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Abstract  
PURPOSE 
This paper unpacks the question of research access, especially ethnographic access, seen as an intrinsic part of research projects that should be scrutinized carefully to gain a deeper understanding of the field. Two main questions are asked: what does the process of accessing knowledge-intensive businesses, specifically large international consultancies, tell us about access more generally? And what does accessing knowledge-intensive businesses, specifically large international consultancies, tell us about these organizations more generally?  
APPROACH 
The paper builds on discussions of research access issues in organizational ethnography, in part when setting out to employ shadowing as a method of inquiry. It focuses on the challenges of gaining access to knowledge-intensive businesses, where confidentiality is central to the work. The empirical focus is a study of large international consultancies (LICs) from where the data for this paper is drawn.
FINDINGS 
To answer the two questions, the paper provides an analysis of: accesses in the plural; ongoing processes of accessing; multiple levels of access and contradictory negotiations; research accesses, including access difficulties, as constitutive of research itself, and research accesses as dependent on and giving data on the organizations in question. Building on literatures on ethnographic access and empirical data gained while negotiating access to LICs, this article contributes to prior research on access, focusing on LICs as an arena for organizational ethnography, whose particular character has to be taken into account when conducting research. 
ORIGINALITY
This paper examines the processes of accessing, a neglected but important part of research: the phase(s) of negotiating and gaining access to the field, and the need to fully absorb these phases into the research process as a whole. Access as such multi-level ongoing processes is often neglected, however, in both academic writing and importantly in doctoral education curricula. Therefore, the paper offers guidelines for use in research training.
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UNPACKING THE PROBLEM OF ACCESS:  THE CASE OF LARGE KNOWLEDGE-INTENSIVE INTERNATIONAL CONSULTANCIES

I. Introduction
The question of research access is fundamental in much empirical research. Yet it is still often neglected in the analyses and reporting of research, including many organizational studies (Ahrens, 2004; Bruni, 2006; Kemp, 2010), even if the issue was already recognized in the 1940s (see Buchanan et al., 1988). While organizational ethnography has been much discussed within organization studies over recent years, the issue of research access has been under-debated, and often not seen as an intrinsic part of the actual research. This paper arises from our collective attempts to make sense of our engagement, and sometimes frustration, in negotiating research access to large international knowledge-intensive business (KIB) organizations. While KIBs are not new, over recent decades knowledge-intensive work has increased in importance in organizations and societies (Galbraith, 1967; Bell, 1973; Alvesson, 1993; Blackler, 1995; Martinez-Fernandez et al., 2011). 
We focus here what can be learnt from the problems, the extended time and effort involved, and indeed the mixed messages received in seeking research access for organizational ethnography in a particular kind of knowledge-intensive businesses (KIBs), namely, large international consultancies (LICs), sometimes also called professional service firms. 
We understand research access as processes of continuous negotiation of separate, yet simultaneous, accesses conducted on several levels, sometimes iteratively. Specifically, we argue for understanding access in terms of: accesses in the plural; ongoing processes of accessing; multiple levels of access and contradictory negotiations; their constitutiveness for research, not merely their function in making possible subsequent fieldwork; and dependence on and giving data on the organizations in question. In short, access and access problems may themselves provide significant data and insights into the research field. 
Research access
In their published articles and reports organizational researchers often convey an aura of “successful” fieldwork, discussing only those research accesses that they consider fruitful (pace Crompton and Jones, 1988). And even then, the actual access negotiations are usually downplayed or downright disregarded. The reasons for this may include, but are not limited to, the limited length of journal articles, self-censoring, and simplification of complex processes. There is also a tendency in much academic production to highlight success stories and neglect what might be seen as failure. Therefore difficulties and failures in gaining research access are easily forgotten or bypassed when research is written up, suggesting that gaining access is not necessarily always considered as a fundamental part of field research. This parallels the tendency in much research to report and publish positive, significant findings rather than negative or inconclusive ones (Song et al., 2010).
A range of scholars have confronted the question of research access: in mainstream social science research (Hammond, 1964; Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007); in feminist research (Pettigrew, 1981; Wolf, 1996; Ribbens and Edwards, 1998); in terms of gender and other personal characteristics of the researcher (Gurney, 1991; Van Maanen, 1991; Karjalainen, 2002); in studying managerial elites (Pettigrew, 1992; Odendahl and Shaw, 2002; Undheim, 2006); and in relation to the specific problems in gaining access into organizations (Rosenhan, 1973; Brown et al., 1976; Buchanan et al., 1988; ; Czarniawska, 2007; Collis and Hussey, 2009; Beloucif et al., 2010; Pritchard, 2011). Furthermore, although in several books published to assist students and scholars in carrying out successful field research the practical problems of access are discussed (Spradley, 1980; Beynon, 1988; Silverman, 1997; Amit, 2000), few attend systematically to access at more theoretical and methodological levels. 
The case of large international consultancies
This paper derives from our practical experiences and challenges in negotiating research access, eventually successfully, to LICs in order to research work-life balance and boundaries (“Age, generation, and changing work-life balance and boundaries: an intersectional and interactive ethnographic study”; hereafter the “WLB Project”). This has involved researching employees’ everyday boundaries between their paid work and the so-called ‘non-work’ parts of their lives. In so doing, we have struggled over the extent to which the character of these research sites, i.e. LICs, have been fundamental for the access difficulties encountered. Indeed in conducting research in this arena, we have at times asked ourselves: is it even possible to gain fieldwork access for ethnography into contemporary high profile LICs in which confidentiality is central to their business, unless the researchers are employed by the company? 
Thus before going further, we introduce some features of such knowledge-intensive businesses. LICs, like KIBs more generally, rely upon professional knowledge and qualifications (Miles et al., 1995; Miles, 2005), undertaking complex operations where human capital is the dominant factor (Alvesson, 2004). These large knowledge-intensive international consultancies offer specialized, confidential business-to-business services, such as management, financial, information systems and legal consulting, for firms and public organizations as inputs to their business and production processes (Miles et al., 1995; Strambach, 2001; Martinez-Fernandez et al., 2011), rather than for private consumption. Typically, this entails clear contractual conditions between the business parties concerned (Hauknes, 1999). This is the primary feature characterizing this particular kind of KIBs (also see Humphrey and Scapens, 1996; Parker and Roffey, 1997; Grey, 1998; Anderson-Gough et al., 1998; Irvine, 2003; Ahrens, 2004; Boussebaa, 2009; Boussebaa et al., 2012; Spence et al. 2014). An additional important feature in this context is the presence of a strong, positive corporate culture and branding, and associated regulated social identities (Kärreman and Alvesson, 2004). As we shall see, these two features – provision of confidential business-to-business services, and strong, positive, apparently open corporate culture, can have contradictory implications. 
Aims and outline
In this paper we ask two main questions: 
· what does the process of accessing these large international knowledge-intensive consultancies tell us about access, access difficulties and research more generally? 
· what does accessing knowledge-intensive businesses, specifically large international consultancies, tell us about these organizations more generally? 

With these questions we seek to understand, first, what is special about these organizations, and, second, what we could learn from them analytically regarding the conduct of organizational fieldwork. We analyze different levels of research access, partly in relation to the contradictory access and the role of HR and other gatekeepers in the process of accessing, supported with examples from the empirical data that was gained while the authors negotiated access to LICs. We examine why certain LICs may both welcome and not welcome research and researchers, sometimes even simultaneously. Access is rarely only about access, and indeed may contribute to both methodological development and the field of investigation under scrutiny. Overall, we seek to contribute to research on access issues, focusing on LICs as an arena for organizational ethnography, whose particular character has to be taken into account when conducting research.

The following section outlines the initial planned research design. Section III discusses our access experiences. The next section outlines three key issues – accesses in the plural; multiple organizational levels of access; and ongoing processes of accessing. Section V addresses what can be learnt from these experiences in terms of how research accesses are organizational processes dependent on and giving data on the organizations in question, and how research accesses and access difficulties are constitutive of research itself. Accesses are often neglected in academic writing and in doctoral education curricula. This paper provides some guidelines to the understanding and analysis of access that can also be used in doctoral education.

II. Initial research design, and the blurring of work-life boundaries
In our original research design, we planned to conduct organizational ethnography with extensive fieldwork in the organizational premises, and using interviews and shadowing1 of the knowledge workers during their work as the main research methods (Burgess, 1984; Chrzanowska, 2002). Through organizational ethnography, we sought to understand the everyday life of knowledge workers, identify their boundaries between paid work and the rest of their lives, including their likely boundary blurring, follow the mobility of their work, and observe the balancing or merging between different spheres of their lives.
The widespread contemporary blurring of boundaries inside and outside of work and organizations has been a major inspiration for this project. Likewise, spatial and temporal arrangements in knowledge work seem to have become blurred, with  substantial changes in work, divisions of labour and organizational forms structuring work processes in new ways (Barley and Kunda, 2001; Walsh et al., 2006; Ahrne and Brunsson, 2010), and blurs some aspects of differentiations between paid work and ‘non-work’ (Fleming and Spicer, 2004). Such shifting boundaries through porous organizations, greedy jobs, work demands at home, home demands at work, impacts of new technologies, and negotiations and ambivalences about boundaries, and life course changes have been a driving concern in the WLB Project (Nippert-Eng, 1996; Desrochers and Sargent, 2003; Kivimäki, 2004; Ford and Collinson, 2011). Similarly,  rapid social processes and shortened time horizons have changed many organizations, so that they are now constituted through concurrent, fragmented practices in a multitude of spaces. 
These features are apparent in our data on knowledge-intensive businesses where employees are frequently on the move; indeed many LICs have abandoned personal desks for employees in favor of hot-desks where workers come and find a place to work for themselves for a day or even an hour. Furthermore, in many LICs much of the work is done on the clients’ premises rather than their employer’s. Such conditions make ethnographic fieldwork in LICs and similar organizations especially challenging (Vásquez et al., 2012; Czarniawska, 2007; Taylor and van Every, 2011). Early in the research we made assumptions, perhaps erroneously, about why we wanted to shadow: to see the professionals concerned actually perform their work, to see them in the office back regions behind the front scenes, to see their emotional lives at work, to see the ‘real thing’ (see Gill, 2011). Looking back, this was perhaps naïve. The nature of these organizations and their work brought major challenges to the fieldwork. The planned methods proved impossible to follow and became a significant obstacle to access. In this situation we modified our initial plans, using a more composite set of methods which we discuss in Section V.

III. Almost in the field 
So, how did these accesses proceed for us? The access negotiations with specific organizations and/or respondents are a crucial part of the research process. We discuss the access negotiations with five companies (A, B, C, D, E), beginning with two relative successes and continuing with three unsuccessful attempts to gain research access. In these access negotiations with the LICs, we were generally warmly welcomed. However, when it came to actual fieldwork, such as shadowing, in the corporate premises, we received a straight ‘no’ that was not even slightly negotiable. Even if access is often a challenging part of research, we discuss why gaining research access to these LIC corporations has been so complicated.
In seeking access our first steps were to review our previous research contacts with possible companies, and then widen those contacts through the university representative for our university’s official company relations. From this, we assembled an impressive list of company names and names of company representatives. We discussed in detail within the research group the types of organizations, as well as our preferences, and started to contact the companies, which we summarize in Table 1, based on our research logs, and their regular analysis. 

	

	Company A
	Company B
	Company C
	Company D
	Company E

	Research discussion 
	On how to contact the companies and who should be contacted

	First contact
	Cold email by researcher  (R)

	R makes a phone call with a previous research contact in the company
	UP  makes contact on behalf of us;
contact person low level
	R meets company representative in an event when project is starting, informal discussion 
	R meets high-level manager of the company when project is starting, informal discussion about access, informal agreement

	Outcome
	Refusal 
	Email from another company representative
	No outcome
	No follow-up/ outcome
	Pilot interview with the company representative

	Research discussion 
	On how to react to refusal, change of strategy?
	On what to send to the company representative
	On how to react to no outcome
	On how to react to no outcome
	On interview analysis and how to proceed from here

	Second contact
	Cold call by R
	More information sent to the company representative
	Cold call by R to a higher level
	University representative (UP)  makes contact on behalf of researchers, simultaneously R calls the contact 
	R calls the company representative later on when wider access is on the agenda

	Outcome
	Scheduling for a meeting
	Agreement to participate
	No definite answer
	No definite answer
	Agreement in principle but rejection in timing 

	Research discussion
	On how to get full access and to what Rs are ready to settle for
	On how to proceed with the agreement
	On how to react to no outcome, change of strategy?
	On how to react to no outcome, change of strategy?
	On how to react to limited agreement, change of strategy?

	Third contact
	Meeting with HR and Rs
	Meeting with HR and Rs
	After several efforts to make access negotiations proceed, a Thank you note for the company
	The question was moved to HR
	R emails and calls in order to find out about suitable timing

	Outcome
	Access without shadowing
	Access with possibility for  shadowing, which is, however, then reported by the company as not realistic
	No access, no refusal
	Discussions back-and forth between the two company representatives and R
	Avoidance

	Research discussion
	On how to amend original research strategy 
	On how to amend original research strategy, with the mild hope to gain access for ethnography
	On pros and cons of letting this access attempt rest, decision to do so
	On pros and cons of letting this access attempt rest, decision to do so
	On pros and cons of letting this access attempt rest, decision to do so

	Result
	Success without shadowing, with more research participants than originally agreed 

	Success without shadowing, although less research participants than originally agreed 
	Failure, but the situation is open for future cooperation 

	Failure (argued by ongoing changes in the company), but the situation is open for future cooperation 
	Failure, but the situation is open for future cooperation 



Table 1.  Summary of access attempts on five companies, based on research logs
Company A was contacted by sending a letter presenting the project by email to the company HR manager. Two days later we received an email from an HR adviser who worked for the HR manager refusing our request and explaining that the methods for research were not suitable in an organization like theirs with high confidentiality requirements towards their clients. The next day, we telephoned to ask more specifically about the problems with conducting organizational ethnography. After talking through the different possibilities, the company was ready to reconsider its participation, agreeing to a meeting of the researchers and HR personnel. At the meeting in Company A’s premises we presented the project and renegotiated access, this time with a less “threatening” approach, by asking for interviews with the company employees and access to HR materials. In the process of negotiating access, there is often a conflict between what is desirable theoretically and what is possible in practice (Buchanan et al., 1988), and we decided to amend our strategy accordingly. Organizations and researchers have different goals, and this may lead to difficulties in access process (Beynon, 1988). Our renegotiated requests went via company lawyers and we gained access to do interviews after signing substantial confidentiality agreements (see Anderson-Cough, 1997; Irvine, 2003). We also received some HR documents with not very sensitive, but still useful, background information in preparing for interviews and data analysis. 

With Company A, the main problem in the negotiations was that the contact person was placed relatively lowly within a highly hierarchical organization, so they had to agree everything with superiors. The chief HR manager had cancelled on us, sending two low level HR advisers to “negotiate” with us. To have to deal with the low level gatekeepers without access to those who make the actual decisions on research access can be frustrating (Crompton and Jones, 1988). On the other hand, although the early stages with Company A involved some difficulties, from then on access proceeded smoothly, and we were able to complete a substantial number of interviews, including an especially interesting interview with the HR manager who had initially turned down our proposal for research access, and then missed our meeting. Later on, when we asked for more interviews with the top management in order to gain a more even distribution of interviews across the hierarchy, they declined saying that there were already enough interviews conducted. Corporations have a variety of ways to resist research, one being denial of access to certain people who are considered too important, or not important enough, for the research (Beynon, 1988). Amidst such processes, however, important information on hierarchical and other relations within the organization may be revealed (Ahrens, 2004).
To illustrate the access negotiations with Company B, we focus on one meeting held at their premises. At the meeting, there were three of us:  the HR Specialist of Company B and two researchers from our research project. We gave a powerpoint presentation, and then the letter of invitation and the more detailed letter concerning HR documents were discussed. The meeting was seemingly successful: we presented our proposal and discussed it with apparent ease and common agreement. The atmosphere was positive, even somewhat relaxed. The HR Specialist asked about our alma maters, and it turned out that she shared hers with one of us. Indeed it has been noted that when research access is being negotiated, the actors are often more interested in researchers’ personae or personal histories than the theoretical basis of research (Bruni, 2006). 
They promised to get back to us after talking with the company lawyers, promising to hand-pick 15 interviewees for us. The HR Specialist added that it was better they did this themselves rather than letting bosses do so, as they knew best the employees and the branch leaders would just pick up the “best workers”. The HR Specialist also said that 15 interviewees were enough, assuring us they would try to find employees who were motivated to participate. The Specialist promised to discuss the “shadowing” or “following” part of the research with the possible participants, but could not promise that they would agree to that. Nevertheless, the possible second step of the fieldwork was discussed, albeit briefly. The HR Specialist promised to bring or send us relevant HR documents, which in itself might be seen as a good indicator for successful access. 
But there was a major problem: the HR Specialist showed us the glass wall behind the client lounge, beyond which no one is allowed accesses. There was even a one-one mirror/window – a mini-panopticon – for employees to observe those excluded. Therefore, we could only get as far as the meeting rooms for the clients. The Specialist told us that outsiders had never been seen there, particularly as the tax specialists and accountants work with their desks full of confidential documents. This phenomenon has been referred to as “closed organization syndrome” (Kemp, 2010), when the fear of leaking confidential information has been at stake. This raised a big question mark for us. If it is not possible to get access to the physical workplace, we realized we had a major problem in our hands. This made us ask whether this was the reason why Company A did not initially want to allow access. Even if we could shadow the employees, while they were having client meetings this would be a problem. We would not be allowed to enter the meetings, quite likely not even the buildings where the client meetings would take place. Although every moment spent in the organization should be seen as part of the research, this prospect was bleak when we were seeking to do ethnography, especially because we were able to conduct only two thirds of the initially promised 30 interviews with 15 professionals. 

Having discussed two relatively successful accesses, albeit without agreement for shadowing, we now turn to three attempts to gain research access that were not successful. Company C was initially approached by our university representative and, as we heard nothing back, we soon approached them ourselves. Furthermore, in Company C, the contact person was hierarchically fairly low level, so they had to approve everything with their superior. With no further progress, we changed tactics, and the other researcher contacted the superior directly. Unfortunately this did not succeed either; we never got to speak on the phone to hear their final opinion; the company was left “hanging”, and no further contact was taken after a final “thank you for your time” note (on attempts to gain contacts, see Beloucif et al., 2010).
In Company D the company representative – this time the Brand Manager – had already been met during the very first stages of the project. The connection was friendly and information was sent to the Brand Manager, who then passed on the material to the HR manager. The same researcher spoke at length on the phone with the HR manager and sent the same material to her. The HR manager seemed very interested, but at the same time very time-pressed. The process went on where the Brand and HR managers kept passing the ball to each other. At some point, we learned that the company had already been contacted by someone from working at same university we were working in, and thus we were competing against other proposal (see Buchanan et al., 1988; Saunders et al., 2009). Then we attempted to renegotiate the research project again, but received a final rejection stating that the data we could collect now would not serve them well in a year’s time as they were implementing organizational changes and new working practices. We chose not to try to negotiate any further, and left it there.
Company E was also met in the very early stages of the project by one of the researchers. As often emphasized in literature, personal contacts may facilitate the access process (Buchanan et al., 1988; Crompton and Jones, 1988). The contact person was the CEO and, thus, was able to take the decisions relatively independently. The CEO agreed to give a pilot interview a good month after the first meeting, and was very positive and friendly towards the project. Access was not finalized during the interview; rather, the project was presented and more material was sent afterwards. The day before the interview some negative news about the company letting people go appeared in the media, which had also been discussed in the interview. At that time the new circumstances did not seem to be a problem for their participation in the project. Later, however, the CEO indicated that they were very interested to take part, but could not do so immediately. He very politely but firmly refused to take the research forward before the HR personnel had time for it, and, thus, protected them in what was clearly a tough period for them and the company. New negotiations started a few months later, but the situation was left open. By then, as we had gained access to Companies A and B, we chose to focus on them first. 
Throughout all of these negotiation processes a detailed research log was carefully maintained. The initial phases, after carefully choosing the approached companies, were more spontaneous and iterative, dependent on feedback, information and feelings from interacting with the companies. Some were more informal to begin with, even if further phases included legal documents; some were more formal from the beginning and required presentable project material and letters of recommendation. In Company A, with its initially formal relations, the outcome was finally more successful than elsewhere. In Company B, the initially informal relationship started the process well, but the outcome was restricted access with less respondents, and the response to our further inquiries a smiling “no”. With Company E, the friendly avoidance to grant formal access was hard to renegotiate, as a contact pushed too far can be a contact lost for future collaboration. At each step we discussed what we had learnt among the research team, evaluated and re-evaluated the situation, and considered what the options were. Each step is documented, recording our actions (emails, telephone calls, meetings), but also our thoughts (strategy, theoretical framework, comparative method), and feelings (success, frustration) (see Table 1). Moving from this mass of data, we were rather easily able to construct our initial reflections, as set out in the next section. The more detailed reflections were the product of a much longer and iterative process of collective discussion and debate, aided by the very process of writing up. 

IV. Initial reflective findings: plural accesses, ongoing processes of accessing, multiple levels  
Following this review of our experience of gaining access into LICs, we now turn to analysis of these accesses, structured as in Table 2. We begin with some initial reflections, before more detailed responses to the two research questions.
	
	Research questions

	
	What does the process of accessing these LICs tell about access, access difficulties and research more generally?
	What does accessing LICs tell about these organizations more generally?

	
Initial reflective findings
	Accesses in the plural

	
	Ongoing processes of accessing over time
	Multiple organizational levels of access

	



Detailed reflective findings
	Research accesses and access difficulties as constitutive of research itself: 
*access difficulties
*handling access difficulties
*status of access 
 
	Research accesses as dependent on and giving data on the organizations in question: 
*extent of confidential closure
*corporate image and culture
*ambivalences and ambiguities



Table 2: Structure of analysis

A clear primary observation is that it is not accurate to discuss ‘access’ in the singular; rather, there are plural accesses; these have rather different, if interconnected, initial implications for our research questions. On the first count, plural accesses can be understood as ongoing processes of accessing over time; on the second, plural accesses typically entail multiple organizational levels of access

Accessing the field can be seen as a continuous, ongoing processes of accessing over time that is not complete until the fieldwork or research is over (Ahrens, 2004; Bruni, 2006). The processual nature of access may cause difficulties in predicting what forms the access may take; an opportunistic approach to access may be appropriate (Buchanan et al., 1988). It is commonly not enough to negotiate access once and for all; the whole time in the field, as well as that before the official fieldwork spent in meetings discussing the research project and trying to convince gatekeepers, can be a constant negotiation process of access, and an integral part of research.

In considering multiple organizational levels, first, there is access to the organization in a general sense, allowing the carrying out of research on the organization and facilitating it at an official, formal level. Second, researchers may seek access to organizational documents. This raises the question of which documents are handed to the researchers, and at which security levels. Furthermore, what kinds of documents are considered to be relevant for the study, i.e. do organizational personnel even mention of the existence of documents to the researchers? Particular organizational members may resist research, including already granted official access, by denying access to certain data or documents. Furthermore, are documents to be read in situ or can they copied and taken out of the organizational premises for further analysis? Third, access is usually vital to the research participants themselves, such as interviewees, selected or filtered by the organization (Beynon, 1988), for example, in the sense that which levels and specialisms of employees are included and excluded as research participants. This process can proceed in several directions: top management may be omitted as their time is considered too precious and expensive, for example, or lower level workers can be omitted as they are not considered that important or ‘interesting’ for the study, or certain branches of the organization may be bypassed for one internal reason or another, which is not necessarily revealed to the researchers. Fourth is the issue of access to the individual research participants that the organization has designated for the research, in terms of their level of commitment and motivation to participate in the study. Although management generally gives permission for access, each subsequent research contact needs to still be persuaded individually to participate in the study (Ahrens, 2004). Thus access may need to be repeated at multiple levels of access, for example, access first through HR and through department heads or team meetings (see Fig. 1).  
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Fig. 1 Multiple levels of access

Multiple levels of access, access as a continuous process and the special characteristics of each research setting often make for contradictions in access. 

V. Detailed reflective findings and discussion 
Thus far, we have scrutinized the relatively neglected area of research access and difficulties in gaining access to KIBs, and specifically LICs. We have noted questions of accesses, multiple levels of access, and ongoing processes of accessing; these points lead onto broader responses to our two research questions: how research accesses, including access difficulties, may be constitutive of the research itself, and how research accesses are organizational processes dependent on and giving data on the organizations in question. So, what does accessing these LICs tell about access and research more generally? What does accessing LICs tell about these organizations?
What accessing knowledge-intensive LICs tells about access, access difficulties and research more generally
The access processes to LICs described enlighten important characteristics of access in general, although these may be implicit and go unnoticed in less arduous access processes. Access difficulties involve not just the researchers trying to understand others, but the research participants trying to understand the researchers (McLaren 1991; Brown and Theodossopoulos, 2004; Karjalainen, 2007). While gatekeepers, ethnographers and intermediaries interact, they construct identities. Indeed already in the first phases of negotiation researchers may gather vital data on the research site they seek to enter (Bruni, 2006).
Access difficulties
Based on our experiences, three main reasons that may block or at least hinder the access to an organization can be identified. First, some companies are flooded with research requests; it may well be that someone else got there first. In fact, this situation occurred with Company D, when their HR personnel told us that they had two offers on the table and they were going to hold an internal meeting to decide which research project they chose to participate in. When negotiating research access to Company B, it became apparent that there is so much information on work and employees flowing through the desks of HR managers, that it seemed that the company welcomed us to join the river of research and studies that they handle on an everyday basis, even if they were not really committing themselves to a specific research project. Second, although one may gain access to the organization, access to organizational documents and employees is influenced by the researchers’ status within their own organization, and how key gatekeepers perceive them (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 172). Third, of similar importance is, how the status of the gatekeeper is perceived in the host organization. This can be of crucial importance when the selected group has received invitations from the gatekeeper to participate and is making individual decisions whether to allocate ones time to participate or not. Fourth, with the current harsh economic climate and associated restructurings, many employers may not even want to give individual employees the choice to allocate time for participating in research: rather, they may think that their employees do not have time to devote to anything outside their work tasks or do not wish to complicate their employees’ working lives or give them voice at a sensitive time. This was part of the reason why we were granted access for interviews but not shadowing or ethnography in Companies A and B. These companies considered the former research method to constitute a rather easy task for employees, while the latter was deemed too demanding, time-consuming and even uncomfortable with regard to client relations and company policies.
Handling access difficulties
Accesses may be negotiated in various ways, through: a) formal decision-making process (HR, CEO, other gatekeepers); b) unofficial personal networks (friends, relatives); c) former research contacts; d) other stakeholders (for example, labour unions), e) sometimes by chance (as happened in this project when one top manager was recruited as a respondent because he was curious about a researcher’s presence in the company lobby). At times we negotiated access bypassing formalities and the HR function, by being at the right place at the right time, and asking potential respondents to participate in the study – the researcher has to rise to the opportunity, even if not prepared (Buchanan et al., 1988). Moreover, for a research project to succeed, research participants have to feel they can contribute to it, and are listened to (ibid.). To secure commitment, researchers should offer something in return: for respondents, it may simply be time, a listening ear; in our case, we also offered a feedback session with benchmarking, as this was of special interest to management (Ahrens, 2004). 
To deal with such complex challenges we urge researchers to adopt multiple methods through multiple accesses. As noted, in our meetings with the organizations, we were able to negotiate access for interviews and HR documents and data, but when it came to fieldwork within the corporate premises, we often received a straight or more indirect refusal. Thus, when seeking research access and commitment from organizations (Crompton and Jones, 1988) we recommend more than a simple, single access model. Accordingly, in this project we developed access through: (i) meetings, (ii) documentary, policy and web material, (iii) observations and fieldnotes, (iv) a two-stage interview method,2 including in-between the stages (v) week-long time diaries for the majority of the case company participants (n=46), focusing on everyday timed experiences of work-life relations, coupled with (vi) use of Collaborative Interactive Action Research (CIAR) feedback (Rappoport et al., 2002; Bailyn and Fletcher, 2007) in the second interview, (vii) visualized drawing of their work-life relations in the second interview, (viii) informal follow-ups with key informants, (ix) structured analytical discussions in the research team on accesses, project content and triangulations, as well as (x) a more focused international sub-project on very senior top managers in both locally and internationally. We eventually accessed 60 research participants in 12 organizations in six countries, including 27 at the top level. 
This combination of methods has generated very large data on the everyday lives of those in the companies, arguably a much fuller picture than ethnographic shadowing in the workplace might have brought. Having said that, it is often difficult for researchers to know how well or fully accessing has proceeded and have they “got in” to an organization before they have “got out”. This emphasizes again the plural, multiple-level, ongoing nature of accessing. One may only know ex post facto how successful the processes of access have been.
The status of access: functional, intrinsic or abductive?
Similarly, access itself can be understood in several different ways, with different views on what is considered to be the role of access in a qualitative research project such as this. There is a functional view, in which access is seen as the necessary and obligatory but somewhat tiresome first stage, after which the actual research begins. In this view, vital information may go unnoticed and interesting viewpoints remain unseen. This tends to downplay how negotiation of access may prove to be significant for observation per se, because it can reveal important characteristics of organizational processes which the researcher seeks to study (Bruni, 2006). In another view, however, access is not a separate step that belongs to preparations phase for research, but an essential part of research itself. Approaching research access from this intrinsic point of view raises new questions and provides information and insights on organizations. Negotiating research access can be viewed as both a research process and an organizational process: it permits reflection on how access is gained to the organization, but it is also an opportunity for observing and understanding significant organizational processes (Bruni, 2006). A third approach which combines elements of both the functional and the intrinsic might be described as abductive or iterative, in that access or accesses constitute a continuing process that needs to be repeated throughout the research, and with repeated functional and intrinsic aspects. 
To summarize this section: research accesses, including access difficulties, are also constitutive of research itself.

What accessing LICs tells about these organizations more generally
How organizations relate to those who do not belong to it can tell a great deal about those organizations (Bruni, 2006). Negotiations on access may unearth important characteristics of the organization (Ahrens, 2004). Both our successful and failed attempts to access LICs showed how access is intertwined with the sector studied, international consulting.
The extent of confidential closure
Understanding an organization is vital when trying to negotiate access (Irvine, 2003). Organizations clearly vary regarding levels of openness, for example, around confidentiality, but this is not a monolithic dimension. Organizations can be very hierarchical and bureaucratic, but once access procedures are completed they may become relatively open about information, as with some police organizations, or they may appear at first flexible and transparent, but in practice be resistant to research. Official access may be granted, but if key members do not allow access to key documents or key informants due to organizational hierarchies or rigidities this may impede the research. A company may show the green light for a research project, but operational access for researchers to carry out successful research may not follow. HR personnel are often gatekeepers to research access, and they themselves may wish to encourage such projects, but they may have quite limited power within the organization (Crompton and Jones, 1988).
Accordingly, access can provide useful information about organizations’ structures, tasks, and culture. First and most obviously, the challenge of access affirms the central importance of strict confidentiality there under contemporary work and technological conditions (Bertino et al., 2006). Knowledge work in LICs is defined by knowledge-intensity, with work conducted by (teams of) experts, yet based on individual performance and networking skills,  often done in non-defined hours, sometimes in an ad hoc manner (Cross and Cummings, 2004; Alvesson, 2004). The work is frequently mobile, and relatively autonomous, spatially and temporally. Network relations and close contact with clients are central and often employee-bound. Client meetings are confidential; work premises are off limits to researchers, and individual work is mostly “mind-work”, using ICTs and similar devices. Confidentiality in all official work premises and client contacts creates severe problems for conducting organizational ethnography and shadowing (see Irvine, 2003).3 These features are intensified in LICs working business-to-business (Miles et al., 1995; Strambach, 2001; Martinez-Fernandez et al., 2011).

Corporate image and culture
These features are juxtaposed by a second issue, namely, that of strong, positive corporate image and culture. There are few strict rules or concrete policies on the merging of private life and work, but typically a strong corporate culture and regulated, merely work-related social identities (Kärreman and Alvesson, 2004). Maintaining a good public corporate image, in terms of their own branding, talent management, reputation, corporate social responsibility, as well as responsiveness to ‘diversity’, seems very important to these LICs. They put great emphasis on presentation and performance, at both corporate and individual levels. This has made it quite challenging at times to decipher whether we had gained functional access or not, and on what level, for both companies and their individual employees wanted to present themselves as open-minded and cooperative, yet efficient and trustworthy partners. Their corporate image is dynamic and future-orientated organizations, but actually they are quite traditional in their organizational practice, with strong hierarchical differentiation, emphasis on promotions and titles, and formal career paths (Kärreman and Alvesson, 2004). They have been said to resemble in some ways ideal-type machine bureaucracy with their technocratic control and elaborated systems, structures, and procedures for everything from knowledge-sharing to project assessment and feedback loops, even if these are paralleled by more socio-ideological forms of control (ibid.). In this sense, LICs might be contrasted with some other KIBs, such as gaming companies.
Ambivalences and ambiguities
A third feature of these companies that became clearer through the process of accessing concerns ambivalences and ambiguities around their motivations to become involved in the research. From the corporate perspective, obtaining data on the workforce is important for knowledge-intensive companies in order to recruit and retain the best and most promising talent, maintain employees’ commitment, and get maximum output from their workforce (Niemistö, 2011). The LICs contacted were generally initially keen to participate in the study, with strong motivation to attract young educated and talented experts, and harsh competition for them between companies.
This seemingly open, cooperative attitude and positive, outward-directed image initially encountered while trying to gain access does not always resonate with, and may even be in contradiction with, their rigid boundaries in relation to information or access. While on the surface these organizations celebrate flexibility, innovation, internationalism and openness to the newest information, they themselves are, due to the confidential nature of their business, relatively closed to certain forms of qualitative inquiry. 
This led us to believe that access was initially welcomed, even granted, in order to appear interested (Ahrens, 2004). The companies do not necessary shy away from fieldwork and shadowing as such, however, which makes the question of accessing even more confusing. We were able to discuss the potential fieldwork and shadowing of their knowledge workers – but in what seem to be impossible terms. On one hand, Company B told us that if the research participants are willing, we are welcome to shadow them during their workday. On the other, the company allowed us only to the client area, but not into the offices. The knowledge workers of the company often go to meet their clients and work there, but because these are strictly confidential client relations, the ethnographers are left outside the door, maybe in the parking lot. While this would constitute fieldwork, it would be very limited as organizational ethnography.
In principle, we were allowed to shadow, but it was made impossible. We both gained some access easily, for the organizations wish to learn about how to attract talented workforce and maintain their commitment, and we kept getting an absolute ‘no’ when we tried to negotiate access into the actual workspaces. This was quite perplexing. However, such ambiguous communication, as well as processes of multi-level accessing, may indicate contradictions between the public image the company may want to maintain and with the actual operations it carries. Organizations may want to present themselves as open and willing to participate, when in fact they are not prepared to do so in practice; individuals may also behave similarly, promising access, and then denying it. Certain types of KIBs might both want and not want to be accessed, might both welcome and not welcome research, even simultaneously. The corporate image of openness to novel ideas, the newest research and thinking ‘outside the box’ that these LICs presented on the surface was in contradiction with their strict boundaries on the flow of information and people. They may trade on blurring work boundaries between home and work, across time and space for their employees, but they are rigid in their control of boundaries regarding the work itself. This is a further reason why shadowing is not necessarily the best method for qualitative research on LICs, even if doubtless providing insights on everyday organizational life. 
To summarize this section: research accesses are dependent on and give data on the organizations in question; they are in effect themselves organizational processes.

VI. Concluding remarks
In this paper we have asked what difficulties around research access tell about both large knowledge-intensive international consultancies themselves, and access and research more generally. Trying to make sense of our access experiences, our problems with access and the obstacles in the negotiation process have opened up a whole new avenue of inquiry in the context we are interested in. At the same time, we recognize clear limitations in this endeavour. The challenges and limitations are connected to both questions of method and the observation of knowledge-intensity, non-defined hours, ad hoc work arrangements, and blurred boundaries. The initial attempt to utilize shadowing as a method was untenable. In addition, there is a whole range of issues in the knowledge sector that relate to company policies and practices based on internal and external needs of confidentiality. This led us onto further research questions: how to do fieldwork in tightly controlled knowledge-intensive business organizations? What are the possibilities of ethnography in modern confidential consultancies? Are contemporary workplaces such that even if there is shared interest in qualitative research knowledge, possibilities for allowing researchers access to do such research are reduced? 
Thus to conclude, the unpacking of research access, specifically in organizational ethnography and related approaches, involves five main aspects. First, research access should be understood in the plural as accesses. Second, access is to be conceptualized as ongoing processes of accessing, over organizational time and organizational social space. Third, accessing often, perhaps typically, involves multiple levels, and contradictory, sometimes ambiguous, powers, negotiations, and narratives. Fourth, research accesses, including access difficulties, are constitutive of research itself. Finally, research accesses can be understood as organizational processes that are dependent on and give useful data on the organizations in question. These issues can act as useful guides for doctoral and other researchers when seeking access for ethnographic, shadowing and similar qualitative research, and are thus important in research training:
· What is the character of the access in your project? 
· Does access involve singular access or plural accesses?
· What kind of ongoing processes of accessing over time are likely?
· What levels, feedbacks, iterations of access are likely?
· What can be learnt from the access process about access, access difficulties and the constitution of the research itself?
· What are the blocks to access?
· How are access difficulties to be handled? Should/can gatekeepers be disregarded?
· What is the status of access?
· What can be learnt from the access process about the organizations in question more generally: 
· In terms of structure, tasks, corporate image, ambiguities, tensions, and so on?
Access is certainly a key practical activity in the doing of qualitative research on organizations and management, but it is rarely only that. Access and access difficulties may at times become part of both the methodological development and the very field of investigation itself, and especially so in and around those organizations that are difficult to research.
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Notes
1. Shadowing requires following a knowledge worker closely during their everyday work, for a certain period of time (see Qualitative Research in Organizations and Management, 2014). While in much qualitative fieldwork one studies a community, shadowing usually involves following only one person or a very small number of people, hence approaching the field in a more intimate fashion (Czarniawska, 2007). Organizational shadowing is “a form of one-on-one ethnography” that enables one to access intimate and invisible spaces of organizing, micro-processes of decision making and identity making, and experiences of the phenomena of organizing and organizations (Gill, 2011, p. 130).
2. While conducting interviews, we constantly re-negotiated access through building relations of trust with respondents, and arranging a second interview with discussions about some sensitive or personal, even painful, questions regarding boundary-crossings from work to ‘non-work’.
3. This prompts the question: how could one study, through shadowing, such knowledge work that is mostly inside participants’ minds, with few visual manifestations beyond working at the keyboard? How is it possible to shadow work practices that are largely invisible or impossible to observe? Is shadowing appropriate for researching such work? Even if we had been able to gain access to shadow research participants, we might have only observed the shadowee staring at the screen or typing; we would not have been able to tell whether it was a work task or something else. Moreover, self-reporting of such tasks in real time (Vásquez et al., 2012) can be tedious and time-consuming.
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