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gyroscopic management as added value for 
management

j o o p v i n k e 

Abstract
In this paper, I will describe a comparative applied PhD research in The Netherlands and 
Romania on the added value of Gyroscopic Management for management. 

In recent publications in International Journals in 2010 and 2011, I described the 
phenomenon of a new approach to education and training called ‘Gyroscopic 
Management’ (See list publications). 
To give the reader an insight and overview of this, I will introduce and explain this 
gyroscopic management and, based on literature research and my own experiences, I 
describe how a currently used approach in education and the training of business and 
management students at Arnhem Business School (ABS) shows that this can lead to 
added strategic value for management in organizations. This also represents the start of a 
so-called, ‘Grounded Action’ research about the influence of training and educating for 
new future managers in organisations, as described in the second part of this paper. 
The research took place in Romania and The Netherlands and it shows the discovered five 
stages of ‘gyroscopic management’: “Learning, listening, awareness, accepting, adapting, 
and advancing.” I explored this explanatory theory further into a so-called ‘Grounded 
Action’ research approach in which I made an ‘operational theory’ (Simmons & Gregory 
2003). 
This research is implemented in the form of a final applied research in educational and 
training practice during trainings, lectures at ABS in the Netherlands and at the West 
University in Timisoara, Romania (UWT).

Because the last part of this study will be published at the end of 2012, I will describe 
in this paper only the first part. While this study and research seems in the beginning to 
focus only on the education and training of managers, I will make clear why this approach 
is necessary and advisable for training and education of the new generation of managers in 
future organizations. 
 

Introduction 

The idea for this study is a logical continuation of my work experiences in HR positions 
in different organizations and relates strongly with my current function as senior lecturer 
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and coordinator of a bachelor study program at Arnhem Business School (ABS), HAN 
University, in the Netherlands. 
Together with colleagues, I developed, and practise a new approach in teaching and 
training in higher education in the Netherlands, based on ‘Gyroscopic Management’.  
I consider this approach as necessary to adapt to the needed management style of the 
future generation of managers. 
My aim is to prove this during my PhD research. The vision behind my belief in added 
value for the field of management lies in the value of Human Resource and Quality 
Management (HRQM) for organizations. To make this clearer I will explain this part in 
more detail and the theory and development of the practise behind it. 

Changes in HR Management and Quality Management

From the 1970’s onwards, managers and other decision makers in organizations mainly 
focused on tangible and measurable assets and financial resources, like stocks or profit figures. 
The role of the employees working in special departments such as Personnel and Quality, 
are mainly to support this with so-called ‘back-office’ functions. Their activities focus on 
legislation requirements, payroll, and personnel data maintenance. Over the last few decades, 
this role has been changing. HRM experts, as Becker, Huselid, and Ulrich (2001) mention this 
in many of their publications on the balance scorecard and HR scorecard. 
Currently many managers talk about the importance of ‘people’ behind the organization’s 
success and they are beginning to embrace and even ‘engage’ in the view and approach 
that we now know as the ‘Human Capital approach’. Many of the definitions in the 
literature for this approach consider the money spent on fostering innovation in the 
workforce as an ‘investment’. Becker (1994) defines this as “activities that influence the 
future monetary and psychic income by increasing the resources in people.” 

From administrating to added value

When I draw in a visual way this transformation from Personnel and Quality management 
of the last decennia to an integrated HRQM in Business, in a visual way (Figure 1), I can 
divide this development into three main phases. 
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Figure 1: The three functions in HRM (Vinke, 2007) 

These three phases explain not just the change in focus of the HR and QM departments, 
but they also show the growing added value of the role that HRQM can have for 
complete organizational values. 
A more in depth description of these three phases I described in my earlier publications 
(See publications). All these, described in detail developments make clear that there is a 
high need for change in the role and competencies of HR and QM. 
It is not enough to stay in the role of ‘controller of policy’ and to remain the ‘polite’ 
group. It is not even enough anymore to become a ‘partner’ for management as also 
explained by Beatty, Huselid, and Schneier (2003).The HRQM role needs to change, 
focusing more on being a ‘player’ in business. 

Vision on the state of education and training in HRQM

The most important factors that are able to change the role that HRQM can have in 
organizations are, according to me, the future generation of managers. They can give 
HRQM that new role of ‘player’. In my opinion, this means we have to train and educate 
this new generation of managers in a way that suits their characteristics and needs. 
I make a conscious choice here not to train the current generation of managers. The 
managers of ‘tomorrow’ are different, which I will explain further. Therefore, the focus of 
this study and research is aimed at the generation of business and management students in 
higher education that will get this role in the future.
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The need for new competencies

Nowadays most of the study programmes in HR management and in Quality 
management, in higher education in Europe still have, in my opinion, a strong focus on 
the first and sometimes the second phase as mentioned in figure 1. They are educating and 
training students in being the ‘controller of policies’ and rarely on becoming a ‘partner’ in 
business for management. 
Like any other business manager, HR and Quality managers also have to prove now and 
in the future that they are of added value for organizations. ‘HRM and ‘Quality’ issues 
are, as stated by Brewster (2004), “... no longer the exclusive province of Personnel and 
Quality managers, controllers, and inspectors that are distant from strategic decision-
making and whose contribution to the bottom line often goes unrecognized.” 

The added value of HRQM for organizations lies in its ability to manage the delicate, 
balance between coordinated systems and the sensitivity to global and local needs, 
including cultural differences, in a way that “aligns with both business needs and senior 
management philosophy” (Sparrow 2006). The new generation of HR and Quality 
managers and consultants for the coming years will have to be, ‘partners’ and ‘players’ in 
organizations, who will help to drive and steer the human resource and quality. They will 
have to deal with strategies in a focus to align corporate goals with objectives. 

The HR and QM functions are realigning themselves as a response to this process of 
cross-functioning globalization. This means building new alliances with these functions 
by creating new activity streams, roles, and skills that are required (Sparrow, Brewster & 
Harris, 2004).
More than ever, mangers have to be ‘entrepreneurs’ and ‘players’ that will find new ways 
to measure, describe and implement performance drivers and, in that way, can influence 
the success of a strategic focus on the objectives of the organizations. There is a clear need 
to prepare the new generation of managers in higher education on their new role to be a 
‘player’ and entrepreneur in business. Ulrich and Beaty (2001) already mentioned this in 
an article in the Human Resource Management Journal. After studying this article,  
I believe that both authors of this article strongly focus on the ‘HR’ (tangible) part of the 
employee (see figure 2) and their aim is to make this part more visible and measurable. 
I will explain that, in my opinion, this does not count for the ‘Personnel’ (intangible) part 
of the employee and therefore I would divide an employee in a visual way into two parts: 
‘HR’ and ‘P’, which I will explain later. This can give another and more complete view on 
the ‘player’ role for managers. 
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The study programme HRQM

Some of the answers for the needed new approach 
of changing the role of HRQM are, in my opinion, 
already practised in the international study 
programme HRQM at ABS in The Netherlands. 
Added to the Dutch Bachelor Study programme 
called Business and Management Studies, this 
specific, internationally oriented, study programme 
is given in English and has a strong focus on 

two additional and important competencies: International Business Awareness and 
Intercultural Adaptability. 

Both competencies already have proven to be needed extra competencies in the approach 
to get the new generation of managers on the level of being ‘players’ and entrepreneurs 
in business. They strongly relate to each other and find their grounding within the study 
programme in two visions: 

Vision 1: “You can’t manage things that you can’t 
describe” (Norton, 2001). 
Management of the contribution of employees in 
an organization for the quality and profit of the 
organization, I consider as ‘intangible’ issues. 
Looking at the quote of P. Norton above, it 
might then even be ‘impossible’ to manage them. In the case that it is not possible to 
‘manage things that you can’t describe’, another view, or perspective maybe can give more 
possibilities for the management of it. I attempt to visualise this in figure 2. In this figure, 
I divide the employee into a ‘person’ and a ‘human resource’ and separate the ‘person’ (P) 
from the ‘human resource’ (HR). 
On this perspective, I can develop systems and strategies to make both parts in separated 
ways more ‘visible’ and therefore better measurable and manageable. 

Intercultural Adaptability is defined by 
the author as: “The sensitivity related 

with the awareness to recognize, under-
stand, and work effectively across cultural 

differences.”

International Business Awareness is 
defined by the author as: “The ability 
to be aware by feeling, sensing and 

listening and to translate that in a way 
of communicating that is as effectively 
in international markets as in the own 

domestic market”
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Figure 2:  Visualization employee in two aspects, ‘human resource’ (HR) and ‘person’ (P) 
related with the three phases in HRQM role (Vinke, 2009).

This overview I made, based on own research, work experience and a combination of 
the researched literature of the ‘Michigan model’ by Fombrun, Tiche and Devanna (also 
called the ‘Hard HRM model’), the ‘Harvard HRM model’, and the ‘British HRM model’ 
as developed by Guest. More than in these mentioned models, I focus on the differences 
between the P and the HR and the tangible and intangible parts of HRM.

Explanation of the difference between the ‘HR’ and the ‘P’

I believe that in the visualization in figure 2, the ‘P(erson)’ beside the ‘H(uman) 
R(esource)’, is the part of the employee that has all the abilities to deliver the important 
added value in the ‘value chain’ (Porter, 1985) of an organization. 
I make clear that this aspect, the ‘person’ behind the ‘resource’ or ‘tool’ is therefore an 
important element that can increase the contribution (the value) to the organization. 
When it comes to managing this, it is of importance to define the term managing. Many 
definitions in the literature are given. The most common ones relate to the French term 
‘management’ or “the art of conducting, directing” and from Latin “manu agree,” (“to 
lead by the hand”). In my opinion, the ‘managing’ of stakeholders or persons is in this 
definition a strange approach. 
There are many theories about the differences between leadership, leading, and 
management, like given by Henri Mintzberg, Robert Quin, and Robert G Greenleaf 
(Servant leadership). All of them have very interesting views on management. I strongly 
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tend to a quote by Henry Mintzberg: “I would prefer a style of management that can 
be called ‘engaging’. Such people believe that their purpose is to leave behind stronger 
organizations, not just higher share prices” (Mintzberg 2004).

 For me this shows the balancing part that the term ‘managing’ cares within this definition. 
Stakeholders and persons are no ‘resources’ (HR) in my definition. They need a different 
approach and way of dealing. They have to be ‘taken care of’ or we have to ‘mind about 
them’. 

According to my view and definition, that does not include ‘managing’ them. Human 
resource management, on the other hand, is more about ‘managing’, when it concerns this 
other aspect of the employee, the ‘human resource’, the ‘HR’. 

The HR aspect
To make sure to the reader that I am not talking 
about the ‘Person’, I want to express that if it is 
more efficient or effective to let a function done 
otherwise by a machine in an organization; this 
would be a better and more preferable action to 
do then when a human does it. It would make 
it much easier and less complicated to deal with. In this way, a ‘resource’ (HR) is just a 
tool, needed in the whole process to allow the organization to run, and a human can only 
produce that. 
Moreover, the HR is in this way a manageable source, used to achieve the goals of the 
organization. It is possible to manage this within the existing HRM models with the use 
of the so-called ‘HR instruments’.

The P aspect
The other aspect is the ‘Person’ of an employee that can give the extra and needed value 
to the ‘HR’. This aspect can stimulate, inspire, and reward. It can be motivated or not. 
This aspect covers also the needed competencies to let the employee perform the job or 
function with skills, knowledge, and attitude. These are the performance drivers that can 
lead towards added value for the ‘HR’ part and therefore for the whole organization. 
In figure 2, I show also a difference in measuring the output. The value of the HR is 
measurable in output by calculating and making use of HR instruments like: selection, 
recruiting, job descriptions, performance indicators etc. 
However, the output given by ‘P’, like satisfaction, motivation, will, and responsibility, is 
not clearly measurable. 

The author defines Human resource here 
as: “The necessary “tool”, needed in the 

whole process to let the organization 
run, and that only can be produced by a 

human”. 
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The overview given in figure 2 also shows a connection with the management of quality 
in the organization. The same difference between the P and HR part counts concerning 
quality. Quality is also measurable, when it comes to measuring the quality of a product as 
objective. It is possible to use the existing models and definitions as given in the Quality 
Management tools, like ISO, EFQM, Six Sigma, etc. When it comes to the perception of 
the stakeholders, the standards, and the measurability, again faces the same issued as in the 
give example for HRM. The ‘P’ aspect is again involved and not clear measurable!

It could be that readers will state here that indicators like satisfaction are possible to 
measure by surveys and translated to percentages, with high or low levels of satisfaction. 
Mintzberg (2004) calls this “MBA = Management By Analysis”. He also explains: 
“Management is not a science and no profession; it is a practise!” In a practise, also 
according to Mintzberg, the only way of measuring is by doing and finding out. 
Another example, regarding the measuring of quality, I can give, is the definition of quality 
given by the American Society for Quality (ASQ, 2010): “Quality denotes an excellence in 
goods and services, especially to the degree they conform to requirements and satisfy customers”.
Again, this shows that the ‘P’ aspect delivers the added value and can make the difference 
in quality. The person can be satisfied and defines the requirements... not the HR...

The mentioned perspectives are the concept in the whole system of the organization, not 
based on an approach or management style of an individual manager. It will be the most 
effective placing it in a way of systems thinking. 

A change in didactical approach 

Together with some other lecturers, some years ago at Arnhem Business School (ABS) I 
integrated some separated disciplines like HRM, Quality Management, Communication, 
and Business Ethics in a common lecture. The reason for this was to start a new didactical 
approach within a new perspective, in combination with a ‘systems-thinking’ style. 
While integrating these disciplines, I translated an earlier research I did on ‘motivation of 
employees’ (Vinke, 2001) into a concept in which every activity of each individual student 
is also a ‘creation of value’, as long as it is part of their own total chain of study. 
In this focus, students and their motives to study became the most important value in 
the total system of creating values for their own study. By visualizing the ‘performance 
powers’ and making them visible and ‘measurable’ with progress-indicators, we were able 
to make it clearer to students and to themselves that each student is the ‘creator of value’ 
for their own study. 
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From self-management to the metaphor of gyroscopic management

This rather complex systems thinking approach, triggered also into translating it into a 
metaphor to make it more comprehensible and understandable. It became the metaphor of 
a (turning) gyroscope.. 

Figure 3: A Gyroscope (cf. Google)

By using this metaphor, I can refer to my own constant change of contexts and contacts, 
in which I have a constant need to find stability after regular collusions with other 
‘gyroscopes’, as my colleagues, students, friends, family, etc... This urge gives me the focus 
to perform on a high(er) level in this context. 
This focus is the so-called ‘gyroscopic management’ approach, which aims to put 
participants on the track of (self) management. 

In the traditional educational and trainings systems, the concentration is mainly on 
interdependent areas of expertise, represented by the known disciplines in the educational 
field of business. They are in most cases still taught or trained separately. In gyroscopic 
management, these disciplines come together. The disciplines are separable, but this 
always creates an artificial and, therefore, awkward situation. In my own professional 
environment as a trainer, coach, or teacher, because the fields are indistinguishable, they 
are performing as a whole process. 

It is as if the different disciplines form the components of a gyroscope. Once it has been 
given a swing the whole gyroscope starts turning (as I do when I perform), gathering 
momentum, and by doing that, automatically creates its individual balance by searching 
and using the imbalance. 
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We mostly observe a turning gyroscope from a distance and then we can see the 
movement, but it is difficult to observe the separate aspects. In order to observe or analyse 
the different parts, I have to stop a gyroscope. When I do this, I destroy the balance. This 
creates the awkward situation that I referred to before. This is unfortunately also the 
‘standard’ situation in traditional education and training. Educators still largely teach in 
separate disciplines, creating non-life-like situations. Stopping the ‘gyroscope’, with the 
aim to put back in the separate parts. 

The intention of ‘gyroscopic management’ approach is therefore to create situations that 
are, or are close to the professional field, using real life situations, professional products, 
and processes. This is not the same as making use of study cases. Although the intentions 
are good for that, in traditional education, the ‘halo-effect’, in which knowledge or skills of 
certain disciplines have positive influence on other disciplines, is minimal. In the interacting 
with other people, the other individual ‘gyroscopes’ collide and each has to find a new 
balance. This process represents the learning process in gyroscopic management. 

The frustration that occurs when I do not understand what is going on, paths my way 
to understanding. Kolb (1984) already described this process in his book Experimental 
learning, as “a development from a state of confusion towards full understanding”. 
According to the scientists Siegel and Sapru (2010), real learning takes place in short, 
sometimes even violent, bursts, in which the change can be quite sudden and even 
aggressive. A participant in a study or training is looking for a reward for own motives. 
It is in the student’s interest to get prepared for the future professional career in the best 
way possible. Education and training can only be motivating if it satisfies as a reward for 
the needs of individual that participants require. The education therefore needs to focus 
more on an intrinsically rewarding the student’s motives, instead of extrinsically trying to 
motivate students through supply-oriented education and training.

Gyroscopic management in educational and professional contexts

More attention is necessary for the competencies of all stakeholders, teachers, lecturers, 
trainers etc. In the education and training of the new upcoming generation of managers, I, as 
trainer also develop my own competencies, in my own ‘gyroscopic management’ process. 

According to Lutz (2003) attitude, skills, and competencies, like for instance “the 
ability to take initiative”, a certain amount of “guts”, communicative skills, and cultural 
consciousness, appear to be more crucial than knowing which instruments are available to 
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realise changes in organizations. For participants in education and training this means that 
it can only happen when the individual as gyroscope’ collides with other gyroscopes to be 
in the situation in which they feel the force to find a new balance and this process has to 
keep repeating itself. 

Traditional education and training is, based on my experience, not able to create a 
changing and stable balance in this. In practise, it means that I, as trainer or lecturer, 
do not pretend to be able to give the answers to any ethical, cultural, communicative 
or management oriented problems, because this would stop the turning gyroscope. 
In the gyroscopic management this ‘not answering approach’, creates the opportunity 
for the participants to constantly find a new balance themselves. By facilitating these 
opportunities, I allow them to learn instead of just giving answers.

It is obvious that this does not always take place in a secure environment. If I want to 
prepare students for their professional career, I create, on purpose, situations and an 
atmosphere that reflects this professional field. This is not a secure environment, especially 
from the point of view of participants. 
To re-create this business environment I do things the participant does not expect and 
I get their ‘gyroscopes’ to start. The change can be a positive process with the constant 
finding of new balance, in relationship with all the other gyroscopes around them, can be, 
as mentioned by Johansen (2004) “an exhilarating experience”. 

With this more specific description of the focus in the ‘gyroscopic management’ approach, 
I want to make clear that it can lead not only to added value to students for their study, 
but at the same time for all participants to their future professional field. 

Because the core of the approach stays focused on the requirements for the professional 
business field, I want, as researcher and participant, also to ‘Practise what I preach’. In 
an applied research I therefore have looked at the results that the approach brings to its 
participants and what it already has brought to alumni, educated and trained with this 
‘gyroscopic management’ approach. I will explain this in the following part.

Motivation and scientific context of the research project.

The motivation for the choice of the special applied research starts with my general 
interest in the following field: “Students at business schools that are achieving the change 
in their role from being a “student” to being a “professional” in business.” 
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In this field of interest, I am looking for a way to approach and support business 
and management students in that role change. I want to find ways to influence their 
development of self-management, and to support them to balance and unbalance in their 
attempt from ‘being’ a student toward ‘being’ a professional in business. 

For lecturers, trainers and coaches, there is, according to me, no clear way to understand 
what goes on in the students during this change. The challenge is to find useful ways 
to trigger and influence a lasting change in their roles that is reliable, meaningful, and 
sustainable, and in addition, leads to added value for the business. 

I decided to approach and research this field of interest in an applied and comparative 
way, using my own experiences, and practice in education in The Netherlands and 
Romania. The use of the applied research method called ‘Grounded Action’ (Simmons 
& Gregory, 2003) showed me a research method, which suits the content and context of 
‘gyroscopic management’ in a perfect way. With this specific qualitative method, I can 
explore what changes participants, in the gyroscopic management approach, go through 
and how they experience it. Using this research method I also am able to discover, 
meaningful intervention strategies, to provide support for participants in their change in 
roles, both in Romania and the Netherlands and in this way also support them to deliver 
added value to the business.

Overall view of the use of the research approach

The start of the ‘Grounded Action’ methodology of Simmons and Gregory lies in the 
‘Glaserian Grounded Theory’ methodology (Glaser & Strauss 1967). Simmons explains this 
methodology as an “inductive exploring and discovering process that unfolds and explores 
further the grounded theory.” Based on Glaser’s opinion that “All is data!” my research 
method aims to gather core variables and categories, which explain what the participants are 
working on during the experience with gyroscopic management approach. The intention 
of the methodology is, to explore the core variables and categories in an inductive way, 
while trying not to force or use pre-conceptions. In this way, the methodology fills the 
theory with categories, properties, and subcategories. After putting them together, this can 
explain to me the main stages that the participants are working on in their changing roles. 
The gathered core variables of ‘Gyroscopic management’ I have presented in a grounded 
(explanatory) theory that I made and based on preliminary study and sampled data in the 
last 7 years. This explanatory theory I formulated in the following way: 
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“The actual change of role from being a ‘student’ toward being a ‘professional’ consists of 
five stages. These stages are: listening, awareness, accepting, adapting, and advancing” 

This explanatory theory is the outcome of data sampling and it is the start for the next 
step in which I translate this theory into a so-called ‘operational theory’, which is needed, 
according to Simmons & Gregory (2003), for a ‘Grounded Action’ methodology. 
Here I explain and describe in which way the stages, given in the explanatory theory can 
occur or take place in practice. 
The research includes sampling of data in the form of reflections, interviews, evaluations, 
and field notes. I gathered these, both in Romania and The Netherlands, to reach a more 
fully developed and enriched perspective on the eventual stages as given in the explanatory 
theory. 

During this sampling, I explore and at the same time, globally structured ‘gyroscopic 
management’ as a set of provisional core variables, including the (individual) behaviour of 
participants at the various stages in their process. 

‘Grounded Action’ is a research methodology, developed by O. Simmons (2006) and 
later with T. Gregory. It is based on, and starts with, a Grounded Theory approach, 
and a specific field of interest or topic. An open questioning, or so-called ‘grand tour’ 
questioning, allows participants to speak freely without leading or forcing about this field 
of interest. After several interviews or questionnaires, the core variables will then come 
inductively generated out of the participant’s main perspectives. 

After developing the explanatory theory, based on the Grounded Theory method, I 
continued with the second step, including the action based research. I compared in this 
step, the actual change of roles from being a ‘student’ toward being a ‘professional’ to 
the basic explanatory theory in which I mention five stages. In this way, I explored if the 
participants follow, or are involved in the five stages of listening, awareness, accepting, 
adapting, and advancing, to reach that change. 

If it shows that this is happening, I can explore further and make suggested changes 
or actions in the operational theory. This can continue in the third step, with making 
action plans, in which I can consider and implement actions for the use of gyroscopic 
management in education and training. For the research and development of the 
operational theory, I needed places and situations in which I can practice and explore the 
actions. I do not want the risk of influencing my own logical thinking and explanations 
that can result in forced or ‘made up’ outcomes. I want to keep the methodology and the 
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actions ‘grounded’ in data that comes out of the real experiences of the participants and 
not from my own imagination as researcher. 

My motivation for this specific choice is that I can only observe the phenomenon when 
it is ‘in action’. A specific aspect in this specific applied research method is that I do the 
research together with the participants of the target group in an exploring and inductive 
way as ‘colleagues’.

Objectives of the research

The objectives for the research are of importance for the broader field of research in 
management and more specific for the education and training of the new generation of 
managers. 
The methodology that I use in my research is not a common one, and I am aware that this 
action-based research has a different approach and an even bigger bias than most other 
researches in the management field. 
The inductive approach means, for me, the use of other and different research methods, 
like observations, audio and videotaping, writing reflections, memoing, coding and all 
other methods that are used in this kind of applied research. 

In my methodology, I also make use of specific focus groups, consisting of participants 
and (new) researchers that are researching, exploring, and testing my gathered data and 
outcomes, on consistency, validity, and reliability. These groups are, separate and together 
with me, comparing my operational theory with the made explanatory theory, both in an 
inductive and deductive way. In this way, they are in fact researching my research. I will 
explain this more in detail further in this paper.

Justification of the methodology of Grounded Action

“A theory is nothing more (or less) than a set of explanatory understandings that help us 
make sense of some aspect of the world. To the extent that making sense of existence is 
a natural activity, it is accurate to say that we are all theorists and that we all theorize” 
(Brookfield, 2005: 3). 

Because Grounded Theory is a basic inductive, systematic, and empirical research 
methodology (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) to generate theories direct from data to explain 
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behaviour, the theory that comes out of analysis of the gathered data can indicate how 
participants in an action based context deal with their own relevant issues and problems. 
The Grounded Action methodology covers the methods of Grounded Theory (Simmons 
& Gregory, 2003) and the most specific part is that it does not start with a research 
question or hypothesis. It starts with a certain area of interest (phenomenon) with the goal 
of discovering a theory that can lead to “what is really going on in that substantive area” 
(Glaser, 1978). 

My research started with my general interest in a substantive area, in this case the change 
from the role of being a ‘student’ into the role of being a ‘professional’. As practitioner 
and researcher, I already started several years ago with the preliminary study and data 
collection.

Simmons (2005) explains that the most efficient method of initial data collection is an 
open-ended interview or written evaluation, with open-ended ‘grand tour questioning’. 
On that base, I gathered data, from (weekly) written logbooks and (final) written 
evaluations and reflections of more than 700 participants, which participated in courses 
given with the specific ‘gyroscopic management’ approach at Arnhem Business School in 
The Netherlands, from the last 7 years (2005 - 2011). 
With a strong focus on unenforced and freely given data by the participants, this opened 
for me the possibilities to discover and explore ‘what’ is going on during the action in, 
and after the lectures and trainings. I further investigated by careful analysis, including 
coding, memoing, and constant comparative analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). In that way 
I looked as researcher for ‘what is’ in the action and not for ‘what ought to be’ (Simmons, 
2006: 483). 

The use of Grounded Theory to make the explanatory and operational theory

The exploring of ‘gyroscopic management’ into an explanatory theory I made pure on 
qualitative methods. I started with the isolation of the characteristics, features, and core 
variables that relate to the field of interest, the use of it and the possibility to divide it into 
stages. This is the ‘open and axial coding stage’ of the used methodology. By using this, 
I established relationships between the variables and could understand better the field of 
interest. In the following sections, I will describe these stages in the process of identifying 
and exploring these characteristics and variables.
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a. Establishment of the main categories
In order to understand the field of interest better it was for me necessary to identify the 
issues and elements that are important. I did this by the process of ‘open coding’ in a 
qualitative way, as described by Strauss and Corbin (1990). They explain that qualitative 
research means, “any kind of research that produces findings not arrived at by means of 
statistical procedures or other means of quantification”. 

It is clear that in quantitative research, the researcher is seeking for ‘cause-and-effect’, 
prediction, and generalization of findings, while I, more in a qualitative way seek for 
illumination and understanding. I want to explore and extrapolate to similar situations. 
That this last way of analysis can result in different types of knowledge than a quantitative 
research is obvious. 
I could identify the variables in the open coding based on initial preliminary study of 
several years’ sampled data (2005 – 2011). After every session, I asked participants to 
reflect on their behaviour and list features that they considered being important for them 
during the lectures and training. Individual written reflections, individual logbooks, and 
interviews, I read, examined, analysed, and summarised during those years. 

The participants gave their written (final) reflections to me after a total course in which 
they experienced the approach in an interactive setting for about 30 - 50 hours. More than 
700 reflections I used and archived. To support the students in writing this final reflection 
they could make use of given structure in an example form. 
The example form is the global overall ‘Grand tour questioning’ as presented by Simmons 
(2005). It served to gain unforced and freely given reflections and to use as guide for the 
participant instead of a structured questionnaire with closed questions. 

The participants also made written individual logbooks after every course and handed 
them in to me. There was no given structure for writing this logbook and I read all the 
logbooks weekly and put remarks and questions in the logbooks. In this way, I aimed to 
encourage them to react on this again in the next log in a free and non-forced way. More 
than 1000 logbooks I read and marked this way during the last 7 years. 

The individual logbooks were very personal and confidential and therefore always given 
back at the end of the whole course to the participants. This was a conscious choice that 
I can explain on the base of the confidential status that the individual log had for most of 
the participants. 
Participants knew before writing the logbook that I was the only one who would read 
it, and it gave them the opportunity to react freely and personal on everything that they 
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wanted. Many participants used the logbook to express confidential their feelings. 
Before writing their end reflections, I always announced that I would take this end 
reflection out of the logbook and that I could use it, anonymous as data for further 
research and evaluation. 

The goals of this part of coding were:
•	 	Identifying	the	main	categories	in	the	perceptions	of	the	participants	of	the	lectures	and	

training; 
•	 	Finding	the	tentative	relationships	between	factors	in	gyroscopic	management	that	

participants consistently rate as being important; 
•	 	Finding	the	way	that	the	categories	are	occurring	in	behaviour,	and	refining	and	

modifying them in a certain order;
•	 	Identifying	the	relation	between	the	variables.

During this study, I identified the main categories that came back in a constant way, 
in relation to the gyroscopic management approach. Many synonyms, used by the 
participants, came back repeatedly and I explored them into certain standards, which I 
made on the base of defining to own chosen categories or stages. These are: Listening, 
Awareness, Accepting, Adapting, and Advancing. 

For defining all synonyms into categories, I used descriptions that I found in definitions 
and terms from the Oxford Dictionary and I explored them and put them into the 
definitions after reading the data repeatedly. I identified the relationships between 
the categories because I was involved in the day-to-day delivery of the interactive 
approach. During this action-based approach, I was able to read back and understand the 
perspectives of the participants in their written logbooks and reflections on the use of the 
gyroscopic approach after trainings. 

I also conducted randomly open interviews with participants. These interviews were 
unstructured or semi-structured with the intention of exploring issues and synonyms 
identified in their written reflections. I also had interviews with and asked questions to 
participants during and after the receipt of the written logbooks in written and/or oral 
settings. 
For example, where ‘accepting’ was identified as an important theme by the participant in 
the approach, issues and synonyms that were related with that ‘accepting’ were discussed 
or commented with the intention of identifying related variables, issues and understanding 
of the relationship between them for me and the participant. 
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Doing this, I made a tentative logical ‘structure’ for the phenomenon of gyroscopic 
management, in the form of several stages of ‘what is’ for the students when they change 
their roles. With the mentioned five stages, I made a first attempt to clarify that there 
is a relationship between the categories or variables involved in the phenomenon. The 
structure of the five stages I modified in this way upon evidence from the research. 

This tentative representation of just one (my) view of the many possible ways resulted 
in exploring and presenting an (explanatory) theory that gyroscopic management consist 
of the five stages as mentioned. This theory now has the strong advantage that it derives 
straight from the action, as the participants understood it. 
By reading and exploring the data repeatedly, I reached the point of ‘data saturation’ 
as explained by Simmons (2006). It means that I was not able anymore to find new 
information that could change the tentative five stages in the explanatory theory. 

To give an example of how I explored the gathered date, I worked in the following way: 
While reading the data I discovered for instance “realize” as a very common used word 
by the participants. Besides “realize” the following words were also used regularly: 
“listening”, “changing”, “accepting” and “discover”. I could place those synonyms in 
stages/ categories in an easy way. 
There were also many words that I could not place directly in a specific stage. Examples of 
this are words like “unaccepted”, “doing the right thing”, “failure”, “wanting to change” 
and “don’t care”. These words did not come back that often and some of them I used later 
in the exploring of the operational theory in relation with Gyroscopic Management. 

Because this whole exploring process took place in an inductive way over a longer time, I 
could not use statistics. This would influence in a very subjective and deductive way the 
whole exploring process. Although I made use of the method of coding and axial coding, I 
did not statistically count the words but rather explored them further. 
It is, in my opinion, not possible to do this process statistically and therefore I kept all 
the used datasheets in a special place together as proof. In a later stadium in the research, 
I used focus groups to research my findings in their own research methodology, based on 
inductive or deductive text analysis of the material.

b. Refining of the relationships
The next stage of my study was to re-exam the founded core categories, and to identify 
how they link with each other. Strauss and Corbin (1990) called this process ‘axial coding’. 
I compared the founded categories of the ‘open coding’ and combined them again in 
new ways to get the ‘big picture’. My purpose was not only to describe, but also to get 
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new understanding of the phenomenon of role change from student to professional and 
gyroscopic management. 
Therefore, I started to explore as many causal events and details I could discover that 
relate to the phenomenon. During this axial coding, I made a conceptual model for 
the explanatory theory to determine whether sufficient data exists to support my 
interpretations. 

An important point in exploring the relationships between the stages was for me to find 
the dimensions in which a stage can occur in showed behaviour. For example the separate 
stage of ‘adapting’ and ‘accepting’ have several associated actions and forms of behaviour 
for and from participants. Moreover, these have again several dimensions of levels that 
participants can experience in values like ‘low’ or ‘high’. 
Once I can describe the dimensions, I can also describe the range of possible values for 
each stage. The result of this part of the study gave me the opportunity to explore the 
discovered stages into a more detailed and extended ‘structure’. In this way, I was able to 
attach code notes or memos for each of the stages, the dimensions, and possible ranges of 
values. 
At the same time, it gave me a more detailed and richer understanding of the research field 
of interest. 

I used code notes and memos in several ways. For example, earlier comments and 
questions on the written logbooks and reflections I reviewed several times again and 
attached them to relevant stages in the conceptual structure. In this way, I gained more 
understanding of the relationships, and used it to consider if categories seem to be 
important and then checked this. Besides that, I looked for possible reasoning for this. 
I discovered new occurrences, added them to the ‘structure’ during the process, and 
reorganised it where this was necessary. 
I got more and more understanding of the phenomenon and the core categories that 
I identified as the five stages in the “change of role from being a student to being a 
professional”. All stages I organised around this central theme, with the intention to test it 
against data later in the study. 

The actions and the process I describe here looks like a linear exercise in time, for the sake 
of clarity. In real, this process was a very iterative process. I continuous am modifying the 
stages throughout and after the whole study, including the data collection and analysis 
phase. The relationships become every time clearer, and as more data becomes available, 
the structure of the stages becomes clearer.
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The further development of the operational theory

“Once the explanatory theory has been fully developed by means of the Grounded Theory 
process, the operational theory can be generated. The operational theory is where explanatory 
grounded theory leaves off and grounded action begins” (Simmons & Gregory, 2003: 31).

In this ‘Grounded Action’ part, I am looking at the underlying core variables as ‘action 
stages’ and see if I can generate actions towards the stages that I discover at each stage of 
the theory (Simmons, 2005).
I use the issues, outcomes of observations, interviews, field notes, and research in the 
Netherlands and Romania during this part, to explore possibilities for actions. While doing 
this, I create an own explanation and reaction to the explanatory theory and can make a base 
for interventions, new ideas, actions, or initiatives that may follow. 
During this part of the research I was in a training, educational and therefore interactive setting 
in which the actions that result and occur are mentioned in the detailed operational theory. 

These detailed descriptions are my ‘leverage points’ as mentioned by Olson & Raffanti 
(2006a). I am aware that in these described occurrences and actions it is very possible that 
there are individual personal paradigms and mind-set shifts of the participants and it is 
part of the gyroscopic management approach to deal with these again in an exploring way. 
Mintzberg argues this issue very strong in his explanation that “learning must emphasize 
contextual understanding, critical reflection on assumptions and validating meaning by 
assessing reasons.” (Mintzberg, 2004). 

A ‘reliable’ Grounded Action methodology must consider both ‘what is’ (the explanatory 
theory) and uses the operational theory to look at the possible ‘what might be’ actions. 
If the explanatory theory of ‘listening, awareness, accepting, adapting and advancing’ 
are the stages of ‘what is’ in the phenomenon that business and management students go 
through when changing from the role of student to professional, then the operational 
theory shows ‘what might be’ in the way these stage can occur for them. 

Implementation of the Grounded Action methodology

As researcher, I am also lecturer and a therefore a (subjective) participant in the whole 
research. Many lecturers, in Romania and The Netherlands, approach the classroom and 
give a lesson or course as if they were working off a script (Brookfield, 1990). In this way, 
according to Brookfield, “interruptions or detours from this prescribed lesson will cause 
distress or anxiety for the lecturer”. 
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Implementing the Grounded Action method, therefore I can not do in this form of a 
‘script’. I therefore involve a dialogue between the ‘what is’ in the explanatory theory and 
the ‘live action’ of the classroom in an interactive way. 
The ‘Gyroscopic management’ approach brings, as described before, already naturally this 
dialogue. It has no ‘script’ and no planned structure. Just an idea, a theme, and I can make 
use of the real situation in the classroom and the interaction of all participants. 
I have experienced that if I include participants as co-learners and colleagues in this 
process, it serves to demonstrate and encourage a very democratic learning environment in 
working together to approach issues. “This way of collegial interaction helps to promote a 
shared learning environment and community!” (Brookfield, 1990). 

I admit that the operational theory of ‘gyroscopic management’ I made is still not 
exhaustive or fully comprehensive1. However, in my opinion, it does show a reliable, 
conceptually theoretical concept and gives a good picture of what behaviours and 
intervention participants can show in the action situations, which can lead to meaningful 
understanding, and may induce intervention that makes it more reliable for the future.

The use of Focus groups

Because of my very subjective and direct participation in this research, I decided to make 
use of focus groups as a program evaluation method. Morgan and Krueger (1993) discuss 
situation where focus groups can be beneficial. I made the decision to make use of focus 
groups, based on the following criteria and quotes of Morgan and Kruger:
•	 	The	target	group	is	so	different	from	decision	makers	that	different	terminology	and	

points of view can be illuminated and understood. The desired information about 
behaviours and motivations of the participants is more complex than a questionnaire is 
likely to reveal;

•	 	The	research	is	about	finding	out	the	nature	of	consensus;
•	 	It	could	happen	that	the	target	group	does	not	take	questionnaires	seriously	or	answer	

them honestly. 
The focus groups consisted out of second, third and fourth year students from Arnhem 
Business School. As part of their courses in ‘Research methodology’, they got from me as 
their teacher and in the role of their ‘client’ a research project. 

1 The fully description of the operational theory (version 2012) is available and can be requested from  
the author.
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The aim was to evaluate and ‘test’ my explanatory theory and conceptual framework, 
made out of the preliminary study. The focus groups tested and evaluated both in 
inductive and deductive ways the explanatory theory with the given data, the operational 
theory and the target groups.

Target groups

The target groups for the whole research consist of the so called: 
‘New generation of managers’:
•	 	First	year	business	and	management	students	–	not	experienced	with	the	approach	of	

gyroscopic management;
•	 	Second	year	students	business	and	management	–	with	first	experiences	in	the	use	of	

gyroscopic management;
•	 	Third	and	fourth	year	business	and	management	students	–	more	experienced	with	the	

approach of gyroscopic management;
•	 	Alumni	from	business	and	management	studies	–	experienced	with	the	approach,	and	

already applying it in their positions in business.

The use of focus groups is for me as a researcher, an important way of finding information 
about how participants used the lectures and trainings and what they felt and perceived 
about the approach. The focus groups used several research methodologies: Based on a 
sample for every separate group, consisting of 60 to 80 randomly chosen written reflections 
from students that followed a whole course of about 30-50 hours training, given with the 
gyroscopic management approach, each separate focus group evaluated and tested these in 
the following ways:
•	 	Research	if	the	given	sample	of	data	shows	the	five	stages	as	defined	by	the	client	given	

explanatory theory (deductive research);
•	 	Research	based	on	the	given	sample	data	in	an	inductive	way,	stages	that	can	be	found	

in the development of change in roles of the participant (inductive research);
•	 	Research	based	on	a	combination	of	methods,	given	in	A	and	B.	In	this	group,	the	

members of the group divided themselves. One part of the members did inductive 
research in which they did not have an insight into the explanatory theory and made an 
‘own’ exploring theory. And the other part of the group tested the given explanatory 
theory with the given data sample;

•	 	Research	on	the	added	value	that	gyroscopic	management	have	had	for	alumni	of	
business and management students at Arnhem Business School;

•	 	Research	on	the	added	value	of	gyroscopic	management	among	managers	of	
international organizations.
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All focus groups did their research in 2011 and 2012 and came with research results 
in separate research papers. This included separate research in Romania of a group 
of business and management students at the University of West Timisoara. To not let 
myself be influenced by their results during the operational part of the Grounded Action 
research, I would only use the results and conclusions of the focus groups in the final 
analysis.

Conclusions

The intention of this paper was to give an overview of the most important parts of the 
ongoing research. Because this research is still ongoing and in the final stage it is too early 
to draw already preliminary conclusions. While the forming of an explanatory theory and 
the making of an operational theory according to the ‘Grounded Action’ research can be 
seen as a result, it is now still too early to relate this to the added value for management. 
In a second paper, that will be published later in 2012 I will give a final overview of the 
results of this PhD research, including conclusions and recommendations. 
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