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Abstract 

This qualitative study combined heuristic and narrative research approaches to explore 
how leaders verbally express emotion in the workplace in the context of the organizational 
affective culture (OAC) through the experiences of eight leaders in the national and international 
security industry. Following the heuristic methodology, the researcher’s experience of verbal 
expression of emotion in the workplace was also included in the data. Narratives were collected 
through in-depth, semistructured interviews and analyzed through the creation of individual 
depictions, exemplary portraits, a composite depiction, and a creative synthesis.  

The results of this study were discussed through the lenses of the enactive approach in 
cognitive science (Varela, Thompson, & Rosch, 1991). Conclusions suggest that the OAC may 
play three different roles in how leaders in this study talked about emotions: (a) strict normative 
system; (b) reference system; and (c) ideal to be attained. The role played by the OAC seemed to 
be connected to how each leader related to it or what modes of coupling were being experienced 
between the leader and the OAC. In the imperative mode of coupling, the OAC was a strong 
normative system that the leader accepted and enforced with little or no questioning. There were 
no clear boundaries between the OAC and the leader’s own perspectives on emotion, and the 
leader avoided the verbal expression of emotion. In the relative mode of coupling, the OAC 
played the role of a reference system that the leader respected but could cautiously divert from in 
specific circumstances. The leader was more open and accepting of verbal expression of emotion 
and would attempt to express emotions in ways that mostly respected but sometimes challenged 
the OAC. In the generative mode of coupling, the OAC was an ideal to be achieved. The leader 
saw the OAC as a product of his or her own influence and made conscious attempts to shape it 
according to his or her perspective on emotion. Tempered with respect, the verbal expression of 
emotion was modeled by the leader as a way to demonstrate that emotion is a natural and integral 
part of human experience at work.  

Introduction 

This study explored the role of organizational affective culture (OAC) in the way leaders 
talk about their emotions in the workplace. The OAC construct is often operationalized as a 
normative system comprising display rules about expressed emotions at the collective level about 
what is appropriate or not (Barsade & Gibson, 2007). This definition of OAC is reframed within 
the enactive approach to culture and emotion based on neuroscience and the work of Humberto 
Maturana and Francisco Varela (Maturana & Varela, 1980). 
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Leaders are defined in this study as employees who are at the director level and above 
and hold formal supervisory roles, thus having institutional status that enhances their ability to 
influence others (French & Raven, 1959). A focus on leaders is relevant because leaders’ affect 
can influence followers’ affect and organizational outcomes (Johnson, 2008). Talk, on the other 
hand, is one of the ways in which leaders’ influence is exerted (Hatch, 1997). A better 
understanding of the role of the OAC in how leaders talk about emotion in the workplace could 
help identify and address issues that have a significant impact on workers’ well-being 
(Hochschild, 1983; Lewis, 2000). 

Research Question 

What is the role of OAC in the way leaders talk about emotions in the workplace? 
a) What are leaders’ perceptions of their organizations’ OAC? 
b) How does the perceived OAC influence the way leaders talk about their emotions in the 

workplace? 

Conceptual Framework 

Barsade and Gibson (2007) define OAC as collectively held implicit or explicit norms 
“about appropriate emotions to express or hold in the group and/or organization, which shape the 
type of emotions that are allowed and expressed in the group context” (p. 49). In that sense, the 
OAC is a normative system that prescribes the appropriateness of particular emotional 
expressions in the organization. This study reframes this view of OAC, adopting a symbolic-
interpretive perspective in which organizations are seen as dynamic processes in a constant state 
of change (Hatch, 1997). Hatch’s dynamic model was combined with an enactive approach to the 
notion of culture (Baerveldt, Voestermans, & Verheggen, 2000), founded on the work of 
Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela (Maturana & Varela, 1980; Varela, Thompson & 
Rosch, 1991). It sees culture as a system of symbols and meanings and it emphasizes the idea 
that the mind (the domain to which emotion is usually assigned) is social, not because it 
appropriates cultural meanings, but because it evolves in dialogical relations to other minds 
(Baerveldt et al., 2000). 

Emotion is used here as an umbrella term that can be interchanged with affect. It is 
viewed as an aspect of an integrated body and mind, assuming that the expression of emotion is 
an intersubjective process and that subjectivity and culture dynamically coemerge (Colombetti & 
Thompson, 2007). Colombetti and Thompson (2007) suggest that “we need to move beyond the 
head/body and subjective/objective dichotomies that characterize much of emotion theory” (p. 
20). The authors emphasize how, “at the neural level, brain systems traditionally seen as 
subserving separate functions of appraisal and emotion are inextricably interconnected. Hence, 
appraisal and emotion cannot be mapped onto separate brain systems” (p. 21). They constitute 
each other and are integrated at the psychological level.  

Method 

Through stories or narrative accounts of experience, this study explored the role of OAC 
in how leaders talk about emotion in the workplace. A qualitative heuristic approach (Moustakas, 
1990) was found to be most compatible with the assumptions of the enactive approach regarding 
the importance of capturing the subjective experience of participants (Varela et al., 1991), 



something quantitative methods do not capture well. Participants of this study were leaders in the 
foreign policy, national and international security industry. This industry was chosen because 
organizations in this field have a reputation for clear and prohibitive OACs. All participants 
underwent a screening interview and then an interview aimed at capturing their stories of recent 
emotional events. In addition, information about participants’ organizations was gathered from 
the organizations’ websites. Themes and subthemes in participants’ responses were identified 
using the constant comparative method as summarized by Merriam (1998). A sample of the 
transcribed interviews and identified themes was sent to peer reviewers for a validity check. 
Each participant’s experience was organized in the form of a single descriptive narrative called 
individual depiction and aimed at giving the researcher and the readers a sense of “what it was 
like” for the participant to experience the phenomenon under study. Each participant also had the 
opportunity to read and verify his or her individual depiction. Following this step, exemplary 
portraits, a composite depiction, and a creative synthesis were developed in accordance with the 
heuristic method.  

Interpretations and Conclusions 

From the stories gathered for this study, three broad types of experiences of the OAC 
were identified, based on how the OAC was described or implied in research participants’ stories 
and the ways or modes (Maturana & Varela, 1987) in which leaders related to the narrated OAC. 
These types of experiences were named “other as problem,” “other as inter-action,” and “other as 
inter-being” in parallel with Varela’s (1999) “steps to a science of interbeing” (p. 87). In all three 
ways of experiencing the OAC, leaders enacted the OAC in one way or another. The first group 
abided by it, enforced it, and rarely questioned it. The second group navigated it in different 
ways, creating small incremental changes. The third group believed they could generate it by 
imbuing it with their own point of view (De Jaegher & Froese, 2009). The analysis of the 
narratives also yielded four conclusions:  

1: Leaders’ Agency and Organizational Affective Culture: Modes of Structural Coupling 
Maturana and Varela (1980, 1987) refer to an organism’s interactions with the 

environment or another organism as structural coupling, a process through which transformations 
in each of the systems lead to reciprocally triggered change. In the stories gathered for this study, 
leaders established different modes of structural coupling with the perceived OAC, with more or 
less congruence, awareness, and exercise of their agency, defined here as the capacity to enact 
and affect the environment. Three modes of coupling where identified in the stories gathered for 
this study: 

Imperative. When the leader described a rigid OAC that must be obeyed, the OAC took 
the role of a powerful normative system strongly internalized and reinforced by the leader 
through his or her own verbal expression of emotion or judgment about the expression of others. 
Leaders made no attempt to modify the OAC and gave little indication of being aware of their 
ability to enact and affect the OAC.  

Relative. These leaders presented the OAC as a system to be navigated or a menu of 
behaviors (Swidler, 2001) of varying degrees of acceptability from which to pick. Leaders were 
able to exercise some kind of influence and to interpret the norms and the context, thus making 
the norms relative as opposed to absolute. 

Generative. In the stories that showed the leader as someone who can create the OAC, 
the OAC played the role of an ideal towards which the leader was striving. Leaders appeared to 



exercise a high degree of agency. They expressed the intent of creating an OAC that was 
accepting of emotion and where emotion was viewed as a legitimate aspect of work life.  

2: Context Sensitivity and the Emergent Nature of Emotion 
Context played a highly important role in the verbal expression of emotion. Leaders told 

stories in which they considered what emotions should be verbalized to whom, by whom, where, 
when, how, and why.  

3: The Role of Subjectivity 
In all interviews, participants mentioned characteristics such as personality, attitudes, 

affective style, temperament, and previous experiences as playing an important role in how 
someone expresses their emotions in the workplace. Beliefs about appropriate leadership 
behavior, emotions and what it means to be professional also participated. 

4: Dynamic Coemergence of Subjectivity and Organizational Affective Culture 
Subjectivity and the OAC dynamically coemerge. All leaders enacted and likely affected 

the OAC in one way or another and were affected by it. This implies that the OAC is not an 
independent, static set of rules by which people in an organization abide.  
 
Table 1 
Overview of Narrated Organizational Affective Cultures and Related Modes of Coupling 

Type of 
experience Key characteristics of the perceived OAC Mode of coupling 
Other as 
problem 

Prohibitive 
OAC is rigid and punitive. Emotions are narrated as 
predominantly dangerous or a nuisance. The expression of 
emotion puts the leader at risk. The OAC plays the role of a 
strict normative system according to which the leader 
manages his or her own emotions and interprets, judges, 
and responds to the expression of others. 

Imperative 
Leader tends to accept and 
enforce OAC without 
question. Reduced agency. 

Other as 
inter-action 

Manageable 
OAC tolerates a wide range of behaviors. With awareness 
and skill, the leader can express and deal with a wide range 
of emotions in acceptable ways. The OAC plays the role of 
a reference system that the leader navigates, recognizing 
that it may have limitations and choosing to abide by or 
divert from it depending on specific context. 

Relative 
Leader respects OAC but 
may cautiously divert in 
specific circumstances 
based on his or her own 
perspective on what is 
needed and appropriate. 
Moderate agency. 

Other as 
inter-being 

Integrative 
OAC is flexible and integrative of emotion and plays the 
role of an ideal the leader strives to achieve. Emotions are a 
natural part of human experience in the workplace. Leader 
seeks to openly integrate emotion and promote emotional 
well-being and makes specific attempts to shape the OAC 
so that it is accepting and respectful of verbal expression of 
emotion. 

Generative 
Leader sees the OAC as 
affected by his or her own 
influence and makes 
conscious attempts to enact 
it and shape it according to 
his or her perspective on 
emotion. High degree of 
agency. 



Recommendations for International Research and Practice 

This study was conducted with American leaders working in American organizations, 
although at least one of the research participants has extensive international experience and 
several of the organizations that host the participant leaders have international branches. It would 
be interesting to conduct similar studies in different countries, with leaders of different national 
origins, working in organizations that have a strong local culture. The literature on the 
anthropology of emotions (Elfenbein, & Ambadi, 2003; Mesquita, 2003) indicates that culture is 
a participant in how emotions are expressed, recognized, interpreted and evaluated. It would be 
useful to test this assertion within the enactive approach and in different countries. It could be 
useful to develop a body of knowledge that can function as a reference for leaders working 
across cultures and in multicultural organizations, and provide them with skills and 
understandings that can help them navigate the potentially complex emotional environment of 
organizations.  

The popularly expected security industry related prohibition to the verbal expression of 
emotion is not confirmed in the results of this study, nor do women appear to be better equipped 
for the expression of emotional than men. Industry and gender dimensions with an enactive 
approach framework offer great potential for further research. 

It appears from the findings of this study that leaders do not always demonstrate adequate 
skills and knowledge when it comes to the expression of emotion. The possibility is begging to 
be further investigated, that the lack of skill or emotional intelligence might be fundamentally 
biasing some people in leadership roles against the OAC. We should raise and explore the 
hypothesis that there could be a vicious cycle in which a low level of skills in emotional 
expression could be generating enough negative experience as to help form a leader’s perception 
of the OAC as prohibitive. This in turn reinforces the cycle in dynamic coemergence. 
Organizational cultures get blamed for many things in organizations. They can actually be used 
as a convenient scapegoat, a way to redeem individuals from responsibility and assign cause to a 
fuzzy organizational phenomenon, as if it were a black hole. It is interesting to note that leaders 
in this study who couple with the perceived OAC in the generative mode see themselves as 
strong influencers of organizational culture, and not as passive victims of its perceived 
dysfunctional aspects. A possibility for further investigation might be the connection between 
individual perceptions of the OAC and affective style, skill level and comfort in the expression 
of emotion or, in other words, how OAC and subjectivity dynamically coemerge. In the stories 
gathered for this study, all participants mentioned the role of subjectivity in the expression of 
emotion. It would be interesting to inquire into whether the more skilled or emotionally 
intelligent leaders are also more inclined to see a malleable OAC, one that they can influence and 
shape.  

Research indicates that a leader’s expression of emotion can have a significant impact on 
workers’ well-being and on organizational outcomes (Hochschild, 1983; Johnson, 2008; Lewis, 
2000). The ways in which we prepare leaders need to create opportunities for them to understand 
how their expression of emotion impacts others and, in turn, themselves. We should include 
awareness raising and skill building components connected with the recognition and expression 
of emotions in leadership development programs.  

From a theoretic perspective, it could be more productive to reframe how we 
operationalize, describe and utilize the construct of OAC in the work space. Barsade and Gibson 
(2007) defined OAC as collectively held implicit or explicit norms “about appropriate emotions 
to express or hold in the group and/or organization, which shape the type of emotions that are 



allowed and expressed in the group context” (p. 49). In that sense, the OAC is a prescriptive 
normative system that defines the appropriateness or inappropriateness of particular emotional 
expressions in the organization (Barsade & Gibson, 2007).  

It is curious to note that in more than 50 stories collected for this study, not a single one 
narrated a case of romantic emotions. Unless this is a coincidence, we may be encountering a 
strongly shared collective norm on a specific emotion not to talk about that exists even across 
different organizations. Other norms may not be that consistent or clear to each person in an 
organization. In some stories told as part of this study, individuals verbally expressed their 
emotions in ways that apparently contradicted the OAC norms they described. In other stories 
they attempted to create their own norms. In at least one interview, I was told there were no 
norms—it all depended on the individual! All of this raises important questions about (a) 
whether the units that compose the OAC are really norms—they might be more essential 
meaning systems, such as “if you express sadness it means you are weak” possibly connected 
with “if you are weak it means you can’t accomplish the job”; and (b) the degree to which OAC 
norms (assuming they exist) are collectively held and as prescriptive as one may infer from the 
current definition offered by Barsade & Gibson. These might be valuable questions to pursue in 
further research. 

The stories gathered for this inquiry aligned more closely with the idea that OACs are 
complex and continually emerging phenomena, rather than an objectifiable, static, prescriptive 
set of norms. Therefore, their study must acknowledge their dynamic and complex nature, the 
participation of individual agents in their production, as well as the participation of the OACs in 
the emergence of subjectivity. As Schwandt (2008) discussed, summarizing the mutually 
affecting dynamics of individual and social structure, “One of the outcomes of human 
interactions is a continuing emergent social structure that defines future interactions of the agent” 
(p. 102). To do justice to the understanding of the OAC phenomenon, it is important to capture 
what Schwandt (2008, p. 105) described as the “interdependent and coevolutionary relation 
between an individual agent’s actions and the social structure of the collective.” It is important to 
redefine OAC to account for its complexity as a phenomenon, dynamicity, the coemergent nature 
of subjectivity and the OAC, and individuals’ agency. 

Summarizing, it seems that in the stories in this study, not all norms that comprised the 
OAC were shared or prescribed behavior in expected ways. The OAC, as depicted in the stories 
gathered for this study, is a complex socially constructed phenomenon and therefore it lives 
partly in the subjective space of the imagination of each person. One cannot find written 
descriptions or policies that explain the OAC for each organization. Therefore, it is possible that 
many of the implicit OAC norms (and it seems that the vast majority are implicit) are partly 
imagined by individuals based on their own subjectivity, that is, affective style, temperament, 
professional training, previous experiences in other organizations or family, attitudes and beliefs 
about emotion, professionalism, and leadership. This in no way, shape, or form makes them—the 
imagined OAC norms—less valuable or legitimate. As Varela and Depraz (2003) very well 
explained based on neuroscience and phenomenology, imagination is an integral part of 
perception and cognition and is “central to life itself, not a marginal or epiphenomenal side-
effect of perception” (p. 202). Furthermore, imagination “is, most strongly and directly, a lived 
experience. People through all times have experienced, used, delighted, and feared what the 
mind’s eye displays, in vivid colors and with the clarity akin of the ‘real,’ perceived image” 
(Varela & Depraz, 2003, p. 204). 



I propose a definition of OAC that applies the enactive approach to the notion of culture 
(Baerveldt et al., 2000). This approach is founded on the work of Humberto Maturana and 
Francisco Varela (Maturana & Varela, 1980; Varela et al., 1991). Within this framework, the 
OAC can be operationalized as a complex, dynamic system of emotion expression norms and 
meanings that evolve in the dialogical relations of the people who comprise an organization, 
affecting those very relations in a circular causality process through which subjectivity and the 
OAC coemerge. This definition is meant to integrate (a) the complexity of the OAC 
phenomenon; (b) its dynamic nature; (c) its intersubjective dimension; (d) the important role 
each person in the organization has in the constant creation of the OAC, and (e) the coemergence 
of subjectivity and the OAC.  
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