Guest editorial: Embracing alterity,
reflexivity and passion in research

Ann Cunliffe organized the first International Qualitative Research in Management and
Organizations (QRM) conference in 2008 in honor of the 20th anniversary of John Van
Maanen’s 1988 book Tales of the Field. Afterward, Ann co-organized the conference with
multiple collaborators, including Karen Locke, Rafael Alcadipani and Stephen Linstead,
every two years until 2023, with the exception of a pandemic pause. Following the first four of
these conferences, Ann also co-edited special issues of this journal based on papers that were
presented at the conference and related to multiple themes: Telling Tales (2009); Reimagining
Method (2011); Embodiment, Imagination and Meaning (2013); and Subjectivity, Difference
and Method (2016).

After co-organizing her seventh conference in 2023, Ann announced her retirement and
asked us to organize the QRM conference moving forward. As scholars who have been
attending QRM since we were graduate students and for whom the conference has been
instrumental in the development of our scholarly careers, it was with great humility and
enthusiasm that we accepted. As such, we co-organized the eighth QRM conference in April
2025 in the enchanting location where it has always been held: Albuquerque, New Mexico.

To honor Ann’s legacy of founding the QRM conference and opening pathways for doing
critical, thought-provoking and reflexive research, we invited her as one of our two keynote
speakers and selected a conference theme that highlights a central theme of her work:
embracing alterity, reflexivity and passion in qualitative research (Cunliffe, 2003, 2018). At its
core, embracing alterity in research means celebrating difference and non-conformity in a way
that enables us to follow our passions to explore new possibilities, questions and ways of
relating. Embracing alterity is consistent with reflexive research practices, which entail
critically interrogating one’s positionalities and assumptions about the nature of reality and
knowledge, as well as understanding research as a deeply relational, embodied and emotional
endeavor.

Helena Liu’s body of work also engages extensively with the concepts of alterity,
reflexivity and passion by showing that embracing these concepts can enable us to speak out
against “the diverse and continuous pressures for epistemic obedience” (Liu, 2019, p. 33),
which is vital for furthering the aims of equality, engaging in anti-racist and decolonial
research practices and interrogating the pervasive whiteness of management and organization
studies (Liu, 2022). At a time when scholars around the world have increasingly experienced
threats to academic freedom and more pressure to conform to established traditions, it was with
tremendous enthusiasm that we invited Helena to the 2025 QRM conference as a keynote
speaker.

The eleven articles included in this special issue engage with alterity, reflexivity and
passion in multiple ways and, in so doing, work towards the goals articulated by Ann and
Helena in their work. The special issue begins with a moving piece in which Gérska and
Kostera (2026) explore how they have navigated the loss of their mentor Barbara
Czarniawska, whose remarkable career and legacy have also contributed greatly to opening
up pathways for doing organizational research differently (Sahlin, 2024). Through both
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collaborative autoethnography and vertical ethnography, they show how Barbara’s absence
continues to linger in their writing as an abiding presence.

The issue continues with a playful piece by Stratton (2026), who delightfully enacts alterity,
reflexivity and passion in ways that are unusual and refreshing in the pages of an academic
journal. The performative, resistant essay evokes a courtroom drama to explore how readers
act as “jurors” and co-construct the meaning of texts.

In their exploration of challenges navigating access to a research site, Villanueva et al.
(2026) use an autoethnographic approach to critique insider positionality. Their article
examines how researchers with insider access experience both advantages and challenges
in accessing research participants. The authors argue that while familiarity can promote
initial access, it also involves barriers to trust, expectations and privacy among
participants.

In their contribution to the special issue, Scarduzio et al. (2026) explore visceral imprints in
fieldwork — that is, moments in fieldwork that are deeply felt in the body, both physically and
emotionally and that continue to have residual responses over time. By drawing on their
extensive fieldwork in settings such as municipal courtrooms, airport security checkpoints,
non-profit youth sports organizations and health clinics, they identify and reflect on five
characteristics of visceral fieldwork: emotional complexity, temporal resistance, lack of
control, intensity and transformation.

In their essay about “beautiful and good research,” Gambirasio et al. (2026) use vignettes
from action projects in Italian welfare organizations to reflect on how research can respond to
the complexity of lived experience while engaging with ethical and methodological tensions.
Their essay creatively challenges positivist assumptions embedded in how we craft and
evaluate research, instead proposing more “situatedness,” reciprocity, and co-generation of
knowledge.

Next, Plourde (2026) contributes a provocative piece that explicitly aims to move readers
through affect rather than simply through the mind. By presenting a deeply moving personal
narrative that interweaves her relationship with her dying mother and humanity’s relationship
with the planet in light of multiple environmental crises, she challenges disembodied academic
norms through affective storytelling.

In her contribution, Dean (2026) presents an evocative autoethnography that challenges the
notion that engaging in reflexivity is a neutral practice that everyone experiences in the same
way. Specifically, she explores the risks that neurodivergent scholars may face when they
disclose information about themselves and how the tension between visibility and safety is
negotiated.

Centering passion for “place” and community organizing, Franklin (2026) demonstrates
how a grassroots organization leveraged intensive positive feelings towards a space to unite
community members in resisting corporate-led redevelopment. Using autoethnography and
archival data, Franklin (2026) reflexively highlights the importance of local identity,
community engagement and grassroots action in successful urban renewal.

In a provocative analysis of workplace eating norms, Plunkett (2026) employs metaphor
analysis to assess workplace norms and coworker communication about eating at work. The
essay demonstrates how eating at work becomes a source of tension, judgment and diminished
dignity when organizational control extends beyond formal rules into employees’ personal
habits.

Next, Pyatovskaya (2026) contributes a piece that explores how combining positive
deviance case selection with formative influences timeline methods can advance the ways in
which organizational resilience can be understood. In particular, she shows how combining
these methods helps put the concepts of difference and reflexivity at the forefront of
organizational resilience research.

Finally, Ingold and Lee (2026) reconceptualize focus groups as collaborative spaces where
knowledge emerges through dialogue, disagreement and shared reflection rather than simply
collecting individual opinions. Their case study of 56 organizational experiences of employing
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unemployed individuals in Australia shows that relational focus groups can strengthen both Qualitative
research quality and communities of practice by fostering collective learning. Research in
As Ann Cunliffe has stated, despite challenges that qualitative researchers can face as they Organizations and
push the boundaries of the field and challenge mainstream conventions, “We CAN be human, Management: An
we CAN theorize with sensitivity and sensibility, with our bodies, our hearts and our emotions International
in ways that resonate with others” (Cunliffe, 2022, p. 22). Together, the articles in this special Journal
issue demonstrate that doing research in this way is not only possible, but can make incredibly
meaningful and significant contributions to our understanding of the social world and 375
organizing practices. We also look forward to future QRM conferences (qrmcomf.org) where
participants are invited to continue to push the boundaries of the field by embracing alterity,
reflexivity and passion in research.

Jamie McDonald
The University of Texas, San Antonio, Texas, USA, and

Shawna Malvini Redden
California State University, Sacramento, California, USA
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