conclusions of previous research exploring the 

impact of organisational change on the perceptions of UK managers (Worrall et al, 

2004). This study, of a cross section of 830 UK managers, found that redundancy 

and restructuring programmes seemed to have particularly damaging impacts on 

managers’ experiences in the workplace. The authors highlight that although 

restructuring and redundancy programmes have become increasingly used to drive 

down costs and to transform organisations; insufficient recognition has been given 

to the negative consequences that can inhibit the development of the remaining 

‘post-redundancy’ organisations. The research highlights that directors and non-

directors tend to perceive organisational change programmes differently. Directors 

reported more positive views of the change, at least in part because they had input 

into the design of the organisational changes, whereas other managers had little 

say. A similar finding was reported by Kangas (2013) where a newly appointed 

leader made decisions which were perceived as unjust by some subordinates, there 

was a negative impact on the Leader-Member Exchange relationship.  

 

The specific organisational consequences of change programmes that involve 

redundancies and de-layering were found to include the erosion of skills and 

knowledge bases of the organisations; reduction in levels of trust; possible 

development of harassment cultures; and reductions in the quality of life of the 

individuals still employed. (Worrall, Parker and Cooper, 2004).  

 

Accounts from my study highlighted that participants seemed generally hesitant to 

raise issues that were of concern to them with line managers or staff that were 

more senior. Instead, there was a tendency to ‘keep quiet and carry on’ or quietly 

leave (Hirschman, 1970; Morrison and Milliken, 2000). Participants tended to try to 

keep their heads down and keep quiet in the hope that they would not be picked 
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on by their managers, because they felt there was little point in raising their 

concerns. There was also a fear that if they spoke up they might be made 

redundant in a future round of organisational cut backs. These findings resonate 

particularly strongly with ‘studies of silence’ in organisations (Milliken and 

Morrison, 2003). These have highlighted that powerful forces can lead to 

employees holding back information about issues and problems in organisations 

(Morrison and Milliken, 2000; Milliken and Morrison, 2003).   

 

Morrison and Rothman (2009) highlight that subordinates in organisations pay 

close attention to the actions and behaviour of those in authority over them and 

from those actions make assessments as to whether speaking up is likely to be 

beneficial or a safe thing to do. They argue that the hierarchical nature of 

organisations creates a difference in power between senior staff and those who 

report to them. This results in those in more senior positions being less inhibited in 

expressing themselves than those in subordinate positions (Morrison and Rothman, 

op cit). This can mean that those in senior roles act in ways that violate social 

norms, whereas those in subordinate positions are more likely to conform to social 

norms, such as being polite.  Coupled with this, perceived injustices linked to a 

leader’s decisions have a negative impact on Leader-Member Exchange relationship 

(Kangas, 2013). Together these factors can mean that subordinates find themselves 

in situations where they are on the receiving end of unpleasant communications 

from those in authority but feel unable to respond.  

 

Morrison and Rothman (2009) suggest that managers do not necessarily intend to 

be rude or hostile and may not be aware of the impact they are having. However, 

due to their elevated position they are more strongly focused on tasks and rewards 

than on complying with polite social norms or the needs of others (Morrison and 

Rothman, 2009). Moreover, those in subordinate positions are likely to feel 

inhibited and so experience abrupt or apparently rude actions from superiors as 

threatening (Huzzard, 2004). The strong sensations of fear that accompany such 

experiences means that staff in subordinate positions are likely to have a stronger 
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recollection of such encounters than of other occasions where the manager 

exhibited more encouraging or supportive behaviour (Kangas, 2013). Feelings of 

threat that subordinates experience because of abrupt or rude encounters with 

managers can lead them to conclude that it would be unsafe to raise issues or 

concerns and to advise others similarly. The view that there is little point in raising 

issues or concerns can be reinforced for subordinates because those in superior 

positions feel confident in their abilities, due to their elevated position, and so tend 

not to seek out or listen to the views of other people, especially those in 

subordinate positions (Morrison and Rothman, 2009). 

 

In addition to having generally negative experiences of managers in more senior 

positions, participants in my study (especially the middle managers) found 

themselves exposed to what appeared to be party political driven issues. Elected 

members instigated personal criticism of their work, which the participants had not 

directly encountered when working in more junior roles within local authority park 

or green space departments. To some degree, this resonates with Minzberg’s 

(1997) study of the work of managers working in the Canadian National Parks 

service (see chapter four, section 4.5). In Mintzberg’s (op cit) study,  the work of the 

National Park park managers was found to be more complex than expected. The 

work involved much ‘management of edges’ where parks mangers at different 

levels were constantly having to work on interconnected issues, much more than 

would be the case in a conventional hierarchical organisation. It is interesting to 

note that CABE’s (2010b) research into skills gaps in the UK public parks sector did 

not identify a need related to handling organisational or party political skills 

development.   

 

In the Canadian study, the senior manager spent the majority of her time working 

at the political edge; the junior manager spent the majority of his time working at 

the operational edge. The middle manager was pulled each way, handling 

stakeholder, operational and political interests. In common with the Canadian 

study, it appeared that the middle managers in my study found themselves 
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handling political situations which they had not had so much exposure to in more 

junior roles. However, the apparently collaborative, supportive working 

relationships described by Mintzberg (op cit) from his observations of the Canadian 

parks managers, does not resonate with the experiences of the senior officers or 

middle managers who took part in my study.  The possible reasons for such a 

noticeable difference may be due to any number of differences in the two studies. 

Differences such as the national park setting compared with a local authority urban 

park setting; Canada as opposed to the UK; methodological differences 

(Mintzberg’s ‘one day in the life’ research observations as opposed to my use of 

IPA), or simply differences in the character and experiences of the individuals 

concerned. 

 

The participants in my study experienced working in managerial roles in the public 

sector parks and green spaces sector as generally a rather unsupportive and at 

times an outright hostile work environment (Huzzard, 2004). In such circumstances, 

it has been found that low levels of inter-personal trust are to be expected and that 

experienced members of staff are unlikely to be willing to share their knowledge 

with less experienced staff (Guzman, 2008). The consequence could be that 

although participants may have been accustomed to previously presumably 

effective learning strategies such as ‘learning by looking’ and ‘learning by doing’ 

during horticultural craft-based work outside in parks, this failed to be sufficient in 

itself as a means to learn non-routine, politically sensitive work in the more hostile, 

political environments encountered within the office (Butchner and Clarke, 2008). 

 

At this point, I conclude the discussion of findings. Alternative ‘routes through the 

findings’ could have been taken (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009), however these 

are the issues that resonated most strongly with me, having worked on the analysis. 
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9.3.7 Summary of the discussion of IPA analysis findings 

In the preceding sections (9.3.1 to 9.3.7), I have provided a dialogue between 

aspects of the IPA analysis findings and resonant literature, making use of a guided 

walk metaphor to provide a structure for the discussion. The discussion focused on 

key aspects of the findings that resonate with the study’s research question:  

 

“How do people working in the UK public parks and green spaces sector 

experience issues related to personal, professional and management 

development?”.  

 

Given the richness of the IPA analysis, the discussion drew in a number of different 

literatures including; career theory, reversal theory, communities of practice and 

domination, impacts of restructuring on managers, and issues relating to voice and 

silence in organisations. The pressured and political characteristics of work in local 

authority parks and green spaces departments has also been highlighted through 

discussion of similarities and differences from Mintzberg’s (1997) study of Canadian 

national park managers. Next, in section 9.4, I offer a substantive theoretical model 

based on the findings of this study.  

 

9.4 Theoretical model 

My empirical research appeared to identify a fundamental ‘disconnect’ between 

participants and their line managers on development issues. This contrasts with 

Mintzberg’s (1997) study of the activities of three managers working at different 

managerial levels at Banff National Park, part of the National Parks Agency for 

Canada (Parks Canada). As readers will recollect from the summary provided in 

Chapter 3, Mintzberg (op cit), identified that managers in the Banff National Park 

study kept each other well briefed on an ‘as it happens’ basis about issues that 

might come to their attention or need their input. The following extract from 

Mintzberg’s (op cit) study clearly highlights that, in the study of managing in Banff 

National Park, Canada, the park managers had to cope with many complexities and 

‘impossible trade-offs’ (Mintzberg, 1997, p. 153). It presents a far from ‘ordered’ 
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image of managing.  Schön (1987) would probably recognise this as the ‘swampy 

lowland’ in which ‘messy confusing problems defy technical solutions’ (Shön, op cit 

p.3).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 9.1: Managing on the Edges. 

Source: Mintzberg 1997, p. 152 

 

In Mintzberg’s (op cit) model of managing in Canada’s National Parks, three 

managers are shown, in a traditional hierarchical arrangement, with however the 

arrows between the managers showing the nature of their two way communication, 

keeping each person briefed on issues that they needed to be aware of. The regional 

manager was based away from Banff National Park, the Parks Manager was based in 

the Office and the operstional manager spent more time out on site, but all were 

involved with issues affecting the park, and this often meant that the Regional 

Manager was briefed (an provided briefings) on issues relating to quite detailed 

issues, such as parking lots, elk on lawns, utility companies plans, bear jams (ie 
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bears stopping traffic on the road) and other issues which in a traditional 

hierarchical arrangement might have been seen as too ‘detailed’ for such a senior 

role. However, due to the nature of managing the National Park and especially 

because any issue affecting the park might be raised at a governmental level by 

lobbyists, or by politicians seeking to ensure a good press image, the nature of the 

work required good supportive communications. 

 

 

‘If you really want to see the edges – the real guts of government, coping with the 

impossible trade-offs of conflicting parties and alien species – then you would do 

well to get down on the ground where the elk graze on the front lawns and the 

truckers battle with the tourists. Then maybe you can work “up” from there, to the 

abstractions of management that so mesmerize us – where people earn larger 

incomes ostensibly because their work is more important but perhaps really 

because they have to cope with all that much more nonsense, no small measure of 

it imposed by some of their own formalized systems’.  

                                                                                                                           

 (Mintzberg, 1997, p. 153) 

 

 

In my study, similar operational, stakeholder, political and hierarchical complexities 

and pressures to those identified by Mintzberg were highlighted by participants. 

However, unlike in Banff National Park, Canada, in my study situated in London’s 

Local Authority parks sector, managers appeared not to communicate in order to 

support each other or play a positive role in staff development. Indeed, it appeared 

to be more a case of ‘everyone for themselves’, possibly due to the personal 

pressures brought on by fear of redundancies, along with other organisational and 

micro-political issues. The substantive model (Fig 9.2 below), developed from my 

study’s findings is similar to, and differs from, the model presented by Mintzberg 

(1997). Both models are context specific. However, they may both provide insights 
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that are potentially useful for future researchers and practitioners (Smith, Flowers 

and Larkin, 2009).  

  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 9.2: Developing Under Pressure in London’s Parks. 

Source: developed for this thesis. 

 

Description of  Model: Managing Under Pressure 

In my model, the influence or impact of stakeholders is shown pressing in onto the 

parks managers from stakeholders, in a similar way to Mintzberg’s model. 

Highlighting the wide range of issues that parks managers and officers are required 

to handle in London’s Public Parks Sector. Then, in the same way that Mintzberg 

(op cit) sets out a traditional hierarchy of managers, in my model, parks officers are 

shown at the bottom of a hierarchy with middle managers above them and senior 

managers at the top of the hierarchy.  
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Unlike in Minzberg’s (op cit)  model, the arrows between the managers are large 

and one directiona. This emphasises the somewhat onerous, top down 

communication that parks managers and officers are exposed to from both 

councillors and senior managers, comprising of criticism and site specific 

instructions for middle managers and officers to implement as a result of Senior 

Politicians becoming personally involved in site specific issues. 

 

The dotted line in my model beneath Senior Managers indicates that the senior 

managers in London’s  local authorities operate in a  separate environment from 

the parks departments that they are responsible for, often not having any 

operational experience of parks but held responsible for frequent restructuring of 

such departments to achieve corporate requirements. The Senior Managers are 

also, to an extent shielded from contact from councillors, MPs and Local Political 

Parties, through their PAs, meaning that Parks managers and officers receive direct 

contact and correspondence from MPs and both Ward and cabinet lead local 

councillors, placing them in an usupported and exposed political environment. 

 

At the bottom of the diagram the parks officers are shown cut off from the middle 

managers by a dotted line as well, this dotted line emphasises that the officers are 

somewhat isolated from plans for the future shaping of the department that they 

work in.   It also highlights that each ‘layer’ of management is quite isolated from 

the other layers, with very little of the ‘up and down’ communications which 

formed such a significant element of the management practice identified in 

Mintzberg’s study of managing in Canada’s National Parks. 

 

Mintzberg’s ‘political edge’ becomes ‘political pressures’ in my model because of a 

lack of supportive management practice. This lack of supportive management 

practice extends to a lack of support from the development of managers and 

aspiring managers in London’s public parks sector. This lack of support is a result of 

the intensely political environment in which staff operate while also being also 

concerned by the possible impact of the next round of redundancies and 
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restructures. Individuals seek to be seen in a positive light (sometimes at the 

expense of their subordinates), in the hope that this will make it less likely that they 

will be selected to leave the organisation or be subjected to criticisms from senior 

staff and or politicians.    

 

9.5 Summary of the discussion chapter  

The purpose of this discussion chapter has been to draw out the most striking 

aspects of the findings through a dialogue with resonant literatures. Due to the 

richness of the IPA analysis findings, the discussion has drawn on a wide range of 

sources to help illuminate issues from the data (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009).  

 

I started the discussion in section 9.2 by comparing the qualifications and courses 

information that was provided by participants with previous research into skills and 

qualifications of employees in the sector (CABE, 2010b).  The comparison helped to 

set the scene for the remainder of the discussion, albeit that the partial information 

provided and the small, purposive nature of the sample means that direct 

comparisons are limited. In section 9.3, the discussion turned to the main IPA 

analysis findings. Literatures related to; career theory, reversal theory, communities 

of practice and domination, organisational restructuring, and voice and silence in 

organisations, were used to help illuminate aspects of the findings. The discussion 

of findings then moved on to a comparison of mainstream HRD practice with the 

findings drawn from this study. This highlighted that experiencing issues related to 

personal, professional and managerial development was far more complex for the 

participants than is anticipated by HRD mainstream theory and practice.  

 

The chapter concluded with the presentation of a substantive, context specific, 

model ‘Developing Under Pressure in London’s Public Parks’. This is based on, but 

contrasts with, Mintzberg’s (1997) model ‘Managing on the Edges’, which depicted 

the interactions of three managers at Banff National Park, Canada. The key 

difference between the two models being the presence of supportive 
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communications between the managers in Mintzberg’s study. In London’s public 

parks sector, it was more a case of ‘everyone for themselves’.  

 

In chapter ten, I draw the thesis to its conclusions, laying out the study’s 

contribution to practice, knowledge and method. I summarise the strengths and 

limitations of the study and propose some directions for future research that follow 

from this work. 
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CHAPTER TEN: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

10.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this final chapter of the thesis is to draw the study to its 

conclusions. First, to help the reader’s assimilation of the ground which has been 

covered by the different sections of the thesis, I restate the study’s aims and then 

briefly summarise chapters one to nine.  

 

As will be recalled, the research aim, set out at the beginning my study was to:  

Explore issues related to personal, professional and management 

development, from the perspectives of people working in London’s public 

parks sector.   

 

My associated research objectives were to: 

a) develop a deeper understanding of the lived experience of issues related 

to personal, professional and managerial development, from the 

perspectives of people who work in London’s public parks and green spaces 

sector; 

 

b) explore what might lay beneath the apparent lack of interest shown by 

some green space workers in developing management skills (CABE 2009b) 

or continuing professional development (my own observation); 

 

c) make recommendations, drawing on this deeper understanding, that 

might help address or resolve some of these issues; 

 

d) offer a substantive theoretical model, based on the findings of my 

research, which might assist further research and help inform both my and 

other people’s practice in the sector; and 

 

e) assist in my own personal, professional and managerial development. 
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My primary research question (Smith et al, 2009) was framed as follows: 

 

“How do people working in London’s public parks and green spaces sector 

experience issues related to personal, professional and management 

development?” 

 

In chapter one, I introduced the context for the thesis, my practitioner role in the 

parks and green spaces sector, the research approach used for the study, its aim, 

objectives and primary research question. 

 

Chapter two introduced the UK public parks and green spaces sector; I provided a 

brief overview of the range of organisations and demographic profiles of people 

working in the UK’s public parks and green spaces sector. Then I gave a summary of 

the complex set of histories associated with today’s English public parks and 

outlined the development of local authority responsibilities for public parks and 

green spaces, focusing primarily on the Greater London area where my research 

was carried out.  

 

Chapter three then provided a review of the modernist view of organisations and 

management and skills issues in the performance of the UK economy. Then, as my 

study was predominantly situated within the world of local authority public parks 

and green spaces, a review of public sector management and performance and of 

managing people in local authorities was provided. The chapter concluded with a 

review of human resource development and personal, professional and 

management development.  

 

Chapter four explored previous research into skills related issues in the parks and 

green spaces sector, highlighting that this has been a relatively understudied field.   

 

Chapter five set out the research orientation of my study, my justification for the 

use of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), details of the methods used 
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and ethical issues taken into account. It also provided a statement of the strengths, 

limitations and quality of the study, using appropriate criteria for evaluating the 

quality of IPA research (Smith, 2011). 

 

Chapters six, seven and eight presented the findings from my IPA analysis of 

interviews with eight participants working in the sector. Chapter nine provided a 

discussion of key points from the findings in dialogue with resonant literature.  

 

In this chapter, I underscore the contributions to knowledge made by the thesis in 

section 10.2. Contributions to practice arising from this study are then set out in 

section 10.3. Next, in section 10.4 I highlight how the study has made a contribution 

to method, through being one of the first doctorates in business and management 

studies to make use of IPA (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009). Section 10.5 sets out 

suggestions for future research. Then section 10.6 provides a final concluding 

summary. 

  

10.2 Contributions to Knowledge 

My research was an empirical investigation that applied a gently critical approach 

to HRD and this is uncommon (Trehan and Rigg, 2011). Prior to my study, the 

limited amount of research into skills issues in the UK public parks and green spaces 

sector such; as the Green Spaces, Better Places report (DTLR, 2002c; DTLR, 2002d), 

Parks Need People (CABE, 2004); and Enhancing Urban Green Space (NAO, 2006) 

had been carried out from the perspective of organisations and sector lead bodies. 

My study set out to provide a richer, deeper understanding of issues related to 

personal, professional and management development in the UK public parks and 

green spaces sector. The findings of the research were established from the IPA 

analysis of interviews from a small purposeful sample of eight people who worked 

in the field in the Greater London area. This study provides for the first time a 

penetrating analysis of the lived experiences of personal, professional and 

managerial development in London’s parks and green spaces sector.  
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In order to carry out the IPA analysis, I arranged the participant accounts into three 

groupings: a single account from a self-employed consultant; a group of three 

accounts from middle managers; and a grouping of four accounts from senior 

officers. This enabled the richness of the accounts to inform the analysis process. 

This helped communicate similarities and differences in the participant’s lived 

experience of issues related to personal, professional and management 

development, details of which are contained in chapters six, seven and eight.  

 

In addition to the superordinate themes (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009), from 

each of the three groups of participants’ interview transcripts, I developed one 

overarching theme and three master themes for the study as a whole. Together 

these themes communicated key aspects of the participant’s experience of the 

issue being studied. The overarching theme was ‘trying to do the best thing for 

myself’ and the study’s three master themes were: ‘initially here by chance, finding 

myself enjoying the outside work’; ‘seeking, making or expecting a career path’; and 

‘experiencing the dark-side under management’.  A description of each of the three 

master themes has been provided in chapter 8, section 8.8.  

 

Taken as a whole, my findings discovered and highlighted that for the participants 

in my study, experiences of issues related to personal, professional and 

management development in the UK public parks and green spaces sector were far 

more complex, less collaborative and much less rational than might be expected 

from a reading of functionalist HRD literature. This also found challenges to the 

commonly held perceptions of the role of line managers in staff development 

within the parks and green space sector, which may have far wider implications.  

This has resulted in a contribution to knowledge that may be used in future 

research. 

 

Based on the findings from IPA analysis, in Section 9.4, I provided a substantive 

theoretical model. This is similar to, and yet differs from, the model presented by 

Mintzberg (1997). Both models are context specific. However, they may both 
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provide insights that are useful for future researchers and practitioners (Smith, 

Flowers and Larkin, 2009).  

 

10.3 Contribution to Practice  

10.3.1 Implications for parks and green space practitioners 

Before this study, the UK parks and green spaces sector may have seemed to 

observers to be a relatively simple sector in which to work as a practitioner, given 

the pleasant, green, gardening image of parks. However, as the study highlights, 

local authorities are political organisations and newly appointed green space 

practitioners might experience their work environment as more complex, difficult 

or hostile than they expected. This may be especially the case when moving from 

predominantly ‘outside’ roles in parks and green spaces to ‘indoor’, office based 

supervisory and managerial roles, which generally pay more money, and are 

attractive to some people working in the sector.  

 

Parks and green space practitioners may find it helpful to bear in mind that in this 

sector, simple or rationalistic models of management may not be as applicable as 

they might expect. Before moving into supervisory or managerial roles, and on an 

ongoing basis, parks and green space practitioners may benefit from developing 

their organisational, political and influencing skills (Butcher and Clarke, 2008) in 

order to gain an effective understanding of micro-political and party political 

processes, as it appears that political skills may be required in order to prosper in 

the sector when in managerial roles. 

 

Unlike some other sectors, where perhaps line managers act as developmental 

guides or coaches for new entrants and established staff, parks and green space 

practitioners might find that their managers do not perform this function to any 

great extent. Public parks managers might also perceive new supervisors and 

managers as a threat. In view of the likely lack of active developmental support 

from immediate line managers in the sector, parks and green space practitioners 

may find it helpful to establish confidential mentoring relationships or other forms 
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of trusted, professional network support (Chua, Ingram and Morris, 2008). Parks 

practitioners may also find it advantageous to their support and development to 

become actively involved as Green Flag Award judges. This appeared to be one of 

the few ways that practitioners gained inspiration and encouragement, through 

seeing other parks and by having contact with peers within the sector.  

 

10.3.2 Implications for line managers in the UK parks and green spaces sector 

Based on the findings from this study, senior parks managers might find it helpful to 

bear in mind that although more junior staff members might not raise difficulties 

with managers or perceived injustices (Kangas, 2013), and that they may hold onto 

these views for a considerable period of time. This stemming from a fear of 

recrimination, or possibly from a belief that nothing would be done if they did 

highlight difficulties or concerns (Milliken and Lam, 2009). Those in positions of 

seniority at all levels London’s public parks sector may find it helpful to hold in mind 

that they may be seen as unapproachable and threatening, even if they do not feel 

this to be the case themselves. This may be as a result of differences in hierarchical 

power and the negative impacts of successive restructuring exercises within the 

sector’s local authority organisations.  

 

Line managers in the parks sector may not be able to rely on staff making use of the 

formal HR processes that usually exist in local authorities. Managers may need to 

‘fight against the tendency for hierarchies to impede the upward transfer of 

information about problems’ (Milliken, Morrison, Hewlin, 2003) by seeking out 

opportunities to find out how staff members feel they are being treated. They may 

find it helpful to put actions in place to gently overcome apparently inappropriate 

behaviour, without relying on grievance procedures, whistle blowing or similar 

actions that require junior staff to ‘speak up’ (Milliken and Lam, 2009).  

 

10.3.3 Implications for HRD practitioners working in local authorities 

The findings from my study appeared to suggest that participants placed little focus 

on appraisals as a development tool; however, this may simply be that it was a 
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‘taken for granted’ process. Generic management courses provided by local 

authorities for thier employees may be one of the few ways for parks and green 

space practitioners have opportunities to gain beneficial insights and perspective on 

issues that they may experience in the workplace. It may therefore be helpful to 

ensure that such courses do not simply promote rationalistic ‘traditional’ 

management theories. Such courses could provide opportunities for practitioners 

to recognise the importance of developing micro-political and informal influencing 

skills. This could be combined with an understanding of the organisational and 

party political issues that they are likely to encounter in their work.   

 

10.3.4 Implications for UK parks and green space sector lead bodies 

UK parks sector lead bodies may find it helpful to recognise that parks and green 

space practitioners do not all follow one set ‘career path’, nor do they all have the 

same work foci or preferred motivational states (Apter, 2007b). However some 

practitioners appear to experience a sense of personal failure if they cannot find a 

way up a ‘management ladder’ in their local authority. With this in mind, it may be 

beneficial for UK parks and green spaces sector lead bodies to more actively 

promote a greater variety of motivations for working in public parks and green 

spaces sector. In addition, organisations could offer career paths that more fully 

promote and reflect the wider range of interests of those working in the sector.  

 

At a national level, a number of actions have been put in place in an attempt to 

address a perceived managerial skills gap in the UK parks and green spaces sector 

(CABE, 2009b). In my study, local authority employers had provided participants 

with access to generic management training courses, many of which led to 

qualifications and these had been taken up by around half of the participants. 

However, what appeared to be lacking was sufficient guidance and support on how 

to handle organisational politics and political manoeuvrings (Boutchner and Clarke, 

2008). Providing better guidance would benefit staff who work in the parks and 

green spaces sector by preparing them for the new environments in which they will 

work. 
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There is some evidence that previous UK parks and green space sector lead bodies 

recognised the importance of advocacy and other political skills development 

(Greenspace, 2011). With careful positioning, to avoid discouraging practitioners or 

drawing unwanted political attention, further guidance and support for those 

working in the sector on issues related to handling the complexities of 

organisational and party politics in local authorities could perhaps be developed 

further.   

 

10.3.5 Implications for Universities 

Management of public parks is no less complex and probably more varied than 

management of ecological areas (Winning, 1986). It was interesting to note that, 

unlike the USA, in the UK there do not appear to be any Batchelor Degree or 

Masters level courses focused on the overall management of public parks (although 

several BSc courses do include an elective unit on the horticultural management of 

urban landscapes).  Given that the concept of public parks was first established in 

the UK, and many parks practitioners come to the UK to see some of the finest 

examples of public parks in the world (Trago, 2014; Suomalainen, 2015), perhaps 

there is potential for an UK based University public parks management course 

designed to meet the needs of International as well as UK students.   

 

10.3.5 Contribution to my own Professional Practice 

Undertaking a part time DBA while also working as a practitioner is a very 

challenging ‘mammoth undertaking’ (Hay and Samra-Fredericks, 2016, p. 419). My 

research made a significant contribution to the development of my professional 

practice and I have since found the research skills that I developed have been 

invaluable in the workplace, for example, handling large volumes of complex data 

and carrying out searches and analysis of documents. 

Having chosen to take a sabbatical after gathering the data for my research, I was 

not able to use the learning in my previous workplace. However it provided me with 
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transferable (Bryman and Bell, 2007) learning which has been of great use 

subsequently. 

Undertaking the literature review of the histories of London’s diverse range of 

Public Parks and Green Spaces has also benefitted my professional practice, I am 

now more aware of the complexities of the UK parks movement and the impacts of 

local authority structure changes since the early 1960s. Interestingly, (and perhaps 

counter-intuitively from a modernist/NPM perspective), this historical information 

is a very helpful body of knowledge to have in my professional practice because I 

now have a better understanding of the many (sadly, often negative) changes to 

parks and local authorities that have taken place over the last 50 years.  

A key learning point for me, which became a significant contribution to my 

development as a practitioner was the finding that the restructurings of parks 

departments, which were presented as new, positive, necessary developments by 

participants’ organisations, were seen by participants as yet another restructure, 

leading to people being given more to do, with a widening of roles, moving people 

away from their areas of expertise and personal interests. In addition, that 

restructurings, almost always associated with budget reductions, reduced 

opportunities for advancement. I gained a strong understanding of participants’ 

demotivation as each restructure led to fear of redundancy, competition with 

colleagues for limited posts and cynicism about the motivations of senior managers. 

I carried with me from my study the phrase used by several of the participants, 

from different organisations, of the negative experience of ‘waiting for dead men’s 

shoes’. This resonated strongly when I was faced with a corporate instruction to 

take 10% out of the salary costs of the Parks department I subsequently worked in 

and I endeavoured to restructure in a way that included some opportunities for 

advancement.  

As a senior manager, the elements of my professional practice which perhaps 

benefitted the most from the research was my learning from the findings that if 

members of staff are not highlighting problems or concerns, it does not mean there 

are none. This now seems very obvious to me. However, it was quite a shocking 
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insight to learn through one of the interviews that a member of my team had felt 

aggrieved about a pay reduction, some years before. I was surprised I had not been 

advised of the reduction by HR, the person, or their immediate line manager. This 

has benefitted my subsequent professional practice because I now realise I cannot 

assume members of staff are always being paid the correct amount by their 

organisation, they may not be being paid on time, and sometimes they may not be 

being paid at all.  

The aspect of my professional practice that was perhaps most challenged by the 

research was my tacit assumption that management development was ‘a good 

thing’. As a result of the DBA, I now hold a more nuanced view that whilst 

organisations may perceive ‘management development’ as something ‘good’ that 

occurs when people go on courses, it is more likely that people learn how to be 

(and how not to be) a manager by observing, and experiencing, how other people 

‘do’ management (Watson, 2001).  

Following the findings of my study, I also explored literature which has greatly 

benefitted my development, such as Apter’s (1989) work on motivation, which 

highlights that motivation is more complex and variable than mainstream 

management training makes out. And also as a result of the findings, I explored 

literature related to voice and silence (Greenberg and Edwards, 2009) in 

organisations. I found it an interesting and very challenging insight that as a senior 

manager, it is important to listen out for  ‘silences’ as well as listening  to issues that 

are voiced.    

10.4 Contributions to method 

Management and business research has a track record of adopting new research 

methods and approaches (Deetz, 2009). IPA is at present not often used in DBA 

management or business research projects, however there are some indications 

that this may be changing (IPAanalysis, 2011). Smith, Flowers and Larkin’s seminal 

book (2009) has made IPA accessible to a wide range of researchers concerned with 

psychology related issues, including those that may be encountered in 

organisational and management research (Wagstaff et al, 2014).  
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As mentioned, my study is one of the first doctorates in business and management 

research to make use of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). Through 

using IPA as the research approach for this study, I made a contribution to method. 

It therefore seemed appropriate for me to reflect on my use of interpretative 

phenomenological analysis as the research methodology for this study, once the 

analysis had been completed (Gee, 2014). The aim of the reflective review was to 

consider how suitable IPA had been for the study and also to identify issues related 

to the use of IPA that might be of use to future DBA researchers.  

 

The IPA analysis of the participants’ reported experiences of issues related to 

personal, professional and management development, presented in chapters 6, 7 

and 8, brought to light a range of issues that appear not to have been given much 

recognition in previous research into skills related issues in the UK parks and green 

spaces sector.  This supports the value of IPA as a suitable research approach for 

exploratory research into human experience (Stebbins, 2001; Smith, Flowers and 

Larkin, 2009) and its suitability for DBA research that focuses on the lived 

experience of participants. However, through carrying out the analysis for the 

study, I became aware of a number of features of IPA research which should be 

taken into account if it is used in future DBA research.   

 

Most ‘first time’ IPA researchers tend to produce analyses that stay quite close to 

the participants’ descriptive accounts of their experiences and are not as 

interpretative as those of more experienced IPA researchers. This can limit the 

value of the study (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, op cit). I certainly found the task of 

providing an interpretative analysis, while also ensuring that I stayed true to the 

meanings expressed in the participants’ accounts, one of the hardest parts of the 

analysis process. In hindsight, it may have been useful to undertake a ‘dry run’ IPA 

analysis to gain practice before embarking on the main study. Future DBA 

researchers planning to use IPA may find it beneficial to gain feedback on their own 

‘dry run’ pilot analysis from an established IPA researcher before their main study 

starts.  
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In my efforts to respect the participants’ accounts, I also found myself being drawn 

further and further into ‘their’ worlds as I worked on the analysis. This was a rather 

painful process, which I think was particularly hard because I had worked as a 

senior manager at the same organisation as some of the participants, which did 

have the benefit of providing ecological validity (Forrester, 2011). However, it 

surprised me that there were some quite unpleasant experiences embedded in the 

interviews, which I had not expected. This slowed the analysis process down and 

was a rather difficult phase of the analysis. My reflections on this were eventually 

illuminating but opportunities to discuss what I was finding were limited and so the 

‘diffractive patterns’ (Keevers and Trevleaven, 2011) were not visible to me for 

quite a while. I recommend that future DBA researchers using IPA in the intensive 

way it is designed to be used make sure they arrange and maintain a suitable 

source of supervision for this element of their work, similar to that which might be 

provided by an applied psychology department. 

 

When I stopped ignoring the uncomfortable feelings triggered by the process, and 

instead started to listen to and accept them, the analysis seemed to ‘move on’. To a 

degree, there appeared to be similarities with the practice of mindfulness (Goleman 

and Kabat-Zinn, 2007; Bangor University, 2011). In hindsight, I now recognise that 

as I no longer had mentoring support from my director, it may have been beneficial 

for me to seek an alternative mentor to help me explore and understand the issues 

I was uncovering as I worked on the findings (Barrett, 2002).  

 

It became apparent to me after a while that effective IPA research requires the 

researcher to make use of opportunities to ‘sound out’ their emerging analysis. This 

reviewing of the draft analysis is undertaken at key points with one or more people 

who have some experience in the use of IPA. In some University Psychological 

Science Departments, such reviews are provided as part of the IPA supervisory 

process. In addition to providing a source of feedback about the draft coding and 

analysis, such reviews can also help the researcher reflect on their draft findings, 

separate out issues and provide perspective. To accomplish this, I shared my draft 
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analysis at several points with both my supervisor and another DBA researcher who 

was using IPA for her own study. I also attended two IPA related events at Birkbeck 

University, one for students undertaking their first IPA projects and one for people 

preparing to teach or supervise IPA studies; these helped considerably. I also found 

the IPA research online community hosted by ‘Yahoo groups’ invaluable for general 

insights into the use of IPA.  I strongly recommend that DBA research students only 

consider using IPA if they have access to a range of opportunities for reflection and 

support as their work develops.    

 

After having carried out the analysis, I found it difficult to find a suitable voice or 

style of writing for this discussion chapter. I initially tried to use a managerialist, 

objectivist voice but this did not suit the findings. I spent several more months at an 

impasse (Paris, 2008; Wolcott, 2009; Murray, 2006). This led to me conclude that I 

should allow the discussion to be led by and respond to the findings, rather than 

trying to fit structures that might be suggested by any one pre-existing body of 

knowledge.  However a structure of some kind was required and so I initially chose 

to start with my reflexions on my experience of carrying out the IPA analysis. I then 

drew a brief ‘objective’ comparison of some of the information that came from the 

study with data from other studies, before offering an explanatory narrative of the 

findings, in dialogue with resonate literature. I found I needed a visual or 

metaphorical way to create an order for the findings and after much thought on 

this subject, I made use of a guided walk ‘map’ to help me talk through the findings. 

I later realised this had a link to Schön’s (1979) metaphor of professional practice 

being situated in a muddy lowland, with more easily solved problems situated on 

the overlooking high ground.  

 

My final point of reflection is that IPA analysis is a lengthy process, requiring 

considerable time, reflection and revision of initial drafts. Smith, Flowers and Larkin 

(2009) indicate that professional doctorates using IPA might usefully focus on the 

analysis of between four and ten accounts. They emphasise that the value of IPA 

lies in its ability to give detailed attention to a small number of relatively 
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homogenous accounts (Gee, 2014; Smith; 2011), and that working on a larger 

number of accounts does not imply a better study.  I elected to include eight 

participant accounts in my study, grouped into three separate but related analyses, 

following a model offered by Smith, Flowers and Larkin (op cit) for a PhD. This 

certainly made for an interesting and rich but rather complex and lengthy analysis.  

I took a sabbatical to complete this work and if I had been working full time as 

senior local authority manager, as I had been at the start of the DBA, it is debatable 

whether I would have been able to allocate sufficient time or mental capacity to 

complete the analysis.  Therefore, from a pragmatic perspective, I would advise 

against the use of IPA for DBA research where the researcher is in full time 

employment, unless it is agreed early on by the university supervisory team and the 

researcher, that the study can be based on one homogenous group of around four 

participant accounts. 

 

In brief: IPA is an intensive, time-consuming process requiring immersion in the 

data and drafts of the emergent analysis for considerable periods of time. This 

intensity may make it unsuitable for use where the researcher is also employed full 

time as a manager or other practitioner. Second,  the IPA process requires the 

researcher to make use of opportunities to ‘sound out’ the emerging analysis with 

one or more people who have some experience in the use of IPA. As few Business 

and Management Researchers have made use of IPA, DBA researchers may need to 

seek out alternative opportunities for such input.  Third, that as IPA is best suited to 

small, purposive samples; it may be of limited use for some DBA research topics. 

However, where new perspectives on issues being experienced by people working 

in organisations are of interest, IPA has a great deal to offer the researcher and 

academic community.  
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10.5 Directions for future research suggested by this study 

The findings of this study suggest several lines of enquiry for further investigation 

some but not all of which resonate with the question, mentioned earlier, set by 

James et al (2009): 

 

‘How can the skills base required for delivering integrated planning, design, 

management and maintenance of urban green spaces in supporting urban 

sustainability be improved?’                                                   

(James et al, op cit p.71).  

 

Given that my study found that work and development in the sector appeared to be  

affected by micro and party political processes, further research into the efficacy or 

otherwise of interventions which seek to provide parks and green space 

practitioners may be beneficial. 

 

A limitation of this study was that all the participants were working in Greater 

London. Equivalent research located in different parts of the UK, including single 

tiered unitary authority areas and two tiered local authority areas, would be of 

interest to determine whether similar (or different) findings would emerge.   

 

It appeared from this study that that there were some differences in experience 

between participants in their forties and those in their thirties, when compared 

with those of the self employed consultant who was in his fifties. Future research to 

explore whether issues related to personal, professional and management 

development is experienced differently between different age cohorts in the parks 

and green spaces sector would be worthy of consideration.   

 

A further age cohort study that researched experiences of people who have 

recently joined the sector in their first role may provide additional and useful 

insights. This may be particularly pertinent given the recent moves in the UK to 

increase the number of apprenticeships for young people. Perhaps a study that 
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compared and contrasted the experiences of young people moving into the sector 

through a government backed apprenticeship scheme and participants who 

entered the sector through other routes would be particularly helpful, especially if 

carried out as a longitudinal study.  

 

Research exploring the possible impact on learning and development of employees 

who move between contractor organisations and council parks and green spaces 

departments would also merit further study. This particularly as some participants 

reported positively that moving between employment in local authority parks and 

green space departments and grounds maintenance contractors working for 

councils had been beneficial for their development. The recent move to increase 

the number of ‘spun out’ Parks Trusts (Morris, 2017) also may merit study, from the 

perspective of impact on the personal, professional and management of employees 

that find themselves moved to these organisations. 

 

A study of self-employed parks and green space consultants’ experiences of 

personal, professional and management development could also be of interest. 

Such research may benefit not only for its own sake and because an earlier brief 

review of a number of self employed consultants working in the sector (Linked-In, 

2012) indicates that such people provide developmental or coaching input to others 

working in the sector.  

 

In my study, there was only one female participant, reflecting the fact that in the 

sector as a whole there are more men than women. Research into women’s 

experiences of personal, professional and management development in the UK 

parks and green spaces sector would also add to the body of knowledge in this as 

yet under studied sector.  

 

In addition, further research, using reversal theory based instruments could be 

undertaken to help deepen the understanding of motivational experiences of 

people working in the parks and green spaces sector. 
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10.6 Conclusion 

This study has explored development and skills related issues, from the 

perspectives of participants working in the UK public parks and green spaces sector. 

Through use of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), I provided findings 

that brought a number of important issues into focus that may not have been 

recognised if other, more mainstream, managerialist HRD research methods had 

been used.  

 

The IPA analysis resulted in the development of an overarching theme for the study 

as a whole ‘trying to do the best thing for myself’ and three master themes: initially 

here through chance, finding myself enjoying the outdoor work; seeking, making or 

expecting a career path; and experiencing the dark side under management.  

 

In brief: most participants had found themselves working in the sector by chance, 

however their recollections of their initial ‘outdoor’ roles was that they had enjoyed 

the outdoor work. However, once in more office based, supervisory or 

management roles, participants found their line managers to be at best 

unsupportive, at worst positively unpleasant. The phrase ‘working under 

management’ was used by several participants to portray the oppressive, 

unpleasant circumstances they found themselves in.  

 

A fundamental ‘disconnect’ between participants and their line managers on 

development issues was identified and this was contrasted with the expectations of 

mainstream HRD practice that portrays a pivotal role for line managers in the 

development of their staff. Possible causes for the ‘disconnect’ were explored. 

These included the impacts of frequent restructuring exercises and the pressured, 

political nature of the local authorities in which the participants worked. The study 

identified that for the participants who took part in the research, working in the 

public parks and green spaces sector was by no means a ‘walk in the park’. A 

substantive theoretical model was also provided, based on the findings, which 

contrasts with Mintzberg’s (1997) model of managing in Canada’s National Parks. 
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Appendix 1: Table of participants 

 

Name Interview date Research Group  

Ed July 2009 Single case Self Employed Consultant 

    

Ken Dec 2009 Manager Group Park Service Manager 

Brian Feb 2010 Manager Group Park Area Manager 

Charles July 2010 Manager Group Park Area Manager 

    

Jen March 2010 Officer Group Development Officer 

Adam Sept 2010 Officer Group Area Officer 

Ged May 2010 Officer Group Area Officer 

Tom July 2010 Officer Group Contract Manager 
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Appendix 2 Master themes from the study as a whole and the supporting super-

ordinate themes from the group analyses 

Overarching Theme for the Study:  

Trying to do the right thing for myself 

Master Themes For the Study 

Overall   

Supporting Super-Ordinate Themes from the Groups 

MT1 Initially here through 

chance, finding myself enjoying 

the outdoor work 

SO1: Finding Myself Working in The Sector by chance, enjoying 

the outdoor work 

SC1: Uncertainty and Unpredictability - interesting isn’t it 

MM1: That’s what engages me - Differing Focus for Work 

MT2 Seeking, making or 

expecting a career path 

SC1: Uncertainty and Unpredictability - interesting isn’t it 

SC4: Living with High Expectations - I can do better than that 

MM2: Working my way up - Experiences of pursuing job 

progression and promotion 

MM4: The Way I Like to Learn 

SO2: Expectations of Work and Experiences of Courses 

MT3 Experiencing the dark side 

under management 

 

SC2: Being a Suit - a thin veneer that’s incredibly vulnerable to 

a scratch 

SC3: The Importance of Appreciative Relationships - getting on 

with Sir 

MM3: Experiencing Unexpected and Uncontrollable Criticism 

SO3: Unpleasant Impacts of Restructures and Senior 

Management 

 

Key  

SC Single Case 

MM Middle Managers 

SO Senior Officers 

 

 



345 

 

Appendix 3: Handout given to potential participants 

Experiencing Management & Professional Development in the UK Green Spaces Sector  

This research is seeking to develop a deeper understanding of management, professional and personal 

development issues within the UK public parks and green spaces sector, from the perspectives of people who 

work within the sector. 

The research forms a key part of the DBA (Doctor of Business Administration) studies that I am undertaking at 

Glamorgan University.  

 

If you are happy to take part, I would like to record our interview and take some notes, if that is ok, so that I 

can listen again to the issues we discuss after the interview. Anything you choose to tell me is confidential 

between you and me and will not be shared with organisations or individuals other than as anonymous 

extracts.  

 

The interview would take about 45 minutes, but can be as long or as short as you would like it to be. It is 

about you telling me of your experiences of management, personal and professional development.  

 

My role is to listen and if appropriate ask a few prompting questions but unlike quite a lot of business / 

management research I will not have a preset of questions that you will have to answer.  This is because I am 

using a life history interview approach to the study, which is similar to oral history. 

Here are some prompting questions to start from- if they are helpful: 

When did you first become interested in work in green spaces? 

Were there any particular triggers for your interests and if so, what were they and where did they 

lead you? 

Have you experienced any particular professional, personal or managerial development issues 

during your career that you would like to tell me about? 

Is there anything else that you would like to tell me about - issues to do with professional, personal 

or management development related to the UK public parks and green spaces sector?   

 

If you have any questions you’d like to ask before we meet, or when we meet, I’ll be very happy to give you 

more information, answer any questions and take on board suggestions relating to the research. If you do 

decide to take part, that would be great. Do bring some notes or pictures/photos if you’d like to, they can be 

very helpful. 

Thanks again,  

Best wishes,  Mary                                                                                             Mobile:     xxxxxxxxxxx 

Work tel:     xxxxxxxxxxx 

Alternative email if preferred: xxxxxxxxxxxxx 
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Appendix 4: Table summarising contributions to the Emergent themes for the single 
case 

Self Employed Consultant, the single case (SC):  

Super-ordinate theme: Public Pride, Private Regrets 

Emergent themes   

SC1:  

Being a suit – a 
thin veneer that’s 
incredibly 
vulnerable to a 
scratch  

 

 

 

 

 

 

A slippery slope into management to support my family financially 

Watch out the suits are coming keep working with your hands 

Seen as traitor – what’s your management going to do for parks 

Miss the skills- the training of people 

Miss the practical hands on work 

Not convinced by management by walking around 

Measurement as management 

agonising over people’s lives 

a different language, enjoyed learning it  

Management development as a thin veneer, easily scratched 

Underlying sense of Loss and mourning 

management development as programming 

Parks important as part of the fabric of society, take on faith 

SC2: Uncertainty 
and 
unpredictability - 
interesting isn’t it! 

I’m only here by chance, it’s not what I really wanted to do. 

People are like nature- you cannot predict what they will do, even though 

you do try to influence them. I’m not sure we understand that as well as we 

should, 

Uncertainty 

Confusion or uncertainty 

For others to say if I have principles 

Not sure what being a professional means any more 

I believe I do not know what I think until I say it and this is the first time I 

have spoken about this aspect of what I’ve achieved 

SC3: Realised if I wanted money from planners, I needed to speak their language  

Experiencing Management as a different language  
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The importance of 
appreciative 
relationships, 
getting on with 
‘Sir’. 

People don’t understand what I do   

The importance of good mentors and reflection - much more important than 

paper qualifications 

Getting on well with ‘Sir’ at Government Body,  

Seeking to understand, trying to be understood 

Trying to find a common language 

The importance of reflecting to try to understand myself 

Self interest and ego 

Getting on with people above  

SC4:  

Living with high 
aspirations – I can 
do better than 
that!  

Asthma and mother leading to Prime Parks 

Prime Parks high standards 

I can do better than that 

Arboriculture gang story as metaphor for how Ed feels 

Mentor teaching Ed to aim for the best/highest and move down a notch if 

not possible 

Classical guitar/pop star/resigned self as not good enough when saw 

someone who made it look easy. 

Degree, two masters, DBA 

(Name of prestigious business school) – proud to have got in but felt they 

didn’t understand him,  

DBA – for personal reasons – see if I could compete with people who wrote 

wonderful journal articles 

Working with Government depts.   

Pushing someone into management – not necessarily good for them 

Stand by your principles – telling people if they don’t seem to have it in them,  

Managers in the sector less principled than used to be 

Performance related pay 

Won’t do ‘gun for hire’ 
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Appendix 5: Table of the middle manager super-ordinate themes and supporting 

themes  

Super-ordinate theme & 
associated sub-themes from 
the middle manager cases 
(MM) 

Emergent themes (and pseudonym of  associated 

person/s) 

MM1: That’s what engages 

me- green spaces are 

important to people for 

varying reasons 

 Gardening, families 
and sports, links to 
childhood interests 

 Plants, Projects, 
People, Protection and 
Puzzles – site based 
work 

 Managing in green 
spaces – it’s not like it 
should be. 

 Self focused (Ken) 

 Distance in relationships (Ken) 

 Projects (Ken) 

 Doing what the manager wants (Charles) 

 Teamwork (Brian) 

 Focus on Performance: Improving sites and 

positive feedback from residents (Brian) 

MM2: Working my way up in 
dead-men’s shoes – job 
progression and advancement 

 Dead men’s shoes 

 ‘Sort of’ careers 

 Barriers or 
opportunities- steps, 
doors and junctions on 
the path 

 Advancing his career (Ken) 

 Progress as if it just happened (Ken) 

 Location (Ken & Brian) 

 Keeping up appearances (Ken) 

 Progress as if by default (Charles) 

 Intension/passivity (Charles) 

 Dead men’s shoes/Being blocked (Brian) 

MM3: Shock - experiencing 

unexpected, uncontrollable 

criticism 

 Shock 

 Keeping quiet and 

 Shock at some council practices (Ken) 

 Stressful/awkward (Charles) 

 Doing what the manager wants/not 

complaining (Charles) 
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getting on with it  Being stitched up (Brian) 

 Trying to avoid criticism/Seeking a quiet 

life/ticking the right 

boxes/comfort/fragility (Brian) 

M4: The ways I like to learn 

 Appreciating a 
structured, practical 
grounding in 
horticulture 

 An ongoing drive for 
learning 

 A need to be pushed 

 Ways of learning 

 Management, 

development and staff 

 Always learning (Ken) 

 Kinaesthetic learning (Charles) 

 Keen and eager (Brian) 

 Comparing then with now (Brian) 

 Hungry for horticultural knowledge (Ken) 

 Missing mechanics of learning for 

progression (Charles) 

 Seeking clear development steps (Brian) 
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Appendix 6: Table of the Senior Officer super-ordinate themes and supporting 

themes 

Senior Officer 
Group Super-
Ordinate 
Themes (SO) 

Senior Officer Grouping 

Sub-ordinate themes 

Associated emergent  themes from particular 

participants 

SO1:  

Finding myself 
working in the 
sector by 
chance, 
enjoying the 
outdoor work. 

Here through chance 

Enjoying outdoors  

Found myself gardening (Ged) 

The perfect merger of work experience and 

education background (Adam) 

Enjoyment (Tom) 

Different avenues (Jen) 

Not fitting in (Jen) 

SO2: 
Expectations of 
work and 
positive 
experience of 
courses. 

 Personal quests for 
enjoyable work or 
challenges 

 Expectations of 
climbing ladders 

 Personal insights 
and tactical uses, 
being thankful for 
courses 

Doing course to help me up the ladder (Adam) 

Having plans (Adam) 

My reputation is the key and its all I’ve got 

(Adam) 

Constant quest for learning challenge (Jen) 

Muddled through, picked things up from 

experience (Tom) 

Enjoyment (Tom) 

Expectations of progress (Ged) 

SO3: 
Unpleasant 
impacts of 
Restructures 
and 
Management 

 Feeling pressured 
by changes 

 suspicious of 
motives - concerns 
about the 
legitimacy and 
impact of 
restructures 

 Considering 
leaving  

 Working under 
management 

Moving away from pain (Tom) 

Standards of Management (Jen) 

Bugbears under management (Ged) 

Personal impacts of restructures (Adam)  
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Appendix 7 Bracketing examples 

Text Bracketing note Possible impact on 

analysis 

Adam: Ur, and the other 

part of it is you’ve got  

(name of site) with nobody 

on site 

That surprise really got to 

me/hurt me - went to the core 

of what I thought I’d achieved 

when I was there- feeling very 

out of the loop 

Led me feel there is 

no point in trying to 

achieve things 

Adam: It seems to be all 

part of a cunning plan, 

that’s how i see it, um, the 

head of green spaces was 

brought in a year ago, less 

than 18 months ago, and 

this whole restructure has 

ben floating around for 

about that length of time 

as well, so my suspicion 

un-biased as it is, is that 

this whole restructure has 

been the brain child of one 

person 

I brought the head in - 

perhaps it’s all my fault 

Turned the analysis 

focus in on myself for 

quite a while. Slowed 

down the analysis of 

what the participants 

were expressing 

about their 

experiences. 

Charles: Ok, ‘through my 

binoculars, ‘when did I first 

become interested in 

green spaces?’ 

Charles seemed self-conscious 

using reading glasses - as if he 

was not used to them? Was 

the awkwardness about his 

glasses or about the 

interview? Charles’s 

awkwardness at the start of 

the interview made me want 

to try to focus on what might 

help him feel less tense in the 

interview, I did not say 

anything but tried to be 

encouraging through 

‘listening’ body language, not 

sure if this was best solution 

Focusing on what 

participant was 

saying to help keep 

the focus on what he 

wanted to share 

(rather than diverting 

into a conversation 

about glasses) 
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but it seemed ok. 

Charles: And we all know 

about (name of site) you 

know, (clears throat) and, 

difficult times. We are 

here to protect the green 

space for the future, 

council can’t afford to do 

anything without selling 

some to pay for some. So 

yeh, difficult times, but the 

new products are good, its 

just that we have lost 

green space in the process 

No idea what site he was 

referring to, but found myself 

wondering if I should.  

Found it interesting he used 

the word ‘products’, seemed a 

very ‘managerial phrase’  

Wondered what the clearing 

of his throat and reference to 

‘difficult times’ meant 

Felt I should have 

asked for clarification 

in case I missed an 

important point. 

Made me feel I didn’t 

really understand 

what was being said 

and that my analysis 

might be ‘wrong’ as a 

result - self doubt in 

my findings  

Charles: it was one of 

these ‘youth and leisure’ 

and then he took over the 

heading up of the service 

and put his stamp on it 

and his stamp was very 

authoritarian (pause) and 

this is why, it is called the 

‘wee room’ (location 

where interview is) 

because, you know, ‘Wee 

room’ (said as instruction 

with a tough Scottish 

accent) (laughs) as he was 

marching, everyone would 

be offering people books 

to stick down their 

trousers, you know. But 

that’s..Interviewer 

(interrupting): he didn’t 

physically? Charles: no it 

was just um verbal 

rollicking, yeh.. 

 

Felt bad for interrupting, also 

shocked and worried that the 

interview was taking place in a 

room previously used by a line 

manager for telling Charles off 

- someone he implied had led 

to one of his colleagues being 

off with stress. I think this 

might have affected him quite 

a lot.  

Made me wonder if 

my research was 

doing harm to the 

participant,  
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Journaling note July 2011 

Findings from ‘officers’ is 

proving difficult - still very 

descriptive, not really 

communicating the 

experience of the people’s 

lived experience of the 

issues.  

I need to realise and bracket 

I’m still looking for a solution 

where I should be listening to 

how it is, being them. 

That’s what I’ve been resisting 

- as I’ve glimpsed what it was 

like - and it was hard to bear.  

Remember the book ‘Why 

Warriors Lie Down and Die’ - 

was about seeing it from their 

point of view. 

This is different but similarly 

embedded: ‘when copers 

cope’? 

This was a turning 

point - I realised I was 

holding a managerial 

view and trying to 

keep a distance 

through trying to 

problem solve (and it 

was proving painful), 

rather than look at 

the interviews with 

my 

‘phenomenological 

researcher hat’ on. I 

started using more 

colours/different 

stationery and 

mindmapping as part 

of my themeing work 

to help get away 

from the transcripts 

and analysis looking 

too much the same. 

This helped the 

officers’ analysis 

develop. 

 


