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Organizational Existentialism

The field of Organizational Existentialism (OE) attempts to address four existential issues not often integrated in organizational studies: the issues of death, solitude, responsibility and meaning. Further, OE attempts to integrate two levels of analysis: the individual and the organizational levels. In this way, OE focuses on how these four basic issues affect the life, health and behaviors of individuals at work and how these four issues shape the identity and strategies of organizations. One of the core assumptions of OE is that acknowledgment and development of these issues improves human and organizational conditions.

Conceptual overview

 OE is not grounded only in the views of Jean-Paul Sartre, which is a common misconception. Existentialism, as a way to view life and human action, or as general “mood” as opposed to a “philosophy”, has very ancient and diverse roots. They include Heraclitus of Ephesus in the West or Zarasustra in the East. In Table I, we list some of the authors who have made a significant contribution to the existential tradition. 

Table I: Examples of Existential Authors

	Philosophy, Theology,

Mythology
	Psychology, Psychiatry, Psychoanalysis
	Literature, Poetry, Novels, Plays, Films

	Hannah Arendt
	Silvano Arieti
	Woody Allen

	William Barrett
	Ernest Becker
	﻿Samuel Beckett

	Simone de Beauvoir
	Menard Boss
	Ingmar Bergman 

	Jacob Boehme
	Norman O. Brown
	Miguel de Cervantes

	Martin Büber
	James Bugental 
	Fyodor Dostoevsky

	Joseph Campbell
	Leslie Farber 
	T. S. Eliot 

	Albert Camus
	Paul Feyerabend
	Jean Genet 

	Meister Eckhart 
	Victor Frankl 
	Jean Giono

	Jose Ortega y Gasset
	Erich Fromm 
	Goethe

	Martin Heidegger
	Karen Horney 
	Nikolai Gogol

	Karl Jaspers
	Heinz Kohut 
	Ernest Hemingway

	Soren Kierkegaard
	Lawrence Kohlberg
	Hermann Hesse

	Arthur Koestler
	Elisabeth Kübler-Ross
	Franz Kafka 

	Gabriel Marcel 
	R. D. Laing
	Andre Malraux

	Maurice Merleau-Ponty
	Rollo May 
	Thomas Mann

	Thomas Merton
	Alice Miller 
	Herman Melville

	Friedrich Nietzsche
	Clark Moustakas 
	Arthur Miller 

	Blaise Pascal 
	Otto Rank 
	Henry Miller

	Jean-Paul Sartre
	Carl Rogers 
	George Orwell

	Friedrich Schelling
	Erwin Strauss 
	Rainer Maria Rilke

	Paul Tillich 
	Harry Stack Sullivan
	William Shakespeare

	Simone Weil
	Irwin Yalom 
	Leo Tolstoy 


But speaking of an “existential tradition” can be misleading. The existential movement can be described as a revolt against confined schools of thoughts and societal norms. Albert Camus, for example, refused to be labeled an existentialist when he realized that the existential movement was becoming itself a school. Thus, while existentialists recognize that the four issues mentioned above are fundamental, they also insist that this definition is not comprehensive. For them, the search for a comprehensive definition of the human condition is ludicrous as it denies the variety of the human soul. 

The first realization of existential issues by a human being is often the subject of death. This realization can be induced by different experiences, including major accidents or illnesses, the death of a loved one, or the sudden awareness that a person is “next in line” after the passing of their parents. For existentialists, this realization is not morbid; it springs from the dialectical nature of existence, life being linked to death, growth to decay, the existence of every entity to its fragility and preciousness. This increased realization of the inevitability of death can lead a person to live a more authentic life in accordance with his or her values or sense of destiny. Studies conducted of cancer or AIDS patients suggest, for example, that about one third of them readjust their priorities, adopting death as an “advisor”. In the organizational world, the issue of death, such as the disappearance of organizations, seems more recognized than before: Today, more than half of the 500 Fortune companies created 50 years ago do not exist anymore and corporate giants such as Enron, Polaroid or WorldCom have crumbled. This heightened awareness of the fragility of organizations has been recently addressed in bestsellers, such as Corporate Sustainable Growth, Managing for the Long Run or Built to Last.
This enhanced dialectical awareness also brings the insight that, in spite of one’s place in the larger world, one is paradoxically alone. Existentialists do emphasize that the self-realization of an individual proceeds from the encounter with others through genuine dialogue. Many of them insist that an “I” needs a “you” to become an “I”, thus emphasizing the importance of relationships. However, they also emphasize the inescapable solitude of the individual, the ultimate gap between the self and the other, self and nature, self and cosmos, even if at times they seem to merge. Existentialists note that when a person dies, even if another is holding his or her hand, one individual is leaving the world while the other is not. Many metaphysical and religious systems suggest other views, going beyond the simply biological nature of life. While the inescapability of solitude can be seen as pessimistic, it also affirms the individuality of each person, his or her special nature, talents and potential. This view often enters into conflict with the encouragement in organizations of “team spirit” in order to achieve greater corporate effectiveness. This “team spirit” is reinforced by many mechanisms, including codes of conducts, techniques of indoctrination or the normative influence of corporate cultures. As many studies suggest, the younger generations are more aware of their individual voices than the “corporate suits” of the past, leading to major challenges with traditional H.R. policies.

While existentialists do emphasize this more individual nature of human life, they do not confuse individuation, the possibility to actualize one’s potential, with individualism, which fragments a person from his or her larger context. For them, an authentic individual is not against cultural norms per say but has the ability to be critical of these norms, be they familial, organizational, political, societal, racial or religious. This more critical stance leads in turn to the realization that one cannot escape the responsibility of one's choices in relation to the social world, the natural world or even a spiritual reality. In our time, when business is becoming more and more global and bringing together people from different social, ethnic, cultural, and religious upbringings, this more critical stance of one’s background, as well as the ability to show respect and tolerance for the backgrounds of others, is paramount. Furthermore, ethical and moral behaviors are today mostly enforced in both society and organizations by more stringent laws, codes of ethics and corporate values statements. This goes against Lawrence Kohlberg’s existential proposition that ethical growth can only happens after individuals have mastered the ability to make ethical choices that transcend common cultural norms.

Finally, the three previous issues bring to the fore the fundamental question of personal and collective meaning. Existentialists suggest that meaning is connected to purpose in life and derived from one’s answer to the question “What is a good life?” In a synthesis of decades of research on meaning making, Garty T. Reker and Kerry Chamberlain have suggested that meaning differs across different national cultures and also evolves during the life spans of individuals. For example, the meaning making of young adults (ages 17-25) parallels the ethos of many western corporate cultures: The wish to be attractive, to seduce others, to be innovative and competent, to gain rewards and career advancements, to be accepted by others and to pursue endless goals in an infinite future. In contrast, older generations (ages 60-90) often derive meaning from the preservation of integrity, the sense of legacy, the importance of familial ties and peace in the world, the generative giving to other generations or the wish for sustainable health. 

Critical commentaries and future directions

In 1995, when we published the book In Search of Meaning with colleagues including Nicole Aubert, James F.T. Bugental, Frederick I. Herzberg, Burkard Sievers and Kenwyn K. Smith, we deplored the fact that many of the authors listed in Table I were rarely used in organizational studies or corporate strategies. Today, researchers such as John Lawler in the U.K or Karen Schultz in Denmark have also pointed out this problem. Despite its richness and great potential, the field of OE is still in its infancy. We propose below some of the reasons why this is the case and suggest some potentially promising future directions.

Firstly, a scientific discipline often imposes itself by delineating a particular field of inquiry, asserting its own view of reality and defining its own methodologies and modes of interventions. As we have seen, existentialists wish to escape this disciplinary approach. They are less concerned with establishing a new scientific field and more interested in their attempt to live and to help others to live a more authentic and responsible life.

Secondly, existentialists have often relied exclusively on qualitative methodologies to express their views. Despites the greater legitimacy attributed today to such methodologies in organizational studies, thanks to authors such as Stewart Clegg, Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln to name just a few, many researchers and managers still prefer approaches than simplify reality. This is achieved, for example, by performing quantitative analyses between a reduced number of variables or by simply repeating the reductive slogan that “the business of business is business”.

Thirdly, an existential stance that concerns more than one’s personal safety and ventures beyond the comfort zone of traditional norms takes courage. This courage has been exemplified by individuals such as Hannah Arendt, Mohandas Gandhi, Martin Kuther King Jr., Aung San Suu Kyi, Nelson Mandela or Rosa Parks, who confronted some of the profound problems of their times and affected social change. It has also been expressed in the corporate world by Sherron Watkins, V.P. for Corporate Affairs at Enron, who denounced the firm’s wrongdoings.

In closing, we suggest below some of the trends that could assist the development of the OE field in the future. 

Firstly, as suggested above, qualitative methodologies are more legitimate today in organizational studies. It is important to note, for example, that the OE book by Tracy Kidder, The Soul of a New Machine, has had more impact in the corporate world than many academic theories and models, according to a 2002 review published in Academy of Management Executive. 

Secondly, the development of multimedia is also conducive to better expressing existential issues. To give just one of many examples, the movie by James G. March, Passion and Discipline, draws valuable lessons for corporate leadership from the stories of fictional or historical characters like Don Quixote or Jeanne of Arc.

Thirdly, existential issues, such as the lack of meaning, are no longer restricted to the privacy of therapists’ offices. Warren Bennis, for example, has found that many young successful American CEOs with power, money, status and fame suffered from “affluenza,” tormented by the existential question “Is this all there is?” 

Fourthly, many of the tools and practices advocated by existentialists are more and more commonly used today in organizations, under different names such as authentic leadership, dialogue, executive coaching, value-based management, futures search, spirituality at work, etc. These practices have been introduced in different fields, as indicated in the cross-references provided below. 

And fifthly, several researchers have recently proposed different research scales for evaluating existential meaning, such as the SOMP, PMS or SELE instruments, which are reviewed in Reker and Camberlain’s book, thus providing new avenues for research. Estelle Morin, in Canada, drawing on the work of Douglas R. May and his colleagues, has constructed a scale assessing five components of meaningful work: social usefulness, moral correctness, autonomy, learning opportunities and positive relationships. She and her team have also found significant correlations between the meaningfulness of work, health and psychological wellbeing across hierarchical levels, industries and types of organizations.

It is hoped that this more “integral” view of organizational studies, as Thierry C. Pauchant recently called this approach, which integrates the subjective, objective, personal, collective and developmental natures of organizational life, will be pursued in the future. In our time, when the notion of Corporate Social Responsibility is often exploited as a public relations tool in order to increase shareholder value, the field of OE could help provide a more humane foundation for personal and organizational responsibility. 

Related subjects
Business ethics, Organizational development, Organizational learning, Positive organization theory, Spirituality at work.
Further readings and references

Bennis, W, G.M. Spreitzer and T.G. Cummings (Eds). (2001). The Future of Leadership. San Francisco, CA.: Jossey-Bass.

May, D. R., R.L. Gilson, L.M. Harter (2004) The psychological conditions of meaningfulness, safety and availability and the engagement of the human spirit at work. Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology. 77, 1, 11-37.

Morin, E. M. (2005) Giving meaning to work and promoting occupational health. Canadian Journal of Behavioral Science. In press.
Kohlberg, L. (1981). The Philosophy of Moral Development. (Vol. 1) New York: Harper  and Row.
Lawler, J. (2004). Meaning and being: Existential concepts in leadership. International Journal of Management Concepts and Philosophy, 1,1, 61-72.

Pauchant, T.C. and Associates (1995). In Search of Meaning. Managing for the health of our organizations, our communities, and the natural world. San Francisco, CA.: Jossey-Bass.  

Pauchant, T.C. (2005). Integral leadership: A research proposal. Journal of Organizational Change Management, 18, 3, 211-229. 

Reker, G.T and K. Chamberlain (Eds.). (2000). Exploring existential meaning. Thousand Oaks, CA.: Sage Publications.

Schultz, K. (2005). When work means meaning. (Transl. G. Shaar). Denmark: Forlaget Akademia.

PAGE  
2

