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Abstract
It is important for those involved in the study of organizational behaviour to be more open about the way in which research is conducted, written-up and published. My argument is that ‘research methodologies’ in the majority of PhDs and journal articles are sanitized versions of the messy reality associated with acquiring, analysing and publishing data. There are a number of books and articles which deal with publication but most focus on the mechanics of writing a paper rather than the difficulties of responding to reviewer comments. To illustrate the time-consuming process of  revising an academic paper I draw on an analysis of the ‘poetic process’. In a biography of Dylan Thomas, Ackerman reveals that the poet’s approach to writing involved long searches for the right phrase or word and endless revisions until he was finally satisfied with his work. Utilising Thomas’s approach to writing as an analogy I present a ‘natural history’ of the publication process. 


Opening the Publication Black Box:


How Long Before You Start Hawking it Around?
Introduction
Since imposition of the research assessment exercise (RAE) in 1992 all those working in the UK’s many business schools are under increasing pressure to become research active (Cooper and Otley, 1998; Doyle and Arthurs, 1998; Taylor, 1994). In my own institution the financial benefit of increasing research rating from a ‘3b’ to a ‘4’ are estimated to be in the region of £1m. This focus on research has led to a severe ‘culture shock’ in the new universities such as MMU in which there was little emphasis on research and publication. It is not my intention to debate whether research is of real value although I have sympathy with Christopher Ball (chancellor of Derby University, The Guardian, February 20th 2001) who challenges seven ‘myths’ associated with research. One down-side for the academic community is that the RAE has consolidated those managerialists, in government and universities, seeking to obtain greater control over the day-to-day activities of academics. The degradation of work and intensification of effort are now common first-hand experiences for many in academia. One unintended consequence has been the rich source of empirical material these changes have provided for critical theorists interested in the academic labour process (Miller, 1991; 1995; Parker and Jary, 1995; Prichard, 2000; Prichard and Willmott, 1997; Ryan, 1998; Willmott, 1995). Another outcome of demands for academics to publish has been the proliferation of new journals in the last ten years. This makes it difficult for anyone but the most diligent to keep abreast of literature in anything but a narrow range of journals. Presumably even the most committed publishers might pause to question the value of more and more articles in an increasing number of diverse journals. 

Academic survival means there is increasing pressure on everyone to play the publication game. Although, as Murphy (1996:129) points out: ‘The process of getting published is critically important, steeped in secrecy and mystery, and often poorly understood’.  Therefore, despite reservations, this paper represents an attempt to discuss in depth the process associated with writing an academic paper. While there are at least two books which deal at length with the publication process both Day (1996) and Roth (1999) focus on the mechanics of writing. I concentrate on the links between research and publication as well as examining the interaction between author and reviewer. This topic is dealt with at considerable length by Tinker and Puxty (1995) who set out a debate between authors, reviewers and journal editor related to the publication of a paper by Watts and Zimmerman (1979).  In an attempt to ‘open the black box’ I discuss reviews of my own recent work as well as explicating the way in which this particular paper was developed. To illustrate the  ‘creative’ process I draw on a number of biographies of Dylan Thomas (1914-53) a Welsh poet writing in English. The argument put forward here is that there are strong similarities between the way in which Thomas refined his poems and the labourious work associated with writing and revising academic papers. In the first section, I provide some biographical background on Thomas and discuss the development of his poetry.  The following sections examine the process of writing and revising an academic paper (Appendices 1 & 2). I use comments from journal referees on my own papers to illustrate the problems likely to be confronted by those starting their publishing careers. The debate is then broadened to examine the difficulty of making significant contributions in either the social or physical sciences. I conclude that the majority of those working in the areas of management and organisation studies are practitioners of what Kuhn (1970) describes as ‘normal science’.  

The Rimbaud of Cwm Donkin Drive
In the late 1980s I read a series of Dylan Thomas biographies (Brinnin, 1956; Davies, 1971; Ferris, 1978; Fitzgibbon, 1965). I was drawn to the romantic image created by Thomas who described himself as ‘the Rimbaud
 of Cwm Donkin Drive’ (the Swansea street in which he lived as a child), confirmed by many  biographers including his wife Caitlin (Thomas, 1957) and compounded by his death in New York at the age of thirty nine during a lecture tour of the US. Thomas adopted a bohemian lifestyle in which he affected a lack of interest in worldly possessions. Other than 18 months spent as a journalist in Swansea immediately after leaving school and his ‘war work’ writing documentary film scripts for the Ministry of Information, Thomas survived on irregular income from his published work and handouts from friends and benefactors. The ‘Boathouse’ in Laugharne (Carmarthenshire) where the family lived in his later years was bought for him by Margaret Taylor (wife of AJP). Thomas’s penurious state was hinted at in his most famous work Under Milk Wood based in the fictional town of Llareggub (bugger all). Although his London exile covered a fifteen year period from 1934 he was rarely away from Wales for long and the majority of poems were based on his experience and observation of Welsh life. By Thomas’s own account: ‘One: I am a Welshman; two: I am a drunkard; three: I am a lover of the human race, especially of women’ (Ackerman, 1998:29). Although, as an English speaker he was disowned by the Welsh establishment and he had little time for nationalistic sentiment: ‘Fuck Welsh Nationalism’; ‘Land of my fathers? My fathers can keep it.’ 

I wanted to utilise my interest in Dylan Thomas as the basis of an academic paper in the area of ‘organisational theory’.  Initially I was attracted by his radicalism and thought that it might be possible to develop a theme related to ‘labour process theory’. In fact, I had a conversation about the idea with my erstwhile colleague Christopher Grey at Labour Process Conference in 1995. Grey presented a paper on the French philosopher Simone Weil which was subsequently published in the Journal of Management Studies (Grey, 1996a). Grey (1996b) also published work based on C.P. Snow in which he analyses the fictional representation of managers. Dylan Thomas did express his commitment to ‘the Left’ in  letters and film scripts particularly ‘Green Mountain, Black Mountain’  (Ferris, 1978:191) which dealt with unemployment in Wales and ‘When We Build Again’ (Arnot, 2001) which was critical of slum housing in British cities. Unfortunately, this politicisation was not evident in his poems and according to Ackerman (1998:22) only one was overtly political (‘The hand that signed the paper’ written in 1933 the year Hitler came to power). He falsely claimed to have been a member of the Communist Party when young and, perhaps even more unlikely, to have been involved in fights with National Front supporters (Ferris, 1978)  So although I retained my interest in Thomas and his work, the idea of producing something which would make a contribution in the area of organisational theory (and the RAE) seemed unlikely. 

At Christmas, 2000 I received a book by John Ackerman (1998), originally published in 1979, in which the author analyses Thomas’s ‘development as a poet and a dramatist’. As I read the book during the holiday an idea for a paper slowly began form. This occurred as a result of the juxtaposing of two seemly unrelated areas of interest. First, my reaction, partly intellectual and partly emotional, to Ackerman’s discussion of the way in which Dylan Thomas actually wrote his poems. Thomas spent a considerable amount of his life  in the pubs of south Wales and London because he loved to talk and he loved to drink:

‘I liked the taste of beer, its live, white lather, its brass-bright depths, the sudden world through the wet brown walls of the glass, the tilted rush to the lips and the slow swallowing down to the lapping belly, the salt on the tongue, the foam at the corners’.

The old bicycle shed attached to the Boathouse in Laugharne in which he wrote most of his later poems was described by Thomas as his ‘wordsplashed hut’(Ferris, 1985): a phrase both accurate and evocative. It was accurate because the sound of words was important to Thomas and when working in his hut he would recite poems aloud. Early in his career he explained that this affinity was central to his poetic ambitions:

‘I wanted to write poetry in the beginning because I had fallen in love with words...What words stood for, symbolised or meant was of very secondary importance; what mattered was the sound of them... And these word were, to me, as the notes of bells, the sounds of musical instruments, the noises of wind, sea and rain’ (Ackerman, 1998: 113).

Thomas’s image of his ‘wordsplashed hut’ suggested links to the ‘academic labour process’ associated with  writing journal articles and preparing lecture notes (Miller, 1991). Secondly, at the time I was preparing material for a doctoral methods course and wanted to encourage students to be more reflexive about the process of ‘doing research’. I was aware of the cursory way in which issues of method are regarded because I had recently acted as external examiner for four PhDs including three in 5* rated schools of management. I believe that doctoral students should provide more accurate (and honest) accounts of the way in which their research is conducted. In fact, this is a topic of longstanding interest as I intended to include a chapter reflecting on these very issues in my own PhD. My supervisor discouraged such a risky course of action because ‘you will highlight weaknesses to the examiners’. At the time I reluctantly accepted his advice but felt my view was justified when the chapter was eventually published under a title which summarised my frustration with the PhD process (Jones, 1995). Part of my MMU responsibility concerned giving guidance to recently qualified PhDs and existing employees trying to publish for the first time. While advice on publication is available from journal editors who often run workshops at major events such as the BAM conference I felt that a first-hand account of the tribulations associated with writing and revising a paper would be of value to new researchers (see Bolen, 1988; Lee, 2000; Shepherd, 1996). In early January (2001) I explained my idea for using the work of Dylan Thomas to illustrate the process of writing a journal article to Rachel (my partner) donor of the Ackerman book. Eventually, Rachel, displaying her usual regard for my intellectual endeavour and her understanding of the publication process asked: ‘how long before you start hawking it around?’ (See Appendix 3)

Ackerman’s analysis of the ‘poetic process’  was based primarily on ‘four manuscript exercise books’ which were written in the years 1930-34. Thomas’s first published work, 18 Poems appeared in 1934, his second volume Twenty-Five Poems in 1936 and The Map of Love in 1939. ‘Astonishingly’ according to Ackerman, the manuscripts contained more than half of the work included in these three books. That Dylan Thomas thought of his notebooks as ‘first drafts’ is confirmed in a letter to a friend, written in 1939: ‘I have a great deal of material still, in MSS books, to shape into proper poems’. Some published poems closely resemble early manuscript versions while others were ‘hardly more than a source’ (Ackerman, 1998:54). Thomas was ‘relentless’ in correcting and recorrecting his work: Ackerman identified more than 160 manuscript visions of ‘Prologue’ written for Collected Poems. This despite urgent demands for completion from his publishers and his own desperate need for income. Roget’s thesaurus was central to the creative process as he constantly noted words with ‘similar meanings or sounds’. Caitlin provides an authentic account of Thomas’s working methods (Ackerman, 1998:114):

Dear God when I think of that concentrated muttering, and mumbling, and intoning, the realms of discarded lines of rhyming words, the innumerable repetitions and revisions, and how at the end of an intensive five-hour stretch (from two to seven prompt as clockwork) Dylan would come out very pleased with himself saying he had done a good day’s work - and present me proudly with one or two, or three perhaps, fiercely belaboured lines’.

This small output reminded me of the meagre 250 words a day I aimed for when writing-up my PhD. In terms of my own published output there are also similarities with Thomas’s trawling of his school note books for poems. Three published papers have essentially been autobiographical: two which dealt with my experience as a work study engineer (Jones, 1997a;  2000a) and a paper dealing with the difficulties of doctoral research (Jones, 1995).

Doing (Creative) Research
My intention is to discuss the process by which ideas are gradually developed into publishable papers rather than issues associated with ‘doing research’. In a number of cases the stimulus for writing a paper has begun with a title: I wanted to publish a paper in Organization and began to consider how my interests in innovation management fitted with the poststucturalist ethos of the editors. It seemed apparent that dealing with ‘postmodernism’ was a sine qua non for publication in Organization and in making a link to my own interests I thought of the following title: ‘From Post-It Notes to Postmodernism’(3M’s post-it note is a ‘classic’ innovation case study). The paper, based on secondary data, analysed the UK pharmaceutical industry’s increasing outsourcing of research and development (R&D) which I linked to the idea of post-modern (post-bureaucratic) forms of organisation. This work, initially published as a research paper (Jones, 1997b), was eventually rejected by the editor of Organization (after 12 months in the ‘reviewing process’). I continued to develop the material and presented a new version at the 1999 British Academy of Management Conference following which it was submitted to, and after minor revisions published in the British Journal of Management (Jones, 2000b). When thinking about a paper based on my experience as a work study engineer I began with a ‘jokey’ title: ‘Tales of Loose Bruce and the Tight Bastards’. An early version was presented at the 1995 Labour Process Conference and it was eventually published in 2000 under the title ‘Scientific Management, Culture and Control: A First-Hand Account of Taylorism in Practice’. In 1995 the ‘Labour Process’ version was submitted to, and rejected by, the British Journal of Industrial Relations and then in1996 a slightly different version was rejected by Organization. After substantial revisions, the paper was submitted to Human Relations in July, 1997 and after two major changes in response to further comment from referees it was accepted for publication. Ironically, the published version was extremely similar to the original labour process paper.

I have always felt uneasy when asked about my current research. There are two main reasons for this unease, first, other than obtaining funding for a TCS programme my research proposals have been consistently rejected by various funding bodies. Therefore, all research since  completion of my PhD  has been opportunistic rather than carefully planned. Excluding five papers from my thesis the remaining publications have been drawn from four sources: my earlier experience of the ‘real world’; informal links with managers and engineers; analysis of secondary data (R&D Scoreboard); joint publications with master’s students. Because of the way in which my interests have developed I became strongly committed to longitudinal case studies. Such an approach is particularly important in understanding  activities associated with ‘the management of innovation’. Introducing new products and processes into any organisation is a lengthy process and ‘cross sectional’ approaches are unlikely to capture the dynamic, political activities associated which accompany such changes. Seven papers published since 1997 (including the Journal of Management Studies and R&D Management) have been based on longitudinal studies lasting at least 12 months and in one case almost eight years.

The second reason for my unease is because I have never perceived a division of  activities into teaching and research. In other words, my approach is more holistic in that the preparation and presentation of lectures is informed by both the academic literature, broadsheet newspapers and insight from those working in organisations. Similarly, formal interviews and informal discussions with ‘respondents’ are sources of research data but also contribute to teaching by way of contemporary vignettes of organisational activities. For example, during a discussion with a placement student at an ICI division he explained that his duties included the coordination of various transport companies responsible for the delivery of gases and liquids. Senior management had decided that as a ‘chemical company’ they would ‘outsource’ distribution to a large transport company which further subcontracted to a range of small haulage operators. Whereas in the past, ICI had complete control over the supply chain it became extremely difficult to guarantee delivery to major customers such as the motor manufacturers. Consequently, reducing costs by outsourcing led to a range of other organisational problems as managers struggled to ensure the quality and reliability of their service. Therefore, the idea of ‘doing research’ as a discrete activity is really not something which I recognise in my own activities. In addition, while I understand the reasons for Burrell’s (1980) rejection of data collection in favours of ‘armchair theorising’ I believe academics do have to engage with the broader world beyond academia. Perhaps not to the extent suggested by Van Maanen (1989) who called for a ten-year moratorium on theoretical and methodological papers to halt the proliferation of mediocre writing and theory. This, as pointed out by Sutton and Staw (1995:378), is similar to the argument contained in Zen in the Art of Archery (Herrigel, 1989): ‘if we avoid aiming at the target... we will do a better job of hitting the bull’s-eye when we finally do take aim’. Daft (1983) accepts that ‘armchair theorising’ can be helpful if it provides fresh perspectives used to guide empirical research. However, he also urges those studying organizations to follow the advice given by a prominent  professor to students of animal learning: ‘no matter how much research money....nor how many research students you may hire always handle your own rat’ (Daft, 1983:543). In other words, carrying out a few brief interviews or sending out questionnaires is no substitute for actually observing organizational processes, activities and routines. 

During the mid-1980s I  studied ‘behaviour in organisations’ (rather than the usual reification: organisational behaviour) at Lancaster University as a mature student following an engineering apprenticeship with Hawker Siddeley and twelve years at Hotpoint as an industrial  engineer (Jones, 1997a; 2000a). During the course, Gibson Burrell, Steve Ackroyd and Bob Cooper encouraged a critical approach to organisational analysis. My first exposure to ‘Cooperman’ was Bob’s  introduction to his final year undergraduate option Technology and Organisations: ‘anyone who thinks this course is about either technology or organisations can piss off’. After completing my undergraduate degree I then did a doctorate at Manchester Business School (MBS) and regularly referred to Burrell’s PhD completed at the same institution a few years earlier. The ‘first segment attempts to test a number of hypotheses concerning the relationship between the propensity to strike of certain industrial workers and their social power’ (Burrell, 1980:1). His hypothesis that the level of strike activity would be related to the ‘objective power situation’ of employees was rejected. Following a ‘gestalt switch’ or ‘epistemological break’ he then set out to demolish his own research:

‘Burrell’s work is permeated by this empirical epistemology which makes it extremely problematic and destined from the outset to fail in its self-appointed tasks’ (Burrell, 1980:383).

Empirical research was rejected in favour of an approach based on ‘a realist philosophy of science’ (Bhaskar, 1975). Reading ‘The Propensity to Strike’ certainly stimulated the desire to include an ‘auto-critique’ in my own work. In subsequent years Burrell  has moved along the continuum from positivism via realism to postmodernism (Ackroyd and Fleetwood, 2000) and his commitment to  subjective accounts remains strongly in evidence in more recent work in which he concludes that contemporary organisation theory is ‘swimming in deep shit’:

‘The pressure to carry out work of an empiricist kind, to make this research relevant to a managerialist audience and to play for good and instant feedback from teaching our clients places tremendous pressures towards conservatism on lecturing staff’ (Burrell, 1997:4).

In Pandemonium, Burrell (1997:27) makes the case for an approach he describes as ‘retro-organization theory’ which is based on a rejection of linearity, a questioning of progress and logic, and a call for pre-Enlightenment understanding. The book follows what Burrell describes as a ‘logic of conjecture’ rather than the usual presentation and analysis of data likely to be found in most books dealing with ‘organization theory’. Despite rejecting linearity in favour of  ‘two streams of textual material moving in opposite directions’ Burrell (1997:2) acknowledges the book was ‘predetermined’ by ‘the normal conventions of the language we call English’. Pandemonium was not written in a ‘messy, aphoristic style’ because ‘unfortunately I am not a Derrida, a Wittgenstein or a Nietzche’ (Burrell, 1997:2). Neither, unfortunately, am I a Gibson Burrell and for  pragmatic reasons agree with  Steve Ackroyd who claims as his motto: ‘you don’t need much data to write a paper’. In other words, what it important in terms of publication is a good idea rather than extensive empirical data.

Writing, Revising and Resubmitting
Assisting my colleague Richard Thorpe prepare The Business School’s (MMU) submission to the 2001 RAE it became apparent that many staff had numerous conference papers which had not been translated into journal articles. We discussed ways in which these staff members could be encouraged to become more productive (RAE submittable!)  On completion of my own PhD my first journal article was accepted without the need for anything other than  minor revisions. I then had a number of papers rejected and for a while feared I was going to a ‘one-hit-wonder’ (also see Ashford, 1996). It subsequently occurred to me that had I not had an early success then I may have concluded that I was unlikely to thrive in academia. It is important for ‘new’ publishers to recognise  rejection, sometimes accompanied by constructive criticism and other cases containing comments which are nothing less than abuse, is a fundamental part of the publication process . As an illustration I have extracted comments on my work from referees from a number of ‘mid-range’ and five-rated journals [see Puxty and Tinker (1995:243) who discuss the ‘purpose’ of the refereeing process]:

‘The paper could be improved in many areas. The abstract does not really lay out what the paper is about. I would hope to see some results here, nor does it hook the reader into wanting to know more. The introduction gives no outline of the paper structure so the reader does not know where they are being taken, nor why. Despite the focus on process we have nothing on research method - was this action research? The discussion improves things but cannot mitigate against the earlier problems. In short, this is a lightweight piece. It has potential but only if the authors have much more material and much more depth they can add to the paper. As it is it is not worthy of publication’.

‘This is a potentially useful and interesting paper that makes good use of close involvement with a single case study. There are some problems with the article as it stands, however..... I fear that the section about certain ‘questions’ being favoured over others is muddled and confusing. The writing is clumsy.... sweeping generalisations about owners and their ‘worst’ and ‘best’ attitudes do not follow from this piece of research (or any other for that matter). If the author thinks that such a pessimistic situation is inevitable then he or she should not be wasting their time on empirical research. Why find things out when you all ready know!’

‘I don’t think this paper really ‘comes off’ and would not, therefore, recommend publication.... The theory is discussed at a highly abstract level, which doesn’t fit very well with the case study materials. Thus one is simply not convinced by the assertion that ‘Structuration theory allows us to demonstrate that managerial interpretive schemes focus on the TCS for increasing profitability and reducing labour’. Rather, this seems to be an assumption that the author had made from the outset’.

‘There is a good idea trying to get out in this paper but ultimately it is a rather grandiose attempt to over-theorise some rather limited data. It is also written in rather an odd style, with descriptive passages about the scheme and field experiences interspersed with rather obscure and unhelpful ‘heavy’ theory. There is nothing wrong with use of the first person per se but on an ‘engaging with the theorists’ basis like this, it reads rather pretentiously, especially given the slender data!’

These extracts are used to illustrate that criticism and rejection are central elements in the publication process and anyone aspiring to an academic career must accept such feedback as the norm. Silverman (2000), for example, provides brief examples of his own reviews of other peoples’ papers. It is also important to recognise that negative comments do not necessarily reflect the value or quality of the work. Everyone who publishes (or even referees) regularly will know that these quotations illustrate relatively mild levels of criticism. Dealing with referees’ comments is probably the most difficult part of the publication process and on a number of occasions I have felt disillusioned enough to give up on a paper. The ‘revision’ stage has most similarities with the ‘poetic process’ described by Dylan Thomas, his wife Caitlin and by Thomas’s biographer John Ackerman. In other words, the creative phase, linking data and theory followed by writing the ‘submission’ version of any paper should be seen as no more than a first draft (no matter how many revisions it undergoes before the paper is submitted to a journal). What follows is a process described by Daft (1983) as ‘crafting’ in which the essence of the paper is retained while attempting to accommodate suggestions by referees. Those beginning their academic careers need to be realistic about publication: 

‘It is very hard. This reality is almost universally true (ie, true for everyone)...The feedback is harsh, the work involved in revision is intensive, and the battle is uphill’ (Ashford, 1996:121).

One advantage of referees’ comments is that authors can deal with a ‘constrained set of critiques’ but Ashford (1996:124) argues that it is still important to have an ‘openness to feedback and a willingness to persist’. Murphy (1996) agrees that while publication is crucial to academic careers the process itself is ‘often poorly understood’. Again, he focuses on the necessity of dealing effectively with critical comments from referees as the crucial element in getting published.

‘Many authors never learn how to read or interpret reviews. The journal review process is a good place to learn humility. No matter how good the original submission, reviewers are likely to criticise some aspect of your work, and many researchers take such criticism badly’ (Murphy, 1996:131).

In his discussion of problems associated with revising and resubmitting, Murningham (1996) reports on his experience as an associate editor of Administrative Science Quarterly (ASQ). To do so, he presents dialogue between himself and the co-authors of a paper submitted to ASQ which he judged to be of a very high standard. The three referees were also positive about the paper although all suggested the authors make revisions and resubmit the paper.  Murningham then wrote to the authors in a ‘very positive’ manner explaining that, although asking for revisions, he and his referees thought the paper ‘interesting and important’. Two days after receiving the reviews the lead author responded:

‘I got the reviews and am moving to the point where I can almost think about them. Most of it looks doable, but I’ll almost certainly have a question or two. I am tempted to ask some now, but I’d better process a bit more deeply. I am to be frank, discouraged about some of the comments, but I’ll get over it. My coauthor is shocked’ (Murningham, 1996:138).

This brief example illustrates the difficulty of dealing with criticism even when reviewers and editor are positive about an author’s work (see  ‘becoming a reviewer’ and ‘becoming an editor’ in Frost and Taylor, 1996). A further issue raised Murningham is the way in which the reviewing process can change the nature of a paper. Comments on one of my own papers comprised more than six pages of single-spaced type at the end of which the reviewer pointed out that they liked the paper and did not want to exercise an undue influence because s/he recognised the problem of referee as ‘co-author’.  Even papers which are judged by editors to be worthy of publication can still be heavily criticised by referees. I recently received the following email from an ex-PhD student informing me that his paper had been accepted for publication in leading UK journal:

‘The editor has accepted the paper although given the reviewers’ comments I’m surprised. One recommended rejection, another was unsure, the third wasn't too bad. All in all, the academic community is unsettled by what I'm trying to say’.

Such problems may be more apparent in eclectic disciplines such as ‘management’ and ‘organisation studies’ where it may be difficult for editors to match topics with the interests of a panel of referees. As illustrated above, even in the case of a paper which is accepted some referees may express considerable doubts about its value. While there may be unanimity amongst referees about ‘bad’ papers it is less likely that there will be complete agreement about  whether a paper is publishable. Consequently, the editor (or editorial panel) will exercise their subjective judgement as to inclusion or exclusion. This is disputed by Murningham (1996:141) who claims such editorial dilemmas are rare as ‘most of the time multiple reviews are consistent’. My own experience suggests that inconsistency is much more common although of course that may reflect the more professional approach to the reviewing process  taken by most US academics. Nevertheless, mastering (mistressing?) the game of publication is, as pointed out by Ashford (1996), primarily a question of having faith in the quality of your work and being persistent. Such self-belief is clearly more difficult for those in the early stages of their careers.

Given the vagaries of the reviewing procedure it is inevitable that publication takes a considerable amount of time particularly in ‘quality’ journals. Friends outside academia are surprised when I tell them how long it takes to get research published. Certainly my own experience is that in journals rated as ‘4’ or ‘5’ standard the time between submission and publication is likely to be at the very least two and probably nearer three years. Because of this delay, ensuring there is a steady flow of papers in the publication pipeline is crucial to those starting their academic careers. Ashford (1996:121) uses a metaphor originally attributed to Lyman Porter: Successful publishers ‘follow the behavioral repertoire of the carnival plate spinner’ in that they work on a number of concurrent projects even though all do not need simultaneous attention.

On Giants’ Shoulders or Piggybacking Pygmies?
During a recent conversation, a colleague explained her reevaluation of Professors A and B who have both made significant  contributions to organization theory. My colleague said that initially she believed their work was highly creative and original. As her own reading broadened she began to recognise that both were applying the ideas of writers and thinkers from other disciplines (sociological theory and French philosophy) to organizations. She was disappointed to find that neither of these respected academics were quite the original thinkers she thought them to be. I began to consider how many of  the people I admired were truly innovators. In the artistic sphere those with whom I most identify
 include Elvis Presley, Pablo Picasso and Dylan Thomas. All were certainly innovators: Presley who in his Sun recordings combined the blues (black) and country (white) to create rockabilly the precursor of rock ‘n’ roll. Later he was vilified for  appropriating black music and making it palatable to white audiences (see Marcus, 1991: 152-7: ‘The boy who stole the blues’). Although Thomas’s output was not prodigious his creativity is not questioned: ‘Dylan Thomas’s originality and unique power and appeal  lies in the compelling sound and dramatic rhythms of his poetry’ (Ackerman, 1998:12). At the same time, some early poems were certainly plagiarised (Ferris, 1978) and Thomas acknowledged the influence of Rimbaud and Keats as well as Welsh bardic poetry (Ackerman, 1998:12) . Picasso revolutionised art in the early C20th although much of his output was derivative and his sculpture certainly appropriated from other cultures. Even his most creative period, cubism, was shared with others such as Braque the originator of this abstract art form (cubism was originally a derogatory term coined by Henri Matisse, see Richardson, 1996:101)

Therefore, my colleague’s dismay at finding respected academics were less creative than she first thought was, I believe, misplaced. The knowledge creation process is intersubjective and even the most radical and innovatory of thinkers cannot isolate themselves from their experiences and influences. Building on the ideas of others and utilising concepts from other disciplines is the way in which new understanding is created in both the physical and the social sciences. That the majority of academics are unlikely to make original contributions to the field is confirmed by a past editor of one highly rated journal (Whetten, 1989:492):

‘Most organisational scholars are not going to generate a new theory from scratch. Instead, they generally work on improving what already exists. In that context, it is often difficult to judge what constitutes enough of a contribution to warrant publication in a theory journal like AMR’.

If that is the case for the Academy of Management Review then it is unlikely that papers in less exalted publications will make original conceptual contributions. Recently, together with two colleagues I carried out a review of literature associated with ‘innovation networks’ (Jones, Conway and Steward, 2001). We attempted to identify the theoretical approach adopted in each paper as well as the method, type of analysis and sample size. In many cases it was difficult to clearly establish whether or not data collection  had been guided by a conceptual framework. Those adopting quantitative approaches utilised statistical analysis ranging from cluster analysis and multiple dimensional scaling to simple descriptive statistics. Qualitative approaches were both more varied and in some cases considerably more sophisticated in the nature of the analysis. Most of those utilising qualitative methodologies adopt what might be described as a ‘discursive’ approach to data analysis (reaching a conclusion via reasoned argument). Generally, this involves using a particular theoretical framework to order and categorise data obtained from interviews or secondary sources (see Knights et al, 1993). What this review illustrated was that publication, even in ‘quality’ journals does not demand a great deal in terms of original contribution to knowledge. In fact, originality usually arises from the nature of study (the sector, the organisation or the actors) than from any real effort to extend existing theory or create new theory. 

Building on the work of others thinkers is not confined to social science. Most eminent scientists have been accused either of using the ideas of others or had doubts cast on whether or not they were actually the first to formulate their theories of the universe. Invention of the telescope enabled Galileo to make astronomical observations that were such a threat  he was summoned to Rome by the Inquisition and forced to recant. Copernicus had in fact published his great work, De Revolutionibus Orbium Coelestium, in which he argued that the sun rather than the earth was the centre of our solar system, more than 20 years before Galileo was born in 1564. Newton was constantly in dispute with other scientists including Leibnitz about the discovery of differential and integral calculus and with Hooke about the discovery of optics (White, 1997:185). Furthermore, Galileo certainly laid the foundation for Newton’s understanding of motion: ‘He inherited his ideas from Galileo, but I think that probably if Galileo had not existed Newton would have done it anyway’ (John Gribbin, Visiting Fellow in Astronomy at Sussex University, Bragg, 1998:87). Despite his own undoubted genius Einstein regarded Newton as the greatest scientist of all time: ‘Nature was to him an open book. He stands before us strong, certain and alone’ (Bragg, 1998:97). It is now accepted that E=mc2 which ‘ushered in the nuclear age’ was discovered two years prior to Einstein’s publication of the same equation. Einstein was almost certainly aware of De Pretto’s work, originally published in a scientific magazine,  republished in 1904 by Veneto’s Royal Science Institute  (Carroll, 1999). These instances are not meant to devalue these great thinkers but rather to put into context the contribution which can be made in any field of inquiry. The development of human knowledge is incremental and evolutionary rather than revolutionary. Furthermore, the ‘knowledge creation process’ is accompanied by petty jealousies in the case of even the most renowned thinkers. Newton’s famous quote, usually regarded as an acknowledgement of feats performed by other eminent scientists, was contained in a letter written to Robert Hooke during their dispute over the discovery of optics:

‘What Descartes did was a good step. You have added much several ways and especially in taking the colours of thin plates into philosophical consideration. If I have seen further it is by standing on ye shoulders of Giants’ (Correspondence).

It is argued by White (1997:187) that rather than compliment Hooke this revealed ‘the truly spiteful, uncompromising and razor-sharp viciousness of his (Newton’s) character’. It was, in fact, a comment on Hooke’s appearance which was described by one contemporary as ‘so stooped and physically deformed that he had the appearance of a dwarf’ (White, 1997:187).

Campanario (1996) uses the citation index to examine his hypothesis that authors operating at the cutting-edge of scientific knowledge find it difficult to get published. He acknowledges that feedback can sometimes improve the quality of a paper but in other instances: ‘the peer review system is a barrier that must be overcome and not a system to promote innovative ideas or good research (Campanario, 1996:308). He then goes on to discuss some imaginary journals such as the Journal of Really Important Papers (Price, 1965: 108), the Journal of Citation Classics (Garfield, 1990) and his own suggestion the Journal of Previously Rejected Important Papers none of which challenge Laurie Taylor’s cynical response to the RAE: the Journal of Overnight Publications. It is, of course, interesting to speculate on the contents of that slim volume the Journal of Really Important Papers in Organization Theory. It is widely accepted that Child’s paper on strategic choice is the most regularly cited paper in the area but is this ‘a really important paper’? More recently, Sewell and Wilkinson’s (1992) application of Foucauldian theory to disciplinary control in the workplace received a considerable amount of attention. This paper is also interesting because of a dispute over its originality which was contested by Webster and Robins (1993). Although the work of Child (1972) and Sewell and Wilkinson (1992) provides insight into some aspects of behaviour in organizations neither contribution represents the creation of a new intellectual paradigm. I found it much easier to think of ‘really important books’ such as Sociological Paradigms (Burrell and Morgan, 1979), Labour and Monopoly Capitalism (Braverman, 1974), The Management of Innovation (Burns and Stalker, 1961) and Working for Ford (Beynon, 1973) than significant journal articles. After some consideration I concluded  that Granovetter’s (1985) paper dealing with the social embeddedness of economic activity strongly influenced much of my recent work (also see Granovetter, 1973). The task of identifying those ‘really important papers’ has already been done in collections of ‘classics’. Various editions of Writers on Organisations (Pugh and Hickson, 1989) and Organization Theory (Pugh, 1984) certainly contain many significant contributions to the literature on management and organisations (although not all are extracted from journal articles). Few would quibble over the inclusion of Taylor, Fayol,  Trist and Bamford, Woodward, Chandler, Pugh et al, Lawrence and Lorsch, Simon, March, Braverman, Drucker, Silverman and Mintzberg (see Matteson and Ivancevich, 1986; Williamson, 1990; Stewart, 1998; Tsoukas, 1994; Warwick, 2000).

All these collections contain important papers by many writers who have made significant contributions to the field of organisation theory. But it would be difficult to find agreement across the discipline on recent papers which are truly ground-breaking. It is possible to suggest that the RAE’s emphasis on measurable outcomes has had a role to play in the trivialisation of social science. Everything I have read about truly great thinkers such as Galileo, Newton or Einstein indicate that they spent more time thinking than on data collection. The RAE has encouraged a reverse Panglossian approach to publication: everything for the worst in all possible worlds (in Voltaire’s Candide Dr Pangloss is unfailingly optimistic). While I am not convinced by the kind of conceptual unity of which Donaldson (1985; 2001) is such as advocate  I believe the ‘rules of the game’ should be changed to encourage and reward more ambitious work.

Concluding Comments
For the majority of those starting their doctoral studies or trying to publish for the first time issues of theory and originality are major concerns. This topic is discussed by Silverman (2000:54-60) in a chapter headed ‘what counts as originality?’ He concurs with Phillips and Pugh (1994:19) who argue that successful completion of a PhD confirms that the candidate is a ‘fully professional researcher’ rather than an original thinker (see Delamont et al, 1997). It is also possible to be unnecessarily intimidated by those  perceived to be ‘theorists’. I have supervised six successful PhDs and examined a similar number (some supervised by those regarded as leading organizational theorists) and in only one case could definitely say there was a significant conceptual contribution to knowledge. Interestingly, he had a considerable amount of difficult in publishing the core material from his dissertation because it challenges the status quo in a well-established area of organizational psychology (see Campanario, 1996). As Whetten (1989) points out few scholars generate new theory  but instead are engaged in small-scale, incremental changes within an existing paradigm (Kuhn, 1970). Consequently, I have increasingly come to the conclusion that the publishing process is akin to ‘writing stories’ about organizations. In fact, Richard Daft (1983:541) made this point almost twenty years ago: 

‘Research is storytelling. Stories are theories. Theories simply explain why. The “why” is important, and researchers should be ruthless in pursuit of it. The why not the data are the contribution to knowledge’.

Daft goes on to say that he rejects the ‘logic of research’ which demands the operationalization of more and more variables with the accompaniment of increasingly sophisticated multivariate analysis.  He then argues that poetry has greater applicability to organizational research than the approach taught in most graduate schools or encouraged by journal referees:

‘Poetry means a research design that includes only a few, perhaps two, three or four variables. But they must hang together in a meaning unit, a coherent framework of sorts, that explains some aspect of organizations. A research poem also must have depth. The meaning unit must take a deep slice into organizations and convey a research conceptualization to others’ (Daft, 1983:541).

Furthermore,  a common thread to all significant contributions to the field is their simplicity (Daft, 1983). In other words, a small number of key variables are used to explain something significant about the way in which organizations operate. So, here at last is some (real) justification for my story linking the work of  Dylan Thomas to the publishing process. In fact, during my early discussions with Rachel she suggested that ideally the paper should be written as a poem but I decided this was well beyond my skills.

My objective in writing this paper is to provide a realistic account of the publication process. This is based on my long-standing belief that there should be greater transparency in explaining the way in which research is carried out and the way in which it is written-up. I suggest that  methodology chapters in most PhDs are little more than fiction. Very few doctoral candidates (or their supervisors) are willing to challenge the positivistic assumptions which guide the linear structure of a PhD (literature review, formulation of research question(s), generation of hypotheses, data collection, analysis and discussion of results). Therefore, most methodology chapters contain unrealistically straight-forward and unproblematic accounts of the way in which data collection  proceeded. These criticism also apply to the vast majority of published research papers. As an  alternative to a conventional methodology chapter Silverman (2000) suggests students might write a ‘natural history’ of their research (see Alasuutari, 1995). At the same time, he warns: ‘Some universities (like some academic journals) still have a pretty fixed idea of what a methodology chapter should contain’ (Silverman, 2000:236). Utilising accounts of the way in which Dylan Thomas wrote his poems together with illustrations from reviews of my own work I have tried to provide a ‘natural history’ of the publication process. Hopefully, this paper will encourage greater methodological transparency and perhaps open a broader debate about the difficulties associated with involvement in all activities associated with publication from authors, reviewers and editors. The last words are left to Dylan Thomas (see Jones, 1971):

In my craft or sullen art

Exercised in the still night

When only the moon rages

And the lovers lie abed

With all their griefs in their arms

I labour by singing light

Not for ambition or bread

Or the strut and trade of charms

On the ivory stages

But for the common wages

Of their most secret heart
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Appendix 1 First Notes For Paper
1. 
Chris at labour process conference - discussion of DT paper

2. 
It’s the narrative stupid

3. 
What is theory?

4. 
Note to editor - aimed at your journal

5. 
Note to referees - your erudite comments may appear in later versions of this paper

6. 
Juxtaposing DT and MMU doc prog

7. 
Links to ‘Guru’ - 2 MSM PhDs - neither of which opened the black box

8. 
Idea for 10 years - wordsplashed hut and ode to beer

9. 
GB changed my life

10. 
PC and BC - obscure ideas transferred to organisation studies

11. 
Francis - walking and thinking

12. 
Papers often start with a title

13. 
Publishing takes time - Hotpoint paper

14. 
Jwbli Twr and Moel Fammau

15. 
Doing research?

16. 
Autobiographical

17. 
Crafting research (JS?)

These notes were made on the day after my first discussion of the paper with Rachel. I travelled from Manchester to north Wales to visit family and took the opportunity to have a short walk. During the car journey a number of disparate ideas came into my mind and on arriving at Moel Fammau (highest point in the Clwydian hills) car park I immediately made the above list.

Appendix 2  The Writing Process
My intention is to reveal the details of the writing and creative process associated with this paper. As indicated above, although the idea had a very long gestation reading Ackerman’s book over the Christmas holiday helped me to quickly visualise a rough structure for the paper (Appendix 1). Writing the paper proceeded in the following manner:

1. 
In the first few days of January (2001) I rapidly wrote the section dealing with Dylan Thomas and made a very rough draft of my ideas related to the Lancaster connection focusing on the work of Gibson Burrell.

2. 
Over the next two weeks (ie to 3rd week in January) I worked very intermittently on material related to the interaction between author, journal editors and referees.

3. 
I then began to develop the material in the section (on giants’ shoulders) related to the extent to which journal publication is dependent on either a clear conceptual framework or extensive empirical material.

4. 
Around about this time I began to experience doubts about the nature and direction of the paper - in particular - it seemed to be much more autobiographical than originally intended. Given this subjectivity I realised that it would be difficult, and probably meaningless, to obscure my identity during the reviewing process. Nevertheless, I decided to continue and began to develop the theme related to truly creative people and the extent to which their ideas were revolutionary or evolutionary (I did not visualise including this material in my original outline - see Appendix 1).

5. 
For the next two weeks I did very little work on the paper - although on occasions I found myself thinking about how I could make improvements or areas that I had missed. The one tangible outcome at this time was a search (ABI Inform) for authors who had made some attempt to examine the ‘publication process’. This revealed about 10 papers which seemed to have some relevance and I decided that my next task was to spend a little time examining these. I also talked informally to a few colleagues about the paper in an attempt to establish whether or not they thought it was of some value (RT and AP).

6. 
Towards the middle of February I quickly scanned Campanarios’s paper and as a result developed material related to ‘really important publications’ in the section ‘on giants’ shoulders’.

7. 
In the first few days (ie early January) I wrote approximately 3000 words (see point 1) very quickly and during the following 6 weeks I added a number of short sections which sometimes were no more that 2 or 3 sentences but on a few occasions I wrote as much as 500 words. By the middle of February the word-count was approaching 6000 and I felt that I needed to spend time strengthening what I had written by adding in appropriate references and quotations (particularly in the section ‘on giants’ shoulders’) and trying to give the material coherence.

8. 
I again worked intermittently on the paper during the last two weeks of February. Most of this time was spent improving the English, adding references and attempting to strengthen some of the arguments (by this time the word count approaching 7000).

9. 
At the beginning of March I finally received an inter-library loan of the Rhythms of Academic Life (Frost and Taylor) which had a number of interesting and relevant articles. In particular, three papers dealing with the topic of ‘getting published’ provided support for my argument related to the importance of dealing effectively with reviewer feedback (paper now approaching 8000 words).

10. 
A colleague (Patricia Reece) passed on her copy of David Silverman’s recent methodology book which helped strengthen the arguments related to ‘originality’. At the same time did a bit of tinkering with the section on Pandemonium and began to feel that there was rather too much Gibson Burrell in the paper.

11. 
Discuss the paper with my erstwhile colleague Steve Conway and he mentions a book by Tony Tinker which details the  interaction between authors, editor and reviewers. The book illustrates the debate which followed submission of a contentious paper by Watts and  Zimmerman to The Accounting Review.

12. 
In the middle of March decide to submit the paper to annual BAM conference particularly as this year there is a ‘best paper’ track for work of ‘an exceptionally high quality’. Spend some time reading through the paper and integrating the most recent material.

13. 
Rachel reads the paper and suggests some revisions for ‘on giants’ shoulders’. As a result I  re-order the material and provide better linkages between various sections.

14. 
Towards the end of March try to finalise the paper and prepare for submission to the BAM conference. Feel that it would be appropriate to end with a quote from Dylan Thomas and eventually decide that ‘In my craft and sullen art’ would be most appropriate.

15. 
Immediately prior to BAM I made a few minor alterations - concentrating on material related to Dylan’s political commitment to the Left. Following my disappointments at BAM I added some new ‘biographical’ material to appendix 3.

Appendix 3 The Publication Question
During the writing process I regularly pondered the tricky question of which (quality) journal would be most likely to publish the paper. While many papers in the Journal of Management Studies tend towards the ‘managerialist’ the editors do accept some ‘critical’ pieces including Chris Grey’s contribution on Simone Weil. However, I felt that the focus of the paper with my emphasis on ‘new publishers’  in the area of organisational studies was unlikely to be considered appropriate. I briefly considered Organization Studies but thought the emphasis too parochial  to appeal to the international readership of that particular journal. Similarly, the paper does not easily fit with post-structualist orientation of most pieces published in Organization. 

I decided that the British Journal of Management or Management Learning probably offered the best opportunities for publication. The latter seemed most obvious because I began to see this piece as a development of themes first expressed in the paper (‘No Guru, No Method, No Teacher’)  written as a cathartic device at the end of my PhD. This paper was conceptualised as a way of  combining  my interest in Dylan Thomas with a ‘natural history’ of the publishing process to help those beginning their engagement with the messy business of ‘getting published’. I also hoped that the piece might stimulate a debate about the need for greater ‘openness’ about the ways in which data are collected and processed. Therefore, Management Learning seemed to offer a potential avenue for the publication of what is no doubt an idiosyncratic (self-indulgent?) paper. Towards the end of March as the paper neared completion I received information about the BAM conference which had details of  a ‘best paper’ track. I decided submitting the paper to this particular stream would be an effective way of obtaining speedy peer reaction. 

Unfortunately, BAM was less successful than I hoped for two reasons. First, I discussed the paper at the conference with Gerard Hodgkinson (BJM editor) and although he judged it well-written and interesting believed it should be published in a book on ‘research methods’ rather than a journal. He had not sent the paper for review and consequently I did not receive any formal feedback. Secondly, following an ill-judged attempt to emulate Dylan’s hard-drinking lifestyle I was vomiting in my hotel room at the precise time the paper was due to be presented. So, once again, I was unable to hear what my peers thought of the paper. 

So far, three people have commented on the paper: Charles Booth. (UWE) liked the paper after reading it on the BAM CDROM and asked if he could put a copy on UWE’s intranet for the benefit of final year undergraduates studying a course designed to encourage a critical understanding of organization studies. A colleague passed the paper on to a professor of English in Belfast and he was favourably disposed to the argument: 

‘I enjoyed the paper a lot: it’s very readable, playful and clever. The processes of creative writing have been investigated a lot, but this is a delightful displacement of the topic into “new” ground. It’s a fine break from the usual depiction of research strategies in the human sciences’.

The most extensive comments came from Roy Westbrook (Said Business School) who I met at the Critical Management Studies Conference (Manchester, July):

‘It was a really interesting read, because of the originality of the piece as well as its bold, whistle-blowing qualities - which may yet doom it, but I hope not! I shan’t attempt a pseudo-review, not least because you may have written an unreviewable paper - partly because only someone equally versed in the innovation, literary method, and organizational literatures is probably competent to review it, and partly because all the reviewer’s favourite guns are spiked in advance.’

	� Rimbaud (1854-91) French romantic poet whose work greatly influenced Thomas.


	� Other creative people who could have been discussed include Shakespeare, Mozart and of course Robert Zimmerman who changed his name to Bob Dylan in tribute to the Rimbaud of Cwm Donkin Drive (see Sounes, 2001:14).






