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Abstract 
 

 

This thesis traces the design of a method – a ritual design method – for thinking-

through the design of activities and things. My research goal was to evolve and apply 

a design method informed by ritual scholarship and based on the analysis of empirical 

ethnographic data. This resulted in a new way of approaching the analysis and design 

of interventions and of seeing, thinking and writing which I call a ritual design 

strategy. I developed this method during my tenure at Air New Zealand, the national 

airline of New Zealand, where I was a member of the Workplace Relations team. Our 

team’s mission included sustaining an organisational strategy that intended to build a 

more collaborative culture, to embed collaborative problem solving across the 

organisation and to strengthen the working relationship between company 

management and the labour unions that represented two-thirds of the approximately 

twelve thousand employees. This organisational strategy was called High 

Performance Engagement, or HPE. The mission required the design of interventions: 

activities such as governance meetings, training sessions, collaborative problem-

solving workshops and informal conversations, and things such as texts, graphics, 

digital and audio-visual materials. I evolved my ritual design strategy through my 

engagement with each intervention opportunity and this yielded a method that is 

generalisable for application across a wide range of circumstances and design-related 

problems. Ritual design is not specifically for designing rituals; it is a novel method 

that can be ritual-like itself, through which meaning is created and operationalised. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction & Overview 
 

 

 

The most that any of us can seem to do is to fashion 

something – an object or ourselves – and drop it into the 

confusion, make an offering of it, so to speak, to the life 

force. 

 

 Ernest Becker, The Denial of Death (1973) 

 
 

 

The research described in this thesis is an experiment within my workplace at the 

corporate offices of Air New Zealand – an exploration to see what value could be 

brought to an organisational collaboration strategy, and to my own working life, by 

applying a conceptual lens that I have called a ritual design strategy.  This strategy 

can be understood as a theoretically informed attempt to develop, through sustained 

reflective practice based on ethnographic observations, an organisational tool for 

approaching the design of interventions, including activities and materials. The 

starting point of this thesis was an understanding of ritual from a religious studies 

perspective, along with a vague suspicion that ritual could be a useful, unifying 

category with which to see and act in the everyday world. Given this suspicion – 

combined with the focused intensity of a research mindset – wearing a ritual design 

lens had a totalising effect and I was utterly surprised by changes in my understanding 

and my practices. From the premise that ritual is action that embeds meaning, almost 

any moment and action becomes an opportunity to see ritually. If one intends 

meaningful action, then ritual design is a strategy for determining action, problem 

solving, decision making and designing one’s behaviour and one’s life. Therefore, 

ritual design can be seen as operationalising meaning making. I also discovered, the 

act of ritual design is indeed a ritual itself, which is open to being designed. Such 

recursion contributed to the totalising effect of thinking ritually. 

 

This introductory chapter discusses my research question and its evolution, provides 

background to the research context and setting in which I was working – which was to 

support a particular organisational collaboration initiative called the ‘High 
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Performance Engagement’ (HPE) strategy at Air New Zealand – and locates my thesis 

in relation to other ritual design scholarship and practice. 

 

 

Essence and motivations 
 

 

My research question, now that I have arrived at the end of this experiment, can be 

summarised as: How can insights from the study of ritual inform the development of a 

ritual design strategy as an approach for designing interventions in support of the 

High Performance Engagement strategy at Air New Zealand? However, the process of 

refining and deciding upon this question was complex and it is worthwhile to consider 

in further detail. My thesis, which answers this question, evolved through my repeated 

efforts to apply a ritual design lens to work and life opportunities during the research 

period and through the ongoing shaping of a ritual design tool and method. 

 

My ritual design strategy became a way of asking, in relation to my work with the 

HPE strategy: How am I bringing meaning to this moment, and what might I do now 

if my intention is meaningfulness? I leveraged insights from the interdisciplinary 

study of ritual – from anthropology, organisational studies and religious studies – to 

address three aims: (1) to defend a conception of ritual design as the ritualised 

operationalisation of meaning making, (2) to evolve a practical method for ritual 

design as a form of strategic thinking, and (3) to apply this method in real-world 

environments and opportunities. Throughout this thesis I illustrate and analyse my 

applications of ritual thinking to illuminate their structures, to assess their 

reasonableness, and to evaluate both the benefits and the challenges of this way of 

thinking and acting. 

 

This research project was initiated twenty-five years into my career in the field that 

can be loosely called learning design, by which I mean work that engaged how 

individuals, teams and organisations change through learning, including the design of 

learning experiences that are intended to modify attitudes, skills and behaviours of 

employees or students. At the start of my career, I was coached and mentored in 

instructional design and instructional technologies; my roles included the design, 

project management, team management and client management for learning 
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programme development. I worked with varieties of technologies and media for 

programme content and delivery with an early emphasis on the computer-based 

delivery of interactive media for technical skills training. My work with leadership, 

coaching, customer service and other so-called soft skills often employed more 

traditional classroom designs and delivery approaches. Each project involved highly 

collaborative design and development among instructional designers, trainers, digital 

media specialists, computer programmers, subject-matter experts and clients. My 

work with HPE required similar skills and methods. From a content perspective, HPE 

intended to foster a collaborative culture through education, training and facilitated 

practice of collaboration-related attitudes, skills and behaviours. Politically, HPE 

required significant collaboration among diverse stakeholders, including company 

leaders and union leaders, who were engaged in an ongoing dialogue and debate about 

the meaning and form of the strategy. In short, we were collaboratively designing and 

nurturing an organisational collaboration strategy. In this research, I placed a ritual 

design lens on my efforts to support the HPE strategy. 

 

There were two basic differences between most of my prior professional experience 

and my role at Air New Zealand. When I was designing and developing customised 

learning solutions, the client determined the goals and success criteria for their 

projects. In HPE, however, rather than having such a client, there was a diverse 

community of stakeholders. Also, I was both a member of this community while at 

the same time trying to influence how the strategy functioned through the design of 

various interventions. 

 

In sum, and with this overview of personal and organisational context laid out, this 

thesis is about my experimental engagement with ritual design as a design approach 

for creating interventions, and for evolving a tool with which to support the design 

and success of the HPE initiative. This intention fits generally within the remit of 

design anthropology, which I also discuss in detail later in this chapter. For the 

moment, however, I will discuss my own research motivations and the wider 

background research context for this thesis. 
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Motivations 

 

My research journey began in earnest in 2009, when I returned to university study and 

completed my DipGrad and PGDipArts in Religious Studies through the University of 

Otago. As a life-long learner, I had long strived to integrate and leverage new learning 

within my professional activities and within life in general. Therefore, when I began 

working for Air New Zealand in 2014, it was natural for me to seek opportunities to 

apply what I had been learning about culture and religion to my new work 

environment. 

  

Learning, in my experience, is intimately connected with motivation and change. One 

may want to learn for many reasons, for example, to enable new capabilities and new 

opportunities, such as a new job or a promotion, or for the joy of learning – the ‘aha’ 

feeling that can accompany a new experience or new way of thinking. A constructivist 

view of learning (Kolb, 1984) conceives life as an on-going reorganisation in which 

prior knowledge and new experiences synthesise and inform changes in thought and 

behaviour – a process that is largely unconscious but conceivably open to conscious 

examination and reflection. Learning is therefore a form and method of change, and 

my work in the learning design industry yielded a conception of life that integrated 

learning, design and change. These came together for me as a simple premise: through 

the lens of learning, one designs one’s life. 

 

Studying religion added new and exciting perspectives to my previous ways of 

thinking and acting. It is worth highlighting here that, when I use the word religion in 

this thesis, I am not implying anything supernatural; I see the supernatural aspects of 

religion as neither universal nor essential to the notion of religion. Instead, my 

conception of religion is entirely natural and part of the strategic and adaptive toolkit 

of humanity. This perspective is sometimes called religious naturalism (Religious 

Naturalist Association, 2020). For this thesis, I draw substantially on the writings of 

Loyal Rue, a prominent thinker and writer on religious naturalism (2000, 2005, 2011). 

In summary, from a religious naturalist perspective, religion is conceived as a set of 

cultural strategies through which communities and their members negotiate their 

goals, values, and other fundamental aspects of human life – including the stories and 

rituals through which meaning is constructed and illuminated. In principle, when 
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these religio-cultural strategies are working effectively, religion fosters psychological 

wholeness, social coherence and overall success of the community (Rue, 2005). 

 

Ritual is one of the cultural strategies of religion (Rue, 2005) and a key motivation for 

this research was to experiment with bringing ‘ritual thinking’ to my work – to see 

how ritual scholarship might inform the design of culture-related strategies, initiatives 

and interventions. By the term ‘ritual design’ I mean designing anything, such as 

actions, objects, teams and strategies; this can include the design of rituals 

themselves. During the research period, I evolved and experimented with a ‘ritual 

design strategy’ – an approach to design, informed by ritual thinking. How, I 

wondered, would my approach to work and life change? 

 

Another motivation included the challenge to ensure meaningful action in the work 

environment. The alignment between goals, strategies and behaviours was not always 

clear, and such clarity can be temporary. Work can feel, at times, like a battle where 

meaningfulness is the objective. Across my career, colleagues and I would often 

lament: We are extremely busy, but are we having a meaningful impact? A ritual 

design strategy, I suspected, might help to operationalise meaning-making in the 

workplace by more systematically and explicitly aligning goals, values and 

behaviours – just as I conceived the role of ritual in religion. 

 

Finally, I believed that HPE was a worthy initiative and that helping the strategy 

succeed was a worthy personal and professional endeavour. Since the HPE strategy 

was, in effect, my research site and the testing ground for my thesis, I next provide a 

basic overview of the initiative as this is essential for understanding the context of my 

research project. 

 

The research context: HPE at Air New Zealand 
 

HPE was a high-level agreement between Air New Zealand management and the four 

unions that represent approximately seventy percent of the airline’s workforce. The 

agreement states that the parties wish to foster a collaborative culture through 

collaborative problem solving and to seek consensus solutions on issues impacting the 

workforce. Prior to HPE, Air New Zealand and the unions had challenging historical 

relationships, including significant distrust, interpersonal conflict and industrial 
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actions such as strikes (Doak, 2019). The 2014 introduction of HPE sought to change 

that history and I discuss more about the story behind HPE in Chapter 4 in the context 

of ritual narrative. In short, HPE established multiple joint teams composed of both 

union and management representatives. These teams were to identify, prioritise and 

address various business and culture issues using interest-based problem solving. 

 

This approach is distinctly different from approaches in many corporate work 

environments – including Air New Zealand prior to HPE. More commonly, managers 

determine the challenges to address and the solutions to be used, often without 

significant collaboration with the unions or the workforce. In addition, new solutions 

are often deployed with little notice. In contrast, HPE intended to engage the people 

who would be impacted, to understand each other’s interests, and to collaborate on 

solutions that satisfy those interests. Depending on which stakeholder was asked – 

and their circumstances at the time – HPE was described variously as a change 

strategy, collaboration strategy, culture strategy and industrial relations strategy. 

Indeed, the way HPE is conceived and the stories told to describe it, is part of the case 

study I present in Chapter 4. 

 

Such a collaboration strategy was not a new idea; similar approaches were sometimes 

called employee participation programmes which, in addition to collaborative 

problem solving between unions, employees and management, can also refer to 

financial participation such as profit sharing (Wilkinson et al, 2010). In the case of 

HPE, while there was periodic discussion of financial participation, the strategy was 

primarily focused on collaborative problem solving. Other labels used for such 

programmes include employee involvement, high-performance work design, high-

involvement work systems, and others (ibid.). Wilkinson et al deconstruct the 

variations of such initiatives in terms of the degree of involvement, level of 

involvement, range of subject matter and form of participation (2010: p.8). Degree of 

involvement refers to whether employees are simply consulted or whether they are 

making decisions. Level of involvement refers to where, within the organisational 

hierarchy, the engagement occurs, such as team-level, departmental, or executive 

leadership level. Range refers to the issues being addressed, from the more trivial to 

the more strategic. Form refers to the ways in which participation happens, including 

through union representatives.  
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Using these categories, HPE can be summarised as follows. The degree of 

involvement included substantive participation of union leaders and members in 

seeking consensus solutions, in collaboration with managers, although management 

reserved the right to approve decisions. The level of involvement varied greatly from 

team level to organisational. Most activity was at a business unit level, e.g., Pilots, 

Cabin Crew, Engineers and Airports. The range of involvement also varied greatly, 

including problem solving related to physical work environments, through to rostering 

solutions and roles and responsibilities. The form of participation was more 

specifically defined and understood in comparison with the other parameters; in 

summary, joint business unit steering committees, composed of union and company 

leaders, used interest-based problem solving (IBPS) and consensus decision making 

to prioritise and address issues. This often included establishing and sponsoring joint 

improvement teams, which similarly used IBPS and consensus to seek solutions. 

 

When HPE was being formed, leaders sought guidance and inspiration from other 

organisations that had implemented similar strategies, including Kaiser Permanente, a 

healthcare provider in the USA (Kochan et al, 2009) and other airlines (Bamber et al, 

2009). In particular, senior leaders sought ongoing guidance from Kaiser’s 

experience. Together with their unions, Kaiser established a new entity called the 

Labor-Management Partnership, an organisation that drove their collaboration 

strategy. Consultants who were key to the evolution of HPE at Air New Zealand had 

previously worked for Kaiser in support of their collaboration strategy. In 2017, along 

with union and management leaders, I visited Kaiser to hear more about their strategy. 

In general, those involved with HPE wanted to establish something like Kaiser’s 

Labor-Management Partnership, such as a neutral and trusted team that would nurture 

HPE and be a source of expertise on related processes. An HPE Resource Centre was 

created within the Workplace Relations team to serve such a function. 

 

Teams that brought HPE to life 

 

HPE was brought to life through the activities of several HPE-related groups and 

teams. My work and research were performed largely in support of these teams; the 

events and materials I designed were intended for their participation and use. These 

teams represent the structure of HPE and are summarised in Table 1. 
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HPE-Related Teams 

and Groups 

Description 

 

HPE Working Party 

 

A joint team that met monthly, composed of approximately 20 company 

and union leaders, and members of the Workplace Relations team, 
responsible for governing and problem-solving HPE. 

 

HPE Leadership Team 

 

A joint team that met approximately three times per year, composed of 

Executive Team members of operational areas, senior executives of the 

unions, joined by Working Party members. While responsible for the 

most senior level oversight of the HPE strategy, they delegated this 

responsibility to the Working Party. Approx. 40 members. 

 

Business Unit Steering 

Groups 

A joint team in each of the main operational areas of the business (e.g., 

Engineering, Airports, Cabin Crew, Pilots) responsible for nurturing the 

health of the HPE strategy in that part of the business, determining issues 
to address and forming improvement teams to address those issues. 

Approx. 15-20 members. 

 

Improvement Teams 

 

Established by Steering Groups, these joint teams used interest-based 

problem solving to seek consensus solutions to issues they have been 

tasked with addressing. Approx. 8-12 members. 

 

Workplace Relations 

Team 

Within the People team (often called Human Resources), this team was 

responsible to the Air New Zealand Executive Team for managing HPE, 

reducing industrial risk, supporting collective bargaining, driving the 

employee engagement strategy and providing employment law support. 

Approx. 10 members. (I was a member of this team.) 
 

HPE Resource Centre Reporting to the Working Party and managed by Workplace Relations, 

this team consisted of internal HPE facilitators and managed the tools 

and resources to support HPE, such as education and training materials. 

Approx. 2-4 members. 

 

Issue Resolution Team 

 

This virtual team was assembled when there was a conflict that was 

preventing progress and was composed of The GM of Workplace 

Relations, the organisers of the relevant unions, and other stakeholders as 

needed. Approx. 2-4 members. 

 
Continuous 

Improvement Team 

This Air New Zealand team worked with business units on strategy and 

change projects to improve business results. They used a variety of 

methods such as Lean and Six Sigma. Approx. 15 members. 

 

Table 1. HPE-related teams and groups at Air New Zealand 

 

 

The word ‘joint’ in these descriptions, and throughout the thesis, means combined 

union and management participation. The unions are key stakeholders in HPE and the 

HPE Charter was signed by representatives of each union. As of August 2019, 

approximately 70% of Air New Zealand employees were represented by four unions: 

E tū, AMEA, NZALPA and FANZP. E tū is New Zealand’s largest private sector 

union; it was formed in 2015 through the merger of the EPMU (Engineering Printing 

and Manufacturing Union), the SFWU (Service and Food Workers Union) and 
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FARSA (Flight Attendants and Related Services Association). The AMEA 

represented skilled workers in Aviation, Dairy, Meat, Fertiliser, Power Generation, 

Water, Port and Local Authority industries. The Federation of Air New Zealand Pilots 

(FANZP) represented approximately 10% Air New Zealand pilots and all flight 

simulator instructors. The New Zealand Air Line Pilots’ Association (NZALPA) 

represented approximately 90% of Air New Zealand pilots and air traffic controllers. 

 

  
Image 1. E tū website 

https://www.etu.nz/ 
Image 2. AMEA website 

http://www.amea.co.nz/ 

  

Image 3. FANZP website 
http://airnzpilots.org.nz/ 

Image 4. NZALPA website 

https://www.nzalpa.org.nz/ 
 

 

My role in HPE 

 

I joined Air New Zealand and its Organisational Effectiveness team in 2014. HPE was 

in its infancy and my role was not initially dedicated to the strategy; I designed 

leadership development initiatives related to collaboration, coaching and problem 

solving. However, I was enamored by HPE and in 2016 I joined the Workplace 

Relations team which was responsible for high-level oversight of industrial relations 

and the HPE strategy. My title was Workplace Relations Manager, HPE Capability. 

In short, I was responsible – in collaboration with colleagues – for strengthening and 

sustaining the HPE strategy. When I started this new position, I noticed an exciting 



10 

opportunity to leverage what I had been learning about the cultural strategies of 

religion – including ritual – in support of my work mission, and to do so in the context 

of a research project. 

 

What does ritual and ritual design have to do with the HPE strategy? 

 

There were frequent opportunities for taking action to support HPE, including the 

design of events such as meetings, presentations, problem solving sessions, and the 

design of materials, e.g., presentation media, training materials, process tools and 

communications. For each of these opportunities, the general question was: Given our 

intention to strengthen and sustain HPE, how might we design these events and 

materials? The general premise of ritual design strategy (as I conceived it) was that 

interventions – events and materials – can be usefully conceived as rituals in 

themselves, that they intend and can be designed to embed meaning by reinforcing 

goals, values, attitudes and behaviours. Therefore, insights from the study of ritual can 

usefully inform their design. To address opportunities for intervention design that 

arose during the research period, I created and applied a continually evolving ritual 

design tool and method. For about three years, I lived and breathed the HPE strategy 

and ritual ways of seeing and acting upon the world. This thesis describes the 

evolution and application of my ritual design strategy as an approach to designing 

interventions in support of HPE. 

 

 

Challenges behind the strategy 

 

Despite its optimistic intentions for fostering a collaborative culture, HPE had many 

persistent challenges. While these are mentioned in context throughout the thesis, a 

summary will be helpful. Since its inception, there had been divergent attitudes 

toward the strategy and there were both advocates and detractors from within 

company and union leadership. Some leaders intentionally or unintentionally 

exhibited authoritarian or otherwise non-collaborative behaviours that were contrary 

to the strategy, and this generated frustration and distrust. Some company leaders felt 

disempowered by HPE; they felt coerced into involving and even deferring to the 

unions rather than taking decisive action, as they had done across their successful 

careers. Meanwhile, some union leaders feared being perceived and accused by their 

membership as ‘collaborators’ in the negative sense of working too closely with 
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management – the phrase often used was ‘being in bed with management.’ Company 

leaders criticised HPE projects for being slow and expensive since staff were taken 

off the job and backfilled while working on improvement teams. Finally, some HPE 

projects failed to find consensus solutions, fueling the belief that HPE did not work.  

 

These issues and others presented a challenge to those individuals who were striving 

to strengthen and sustain the strategy – in particular, the Workplace Relations team, of 

which I was a member. While there certainly were champions and advocates of the 

strategy across the organisation, we were specifically responsible for sustaining and 

improving HPE by whatever strategies we could devise. We were, in effect, 

professional champions, advocates and activists. For most of my tenure, three team 

members focused on HPE: Phil Doak, General Manager of Workplace Relations; Jo 

McCauley, Senior Workplace Relations Manager; and me. How I approached this 

responsibility, by leveraging insights from ritual scholarship in support of intervention 

design, is the subject of Chapter 3 (Methodology & Methods). At this point in the 

chapter I move on to locate my thesis within the wider scholarly literature. 

 
 

Ritual design for organisations and design anthropology 
 

 

When co-founding The Journal of Religious Studies, Grimes (1987) observed that the 

phrase ritual studies seemed to emerge around 1977. The journal was needed, he said, 

as an interdisciplinary vehicle for discussing ritual across religious studies, 

anthropology, sociology, psychology, performance studies, history, philosophy, art, 

music, dance and education. He did not mention organisational studies, and there was 

an absence of attention to organisational ritual across the history of the journal, with 

one notable exception. McLeod (1990) complained that the word ritual was being 

unhelpfully redefined by scholars like Deal & Kennedy (1982) who were highlighting 

the ritual-like activities within modern corporations, such as CEO presentations, team 

meetings, coffee breaks, and even the subservient behaviours of subordinates toward 

their senior managers, e.g., driving them, carrying their bags, opening doors for them. 

McLeod noted that this focus on the mundane was nearly the opposite of the 

conception of ritual in anthropological literature, which emphasises the extra-

mundane. 
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It is only in the sense that shared repetitive behaviors provide a 

sense of cultural unity and a kind of "initiation" for corporations 

such as General Motors that such performances can be seen as 

rituals. They do not fulfill any of the other structural or functional 

features of ritual in traditional societies, nor are they prescriptive in 

the traditional sense (McLeod, 1990: p.92). 

 

 

For McLeod (1990) legitimate rituals include certain key characteristics; they are, for 

example, conventional, dramatic, repetitive, communal, have high levels of meaning, 

involve anticipated outcomes, and demonstrate valued aspects of the social order 

(ibid.: p.92). In addition, without a mystical component, McLeod argued, secular 

ritual performers would not believe in the power of the rituals – yielding a key 

difference in participant perspectives: 

 

However, in traditional societies faulty performance means that the 

rain will not come. The year (and/or the world) will end; there will 

be famine; the gods or the ancestors will bring misfortune to the 

culture… in traditional rituals, the group is threatened by not 

performing the act. The gods are threatened by not performing the 

act. The ancestors are threatened by not performing the act 

(McLeod, 1990: p.92). 

 

 

Nonetheless, from within organisational studies, ritual was pursued descriptively and 

theoretically by scholars such as Islam & Zyphur (2009) and Smith & Stewart (2011) 

who drew upon ritual scholarship to reveal ritual and ritual-like behaviours in 

organisations. I leverage their frameworks in my thesis, including taxonomies of 

characteristics of ritual-like activities and the functions of ritual, i.e., what they intend 

or seem to accomplish. Their work, however, does not focus on organisational ritual 

design; for this it was necessary to consider the work of practitioners rather than 

research scholars. Ritual design has been taught to business students and leaders as a 

strategy for driving engagement. Ozenc and Hagan (2019) have developed the Ritual 

Design Lab, which is the name for the workshops and courses they offer through 

Stanford University’s d.school (design school), and in partnership with large, high-

tech-related organisations like Air BnB and consulting firm IDEO. I describe their 

thinking and method in Chapter 2 as they offer a ritual design method for the 

workplace, which was one of the goals for my thesis. Their book, Rituals for Work 

(2019), includes a catalogue of fifty workplace rituals for application in five areas: 
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creativity and innovation, performance and flow, conflict and resilience, community, 

and change and transition. 

 

There is also a tremendous range of ritual design entrepreneurship. Jeltje Gordon-

Lennox (2017), a psychotherapist, secular celebrant and trainer, founded the Ashoka 

Association, which offered ‘secular spiritual accompaniment through the major 

passages of life.’  Popular books also focus on secular ritual design, such as Beck and 

Metrick’s The Art of Ritual: creating and performing ceremonies for growth and 

change (1990) which provides ideas, tools and checklists for designing and 

facilitating ceremonial rituals, such as naming ceremonies, coming of age, weddings 

and funerals. My thesis has one key similarity to these popular approaches: we each 

drew upon insights from ritual scholarship for design. However, my context is 

distinctly different: these educators and practitioners were all designing rituals, while 

my research mission was to leverage ritual insights in the design of interventions – of 

any kind – to strengthen and sustain the HPE strategy, and to evolve a ritual design 

strategy, i.e., an approach and tool to support design. My intention was not 

specifically to design rituals, although some interventions would indeed be ritual-like 

activities. 

 

In addition to ritual scholarship, anthropology intersects with design in other ways 

that are relevant to my thesis. Collaboration and participatory design are key concerns 

of design anthropology – and key concerns for HPE and this research project – and so 

it was important that I place my thesis within this domain as well as within ritual 

scholarship. 

 

Design anthropology, sometimes called design ethnography, combines the concerns 

and activities of the designer and the anthropologist, particularly regarding 

collaboration and participatory design (Gunn and Løgstrup, 2014; Wasson, 2016). 

Design anthropology sees design as a common human behaviour and part of human 

social life; design anthropologists seek insights and understanding by becoming a part 

of that social life and participating in collaborative design activities (Gunn and 

Løgstrup, 2014). Design anthropology is also a subject of study; to do design 

anthropology is, in part, to study design anthropology. Research goals include 

building relationships between designers, users, and design anthropologists through 
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which each deeply understands the other’s practices (Gunn and Løgstrup, 2014) and 

fostering mutual learning and capability development through collaborative design 

practices (Leach, 2010). Gatt and Ingold (2013: p.141) note that collaboration is 

social constructivism at work – bringing processes and collaborators together, with 

their diverse desires and aspirations, to create something new. For Gunn and Løgstrup 

(2014) this includes co-analytical activities, co-creating research tools, and facilitating 

collaboration in ways that reflectively highlight co-creation processes.  

 

Design anthropology emerged to support customer-centred design approaches. 

Anthropologists were engaged as experts to address the commercial need to better 

understand targeted consumers – their cultures, values, beliefs, behaviours and social 

interactions. The field of human-computer interaction (HCI) helped to grow interest in 

anthropological support for product development. Rather than asking people to fit the 

products, developers wanted their products to fit the people (Saffer, 2007, p. 31). 

Xerox Palo Alto Research Center (PARC) famously advanced computer usability 

through printers, the mouse and graphical user interfaces (GUI). Whereas text-based 

computing often required substantial user learning to accomplish basic tasks, 

graphical interfaces enabled even young children to performance similar tasks in 

seconds (Wasson, 2016). 

 

Beyond creating new ideas and new outputs, design anthropology uses collaborative 

design and the crafting of future potentials to yield new methods and new 

relationships (Gunn and Donovan, 2012). This describes key aspects of the HPE 

strategy and our team mission quite closely: we were focused on sustaining the 

strategy, improving collaborative problem solving and collaborative design, fostering 

related capabilities and attitudes, and strengthening relationships among diverse 

stakeholders, e.g., senior managers, union organisers, union delegates, other front-line 

workers and ourselves – members of the Workplace Relations team. 

 

While design anthropology is, ultimately, whatever anthropologists do when they 

collaborate with designers (Wasson 2000, 2016), the activities and concerns are 

future-focused. Light (2015) calls this a generative anthropology, i.e., one that 

explores the future by creating new realities from the synthesis of anthropological 

perspectives and design perspectives. Gunn argues that anthropology adds credibility 

to design by bringing theory, cultural interpretation and contextualization into the 
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design process (Gunn 2013: p.1-5). Similarly, Light (2015) argues that design 

becomes anthropological when focusing on changing people’s lives and beliefs. Smith 

and Kjærsgaard (2015) suggest that anthropology can provide a critical approach for 

creating future opportunities which they call transformative design practices. 

Traditional ethnographic practices observe, describe and analyse current attitudes, 

beliefs and behaviours, while design anthropologists, in contrast, participate in 

imagining alternative futures through the design of interventions and material 

engagements in collaboration with diverse stakeholders (Chipchase 2007, Smith and 

Kjærsgaard, 2015). 

 

For Smith and Kjærsgaard (2015) the future orientation of design anthropology 

includes two sets of activities: creating the future through collaborative design and 

creating the future of collaborative design. These are parallel to the intentions we had 

for the facilitation of HPE improvement teams; we stressed that these teams had two 

simultaneous goals: to collaboratively address the issue at hand, and to continually 

improve their capability in collaborative problem solving and collaborative design. 

Reflecting on our intentions for HPE, we wanted the improvement teams to 

collaboratively change some part of their world (i.e., the issue at hand) and we wanted 

to change them by increasing their capability and their advocacy for the collaboration 

strategy. In short, collaboration sits at the heart of design anthropology, my thesis and 

the HPE strategy. 

 

Wasson (2016) notes that most collaboration between design anthropologists and 

design teams takes place during early stages of user-centred design (UCD) for product 

or service development. For example, if the new product is a mobile phone, 

anthropologists may seek insights about the target consumers’ attitudes, beliefs, 

values, needs, and use contexts related to the product or service, i.e., how things are 

used now and in a future, envisioned state (Smith and Kjærsgaard, 2015).  During 

such an effort, the anthropologists may use a range of data-gathering and 

ethnographic techniques to gather the needed insights, including participant 

observation, interviews and surveys. The intent includes ensuring a deep 

understanding of interests and of the tensions and contexts with which designs will 

engage users (Smith and Kjærsgaard 2015). 
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At this lighter level of engagement, consumer insights may be communicated to the 

design team – of which the anthropologist may or may not be a part; their work may 

be relegated to the front-end effort that precedes the actual design work (Wasson and 

Squires 2012: p.26). Commercially, their effort is a form of market and customer 

research that helps marketers determine whether targeted consumers use the product 

or service, and how will they use it. This light touch approach is criticised by some 

design anthropologists as being unnecessarily constrained and restricted (Kjarsgaard 

2011, 2013). 

 

Recent trends in design anthropology include a deeper, more integrative and ongoing 

design collaboration. Smith and Kjærsgaard (2015) propose a more comprehensive 

approach that includes “a more theoretical, critical, speculative, materially engaged 

and future oriented approach, stretching beyond the local, the descriptive, and the 

empirical” (2015: p.73-74).  This changes the emphasis on the anthropologist’s role 

from descriptive (insights about the user) to a creative, generative, transformative 

stance that asks: What might the user’s world look like and how is that reality 

created? Here, design anthropology is about intervention and change and is future-

focused, while still capturing and leveraging those key user insights (Gunn and 

Løgstrup 2014). 

 

In these more sophisticated engagements, the design anthropologists would be a 

member of the design team and would provide input toward ideas that would ‘fit the 

lived experience of intended users’ (Wasson, 2016: p.1). Anthropologists are 

concerned with unpacking complex socio-cultural and political contexts and diverse 

stakeholder agendas, and they assume ‘an accountability to the knowledge created 

from these contexts’ (Smith and Kjærsgaard, 2015). Such accountability requires 

deeper participation in the collaborative process than ‘turning over’ user insights to 

designers. Accountability requires participation and empowerment – i.e., a seat at the 

design table. This heavy-touch design anthropology includes hands-on participatory 

design, where the anthropologist may serve as a mediator or facilitator of a 

collaborative team engaged in co-creation activities (Smith and Kjærsgaard, 2015). 

Through participatory design the design team engages in ‘connecting to the everyday 

‘realities’ of the sites of design and intervention, informing the possibilities for 

participation given local contingencies, being iteratively allied to reflection and 
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intervention, and constituting the source and outcome of design’ (Smith and 

Kjærsgaard, 2015, p. 73). 

 

My role in HPE and my intentions for this thesis can be viewed as an expression of 

the above aspirations for design anthropology. I intended to participate in all aspects 

of an intervention, including early analysis, design, and where appropriate, mediation 

and facilitation among stakeholders. I conceived my role as a guardian of 

collaborative processes and indeed this was the self-conception of the Workplace 

Relations team. While the various stakeholders had more particular interests related to 

the success of the company and the unions, we were focused on fostering a 

collaborative culture. Through my research, and by applying a ritual lens to this 

intention, I was evolving a novel method for intervention design in support of 

organisational collaboration. 

 

To conclude this section of the introduction chapter, I summarise the interdisciplinary 

framing of this research. I have placed my thesis in the context of ritual scholarship, 

organisational ritual, ritual design practices and, in general, design anthropology. HPE 

can be reasonably conceived as a collaboration strategy in which the various 

stakeholders are collaborating on the ongoing design and shaping of the strategy. As I 

describe in subsequent chapters, I drew upon characteristics and functions of ritual to 

evolve my ritual design strategy. Ritual and collaboration synergise in the design and 

facilitation of collaborative design activities as rituals. Since HPE is largely about 

collaborative problem solving and collaborative solution design, one obvious way for 

ritual thinking to support the strategy is to leverage the characteristics and functions 

of ritual in the design and facilitation of collaboration sessions. However, my thesis 

more broadly placed a ritual lens on the HPE strategy as a whole; I conceived all 

related activities and aspects – including my own work practices – as ritual-like. I am 

contributing to scholarship, and practice related to ritual design, by evolving a ritual 

design strategy in support of intervention design in general, and more particularly, in 

support of an organisational collaboration strategy. 
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Structure of the thesis 
 

 

My thesis is the story of the research period, with an emphasis on my evolving ritual 

design strategy and tool. This story has multiple threads, including my role as an 

insider-participant researcher, my evolving methodology and my ongoing 

conceptualising of ritual design as a way of seeing and acting. I evolved a ritual 

practice of autoethnographic writing through which I sought to reflect on these issues 

and to clarify my thinking. Throughout the thesis, I have included portions of this 

writing where I believed they could be helpful in capturing my self-understanding at 

various points during the research period. 

 

The structure of the thesis is as follows. 

 

In Chapter 2 – Literature, I outline the ritual scholarship from which I drew 

inspiration and frameworks. For the broader religio-cultural context in which ritual is 

situated, I was inspired by Loyal Rue’s (2000, 2005, 2011) model of religion and 

culture, and his taxonomy of religio-cultural strategies. From organisational studies, I 

leverage Smith & Stewart’s (2011) and Islam & Zyphur’s (2009) taxonomies of 

features and functions of ritual. From religious studies and anthropology, I draw 

primarily on Bell’s (1997) and Grimes’ (1990) family characteristics of ritual-like 

activities. For business-oriented ritual design practice, I consider Ozenc & Hagan’s 

(2019) Ritual Design Lab. 

 

 In Chapter 3 – Methodology and Methods, I discuss the research paradigms relevant 

to my thesis and from which I took inspiration, including critical, constructive, 

insider-participant, practitioner, interventionist research. I detail my research methods, 

including ethnographic techniques, design ethnography techniques and 

autoethnographic techniques. I describe the approaches through which I was evolving 

a ritual design strategy, including experiments with my personal (outside of work) 

approaches to ritual and ritual design. 

 

In Chapters 4, 5 and 6 – Results and Analysis, I describe and analyse key events 

during the research period as I evolved my concept and methods for a ritual design 
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strategy. Each chapter covers a thematic area of ritual design. In Chapter 4, I describe 

the evolution of my ritual design approach and analyse the design of a ritual narrative 

– the story of the HPE strategy. In Chapter 5, I describe designing ritual objects; the 

key case study is the design and analysis of the HPE Playbook, which was an 

evolving digital tool for supporting the HPE strategy. In Chapter 6, I describe 

designing ritual-like activities; the key case studies include the design of the 2018 

HPE Leadership Team Anniversary Event and the design of HPE Review Focus 

Groups. 

 

In Chapter 7 – Discussion, I describe my culminating ritual design strategy method, 

and step-through how one might use it to approach the design of interventions. I re-

engage key literature to discuss what was most useful in the evolution of this method 

and where my ideas distinctly deviated from the literature. I compare my method with 

the most similar approach in the literature – Ozenc & Hagan’s (2019) Ritual Design 

Lab. 

 

In Chapter 8 – Conclusions, I summarise the story of the research period, including 

what ritual design thinking amounted to and how the process of thinking and acting 

ritually changed my life. I speculate on the future of ritual design strategy and offer 

recommendations for performing similar work based on the lessons and challenges 

from my experience. 
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 
 

 

 

This chapter summarises the key literature I used in the evolution of my ritual design 

strategy. I sought practical guidance and inspiration from structural, functional, 

empirical and other analytical frameworks regarding ritual where the authors had 

attempted to systematise their approach to ritual. These include interdisciplinary 

perspectives – religious studies, organisational studies, social anthropology and the 

psychology of ritual. My aim was specifically to leverage insights regarding ritual for 

the sake of intervention design, and this structured my selection of literature. I 

approached ritual design as a workplace strategy for achieving workplace goals 

through the design of interventions. Therefore, I sought insights and frameworks that 

similarly conceived ritual in terms of goals and strategies. By this I mean that the 

functions of ritual – what ritual is said to accomplish – and the characteristics of 

ritual-like activities, are, as I came to understand by the end of the project, design 

strategies. This approach allowed me to target the literature most directly related to 

my research question, and it yielded practical, literature-based insights with which to 

develop a new approach to intervention design. 

 

For the broader religio-cultural context in which ritual is situated, I was particularly 

influenced by Loyal Rue’s (2000, 2005, 2011) model of religion and culture, and his 

taxonomy of religio-cultural strategies, with support from Ninian Smart’s (1998) 

dimensions of religion, and Johnson and Scholes’s (2007) ‘culture web’ model for 

organisational culture. Each of these situates ritual as an element or strategy within 

their models. From religious studies and anthropology, I drew primarily on Bell’s 

(1997) and Grimes’ (2014) family characteristics of ritual-like activities. From 

organisational studies, I leveraged Smith & Stuart’s (2011) and Islam & Zyphur’s 

(2009) taxonomies of features and functions of organisational ritual. I relied 

substantially on these integrative, secondary studies as they were attempts to provide 

systematic frameworks based on a broad review of ritual scholarship. In addition, I 

drew upon recent empirical studies in psychosocial approaches to ritual (Hobson 

2018, Kapitány & Nielsen, 2015). 
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The previous body of literature did not directly speak to my intention to apply ritual to 

intervention design in support of organisational strategy; I found nothing so specific 

in the literature and was therefore developing a new kind of strategy. For business-

oriented ritual design education and practice, there is one example in the literature: 

Ozenc and Hagan’s (2019) Ritual Design Lab. They teach and facilitate ritual design 

in an organisational context through courses at Stanford University’s d.school (design 

school) and in conjunction with several large corporations. The work of Ritual Design 

Lab is similar to my own in that they evolved and teach a ritual design method; 

however, as I describe in the closing of this chapter, my mission and approach is 

different in several respects. 

 

The chapter proceeds as follows: first, I consider how ritual is situated within models 

of religion and culture, using both religio-cultural and organisational culture models. 

Next, I describe the key frameworks that I used to understand the functions, 

characteristics and mechanisms of ritual. Lastly, I outline ways in which ritual design 

and invention is considered and practiced, including the special case of the Ritual 

Design Lab. 

 

 

Ritual in the context of religio-cultural structures and strategies 
 
 

In this section I place ritual in the context of religion and culture, primarily drawing 

upon frameworks and language offered by Loyal Rue (2005), with supporting context 

from Ninian Smart (1996) and Johnson & Scholes (2005) who provide a corporate, 

organisational perspective. While Smart and Johnson & Scholes are well known (i.e., 

frequently cited) in religious studies and organisational studies respectively, Rue is an 

outlier and worth introducing, since I drew substantial inspiration from his work 

throughout this thesis. Rue is Professor Emeritus of Philosophy and Religion at 

Luther College in Iowa, USA. He is a proponent of religious naturalism and serves on 

the board of advisers for the Religious Naturalist Association (Officers and Advisors, 

2019), a non-profit corporation for people who self-identify as religious naturalists 

which encourages the development of, and spreads awareness about, religious 

naturalism (Religious Naturalist Association, 2019). I was captivated by Rue’s (2000, 
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2005, 2011) naturalistic, structural and functional model of culture and religion – 

which I summarise next for the purpose of placing ritual within a broader context. 

 

Rue’s model of culture and religion (2005: p.125-136) situates ritual as one of five 

religio-cultural strategies that reinforce and embed the core narrative of a community. 

Rue presents this model twice: once in Everybody’s Story (2000) and again in 

Religion is Not About God (2005). In the first instance, Rue refers to cultural 

traditions rather than religious traditions; otherwise, the descriptions are the same. In 

Religion is Not About God, he uses the term ‘religio-cultural’ tradition when 

introducing his model, and the index entry for ‘cultural tradition’ simply notes: ‘See 

religious traditions (Rue, 2005: p.383).’ We can conclude that, from Rue’s 

perspective, and in the context of his model, there is no fundamental difference 

between a cultural tradition and a religious tradition. 

 

Rue’s conception of religion is ultimately functional: religious traditions are cultural 

strategies that serve to achieve personal wholeness, social coherence, and thereby 

reproductive fitness (2005: p.122). 

 

Human beings are star-born, earth-formed creatures endowed by 

evolutionary processes to seek reproductive fitness under the 

guidance of biological, psychological, and cultural systems that 

have been selected for their utility in mediating adaptive 

behaviours. Humans maximise their chances for reproductive 

fitness by managing the complexity of these systems in ways that 

are conducive to the simultaneous achievement of personal 

wholeness and social coherence. … [A]nswering this difficult 

challenge is what religious traditions are about (Rue, 2005: p.77). 

 

Rue proposes (2005: p.125-144) that all cultural and religious traditions have a 

common structure including a core mythic narrative and five ancillary strategies. The 

narrative contains and integrates cosmology and morality – in Rue’s terms this would 

mean the nature of things and which of those things matter. The five strategies – 

intellectual, aesthetic, experiential, institutional and ritual – reinforce the content of 

the narrative, including beliefs and behavioural norms among community members 

(see Figure 1). Through core narratives and the supporting strategies, a community’s 

worldview, values and norms are acquired and assimilated; they educate and 

indoctrinate group members, enliven and embed the myth, and reinforce members’ 
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self-understanding and emotional connections to their community. Rue argues that the 

mythic narrative and supporting strategies foster the overall goals of psychological 

wholeness and social coherence, thereby promoting adaptive fitness and overall 

success (2000, 2005). 

 

 

Figure 1. Rue’s model of religion and culture 

By author, based on Rue 2005: p.127 
 

According to Rue (2005), the core mythic narrative at the centre of all cultures and 

religious traditions includes cosmological ideas such as descriptions of the universe, 

how it came to be, and the distinction between the real and unreal, and moral ideas 

about what is important and how one ought to behave. Rue (2000) claims that the 

narrative communicates the wisdom of a tradition by integrating these ideas about 

reality and value. The function of this integrative narrative is to provide the material 

with which individuals can – through the five strategies – acquire and assimilate the 

values and standards of the community, and structure their intellectual and moral lives 

in ways that foster solidarity and cooperation. Rue (2005) emphasises the powerful 

and fundamental role of mythic narratives in shaping human experience. 

 

We legitimate institutions and values in their name, we wage wars in 

their defence, we judge ourselves and others by their standards, we 

take pains that our children will learn them well, we draw inspiration 
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from their examples, we construct our hopes and fears under their 

influence, and so on. It would not be extreme to say that we negotiate 

our way through life by the guidance of our stories (Rue, 2005: 

p.xxxv). 

 

 

While popular definitions of myth include a sense that the story content itself is false, 

and while the term is often used pejoratively, myths can alternatively be conceived as 

particularly meaningful stories that embed fundamental human truths and perform 

fundamental functions in human life (Doty, 2000; Rue, 2005; Campbell, 1988). 

According to Campbell (1978), myth serves four functions: to help an individual 

experience the wonder of being alive, to understand the universe, to communicate and 

reinforce the social order, and to instruct on how to live. 

 

For Smart (1996), mythic narratives are one of six dimensions of religion; the others 

include experiential and emotional; social and institutional; doctrinal and 

philosophical; material and artistic; and ethical and legal dimensions. Smart (ibid.) 

notes that the term myth is challenging; for many religious adherents, their stories are 

true while those from other religions are only myths. He claims, however, that it is a 

modern assumption that historical is better than parahistorical, by which he means 

stories of divine or invisible entities and realms.  He critiques this assumption by 

asking, ‘Does Anna Karenina suffer from being fiction, over against a biography of 

Brezhnev?’ (ibid.: p.130). Thus, Smart is claiming that the richness of the human 

condition is communicated through great stories which include fiction, as well as 

history. 

 

Doty (2000) offers a complex and analytical definition of myth. In condensed form, 

myths are composed of imaginary, metaphoric and symbolic stories; the content 

includes a description of reality (i.e., cosmology, how things are) and the values of the 

culture (i.e., morality, which things matter). Myths include methods for relating 

individual experience to a universal context. Myths may be packaged and delivered 

through rituals, ceremonies, dramas, folktales, legends and other forms of literature, 

including prophecy. Sometimes, Doty (ibid) notes, myth includes supernatural 

entities. While Doty’s definition of myth is primarily structural, Rue (1994) makes a 

larger, functional claim that a shared myth is the primary religious mechanism – the 
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key cultural strategy – for achieving personal wholeness, social coherence and 

ultimately reproductive fitness. 

 

Secular worldviews, Smart observes (2000: p.10), also use historical narratives that 

function as myth, noting that ‘the version of history taught in a nation’s schools is not 

only a major ingredient in the national sense of identity, but enhances pride in ‘our’ 

ancestors, ‘our’ national heroes and heroines.’ In a parallel sense, corporations also 

tell many stories to audiences inside and outside of the company (Johnson & Scholes, 

2005), including narratives about the history of the organisation, financial 

performance, strategy, future plans and recent challenges. These stories often 

emphasise what matters in the organisation. Just as religious traditions can be 

approached through their core narratives, an organisation’s stories are ways of 

understanding organisational culture (Boje, 2008). 

 

While Rue places the integrative core narrative at the centre of his model, with five 

religio-cultural strategies in support, Johnson and & Scholes (2005) place what they 

term the organisation’s ‘paradigm’ in the centre of their ‘culture web’ model. The 

paradigm, like the content of Rue’s core narrative, includes taken-for-granted 

assumptions, those ideas that are generally accepted and that represent the collective 

experience, ‘without which people would have to ‘reinvent their world’ for different 

experiences that they face (Johnson & Scholes, 2005: p.199).’ The ‘culture web’ 

situates these assumptions at the core of an organisation’s culture, while stories are 

one of the surrounding strategies. The other elements include: symbols, power 

structures, organisational structures, control systems and rituals and routines (see 

Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Comparing culture models 

Based on Rue (2005: p.127) and Johnson & Scholes (2005: p.202) 

 

For Johnson & Scholes’ (2005), the paradigm reinforces the behaviours found in the 

other elements. In short, these two models of culture – one for traditional cultures and 

one for organisational cultures – have similar conceptual foundations and similar sets 

of surrounding strategies. Rue and Smart’s models are also substantially similar. 

Table 2 provides a high-level comparison of these models, organised to highlight 

alignments. 

 

Rue (2005) Smart (1996) Johnson & Scholes (2005) 

 

Core Narrative Narrative and Mythic The Paradigm; Stories and myths 
 

Experiential Experiential and 

Emotional 
 

 

Institutional Social and Institutional  

Ethical and Legal 
 

Control systems; Organizational 

structures; Power structures 
 

Intellectual Doctrinal and 

Philosophical 

 

 

Aesthetic Material, Artistic 

 

Symbols 

Ritual 
 

Ritual Rituals and routines 

Table 2. Culture strategy taxonomies, arranged to highlight similarities 

By the author 

 

While similar in content, Rue, Smart and Johnson & Scholes use their models 

differently. Rue (2005) treats them as strategies that support the core mythic narrative 
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and the reality of the root metaphor (which I discuss next), ultimately to support 

psychological wholeness and social cohesion; Rue is interested in how our species 

functions. Smart (1996) uses his dimensions as a pedagogical device and 

phenomenological approach for discussing and comparing religions. He notes that his 

dimensions serve two purposes: a checklist for describing traditions, which helps 

ensure balance, and also a way to avoid definitional or essentialist perspectives of 

religion. Johnson & Scholes (2005) treat the elements of their culture web as 

analytical categories for examining corporate cultures and strategies and to support 

strategy development, i.e., design – although they do not use that term in this context. 

 

Rue (2005) also claims all religious traditions include, within their core mythic 

narratives, a root metaphor – the central idea through which cosmology and morality 

are integrated in a compelling way. Rue’s examples of root metaphors include: in 

Judaism, God as person (ibid.: p.171); in Christianity, God incarnate (ibid.: p.197); in 

Islam, God’s final prophecy (ibid.: p.228); in Hinduism, Dharma (ibid.: p.256); and in 

Buddhism, Dharma and self-emancipation (ibid.: p.281). Root metaphors, Rue claims, 

are essential for a viable myth as they do much of the integrative work of the 

narrative. 

 

When the root metaphor of a mythic tradition is ingested, one 

apprehends that ultimate facts and ultimate values have the 

same sources. In mythic insight, the ultimate explanation is 

also the ultimate validation. The root metaphor renders the 

real sacred and the sacred real (Rue, 2005: p.127). 

 

 

Therefore, Rue (2005) stresses, for a tradition to work as a cultural strategy for the 

success of the community, the root metaphor must be believed to be real; a crisis will 

occur in a religion if the realism of its root metaphor is challenged, a possibility 

expressed in the subtitle of his book, Religion is Not About God: How Spiritual 

Traditions Nurture Our Biological Nature and What to Expect When They Fail 

(2005). Rue argues, for example, that Judaism cannot work unless one believes in a 

personal God, i.e., that pious Jews must be theological realists (2005: p.172). Johnson 

& Scholes (2005) refer to capturing the essence of an organisation’s culture and 

characterising this culture through a simple graphic descriptor (Johnson & Scholes 

2005: p.207). This essence might be something like a root metaphor, however, I 
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suggest that any artefact would be a representation, a symbol or brand, and not the 

underlying essence that the concept of a root metaphor implies. 

 

Based on this discussion so far, core mythic narratives and root metaphors can be 

understood to operate in two complementary ways. Humans have guiding myths and 

root metaphors that are believed – however, these may not be the ‘official’ stories; 

they may be personal stories. There is the story that an adherent might read in a 

religious text, and then the story they actually believe is true. Hypothetically, and 

according to Rue (2005), the functions of religion and culture will work as adaptive 

strategies for success when these stories are the same – when people are informed by 

real myths. Meanwhile, Rue argues in his Amythia (1989) that a lack of myth yields a 

crisis of meaning that undermines the proper functioning of both the individual and 

society. Similarly, Campbell (1988) claims that, without myth – and without ritual – 

social problems emerge, including young people who do not know to behave. 

 

Before proceeding, it may be helpful to summarise the relevance of this discussion to 

my thesis. I am seeking insights related to ritual that might inform the design of 

interventions in support of an organisational strategy that is attempting to foster a 

collaborative culture. Religious traditions and cultures – which employ ritual – can be 

seen as fundamental strategies for group success. While I am focusing on ritual, the 

structure and functions of religion and culture represent the larger context for thinking 

ritually. The same strategies that promote cooperation, collaboration, psychological 

wholeness and social coherence from a religio-cultural perspective, could reasonably 

support these same outcomes in any group context – including teams engaged in 

collaborative problem-solving within a large commercial organisation. Therefore, it is 

reasonable to leverage insights into how religions and cultures might achieve those 

outcomes in the design of supporting strategies and interventions. 

 

 

Ancillary strategies 
 

 

For each of the models outlined, ritual is one of several strategies through which the 

culture of a tradition, community or organisation is expressed and through which 

norms are communicated, negotiated and reinforced. Rue argues (2005: p.77) that 
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from anthropological, evolutionary, psychological and social perspectives, these are 

adaptive strategies that emerged with humanity and that support group success by 

increasing cooperation and group cohesion. My thesis assumes that this is true for 

large commercial organisations – and for particular strategies within organisations, 

like HPE at Air New Zealand. In this next section, I briefly outline these strategies 

focusing primarily on Rue’s structure and language and complemented by Smart and 

Johnson & Scholes. While I will be focusing on ritual throughout this thesis, the 

design context appeals to these strategies as well. In principle, if these are strategies 

for embedding the core narrative and thereby supporting the achievement of group 

goals, then they can reasonably inform design. 

 

 

Intellectual Strategies  

 

Rue claims (2005: p.129) that myths can challenge us with their obscurity and 

symbolism and can be difficult to apply to daily life. Intellectual strategies are those 

that assist in interpreting and clarifying the meaning of the myth, including the 

cosmological and moral tenets within the narrative. For example, after reading from 

scripture, a religious teacher might discuss its meaning. In corporate environments, 

intellectual strategies are common, such as the way a leader describes the rationale 

behind a strategy, business case and decisions that were made. Any strategy that 

focuses on explanations, logical connections and rationales are intellectual strategies. 

Smart (1996: p.10) combines doctrine and philosophy into an analytical category for 

examining religions. While narratives are stories of thoughts and actions, related 

doctrines and philosophical discussions typically declare and explain correct thought 

and action. As an example of the interaction between the dimensions, Smart notes that 

philosophical reflection might aid ritual performance, e.g., meditation, and likewise 

the experience of ritual may reinforce the understanding of doctrine. 

 

Experiential Strategies 

 

For Rue (2005) experiential strategies refer to religious experiences through which the 

myth is validated by the individual, leaving no doubt of the reality of the myth and 

embedding a sense of relevance. Such experiences are, presumably, strongly 

emotional; indeed, Smart (1996) combines experience and emotion into one of his 

dimensions, arguing that the major religions relate transformative experiences of 
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founders, prophets and heroes, e.g., Isaiah, Arjun, Buddha, Mohammed and Paul 

(p.166). However, Smart’s dimension refers to personal religious experience in 

general, not only to those milestones in religious (narrative) history; strong emotional 

experiences may accompany ritual behaviour, e.g., while reciting or listening to 

religious narratives or during meditation (1997: p.10-11). Rue (2005) provides a 

taxonomy for profound religious experiences. These include mystical experiences, 

alternate states of consciousness in which the self and the universe feel as one; 

numinous experiences which generate feelings of love, peace and the presence of a 

transcendent power; and visionary or prophetic experiences which include the 

reception of a message or vision (Rue 2005: p.133). Given these conceptions of 

religious experience, it might seem that correlations within corporate environments 

could be difficult to discern, however some moments during HPE events included 

strong emotional reactions, as evidenced by tears, which I discuss in Chapter 5. 

 

 

Institutional Strategies 

 

According to Rue (2005) institutions make decisions that impact the myth, such as 

managing policies and methods for transmitting the myth, resolving conflicts in 

interpretation, regulating ritual and the symbols and art used across these strategies. 

Institutions thereby control and protect the myth from the disintegration which could 

result from the emergence of new and conflicting interpretations and which can 

generate uncertainty and anxiety. Depending on the religion (or organisation) these 

functions are performed through different institutional types including monarchical-

hierarchical forms (Roman Catholicism); formal-democratic forms (Calvinist); 

informal-egalitarian forms (Quaker); social-class leadership forms (Hinduism); and 

spontaneous-charismatic varieties (2005: p.141). Smart (1996: p.11, 215) combines 

the social and the institutional into one of his dimensions, noting that all traditions 

yield specialists such as gurus, pastors, rabbis, shamans and priests, each of whom 

may have their own form of religious expression. Specialists have responsibilities and 

follow rules and procedures; these might be located in doctrine and followed in ritual. 

Smart’s (1996) ethical and legal dimension includes behavioural imperatives; he cites 

as examples the injunctions found in the Torah and in Sharia law, the four great 

virtues of Buddhism and the gentlemanly attitudes described in Confucianism (p.11). 
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In Johnson & Scholes’ (2005) culture web, three of their seven domains speak to 

institutional dynamics: power structures, control systems and organisational 

structures. Thus, they directly address hierarchies and decision making, monitoring 

rewards or sanctions, and the way objectives and responsibilities are distributed across 

subgroups of the organisation. It is worth briefly noting the connection between the 

institutional strategy and my research context. HPE was (and still is at the time of this 

writing) a transformative, institutional culture strategy. The history of industrial 

relations at Air New Zealand included, at times, significant unilateral decision making 

by management, lacking substantive union consultation. HPE was a strategy for 

institutionalising and operationalising more democratic and egalitarian processes, for 

example, by instituting consensus decision making into the rhythms of the business. 

New organisational structures were implemented, and new behaviours promoted. 

 

 

Aesthetic Strategies 

 

For Rue (2005: p.139) aesthetic strategies are those that use image and symbol to 

trigger and exploit aesthetic predispositions in ways that intend to influence emotions 

in service of the myth. His examples from Christianity include: the image of Madonna 

and Child, which he claims triggers predispositions of affection toward infants; the 

scale of cathedrals generating feelings of awe and humility; and the crucifix, evoking 

sympathy for suffering. Rue suggests that the apprehension of such symbols and 

images engages their meaning and prompts an attempt by the perceiver to harmonise 

complex feelings. This experience can transform the meaning and the perceiver, and 

lead to ‘a deepened insight into the narrative integration of ultimate reality and value’ 

(Rue 2005: p.141). The meaning of the myth – and the integration of how things are, 

and which things matter – will thereby become more deeply embedded in the 

perceiver, which is the function of this and other ancillary strategies. This sequence is 

represented in Figure 3. 
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 Figure 3. Schematic of Rue’s aesthetic response  

By the author (based on Rue, 2005: p.136-141) 

 

Smart’s (1996) material or artistic dimension includes concrete, creative artefacts: 

religious buildings (e.g., temples and mosques), books and various forms of visual 

arts. Some objects are sacramental and may be manifestations of divinity; for 

example, Smart writes of ‘[T]he statue of Visnu in front of me, which has been duly 

consecrated, actually is Visnu, just as in classical Christianity the bread and wine, 

duly consecrated, actually are the body and blood of Christ (p.275).’ Rue’s and 

Smart’s complex and religious approaches to an aesthetic strategy do not translate 

easily to corporate environments, where an aesthetic strategy may be primarily 

discerned in the use of symbols and branding, such as logos, building designs, 

branded vehicles, and the visual formatting of materials (Johnson & Scholes, 2005: 

p.206). 

 

 

Situating ritual as a religio-cultural strategy 
 

 

Rue (2005), Smart (1996) and Johnson & Scholes (2005) each include ritual in their 

models of culture, religious traditions and organisations. Of the five ancillary 

strategies, Rue (2005) describes ritual as practical wisdom, where wisdom means 

living in harmony with reality. We do this by participating in the story of reality – 

performing the myth, which moves us closer to that which is ultimately real. For Rue 

(2005), ritual is the way we act upon the most profound insight in the history of 

humankind: that we should live in accord with reality. His general and more mundane 

definition of ritual is repeated behaviour that engages individuals or groups in the 
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meanings of a religious myth, and/or that facilitates a religious experience, such as 

prayers, pilgrimages, fasting, feasting, singing, dancing, chanting and kneeling. 

 

Functionally, as with each of the ancillary strategies, ritual serves to support the core 

mythic narrative. Rituals do this by bringing the myth to life through dramatic 

performances that place one’s own experience within a cosmic context while 

educating participants and observers. Through ritual, participants can recognise how 

their lives are reflected in the cosmic order (Rue 2005: p.136). Thus, ritual validates 

the myth, reinforcing its truthfulness and the realism of the root metaphor. Socially, 

participation in ritual influences our responses – we are predisposed to respond 

likewise (ibid.: p.136). Ritual also influences thoughts and behaviours after the 

performance, meaning one is more likely to behave in alignment with the mythic 

themes in which one has engaged.  

 

Smart (1996) also describes his ritual or practical dimension as the behaviours 

associated with religious practice. He argues for a general category involving 

performative language and formal behaviour repeated with some degree of 

consistency (ibid.: p.72). Smart uses the term ‘focused’ ritual to mean performance 

that addresses gods, ancestors or other sacred beings, including sacrifices; 

‘harnessing’ rituals are those, like yoga and meditation, that are methods of personal 

transformation; ‘magic’ rituals attempt to control various forces. Smart also 

characterises rituals as operating either more internally, where the attitude is more 

important than performance, or more externally, where physical performance is more 

important. For some external rituals, the meaning may be impenetrable since the 

emphasis may be on strict adherence to details of performance. However, Smart 

resists the claim that rituals are essentially meaningless. Smart uses the term 

superimposition to reflect the idea that, ‘Taken in the right spirit any activity can 

become a ritual activity’ (Smart, 1996: p.74). Thus, he notes that ritual has unlimited 

scope which makes analysis difficult. 

 

Johnson & Scholes (2005) refer to rituals as particularly important activities that 

reinforce the ways that things are done in the organisation, such as training 

programmes, performance evaluation processes, interviews and conferences. Rituals 

and routine behaviours embed the taken-for-granted aspects of organisational culture.  
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To analyse a culture, Johnson & Scholes (2005) recommend considering the core 

beliefs that seem to be reflected in an organisation’s rituals and routines. 

 

Rue (2005), Johnson & Scholes (2005) and Smart (1996) all treat their sets of 

elements and strategies as overlapping and interdependent conceptual categories. For 

example, symbols may be embedded in each of the other categories, and peak 

experiences can accompany certain rituals. They are useful, in combination, for 

analysis and comparison of cultures and traditions and, for my purposes, as areas for 

design. 

 

Defining ritual 

 

Scholarly definitions of ritual are numerous and diverse, a point which Grimes (2014) 

illustrates by compiling seventy-five definitions of ritual from religious studies, 

anthropology, sociology, theology, ethics, ethology, history, music, women’s/gender 

studies and literary criticism. Analysing these offerings reveals three kinds of ritual 

definitions structural, psycho-social and functional, or some combination of these.  

Structural definitions focus on key features and characteristics of rituals – things you 

could observe; psycho-social definitions of ritual are those that suggest what is 

happening inside or between the minds of participants; and functional definitions 

describe outcomes – what ritual achieves or yields. While I will not be summarising 

the various ways that ritual has been defined, some of the scholars I am reviewing 

mention their preferred definition, which I relate where appropriate. 

 

From an alternative perspective, Bell (2007) argues against defining ritual and says 

that this avoidance was integral to her work. Her mission, rather, was to focus on the 

intentions and experiences of various activities (ibid.: p.277).  Given the extent to 

which I draw upon Bell throughout this thesis, a brief introduction is warranted. Bell 

was a religious studies scholar at Santa Clara University and is considered by many 

ritual scholars to have significantly impacted the field (Jonte-Pace, 2009). Her 

research and teaching focused on Asian religions and she won numerous awards for 

teaching excellence. Bell’s Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice (1992) won the ‘best first 

book in the History of Religions’ award from the American Academy of Religion in 

1994. Her next book, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions (1997) was intended to be 
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‘a more holistic and pragmatic orientation to multiple dimensions of the phenomenon 

of religion (ibid.: p.ix).’ 

 

Bell proposes a structural approach of analysing activities through the lens of ritual-

like characteristics, which are attributes through which activities may be formalized, 

thereby seeming ritual-like (ibid.: p.138). Bell notes that many activities include one 

or more of these characteristics along continuums of formal/informal and 

periodic/irregular. She argues that this approach may reveal things that might be 

missed if one is focused on the classical ritual genres by which she means concepts 

such as rites of passage, communion and affliction. (ibid.: p.138-139) She argues that 

a priori definitions impose assumptions that ritualisation tries to minimize (2007). 

 

Definitions of ritual also operate through popular conceptions of ritual and I 

frequently asked colleagues, when I first commenced this research, what came to 

mind upon hearing the word ‘ritual’. Their responses typically included (and often in 

this order) religious rituals, like church services; family celebrations and ceremonies 

such as marriages and funerals; and non-religious, repetitive actions that felt 

ritualistic, such as morning routines and coffee breaks. They often mentioned 

examples from movies and television, particularly in the horror genre, involving 

witchcraft, exorcism and other supernatural elements. When I asked what rituals seem 

to have in common, they often mentioned repetition and consistency – doing the same 

thing the same way each time. Online dictionaries and wikis returned similar, popular 

conceptions of ritual, e.g., ‘a religious or solemn ceremony consisting of a series of 

actions performed according to a prescribed order,’ (Oxford University Press, 2019) 

and ‘a sequence of activities involving gestures, words, and objects, performed in a 

sequestered place, and performed according to set sequence’ (Merriam-Webster). For 

my thesis, the breadth of interdisciplinary definitions of ritual served as a source of 

inspiration and provided a conceptual landscape against which to periodically 

reconsider my own assumptions and ideas. By leveraging insights about ritual to 

inform design and by developing a design process and method, I was engaged in an 

ongoing process of coming to my own understanding of ritual. 
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Selected ritual frameworks 
 

 

The previous section placed ritual in a broader religio-cultural context. In this section, 

I unpack the notion of ritual through two key frameworks from the literature, namely 

its functions and its characteristics. The functions of ritual represent goals; the 

characteristics of ritual-like activities represent strategies through which rituals might 

achieve these goals. Importantly, these frameworks are presented as representative 

cases since many ritual scholars offer similar frameworks based on their attempts to 

synthesise previous versions from earlier scholars (Bell, 1997; Grimes, 2014; Islam & 

Zyphur, 2009; Smith & Stewart, 2011).  

 

Ritual genres or types 

 

Most literature discussing ritual refers to various categories of ritual (Bell, 1997; 

Grimes 2014; Islam & Zyphur, 2009; Trice & Beyer, 1984). Bell (1997) calls these 

genres of ritual action, while Grimes (2014) calls them types of ritual, including for 

example, rites of passage, degradation, enhancement, renewal, conflict reduction and 

integration. Scholars offer variations on this framework (see Table 3). 

 

Beyer & Trice (1984) Johnson & Scholes (2005) Bell (1997) 

Rites of Passage 

Rites of Degradation 
Rites of Enhancement 

Rites of Renewal 

Rites of Conflict Resolution 
Rites of Integration 

Rites of Passage 

Rites of Enhancement 
Rites of Renewal 

Rites of Integration  

Rites of Conflict Reduction 
Rites of Sense Making 

Rites of Counter challenge 

 

Rites of Passage 

Calendrical Rites 
Rites of Exchange and 

Communion 

Rites of Affliction 
Feasting, Fasting and 

Festivals 

Political rites 

 

Table 3. Typologies of rites 

 

Given the popularity of the construct, I should mention why I decided not to focus my 

attention here. The taxonomy of ritual types is clearly useful for observation, i.e., as 

an analytical tool to identify these activities in particular environments. Since, 

however, I was focused on design rather than analysis, the key issue was not whether 

or how HPE or Air New Zealand used one or more of these particular rites – or even 

whether they could use these. Instead, I focused on the functions (goals) and 
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characteristics (strategies) which were particularly useful for design considerations. 

Bell (1997) also argues that using her ritual-like characteristics may reveal things that 

might be missed if one is focused on the classical ritual genres. Islam & Zyphur note 

(2009) that specific examples of ritual often include elements and aspects of multiple 

types of rites. In short, I determined that it would be rather forced to think in terms of 

designing, for example, a rite of passage for HPE; a ritual genre is not a goal in itself. 

 

Functions of ritual in relation to HPE 
 

 

Smith & Stewart (2011) outline nine ‘inter-dependent functions’ of full rituals (p.117-

123), by which they mean goals and outcomes that rituals can achieve; these include 

providing meaning, managing anxiety, exemplifying and reinforcing the social order, 

communicating important values, enhancing group solidarity, including and 

excluding, signalling commitment, managing work structure, and prescribing and 

reinforcing significant events. These represent what ritual might be able to accomplish 

if appropriately designed and therefore they can serve, in principle, as design goals. I 

decided to use Smith & Stewart’s (2011) list as a base as it is the most granular and 

comprehensive in the literature and is also from an organisational perspective. 

 

In this section, I describe each of these functions and provide, where appropriate, 

recent empirical support. Interdisciplinary experimentation has sought to demonstrate 

some of the effects of ritual by bringing together anthropology and cognitive science, 

an area sometimes called experimental anthropology. While my research is certainly 

not positivist or quantitative – and while I find some of these empirical approaches 

overly reductionistic (as I discuss in Chapter 7) – some of the findings are both 

compelling and practical from a design perspective, and therefore worth noting. 

 

Rituals provide meaning 

 

Smith and Stewart (2011) begin their list of nine, interdependent functions of ritual 

with a focus on the provision of meaning for performers. This is accomplished by 

clarifying beliefs through symbol, cosmological explanations and interpretations; 

signalling group acceptance of values; and confirming and justifying the importance 

of the activity (ibid.: p.118). In stark contrast to this direct function of ritual, the ritual 
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stance is a theory that suggests an alternative for how rituals generate meaning 

(Kapitány & Nielsen, 2017). When a participant is faced with a causally opaque ritual 

– a situation that is non-instrumental, i.e., where nothing is obviously changed by the 

activity – the participant will interpret the opaque actions as culturally significant and 

will engage in a motivated search for meaning (Kapitány & Schjoedt, 2015). In other 

words, paradoxically, rituals generate meaning by being non-instrumental (Hobson et 

al, 2017). 

 

Empirical studies demonstrate support for the impact of causal opacity. Kapitány & 

Nielsen (2017) designed and videotaped causally opaque rituals and surveyed 

observers for meaningfulness. Their results suggested that causally opaque actions are 

attention-grabbing and perceived as special and important and that they motivate 

meaning making. Several factors increased the effect; a general explanation, prior to 

the ritual, increased rated meaningfulness, as did performing the ritual at a specific 

time rather than a random time. Also, greater repetitions increased meaningfulness 

and a greater number or sophistication of steps felt more meaningful than simpler 

rituals (Kapitány & Nielsen, 2017). Hobson et al (2017) suggest that the 

meaningfulness that is generated as a result of causally opaque rituals extends to the 

other people participating – that they become more meaningful. Other studies such as 

Norton and Gino (2014) and Brooks et al (2016) have shown that simply labelling an 

activity as ritual increases the perceived meaning of the activity, including increasing 

a sense of control after a significant loss. In summary, rituals may provide meaning by 

declaring the meaning, by avoiding any possible inference of meaning, or by simply 

declaring ‘this is a ritual.’ 

 

 

Rituals manage anxiety 

 

Smith & Stewart (2010) suggest that rituals reduce anxiety by managing ambiguity 

and replacing uncertainty with safe and accepted behaviours. There is extensive 

empirical literature to support this potential outcome of ritual; here are a few 

examples. Sosis & Handwerker (2011) studied a group of Israeli women living in a 

war zone who regularly recited psalms; they found that those who performed this 

ritual more often reported less anxiety. Brooks et al. (2016), using heart rate to 

measure anxiety, found that students who used a ritual to prepare for a stressful 
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activity (e.g., karaoke or a math test) had lower heart rates than controls and also 

reported decreased anxiety. Anastasi & Newberg (2008), studying Catholic college 

students, found that when they recited the rosary after a stressful experience, their 

anxiety was reduced. Brooks et al. (2016) demonstrated that simply labelling an 

activity as ritual reduced performance anxiety. Theories have been proposed to 

explain why ritual seems, conclusively, to reduce anxiety. Hobson et al (2017) offers 

a psycho-social regulatory theory whereby ritual regulates anxiety the way a 

thermostat controls the temperature of a room. According to this theory, when one is 

anxious, ritual is a response; and when one performs ritual, anxiety is reduced. 

 

The ability of ritual to reduce anxiety has also been acknowledged by 

psychotherapists, some of whom facilitate the collaborative design of ritual with 

clients (Wyrostok, 1995). While psychotherapy may seem far from my research 

context, the fact that these professionals are, at times, facilitating the collaborative 

design of ritual – with vulnerable clients seeking relief – suggests that their 

experiences with ritual may be worth considering. However, notwithstanding the 

evidence, not all ritual reduces anxiety. Bell (1997) relates a Moroccan circumcision 

ritual that, she notes, deliberately instils anxiety and pain. I do not consider dysphoric 

ritual in this thesis, but the category is worth noting to avoid essentialising ritual. This 

points to ways in which my thesis intends to leverage these functions of ritual. The 

premise is not that ritual reduces anxiety; rather, from a design perspective: 

interventions can be designed to reduce anxiety by leveraging aspects of ritual, such 

as the characteristics surveyed in the next section of this chapter. 

 

 

Rituals exemplify and reinforce the social order 

 

Johnson & Scholes (2005) consider power structures and control systems in their 

culture web model. In principle, organisational rituals reinforce who makes decisions, 

what is closely monitored, what is rewarded and what is punished. Smith & Stewart 

(2011) mention routine events such as birthday celebrations, tea breaks and afternoon 

drinks as means through which employees bond and morale is built. While these 

rituals might indeed reinforce some aspects of the social order, I would add this is as 

likely to happen through the range of organisational rituals discernible in corporate 

environments, such as team meetings, celebrations of successes, candidate interviews, 
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new employees indoctrination programmes, announcements of promotions and exits, 

various internal communications, and conducting collective bargaining. Smith & 

Stewart (2011) use the example of a ‘Secret Santa’ activity, where employees give a 

gift to a randomly assigned receiver. If the manager performs as a master of 

ceremonies, handing out the gifts, then subtly, the event becomes sanctioned and 

controlled by the manager. The implication is that even these informal, social 

activities may subtly reinforce power structures, in addition to the more explicit 

communication of rules and parameters that may be embedded into formal activities 

such as management training programmes. 

 

 

Rituals communicate important values 

 

Smith & Stewart (2011) suggest that establishing a collective sense of beliefs and 

values can increase group cohesion and solidarity. Using Rue’s language (2000: p.22) 

beliefs are about how things are, and values are about which things matter; both can 

be communicated and reinforced ritually. Johnson & Scholes (2005) distinguish 

between values that are written down such as mission statements and the taken-for-

granted values exemplified in the way people behave, and which help to communicate 

an organisation’s culture. For example, some of the values explicitly discussed during 

HPE activities include fairness, respect and egalitarianism; these are exemplified in 

expressions such as ‘those closest to the problem should help solve the problem,’ and 

‘be open and transparent about your interests,’ and ‘we can disagree without being 

disagreeable.’ 

 

Rituals enhance group solidarity  

 

Smith & Stewart (2011) list several means through which solidarity may be ritually 

enhanced, including through expressions and affirmations of collective values, 

communication of encoded messages, communication of rank and commitment, and 

stimulation of feelings of belonging. I would add that each of the functions outlined 

here, in turn, will tend to support the goal of group solidarity; there is obvious 

conceptual overlap between these elements and those of the other functions. Rue’s 

(2005) model of religion is positioned as a functional approach to enhancing group 
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outcomes as well as psychological outcomes. In short, group solidarity is foundational 

to religion and ritual – and to HPE, given its mission to foster a collaborative culture. 

 

Hobson et al (2017) claim there is conclusive evidence that ritual performance 

generates cooperation and social cohesion; one representative study will illustrate the 

basis for this claim. Fischer et al (2013) tested the impact of ritual on prosociality 

which they measured through attitudes toward other participants and through 

decisions made in an economic game. They claim to have secured the first 

quantitative evidence in experimental anthropology relating synchronous body 

movement and prosociality. They used existing rituals that they believed were 

ostensibly purposeless. For rituals with high synchrony they used groups participating 

in yoga, Buddhist chanting and Hindu devotional singing. For partial synchrony they 

tested groups engaged in Brazilian martial arts, Brazilian drumming and a Christian 

church service. For control groups with no synchrony, they tested cross-country 

runners and members of a poker group. They found a correlation between increased 

synchronous movement, increased perception of oneness with others, and an increase 

in prosocial behaviours. Hobson et al (2017) claim that, taken together, the empirical 

evidence shows that group rituals enhance affiliation, signal loyalty and trust, creating 

feelings of connection; and transmit shared, cultural knowledge. 

 

 

Rituals include, exclude and signal commitment  

 

While Smith & Stewart (2011) discuss these separately, they note that 

inclusion/exclusion is largely accomplished by signalling commitment, so I consider 

these together. Rituals differentiate between in-group and out-group members by 

virtue of ritual participation and through varieties of symbolic means. For example, 

particular clothing can symbolise commitment, with Smith & Stewart (2011) 

mentioning uncomfortable robes worn by Haredi Jews, and also the suits and ties 

worn in business, which communicate a commitment to hierarchical authority. 

Security rituals include, exclude and signal status and authority, as does expensive 

travel and accommodation. Costly ritual is a key signal of commitment that increases 

group co-operation, engenders trust, reduces deception by freeloaders and enhances 

social cohesion; the more costly the behaviours, the greater the signalled commitment 

and the greater the social cohesion (Sosis, 2003). Schroeder et al (2019) demonstrate 
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how, in modern business settings, shaking hands at the start of negotiation sessions 

can signal cooperative intent and increase cooperative behaviour in ways that impact 

the outcomes of the negotiations. Negotiators who shook hands showed an increase in 

their own cooperative behaviours and expected their negotiation partners to behave 

more cooperatively. They also found that, in particularly antagonistic situations, those 

who shook hands were more honest about their interests and information. 

 

 

Rituals manage work structure 

 

Perhaps most applicable to business environments, Smith & Stewart (2011) note how 

ritual structures work, often segmenting time by introducing ritual-like activities – 

coffee breaks, lunch breaks and checking email – between routine work functions. 

Those routine functions may also be ritual-like, such as various kinds of meetings and 

customer interactions. They may provide for physical and psychological self-

management. Smith & Stewart (2011) note obsessive checking of email and voicemail 

messages as such rituals. 

 

Koschmann & McDonald (2015), who focus on communications theory, note how 

workplace rituals may be composed of additional nested rituals that further structure 

time and attention. Using the example of a medical awareness organisation, they 

discerned several repeated rituals that were regular parts of weekly team meetings, 

including: openings that posed a general (non-organisational) question for everyone to  

answer; recognitions (sharing a stuffed animal with a strong performer); card signing 

for birthdays and other life events; brief Spanish lessons (they were likely to 

encounter Spanish-speaking clients in their work environment); reciting the 

organisation’s mission statement; and having a moment of silence at the end of the 

meeting. 

 

 

Rituals prescribe and reinforce significant events  

 

Smith & Stewart (2011) and Johnson & Scholes (2005) offer workplace examples for 

each of the ritual genres: passage (training and initiation), degradation (reprimand or 

termination), enhancement (commendation or promotion), renewal (celebrations), 

conflict reduction (collective bargaining), and integration (annual dinner or 
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President’s luncheon). This ‘function’ is more about a ‘use’ for ritual than for what 

ritual is said to achieve. Smith & Stewart (2011) note that, unlike the above examples, 

which are management driven, workers sometimes create their own rituals, such as 

sharing jokes, satirical or derisive cartoons, gossip and other outlets for creativity. I 

find it interesting that Smith & Steward seem to associate management-driven ritual 

as more legitimate and culturally positive, and employee-driven ritual as reactionary 

and subversive. 

 

Rituals improve performance 

 

Several of the above functions of ritual, e.g., anxiety reduction and increasing group 

solidarity and cooperation, suggest that ritual improves performance, although this is 

not included in Smith & Stewart’s (2011) list. Hobson et al (2017) claim that it is 

conclusive from research that preparation rituals improve performance, citing several 

basketball studies. In addition, studies show that ‘lucky charms’ increased 

performance and reports of higher self-efficacy (Hobson, 2017). Vohs et al (2013) 

demonstrate that preparatory rituals prior to consuming chocolate bars, lemonade and 

carrots made them more enjoyable. These effects may be further related to the impact 

of the word ritual itself; as previously mentioned, participating in something that is 

called a ritual has measurable impact on perceived importance and on performance 

(Norton and Gino, 2014; Brooks et al., 2016). Finally, Hobson et al (2017) claim that 

research is conclusive that ritual improves self-regulation, self-control, impulse 

control and self-monitoring. 

 

As I describe in Chapter 3, the preceding functions of ritual served as a key starting 

point for understanding how to apply a ritual design lens to the HPE strategy. In short, 

a key premise of my thesis was to recognise that these ritual functions were similar to 

the goals and outcomes that we sought for HPE, and therefore, insights from ritual 

scholarship can reasonably inform the design of interventions to support the HPE 

strategy. 
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Family Characteristics of Ritual and Ritual-Like Actions 
 

While the preceding ‘functions of ritual’ addressed the goals and purposes of ritual, 

i.e., what they might achieve, the following characteristics of ritual illustrate features 

common to many ritual-like activities. For my purposes these are potential design 

strategies or design considerations for new rituals. Through these, in principle, rituals 

achieve the functional outcomes reviewed in the previous section. That is, if one 

wants to achieve goals and outcomes similar to the suggested functions of ritual, it 

seems reasonable to design interventions using some of these features. Smith & 

Stewart (2011) hypothesise that ritual efficacy may correlate with the number and 

intensity of ritual features, and this seemed to me both reasonable and actionable from 

a design perspective. However, as I discuss further in the methodology chapter, I 

quickly rejected any kind of scorecard approach to design, e.g., counting the number 

of features and rating their intensity – more is not necessarily better.  

 

In this section, I summarise each of Bell’s (1997) characteristics of ritual-like 

activities – formalism, traditionalism, invariance, rule governance, sacral symbolism, 

performance and embodiment – as her typology is more granular than Smith & 

Stewart’s (2011). Interestingly, while Bell (1997) notes that these are overlapping 

categories and not a rigorous framework, Smith & Stewart (2011) surprisingly claim 

that all are required for an activity to be classified as a ritual. Otherwise, they suggest, 

they might be ‘indistinguishable from other commonly observed organisational 

activity’ (ibid.: p.116). 

 

Formalism 

 

The more formal the activity the more ritualistic it may feel (Bell, 1997: p.39), while 

the reverse is also true, that the more ritualistic an activity, the more formal it may 

feel. Formal contrasts with casual; rituals are more conventional, less flexible or 

spontaneous, and less personal. Conversation is often informal, while a speech is 

formal. For example, a family dinner is often informal, while a ‘state dinner’ is 

formal. Formality is often produced by following a standard script (Sosis & Alcorta, 

2003) or sequence of procedures, which may be known in advance by participants, 
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thereby setting expectations (Rappaport, 1999) for what will be experienced and how 

one is expected to behave or participate. Ritual formality may be sensed or 

constructed through each of the other family characteristics of ritual-like activities, 

such as when observing or participating in symbolic motions and gestures (Delattre 

1978: p.282). Ritual is stylised and distinctive in ways that feel beyond the mundane 

(Combs-Schilling, 1989: p.29) and connected in some way to the sacred or other 

targets of ultimate importance and value (Grimes, 2010: p.51). 

 

Formality can control a ritual. The facilitator of a ritual may be driving an agenda – 

literally and figuratively – which thereby controls participant behaviour including 

what can be expressed (Bell, 1997: p.139). There is acknowledgement and 

acquiescence on the part of participants (Humphrey & Laidlaw, 1994: p.97-98), as 

they are often not in control and are going along with the event (Bell, 1997: p.140). 

Formality can therefore create a (perhaps false) sense of communal acceptance and 

consensus. Consequently, the more formal an event, the more authoritative those 

conducting or facilitating may be perceived. However, formal is not always helpful, 

as formality can restrict spontaneous and personal contribution and thereby decrease 

intimacy (Bell, 1997: p.143). 

 

Traditionalism 

 

Traditionalism refers to ways in which ritual can connect to, and appeal to, the past, 

yielding a sense of authority and appropriateness (Bell, 1997: p.145). Traditionalism 

may be realised through any of the characteristics being discussed or any aspect of 

ritual that resonates with participants’ understanding of the group’s history, e.g., 

specialised dress, language, food, prescribed sequence, movement and gesture, and so 

on. Traditionalism can be discerned in rituals that enact mythic narratives, such the 

Eucharist retelling the last supper (Rue, 2005: p.221) and the Passover Seder retelling 

Exodus (ibid.: p.187). Since mythic narratives may retell origin myths, rituals that 

enact these myths may evoke powerful feelings that connect the participant to the 

primordial event (Holmes, 1997: p.198) Traditionalism says, this is who we are, what 

we do and how our people have long done this. This discussion has direct bearing on 

the design of HPE activities. HPE practices could not appeal to tradition as they were 

of recent invention; rather, there was a specific appeal to reject recent attitudes and 

practices, including the confrontational, acrimonious and non-collaborative 
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interactions between unions and management. HPE intended to establish a new 

normal, something that advocates hoped would be long lasting – something that might 

be considered a tradition in the future. This creates an interesting design challenge for 

the present. 

 

Attempts to leverage ritual traditionalism can be problematic. Without a substantive 

connection to the past, ritual may seem lacking, inauthentic or otherwise unsatisfying 

which may be off-putting and make people feel uncomfortable (Bell, 1997: p.145). 

This seems to be a reasonable and general caution for ritual design. On the other hand, 

rituals with particularly strong connections with the past can yield a satisfying 

authenticity that feels perfectly appropriate for the time and place. This sense of 

tradition and connection, however, can be misleading; the supposed tradition may be 

of very recent invention. Therefore, traditionalism can be a technique for ritualising or 

an effect of ritualising (ibid.: p.149). 

 

 

Invariance 

 

Invariance, as a characteristic of ritual, refers to the repeated use of a prescribed, 

standardised sequence or script, and a set of rules otherwise governing the ritual 

(Sosis & Alcorta, 2003). Bell (1997: p.150) notes that invariance is considered a 

prime characteristic of ritual by theorists (d’Aquili, 1982: p.22; Deal & Kennedy, 

1982: p.296). Invariance yields repetition, which can be used to embed values. 

Referring to school practices, Bell (1997: p.152) notes that invariant repetition serves 

to socialize students to accept authority, to believe hard work is a source of reward 

and recognition, and to ‘associate personal well-being with the cooperative social 

order of the group’ (ibid.: p.152). However, Bell also suggests that it is not so much 

repetition that yields the perceived, ritual-like quality, as punctiliousness – great 

concern and attention toward detail and precision, including in correct behaviour 

(ibid.: p.150). Punctiliousness, in turn, promotes a sense of formality. While rituals 

may change slowly over time, significant changes may be highly contentious, such as 

when the Catholic mass changed from Latin to local languages (Lyman, 2015). 
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Rule Governance 

 

Rituals typically include rules which define the event and contribute to its meaning. 

Bell (1997: p.153-155) mentions warfare, sports and bargaining between companies 

and labour unions as examples. Regarding warfare, Bell notes that rules can serve to 

constrain behaviours and create a boundary between civilised and uncivilised 

behaviour. There may be tactical rules for operational behaviours, such as formations, 

charges, battle cries, but also prohibitions against barbarity, violence against civilians 

or prisoners, stealing, and so on. Bell notes that these rules express values such as 

loyalty and civility. 

 

Like ritual formalism, rule-governance suggests expectations and boundaries of 

acceptable behaviour and implies that there is a consensus regarding these rules, 

arbiters of rules, and consequences or sanctions for violating them. Sport as ritual can 

exemplify ways in which rule-governed activities can strengthen and reinforce values, 

such as teamwork. Sport has frequently been considered a ritualised, rule-governed 

analogue of warfare (Blanchard & Cheska, 1985), most directly in practicing fighting 

skills (e.g., fencing, jousting and other martial arts) and also in playing chess as 

practice for strategic thinking. Less structured play, versus formal sporting, might also 

be considered rule governed. The above examples highlight a close relationship 

between rule-governance and competitive activities. 

 

 

Sacral Symbolism 

 

Rituals often connect to something sacred, contributing significantly to the special 

feel of ritual. The presence and use of symbols that represent something sacred creates 

the sense that ritual is taking place or that one is in a ritual space. Thus, Bell notes the 

circularity of rites and symbols: ‘such activities create the powerful communal 

symbols that effectively induce and justify such ritual-like responses’ (Bell, 1997: 

p.157). In this way, rituals also help to distinguish between the sacred and the profane, 

and thus participate in constructing and reinforcing the existence of the sacred.  

 

Bell (1997) offers three brief case studies of sacral symbolism – the USA flag, 

Niagara Falls and miniature gardens in Vietnam, China and Japan. In each of these 
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cases, it is not the object or place that is intrinsically sacred, rather, sacredness is the 

result of activity that evokes symbolic meaning (ibid.: p.159). There is nothing 

inherent in the material of the flag, but once recognised as the flag and responded to 

with reverence, sacral symbolism is in action. Ortner (1973) categorises symbols by 

those that summarise and condense, or those that elaborate. Summarising symbols 

condense human experience and foster emotional responses. The flag is an example; it 

does not prompt an intellectual analysis of meaning but rather evokes feelings of 

patriotism, loyalty and other nationalistic responses (Bell, 1997: p.156). In contrast, 

Bell (ibid.: p.158) describes miniature gardens that are laid out as microcosms of the 

universe; these prompt elaborative thinking regarding the meaning of the garden. 

Navigating such a garden is a way of traveling through the universe and may be 

accompanied (in the Daoist tradition of the example) with associated feelings of 

harmony. Bell notes that locations can also be sacred, including awe-inspiring 

geological formations, like Niagara Falls, or historic locations, such as famous 

battlefields, or other sites of mass trauma such as Auschwitz, Hiroshima and Nagasaki 

(ibid.: p.158-159). 

 

Bell (1997) notes two ways in which the experience of sacred symbols creates a sense 

of ritual. They differentiate the sacred and profane through distinctive behavioural 

responses, and they generate experiences that connect the individual to a higher realm, 

e.g., the immediate group, nation, humanity, God, or the cosmos. 

 

 

Performance  

 

Performance is the most obvious and most universally acknowledged feature of ritual. 

Ritual is action, activity, doing; for Bell (1997) deliberate and self-conscious doing of 

symbolic actions in public is key to ritual, theatre and spectacle (p.159-160). Each of 

the previous characteristics in this section can be considered in the context of 

performance. Ritual performance may be performed by some participants and 

observed by others or performed by all, with various roles and responsibilities. Bell 

emphasises that in most rituals, ‘one is not being told or shown something so much as 

one is led to experience something’ (ibid.: p.160). Performance may include a range 

of multisensory experiences, in any combination, for those leading (if there are indeed 

leaders) and for participants and/or observers. These experiences may include, for 
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example: the visual of the environment, participants and symbols; the movement of 

people and objects; the sounds of movement, voices, music, speech; smells; 

movement (proprioception); touch and feel of objects, including symbolic objects or 

bodies; and the taste of food. In short, performance and ritual in general may include 

or coincide with any sensation that the human body affords. 

 

Ritual is performed through human bodies, and it is essential to consider ritual in the 

context of what the body is doing and how this relates to the intentions, expressions 

and meanings of the ritual. The body makes ritual particularly physical and 

physiological. This is in contrast with more cognitive, symbolic and rational 

approaches to ritual. A concise example is from Strathern and Stewart (1998: p.238) 

who note ‘Kneeling thus does not only express subordination, it portrays it, in fact is 

it.’ The body can express and therefore communicate values and meaning, including 

the common categories of (returning to Rue’s language) how things are and which 

things matter. Strathern and Stewart (1998) consider embodiment as an anchoring of 

values in the body. 

 

For Werbner (1989) embodiment is bodily symbolic action in which the participants 

situate themselves within their conception of the cosmos. Through the body, 

participants express who they are and what they intend. Ritual embodiment therefore 

includes, at least for analytical consideration, the full range of bodily functions and 

interactions, e.g., the spatial relations among the bodies of participants, all forms of 

movement, body language, facial expression, gesture and all forms of vocal 

expression. The spatial relationship between participants, for example, may embody 

(express, communicate and internally embed) power, solidarity and other social 

relationships. During American Thanksgiving dinners, it is common for the head of 

the family to be seated at head of the table, progress down the table to spouses, older 

relatives, older children, then younger children. In these and other ways, embodiment 

communicates power and authority. Indeed, King Arthur’s Round Table is a mythical 

example in which the seating arrangement relates to the value of egalitarianism 

among the knights. 

 

Embodiment is also about communication, through body language, facial expression 

and gesture. For example, in corporate environments body language is often assumed 

to communicate a participant’s degree of interest in the session or feelings toward the 
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immediate content, and these are sometime commented on – often critically – after the 

meetings, accompanied, at times, by exaggerated mimicry. An example of ritualised 

posture is found in the Passover Seder during which, at certain prescribed moments, 

one is to eat and drink while reclining, a posture associated with royalty and freedom 

in contrast with being enslaved in Egypt, which the Seder ritual memorialises. 

 

Strathern and Stewart (1998) emphasise that ritual embodiment strengthens the power 

of the messages embedded in the ritual, and the power of the intention. They describe 

an inter-tribal feast with dancing that communicates an agreement to support those 

present in the case of upcoming hostilities. They note that the ritual – the dancing and 

eating – is more binding than a verbal agreement, and that breaking the agreement 

would produce greater shame (ibid.: p.240). While the body communicates 

information to others (i.e., the body is both symbol and sensory object) at the same 

time, and perhaps more profoundly, embodied ritual performance integrates and 

reinforces the meaning of the ritual within the body of the participant. The 

performative nature of ritual accents its formality, embeds sacral-symbolism, and 

enhances formality, which together yields a sense that ‘this is different, deliberate, 

and significant—pay attention!’ (Bell, 1997: p.160).  Bell (1997) notes that 

synchronised performance in groups contributes to encoding dispositions in the body 

and mind. 

 

The characteristics of ritual-like behaviours outlined are key to a ritual design 

strategy; in principle, these are the means through which rituals achieve the functions 

or the impacts and outcomes as summarised in the previous section. Bell (1997) 

emphasises that rituals will include any number of these features, and may range from 

formal to informal, and from occasional to regular. Notably, repetition is not included 

in this list as rituals, such as life-stage events, may happen only once. Bell (1997) 

notes that analysing activities using these characteristics avoids essentialising ritual by 

association with public events, ceremony and appeals to the supernatural. In doing so, 

Bell believes we can achieve a better understanding of what ritual entails. 
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Ritual invention and design 
 
 

As my thesis focuses on ritual design, I next summarise thoughts on the deliberate 

design of new or modified ritual, starting with Bell’s discussion on ritual invention 

and then turning to the closest example in the literature, in relation to my thesis, 

which is Ozenc & Hagan’s Ritual Design Lab (2019). 

 

Bell (1997: p.223-241) paints a vision of ongoing ritual invention, emphasising the 

fact that ritual design does indeed happen. In the United States, the language for the 

pledge to the flag was periodically revised, such as adding the words ‘under god’ in 

the 1950s. Pierre de Coubertin, a key instigator for the modern Olympic games, 

conceived the games as a ritual festival of human unity and was explicitly concerned 

with the ritual and religious tone of the events, including the use of symbols and 

ceremonies. Christmas, Hanukah and Kwanza are continually evolving holiday 

events, and feminist approaches to the Passover Seder have been developed. 

Psychotherapeutic rituals emerged alongside the self-help movement and commercial 

ritual enterprises offered, for example, vision quest courses. In addition, Bell (1997) 

notes that ritual design is discernible in many forms of public performance, such as 

theatre, circus and happenings. Bell (ibid.: p.241) concludes that a new ritual 

paradigm has been gradually emerging – ritual as a medium for expressing internal 

spiritual-emotional resources with the goal of ‘unleashing their healing power.’ As a 

result, she notes, ritual is now more concerned with efficacy and a focus on whether it 

worked rather than the traditional concern with correct performance. Also, Bell 

believes ritual invention tends to define the community in terms of the self rather than 

the reverse, and that ‘metaphors of wholeness and attainment replace older ones of 

transcendence and deliverance’ (ibid.). Ritual, as described here, seems to have 

become part of the self-help movement. 

 

Ritual design has been explicitly taught in the workplace to increase employee 

engagement, among other goals. The Ritual Design Lab taught ritual design to 

students at Stanford University and within various organisations. Their related book, 

Rituals for Work (Ozenc & Hagan, 2019), outlines a set of functions, principles and 

types of ritual, and describes fifty rituals for workplace environments, closing with a 

concise method for designing rituals. Their approach was similar to my own in that 
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they leveraged ritual thinking in the design of workplace interventions, and they 

designed a method for designing such rituals. Given these similarities, I outline the 

frameworks with which they approach ritual design. First, they present their general 

context for ritual in an article that introduces their services: 

 

Welcome to ritual design — where we create new small moments to 

spark something meaningful with our target users. We believe in the 
power of rituals both as a tool and as an end-goal for practitioners 

(designers, technologists, and beyond) who are trying to engage their 

users in lively, deep ways (Ozenc & Hagan, 2016). 
 

 

They define ritual as ‘actions that a person or groups does repeatedly, following a 

similar pattern or script, in which they’ve imbued symbolism and meaning’ (ibid.: 

p.xx).  Rituals, they say, ‘have special power to make a meaningful moment’ (ibid.: 

p.xxi). Ritual, according to the authors, involves patterned movement, symbol, 

narrative, and through these, rituals transform the ordinary into the special, and thus, 

Ozenc & Hagan touch upon most of the key characteristics outlined in the previous 

section of this chapter. They argue that rituals are worth considering in work 

environments because they can help us behave as we aspire to behave, and because 

rituals can be powerful strategies for achieving several outcomes. Their list of ritual 

functions is similar to Smith & Stewart’s list (2011); see Table 4. 

 

Smith & Stewart (2011) 

 

Ozenc & Hagan (2019) 

(1) rituals provide meaning 

(2) rituals manage anxiety 

(3) rituals exemplify and reinforce the 
social order 

(4) rituals communicate important 

values 
(5) rituals enhance group solidarity  

(6) rituals include and exclude 

(7) rituals signal commitment  
(8) rituals manage work structure 

(9) rituals prescribe and reinforce 

significant events 

 

(1) rituals increase performance by 

decreasing anxiety 

(2) rituals help people deal with negative 
transitions 

(3) rituals enhance performance by 

motivating and bonding people 
(4) rituals increase creativity 

(5) rituals improve quality of an experience 

(6) rituals improve perceived effectiveness 
of an experience 

(7) rituals increase feeling of control, such 

as the ability to make wise choices 

 

Table 4. Comparison of ritual functions 

 

 

In support of these functions, they cite some of the same research I have reviewed 

above (Hobson et al, 2017; Norton & Gino, 2014; Vohs et al, 2013). However, these 
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also seem positioned for corporate contexts, including engagement and interactive 

design, i.e., for teaching ritual to designers. By ritual design they mean using design 

processes to create new rituals, habits and routines, using ritual to support the design 

of products and services, and revising rituals to increase employee engagement 

(Ozenc & Hagan, 2016). The second of these shows a strong connection between their 

ritual thinking and interaction design, a field that focuses on how consumers interact 

with objects and systems – often with technology such as websites and mobile phone 

apps. Educational courses in interaction design currently include ritual design 

workshops (Lévy, 2015). Ozenc’s (2017) background includes interaction design, 

innovation research and experience design and he is presently a senior user-

experience (UX) designer for SAP Labs and a lecturer at Stanford University’s 

d.school. 

 

Ozenc & Hagan (2019) summarise three values that rituals support. These are: 

community, by helping one feel connected to the group; the heightening of awareness 

and intentionality in ways that make ritual different from habit or routine; and the 

support of spirituality by being open to the irrational and the emotional. They outline 

five types of ritual, which, like the framework of ritual genres, serve as categories for 

the rituals they describe. These include rituals for creativity and innovation, for 

general performance such as ‘helping people get focused, confident and productive’ 

(ibid.: p.17), for conflict and resilience; for community development by helping 

people feel connected; and rituals for change and transitions. Their concise, seven-

step ritual design method (ibid.: p.226-232) for creating ritual is set out below: 

 

 

Step 1  Discover: Set Your Intention – Why create a ritual? 

Step 2 Discover: Find a Hook – What’s the context trigger: specific time, people and place? 
Step 3 Design: Ideate – What are possible elements of your ritual? 

Step 4 Design: Define a Symbolic Prop or Act – What makes your ritual special? 

Step 5  Design: Refine It Into an Arc – How does your ritual unfold? 

Step 6 Deployment: Act Out – How will people perform your ritual? 
Step 7 Deployment: Codify – How can you make the ritual into a “thing” that has an effect? 

 

Table 5. Ozenc & Hagan ritual design steps 

(based on 2019: p.226-232) 

 

 

Only a few sentences describe each of those seven steps which they acknowledge is a 

very short guide. My thesis intends a more comprehensive approach to ritual design, 
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informed by ritual scholarship, including the design of any interventions, not just 

rituals. In addition, I am placing a ritual design lens on ritual design activity – to gain 

new insights by conceiving ritual design as a ritual activity. My thesis is also focused 

on applying my evolving ritual design method and tool in a specific context, to 

support the HPE strategy at Air New Zealand. Still, the work of the Ritual Design Lab 

provides guidance and insights for the practical application of ritual design in the 

workplace – and as a consultative, facilitated design process. Given the noted 

similarities between their work and my thesis, in my conclusion (Chapter 8), I place 

the results of my research in comparison with their approach and offer possibilities for 

integration and synergy. 

 

Summary: the use of ritual scholarship and related contributions 
 

 

This chapter outlined and summarised the key literature that I drew upon, both for 

inspiration and analytical insights, that might inform the design of interventions to 

improve and sustain the HPE strategy at Air New Zealand. This literature placed ritual 

within a broad religio-cultural framework as one of several strategies that support 

group success. Through this review, I have demonstrated the relevance and 

reasonableness of leveraging ritual scholarship for design, the basic premise being: 

similar strategies can support similar goals. If we assume that the structural 

components and strategies of religious traditions – in particular, ritual – do indeed 

support group cohesion, cooperation and collaboration, then those same outcomes, 

which were the aspired hallmarks of HPE, might be sought through a design strategy 

informed by ritual scholarship. In addition, if the characteristics of ritual-like 

activities are related to the functions achieved by rituals, then it makes sense to 

consider these characteristics in the design of interventions. I have graphically 

illustrated this argument in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4. Graphical argument for applying ritual design 

By the author 

 

Each scholar, teacher and author discussed in this chapter has their own understanding 

of ritual – what it achieves and what it should include. My thesis does not attempt to 

analytically compare or evaluate these diverse contributions; instead, as I describe in 

the next chapter (Chapter 3: Methodology and Methods) I took great liberties in 

leveraging ideas that seemed useful and interesting in support of practical application. 

Indeed, other insights from the literature could certainly be leveraged for design; it 

will be for other researchers and designers to investigate those creative possibilities. 

My thesis makes an original contribution by (1) applying ritual design – informed by 

insights outlined in this chapter – as a construct for designing interventions in support 

of an organisational collaboration strategy, and by (2) developing a prototypical 

design tool in support of a ritual design strategy. I turn in the next chapter to discuss 

the methods by which I attempted this task. 
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Chapter 3 – Methodology & Methods 
 

The purpose of this research was to apply ritual thinking, based on ritual scholarship, 

to the workplace mission of supporting the HPE strategy, and to thereby evolve a 

ritual design strategy. During the research period, I leveraged ongoing opportunities 

in the workplace to apply my evolving strategy. My method, in general, included 

applying insights from the literature reviewed in Chapter 2 to these opportunities and 

iterating my design tool along the way. I also drew inspiration and methodological 

support from autoethnographic scholarship, conceiving my design-related writing as a 

form of autoethnographic writing. In this chapter, I clarify my methodological 

thinking, including the research paradigms with which I was working and how 

autoethnography supported those paradigms. I then describe my methods for 

addressing the various opportunities, including a summary of how I leveraged insights 

from ethnographic methods. To assist with context and grounding, I begin by 

outlining the general method for ‘using ritual design strategy to address an 

opportunity.’ 

 

Addressing opportunities: synergising research and work 

 

The culminating concept of my ritual design strategy is the outcome of the entire 

research project and can now be described with the clarity of hindsight. It is important 

to appreciate the experimental nature of my research, including the processes and 

methods I used, as described in this chapter. The strategy that emerged was created 

through a series of intervention design opportunities – some planned and others 

spontaneously arising – and through accompanying reflections and accumulated 

insights. I use the phrase ‘addressing a ritual design opportunity’, or something 

similar, frequently throughout the thesis. At a high-level, this included the following 

steps. First, I would recognise or acknowledge the opportunity; for example, a 

‘workshop’ of some type might require design and facilitation. Second, I would 

conduct initial scoping with one or more key stakeholders. Third, I would use the 

current version of my ritual design tool to think through the initial design of the 

solution and to create a design proposal. This activity would simultaneously include 

revising the ritual design tool as seemed appropriate at the time, as detailed in Chapter 
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Four. This thesis is primarily focused on the evolution of that tool which intended to 

bring a ritual design strategy to life. Fourth, I would present and collaboratively revise 

the design proposal with relevant stakeholders. Fifth, the solution would be further 

developed as needed for the situation. Sixth, the solution would be implemented, e.g., 

the workshop would be facilitated, or the materials completed and published. Seventh, 

opportunities would be reflected upon during team meetings, 1-1’s or coaching 

sessions. Figure 5 summarises this cycle. 

 

 

 

[1] 

 

Recognise the opportunity  

 
[2] Scope the opportunity with key stakeholders 

 

[3] Design the opportunity while iterating the design tool; 
develop an initial design proposal 

 

[4] Collaboratively review and revise the design proposal 

 
[5] Develop the solution components; review and revise 

 

[6] Implement 
 

[7] Reflect 

 

Figure 5. High-level steps for addressing opportunities 

 

Importantly, the process was often not as linear as these steps suggest; there was fluid 

movement among these steps as ideas were revised. Also, in practice, there was a 

‘go/no-go’ point at each step in this process; not every identified opportunity yielded 

an implemented solution as priorities changed regularly. The scope and scale of these 

opportunities varied dramatically; some took place over a period of months, such as 

the HPE Leadership Team Anniversary Event; some went from start to finish in one 

day, such as a sudden opportunity to brief a recently-hired senior leader. Finally, some 

opportunities were complex, with multiple opportunities within a larger project, such 

as the HPE Review, which included the design of a survey, focus groups, analysis 

sessions and a culminating report. To see HPE through a ritual design lens meant 

realising that most of my workplace interactions and engagements – from casual 

conversations to large projects – could be usefully leveraged as opportunities for 

applying ritual thinking to strengthen and sustain HPE. This research project included 
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evolving my understanding of what a ritual design lens meant and what it looked like 

in practice. 

 

Essential assumptions and requirements for my research methods 
 

Several essential assumptions influenced my methods. First, my research was 

conducted as part of my role on the Workplace Relations team at Air New Zealand, 

which meant that the goals of my role and of this team were assumed to be clearly 

aligned with my research. This alignment was agreed between myself and my 

manager, Philip Doak, General Manager of Workplace Relations. While our team’s 

goals and priorities were revised annually, certain items were consistent and directly 

related to this thesis, as summarised in Table 6. 

 

Operationalise 

HPE! 

 

Objective: Operationalise and commercialise HPE so that it 

functions and is governed as a sound business strategy. 

 
Vision: The HPE Leadership Team and HPE Working Party 

fulfil their governance and continual improvement functions 

that strengthen the strategic partnership between the 
company, unions and workforce. 

 

Build HPE 

Capability! 
 

Objective: Make it easy for all Air New Zealander’s to apply 

HPE principles and practices. 
 

Vision: We deepen HPE capabilities and behaviours that 

foster a collaborative culture and drive engagement. 
 

Table 6. Summary of HPE priorities for Workplace Relations team 

 

 

Since our work was in support of the HPE strategy, it was assumed that everything we 

did – including my research activities – would reflect the principles, behaviours and 

methods of the strategy, which also evolved over time. These are summarised in 

Figure 6. 
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HPE Collaboration Principles and Behaviours 

 

(1) Discuss and seek agreement on the collaborative process for particular 
situations. 

 

(2) Involve the right people early, including early notification of issues. 
 

(3) Share all relevant information in a timely fashion. 

 
(4) Consider the interests of all parties – not just your own interests. 

 

(5) Use the right tools for the right job. 

 
(6) Hold each other and yourself accountable for these principles and 

behaviours. 

 
(7) At all times, we can disagree without being disagreeable. 

 

Figure 6. HPE collaboration principles 

 

 

In addition, since our key methods included interest-based problem-solving and 

consensus decision-making, these were assumed to be the default methods used in my 

work when collaborating with colleagues and other stakeholders. In general, the 

project would include designing and deploying tools and activities that intended to 

strengthen and sustain the HPE strategy and foster a collaborative culture. The 

research was assumed to not add events and materials that were not in the best 

interests of our team mission. This meant that the target of my interventions would 

primarily be the existing HPE-related teams and activities, and materials that support 

these teams, which were outlined in Chapter 1.  

 

Research paradigms 
 

The forms of research through which I addressed my research challenge can be 

characterised as critical, constructive, and insider-interventionist. 

 

Critical research assumes that social structures may reinforce structures of power and 

dominance (Rubin & Rubin, 2011). The aim of critical inquiry is transformation 

toward emancipation in collaboration with those affected; therefore, critical methods 

tend to be dialogue-oriented (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). In an ethnographic study, a 

critical stance often includes self-reflection on the positionality of the researcher 
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towards their topic and the degree of privilege or bias they may hold toward their 

research participants. This research also required a critical lens since collaboration 

includes, and is influenced by, inherent and complex power relationships among 

collaborators. For example, an employee participating in a problem-solving session 

might have felt reluctant to contradict their manager or other senior staff in the room. 

Similarly, a union delegate could have experienced pressure to support the position of 

their union organiser. What collaboration means, what it looks like and how it ought 

to work can be contested issues and therefore collaboration sessions are environments 

in which power relationships may impact perceptions, processes and outcomes 

(Steinberg, 2014). Critical research is not neutral, but action-oriented with the goal of 

helping people who do not have a strong voice in their environment (Rubin & Rubin, 

2011). This describes some of the intentions of the HPE strategy, which includes 

agreed methods for increasing participation so that those who may be impacted by 

change, such as front-line workers, will have a voice in shaping those changes. A 

critical lens means, in the context of my thesis, the desire to make things happen, 

through influence, such that there is greater opportunity for meaningful participation, 

for broad stakeholder interests to be known and applied to the collaborative process 

through which they might be addressed. 

 

A critical lens also prompted me to consider: Who has power over how people think, 

feel and behave in the work environment – over whether people are indeed 

collaborative? The small community of people at Air New Zealand and the unions 

who believed in a more collaborative and humanistic work environment, and who 

desired changes to bring this to life, did not have the power to make it so – even 

though some were senior managers. Some of these leaders, union and company, 

signed the HPE Charter – but an agreement on paper does not bring collaboration to 

life, i.e., it does not change people’s attitudes and behaviours. A critical lens seeks to 

understand how influence works; therefore, a ritual design strategy – which blatantly 

attempts to influence – can be conceived as a form of critical research.   

 

A constructivist paradigm assumes a plurality of meaning, given human diversity and 

subjectivity (Rubin & Rubin, 2011). Findings are created by inquiry (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1994), not discovered in pre-existing form. Like critical inquiry, 

constructivism is dialectical, providing opportunities for transformation through 
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dialogue and collaboration, and therefore constructivist inquiry is particularly 

supportive of advocacy (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). My research was constructive in that 

stakeholders were engaged throughout the process of designing interventions, 

participating in co-creating ideas, including the co-construction of the very concept of 

collaboration in the work environment. What collaboration meant was a topic and 

process under continual discussion, debate and practice. 

 

Overall, this research was interpretive as it engaged the meaning participants brought 

to their experiences. It was also interpretive in the sense of being distinctly non-

positivistic; Guba and Lincoln’s (ibid.) taxonomy of paradigms places critical, 

transformative, social-constructivist, and pragmatic research under the umbrella of 

interpretive research. My research did not conduct a scientific experiment, it did not 

test hypotheses or attempt to reduce and isolate variables. Rather, my research was 

interventionist (Karasti, 2010); the goal was to strengthen and sustain a collaboration 

strategy in support of fostering a collaborative culture by and through my creation of a 

ritual design strategy. 

 

During this research, I was an insider-participant (Ellis and Bochner, 2010) which 

included multiple roles and functions. As an Air New Zealand employee, I served on 

the Workplace Relations and Engagement team as the HPE Capability Manager, 

responsible for strengthening and sustaining the HPE strategy by building HPE-

related capability across the organisation. As a member of the HPE Working Party, I 

participated in monthly Working Party meetings with senior leaders of the business 

and the unions and, with those members, was responsible for helping to govern and 

nurture the health of the strategy. As a Ph.D. candidate, I was a student researcher, 

applying ritual design thinking to the design of interventions in support of HPE, and 

evolving a method for such design efforts. The complexity of this positionality and 

the complications that it created for my thesis are points that I return to with insight in 

the final chapter of the thesis. In a sense, these varied roles needed to be embodied 

and performed over time, and reflected upon, for me to better understand them. 

 

 

 
 

http://level3.dit.ie/html/issue3/rooney/rooney_refs.htm#ellis
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Research methods 
 

 

Ethnographic field 

 

I sought inspiration and methodological support from ethnographic scholarship, from 

which I drew primarily upon Wolcott (2008) and Madden (2017). Importantly though, 

my research did not include writing an ethnography or looking at Air New Zealand 

ethnographically. Rather, I wanted to relate and leverage fundamental aspects of 

ethnographic principles and methods to the research activities through which I was 

applying ritual design thinking. Wolcott defines this approach as ‘borrowing 

ethnographic techniques’ (2008: p.44). 

 

Ethnography includes the activities, methods and products that create and engage a 

rich description of culture (Wolcott, 2008; Madden, 2017). For Wolcott, ethnography 

is a core facet of anthropology, in partnership with theory development and analysis 

of other’s ethnographies (Wolcott 2008: p.29). For Madden, ethnography is the doing 

of social research and the final write-up, which, while descriptive, serves the purpose 

of answering questions and constructing theories (Madden 2017: p.17). Wolcott 

recommends Frake’s (1964) conception of ethnographic theory development: 

 

The problem is not to state what someone did but to specify the 

conditions under which it is culturally appropriate to anticipate that 

he, or persons occupying his role, will render an equivalent 

performance. This conception of a cultural description implies that an 

ethnography should be a theory of cultural behaviour in a particular 

society (Frake, 1964: p.111–112, cited in Wolcott, 2008: p.32). 

 

While I was not developing theory, there is an important relationship between this 

basic conception of ethnography and the intentions of my thesis; HPE intended – 

borrowing from Frake’s language – to design the conditions for culturally appropriate 

performance. Rather than creating a cultural description through which one might 

anticipate or predict a particular behaviour, HPE sought to create a culture of 

collaborative behaviours. Of course, it is rather anthropomorphising to say that a 

strategy seeks or intends – although I use such language throughout this thesis. More 

accurately, my mission included using influence and intervention to foster certain 

collaborative behaviours. Future ethnographic research could possibly evaluate lasting 

impacts on the culture. It is worth noting that Wolcott bluntly declares that 
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ethnography ‘is not well suited to predict or to help determine the future’ (Wolcott, 

2008: p.28). Nonetheless, this was exactly the context for my research. 

 

My thesis required unpacking what is meant, in this situation, by a culture. 

Historically, ethnography was about describing exotic research sites, places that were 

dramatically different from one’s own environment (Wolcott 2008: p.30-31), but this 

focus has changed over the years, with ethnographers actively conducting research in 

local environments such as ‘schools, hospitals, churches, factories, research 

organizations… gas stations… traffic court, pawn shop, musical group, strip club, 

cemeteries, ski resorts’ (Walcott 2008: p.32-34). The research site and context are its 

ethnographic field – a combination of physical and social space, including the 

‘interrogative boundary’ and ‘emotional landscape’ of those being studied (Madden 

2017: p.53). Wolcott emphasises that ethnography is about ‘groups of people 

engaging in customary forms of social interaction, where the concern is for 

description of collective human behaviour, accompanied by the kind and extent of 

analysis and interpretation deemed appropriate by one’s colleagues and patrons’ 

(2008: p.37). 

 

At this point it is pertinent to consider what exactly was the ethnographic field I was 

engaging. First, I propose that Air New Zealand was not a monolithic culture; rather, 

various teams across the organisation might reasonably be considered as having 

shared cultural values, e.g., engineering, airports, cabin crew and pilots. The HPE 

strategy, however, is largely about newly formed virtual teams, and this research was 

concerned with instilling certain aspects of culture rather than inquiring into what 

cultures existed. My research site included the set of teams responsible for bringing 

HPE to life, primarily, the HPE Leadership Team, the HPE Working Party, Business 

Unit Steering Committees and Workplace Relations – which was my home team. 

Most of my research and work activities were either for these teams or sponsored by 

these teams. These teams had overlapping memberships, which also changed over 

time. A more conceptual boundary for my target ethnographic field was: the group of 

individuals whose mission included supporting the success of HPE. However, while 

accurate, this level of abstraction perhaps breaks the usefulness of the notion of an 

ethnographic field as a particular geographic or social place. Instead it demonstrates 

Atkinson’s (1992: p.9) more sophisticated notion that the ethnographic field does not 
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exist outside the research context. Rather, it is constructed through the researcher’s 

gaze, the construction of text that represents the field, and the readers’ interpretations 

of that text. Regardless of these complexities, my site of action and engagement was 

with these teams and individuals, and therefore it is important to understand what 

these teams were and my role in relation to them. 

 

HPE groups and teams 

 

Workplace Relations (WR) Team and Sessions. The Workplace Relations team 

consisted of the General Manager of Workplace Relations, several employment 

relations lawyers (between three and five over the research period) an executive 

assistant, HPE facilitators (one or two depending on the period) and two people who 

focus on HPE – one who focused on stakeholder relationship management and 

myself, responsible for organisational capability to behave in alignment with the HPE 

strategy. For this research, I collaborated with the Workplace Relations team 

members to design the rituals, routines and rhythms through which the team 

performed its responsibilities. My roles included facilitating the collaborative design 

of certain team activities, e.g., offsites and strategic planning sessions, facilitating 

some of those sessions, and participating as a team member in all sessions. We also 

engaged in extensive peer-coaching sessions through which we supported each other.  

 

HPE Working Party Team and Sessions. The HPE Working Party was composed of 

senior managers from across Air New Zealand, union organisers and members of the 

Workplace Relations team, including myself. This team’s purpose was to govern the 

health of the HPE strategy – although this purpose was variably understood. This 

team met monthly, typically for a full day, which represented a large investment in the 

HPE strategy. The responsibilities of this team included: improving HPE through 

lessons learned from Steering Group activities (this type of group is described later in 

this section); sponsoring organisation-wide improvement teams; sponsoring special 

events, e.g., leadership and delegate summits; escalating and resolving issues 

concerning HPE practices; driving and improving the agreed ‘principles and 

behaviours’; overseeing the Resource Centre and facilitators; and serving as a point-

of-engagement for significant, organisation-wide information sharing. I performed 

multiple, tactical roles for the Working Party, including: facilitating particular agenda 

items; facilitating certain meetings as a whole; developing the agenda for upcoming 
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meetings in collaboration with colleagues; and managing and sending information for 

review prior to meetings. In addition, I would frequently action outcomes from their 

meetings, e.g., designing and/or facilitating problem solving sessions based on issues 

raised and designing other activities (e.g., workshops) and materials (e.g., playbook). 

One ongoing project opportunity included treating this monthly session as a ritual to 

be designed, and collaborating with participants to design and facilitate these 

meetings to better serve the intentions of the group members. 

 

HPE Leadership Team and Forums. The HPE Leadership Team was the most senior 

level governance forum for HPE and consisted of Working Party members, plus 

senior leaders of each union and executive team members who were responsible for 

operational areas of the organisation, e.g., Engineering, Airports, Cabin Crew (i.e., 

flight attendants) and Pilots. This team delegated its authority to the Working Party 

for practical governance of HPE. They met about three times each year to discuss 

high-level issues impacting HPE. The project opportunity was to design these 

meetings as ritual events; the March 2018 session is one of the case studies addressed 

in Chapter Six. 

 

HPE Business Area Steering Groups and Sessions. These joint groups had primary 

responsibility for driving the HPE strategy and nurturing the health of the 

collaborative culture in their respective areas of the business. The responsibilities of 

these groups included: identifying, discussing and prioritising issues to be addressed; 

determining the collaborative approach for addressing issues; ensuring broad 

participation of those impacted by issues; sponsoring and overseeing collaborative 

efforts and implementations; debriefing projects for lessons learned; ensuring 

communications strategies are in place to keep the wider workforce informed of 

activities and to gather interests and input as needed; capturing and reporting data to 

senior leadership of the company and unions (e.g., issues addressed, investments 

made, proposed solutions, outcomes of implementations); holding each other 

accountable for the principles and behaviours, i.e., for fostering a collaborative 

culture; ensuring careful planning and scoping at the start of projects. This scoping 

responsibility further included: determining and communicating schedules, timelines, 

budgets, success criteria and other project parameters; anticipating and mitigating 

common difficulties that arise toward the end of projects; determining the 
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communications methods that will engage people outside of the room and bring them 

on the journey; and determining the education and training that might be most 

appropriate for those participating in problem solving. 

 

My roles in support of the steering groups included periodically facilitating sessions 

to refresh their understanding of and capability in HPE, and developing tools that 

helped them to perform their responsibilities. Similar to the Working Party and 

Leadership Teams, the project opportunity for Steering Groups included conceiving 

their sessions through the lens of ritual and to consider how ritual thinking might 

support their effectiveness. 

 

Other teams and the ‘touch point’ strategy 

 

A review of HPE in 2016, before the start of my research, yielded several strategies 

for improvement. One of these streams, for which I was responsible, was called the 

‘touchpoint’ strategy, whereby the HPE strategy engaged teams and strategies outside 

the HPE-related teams. Like many large organisations, Air New Zealand has many 

teams driving many strategies – members of these teams often do not have detailed 

knowledge of other teams and their strategies; I sought to correct this regarding HPE, 

and considered each of these touchpoint engagements as an opportunity to strengthen 

and sustain the strategy. Figure 7 summarises several touchpoint opportunities during 

my research period. 
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Employee Experience. The Employee Experience team, which was part of the People team, focused on the 
employee-centred design and development of various products and policies. My goal was to find and leverage 

the obvious synergies between their mission and the HPE strategy; for example, both engaged in collaborative 
design of activities and materials, and both engaged prospective end users to support design. When I 
approached this team they were about to develop a ‘product playbook’ and we were also producing our HPE 
playbook – both were to be sets of tools to support collaborative design. The aspirational opportunity was to 
consider a single playbook; alternatively, I hoped to have HPE principles and practices built into their 
playbook. Ultimately, we collaborated on a prototype playbook. 
 
HPE and Digital. The Digital team was responsible for information technology systems across the 

organisation, including customer-facing systems and internal systems. In addition, they had experts in design 
thinking who facilitated collaborative problem solving and collaborative design within Digital and sometimes 
for other teams across the organisation. I wanted the HPE strategy to learn from and leverage these experts by, 
for example, bringing ideation methods from design thinking into the options phase of interest-based problem 
solving (the key method we used in HPE). As an outcome, we collaborated on a community of practice event 
that introduced design thinking to a mixed audience of HPE advocates, including union organisers, delegates, 
facilitators and coordinators. In addition, I was hoping for this team to ensure early communication with 
relevant unions within their processes. 

 
Innovation. This unique touchpoint opportunity came out of a senior leadership team event where it was 
agreed that there were several approaches to innovation across the organisation – such as design thinking, 
Lean and Six Sigma and other continuous improvement tools – and that it might be helpful to place them in 
some context – to show how they related to each other and which might be best leveraged for various 
situations. My opportunity was to see that HPE and interest-based problem solving were represented in this set 
of methods. 
 

Leadership Development. The Organisational Effectiveness team was responsible for designing and delivering 
leadership development programmes. I was previously on this team, and so I was aware that HPE was 
mentioned – but not well-represented – in the front-line leadership development programme. The opportunity 
was to meet with the facilitators of this programme to provide a deep dive into HPE and, at best, inspire them 
to partner with me to place HPE usefully in the programme. 
 
Talent Management. The Organisational Effectiveness team designs and facilitates talent programmes that 
seek to develop and assess those emerging leaders ready for significant promotion. I saw an opportunity to 

evangelise HPE and to position the strategy – as in the case of leadership development – as a core component 
of their leadership toolkit. I designed and facilitated sessions on HPE, collaboration and coaching during these 
programmes. 
 
Māori and Culture Team. The Māori and Culture team was responsible for driving several strategies related to 
Māori employees and relationships with the Māori community. We co-facilitated a hui with about ten 
employees to consider the relationship between HPE and Māori culture. Topics included the relationships 
between the values and practices of collaboration in the Māori experience and how these related to the values 
and practices of HPE. The open question was: What insights from Māori culture might inform HPE? 

 
HPE and D&I. The diversity and inclusion (D&I) strategy was developed and managed from within the 
Organisational Effectiveness team. From my perspective, HPE was a D&I strategy – as well as a 
collaboration, culture and change strategy; HPE strived to bring high participation and diversity of thought to 
collaborative problem solving, including participation from broad stakeholder groups that would necessarily 
include diverse employees with regard to culture, ethnicity, national origin, gender, sexual orientation and age. 
I wanted to find specific synergies between HPE and the emerging D&I strategy, e.g., how facilitation 
practices might be culturally responsive. 

 
HPE and BPG. The Business Performance Group (BPG) included continuous improvement practitioners with 
expertise in analysing challenges and opportunities, facilitating problem solving and managing change 
programmes – which, at a high level, also describes HPE activities. BPG was represented at the HPE Working 
Party since, particularly from the company perspective, there was an important role for continuous 
improvement professionals to play in HPE either as advisors or facilitators in HPE projects. This participation 
was, however, a contentious issue; continuous improvement teams, from a union perspective, had a reputation 
for recommending cost-cutting through job losses. The ongoing opportunity was to overcome that reputation 

and to find practical forms of synergy between BPG and HPE so that HPE could benefit from their expertise. 
 

       Figure 7. Teams engaged as part of the ‘touchpoint’ strategy 

By the author 
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At minimum, I leveraged these touchpoint opportunities as chances to tell the HPE 

story and educate people about the strategy; however, my aspirational intention was to 

find specific areas of mutual support and synergy, i.e., how we could help each other, 

and how (if practical) the HPE strategy could be reflected in their own practices. 

Seeing these opportunities through a ritual design lens, I planned initial meetings with 

these teams using my evolving tool. 

 

Drawing upon ethnographic techniques in my research activities 

 

Within the wider field of anthropology, Wolcott categorises the ethnographers’ role 

into experiencing, enquiring and examining – labels intended to capture the essence of 

what ethnographers do and attempt to accomplish (Wolcott 2008: p.48). He 

acknowledges that these labels refer to, respectively, participant observation, 

interviewing and archival research. For Wolcott, all three are necessary for 

ethnographic data gathering (Wolcott, 2008: p.50). While ethnography and participant 

observation are at times presented synonymously, the former is the overall paradigm 

(practice, methodology, product), while the latter is one of several ethnographic 

methods of practice and data collection. 

 

In this section, I describe these three areas and relate each to my research activities. In 

general, design ethnography is founded on the idea that ethnographic techniques 

contribute to design processes and inform design considerations (Gunn and Løgstrup, 

2014). Design ethnographers conduct fieldwork, such as observations and interviews 

about, for example, how consumers use products, and create descriptions useful to 

designers – ‘leaving speculations about alternatives and the question of ‘what might 

be’ to designers’ (Smith and Kjærsgaard, 2015). During my research, there was no 

existing ‘way of being’ for the virtual teams I was engaging; rather I was instilling a 

way of being. However, I was able to glean important insights from scholarship on 

ethnographic techniques. In short, how ethnographers see, and what they look for, 

contributed to my understanding of how I engaged these teams and individuals. 

 

Experiencing: Participant observation and collaboration sessions 
 

Wolcott identifies participant observation as central to most qualitative research 

(Wolcott, 2008: p.51); it is the key research method at the intersection of design and 
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anthropology, and one that connects research, co-design and co-learning (Gatt and 

Ingold, 2013; Gunn, 2008). During participant observation, ethnographers join in the 

activities of their research site, taking part in what the research subjects are doing, 

having conversations and, in general, participating in the environment (Wolcott, 2008: 

p.31). These experiences focus on taking in information from all one’s senses – 

primarily sight and sound (Wolcott, 2008: p.48-49) and playing with materials in the 

environment to foster curiosity, engagement and reflection (Gunn and Løgstrup, 

2014). For Madden (2017: p.15) the participant observers ‘talk, participate and 

observe simultaneously.’ Therefore, significant time is required for debriefing and 

reflecting following those interactions (ibid.: p.78). Madden summarises participant 

observation as: 

 

…a whole of body experience that has us observing with our eyes as we 

participate, but we also ‘observe’ with all our senses. Touch, smell, taste, 

sound and sight come together to form the framework for memories, 

jottings and consolidated notes that form the evidentiary basis of 

ethnographic writing. Good ethnographers will use their whole body as 

an organic recording device. The challenge for ethnography is to 

adequately record these senses as data and then to be able to stand back 

from the bodily experience and analyse, interpret and draw conclusions 

from these ethnographic experiences (Madden 2017: p.19). 

 

 

Meanwhile, participant observation is concerned with both emic and etic (insider and 

outsider) points of view. On the one hand, the researcher is immersing themselves 

into an alien environment and seeking to understand the insider’s perspective 

(Madden, 2017: p.20); at the same time, the research questions will be from an 

outsider’s perspective. An ethnographer must ideally be able to move fluidly between 

these modes of being, that is, of being fully immersed and fully reflective (ibid.). The 

ethnographic gaze (ibid.: p.96) is the lens or the way of seeing with which an observer 

perceives their environment and people. Using Berger’s (1972) notion of a gaze from 

a position of dominance or privilege, Madden offers the possibility of critical gazes, 

e.g., feminist, colonial, child or tourist gazes (Madden, 2017: p.96; Chandler, 1998). 

Given the previously discussed complexity of my own positionality, there was a 

simultaneous complexity in my gaze both of privilege and of critique. 
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From participant observation to facilitation with intent 

 

Madden (2017) emphasises that ethnographers avoid impacting the activities they are 

observing and are certainly not attempting to control or change the behaviours (ibid.: 

p.17), and this highlights the most obvious difference between participant observation 

and my research activities, where I am indeed trying to control and/or change 

behaviours – through design and through facilitation. I designed and facilitated 

activities to achieve desired outcomes – in a general sense, to build advocacy and 

capability for the HPE strategy while at the same time, from my position as a PhD 

student, to improvise, trial and analyse the development of my ritual design tool. 

Recognising these activities as ritual-like was the key to be able to both design my 

own strategy and facilitate HPE. 

 

Some of my research activity consisted of designing and facilitating collaboration 

sessions and reflecting on how my ritual design strategy could enhance these 

activities. These collaboration sessions, which provided the arena for designing my 

ritual lens, were HPE-related events and activities where a group of people worked 

together to address issues. In general, there were two forms of collaboration sessions: 

HPE governance sessions and problem-solving sessions. Governance sessions were 

those working on HPE, in support of the strategy, such as sessions related to 

improving HPE processes. By problem solving sessions, I mean collaborations that 

were addressing business-related issues selected by an HPE governance team. 

 

I was periodically responsible for designing and facilitating these sessions. From a 

design perspective, I posed the following question: How might I design the event, 

through a ritual lens, to best serve the outcomes I am seeking – to strengthen and 

sustain the HPE strategy? For this research, I was continually noticing and leveraging 

opportunities to apply ritual design. The ethnographic literature, including approaches 

to autoethnography, contributed to my self-understanding of the complex role I was 

playing as insider-participant researcher. I also appreciated and leveraged the notion 

of the ethnographic and critical gaze; Wolcott’s (2008) example was particularly apt: 

 

[P]eople on their best behavior enact roles in what they perceive as 

ideal types. Witnessing such behavior can be extremely valuable to 

the ethnographer interested in teasing out beliefs about how people 

should act and the inevitable tension between what people feel they 
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ought to do or ought to say, and what they do or say in fact 

(Wolcott, 2008: p.52). 

 

This captures an important essence of HPE engagements. Participants were being 

asked to behave in particular ways that, in some cases, were new to them – such as 

transparently sharing interests and working together with people who are quite 

different from themselves, e.g., from other parts of the organisation, from across the 

union/management divide, and from different levels in the organisational hierarchy. 

Participants were often unsure of themselves and outside their comfort zones. I 

considered Madden’s (2017) notion of the body as a research instrument – as a whole, 

multi-sensory experience, fully immersed, reflexive and performative. It seemed that 

part of the research challenge might include engaging participants as participant-

researchers themselves, to explicitly discuss reflexivity and what it might mean (to 

them) to consider the multisensory nature of the experience. If a collaboration session 

is a type of ritual, then I was facilitating a ritual, including all that that entails. 

 

The structure and method for collaboration sessions 

 

While I was viewing collaboration sessions with a ritual lens, the basic process, by 

agreement among key stakeholders, followed the interest-based problem-solving 

(IBPS) approach. In summary, this included four phases: [1] Define the issue and 

craft an issue statement, [2] Capture and discuss stakeholder interests, [3] Consider 

options that answer the issue statement and address interests, and [4] Craft a 

consensus solution. Given the ubiquitous use of IBPS in this thesis, I provide a brief 

summary of the phases in Figure 8. 

 

Before getting started, sponsors would have identified team members to participate in 

the IBPS process for the particular issue, and during the first session, some form of 

training (e.g., comprehensive or a brief refresh) on HPE, groups effectiveness skills 

and IBPS would be provided.  
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[1] Clarify the problem and write an issue statement. Teams would define and clarify the 

issue they were to address, sometimes using a ‘structured thinking’ approach whereby they 

consider the situation, complication, and question. The situation is the neutrally phrased 

state of facts that describes what is happening. The complication answers why this is a 

problem, why it matters and possible consequences. A question (also called an issue 

statement) is then formed asking what is needed to address the complications. 

 

[2] Capture and discuss the interests of the stakeholders. During the second phase, 

participants are asked why the issue statement is important to them – why it matters to 
them personally. They may also be asked – as another way of investigating interests – how 

they will evaluate proposed solutions. The interests will serve as success criteria for the 

options and solutions. 

 

[3] Identify options. During the Options phase, participants seek solutions that answer the 

issue statement, satisfy success criteria, address the interests and that are informed by all 

relevant information. 

 

[4] Craft a solution. During the fourth phase, participants shape a solution from the 

options they developed. The team is seeking consensus – a solution that everyone can 

authentically support, even if it was not their first choice (this is how HPE defines 
‘consensus’). Strong emphasis is placed on nobody being or feeling pressured. The team 

then reports back to their sponsoring steering group, either presenting a consensus solution 

proposal or the status of their problem-solving process, if they did not achieve consensus. 

 

Figure 8. Summary of interest-based problem solving steps 

(One version from the HPE Playbook) 

 
 

There were many kinds of collaboration sessions during the research period; some 

focused on solving a business or business culture challenge such as HPE 

Improvement Team efforts; some focused on improving the HPE process, such as 

HPE Review Focus Groups; some focused on the design of an intervention or some 

part of an intervention, such as the design of a special event (see Table 7 for a 

timeline of collaboration opportunities). Collaboration sessions were the heart of the 

HPE strategy. In all collaboration sessions related to HPE, the goals were: to find 

solutions to the issues at hand, to build collaborative capability, to build advocacy for 

the HPE strategy, to increase engagement, to foster collaborative behaviours, and in 

sum, to foster a collaborative culture. The premise of HPE (or technically, a 

hypothesis) is that by operationalising structured forms of collaboration, we make 

collaboration more common and better understood, and we increase opportunities for 

positive engagement, for building empathy, for feeling successful through 

collaboration, for practicing collaboration skills and methods, and for increasing 

advocacy for the strategy. In the next section of this chapter I discuss in detail how I 

‘borrowed ethnographic techniques’ to build the ritual design strategy while I also 

performed my role to further the goals of HPE. 



73 

 
 

Enquiring: Interviewing and constructive conversations 
 

Interviewing is a basic ethnographic technique (Heyl, 2007), and I sought inspiration 

from Spradley (1979), Wolcott (2008) and Corbin & Strauss (2015) to inform 

conversational interactions. Daily conversations were opportunities for the 

collaborative co-construction of ideas and were less for information gathering. For 

example, when I taught coaching skills at Air New Zealand, I defined coaching, in 

general, as collaboration in the form of a conversation. For this research, interviews 

were used in two main capacities: (1) to support the HPE Review, a process I 

managed during which we reviewed how HPE was working, and which yielded 

recommendations for improvement, and (2) as coaching sessions with Phil Doak, 

General Manager of Workplace Relations. The purpose of using interview-like 

conversations was to support my mission to strengthen and improve HPE; the ideas 

that came from such engagements were considered in the context of possible changes 

to how we do HPE. These, in turn, would sometimes become research opportunities 

for designing interventions through a ritual lens. In addition, interviews themselves 

are ritual-like activities, thereby available to ritual design. In this section, I describe 

my method for interviewing in relation to literature on ethnographic interviewing. 

 

Wolcott describes enquiry, or interviewing, as an active initiation and intrusion into 

the environment, in which one asks questions and otherwise influences the path of a 

conversation (Wolcott, 2008: p.48-49). For qualitative research in general, Corbin 

(2015) describes three types of interviews: unstructured, semi-structured and 

structured (p.37-38), while Wolcott (2008: p.55) offers a list of interview types 

discernible in ethnographic research: casual conversation; life history, life cycle 

interview; key informant interviewing; semi-structured interview; structured 

interview; survey; household census, ethnogenealogy; questionnaire (written and/or 

oral); projective techniques; and other measurement techniques. 

 

Corbin and Strauss (2015) describe unstructured interviews as open-ended discussions 

with the interviewee largely determining the flow, scope and content of the 

conversation; these are intended to yield rich information in comparison with 

structured interviews, which strictly follow a preconceived list of questions. Semi-
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structured interviews use topics and some prepared questions to gently guide the 

conversation. Madden (2017) cautions against having too specific a goal in the 

interview process or to focus too specifically on a line of questioning, since this may 

lead to missing rich information. 

 

To keep your interview on track without enforcing too much structure, 

make a checklist of values that you want to qualify or topics you want 

to bring up with each informant so that you can steer the conversation 

back to these subjects. Don’t be too quick to pull the conversation back 

though – sometimes pauses, lags and tangents can be opportunities for 

expanding or elaborating provocative statements (Madden, 2017: p.68). 

 

 

Spradley (1979) recommends clarifying the structure and content of the ethnographic 

interviews through explicit purpose, ethnographic explanations and ethnographic 

questions. Explicit purpose ensures clear expectations are set with the interviewee 

through interactions prior to an interview, e.g., casual conversation about the 

interview, text embedded in emails and calendar invitations about an interview, and 

again at the beginning of the actual interview session. Spradley’s (1979) notion of an 

ethnographic explanation refers to explaining the details of the interview process to 

ensure a structured approach to setting these expectations; this may include a 

reiteration of purpose, a description of the project, an explanation for why the session 

is being recorded (where applicable) and describing the kinds of questions that may 

be asked. 

 

From interviewing to constructive collaboration 

 

I used the structures provided by Spradley (1979), Corbin and Strauss (2015) and 

Madden (2017) to envision and facilitate interview-like conversations. I considered 

these conversations as opportunities to build collaborative engagement, cooperation 

and trust. The interviewee and I would likely be engaged together in future 

collaborative problem-solving and collaborative design efforts, and these one-on-one 

experiences could deepen understanding and empathy, supporting successful 

collaboration. These interviews related to ritual design in two ways. First, interviews 

were means of gleaning insights into how we might improve HPE, and secondly, like 

any collaboration sessions, interviews could be conceived as ritual-like activities in 

themselves, and were therefore among the project ‘opportunities’ for designing with a 

ritual design lens. 
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I conducted three types of interviews: I conducted four Workplace Relations 

interviews early in the project as a means of engaging my colleagues with my work 

mission and my research, and the relationship between the two. During the HPE 

Review, I conducted twelve interviews of people who were recommended by 

Working Party members; these were opportunities to glean insights into improvement 

of HPE and to build advocacy for the strategy. Finally, I co-facilitated approximately 

twenty sessions with the General Manager of Workplace Relations; these sessions 

combined collaboration and peer-coaching and served to increase a common 

understanding of our efforts to improve HPE, including what we were doing, why and 

how. 

 

For interviewees selected by members of the Working Party, I asked for individuals 

who they believed would be open to a discussion about their HPE experiences and 

about how we might improve HPE. Upon receiving these recommendations, I sent 

emails to the prospective interviewees explaining why I wanted to meet with them 

and requesting a day and time that would work for them. These emails (a sample is 

provided in Figure 9) were an opportunity to explicitly describe the purpose of the 

interview.  

 

 

Hi [insert name], 

 

You were recommended to me by [insert source] as someone to talk to about your HPE 

experience – about what is working and, perhaps more importantly, what is not working, and 

how we can do better. My purpose is to gather thoughts on how to improve HPE.  

 

The HPE Working Party, which consists of both union and company leaders, has asked for 
this review of HPE, and I am managing this process on their behalf. As the HPE Capability 

Manager, I am focused on helping to make HPE work as best we can – I do not advocate for 

the company or the unions, but rather, for the HPE strategy itself. 

 

If you are open to talking about your HPE experience – and this is entirely voluntary – could 

you please propose a day and time that works for you? And if you have any questions about 

this process, please ask me and/or reach out to your union organiser. 

 

Regards, 

 

Mars 
 

            Figure 9. Sample interview request 
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This initial email intended to convey several points: that they were recommended, that 

the process was voluntary, that the review was sponsored by the Working Party, not 

the company, i.e., that I was doing this for the Working Party. 

 

Following Spradley (1979), I designed the opening of the interview ritual to include 

his notion of an ethnographic explanation. I summarised the purpose of the session 

and described my role, reiterating content from the email invitation. I asked them 

about their role, such as how long they had been with Air New Zealand and where 

they worked (location and team). I then emphasised my specific mission and 

perspective regarding the conversation. Figure 10 is an approximate version, based on 

my preparatory notes. 

 

 

So, I have some questions for you, but before I begin asking those, I want to 

declare my bias in this situation. I believe in collaboration, in working 

together – I believe that, as a rule, it’s the right thing to do. I am therefore a 
strong advocate of the HPE strategy, and my mission, professionally and 

personally, is to help it work, which is not easy. There are all kinds of 

challenges with HPE and my job is to help improve how it works. So, as 
we’re talking, I’m listening for clues for how to make it work better. I want to 

learn from your experience and your thoughts in general.  

 

I’m doing this on behalf of the Working Party, which is both union and 
company leaders. They have mixed opinions about HPE, but there is a 

consensus around a couple of things: first, we don’t want to go back to 

adversarial and combative approaches to change, and we acknowledge that 
HPE can definitely be improved and we want to improve it. 

 

So, that’s my perspective and my interest. Maybe we could start by you 
sharing how you are feeling about the HPE strategy. 

 

Figure 10. My approach to ethnographic explanation 

 

 

My approach took the form of a semi-structured interview as I had a list of topics to 

draw upon, depending on the course of the conversation. My introduction, described 

in Figure 10, transitioned to the interview by asking a very general, open question 

about their feelings about HPE. From there, the direction of the conversation was 

driven by the interviewee’s answers, although I would refer periodically to my 

prepared questions (listed in Figure 11) for guidance on what to next ask. 
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• Any thoughts about why you were recommended for an interview? 

• What type of involvement have you had with HPE? Which projects? 

What was your role? 

• What’s been your experience with HPE – how was it? 

• If someone new in your work area asked: What is this HPE thing? How 
would you tend to answer? 

• What is HPE trying to accomplish? 

• Are you aware of the HPE projects in your area? 

• Where would you go to find out about what’s happening in HPE? 

• Assuming that HPE intends to create a more collaborative working 

relationship between unions and management, how well do you think 

HPE is succeeding to do this? 

• What’s your opinion of this goal? Is that an important goal to you? Why? 

• Has HPE made a difference to your work area? If yes, in what way(s)? 

• What benefits if any do you see as a result of having an HPE strategy? 

• Do you think HPE has helped relationships between Air NZ management 

and union management? Between unions? 

• Comfort with how closely unions and management are working 
together…? 

• In your opinion, how does HPE compare to previous approaches to 

union/management relationships? 

• If you help start a new company, would you include something like HPE? 

Why or why not? 

• Do you have ideas for improving HPE? 

• Any further thoughts you would like to share on the HPE programme? 

Figure 11. Semi-structure interview topics 

 

Interviews were scheduled to take place in less than an hour. The meeting culture at 

Air New Zealand tends to schedule time in 30-minute and 1-hour increments; a 

meeting request for more than an hour suggests a more substantive working session 

and greater investment. I determined that one-hour interviews would best fit the 

rhythm of the work environment and would be respectful of my colleagues’ time. 

Interviews were conducted in meeting rooms at either the Air New Zealand corporate 

headquarters building or at the Airport Campus, which is an Air New Zealand facility 

at Auckland Airport. 

 

Examining: Autoethnography as ritual design thinking 
 

Examining refers to the review and analysis of any materials that might be valuable to 

the project (Wolcott 2008: p.62), including what participants have produced and what 

other researchers have produced outside of the project, e.g., ‘…personal letters, 

diaries, and photographs, to examining ordinary apparel or esoteric art objects, to 

listening to recordings of speech or music, to making or reviewing inventories of 
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household items—anything that informants may have in personal possession that 

might be shared with the ethnographer’ (Wolcott, 2008: p.49). But the process can 

also work in reverse, to document and analyse the embodied background histories, 

upbringing, assumptions, prejudices, education, work experiences, family 

experiences, of the anthropologist. Madden notes that this requires a degree of 

sociological reflexivity and a personal-political reflexivity, ‘[the] essential part of 

managing the influence of ‘me’ on the research and representations of ‘them’’ 

(Madden, 2017: p.22-23). 

 

Autoethnography etymologically includes writing (graphy) about a people/culture 

(ethno) and about oneself (auto) (Doloriert & Sambrook, 2012). Autoethnography is a 

form of writing that includes insights regarding one’s thoughts and experiences (Ellis 

& Bochner, 2011), and is a means to capture insights concerning a researcher’s own 

values, attitudes, beliefs and behaviours that may be influencing the conduct of the 

research, including the other research methods. First used as a term by Hayano (1979) 

and popularised by Ellis & Bochner (2011), aspects of autoethnography have been a 

fundamental part of anthropology and sociology, particularly as used by ‘insiders to 

capture indigenous people’s accounts of their own cultures’ (Doloriert & Sambrook, 

2012). In this section, I draw primarily upon Ellis & Bochner’s (2011) overview of 

the approach and Doloriert & Sambrook’s (2012) application in organisational 

contexts. 

 

Before reviewing the literature, it will be helpful to state my reasons for seeking 

methodological inspiration from scholarship on autoethnography. First, the previous 

discussion of research paradigms reveals a complex type of engagement in which I 

performed multiple, simultaneous roles as an insider-interventionist who was 

deliberating fostering change. This required significant self-awareness regarding my 

motivations and biases; as I describe in this section, autoethnography provides 

conceptual support for ways of thinking and writing about these internal issues. In 

addition, I sought methodological guidance for increasing the usefulness of the 

writing to which I was accustomed – extensive journaling through which I examined 

my beliefs, attitudes, values and goals. More specifically, ritual design strategy comes 

to life primarily in the writing that contextualises the design of the activities or 

materials in question. As I describe in subsequent chapters, this writing process – 



79 

through the lens of ritual design – can acquire a ritual-like feel, which prompted me to 

consider ritual design as a ritual – and as something to be designed. I therefore sought 

guidance from autoethnography as an integrative framework through which to 

reflectively and reflexively consider what I was writing, how I was writing and why I 

was writing. 

 

Regarding method, Ellis (2008) notes that autoethnography can support 

interventionist research by improving relationships, fostering culture change and 

giving people a greater voice – all of which are directly pertinent to my research 

mission and the HPE strategy. Autoethnography aspires to facilitate personal and 

social change, reaching a wider audience than traditional scholarship by crafting texts 

that ‘make personal experience meaningful and cultural experience engaging’ (Ellis, 

2010: para.14). Such texts seek to include aesthetically engaging, thick description of 

personal and interpersonal experience, using storytelling methods and an authorial 

voice. Autoethnography supports sense-making, catharsis and platforms for personal 

change by enabling witnessing (Ellis & Bochner, 2006), i.e., testifying to things 

hidden in ways that may validate the meaning of the reader’s pain, which may help 

the reader better cope, and may motivate readers toward some action or change (Ellis 

et al, 2008).  

 

To better place the role of autoethnography in my thesis, I considered the taxonomies 

offered by Ellis et al (2008) and Doloriert & Sambrook (2011). The latter outline 

three overlapping perspectives: an evocative interpretist perspective emphasises 

aesthetic and emotive narratives; an analytical perspective is committed to theoretical 

analysis; and a post-modern perspective is based on radical politics, dissonance and 

power conflicts. In the context of research methodology taxonomies, my research was 

distinctly post-modern; Rubin & Rubin (2011) consider a post-modern perspective to 

be a variation of a naturalist/interpretivist paradigm. Closely mirroring language that 

describes HPE, Rubin & Rubin note that, in post-modern research ‘everyone has 

interests and attitudes that influence how topics are selected, what questions are 

asked, and what means of analysis are considered appropriate’ (2001: p.21). 

 

Ellis et al (2008) offer nine forms of autoethnography which vary by intent and 

emphasis: indigenous/native ethnographies, seek to disrupt power and subjugation by 

constructing personal and cultural stories; narrative ethnographies combine the 
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ethnographer’s experiences with cultural and others’ personal descriptions; reflexive, 

dyadic interviews produce meanings from interview dynamics, leveraging both 

interviewee and interviewer thoughts and feelings; reflexive ethnographies, such as 

ethnographic memoir, capture changes in the researcher from the fieldwork 

experience; layered accounts focus on the researcher’s experience of research 

procedures; interactive interviews are collaborative research activities often among 

those with established relationships, with the goal of seeking learning from the 

interaction; community autoethnographies use community-based, collaborative 

research practices toward cultural and social interventions; co-constructed narratives 

use joint research projects to create joint narratives about relational ambiguities and 

contradictions; and lastly, personal narratives treat the researcher as the phenomenon 

including all aspects of their lives. 

 

An autoethnographic perspective and intention was fundamental to my research, 

resonating with many of the forms outlined by Ellis (2008); although, no particular 

deliverable would be considered, in itself, an autoethnography. Rather, certain texts 

used similar strategies for similar purposes. While these details are provided in 

Chapter 4, an example will be helpful. The March 2018 HPE Leadership Team 

Anniversary Event was a six-hour session designed with ritual in mind. However, 

what it meant to apply ritual thinking, how I went about it and why I was doing this, 

were continually evolving ideas. Over the course of the research period, I maintained 

a journal and evolved personal rituals that used autoethnographic writing as a method 

for thinking through and capturing the evolution of my thinking. For example, on the 

day prior to the Leadership Team event, I captured my best understanding of what I 

was doing, why and how – in as honest, authentic and raw way as I was able. This 

activity – and the resulting text – illustrates several of Ellis’s (2008) forms of 

autoethnography – most obviously personal narrative, but also reflexive 

(auto)ethnography and layered accounts. 

 

My approach to autoethnographic writing 

 

A core activity for applying a ritual design strategy included working through my 

evolving ritual design tool, which was composed of writing prompts based on the 

literature (reviewed in Chapter 2) on ritual and religio-culture strategies. For example: 

What is the core narrative at the heart of this ritual? How might this ritual retell or re-
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enact a core or mythic narrative? To respond, I would ‘play’ with aspects of a story 

that, based on Rue’s (2005) model of an integrative core narrative, included ideas 

related to cosmology and morality – i.e., how things are, and which things matter. 

Drawing upon Ellis (2011), I also asked myself questions to better understand the 

process of ritual design. For example: In what ways does this activity feel significant? 

What is the relationship between that activity and the collaborative culture that HPE 

intends? What is the opportunity provided by this activity for applying ritual design 

thinking? How does this experience relate to the family characteristics of ritual? How 

are power relationships expressed during the experience? Do these experiences 

illuminate insights on the research process? To what extent is my experience 

influencing aspects of the research? There was no strict algorithm for asking and 

answering these questions. Instead, the writing in response was as free and transparent 

as I could manage – although prompted initially by the questions and prompts in the 

evolving tool. These changed over time as I iterated the tool. 

 

At this point, it will be useful to share an example of this kind of writing. April 2018 

was a busy month and I was in the middle of multiple projects. The Leadership Team 

Anniversary Event in March yielded data for improving HPE which was now being 

analysed, and actions prioritised, by the HPE Working Party. Meanwhile, I was 

starting the design effort for the HPE Playbook by facilitating a collaborative design 

session with an external IT company. Finally, the Workplace Relations team was 

reviewing and revising its strategic plan and we were planning a 1-day event to work 

through that; this event would be the first time I presented ritual design ideas to the 

team. I was designing and facilitating much of this activity, and my mind was 

particularly saturated with attempts to synergise these opportunities. I was planning 

for the meeting with the external IT company when I wrote the following: 
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I believe… 

While tools and activities can help sustain HPE – the stakeholders must want to sustain 

HPE. 

With the desire and the intention, one can then operationalise with tools. 

However, you don’t wait until everyone agrees on the intention, and everyone has the 

desire. 

You act now on the tactical level and use that to support the strategic level. 

The process of working on the tools helps to clarify the intention. 

This is one version of ‘starting small.’ 
 

What do I really want to do? 

Help HPE function at Air New Zealand, because I think that’s good, and so that I can 

learn how to better do that. 

Then help other organisations (or communities) with similar goals, using similar methods. 

HPE reduces to diverse stakeholders and stakeholder groups, with diverse interests, 

intending to collaborate. 

There is no right answer for how to do this – lots of perspectives can approach from 

various directions. 

I would also like to apply the entire approach personally – to strengthen and sustain my 

health and wellbeing. Starting small here would including eating well and exercising 
appropriately – simple as that. 

 

My lenses: learning/reflection/improvement – let’s always be increasing our 

understanding, and perhaps consensus understanding about what we’re doing, how we’re 

doing it, what’s working and what needs to change. Clarify the values we bring, the goals 

we’re trying to achieve, the strategies we’re using to achieve them, and operationalise 

these to make it easier and more likely that we live according to our best selves and best 

intentions. 

 

My values and beliefs: 

I am advocating the sustainability and strengthening of HPE. 
I believe interest-based collaboration is the right thing to do, versus, hierarchical 

authoritarianism without input. 

I believe everyone has equal value. 

I believe everyone should be able to advocate for their interests. 

I believe ‘us versus them’ dynamics and exclusivist beliefs are unhelpful as they tend 

toward anti-social thoughts and behaviours 

I believe that work should ideally include (or be) an expression of people’s values – that 

there should, ideally, be an alignment between your values and your job, your company, 

your managers/leaders, etc. 

 

 Figure 12. Excerpt from recapitulation ritual, 9 April 2018 

 

 

This writing is distinctly autoethnographic in that it engages my own values, beliefs, 

aspirations and biases in relation to HPE and my efforts to sustain the strategy. Unlike 

published autoenthnographies, however, I did not convert this writing away from my 

own style and into more traditional storytelling prose, as that would not have served 

the goal of supporting my design efforts. Instead through such writing, across the 

research period, I evolved my understanding of a ritual design strategy, my own 

practices and my underlying beliefs and values that necessarily shaped my work – and 

my evolving ritual design tool.  
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There are a variety of perspectives on how one might evaluate such writing. For Ellis 

et al (2008), criteria for successful autoethnography includes reliability, validity and 

generalisability, although Ellis reconceived these from their definitions within 

positivistic research. Briefly, reliability is based on the credibility of the researcher to 

establish narrative truth, based on the beliefs of the narrator; validity means a text that 

is lifelike and believable; and to be generalisable, the story should relate strongly to 

the reader’s experiences or people they know. In turn, I reconceived these criteria to 

be more applicable to my context. The key evaluative criteria (for me) were: did the 

writing – meaning the act of writing and the text written – usefully support design and 

support the evolution of the ritual design strategy? To me, this is validity, which can 

be demonstrated, for example, by showing how the text was responsive to ritual 

design prompts. Reliability is demonstrated through the credible and authentic sharing 

of thoughts and feelings, e.g., beliefs and values. I do not believe that outputs from a 

ritual design process are likely to be generalisable unless the circumstances are 

particularly similar. 

 

Evolving the ritual design strategy 
 

My method included designing the ritual design approach that I applied to various 

opportunities; the high-level approach for each opportunity was previous outlined in 

Figure 5. The core ‘ritual design’ activity takes place in the third step where the focus 

is to design the opportunity while iterating the design tool. In this section, I describe 

the approach for completing that step. (In Chapter 4, I describe the evolution of the 

tool across the research period.) The challenge is to approach a method for designing 

a method – in this case, a method for designing a ritual design method. Across my 

career, there were frequent opportunities to develop methods for how teams 

performed certain tasks or, more generally, for how to operationalise a strategy; the 

method typically included picking a starting point and improving the solution over 

time, and that worked when there were clear success criteria. For this research, I did 

not have such criteria; I did not know what a ‘good’ ritual design strategy looked like; 

indeed, while the project intended to evolve a ritual design method, I was 

simultaneously evolving my understanding of what a ritual design strategy even 

meant. I knew, however, that the purpose of this research was not to test a ritual 

design method, but to evolve one over time, through use. 
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My general method for that third step included the following process. I began for 

example, by opening one of the latest versions of the tool – not necessarily the latest, 

since the most recent might have been used for a very different purpose. Typically, I 

would start at the top of the file and begin answering the initial questions and prompts 

– those are discussed in more detail in Chapter 4. That writing was extremely free-

form and captured what I thought and felt about the opportunity at hand. As I wrote, I 

frequently discovered ideas that I could leverage in the design of the opportunity; I 

played with the ideas and moved on to discover other ideas; I let my mind go where it 

would. There was ongoing dialogue between ritual thinking and HPE thinking; my 

thoughts would sometimes be about ritual and sometimes about the issue. Most 

iterations of the design tool included questions related to the family characteristics of 

ritual from the literature, e.g., formalism, traditionalism, invariance, rule-governance, 

symbolism and performative-embodiment. Over time, I accumulated ideas related to 

the design of the solution and from these I shaped a solution proposal (or set of design 

notes) of varying scope and formality, depending on the item being designed. Given 

the raw and personal nature of the autoethnographic writing, I never shared the 

original text with my colleagues – I just shared the resulting design ideas. 

 

Through this process, I was learning about ritual design – inventing what that meant 

and what it looked like. I was driven by my assumption that ritual was a strategy for 

achieving goals, and therefore my personal goals regularly came to mind, and it made 

sense to apply ritual design to my life. This became an important and useful part of 

my method during the research period. Personal applications of ritual design had few, 

if any, limits in comparison with the work environment. My life became a laboratory 

for testing ritual ideas in ways that necessarily influenced what was happening at 

work. I created rituals for myself and in collaboration with my partner. 

 
 

 

Project and Opportunity Timeline 
 

Table 7 compiles a list of ‘opportunities’ during the research period. Chapters 4, 5 and 

6 detail several of these opportunities. The label ‘Collaboration’ refers to the design of 

activities through which an HPE-related group or team was working together to 

improve HPE or to address a particular business issue. The label ‘Touchpoint’ refers 
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to sessions outside of HPE-related teams where the purpose was to improve HPE by 

finding synergies and areas of mutual support between those teams and the HPE 

strategy. In short, over this period, I was looking at HPE and my mission to strengthen 

and sustain the strategy through a ritual design lens. 

 

Dec 2017 Final Ethics Approval (14 December 2017) 

Collaboration: Union leader induction breakfast 

 

Jan 2018 Touchpoint: HPE and Diversity & Inclusion Strategy 

 

Feb 2018 Touchpoint: HPE and Māori Culture Team 
Touchpoint: HPE and Leadership Everyday Facilitators  

Touchpoint: Facilitating Co-Design with Digital 

Collaboration: HPE Education and IBPS for Contact Centre Engagement 

Collaboration: Heather, HPE Facilitator (19/2/18, 20/2/18, 22/2/18) 

 

Mar 2018 Collaboration: Facilitating co-design with designers (1/3/18) 

Collaboration: Māori Culture and HPE LT, Andrew (6/3/18) 

Collaboration: Bargaining Support, BPA as HPE opportunity 

Collaboration: Product playbook (22/3/18) 

Collaboration: SLT Induction for HPE 

Touchpoint: HPE and State Services Commission 
Interview: Leeanne  (23/3/18) 

Event: Leadership Team Anniversary event (8/3/18) 

Event: Working Party, SWOT analysis (29/3/18) 

 

April 2018 Event: Working Party: SWOT prioritisation; strengthening the Working Party 

Collaboration: Playbook Design with IT Company 

Event: Workplace Relations Offsite; ritual design 

 

May 2018 Collaboration: People Forum team dating design and prework 

Collaboration: Playbook Collaborative Design Sessions 

Collaboration: Facilitator COP (facilitating co-design for the options phase) 

Collaboration: Structured Thinking in HPE 
Touchpoint: Accelerated Development Centre, Integrating Coaching and HPE 

Touchpoint: How WR and OE can support each other 

Event: WR Minister Event (no design effort) 

Event: Working Party – Scorecard and ‘commercialising’ HPE 

 

Jun 2018 Collaboration: BAU vs HPE 

Collaboration: Airports Steering Group 

Event: Working Party – COP update 

 

Jul 2018 Collaboration: IEA Short Squad 

Collaboration: People Forum – Delivery 
Collaboration: Workplace Relations Offsite 

Event: Working Party, scorecard and IEA issue 

 

Aug 2018 Collaboration: WR, HPE and Collaboration Module (with Learning Team) 

 

Sept 2018 Event: Leadership Team, review requested 

Collaboration: Review Planning, proposal 

Collaboration: Workplace Relations Offsite 

Collaboration: WR, HPE and Collaboration Module (with Learning Team) 

(cont.) 

Collaboration: Delegate training design 
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Oct 2018 Collaboration: Working Party, delegate-Manager training design 

Collaboration: Review survey and focus group design 

Collaboration: WR, HPE and Collaboration Module (with Learning Team) 

(cont.) 

Collaboration: HPE Facilitator COP 

 

Nov 2018 HPE Review Interviews: 

T, 8 November 2018 

V, 8 November 2018 

P, 10 November 2018 
P, 10 November 2018 

J, 12 November 2018 

J, 13 November 2018 

G, 19 November 2018 

M, 19 November 2018 

C, 21 November 2018 

C, 22 November 2018 

J, 23 November 2018 

F, 26 November 2018 

W, 27 November 2018 

M, 28 November 2018 
M, 28 November 2018 

S, 30 November 2018 

 

Jan 2019 Collaboration: focus group design, 16 January 2019 

Collaboration: focus group design, part 2, 29 January 2019 

Event: Working Party review preliminary findings, 31 January 2019 

HPE review focus groups: 

29 January 2019, 10.30, FL/Delegates 

29 January 2019, 14.30, CC/Tandem Managers 

30 January 2019, 10.30, FL/Delegates Airports 

 
Feb 2019 HPE review focus groups: 

1 February 2019, 10.30, Cabin Crew Delegates 

1 February 2019, 14.30, FL/Delegates, Customer Care/Ops 

4 February 2019, 10.30, FL/Delegates, E&M 

4 February 2019, 14.30, Delegates/E&M+ 

5 February 2019, 10.30, FL/Delegates, Ops 

7 February 2019, 10.30, Managers, E&M+ 

7 February 2019, 14.30, Managers, Cargo, Pilots, Customer Care  

8 February 2019, 10.30, FL/Delegates, RML 

8 February 2019, 14.30, Managers, RML  

11 February 2019, 10.30, FL/Delegates Cargo 

12 February 2019, 10.30, FL, Cabin Crew  
12 February 2019, 14.30, Managers/Cabin Crew 

13 February 2019, 10.30, FL/Delegates, Gas Turbines 

13 February 2019, 14.30, Managers, Gas Turbines 

14 February 2019, 10.30, Managers, Airports 

14 February 2019, 14.30, FL/Delegates, Airports 

15 February 2019, 10.30, FL/Delegates, E&M 

15 February 2019, 14.30, Managers, E&M+ 

 

Mar 2019 Event: Working Party, workplan from review 

Collaboration: Review Data 

Collaboration: Preview Report 
 

Apr 2019 Event: Leadership Team – Review Recommendations, design 

Collaboration: IR Strategy 
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May 2019 Event: Leadership Team 

Event: New Short Squad 

Event: E Tu and National HP/HE summit design 

Collaboration: Future of Work 

Collaboration: WR Offsite 

Collaboration: Integrated learning and communications from review 

 

June 2019 Collaboration: Review communications 

Collaboration: E&M, Post-Review Refresh 

 
Jul 2019 

 

Collaboration: Airports SC, 4 July 2019  

Collaboration: HPE and Collaboration Module Planning 

Collaboration: Coaching for WR, design 

Collaboration: HRLT, principles, behaviours messaging 

 

Aug 2019 Event: IBN training 

Collaboration: HRBP (union lens activity) 

Collaboration: C&BD HPE Refresh 

Collaboration: Comms and HPE (union eyes and ears) 

Collaboration: Short Squad, delegate summit design 

 
Sept 2019 Collaboration: AKLI FOH Roster Review, HPE refresh 

Collaboration: Business Transformation for HRBPs 

Collaboration: Head to Head Summit Planning 

 

Oct 2019 Event: Delegate summit, delivery 

 

Nov 2019 Collaboration: ROC HPE Refresh 

Collaboration: Revised Charter 

Collaboration: Facilitator Non-Negotiables 

 

Table 7. Timeline of ritual design opportunities 

 

 

Summary and challenges 
 

The methodology and methods are my approach for answering the research challenge: 

How can ritual insights inform the design of interventions to strengthen and sustain 

the HPE strategy, and how can I evolve a ritual design strategy to aid in such design? 

In summary, I practiced viewing my workplace mission through a ritual design lens 

and applied my evolving ritual design process to a variety of opportunities. The 

methods included (1) collaboration sessions, which either informed interventions or 

were interventions in themselves; (2) autoethnographic writing sessions, which were 

the essence of my ritual design activity; (3) interviews, which were primarily used to 

inform interventions, i.e., they yielded ideas for changes that might improve our HPE 

practices; and (4) ongoing revision of my evolving ritual design tool as I addressed 

opportunities. 
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The collaboration sessions took many forms, including formal design sessions and 

informal conversations that were either about collaboration (e.g., how to improve 

HPE) or collaborative efforts to address particular issues. Ritual design thinking 

supported both collaboration events (e.g., thinking through the design of the event) 

and interventions that were conceived during events. Interview sessions were 

considered both ritual events in themselves – intended to build engagement and 

advocacy – and events that yielded insights for future interventions. Autoethnographic 

writing sessions served several purposes including, a) being reflective of my 

methodology, questioning what is working, what is not, and what I might do 

differently; b) being reflective of my own attitudes and ideas toward collaboration and 

the HPE strategy, e.g., posing to myself the same questions I asked of interviewees; c) 

capturing my own evolving thoughts and processes for a ritual design strategy, and d) 

considering such writing as a ritual process itself. 

 

The most significant methodological challenge that I faced throughout this process 

was to understand the relationship between my work mission and my research 

mission. By design, these were intended to align as closely as possible; I was 

performing insider-research to improve and sustain HPE, and this research project 

was evolving a new approach to help succeed in that mission. Indeed, one lens that 

can be placed on this thesis is that of a partnership between the academy and the 

business environment. The most important component in reconciling work and 

research was the collaboration of my immediate manager who was fully supportive of 

this effort; it was through our collaboration that we designed the alignment between 

work and research. Without this support, the project would not have been possible. He 

was responsible to the Air New Zealand executive team for the success of HPE; 

further, he believed that ritual was a natural and important part of the human 

experience, including work experience, and so we were aligned in the most 

fundamental aspect of the project – the belief that ritual thinking might be able to 

support the success of HPE. 

 

A related methodological challenge involved ambiguity in the scope of my research. 

My workplace mission to improve and sustain HPE required that I bring anything and 

everything to bear in support of that mission – all my previous experiences, tools and 

intuitions. However, my research project was specifically to evolve a ritual design 
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strategy. There was a tendency to see practical relationships between almost 

everything from my past professional, educational and life experience, and this 

evolving strategy – and so ritual design often felt like a totalising and self-fulfilling 

strategy. To wear a ritual lens challenged my previous understanding and practices of 

work and life by perpetually prompting a confronting question: What ought I do now? 

In the subsequent three chapters, I unfold results through which I engaged in a 

continued attempt to answer this question. 
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Chapter 4 – Results and analysis, part 1: ritual design method and 

ritual narrative 
 
 

In this chapter, which is the first of three results chapters for the thesis, I describe key 

events during the research period through which I evolved my concept, methods and a 

tool for ritual design thinking in support of the High Performance Engagement 

strategy at Air New Zealand. When activities were required to improve and sustain 

HPE – by adding something new or revising something – I would use these as 

opportunities to practice placing a ritual design lens on the activities or materials. 

Activities included, for example, collaborative problem solving or collaborative 

design sessions, governance and oversight sessions, team meetings and coaching 

sessions; materials included support tools related to these activities, such as agendas, 

presentations and training materials. An opportunity to apply ritual design thinking 

did not mean that a new or revised ritual was designed and implemented, rather it 

meant I approached the situation with a ritual design lens to progress ways forward. 

 

I intended, from the start of my research, to develop a tool and method that would 

support applying insights from the study of ritual to the design of interventions. The 

first part of this chapter answers how my ritual design method and tool evolved over 

time as I worked on opportunities. I describe the initial construction of the tool and 

then several opportunities through which changes to the tool were made. The second 

part of this chapter discusses the design of ritual narrative in the case of the ‘Story of 

HPE,’ an activity that continued across the research period and which was a 

component of most solutions.  

 

Chapters 5 and 6 then continue describing the results and analysis through case 

studies of specific opportunities. Chapter 5 discusses the application of ritual design 

thinking to digital systems and materials in the case of the HPE Playbook. Chapter 6 

describes designing for ritual formalism in the cases of the HPE Leadership Team 

Anniversary Event and collaboration sessions related to the HPE Review. 
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Evolution of tool and method 
 

First iteration 

 

The idea for leveraging insights from my study of religion to workplace intervention 

design efforts had been developing over several years, but until this research started, I 

had not yet attempted to formulate a specific approach. In this section, I describe how 

I constructed the initial design tool as a starting point for subsequent and ongoing 

development through use.  

 

I decided to start by reviewing those early thoughts and ideas and so my first task was 

to mine my HPE Capability Journal, a document I started in November 2016, a year 

prior to the start of this research, when I was first appointed to the position of HPE 

Capability Manager on the Workplace Relations & Engagement team. From that time 

forward, I would be working full-time on the HPE strategy. With this journal, I 

intended to capture what I did, what I was thinking and how I was feeling. I had been 

journaling in this way since the 1980s – electronically since 1994 – and used writing 

as an extension of thinking, planning, working and life in general. I reviewed the 

journal to find and compile my notes that related to religion, ritual and HPE. I then 

shaped these notes into a series of premises that would serve as the start of a ritual 

design tool. Here, I provide a few early excerpts, followed by those premises. My 

purpose is to transparently acknowledge the constructive process – not to defend 

either the process or the results. I needed to start somewhere and this is where I began.  

 

My earliest notes relating ritual and HPE, captured about one year before the start of 

this research, suggested improving HPE by leveraging Rue’s (2005) model of 

religion, with an emphasis on ritual:  
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What are the strategies we intend to use to maximize the results we want to 

achieve? 

 

Strategies and interventions to focus on 
Ritual 

Root metaphor and core narrative 

 
Unpack these 

Examples in religion and in HPE 

They overlap with regard to the strategies 

 
Passover Seder as an example: a pedagogical approach that teaches the symbols and 

the purposes of doing everything in the ritual 

 

       Figure 13. Journal entry, 4 November 2016 

 

 

While ritual is one of five of Rue’s (2005) religio-cultural strategies for supporting, 

reinforcing and embedding a core, mythic narrative – the others being intellectual, 

institutional, aesthetic and experiential – I had long been privileging ritual and seeing 

each of the others in a ritual context. About two months later, I summarised what I 

conceived of as ritual design strategy: 
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I want to capture a method that helps drive a strategy, or a vision, and in this 
case, it is a ritual strategy. 

 

Propositions/Assumptions 

Rituals can align attitudes and behaviours with goals 
Rituals can be designed to align attitudes and behaviours with selected 

goals 

Rituals provide opportunities for participating in the myth/narrative that 
captures “how things are” and “which things matter” 

 

In religion, these are ultimate stories, e.g., how the world is put together 

and how we must behave. In organisations, these are less ultimate, but 
still assumed as fundamental to the success of the organisation.  

 

Issue Statement: How do we continually improve our ability to use high 
participation and high collaboration problem solving methods? 

 

Ritual strategy can support the success of high participation, high collaboration 
activities by 

Reinforcing the attitudes and behaviours that are needed 

Reinforcing the knowledge and learning 

Reinforcing reflective practice 
Rituals reinforce core narratives (myths) through multisensory 

repetition and enactment 

 
If a ritual enacts the myth/narrative, how does it do that? 

If the myth is a story, the ritual enacts the story, or recapitulates the story, what 

is that story? 
 

      Figure 14. Journal entry, 29 December 2016 

 

Following Rue (2005), I conceived a core narrative as being central to a group or a 

strategy’s purpose – a story that captured how things are and which things matter. The 

religio-cultural strategies served to reinforce the narrative. During that same writing 

session, I wrote an initial narrative for HPE: 
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A recapitulation: Why HPE? 

 

We started HPE because we want to thrive and be successful, and we need to do 

this together. We want a strategic relationship between the unions and 

management – because we are all part of the Air New Zealand community and, 

of course, the New Zealand community. We want higher engagement, because 

that is a culture that helps everyone. If we are personally engaged, it means 

we’re finding greater purpose in our work. High participation and high 

collaboration drive engagement, and they also find better solutions to issues and 
challenges – that’s the idea behind HPE: engagement and solutions. 

 

(There are also other drivers of engagement, aside from HPE – for example, a 

strong safety culture drives engagement – but right here and now, we want to 

ensure that HPE does its part to drive engagement.) 

 

In short, we need to get really good at this! We need to continually improve our 

ability to do HPE well! Improving HPE capability will strengthen our culture 

and our success. We each need to do our part to bring HPE principles and 

processes to life. We won’t always get it right – we may at times stumble. That 

just means we need to keep trying. 
We won’t always agree – but we can disagree without being disagreeable. Let’s 

work together to make Air New Zealand a great place to work. 

 

Figure 15. Journal entry, 29 December 2016 

 

I was frequently in work situations in which I needed to concisely summarise what the 

HPE strategy was all about. I realised, as I started this research, that those situations 

were ritual-like; that is, my attempt to summarise HPE, seen through a ritual lens, 

was, in effect, the design and communication of a ritual narrative. There was a 

fundamental relationship between this narrative and my evolving understanding of a 

ritual design strategy (and in the second half of this chapter, I describe the evolution 

of that ritual narrative). 

 

Drawing upon my history of thinking about religion and ritual, I outlined ritual design 

concepts or premises that I believed could be the foundation of an intervention design 

process that I could then iterate over time based on experience. The following six 

premises became the starting point for my ritual design tool. 

 

[1] Ritual can be designed to prompt reflection of meaning, purpose and values. 

Across my career I noticed a tendency among some team members to lose sight of the 

goals and intentions behind the team’s immediate activities – colloquially, missing the 

forest for the trees. The consequence can include behaviours that are not clearly 

understood – that lack self-awareness. Ritual design could reduce this risk by 

clarifying and reinforcing (a) the goals being sought, (b) why they are important, (c) 
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the strategies being used to seek those goals and (d) the methods, tasks and 

behaviours that bring those strategies to life, that operationalise the strategies. I 

believed that the sense of ‘meaning and purpose’ at work is a feeling that emerges in 

response to tightly aligned goals, values, strategies and behaviours; and thus, ritual 

could be designed to promote this sense. Ritual design was a form of meaning-

making. From this thinking, I capture initial questions for ritual design: 

 

 

What are you trying to address and why? 

What strategy are you supporting and why is it considered important? 
What meaning do people bring to the strategy and their related behaviours? 

What values underpin the strategy and their behaviours? 

 

Figure 16. Excerpt from ritual design tool 

 
 

[2] Ritual can be designed to retell or re-enact core mythic narratives. From the start 

of the project, I was inspired by Rue’s (2005) model of culture and religion and I 

believed that a core narrative was a fundamental characteristic of any strategy – i.e., 

the story of that strategy. Such a story might include the history of the organisation 

and/or the strategy at hand – in my case, the HPE strategy. In addition to a ritual 

retelling of the story, I was inspired by Campbell’s (1988) notion that ritual is the 

enactment of a myth. While I knew from personal experience that this was sometimes 

true, e.g., my experience and understanding of a Passover Seder, I did not consider 

this axiomatic. It seemed reasonable, though, that enacting or performing a narrative 

would be one strategy for reinforcing messages found within. Based on these notions 

of narrative, I captured the following questions as interrelated and overlapping ways 

of considering narrative in relation to designing interventions: 

 

 

What is “how things are” in the context of this issue and intervention? What is the 
situation? Is there a cosmology or worldview that is appropriate to the discussion? 

 

What is “what matters,” i.e., why is an intervention needed? What are the 
complications? Are there moral issues that are foundational and appropriate to the 

discussion? 

 

What story would communicate the essence of the goal, strategy and intervention? 
What story (or portion of a story) might the intervention tell or enact, and what might 

that look like? 

 

            Figure 17. Excerpt from ritual design tool 
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[3] Ritual can be designed to negotiate and/or establish intended power relationships 

in alignment with group goals. This premise came from the recognition that power 

relationships were at the heart of the HPE strategy and a fundamental characteristic of 

culture models and strategies. For example, Johnson & Schole’s (2005) culture web 

model, which is similar to Rue’s (2005) model, separates ‘power structures’ as an area 

of particular concern (see Figure 23). 

 

For my purposes, power relationships refers to decision-making authority within the 

HPE strategy, which can be considered both strategically and behaviourally. 

Strategically, HPE specifies responsibilities for each related team and process. While 

ultimate authority remains with management, as they are legally responsible for 

managing the organisation. HPE provides structures and methods through which joint 

groups seek consensus solutions. Behaviourally, power is a concern in the room 

during collaboration sessions. An often-quoted ground-rule for HPE improvement 

teams was: ‘Leave your guns and badges at the door,’ which meant, do not use your 

hierarchical position within the organisation to unduly influence the collaborative 

process. Therefore, I conceived a related ritual design consideration as follows: How 

might the solution help to establish and/or maintain the power relationships most 

helpful to the strategy?  

 

[4] Ritual can be designed pedagogically to teach the beliefs and values of HPE. This 

early notion was inspired by my background in organisational learning; by default, I 

see almost every intervention as a learning opportunity. This design concept also 

came from my reflections on the Passover Seder. The Seder ritual tells the story of the 

exodus, symbolically enacting portions of the story and explicitly teaching the story 

and the ritual symbols. I believed at the start of the project that this was an ideal that I 

could leverage, somehow, in a ritual design context. From a design perspective, I 

considered: How might the solution leverage principles of sound learning – e.g., 

modelling, practice and feedback – to explicitly reinforce the strategy?  

 

[5] Ritual can be designed to support or enable change management strategies and 

behaviours. 

Collaborative problem solving and solution design is always about change, i.e., the 

group working on a solution is determining what something should look like in the 
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future, such as a new business process. Ritual thinking in support of HPE should 

therefore play a role in managing and embedding change, and at a high level, the 

change at issue was the HPE strategy itself – this new way of working. As some 

leaders at Air New Zealand were trained in ProSci’s ADKAR model (Prosci, 2019), I 

assumed that my research might include placing a ritual lens on aspects of that model. 

 

Awareness – awareness of the need for change 

Design – desire to support the change 

Knowledge – knowledge of how to change 

Ability – ability to demonstrate skills and behaviours 

Reinforce – reinforcement to make the change stick 

Table 8. Outline of ProSci’s ADKAR model 

(Source: https://www.prosci.com/adkar/adkar-model) 

 

 

While I conceived ritual, following Rue (2005), as reinforcement strategy that helps to 

embed the core narrative, there were possibilities for applying ritual thinking toward 

each area of the ADKAR model. For my initial version of a ritual design process, I 

simply asked: How might the solution manage the change at issue? 

 

[6] Ritual can be designed as an integrative and holistic meta-strategy. This rather 

abstract premise was based on the leadership challenge of simultaneously attending to 

multiple and diverse goals, strategies and frameworks. HPE was one strategy among 

many at Air New Zealand; others included, for example: Health & Safety, Diversity 

& Inclusion, Leadership Behaviours, Brand Values, Sustainability, Engagement, 

Employee Experience, Learning and Development, and others. These are in addition 

to the particular strategies for which leaders may have primary responsibility. 

Depending on the leader, these can feel like rather independent puzzle pieces. I 

believed in the value of seeing and engaging these as an integrated whole, and I 

believed that ritual design could support such an integration. The design question was: 

How might the solution serve to synergise and integrate organisational goals and 

strategies?  

 

The summary of prompts and questions (see Figure 16 for a summary) became the 

starting point for my ritual design tool and method. For the balance of the thesis I use 
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the word method to mean the approach used when designing with a ritual lens; the 

word tool refers to the digital file I used to support the method. 

 

 

[1] Ritual can be designed to prompt participant reflection of meaning, purpose and values. 

What are you trying to address and why? 

What strategy are you supporting and why is it considered important? 

What meaning do people bring to the strategy and their related behaviours? 

What values underpin the strategy and their behaviours? 

 

[2] Ritual can be designed to retell or re-enact mythic narratives. 

What is “how things are” in the context of this issue and intervention? What is the situation? Is 
there a cosmology or worldview that is appropriate to the discussion? 

What is “what matters,” i.e., why is an intervention needed? What are the complications? Are 

there moral issues that are foundational and appropriate to the discussion? 

What story would communicate the essence of the goal, strategy and intervention? What story 

(or portion of a story) might the intervention tell or enact, and what might that look like? 

 

[3] Ritual can be designed to negotiate and/or establish ideal power relationships in alignment 

with group goals. 

How might the solution help to establish and/or maintain the power relationship most helpful to 

the strategy? 

 

[4] Ritual can be designed pedagogically to teach the beliefs and values of HPE. 
How might the solution leverage principles of sound learning – e.g., modelling, practice and 

feedback – to explicitly reinforce the strategy? 

 

[5] Ritual can be designed to support or enable change management strategies and behaviours. 

How might the solution manage the change at issue? 

 

[6] Ritual can be designed as an integrative and holistic meta-strategy  

How might the solution serve to synergise and integrate organisational goals and strategies? 

 

Figure 18. Questions and prompts in initial ritual design tool 

 

 

Both method and tool immediately began to evolve through three means: firstly, 

through engagement with numerous work opportunities; secondly, through ongoing 

inspiration and insights from related literature; and thirdly, through my own ongoing 

reflections, related writings and personal (outside of work) ritual design activities. My 

understanding of ‘placing a ritual lens on HPE’ evolved in response to my real-life 

engagements on the ground. In the following sections, I describe several opportunities 

through which my approach and understanding evolved; the emphasis is not on the 

details of the opportunities themselves but on the changes to my method and the tool. 
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Iterations of the tool while addressing opportunities 
 

Māori and culture collaboration 

 

The Māori and Culture team at Air New Zealand drove a strategy that included 

addressing the needs of Māori employees and forming practical relationships with 

Māori organisations outside the company. In addition, Air New Zealand actively 

sought to ensure that Māori culture was represented within the organisation. Among 

other strategies, the use of Te Reo Māori was fostered, including while engaging 

customers. From the perspective of the manager of the Māori and Culture team, “We 

need to always earn the right to have the koru on our tail,” referring to the Air New 

Zealand logo on the tail of the airplanes. 

 

 

Image 5. Air New Zealand logo on airplane 

(Source: https://www.airnewzealand.co.nz/fleet) 

 

As part of my ‘touchpoint’ strategy for HPE, I approached this manager to discuss the 

possible relationships of our respective goals and strategies and whether there may be 

practical ways of supporting each other. In particular, I suggested that insights or 

practices from Māori culture might support the intentions of HPE for a collaborative 

culture. As an example, I suggested that members of newly formed HPE teams or 

participants of collaborative problem solving sessions could use something like a 

Pepeha (Pepeha, 2019), a Māori form of introduction, near the start of their first 

session, instead of the more common practice of sharing minimal information, e.g., 

one’s name, job title and tenure with Air New Zealand. The rationale and general 

hypothesis was: through a more substantive form of introduction we might establish 

greater empathy and understanding among participants and thereby establish stronger 

preparedness for collaboration. From a ritual design perspective, I wondered: How 
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might we design a ritual form of introduction for HPE in support of group success?  

The manager agreed to an initial session and recommended several participants. The 

agreed issue statements were: What is the relationship between Māori and Pacifica 

culture and the aspirations of HPE? How might related insights inform our mission to 

strengthen and sustain HPE? 

 

I considered this an opportunity to evolve and apply the ritual design tool – not to 

design the upcoming collaboration session, which did not occur to me – but rather, by 

designing this new form of participant introduction as a ritual-like activity. At this 

early stage of my research, I was primarily thinking in terms of designing rituals in 

support of HPE. In this case, the design might involve adopting or adapting existing 

rituals. To begin, I reviewed the various frameworks of ritual genres and 

characteristics of ritual-like activities (Bell, 1997; Smith & Stewart, 2011), 

summarised in Table 9, and considered how they might apply to this situation. 

 
 

Ritual genres Characteristics of ritual-like activities 

Rites of passage 

Calendar rites 

Rites of exchange and communion 

Rites of affliction 

Feasting, fasting and festivals 

Political rites 

 

Formalism 

Traditionalism 

Invariance 

Rule-Governance 

Sacral symbolism 

Performance 

Table 9. Taxonomy of ritual genres and characteristics 

Based on Bell (1997) 

 

 

There were discernible relationships between these ritual genres and organisational 

ritual; for example, induction and orientation activities can be considered rites of 

passage through which people become members of a team. Escalations to the Issue 

Resolution team might be conceived as rites of affliction, because relationships are 

broken and require a remedy. The annual business planning events are like calendar 

rites. I considered collaborative workshops – and perhaps ritual forms of participant 

introduction – to be rites of exchange and communion (Bell, 1997) where the 

exchange is of ideas and mutual support, and the communion is with each other in a 

common cause. Mutual self-disclosure, I imagined, was also a form of exchange and 

communion. 
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The characteristics of ritual-like activities seemed immediately applicable as ritual 

design considerations and I drew upon Bell’s (1997) elaborations across the research 

period. In the current situation, by seeking insights or practices from Māori culture, I 

felt I was appealing to ritual traditionalism – the characteristic that includes or 

references cultural traditions of the participants. Traditionalism can generate a sense 

of appropriateness for an activity, conceivably fostering the sentiment: this is who we 

are and what we do. 

 

How might this characteristic apply to a group of diverse participants? The act of 

performing and listening to substantive introductions of oneself and others that 

references, for example, where one comes from – e.g., ancestors, ethnicity, geography 

– might generate thoughts and feelings supportive of a collaborative and helpful 

mind-set, as per my hypothesis above. However, when considering the notion of 

traditionalism with regard to the HPE strategy, we were deliberately rejecting and 

replacing the tradition of adversarial and combative approaches to industrial relations. 

This one characteristic of ritual-like activities had interesting and complex 

connections to my immediate opportunity. I added new questions and prompts to my 

design tool that considered both tradition and anti-tradition. How might the ritual be 

designed to leverage existing traditions and connect with the past?  Alternatively, how 

might the ritual be designed to distinguish between the past and the present – to 

emphasise discontinuity? 

 

I designed a two-hour session in collaboration with an intern who had temporarily 

joined the Workplace Relations team; she facilitated the session as part of her 

development plan. The agenda followed the interest-based problem-solving process; 

the agreed issue statement was posed and discussed; then, each person introduced 

themselves including their interests in relation to the issue statement. When I 

introduced myself, I mentioned the idea of a collaboratively designed introduction as 

one example of an answer to the issue statement. The key outcome of the session was 

a proposed workshop during which we would collaborate on the design of new rituals 

for session openings and closings as well as for introductions. This became an agenda 

item during a subsequent ‘community of practice’ event with HPE advocates and 

facilitators. In addition, current facilitators distributed their approaches to doing 
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introductions since there was no standard approach and each did this in their own 

way. 

 

Reflecting after the meeting, I noted that, beyond ritual design, this opportunity was a 

collaborative ritual design activity among diverse stakeholders. It felt important and 

obvious to recognise that a ritual design strategy in support of a collaboration strategy 

should focus on the collaborative design of new or revised rituals. I added to my 

design tool: ‘Is this an opportunity for the collaborative design of ritual?’ In addition, 

I added the list of ritual genre and characteristics to the bottom of the tool with a 

general design question associated with each: ‘Which ritual genre (if any) might the 

solution represent – and what implications and inspirations does that provide? Which 

characteristics of ritual-like activities might be leveraged for this solution?’ 

 

Analysis 

 

This was a multiple-part opportunity. First, I had my touchpoint engagement with the 

manager of the Māori and Culture team; second, a collaboration session to progress 

the general issue; and third, the potential opportunity to design and implement the 

new rituals. That first meeting with the manager was a ‘touchpoint ritual’ in which I 

was sharing the HPE story and seeking support. However, at the time, I did not 

consider this or the collaboration session as design opportunities in themselves. While 

I had been thinking about a ritual design strategy for about a year before this research 

started, this was the first opportunity through which I was constructing the ritual 

design method. In retrospect, seeing through a ritual design lens, every component of 

this engagement was indeed ritual-like and an opportunity for ritual design. 

 

Through this opportunity, I started the process of evolving the ritual design tool – in 

this case, by adding notes about traditionalism that would remain with the tool going 

forward. Within the tool, I reflected on why I was motivated to seek insights from 

Māori culture in support of HPE. Firstly, in principle, any traditional culture could 

provide support for HPE, because cultures and religions speak to cooperation and to 

how we treat our neighbours – i.e., our co-workers; therefore, cultures and religions 

will tend to be sources of insights, language, symbols, and perhaps specific methods – 

or even wisdom – that relate to collaboration. Having lived in New Zealand for the 

previous fourteen years and knowing the significance of the founding principles of the 
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Treaty of Waitangi (Orange, 1987), and that Air New Zealand supported an increased 

understanding of Māori culture and language, it felt appropriate to seek insights from 

Māori culture in particular. 

 

Taking inspiration from tradition is related to my fundamental intuition about religion 

and ritual in general. Traditions are to be appreciatively considered – neither 

automatically adopted nor rejected. Just as we might seek counsel from our elders due 

to their accumulated life experience and wisdom, the religio-culture strategies, like 

ritual, that have served human civilisation, are available for consideration and design. 

At the same time, I was aware that drawing upon Māori culture could be considered a 

form of cultural appropriation or exoticism and spoke with the manager of the Māori 

and Culture team about this. After hearing my thoughts – in essence, those captured 

here – he said he was not concerned and that my intent was clear. 

 

Finally, the design and facilitation of the collaboration session did yield something of 

a new ritual. In many HPE sessions, there are brief introductions toward the 

beginning; then later, each person offers their interests regarding the issue statement. 

Our design for this session bundled introductions and interests; in effect, each person 

around the table offered: Here is who I am and why the question we are addressing is 

important to me. 

 

The above example illustrates practical ways in which I evolved my ritual design 

thinking and process through engaging ‘opportunities’ in the workplace. In summary, 

I edited my ritual design notes, questions and prompts based on my experience. These 

notes included insights from the literature, from my own historical thinking about 

religion, ritual and collaboration, and from my reflections on my own motivations and 

biases – since these shaped my ideas and my interactions in the workplace. 

 

Facilitating collaborative design 
 

In February 2018, I facilitated a collaboration session with three facilitators from 

different teams (Organisational Effectiveness, HPE, Continuous Improvement) on 

what it means and what it looks like to facilitate collaborative design, i.e., facilitating 

groups like HPE improvement teams where the goal was to design a solution together. 

Each team had its own methods for facilitating co-design and my intention was to 
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learn from them and share what we do in HPE. This was more than a ‘touchpoint’ 

interaction; this was an opportunity to find synergies related to the most fundamental 

activity within HPE: facilitating collaboration.  

 

In preparation for this session, I reviewed my ritual design tool to consider what 

‘placing a ritual lens on collaborative design’ might mean and how this notion might 

impact the facilitation of such an activity. One prompt read: ‘Ritual can be designed 

to prompt reflection of meaning, purpose and values.’ I believed that ritual design 

might be used to reinforce values, but first one needs to determine what those values 

are. Similarly, another prompt read: ‘What core narrative might the solution retell or 

enact – a story that summarises how things are and which things matter?’ The phrase 

‘which things matter’ is another way of asking about values – about what is important 

to the participant. What is the relationship, I wondered, between the participant’s core 

values and the values that underpin the collaborative mindset we were trying to 

nurture through HPE? I considered a hypothesis: If people see an alignment between 

the values underpinning the strategy and their own values, they will be more likely to 

be advocates for the strategy. I captured a new ritual design consideration in the tool 

as follows: ‘Which core values are related to this intervention and therefore worth 

reinforcing by design? How might ritual design help participants consider alignments 

between their values and those underpinning the strategy?’ 

 

For the collaboration session with the facilitators, I piloted an activity and created an 

accompanying worksheet with approximately one-hundred values (see Table 10).  
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Acceptance 

Accomplishment 

Accountability 

Accuracy 

Achievement 

Adaptability 

Alertness 

Altruism 

Ambition 

Amusement 

Assertiveness 

Attentive 

Awareness 

Balance 

Boldness 

Bravery 

Brilliance 

Calm 

Candor 

Capable 

Careful 

Certainty 

Challenge 

Charity 

Cleanliness 

Clear 

Clever 

Comfort 

Commitment 

Common sense 

Communication 

Community 

Compassion 

Competence 

Concentration 

Confidence 

Connection 

Consciousness 

Consistency 

Contentment 

Contribution 

Control 

Conviction 

Cooperation 

Courage 

Courtesy 

Creation 

Creativity 

Credibility 

Curiosity 

Decisive 

Decisiveness 

Dedication 

Dependability 

Determination 

Development 

Devotion 

Dignity 

Discipline 

Discovery 

Drive 

Effectiveness 

Efficiency 

Empathy 

Empower 

Endurance 

Energy 

Enjoyment 

Enthusiasm 

Equality 

Ethical 

Excellence 

Experience 

Exploration 

Expressive 

Fairness 

Family 

Famous 

Fearless 

Feelings 

Ferocious 

Fidelity 

Focus 

Foresight 

Fortitude 

Freedom 

Friendship 

Fun 

Generosity 

Genius 

Giving  

Goodness 

Grace 

Gratitude 

Greatness 

Growth 

Happiness 

Hard work 

Harmony 

Health 

Honesty 

Honor 

Hope 

Humility 

Imagination 

Improvement 

Independence 

Individuality 

Innovation 

Inquisitive 

Insightful 

 

Inspiring 

Integrity 

Intelligence 

Intensity 

Intuitive 

Irreverent 

Joy 

Justice 

Kindness 

Knowledge 

Lawful 

Leadership 

Learning 

Liberty 

Logic 

Love 

Loyalty 

Mastery 

Maturity 

Meaning 

Moderation 

Motivation 

Openness 

Optimism 

Order 

Organization 

Originality 

Passion 

Patience 

Peace 

Performance 

Persistence 

Playfulness 

Poise 

Potential 

Power 

Present 

Productivity 

Professionalism 

Prosperity 

Purpose 

Quality 

Realistic 

Reason 

Recognition 

Recreation 

Reflective 

Respect 

Responsibility 

Restraint 

Results-oriented 

Reverence 

Rigor 

Risk 

Satisfaction 

Security 

Self-reliance 

Selfless 

Sensitivity 

Serenity 

Service 

Sharing 

Significance 

Silence 

Simplicity 

Sincerity 

Skill 

Skillfulness 

Smart 

Solitude 

Spirit 

Spirituality 

Spontaneous 

Stability 

Status 

Stewardship 

Strength 

Structure 

Success 

Support 

Surprise 

Sustainability 

Talent 

Teamwork 

Temperance 

Thankful 

Thorough 

Thoughtful 

Timeliness 

Tolerance 

Toughness 

Traditional 

Tranquility 

Transparency 

Trust 

Trustworthy 

Truth 

Understanding 

Uniqueness 

Unity 

Valor 

Victory 

Vigor 

Vision 

Vitality 

Wealth 

Welcoming 

Winning 

Wisdom 

Wonder 

Table 10. List of core values used in collaboration sessions 

Created by the author and colleagues from previous work materials 

Original sources unknown 

 

 

I asked the participants to place a circle around 5-10 values which they believed 

supported our intention to collaboratively design solutions – that is, the values that 

underpin collaboration. Participants were also asked to place a box around 5-10 

values that were the most personally meaningful to them in life. We shared and 

compared our results and discussed the potential validity of my hypothesis. We 

agreed that a group discussion of ‘values supporting collaboration’ would make a 

useful addition to our co-design methods and we piloted a related activity at an HPE 

Community of Practice session the following month. 

 

Standard meeting agendas as ritual design 
 

I was periodically responsible for facilitating HPE Working Party meetings. At the 

start of this research, I noticed that governance and oversight meetings were clearly 

organisational rituals; they were, for example, repeated, structured activities that 
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intended to ensure meaningful reflection on progress. Agenda design, I concluded, is 

essentially ritual design, and designing a standard agenda for various HPE groups was 

another opportunity to leverage ritual design thinking. In addition, collaboratively 

designing a standard agenda could be a powerful opportunity for improving the 

performance of a team. 

 

In January 2018, I stepped through the design tool to consider how the prompts and 

questions related to the design of a standard agenda. The most obvious connection 

was invariance (Bell, 1997), the characteristic of ritual-like activities that includes the 

repetition of a standard, expected script or sequence – and which is perhaps the most 

popularly understood feature of ritual. I captured a new ritual design consideration as 

follows: ‘How might the intervention benefit from a repeated and standard way of 

doing something, in alignment with the goals and values of the strategy? How might a 

meeting agenda operationalise ritual design? How might collaborating on a future 

agenda be a form of collaborative ritual design?’ 

 

In April 2018, The Workplace Relations team met for an all-day session to address 

the state of the team, such as our purpose and our priorities. I facilitated a thirty-

minute agenda item on the collaborative design of our fortnightly team meetings. As I 

felt I was in a safe environment (with close colleagues) I included an explicit 

discussion of ritual, including a brief presentation of design considerations based on 

Bell’s (1997) characteristics of ritual-like activities: Formalism, Traditionalism, 

Invariance, Rule-governance, Symbolism and Performance. I created a PowerPoint 

presentation to support the session that stepped through these characteristics, which I 

attempted to define in simple, short phrases. 

 

The outcomes of this activity included a draft agenda for our fortnightly meetings. In 

addition, during my reflection on this activity, I planned my approach for progressing 

a standard agenda for the HPE Working Party, drafting my introduction to the notion 

of ritual design, and added this to text to the design tool. 
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Many of you are, perhaps, used to following standard agendas for certain 

meetings. They can make the difference between a lot of talk and getting 

meaningful work accomplished. A sound agenda can ensure that we fulfil our 

responsibilities as the Working Party. This meeting is an example of an 
organisational ritual – a governance ritual – and we ought to design it 

appropriately. A smart agenda is a way to operationalise our intentions. Given our 

responsibilities and accountabilities, what should we accomplish at every meeting? 
 

Figure 19. Excerpt from ritual design tool, introducing ritual design 

 

 

Analysis 

 

This opportunity represented a snapshot of my thinking at the time about what ‘ritual 

design’ meant. By creating a summary presentation that introduced ritual design to 

colleagues, I was creating and facilitating a method, based on my tool, for 

collaboratively designing team rhythms and rituals. My preparation included further 

review of the literature during which I added or edited questions and prompts to my 

design tool, converting family characteristics of ritual into design questions, e.g., 

‘How might ritual formalism support this solution? How might the solution be 

supported by relatively strict scripted behaviours?’ I recognised that I was treating 

these characteristics as afterthoughts – distinctly subordinate to clarifying goals, 

values and priorities. That made sense to me; there was no need to even discuss ritual 

characteristics until you were clear on the goals ritual was supporting. Ritual design is 

a strategy, but is contentless in itself. 

 

 

People Team Collaboration: Team Dating 
 

The People function at Air New Zealand included several teams, e.g., HR Business 

Partners, Talent and Sourcing, Organisational Effectiveness, Workplace Relations, 

Employee Experience, and Remuneration & Reward. Leaders of these areas often 

wished that their teams worked more collaboratively with the other teams. The 

Workplace Relations team was responsible for planning an upcoming People Forum, 

and I proposed that we use that event as an opportunity to address our collaborative 

challenges. We designed and facilitated a solution that we called ‘Team Dating’ – a 

name borrowed from Speed Dating, an event where participants (seeking dating 
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partners) spend a few minutes together getting to know each other and then rotate to 

another person. The issue statement for the solution was: ‘How might People teams 

determine and operationalise mutual support commitments?’ In other words, each pair 

of teams were to clarify how they tangibly supported each other. Our goal for the 

design included transitioning the concept of collaboration from a general imperative – 

e.g., ‘Be more collaborative!’ – to being understood as a process with specific 

methods. 

 

I started the design of the team dating solution using the current version of the ritual 

design tool and answering its prompts and questions (summarised in Figure 20). 

 

 

1. What might be a useful root metaphor for the solution? 

2. How might the solution retell or re-enact the core narrative(s), including how things 

are, which things matter, and what is to be done? 

3. How might the solution reinforce and prompt reflection of the beliefs, meaning, 

purpose and values related to the group’s intentions? 

4. How might the solution manage the design power relationships, in alignment with 

group goals? 

5. How might the solution embed learning and improvement into the doing? 
6. How might the solution reinforce interconnectedness with other related (e.g., higher-

order) goals and strategies? 

7. How might the solution connect to and leverage institutional strategies (e.g., policies)? 

8. How might the solution foster emotive connections between the participant (user) and 

group goals? (Aesthetic strategy for reinforcing how things are and which things 

matter.) 

9. How might the solution leverage intellectual strategies to reinforce how things are and 

which things matter?  

10. How might the solution leverage formalism: experiencing the interactions as special – 

separate from daily experience? 

11. How might the solution leverage traditionalism: connect with, or distinguish from, the 
past? 

12. How might the solution leverage standardisation, e.g., following a prescribed 

sequence? 

13. How might the solution embed rules that set expectations for behaviour? 

14. How might the solution leverage symbols represent key ideas and values (to support 

group alignment, communication, etc.)? 

15. How might the solution promote embodied experience and participation? 

 

Figure 20. Outline of ritual design tool during team dating 

  

 

This version had several notable additions in comparison with the earliest versions. 

Root metaphor was added as an initial prompt; it had been previously implied in the 

context of the core narrative, i.e., a core narrative is about the root metaphor. Several 

additions were based on Rue’s (2005) religio-cultural strategies, including (using 

numbering from Figure 20): (7) institutional, (8) aesthetic, (9) intellectual, (15) 
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experiential. Other additions were based on Bell’s (1997) characteristics of ritual-like 

activities, including: (10) formalism, (11) traditionalism, (12) invariance, (13) rule 

governance, (14) sacral symbolism, and (15) performance. 

 

At each step, I simultaneously captured thoughts about the opportunity at hand (team 

dating strategy), the purpose and value of the prompts in the tool, and about my own 

motivations and biases. In this next section, I provide responses that I captured within 

the design tool for the first several items – root metaphor, core narrative and prompted 

reflection – followed by an analysis of how the ritual design method and the tool were 

changing. I began by writing issue statements for the opportunity at the top of the 

page: 

 

How might we determine how we can mutually support each other, and 

operationalise this support? How might we operationalise collaboration 

between teams and across the People team? 

 

 

Root metaphor. First, I imagined possible root metaphors for the solution – words or 

phrases that summarised the essence of the intervention. I wrote:  

 

Collaboration 

Mutual support 

‘We’re in this together’  

 

Core narrative. For the core narrative, which might be retold or enacted, I captured: 

 

Elaborate on: Why collaborate?  

Why collaborate in this way?  

What’s the difference between a collaborative mindset and a method?  

How does method help break silos? 

(Does mindset help at all?) 

 

Prompted reflection. The next question in the tool asks: How might the solution 

reinforce and prompt reflection on the beliefs, meaning, purpose and values related to 

the group’s intentions? 

 

Establish joint scrums, e.g., monthly 30-minute stand-up sessions with both 

teams, where we 1) restate our mutual support commitments, 2) get brief 

updates on how the particulars are progressing, and 3) problem-solve 

challenges. These are rituals for operationalising our collaboration. 

 



110 

Analysis. Rue’s (2005) notion of a root metaphor still felt essential to me as a way to 

capture essence. While the religio-cultural strategies support the core narrative, 

together they reinforce belief in the reality of the root metaphor. Rue (2005) strongly 

suggests that a religion only works if adherents believe in the root metaphor. ‘The 

deepest possible crisis for any religious tradition would be one that challenges the 

realism of the tradition’s root metaphor’ (p.130-131). The implication for a ritual 

design strategy was in the form of a caution: find a root metaphor that can be believed 

in! This was the fundamental challenge of HPE in general and also this team dating 

strategy: Did people believe in collaboration? Did they believe that mutual support 

commitments were a clear good? Did they believe that we are ‘in this together’? I 

recognised that there were no simple answers to these questions; ‘they’ referred to 

radically diverse stakeholders and groups, with diverse beliefs and opinions about 

collaboration – opinions which could change dramatically based on their recent 

experiences. What I conceived at the time was that the root metaphor and core 

narrative might not be particular to specific opportunities, but rather, might be 

particular to the HPE strategy as a whole. The word collaboration, for example, might 

be the root metaphor for all HPE-related opportunities, and the Story of HPE 

(discussed in the second half of this chapter) might be the core narrative of all HPE-

related opportunities. 

 

After the root metaphor and core narrative, the next question, about prompted 

reflection, led to a first practical vision of a solution: a new periodic ritual through 

which mutual support commitments are reviewed and revised. The ritual design 

method, at this stage, included shaping a solution simultaneously at conceptual and 

practical levels, with root metaphor and core narrative being the conceptual level, and 

visions of the culminating intervention being the practical level. The practical leap – 

e.g., a 30-minute joint monthly session – can feel like ‘jumping to a solution,’ a 

phrase used frequently at Air New Zealand, meaning, without due analysis. However, 

some core structure is needed, it seemed, to start envisioning and evolving a specific 

solution. 

 

Power relationships. When I revisited the design tool for the team dating activity, I 

was focused on the relationship between ritual and power. The related prompt asked: 

How might the solution manage challenges in power relationships?  When I included 
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this question in the initial tool, I was focused on whether people were abusing their 

power during collaboration – that they might not be ‘leaving guns and badges at the 

door’ or, in some ways, unduly influencing the collaborative process. On this 

occasion, I was thinking very differently. I wrote: 

 

I need to remember ritual design is an imposition of power.  

Ritual controls the agenda, literally and figuratively.  

 

I considered the possibility that I was the person potentially abusing their power. I 

was designing rituals that I believed in, that I proposed and defended as ways to 

operationalise a collaborative culture. That was my job, of course. The goal of a 

collaborative culture was not just my goal, it was the intention of the senior leaders 

who signed the HPE Charter. Ideally, I imagined, the design process itself should 

mitigate the risk of abuse or undue influence. One solution was to be as transparent as 

possible, i.e., to explicitly declare my motivations and biases, to declare my interests, 

as the HPE process prescribes. I was trying to influence the degree and kind of 

collaborative behaviours in the People team – my team – because some of us were 

responsible for organisation-wide capability in collaboration, collaborative leadership, 

and collaborative change. We needed, I believed, to model best practice and to be 

leaders in this space. 

 

While that motivation and rationale made sense to me and to my colleagues, there was 

a more personal motivation: I felt frustrated by some of my own previous attempts to 

secure support from other teams and colleagues. This thinking highlighted the need 

for self-awareness in design and my evolving understanding of the relationship 

between autoethographic writing and design; as I wrote:  

 

I need to uncover and acknowledge the layers of underlying emotions 

influencing my thoughts, behaviours and designs. 

 

 

Emotive connections. My ritual design prompt related to emotions asked: ‘How might 

the solution foster emotive connections between the participant and group goals?’  

Rue’s (2005) model includes an aesthetic strategy, which he describes as 

fundamentally including ‘transformative emotional responses’ (p.137). I assumed that 

any great solution should answer: ‘Why should I care?’  My answer built upon the 
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previous discussion of power and motivation. I noted that the future of work and life 

is in the operationalisation of collaboration. I wrote in the design tool for team dating: 

 

If you want to thrive, you must learn how to do this – you cannot make 

wonderful changes happen on your own. Beyond work, the challenges of 

the planet require collaboration. Yes, this is basic and simplistic, but my 

career experience has witnessed innumerable instances of selfish and 

ego-driven professional behaviour – and silos in organisational structures 

and behaviours; collaboration might sound basic, but it can be terribly 

illusive. How can this be overcome? Perhaps method can overcome habit 

– that is, after all, a premise of HPE.  

 

 

I then recalled a meeting when a team leader within the People team said, “I don’t 

think I need to be any more collaborative than I am.” I did not say anything at the 

time and later regretted the missed opportunity. As I considered my own emotional 

connection to the topic of collaboration, I captured an imagined and disinhibited 

emotional response within the tool. Seeing those words prompted empathy for this 

team leader, and I considered an alternative response that applied the golden rule. 

 

Phil Doak (my manager) and I mentioned the golden rule frequently in our 

conversations – it served as a refrain, e.g., ‘When in doubt, follow the golden rule.’ 

As I thought about that, I considered the relationship between ritual design in general 

and its particular application to HPE; it occurred to me that I was not necessarily 

evolving a generic ritual design strategy, but one specifically targeting HPE and a 

collaborative culture, and that this was influencing the development of the design 

approach in ways I probably could not recognise at the time. I captured a note that 

was intended to follow up on that idea: ‘Apply the ritual design process to itself’. At 

the time, I did not know what that would entail or yield, but it felt important. 

 

Culminating Design. As the focus here is on the evolution of the tool, I do not include 

the details of the culminating design for Team Dating and its implementation. In 

summary, the activity had two parts that took place a month apart. First, using a 

provided template, each team captured and shared with the other teams: (1) a 

summary of their team’s purpose and priorities, (2) how their team might support each 

of the other teams, and (3) how the other teams might best support them. One month 

later, during the ‘People Forum’ event, each pair of teams met for forty minutes (and 

then rotated to the next date) to review what they had shared and to refine their mutual 
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support commitments. At the end of the forum, each pair of teams presented a two-

minute summary of their commitments; these summaries were videotaped for future 

reference. 

 

 
Image 6. Closing photo from a team dating session 

By author 

 

 

Reflections after the forum 

 

After the People Forum, I reflected upon my ritual design method. Each initial team 

date at the forum could be seen as a ‘ritual design ritual,’ whereby, after the support 

commitments are refined, a ritual is designed for reinforcing these commitments. 

Ideally, those initial sessions modelled a future ritual – the periodic joint scrum I 

mentioned in the design process. I added to the ritual design tool: ‘Is this an 

opportunity for a ritual design ritual? Might the solution be an explicit model of a new 

ritual being initiated?’ 

 

On a tactical design level, I considered that ritual design should always consider out-

loud articulation of intentions. The team dating pairs opened each ‘date’ by reading 

aloud the draft support commitments from the pre-work. Then, at the end of the event, 

each pair of teams presented a two-minute story of their agreed commitments to the 

balance of the People team. There was power, I felt, in saying these out loud in a 

group setting; it reinforced the commitments among the participants and modelled 

practical ideas for collaboration for the other teams. I added the following related note 

to my design tool: 
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What is conceptualised in someone’s mind and then put on paper – or 

captured as digital text – is not at all sufficient for operationalising a 

strategy. That requires saying it out loud – perhaps reading it out loud 

in a group setting. That is a useful characteristic of ritual, a form of 

retelling a core narrative – how things are and which things matter. 

When a group hears a text together, there can be an opportunity for 

communal reflection, elaboration, discussion or contestation. Here is a 

starting phrase: ‘Let’s remember why we’re here.’ 

 

From this opportunity forward, I tended to imagine ritual as including the out-loud 

articulation of key messages in a group setting. Any group might benefit, I thought, 

from opening meetings with a reading of the purpose, goals and values of the group. 

 

In addition, I recognised that there were many component pieces to the overall 

solution that could be considered through a ritual lens. For example, the pre-work 

prescribed a team meeting to review their goals and to draft mutual support ideas – 

that is a particular kind ritual in itself. The People Forum as a one-day event was 

ritual-like, as were the team dating sessions. Ritual design, I surmised, was becoming 

a way of fostering an alignment between these various components; I hoped that each 

part would support the other parts, just as I hoped to influence mutual support 

commitments as an essence of collaboration. 

 

Upon reflection, what seemed to be the value of a ritual design strategy? The Team 

Dating opportunity reinforced the idea that ritual design was a method for 

operationalising strategy – for aligning goals, strategies and methods, and bringing 

them to life. Rituals can reinforce our best intentions; just as collaboration requires 

both mindset and method, so does ritual design thinking. To think ritually can be a 

useful mindset, but to derive value, ritual design requires method, as my evolving 

method and tool intended to provide. 

 

 

Analysis: culminating use of the design tool 
 

The four opportunities I described – Māori & culture team engagement, facilitating 

co-design, standard agenda design and team dating – illustrate how opportunities 

yielded changes to my ritual design method and my design tool. The specific 

approach for using the design tool is worth summarising. As previously described, the 
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high-level outline for applying ritual design to a workplace application was as follows 

(Figure 21). 

 

 

[1] 

 

Recognise the opportunity  

 

[2] Scope the opportunity with key stakeholders 

 

[3] Design the opportunity while iterating the design tool 

 

[4] Collaboratively create a design proposal 

 

[5] Develop the solution components; review and revise 

 

[6] Implement 
 

[7] Reflect 

 

Figure 21. High-level steps for addressing opportunities 

 

 

The core ‘ritual design’ activity occurs in the third step: [3] ‘design the opportunity 

while iterating the design tool’. The next level of detail within that step is as follows: 

 

[3a] This process began by opening the latest used and completed version of the tool. 

Importantly, I would not start with only a template of the ritual design prompts and 

questions – that would have lost all my accumulated thinking about ritual design. The 

evolving design tool did not consist of the questions alone; those are like the chapter 

headings of a book; the tool includes the writing about those questions, about the 

opportunity at hand and, essentially, about my self-understanding of what I was doing 

and why. Figure 22 illustrates the relationship between previous and subsequent 

versions of the design tool. 
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 Figure 22. Schematic of process for iterating the ritual design tool 

By the author 

 

[3b] I would start at the top of the file and begin answering the questions and prompts; 

those evolved over time. For example, one question in the tool asks: ‘What core 

narrative might support the solution, and how might the solution retell or re-enact that 

narrative?’ The exact phrasing changed over time, and sometimes questions split into 

sub-questions. Part of the process of using the tool was to reflect on the question, i.e., 

to further understand what I meant by the question and why I thought it was important 

to include in my process. Simultaneously, I answered the question in the context of 

the opportunity at hand. Often, I would work linearly down the list of questions – for 

a rapid first pass – and then I would jump around as ideas occurred to me. 

 

[3c] The writing about the question, the opportunity and my self-understanding was 

free-form, unrestrained and raw, capturing what I was thinking and feeling. As I 

wrote, I would discover ideas that I could leverage in the design of the opportunity. I 

would play with ideas for a while and then move on to discover other ideas; I let my 

mind go where it would. This activity is difficult to characterise as it is a state of mind 

and a way of being – and quite ritual-like in itself, by which I mean, for example, it 

had a special quality that felt separate from everyday ways of being. It felt like 

activity that profoundly connected my sense of how things are and which things 

matter, and it felt like the right thing to do. 
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[3d] Over time – sometimes hours, sometimes weeks, depending on project timelines 

– I accumulated ideas related to the design of the solution and from these I shaped 

notes of varying scope and formality for a solution proposal. Given the raw and 

personal nature of the autoethnographic writing, I did not share unedited text from the 

design tool with my colleagues – I shared my resulting thoughts and design ideas for 

the solution. 

 

There were many iterations of the tool across the period. Initially, ritual design 

thinking amounted to a short list of premises stating what ritual design should 

accomplish; this was neither a tool, nor a method. With use, the tool evolved into a 

continually growing set of ideas relating ritual, design, HPE and reflections on my 

motivations and biases. Over time, I moved away from a linear approach – i.e., 

stepping through the design questions in order. I had long assumed that design was 

not algorithmic, yet I recognised I had been treating it so. In general, I attempted less 

cognitive/analytical ways of thinking and more intuitive and emotional approaches – 

at least, to make room for the latter. I explore these changes as key insights in Chapter 

7. 

 

Set and setting. Typically, I conducted these ritual design sessions at home in early 

morning hours, when the house was quiet and dark. Sessions would sometimes last 

only an hour and at times several hours. Depending on the opportunity, I would open 

the tool to continue the process over a period of days or weeks. As I describe in 

Chapter 7, I began to notice the ritual-like nature of these sessions, which led me to 

apply the tool and method to ritual design sessions. This way of thinking and writing 

is largely what I now mean by ritual design thinking. What I believe ritual design to 

be – a lens through which to consider work, life and the design of interventions – 

continues to evolve with my experience. 

 

 

Ritual design for ritual narrative: the story of HPE 
 

 

It would be difficult to overemphasise the role of narrative within ritual design – just 

as ritual scholarship has extensively discussed the relationship between ritual and 

myth. Following Rue’s (2005) model of culture and religion, a core or mythic 

narrative – or story – is central to a community’s shared understanding of how things 
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are, i.e., their cosmology, and which things matter, i.e., their morality. These are 

linked and merged by a root metaphor. 

In the Abrahamic traditions, for example, the root metaphor is God-as-

person. God is both the creator and judge, and the cosmic order and the 

moral order are unified under God’s ultimate plan. In Greek tradition 

reality and value were unified by logos, the divine rationality inherent both 

in the cosmos and the human spirit. The root metaphor underlying much 

of Chinese myth is the Tao, the ultimate principle of balance and harmony 

that governs the universe (Rue 2005: p.127). 

 

 

The core narrative at issue is the Story of HPE – a story that was told, written, 

redesigned and retold multiple times across the research period. For me, this story 

started when Phil Doak, the General Manager of Workplace Relations, first told me 

about HPE. Later and frequently, I would be in situations in which I would tell this 

story as a way of introducing people to the HPE strategy. In addition, I would write or 

collaborate on written versions of the story requested for various purposes and 

audiences. Most significantly, every opportunity to sustain and improve the HPE 

strategy included an opportunity to tell some version or some aspects of this story – 

and therefore an opportunity to rethink and redesign the story. 

 

My notion of ritual design, from the start, included ritual narrative design. As 

described in the first half of this chapter, I would typically start the ritual design 

process by answering prompts in my evolving design tool, the earliest versions of 

which included a question about narrative, e.g., ‘How might the solution leverage a 

core narrative that explains how things are, which things matter, and what we ought to 

do? How might the solution retell or re-enact that story?’ In this section, I describe 

how these ideas relating a core mythic narrative and ritual influenced the evolution of 

my ritual design strategy. I describe and analyse several related experiences, 

including, 1) first hearing the story, 2) my first attempts at designing the story, 3) 

collaborative design with stakeholders, 4) informal, conversational design, and 5) a 

formal, culminating story. I close the section with a summary analysis of the HPE 

story as a ritual narrative. 
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The first story 

 

It was during my initial meeting with Phil Doak that I first heard the story of HPE. 

Phil had a lunch appointment near our building, and we agreed to walk and talk in that 

direction. All I knew beforehand was that he was a General Manager seeking support 

from the Organisational Effectiveness team, where I was then working. Meeting 

someone new is a ritual interaction and meeting a General Manager is much like a job 

interview – a prime example of an organisational ritual. One can assume their lens is: 

Can this person help me? Phil spoke quickly and energetically, which matched the 

pace of our walk. He summarised HPE by telling me the story of how it began. Five 

years later, I still recall certain key phrases: 

 

Stop the Punch and Judy show. 

We can disagree without being disagreeable. 

Form a more strategic relationship with the unions. 

 

These were phrases used by the then-CEO of Air New Zealand, Christopher Luxon, in 

his earliest discussions with Phil about the company’s relationship with the unions, 

and these would continue as prominent phrases whenever Phil shared the story of 

HPE. During our walk, he asked if I would be able to help with the mission of 

embedding the principles and behaviours of HPE across the organisation and I said I 

would be thrilled to do this. I was sold immediately by (1) the essence of HPE as I 

was understanding it: working together through collaborative problem solving versus 

adversarial approaches, which made perfect sense to me and felt aligned with my 

values, and (2) Phil’s overall positive demeanour and clear passion for the strategy. 

This started our collaboration. At first, HPE would be one of several projects within 

my Organisational Effectiveness portfolio; about eighteen months later I was 

reassigned as a member of his team – at which point, I began this research. 

 

Analysis. This first story – which combines what HPE is and how I became involved – 

illuminates key design considerations for ritual narratives. That first story was an 

origin story that included how things are (challenging industrial relations), which 

things matter (a more strategic relationship between the company and unions), and 

what ought to be done (embed principles and behaviours across the organisation). In 

addition, ritual narratives can provide an opportunity to consider one’s own values in 

comparison with the values of the issue at hand – in this case, HPE strategy. Hearing 
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Phil’s story, I can still recall thinking and feeling: ‘Yes, I believe in a more 

collaborative culture and a more strategic relationship between the company and 

unions. Yes, I want to help foster a more collaborative culture.’ 

 

From a change management perspective, a core narrative can be designed to address 

the desires and motivations of the listener. In addition to the content of the narrative, 

the messenger and their performance are also design considerations: who is telling the 

story and how are they telling it? In the above story – and as an ideal – the messenger 

embodies and models the values embedded in the story. Arguably, one is more likely 

to follow such a leader. From these reflections, a ritual narrative design consideration 

can be summarised as follows: 

 

How might the solution leverage a ritual narrative, such as an origin story that 

includes how things are, which things matter, and what needs to be done? 

How might the experience of the narrative illuminate an alignment of values 

between the goals being sought, the leader or messenger delivering the story 

and one’s own values? 

 

 

My first narrative designs 
 

Shortly after I became involved with HPE, I was regularly asked by colleagues, ‘So, 

what is HPE, really?’ An early opportunity for sharing an answer was during a work-

in-progress meeting with the Organisational Effectiveness team (where I worked at 

the time); such a meeting is a common organisational ritual and typically includes a 

brief presentation by each team member on the progress of their projects. There were 

about eight of us and we each had projects related to leadership development and 

talent management. In preparation for this particular meeting, I had drafted my first 

version of an HPE narrative and then presented the story based on these notes: 

 



121 

What is High Performance Engagement, or HPE?  Let’s say there’s a business 

challenge – something isn’t working quite right and it’s causing problems. We 
gather people who know the problem best – those closest to it – and we work 

together to address the issue. We call this group an improvement team. Their 

mission is to recommend a solution to the responsible managers. 

 
We start by clarifying the issue and crafting an issue statement. We share why this 

matters to each of us – that is, our interests. We then consider our options. This can 

be as simple as brainstorming ideas that might help, or it may require various kinds 
of data collection and analysis. Sometimes we reach out to subject matter experts 

to help with specialised knowledge or tools that can help. We are seeking options 

for addressing the issue statement while satisfying the interests. There are rarely 

perfect solutions – not all interests will be addressed for example. The goal is to 
find a consensus solution to be recommended to the responsible managers. By 

consensus we mean that, even if the option being recommended is not our first 

choice, we can still support the outcome of the team’s effort. 
 

HPE applies high participation and high collaboration toward addressing 

important issues. This kind of activity necessarily increases engagement. We all 
have a stake in Air New Zealand being a great place to work, and HPE is a way of 

working that can help us get there – and we want to weave this across the 

organisation. Therefore, HPE is a mind-set more than a methodology. The mind-

set is that the people closest to issues should work to address them. 
 

 Figure 23. Journal entry, 1 December 2016 

 

 

As I presented this, the team members looked confused and sceptical; arms were 

crossed, brows were furrowed, and I felt that I did not explain the strategy well at all. 

The first question asked was, ‘This is about the unions, right?’ This question 

summarised a key challenge; HPE was perceived by many as ‘a union thing’ – a 

phrase I heard often. Talking about HPE without mentioning the unions created 

confusion in the listener. I needed to discuss HPE as an organisational strategy that 

started in partnership with the unions but that intended a collaborative culture across 

the entire organisation. In short, the narrative I started with was not an origin story, 

but rather a more tactical description of what HPE looked like in action. At the time, I 

was getting my arms around interest-based problem solving, which was certainly a 

valid part of the overall story. A few weeks later, I created a narrative that skipped the 

operational details in favour of articulating why HPE was important – to me, and 

hopefully to the listener. Also, I remembered to mention the unions up front. 
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Why HPE? We started HPE because we want to thrive and be successful, and we 

need to do this together. This includes fostering a more strategic relationship 
between the unions and management – because we are all part of the Air New 

Zealand community and, of course, the New Zealand community. We want higher 

engagement, because that is a culture that helps everyone. If we are personally 

engaged, it means we’re finding greater purpose in our work. High participation 
and high collaboration drive engagement, and they also find better solutions to 

issues and challenges – that’s the idea behind HPE: engagement and solutions. 

(There are also other drivers of engagement, aside from HPE – for example, a 
strong safety culture drives engagement – but right here and now, we want to 

ensure that HPE does its part to drive engagement.)  

 

In short, we need to get really good at this! We need to continually improve our 
ability to do HPE well as this will strengthen our culture and our success. We each 

need to do our part to bring HPE principles and processes to life. We won’t 

always get it right – we may at times stumble. That just means it can be hard and 
that we need to keep trying. We won’t always agree – but we can disagree without 

being disagreeable. Let’s work together to make Air New Zealand a great place to 

work. 
 

           Figure 24. Journal entry, 29 December 2016a 

 

Analysis. In retrospect, this narrative was still missing several essential elements, for 

example, the historical context for why it was started, how it works and what is being 

asked of the listener. It felt too abstract. While this language might resonate with 

leaders and managers, it would not touch those with long-standing grievances with 

management – and would come across as ‘management-speak,’ meaning, the way 

managers talk and not the way people on the front line talk. This narrative was more 

what I wanted to hear, and it was clear I was missing other voices. By emphasising 

continual improvement in our ability to do HPE, I was framing the story around my 

particular mission within the strategy. I believed that everyone should have a 

continual-improvement mindset – a belief common to learning professionals in 

general. 

 

During the research period, I presented answers to What is HPE? many times – 

perhaps hundreds at different scales. The story was never exactly the same; the details 

were shaped by the audience, by my increasing understanding of HPE, by recent 

events that were top of mind and by my evolving thoughts about the role of narrative 

in ritual design. The deeply collaborative vision of HPE was not readily grasped or 

accepted by all audiences; often there were misgivings, hesitancies and scepticism in 

response to the story. Among leaders across the organisation, some did not like what 

they were hearing; some did not like unions or unionism or did not like the idea of 
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being asked to collaborate with the unions; some felt they were being asked to defer 

to union wishes; others saw HPE as undermining their self-perception as leaders and 

decision-makers. These feelings and perceptions remained part of the challenge of the 

HPE strategy and a challenge for the design of narratives that explain HPE. Surely, I 

thought, the narrative could be redesigned to mitigate these challenges. 

 

Collaborative narrative design 
 

Periodically, the need for an HPE case study was suggested, although what was meant 

by this differed depending on who was asking and for what purpose. In general, it 

meant a positive articulation of the story of HPE including our progress to date. 

Christopher Luxon and Phil Doak regularly gave presentations to groups outside the 

organisation and needed something in writing and within a PowerPoint presentation. 

Ideally, we wanted to create this story collaboratively with our union partners; we 

wanted to practice what we preached regarding collaboration, and, more practically, 

we knew that in some presentation circumstances, union officials would be present 

and participating, and surprises or disagreements within the presentation could be 

awkward. In addition, collaboratively designing a ritual narrative was a strategy for 

deepening relationships and increasing a common understanding of what we were 

trying to accomplish. 

 

Our team (Workplace Relations) met with the Communications team to discuss the 

design of a case study. The Communications team was typically responsible for 

crafting executive-level communications and anything that would be seen outside of 

the organisation; therefore, they were something of a tollgate in the process of 

narrative designs that might be more broadly used. During the meeting, we discussed 

the story of HPE; they then produced a draft which we reviewed several days later. 

 

While most of the content seemed fine, we noticed a problem with the opening: they 

produced a company-centric version that highlighted Christopher Luxon’s role in 

starting HPE. This made sense, as their mission included presenting Air New Zealand 

and the CEO in the best possible light. However, while Christopher’s desire for a 

strategic relationship with the unions was indeed key to the origin of HPE, we had an 

interest in emphasising the co-creation of HPE between the unions and the company. 

Regardless of who is asking, ‘Who started HPE?’ we would always answer, ‘We 
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created it together.’ This answer was both honest and politically correct; many 

individuals were simultaneously seeking ways to change the nature of union-company 

relations. Almost certainly, HPE would not have evolved without Christopher’s 

explicit direction to Phil to form a more strategic relationship with the unions; 

however, had the unions not also been seeking new ways forward, HPE would also 

not have happened. When one of my colleagues would tell the story of HPE, she used 

the phrase ‘the stars aligned’ to emphasise that the conditions were right for HPE to 

emerge. Over time, a series of iterations went back-and-forth between our team and 

Communications to shape an origin narrative that met our mutual interests. Table 11 

shows a comparison between the Comm’s team’s opening and our version. 

 

Executive-centric version of opening 

 

When Christopher Luxon took over as 
Chief Executive Officer in 2013 and 

launched Go Beyond, he advocated 

for sustainable relationships with 
employees and unions to drive 

sustainable results. With 

approximately 70% of the workforce 

unionised, there was a need to refocus 
on employee relations to ensure 

smoother relationships which would 

help the airline take full advantage of 
the favourable market conditions. The 

Executive team wanted to find a way 

of working that would improve 
relations with employees and the 

unions, as well increase engagement 

of the 11,000 plus Air New 

Zealanders. 
 

Co-design version of opening 

 

When Christopher Luxon took over as 
Chief Executive Officer in 2013 and 

launched Go Beyond, he advocated 

for sustainable relationships with 
employees and unions to drive 

sustainable results. With 

approximately 70% of the 11,000-plus 

workforce unionised, smoother 
relationships would help ensure a 

thriving airline. Simultaneously, 

several New Zealand unions were 
investigating international trends in 

“employee participation” and “high 

performance cultures” that intend a 
more collaborative and strategic 

relationship between unions and 

management. Initially through 

informal discussions, the unions and 
Air New Zealand management 

decided to collaborate on how to 

collaborate. 
 

Table 11. Comparison of case study openings 

 

 

Essentially, we wanted the case study to emphasise the co-creation of HPE by 

highlighting the simultaneous interest and investigations into new ways forward. In 

addition, we added Phil’s frequently used phrase about ‘collaborating on how to 

collaborate.’ This was intended to communicate that, beyond the parties deciding 

together to go into a new direction, they also co-designed that new direction together. 
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Analysis 
 

Shaping narratives together is challenging for a basic reason – stakeholders have 

diverse interests and different ways of thinking about and communicating 

information. There were ongoing conflicts, for example, over particular word choices 

on joint documents. During one of my earliest HPE Leadership Team meetings, the 

use of the word ‘cost’ within the HPE Charter was debated for over two hours. Some 

union officials did not want ‘reducing’ or ‘controlling’ cost to be mentioned as a 

business goal within the charter because, to them, cost meant jobs and they could not 

support reducing jobs. They could not, therefore, sign on to an agreement that 

mentioned such a goal. I remember going home that day and saying to my partner, 

with some exasperation, “How can you say anything meaningful about business 

without using the word cost!” It took me a long time to deeply understand and 

empathise with the perspective of these union leaders; they would be the ones 

standing in front of members saying, “We have agreed to work with the company on 

the following objectives.” The word choices were significant and meaningful. 

 

Similarly, the word ‘partnership’ was regularly debated, including its use in the 

branding of HPE. A graphical ‘footer’ was created – for use on documents, 

presentation slides and various visual materials – that included the phrase, “A 

collaborative partnership between Air New Zealand and Unions.” While ‘strategic 

relationship’ was a palatable phrase to most union organisers, partnership went too 

far; they did not feel comfortable explaining to their members that they were focusing 

their efforts on a partnership with the company. This sounded too much like ‘being in 

bed with management’ which was a frequently used and feared accusation. In related 

discussions, I used the analogy of a marriage partnership, in which (I claimed) we 

should ideally advocate for our partner’s interests as well as our own. For example, I 

said, during the Options phase of interest-based problem solving, we should strive to 

propose ideas that address each other’s interests and not just our own. I said, “This is 

a high-bar for collaboration – isn’t that what we’re wanting?” There was never a 

consensus on changing the footer, but the word partnership remained controversial. 

 

Given the challenges, one might ask: Is it reasonable to collaborate on a core narrative 

with diverse stakeholders? My experience during the research period suggests that the 
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process of collaborating is a valuable form of constructive engagement as it is an 

opportunity to deeply understand each other’s interests and perspectives. However, 

given the inherent difficulties, a satisfactory final product might not be found. Also, 

collaborative efforts can smooth-out differences in perspectives and approaches 

yielding bland outputs that dilute the power of the story. An alternative to 

collaborative design was separate design, where leaders are responsible for 

communicating with their constituents. The parties could agree to share each other’s 

draft narratives for feedback and comment, providing the opportunity for reflection 

and revision. This is indeed the way some post-bargaining communications were 

completed at Air New Zealand. 

 

Dialogic design of ritual narrative 
 

A “one-to-one” is another common organisational ritual; most managers at Air New 

Zealand had regularly scheduled meetings with individual team members. Each time 

Phil and I met we were, in effect, recapitulating the story of HPE in ways that 

reshaped and redesigned the story. The following is an example. 

 

After Phil and I finished a meeting at Auckland Airport, he drove us back into town; 

we used these periodic car rides as opportunities for our one-to-one meetings. It was a 

Friday afternoon, traffic was heavy, and the trip could take 60 minutes or more. “So, 

what’s hot?” I asked. Phil said we needed to talk about how HPE fit into the overall 

strategy at Air New Zealand – given changes that were coming – how we needed to 

refocus our team efforts and how we might most effectively use the following week’s 

team planning session. He then outlined a talk that Christopher gave recently to his 

senior leadership team which emphasised that we were moving fast into a more 

volatile business environment. Changes were coming that would increase industrial 

risk such as significant business transformations and restructures. Phil added that 

there are also some sticky bargains upcoming. When HPE began, it was common to 

hear from both union and company leaders that HPE would probably work well in 

good times – when the economy and business performance were strong – but that 

when the business environment got tougher, HPE would become harder as well. Now, 

things were getting harder, and we needed to focus more specifically on the 

behaviours that would reduce risk. While HPE had been significantly embedded into 
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operational areas, sustaining it was proving just as hard or harder. Phil emphasised, 

“We need to remember why we are doing what we’re doing. HPE came into existence 

to reduce industrial risk. We were being severely challenged in 2013 with broken 

relationships and HPE was needed to correct that.” For the next hour we discussed 

implications for our team and for how we talk about HPE. Key phrases from this 

conversation included: 

 

To navigate change we need stable and sustainable relationships 

with the unions. 

We reduce risk by having better relationships and more engaging 

problem solving. 

We need an HPE lens on restructuring, transformations and 

bargaining. 

High engagement is a strategy for reducing industrial risk. 

HPE is an industrial relations strategy. 

HPE is non-negotiable. 

 

During our conversation, we unpacked these ideas, sharing our interpretations of what 

they meant, implications for our teams’ activities and behaviours, and how we used 

these words and ideas when we engaged stakeholders. For example, we discussed 

how, when we engaged senior leaders in the company, we should emphasise the role 

of HPE in reducing industrial risk because this would resonate with business leaders 

as a common interest and a clear business imperative. Also, we discussed how this 

framing of HPE can counter the impression of some leaders that HPE is about playing 

nice with the unions – an impression that we agreed was irritating. However, we also 

recalled how, during a recent HPE Working Party meeting, an HR manager 

mentioned in passing that one goal of HPE was to reduce industrial risk, and a union 

organiser exclaimed, “Finally, someone admitted this!” We discussed how the phrase 

‘reducing industrial risk’ does not sound good to union ears and how, with union 

officials and delegates, we should describe the purpose of HPE in terms of the 

benefits of collaborative problem solving and of better union-management 

relationships. All these ways of talking about HPE were true, but we acknowledged 

that the language we used had impact – just as the words cost and partnership were at 

times problematic. 
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Reflection and analysis 
 

The conversation related above was one of many such ritual encounters that served as 

narrative design interactions; through these dialogues, we evolved our mutual 

understanding of HPE and designed how we talked about the strategy. From a ritual 

design perspective, collaborative narrative design is a key function of human 

conversation. Indeed, gossiping with friends can be conceived as ritual narrative 

design. These one-to-one’s with Phil were experiments with language and articulation 

during which we played with useful phrases, examples and explanations. We would 

periodically experience “ah ha” moments and sometimes Phil would exclaim, “We’ve 

got to write that down!” From a content perspective, the above conversation reset the 

relationship between our team purpose and the HPE strategy and we determined that 

the next week’s planning session would replay these issues with the team and 

collaborate on implications for our work. As Phil summarised, “Things are getting 

harder and we therefore need to place a clearer, more deliberate industrial-risk lens on 

our own work and across business transformations, restructures and bargains.” In 

retrospect, over a period of months, the narrative of HPE took a turn from a focus on 

process (i.e., collaborative problem solving) to more of a risk management posture – 

although still essentially relationship focused. 

 

Had we been in a meeting room, the conversation above would have been augmented 

by whiteboard drawings, scribbling on paper and scribing on a computer. This time, it 

was just our voices in the car, in bad traffic on a Friday afternoon – a scene played 

many times, a workplace ritual through which meaning was constructed and next 

steps determined. These were narrative design rituals – and yet another example of a 

‘ritual design ritual’ during which we reconceptualised what the HPE strategy meant 

to us. 

 

 

A culminating HPE story and analysis 
 

During my tenure at Air New Zealand, Phil told the story of HPE more than anyone – 

every internal team, guest to the company or external organisation that he would meet 
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would hear some version of this story. Here is a summary of that story, after which I 

provide an analysis in relation to the ritual narrative design considerations described 

throughout this chapter. 

 

 

Two things happened in quick succession in the year 2001: Air New Zealand went under and 

9/11. The government put one billion dollars into the company and became a majority 
shareholder. However, the major causes of the collapse were still there, including poor 

productivity and poor competitiveness against low-cost carriers. Given the bailout, there 

were high expectations to right-size the organisation. A new CEO, Rob Fyfe, was brought in 

to take out cost across the large, operational areas of the business – Engineering, Airports 

and Cabin Crew. This meant cutting jobs and reducing terms and conditions, and 

management took a heavily legalistic approach to these changes without substantive 

discussion – and certainly no collaboration – with the unions. As a result, relationships 

between union and company leaders were severely tarnished and many workers were 

demoralised. The organisation was at least commercially viable, and so re-building could 

begin. However, industrial relations were at a low for the next decade. 

 
In 2012, Christopher Luxon became CEO and he directed the General Manager of 

Employment Relations, Phil Doak, to establish a strategic relationship with the unions. Phil 

asked, “What does that look like?” Luxon said, “I don’t know but we’re about to find out.” 

Phil went looking for who was doing this and what it looked like. He visited the Council of 

Trade Unions – the membership organisation of the unions – and asked their advice. “We 

want to find a better way of working with the unions,” Phil said. “Who is doing this well?” 

The president of the CTU was incensed. “You have some nerve, after how you treated the 

workforce. You can just f*** off!” And with that she left the office. Her deputy stayed 

behind, though, and said that they did not know of successful examples in New Zealand. 

 

Without a particular proposal in mind, Luxon met with the heads of the unions to talk in 

general terms about a new way forward. At the first meeting, Luxon said, “Let’s stop the 
Punch and Judy show;” he accused the unions of not being sufficiently strategic and asked 

that they come back with a summary of their thinking. At the second meeting, the unions laid 

out their reasons for mistrust and even hatred of management. However, there was consensus 

that fundamental change was needed. While all parties were seeking a model for 

collaborative change, the unions typically distrusted such models, perceiving them as tools 

by management for management, and they come and go like fads – TQM, Six Sigma, Lean, 

etc. Somehow, they would need to design a new way of working together. 

 

It was agreed that a neutral third party would be helpful to mediate this process and a USA-

based consultancy (RAI, Inc.) working with the Auckland Council and the PSA was chosen. 

Through presentations across the company, RAI socialised the idea of High 
Performance/High Engagement ways of working. Working with senior company managers 

and unions leaders, RAI facilitated the development of the High Performance Engagement 

Charter, a document that described the goals, structures and methods that would be used to 

foster a collaborative culture. The Charter was signed in March 2015.  

 

In summary, we have agreed to work together to address key issues and opportunities. This 

can be as informal as picking up the phone to give someone a heads-up, or as formal as 

establishing a joint improvement team to seek a consensus solution to an important 

challenge. There are many ways to be collaborative. The key is trust and transparency. We 

must always lean toward trust-building behaviours – like early notice, avoiding surprises, 

sharing information openly and seeking to understand each other’s interests. It’s about 

treating people the way you would want to be treated. 
 

Figure 25. Early version of the HPE story 
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Analysis 
 

Several insights regarding ritual narrative design can be discerned in this version of 

the story. The story above is clearly an origin myth – about how something came to 

be, i.e., the strategy and the groups of people trying to improve and sustain this new 

way of working. The story functions as a core narrative in its basic attributes. It 

describes the chaos prior to HPE and the story of establishing the new way of being, 

including how things were, and how things are now, and which things matter, such as 

trust-building behaviours. During the research period, this narrative was used 

repeatedly in many ways, including orienting, educating and training people new to 

the strategy. 

 

Given Phil’s role in the story, his telling of the origin story was particularly personal, 

which also yielded a powerful story; he was responsible to the CEO for establishing a 

more strategic relationship with the unions and he was periodically confronted by 

angry union and company leaders. His version also demonstrated an alignment 

between his personal values and those that were fundamental to the HPE strategy, 

e.g., fairness, respect and applying the ‘golden rule’ – a phrase he used regularly. 

When Phil told the HPE story, he communicated that HPE was the right thing to do, 

not just because of potential outcomes – e.g., good solutions and good engagement – 

but because it was morally the right way to behave. 

 

This significantly influenced my version of the story and my experience of my work 

at Air New Zealand. I started asking groups, for example: ‘What kind of work 

environment would you want for your children or grandchildren?’ We would all want 

a place where they felt empowered to participate meaningfully in improving the 

organisation – and a place where everyone is treated with respect, where they were 

asked about the impact of possible changes on their lives and how they felt about 

those changes. I also began posing a thought experiment: Imagine that you are leading 

a company and that all the employees were extended family members that you cared 

about deeply. Now, how would you handle significant change and problem solving? 

How would you communicate and keep people informed? Who would be involved?  
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Ritual narrative across the research period – a summary reflection 
 

Why does it feel important to tell the HPE story? Implicit in any design methodology 

is the designer’s intention to accomplish one or more goals – design is a strategy for 

achieving goals. Designing and sharing the story of HPE can, in principle, influence 

and effect audiences by: (1) building advocacy for the HPE strategy, including vocal 

support of the strategy; (2) motivating people to adopt the principles and behaviours, 

i.e., they behave in alignment with the strategy, role-modelling these behaviours for 

others; and (3) building competency in articulating the story, which serves to 

compound the impact of the story. These are certainly not guaranteed outcomes; they 

are intentions that can steer design decisions. As described throughout this chapter, 

ritual engages narrative in fundamental ways, including often retelling or re-enacting 

the story; in a religious context, I was often reminded of how the book of Exodus 

contains a core narrative for Judaism that is retold in the Passover Seder; this was 

something of a prototype for me. The premise of this research, then, included taking 

the notion of ritual narrative seriously and applying related insights to the design of 

ritual narratives to the HPE strategy. The Story of HPE serves the functions attributed 

to religious narratives such as education, fostering behavioural norms and building 

advocacy. For these reasons, my approach to a ritual design strategy uses the notion of 

a core mythic narrative as a key design consideration.   

 

In the next chapter, I continue my results and analysis by discussing a particular ritual 

design opportunity – the design of an evolving digital tool called the HPE Playbook. 
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Chapter 5 – Results and analysis, part 2: designing ritual objects and 

the HPE Playbook 
 

 

This is the second of three results and analysis chapters; this chapter explores the 

design of ritual objects and systems through the case study of applying a ritual design 

lens to the HPE Playbook. The word ‘playbook’ was used by our team to refer to the 

continually evolving set of digital materials that supported HPE. The word was later 

used to refer to a specific online performance-support tool that was requested by the 

HPE Working Party, a ‘one-stop-shop’ and ‘single source of truth’ for everything 

about HPE, including history, principles, behaviours, facilitation and governance. It 

was to be a user-friendly tool that made it easier and more likely for HPE participants 

to apply agreed practices. Early in my research period, I considered the design and 

development of the online Playbook a key opportunity for applying ritual design 

thinking for several reasons. While ritual is often associated with events and actions, 

the Playbook provided an opportunity to design an online system that, I imagined, 

could combine aspects of ritual objects and ritual activities. The design process would 

require significant collaboration and therefore opportunities to engage collaborators 

on ritual design concepts – and to place a ritual lens on those collaborative 

interactions. In addition, this was one of my key work objectives for that year, which 

meant that time and resources would be made available. Finally, I felt strongly that 

such a tool was indeed needed to help address challenges to HPE, to improve and 

sustain the strategy, and to help bring the strategy to life. 

 

As this case study illustrates, the Playbook and my notion of ritual design thinking 

evolved in tandem and in dialogue with each other. During its design and 

development, I came to understand that a key value and function of ritual design 

thinking was to operationalise strategy – a phrase that also described the goal and 

design concept for the Playbook. This relationship reinforced the idea that this system 

could be considered a ritual object. Also, during this period, I became increasingly 

aware of how the activities involved in design – including collaborative design 

sessions and my ritual design reflections – were ritual-like in themselves. I 

experienced ritual design as a ritual process, and this further evolved my 

understanding of ritual design thinking. 
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I begin the case study by describing the background context for the Playbook and the 

opportunity at hand. Then, I provide a summary of my use of the ritual design tool as 

I applied it to the Playbook. That portion includes selections of illustrative, raw text 

from my use of the design tool, indicated by indentation. I then describe my 

collaborative interactions with the external company that provided the technical skills 

to build an iteration of the Playbook. I close with a discussion of the outcomes and 

insights from the experience. 

 

Ritual design opportunity: the HPE Playbook 

 

Prior to the Playbook 

 

Before I discuss using ritual design to address the development of the Playbook, it is 

necessary to understand the problems that led to the request. When HPE first started 

in 2014, it was agreed that each new problem-solving team would receive standard 

training at the start of their project, a one-and-a-half-day workshop that would then 

proceed into addressing the challenge they were assigned to progress. This training 

process was initially facilitated by the external consultants that facilitated the creation 

of the HPE Charter agreement between management and the unions. For this training, 

the consultants used materials they had previously developed to train teams in 

interest-based problem solving and consensus decision making. One of my first 

assignments in support of HPE was to facilitate the review and revision of the 

consultants’ materials to yield ‘official’ HPE training materials. Three union 

organisers worked with me on this effort.  

 

The materials we revised included a facilitator guide, a participant guide, facilitation 

PowerPoint slides, and miscellaneous handouts used during training. The first half of 

the training included group effectiveness topics, such as communications skills, 

perception training, active listening and giving feedback. The second half included 

interest-based problem solving (IBPS), which was the agreed model for collaborative 

problem solving; consensus decision making; and team operations, such as roles and 

responsibilities of improvement team members.  
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During these early days of HPE, the subject of ‘tools’ was raised regularly during 

Working Party meetings. Some union leaders argued for the standardisation of a 

toolset for HPE, and they simultaneously argued against the introduction of any tools 

other than the agreed training materials. They said, for example, that too many tools 

would confuse the workforce and suggested instead that we should take time to 

become comfortable with the current toolset before considering additions. Some 

union leaders emphasised that tools in general – particularly continuous improvement, 

strategy and change tools – were only used by management for management, and that 

tools such as Lean, Six Sigma, Total Quality Management were used primarily to cut 

costs, which meant (to union ears) cutting jobs. For these reasons, it was agreed that a 

single set of approved tools was desired, based on the current set being used. It was 

also agreed that I would project-manage that effort. Over a period of several weeks 

those materials were produced and distributed. 

 

Three years later 

 

In early 2018, there were perceived challenges to HPE that motivated additional 

development of those materials. Union leaders were concerned that HPE facilitation 

was inconsistent across the group of five facilitators. There were periodic confusions 

and complaints over the HPE processes used by these facilitators; some used 

variations on the original training activities and variations on the interest-based 

problem-solving process. More problematic were behaviours and decisions by 

management during projects which were often seen by union members in the poorest 

light – with accusations of undermining HPE – leading to conflict and degraded trust.  

For example, if a manager described work already in progress related to the project, 

they were sometimes accused of having preconceived ideas for the solution, rather 

than being open minded. Some union leaders claimed that the tools were not 

sufficiently clear and that, with a better toolkit, there would be greater consistency 

and less room for error and conflict. In general, all stakeholders hoped that a revised 

set of tools could help HPE projects to be more successful by offering better guidance 

and reducing process-related conflicts. 

 

From a learning, training and performance-support perspective, I also believed that 

the training materials had shortcomings. While the interest-based problem-solving 

process was outlined in detail, there was little guidance for how individual sessions 
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should be facilitated, such as standard agendas and tools for reflective practice, 

change management and other methods for building capability, engagement and 

advocacy for the strategy. Also, after the initial training, the training materials were 

rarely referenced. When teams would get into trouble, i.e., not making progress or 

they did not like the solutions that were being shaped, the training materials were not 

helping them recover. This led to frequent use of the ‘HPE Fire Department’ – the 

name given to the escalation process, which typically reduced to calling the GM of 

Workplace Relations and complaining that HPE was not working. 

 

A well-designed set of online tools was an obvious approach for supporting the 

success of HPE and addressing the various challenges raised by the Working Party. 

There were indeed similar initiatives in other parts of the organisation in support of 

other strategies; the Digital team was producing a ‘Design Thinking Playbook’, and 

the Employee Experience team was producing a ‘Product Playbook.’ In each case, the 

intention was roughly the same: to make it easier to work successfully on projects by 

using readily available tools that provided guidance. Without support on processes 

one might need to either find and learn a needed process (which could be time-

consuming and risky), create a new process based on experience or intuition, or make 

up a process as you go. An analogy might be helpful: when a pilot is about to land an 

airplane, a landing checklist is like a playbook and is helpful for obvious reasons. In 

short, the argument for an HPE playbook is the same as an argument for any useful 

tool – there are advantages to using it and disadvantages to not using it. 

 

For all the above reasons, the Working Party agreed that a revision of the HPE 

materials was needed to better support the success of HPE. They wanted a place to 

turn, a one-stop shop and single-source-of-truth for all things HPE. Whenever 

someone had a concern with how a project was being handled, they wanted to be able 

to open this tool and find the right thing to do. I was responsible for managing this 

effort and I began by crafting the following research-oriented issue statement: 

 

How might ritual design thinking inform the design of an HPE Playbook – an 

online performance-support tool that operationalises the HPE strategy? How 

can ritual design make it easier and more likely for individuals and groups to 

live the HPE strategy – to bring its intentions, values, principles and desired 

behaviours to life? 
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Upon agreement to proceed, the Playbook became one of my objectives for the year; I 

was responsible for analysing the need; determining requirements (e.g., content and 

functionality); gathering, organising and writing required content; collaborating with 

the unions along the way; and coordinating development with an external company 

that would build the online application. 

 

Ritual design process and using the design tool 
 

In this section, I first describe my early thoughts relating ritual design and the 

Playbook, as reflected in my journal writing at the time, and then I provide excerpts 

from my use of the design tool. While it had become obvious, over the course of the 

research period, how ritual thinking applied to events and activities, I started 

unpacking what it meant to apply ritual to an object – or in this case – an interactive 

system. I captured my initial thoughts on the scope of the opportunity: 

 

The playbook is a ritualised product 

The interaction with the playbook is a ritualised process 

The events during which these processes take place are rituals in themselves 

 

My starting point was to consider the ways in which objects and tools related to ritual. 

What did it mean to engage a thing ritually? I considered this question sequentially: 

ritual object, ritual tool and ritual computer application. 

 

The use of a tool can be a ritual action – this might include looking at the object and 

handling the object. Indeed, an object can engage any or all our senses; we might see, 

hear, touch, smell and taste the object. We are physically situated in relation to the 

object – for example, near or far, above or below. We relate to objects in terms of size 

and scale: such as being at the base of a huge monument or holding a small amulet in 

one’s hand. In the case of the Playbook, it exists as images and interfaces on computer 

screens, e.g., desktop, laptop, projected image, tablet or mobile phone screen. The 

image size may range from a projected image up to 3 meters across or a mobile phone 

screen less than four centimetres across. 

 

The Playbook was a complex object – an interactive computer application, accessible 

through any device that can access the internet, and was to be used to learn about 
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HPE, to practise it and to improve it. A user could interact with the system by means 

of a keyboard, mouse or by touching the screen (in the case of a tablet). Much of the 

Playbook was to be text displayed on a screen, and therefore, the Playbook had much 

in common with a book – and books have been used ritually since their invention. 

 

Various stakeholders referred to the HPE training materials as the HPE ‘bible,’ and 

the analogy is useful for briefly describing the relationship between ritual text and 

online text. A physical bible is a ritual object in the ways previously outlined: it can 

be used in ritual, used as a ritual object and may contains ritual instructions, e.g., 

scripts for performing rituals. To continue the analogy, bibles are used in classes to 

support learning; used routinely by some people, such as for weekly readings; used 

during ritual events such as church services, weddings, funerals; and are used at times 

for seeking guidance in the moment. Bibles are now available online and can be used 

in these same ways. Bibles are often considered sources of truth – where you turn to 

clarify doctrine, for example. Finally, a bible might be considered a text that 

contributes toward operationalising the religion within the community, particularly in 

cases where practice is centred on reading and listening to someone read from the 

book, both of which can be acts of worship. 

 

Most obviously, the Playbook needed to contain instructions for doing HPE-related 

activities, such as facilitating meetings and interest-based problem solving. It also 

needed to contain instructions for performing rituals, e.g., scripts and agendas for 

meetings and run-sheets for training sessions. Ultimately, all these analytical 

considerations of ritual objects became my design considerations. 

 

I considered the Playbook analogous to a Passover Haggadah, which provides a script 

for the Seder (ritual meal) and also teaches core concepts in Judaism including the 

meaning of symbols used during the ritual. Given that education and instruction is 

woven into the ritual, I considered the Passover Seder a pedagogical ritual and the 

Haggadah as a pedagogical ritual object – and this became my root metaphor for the 

Playbook.  

 

In summary, at this early stage, I concluded that a tool can be a ritual object; that the 

use of a tool can be a ritual action; that a ritual tool can contain instructions for ritual, 

e.g., scripts for events, explanations of ritual language and symbols; and that a tool 
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can operationalise a strategy. I also concluded that interactive systems include and 

combine ritual aspects of objects and actions. 

 

Initial design thoughts: ritual design thinking and the Playbook 

 

With the above thoughts in mind, I proceeded to step-through the ritual design tool I 

had been developing. The following section of this case study illustrates my design 

thinking in retrospective prose (Albert & Couture, 2014), rather than providing the 

raw text from the design tool. 

 

Goals and success criteria. I wanted the Playbook to support best-practice application 

of HPE. Its goals included making it easier and more likely to follow HPE processes 

during key activities, e.g., Leadership team events, Working party events, Steering 

Committee events, Improvement team events, and Issue resolution events. It also 

needed to make it easier to bring HPE to daily life, regardless of one’s role. In 

addition, it needed to support the continual improvement of HPE. We wanted an easy-

to-use, online, performance support tool for practical how-to assistance, designed to 

grow and improve over time. 

 

Root metaphor. I played with ideas such as ‘mission control’ from NASA, an airplane 

flight deck, a command centre of some kind, with all the necessary information 

centralised, and the tools needed to take action. ‘Operationalising strategy’ made the 

most sense to me, but I suspected it would not resonate well with colleagues and 

collaborators given their previously expressed keen dislike of quality improvement 

tools – and dislike of jargon. To me this phrase simply meant bringing a strategy to 

life in action. Business strategies are sometimes strong in their explanation of goals 

and rationales but weaker in the specifics of how daily behaviour will support those 

goals. The Playbook needed to be sufficiently specific to support tactical behaviours 

during HPE-related events and activities.  

 

I concluded that there was an important difference between the use of a root metaphor 

by the designer, during design, and its use by end-users. By analogy, theatre designers 

sometimes use a ‘design concept’ – a summary of the essence of the theatre piece – to 

guide decision making across design elements such as set design, lighting and 
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costumes. A design concept is similar to a root metaphor. These are useful for 

maintaining coherence while collaborating with a team of designers. The theatre 

audience, however, is not part of that conversation; they experience the result. I 

decided therefore to use my notion of ‘operationalising strategy’ as the root metaphor 

for the design of the Playbook. 

 

Core narrative. I intended the playbook to tell the story of HPE and, more 

importantly, to reinforce the story while doing HPE. Ideally, since this would be an 

online system, audio-visual presentations would bring the story of HPE to life. Rather 

than one long story, I determined that it would use short, sharp, and even entertaining 

stories. I considered an interactive story that supported learning along the way with 

questions and feedback. I imagined there would be challenges in collaborating on the 

substance and tone of the story. We would also need to use imagery that 

communicated a neutral point of view and was representative of various parts of the 

organisation. I knew, for example, that we needed to avoid groups of people wearing 

suits – that would say ‘management.’ 

 

Reflective practice. I intended the solution to reinforce and prompt reflection on 

multiple levels, starting with the meaning, purpose and values related to the HPE 

strategy. In addition, it should prompt reflection on the group’s intentions and 

interests in relation to the problem they were addressing, and on their behaviour as a 

team. The playbook had to prompt reflection on our collaboration methods so that a 

facilitator, by using the system, would adhere to agreed process. Consistent adherence 

to agreed practice was a key outcome as requested by the Working Party.  

 

The system should prompt a brief reflection activity at the close of each phase of the 

interest-based problem solving process, and then a more substantive and summative 

reflection at the end of the project to consider what worked well and not so well. The 

system should make it easy to share those learnings with other teams and with 

stakeholders who were working to improve HPE, like the Working Party. I wanted the 

Playbook, therefore, to be an example of what it meant to operationalise reflective 

practice and continual improvement. Across my career, I experienced these ideas 

being mentioned much more than being actioned. 
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Values. My conception of a tool designed through a ritual lens was one that reinforced 

the values foundational to the task at hand. HPE intended to foster a collaborative 

culture, working together to find solutions that addressed mutual interests. The word 

fairness was frequently mentioned by HPE participants, i.e., that we ought to work 

together because it is fair to ensure that the interests of those impacted will inform 

decision making processes. Phil often emphasised what he called ‘the golden rule’ as 

key to HPE; by this he meant that we ought to reach out to others for collaboration 

because we would want them to do the same. Therefore, I thought that the Playbook 

should explicitly reinforce this value. For example, during reflection activities, 

something like the following text could automatically appear on the screen: 

 

Remember, HPE intends to foster a collaborative culture in which our deep 

understanding of each other’s interests inform our problem-solving methods 

and contributions. Therefore, before moving on to the next phase, consider as 

a group: Has everyone been heard? Have we comprehensively identified 

stakeholders and sufficiently gathered their interests? Do we deeply 

understand each other’s interests?  

 

 

Power relationships. The Playbook needed to reinforce the non-hierarchical style of 

collaboration intended by HPE. As mentioned previously, one of the frequently 

highlighted principles of HPE was, ‘Leave your guns and badges at the door,’ 

meaning that nobody should use their position of authority to inappropriately 

influence the process of collaboration. There were periodic complaints that this 

principle was violated regularly, either egregiously or subtly. An egregious example 

would be a company manager who only offered substantive input toward solutions 

they wanted and who did not participate in shaping other potential solutions. In a few 

cases, the manager was only in the room when their preferred solution was being 

discussed. Union representatives often complained that managers came with 

preconceived notions of the solution and were not open-minded about other 

possibilities. To mitigate these challenges, I wanted the Playbook to prompt reflection 

that would assess whether power issues felt problematic and to provide guidance for 

how to respond. For example, when reviewing solution options, on-screen text like 

the following could be displayed: 
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Everyone should contribute their thoughts about what they like and dislike 

about the options being proposed. If you are being quiet about options other 

than your own desired option, you might not be collaborating with an open 

mind. 

 

 

Learning. We needed to build learning into the Playbook, on multiple levels. First, to 

prepare for participation on improvement teams, team members could engage in self-

paced learning modules, built into the Playbook, that would set expectations for the 

collaborative processes and behaviours. During improvement team sessions, the 

system could support the facilitation of just-in-time learning for each phase of the 

interest-based problem solving process. At the end of a project, the system could 

prompt effective debriefing and reinforce the value of substantive debriefing 

processes and the importance of continual improvement. In summary, for the 

Playbook to operationalise the strategy, it needed to be useful for learning about HPE, 

for doing HPE and for improving HPE. 

 

Aesthetic strategy. The general question was how aesthetic features and 

characteristics might support the success of the tool. A professional look and feel 

could foster compliance by evoking trust, whereas a design that looked ‘thrown 

together’ might be taken less seriously, less authoritatively. At the same time, some 

kinds of authority could prompt a rebellious attitude among some employees; 

facilitators had been advised, for example, not to wear suits when facilitating as this 

would tend to associate them with company management. I believed a simple, easy-

to-use and well-organised solution would increase the likeliness of use. The look of 

the systems would, ideally, evoke collaboration and suggest that it was co-designed, 

e.g. through HPE branding. This would increase a sense of ownership by the user, that 

this was their system – for them and by them – and, I hoped, inspire trust, and thereby 

compliance. I considered that the system could be personalised, showing user details 

once they were logged in, although some union organisers had expressed privacy 

concerns so we wanted to avoid any notion that the system was tracking the user, 

which it was not. In principle, an aesthetic strategy could help address these concerns. 

In summary, a professional feel was needed to promote compliance; a simple and easy 

to use interface would promote use; an authoritative feel could promote compliance; 

and a co-branded interface would promote trust and ownership. 
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Strategies sometimes have brands and related symbols, such as titles, tag lines, images 

and icons. Early in HPE, there was some discussion of symbols, but no conclusion 

was reached. A waka was suggested with the idea that a boat crew was collaborating 

closely, powering and navigating the vessel. It was also suggested a Māori-inspired 

symbol would be appropriate, although this was a contentious issue. The phrase Mahi 

Tahi was recommended by the Māori and Culture team as a subtitle or tag-line for 

HPE, and the initial design guide for the Playbook included this phrase. It was later 

removed after a complaint that there had not been sufficient discussion and the 

suggestion that Māori-specific language felt exclusive rather than inclusive. Since the 

company and the unions have brand logos, it was decided to use the logos together on 

HPE materials (See Image 7). 

 

 

   Image 7. Footer used on HPE materials 
 

 

Experiential strategy. Use of the system needed to generate a sense of progress and 

satisfaction. By following process, they could feel confident that they were doing 

what was asked of them and could take pride in their work. In Loyal Rue’s (2005) 

model, experiential strategies refer to peak experiences rather than everyday 

experiences. They are those incidences of heightened emotions, awareness and 

meaning, such as ecstatic, mystical and euphoric experiences. While this may have 

seemed distinctly unlike HPE-related experiences, I had participated in events in 

which participants became emotional to the point of tears. In each case, the emotional 

response occurred at the end of an all-day HPE education and training session, when 

each person in the room was summarising what was important to them about HPE. 

They talked about how they were tired of the fighting, the ‘us and them’ attitudes 

between unions and management, and the obviousness of working together on 

important challenges. A couple of participants suddenly stopped sharing, said “I’m 

sorry” and dried their eyes, with a small laugh of embarrassment. On some occasions, 

this response was discussed by the group: How could it be that talking about 

collaboration could move someone to tears? Some offered that they had experienced a 
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challenging culture for so long that the vision and experience of a truly collaborative 

culture was powerfully moving. 

 

In HPE education sessions, I often emphasised the power of the interest phase of the 

interest-based problem solving process to reach a deeper level of engagement on 

personal values and meaningfulness in the workplace. In my experience (and as a 

working hypothesis) when each person in a group shared openly what they deeply 

cared about and strived to understand what the others cared about, intimacy and 

empathy grew, and this supported more constructive and cooperative collaboration. 

Therefore, it seemed feasible that the Playbook might be designed to enable the 

possibility for users to experience moments of deep intimacy and meaning. My only 

initial idea was to embed clear instructions for facilitating the interest phase and other 

moments where more personal thoughts and feelings might be shared, such as 

debriefing opportunities. 

 

Traditionalism and anti-traditionalism. Traditionalism, as a design consideration, 

created a resonance between the ritual and the past, fostering a sense of identity, 

connection and continuity with the past. In a world of continual change, however, I 

thought the opposite might be true; a kind of anti-traditionalism could be a useful 

design concept given that HPE represented a distinct change from past industrial 

relations behaviours. Previous, non-collaborative behaviours had damaged the culture 

and union-management relationship, and while HPE sought to remedy this, sceptical 

voices from union members described HPE as a Trojan Horse – another way for 

management to get what they wanted that only appeared to be genuinely 

collaborative. The Playbook might be designed to build or rebuild trust in the process 

and between collaborators. Perhaps, I considered, the Playbook could be conceived 

and designed to support the start of a new tradition – a new culture. That was, after 

all, what HPE intended. 

 

Standardisation. One of the basic goals and requirements for the Playbook was that it 

supported consistent facilitation of agreed collaboration processes. This could be 

accomplished by developing a system that is used to facilitate – that is, the facilitator 

would project the system while facilitating and it would be used for each step of the 

process. The Playbook was not to be just a website of information, it could be a 
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performance support tool used in real time to ensure consistency. In contrast, each 

facilitator was currently using their own PowerPoint slides and facilitator guides, 

which they annotated and modified over the previous couple of years; this was, in 

large part, why we had variations in process. I wanted the use of the Playbook to 

reinforce the intentions, aspirations and values of HPE. This cultural emphasis would 

differentiate the Playbook from being a simple repository of tools. 

 

I knew that one obvious feature within the system would be standard agendas that 

would be used to follow proper process. While meeting agendas are ubiquitous in 

corporate environments, I felt that a ritual lens could helpfully reconceive agendas as 

high-level scripts that set expectations and ensured process adherence. As such, I saw 

agendas as a prototypical example of using ritual to operationalise strategy. Rather 

than simply a high-level outline of topics or tasks, agendas within the Playbook could 

serve as a performance support tool, providing guidance for each step of each session, 

specifying standard ways of opening and closing, detailing how to do each phase of 

the IBPS process, and prompting reflective practice along the way. 

 

A basic example of standardisation is the establishment of ‘ground rules’ – a list of 

agreed behaviours for how the team will work together. These activities tended to 

yield similar lists, for example: be present, listen actively, be open to new ideas and 

be open in sharing your interests. In my professional experience, setting ground rules 

was a common activity, however, it was often glossed over as a formality. In HPE, 

however, how we worked together was as important as anything else being discussed 

– as important as the business issue a team was addressing. The Playbook could 

ensure a meaningful process by including instructions for facilitating the collaborative 

development of ground rules, for periodic review and revision, for guidance on how 

you might respond if you noticed a violation, and reflection through which the team 

could evaluate their own success. I sensed an obvious and substantive connection 

between thinking ritually and reinforcing the team’s intentions – that was what ritual 

could accomplish. 

 

 

Ritual formalism. While ritual formalism tended to emphasise or suggest the special, 

non-ordinary sense of the event or experience, the Playbook would, in principle, be 

used frequently. Improvement teams sometimes met daily for up to several weeks, 
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depending on the complexity of the issue being addressed. To consider ritual 

formalism was to ask how routine behaviour could retain and reinforce its special 

character. The ideal was for each session of an improvement team, even after weeks 

of meeting, to feel special. By analogy, this brought to mind the notion of a morning 

prayer, a routine yet potentially powerful state-changing activity. I imagined that 

transitional moments and activities – which could be detailed in facilitation notes 

within the Playbook – might be opportunities to generate state-changes. For example, 

some teams with regular Monday morning team meetings began by sharing their 

weekend activities or whatever else was top-of-mind. By giving voice to these and 

receiving some form of feedback and social support, participants might be better able 

to transition to the work at hand with a helpful attitude. I imagined that the Playbook 

could prompt similar activities that might remind, reinforce and embed the principles, 

values and behaviours of HPE. 

 

 

Reflections 
 

This was one of my early experiences using the evolving ritual design tool. While no 

individual idea felt extraordinary, the process felt distinctly different in comparison 

with my previous solution design experiences; the sum of the questions and responses 

felt special – more humanistic and holistic. Humanistic, in that many considerations 

were about the thoughts and feelings of potential system users – not the features and 

functionality of a system. Holistic, in that fundamental goals and values associated 

with HPE strategy were being addressed. After my first pass with the tool, I captured 

a new premise for ritual design: Ritual design is a strategy for operationalising best 

practice, for prompting how one should act – what one should do – if one is 

determined to follow-through with one’s best intentions.  

 

The previous discussion represents my own initial attempt to place a ritual design lens 

on the development of the Playbook. In the balance of this chapter, I describe my 

experiences collaborating with teams inside and outside of Air New Zealand to create 

a prototype. 
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Collaborative design of a prototype playbook 
 
 

Playbook development began with a prototype – a rapidly-produced, rough version of 

the intended product. Developing an online tool within the organisation required 

support from the Digital Team, who had expertise in system development, and the 

Design Hub, a team within Internal Communications that specialised in the design of 

communications assets, including digital, paper-based and other physical deliverables. 

Kick-off meetings were held to secure their support, and it was determined that an 

‘interactive PDF’ would be the appropriate technology-format for a prototype. I 

provided the content architecture and raw content and the Design Hub produced the 

prototype (see Image 8). This was presented to the Working Party with a request for 

feedback. Meanwhile, efforts progressed to secure funding for the complete tool 

which required a business case with an articulation of benefits.  
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Image 8. Sample screens from prototype Playbook 
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Image 9. Landing page of the HPE Playbook 

 
 

Upon presentation of the prototype, each of these elements was contested in some 

way. Some Working Party members disliked the word partnership, saying this did not 

represent the actual working relationship between the company and unions. It is one 

thing, they said, to work together toward common goals, but quite another to suggest 

a partnership. Some said the word collaboration connotes an inappropriate 

relationship, e.g., collaborating with the enemy, an accusation sometimes levelled on 

union leaders perceived to be working too closely with management. Also, the 

arrangement of logos was contested; earlier versions placed the Air New Zealand logo 

at the top, by itself, as prescribed by the Air New Zealand branding guidelines. Some 

stakeholders argued that HPE was not an Air New Zealand strategy but was rather a 

strategy among and between the unions and Air New Zealand. One insight based on 

all this contestation is that, not surprisingly, a root metaphor can be challenging to 

develop collaboratively among diverse stakeholders. Ultimately, these conversations 

did not yield resolution but simply highlighted differences in perspective. 

 

Funding was secured to build a minimal viable product (MVP) over a two-month 

period. The Digital team identified an external developer and set up a first meeting to 

discuss goals, constraints and assumptions for this effort and to discuss and synergise 

their processes with HPE and interest-based problem solving. Given this intention, I 

considered the first meeting a case study opportunity for collaborative design. I 

wanted to stress that the overall purpose of the project was to develop a digital 

support tool that operationalised the HPE strategy. I created a summary slide (Image 
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10) to support my brief to the consultants. It was agreed during this ninety-minute 

meeting that we would proceed with a two-day collaborative design session 

approximately one month later. 

 

 
Image 10. Summary slide for the intention of the playbook 

 

 

 

Preparing for design sessions 

 

During this period, I was experimenting with a more autoethnographic approach to 

capturing my concerns, intentions and biases; my purpose was to illuminate ways in 

which these thoughts and feelings were influencing my design efforts and to be more 

conscious of these influences. The framed portions in this section are from these 

journal entries.  

 

Designing the playbook was a key opportunity to unpack my understanding of ritual 

design as operationalising strategy. This now needed to be made real; I needed to 

articulate how this system could operationalise strategy – and how it would be 

responsive to challenges faced by HPE. I needed to communicate these ideas with 

various stakeholders and developers. Meanwhile, I also looked forward to insights 

from the developers, as they were experts in interaction design. I wanted us to 

collaborate on reconciling our respective design processes – and imagined that this 

would be a fascinating process in itself. Taken together these intentions were exciting 

but created some stress. 
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I’m feeling overwhelmed – nothing is quite clear. HPE is feeling fragile, 

and there are complex interdependencies that are not unpacked, and 

which probably would suggest action if better understood. The Playbook 

intends to help sustain HPE, but to be designed accordingly requires a 
combination of analysing the challenges (some of which are political, 

language-oriented, with differing opinions on process) and 

collaboratively prioritising design requirements. 
 

Figure 26. Journal entry, 17 April 2018 

 

The notions of ritual design and ritual facilitation were becoming intertwined with the 

intentions for the Playbook. On the morning of the first design session, I reviewed my 

ritual design notes and thought about my intentions for the session. 

 

 

 
First playbook design meeting today with [development company] 

How can I best leverage? 

 

Ritualise the collaborative design process 
The playbook is a platform for ritual behaviour – a support tool for 

ritual behaviour – a ritualised product 

Operationalise intentions and values of HPE 
Operationalise a collaborative culture 

What does it mean to operationalise a strategy? 

It means to make it easier and more likely: 

to apply best practice 
to bring your best self to the moment 

to act in accordance with your best intentions 

 

   Figure 27. Journal entry, 2 May 2018 

 

 

First co-design session with external developer 

 

On the first day, the developer facilitated the session, which was a deliberate decision 

on my part. I understood that they had extensive experience developing online tools 

using design thinking and I wanted to see how they did this. At the same time, I 

emphasised during the previous weeks that we needed to collaborate on the design 

method and to use an interest-based approach. Their first proposal was not responsive 

to this requirement, but after a further discussion, they responded with a ‘mapping’ of 

their approach and the interest-based problem-solving model that I provided and 

explained. I believed that was primarily an exercise to assure me that our approaches 

were compatible; it did not seem to influence the details of their facilitation. They 
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conducted a define phase (from the design thinking process) but we never clarified the 

challenge. They facilitated an empathy phase, but we did not capture and discuss each 

other’s interests. The point here is not that there is a ‘right and wrong’ but that I felt 

my desire to collaborate on method was somewhat thwarted.  

 

Following the first design meeting, I determined to start the second meeting by 

facilitating a completion of the previous day’s phases as I would tend to do when 

following our HPE methods. I created two tools for this purpose: a handout that 

outlined these phases with my contributions, and a portion of the ritual design 

thinking tool that I had prepared a few days prior. This would be the first time I 

collaborated with other designers/developers using explicit ritual design concepts and 

language. 

 

Second co-design session 

 

At the start of the second day I said that I was applying an approach to design that I 

called ritual design thinking which I described as follows, based on my morning 

journaling: 

 

 

Any product, service or activity can be seen through the lens of ritual, 

including within organisations. For example, team meetings can be a kind 

of ritual. And products can be designed through the lens of ritual. For 

example, mobile phone designers think of the ritual-like use of phones. A 

product can support a ritual – can be used to facilitate a ritual. 
Collaborative problem solving can be ritual-like, like the sessions we do at 

Air New Zealand. And this meeting today can be seen through the lens of 

ritual. One of my interests in this project is to apply ritual design thinking 

to our design of the HPE Playbook. 

 

      Figure 28. Journal entry, 3 May 2018 

 

 

I experienced greater challenge than anticipated collaborating on ritual design 

concepts with the contractor. I distributed a handout of the ritual design questions as 

formulated at the time and facilitated a discussion on root metaphor and core 

narrative. I described how it can be useful to create a root metaphor to establish a 

common understanding of vision and intention. Referring to the idea of NASA’s 

mission control, I described how I was hoping that the Playbook was the place you go 

to do HPE – not just to learn about it. On several occasions during the two days I 
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repeated the idea that the Playbook should operationalise the strategy, but I was never 

feeling confident that they understood my meaning. When they asked for an example 

and I mentioned online shopping systems in general; through using such systems you 

do the transactions – the systems operationalise customer interaction. I emphasised 

the distinction between performance support versus information or learning and how 

my intention is to use the playbook to do the work, such that it provides guidance as 

you are working. 

 

There was a similar challenge with the notion of a core narrative. Obviously, the story 

of HPE could be a piece of content in the Playbook. I emphasised, however, that this 

seemed the least sophisticated way to embed a narrative. Somehow, through the 

design of the tool and through its use, the story of HPE might be reinforced – even re-

enacted – such that the beliefs, attitudes and behaviours we are seeking are fostered. 

The design challenge was: What could that possibly look like? One part of the 

solution, I suggested, was for HPE facilitators to be in train-the-trainer mode – that is, 

always reinforcing the fundamentals as if those participants will be facilitating in the 

future, and emphasising that, hopefully, they will also be in train-the-trainer mode as 

well. I said that I believed this was a powerful and practical way to embed HPE. I 

hoped, I said, that the Playbook could be designed to make it easier and more likely 

for this principle be brought to life. 

 

At the end of the second day, we captured the following example of how the Playbook 

might practically operationalise the HPE strategy. For IBPS process reinforcement 

and reflection, at the end of each phase, questions for reflection should appear, 

prompting the team to do a quick quality-review on the phase, to ensure that they are 

ready to proceed to the next phase. For example, the Define phase includes crafting an 

issue statement, and we teach two key criteria for good issue statements: 1) that a 

specific solution is not bundled into the question (i.e., that the team is not jumping to 

a solution), and, 2) that no blame is being assigned within the question. These criteria 

are closely aligned with basic principles and values of HPE. Therefore, the system 

would prompt the evaluation of their issue statement against these criteria, and in 

doing so would be reinforcing reflective practice. 
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I was not sure the session participants fully understood my meaning with regard to 

ritual design or operationalising strategy and I took responsibility for this, as it was 

my interest that such design concepts be brought to bear and my responsibility to 

ensure it was understood. I empathised with these designers and developers; they 

were being confronted with someone passionately engaged in a new approach and this 

was creating a challenge for collaboration. 

 

 

Analysis and reflections: ritual design as ritual 
 
 

The contractor delivered the online environment and I was responsible for creating the 

content within this environment. I had just under two weeks before the working party 

meeting during which I would provide a substantive update and a ‘show and tell’ of 

progress. I began this period of effort with a ritual design session – in effect, a ritual 

design ritual. My reflective practice became a process of scanning, editing and in 

general playing with the ritual design tool. I opened the previous ritual design 

materials to review previous thinking and to reinforce my intentions. I asked myself, 

again: What are the relationships between an online, interactive tool and ritual? 

 

 

HPE is the thing 

The tool ideally operationalises the strategy 
So, whatever is most important for the strategy is most important 

for the tool 

It’s the feeling that the strategy is worth fighting for… 
Not sure anyone feels that, in comparison to the notion that their 

‘team’ is worth fighting for… 

Comes down to one’s sense of meaning and purpose 

I have an idealistic sense of purpose 
New Zealanders are served by organisations that are wonderful 

places to work 

What does that mean? Different things to different people. 
 

        Figure 29. Journal entry, 2 June 2018 

 

The vision for the tool as a ritual object was that meaning and purpose were evoked 

through its use. However, I realised, in writing the above, just how idiosyncratic that 

vision was – perhaps as personal and individualised as my own ritual design efforts 

outside of work. Ritual design reinforces what is important, but each person has their 

unique way of conceiving what is important. Ultimately, as with other ritual activities, 
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I was wanting to find ways to build advocates and champions of HPE – through the 

use of this system.  

 

Advocacy came through my use of language, in sharing and modelling thoughts, 

feelings and attitudes. I would say, for example, that I believed in HPE, that I was 

proud we were trying to make this work, that I thought collaboration, versus 

adversarial approaches, was the right thing to do. Discussing and unpacking one’s 

goals, values and interests generates emotional connections. During design sessions, I 

was deeply immersed in the goals, intentions, principles and values of my mission, 

which was indeed an intention of ritual design thinking. This way of thinking changed 

the rhythm of my life by reframing and reconceiving my existing writing rituals. 

Beyond seeing ritual design as a lens through which to conceive my work, I was now 

conceiving ritual design sessions – which combined journaling, autoethnographic 

writing and brainstorming current challenges – as distinctly ritual-like activities. 

 

For the purposes of my research, the result of this period was not the Playbook itself – 

that is a work product. Instead, the result was what came of the dialogue between 

three activities: the collaborative engagement with developers, the emerging 

Playbook, and the evolving concept of ritual design thinking. Over the initial period 

of design, I would spend approximately one hour each morning – more on weekends 

– scanning and revising my ritual design notes and capturing related thoughts and 

action items. I hoped this preparatory ritual would set me up for having a productive 

day, focusing on essential actions that would follow through with my intentions. I 

wanted to focus my attention on my intention – a phrase which described a goal that I 

had for ritual design in general. This emerging and evolving morning activity was 

self-consciously becoming a new morning ritual, and this experience informed the 

later design of more personal morning rituals. Here, to close this case study, I describe 

one such morning as I prepared for my first ‘show and tell’ of the Playbook to the 

Working Party. 

 

A Morning ‘Ritual Design Ritual’ 

 

It was Sunday morning and I would be showing the playbook to the Working Party 

for the first time on Friday. I was nervous – there was much to do, including adding 
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content and making the website look acceptable and professional, which is not my 

strength. I was in the middle of building pages and wanted to remind myself of 

essentials, e.g., What does it mean to operationalise strategy? I scanned my ritual 

design notes for the Playbook, highlighting and annotating, playing with ideas and 

capturing specific actions for completing this phase of development. I captured what 

felt important and the actions to follow through with those intentions. My experience 

designing the Playbook modified my thinking about ritual design, which now 

included: seeking to design a solution that operationalises one’s best intentions so that 

it is easier and more likely to do the right thing – in alignment with those intentions; a 

solution that embeds desired principles and values into life and work. My 

understanding of ritual design was now accommodating a complex object like an 

interactive digital system, which I conceived as ritual object that supported ritual 

behaviour. At the same time, my approach to autoethnographic journaling was also 

evolving to support the ritual design process; my writing now captured the raw 

thinking related to those best intentions, my concerns and what ‘doing the right thing’ 

looked like. Ritual design thinking was a perpetual reminder to critique how things 

are, which things matter and what one ought do. 
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Chapter 6 – Results and Analysis, part 3: design for ritual formalism 
 

 

In this chapter, I describe and analyse two case studies to which I applied a ritual 

design lens; they are related in two ways: they were both designed to review and 

improve HPE at a governance level, and they were significant events which provided 

opportunities for designing with ritual formalism in mind, i.e., to apply family 

characteristic of ritual-like activities with the goal of creating a special experience 

outside of the normal work experience. Ritual formalism (as noted in chapter 2) refers 

to the ways in which rituals may feel distinct and separated from everyday work and 

life on many dimensions, e.g., time, space/environment, aesthetics, participants, 

symbols and movement (Bell, 1997). In other words, any design consideration might 

contribute to the sense that an event is special. 

 

In the first section, I describe the design of the HPE Leadership Team Anniversary 

Event, which was held on 8 March 2018. This senior stakeholder event combined a 

celebration of HPE with a systematic SWOT analysis – strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities, and threats – which is a common format for taking stock of what is 

working and not working, and actions that might be taken. In the second section, I 

describe the HPE Review Focus Groups which were conducted in February 2019. 

These had a similar purpose of continuous improvement of the HPE strategy and 

consisted of twenty-one facilitated discussion groups with union delegates, mid-level 

managers and front-line workers. 

 

The HPE Leadership Team Anniversary Event 
 

The Workplace Relations team was responsible for operationalising the intentions of 

the HPE strategy and to improve it over time. A basic method for improving a 

strategy is to conduct a review during which key stakeholders reflect on the successes 

and challenges of the strategy. Placing a ritual design lens on this context, a strategy 

review can be usefully seen as an organisational ritual, and in collaborating on the 

design of such a review, one would be engaged in collaborative ritual design. The 

Workplace Relationship team met in early January 2018 to discuss our goals for the 

year and in particular, how we might leverage the scheduled March HPE Leadership 
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Team session to best effect. I proposed that we design the event as (1) a celebration of 

HPE’s three-year anniversary, and (2) as a systematic review and analysis through 

which we could develop methods for improving the strategy. We agreed to propose 

this idea at that month’s Working Party meeting. 

 

 

Working Party 

 

At the Working Party meeting, I summarised our situation by saying that we were 

here to improve and sustain HPE, that we have been working together on this strategy 

for three years and that there have been plenty of bumps in the journey. I said it is our 

responsibility to take a step back and reflect on how things are working, to determine 

specific changes to improve the strategy, and also to appreciate and celebrate 

successes along the way. I proposed panel presentations where joint steering groups 

presented lessons learned and also pre-work templates with a SWOT table and a 

‘Start, Stop, Continue’ table for capturing their thoughts prior to the event. 

 

 

Design goals and challenges 

 

From a ritual design perspective, I wanted to find design solutions that would increase 

the likelihood of substantive collaborative reflection among these leaders and their 

colleagues. Ideally, I wanted the participating stakeholders to 1) thoughtfully reflect 

in collaboration with their colleagues on the health of the HPE strategy, 2) present 

their thoughts at the event, and 3) dialogue with other stakeholders during the event to 

establish positive ways forward. I did not imagine that a one-day event like this would 

yield specific action plans for improving HPE; however, I wanted the event to capture 

useful data and insights that could be later progressed by the Working Party. I felt 

keenly aware of Johnson’s (2008) caution that most one-day strategy sessions do not 

yield new behaviour back on the job; he recommends a nested process whereby an 

initial, more ritualised event is followed by more grounded, tactical events. This was 

indeed my intention – to use the next Working Party meetings to work on the details 

based on the insights we gathered from this event. 

 

As important as progressing specific ideas for improving HPE, I wanted the event to 

build advocacy for the strategy; I wanted these stakeholders to believe and express 
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that, even with its faults, HPE was an appropriate way forward that should be 

diligently improved over time. There were only two or three opportunities each year 

to have this group of people in the room together – top executives from both the 

company, and the unions, and their immediate subordinates. I saw this as a key 

opportunity to build advocacy for HPE from the top, to increase the commitment and 

championship of HPE among the most senior stakeholders, and to create the 

opportunity for these leaders to model these attitudes for their direct reports and each 

other. 

 

In addition, I needed the design to overcome a challenge I faced when discussing the 

health of the HPE strategy with stakeholders; they frequently replied with complaints 

about current projects, and when I would clarify that I was asking about the strategy 

itself, there was often silence. Sometimes I used the analogy of democratic processes 

through which legislation was created versus particular legislation. In other words, we 

needed to not get distracted by specific challenges. Specific business and union issues 

come and go, I would say, but our methods for collaborating on issues required 

reflection and systematic improvement. I was concerned that my intentions for this 

event might be thwarted by a similar conceptual challenge and that the discussions 

would drift into talking about issues of the day. 

 

In general, I saw this opportunity as a relatively common organisational ritual – a one-

day strategy, governance and celebratory event – and therefore a key opportunity to 

apply ritual design thinking. In short, this was a special opportunity – a special event 

– and I wanted it to feel as such to the participants. From a ritual design perspective, 

this immediately suggested the characteristic referred to as ritual formalism (Bell, 

1997) – the way in which the various characteristics of ritual-like activities combine 

to yield an activity that feels distinctly different in comparison with mundane 

activities. The general design questions were: How might conceiving this event 

through a ritual lens contribute to the goals and overcome the challenges for the 

session? How might ritual formalism support the success of the event? 

 

Design elements 
 

Over the period of the two months leading up to the event, many design decisions and 

logistical preparations were required; some of these were handled by other teams. The 
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Events team coordinated with the hotel where we held the event and with audio-visual 

vendors. The Content Hub was a team within Marketing and Communications which 

produced supporting graphical materials. I led the design and project managed the 

event. In this section, I discuss design considerations that I focused on to help achieve 

the goals of the event with emphasis on opportunities to apply ritual design thinking; 

these included, (1) the design of participant invitations including instructions and 

worksheets for pre-work, (2) the design of the physical environment for the event, (3) 

the design of the session opening, in collaboration with the Māori and Culture team, 

(4) the design of the CEO’s role in the event, and (5) the design of various visual and 

audio-visual materials used during the event. 

 

Invitation and preparation worksheets 

 

The first opportunity to apply ritual design was in the initial communication with 

participants – an emailed invitation that would include context for the event, an 

agenda and instructions for preparations. We needed to design the invitation to make 

the event feel special and to encourage participants to complete the pre-work. 

 

For context, we considered telling the ‘Story of HPE,’ prompting reflection that 

would reach back over a decade to a period of combative industrial relations. We 

thought the time scale might create a sense of significance which also might suggest a 

natural comparison of our industrial relations culture now and then. We were 

concerned, though, that any version of the story would be seen as problematic to 

someone and create a problem. Instead, we decided to begin by stressing the 

importance of the invitee’s role in improving HPE; aside from the event feeling 

special, we wanted each participant to feel special. The invitation included the 

purpose of the event using the text shown in Figure 27. 
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Strengthening HPE. The HPE Charter was first signed three years ago this month, in March 

2015, although HPE activities were in-progress for about one year prior. How are we doing? 

How healthy is the strategy? What’s working and what’s not working so well? What might we 

do differently to strengthen the strategy? Our purpose during our 8 March HPE Leadership 

Team meeting is to reflect backward, to look forward and to address these basic questions.  
 

You have an essential role here. We are all are responsible for sharing our thoughts on these 

questions and for asking great questions of presenters and each other. One of our basic 

principles of HPE is: those closest to the issues help to address those issues, and you are among 

those closest to HPE. As per our HPE Charter (attached): “The HPE Leadership Team will 

function as the senior joint union-management governance group responsible for providing 

oversight, direction, guidance, strategy and decision-making to develop, support and implement 

HPE at Air New Zealand.”  

 

Figure 30. Excerpt from invitation 

 

Ritual can turn a participants’ attention to something bigger than themselves (Hobson 

et al (2017); we wanted the ‘something bigger’ to be the strategy itself. To emphasise 

the importance of HPE, we highlighted the attention the strategy had received in the 

national press and in national politics by including quotes from politicians who 

mentioned HPE in recent speeches and media articles. As shown in Figure 31, Jacinda 

Ardern referred to HPE in one of her earliest speeches, six days after becoming Prime 

Minister. 

 
 

We know that, when business and workers join together, we can achieve great things. 

Just look at the Air New Zealand agreement – the model of high performance, and 

high engagement cooperation between workers and employers. Unions and the 
business took a situation where a company was losing money and looking to cut jobs, 

and turned it around so that jobs were saved, they were made more productive, and 

the future of the business was transformed. 
 

Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern 

Speech to Council of Trade Unions Conference, 2017. Full speech: 
http://www.labour.org.nz/160acinda_ardern_s_speech_to_ctu_conference_2017 

 

Figure 31. Jacinda Ardern quote included in the invitation 

 
 

The invitation needed to include a worksheet to support the participants’ preparations; 

we needed to increase the likelihood that they would capture their reflections about 

what was working and not working, and what we might do differently. The 

introductory text, quotes from politicians and article links were attempts to address 

this challenge by stressing the importance of the strategy and their participation in 

improving it. We conceived of the event as an opportunity to perform a collaborative 

SWOT analysis, so we created a structured worksheet with questions to answer in 
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each of the four SWOT categories. Below the SWOT table, we added a ‘Start, Stop, 

Continue’ table in which participants could capture their thoughts on specific actions 

for improving HPE. Figure 32 is a mock-up of the final worksheet. Ideally, the 

participants would meet with their colleagues to complete the worksheet together; to 

make this more likely, we asked external HPE facilitators to offer to facilitate such a 

session. Two of the four unions held such sessions. 

 

 

 
 
Reflection and Prioritising Improvements. Please come prepared to discuss your views on 

the SWOT analysis and improvements, based on your current knowledge and experiences. 

 

Strengths. What are we doing well? 

Characteristics of our current 

implementation of HPE that are particularly 

helpful to the success of the strategy.  

 

 

 

Weaknesses. What are we not doing well? 

Characteristics of our current 

implementation of HPE where we need to do 

better – things that get in our way, 

Opportunities. How can HPE tangibly help 

the Air New Zealand community (inclusive 

of all workers and unions) to thrive in the 
future? 

 

 

 

Threats. What issues, situations or 

behaviours could seriously undermine our 

intentions for HPE or place the strategy in 
jeopardy? 

 

Priorities for continually improving HPE. Based on the above reflections, where do you 

think we should prioritise our efforts to improve HPE? 

 

STOP. What do we need to 

stop doing, allowing or 

tolerating that is a barrier to 

a thriving HPE strategy? 

 
 

 

START. What do we need to 

start doing to ensure a 

thriving HPE strategy? 

CONTINUE. What must we 

continue doing (protect and 

improve) to ensure a thriving 

HPE strategy? 

 

We look forward to seeing you and hearing from you on Thursday! 

 

Figure 32. Mock-up of worksheet for pre-work 
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Physical environment and facilities 

 

We typically held HPE Leadership Team meetings in the auditorium of the corporate 

headquarters building. Finding a large room for an all-day event was often 

challenging – they were reserved well in advance. I was pleased that the internal 

options were not available because I wanted the opportunity to use a new space that 

participants were not used to; novelty feels special. Also, the blank canvas of a hotel 

event room would afford greater possibilities for creating a space that was fit for 

purpose. In collaboration with the Events team, we chose the Sofitel Hotel, which was 

one block away from our offices. Their Boulevard room was 195 square metres, 

which we determined would be of suitable size for the event. My goals for the space 

included that, when entering the room, the participants were entering the strategy – 

not simply a meeting room where we were having the Leadership Team meeting. This 

notion was in mind as I worked on design elements for the space. 

 

I wanted the room layout – the arrangement of tables – to be suggestive of 

collaboration. Since the start of HPE, we agreed to use U-shaped room layouts with 

the front area open for a projection screen, whiteboard and presenter/facilitator. This 

near-circle had egalitarian connotations – reminiscent of King Arthur’s round table – 

which supported the principle that ‘guns and badges be left at the door,’ i.e., that 

one’s rank in the business should not unduly influence collaborative discussions and 

processes. Some of the early HPE educational sessions had begun with participants 

rearranging the room accordingly, thereby embodying and performing the 

transformation and heightening awareness of the meaning behind the arrangement. 

 

This circular feel of a U-shaped layout was sometimes muted by long, thin meeting 

rooms, which reduced the U-shape to, in effect, one long table. Even worse, on some 

of those occasions, union and company participants sat opposite each other, spoiling 

the effect entirely. As the Leadership Team event would involve about 45 people, one 

large circle would be impractical – people would be seated around the perimeter of 

the room. As an alternative to a circle, I proposed a layout based on a circle of round 

tables, so that we would be meeting in a circle at a room-level and also at a small 

group level. We planned for 5 tables of 9 people, plus rectangular tables at the front of 

the room for panel discussion participants (See Figure 33 for a schematic of the room 

layout).  
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  Image 11. The Boulevard Room at the Sofitel Hotel 

(Source: https://meetings.accor.com/hotel/8577/index.en.shtml#section-rooms-events) 

 

 

 

          Figure 33. Approximate room layout for event 

(Source: Sofitel Hotel website) 

 

A large projection screen was to be centred on the wall behind the panel tables; the 

screen would always show one slide – a holding slide described below – unless a 

specific presentation was in progress. A lectern was to be at the right end of the panel 
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tables; my thinking was that the strategy should be front and centre – not any 

particular individuals. 

 

Māori opening 

 

About one month before the event, we met with the Māori and Culture team to discuss 

how we might help each other; the discussion was broader than this event. We asked: 

How might we apply principles and methods related to learning and collaboration 

discernible within Māori culture to our collaborative culture and specifically to HPE 

events?  During this meeting we asked the team manager if he might open and close 

the upcoming Leadership Team event. We discussed the goals of the event – a ritual 

of collaborative reflection and planning – and he immediately described how he might 

frame his opening, summarised in Figure 34. 

 

 

 

Reflecting back on the year gone by remembering people who are no 

longer with us, acknowledging new people who have joined us – we 

have five new babies coming in this family – it is important to work 

together to plan for the future. What resources will we need? How 

much do we plant? We need to take stock, make plans – and we need 

to do this together. Matariki is both a celebration and a reflection – just 

as we are wanting to do here. 

 

Figure 34. Notes for the Māori opening to the event 

 

CEO remarks 

 

A CEO presentation is indeed an organisational ritual; depending on the design of 

such an event, many of the characteristics of ritual-like activities might be discernible 

in the presentation. We requested that Christopher Luxon (the CEO) make a 

presentation at this event and we intended to leverage his participation in support of 

the goals of the event. Union facetime with the CEO is infrequent and when 

Christopher presented to a group, it immediately felt like a special occasion and 

attention was focused. 

 

As was common for upcoming executive presentations, we provided an outline of key 

messages that we thought would support our goals for the event – knowing that these 

might not be used. Primarily, we wanted Christopher to foster a sense of 
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responsibility for improving the HPE strategy. In support of that goal, we wanted him 

to counter an assumption expressed by some union members and leaders: that senior 

company leadership (including Christopher) said one thing in the room (language in 

support of collaboration and HPE) and something else outside the room (e.g., 

commercial goals are a priority, and then playing nice with the unions). Ideally, we 

determined, everyone would hear Christopher delivering clear instructions to all 

company leaders in attendance – that they were responsible for bringing HPE to life, 

for applying the agreed processes and behaviours, and for improving the strategy. Phil 

and I collaborated on the following notes for Christopher, summarised in Figure 35, 

fully aware that we might not hear any of it. 

 

 

[1] This is opportunity for union leaders to hear what you are asking of your team in the room. 

For example: As the company evolves and big changes are needed, such as “future of work” 

issues, new technologies, new forms of competition, etc., I expect that each of you will partner 

closely with the unions to figure out how to best move forward. That’s the big stuff. At the 

same time, HPE is a daily mindset, and I expect that you will always know what is important 

to your union partners and that there is open and frequent conversation. From our union 

leaders – I want exactly the same thing, of course. 

 

[2] Describe the national conversation related to HPE-related strategies: What are you hearing 

from leaders across the country? What advice, in general, would you give a CEO who wants 
to establish a strategic partnership with the unions? 

 

[3] While we’re busy addressing the hot issues of any given day, the people in this room must 

regularly step back and focus on HPE as a strategy. I look forward to hearing how we are 

being smarter about how we improve the effectiveness of our collaborations, how we’re using 

data better, how we’re using technology. 

 

Figure 35. Design notes for CEO key messaging 

 
 

Visuals and symbols 

 

The HPE branding was a common sight for those close to the HPE strategy, but less 

common to those who only participated at the two or three leadership team meetings 

each year, i.e., executive team members and the heads of the unions. As with the other 

design considerations, my intention was to use image and symbol to reinforce the goal 

of reflecting on the strategy, rather than on particular business issues. I wanted to use 

branding as a symbol of the strategy, to place it prominently in support of the idea that 

when entering the room, participants were entering the strategy. 

 

We met with the Content Hub – the team that produces graphical assets – to discuss 

our needs. We already had basic branding images and we had decided to use these in 
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several ways. We produced four A1-sized posters and placed these on easels at each 

of the two entrances to the room and also at the front of the room (see Image 12). We 

also created a PowerPoint template, including a standing slide to be used whenever 

nothing else was required to be projected. In addition, we created a header for 

documents and used this on the handouts on the tables and finally, we used the main 

branding images (the same used for the document header and standing slide) as the 

printed icing on an anniversary cake that would be served during lunch (see Image 

14). 

 

 
Image 12. A1 posters for entrances and front of room 
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Image 13. Holding slide for projection screen 

 

 

Image 14. Celebratory cake with branded image printed as icing 

By author 

 

 

Video projection: Punch and Judy 

 

Christopher regularly referred to strongly adversarial industrial relations as “the 

Punch and Judy show,” in reference to an historical puppet show in which the 

characters are perpetually beating each other with sticks. When HPE began, 

Christopher would say, “We need to stop the Punch and Judy show,” and after HPE 

got started, he would say, “Collaboration is better than the Punch and Judy show.” 

Similarly, various company and union stakeholders would periodically say something 

like, “Let’s not go back to the way things were.” I thought it might be interesting and 

humorous to use a ‘Punch and Judy’ video to visualise Christopher’s analogy and to 
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project the video during planned breaks in the agenda. This was an appeal to ritual 

traditionalism, however in an anti-traditionalism mode, i.e., it would be envisioning – 

by analogy – an undesired past, albeit in a light-hearted way. For some participants, it 

might just be a curiosity, a novelty, and they might ask about it, providing an 

engagement opportunity. For others it might just be humorous; and for a few, perhaps 

it would highlight the purpose of the HPE strategy. 

 

I found a vintage television recording of a Punch and Judy show on YouTube and had 

it edited to yield a slow-motion sequence of the puppets hitting each other; this was 

looped to yield a 3-minute sequence. As a music track, we used ‘In the Hall of the 

Mountain King,’ also found on YouTube. We also created a ‘10-second countdown’ 

version for use at the end of breaks to let participants know we were about to get 

started again. For that sequence we used the song ‘Coconut’ by Harry Nilsson (1972 

version) simply because it was a fun song with a rhythm and tempo that fit a 

countdown nicely. 

 

 
Image 15. Punch and Judy screen capture from video 

(Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UKOegBbx_Vk) 
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Video projection: John Coltrane jazz performance.  

 

Across my career, I had periodically used jazz ensemble performance as an 

illustration and analogy of collaboration as improvisational ensemble music requires 

careful listening and responding to the other musicians. I wanted a video with music 

to be projected as people arrived in the morning and then perhaps again at the end of 

the day as people were chatting and leaving. I chose a video clip of John Coltrane 

performing ‘Favourite Things’ that I found on YouTube. 

 

 
Image 16. Screen capture of John Coltrane video 

(Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NWYWgda5f0I) 

 
 

Analysis and reflections on ritual design for this opportunity 
 

 

All the above design considerations were attempts to align the design elements with 

the goals and intentions for the event – to inspire participants to improve HPE. From a 

ritual design perspective, I wanted these elements to help generate that inspiration by 

making the event, the HPE strategy and people’s own role and participation, feel 

important and special. In the following section, I summarise the actual event as it 

happened. To close this design section, I include excerpts from reflections I wrote 

during the day before and early morning before the event. These captured my 
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immediate conception of what I was trying to accomplish and how, and were also 

early attempts to write in an autoethnographic style, as I refined and elaborated on 

what was to become my ritual design strategy. 

 

 

7 March 2018, On the ferry 

 

What beliefs, attitudes and values have been influencing my design choices for this event? The 

desire to move the dial toward operationalising HPE. The desire for the Working Party and 

Leadership Team to govern HPE; the desire for a systematic review of what has been working 

and what has not, and prioritising course corrections; the desire to feel that I am contributing 
toward strengthening HPE; the desire for an event that inspires participants to also want to 

strengthen HPE; and more selfishly, I feel sensitive to the gaps between current and aspirational 

states and some real disappointment around not achieving more: I know we can do better 

embedding and synergising HPE principles and processes with other strategies, e.g., leadership 

programmes, talent programmes and engagement action planning. I know we can do better by 

adding useful tools into HPE, e.g., design thinking, continuous improvement tools, agile, etc. 

Capturing these thoughts are putting me into a slightly negative frame of mind so I need to shift 

gears. 

 

I wish HPE was taken more seriously as a business strategy, by which I mean, 

methodologically, with structure, operationalisation, explicit generation of knowledge, explicit 
action research. I am mainly frustrated with myself, though; it’s my job, after all, to help make 

these happen. Getting stressed – D is pressing me to think through that, critique it, decide what I 

want. I love that about her, and I guess need her to do this. I told her I’d use the commute this 

morning to de-stress and think about that. The logistics of tomorrow’s event – things keep 

popping up, things I hadn’t considered or changes or things that weren’t done correctly, by 

myself or other. I decided to listen to music.  

 

The Punch and Judy video may not be funny to some… 

 

   Figure 36. Journal entry, 7 March 2018 

 
 

 

8 March 2018, Sofitel Hotel.  

 

Today is the HPE LT event, where we’re acknowledging being three years in since the charter, 

four years since getting started. The event is based on a SWOT of HPE and prioritising 

improvements. Stayed here in the hotel with D, so that I’d be here early, although Alistair from 

the staging company prefers that I not arrive too early downstairs so that I don’t slow them 

down with changes – kind of pissed me off, but I know I can be a difficult customer who 

changes requirements, obsesses over certain things, worries out loud, etc. As I’ve been telling 

people, you really don’t want me planning your wedding – I find this kind of coordination 
rather stressful. Phil, Katherine and Danielle have all been telling me to relax. Trying. D and I 

ordered room service and watched Pride and Prejudice but fell asleep. I woke up around 

3:30am with a list of small details flooding through my mind. I still need to send URL’s for the 

music to the staging company. I need several files on a memory stick for the crew – the day 

begins. 

 

    Figure 37. Journal entry, 8 March 2018 

 

  



171 

 

Summary description of the event 
 

In this section, I offer a concise ethnographic description of the actual event; the 

intention is not to comprehensively communicate the content of presentations but to 

comment on portions of the day as they relate to ritual design thinking.  

 

Arrival, coffee, tea. I went downstairs to the Boulevard room around 7:45am and 

worked with the event staff. It was a “black box” of a room – darker than a typical 

meeting room, more like a theatre before the show starts, before the lights go all the 

way down. Black drapes behind the screen; black tablecloths on the round tables and 

panel tables. I was keenly aware that I might have imposed some of my own 

sensibilities on the design of the room; I like dark rooms and a black box feels like a 

clean slate to me – a blank canvas – as if one is ready to create. In retrospect, some 

others might have preferred just the opposite: bright and white. The panel tables at the 

front and the round tables reminded me of a wedding layout. 

 

Various team members began arriving at 8:30am and around 9:30am participants 

began arriving. Senior managers arrived prior to union leaders, who came shortly 

before the start of the session. The atmosphere was light-hearted; people were 

arriving, milling around, getting coffee, greeting each other with hugs and sometimes 

kisses on the cheek. There were lots of smiles and laughs – it felt like the start of a 

cocktail party. We did not impose seating assignments and were hoping that people 

from each organisation – company and unions – would mix at the tables, which they 

did. On the projection screen was the black and white video of the John Coltrane 

ensemble and the music was heard throughout the space; we kept that volume low to 

avoid disturbing the conversations. 
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Image 17. Participants arriving 

From official video recording of the event 

 

 
Image 18. Photo of participants arriving 

By author 

 

 
Image 19. Photo of participants arriving 

By author 
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The Māori and Culture manager’s opening was substantially like what we discussed. 

He elaborated on mauri, the life force and life essence. He said: “We gather it from 

above and from below, from within and from our external environment. We imbue it 

into everyone present today. Welcome here to this place. Welcome beneath the solid 

and enduring roof of the Sofitel hotel.” The food and thought, he said, served the 

purposes of the day very well – “to support the health and wellbeing of the people you 

represent”. He closed with a story of a European woman, new to New Zealand, who 

was asked to ‘bring a plate’ to a Māori gathering. She brought a beautiful, empty 

plate. The message was both about cultural diversity and about meeting our needs 

together. He said: “With your food basket and my food basket everyone will eat”. 

 

Phil then set the stage for the event, describing how we signed the charter three years 

ago and started the strategy two years before that. ‘What a journey we have had,’ he 

said. ‘Today is about celebrating and reflecting on how we could be better.’ He 

outlined his personal reflections including how well relationships have grown, how 

we did not previously take the time to get to know our union partners. ‘We can be 

proud of ourselves,’ he said. ‘We know we need to make it better all the time.’ He 

then mentioned the SWOT tool on the table and asked people to capture their thoughts 

during the day. He walked through the agenda at a high level, saying that the day was 

set up to look at HPE from different perspectives: Christopher, company leaders, 

union leaders, our CFO, and Richard Wagstaff (president of the Council of Trade 

Unions) who would speak about what HPE means for the CTU and New Zealand as a 

whole. Phil emphasised our responsibility for reflection and improvement. He closed 

by asking, ‘Who was here three years ago for the signing?’ Less than half of the 

participants raised a hand. He said that HPE needs to survive the people in this room – 

‘we were here to ensure sustainability.’ 

 

Christopher’s presentation. Christopher’s presentation felt like a highlight of the day; 

as mentioned, from a design perspective, we felt his participation was essential – and 

we hoped he might leverage the notes we prepared. He spoke for about forty-five 

minutes on a broad range of topics, e.g., sustainable development, pay equity, modern 

slavery, future of work, automation, emerging technologies, aging workforce and 

population, inequality and food security. He shared a quote from holocaust survivor 

and psychologist Victor Frankl, one of his great heroes: “I recommend that the Statue 
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of Liberty on the East Coast be supplemented by a Statue of Responsibility on the 

West Coast.” ‘We want the freedom to run our businesses’, he said, ‘but we want to 

take responsibility for strengthening civil society.’ He asked: ‘What can AirNZ do, by 

virtue of its business model, to fundamentally make a difference to the country?’ The 

following summary outlines comments he made related to the HPE strategy. 

 

 
Image 20. Christopher Luxon presenting 

From official video recording of the event 

 

Christopher briefly characterised Air New Zealand’s past industrial difficulties, which 

included highly litigious union interactions. ‘How did we get from there to here?’, he 

asked. ‘We started with top-to-top forums – senior leaders from the company and the 

unions – and we invested in education and in third-party facilitation. We established 

joint goals and the HPE charter, which unified us. We used interest-based problem 

solving and ‘365 ER’ [a strategy of addressing problems when found rather than 

saving them for the next bargain] to avoid blow-ups at negotiations.’ “We’re using 

daily religion.” He said that HPE has been a fantastic journey and a hard journey; in 

contrast with our challenging industrial past, now we were getting through tough 

situations together, e.g., fuel crises and engine crises. “We’re all in it together.” When 

the company announced strong results, union representatives said they were proud, 

and that was a measure of strong industrial relations. Through this part of his 

presentation, Christopher concisely told the story of HPE, from its beginning through 

to recent challenges and results. 

 

Christopher then summarised his conception of HPE at Air New Zealand: solving 

problems with those closest to the problems; people working together, not against 
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each other; involving employees earlier to identify issues, own those issues, work-up 

possible solutions and implement solutions. This is in stark contrast, he said, to the 

‘dead rat’ approach of our past – meaning previous situations where the company 

surprised the unions and the workforce with unpleasant changes, which both union 

and company leaders called ‘leaving a dead rat’ for someone. ‘What have we 

learned,’ he asked? His response to this rhetorical question emphasised the need to 

communicate, to call out behaviours, to build commercial acumen and to have the 

‘right’ people in the rooms. He argued that we have learned that it is better to be 

collaborative than to play-out the Punch and Judy show, that it is better to reduce legal 

actions, to achieve higher levels of employee engagement and to achieve faster 

implementation of changes. He said we should focus together on combating the true 

competition – other airlines that are trying to take our jobs, our customers and our 

business. We should focus on fighting those guys rather than each other. 

 

Christopher closed by saying how we were not good at celebrating achievement in 

New Zealand, but that we have done a good job together. He said that it was not 

perfect, nor would it ever be, as people were imperfect. He said, “Some of you got 

there quicker than others, both management and union.” This meant that some became 

advocates of HPE sooner, and behaved accordingly, while others remained sceptical 

or struggled with the new behaviours. However, he emphasised that we were all 

committed to each other, that we had built trust together over the years and that we 

had achieved something together in the past four years. He said, “There’s nothing like 

it around the world… I’m so impressed – it could have gone off the rails.” 

 

Signing Ceremony. Just before the lunch break, Phil announced there would be a 

signing ceremony for an agreement between the company and the pilot unions. He 

invited the head of the regional airline to introduce the signing; he talked about the 

challenges two years prior, when there was uncertainty over the structure of the 

regional airlines, e.g., would they merge, what would be the impact and would they 

require new fleets? A joint working group had been established including both the 

company and the union in order to work through the issues. Together, they 

determined solutions that seemed fair to all parties. He then invited representatives of 

the two pilot unions to join him for the signing. There were smiles all around and 

some laughter, a sense of accomplishment and comments about how we tended to not 
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publicly acknowledge such agreements or milestones. This was a powerful and 

serendipitous moment; we only discovered a few days prior that the agreement had 

been reached, and Phil suggested that we take the opportunity to include a signing at 

the event. 

 

After the signing, Phil reminded everyone to capture their thoughts regarding the 

SWOT analysis – and also that there was cake at the back of the room. In addition to 

the cake with the branded icing, someone in Cabin Crew had baked a cake in the 

shape of a ‘3’ in recognition of three years of HPE. 

 

The balance of the event included panel discussions by union leaders and senior 

company leaders; each union and each leader presented their reflections on HPE and 

thoughts about ways to improve the strategy. Two of the unions gave structured 

presentations following the format on the preparatory worksheet, while the other two 

spoke more generally. Following the panel discussion, there was a presentation by the 

CFO on recent financial results and then brief comments by the present of the Council 

of Trade Unions about his support for HPE. The event was closed by the Māori and 

Culture team leader who wished everyone safe travels back home. 

 

 
Image 21. Executive panel 

From official video 
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Image 22. Union panel 

From official video 

 

 

Analysis 
 

The HPE Leadership Team Anniversary event was a key opportunity for applying a 

ritual design lens in support of the HPE strategy. I was evolving this new tool and 

new way of thinking and simultaneously considering what I meant by ritual design. 

While my thoughts on ritual formalism focused on design decisions for yielding an 

event that felt particularly special, my notion of ritual design was coalescing into the 

idea that ritual operationalises strategy; meaningfulness in design means aligning and 

cohering goals, strategies and methods. Ritual formalism, meanwhile, was one design 

strategy for achieving a meaningful ritual. Therefore, as I elaborate in Chapter 7, these 

are two distinct concerns: ritual design thinking, which is the more strategic analysis 

and planning for addressing a challenge, and design strategies for rituals, the more 

tactical design-related decision making. This event started with an emphasis on the 

latter but illuminated the former. 

 

Ritual design thinking assisted with designing an event that aligned goals, strategies 

and methods. The goals included strengthening, improving and building advocacy for 

HPE. The strategy was to foster collaborative review, reflection and sharing of 

stakeholder thoughts on strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats and ways 

forward. Here, I offer two summaries as input into evaluation of the efficacy of the 

designed event; the first is a personal reflection captured on the day after the event, 

and the second is a summary of the SWOT findings. 
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Day after: 9 March 2018 

 

Reflection on Design. What was I trying to accomplish? To create a governance and 

improvement ritual for strengthening HPE. To gather data in support of improving HPE. To 

build advocacy for HPE by leveraging the participation and influence of senior-level union 

and company officials. A particularly common opinion expressed by participants was: “As 

challenging as HPE can be, nobody wants to go back.” Back means: to the kind of industrial 

relations we had prior to the start of HPE. That’s certainly what we want to hear and suggests 

some degree of advocacy. Anything stronger would be unreasonable and perhaps inauthentic. 

 
What might you have done differently, upon reflection? I should have arranged a signal with 

each presenter/facilitator that they had five minutes to wrap-up that portion of the agenda so 

that there would been more time for table discussions and capturing thoughts. The simplest 

thing would have helped. Those should have been treated more formally as facilitated 

activities in themselves. 

 

I’m relieved – it was stressful and exhausting. Phil was pleased – a key measure of success. 

There were some “thank you’s” and “congratulations” from participants, which was nice. The 

best part for me is that the Leadership Team (and by extension, the Working Party) have 

started a tangible process for improving HPE, which really was not happening previously. The 

LT and WP meetings had almost random agenda items, ad hoc. The focus on systematically 

discussing SWOT issues and ideas for improving HPE means that we have data that can be 
acted upon. The day yielded a snapshot of where HPE is and where people would like it to go 

– at least in certain tactical ways. The event has, potentially, corrected the course of the WPs 

(and LT’s) governance role. 

 

     Figure 38. Journal entry, 9 March 2018 

 

 

Data from the event. The SWOT and Start/Stop/Continue data captured from the 

participants included approximately 160 comments (not counting clear duplications). 

At subsequent Working Party meetings, we worked in teams to analyse, discuss and 

prioritise these contributions. While the specific content related to the SWOT analysis 

is not pertinent to the discussion of ritual design, a high-level summary will help to 

characterise what was on the minds of the participants. 
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Strengths. Participants acknowledged increased employee and union participation in problem 

solving and the stronger relationships between unions and company and also between the 

unions. They acknowledged open lines of communications, supported by a sound governance 

structure, i.e., the Working Party, Leadership Team and Steering Committees. Interest-based 

problem solving was cited as a fundamental strength of HPE as was professional facilitation. 

They cited positive outcomes, including less conflict and antagonism in the workplace and 

greater openness in information sharing. Finally, there was belief in a strong commitment from 

union and company leaders which was backed by investment in the establishment of 

improvement teams and professional facilitation. 

 
Weaknesses. There was still distrust and a need for greater focus on the agreed principles and 

behaviours. We needed to improve prioritisation of issues, including clarifying the criteria for 

prioritising. Resourcing was a persistent challenge and we needed to rethink how we apply and 

prioritise resources to initiatives. We needed to improve education and training and governance 

processes. We needed to improve the efficiency of HPE processes; they often took long and did 

not leverage lessons learned from previous projects. We needed to distinguish between ‘full 

HPE processes’ and everyday collaboration. Finally, we needed to measure and communicate 

outcomes, articulate the returns and benefits of particular initiatives and celebrate successes. 

 

Opportunities. We needed to further improve relationships between unions. We should seek 

opportunities to take HPE – or the concept of workplace democracy – wider than Air NZ and to 
determine where HPE could benefit other NZ workers. We needed to ensure succession 

planning. We need to cast the net wider in terms of employee involvement. We need to 

highlight outcomes through effective story telling. We need to build business acumen across the 

workforce. 

 

Threats. Change resilience is a challenge; we must be ready for change and mitigate the risks 

of change. We must challenge each other on our behaviours and perceptions. Without 

measuring and communicating results, there is a threat of stakeholder disillusionment regarding 

whether HPE is meeting their interests. Similarly, poor process for governance and oversight 

threatens the reputation of HPE. Relationship management and inter-union competition and 

conflicts require ongoing attention, as does addressing our resourcing challenges. 
 

          Figure 39. SWOT summary from participants 

 

 

Summary of design goals and design considerations. Reflecting on the ritual design 

process for this event, the design process did not include a one-to-one correspondence 

between design goals and design decisions; instead, the design goals and design 

elements were each mutually supporting categories (see Table 12). The design goals 

included promoting meaningful reflection and substantive sharing about how HPE 

was working and gathering useful data for progressing improvement ideas at follow-

up Working Party meetings. Meanwhile, we wanted to build advocacy through public 

expressions of commitment, a frequently cited function of ritual (Bulbulia & Sosis, 

2011; Irons, 1996, 2001; Sosis, Kress, & Boster, 2007). In retrospect, it seemed 

reasonable that displays of commitment should build advocacy and promote 

meaningful participation in improvement activities. The process of collaborative 

reflection might also build advocacy, depending on how that process is facilitated. 

The design elements worked together to support these design goals. Each of the 
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elements were designed to support the special feel of the event: the invitation, the 

novel environment (location, room design), the visuals and audio-visual materials, 

and the participation of the CEO. 

 

Integrated Design Goals Integrated Design Elements 

 

Promote meaningful reflection and sharing 

about how is HPE working. 

 

Gather useful data for progressing ideas for 

improvement at follow-up Working Party 
meetings. 

 

Build advocacy for the HPE strategy. 

 

Display commitment, set expectations and 

model behaviours for each other. 

 

Overarching lens of ritual formalism – 

novelty, multi-sensory, not a meeting but an 

event. 

 

Invitation and prework design – stress 
importance of their role and importance of 

strategy. 

 

Physical environment design – radically 

different in comparison with LT and WP 

meeting environments. 

 

CEO participation design – story of HPE, 

celebration, pride. 

 

Symbols and visuals design and branding – 
meaning-laden (collaboration), posters, 

projections, handouts, cake, audio-visuals. 

 

Table 12. Summary of design goals and design elements 

 

Governance and improvement as ritual. Strategy review events are common 

organisational rituals (Johnson & Schole’s, 2005: p.480) and designing such activities 

through a ritual design lens can help align goals, strategies and methods, including 

helping to ensure that the process yields meaningful data. HPE was a particularly 

complex strategy due to the diversity of stakeholders and their interests; these leaders 

viewed the strategy with different lenses and criteria for success. As we conceived it, 

our mission (Workplace Relations) was to help these leaders follow through with their 

best intentions. This phrasing became increasingly important to me over the research 

period as it was closely associated with an evolving premise for a ritual design 

strategy: ritual should be designed to help participants operationalise their goals, 

strategies and best intentions. In the case of this Leadership Team event, the ritual 

design lens helped to create a special event for collaborative reflection and 

improvement and for building advocacy. 

 

This event also helped evolve my self-understanding of ritual design and to 

distinguish between (a) designing rituals and (b) applying a ritual design strategy to 

any opportunity. Designing rituals refers to designing an event as a ritual; applying a 
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ritual design strategy means conceiving the larger mission (or strategy, or 

organisation) as an opportunity to apply a ritual lens. Every workday yields 

opportunities – large and small – for reflective practice, building advocacy, displaying 

commitment, communicating the story and reinforcing its meaning. Those 

opportunities could be in the form of team meetings, coaching sessions, casual 

conversations, strategy proposals, phone calls, emails and other activities and 

materials. A ritual design strategy is much more than designing rituals. In the next 

section of this chapter, I apply this broader sense of a ritual design strategy to the 

HPE Review, a workstream for getting a large number of HPE-experienced people to 

provide input in improving HPE. 

 

 

HPE review focus groups 
 

At the September 2018 Working Party meeting, the unions jointly proposed a 

systematic review of HPE. They said that their members were often telling them that 

HPE was not working, and they were finding it difficult to respond to that claim. They 

could not respond with data, because we did not have a set of metrics for assessing 

HPE’s success. The HPE charter objectives were longer-terms goals, such as ‘superior 

terms and conditions for employees’ and ‘sustainable long-term return on shareholder 

investment.’ These did not serve as practical assessment criteria for the strategy. 

Instead, it seemed that HPE was successful if people said it was. The union organisers 

held political positions; they needed ways to respond to their members who were 

complaining about HPE. They wanted their members to have opportunities to share 

their feelings and experiences – to feel heard and to offer their ideas for improving the 

strategy. I would be responsible for managing the review. I saw this as a key 

opportunity to systematically improve and sustain HPE – and to apply a ritual design 

strategy. While many people were involved in the design and logistics of the HPE 

review, including outside consultants, I was responsible for coordinating the effort 

and for facilitating the collaborative design of review components. I would also 

design and facilitate focus group sessions, which were one part of the review.  

 

At this point in my research period, I had been living and breathing a ritual design 

strategy for approximately one year – and this had been changing the way I looked at 
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my job and my life. I had been experimenting with new, personal rituals at home that 

included new kinds of writing. I leveraged insights from scholarship on 

autoethnography (Ellis, 2008; Doloriert & Sambrook, 2011) as I evolve a form of 

writing that combined what I called recapitulation journaling and ritual design. I used 

this new writing ritual – a ritual design ritual – in support of the design of the focus 

groups sessions for the HPE review. In the balance of this chapter, I first provide a 

brief overview of the review project and outline the plans for the focus groups. Then I 

provide excerpts from, and analysis of, the design-related writing through which I 

established an overarching approach for the focus group sessions. I provide 

ethnographic descriptions of two of the twenty-one focus groups that I co-facilitated. I 

close the chapter with an analysis of the new writing ritual and its relationship to 

ritual design. 

 
The high-level design of the HPE review 

 

The review included three key components: a survey, interviews and focus groups. 

The survey captured high-level data about perceptions of HPE from a large sample of 

people who had participated in HPE-related activities. The interviews were used to 

better understand the thinking of senior stakeholders, including individuals selected 

by the union organisers who had particularly strong opinions about HPE and a desire 

to be heard. The focus groups were used to engage and glean insights from people 

who had been involved on HPE projects. Based on this high-level understanding, a 

summary communication was written and distributed to union leadership and the 

executive team (see Table 13). 
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Situation. HPE is a strategy that requires resilience. When things don’t go well – 
from either union or management perspectives – HPE is challenged. Some people say 

that HPE is not working. We want to understand what people are thinking and 

feeling, and why. 

 
Complication. Without a deep understanding of the perceptions and opinions of 

HPE, we cannot make changes needed to improve and sustain HPE or 

misunderstandings. 
 

Question. How can we discover what people are thinking and feeling about HPE, 

why people have the perceptions and opinions that they have, and how we can 

convert these insights into action, e.g., changes to HPE practices, a new 
communications strategy, etc.? 

 

Solution Summary. With the support of external researchers, we will use focus 
groups, interviews and a survey to capture insights and use these to identify and 

action changes to how we do HPE. In addition, we want to use these review 

engagements as important opportunities to engage stakeholders – possibly to reset 
perceptions about what HPE is, expectations for what HPE can accomplish, and to 

reinforce commitments to HPE. 

 

Table 13. Summary communication of HPE review intentions 

 
 

The timeline for the review started in October 2018, with the design of the review 

components and project planning, and would continue until March 2019 when a 

report was distributed to the Working Party. This pace was deliberate; for operational 

reasons, senior company managers did not want focus group sessions to be scheduled 

until after the holiday season (see Table 14).  

 

Timeline Activity 

October 2018 HPE review design sessions 

  
November Surveys deployed (3750 invitations) 

Interviews conducted (14 people) 

Focus groups logistics (18 groups) 

  
December/ 

January 2019 

Survey data analysis and insights 

Socialise early results with short squad 

Focus group design 

  
February  
  

Conduct focus group sessions 
Drop in analysis session 

Draft summary report 

  
March 

  

Draft report distributed to Working Party 

Stakeholder discussions 

Draft final report 

Recommendation implementations 

  

Table 14. High-level schedule for HPE review activities 
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Since the focus of this chapter is ritual design for the focus groups, I provide only a 

brief summary of the other review components. The survey yielded 1029 responses 

which provided the following results and insights. 84% of survey respondents said 

that the intent behind HPE was important to them. 46% said that HPE was not 

delivering on its purpose, while 20% believed that it was. 44% of people who 

participated in HPE-related activities had a positive experience, while 35% had a 

negative experience. Trust and transparency were highlighted as core challenges 

impacting perceptions and experiences of HPE. There was a common belief that we 

had not be implementing HPE well at all – that we had not been behaving according 

to the intentions of the strategy nor following agreed process. Most believed that we 

had made mistakes at each step of the process. Some believed these mistakes were 

deliberate and undermining of HPE, and they expressed strong distrust. Others 

believed mistakes were made out of ignorance or incompetence. 

 

Twelve senior stakeholder interviews were conducted in November 2018 to help 

shape the questions that would be posed during the focus groups, to help form early 

hypotheses for recommendations and to capture attitudes toward HPE in general and 

toward ‘fixing’ HPE. The interviewees did not express the distrust illuminated in the 

survey results. They tended to believe that everyone (union and management) was 

busily doing their best under challenging circumstances; they were all operating 

within complex organisations, under significant constraints and were accountable for 

challenging goals. They consistently said that they would not want to go back to pre-

HPE methods and behaviours. Working together to solve problems, they expressed, 

was the right thing to do, and was also commonly understood to be part of our 

collective Kiwi culture, including Māori and Pacific Island cultures. The general 

sentiment was: HPE was far from perfect but was an improvement. 

 
 

Focus group planning 

 

The logistics for the focus groups were complex since we were targeting particular 

individuals (criteria is described below) and since 8-weeks’ notice was required to 

change working schedules. The schedule of sessions was established, and invitations 



185 

sent in November 2018, well before any substantial design activity had taken place. 

The schedule is summarised in Table 15. 

 

 

29 January 2019, 10.30, Mixed, front line and delegates 

29 January 2019, 14.30, Call centre, managers 

30 January 2019, 10.30, Airports, front line and delegates 

1 February 2019, 10.30, Cabin Crew, delegates 

1 February 2019, 14.30, Customer Care/Ops, front line and delegates  

4 February 2019, 10.30, Engineering & Maintenance, front line and delegates  

4 February 2019, 14.30, Engineering & Maintenance, front line and delegates 

5 February 2019, 10.30, Ops, front line and delegates 

7 February 2019, 10.30, Engineering & Maintenance, managers 

7 February 2019, 14.30, Cargo, Pilots, Customer Care, managers 

8 February 2019, 10.30, RML, front line and delegates 
8 February 2019, 14.30, RML, managers,  

11 February 2019, 10.30, Cargo front line and delegates  

12 February 2019, 10.30, Cabin Crew, front line and delegates 

12 February 2019, 14.30, Cabin Crew, managers 

13 February 2019, 10.30, Gas Turbines, front line and delegates 

13 February 2019, 14.30, Gas Turbines, managers 

14 February 2019, 10.30, Airports, managers  

14 February 2019, 14.30, Airport, front line and delegates  

15 February 2019, 10.30, Engineering & Maintenance, front line and delegates 

15 February 2019, 14.30, Engineering & Maintenance, managers 

 

Table 15. Focus group schedule and attendee groups 

 

Focus groups were separated into union member groups and manager groups; this was 

to help ensure that participants felt comfortable sharing their thoughts. Focus group 

participants were selected by union organisers and senior managers selected 

participants in the manager groups. The criteria agreed for selecting participants 

included people who had positive HPE experiences or tended to be advocates of HPE; 

people who had negative HPE experiences or tended to be detractors of HPE; and 

other people we specifically wished to engage because, for example, they were loud 

detractors that we wanted to influence, or we believed they were important to the 

ongoing success of HPE (e.g., they were in leadership and governance roles). 

 

I planned for the focus groups to be 90-minutes long starting at either 10:30am or 

2:30pm and to be held in meeting rooms that were pre-booked in November 2018. 

The number of participants in each group would range from 4 to 10, with an average 

of 8. Invitations to the participants were sent using following text for the email (see 

Figure 40). 

 

 

 



186 

 

Subject Line: Your help is needed to shape the future of HPE: upcoming focus group 
sessions 

 

Dear [Name] 

  
High Performance Engagement (HPE) has been with us for about 5 years. We 

regularly need to review how HPE is functioning and to consider changes that will 

improve and sustain this way of working. We are conducting such a review right now 
using surveys, interviews and – the purpose of this email – focus groups.  

 

We need your help! You were specifically recommended by either your union or 

manager for participation in a focus group session. This is a great opportunity to help 
shape the future of HPE. During this 90-minute session, you will be asked about your 

HPE experiences and about ideas for improving HPE. 

 
Your focus group is scheduled for: 

[Date] 

[Building and room] 
[Start time and end time] 

 

There is carparking available at [Parking info] 

 
Please note: If you are part of a roster, you have been rostered to attend the event. 

 

We hope that you look forward to the opportunity to share your thoughts. 
 

If you have questions about the review, please email us at the HPE Resource Centre 

[Email address]. 
 

See you there! 

 

HPE Resource Centre 

 

 Figure 40. Email invitation to focus group participants 

 

 

Ritual design for focus group sessions 
 

The goals for the focus group sessions included: to provide a forum for stakeholder 

engagement – so they felt heard and felt that they are playing a practical and 

meaningful role in improving and sustaining HPE; to gather examples, descriptions 

and insights for the recommendations being shaped that intended to improve and 

sustain HPE; to capture language that could be used in communicating 

recommendations; to determine where interest-based problem solving and consensus 

decision-making were breaking down, and identifying processes and behaviours that 

helped or hurt HPE; to gather their thoughts on what collaboration looked like in 
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everyday contexts. Key success criteria included that participants would leave with a 

(more) positive mindset toward HPE, that is, greater advocacy; would leave believing 

that something tangible could come of their participation; would leave motivated to 

help improve HPE; and would leave motivated to be participants in HPE efforts. 

Finally, they would leave believing the business and unions were behind HPE. There 

were numerous and diverse interests captured at previous Working Party meetings; 

these are listed in Figure 46.  

 

 

Improve stakeholder interactions and communications so that people are kept 

engaged and informed. 

Determining what people are saying and react appropriately. 

Converting insights into action, including acting on quick wins. 

Validating (or modifying) what we believe about what people think and feel 

about HPE 

Improving HPE governance and holding each other accountable for our 

methods for continually improving HPE. 
Using the review as an educational opportunity. 

Increasing our capability to hold people accountable and effect change in 

advocacy vs. detraction. 

Identifying areas of the company that haven’t been touched by HPE. 

An efficient review that does not slow down or delay operational 

requirements. 
 

Figure 46. Mutual interests of union and company stakeholders for focus groups 

 

 

This section provides excerpts from the ritual design tool file with which I progressed 

the design of the focus groups. I opened a recent version of the design tool, saved it as 

a new name and performed a ritual design ritual. Rather than retaining the formatting 

from within the design tool – typically one phrase per line, in long lists – I offer these 

excerpts as prose descriptions. Sections include goals, root metaphors, core narrative, 

learning, values and interests, emotions, ideation. 

 

Goals. My design goals included (1) an environment of psychological safety in which 

participants could speak freely about their thoughts, feelings and experiences related 

to HPE; (2) for participants to feel heard and believe that the facilitators were 

genuinely interested in their contribution; (3) to increase advocacy for HPE; and (4) to 

gather insights that could inform recommendations for improving HPE. Also, I 

wanted to leverage the opportunity to place a ritual lens on the design in ways that 

would support the goals and success criteria for the sessions and support the ongoing 
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evolution of my ritual design strategy and design tool. In addition, I needed to be 

responsive to the many interests of the working party members. 

 

Root metaphors. I considered root metaphors opportunities to name, label or describe 

the activity. In this case, I reviewed the metaphors previously considered for the 

review effort as a whole: ‘reset’, ‘restart’, ‘reboot’, ‘reflect’, ‘review’, ‘reshape’. 

These had been discussed in casual conversations with Working Party members. 

‘Review’ was the most obvious – it was the actual name of the effort, the HPE Review – but 

to many of us, it did not suggest change and improvement; rather, it sounded like ‘looking.’ 

The word ‘shape’ was already used multiple times. The subject line of the email 

invitation read: ‘Your help is needed to shape the future of HPE: upcoming focus group 

sessions’; and in the body of the email it read: ‘This is a great opportunity to help shape 

the future of HPE. It would be useful to emphasise the investment in the review as 

evidence that company leaders – as well as the unions – are taking this process 

seriously, and that their assistance is being sought.’ 

 

Core narrative. The core narrative would be some version of the story of HPE in 

which we would stress co-creation of HPE, the aspiration of a collaborative culture 

and close with the essential opportunity provided by the present moment – to improve 

HPE. There were, therefore, two kinds of stories to tell: the story of how HPE came to 

be, and the story of why these individuals were in the room. This version would 

acknowledge the frustration that many people had expressed with HPE, while 

stressing the need to partner in improvements. Given the 90-minute length of the 

session, we needed a particularly brief version of the story. I drafted the following for 

this purpose. 
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In 2001, AirNZ was about to go under – it couldn’t compete against low-cost carriers. The 

government put about $1B into the company with high expectations of cost-cutting – 

including labour costs – so the airline would be viable. This was not a collaborative process; 

we ended-up with a demoralised workforce and antagonistic unions. The airline stayed alive, 

but industrial relations were rather poor for the next decade. 

 

In 2012, the unions and the company were both looking to improve the situation. The heads of 

the unions and AirNZ senior managers gathered for a summit and there was consensus that a 

collaboration strategy was needed and that they’d need to build it together. They created the 

HPE Charter which describes the goals, structures and methods we would use to collaborate. 
Steering groups were established across the organisation and the first HPE-principled 

initiatives were begun. 

 

Five years down the road, while most people believe that the intention of HPE is important, 

many people are frustrated at not seeing positive outcomes. Last September, a comprehensive 

review of HPE was started with the goal of improving the strategy. Today, you are part of this 

process. The review includes interviews, a survey and focus groups sessions, like this one. We 

need your help to improve HPE – to make it more effective. Our goal for today is to gather 

examples, ideas and other insights to help shape recommendations for improving HPE. 

 

     Figure 47. Story of HPE for use during focus groups 

 

The session, I considered, should be conceived of as an enactment of the narrative 

during which participants were writing their part of the next chapter of the story. We 

could say, for example, that in the future, when the story of HPE is told, it will 

include that, in early 2019, focus groups were conducted with those most experienced 

with HPE to gather insights for improving the strategy. 

 

Learning. From an educational reinforcement perspective, we intended to use the 

interest-based problem-solving process as a structure for the session, although rapid 

and truncated to fit into ninety minutes. The define phase of IBPS would be 

represented by telling the HPE story, which culminated with an issue statement: How 

can we improve HPE? We would then conduct a brief interest phase where we asked: 

What is it about the idea of improving HPE that matters to you? Does it matter to 

you? In addition, we would ask about the purpose of each phase, including the interest 

phase, to reinforce why the process is valuable. Why is understanding each other’s 

interests valuable? 

 

Values and interests. If we had had more time, I would want to facilitate the values 

activity where people identify their own values and those that they believe underpin 

the HPE strategy. Instead, I determined that the facilitators (myself and my colleague) 

should share our interests as well, during which we could comment on the alignment 
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between our own values and the values of HPE. To create a psychologically safe 

environment, we would ensure that we were not perceived as representing 

management; in our introductions we would stress that we were working for the 

Working Party. I tended to stress in all HPE events that I facilitated or participated in, 

that I had primary concern for the strategy – for trying to help it work – rather than for 

the unions or the company. I sometimes used the example of Kaiser Permanente’s 

Labour-Management Partnership, which was a separate, neutral and legal entity 

funded by both unions and management. 

 

Emotions. To express my own emotional connection to the issue of improving HPE – 

and to model openness – I would stress how we spent most of our waking 

consciousness at work, and how, if we were going to live our values, work should be 

a place where that happens. I sometimes asked: ‘What kind of company environment 

would you want for your children or grandchildren? One where they participate 

meaningfully in shaping the future of the organisation, as HPE intends? That is why 

you are here today. HPE is not working as well as we would like – we are here to 

make it better, and it is worth making better. It’s a special strategy, and this is a 

special opportunity to talk to you and get your thoughts for how to make it work. 

Nobody that we work with – union or management – wants to go back to the kind of 

collaborative culture we had before HPE.’ 

 

Ideation. The Options phase would consist of activities for brainstorming ideas for 

improving HPE. From the survey, we knew that key challenges for union members 

were trust and transparency, which were closely related. A perceived lack of 

transparency from company managers exacerbated an environment of distrust. 

Managers were perceived as being less than forthright about the information they had 

relevant to the problem being addressed, about the ideas that they and their colleagues 

favoured to solve the problem, and about their interests, i.e., what they genuinely 

cared about. In addition, we knew there were multiple challenges during 

implementation phases, e.g., managers were perceived as ‘cherry picking’ ideas they 

liked and ignoring others, or projects would suddenly stop without communication, or 

those responsible for implementing them would say, after much work by the 

improvement team, that the solution would not work for various technical reasons. 

The purpose of the ‘Options’ phase of the focus group was to use these known 
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challenges as categories in which to identify ways to improve the strategy. At the 

same time, we would reserve time for open discussion and brainstorming unrelated to 

these challenges. 

 

I created a concise proposal for the design of the focus groups sessions based on the 

ritual design material above; this was reviewed and revised with Workplace Relations 

colleagues; this included goals, success criteria, our interests gathered from Working 

Party members and a session outline based on the IBPS process. Over the following 

week a detailed facilitator guide was produced, and a PowerPoint file was created to 

support facilitation. 

 

Focus groups sessions 
 

In this section, I relate the discussions that took place on 4 February 2019. On this 

day, my colleagues H and M and I conducted two focus group sessions with 

Engineering and Maintenance staff, one session in the morning and one in the 

afternoon. These were our fifth and sixth, 90-minute sessions; in total, twenty-one 

sessions were completed. 

 

4 February 2019, 10.30am, Caribbean Room 

 

The morning group had four Engineering and Maintenance staff, one of whom was a 

union delegate, and they were also joined by a flight attendant; schedule conflicts 

sometimes led to the addition of a participant from another business unit. The 

afternoon group had five Engineering and Maintenance staff and they were joined by 

a pilot. We met in the Caribbean room – a large, windowless, ground-floor meeting 

room at the Airline Campus building on the grounds of Auckland Airport. The room 

had a large, white, rectangular conference table that could seat about twenty people. A 

projection screen was at one end of the room; we sat at the other end (see Image 22). 
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Image 23. Example meeting room for focus group sessions 

By author 

 

The morning session was scheduled for a 10:30am start; we arrived around 9:00am to 

set up the room and to discuss our thoughts on the first four sessions. During previous 

focus group sessions, we had been feeling rushed at the end and were concerned that 

participants might also have felt rushed. We adjusted the agenda timings as a result of 

this and projected the agenda onto the screen at the front of the room. 

 

We greeted the participants as they arrived, asking them to sit anywhere and pointed 

out the lollies on the table, inviting them to help themselves. All participants arrived 

by 10:30am and we thanked them for being on time. We asked if they understood why 

they were here – only half-jokingly, since sometimes people would not remember. 

“It’s about HPE,” someone offered. I said that we were here to try to improve and 

sustain HPE, to figure out where we were facing difficulties and what we might do to 

overcome them. “You are here,” I said, “to share and discuss your own experiences of 

HPE as part of a review of HPE.” “Why were we chosen?” one asked. “Your union 

organiser would have recommended you,” we said. “We asked for people who had 

experience with HPE and who were likely to have opinions about the challenges of 

doing HPE.” 

 

We then asked everyone to introduce themselves including which HPE teams or 

projects they were part of. They each shared their name, job role, projects they were 

on and sometimes their union affiliation. 
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At that point, H, M and I introduced ourselves. We wanted to do this in a way that 

would increase a sense of safety in the room, for the participants to feel they could 

speak freely. M and H provided brief summaries of their roles at Air New Zealand. M 

started as an aircraft cleaner and then worked front-of-house checking-in customers 

for flights. She had experience with HPE projects and had become a strong believer in 

the HPE strategy. She then successfully applied for an HPE Facilitator role, becoming 

our second, internal HPE facilitator which was a position she had held for the 

previous seven months. H described her tenure as an instructor at the Aviation 

Institute (Air New Zealand’s technical training centre) for ten years where she taught 

emergency procedures courses to cabin crew and pilots. One year prior to this event, 

H had been hired as our first, internal HPE facilitator; until then we had relied on four 

contractor facilitators. I then introduced myself, saying that I had joined Air New 

Zealand at the same time HPE was being launched and that my role focused on 

helping to improve and sustain the HPE strategy. I emphasised that the three of us 

were strongly biased in this situation – that we wanted HPE to work, and that this 

meant it had to work for the unions and company management. I said we were neutral 

regarding union-management relations – that we did not take sides – and that we were 

facilitating this review on behalf of the HPE Working Party which was a joint team 

composed of union leaders and company leaders. We were intent on discovering 

where problems lay so we could help address them – and that was why we were 

present. Finally, we emphasised that, while we were capturing everyone’s ideas, we 

were not attributing ideas to individuals and that we hoped they would feel 

comfortable to speak freely. 

 

We then proceeded with the first activity: using the post-it notes provided, we asked 

the participants to write down the main challenges they experienced while working on 

HPE projects – one challenge per post-it note. By challenges we meant anything that 

felt like an obstacle preventing progress or a successful outcome. After a few minutes, 

participants were asked to share their challenges with the group.  

 

A few minutes later, after we confirmed that everyone was ready to continue, we said 

that our mutual job, while people shared their thoughts, was to ensure that we 

understood the challenge being shared and to ask clarifying questions as needed. One 

at a time, participants brought their post-it notes over to the wall where we had hung 
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flip-chart paper with the label “Challenges.” We asked them to read out their note – to 

explain it if necessary – and to place it on the flipchart paper. Stuart (not his real 

name) went first. 

 

Stuart said that projects are not scoped efficiently, meaning that it was not always 

clear to the improvement team members what they were being asked to solve. He 

wanted more clearly defined issues and objectives. In addition, he said basic project 

parameters were often missing, such as project timelines and budgets – including 

whether there was a budget at all. He complained that one of his projects started with 

about six hours of discussion on how to do interest-based problem solving; he thought 

that was too much time. One major challenge, he said, was the decrease in team 

member participation over the course of the project as some people would stop 

coming to meetings. Stuart said this lowered the confidence of the team; they became 

less sure they were on the right track due to the lack of input. “The bus starts with 

everyone on board,” he said, “but during the journey people get off. Then at the end, 

the bus goes back and picks people up, but as they haven’t been on the journey, they 

can’t make informed decisions.” Stuart closed by saying that, as time elapsed on 

projects there was a decreasing sense of urgency in the room. 

 

During Stuart’s comments, there were frequent nods and knowing glances among the 

other participants, and when he finished, we asked if there were any questions for 

Stuart and whether his comments resonated with them. There was unanimous 

agreement that these were commonly experienced issues. This was a typical response 

during our focus group sessions, although occasionally someone would say that they 

had a very different experience, which they would then describe. 

 

Tom complained that “management was unaccepting of change” and that they “fought 

for their own preconceived ideas” for how to solve the issue being addressed by the 

project. He said that he had heard more than one manager say, “If I don’t like it, I’ll 

do my own thing.” This meant that, if the manager did not like the solution 

determined by the project team, they would ignore it and do whatever they thought 

was best. Therefore, Tom said, there was fundamental distrust in the HPE process and 

scepticism from colleagues who were not on the project – a lack of buy-in for the 

outcome, if there was an outcome at all. He complained that some team members 
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were thoroughly disengaged and did not participate during meetings. Finally, he 

lamented that HPE was seen by most people that he knew as being “just for unions” 

rather than being “how we behave” across the organisation.  

 

This last item had been a common complaint since the start of HPE. To explain, in 

2019, Air New Zealand was about 70% unionised and union density varied greatly 

across business units. For example, over 90% of Pilots and Cabin Crew were union 

members, however only about 50% of Call Centre staff were union members. 

Meanwhile, some back-office corporate functions such as Digital and Human 

Resources had very few union members. Tom was complaining that the key methods 

used in HPE – collaborative problem solving and interest-based problem solving – 

were never discussed unless the project was an official HPE project. If it was the right 

way to find a great solution, he was arguing, why only use it with HPE projects and 

when unions were involved? 

 

In a similar example, Pao complained that the implementation plan for one of his 

projects – the project plan for how to implement the team’s solution – was not 

adopted but was instead “ignored by mid-level managers,” a population that he said 

were a particular challenge because “they didn’t understand HPE,” they exhibited 

“favouritism” – such as approving overtime to friends – and they were prone to 

“power-tripping,” by which he meant they acted “high and mighty” due to their 

management job status. He said a change of thinking was needed among these 

managers. This range of complaints against middle managers was common and there 

were nods and exclamations around the room (“Yep,” “Absolutely”). In agreement 

with Tom, Pao said projects started with a “hiss and roar” but then attention drops off. 

“Full steam ahead, then at the end, no steam.” He complained that projects carried on 

for much too long; one of his projects having lasted two years. 

 

Another participant, Lucy, said the projects were much too slow or, suddenly, much 

too fast. She explained that projects would go on for many months without 

substantive progress and then one day they would be asked to finish and deliver a 

consensus recommendation. She also said that the right people were not in the room 

to solve the issues – that additional representation and expertise were missing – and 
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that her projects did not have consistent facilitation. “Without a facilitator,” she said, 

“nothing got done.” 

 

After all contributions, we introduced the second activity: brainstorming solutions 

which were suggested changes to how we did HPE projects that could correct for the 

challenges that participants had experienced. During the previous focus groups, H, M 

and I had experimented with different ways of facilitating this part of the event. While 

our initial facilitation guide had asked participants to silently capture and then share 

their thoughts for solutions – as we did for the ‘challenges’ portion of the event – we 

discovered that this yielded very little material and was taking too much time. Today, 

we changed to a more facilitated discussion format; we grouped their post-it notes 

into similar challenges, and then asked how they might address those categories of 

challenges. This was an open discussion rather than sequentially having each 

participant share their thoughts. For this group, we collectively identified three 

themes: process issues, resource issues and perception/trust issues. The participants 

noted that these were highly interrelated themes.  

 

‘Process’ referred to challenges such as scoping and implementation planning. 

Participants described how the process should be based on “no surprises” and “no 

hidden agendas” – which they noted was also a key trust issue. Teams needed to 

educate people about how HPE works, how Interest Based Problem Solving works, 

what consensus means and how that works. They needed education upfront and then 

throughout the process – and co-leads needed extra training. Teams also needed to 

understand the history of their project; for example, if a contract clause is at issue, 

teams should understand why the clause was there to begin with. Mostly, teams 

needed to thoroughly understand the scope of the project and the effect that change 

would have on people. 

 

‘Resource’ challenges were about the people assigned to the team, such as their 

engagement and sense of urgency. Tom had been a co-lead on a project, and he said 

coaching, mentoring and ongoing support and guidance for co-leads were essential for 

the success of projects. Tom then emphasised that we needed to “finish the loop,” 

meaning, we needed to review and debrief projects, capture lessons learned and fix 

what needed to be fixed. “It’s not how you start, it’s how you finish,” he said, noting 
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that we could learn a lot from POOGI. “You never heard of POOGI?” “No, I don’t 

believe I have,” I said. “Process of ongoing improvement. You should really check 

out The Goal by Ely Goldratt; it’s about the theory of constraints” (Goldratt, 1984). 

 

Trust was considered the key category by the participants; they agreed that even if we 

got the process right and the resources right, that HPE was still undermined by deep 

distrust, such as the belief that managers would tend to drive toward their desired 

solutions. We asked what it would take to increase trust – what could be done? The 

room was silent for a moment. “Don’t ignore other ideas,” Tom said. 

 

To close the session, we asked what they might do differently if they joined another 

organisation that was interested in implementing an HPE-type of strategy. Based on 

their experience of HPE at Air New Zealand, what advice would they give? Stuart 

offered that it would have been better to “get some small wins”, i.e., to use HPE on 

small projects so that people could learn how it works, before tackling big projects 

such as remuneration. We then thanked the participants and adjourned the session.  

 

Between morning and afternoon sessions, H, M and I shared our thoughts about the 

session, asking what we found surprising or new, if anything. During this session, I 

noted a strong expression of “us and them” thinking – the word ‘management’ was 

used as if it was a person. Also, transparency was associated with honesty; when 

managers were unclear about up-front parameters, this was not simply a process 

failing – they were being dishonest and were setting up the team for failure. I also 

noted, for future consideration, that team education should ideally include some form 

of business acumen training and learning related to the business plans and 

accountabilities of the business unit in question. This could build capability useful to 

seeking solutions and also increase trust in the process of sharing more information 

about the business. Other groups, although not this one, had told us how they hated 

hearing that certain projects needed to be ‘cost neutral.’ I was thinking that business 

acumen learning could help address this frustration. 

 

With regard to projects taking much too long, I noted that we needed a blended 

approach to improvement teams, in the same sense of the term ‘blended learning’ 

where teams could work on something other than spending contiguous days in a 
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room. Finally, Tom’s comments related to POOGI and continual improvement 

suggested to me that HPE lacked the rigor that engineers typically brought to their 

work. I have argued in various forums that HPE is not governed in ways that critical 

business strategies are governed – I needed to think that through further. 

 

M took pictures of the post-it notes and when we returned from lunch she began 

transcribing them. The three of us talked about what worked well or not so well in the 

session, and what we might do differently with the afternoon group. On this occasion, 

we determined to repeat the same process – we seemed to manage time better this 

morning as it felt less rushed. They both thought we were getting honest feedback and 

that the participants were not holding back. 

 

4 February 2019, 2:30pm, Caribbean Room 

 

Around 2:20pm, participants began arriving for the afternoon session. We repeated 

the greetings and introductions and then the participants captured and shared their 

challenges. The following section draws on fieldnotes created from the planned event. 

 

Marc was a union delegate; he had been a co-lead on a HPE project and was also a 

member of the steering committee, so he had substantive experience with the 

dynamics of HPE in Engineering and Maintenance. He was convinced that managers 

believed they “can use HPE to their own ends,” that HPE was used by management to 

push through their agenda, that they were not open-minded and that they came in with 

“preconceived notions” of the solution. This was a particularly common complaint 

among delegates and front-line workers. He said the process was fine – in theory – but 

that there was no real buy-in from management. He believed buy-in required a 

“change in people.” He described being at an early HPE information session where a 

senior manager said that the company would ‘change the leader or change the leader’ 

– meaning that, if leaders did not ‘get on board with HPE,’ then the company should 

replace them. Marc said that this had not come about, that some leaders had 

undermined HPE and were still in their positions years later. To improve HPE, he said 

the company needed to focus on the selection and appointment of managers. In 

addition, he said that resources were lacking to support the projects (in terms of both 

people and time), but this did not seem as significant as the management issue. 
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Murray, also a union delegate, had been on a project that lasted for over a year and 

was still not completed; he said that HPE was a waste of time and resource. Even 

worse, for delegates there was a real fear that the solution would not be liked by the 

staff – that HPE was “just another management tool for getting what management 

wanted” – and that the team members would be blamed for the outcome. 

 

Peter, the one pilot in the room, said trust was by far the main issue, that managers 

“could not be trusted,” and that (in agreement with the morning session) middle 

management “did not buy-in to HPE.” He also said projects took too long and that 

outcomes were always poor. He said that union members were “captured” by 

management and were “afflicted with Stockholm Syndrome;” they would empathise 

with managers and eventually start “sounding like managers,” using “management-

speak.” He said that staff were so disillusioned that they now needed to see some real 

change before giving HPE another go. 

 

Bernard, in agreement with the room, also said that trust was the main issue.  Like 

Murray, he was also concerned with the reactions of co-workers; collaborating with 

management had frequently led to an accusation of “being in bed with management.” 

He also agreed that the HPE projects took too long and added that there was “no 

sound use of data” to support problem solving. 

 

During the open discussion on solutions, there were several ideas raised by 

participants that resonated strongly within the group, starting with the notion that their 

part of the organisation had a “fear culture” – particularly around interactions with 

middle management, which they perceived as an “old boys network.” They said there 

were consequences to speaking up – that you could be labelled a troublemaker. 

Distrust of management was again emphasised including their “lack of buy-in.” Peter 

said that a solution to improving HPE should include better selection of manager 

participants. We asked: ‘How would you know if a manager had buy-in for HPE – 

what would that look like? How could they demonstrate that they did?’ “Watch their 

reactions during training – are they on their phone? Do they seem interested?” Focus 

group participants repeated the need to change managers. We asked: ‘What could the 

same manager possibly do?’ They said that the manager could be truly honest about 
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the problem they were trying to solve. Facilitators could help by ensuring that there 

were clear parameters up front and perhaps they could help press managers for honest 

answers. Strong facilitation was essential, they agreed, and facilitators that knew the 

business unit – the key people and the recent challenges – would be helpful. 

 

Participants spoke of the need to hold managers accountable, and when asked what 

that might look like, they suggested that the company should tie the managers’ 

bonuses to successful performance and successful outcome of their HPE projects. 

Respect for the manager is key for success, they said, adding that, currently, there was 

a lack of respect. We asked: ‘How could you know that a manager was not 

inappropriately driving toward pre-determined outcomes? What could they do?’ One 

suggestion was that the managers should declare those ideas clearly up-front at the 

start of projects, i.e., their biases, assumptions and preconceived solutions. 

 

We closed the session by asking how they would like to be kept informed as 

recommendations were shaped and ultimately implemented. They said it would be 

great to have regular updates from their steering committee – in the absence of 

communication, they assumed nothing was happening at all. We thanked them for 

their contributions and for their partnership in helping to improve HPE. 

 

Analysis 
 

There were two areas of concern for a reflective analysis of ritual design for the focus 

groups sessions: firstly, the evolution of the writing form and writing process that 

constituted the ritual design process, and secondly, the application to the task at hand, 

i.e., the alignment of goals and design strategies in the design of the focus group 

sessions. Indeed, the two case studies in this chapter, the leadership team event and 

focus group sessions, which were about six months apart, could be seen as milestones 

in the evolution of my ritual design process. My journaling at the time of the 

leadership team was not yet self-consciously ritualised, whereas, during the design of 

the focus group sessions, I was actively designing a new morning ritual that placed a 

ritual design lens on my previous forms of writing. 
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Upon reflection I could see the integration of ritual design, my morning writing ritual 

(recapitulation rituals) and autoethnographic journaling into a ritual-like activity. My 

morning writing sessions frequently summarised how things are and which things 

mattered, and often culminated in what I now needed to do – the task at hand that 

morning. It was a preparatory ritual that seemed to serve several functions, e.g., 

waking up, clearing my head, orienting myself, bringing a sense of order to chaotic 

thinking, identifying priorities for the morning or day, and reducing anxiety through 

organising and planning. The new morning ritual was a ‘ritual design ritual’ that 

connected my personal ritual practice to my ritual design practice – in this case, for 

the focus group sessions. 

 

In retrospect, I can discern two basic variations in my ritual design process (see 

Figure 48). On some occasions, I would first perform a recapitulation ritual and then 

proceed with the ritual design tool. On other occasions, I would be using the design 

tool and then feel the need to perform a recapitulation ritual. 

 

 

Figure 48. Relationships between recapitulation rituals and the ritual design tool 

 

My autoethnographic writing was a way of deepening my self-understanding of the 

ritual design lens that I was wearing, and a way of approaching opportunities. It 

helped me connect the most general thinking about the meaning of ritual design to the 

next task in front of me. Writing about my motivations and concerns influenced my 

approach to design; this was often a messy and intuitive process – certainly not 
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algorithmic. Yet, the intention included a rigorous alignment between goals and 

methods. This approach yielded – with what feels like stark transparency – the 

thoughts and feelings that were actively shaping my life, work and research. 

 

Concerning the design of the focus group sessions, in comparison with the leadership 

team event, I showed much less concern for more obvious trappings of ritual 

formalism – such as visuals, design of the space, branded materials and audio-visual 

materials. Instead, I emphasised establishing an environment for safe and meaningful 

sharing. Table 16 summarises the design goals for the session and design elements 

that were intended to support those goals. 

 

Integrated Design Goals Integrated Design Elements 

 

Provide a safe environment for sharing. 

 

For participants to feel heard and valued. 

 
Promote meaningful reflection and sharing 

about how HPE is working and not working. 

 

Reinforce basic HPE processes and 

behaviours. 

 

Gather useful data for progressing ideas for 

improvement. 

 

Build advocacy for the HPE strategy. 

 

 

A concise core narrative that culminates in 

the importance of their role in reshaping the 

HPE strategy. 

 
Emphasise facilitator neutrality and biases 

during introductions. 

 

Model emotional openness; facilitators share 

their interests; acknowledge and empathise 

with participant frustrations concerning trust 

and transparency. 

 

Physical environment design – essentially 

the same as HPE-related sessions. 

 
Process design – model HPE processes and 

behaviours; essentially the same as HPE-

related sessions (interest-based problem 

solving) 

 

Table 16. Summary of design goals and design elements for focus groups 

 

As with the leadership team event, I emphasised the importance of the participants’ 

role in improving HPE. However, this was a much more intimate session – averaging 

eight people in a meeting room – and a facilitated session where we were asking for 

information. The ‘power relationship’ concern was primarily from a 

facilitator/participant perspective; we did not want to be perceived as ‘management’ 

as this might inhibit open sharing, so we emphasised our neutrality – that we were 

working for the Working Party, that we were biased toward improving the HPE 

strategy and not focused on either company or union interests. We empathised with 

frustrations expressed, which was relatively easy, as we had experienced them as 
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well. To further build advocacy and mitigate distrust, we emphasised that many of the 

errors made during HPE processes were genuinely ‘mistakes’ and not efforts to 

undermine HPE. We acknowledged making many mistakes ourselves.  

 

In retrospect, the most fundamental connection between my evolving ritual design 

process and the culminating design of the focus group session (including facilitation 

behaviours) was the premise that ritual reinforces our values and reminds us of what 

we want. Ritual helps people bring their best selves to life. These are aspirational – 

but also practical guidance for design. In the following chapter I describe the 

culminating ritual design tool that emerged from my experiences applying a ritual 

design lens to opportunities for supporting HPE. This tool attempts to embed and 

reinforce selected values and aspirations into the design of interventions. 
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Chapter 7 – Discussion 
 

 

In this chapter, I describe my culminating conception and approach to ritual design 

strategy based on my experience evolving the concept through practice. I place this 

against different but sympathetic approaches to organisational change within the 

wider academic literature. For example, Onzec & Hagan’s process in their Rituals for 

Work (2019) is a rare example of a similar application of ritual design in the 

workplace and I discuss this in depth. This chapter serves as a primer for applying this 

way of thinking, which is broadly appropriate since humans are ritual design 

practitioners. We design things and actions that intend to be meaningful. The scope 

and scale of our designs is huge, from things as routine and constrained as a grocery 

shopping list, to ideas as unbounded as personals narratives that describe the 

relationship between the universe and our lives. Somewhere toward the middle of that 

continuum, some of us design rituals in our workplaces. 

 

‘Ritual design ritual’ process in practice 

 

While applying ritual design to HPE at Air New Zealand it became increasingly clear 

that the mindset of the designer had a tremendous influence on design practices. 

Ritual design, as I conceive it, essentially includes a deep, introspective exploration 

into one’s personal core narratives, beliefs, values, goals and intentions. Without this, 

thinking ritually is reduced to a cynical approach to design, like employee 

engagement programmes that are adopted not because it is good and right to 

maximise engagement and meaningfulness at work, but to increase discretionary 

effort. 

 

For me, introspective exploration is operationalised through writing. There are many 

other approaches to introspection, including reading, engagement in various arts, 

participation in different forms of talk therapy, activities such as meditation and being 

outdoors, and engaging nature (Gould, 2008). Religious practices also commonly 

include strategies for introspection, such as various forms of prayer or the Catholic 

ritual of confession (Stott, 2008). My writing ritual combined recapitulation 
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journaling, autoethnographic writing and design-related writing about the challenge at 

hand. By recapitulation journaling, I mean writing that engages one’s core narrative 

and includes writing that attempts to capture thoughts related to cosmology and 

morality – what one believes about the universe and one’s notions of ultimate values 

and importance. Autoethnographic writing (Doloriert & Sambrook, 2012; Ellis et al 

2011) seeks to capture one’s thoughts and values related to the challenge being 

addressed, biases that influence one’s research and design activities, and how the 

goals and values underpinning the challenge compare with one’s own goals and 

values. Design-related writing means capturing ideas for the practical choices to be 

made, using the various concepts and frameworks inspired by ritual scholarship, e.g., 

core narratives, root metaphors and symbols, the ancillary strategies that support the 

core narrative, the functions of ritual and the characteristics of ritual-like activities. I 

never shared the raw text from my design rituals with colleagues, but instead edited a 

design proposal or design notes based on the textual output of the rituals. 

 

For larger initiatives, I would return to my ritual design tool and continue adding to 

and editing the writing over a period of days or weeks. These editing passes included 

reflection on several levels, including the evolving design, my evolving notion of 

ritual design, my goals and values related to the solution, and periodic returns to 

cosmology and morality. The design and my sense of ultimate importance and 

concern were in constant dialogue. 

 

In contrast with the deeply personal aspects of ritual design, progressing design 

solutions required substantive collaboration among workplace colleagues. Placing a 

ritual lens on these collaborations revealed them to be ‘ritual design ritual’ processes 

– collaborative design sessions during which ritual activities or materials were 

designed, which were then used in support of ritual activities. For example, the ‘team 

dating’ solution, described in Chapter 4 (see Figure 46) included collaborative design 

sessions by the Workplace Relations team to create the prework instructions and 

templates (box 1). 
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Figure 49. ‘Ritual design ritual’ analysis for team dating initiative 

 

These materials served as a script for facilitating a team ritual (Figure 49, box 2) for 

clarifying and summarising their goals, priorities and draft versions of their mutual 

support commitments. During the day-long forum (box 3), each pair of teams engaged 

in a team date where they reviewed and revised the mutual support commitments. The 

team date activity modelled a new ritual of enhancement and exchange (Bell, 1997; 

Johnson & Scholes, 1997) and ideally, this would be periodically repeated to reflect 

and improve upon their commitments. This is one example of how ritual design can 

operationalise reflective practice. 

 

In sum, almost every day, in the workplace and outside of work, one can discern 

opportunities for reflective practice, building advocacy, displaying commitment, 

communicating an essential story and reinforcing its meaning, and increasing 

cooperative and collaborative behaviours. There are innumerable opportunities to 

apply ritual design toward the creation of anything that intends to embed and 

operationalise meaningfulness. Designing for meaningfulness begins with 

introspection into one’s own core narrative, the challenge at hand and how these 

relate. That is only a portion of the first step in the ritual design process, but this 

captures the essence of what ritual design is. Importantly, ritual design does not 

replace other tools, rather, my approach complements tools for design, change, 
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learning, leadership and for any areas of concern that are intimately connected to a 

humanistic culture. 

 

In the next section, I step through each portion of my prototype ritual design process, 

explaining its use, reflecting on literature that informed the choices, and illuminating 

key insights that represent an original contribution toward a ritual design strategy. 

 

 

How one applies a ritual design strategy  
 

Comparing functions of ritual and goals of an initiative 

 

The first step in applying a ritual design strategy is to ask whether this is a useful 

approach for the situation at hand. I have proposed that ritual design is appropriate to 

address solutions related to organisational culture, including the ways individual 

engage in and participate in shaping that culture. One can be relatively certain that 

ritual design will be useful if the issue being addressed could benefit from the same 

outcomes that rituals achieve. The functions of ritual establish the rationale for 

applying ritual thinking to related opportunities. That is certainly the case for HPE, as 

I demonstrate next by relating the HPE strategy to several of Smith & Stewart’s 

(2011) functions of ritual discussed in Chapter 2. 

 

Ritual provides meaning (Smith & Stewart, 2011) and HPE intends to provide 

meaning. A collaborative culture is one in which employees knowingly play a 

meaningful role in decision-making and in shaping the future of the organisation. Our 

mission was to bring the HPE strategy to life by bringing as much clarity and meaning 

as possible to the method and values embedded in the strategy. Ritual reinforces the 

social order (ibid.), while HPE specifically intends to reinforce a new and developing 

social order. This follows from the need to establish meaning, because in the case of 

the HPE strategy, the social order was the meaning, and it included ambiguities and 

complexity around problem solving processes and decision-making authority. Many 

staff were accustomed to managers solving problems and making decisions, and now 

they were being asked to do this. The new social order was prosocial, and ritual 

fosters prosocial, cooperative and collaborative behaviours (Hobson et al, 2017). 

Here, the relationship between ritual strategy and HPE is the most obvious. HPE 
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groups were often newly assembled teams composed of staff at different levels within 

the company hierarchy, some front-line union members and delegates, some 

managers. These groups required bonding, cohering, identification and morale. Given 

our desire for a collaborative culture, group solidarity was a broadly applicable goal. 

We tried to emphasise, in almost all group contexts, that ‘we are in this together.’ 

 

Ritual provides opportunities for signalling commitment (Sosis, 2003; Schroeder et al, 

2019) and we wanted leaders to signal commitment during HPE events. This was one 

of our goals for CEO Christopher Luxon’s participation at the Leadership Team 

Anniversary event described in Chapter 6. Whenever possible, we encouraged joint 

presentations where a pair of leaders – one from the company and one from the union 

– co-presented in front of various groups. This signalled their support for the strategy 

and for collaborating with the other leader. This was a potentially costly behaviour; 

they could then more easily be held accountable by stakeholders for collaborative 

behaviours. 

 

The empirical literature stresses that rituals function to manage anxiety (Sosis and 

Handwerker, 2011; Brooks et al, 2016; Anastasi and Newberg, 2008) and 

organisational change initiatives like HPE tend to generate anxiety. Some employees 

had never (or only rarely) participated in collaborative problem solving and this 

resulted, at times, in discomfort, confusion and scepticism which had consequences in 

collaborative processes. For example, some participants did not feel comfortable 

sharing their thoughts openly as there was significant distrust. In addition, some of the 

issues being addressed had the potential to impact people’s lives in significant ways, 

such as potential job losses; any related activities, including collective bargaining and 

related negotiations, would tend to be anxiety producing. 

 

As clearly demonstrated, there was a strong correspondence between what ritual can 

provide and what we wished for HPE to achieve. Would that be the case with other 

strategies, or might there be something about HPE that happened to map to the 

functions of ritual?  I propose that any strategy that is substantively connected to 

organisational culture will map closely to the functions of ritual – because ritual itself 

is a culture strategy! In principle, then, a ritual design strategy can support such 

strategies as coaching, diversity & inclusion, engagement, leadership development, 
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performance management, employee experience, industrial relations, change, 

continuous improvement, learning and development, development planning and of 

course, collaboration. 

 

High level description of the ritual design tool 
  

The ritual design process includes four sections: (A) goals, (B) core narratives; (C) 

interdependencies; and (D) ritualisation (see Figure 50). As I emphasised in Chapter 

4, the process of using the design tool was not linear in practice, however, the four 

sections imply a sequence that was indeed common to my experience. I would often 

complete an initial, rapid and linear pass on the tool, followed by a much slower and 

less structured path. 

 

           
Figure 50. Diagram of ritual design tool and process 

By the author 

 

In my description of each section, I include principles and questions one might pose 

as a designer and notes on what the process may look like from a ritual perspective – 

that is, how that portion of the process might be performed and embodied. As a 

reminder, this model is a design method for developing activities and materials, and 

also a method for operationalising strategy through a cascading process of ritual 

design and facilitation, i.e., a ‘ritual design ritual’ process. Finally, it can also be a 

ritual process in itself. 
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[A] Goals 

 

This first section is not specific to ritual design, since most problem-solving methods 

begin with an attempt to define the problem (Gattiker, 2012). Both interest-based 

problem-solving methods and design thinking have ‘Define’ phases that fulfil this 

function. The starting point of any new action is asking: Why am I planning to do 

anything at all? Asking ‘why’ clarifies intentions and the meaning one brings to 

potential action. Figure 51 lists questions related to these early and fundamental 

considerations, which are appropriate to ask at the start of any new action, problem-

solving opportunity or creation. 

 

 

What am I trying to accomplish? 
Why is this goal and initiative important to me? 

What does success look like? 

How will I know I have succeeded?  
What are my immediate or preconceived visions of the solution? 

How does this initiative relate to any cultural aspirations? 

Who are my stakeholders and what do (I believe) they want and care about? 

What other strategies are interdependent or otherwise related to this initiative? 
What am I hoping people will think and feel upon engaging the solution? 

 

        Figure 51. Questions related to initiative goals 

 

Since ritual design intends to embed meaningfulness, this is where that process 

begins. As previously discussed, meaning is largely designed within the core narrative 

(in section B of the tool), however, meaningfulness is also sensed in the alignment 

between goals and strategies, what you want to achieve and how you are planning to 

achieve it. Initially, the answers may be general, even vague, and indeed can be 

questions themselves. Together, these answers and questions define the problem space 

(Lee, 2014). 

 

The grocery shopping list, mentioned above as a basic design activity, can be a useful 

pedagogical example for understanding the holistic humanism at the core of ritual 

design. Answering the questions in Figure 51 with regard to a grocery list might 

reveal deep-seated beliefs, attitudes, conflicts and concerns about healthy eating in 

one’s family (your stakeholders), about one’s role in providing and preparing healthy 
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food, about educating children by modelling healthy behaviours, and about the moral 

implications of food choices and packaging choices on animals and the global 

environment. Ritual design intends to embed meaning, starting with a mindful 

exploration and discovery of what one is about to do and why. 

 

[B] Core narratives 
 

This portion of the ritual design process is the heart of my ritual design thinking. 

Here, one determines core narratives related to the challenge at hand, including 

considerations of cosmology and morality. Such narratives include a root metaphor in 

which these are integrated, and which is often expressed in symbolic form. In this 

section, I step through the process and associated principles for the core narratives, 

root metaphor and values. 

 

As discussed, organisations have many narratives that describe what the organisation 

is like or how it would like to be (Johnson & Scholes, 2005; Boje, 1991). While 

scholars investigating religious traditions and organisations gather and analyse these 

narratives, ritual design engages in creating core narratives related to the strategy, 

initiative or intervention. One can begin designing a core narrative by first 

considering its two-fold scope: the designer’s narrative and the solution narrative (see 

Figure 52). 

 

 

       Figure 52. Core narrative construct for ritual design 

By the author 

 

This approach differs from Rue’s (2005) integrative core narrative construct, where 

‘integrative’ refers to the synthesis of cosmology and morality in the mythic narrative 
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of a religious tradition. In my approach, that synthesis is still required; however, in 

addition, synthesis is also required between the designer’s narrative and the one 

implied by the strategy, initiative or intervention being designed. To illustrate this 

process, I provide a brief narrative summary for a hypothetical coaching strategy, 

including both designer and solution components, and separating content related to 

cosmology and morality for clarity. 

 

Designer cosmology Solution cosmology 

How does coaching fit into the way my world 

functions? 

 

Coaching is discernible in family, work and 

study; indeed, coaching seems fundamental in 

each. As a parent, I try to play a coaching role 

with my daughters. Danielle and I engage in 

regular peer coaching. In my studies, I am being 

coached by supervisors. Work conversations 

always include coaching moments, and there are 

formal coaching sessions as well. Coaching, as I 
conceive it, is helping someone to practice self-

coaching, to further embed reflective practice 

into their lives. Coaching is therefore a 

fundamental strategy and practice for 

development and continual improvement. 

Coaching operationalise a life of mindful 

learning about one’s own behaviours. 

 

How does coaching fit into the way the 

organisation functions? 

 

In general, leadership behaviours influence 

our culture, which influences engagement, 

which ultimately influences performance. 

Coaching is one of our leadership 

behaviours, and therefore plays a role in 

influencing culture, engagement and 

performance. Good coaching should drive 

engagement which should increase 
discretionary effort and overall performance. 

We assess leaders against their behaviours, 

including coaching, and provide feedback 

and reward accordingly. Coaching embeds 

reflective practice through which employees 

continually improve. Many workplace 

activities, both formal and informal, are 

available as coaching opportunities. 

 

 

Designer morality Solution morality 

Why is coaching important to me and which of 

my values are closely related to coaching?  

 

I believe that one function of an organisation is 

to develop its people, to help people improve 

and thrive, and I want to contribute to realising 

that vision. Coaching is a key strategy for 

thriving. As a coach, I want to increase my own 

coaching capability and to help others increase 

their coaching capability. I believe in the power 
of reflective practice and that work can be 

fruitfully conceived as practice. Coaching is a 

way of practicing what I preach. 

 

What values are we reinforcing by 

emphasising coaching? 

 

We believe in servant leadership and 

coaching is a way of being a supportive and 

caring leader. We want employees to thrive 

and through coaching, leaders can develop 

their people in ways that align their 

individual development plans, their 

individual objectives and their team 
objectives. This alignment is key – it is a 

form of coherence and harmony. By 

emphasising coaching we are fostering 

reflective practice, continual improvement 

and collaboration, i.e., the functional 

relationship between coach and coachee. 
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Integrative core narrative for coaching 

The values of a great coaching solution include values that are important to me. I believe in 

coaching and am committed to helping the organisation embed coaching behaviours. 

Coaching is a form of collaboration where we are helping each other thrive, helping each 

other see the connections between organisational goals and our own development 

aspirations. I know that reflective practice is a fundamental approach for improvement and a 

sound coaching strategy can embed reflective practice across the organisation. Anyone who 

coaches or who participates as a coachee is helping the organisation by helping themselves.  

 

There is a clear relationship between coaching behaviours, a collaborative culture and higher 
engagement. For those focused on commercial success, there is a strong business case. For 

those focused on fostering and participating in a collaborative culture, it is a no-brainer. 

When people find a strong connection between their values and those of a workplace 

strategy, they become advocates and champions. Therefore, it is important that we bring 

these connections to life. We hope employees engaged in this strategy will be thinking, for 

example:  

 

This is a workplace that cares about me and a leader/colleague that cares about me. 

It feels good to regularly reflect on where I am, what I’m doing, what I want, etc. I 

feel inspired to apply my efforts as discussed, because this is an organisation where 

I can grow my career, develop my skills and thrive in the context of doing my job. I 
feel supported, valued, engaged. 

 

Figure 53. Example core narrative development for coaching 

 

Multiple versions of core narratives for a coaching strategy are conceivable and they 

will likely be radically different from the example. One might be designed, for 

example, from a coachee’s perspective, reinforcing the coachee’s conception of their 

relationship with the organisation, with their coach, or their intentions for their career. 

 

This example of core narrative development for coaching demonstrates the 

illuminative value of designing such narratives. Cultures and religious traditions 

consist of strategies for fostering psychological wholeness and social coherence (Rue, 

2005); in organisational contexts this means fostering both individual and 

organisational thriving. Through ritual design thinking and core narrative 

development, coaching is revealed as a prototypical example of a culture strategy. It is 

simultaneously ideal, aspirational, and perfectly practical. The role of ritual design 

would be to operationalise coaching, to embed related attitudes and behaviours, and to 

reinforce the alignments between goals and methods, and through all these 

approaches, maximise meaningfulness at work. At this early stage in the ritual design 

process, crafting a narrative helps to get one’s arms around the intention. These 

narratives might not be used ‘as is,’ rather, raw material might be extracted for 

discussion with collaborators, corporate communications, training materials, CEO 
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messaging, initiative marketing and related purposes. Crafting such a narrative 

collaboratively is an approach for deepening an understanding of each other’s 

interests and values (Boje, 1991). 

 

 

Storytelling organisations, transformation and antenarratives 

 

 

Given the significance of core narrative to my ritual design approach, it may be useful 

to place my thinking within existing organisational narrative frameworks, including 

discussions related to the role of narratives in transforming organisations. Chlopczyk 

& Erlach (2019) argue for the foundational role of narrative in transformation. They 

start with the key assumption that reality is constructed through human interaction and 

that our understanding of reality emerges narratively, not through scientific 

declarations about how the world works. Organisations can then be seen as 

storytelling systems (Boje, 2008), environments in which reality is constructed 

narratively. Therefore, narrative is inevitably a tool of organisational transformation. 

Change happens through collaborative narrative development, which is essentially 

dialogic meaning making. While basic functions of organisational storytelling include 

providing an orienting narrative for new employees and providing narrative structure 

to organisational knowledge and memory, Chlopczyk (2019) emphasises narrative’s 

function to frame upcoming organisational changes. 

 

Chlopczyk (2019: p. 21) uses the term story-field to refer to the current and emerging 

stories within an organisation; it is within this space that interpretation and negotiation 

of stories takes place. This vision contributes to seeing organisations as storytelling 

systems (p.25-26). Chlopczyk argues that a storytelling lens reveals phenomena that 

might be otherwise missed, including the social constructive nature of organisational 

realities, the organising function of narratives (how story fragments coalesce into 

collective memory) and the nature of authorship, including who is involved and the 

role of plurality and diversity in story formation (ibid). 

 

Arthur (2019) offers six perspectives on the role of future-focused (i.e., change 

oriented) organisational storytelling: story as a leadership practice, as change agents, 

as a learning practice, as a process partner, as a resonance tuner and as part of the art 
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of practicing humanity. For my purposes, I am focusing on the role of story in change 

and transformation. Arthur emphasises the role of stories in collective sense-making 

and meaning-making, noting that stories are therefore, ‘the ideal change partner’ 

(ibid.: p. 45). Arthur sees societies and organisations as including significant 

fragmentation, which she suggests requires healing and ‘wholing’ – meaning, ways of 

coming back together (ibid.: p.52-53). Storytelling, story formation and critical story 

engagement activities provide opportunities to create sense and meaning while also 

building essential team capabilities, such as active listening and strategic thinking, 

through which teams learn and grow together. For Arthur (2019) this sophisticated 

approach to using story requires facilitation by new kinds of leaders – story activists 

(ibid.: p.53) who foster this way of conceiving and nurturing teams. 

 

My experience with the constructive and collaborative way in which the story of HPE 

evolved maps closely to this description of team development, to the idea of story 

activists and, in particular, to the notion of a story-field. HPE could be conceived as a 

story-telling change strategy in which lived experience and diverse understandings 

interact to yield a continually evolving story-field. As suggested in Chapter 4, each 

opportunity, including formal and informal interactions, had the potential to 

contribute to shaping the individual and collective understanding of HPE, while 

building team capability. HPE training specifically focused on team development, in 

alignment with Arthur’s idea that meaning-making and capability grow together. 

 

Boje’s (2001) notion of antenarrative provides a useful conceptual framework for 

story activists to foster this vision. Boje is a theorist of organisational narrative and 

storytelling, with extensive writings on related paradigms, methodologies and 

practices. He has applied his theories to diverse contexts, including corporate 

storytelling and environmental sustainability. He was the editor of the Journal of 

Organizational Change Management and is the founder and editor of Tamara: 

Journal for Critical Organization Inquiry. 

 

Boje introduced the term antenarrative to mean the highly fragmented bits of story, 

‘non-linear, incoherent, collective, unplotted and pre-narrative’ (ibid.: p. 1). He uses 

the prefix ante to imply ‘coming before’ what might emerge as a more fully formed 

narrative, and as a type of bet (i.e., wager). That is, fragmented, ongoing storytelling 
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and story formation intend to express an understanding that may be the future 

understanding – or may not. Boje is suggesting that the storyteller is wagering that 

their antenarrative will survive in the emerging story. 

 

Boje offers five dimensions of antenarratives (Boje, 2001: p.3-5); importantly, these 

are analytical ways of seeing and not categories for assigning types of narratives. 

First, antenarratives are collective and prospective (forward looking); multiple voices 

interweave in ways that may contribute toward a future codified narrative. 

Antenarratives also highlight the contribution of lived experience to story-shaping; 

they are shaped by real events. Antenarratives are speculative and ambiguous; while 

they may contribute to sensemaking, they may not have coalesced (yet) into sense and 

meaning. Finally, Boje emphasises how multiple antenarratives are simultaneously 

expressed across an organisation. He took inspiration from Tamara, a theatrical 

performance that included multiple, simultaneous scenes in a multi-room venue. 

Audience members therefore could not see and hear the entire play but had to choose 

where to go, such as whether to follow a character as they move from one room to 

another. Boje concludes that antenarrative is the Tamara of storytelling (ibid.). 

 

Given the above conceptual frameworks – organisations as storytelling systems, 

narratives as tools for transformation and Boje’s dimensions of antenarratives – I can 

now place my use of integrative core narrative design in relation to these ideas. There 

are two helpful contexts: first regarding the story of HPE, and secondly, regarding the 

use of integrative narrative design within the ritual design process. My colleagues and 

I served as Arthur’s story activists – insider-participant story developers 

simultaneously striving to influence meaning and group capability. The story of HPE 

evolved as an ongoing story-field composed largely of fragmented antenarratives. As 

participants took part in training, problem solving sessions, governance sessions and 

less formal interactions, a Tamara-like story-field was perpetually evolving. Within 

the ritual design model, I prompt the design and integration of multiple core narratives 

– narratives representing the designers, the participants and the strategy. This is an 

extremely formidable request, particularly if one is not accustomed to thinking in such 

terms. Any answers would be tentative and indeed antenarratives – not so much a 

‘bet’ but a current guess, or in Rue’s terms, a contingent caricature (Rue, 2000: p.35). 

 



217 

The integration ultimately seeks to reconcile the participant and the strategic 

community, which is my term for the group of individuals contributing to the story of 

the strategy. Arthur suggests that this is part of collective meaning making, not just 

organisationally, but globally. ‘Some of the major tensions in our world can be seen, 

from my perspective, as the dance between the individual and the collective. On one 

side we have the inquiry and confrontation of how ME and WE fit together’ (Arthur, 

2019). 

 

 

Values 

 

 

Drafting the narrative has begun the process of exploring values. Ritual design 

strategy includes explicit consideration and articulation of one’s values in relation to 

the issue under consideration. While goals define what one wants, values help to 

describe why you want to achieve those goals – why they are important to you. There 

are various ways to understand values in this context, e.g., the principles that help you 

to decide what is right and wrong, and how to act in various situations; principles or 

standards of behaviour; one’s judgement of what is important in life; the regard that 

something is held to deserve; the importance, worth, or usefulness of something; a 

principle or belief that a person or organization views as being of central importance 

(Johnson & Scholes, 2005).  

 

When designing and developing solutions, the values at issue are those of all 

stakeholders, including the designers of the solution, those who will participate in 

implementing the solution. Figure 54 lists questions that can assist in understanding 

the values to be captured in the narrative. 

 
 

 

How does the mission align with the values and beliefs of stakeholders? 

Which of my values are at stake? 
Which values serve as success criteria for the initiative? 

Which values should the solution reinforce, as they underpin its goals and 

intentions? 

Are there any value conflicts or contradictions between personal values and the 
solution? 

 

Figure 54. Questions related to values 

 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/principle
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/help
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/decide
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/right
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/wrong
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/act
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/various
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/situation
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In the design of a coaching strategy, for example, the designer may feel an affinity 

with many values that seem related to the strategy. I propose that these be explored 

and articulated, as illustrated in Table 17 using the example of coaching. 

 

Values that may feel important to 

the designer of a coaching 

strategy: 

 

What the designer might be thinking: 

Outcome values: integrity, 

accomplishment, development, 
improvement, growth, learning. 

 

In addition to my personal values related 

to leadership and humanism, I feel 
strongly that I must design the coaching 

solution to target specific outcomes that 

define overall success. 

 
Leadership values: common sense, 

harmony, respect, empower, 

stewardship, openness, cooperation. 
 

I believe that great leaders build leaders 

through coaching and mentoring; and 

reinforce and embed the goals, values and 
behaviours required for success. 

 

Humanistic values: altruism, 
empathy, happiness, satisfaction, 

individuality, uniqueness. 

 

I believe that work environments are 
places where people can personally thrive 

and develop while supporting the success 

of the organisation. Everyone has a 

unique contribution to make. 
 

Table 17. Comparing values and thoughts of the designer for coaching 

By the author 

 

Why dwell on values when designing solutions? I propose that, when we notice that 

strategies involve or embed values that align with our own, we are much more likely 

to sense meaningfulness, to be advocates of the strategy and to be invested in 

adopting the strategy. This argues for a collaborative design approach so that the 

values of relevant stakeholders are considered. As described in Chapter 4, in HPE we 

used an activity where participants identified values from a list that represented their 

own core values and also those that they believed underpinned HPE. Their answers 

were then discussed to see how well the two sets of values aligned. At this early stage 

in design, one might not know how these values might be employed in the design of 

actions or objects, but articulating these values is good start, since that begins to 

employ narrative in the solution.  

 

Ultimately, the key purpose of narrative design, at this early stage in the process, is to 

explore what you are thinking and feeling, including your values. Writing and 
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articulation are forms of thinking, discovering and creating. In addition, the resulting 

ideas and texts may evoke visions of activities and materials through which the 

initiative will be brought to life. At this point, one may also have a sense of the 

essence of the solution – something that might be captured in a word, phrase, image 

or symbol – that is, a root metaphor. 

 

 

Root metaphor and key symbol 

 

 

Rue’s (2005) model of religion includes a root metaphor that captures and integrates 

the essence of a group’s cosmology and morality; his examples include: God-as-

person (Judaism), God incarnate (Christianity), God’s final prophecy (Islam), and 

Dharma (Hinduism and Buddhism). The root metaphor is often a key symbol that 

summarises important ideas, creating a unity from parts, yielding an emotionally 

powerful and holistic symbol that is taken as a whole, rather than prompting analysis 

and elaboration (Ortner, 1973). In her seminal piece on key symbols, distinguished 

American cultural anthropologist Sherry Ortner analyses the ways in which sacred 

symbols are summarising symbols (ibid). Following Stephen Pepper (1942), Ortner 

identifies root metaphors as symbols with great conceptual and elaborating power 

whereby experience is felt in comparison with this metaphor, and where this symbol 

‘formulates the unity of culture orientation’ (Ortner, 1973: p.1340). For Rue (2005) 

this unity is achieved through the integration of cosmology and morality. Therefore, 

the root metaphor can be conceived as the symbol which performs the integrative 

work of the core narrative. According to Rue, ‘When the root metaphor of a mythic 

tradition is ingested, one apprehends that ultimate facts and values have the same 

source’ (2005: p.127). 

 

Root metaphors are broadly applicable in an organisational context. The root 

metaphor can be a phrase or symbol that intends to represent the essence of an 

organisation, such as corporate brands (Davies & Chun, 2003). Inside an organisation, 

a root metaphor might be used as the essence of a strategy, initiative, event, product, 

service or system. It might be used as text in the form of titles, sub-titles or taglines, 

and might be used by visual designers to create the ‘look and feel’ of an initiative, 

campaign or set of materials. For the purposes of a ritual design strategy, the designer 

is searching for a symbol that captures the essence of the intervention being designed. 
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Figure 55 lists questions for considering root metaphors and related symbols that 

would support the design of a solution. 

 

 

How might you describe the essence of the initiative – the central, unifying idea 

that captures what is most true and most important? 
What symbols might best represent that unifying idea? 

How might the symbol be used to focus attention on the intention of the 

initiative? 
How might the symbol be used to prompt reflective practice? 

How might you use such a symbol during ritual activities and events? 

How might you use such a symbol as, or as part of, a ritual object? 

 

Figure 55. Questions related to root metaphor 

 

Following Rue (2005), the root metaphor should be integrative, bringing together the 

cosmology and morality of the initiative – the most true and most important. For 

example, in the case of a coaching strategy, we might use a symbol on initiative 

materials that graphically illustrates the intention to align organisational thriving and 

individual thriving. Figure 56 is a schematic for such an example. 

 

 

Figure 56. Graphic representing a root metaphor for coaching 

By the author 

 

So far in the process, in portions [A] and [B] the intention has been to get our 

collective arms around the design intention and initial vision. There has not yet been 

specific consideration of how to achieve the goals of the initiative; instead, the focus 

has been on what we are planning to design, why it is important, and articulating the 

intention narratively and symbolically. Yet, the above begins to envision the solution. 

As I argue in the evaluation discussion below, this approach is a significant 

contribution in comparison with ‘jumping to a solution’ – a complaint frequently 

heard in corporate environments when moving straight from a desired outcome to the 
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specific design of a solution.  

 

The last design question in this section of the tool is potentially the most difficult and 

the most profound. Joseph Campbell (1988) defined ritual as the enactment of a myth. 

Through narrative, rituals act out and bring to life the narrative about us and our 

aspirations, who we are and the nature of our journey. Delattre (1978) puts this 

cogently:  

 

[Rituals] articulate the felt shape and rhythm of our own humanity and 

of reality as we experience it, and by means of which we negotiate the 

terms or conditions for our presence among and our participation in 

the plurality of realities through which our humanity makes its 

passage. (1978: p.282). 

 

Retelling a narrative is relatively easy to conceive and to design into activities and 

materials. For example, during HPE-related events, we frequently told the ‘Story of 

HPE.’ Re-enactment, however, suggests a performance of the narrative as can be 

discerned in religious ritual; the Catholic Communion retells and symbolically re-

enacts a portion of the Last Supper and the Passover Seder does the same for the 

Exodus (Brumberg-Kraus, 1999). In the HPE context, one clear example of re-

enactment is the Leadership Team anniversary event described in Chapter 6, which 

can be conceived as a re-enactment of the first union and management summit 

meetings that began HPE in 2014. The anniversary event condensed and formalised 

those early meetings. The original summit meetings included two events four weeks 

apart during which the presidents of the four unions and the CEO each presented their 

views on industrial relations at Air New Zealand. Our design for the anniversary event 

repeated that basic structure. Ritual design can intend, therefore, to create 

opportunities for re-enacting origin narratives. 

 

Another way to approach re-enactment is to design an origin narrative and event for 

performance at the actual point of origin. In other words, create the origin event so 

that it can be later re-enacted. If, for example, you are starting a new strategy or 

initiative, the first key event might be considered an origin event, and subsequent 

events might re-enact that origin event. In the team dating event, we designed origin 

events between pairs of teams. Those were the first time those pairs met to negotiate 

their mutual support commitments. Subsequent meetings, where those commitments 
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were reviewed and revised, would then be re-enactments of the original team date. 

The design premise is that re-enactment is a powerful form of retelling, and a 

powerful strategy for reinforcing meaning and reflective practice. 

 

Retelling core narratives, aside from blatant re-enactment, is also a powerful strategy 

available for design (Boje, 1998; Comerford, 2004). Articulating narratives can be 

leveraged as opportunities to signal commitment and to thereby build advocacy and 

trust. I believe that a leader telling the story of a strategy is best seen as a particular 

genre of organisational ritual, and building competency in telling these stories is a 

worthy leadership development objective. These leadership rituals can dramatically 

impact team culture, for example whether team members are feeling proud of their 

work, feeling successful, or feeling overwhelmed and disheartened. It takes very few 

words from a leader to influence these feelings, and so a leader who sees their daily 

activities through a ritual lens can more mindfully choose their words and behaviours. 

This is one example of how ritual design is a useful leadership lens; all organisational 

leaders are indeed ritual designers and facilitators, and it might be helpful for them to 

be mindful of this role. Based on this discussion, design questions related to 

performing the narrative are summarised in Figure 57. 

 

 

How might the solution retell the story of the strategy? 
 

How might the solution re-enact its core narrative, including its cosmology, 

morality, and leveraging its root metaphor? 
 

How might the solution enact or re-enact an origin narrative? 

 

How might the retelling be used to signal commitment, build trust and build 
advocacy? 

 

Figure 57. Questions related to performing the core narrative 

 

In summary, this portion of the ritual design tool focused on the design of core 

narratives for the initiative at hand, both from the perspective of the designer and the 

organisation, and including the various components of a core narrative, i.e., 

cosmology and morality, root metaphor and related symbols. In addition, we 

considered possibilities for retelling and re-enacting related narratives. The 

performance aspects evoke specific visions for design, that is, what events and 
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materials might be included. Ritual design is a process of ongoing shaping of the 

solution. In the next section, we briefly consider institutional interdependencies that 

can help us further shape solutions: learning, leadership and collaboration. 

 

[C] Interdependencies: learning, collaboration and leadership 
 

Any new strategy within any type of organisation will likely require engagement with 

three existing and interdependent institutional behaviours: learning, collaboration and 

leadership. All organisations have either implicit or explicit approaches to these 

behaviours, and designers will want to leverage existing infrastructures and 

understand how they might influence the solution being designed. The learning 

function may include existing training programmes, learning teams and learning 

delivery systems. Leadership strategies may include hierarchical structures, leadership 

development programmes, and performance review and management processes. 

Perhaps less tangibly, organisations may have habits or expectations related to 

workplace collaboration, such as stakeholder management requirements. Aside from 

being aspects of an organisation’s culture, learning, collaboration and leadership may 

also be strategies in themselves and are therefore open to design or revision using 

ritual design thinking. 

 

In this portion of the ritual design process, one would consider each of these areas to 

explore their relationships and interdependencies with the target initiative. In doing 

so, one continues to shape the initiative. In this section, I briefly examine each of 

these three areas independently to yield questions for design, and then consider them 

in relation to each other. 

 

Learning 

 

In a commercial landscape that is highly competitive and rapidly changing via 

technology, economic trends and global relationships, adaptation is essential for 

thriving. Learning is a key strategy for mindful adaptation. This is the organisational 

rationale for applying best practice in learning; placing a ritual design lens on learning 

can support the design of an organisational learning strategy that is fit for purpose. 

The outcomes of learning can support meaningful change in structures, systems and 

processes, and in individuals. In my career experience, organisations vary greatly 
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regarding their operationalisation of learning. In some organisations, learning is 

discussed as a general value, but without rigorous approaches for embedding learning 

within operations. Most leaders in such organisations, when asked, would say that 

learning is very important. However, when asked how learning specifically influences 

organisational evolution, they often have difficulty identifying and articulating how 

that works. They might mention training programmes, development plans and 

capabilities of the learning management system. Ritual design can help raise the bar in 

approaching mindful and meaningful learning within organisations. 

 

Learning refers to changes in behaviour and capability due to experience and is 

demonstrated by any life form with sufficiently complex biological machinery; even 

slime moulds, which are large but single-celled organisms, exhibit forms of learning. 

Learning occurs in various ways within organisations, including explicit training 

programmes for technical and managerial skills, project-based learning (e.g., 

debriefing what worked and what did not work), and learning through individualised 

development plans that might draw upon a variety of formal and informal learning 

activities and materials. Coaching is a learning strategy whereby one is learning, for 

example, to self-coach. In this section, by learning, I mean the deliberate and planned 

activities through which we build capability. Learning can therefore be considered in 

the context of an individual, a team or an organisation. Mindful learning is 

operationalised through reflective practice whereby one critiques recent action to 

identify and integrate learning that has occurred (Schön, 1983). 

 

There are several ways that ritual design can help operationalise reflective practice 

and other meaningful learning activities. Learning activities might intend some of the 

same outcomes that rituals afford, such as providing meaning, building solidarity and 

cooperation among participants and reinforcing the social order. Ritual design is 

therefore a reasonable tool to support the design of learning activities and materials. 

Learning designers might consider applying the characteristics of ritual-like activities 

to each of Gagne’s (1992) events of instruction. Rituals can be designed to build 

learning into strategies, for example, governance and review rituals. In short, I 

propose that ritual design is a particularly useful tool for operationalising reflective 

practice and bringing learning to life at organisation, team and individual levels. 
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To apply a ritual design lens toward embedding reflective practice, one could ask 

where the best opportunities for reflective practice exist within the initiative or 

strategy. Look, for example, at the project plan, process map and timeline and 

consider where and when it would be most beneficial to ask questions about what we 

intend to learn through this activity, whether we are learning what we intended to 

learn, and what we actually did learn. In general, these map to the beginning, middle 

and end of projects and processes. Several typical organisational rituals can be 

opportunities for learning and reflective practice, such as team meeting, agile/scrum 

meetings, 1-1 sessions and coaching sessions. Figure 58 lists questions that can assist 

in applying ritual design to learning and reflective practice. 

 

 
Given the goals and objectives you are striving to achieve, what strategies do 

you use (or do you still need) to achieve those goals? 

What areas of best practice are brought to bear in these strategies? 
In what areas do you see the need for continual improvement? 

What systems and processes are already in place for reflective practice? 

What are the opportunities for new or revised reflective practice behaviours? 
 

Figure 58. Questions related to learning and reflective practice 

 

Based on these questions, you can begin capturing visions of ideal reflective practice 

activities for teams and individuals. At an individual level, coaching and development 

planning are ritual design opportunities for embedding reflective practice. Existing 

models and sets of questions for facilitating reflective practice can be leveraged 

(Priddis & Rogers, 2018). 

 
Collaboration 

 

The collaborative lens intends to ensure all relevant stakeholders have an appropriate 

voice and influence in problem solving and solution design. Most significant goals 

require cooperation and collaboration, and ritual design can be used to operationalise 

meaningful collaboration. My experience with the interest-based problem-solving 

(IBPS) approach used for HPE at Air New Zealand evolved my previous notions and 

assumptions of collaboration. In particular, collaboration is fostered by deeply 

understanding each other’s interests, as this process can build empathy, a sense of 

partnership and collaborative attitudes among stakeholders. Also, these interests help 
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to shape goals and success criteria for solutions. To apply this lens, one would ask 

questions such as those in Figure 59. 

 

 

What has collaboration looked like in the past and what do we wish for the 

future? 
How can we acquire and continually improve a deep understanding of each 

other’s interests? 

What is the relationship between sharing and understanding each other’s 
interests and the culture that we desire? 

How can we operationalise collaborative problem solving and collaborative 

solution design within and between teams? 

 

Figure 59. Questions related to applying ritual design to collaboration 

 

Collaboration is a lens that can be placed on each aspect of a ritual design strategy. 

The alignment of goal and interests in section [A] is an ideal collaborative activity for 

teams. Collaborative core narrative and symbol development in section [B] can help 

develop language and articulations that resonate with a broad range of stakeholders. 

This section, [C], where learning, collaboration and leadership are considered and 

related, is a particularly strategic organisational lens and should ideally be considered 

in collaboration with broad stakeholder participation. The next section [D], which 

focuses on the design of ritual-like activities is best conducted with those who will be 

participating in the resulting rituals. As I elaborate upon in Chapter 8, designing 

rituals collaboratively is a strategy for increasing the meaningfulness of the rituals for 

participants – versus imposing rituals designed elsewhere. 

 

Collaboration can be seen as a remedy for siloed behaviour, which can reduce or 

constrain collaboration by separating functions and reducing coherent interactions. 

Ritual design strategy intends to remove or integrate silos by using a core narrative for 

social coherence, building empathy through deep understanding of interests, sharing 

common rituals, and addressing tricky power relationships. 

 

Leadership 

 

The leadership lens assumes that all groups seeking goals include some divisions of 

responsibility, and where people are considered leaders, by themselves or others. 

Leaders help ensure that the previous lenses – learning and collaboration – come to 

life in the operation – that they are operationalised – ideally in collaboration with their 
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teams through the design of useful rituals. To bring this lens to life, an individual 

leader may ask: How exactly do I operationalise my vision of leadership within the 

rhythm of my work and within all my workplace interactions and outputs? To begin 

answering this question, one might step through a list of leadership intentions and 

behaviours as articulated within the organisation (see examples in Figure 60) and 

consider the ritual-like opportunities through which these may come to life. 

 

 

Leaders help others thrive within the context of team and organisational goals. 

Leaders support change and continual improvement by helping the team analyse 
feedback, determine required changes and implement changes – course-

correcting operations as needed. 

Leaders promote stakeholder collaboration to ensure the team is operating in 
ways that meet key stakeholder expectations. 

Leaders help team members create and realise meaningful development plans for 

individual and team growth. 

Leaders build leaders by nurturing leadership skills in others. 
Leaders do all the above through modelling, coaching and performance 

management. 

 

Figure 60. Example leadership behaviours 

By the author 

 

Bloch (2004: p.77) notes that ritual actors ‘make themselves transparent’ so that other 

intentional minds can be read through them. This speaks to the leader’s role in 

modelling attitudes and behaviours, for example, by sharing interests on a personal 

level, possibly displaying vulnerability, beyond what is often part of the corporate 

experience. A leader’s behaviour makes it seem proper and appropriate to do this. As 

discussed in section [B] of the tool, leaders signal commitment by retelling the core 

narrative (i.e., sharing the organisation or team strategy) and this can build trust and 

advocacy. Leaders are, in effect, ritual facilitators and ritual designers, whether or not 

they conceive themselves in this way. Each leadership interaction could be analysed 

ritually and, if desired, designed ritually.  

 

Ritual can play a role in managing power relationships and setting expectations for 

others. Power relationships are a fundamental feature of any community; due to 

organisational positions within the hierarchy or due to personality or reputation, 

people have differential levels of influence. Some individuals will have greater power 

to get their needs met. Since ritual is a cultural strategy for aligning communal (or 

organisational) goals, values and behaviours, and since someone or some group has 
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determined those goals, ritual can therefore be seen as a strategy through which those 

in power influence the thoughts and actions of group members. My conception of 

ritual design strategy recognises this and attempts to maximise transparency through 

collaboration. As mentioned above, designing rituals together is a means for 

maximising meaningfulness. Stakeholder relationship mapping and unpacking of 

interests can clarify the actual power relationships in the situation. Figure 61 lists 

questions related to the management of power relationships. 

 

 

Where have power distinctions been problematic? 

Have there been historical challenges with power imbalances? 

How might the solution help to manage or address power relationships 
inherent in the situation? 

How might the solution set and embed expectations for group behaviour? 

 

Figure 61. Questions related to the management of power relationships 

 

Designing solutions to clearly align with the three strategic lenses outlined (learning, 

collaboration and leadership) should help those solutions feel integral to the 

organisation. Rappaport (1974: p.217) comments that ritual ‘transforms the dubious, 

the arbitrary, and the conventional into the correct, the necessary, and the natural.’ 

Leaders, consciously or otherwise, employ ritual to do this. Effective rituals feel 

natural. In practice, each day provides opportunities for reflective practice, for 

building advocacy, displaying commitment, communicating a core narrative and 

reinforcing its meaning. Learning, collaboration and leadership serve as lenses within 

the ritual design method; they are ways of reaching the goals and visions by 

operationalising the solution, bringing the solution to life. I am claiming that any 

organisational intervention in support of goals should apply these lenses, because 

learning, collaboration and leadership are always relevant! 

 

The hypothetical coaching strategy is a perfect illustration of how these three lenses 

synergise and provide opportunities and rationale for ritual design. The relationship 

between leaders and their teams are fundamental organisational collaboration 

strategies and coaching is one expression of this relationship. Coaching sessions bring 

(or can be designed to bring) reflective practice to life in the form of a collaborative 

conversation; coaching can be defined as problem solving and reflective learning in 

the form of a collaborative conversation. This requires a deep understanding of 
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stakeholder interests. Where the coach is a leader/manager, their role includes 

ensuring that the outcomes of coaching – the planned goals and actions – are aligned 

with organisational goals. In summary, ritual, collaboration, learning, coaching and 

leadership all have the potential for bringing reflective practice to life, and thereby 

helping the individual and the organisation to thrive. Leaders are responsible for 

embedding collaborative learning into to the rhythms and rituals of the operation. 

 

 

[D] Ritualisation 
 

The previous sections of the ritual design tool – [A], [B] and [C] – assist in clarifying 

what the initiative is trying to accomplish and why; along the way, elements that 

might be part of an intervention may be envisioned. By using the tool, answering the 

questions and, in general, contemplating the goals you are trying to achieve, the 

initiative will be taking shape. I will reiterate that the process is not linear or 

algorithmic. The solution is like a sculpture of wet clay that is continually being 

shaped. This process is sometimes deeply introspective, such as when you are 

unpacking cosmology and morality; the process is sometimes creative, intuitive and 

playful, such as when you are writing core narratives and imagining root metaphors 

and helpful symbols; the process is sometimes analytical, such as when you strive to 

align goals and strategies, and to leverage existing institutional approaches to 

learning, collaboration and leadership. 

 

This last section of the design tool considers characteristics of ritual-like activities and 

is based on a general hypothesis, suggested by Bell (1997: p.168-170) and Grimes 

(2014: p.193-194), that the greater the number and coherence of ritual-like 

characteristics, the more authoritative and traditional the ritual will feel. While I take 

this hypothesis as general guidance for design, their usefulness in design is found in 

their interrelationships; they are distinctly overlapping and interdependent. Toward 

the start of my research, I considered them independently and did not find this to be a 

fruitful exercise; separate consideration may support analysis, but this was not helpful 

to design. Instead, I felt the need to re-integrate these characteristics. First, I 

considered pairs of ritual-like characteristics, as illustrated in Table 18; this was a 

useful exercise for illuminating their interdependence. 
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 Invariance Formalism Performance 

and 

Embodiment 

 

Traditionalism 

 

Repetition and 

expectation 
setting for 

invoking 

traditional 

narratives, 
entities or 

characteristics. 

 

Formalised 

invocation of 
traditional 

narratives, 

entities or 

characteristics. 

Enacting 

aspects of 
traditional 

narratives. 

 

Performance 

and 

Embodiment 

 

Repeated and 
expected 

performance 

and 
enactment. 

 

Formalised 
performance 

 

Formalism 

 

Formalised 

repetition and 

expectation 
setting 

 

 

Table 18. Relationships among ritual-like characteristics 

By the author 

 

By considering these basic relationships between the ritual-like characteristics, an 

integrated and idealised vision of ritual emerges. Many rituals include formalised, 

symbolic performances that enact or evoke traditional narratives in ways that meet 

expectations of performers and observers, as established through consistent repetition. 

In principle, such a ritual experience connects participants to the story of their 

community, reinforcing the goals, values and behavioural norms. Religious rituals 

map closely to this very general description, however, this idealised vision is certainly 

not intended as a template or theory for rituals; rather, it is a creative and synthetic 

activity in support of design. In this section, I begin by describing the role of the 

formalised performance of traditional narratives in design, integrating and 

commenting on the various ritual-like characteristics as they are drawn organically 

into the discussion. 

 

Many rituals include references to the distant past of the community, stories 

embedded in core narratives. The ritual might performatively retell or re-enact 
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portions of these stories, like the origin event of the community, or adventures of 

ancestors. These appeals to tradition legitimate the ritual and its meaning by providing 

a sense of identity, connection and continuity (Bell, 1997; Grimes, 2014). By 

engaging in ritual, the community is saying ‘this is who we are and where we came 

from.’ This is clearly discernible in homogeneous religious or cultural groups who 

share a core narrative. However, for culturally diverse corporate settings, 

traditionalism requires reframing, for which I suggest several options. 

 

Tradition, for some participants, may refer to the way their family does things and the 

way they were raised. Traditionalism might be invoked by designing activities during 

which participants share some aspects of their ethnic, religious, national or family 

culture. There are many contexts and opportunities for such sharing (see Table 19). 

During group introductions, one could discuss one’s cultural background and perhaps 

an ancestor from whom one draws inspiration. While learning about problem solving 

approaches, one could discuss how problem solving occurs in one’s family 

environment.  

 

Example agenda items 

during collaboration 

 

Opportunities for sharing one’s traditions 

Introduce yourself 
 

Sharing your ethnic, cultural or family background. 

Creating ground rules 

 

Sharing behaviours that you associate with your 

family culture. 
 

Sharing interests Sharing values that you associate with family values. 

 
Learning about 

collaboration and 

problem solving 

 

Sharing problem solving approaches that you 

associate with your family culture. 

Reflective practice 

 

Ask: What is the value of sharing your family’s 

background? Why discuss cultures and traditions? 

 

Table 19. Opportunities to share about one’s family culture and traditions 

By the author 

 

I am not suggesting that every intervention should include all of these – design 

choices should always focus on what might best support the goals of the initiative. 

However, I believe articulating connections to the past can have a positive influence 

on both the person sharing and the people listening. While individual experiences will 
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vary greatly, giving voice to one’s family culture and traditions is a performance that 

embodies certain intentions, for example, to invite (metaphorically) and welcome 

one’s extended family/community to the event. By invoking ancestors, one may feel 

inspired to represent them, to behave as though they were present and watching, to 

draw upon their presence and wisdom, to feel confident in being one’s best self. These 

performances might range from simple verbal expressions to more complex actions, 

augmented with props such as special objects from home, audio-visual files, even 

food. 

 

Notably, even this brief description engages multiple characteristics of ritual-like 

activities, including traditionalism, core narratives, formalism, performance, 

symbolism and emotional connectivity. 

 

Listening to and experiencing these performances may inspire empathy, which builds 

cooperation among diverse participants (Smeenk et al, 2019). I have noted in Chapter 

5 how sharing values during interest phases are opportunities for building empathy. I 

believe the same principle holds here. When we listen to open, honest and authentic 

expressions of intimate thoughts and feelings – such as stories about one’s family and 

other matters of special importance to the speaker – we will tend to increase empathy 

for the speaker. It is worth noting that corporate and team environments and cultures 

vary dramatically, and therefore, the kind of sharing I describe might be considered 

normal and welcomed, or unusual and inappropriate, or (perhaps ideally) unusual yet 

welcomed. 

 

Another way of reframing traditionalism, particular to teaching corporate leaders 

about ritual design, is to explicitly discuss ritual as a prototypical form of traditional 

behaviour. It may be helpful here to reiterate that some workplace rituals are ‘ritual 

design rituals’ and therefore facilitation should perhaps include explicit instruction 

and discussion of ritual and ritual design. Imagine, for example, telling the core 

narrative of ritual itself, a story that describes the role of ritual in human culture 

across human history (Seiwert, 2009). This story might claim that all cultures have 

had something like religion and all cultures and religions have rituals and ritual-like 

activities. Ritual might be described as traditional, ubiquitous human behaviour, a 

fundamental strategy of our species. Humans, the narrative might say, are symbol-
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processing and meaning-making creatures that have evolved ritual as an adaptive 

mechanism for making sense of the world and behaving in accordance with our 

understanding of reality. In addition to making a case for the reasonableness of ritual 

as strategy, the facilitator might also share the empirical results demonstrating that the 

use of the word ritual has measurable impact on both the perceived importance of the 

activity and on performance (Norton and Gino, 2014; Brooks et al., 2016). In effect, 

traditionalism can be ‘designed for’ by teaching ritual design while facilitating ritual 

design. 

 

A third way to invoke traditionalism is to extend backward the timeline of the core 

narrative. Traditional narratives connect us to the past, sometimes to the origin of a 

group. Recent narratives will not feel as legitimate. Arguably, as narratives approach 

the present, they will not feel traditional. To claim that something new one created 

this morning was a tradition would probably be received as a joke. However, we can 

go far backward into the past. Beyond ancestors and group origins, we can appeal to 

the history of our species, or even the history of life on earth. Further yet, we can 

appeal to a ‘big history’ perspective that covers the history of the universe (Christian, 

1991). This might appeal to scientifically literate or interested group members. The 

story of the universe from the ‘big bang’ to the moment being facilitated may indeed 

represent an authentic cosmology for some group members.  

 

The ‘story of HPE’ emphasised a rejection of the past, rather than any kind of appeal. 

We wanted to draw a contrast between the current, desired way of being (a 

collaborative culture and collaborative industrial relations) and a past, undesired way 

of being (industrial relations characterised by animosity and distrust). However, other 

choices for appealing to tradition were possible. A core narrative for Air New Zealand 

could have focused on the history of commercial aviation in New Zealand; or more 

generally, the history of commerce and industry in New Zealand; or the history of the 

nation, including the Treaty of Waitangi. For the HPE strategy, an alternative core 

narrative could have been the history of the union movement in New Zealand. 

Ultimately, though, we reframed the notion of traditionalism by invoking its opposite, 

i.e., the rejection of the past. Based on the various forms of reframing described, 

Figure 62 lists questions that a designer might use to unpack the role of traditionalism 

in the design of activities and materials. 
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What opportunities might the solution afford for participants to invoke their own 

cultures and traditions? 

What core narratives might reach into the past to generate a feeling of 

connection, continuity and legitimacy? 
What key events and people from the past (real or mythical) might be at the 

heart of such a narrative? 

What aspects of the past might the solution try to sustain or regain? 
What aspects of the past might the solution try to undo or reject? 

What lessons from the past might the solution leverage? 

What sharp distinctions might the solution emphasise between the past and 

present? 
 

Figure 62. Questions related to ritual traditionalism 

 

In summary, I believe traditionalism is a versatile and flexible design consideration 

that can be leveraged in interconnected ways with narratives and other design 

characteristics. Bell’s (1997) warning that, without a substantive connection to the 

past, ritual may seem lacking, inauthentic and unsatisfying also suggests that 

traditionalism be considered carefully when designing. 

 

Performance of traditional narratives is open to innumerable design possibilities. If we 

assume that rituals strive to ‘bring about’ what they act or say (Bourdieu, 1977: p.92), 

then design should consider exactly how to realise that intention. I believe this is a 

particular challenge for design, an aspiration and an ideal related to the notion of 

‘enacting’ the core narrative. As I mentioned in Chapter 2, Strathern and Stewart 

(1998) capture this idea by noting how ‘kneeling’ goes beyond expressing 

subordination, ‘it portrays it, in fact is it’ (p.238). The first step, then, for ‘designing 

for performance’ is to determine what the performance intends ‘to bring about.’ These 

were captured at the beginning of the design process, with the goals of the initiative. 

Ritual design is a strategy for achieving goals, not for creating symbolic activities that 

might, tangentially, help in accomplishing the goal. Rather, it is the accomplishing of 

the goal. 

 

To illustrate this idea in the HPE context, the goals of HPE included a collaborative 

culture where interest-based problem solving was embedded across the organisation. 

Related ritual performances, therefore, included performing the steps of collaborative 

problem solving, for example, transparently sharing one’s interests and asking 

clarifying questions in response to hearing other’s interests. The essential point is that 
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ritual is not being conceived as a supporting technique, but instead it is the 

ritualisation of the behaviours required to achieve the goals of the strategy. Ritual 

design is not essentially preparation, it is the doing. 

 

As another example, for the hypothetical coaching strategy previously discussed, the 

goals might include mindful reflective practice that aligns personal and organisational 

needs. How might this be performed? One approach could be a closing ritual for 

coaching sessions during which the coachee articulates a summary narrative that 

explains the desired alignment. A template for such a narrative might be: “My 

coaching goal is to… This supports my personal and professional development goals 

by… And this supports the organisation’s goals by…” In principle, performing the 

desired alignment accomplishes the goal by articulating it clearly. Based on this 

approach to performance and embodiment, questions for prompting this design 

consideration are listed in Figure 63. 

 

 
How might the solution, through performance, embody the meaning that the 

solution intends to convey? 

 
How might performing the ritual – including engaging ritual objects – be an 

expression of participant beliefs, values and goals? 

 
How might the solution, through performance, bring about its intention? 

 

Figure 63. Questions related to ritual performance and embodiment 

 

In corporate meeting environments, there are many variations for physical behaviours 

related to workplace rituals, even though most will take place in meeting rooms with 

tables, chairs, whiteboards and projection screens. Depending on the organisation and 

team, there may be expectations for the use of the body, such as staying seated unless 

there is a specific activity requiring movement. In the coaching example, coachees 

may be asked to capture notes for themselves, and so sessions would include writing 

and perhaps typing if a computer is used. A whiteboard or flipchart paper may be used 

where one or both individuals write or draw. In my sessions, occasionally, we 

engaged in a game of catch with a ball made from crumpled flipchart paper. 

Sometimes just wandering around a space, pacing or circling while talking is helpful. 

Corporate work environments often include extensive sitting at desks and tables and 
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any variation can feel immediately different and special. Sharing food and drink – 

breaking bread – can help create a more relaxed, comfortable and intimate 

environment. 

 

One might also consider spatial options for an environment conducive to the goals, 

perhaps separate from where more typical work discussions would take place. 

Responses to environments are highly individualistic; for coaching, sometimes a more 

casual space might be best for some coachees, e.g., a lounge, park or café. Some of 

my coaching sessions, as coach and coachee, have included walking sessions. 

 

Perhaps the most frequently cited characteristic of ritual is that it is repeated in a 

standard, prescribed, scripted way (Grimes, 1997; Bell 1997). While true of much 

ritual, many repeated rituals still vary greatly in their detail, and perhaps all rituals 

transform over time. Just as repetition is fundamental to learning (at a biological 

level), repetition serves as a generalised reinforcement strategy. All the analytical and 

creative design effort that may go into a ritual may not be very useful if the ritual is 

never repeated. I would argue that rituals should be repeated until a certain rhythm is 

established and so that there is sufficient experience with which to critique and 

evaluate the design. For the purposes of ritual design, one might ask the following: 

How might the initiative benefit from following a prescribed sequence? 

 

In HPE, we designed for invariance by striving for consistent facilitation of interest-

based problem solving. In coaching strategies, invariance was leveraged through 

consistent use of a selected coaching model, agenda or process. This served to set 

expectations for sessions and also reinforced the attitudes, methods and skills for both 

the coach and coachee. Bell (1997) notes that we sense specialness (i.e., formalism) in 

ritual because it is less flexible, less spontaneous and less personal (p.139). An 

‘anything goes’ feel to an activity may not feel as special as strict compliance with an 

invariant process. Yet, the design goal of meaningfulness seeks to ensure that ritual 

does feel personal. Ritual design may need this potential conflict. One general 

approach is to ensure opportunity, within a formal, structured process, for individuals 

to sense the personally meaningful aspects of the initiative. This can be designed 

through various means already discussed, such as sharing traditional narratives, 

sharing interests and values, and comparing their values to those of the initiative. 
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Along with taking inspiration from ritual scholarship, ritual design also intends to take 

inspiration from ritual practice, including religious practice. It may be helpful to 

demonstrate this process with an example that integrates formalism, invariance, 

traditionalism, performance and symbol. At one point during a sabbath service in a 

synagogue, the Torah scroll is carried throughout the sanctuary, and some participants 

in the pews reach out with their prayer book and touch the ornamental cover of the 

Torah scroll as it passes by, and then they kiss the prayer book (Kissing a Sefer Torah 

as it passes, 2020). In some orthodox congregations, women, who are seated 

separately and further from the Torah procession, will ‘blow kisses’ toward the Torah. 

There are diverse understandings of why this is done and what it means. For some, the 

participant is kissing god’s word and gift to the community, and the Torah serves as 

an intermediate form between themselves and god. For others, this act is symbolic of 

their self-understanding of Judaism. The Torah may be seen as symbolic of the Jewish 

community’s striving, across hundreds of generations, to understand one’s place in 

the world and how one ought to behave. The act of reaching out, touching and kissing 

is a participation in that mysterious, questioning and all-encompassing worldview, a 

unifying expression of thought, action and intention. It may indeed be a deeply 

emotional experience. For the sake of diversity and inclusion, I will add that some 

Jews refrain from this behaviour as they perceive it as idolatrous, i.e., the Torah is to 

be revered and cherished but not worshipped, and for them, this behaviour crosses the 

line. 

 

How might a ritual designer take inspiration from such an example? I propose that 

one focuses on meaningfulness by asking: How do the characteristics of ritual-like 

activities integrate in ways that reinforce the core narrative and root metaphor? And, 

what meaning do participants bring to the experience? From a design perspective, a 

helpful addition to the ritual as it happens in the synagogue would be a sharing of 

interpretations, since ritual design seeks to make meaning explicit. One of the key 

differences between ‘ritual thinking’ and ‘ritual design thinking’ is in this emphasis 

on explicit meaningfulness. Articulating individual interpretations of ritual actions 

would be a performance that, conceivably, reinforces their core narrative. Such 

performances would share and model interpretations for others, providing 

opportunities for discussion and even debate. My notion of ritual design strategy takes 
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inspiration from my own experience and understanding of Judaism, where arguing 

over interpretation is seen as a quasi-religious practice. 

 

How might this thinking be applied to an organisational coaching strategy? First, one 

strategy for ensuring personal meaningfulness would be to include explicit instruction 

on ritual design for both coaches and coachees. For coaches, understanding coaching 

as ritual, their role as ritual facilitators and the coachees role in designing their own 

rituals, will provide a rich and nuanced lens for the strategy. The first coaching 

session might be as part of a workshop that comprehensively unpacks these issues for 

the coach and coachee. Secondly, to help reinforce the goals for coaching, coaching 

sessions might begin with an articulation of why the coaching session is taking place. 

The coach might say why coaching is important to the organisation, and to them 

personally; the coachee may say why coaching is important to them. These basic 

beliefs and intentions are rarely woven into sessions. As suggested earlier, sessions 

could close with an articulation of a summary narrative aligning coaching goals and 

organisational goals. 

 

As a thought experiment for ritual formalism, I take inspiration from Campbell’s 

suggestion that, “You can address anything as a thou and you can feel the change in 

your psychology as you do it.” (Campbell, 1989). One way of applying ritual design 

thinking to this notion of specialness is to ask: How might this event, action or object 

be considered a thou? The corporate work environment is not typically a place where 

the concept of thou is employed, and I do not tend to use this language with 

colleagues. Perhaps the simplest answer to this design issue is for the script or 

narrative of the event to declare why the event is special, to explain why and, ideally, 

to demonstrate why. This is indeed one of the techniques used during the Passover 

Seder, where one of the rituals includes asking and answering, in song: Why is this 

night different from all other nights?’ 

 

In HPE sessions, we emphasise the special nature of collaborative problem solving. 

For coaching, we could also emphasise that this is a special time, with the intention to 

focus on the coachee and for the coachee to feel this focused attention. Perhaps most 

significantly, coaching ideally includes the sense of a special relationship. In 

situations where the coach is the coachee’s immediate supervisor, it is essential for the 
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coach to emphasise that the session is about the coachee and their best interests – 

there are plenty of other opportunities to focus on the team and the business. In my 

experience, this requires training as it is not a common leadership perspective.  

 

The goal of these design considerations is to maximise the potential of the coaching 

encounter. As I express when coaching other coaches: There is nothing more 

engaging than talking about what is genuinely important to you with someone you 

trust and who is focused, at that moment, on your best interests. That combination of a 

special time, space and relationship context can synergise in ways that foster intimacy 

and trust, which support successful coaching. Coaching conversations, thus 

conceived, can feel special simply due to this focus on the coachee: what they think 

and feel, their goals, strategies, future aspirations and planned actions. This may feel 

strikingly different in comparison with more common discussions about 

organisational goals and requirements. Coaching, through the lens of ritual design, is 

not a casual conversation; it is a highly structured and logical process for achieving 

important goals. While some coaches try to make the exchange feel more casual, from 

the perspective of ritual formalism, that is not a helpful intention. Intimate, yes – but 

not casual. 

 

All ritual design considerations can contribute to the creation of ritual formalism, 

which may strengthen the impact of the ritual by prompting in the mind of 

participants: This is different – this is special – this is important – pay attention (Bell, 

1997). 

 

Reflections on a ritual design process 
 

The process described in this chapter is a prototype method for applying ritual design 

to an opportunity, such as a strategy or intervention in support of a strategy. Using the 

tool consists of stepping through structures, principles and characteristics related to 

ritual and posing related questions from a design perspective. This will tend to yield 

design ideas for shaping the solution to meet the identified goals of the initiative. 

Those ideas can then be represented in collaborative design sessions with stakeholders 

or converted into a design proposal, depending on circumstances. 
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The sections of the tool and the lists of design-related questions do not, however, 

define ritual design thinking; instead, they outline the process. Ritual design is a way 

of thinking about taking action, making decisions and designing interventions. Ritual 

design includes several intentions. It intends to embed meaning and takes 

meaningfulness as a core value. It intends to embed reflective practice, because both 

ritual and reflective practice are means of moving toward one’s goals. It intends 

solutions that operationalise one’s best intentions, or those of one’s stakeholders, so 

that it is easier and more likely to do the right thing. Ritual design intends to focus 

one’s attention on one’s intentions. Ritual design, as formulated, is a humanistic and 

holistic strategy; it assumes for the sake of design that ritual is a fundamental adaptive 

strategy for symbolic-processing beings, like us, to make sense and meaning of the 

world and to act accordingly. 

 

Design for meaningfulness occurs at each step in the ritual design process, starting 

with the identified goals in section [A] which are the reasons for taking any action at 

all. Core narratives are designed in section [B] to capture and integrate our 

cosmologies and moralities, seeking a deeply personal connection between what we 

are doing and the needs of the initiative or organisation. Ritual design assumes that 

the meaning is contained in our narratives about the way the world is put together, the 

way it works, how we see ourselves within that world, and how we conceive the right 

way to act in the world. Regardless of the initiative, the institutional strategies in 

section [C] – learning, collaboration and leadership – must be acknowledged, since 

any cultural strategy you are devising will necessarily be influenced by these 

interdependent systems, processes and expectations. In addition, these may be 

strategies that you are specifically addressing through ritual design. The 

characteristics of ritual-like activities in section [D] serve as general design principles; 

however, they are not a recipe, and they are subordinate to the goals and core 

narratives, in that ritual intends to communicate and reinforce the goals, values, 

attitudes and behaviours captured in the narratives. 

 

Indeed, there is no recipe that I would advocate for designing rituals. If we were to 

base ritual design directly on the empirical studies outlined in Chapter 2, one might 

imagine, somewhat comically, a ‘cookie cutter’ approach to ritual design involving 

synchronous movements (Fischer et al, 2013), lucky charms (Hobson, 2017), a 
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complex but meaningless set of steps (Kapitány & Schjoedt, 2015), a special time for 

performance, and the explicit declaration that the ritual is indeed a ritual (Norton and 

Gino, 2014; Brooks et al, 2016). Weaving these elements into a preparatory ritual 

will, evidently, reduce anxiety and improve performance compared to control groups. 

In stark contrast with this reductionist approach to a ritual stance (Kapitány & Elkins, 

2015), my approach to ritual design is explicitly meaningful, instrumental and fit for 

purpose, i.e., designed to achieve specific identified goals. 

 

Comparative analysis 
 

In this section, I offer an assessment of my prototype ritual design process by 

comparing this with other problem solving and solution design tools. 

 
Ritual design strategy can be assessed by comparing it with other solution design 

methods, noting similarities and differences and identifying where ritual design might 

complement other methods. For the comparisons, I have chosen tools that were being 

used at Air New Zealand during my research period, including: design thinking, 

instructional design, change management, lean six-sigma, GROW coaching, interest-

based problem solving and structured thinking. I limit my comparisons to summaries 

of intentions rather than a comparison of detailed steps, which would be beyond the 

scope of this thesis. Table 20 provides a summary of intentions for each of several 

tools, and a comparative description of ritual design. 

 
Selected design 

tools 

Summary of intention and 

emphasis 

Summary comparison with Ritual 

Design 

Design thinking 

(Kleinsmann et al, 

2017) 

 

 

A generic, user-centred approach 

toward innovative design 

emphasising empathy with end-

users, and collaboration with end-

users during design, prototyping, 

testing and iterating. 

 

Ritual design does not seek innovation, 

but rather, reinforcement of strategy. 

Ritual design intends to be a generic 

approach to design that emphasises 

meaning, empathy and collaboration, 

however, my approach does not 

emphasise (but is compatible with) a 

development pathway, e.g., testing and 

iterating prototypes. 
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Instructional design  

(Khalil & Elkhider, 

2016) 

 

 

A generic approach for the design 

and development of learning 

solutions, materials and activities, 

which emphasises an alignment 

between goals, performance 

outcomes and the design of 
learning activities. 

 

Ritual design strategy can be used to 

design learning but is not limited to 

learning solutions. Also, my conception 

of ritual design emphasises embedding 

reflective practice into the solution 

being designed, while instructional 
design methods do not. Ritual design 

can be used to inspire a culture of 

ongoing learning. 

 

Change 

management (Galli, 

2018) 

 

 

A generic, human-centred 

approach that intends to smooth 

the pathways of planned change 

by emphasising empathy with 

those who will be experiencing 

the change and systematic 

pathways to assist in the required 

transitions. 

 

Ritual design strategy can be used to 

support the design of change 

management plans and focuses on 

establishing a deep understanding of 

user values. However, ritual design 

does not include specific pathways for 

implementation. Ritual design can be 

used to inspire a culture that 

emphasises the necessity of change. 
 

Lean Six-Sigma 

(Näslund, 2008) 

 

 

An approach for continuous 

improvement which intends to 

reduce variation (e.g., errors) in a 

process or product (the Six Sigma 

component) and reduce waste 

(e.g., unnecessary costs) in 

processes (the Lean component). 

 

Ritual design strategy does not address 

reducing variations or waste. Ritual 

design can be used, however, to inspire 

a culture of continuous improvement. 

The GROW 

coaching model 

(Casey & 

Wuestman, 2015) 
 

 

Coaching methods intend to 

determine actions with which the 

coachee is more likely to achieve 

their selected goals, i.e., that 
seeks to align goals, strategies 

and behaviours. 

 

Ritual design similarly emphasises 

determining and aligning goals, 

strategies and behaviours, and is 

similarly a high-level problem solving 
and solution design method. Ritual 

design adds an emphasis on values, 

narrative and meaningfulness that is not 

necessarily part of coaching practice. 

 

Interest-based 

problem solving 

(Andranovich, 

1995) 

 

 

IBPS seeks consensus-based 

solutions that are aligned with 

diverse stakeholder interests. The 

emphasis on a deep understanding 

of interest builds empathy among 

stakeholders and collaborators.  

 

Ritual design emphasises empathy and 

collaboration in solution design 

approach. Ritual design adds an 

emphasis on values, narrative and 

meaningfulness. Ritual design was 

developed to support IBPS and so they 

are particularly complementary. 
 

Structured problem 

solving (Minto, 

2012)  

 

A systematic strategy 

development process that seeks to 

devise solutions that achieve 

particular goals. This model 

emphasises an analysis and 

testing of propositions that must 

be true for the solution to be 

sound. 

 

Ritual design similarly emphasises the 

situation and complication (relating 

these to cosmology and morality), 

however, ritual design does not include 

testing propositions. Ritual design adds 

an emphasis on values, narrative and 

meaningfulness. 

 

Table 20. High-level comparisons of ritual design and selected tools 

By the author 
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Each of the methods outlined in Table 20 has an intention that can be supported by the 

intentions of ritual design thinking. In general, ritual design can support any strategy 

or process that could benefit from individual and cultural reinforcement, from an 

emphasis on meaningfulness and reflective practice. Each of these tools can be 

conceived as implying aspects of culture, e.g., a learning culture and a culture of 

continuous improvement. However, those tools, in themselves do not focus on 

specific culture strategies. Ritual design thinking can, in principle, provide a 

complementary culture strategy that is aligned with the intentions of these tools. 

Ritual design is not a stand-alone design tool and would not, in its current form, 

replace any of these. 

 

I propose that ritual design strategy is a useful front-end and back-end approach to 

any problem solving and solution design process where meaningfulness is considered 

essential to the stakeholders (see Figure 64). Any human-centred solution could begin 

with my sections [A] and [B]. Then, another tool might be selected specific to the 

type of challenge being faced, e.g., instructional design, change management and  

structured thinking. Once a solution is partially shaped by the selected tool, one could 

return to the balance of the ritual design strategy approach to apply the institutional 

lenses [C] and leverage characteristics of ritual-like activities [D] for the purpose of 

refining solution elements and embedding and operationalising meaningfulness and 

reflective practice. In effect, ritual design could be used as a ‘wrapper’ around 

existing processes to yield a meaningful, humanistic, holistic and reinforcement-based 

solution. 

 

Figure 64. Ritual design as a wrapper around other design processes 
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I propose that ritual design is the right tool for the job when the goals and strategies 

that require reinforcement have needs that are similar to the intentions of a ritual 

design strategy, as summarised in Figure 65. 

 

Ritual design strategy: summary of intentions 

 

An emphasis on meaning. Ritual design intends to maximise meaningfulness, which I define 

as a perceived alignment between goals, values and methods, and between one’s own values 
and the values of the initiative. 

 

A holistic view that integrates meaning-oriented strategies. Ritual design intends to leverage 

insights from religious structures such as core narratives since these have supported human 

groups across cultures and throughout history. 

 

Actively engaging values and emotions. Ritual design intends to emphasise unpacking and 

deeply understanding one’s values and those of the other stakeholders, since these are 

foundational to meaningfulness. Related performances, such as sharing traditional 

connections, will tend to increase engagement and emotional investment. 

 
Ritualising the operationalisation of strategy. Ritual design includes bringing strategy to life 

in thought and action, which is my definition of operationalising strategy. Various strategies 

and behaviours related to learning, collaboration and leadership can be leveraged to weave 

reflective practice into work. Ritual design intends to focus attention on intention. 

 

Leaders as ritual design strategists. Ritual design conceives leaders as ritual design 

strategists whose function and purpose includes operationalising and continually improving 

strategies. Recognising their role as such, leaders can more meaningfully design (and 

facilitate the collaborative design of) work practices and interventions. 

 

Figure 65. Summary of design intentions for ritual design strategy 

By the author. 

 

 

It is valuable to conceive ritual design as a set of intentions, rather than a set of steps. 

The prototype evolved during this research required continual improvement and 

revision, based on the intentions of the process and informed by practical experience 

and by continued engagement with scholarship. 

 

 

Comparing the ritual design prototype with Ozenc & Hagan (2019) 
 
 

Ozenc and Hagan’s Ritual Design Lab (2019) teaches ritual design to students at 

Stanford University and within various organisations. Their related book, Rituals for 

Work (2019), outlines functions, principles and types of ritual, and describes fifty 

rituals for workplace environments. Part three of this book includes ‘a short guide to 

designing rituals’ (ibid.: p.224). Before considering specific steps, it is worth noting a 
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fundamental distinction between my approach and theirs. Their process is for 

designing rituals, which they define as ‘Actions that a person or group does 

repeatedly, following a similar pattern of script, in which they’ve imbued symbolism 

and meaning’ (ibid.: p.xx). In comparison, my process is a method for designing 

anything through a ritual lens, not just rituals.  

 

The rituals in Rituals for Work are considered ‘smaller-scale, participatory ways to 

help people [to be] more satisfied, productive and connected’ (ibid.: p.xvi). Rituals 

function to help people communicate better, build better relationships, be more 

creative, help to deal with transitions and conflict, and ‘to help us act more as we 

aspire to be’ (ibid.: p.xvii). They categorise their fifty rituals into creative innovation, 

performance and flow, conflict and resilience, community, and change and transition.  

 

Approximately thirty of the fifty rituals include preparatory, celebratory or state-

change activities that are largely independent of detailed content related to 

organisational goals, strategies, initiatives and values. In other words, someone 

without any knowledge of the organisation could facilitate the ritual, and the 

participants would also not need significant knowledge of the organisation. For 

example, several of these were sharing rituals, such as sharing personal stories (ibid.: 

p.176) and music (ibid.: p.166). Preparatory rituals would be used to change one’s 

state before engaging in creative or difficult work, such as observing a moment of 

reverent silence (ibid.: p.86). Symbols are created as reminders of strengths (ibid.: 

p.78, 92). The others would require some level of engagement with the specifics of 

the organisation, such as dealing with specific conflicts or transitioning from old to 

new strategies. This emphasis on generic state-changing ritual is in alignment with 

Ozenc and Hagan’s focus on bottom-up rituals rather than more formal, top-down 

events (ibid.: p.xvi); the rituals can be conducted by any teams at any time because 

there is no necessary interdependencies between these rituals and organisational goals 

and strategies – with the exception of acknowledging that well-performing and 

bonded teams are an organisational goal. Their rituals are general, and potentially 

powerful cultural enablers, and any organisation could immediately use the rituals in 

this book – and, I believe, to great benefit. 

 



246 

In contrast, my ritual design method evolved specifically to be embedded into the 

operations of the work with the specific intention of being meaningfully aligned with 

organisational goals. I was not adding rituals to the workplace, but rather, ritualising 

existing or newly required work activities. I view these divergent intentions to be 

perfectly compatible and complementary. The rituals they share are creative and fun 

and should build engagement and increase performance. I believe any organisation 

would benefit by leveraging these. These differences in our methods imply different 

attitudes to the meaning of ritual. Ozenc & Hagan seem to combine two notions of 

ritual: the strange or quirky actions some people do, and actions added, such as 

preparations before, and celebrations after, the substantive activities of work. This 

suggests, to me, a certain exoticism in their approach to ritual, which I see as a 

limiting notion of ritual. At the same time, there are also very practical, commercial 

benefits to teaching ritual as Ozenc & Hagan do. Teams can engage in ritual design 

without requiring high-level approval within the organisation (other than budgetary) 

since, again, fundamental strategy is not being engaged. 

 

The comparison of our respective methods for ritual design must keep the above 

differences in mind. The seven steps of their ritual design process are summarised in 

Table 21 and shown in comparison with a high-level outline of the process in my 

prototype. 
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Ritual Design Lab process (Ozenc and Hagan, 2019) Ritual design process 

prototype (the author) 

Step 1 – Discover: Set Your Intention – Why create a ritual? 

Goals, Motivations, Aspirations, Values, Myths, Beliefs 

 

Step 2 – Discover: Find a Hook – What’s the context trigger: specific 

time, people and place? 

 

Step 3 – Design: Ideate – What are possible elements of your ritual? 

Prompt 1: Share food and drink 
Prompt 2: Use special costumes – especially things on your head 

Prompt 3: Involve rhythm and movement 

 

Step 4 – Design: Define a Symbolic Prop or Act – What makes your 

ritual special? 

Iteration 1: Add a magic prop 

Iteration 2: Add a reward moment 

Iteration 3: Add a catharsis moment 

 

Step 5 – Design: Refine It Into an Arc – How does your ritual unfold? 

Principle 1: Does your ritual have a je ne sais quoi quality? 

Principle 2: Does your design work toward your intention? 
Principle 3: Does it carry symbolic value, and go beyond practicality? 

Principle 4: Does it have room for evolution: can you add or subtract 

things based on the needs of your participants? 

 

Step 6 – Deployment: Act Out – How will people perform your ritual? 

 

Step 7 – Deployment: Codify – How can you make the ritual into a 

“thing” that has an effect? 

 

[A] Goals 

Success criteria 

Problem space 

Stakeholders 

Why’s 

 

[B] Core narrative 

Cosmology 
Morality 

Root metaphor 

Values 

Symbolism 

 

[C] Interdependencies 

Learning 

Collaboration 

Leadership 

 

[D] Ritualisation 

Formalism 
Traditionalism 

Rule-governance 

Invariance 

Performance 

Table 21. Comparison of ritual design with Ozenc & Hagan 

(Based on Ozenc & Hagan, 2019: p.226-232) 

 

 

Their Step 1 (ibid.: p.226) and my sections [A] and [B] cover similar territory, 

unpacking goal, beliefs and values. My approach differs, however, by emphasising 

core narratives and the work done by those to illuminate and reinforce 

meaningfulness. Their Step 2 (ibid.: p.227) determines where and when the ritual will 

take place; I have no such step since my process does not necessarily yield a ritual. 

Their Steps 3 and 4 (ibid.: p.228-229) draw upon elements that intend to increase the 

special feel of the ritual – food and drink, special costumes, rhythm and movement, 

symbolic props, symbolic acts, a reward moment and a catharsis moment. In 

comparison, I draw upon the characteristics of ritual-like behaviour from Bell (1997) 

and Grimes (1997). Also, while adding those elements is an early consideration in 

their process, it is a much later consideration in my process. In Step 5 (Ozenc & 

Hagan, 2019: p.230), they propose crafting the ritual sequence and evaluating it 

against four principles, which are in effect, success criteria. I interpret the first 
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principle, ‘je ne sais quoi’ (ibid.: p.230), as meaning that the ritual feels special. There 

is a strong emphasis on ritual formalism in both our models. The second principle 

confirms that the ritual has remained aligned with its original intention. The third 

principle asks: ‘Does it carry symbolic value, and go beyond practicality?’ (ibid.: 

p.230). This principle is phrased earlier in the book as, ‘A ritual carries a symbolic 

value, that gives a sense of purpose & that’s beyond the practical’ (ibid.: p.13). The 

symbol might represent anything important to the situation. My own approach to 

symbol is that it is a representation of a relevant root metaphor that integrates 

cosmology and morality. I interpret the ‘beyond the practice’ phrase as highlighting 

the non-instrumental notion of ritual, which I believe is another reference to ritual 

formalism, the feeling of specialness and the je ne sais quoi factor. The balance of 

their steps, 6 and 7, are about implementation. 

 

In summary, Ozenc & Hagan’s (2019) approach is fit for purpose – an efficient 

approach to designing culture-enhancing rituals for building engagement, team 

solidarity and team performance. We have distinctly differing intentions and therefore 

differing methods. However, if I was using my ritual design to specifically develop a 

ritual (which would thereby enable a more direct comparison of approaches), there 

would still be significant differences, particularly in how my sections [B] and [D] 

unpack the core narratives and apply the ritual-like characteristics. While Ozenc & 

Hagan are very practically conceiving stand-alone rituals independent of many 

aspects of the organisation, I am attempting to do the very opposite – to conceive the 

organisation, or the particular strategy, as being composed of cosmological beliefs 

and moral values which are brought to life through ritualisation. In addition, and 

essentially, ritual design prompts individuals to recognise and bring their own beliefs 

and values to bear in a process of integration or reconciliation. Ozenc & Hagan’s 

approach is indeed personal; their rituals often include honest articulations of feelings, 

but they do not include exploring the intersection of the personal with the 

organisational. 

 

 

To conclude, the ritual design process prototype, described in this chapter, includes 

novel approaches that are not represented in the literature about workplace ritual and 

ritual design, including the premise of unpacking an intervention design opportunity 
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by appealing to structures of religious traditions. Also novel is the notion of ‘ritual 

design rituals’ as a genre of design-related writing that seeks to intimately connect, 

integrate and synthesise aspects of one’s own cosmology and morality with those of 

the initiative. A ritual design lens reveals that workplaces are not only infused with 

ritual, but also ‘ritual design rituals,’ collaborative encounters that, in effect, design 

rituals such as team meetings, strategy sessions, coaching sessions, problem solving 

sessions and governance sessions. While organisational ritual has been studied 

extensively, my notion of ‘ritual design rituals’ in the workplace is a novel 

contribution that reveals new opportunities for designing these events. Determining 

the applicability of ritual design by comparing the functions of ritual with the 

intended outcomes of an initiative is also a novel approach to design. As I 

demonstrated, in the case of HPE and other culture-related strategies, there will tend 

to be a close alignment between the ritual functions and intended outcomes. The 

rationale for ritual design is therefore clear. 
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Chapter 8 – Conclusion 
 

In this conclusion, I offer a general assessment and evaluation of ritual design 

thinking, including summary insights, and close with a summary of areas for future 

research, including a speculative future for ritual design in which global, collaborative 

problem solving might be infused into the culture of a community through 

ritualisation. 

 

Assessing and evaluating ritual design thinking 
 

While ritual-like behaviours are understood to be ubiquitous in organisations (Islam & 

Zyphur, 2009; Smith & Stewart, 2011), the act of designing rituals is just as common, 

although a largely unrecognised form of organisational and leadership behaviour. 

After all, someone is designing those ubiquitous rituals, either mindfully or by simply 

doing what they have always done. In the case of HPE, these rituals included, for 

example, collaborative design rituals (interest based problem solving, team strategy 

sessions and coaching sessions), governance rituals (leadership team and working 

party sessions), review rituals (surveys, interviews and focus group sessions) and 

learning rituals (training and related events). These are not strict categories and many 

activities combined elements from more than one of these ritual types. The 

professionals who design these activities are, in practice, ritual design strategists. 

Leaders are ritual designers. Some leaders and teams specialise in ritual design 

(without using that label), such as learning, organisational development, employee 

experience, customer experience, and all kinds of product and service design teams.  

 

My ritual design process emphasises meaningfulness as a primary design goal and 

strives to embed meaningfulness within solutions and interventions. There are varied 

conceptions of meaningfulness (Martela & Pessi, 2018), and I am using the word to 

mean the perception that the activity is significant, worth doing and connected to 

one’s own goals, values and intentions. The ritual design process considers several 

ways to embed meaningfulness, including clarifying the alignment between goals and 

strategies, and between one’s own values and those of the initiative under 

consideration, as described in Chapter 7 (section A of the prototype). These 
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clarifications can be illuminated by conceiving core narratives for oneself and for the 

initiatives. In addition, ritual design promotes meaningfulness through the possibility 

of heightened emotional connections in response to the mutual sharing of one’s 

narratives, values and traditions. Participation in problem solving and solution design 

can also feel intrinsically meaningful. Ritual, in short, is experienced and perceived 

meaningfulness, and as a design goal, meaningfulness has practical implications for 

the design of interventions. In addition, designing rituals collaboratively is a strategy 

for increasing the meaningfulness of solutions for the co-designers by building 

empathy and consensus. Since almost all deliberate action and acts of creation intend 

to be meaningful in some capacity, ritual design can be conceived as a general 

approach for the early stages of design (see Chapter 7, section A of the prototype). 

 

My study also suggests that ritual design is generalisable. Ritual design strategy can 

be used to design almost anything – not just rituals. During the research period, I used 

my evolving process to support the HPE strategy, which included the design of 

various interventions, such as collaborative design sessions, special events, and 

materials to support the strategy, such as the online HPE Playbook (see Chapter 5). In 

principle, something as simple as an email could be designed with a ritual lens, as 

could a single graphic image, or an entire organisational strategy. If meaningfulness is 

an important goal or success criteria for something being created, ritual design can be 

a helpful tool. In addition, if the goals of an intervention are similar to the varied 

functions of ritual (see Chapter 2), e.g., reducing anxiety or building solidarity within 

a team, then this would also suggest the usefulness of ritual design. 

 

My continued immersion in the field while conducting this research demonstrated, in 

an empirical manner, that corporate work environments include ‘ritual design ritual’ 

processes. Some collaborative design sessions are effectively ritual design sessions 

for workplace rituals such as team meetings, coaching sessions, problem solving 

sessions and strategy design sessions (see Figure 66). Such sessions are not 

necessarily ritual-like, but can be, and therefore can be designed using the ritual 

design process. 
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Figure 66. Schematic sequence for ‘ritual design ritual’ processes 

By the author 

 

For a simple example, a new team might conduct a design session to determine the 

purposes and processes for their regular team meetings. They might determine the 

agenda, facilitation processes, schedule, preparations and data reporting requirements, 

and the use of space and time. They are, in practice, designing a workplace ritual, and 

that process will yield outputs used to follow-through with the design, such as 

agendas and other agreed processes.  

 

Another form of ‘ritual design ritual’ is the coaching session (see Figure 67). 

 

 

           Figure 67. Schematic of coaching as a ‘ritual design ritual’ 

Created by author 

 

Coaching sessions are rituals, as discussed in Chapter 4, and they intend to design 

ways forward for the coachee; sometimes those ways forward will themselves be 

rituals, i.e., standard ways the coachee intends to embed reflective practice into their 
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lives. Recognising the ritual nature of coaching provides the opportunity to design 

coaching strategies, facilitation methods and outputs. 

 

My final insight from the research is that ritual design enables mindful design. This is 

a key value of conceiving workplace behaviours through the lens of ritual design. In 

short, when leaders recognise that many of their activities and behaviours are indeed 

rituals, they can then recognise themselves as facilitators of ritual, facilitators of ritual 

design, and indeed ritual design strategists. Then these leaders can use the conceptual 

resources of ritual design to design those activities and related materials more 

mindfully, meaningfully, humanistically, holistically and with an intention to weave 

reflective practice into work. The questions and prompts recommended in the 

prototype (see Chapter 7), for example, are not questions that leaders currently tend to 

ask when considering everyday workplace activities, nor are they found in common 

solution design materials and processes, such as instructional design, design thinking, 

coaching models, interest-based problem solving, or continuous improvement tools. 

My approach provides a unique contribution to the set of solution design methods. 

 

Given the ubiquity of ritual and ritual design, and therefore the reasonableness to 

approach intervention design through a ritual lens, a significant conclusion from this 

research is that it would be useful to explicitly develop ritual design competencies 

among leaders and designers in any organisation. 

 

Overall critical appraisal of my ritual design strategy 
 

My research question asked how I might apply a ritual design lens in support of HPE, 

and how I might evolve a ritual design method in support of intervention design, and 

in this section I consider how well my thesis accomplished its aim. To begin this 

evaluation, we should first consider the approximately seventy-five workplace 

opportunities for supporting HPE across the research period (see Table 7). 

Approximately fifty of these were collaboration sessions related to HPE, fifteen were 

events, and ten were touch-point sessions in which I met with non-HPE teams to 

discuss ways we might support each other. I used a version of the ritual design tool to 

prepare for, or follow-up from, the session and/or to develop outputs from the session. 

My research was specifically about evolving this process. Success, in general, 
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required a sound process that is fit for purpose and I propose that the culminating 

prototype approach for ritual design is indeed coherent, i.e., logically consistent and 

valuable.  

 

First, I believe that an alignment between goals and methods is fundamental to 

coherence, and the emphasis on such alignment in my process is clear. If a design can 

be assessed favourably against its intentions, that is evidence of coherence. 

Importantly, that does not mean that a particular solution designed with that design 

approach will be a successful solution! That is an empirical issue. I insist that success 

in design is not algorithmic. I believe that my ritual design process succeeds as a 

reasonable approach: for determining what is meaningful (using sections [A] and [B] 

of the process), for operationalising what is meaningful (using section [C]), and for 

prompting the consideration of design characteristics that ritual scholarship has 

revealed as discernible across human societies (using section [D]). This makes a 

strong case for the reasonableness of applying ritual design. I believe this approach, 

for these reasons, makes a novel contribution to the discussion of the relationship 

between ritual and intervention design for supporting workplace strategies.  

 

The value of my approach also lies in its translatability; during the research period, I 

practiced ritual design in my life outside of work, testing my ideas on myself and 

developing new ideas to test in the HPE context. This took several forms. I designed 

new personal and family rituals and introduced family members to the evolving model 

– my partner and younger daughter tried using it. I applied ritual design to my 

previous journaling ritual, and this transformed the activity into a new genre of 

writing (see Chapter 6). I used the model to creatively re-design religio-mythic 

narratives and rituals, based on my Jewish background. I also designed and practiced 

a new morning ritual, a preparatory ‘ritual design ritual’ that I would use before work 

or before writing. All this activity used the most recent version of the design tool at 

the time. These activities played an invaluable role in my research as a testbed for 

ideas. While workplace opportunities had very particular contexts and constraints, 

outside of work I was able to be freer and more flexible with my thinking and 

practices. While space does not permit a more detailed summary of these non-work 

opportunities, the fact that they arose and ‘made sense’ in my family and personal life, 
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and that they were also a source of insights and impact on my thesis, indicates the 

richness of working with ritual. 

 

Limitations of the project 

 

Developing a ritual design method to improve and sustain HPE represented a unique 

context for my research, and the idiosyncratic nature of the research suggests some 

potential limitations. Depending on the industry, applying my ritual design method 

within other organisations may require significant education of leaders on the role of 

ritual. There would need to be an appetite for such education and significant senior 

sponsorship. Some industries, however, already use the language of ritual; for 

example, software development companies often use explicit ritual and ceremonies as 

part of their agile methodology. 

 

Organisational cultures vary tremendously, and leaders may have diverse aspirations 

for modifying culture. My culminating design method embeds some of the aspirations 

of HPE in the Air New Zealand context, such as a more humanistic and egalitarian 

work environment. Woven into my thesis is the belief that commercial organisations 

are communities of individuals who are supporting each other’s success – a 

community that includes customers and shareholders, as well as colleagues. The 

collaborative values we taught within HPE similarly focused on respectful 

engagement, and we emphasised building empathy and trust through openness. 

Within a distinctly different organisational culture context (e.g., less humanistic) my 

culminating tool might have limitations. For example, early in my career I worked 

within an organisation where ‘personal’ and ‘professional’ were discussed as entirely 

separate realms, and it was deemed inappropriate to blur those lines. This yielded 

what I perceived as a cold and uncaring corporate culture. In such an organisation, 

there would not be the appetite from leadership to spend so much time focusing on 

individual thriving, wellbeing and empathy. 

 

In addition to a humanistic culture, my type of research project would likely require at 

least one insider-participant researcher whose role and mission within the organisation 

was largely indistinguishable from the goals of the research. In my case, this was a 

significant investment – a full-time, salaried employee, working for over four years. 
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This amount was small, however, in comparison to the cost of embedding HPE into 

the organisation. 

 

The future of ritual design strategy 
 

 

Areas for further research 

 

 

The general and holistic approach to ritual design covers a huge territory of principles, 

structures, premises and assumptions, all of which suggest myriad possibilities for 

future research that would add depth, richness and empirical support to this new 

design process. The following research questions represent some of these possibilities, 

with a particular focus on domains that include ritual-like behaviours. 

 

How might ritual design be synergised with existing solution design methodologies 

discussed earlier in this chapter, e.g., design thinking and instructional design? With 

regard to learning design, how might ritual design be introduced in teacher education, 

given the obvious ritual-like nature of classroom instruction? How might ritual design 

contribute to learning design, including best practice reinforcement activities? In the 

domain of therapy and counselling, how might ritual design be employed in the 

training of psychological counsellors, given the ritual-like nature of psychotherapy 

and related counselling practices? How does ritual design support empathy-building? 

Considering collaboration methods, how might ritual design contribute toward the 

design of collaboration processes, particularly in support of deeply understanding 

diverse stakeholder interests? How, for example, might ritual design support 

collaboration between universities and business environments? In the realm of secular 

ritual design, how might ritual design be taught to officiants that customise secular, 

ceremonial events such as weddings and funerals? Given the emphasis on meaning 

making, how might meaningfulness be measured or assessed? How might the 

potential of ritual to increase employee engagement be studied and how might related 

insights inform ritual design processes? Given that parents are ritual designers, how 

might parent education solutions use ritual design to help new and prospective parents 

recognise and respond to the ritual nature of their role as parents? 
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The speculative future of ritual design: ritualisation of large-scale collaboration 

 

 

I have chosen to close the thesis by expanding upon one of the areas for future 

research: ritualising collaborative solution design and collaborative problem solving 

on a massive scale. I assume that to address the most challenging problems on Earth, 

such as all forms of suffering and human impact on the planet’s ecosystems, will 

require the skills, wisdom, passions and dedicated participation of many people. The 

challenges of our world will not be solved by philanthropists, government leaders or 

superheroes (e.g., those who have great wealth, access to resources or even 

specialised skills.) It is up to us – all of us. Therefore, one problem is: How might we 

operationalise high-participation, high-collaboration global problem solving? I 

hypothesise that ritual design could be used to ritualise meaningful participation. Why 

ritual design? Ritual design is ultimately a cultural strategy for fostering the thriving 

of individuals and groups. We need, ideally, cultures of collaborative problem solving 

and collaborative design; we need a core narrative that combines a cosmology that 

makes sense of the problems, and a morality that focuses on the imperative to 

participate in solving the problems.  

 

Throughout this thesis, I have demonstrated ritual design to be a reasonable approach 

for designing interventions, particularly in combination with other tools related to 

specific types of problems. While particular problems come and go over time, what is 

needed is a global approach to problem solving. One approach is to ritually 

operationalise this intention. In addition, since I conceive religion as a set of cultural 

strategies (among them, ritual) that operationalise, reinforce and negotiate norms of a 

community, the cultural phenomenon of religion could indeed be part of the solution 

to the challenge above. I hypothesise that religion is adaptive, functional and 

foundational to our species, that religion and ritual emerged with humanity as 

fundamental strategies for surviving and thriving. The ‘new atheist’ contention (e.g., 

Dawkins, 2006; Hitchens 2007) that religion is so antiquated and damaging that it 

should be jettisoned is, as the cliché goes, throwing out the baby with the bathwater. 

Instead, we ought to leverage the power of religio-cultural strategies in the design of 

systems that operationalise a global culture of collaborative problem solving and 
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solution design. A ritual design strategy is fit-for-purpose to contribute toward this 

vision. 

 

Each of Rue’s (2005) ancillary strategies discussed in Chapter 2 could contribute to 

such a vision. Institutional strategies, for example, would include fostering 

collaborative problem solving and collaborative design as a key purpose of our 

educational systems. Problem-based and project-based learning, and related teaching 

and learning strategies, can build these collaboration skills, problem solving skills and 

design skills, while simultaneously building essential literacies, e.g., health, language, 

numeracy, technology and cultural literacy. The arts could be used to inspire related 

attributes, such as creativity, perseverance, resilience, participation, cooperation, 

collaboration and celebrating and leveraging diversity of all kinds. We should inspire 

each other to act on the assumptions that everyone has something to offer; that 

everyone can and should contribute through their unique capabilities; that maximising 

meaningful participation is a clear good; and that practical means for enabling 

meaningful participation in global collaboration should be designed and realised. 

Technological systems would be an essential part of the solution. Systems can 

operationalise the strategy by being designed as ritual objects and by ritualising their 

use. 

 

Placing a ritual design lens on such a vision would support ideation, design, 

development and implementation of each component and intervention related to this 

vision. This is the essence of what a ritual design strategy intends. Design is 

essentially strategic thinking and problem solving; by designing solutions we align 

and operationalise goals, values and behaviours. Ritualising design can operationalise 

a culture of design and a culture of participation toward any essential goals, including 

the life-supporting needs of the planet. Ritual design is practical for the workplace and 

potentially useful for global problem solving. Depending on one’s attitude and 

intention, ritualised collaborative design and problem solving can indeed be forms of 

religious practice, and these practices can be evolved, realised and operationalised 

through a ritual design strategy. 

 

In summary, my evolved ritual design strategy yielded a unique contribution with 

which organisational leaders and designers can approach culture-related interventions. 
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I have demonstrated that there is value in applying a ritual lens to organisational 

strategies and that ritual and other religio-cultural strategies usefully inform design 

decisions. This ritual design strategy can be used to design almost anything – 

particularly culture-related solutions – not just rituals. Ritual design is unique in 

emphasising multiple approaches for maximising meaningfulness as a design goal. 

The act of ritual design can itself be a form of ritual, opening possibilities for more 

sophisticated practices. I have demonstrated that corporate work environments include 

frequent and significant ‘ritual design rituals,’ such as coaching sessions and strategy 

sessions. They are currently not conceived as such, which therefore misses 

opportunities for meaningful design and reflective practice. Finally, collaborative 

ritual design is an activity through which leaders and designers support the best 

intentions of their communities and stakeholders. These conclusions reveal ritual 

design strategy as an approach worthy of further experimentation and development. 
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Appendix: Ethics Committee Application, Category A 
 

 

 
 

UNIVERSITY OF OTAGO HUMAN ETHICS COMMITTEE  

APPLICATION FORM: CATEGORY A 
 

[1] University of Otago staff member responsible for project:  

Assoc. Prof. Ruth Fitzgerald (Primary PhD Supervisor) 
 

[2] Department/School: 

Department of Anthropology & Archaeology 
 

[3] Contact details of staff member responsible:  

Richardson Building, Room 2C19.  
Telephone: 479-8169.   
Email: ruth.fitzgerald@otago.ac.nz 
 

[4] Title of project: 

(Working Title) Working as One: Designing ritual interventions to foster a 
collaborative culture  
 
[5] Indicate project type and names of other investigators and students:  

 

Staff Co-investigators names:  

Dr Susan Wardell (Secondary PhD Supervisor) Anthropology & Arch. 
 

Student Researchers names:  

Marshall Steven Lewis 
Level of Study (PhD, Masters, Hons):  PhD 

 

[6] Is this a repeated class teaching activity?  

No  
 

[7] Fast-Track procedure. Do you request fast-track consideration?  

No 
 

[8] When will recruitment and data collection commence? 

January 2018 (subsequent to ethics approval) 
 

When will data collection be completed? 

September 2018 
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[9] Funding of project 

  

Is the project to be funded by an external grant? 

No 

 

If commercial use will be made of the data, will potential participants be 

made aware of this before they agree to participate?  

Commercial use will not be made of the data. 
 

[10] Brief description in lay terms of the purpose of the project (approx. 75 

words): 

 
The purpose of this PhD research project is to analyse the value of co-designing 
rituals to strengthen the collaboration strategy at Air New Zealand known as “High 
Performance Engagement” (HPE). HPE is a shared endeavour between Air New 
Zealand management and the four unions representing Air New Zealand staff, to 
foster a collaborative culture and find solutions for organisational improvements. Mr 
Lewis (the PhD student) has personal responsibility for implementation of HPE as 
part of his regular employment within the company. His PhD, which has been 
approved by the Air New Zealand management and is in the process of consultation 
to secure support by the participating unions, will provide high quality evaluative 
data to assess the relevance and utility of such an approach and its impact on the 
working culture of the organisation. Detailed qualitative analysis of such corporate 
strategies for quality improvement which encourage cooperation rather than conflict  
is rare and so his project is socially useful. 
 
 

[11] Aim and description of project: 

 
Aim: Using action research, the project will apply a) insights from the literature on 
“organisational ritual” to encourage group cohesion and problem solving in selected 
corporate issues requiring resolution and b) carefully inform and assess the value of 
these insights with critical self-reflection from Mr Lewis, informal dialogue with 
consenting participants during selected problem solving events and formal 
interviews with consenting participants on their insights (favourable and 
unfavourable) about the value of co-designed rituals toward the HPE strategy and 
workplace collaboration. 
 
Description: Mr Lewis’ fieldwork will involve collaborating with approximately 30 Air 
New Zealand managerial staff to design elements of “collaborative problem-solving” 
and “collaborative solution design” events and tools for selected issues arising within 
the day to day running of Air New Zealand, and which Mr Lewis and his supervisors 
judge is an issue that could be supported by the use of co-designed ritual elements.  
 
Towards this end, this project leverages insights from organisational anthropology, 
organisational ritual and design anthropology and seeks to analyse the effectiveness 
co-designing workplace rituals to improve the HPE strategy. The participants will be 
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recruited from the key managers who support the HPE strategy and who have 
influence on the methods being used, including members of several teams, e.g., 
Continuous Improvement team, Workplace Relations team and Organisational 
Effectiveness team. The project will use interviews, reflections on collaboration 
sessions and autoethnography as the data-gathering methods. This PhD project is 
enmeshed within the normal working activities of Mr Lewis and occurs within an 
organisation in which participants are comfortable sharing both criticisms and 
concerns in public discussions of organisational improvement and are accustomed to 
joining such discussions on the basis of their interest and familiarity with the 
problem being discussed, i.e., opting-out is frequently practiced and accepted. 
 

Research Question:  

 
How might insights from the study of ritual – in combination with insights into 
stakeholders’ values, attitudes and beliefs regarding collaboration – inform the 
participatory design, implementation, evaluation and improvement of interventions 
that intend to nurture Air New Zealand’s collaboration strategy and to foster a 
collaborative culture? 
 

Importance of research:  

 
As New Zealand organisations embrace employee participation programmes, 
strategies are required for embedding and sustaining collaborative values, attitudes, 
and methods. The notion of organisational ritual is directly applicable to such 
strategies, as rituals serves to build trust and solidarity, and to align attitudes and 
behaviours of group members. This project will further the development of an 
emerging field within organisational anthropology and design anthropology – 
collaborative ritual design – and will evolve methods for leveraging organisational 
ritual as part of a culture change strategy. Very few existing programmes of 
organisational change are subjected to thorough analysis of their effectiveness. This 
project has the capacity offer insight into the effectiveness of managing 
organisational change in a more cooperative manner than through top down 
management directives.  
 

[12] Researcher/instructor experience and qualifications in this research area: 

 

Primary Supervisor: 
Assoc. Prof. Ruth Fitzgerald is a medical anthropologist with twenty-one 
years of social science research experience and has published in the area of 
occupational change management and restructuring. 
 
Secondary Supervisor: 
Dr Susan Wardell is a medical anthropologist with a specialist interest in ritual 
and religion. 
 

Student: 

Mr Lewis has a 30-year career in organisational learning and, since 2014, has 

continued his career at Air New Zealand. Prior to commencing his PhD, Mr 
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Lewis completed his DipGrad and PGDipArts in Religious Studies at Otago, 

and his understanding of ritual is informed by both organisational and 

religious notions of ritual. Mr Lewis is well-qualified, through both his work 

experience and educational experience, to conduct this research. 

 

[13] Participants   

 

13(a) Population from which participants are drawn:  

Air New Zealand staff and union representatives who manage or support the High 
Performance Engagement (HPE) initiative.  (Air New Zealand has provided written 
approval for Mr Lewis to engage in this line of action research – email attached. A 
confirmation email from the contributing Unions will be forwarded to the Ethics 
Committee as soon as they arrive, discussion of the project has already commenced 
with two of the four contributing unions.) I note that these participants are not 
managed by Mr Lewis and the majority of them are senior to him within the 
organisation holding ranks such as ‘general manager’, and the remainder are in 
equivalent ranks to Mr Lewis within the organisation but work in different teams and 
so Mr Lewis has no oversight of their work activities. 
 

13(b) Inclusion and exclusion criteria:  

 
Inclusion: 
Interested and consenting members from those teams and groups who are 
engaged in managing or supporting the High Performance Engagement (HPE) 
strategy. Research participants for the interviews and collaboration sessions 
and will be from these groups. 
HPE Working Party. A team of approximately 30 managers and union leaders 
who govern the HPE strategy. 
 
Employee Relations and Engagement Team. A team of 6 responsible for 
supporting HPE for the Executive Team, supporting collective bargaining and 
driving the engagement strategy. Mr Lewis is a member of this team. 
 
Continuous Improvement Team. A team of approximately 12 who work with 
other business units on strategy and change projects to improve business 
results. 
 
Organisational Effectiveness Team. A team of approximately 8 responsible for 
organisation-wide initiatives such as Leadership Development and Diversity & 
Inclusion. 
 
Maori and Culture Strategy Team. A team of 2 that drives a broad strategy 
related to Maori and Pacific communities and Maori and Pacific employee 
interests. 
 
Digital Team. This is Air New Zealand’s Information Technology department, 
responsible for internal (employee-facing) and external (customer-facing) 
systems design, development and management. 
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Union leaders and representatives. Each union has representation on 
governance committees and projects. The four unions that represent 70% of 
Air New Zealand employees include: E tū, Aviation and Marine Engineers 
Association (AMEA), The Federation of Air New Zealand Pilots (FANZP), and 
The New Zealand Air Line Pilots’ Association (NZALPA). 
 

Exclusion: There are no specific rules for exclusion required for the project. 
13(c) Estimated number of participants:  

Approximately 30 people will participate in order to achieve data saturation 
for the analysis. 

 

13(d) Age range of participants:  
Approximately 25-60. 
 

13(e) Method of recruitment: 

Team meetings and project meetings with the above group members will be used to 
invite participation, in addition to informal discussions during daily work-place 
interactions.  No broadcast methods of recruitment will be used, such as large-group 
emails, posters, etc. 
 

13(f) Specify and justify any payment or reward to be offered: 

None 
 

[14] Methods and Procedures:  

 
Two methods will be used: [a] interviews and [b] collaboration sessions. 
 
[a] Qualitative, semi structured interviews will be conducted at a time and place 
convenient for the participant. With consent, interviews will be recorded and some 
notes may be taken. Please see examples of general question areas attached (see 
Appendix A). These interviews will be transcribed and analysed according to 
reoccurring themes by Mr Lewis. The project intends to conduct 20-30 interviews. 
 
[b] Collaboration sessions will be held approximately once per month during which 
the participants work together to design and/or evaluate HPE-related ritual events 
and tools that intend to support the strategy and to foster a collaborative culture.  
The suitability of these events for a ritual design approach will be carefully assessed 
by the student and supervisors prior to calling for expressions of interest in attending 
them. One recent example of such a possible issue that could be resolved through 
group ritual design is a request to consider developing a shared opening format key 
HPE events. While the word ‘ritual’ does not expressly appear in this wording of the 
issue, it is clearly a topic that ritual could address.  
 
The process followed will be largely based on Air New Zealand’s interest-based 
problem-solving process, including: (1) Clarifying the issue and crafting an issue 
statement, (2) Sharing and capturing stakeholder interests, (3) Developing options 
that address the interests, and (4) Crafting a solution. With consent of all 
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participants, portions of collaboration sessions may be recorded, such as role-playing 
with prototype tools developed during the sessions. Anonymised notes will also be 
taken both during the process and as a reflection on the process after it has 
occurred. Such note taking is already a standard and expected practice within the 
organisation. 
 
[15] Compliance with The Privacy Act 1993 and the Health Information Privacy 

Code 1994 imposes strict requirements concerning the collection, use and 

disclosure of personal information. The questions below allow the Committee to 

assess compliance. 
 

15(a) Are you collecting and storing personal information (e.g., name, contact 

details, designation, position etc) directly from the individual concerned that 

could identify the individual?  

YES 
 

15(b) Are you collecting information about individuals from another source?  

NO  

 
15(c) Collecting Personal Information: 

 

Will you be collecting personal information (e.g. name, contact details, position, 

company, anything that could identify the individual)? 

YES  
 

Will you inform participants of the purpose for which you are collecting the 

information and the uses you propose to make of it? 

YES  
 

Will you inform participants of who will receive the information? 

YES  
 

Will you inform participants of the consequences, if any, of not supplying the 

information? 

YES – none. 
 

Will you inform participants of their rights of access to and correction of 

personal information? 

YES  
 

Where the answer is YES, make sure the information is included in the 

Information Sheet for Participants. 

 

If you are NOT informing them of the points above, please explain why: 

N/A 
 

15(d) Outline your data storage, security procedures and length of time data will 

be kept: 
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Any form of printed communication with the participants, including interview 
transcripts, and the digital recordings of interviews will be kept in a locked cabinet in 
Air New Zealand’s corporate headquarters at 185 Fanshawe Street, Auckland. This 
building is secured by controlled-access technology (electronic passes) and CCTV. As 
required at completion of the project, any remaining printed records will be kept for 
five years and then destroyed under the instruction of Assoc. Prof. Fitzgerald. 
Additionally, all computer files of transcripts and related information will be kept in 
password-protected files. I recognise that this departs from the standard PhD 
research project procedures but I request this permission because Mr Lewis works as 
a quality improvement manager at Air New Zealand and his PhD research explores 
part of the data that he works with at Air New Zealand in the city of Auckland. The 
company has given full approval for him to use this data for his PhD but they also 
own the data as it relates to their employees.  I have been allowed unrestricted 
electronic access to it in an anonymised version by the organisation and so consider 
that my contribution to Mr Lewis’s supervision is in no way affected by this 
arrangement. Finally, because Mr Lewis lives and works in Auckland to send the data 
down to Otago seems inappropriate in a logistical sense. 
 

15(e) Who will have access to personal information, under what conditions, and 

subject to what safeguards? If you are obtaining information from another 

source, include details of how this will be accessed and include written 

permission if appropriate.  

 

Nobody at Air New Zealand other than Mr Lewis will have access to the locked 
cabinet referenced in 15(d). The supervisors will have access to anonymised 
interview transcripts and researcher’s notes. Published material will be in the form 
of a PhD Thesis attainable from the University of Otago library. The participants will 
be anonymous. Other publications may include published articles in which 
participants will also be rendered anonymous.  
 

Will participants have access to the information they have provided? 

At the completion of transcription of an individual participants’ interview, 
participants will be offered a copy for them to receive in PDF format if they so 
choose. Participants will also have the opportunity to view the completed analysis of 
the research results in order to observe how their contributions have been placed 
within a specific interpretive context. An electronic copy of the completed PhD 
degree thesis will also be made available should participants wish to see this. 
 

15(f) Do you intend to publish any personal information they have provided? 

 YES  
 

If YES, specify in what form you intend to do this: 

 
Published material (including the PhD and any resulting academic journal articles) 
may include descriptions of attitudes about collaboration and about Air New 
Zealand’s collaboration strategy. This would not be attributed to identifiable 
individuals. 
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15(g) Do you propose to collect demographic information to describe your 

sample? For example: gender, age, ethnicity, education level, etc. 
 
Yes. During interviews, nationality, age, ethnicity, education level and gender may be 
discussed, and therefore captured in interview recordings and transcripts.  This 
material would relate to individual participants only, will be optional for participants 
to contribute, and will follow the format of the NZ census questions. 
 

15(h) Have you, or will you, undertake Māori consultation? Choose one of the 

options below, and delete the option that does not apply: 

 
Yes – consultation has occurred and is continuing (see attached letter of 8 November 
2017). Our immediate response is to remove the Māori language title and work with 
an English language title for the moment and then enter into discussions with the 
Māori and Culture Team who work at Air New Zealand alongside of Mr Lewis about a 
more appropriate name.  The outcome of this round of discussion will then form the 
basis of another conversation  with the Office of Māori Development to obtain their 
insights into the matter as well.  
 

[16] Does the research or teaching project involve any form of deception?   

NO 
 

[17] Disclose and discuss any potential problems or ethical considerations:  

 

Acknowledgement of insider research. HPE is a joint strategy between the Unions 
and Air New Zealand management, and this project intends to increase the success 
and sustainability of this joint strategy. Therefore, this project supports this common 
interest of both unions and management. However, union participants (union 
leaders or employees who are union members) might be concerned about whether 
Mr Lewis is biased in some way that favours management as he is employed by Air 
New Zealand rather than by the unions. This aspect has been addressed by writing to 
each of the participating unions (as requested by the ethics committee) to explain 
the project in detail and to ask for their endorsement in general. (Responses will be 
sent to the ethics committee as they arrive).  
 
For transparency, we propose that the participant information sheet clearly 
acknowledge that Mr Lewis is employed by Air New Zealand management, is the HPE 
Capability Manager, is a member of the Employee Relations & Engagement team, 
and is a member of the HPE Working Party. This will allow the issue to be more easily 
addressed during the information sharing process prior to inviting participation. 
 
A second topic is that some employees may feel pressured to contribute to the 
project because it is endorsed by the management. This can be addressed in the 
information sharing process by stressing the voluntary nature of participation in the 
project and the reality that only 30 volunteers are being sought for inclusion in the 
project. This finite number of volunteers being sought makes it impossible for every 
staff member to contribute.  As previously noted, all contributing unions have now 
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also been asked to consider endorsing the project and invitations to contribute to 
the study will note this process.   
 
After lengthy discussion with the student I am also now convinced that there is not a 
major ‘power differential’ between Mr Lewis and his potential participants. This is so 
because he is not a line manager of any of them. Indeed, he has verified to me that 
in terms of seniority and ranking within the organisation, the majority of his 
informants are senior to him and are employed as General Managers of their specific 
areas, and others are on the same level of seniority as Mr Lewis but working in 
different departments.  After careful thought I am therefore inclined to retain Mr 
Lewis (with some additional safeguards surrounding a commitment to keep 
interview material confidential when engaging in any public discussion of quality 
improvement ideas) as the interviewer in this project. This is because the power 
differential is not so clearly in his favour, once we understand the context of his 
working situation. It is also because the area of quality improvement at Air New 
Zealand has a long and robust history in which people are well accustomed to opt-in 
or opt-out of various quality improvement projects depending upon their interest in 
the project and its relevance to them.  This provides I think an additional safeguard 
for people to refuse to engage in the project should they so wish and for this to be 
seen as ‘normal’ behaviour, i.e., it would not necessarily be read as an unwillingness 
to commit to the wider HPE programme.  A further safeguard for this is provided by 
my insistence that Mr Lewis choose ritual co-design for only SOME of the issues 
being raised for attention by the HPE team. He will choose this approach when it is 
most relevant to the issue being addressed and will continue to allow other solutions 
to emerge for less relevant issues.  I think this usefully opens up options for people 
to attend to their work-related duties in HPE events without the need to always 
consider whether they would be willing to engage in the research project or not.  
The ethics committee advice on these issues has been most helpful at clarifying 
them and providing a better experience for potential participants in the project. 
 
*Applicant's Signature:   .............................................................................   
Name (please print): ………………………………………Date:  ................................ 

 

[19] Departmental approval:  I have read this application and believe it to be valid 

research and ethically sound.  I approve the research design.  The Research proposed 

in this application is compatible with the University of Otago policies and I give my 

consent for the application to be forwarded to the University of Otago Human Ethics 

Committee with my recommendation that it be approved. 

 

Signature of **Head of Department: .......................................................................... 

Name of HOD (please print): ………………………………………………………. 

  Date: ..................................................... 

 

**Where the Head of Department is also the Applicant, then an appropriate senior 

staff member must sign on behalf of the Department or School. 
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Reference Number: 17/163, 15 December 2017 

 

 

 

 
(Working Title) Working as One 

Designing ritual interventions to foster a collaborative culture 
 

 

INFORMATION SHEET FOR PARTICIPANTS  

 

Thank you for showing an interest in this project.  Please read this information sheet 

carefully before deciding whether or not to participate.  If you decide to participate we 

thank you.  If you decide not to take part, there will be no disadvantage to you and we 

thank you for considering our request. 

 

What is the Aim of the Project? 

This project is being conducted by Mr Lewis for the completion of the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy. Mr Lewis is employed by Air New Zealand as the HPE 

Capability Manager on the Employee Relations & Engagement team. Mr Lewis is 

also a member of the HPE Working Party. 

 

The major aim of this project is to use insights from organisational anthropology, 

design anthropology and organisational ritual to support the High Performance 

Engagement (HPE) initiative.   

 

Specifically, the project will facilitate action research among a group of management 

and union stakeholders to design, implement, evaluate and iterate interventions – tools 

and events, e.g., education, training, facilitation and performance support tools, 

including digital tools – with the intent of nurturing the existing HPE strategy and 

fostering the intended collaborative culture. 

 

What Type of Participants are being sought? 

Participants are being sought among those who help to manage or support the High 

Performance Engagement initiative, including those whose teams are engaged in 

collaborative problem solving and collaborative solution design. 

 

What will Participants be Asked to Do? 

Should you agree to take part in this project, you will be asked to: 

 

[1] Participate in one or more interviews  
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During the interview in you will be asked to provide original answers to questions 

about your thoughts regarding HPE and workplace collaboration 

Interviews will not exceed 50 minutes and will be audio and/or video recorded. 

Location of interview will be agreed upon between the researcher and the participant 

and will most likely be conducted in a meeting room at an Air New Zealand facility, 

such as the corporate headquarters at 185 Fanshawe Street, or the Airport Campus at 5 

Geoffrey Roberts Rd at Auckland Airport. 

 

[2] Participate in one or more collaborative design sessions 

 

During these sessions you will participate in the design and/or evaluation of HPE-

related ritual events and tools, such as educational materials, training materials, 

facilitation tools and performance support tools. 

Sessions be 2-3 hours long and portions of the sessions may be recorded. 

 

Please be aware that you may decide not to take part in the project without any 

disadvantage to yourself of any kind. 

 

What Data or Information will be Collected and What Use will be Made of it? 

What raw data or information will be collected?  

 

The interviews with participants will be audio recorded. Demographic information 

about age, gender, ethnicity, and spiritual pathway will also be recorded if participants 

are agreeable to this.  

 

Who will have access to the data or information? 

 

The researcher himself and potential transcribers will have access to the anonymised 

data. 

 

How will data or information be securely managed, stored and destroyed? 

 

The data collected will be securely stored in such a way that only those mentioned 

above will be able to gain access to it. Data obtained as a result of the research will be 

retained for at least 5 years in secure storage. Any personal information held on the 

participants will be destroyed at the completion of the research even though the data 

derived from the research will, in most cases, be kept for much longer or possibly 

indefinitely. 

 

What data or information will be reflected in the completed research? 

 

This research project will endeavour to protect anonymity. The results of the project 

may be published and will be available in the University of Otago Library (Dunedin, 

New Zealand) however in doing so, every attempt will be made to preserve your 

anonymity. 

 

Will the participants have the opportunity to correct or withdraw the 

data/information? 
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           Yes. Participants will be given the opportunity to view the data or information 

that relates to them once their interview has been transcribed.  They will also have an 

opportunity to view how their material has been used in the results chapter of the 

thesis which will be sent to them electronically. They may withdraw their data at any 

time up until the thesis is sent for examination. 

 

Will participants be provided with the results of the study? 

 

Participants, upon request, are welcome to receive a PDF emailed copy of the 

completed thesis once the degree has been awarded.  

 

Can Participants Change their Mind and Withdraw from the Project? 

 
Yes. You may withdraw from the project at any stage with no disadvantage to yourself of any 

kind. 

 

What if Participants have any Questions? 

If you have any questions about our project, either now or in the future, please feel 

free to contact either: 

 

Mr Mars Lewis  

 

Telephone Number: +64 21 911 

553  

Email: marshall.lewis@airnz.co.nz 

Assoc. Prof.  Ruth Fitzgerald  

Department of Anthropology & 

Archaeology  

Telephone Number: 03-479-8169 

Email: ruth.fitzgerald@otago.ac.nz 

 

 
This study has been approved by the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee. If you have 

any concerns about the ethical conduct of the research you may contact the Committee through the 

Human Ethics Committee Administrator (ph 03 479 8256 or email gary.witte@otago.ac.nz). Any 

issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated and you will be informed of the 

outcome. 
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[Working Title] Working as One 

Designing ritual interventions to foster a collaborative culture 

 

CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPANTS 
 

I have read the Information Sheet concerning this project and understand what it is 

about.  All my questions have been answered to my satisfaction.  I understand that I 

am free to request further information at any stage. 

I know that: 

1. My participation in the project is entirely voluntary; 

2. I am free to withdraw from the project at any time without any disadvantage; 

3. Personal identifying information (transcripts and audio recordings) MAY be 

destroyed at the conclusion of the project but any raw data on which the results of the 

project depend will be retained in secure storage for at least five years. 

4. There are no intended discomforts or risks associated with this project other 

than emotions possibly raised by subject matter. 

5. I am volunteering my time to participate in this study, and understand that no 

remuneration or compensation is being offered. 

6. The results of the project may be published and will be available in the 

University of Otago Library (Dunedin, New Zealand) but every attempt will be made 

to preserve my anonymity. 

 

I have read the Information Sheet and Consent Sheet concerning this project and 

understand what it is about. All my questions have been answered to my satisfaction.  

I understand that I am free to request further information at any stage. 

 

 

I agree to take part in this project. 

 

 

.............................................................................  ............................... 

       (Signature of participant)     (Date) 

 

 

............................................................................. 

       (Printed Name) 

 
This study has been approved by the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee. If you have 

any concerns about the ethical conduct of the research you may contact the Committee through the 

Human Ethics Committee Administrator (ph 03 479 8256 or email gary.witte@otago.ac.nz). Any 

issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated and you will be informed of the 

outcome.  
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APPENDIX A 

 

 

SAMPLE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS: 

 

Semi-structured interview questions will include themes such as the following: 
 
 

• What is your history with the HPE strategy; when and how did you get involved? 

• Before you got involved, what did you know about HPE? 

• Before your involvement with HPE, what did workplace collaboration mean to 
you, and what did it look like? 

• What are your current thoughts about workplace collaboration? 

• What values do you associate with workplace collaboration? 

• What are your current thoughts about HPE? 

• What, if anything, would you start, stop or change about HPE? 

• What does a collaborative culture mean to you? 

• If you started your own company, what would you want collaboration to look 
like? 

• This project includes designing rituals to support collaboration. Could you tell me 
what comes to mind when you hear the word ritual? 

• If we consider organisational rituals as simply repeated events that play 
important roles in our work lives, what kinds of activities might be examples of 
rituals in your work life?  

• Another approach to ritual is to consider its anthropological sense – activities 
that, for example, seems align our attitudes and behaviours and sometimes our 
emotions – getting us all on the same page. Thinking of ritual like that, do any 
particular work activities or experiences come to mind? 

• Since this project is seeking to use ritual thinking to strengthen collaboration, do 
you have any immediate ideas about how ritual could be used to do this? What 
might such a ritual look like? 

• Would you be interested in working with me to co-design rituals that promote 
collaboration? 

• What about rituals outside of work? Do you have examples of rituals that are 
part of your life that you’d like to share? 

 

 
 

 

 


