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During the past hundred years western society has been through substantial changes in many areas. Industrialism changed the structure of society, demographics, life styles, attitudes toward time, but also toward spirituality. Spirituality had had a central role in people’s lives before, mainly because of the strong role the church used to have in society. In the secular world we live in today, the church plays but a marginal role as a spiritual centre. Instead, spirituality can be found in different forms within other contexts.

The words spirit and spirituality have their origin in the Latin word “spirare”; to breathe, and “spiritus”; breath, spirit. According to the Oxford English Dictionary “spirit” is the non-physical part of a person, which is the seat of emotions and character. “Spiritual”, in turn is defined as “of, relating to or affecting the human spirit as opposed to material or physical things.” and as “of or relating to religion or religious belief.”.

Even though the more institutionalised definition of spirituality is not as predominant as it used to be, spirituality can be found – in different forms and shapes – in our surroundings. The spiritual dimensions of our lives change and adjust, ever searching for new ways to be expressed. The individual commitment to and expressions of matters of spirit can be regarded as a resource; as a source for personal development, but also as a resource for the social life in an organisation. These dimensions of spirituality are what the research project “Silent music in fertile deserts – on spirituality in organisations” is interested in.

The idea that the modern human has freed him- or herself from religious concepts can sometimes seem to be predominant in our times. However, research (e.g. Bovbjerg, 2001) has shown that this is not the case. Religious concepts are very much present and at the base of for example many of the courses and methods offered for personal development, which in turn are used within business in order to help individuals to adapt to the new challenges and requirements that business and society pose and demand.

During the past years articles that discuss spirituality and related issues have started to emerge in various journals. Also, different spiritual expressions have been used in metaphor-research within organisational theory. Even though the theoretical contribution of the research field of ‘spirituality in organisations’ so far has been somewhat meagre, we are convinced that this particular field of research will grow in popularity in the years to come. We also believe that it will develop into an area of growing interest that business by and large can increasingly benefit from.

The interest for this particular field of research has awakened and grown within the research group SIMILIA r.f. during the past years. The research group consists of 5 researchers from different Universities in Finland and Sweden. Most of them are still affiliated with Åbo Akademi University in the town of Åbo (Turku). Until now, the members of SIMILIA r.f. have been occupied with their various individual research projects, for which they have received support and help from all other members of the research group through the organised activities of the group. “Silent music in fertile deserts – on spirituality in organisations” is the beginning of a new period in the activity of the research group and is our first joint research project.

The project will include different activities; the organising of seminars and workshops on spirituality, the publication of an anthology within 2006, the organisation of a post‑graduate course in the spring of 2006 as well as a separate conference track on the Conference of the Scandinavian Academy of Management in August 2007 (NFF). Depending on resources available, we plan to publish a book during 2006 consisting of a selection of the best articles from the NFF-conference. Additionally, we will discuss and distribute our ideas through other conferences, articles, seminars and workshops during the years 2005 – 2008; the estimated duration of the research project. During these years we will also strive for co-operation with different representatives within spiritual organisations, such as the Lutheran church and the Theological Faculty at Åbo Akademi University. We hope to benefit not only our own research project through this kind of exchange, but also other research efforts. Even though this project has started in 2004, we have been able to engage experts within the field of spirituality as support for the project; among others Arch Bishop emeritus John Wikström, psychologists Ben Furman and Clas-Åke Storå.

Our first anthology will consist of the descriptions of descriptions of our research project which are being planned for the time being; a study on spirituality as a starting point for personal development and how it could develop into a business resource (Frommer), an ethnological description of a strictly spiritual context – a cloister (Forsström), a study on different expressions of spirituality in a company (Schauman) and, as a guest research project, a study of a male spiritual organisation (Bäckström). All these studies will be based on an inductive research method.

We will co-operate with theologists from Åbo Akademi University, representatives for eastern religions, researchers from the University of Stockholm, Helsinki Business School, Swedish Business School in Helsinki, Helsinki Technical University and Helsinki School of Arts and Design. The circle of partners will most likely grow as the project develops, as the interest among our Nordic colleagues for this research field and our project has so far been exceeding our expectations.

We have organized two workshops around our project so far ;

· 11-12.12 2003

· 20.-21.4. 2004

Representativs from the Theological Faculty of Åbo Akademi University have taken part at both seminars. The next workshop on spirituality will be held on the 12th of April 2005. During 2005 the main focus of the project is, however, on the gathering of all available material for the individual research projects described above and on the publication of our first anthology.

