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Abstract 

Despite the informality of management in small family businesses, an action research 

has been conducted to address the organization governance. In this article, action research is 

discussed as a mechanism for enhancing reflexivity on business operations. The data were 

collected through semi-structured interviews with all the company actors in a small business. 

This article reveals the impact of action research in the context of a single small family 

business located in Lebanon. Results indicate that action research has potential as an 

approach for improving awareness in the field of family business governance in the Middle 

East, predominantly through its technique that can be customized to fit the requirements of an 

organization.  
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Background 

Changes in the environment lead to unsteadiness and are an inducement to bring the 

organization back to equilibrium with its environment (French & Bell, 1995). In complicated 

change processes, where dilemmas are vague, and people have proposals for their solution, 

Organization Development is a suitable approach for problems. Complicated change 

processes frequently include changes in structure, culture and individual behavior, and 

demand employees to join in the exploration of solutions for common problems. 

Organization Development can assist employees learn to solve their problems and survive 

with and foresee problems in the future through a specific research approach which is action 

research.  

In Middle-East countries, such as Lebanon, action research is continuing to develop in 

education and medicine but is rarely considered for organizations or small businesses which 

try to overcome internal and external challenges. Consequently, action research was 

recommended as a key component to enhance transparency (Reason, 2006), to improve 

managerial competencies, to cope with the rapidity of change, and to take into consideration 

the economic and social aspects of the organization. 
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In this article, the researchers intend to describe what action research is and how it 

supports small family businesses to survive changes and improve the socio-economic 

performance within the organization. An action research approach was used within several 

action research cycles to contribute to business governance improvement. It was tested in a 

small family business in Lebanon with the new record being accomplished by actors – all 

members of the organization. Savall’s (2007) method, the Socio-Economic Approach to 

Management, was used to assist managers researching and analyzing their own organization. 

Change procedures within action research cycles were carried out by the researcher and 

actors to attain common objectives through a practical system.  

The action research project reported in this article was a part of a larger research, 

sponsored by Professor Marc Bonnet and Dr. Patrick Tabchoury, aimed at testing the concept 

of change in small businesses which affected many issues, such as organizing, restructuring, 

mobilizing staff, making strategic choices or changing the professions. The project permitted 

managers to implement the change by a democratic process. Indeed, it allowed for more 

participation of the actors in the improvement processes in the organization. 

Family Businesses in Lebanon and Need for Change 

Lebanon is a small developing country, located in the Middle East. 90% of the 

Lebanese economy (Ministry of Economy and Trade, 2014) is composed of family 

businesses which represent a main source for employment: representing 85% of the private 

sector and   constituting 1.05 Million of 1.24 Million careers (Fahed-Sreih, 2006). In war torn 

transmission economies, family businesses are frequently the only unbroken socio-economic 

organization capable of sustaining industrial activities (Fahed-Sreih et al., 2009). The twenty 

years of civil war, which damaged Lebanon’s infrastructure and cut its GNP output by half 

(Fahed-Sreih & Pistrui, 2012), led to family businesses to be among the few unbroken 

activities in the country. 

Lebanon has an extensive tradition of patronage in which political leaders exchange 

favors for electoral votes (U.S. Library of Congress, 2004). This observance has been traced 

to primitive times but is persistent even nowadays. “The patron-client relationship in 

Lebanon is termed Zuama Clientelism and integrates political, militia, and business 

functions” (Welsh & Raven, 2006). 

In Lebanon and the Arab world, family business is a means to enrich a family’s social 

standing (Fahed-Sreih, 2006). This method of running a company in Arab countries is 

connected with the socio-economic plus educational environments of these families (Ali, 

1993). Typically, succession is not explicitly discussed, and the elder generation has a 

tendency to stay in management, and reject giving up their authority as long as they can 

continue in business. 

In Lebanon, family businesses tend to have an overlap of the “family system” 

and “business system.” In some cases, they will preserve a high degree of 

confidentiality after their monetary operations, conceivably activating two accounting 
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systems together – one secret, the other disclosed – in an attempt to keep away from 

paying high amounts of taxes. But the overlap might lead to financial loss when 

family members utilize business funds for personal expenses. 

Moreover, people say that they prefer to apply western methods but in reality 

they use the older Zuama approach (Fahed-Sreih, 2004). In Lebanese culture, the 

owners keep hold of all authority, and make all the important settlements. The family 

disbelieves non-family members and personally manages the staff. In addition, family 

members are granted favored management and employees are expected to complete 

the family’s instructions without question (Yahchouchi, 2009; Dyer, 1988). 

 The unwillingness to employ non-family members in main positions creates 

the pattern of keeping strategic knowledge or important economic information to 

strangers. This has set some Lebanese family businesses back and, overtime, can 

result in under-performance. In some situations, this absence of professionalism and 

deficiency of formal policies has led to pressures that deepen eventually (Fahed-Sreih, 

2004).  

Finally, Lebanese family firms fail to independently achieve their economic 

goals activities because of nepotism. Louis Hobeika, (2013), professor of economics 

and finance, claimed that “Nepotism is part of Lebanese society and it is part of 

culture and history” (p. 5). Nepotism is considered by non-family members to be a 

form of corruption, and one of the main disadvantages of family firms since it works 

against the establishment of professional management, restraining the size of the 

enterprise, and reducing the ability to manage employees effectively (Sidani & 

Thornberry, 2013).  

All these challenges prevent family businesses from moving leadership to the 

next generation and can cause many dysfunctions which decrease the efficiency and 

profitability of the organization. Accordingly, in order to reduce dysfunctions, 

managers must exercise a democratic process such as action research that develops an 

open dialogue among all the actors in the organization (Kalliola, Nakari & Pesonen, 

2006). This dialogue produces knowledge and innovations in practice for complicated 

social problem-solving (Brown et al., 2003). 

The action research process 

According to Reason and Bradbury (2001), “Action research is a participatory, 

democratic process concerned with developing practical knowledge in the pursuit of worth-

while human purposes, grounded in a participatory worldview” (p. 1). Action research looks 

into managerial systems and monitors them progressively with the purpose of tracking the 

expected progress of the practice and assessing the outcomes of the changes which are 

presented.  
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There are many expressions in present use that explain research completed either by 

or in partnership with practitioners. One can quote qualimetrics intervention research (Savall 

& Zardet, 2011), action research (Coleman, 2009); participatory action research (PAR) 

(Pant, 2014); practitioner research (Lofthouse et al., 2012); action science (Friedman 

&Putnam, 2014); collaborative action research (Pine, 2009); teacher research (Cochran-

Smith & Lytle, 2009). All these terms are fairly close in concept.  

From these various models of action research, qualimetrics intervention research was 

chosen for this investigation. It shares mutual intentions with current issues within the family 

of action research (Reason & Bradbury, 2001) while distinguishing itself by emphasizing on 

the significance of strategic and fiscal concerns inside an organization (Savall et al., 2012). 

 

Table 1.  

The time frame for intervention activities. 

 

The qualimetrics intervention research is a specific approach in the field of action 

research (Coghlan & Brydon-Miller, 2014) as it attempts to address simultaneously both 

social and economic objectives that can be made to harmonize them inside of an 

organization. Without a doubt, the dysfunctions formed by actors whose social objectives are 

inadequately considered produce hidden costs that influence the economic operation of the 

organization. Consequently, it is essential to put into operation a management control system 

that allows for the prediction of these dysfunctions and discussions with actors about a more 

sympathetic situation that considers their anticipations and where the profits regained from 

hidden costs are transferred to the creation of value added. This method achieves 

experimentation on renovated economic balance sheets along with improving working 

condition actions (Péron & Bonnet, 2008).  

The Socio-Economic Approach to Management (SEAM) was founded by Henri 

Savall in 1976. It has been executed in the past 42 years in over 1800 companies and in 45 

countries to study the behavior of organizational actors over the medium to long term and to 

observe changes in organizational management. This type of action research, which is called 

qualimetrics intervention research, occurred in many different industries, non-profit 

enterprises, family businesses, multinational businesses and governmental agencies and 

company sizes (Conbere & Heorhiadi, 2016). 

Qualimetrics intervention research is a participatory and collaborative action research 

(Boje & Rosile, 2003). It is built upon three epistemological concepts: cognitive interactivity, 
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contradictory inter-subjectivity and generic contingency (Buono & Savall, 2007).Cognitive 

interactivity involves an interaction process between researchers and actors. Contradictory 

inter-subjectivity is a method for comparing different points of view from actors to identify 

points of convergences and specificities in order to generate more “objective” reasons for 

working mutually (Cappelletti & Baker, 2009; Reason, 1999; Savall et al., 2012).Generic 

contingency posits the presence of invariants that represent common rules symbolize basic 

knowledge that has a certain degree of steadiness and universality (Savall, 2010). 

As an example of contradictory inter-subjectivity, actors through interviews spoke 

about different problems and situations. One of the major problems was the inflow structure 

of communication in the company. There was a contradiction among actors; one of them 

denied this dysfunction because in his point of view it did not exist and everything was going 

well. The point of contradictory inter-subjectivity is to acknowledge that actors do not agree 

and move forward without having to argue about who is right. 

Qualimetrics intervention research not only takes into account qualitative and 

quantitative variables, but also financial indicators. The financial indicators represent hidden 

costs, which are the result of dysfunctions. Accordingly, the financial indicators are vital to 

management control and economics, which is designed to report to all the actors (Savall et 

al., 2012) 

The SEAM project was carried out in a small family business related to construction 

companies in Lebanon. The target of the project, conducted from 2014 to 2017, was to 

improve the business governance through changing the policies and procedures of the 

organization.  

Situation of the Company Studied 

The company under study supplied services, such as transportation and excavation. 

Besides services, it undertook buildings projects. There were 32 employees (30 male and 2 

female). The employees were based at the company’s head office. The company was divided 

into two departments: administrative and operation (D: driver & M: mechanic), as illustrated 

in Figure 2. 

This business was founded in 1998 and managed by the founder. It was a limited 

company and its capital was 30,000,000 Lebanese pounds. It dealt with more than thirty-five 

suppliers. In 2007, the management was transferred to one of the successors, who became the 

new CEO. The successor was one person from the next generations who eventually became a 

leader. Then in 2010, with the incoming of other successors, the management team was 

developed, in accord with the suggestion of the founder. There was no succession planning.   
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Figure 1. Organizational structure of the company. 

Since 2014, the CEO decided to improve business governance in order to correct the 

permanent dysfunctions. There had been a fragile social cohesion as a result of tricky 

working conditions and nepotism. Indeed, as was found in other studies by Dyer (2010) and 

Kets de Vries (1993), nepotism made it harder for managers to monitor individual’s behavior. 

This created a negative behavior in non-family members, which made it harder to reach the 

organization’s goals. The non-family members saw themselves as a collection of individuals 

who didn’t listen to and trust one another. Thus, they had a lack of loyalty and commitment 

to the organization. Moreover, non-family members were not given the same opportunities 

that were accorded to family members. This created a negative impression among non-family 

members who worked hard to help run the business. They felt discouraged from performing 

well. It was difficult for employees to advance in the company. Many talented and ambitious 

employees had left the company due to the limited growth opportunities and family conflict, 

a situation that is common in Lebanese family businesses (Njoroge, 2015). 

Operation of the Action Research Process 

The methodology pursues an approach to improve the planning capacity of actors at 

the operational and administrative levels. There are four distinctive components of this 

procedure: diagnosis, action planning, action/intervention and evaluation (Coghlan & 

Brannick, 2005). Within these four phases, the mirror effect is part of the diagnosis that 

permits everyone to become aware of the dysfunctions that were identified by the actors, and 

the costs of these dysfunctions. Once this occurs, actors have the capacity to design and 

implement improvement solutions. This leads to direct actions through designing projects 

with the purpose of reducing dysfunctions and hidden costs (Conbere & Heorhiadi, 2016; 

Buono & Savall, 2007). 
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Action research is a research method developed by Kurt Lewin in the mid-1940s to 

bridge the gap between action and theory plus to integrate theory structure with research on 

practical problems (Cunningham, 1993). It is composed of repeated cycles of “analysis, fact 

finding, conceptualization, planning, execution, more fact-finding or evaluation; and then a 

repetition of this whole circle of activities; indeed a spiral of such circles” (McEwan, 2003, p. 

131). 

Through action research, the researchers and actors utilize the process as a type of 

systemic thinking (Reason, 1999; Bateson, 1972). They try to relate the dysfunctions to the 

causes suggested by the actors in the organization. This excites the mental structure 

widespread in the organization. Researchers and actors use action research as a method to 

create an effective regulation of dysfunction effects as well as systemic thought reflexes 

(Reason, 1999). Within action research, decisions are evaluated in short and long term 

passing through negotiating effects in the specific and different organizational spaces 

(Fernandez-Ruvalcaba, 2007). 

A team composed of actors and researchers facilitated the progress of project themes; 

they met on a regular basis to reflect on ways of testing the means and to engage in learning 

experiences. They were chosen because of the shared values of company and assistance that 

allowed the investigators to work with the steering committee and a diversity of actors. 

Mirror Effect 

 During the first phase, the diagnostic phase, the researcher began by establishing 

contact with the CEO of the organization in order to create an agreement to intervene in the 

organization. This agreement specified in detailed manner the objective of the research, the 

methodology used and its impact on overall the organization.  

After getting the approval from the owner of the company, the CEO introduced the 

research method and its objectives for all the actors. In addition, the CEO and the researchers 

drew up a schematic document of the intervention project through a diagram and a schedule 

identifying the major phases of the intervention. 

Starting with the diagnostic phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted one-on-

one with the managers and small cluster interviews (3 to 4 persons who were chosen 

randomly by the general operation manager) with the employees at operational level. 

Consequently, different themes, by different people, were expressed at different times. Each 

interview was completed within one to one and a half hours. At the beginning of each 

meeting, researchers explained the objective of Socio-Economic Approach to Management. 

The purpose was to help the actors feel more comfortable to identify the dysfunctions. During 

the interviews, witness statements were recorded and reviewed at the end of the meeting. The 

interviews were completed with 5 mangers (general manager, general operation manager, 

accounting manager, and two operation managers) and 27 employees (drivers, mechanics, 

assistant, etc). Witness statements are short citations or sentences reflecting the ideas 

expressed by actors. These statements pointed out dysfunctions. When these statements were 
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presented to the actors in the Mirror Effect, the actors’ acceptance of the statements served as 

a check to ensure that the researchers had captured their ideas accurately. 

Once all interviews were accomplished, each interview was handled by analyzing the 

field-note quotes as spoken by the interviewee in his native language. These field-note quotes 

were categorized into themes, sub-themes and key ideas. The interviews were recorded in the 

native language of the actors; but since the language of employees was Arabic, they were 

translated into English.  

Involving all the company actors through semi-structured interviews. As an 

initial step in data collection, the researchers conducted 16 interviews with 32 actors (10 

individual interviews and 6 group interviews), including employees of all functions of the 

organization since it is a small business. On the one hand, this allowed for researchers to 

obtain an understanding of some of the concerns of the majority of the employees. On the 

other hand, the purpose of the interviews was to collect information about working 

conditions, work organization, time management, communication-coordination-cooperation, 

integrated training, and strategic implementation.  

Overall, 267 field-note quotes were gathered on the six themes of dysfunction. The 

themes of working conditions (43%) and work organizations (22%) were the greater part of 

ideas spoken by the organizational actors, illuminating their most sensitive attentions. These 

included a lack of managerial skills necessary for developing the organization which would 

improve the organization along with the skills of employees who would express more loyalty 

for and comfort with their jobs. 

Through interviews, actors expressed dissatisfaction with the functioning of the 

business: 

 Lack of transparency: “There is absence of fairness among employees because the 

manager does not distinguish among employees who work hard and others who are 

uncertain in their works.” 

 Preferring economic aspects to social aspects: “The employee sometimes thinks to run 

away from the work in order to meet his personal needs because the operation 

manager does not cooperate and is not flexible with him.” 

 Overlapping the family system and business system: “The company is obliged to deal 

with some suppliers; so the company doesn’t have a choice to get any quotation from 

other suppliers because of family influence” 

 Disbelieving non-family members: “The manager doesn’t trust an employee when he 

submits a medical report because in the point view of the responsible, every employee 

can bring a medical report without being sick. Thus, the employee should call the 

responsible when he is sick.” 

 Showing favoritism toward family-members: “It is difficult to count a mistake on 

employees because most of them are relatives” 



 

The Theory and Practice of Socio-Economic Management, Vol. 3, No. 2, 2018 

               11 

These interviews were followed by a reflection, which represents a significant phase in 

the research method in order to find a balance between action and reflection. Through this 

phase, theory suggests that actors obtain an indisputable representation of their business and 

its dysfunctions and they understood the need to take action, due to the displeasing situation 

of the organization performance in relation to the pursued strategic plan (Reason, 1999; 

Savall & Zardet, 2008). An assessment meeting was prepared with the actors. Field-note 

quotes, a precise presentation of the thoughts spoken by the individuals interviewed was 

presented to the audience. This improvement made them responsive to the requirement to 

reconsider their representation of the function of their company, although they took into 

account this actual building site like a model of the best professional practices. 

Observations. As a second data collection step, direct observations were done. 

Through this step, the researchers had the opportunity to figure out what was missing, unsaid 

and unwritten, and to gain insights into the real management situations inside the 

organization. Since the researchers entered the company and waited for an appointment, they 

had the opportunity to get an idea of the situation through people’s movements and informal 

discussions. Consequently, the researchers benefited from their presence within the 

organization to perform direct observation. 

Several themes appeared from their observations: 

 Centralization: owners believed that only managers have the rights to participate in 

decision-making and actors were expected to act upon these decisions. They have 

complete control over the activities of the middle and lower level management. 

 Inadequate working conditions: the management team expressed little concern about 

improving these conditions since managers used an authoritarian management style; 

thus, few employees were capable of facing administration pronouncements without 

revenge. They faced a complicated network of social and familial customs, as well as 

economic conditions.  

 Insufficient managerial skills: small family businesses were governed by people who 

have insufficient data and experience in the domain of management. Managers 

execute their job on specialized level. Thus, the managerial skills were ignored in 

order to look at business from a strategic perspective. 

 Overlap between personal and business interests: the management team failed to 

balance rights and responsibilities since there was a lack in formal planning and 

budgeting. This leads to poor performance. For instance, one of the practitioners 

declared that the company “is obliged to deal with certain suppliers so we don’t have 

a choice to get any quotation from other suppliers due to family influence”. 

According to the diagnosis, the company spawned a level of hidden costs which 

amounted $165,500 per year (see Figure 3). The fundamental purpose of calculating the 

amount of hidden costs was to assist the company to create an image of the possible savings 

that could help the organization’s development. The most significant hidden costs covered 

absenteeism and human regulations. 
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Table 2.  

Synthesis of Hidden Costs Evaluation per Indicator and Component.   
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Expert Opinion 

In accordance with the Mirror Effect and observation, the researchers built up an 

expert opinion with the intention to notify the organization about the risk of the spaces 

represented by all the actors from the top managers to operation level. Through the Expert 

Opinion, researchers highlighted the root causes of the stated dysfunctions for the 

organization and presented all the diagnostic results to the actors. 

Several points emerged from this analysis: 

  Lack of a clear definition of functions, responsibilities and processes 

 Unawareness of the need to define human resources policy 
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 Having informal communication-coordination-cooperation method which 

caused a lack of understanding, sharing and implementation of organizational 

objectives. 

 Weakness of management role and team management 

 Unsatisfactory working conditions 

 Absence of clear, shared organizational objectives 

After the diagnosis, project baskets were composed by bringing together the diagnosis 

key ideas per theme. Throughout creating the project baskets, the owners and the managers 

negotiated and proposed diagnosis-based work. While crafting project baskets, there was 

discussion since there were different opinions regarding the classification of the main ideas 

into 5 baskets: develop management competency, improve working conditions, clarify human 

resource policy, develop clarity and responsibility in work organization, and have a different 

gradual evolution to establish a good governance practice. 

Involving the Actors in the Design of an Action Plan through Practice Research Group  

Following the reflection, the researchers and the actors set up project groups with the 

intention of designing preventive actions. For each of the baskets a project group was formed 

with a project manager as well as administrative and operation actors. The project manager, 

CEO or a general operation manager, as well as all the actors, were responsible for the 

execution and success of the project themes. 

For instance, a project group was formed for exploring and resolving problems. The 

role of the project group was to identify priorities, to point out objective- constraints of the 

project, and to generate improvement action proposals. This group had made progress in 

certain areas of work. For instance, one of the main activities improved by this group was 

work organization through ensuring that workers had a job description for existence and new 

employees along with having a clear organizational structure. Consequently, the results of the 

project group’s work were written up in a report to the owner of the business, who made the 

decision to execute the different action proposed. 

In this project group, the project manager debated information presented at the 

meeting where various opinions and different risks were presented.  If the project group 

didn’t agree on a decision to be pursued, there would be more discussions and an open debate 

in order to achieve a convincing and comprehensible plan from sharing the information.  

Several solutions were offered. 

Key people were pointed out and employed with the intention of participating during 

the project. The researchers and actors exercised networking to upper limit consequence in 

the early phases. For example, the operational supervisor guided the investigator to other key 

people who could assist. Frequent, casual meetings and negotiations with main individuals 

pointed out their concerns and capability to participate in the research process. Through 

organizing meetings, a kind of satisfaction is created among all the actors and the 

organization generated more efficiency. The meeting assisted directors and solved their daily 



 

The Theory and Practice of Socio-Economic Management, Vol. 3, No. 2, 2018 

               14 

troubles. By doing this, workers had the opportunity to participate in a variety of activities 

that would assist them to create a sense of their business and, accordingly influence their 

thoughts concerning the business and their career.  

Another of the baskets was the improvement of work organization. In the end, the 

changes that the project group recommended were: 

 Encourage individuals to talk to their manager if the responsibilities of their role are 

unclear. 

 Ensure that workers have a job description, which includes the principle role, 

reporting relationships and the main duties expected of them.  

 Ensure that organization structures across the business and reporting lines within 

work teams are comprehensible.  

 Present an organizational chart that offers an understandable observation of the 

organizational structure and communication channels 

 Following an organizational change, verify with workers to make sure they 

understand any additional duties that are required of them 

How Action Research helped participation from throughout the organization 

The objective was to develop and implement an organizational strategy that would 

concentrate on the problems highlighted in the preceding step.  Based on the observations of 

the researchers and interviews conducted during the evaluation, the researchers and the actors 

were able to develop solutions to improve the management system in the organization. 

Overall, the actors developed a variety of plans that took a step-wise approach to deal with 

the matters facing the organization.  

The intervention commenced with the formal approval given by the CEO and 

persuaded actors to participate. The CEO supported the implementation of the SEAM 

intervention in his company, and he facilitated the involvement of the staff in the process of 

implementation. All the actors in the company shared responsibility with the researchers to 

improve the management system. The operational manager, who was one of the owners, 

encouraged actors to be dynamically involved in the implementation procedure. This 

enhanced the actors’ loyalty to the accomplishment procedure and facilitated permanent 

feedback to be included in the development. 

SEAM uses a cyclical process including critical reflection, which supported the 

researchers and actors in dealing with problems. The regular communication and cooperation 

between the researcher and the actors during the fieldwork constructed opportunities for the 

researchers and whole staff to create additional projects and make modifications during the 

execution method. This resulted in rapid problem solving and was used to keep staff 

informed and to provide supportive feedback to them. For example, the researchers 

established that employees in the administrative department suffered from work overload; 

every employee must execute several tasks. The management team, with the cooperation of 



 

The Theory and Practice of Socio-Economic Management, Vol. 3, No. 2, 2018 

               15 

the researcher, analyzed the tasks of every employee and upon this investigation created job 

descriptions and delegated low value-added tasks. 

Evaluation 

An essential part in SEAM is assessment of the consequences of the project 

implementation. Six months after the end of the project, a second semi-structure series of 

interviews was conducted to evaluate changes in the governance of small family businesses 

as a result of action research. 

The researcher interviewed 29 employees. The interviews included questions about 

the changes in the organization to evaluate the degree to which the modifications at the 

organization were being a factor to the improved levels of the governance. The interviews 

were completed during normal working hours on a voluntary basis.  

The interviews indicated that the actors were experiencing improvements in the 

governance in a small family business. Once of these improvements included redesigning 

clearly the organization structure. The functions were realigned with the organizational goals. 

All individuals in the organization said that they understood their responsibilities, as well as 

knew to whom they should report and what to report. This decreased the confusion with 

roles, created an opportunity to share ideas and information, as well as diminished stress and 

conflict among all the actors. Then, the management team developed a written job description 

for both current and new employees, in accordance with the organization structure. The job 

description has assisted the company to determine areas in need of training and development 

which the company needed to achieve its goals. Finally, managers knew how reduce tasks 

that are dysfunction regulations, and then delegate these tasks to subordinates. By doing so, 

they have gained more time to expand development management skills, which contribute to 

the development and growth of the company. 

Overall, the evaluation of the project was viewed favorably by the CEO and 

management team. Governance was improved, and actors noticed the positive changes in the 

organization. This has increased the employees’ effectiveness and decreased the turnover rate 

from9% to 5% between year 2014 and 2016.Moreover, a relationship was established 

between the researchers and the practitioners. 

Findings 

The improvement of business governance through SEAM methodology led to a phase 

during which a small business made significant management changes (developing managerial 

skills, reorganizing work conditions, controlling corruption, creating transparency).  The 

business profited through progress in productivity. The study illustrated the influence of the 

management team, who are family members, in small business on efficiency, productivity 

and organizational performance.  Furthermore, it validated the affirmative leverage of a 

participatory and collaborative action research method in assisting the improved business 

governance. 
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 The SEAM method increased owners’ awareness regarding the impact of their 

practices and policies. Assessing several policies and practices made managers more 

responsible and consequently caused change. Furthermore, this method developed a bridge 

between family and non-family members. It endorsed dialogue and encouraged new 

communication processes and enhanced understanding by sharing various viewpoints held by 

family members. And finally, this method generated a kind of transparency and controlled 

corruption which is the outcome of nepotism or “wasta” as it is called in Middle East. The 

misuse of office in favor of family members was reduced. 

Through this intervention, the researchers faced several challenges that hindered the 

completion of proposed action research objectives, such as gossip and lack of seriousness. 

Gossip prevents communication among participants. For instance, during focus groups, some 

participants distanced themselves from contributing in the discussion with the purpose of 

keeping away from trouble with the owners or managers. Moreover, there was lack of 

seriousness in commitments required by actors at operation level. 9% of actors did not take 

seriously the project work because they believed that they felt undervalued. This led to lack 

of punctuality, data repetition and limited accomplishments. Also, there was less of a drop in 

absenteeism than there might have been. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this article was to describe how SEAM can be used to improve the 

business governance through concentrating on the more specific needs of the organization. 

The findings sustain the concept that, through SEAM, actors learned that there were many 

hidden causes of disturbance in management, of which people were not conscious. These 

hidden causes led to additional financial expenses (hidden costs) that are not presented in the 

information systems of the company. This created awareness among all the actors with the 

intention of creating an image of the possible savings that could benefit the organization’s 

development.  

Moreover, the findings illustrate that managers learned how to create a participative and 

democratic process that requests to rectify the symmetry of power in knowledge creation, the 

kind of outcome that Reason (2006) described in his article Choice and quality in action 

practice. On the one hand, the participation of managers in the feedback cycles and dialogues 

permitted them to understand employees’ difficulties and the importance to their meanings. 

This assisted managers to not impose their analysis on the situation on employees but to 

discuss and encourage their staff to give their opinion on what was going on and what could 

be done about it. On the other hand, employees had broad knowledge concerning the 

disciplines and clients. Actors knew what techniques and individuals they needed to do their 

jobs in an efficient way. By contributing actors in the process and taking into account their 

opinions, this provides the opportunity for managers to make the right decisions and improve 

business governance. This balance of knowledge, among all the actors, created a sense of 

trust, contributed to a democratic environment, and bridged the distance experienced between 

management and employees. 
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Finally, actors learned how to understand and acquire knowledge about what they do not 

observe and how their perspective is based on their experience. They had acquired the 

capacity to highlight improvements to the dysfunctions as well as to assess the reduction of 

hidden costs. Additionally, they became more open with people with whom they did not 

socialize formerly and became concerned with the situation more generally than they had 

previously in their practical responsibilities. Moreover, managers started to treat employees 

with respect and care, appreciating their human potential. This permitted employees to feel 

valued, to have obvious track and purpose, to know that their achievements were recognized, 

and to trust that they would not be blamed for issues outside their control. Developing human 

potential can add-value to a small business: when actors develop, they are more involved, and 

more willing to donate to the business safety. 
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