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Abstract

We explore how management and organization scholars theorize when undertaking research
on extreme contexts, which are organizational settings where potential adverse events arise
from risks, emergencies and disruptions. We propose that different ‘modes of engagement’ arise
as researchers connect different aspects of the self to the extreme context; namely, personal
self, professional self, moral self and vulnerable self. Each self-context connection plays out
in different modes of engagement in the conduct of empirical research and enables different
theorizing practices. We present these self-context connections as four ideal-typical modes of
engagement. Adventuresome inquiry connects a personal self to the extreme context and theorizes
by phenomenon-driven problematization. Instrumental scholarship expresses a professional self
in the extreme context and theorizes by theory elaboration. Ideological improvement galvanizes
a moral self in the extreme context and theorizes by change-driven abstraction. Reflexive
labor exposes a vulnerable self and theorizes by dialectical interrogation. Our comprehensive
framework of theorizing as mode of engagement contributes to extreme context research by
elucidating how theorizing in and through such contexts is accomplished by researchers with
multiple selves and by offering some guidance on how the four modes can be used dynamically
to ensure generative theorizing. We also contribute to the broader literature on theorizing in
management and organization studies by highlighting the need to consider the interplay between
the researcher and the academic contributions they produce and by proposing a reflexive and
dynamic framework of theorizing as modes of engagement.
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Management and organization research associ-
ated with extreme contexts is surging (Héllgren
et al., 2018). Recent extreme context studies
have run the gamut from the unconventional
(e.g. online paedophile hunters, de Rond et al.,
2022) to the conventional (e.g. doctors and
nurses in a hospital emergency department,
Wright et al., 2017, 2021) to the myriad ways
organizational and individual actors are grap-
pling with the disruptions of the Covid-19 pan-
demic, wars, terrorism, bushfires and
carthquakes (e.g. Dwyer et al., 2021; Farny
et al., 2019; Kent, 2019; Rouleau et al., 2021).
As these examples illustrate, ‘extremeness’
plays out in organizational settings where oper-
ations are constantly exposed to risks of harm-
ful events, in organizations that are designed to
respond to actual emergencies, and when
organizations are disrupted by unexpected and
sometimes horrific events (Héllgren et al.,
2018). More precisely, contexts distinguished
as extreme are those

where one or more extreme events are occurring
or are likely to occur that may exceed the
organization’s capacity to prevent and result in an
extensive and intolerable magnitude of physical,
psychological, or material consequences to—or
in close physical or psychosocial proximity to—
organization members. (Hannah et al., 2009, p.
898)

Despite researchers swarming to study organi-
zations and organizing in extreme contexts and
the rise of special issues of journals (Héllgren
et al., 2022; Kornberger et al., 2021), specific
themes and dedicated tracks at international
conferences (PROS 2022, EGOS) and the pub-
lication of an award-winning systematic litera-
ture review (Héllgren et al., 2018), many
researchers often struggle to theorize from their
empirical inquiry into ‘the extreme’. We argue
that this struggle arises from the properties

inherent in extreme contexts. First, the events,
activities and interactions that happen in
extreme contexts are multi-layered, high-stakes,
fast-paced and unpredictable (Golden et al.,
2018; Haéllgren & Rouleau, 2019). Extreme
contexts can often spring into periods of highly
intense and swift action amid periods of more
mundane activities at a slower pace (Geiger
etal., 2021; Golden et al., 2018; Williams et al.,
2022). When beginning to theorize such con-
texts, a researcher may be so overwhelmed by
their context’s complexity and dynamism that
they over-simplify extremeness by relating it
only to concepts and theories they are already
familiar with. Doubt may then be corralled
rather than engaged with generatively (Locke
etal., 2008) and imagination is shut down rather
than disciplined creatively (Weick, 1989), such
that in turn the scope for theoretical novelty and
deep insight narrows.

Second, the dangers, fast pace and unusual
(for business school academics) experiences
that arise in extreme contexts may appear fasci-
nating and can feel exciting (de Rond, 2012;
Hillgren & Rouleau, 2019; Sharma et al.,
2023). As a consequence, researchers who are
trying to theorize can become so enthralled with
the context’s extremeness that they produce a
descriptive empirical story and are unable to
abstract a meaningful theoretical account.
Excessive description muddles conceptual clar-
ity (Suddaby, 2010) and inhibits the focus on
abstraction needed to produce theory that is
deemed to be interesting (Whetten, 1989) and
of general importance (Tihanyi, 2020).

Third, organizational settings involving
risks, emergencies and disruptions expose the
researcher to physical and psychological harm
(Jané et al., 2022) alongside the organization’s
members, as the basic definition of extreme
contexts asserts. The potential harm to the self,
coupled with the potential and/or actual harm
for research participants, sometimes inflicted
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by horrific and traumatic events, arouses the
researcher’s emotions and vulnerabilities
(Claus et al., 2019; Jané et al., 2022; Whiteman,
2010). Thus, a dark and dangerous undercurrent
of harm brings the researcher’s personhood and
sense of human frailty into relief in ways that
other empirical contexts do not (Claus et al.,
2019; Wright & Wright, 2019). Yet the special
challenges that harm and any associated emo-
tions pose for empirical inquiry and theorizing
in extreme contexts are rarely acknowledged.

Taken together, these distinctive characteris-
tics of extreme contexts research (hereafter EC
research) create a struggle to theorize which the
existing literature on theorizing fails to address.
In management and organization studies, a
growing body of work provides strategies and
typologies on how to theorize (Sandberg &
Alvesson, 2020). These strategies span from dis-
ciplined imagination (Weick, 1989) to problem-
atization (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011),
reasoning (Cornelissen & Durand, 2014), nov-
elty and convention (Patriotta, 2017), and reflex-
ive theorizing (Cutcher et al., 2020) to name a
few. However, for the most part, these strategies
and typologies remain centred on the process of
writing papers and theorizing according to
generic categories of social science (Cunliffe,
2022) and promote a view of theorizing as craft
(Rivard, 2021). They tend not to take into
account the researchers’ lived experience and
personhood (Shepherd et al., 2021; Wiklund,
2016; Wright & Wright, 2019), and thus provide
little guidance for researchers struggling to theo-
rize because of the highly personal ways that
extreme contexts can overwhelm, enthral and
harm. We take up this challenge in this paper by
asking: How can management and organization
scholars theorize in and through the study of
extreme contexts?

In addressing this question, we adopt an
overarching view of theorizing not as a craft but
as a more personal mode of engagement that
connects the researcher with an extreme phe-
nomenon in context (Cornelissen et al., 2021).
More specifically, we see theorizing as involv-
ing different modes that are linked to, and ena-
bled by, the researcher’s personal engagement

with the contexts and topics they choose to
study. Based on the literature and our own expe-
riences researching extreme contexts, we pro-
pose that different ‘modes of engagement’ arise
as researchers connect different aspects of the
self to the extreme context; namely, personal
self, professional self, moral self and vulnerable
self. Each self-context connection plays out in
different modes of engagement in the conduct
of empirical research and enables different the-
orizing practices, giving rise to different theo-
retical ‘products’ or contributions. We propose
four ideal-typical modes of engagement.
Connecting a personal self to the extreme con-
text, the mode of adventuresome inquiry theo-
rizes by phenomenon-driven problematizations.
Expressing a professional self in the extreme
context, the mode of instrumental scholarship
theorizes by theory elaboration. Galvanizing a
moral self in the extreme context, the mode of
ideological improvement theorizes by change-
driven abstraction. Finally, exposing a vulnera-
ble self in the extreme context, the mode of
reflexive labor theorizes through dialectical
interrogation. This characterization of modes of
engagement thus captures how a researcher’s
salient self configures the way in which s/he
engages with the empirical material and devel-
ops theory. In addition, because researchers
have potentially multiple selves that they can
bring to a project, or that may be triggered when
doing the research, we see these connections as
fluid and dynamic. Depending on when and
how different selves are experienced in relation
to the extreme context, a researcher can move
between different modes of engagement within
a project and across a career and may also com-
bine multiple modes by working in teams.

In the remainder of the paper, we elaborate
our framework of self-context connections
shaping different modes of engagement. We
explain how what researchers attend to and how
they theorize systematically differs based on
these modes of engagement. We then further-
more discuss how these modes of engagement
can be dynamically integrated through plural
trajectories within projects and over a career. In
doing so, we make two contributions. First, we
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contribute to the extreme contexts literature by
clarifying and articulating how theory salient to
organizational settings involving risks, emer-
gencies and disruptions is generated through
different modes of engagement that enable a
variety of theorizing practices. Second, we
advance the broader literature on theorizing in
management and organization studies by
accounting more seriously for who is the
researcher (or the researcher’s selves) and what
are their motivations for undertaking empirical
research, proposing a dynamic and reflexive
framework of theorizing as rooted in modes of
engagement with empirical contexts.

What are Extreme Contexts?

Scholarship in management and organization
studies has begun to cohere around an under-
standing of ‘extreme contexts’ as those organi-
zational contexts where adverse events may or
do occur that pose significant physical, psycho-
logical and/or material danger to organizational
members and to others (e.g. Hillgren et al.,
2018; Hannah et al., 2009; Maynard et al.,
2018; Rouleau et al., 2021). A key marker in the
emergence of a more coherent domain of
research inquiry was Hallgren et al. s’ (2018)
systematic literature review, which developed
an organizing framework (REDS) that distin-
guishes between: Risky contexts (where organi-
zations face potential extreme events related to
the organization’s core activities; e.g. drilling);
Emergency contexts (actual extreme events
related to core activities; e.g. emergency depart-
ments); and Disruptive contexts (actual extreme
events unrelated to core activities; e.g. pan-
demic). Surprising contexts (potential events
not related to core activities; e.g. a zombie
apocalypse) were added later (Buchanan &
Hallgren, 2019). The REDS framework pulls
together previously fragmented streams of
scholarly endeavour in areas including crisis
management and disasters (Bundy et al., 2017;
Gregg et al., 2022; Madsen, 2009; Rudolph &
Repenning, 2002), risk (Gephart, 1993; Hardy
et al., 2020), high reliability organizing and

resilience (Bigley & Roberts, 2001; Weick
et al., 1999; Williams et al., 2017), and extreme
action teams (Edmondson, 2003; Golden et al.,
2018; Klein et al., 2006).

The REDS framework has played a crucial
role in clarifying the concept of an extreme con-
text and in setting a research agenda. Most impor-
tantly, this work sought to highlight how such
research has helped advance management and
organization studies by promoting strong and
robust theoretical contributions despite the high
level of fragmentation of this research field. Yet
even as more and more researchers are becoming
attracted to investigating extreme contexts, and
particularly those characterized by danger, how
theorizing happens in these contexts remains
largely opaque. As we noted earlier, exposure to
risks, emergencies and disruptions pose special
challenges for theorizing due to the unique ways
that extremeness can overwhelm, enthral and
harm the researcher in ways that other contexts
do not. To offer some guidance for management
and organization scholars seeking to theorize in
and through extreme contexts, we contend that
the starting point is to take the researcher’s per-
sonhood seriously by viewing theorizing as
linked to, and enabled by, a researcher’s personal
mode of engagement with the extreme context.

Theorizing Extreme
Contexts Through Modes
of Engagement

We propose that theorizing in extreme context
research occurs through modes of engagement,
in which the researcher personally connects
with particular aspects of the extremeness of the
context during empirical investigation and this
connection enables different modes of theoriz-
ing. Conceptualizing the researcher as variously
able to bring their personal, professional, moral
and vulnerable selves into their EC research, we
use the term ‘mode of engagement’ to capture
three key elements that distinguish different
ideal-typical modes through which the self-con-
text connection plays out and which enable par-
ticular theorizing practices.
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Table I. Theorizing in and through extreme contexts as mode of engagement.

Researchers’ mode of engagement

Adventuresome Instrumental Ideological Reflexive labor
inquiry scholarship improvement
Self-EC Personal self Professional self Moral self Vulnerable self

connection
Motivations

= Phenomenon
= Fascination with

= Theory
= Transparency of

* Practice and
policy

* Vulnerable-
extreme hyphen

extremeness gaps/puzzles = Social justice space
= Existential struggle
Subject positions = Canons of = Social science = Responsible = Reflexivity and
ethnography norms research values reflexive practice
= Rhetorical = Middle-range = Research-practice = Deep sensemaking
appeals theorizing nexus of events
Empirical * Phenomenon- * Theory-guided * Problem-focused = Self-reflexive
attention driven attention attention to attention to attention to
to extremeness extremeness extremeness extremeness
Theorizing Phenomenon-driven Theory elaboration Change-driven Dialectical
practices problematization abstraction interrogation
The first element is motivations, with and plural trajectories by moving between mul-

researchers having different motivations for
studying organizational settings involving
intense risks, emergencies and/or disruptions
according to whether the personal self, profes-
sional self, moral self or vulnerable self is
involved. The second element is subject posi-
tions, with researchers locating themselves in
particular circulating discourses guided by
whichever self is connected to the extreme con-
text. The third element is empirical attention to
extremeness, with the self shaping the nature
and scope of the researcher’s attention to the
extremeness of the context during the conduct
of empirical investigations. The interplay of
motivational, positional and attentional ele-
ments enables particular theorizing practices.
We propose that four ideal-typical modes of
engagement can be construed based on different
combinations of these elements: adventure-
some inquiry, instrumental scholarship, ideo-
logical improvement, and reflexive labor. We
summarize each of these modes of engagement
in Table 1. We first present each mode in turn as
an ideal type, before discussing the implications
for how researchers can pursue different modes

tiple selves in EC research.

Adventuresome inquiry

We conceptualize adventuresome inquiry as a
mode of engagement that is underpinned by a
close relationship between a context’s extreme-
ness and the researcher’s personal self.
Extremeness is personally tied to how the
researcher expresses their identity (Ashforth
et al., 2008) such that ‘who I am’ is energized
and animated by ‘what I do’ to engage with the
experiences of people and organizations in
extreme contexts. We describe this mode of
engagement as adventuresome inquiry because
it involves a researcher boldly living out their
personal version of what Ghoshal (2005, p. 81)
described as Darwin’s ‘model of research as the
work of a detective . . . driven by the passions
of an adventurer’.

Motivation. Anchored by a personal self, the
researcher is motivated to explore a phenome-
non which they find intrinsically stimulating
because of its extremeness. The phenomenon
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grips the researcher’s imagination and moti-
vates a personal quest to understand it by
immersing oneself, either directly or vicari-
ously, in the focal extreme context. For exam-
ple, reading a book about a wildland firefighting
tragedy can spark a ‘preoccupation’ with trying
to understand these decision interactions
(Weick, 2007, p. 14). In other examples, a
researcher can be intrigued by police officers on
city streets (Van Maanen, 2010), inspired by
surgeons at war (de Rond & Lok, 2016), or feel
a compulsion to physically test the self and
experience organizing in extreme pressure situ-
ations by rowing the Amazon River (de Rond
et al., 2019), climbing the Himalayas (Jané
etal., 2022), or joining a polar expedition (Rou-
leau et al., 2013). Adventuresome inquiry ‘pas-
sion projects’ might also be pursued by scholars
who, for example, practice ‘extreme’ sporting
and recreational pursuits such as mixed martial
arts (Helms & Patterson, 2014) or who are
‘extreme’ hobby enthusiasts such as readers of
military history (Lohrke et al., 2012).

Subject positioning. The researcher positions a
personal self in relation to scholarly discourse
about being ‘where the [extreme] action is’
(Goffman, 1969). While this positioning often
involves drawing on the canons of organiza-
tional ethnography in the social sciences (e.g.
Rouleau et al., 2014; Van Maanen, 2009),
adventuresome inquiry can also be pursued by
passive methods such as an ‘armchair ethnogra-
pher’ (Weick, 2007, p. 15) or via representa-
tions in media, art, or fiction (Buchanan &
Hallgren, 2019). As such, the researcher posi-
tions their work discursively as stories of life-
and-death consequences and of harm in relation
to dominant scripts and models already author-
ized within the management scholarly commu-
nity (Boxenbaum & Rouleau, 2011), such as
‘tackling grand societal challenges’ (George
et al., 2016) and understanding how and when
rational models of organizing fail (Beamish,
2018).

Empirical attention. The interplay between the
researcher’s intrinsic curiosity about an extreme

phenomenon and the expression of a personal
self directs researcher attention towards com-
prehensively understanding extremeness when
they collect and analyse empirical material.
This attentional mode is illustrated in Gephart’s
(1993) account of his study of a pipeline disas-
ter, in which he sat in on a public inquiry ‘in its
entirety . . . [asking] what happened, why did it
happen, and what are the implications?’
(Gephart, 1993, p. 1477). Gephart’s devoted
attention to understanding how extremeness is
constituted in the pipeline disaster (i.e. ‘what’s
happening here?’ with regard to risk, danger
and human and material consequences) is
anchored in the interweaving of extremeness
with a personal self. In his account, Gephart
explains how his belief that the accident was
fascinating and worthy of his empirical atten-
tion was connected to, and expressed, his iden-
tity as an EC researcher: ‘I was a researcher
who wanted to understand disasters from an
organizational analysis perspective’ (p. 1477).
As this example shows, adventuresome inquiry
as a mode of engagement focuses research
attention on capturing the constitutive proper-
ties that render an organizational context as
extreme, such as risks, disruption, emergencies,
high stakes, danger, intense physical and psy-
chological pressures on organizational mem-
bers, and intolerable human and material
consequences (Hallgren et al., 2018).

Theorizing practices. The motivational, posi-
tional and attentional elements of adventure-
some inquiry anchored in a personal self, as
described above, enable theorizing practices
that, drawing on Gkeredakis and Constantinides
(2019), we conceptualize as phenomenon-
driven problematization. Theorizing starts from
the researcher’s own experience of the extreme
phenomenon, bringing an ‘expansionist curios-
ity’ as they strive to understand the full nature
and nuance of its extremeness (Hannah, 2020,
p. 46). At the same time, because the researcher
is closely attentive to the extremeness of the
context, we suggest that the risky, emergency
and disruptive characteristics that are intrinsic
to extremeness hit the researcher physically,
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emotionally and bodily as they gather empirical
materials. Thus, the expansion in the research-
er’s curiosity is accompanied by rich stimulus
for provoking the researcher’s imagination
(Weick, 1989). With both researcher curiosity
and stimulus for imagination expanded, the
researcher can abductively think about what the
phenomenon might signify theoretically speak-
ing and problematize existing theoretical under-
standings in imaginative and expansive ways.
Examples include Weick’s (1993) original the-
ory of the collapse of sensemaking emerging
from adventuresome inquiry into wildland fire-
fighting and de Rond’s ‘new way of seeing’ the
sentient, sedimented and situated role of the
body in sensemaking after rowing the Amazon
River (de Rond et al., 2019).

Instrumental scholarship

In contrast to adventuresome inquiry, we con-
ceptualize instrumental scholarship as a mode
of engagement that keeps extremeness largely
separate from a personal self. Instead, extreme-
ness provides a context — among multiple pos-
sible empirical contexts — in which the
researcher can live out a professional self in the
specific academic community into which they
have been socialized (Cilesiz & Greckhamer,
2022). Extremeness is not part of ‘who [ am’ as
a researcher, but instead a place where the
scholarly work of a professional self can be pro-
ductively and generatively performed. We
describe this mode of engagement as instru-
mental scholarship because it embraces
Pettigrew’s (1990, p. 275) advice to study
extreme contexts and events based on a
‘straightforwardly pragmatic’ rationale of pro-
viding a means to an end of better theory.

Motivation. The researcher is motivated by a
traditional desire to address a gap or puzzle in
the management and organization studies litera-
ture (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2013) coupled with
an a priori expectation that the extremeness of
the context will render that gap or puzzle ‘trans-
parently observable’ (Pettigrew, 1990, p. 275).
This perceived association between empirical

extremeness and theoretical transparency
makes the extreme context appealing as ‘an
opportune setting’ (Valentine, 2018, p. 2084)
for accomplishing the theoretical interests and
goals of a professional self. For example, a
researcher interested in puzzles surrounding
theories of team coordination (Valentine, 2018;
Williams et al., 2022), or professions (Wright
etal., 2017) might judge the fast pace, high con-
sequences of error, and fluid staffing in emer-
gency departments to be an especially fruitful
context (Williams et al., 2022). A researcher
whose professional self is motivated by theo-
retical puzzles related to routines (Geiger et al.,
2021) and trust (Colquitt et al., 2011) might
study firefighting, because the context’s situa-
tional unpredictability, danger and temporal
uncertainty mean routines and trust are ‘espe-
cially vivid in this occupation’ (Pratt et al.,
2019, p. 399; see also Weick, 1974).

Subject positioning. When engaging with EC
research, the researcher positions and legiti-
mates a professional self in the institutionalized
discourse of the ‘scholarship of discovery’ in
social science research (Boyer, 1990). In busi-
ness school research, the scholarship of discov-
ery equates to a quest for understanding of
phenomena that in academic terms is consid-
ered rigorous and relevant (Tushman &
O’Reilly, 2007) and produces theories of the
middle range appropriate for social sciences
(Merton, 1957; Pinder & Moore, 1980). By
selecting the focal extreme phenomena for its
distinctive and theoretically salient characteris-
tics, the researcher seeks to ensure that resultant
theory can be written at a relatively concrete
and specific level, meeting standards for effec-
tive middle-range theorizing (Bourgeois, 1979;
Merton, 1957). In doing so, the researcher posi-
tions the work of their professional self to com-
ply with normative expectations about
conducting research to conventional standards
of theory elaboration.

Empirical attention. The researcher expresses a
professional self by directing only peripheral
and narrow attention to extremeness in the
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empirical materials. That is, the researcher is
attentive to extremeness only in so far as it
relates to the theory of interest. The attentional
mode we have in mind here is illustrated in
Ganesh’s (2014) account of participating in a
street protest while studying digital communi-
cation media and protests. Ganesh (2014)
describes how ‘my broad theoretical commit-
ments to organizational communication studies’
(p- 450) shaped what he paid attention to when
violence broke out between protestors and
police. Viewing the violence through his pro-
fessional self as a communication scholar,
Ganesh focused on evaluating, collecting and
preserving empirical materials from the protest
context that might relate to digital communica-
tion theory. The realization of the physical
threat into actual violence is not pursued empir-
ically (e.g. the barriers, enablers and processual
dynamics of its emergence, escalation and con-
sequences) because the nature and processes of
extremeness are peripheral to the researcher’s
core theoretical interest and professional self.

Other examples involving different methods
of data collection underscore this attentional
mode. Researchers might seek out large quanti-
tative datasets (e.g. about natural disasters) or
assemble historical case studies (e.g. about the
Sicilian mafia) by confining their attention to
only those disruptive, risky or emergency
aspects of the context that are relevant to their
chosen theory lens (e.g. corporate social respon-
sibility in response to natural disasters,
Ballesteros et al., 2017; the mafia’s manage-
ment of strategic ambiguity, Cappellaro et al.,
2021). Thus, what distinguishes empirical
attention in instrumental scholarship as a mode
of engagement is not the method or form of
empirical materials collected, but how the
researcher attends to extremeness from the per-
spective of a given covering theory.

Theorizing practices. The motivational, posi-
tional and attentional elements of instrumental
scholarship anchored in a professional self, as
described above, enable theorizing practices
that we conceptualize conventionally as theory
elaboration where the focus is on prior

theoretical representations that are probed and
extended in relation to the extreme context.
Consistent with conventional approaches to
theorizing, the researcher attends to an extreme
context with a prior theory in hand and then lev-
erages the distinctive characteristics of their
focal extreme context to fill in and extend a
given theoretical canon (Dencker et al., 2023;
Pettigrew, 1990).

We see the researcher using theory elabora-
tion as a theorizing practice in two ways. First,
the researcher can extend theoretical represen-
tations by clarifying and nuancing specific
dynamics and boundary conditions of an exist-
ing concept or relationship. For example, theo-
rizing by exploring the global arms industry
(Vergne, 2012) and the sex work occupation
(Toubiana & Ruebottom, 2022) — both extreme
contexts that combine physical danger and
moral harm — elaborate theory by clarifying
boundary conditions associated with how and
when concepts associated with organizational
and occupational stigma are salient. In other
examples, comparing extreme contexts which
vary in unpredictability, degree of harm, and
natural or human sources — such as mega events
and natural disasters (Tilcsik & Marquis, 2013)
or the Spanish influenza and spring frost (Rao
& Greve, 2018) — extends the boundaries of
institutional theories related to field formation
and change and institutional legacies. Second,
the researcher can elaborate theory to better
understand the distinctions between extreme
and mundane settings (Bamberger & Pratt,
2010; Johns, 2017; Schmutz et al., 2023).
Wright and co-authors, for example, probed the
dynamics and boundaries of evidence-based
management in traditional organizations by
theorizing its underlying mechanisms in an
emergency context (Wright et al., 2016). In
their study of responses to the disruptions
caused by Hurricane Katrina, Feldman et al.
(2022) extended the boundaries of organiza-
tional routines by exploring continuity as both a
‘thing’ and a ‘process’, arguing that this shed
light on how ‘naive organizations’ (Hannah
et al., 2009) may respond to other non-related
disruptions.
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Ideological improvement

Our third proposed mode of engagement for EC
research is ideological improvement which
connects to, and expresses, a researcher’s moral
self (Aquino & Reed, 2002). The researcher
engages with the intolerable human and mate-
rial consequences of events in an extreme con-
text as a form of prosocial behaviour to express
a moral social identity in their role as a scholar,
and as a citizen, who is concerned about acting
in service of the societal good and human wel-
fare. Capturing the powerful moral force and
ideological commitment that galvanizes the
moral self to engage with an extreme context in
this mode, Chowdhury (2017b, pp. 1114-1115),
who studied the collapse of the Rana Plaza
building in his native country of Bangladesh,
writes, ‘A researcher has a pressing moral
responsibility to undertake work that will help
his/her people and society. I did not want to
shirk that moral responsibility.” While all modes
of engagement share ‘a broad agenda of making
the world a better place and ours a better profes-
sion’ through the study of organizations and
organizing in extreme contexts (Hansen &
Quinn Trank, 2016, p. 353), we distinguish ide-
ological improvement as a distinct mode of
engagement that perceives a more or less deeply
felt moral obligation to directly translate this
agenda into outcomes for practice, policy and
communities.

Motivation. The researcher, as mentioned, is
morally motivated to help solve problems that
emerge from, or are worsened by, the extreme-
ness of the context. We suggest that this motiva-
tion—which combines a researcher’s heightened
awareness of the human, material and natural-
world consequences of extremeness with a
strong sense of academic moral responsibility
— can play out in two ways. A researcher might
be motivated by the practical problems of pre-
paring for, mitigating, responding to, and recov-
ering from risky, emergency and disruptive
events. For example, an industrial disaster that
exposes dangerous organizational operations —
such as a fire on an oil rig, plane crash, or

space-shuttle failure (Maier, 1998, 2002) — can
motivate a researcher to try to make these work-
places instrumentally safer. In other instances,
after a terrorist attack or natural disaster, a
researcher might strive to help governments
and communities to develop their communica-
tion and coordination capacities to prepare and
respond (Dwyer, 2022; Hu et al., 2014; McGuire
& Schneck, 2010).

The second way a researcher can be moti-
vated is more consistent with a critical manage-
ment perspective given that the risks,
emergencies and disruptions of extremeness
can expose social injustices and power imbal-
ances (Clegg, 2013). When this occurs, a
researcher can become incited to direct their
efforts at regulatory change and institutional
activism to safeguard marginalized individuals
and groups and promote their interests (Bapuji
etal., 2020). We suggest that extreme disruptive
events that have motivated researchers in this
way include the Rana Plaza building collapse in
Bangladesh (Chowdhury, 2017a), the Beirut
port explosion (Creed et al., 2022) and, for
some researchers, the Covid-19 pandemic
(Peredo et al., 2022).

Subject positioning. In contrast to instrumental
scholarship’s positioning within the conven-
tions of the ‘scholarship of discovery’, research-
ers who connect a moral self to an extreme
context are primarily positioning themselves
within the normative values of the ‘scholarship
of engagement’ (Boyer, 1990). This form of
engaged scholarship is targeted at ‘the most
pressing social, civic, and ethical problems,
making it the staging ground for action’ (Boyer,
1996, p. 11). In management and organization
studies, engaged scholarship develops research
projects in response to practitioner-defined
problems and societal grand challenges (Tsui,
2013; Van de Ven, 2007) and believes research
should be judged by morally responsible crite-
ria for its ‘impact’ on practitioners, stakeholders
and society (Bartunek & McKenzie, 2017; Tsui,
2022). By striving to help solve problems that
adversely affect human lives, community well-
being and material resources in a focal extreme
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context, the researcher positions the work of
their moral self as upholding the ideals of
engaged scholarship and associated principles
of responsible management research (Tsui &
McKiernan, 2022).

Empirical attention. In support of this subject
positioning and the expression of a moral self,
the researcher gives problem-focused attention
to extremeness during the collection and analy-
sis of empirical materials and elevates the
involvement of practitioners or other stakehold-
ers in defining these problems. Whether
employing specialist methods like action
research (Reason & Bradbury, 2001) and activ-
ist ethnographies (Reedy & King, 2019) or
other qualitative methods, the researcher is alert
to how particular problems of extremeness
might matter for people’s lived experiences. For
example, when Chowdhury (2017b) interacted
with victims of Rana Plaza through field inter-
views and observations, he directed his atten-
tion towards the enormity of the problem of
human suffering, how to help people recover,
and how to prevent another industrial disaster
happening. Another compelling example of this
problem-focused attentional mode is Dwyer’s
research into Australian bushfires as extreme
events (Dwyer, 2022; Dwyer & Hardy, 2016).
Fixing his attentional priority on how past-ori-
ented public inquiries were keeping govern-
ments and society from ‘learn[ing] to live with
fire in a future-focused way’ (Dwyer, 2022), the
researcher collected and analysed empirical
materials while engaging with emergency man-
agement organizations and government as the
intended users and audience of the knowledge
he produced.

Theorizing practices. The motivational, posi-
tional and attentional elements of ideological
improvement, as described above, enable theo-
rizing practices that we conceptualize as
change-driven abstraction. Expressing a moral
self through engaged scholarship (Van de Ven,
2007) or through a critical interest in an eman-
cipatory take, the researcher develops theory
products to directly or indirectly foster change.

More specifically, the researcher focuses on
how theory can be produced in ways that might,
when used, lead to the change (as in engaged
scholarship) or on theory, by provoking deep
awareness and emotions, ‘being’ the change (in
the critical camp). Leveraging the interplay
between concrete practices in the extreme con-
text (as well as the broader institutions and ide-
ologies associated with them) and abstract
theorizing, the researcher constantly iterates
between the two to open up fresh insight into
how extremeness matters for managing and
organizing and with what practical and/or
emancipatory consequences. This change-
driven abstraction of consequences in the
immediate, short term and long term and at per-
sonal, professional, organizational and/or insti-
tutional levels enables researchers to generate
theory that is both important and actionable.

Dwyer’s (2022) research into bushfires as
extreme events provides an example of how
theorizing (practical) change unfolds as a theo-
rizing practice. Dwyer collected and analysed
empirical materials in the form of government
inquiry reports and public submissions aug-
mented by interviews with firefighters and
other stakeholders. Applying sensemaking the-
ories to the empirical materials (Dwyer &
Hardy, 2016; Dwyer et al., 2021), Dwyer
gleaned sufficient insight to develop a theoreti-
cal model of shared responsibility for prospec-
tive planning among governments, communities
and emergency management organizations.
This model advanced established management
and organization theories of sensemaking
through casting light on their generalizability to
natural hazards, and had practical impact as ‘a
roadmap for practitioners’ to improve emer-
gency management practice, government poli-
cymaking and community resilience (Dwyer,
2022).

Reflexive labor

Our final mode of engagement is reflexive
labor, which is grounded in a researcher’s vul-
nerable self becoming exposed by the extreme-
ness of the context. In contrast to adventuresome
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inquiry which nurtures a researcher identity as
the ‘adventuring self’, reflexive labor surfaces
the ‘vulnerable self” inside a researcher’s per-
sonhood as their body and emotions are exposed
to the harms lurking in extreme contexts (Claus
et al., 2019; Wright & Wright, 2019). We call
this mode of engagement reflexive labor to
evoke what has been described as ‘working the
hyphens’ in qualitative research (Fine, 1994). In
this mode, researchers become reflexively
aware of ‘how we are in relation with the con-
texts we study and with our informants’ (Fine,
1994, p. 72) and in turn of the ‘spaces of possi-
bilities’ that can emerge through working within
hyphens such as insiderness-outsiderness
(Cunliffe & Karunanayake, 2013, p. 365) or —
in the case of EC research — the ‘vulnerable-
extreme’ hyphen space. This hyphen space lies
between the researcher’s ‘vulnerable self” and
the dangerous and traumatic empirical context
that is ‘the extreme’.

Motivation. When a researcher has an experi-
ence of vulnerability during the research (Cor-
lett et al., 2019; Hibbert et al., 2022), this can
motivate them to reflexively work within the
‘vulnerable-extreme’ hyphen space and open up
possibilities to reinterpret theoretical under-
standing (Hibbert, 2021). We see two ways this
motivation might be aroused. First, a researcher
who deliberately situates their field work in an
extreme context can experience vulnerability
through physical, psychological or social harm
and stress (Claus et al., 2019; Miralles et al.,
2022). Some experiences of vulnerability —
such as a near-death accident or illness (White-
man & Cooper, 2011; Wright & Wright, 2019),
witnessing violence, trauma or poverty (Claus
et al., 2019; Whiteman, 2010), or losing trans-
portation on a mountaineering expedition in
remote terrain (Musca et al., 2014) — may be so
profound that they push the researcher to reflex-
ively engage the ‘vulnerable-extreme’ hyphen
space in a new and profound way. Second, an
alternative route is that a researcher who has
lived experience as a practitioner in an extreme
context might agentically embrace their vulner-
able self and actively work the hyphen space

through auto-ethnography. O’Quinn (2020,
2023), for example, reflexively reinterpreted
leadership theory through an auto-ethnographic
account of his past experiences as a commis-
sioned officer in the US Army Special Opera-
tions Forces.

Subject positioning. Researchers generally posi-
tion their vulnerability and reflexive stance
epistemologically within the interpretivist,
social constructionist or critical paradigms
(Cunliffe, 2003), and methodologically in the
discourse advocating reflexive practice in
organizational research (Cutcher et al., 2020;
Hibbert, 2021; Hibbert et al., 2014) and in the
‘confessional tale’ when writing an ethnogra-
phy (Van Maanen, 1988). Less self-aware
researchers might not recognize that what they
practised when the vulnerable self collided with
the extremeness of the context was reflexive
labor. However, to paraphrase Hibbert (2021, p.
10), it is not necessary for a researcher to under-
stand or name reflexive labor in order to go on
and engage with the extreme context as such.

Empirical attention. Reflexive labor unfolds, we
argue, through the researcher paying overlap-
ping layers of attention to how extremeness
matters in their own lived experience (Hibbert,
2021), as a particular type of research context
(Bamberger & Pratt, 2010) and for healing the
vulnerable self (Corlett et al., 2019; Hibbert
et al.,, 2022). Thus, we see the researcher’s
reflexive attention to extremeness in empirical
materials as being fluid, evolving and pluralis-
tic, and combining ‘looking af the self (embod-
ied and emotional reflexive practice) and
looking from the self (rational and relational
reflexive practice) to support critical engage-
ment’ (Hibbert, 2021, p. 12, italics in original).

Whiteman and Cooper’s (2011) ethno-
graphic study provides a vivid illustration. On a
field trip in subarctic Canada, Whiteman fell
into freezing rapids and almost died. This expe-
rience of human vulnerability provoked reflex-
ive awareness of the ‘vulnerable-extreme’
hyphen space, although its value for the research
was not immediately recognized: ‘It was the
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single most important event of my fieldwork. I
didn’t know it at the time’ (p. 895). Whiteman
explains that ‘the emotional shock of the acci-
dent’ (p. 893) prevented attention to empirical
materials in the immediate aftermath. She
describes how, long after she left the field, her
reflexivity evolved and shifted across reflexive
attention to the terrain’s extremeness in the
empirical materials, her bodily and emotional
insights of almost dying, and rational reflexiv-
ity that suggested the ‘model of the world
[rooted in existing sensemaking literature] is in
error’ (p. 893, citing Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007,
p- 31). These fluid and overlapping layers of
reflexive attention to extremeness opened up
possibilities for the researcher to reinterpret
accepted theories of sensemaking and by build-
ing on her own deep experiences generate a
new theory of ecological sensemaking
(Whiteman & Cooper, 2011).

Theorizing practices. The motivational, posi-
tional and attentional elements of reflexive
labor, as a mode of engagement grounded in a
vulnerable self enables theorizing practices that
we conceptualize as dialectical interrogation.
In contrast to adventuresome inquiry where we
have argued that the danger, emotions and
physical conditions of the extreme context ani-
mate the researcher’s personal self and enable
phenomenon-driven problematization as a the-
orizing practice, we propose that in reflexive
labor these stimuli prompt an existential aware-
ness that might offer the basis for a deeper ‘dia-
lectical interrogation’ of how we can generally
think about certain phenomena, even aside from
what, instrumentally speaking, the usual canons
of relevant theory are. Through such interroga-
tion, the researcher can work the hyphens as the
vulnerable self gets experienced by disrupting
the familiar (Cutcher et al., 2020; Hibbert,
2021) and inviting doubt (Locke et al., 2008).
What was once known and familiar now seems
doubtful as the vulnerable self interacts with the
extreme context. Becoming ‘astonished by
what is most familiar, and mak[ing] familiar
what is strange’ (Galibert, 2004, p. 456), the
researcher is on an individual quest to

understand their personal experience now that
previous foundations are gone, regardless of
what this amounts to in terms of general new
‘theory’ that can be used by others. By grap-
pling to understand and deeply interrogate the
experienced events, the researcher may how-
ever surface profoundly new concepts and
alternative theoretical explanations that better
account for how, when, why and for whom
extremeness matters.

An illustration of this theorizing practice is
again found in Whiteman and Cooper’s (2011)
study already described above. Reflexive labor
enabled Whiteman’s vulnerable self to dialecti-
cally interrogate how sensemaking theories
elevate processes of human social construction
while ignoring the way the natural landscape
shapes human experience. With previous foun-
dations gone, the authors developed novel the-
ory about the role of landscapes as material
constraints on human sensemaking processes,
introducing two new concepts (ecological
materiality and ecological sensemaking) and
explaining when different processes of ecologi-
cal sensemaking are activated in extreme and
mundane situations. In another illustration,
Wright describes taking her seriously ill daugh-
ter to the hospital emergency department that
also served as the field site for a study of profes-
sions! and how this decision surfaced a vulner-
able self and provoked self-reflexivity (Wright
& Wright, 2019). Working in the vulnerable-
extreme hyphen space enabled her to develop a
profoundly new and multi-layered conceptual-
ization by dialectically interrogating social
inclusion and local risks and resources in emer-
gency departments as institutional places
(Wright et al., 2021; Wright & Wright, 2019).

Integrated Framework:
Theorizing as Mode of
Engagement

In response to our research question, we have
thus far proposed that theorizing in extreme
context research is a mode of engagement
involving a researcher making connections
between different aspects of the self; personal,



Wright et al.

13

professional, moral and vulnerable, and the
extreme context. Each self-context connection
shapes different modes of engagement in which
the researcher’s motivations, subject position-
ing and empirical attention enable particular
theorizing practices. We have conceptualized
coherent ideal-types of how different modes of
engagement give rise to different forms of posi-
tion, attention and theorizing (adventuresome
inquiry, instrumental scholarship, ideological
improvement, reflexive labor).

We now consider the implications of these
ideal-typical modes of engagement for how in
general generative theorizing may be accom-
plished when researching extreme contexts. A
central concern for theorizing in and through
extreme contexts is navigating the tension
between contextualization and decontextualiza-
tion when making contributions to knowledge
(Bamberger, 2008; Dencker et al., 2023; Johns,
20006). This tension arises because, on the one
hand, the context’s ‘extremeness’ allows the
researcher to see things that may go unnoticed
in normal settings (Bamberger & Pratt, 2010),
and to be personally provoked to do so as well,
thereby providing opportunities for extending
knowledge of management and organizations
(Bamberger, 2008; Haillgren et al., 2018). On
the other hand, ‘extremeness’ can hamper the
transferability of the knowledge produced due
to concerns by journal editors and reviewers
that it is too contextualized or is seen as too
much of a ‘personal’ tale (Johns, 2017;
Rousseau & Fried, 2001).

We contend that conceptualizing theorizing
as mode of engagement offers a more reflexive
and dynamic view of accomplishing generative
theorizing in and through extreme contexts and
opens up different paths for navigating this ten-
sion. To tease this out, we explore the impact of
the contextualization/decontextualization ten-
sion on the nature and scope of the theoretical
contributions emanating from each mode of
engagement.

In terms of the nature of contributions, the
extremeness of the context pertains, first of all,
to the nature of the relationship between the
theory being built from EC

research and existing theory in management
and organization studies (see Figure 1).
Drawing on Boxenbaum and Rouleau (2011),
we label the relationship with existing theory as
either ‘complementing’ or ‘differentiating’.
Theorizing in and through EC research comple-
ments existing management and organization
theory when it presents ‘new knowledge claims
as being continuous with previous knowledge’
(Boxenbaum & Rouleau, 2011, p. 279). In con-
trast, theorizing EC research differentiates from
existing theory when knowledge claims are dis-
continuous with prior knowledge and generate
a distinct new theoretical understanding of a
phenomenon.

In terms of scope, the contextualization/
decontextualization tension questions further-
more the scope of contributions to practice from
extreme contexts. We distinguish here between
specialized and generalized contributions. We
categorize contributions as specialized when
they offer specific guidance for managing the
risks, emergencies, disruptions and associated
aspects in extreme contexts. We categorize con-
tributions as generalized when their implica-
tions for practice are broader in scope and less
specific to extreme contexts, such as general
notions of social injustice or human suffering.

Combining the modes of engagement with
the nature and scope of contributions in this
way allows us to develop an integrative frame-
work of theorizing in and through extreme con-
texts as ‘mode of engagement’. We present our
framework in Figure 1. Along the horizontal
axis, we depict the nature of contributions to
existing theory as either complementing or dif-
ferentiating; along the vertical axis, we portray
the scope of contributions as specialized or gen-
eralized in nature.

We position adventuresome inquiry in the
upper right quadrant (differentiating, special-
ized) of our framework in Figure 1.
Phenomenon-driven problematization gener-
ates new organizational theory that is differenti-
ated from existing theory through its novel
insights and assumptions. We suggest that this
novel theory also contributes specialized
insights for practice in extreme contexts because
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Figure 1. Framework for theorizing in and through extreme contexts by modes of engagement.

of the personal self’s deep and thoughtful
engagement with the constitutive characteris-
tics of extremeness and what this might entail
for our in-house, specialized understanding of
such contexts.

We position instrumental scholarship in the
lower left quadrant (complementing, general-
ized) in Figure 1. Theory elaboration advances
organizational theory by complementing exist-
ing theoretical explanations. Since the research-
er’s motivations, positioning and empirical
attention cohere around mainstream manage-
ment and organization theory, the theory that is
generated from further theory elaboration offers

contributions to knowledge and practice in
extreme contexts that are more stylized and
generalized in scope.

We position ideological improvement in the
upper left quadrant (complementing, special-
ized) in Figure 1. Change-driven abstraction
generates theory that fosters change in ways
that complement existing theoretical explana-
tions. The researcher’s motivation to inform
and enact concrete change, coupled with empir-
ical attention to practical and/or emancipatory
problems for practitioners or societal stakehold-
ers, ensures that theories generated through
change-driven abstractions make specialized
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contributions that are tuned to changing or bet-
tering the practice of managing and organizing
in extreme contexts.

Finally, we position reflexive labor in the
lower right quadrant (differentiating, general-
ized) in Figure 1. Dialectical interrogation
advances organizational theory by generating
new and different concepts and theoretical
accounts as a researcher grapples with and
interrogates their own experience and vulnera-
bilities. The novel concepts and theories that
emerge from this reflexive and self-oriented
process of theorizing have the potential of offer-
ing more fundamental and generalized contri-
butions to our understanding of the practice of
managing in extreme contexts.

In presenting our integrative framework of
theorizing as modes of engagement in EC
research, we do not assume rigid and singular
pathways. Each quadrant represents an ideal-
typical combination of self-context connection,
elements of engagement (motivational, posi-
tional, attentional) and theorizing practices that
implicate a particular nature and scope for the
contribution that arises from the theorizing. As
such, this framework provides a typology that
offers a clear reference point for researchers
engaged in EC projects by furnishing them with
insights and guidance on their subject positions,
forms of attention and analyses, and the kinds
of theorizing involved. To the extent that indi-
vidual EC researchers are like these ideal-type
characterizations, we expect them to engage
similarly in their specific projects and with sim-
ilar outcomes arising from their mode of
engagement. Unlike a taxonomy, however, our
typological approach is not meant to classify
individual EC researchers. Instead, our aim is to
develop distinct ideal-typical theoretical pro-
files of modes of engagement to which actual
researchers and projects can be compared, and
indeed can compare themselves. Consistent
with this perspective, we furthermore suggest
that depending on when and how different
selves are experienced in relation to the extreme
context, a researcher may move between differ-
ent modes of engagement (i.e. between the dif-
ferent types) at different moments within a

project, between projects and across a career.
Below, we explore these dynamics and offer
some further practical guidance for how
researchers might utilize our framework in this
way in their work.

Pluralistic Trajectories and
Modes of Engagement

Our integrative framework for theorizing in and
through EC research is not prescriptive and, as
mentioned, is not meant to rigidly classify and
lock a researcher into a single mode of engage-
ment. Since researchers have potentially multi-
ple selves, the framework is rather fluid and
dynamic. It allows for pluralistic trajectories for
researchers to reflect on their subject position,
engage different modes, and invites as well the
possibility of combining modes sequentially or
in parallel over the course of a single project,
within research teams and across an academic
career. We elaborate these possibilities below.

Shifting modes of engagement
within a research project

We see several possibilities for how researchers
could apply our framework in a single project
undertaking EC research. Researchers can pur-
sue either adventuresome inquiry, instrumental
scholarship, ideological improvement or reflex-
ive labor as a single mode of engagement
according to whether they feel a connection
between their personal self, professional self,
moral self or vulnerable self, and the focal
extreme context they plan to study. This might
remain unchanged as the project progresses, but
there could also be a modal shift.

Such a modal shift may be unplanned and
can be triggered when the researcher’s experi-
ence of the actuality of ‘extremeness’ during the
project surfaces a different aspect of their self.
For example, an ethnographer who is initially
excited and energized to engage in adventure-
some inquiry might find their moral self
becomes activated if they witness terrible
human suffering or social injustice while in the
field, potentially provoking a modal shift to
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ideological improvement. In other instances of
unplanned modal shifts, a researcher’s vulnera-
ble self might become exposed during field
work in the extreme context as they personally
experience danger, physical harm or trauma.
This self-reflexive awareness of emotional vul-
nerability might play out as unplanned reflexive
labor occurring in parallel with the researcher’s
more intentional mode of adventuresome
inquiry, instrumental scholarship, or ideological
improvement.

Alongside unplanned modal shifts, our frame-
work accommodates planned shifts in modes of
engagement as well. One possibility for planned
modal shifts involves separating the ‘empirical
work’ and ‘write up’ stages of an EC research pro-
ject by sequencing modes of engagement in that
way. We speculate that one common sequence
involves a researcher engaging in adventuresome
inquiry when designing and conducting their
empirical study before pivoting to an instrumental
scholarship mode when writing up the project for
publication in mainstream journals. Since the
adventuresome inquiry mode risks having its
legitimacy challenged by audiences of traditional
management and organization scholars who might
view it as eccentric, irrelevant or overly-reliant on
‘the logic of pluck-and-luck discovery’ (Van
Maanen, 2009, p. 251), a researcher might inten-
tionally write up an adventuresome inquiry pro-
jectso itappears more consistent with instrumental
scholarship (Golden-Biddle & Locke, 1993).

In a similar vein, a researcher whose field
work experiences pushed them into reflexive
labor might also plan to shift modes during the
writing up. Given the difficulty of convincing
audiences that reflexivity requires organiza-
tional researchers to authentically report their
own painful experiences (Hibbert et al., 2022),
the researcher might choose not to report such
personal vulnerability in mainstream journal
publications. Instead, they might write their
published article by concisely describing their
work following the adventuresome inquiry,
instrumental scholarship or ideological improve-
ment modes and without explicitly acknowledg-
ing that reflexive labor helped to interrogate

their experience as part of their theorizing prac-
tices. The researcher might in such instances
restrict their written accounts of reflexive labor
to field diaries, personal journals and publica-
tion in books, monographs and non-mainstream
outlets (Zilber & Zanoni, 2022).

Multiple modes of engagement
and research teams

Our framework furthermore opens up possibili-
ties for purposively combining different modes
of engagement within research teams.
Assembling teams of researchers who operate
within complementary modes of engagement
may be a fruitful avenue for generative theoriz-
ing in and through EC research since it allows
for a more comprehensive array of theorizing
practices. A particularly generative team com-
position might be pairing researchers who are
motivated to live out their personal self in the
adventuresome inquiry mode with researchers
who express their professional self through the
instrumental scholarship mode. Because this
team composition enables a logical combina-
tion of deep phenomenon-driven problematiza-
tions with elaborating existing theories, there is
potential to generate novel theory with strong
and robust contributions to knowledge in both
nature and scope. The outcome of this process
may be the kind of ‘disciplined imagination’
that Weick had in mind or the kind of ‘interest-
ing’ theoretical contributions (Davis, 1971) in
which some prior assumptions are disconfirmed
(of an existing academic audience) but extended
and expanded into a roomier and more pro-
found understanding.

At the same time, it may also be the case that
teams comprising a group of researchers whose
selves span all four modes of engagement might
find their theorizing to be less generative. There
are arguably some incompatibilities between
each mode’s motivational, positional and atten-
tional elements that besides harnessing creativ-
ity may also be the source of conflict or
confusion and may thus come to stymie, rather
than enable, theorizing practices. While we do
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not have a specific decision rule for what com-
binations may be fruitful and which modes may
not go well together, we believe that by making
explicit the different modes of engagement and
by having a shared dialogue among team mem-
bers about them, this may create mutual under-
standing as well as foster collaborative working
arrangements.

Modes of engagement and pluralistic
career trajectories

Our framework is helpful both to management
scholars wanting to enhance their skills in con-
ducting EC research and to researchers who
have more focused career aspirations as an EC
researcher. In terms of general skills enhance-
ment, our framework suggests that researchers
may design more meaningful and satisfying
projects by reflecting on the self-context con-
nections that motivate them; the degree to
which they intend to position their work and
themselves as an EC researcher and how; the
research design and methods choices that might
be needed to empirically attend to the most sali-
ent aspects of the context for their motivations
as well as highlighting any additional methods
training that could be beneficial; and the impli-
cations for their theorizing practices and contri-
butions. Our framework can also help facilitate
the progress of empirical investigations and
theorizing when researchers become ‘stuck’,
such as might be the case when novice EC
researchers and management scholars under-
take their first projects in an extreme context. A
researcher can become stuck in a single mode
of engagement that is not meaningful for the
self or productive for their particular project.
They can also become stuck by naively attempt-
ing to engage all modes simultaneously in their
single project, which can create confusion. In
such instances, our framework can help by clar-
ifying the different ideal-typical modes of
engagement and provides a guide or reference
for how they might anchor themselves on a par-
ticular aspect of their selves to support the com-
pletion of the project and a distinctive practice
of theorizing.

In terms of offering more focused career
guidance for EC researchers, our framework
provides a way to think about how a budding
EC researcher might wish to engage with
extreme contexts and build their expertise and
reputation within the EC scholarly community
and over the course of their careers. There may
be some merit to exploring different modes
early and throughout an EC researcher’s career,
in order to discover, evaluate and clarify the
types of research projects that best fit their
motivations and personhood. Since extreme
contexts go beyond most people’s ordinary life
experiences and comfort zone (de Rond, 2012),
a researcher is liable to be surprised by their
own reactions to them. It may only be through
engagement that an EC researcher discovers,
for instance, the energizing feeling of being
where the ‘extreme’ action is in adventuresome
inquiry or a sense of moral purpose to ‘extreme’
scholarship in ideological improvement.
Likewise, undertaking projects in different
modes of engagement might help the novice EC
researcher develop their methodological skills,
negotiate the challenges of field access
(Rantatalo et al., 2018) and gain confidence in
using different types of theorizing practices,
especially if they incrementally broaden the
scope of the projects they work on (Leung,
2014). They might come to see, for instance,
how the specialized contributions to knowledge
that their theorizing might generate in the one
mode can inform the basis for a study in another
mode and potentially contribute to a more gen-
eralized theoretical understanding; or vice
versa.

This dynamic raises an interesting question
about the long-term career benefits for aspiring
EC researchers of restricting, or not, the modes
of engagement that guide their work. An EC
researcher who devotes their career to a single
mode of engagement has the potential to gain
recognition for an area of competence
(Zuckerman et al., 2003) and enough mastery of
the rules in a domain to generate significant
theoretical advances from that angle (Mannucci
& Yong, 2018). Thus, an early-career EC
researcher who is excited to concentrate their
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personal self in the Adventuresome inquiry
mode might quickly establish a reputation in the
EC scholarly community as someone with a
curiosity for extreme phenomena and who is
gaining deep expertise in ethnographic methods
in risky, emergency, disruptive or surprising
contexts. In contrast, an early-career EC
researcher juggling multiple modes of engage-
ment may fail to grow a recognizable identity
and may struggle to comprehend the varied
methodologies and discourses associated with
the different modes.

Yet, at the same time, failing to branch out to
other modes of engagement as the EC research-
er’s career progresses could potentially lead to
stagnation as well. EC researchers who repeat-
edly pursue similar projects may be typecast by
their peers, appearing to have a limited range of
skills (Zuckerman et al., 2003), and may them-
selves miss out on opportunities to break free
from ingrained habits of thinking (Kutscher &
Mayrhofer, 2023; Mannucci & Yong, 2018).
One possible solution is for the aspiring EC
researcher to craft a sequential career trajectory
by starting with the more conventional mode of
instrumental scholarship to establish scholarly
credibility before embarking on bolder and, for
some, eccentric projects in adventuresome
inquiry or ideological improvement. This could
help the EC researcher grow personally and
professionally while avoiding the pitfalls of
stagnation.

In addition to career-long identity trajecto-
ries as an EC researcher, our framework accom-
modates for temporary and short-lived forays
into EC research. Opportunities to be involved
in a one-off project can emerge for management
and organizational scholars who may not nor-
mally undertake EC research. The most com-
mon is when a scholar with expertise in a
particular management or organization theory
spots an opportunity to theorize by studying a
particular extreme context and initiates or is
invited to join a project in the mode of instru-
mental scholarship. We suggest that many pro-
jects like this emerged in the Covid-19
pandemic, with management and organization
scholars asking themselves ‘what is this extreme

disruption a case of for my theoretical inter-
ests?’ (Langley, 2021). In a related vein, we see
potential for scholars to find one-off ‘passion
projects’ popping up in both adventuresome
inquiry and ideological improvement modes. A
management and organization scholar can con-
nect an extreme context to their personal or
moral self by temporarily bringing into their
research world some of the personal attributes,
beliefs, life experiences and training that also
define themselves (Schein, 1978). For example,
scholars who enjoy extreme sports or hobbies,
or have served in the military, might set out to
better understand these extreme phenomena —
which are uniquely meaningful to the personal
self and are often given shape through the mode
of adventuresome inquiry. Other scholars
whose local community has been ravaged by a
natural disaster or terrorist attack might be gal-
vanized to develop a one-off research project in
the mode of ideological improvement.

We argue that because different aspects of
the self are central to modes of engagement,
even these types of one-off projects in EC
research involve some degree of experimenta-
tion with provisional selves (Ibarra, 1999). This
understanding additionally suggests that as a
management or organizational scholar is being
exposed to scholarly images, literature and
ways of doing research that foreground extreme-
ness and potential for harm, EC research may in
fact become more enduring — or not — within
that scholar’s career trajectory. This continuity
depends of course on the individual scholar’s
subsequent motivations and interests, whether
and how they continue to connect aspects of
their self to extremeness, and the nature and
intensity of emotions (e.g. excitement, fear,
despair) they experience when undertaking
research in these settings.

Discussion

Our integrative framework of theorizing as
mode of engagement makes two contributions
to management and organization studies. Our
first contribution advances the extreme contexts
literature. Building on and extending past
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conceptual work on extreme contexts that has
focused on organizing and stocktaking the liter-
ature (e.g. Bundy et al., 2017; Hallgren et al.,
2018; Williams et al., 2017), we clarify and
articulate how theory salient to organizational
settings involving risks, emergencies and dis-
ruptions is generated through different modes of
engagement that enable a variety of theorizing
practices. Our framework offers a broad synthe-
sis of the different paths that researchers can
have in mind when engaging with the extreme-
ness of a context to generate theory about such
contexts and also about management and organ-
izational phenomena more generally. Up until
this point, specific and concrete guidance on
how to leverage the extremeness of the context
to build theory has largely been missing from
the organizational literature, leaving EC
researchers to struggle to theorize about and
with their empirical material of the ‘extreme’.

Our integrative framework shows how man-
agement and organization researchers can build
both rigorous and relevant theory from EC
research. It highlights how different modes of
engagement with contexts characterized by
extremeness can advance theoretical under-
standing. In doing so, it offers a basis for pro-
ductive research conversations and
collaborations within and across different
modes of engagement. Scholars who pursue
adventuresome inquiry have historically been
positioned at the centre of the EC literature. By
highlighting three other modes of engagement
that can be followed we expand our understand-
ing of common ways of doing EC research.
Thus, our framework has the potential to make
what counts as an extreme context for research
more encompassing, as well as more fluid and
dynamic. We encourage researchers who apply
our framework in their own work to reflect on
these implications. Future research examining
how the definition of an extreme context is
shaped and reshaped by its adoption would be
beneficial. Such studies may reflect on the
accumulation of knowledge within and across
each of the four modes of engagement, as well
as further nuance and detail the framework and
its coverage of the EC field of research.

Our second contribution advances the
broader literature on theorizing in management
and organization studies by taking serious
account of who is the researcher (or the
researcher’s selves) and what are their motiva-
tions for undertaking empirical research.
Contrary to the theorizing strategies and typolo-
gies that have recently pervaded the literature
(Cornelissen et al., 2021; Cornelissen &
Durand, 2014; Cutcher et al., 2020; Patriotta,
2017; Sandberg & Alvesson, 2020), our inte-
grative framework provides an innovative per-
spective on theorizing by shining new light on
the relationship between the researcher identity
and the theorizing practices. Even though prior
typologies propose a practical view of theoriz-
ing and encourage pluralism, they tend to
remain embedded in neutral scientific catego-
ries (Cunliffe, 2022). To illustrate, while
Sandberg and Alvesson (2020) include ‘pur-
pose’ (researcher’s interest) and ‘phenomenon’
(context) in the criteria to elaborate their theo-
rizing types, they still anchor their other catego-
ries in conventional scientific discourse. Our
integrative framework of theorizing as mode of
engagement moves beyond this traditional way
of constructing theorizing typologies by explic-
itly accounting for how a researcher’s identity
and personhood animates theorizing through
their assumptions and choices about research
contexts.2 We contend that for EC research con-
sidering the self-context connections with theo-
rizing practices is especially appropriate given
the extremeness of the context. From this per-
spective, future research may usefully inquire
into the pliability of the self-concept, and
whether indeed, as we have argued, EC
researchers can switch between different selves
as part of a research project or during their
careers. We encourage further research to exam-
ine these important questions.

Moreover, our integrative framework has
significant implications beyond EC research as
well. Specifically, it answers recent calls in
management and organization studies to take
into account the researcher’s life experience
and personhood (Shepherd et al., 2021;
Wiklund, 2016; Wright & Wright, 2019) when
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developing new ways of researching and pursu-
ing innovative research agendas. Put differ-
ently, the researcher’s motives and lived
research experience matter in the process of
generative theorizing. By proposing a more
reflexive and dynamic view of theorizing with
empirical contexts, our framework positions the
different ways of theorizing outside conven-
tional classifications and conceptions of theory.
In approaching different types of theorizing as a
function of a researcher’s mode of engagement
and in putting them in relation with one another
instead of expounding their differences, we
contend that our framework offers multiple
pathways towards generating significant and
more actionable theorizing. In a world where
mutations in contexts are burgeoning, our
framework points to the importance of plural-
ism in theorizing and knowledge production,
suggesting that alternating viewpoints and per-
haps triangulating between them might enable
scholars to get at better questions and answers
and more profound as well as actionable forms
of knowledge.

In other words, we suggest that these modes
of engagement in theorizing matter in both
extreme and non-extreme contexts. Nevertheless,
we propose that the operation of empirical con-
texts in the researcher’s mode of engagement is
more pronounced in EC research because their
particularities provide researchers with signifi-
cant physical, psychological or material danger
to organizational members and to others
(Héllgren et al., 2018; Hannah et al., 2009),
including the researcher. While this means that
modes of engagement connecting different
aspects of the self to the extreme context will
stand out more clearly in extreme contexts com-
pared to more mundane organizational settings,
we contend that the general insight that empiri-
cal contexts matter as part of a researcher’s
mode of engagement has applicability to non-
extreme contexts as well. We invite future
research to draw on our theoretical framework
and explore how, when, where and for whom a
meaningful sense of self operates in research in
extreme as well as non-extreme contexts.
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Notes

1. The account of reflexive labor was published
separately in an essay and was co-authored by
the researcher and her daughter. The essay was
cross-referenced in the research article pub-
lished in Administrative Science Quarterly. The
essay and article suggest that while the study
was initially and primarily designed and con-
ducted according to instrumental scholarship,
theorizing was enhanced by an experience of
vulnerability that prompted reflexive labor.

2. Other traditions, such as critical scholarship,
explicitly attend to this as well.
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