[image: ]

TENSIONAL ANALYSIS

by Simon Moss

	Introduction



	In many settings and circumstances, people and organizations experience tensions between conflicting forces.  For example

· to promote efficiency, organizations often want to impose regulations or standards.  But these regulations or standards tend to impede the originality and individuality of people
· employees might want to work carefully, often to enhance the quality of their work, but their employer might prefer these individuals work swiftly 
· laws that are relevant to the mainstream might be unjust or inappropriate for specific communities
· individuals like to belong—and thus mirror other people—but also like to be special (Hornsey & Jetten, 2004)

The aim of tensional analysis is to uncover, and then to characterize, the tensions or contradictions that pervade a particular setting or circumstance.  This technique, formulated by Hong et al. (2017), is applied to explore and to analyse qualitative data.  Tensional analysis can partly be regarded as 

· a mindset or perspective in which researchers appreciate and embrace, rather than shun or reconcile, tensions
· a set of principles or procedures that researchers can embrace to unearth, to recognize, and to report these tensions.   


	Theoretical inspiration



Bakhtin’s dialogical theory

	Bakhtin’s (1981, 1986) dialogical theory inspired tensional analysis.  This theory revolves around the notion that tensions are an inevitable and pervasive feature of human lives.  According to Bakhtin and predecessors, such as Hermans and Hermans-Konopka (2010), one fundamental tension is the conflict between the need to unify and the need to differentiate.  To illustrate, the following table illustrates and clarifies the distinction between these two opposing forces.

	Examples or details around
the need to unify
	Examples or details around
the need to differentiate

	Governments and authorities prefer to impose standards and rules, compelling people to unify around these standards 
	Individuals often prefer to differentiate themselves and maintain their autonomy

	Individuals sometimes like to perceive all their facets and attribute as coherent with each other—and thus unified 
	Individuals sometimes like to explore, develop, and demonstrate novel, varied, and distinct attributes

	To some extent, languages become more unified over time—to enable people to understand each other more effectively 
	To some extent, languages become more individualized to the particular needs of specific communities or fields

	This need is sometimes referred to as a centripetal force—a metaphor to describe how some forces strive to pull various people and objects to the centre 
	This need is sometimes referred to as a centrifugal force—a metaphor to describe how some forces strive to push various people and objects away from the centre

	If this need is not fulfilled at all, life can become chaotic
	If this need is not fulfilled at all, life can become stagnant and static



	Because both the need for unification and need for differentiation are vital, this tension becomes a ubiquitous feature of life.  This tension can manifest in many spheres in life, including research, as the following table demonstrates.  

	Manifestation of the need to unify—or centripetal forces—in research
	Manifestation of the need to differentiate—or centrifugal forces—in research

	The researcher tends to position themselves as experts who, inadvertently, integrate their existing worldview or preconception into the data they collect 
	The researchers collaborate with participants, diminishing their tendency to impose their worldviews or preconceptions

	The researcher tends to adopt what is called an etic perspective—in which they investigate the community as an independent outsider 
	The researcher tends to adopt what is called an emic perspective—in which they engage with the community they investigate



	These conflicting forces will impinge on all researchers.  Even researchers who strive to understand the world from the perspective of someone else cannot entirely dismiss the effects of their own experiences and preferences.  


	The key features of tensional analysis



The aim of tensional analysis




	
When researchers apply tensional analysis, they first strive to uncover the tensions that pervade a particular setting or circumstance.  For example

· if researchers wanted to explore the tensions that PhD candidates experience, they might deliberately collaborate with diverse stakeholders 
· they might then, for example, uncover the tension between the motivation of PhD candidates to investigate thoroughly and their motivation to complete their work swiftly

Second, researchers will attempt to characterize the main tensions. They might, for example, delineate 3 to 8 recurring tensions that PhD candidates often experience.  Importantly, the researchers 

· do not attempt to reconcile these tensions—but merely attract the attention of readers towards the contradictions and conflicts
· do not describe the static experiences of participants, but instead delineate tensions that can generate a dynamic range of responses and circumstances

The activities and approaches that researchers adopt

	To achieve these aims, Hong et al. (2017) recommend, but do not impose, a set of specific practices or concepts.  The following table defines and illustrates these concepts.

	Practice or concept
	Illustration

	Discomfort. The researchers deliberately seek settings and ask questions to uncover unfamiliar, uncertain, disconcerting, or challenging information (cf., Pillow, 2003)
	· For example, to appreciate the tensions that underpin a PhD or Masters by Research, the researcher might deliberately seek research candidates who have not performed well—and, therefore, might have experienced conflicts
· The researcher might ask research candidates and academic staff to discuss their frustrations

	Participants in dialogue.  The researchers and participants collaborate during every phase of the research—while designing the research, collecting the data, analysing the data, and writing the reports—because tensions between unification and differentiation are possible at every phase.  The boundaries between the researchers and the participants are thus fluid.  

This cooperation is vital, consistent with the notion of collective witnessing (Boler 1999)—the notion that people perceive events in which they engage differently to the events in which they merely observe
	Design
· During the design, several researchers and several research candidates might discuss how they could best uncover the tensions that underpin the research journey

Data collection and data analysis
· During data collection, each individual—including each researcher—might describe some of their most salient and memorable experiences during their PhD or Masters by Research
· Next, as a collective, these individuals might apply an adaptation of Oral Inquiry Processes (Himley and Carini, 2000)
· Specifically, they listen to the answer of one person.  Every other person then discusses the most salient feature of this answer, their own connections with this answer, and the issues this answer raised about the topic—in this instance, research degrees 

	Key holistic moments.  The researchers and participants consider the answers holistically to uncover the underling tensions.  They do not analyse each sentence or phrase separately or code specific words, behaviours, or interactions—in contrast to many other methodologies such as thematic analysis or conversation analysis. 

This holistic perspective is helpful because, according to Bakhtin (1981), every utterance comprises multiple perspectives and intentions, called double voiced discourse. Attempts to code each line could overlook this complexity. 
	· When Oral Inquiry Processes are applied, each person considers the overall answer or narrative—an answer that can comprise hundreds of words or more—holistically.

	Anacrisis and syncrisis.  The researchers encourages one word or concept—such as deadlines—to ignite conversation about how this word or concept is relevant to other circumstances.  This process is called anacrisis

The researchers also encourage multiple, diverse and even divergent perspectives about one concept, called syncrisis.  The individuals do not attempt to reconcile these perspectives, but merely observe these differences.  All voices are heard
	· When one person discussed the tension between quality and efficiency, another person asked questions about how do we evaluate quality.  Do we overestimate our capacity to gauge quality? Is the definition of quality biased by powerful forces? This shift from discussing efficiency to definitions of quality in life represents anacrisis.
· Diverging opinions about the importance of quality, however, represents syncrisis


	Outline tensions. After engaging in these discussions, the individuals then characterize the key tensions uncovered
	The PhD and Masters by Research, for example, might correspond to several tensions, such as tensions between these states:

· Knowledgeable versus humble: Candidates might want to depict themselves as increasingly knowledgeable.  But the degree encourages candidates to question their assumptions, promoting humility
· Status versus equality: Candidates sometimes complete the degree to improve their status.  But they learn to respect all knowledges and thus do not like to perceive themselves as high in status
· Academic versus practical: Candidates want to be perceived as practical to employers—but recognize that academic endeavors may not seem practical




Related approaches

	Although tensional analysis is a recent development, many researchers have promulgated similar perspectives.  Examples include the works of Tanggaard (2009), Sullivan (2012), and Frank (2005).  One key example is tension-centred theory—more a perspective than a methodology, primarily utilised in research on organizations.  The following table outlines this perspective.





	Principle

	Overview.  Tension-centred theory is designed to unearth the conflicting obligations and imperatives that individuals have to navigate in the workplace, highlighting paradoxes, contradictions and ironies.  

	Purpose.  Tension-centred theory is thus applied to understand how organizations and leaders can manage and address these tensions (Lewis, 2000; Mickel & Dallimore, 2009; Putnam et al., 2014; Trethewey & Ashcraft, 2004;)

	Approaches to manage tensions.  According to Poole and Van De Ven (1989), to manage these tensions (see also Seo et al., 2004), individuals can

· accept the contradiction
· separate the contradiction across space—such as pursue one obligation in one location or setting and pursue another obligation in a different location or setting
· separate the contradiction across time—such as pursue one obligation at one time and pursue another obligation at a different time
· synthesize this tension—such as identify actions that can address conflicting obligations
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