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THE DYNAMICS OF ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE

MARY JO HATCH
Copenhagen Business School and San Diego State University

Schein's {1985) model of organizational culture as assumptions. val-
ues, and «artifacts leaves gaps regarding the appreciation of organi-
zatianal culture as symhbals and processes. This article examines
these gaps and suggests a new model that combines Schein’s theory
with ideas drawn from symbolic-interpretive perspectives. The new
model, called cultural dynamics. articulates the processes of mani-
festation, realization, symbelization, and interpretatian and provides
a framework within which to discuss the dynamism of erganizational
cultures. Implications of the cultural dynamies model for collecting
and analyzing culture data and for future theoretical develapment are
presented.

The concept of culture has been central to anthropolagy and folklore
studies for over a century. Practitioners of these disciplines have pro-
duced an enormeus body of literature, and during the 19405 and 50s some
of their research dealt directly with the customs and traditions of work
organizations (e.g., Chapple, 1941, 1943; Dalton, 1959; Messenger, 1978;
Roy, 1952, 1954, 1960; Whyte, 1948, 1951, 1961}). This trend was paralleled
in sociology by Jacques (1951), among others, who wrote about the culture
of the tactory. Although organizational culture studies began to appear
around the early 1970s (Clark, 1972; Pettigrew, 1973; Trice, Belasco, &
Alutto, 1969; Turner, 1973}, it was not until the 1980s that management
scholars widely adopted the culture concept {(Deal & Kennedy, 1982;
Kilmann, Saxton, Serpa, & Associates, 1985; Ouchi, 1981; Pascale & Athos,
1981; Peters & Waterman, 1982; Sathe, 1985). In this regard, Schein (1981,
1983, 1984, 1985) was especially influential because he, more than the
others {including anthropologists and folklorists), articulated «
conceptual framework for analyzing and intervening in the culture of
organizations.
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Cultural Colloquium for their encauragement, help, and insightful comments. [ alsa want to
acknowledge Ed Schein for the initial inspiration of this wark and for his kind wards of
encouragement alang the way. An earlier version of this paper was presented ot the annual
meeting of the Academy of Management. Miami, Florida, 1991.
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Since the establishment of the organizational culture construct, some
organizational researchers have applied ideas directly from Schein (Ped-
ersen, 1991; Pedersen & Sgrensen, 1989; Phillips, 1990; Schultz, In press),
whereas others have challenged his approach. For example, subeculture
researchers have disputed Schein’s assumption that organizational cul-
tures are unitary (Barley, 1983; Borum & Pedersen, 1992; Gregory, 1983;
Louis, 1983; Martin & Siehl, 1983; Riley, 1983; Van Maanen & Barley, 1985;
Young, 1989). Other researchers, noting the apparent ambivalence and
ambiguity found in culture, have contested the idea that the function of
culture is to maintain social structure (Feldman, 1991; Martin, 1992; Mey-
erson, 1891a, 1391b; Meyerson & Martin, 1987}, Siill others, working under
the broad label of symbolic-interpretive research, have pursued perspec-
tives that Schein ignered. The symbolic-interpretivists generally follow
traditions established by Berger and Luckmann (1966) or Schutz (1970},
focusing on symbols and symbolic behavior in arganizations and inter-
preting these phenomena in a variety of ways {e.g., Alvesson, 1987; Alves-
son & Berg. 1992; Broms & Gchmberg, 1983; Czarniawska-Joerges, 1988,
1992; Eisenberg & Riley, 1988; Kreiner, 1989; Pettigrew, 1979; Putnam, 1983;
Rosen, 1985; Smircich, 1983; Smircich & Morgan, 1983; Turner, 1986;
Wilkins, 1978). However, in spite of all these approaches to understanding
organizational culture {for an overview see compendiums edited by Frost,
Moore, Louis, Lundberg., & Martin, 1985, 199]; Gagliardi, 1990; Jones,
Moare, & Snyder, 1988; Pondy, Frost, Morgan, & Dandridge, 1983; Turner,
1990), Schein’s formulation remains one of the only conceptual models
ever olfered.

Although arguments against conceptual madels of organizational
culture have been made on the grounds that they oversimplify complex
phenomenc, such models serve an important role in guiding empirical
research and generating theory. [ arqgue that Schein's model continues to
have relevance, but it would be more useful if it were combined with
ideas drawn from symbolic-interpretive perspectives. More important, 1
introduce dynamism into organizational culture theory by reformulating
Schein’s original model in processual terms. Four processes are exam-
ined: manifestation, realization, symbolization, and interpretation. These
processes are defined and presented in a new model called cultural dy-
namics.

Two of the processes included in the cultural dynamics model are
widely recognized and have appeared in thecries of organization before:
Realization is part of Weick’s (1979} enactment theory, and interpretation
is a focal concern of symbolic-interpretive research. 1 will review and
extend these ideas to the cultural dynamics model. Manifestation and
symbolization processes, however, are relative newcomers and are pro-
posed here to further specity organizational cultural theory. In introduc-
ing and examining these processes, my intent is to engage in theory
building and to invite additional exploration and interpretation with the
potential to redirect empirical research in organizational culture studies.
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SCHEIN'S MODEL OF ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE

According to Schein, culture exists simultaneously on three levels:
On the surface are artifacts, underneath artifacts lie values, and at the
core are basic assumptions (Figure 1). Assumptions represent taken-for-
granted beliefs about reality and human nature. Values are social prin-
ciples, philosophies, goals, and standards considered to have intrinsic
worth. Artifacts are the visible, tangible, and audible results of activity
grounded in values and assumptions. In Schein's (1985: 9) words cul-
ture is

[tlhe pattern of basic assumptions that a given group has in-
vented, discovered, or developed in legrning to cope with its
problems of external edaptation and internal integration, and
that have worked well enough to be considered valid, and,
therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to
perceive, think, and feel in relation to these problems.

Schein claimed that basic assumptions hold the key to understanding
{and changing) a culture. Recently he argued that assumptions are best
examined using clinical techniques and recommended that a “motivated
group of insiders” raise its own assumptions to consciousness with the
aid of a clinically trained helper/consultant (Schein, 1987, 1991; see also
Finney & Mitrotf, 1986). However, researchers who want to pursue culiure
beyond this inner circle may find the clinical approach unwarkable.
Schein’s model has value for nonclinical studies, but the underspecifica-
tion of his theary hampers these applications. In particular, the useful-
ness of his madel depends upon identifying the links among a culture's
artifacts, values, and assumptions—links that Schein has not explained
but that are the central topic of this article.

Although Schein has not discussed cultural dynamics in the terms
used here, he has written about dynamics as group learning. He claimed
that a founder’s beliefs and values are taught to new members and, if
validated by success {(e.g.. organizational survival instead of failure),
undergo cognitive transformation into assumptions (Schein, 1983, 1985,
1991). Schein's view of dynamics differs from mine. 1 believe that under-
lying the process of leadership and socialization that Schein discusses,

FIGURE 1
Schein’s {1985) Model
ARTIFACTS

|

VALUES

!

ASSUMPTIONS
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culture is constituted by local processes involving both change and sta-
bility. These processes need to be explained in the mundane terms of
everyday organizational life.

The term cultural dynamics originated in cultural anthropalogy.
where it refers to such issues as the origins and evolution of cultures,
enculturation processes, and the problem of change versus stability {e.g.,
through diffusion, innovation, cultural conservatiam, and resistance to
change). Thus, in borrowing the term cultural dynamics, and extending
Schein’s arguments from origins, evolution, and enculturation to the di-
alectic of change and stability, I foliow the lead of eminent cultural an-
thropologists such as Redfield (1941), Kroeber {1944), Malinowski (1945),
and Herskovits (1948).

THE CULTURAL DYNAMICS OF ORGANIZATIONS

In developing the cultural dynamics perspective, [ arque for two fun-
damental changes to Schein's model (Figure 1}. First, symbols are intro-
duced as a new element. The introduction of symbols permits the model
to accommodate the influences of both Schein's theory and symbolic-
interpretive perspectives. Second, the elements of culture {(assumptions,
values, artifacts, and symbols) are made less central so that the relation-
ships linking them become focal. This move initiates the shift from static
to dynamic conceptions of culture, whereupon I reformulate Schein's the-
ory in terms of dynamism by describing the relationships between cul-
tural elements as processes (see Figure 2),

The advantage of a dynamic version of organizational culture theory
lies in the new questions it poses. Schein's view focuses on what artifacts
and values reveal about basic assumptions. In contrast, the dynamic
perspective asks: How is culture constituted by assumptions, values, ar-
titacts, symbols, and the processes that link them? Whereas Schein ex-

FIGURE 2
The Cultural Dynamics Model
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plored how culture changes or can be changed, the dynamic view recog-
nizes both stability and change as outcomes of the same processes (cf,
Herskovits, 1948). Cultural dynamics does not undermine Schein's inter-
ests; it reaches beyond them toward « more complex, process-based un-
derstanding of organizational culture.

I identified the processes of the cultural dynamics model by consid-
ering how cultural elements are related, that is, by asking what happens
inside the arrows of Figure 1. According to the new model, [ propose that
culture is constituted by manifestation, realization, symbolization, and
interpretation processes. Although Schein {1985} used the terms manifest
and realized {often interchangeably), he did not specity the definitions or
the implications of manifestation and realization processes. A broader
view led me to incorporate symhbolic-interpretive approaches, which sug-
gested the inclusion of symbaols and the processes of symbolization and
interpretation.

I should briefly explain the circularity of the cultural dynamics model
{Figure 2}. 1 could begin anywhere and move in either a clockwise or a
counterclockwise direction. [ will arbitrarily start with manifestation,
considering bath the clockwise and the counterclockwise modes of that
process, and then proceed to realization, symbolization, and interpreta-
tion.' Such steps may lead to the conclusion that culture is the product of
rather linear processes. This is not the case. The model in Figure 2 is
much more dynamic: All of the processes co-occur in a continuous pro-
duction and reproduction of culture in both its stable and changing forms
and conditions. [n other words, numerous instances of the cultural pro-
cesses occur and recur mare or less continuously throughout the cultural
domain such that many different orders might be claimed. and I could
even argue for simultaneity. Thus, none of the processes can stand on its
own; each needs the perspective provided by discussion of the others 1o
be fully transparent.

Manifestation Processes

Schein (1985} identified assumptions as the essence of culture, sug-
gested that assumpticns underlie values, and argued that humans infer
their assumptions from known values. However, he did not address the
active role of assumptions in constituting and reconstituting culture; con-
sideration of the manifestation process provides this dynamic viewpoint.
In general terms, manifestation refers to any process by which an essence

! Also, I have made two minor distinctions in terminolegy regarding the clockwise and
counterclockwise modes, depending on whether these operate in the top or the bottom half
of the model. In the clockwise direction. top-half modes are called proactive, whereas hot-
tom-halt modes are called prospective; in the counterclockwise direction, top-half modes are
called retroactive, whereas bottom-halt modes are called retrospective. Discussion of this
aspect of the model s deferred until the processes have been defined and jllustrations have
been given.
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reveals itself, usually via the senses, but also through cognition and
emotion. In terms of the cultural dynamics framework, manifestation per-
mits cultural assumptions {the essence of culture in Schein’s theory) to
reveal themselves in the perceptions, cognitions, and emotions of orga-
nizational members. That is, manifestation contributes to the constitution
of arganizational culture by translating intangible assumptions into rec-
ognizable values. This constitution occurs through the advantage that
manifestation gives to certain ways of seeing, feeling, and knowing
within the organization. The cultural dynamics model suggests that man-
ifestation occurs in two ways: through those processes that proactively
influence values (the arrow from assumptions to values in Figure 2) and
through those processes that influence assumptions via the retroactive
effects of value recognition (the arrow from values to assumptions in
Figure 2}.

Proactive manifestation. What organizational members assume to be
true shapes what they value. This shaping occurs through the processes
of proactive manifestation through which assumptions provide expecta-
tions that influence perceptions, thoughts, and feelings about the world
and the organization. These perceptions, thoughts, and feelings are then
experienced as reflecting the world and the organization. Members rec-
ognize among these reflections aspects they both like and dislike, and on
this basis they become conscious of their values (without necessarily
being conscious of the basic assumptions on which their experiences and
values are based).

Consider the assumption that humans are lazy. According to the cul-
turcl dynamics perspective, this assumption produces expectations of
laziness, which lead to perceptions of lazy acts, These perceptions, in
combination with other manifesting assumptions, color thoughts and
feelings about these acts. For instance, in an organization that assumes
that success depends upon sustained effort, laziness is likely to be con-
sidered in a negative light, and perceptions of laziness along with neg-
ative thoughts and feelings about it can easily develop into a value for
controlling laziness. Meanwhile, the laziness assumption also works to
inhibit expectations of industrious acts (because humans are lazy, why
would they act in this way?), and perceptions, thoughts, and feelings
about these acts will be constrained. This inhibition suppresses a value
for autonomy (because giving lazy people autonomy will almost certainly
lead to little or no effort being exerted), which further supports the value
for control by eliminating a potentially competing force from the value
set, That is, although autonomy would be compatible with an assumption
that organizational success depends upon effort, the laziness assumpticn
interferes with an effort/autonomy value set and supports an effort/control
value set,

As Schein made clear, the core of culture is a set of assumptions. On
this basis, I arque that multiple assumptions engage in manifestations
simultaneously, and interactively. to reveal values. As illustrated in the
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example, there is not g one-to-one correspondence between particular
assumptions and values, but rather assumptions are revealed in a holis-
tic way. How then is their manifestation experienced by organizational
members? Are values experienced one by one? Schein claimed that as-
sumptions are taught to organizational members as “the correct way to
perceive, think, and feel” {Schein, 1985: 9, emphasis added). This claim
could imply that manifestation presents values in a more or less holistic
fashion that partially reflects the gestalt of underlying assumptions.

Such a view is compatible with Schein’s (1985: 15) reference to values
as a "sense of what ‘ought’ to be, as distinct from what is.” According to
this definition, members who are under the influence of assumptions will
notice and respond to some aspects of the organizational world more than
other aspects. Their perceptions, thoughts, and feelings reveal a more or
less holistic expectation, not of the organization as experienced, but of
the organization “as it should be.” It is important to note that “should be”
can be understood either in the normative sense of “ought,” or as general
expectations. That is, values may be based in aspirations, or they may
simply reveal what members assume is normal. In either case, values are
not experienced one by one; they are experienced as o gestalt.

In his discussion of self-fulfilling prophesies as substitutes for strat-
egy, Weick (1987) helped to clarify the proactive manifestation process
with the idea of presumptions of logic. He defined presumption of logic as
“general expectations about the orderliness of what will accur” (1987: 225).
Weick claimed that order is evoked within chootic situations by presump-
tions of logic that will be assumed to have structured and defined the
situation from the outset. In other words, order is imposed on chaos and
then discovered within it. He argued:

Most managerial situations contain gaps, discentinuities,
locse ties among people and events, indeterminacies, and
uncertainties. These are the gaps that managers have to
bridge. It is the contention of this argument that managers
tirst think their way acress these gaps and then, having tied
the elements together cognitively, actually tie them together
when they act. (1987: 225)

Within cultural dynamics, the process of using general expectations
to tie chaotic elements together prior to action is one aspect of the proac-
tive manifestation process. The general expectations that make thinking
across the gaps possible are grounded in cultural assumptions (e.q.,
about the nature of reality and the organization) and revealed as values
(e.g.. preferred ways of bridging the gaps). In the next step of Weick's
argument, the expectations/values direct the action that actually ties the
elements together, which, in the terminclogy of cultural dynamics, is the
realization process {described in a following section).

Weick's focus is narrower than that of the cultural dynamics model.
He referred only to managers rather than to all organizational members,
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discussed decision making but not routine behavior, treated chaotic but
not mundane situations, and considered only cognition, ignoring percep-
tion and emotion. Nonetheless, his characterization captures an impor-
tant aspect of proactive manifestation. Cultural assumptions are experi-
enced as general expectations that provide possible responses to a situ-
ation, reasponses that reflect and embody cultural values. Proactive
manifestation is the process that generates values and expectations thet
are capable of crganizing acticn and experience. The values themselves
are constituted by perceptions, cognitions, and emotions activated by
cultural assumptions.

Retroactive manifestation. The retroactive mode of manifestation ad-
dresses the contribution of values to assumptions {see Figure 2}. This
contribution consists of two possibilities: values retroactively maintain or
alter existing assumptions. In retroactive maintenance, values and as-
sumptions are harmonious, and no further processing is necessary. In this
case, the alignment of assumptions and values reaffirms basic assump-
tions as organizational members experience an “all's right with the
warld” confirmation of their culture. With respect to retroactive alteration
of assumptions, Schein (1985) argued that assumptions can be altered by
the introduction of new values (usually by top managers) and the expe-
rience of success attributed to them. If new values provide successtul
outcomes, Schein argued, then their maintenance over time will lead to
their being taken for granted, at which point they become part of the
culture’s core assumptions. What Schein did not discuss is that, in order
for this to happen, the new values must be at odds with existing assump-
tions at the start of the process; otherwise no change would occur, and
retroactive manifestation would reaffirm existing assumptions.

In the cultural dynamics perspective, once a value emerges from
basic assumptions, it has a retroactive effect of reaffirming and buttress-
ing the assumptions from which it emerged. Of course, if a value enters
the cultural domain by another means {(e.g., importation from another
culture), culture can absorb the new value via the same retroactive man-
ifestation processes that would ordinarily reaffirm the culture’s preexist-
ing assumptions. Because assumptions are not phenomena about which
members are normally conscious, organizational members will find it
difficult if not impossible to distinguish culturally based values from
other values once the values have been recognized as (or mistaken for)
values of the culture. The incorporation of new values will proceed as if
they were being reaffirmed, but, instead, the presence of the new values
among the old values will serve to realign the basic assumptions. How-
ever, if new values are not retroactively taken to be part of the culture, the
manifestation process will ignore them.

One question remains. Because values are manifestations of cultural
assumptions, where would values that are not culturally based come
from? Possibilities include contact either with other cultures or with some
force independent of the organizational culture, such as nonsocialized
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individuals preducing random variation or innovation (Herskovits, 1948;
Kroeber, 1944; Malinowski, 1945). In this case, the access point is not likely
to be values, but artifacts {objects, ideas, or actions realized by others),
which will be discussed in the following section on retroactive realiza-
tion.

Studying manifestation processes. The study of manifestation pro-
cesses calls for the study of how various expectations of “how it should
be" come about in organizations. The proactive question that the mani-
festation process puts to culture data is to explain how certain values and
expectations are carved from assumptions by activating perceptions, cog-
nitions, and emotions. A related question is: What perceptions, thoughts,
and feelings are constrained in the manifestation process? For instance,
Weick (1987) suggested that strategy formulation is one organizational
event in which manifestation processes and their associated expectations
play a significant role, Strategy formulation processes could be studied
using scenarios proeduced by strategists to reveal the perceptions, cogni-
tions, and emotions that define values and expectations in this situation.

Other situations (especially those involving nonmanagerial employ-
ees) should be identified and examined from a process perspective, in
order to bring researchers into contact with the full range of proactive
manifestation processes and the expectations that they involve. The ret-
roactive process explains how culturally manifested values reaffirm ba-
sic assumptions and how values originating outside the culture can re-
align basic assumptions. Studies that focus on interventions to manage
organizational culture {e.q., Kunda, 1992) hold promise for revealing the
retroactive manifestation processes.

To summarize, the manifestation process constitutes expectations of
“"haow it should be” that can be specified as a list of cultural values.
Expectations, specified as values or not, can then be taken up by real-
ization processes to serve as cultural frameworks for organizational ac-
tivity {(see Figure 2). Proactive manifestation is an imaginative act in
which an expectation of the situation and its potential is produced via
cognitions, emotions, and perceptions grounded in cultural assumptions.
Retroactive manifestation updates assumptions to align with values that
are actively acknowledged within the culture, a process that feeds into
retrospective interpretation. which is discussed in a following section.

Realization Processes

Schein (1985) pointed out that artifacts are the most tangible aspects
of culture. Cultural dynamics claims that realization brings this tangibil-
ity about. In general terms, to realize something means to make it real
(i.e., not pretended or merely imagined), to bring it into being. Williams
(1983: 260) described it as an act of the imagination that serves as “the
means and effect of bringing something vividly to life.” In terms of the
cultural dynamics model, proactive realization is responsible for the
transformation of values into artifacts (e.q., rites, rituals, crganizational
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stories, humor, and varicus physical objects), whereas retroactive real-
ization has the potential to transform values and expectations by making
them appear differently than they did prior to their proactive realization
as artifacts. Thus, cultural realization is initially defined as the process of
making values real by transtorming expectations into social or material
reality and by maintaining or altering existing values through the pro-
duction of artifacts.

Proactive realization. Proactive realization is related to Weick's no-
tion of enactment and to the concept of materialization of ideas discussed
by Czarniawska-Joerges and Joerges (1390). In terms of enactment, Weick
(1987: 225) claimed that “the lesson of self-fulfilling prophecies . . . is that
strong beliefs that single out and intensify consistent action can bring
events into existence.” Similarly, Czarniawska-Joerges and Joerges (1990:
30-51) argued:

Not «ll ideas are put into action. Obvicusly, to be put into
action an idea must be supplied by an image of action, a
mental picture of possible action. ldeas that were unrealiz-
able for centuries slowly acquire an action-image resulting
from the changes in other ideas and in things (technology). But
an image of action is not yet an action. How can it be mate-

rialized? Not by decision as an act of choice. . . . Rather, it is
an act of will, prompted by positive expectations concerning
the process itself . . . its results, or bath. . . . The cognitive

process moves, then, prompted by an act of will, towards cal-
ibrating the “image of action” into something more like «
“plan of action” {Miller, Galanter, & Pribram, 1960) and then
into deeds. And this last element is the one that truly deserves
to be called "materialization.”

The materialization argument is restricted to cognition, whereas cul-
tural dynamics considers perceptual and emotional processes as well,
Furthermore, Czarniawska-Joerges and Joerges confined themselves to
discussing ideas as images of action that are capable of materializing in
deeds, whereas realization in the cultural dynamics meodel focuses on
cultural expectations and values realized through action in artifacts.
Nonetheless, the parallels between the arguments are clear.

Proactive realization occurs through activity that gives substance to
expectations revealed by the manifestation procesas. That is, realization
follows manifestation only if expectations and their associated values
find their way into activity that has tangible outcomes. Many different
activities can contribute to the realization of expectations; among them
are the production of objects (e.g., company products, official reports,
internal newsletters, buildings); engagement in organizational events
{e.g., meetings, company picnics, award banquets, office parties); partic-
ipation in discourse {(e.g., formal speeches, informal cenversation, jok-
ing); and importation of objects, events, and language artifacts via imi-
tation or physical transportation of cultural objects or members of other
cultures.
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Although activity produces artifacts, behavior itself is not culture. As
Schein (1991: 251) argued, in addition to cultural influences, “overt behav-
ior is also influenced by local circumstances and immediate events.” Not
everything that happens in organizations can be explained by culture
because other forces contribute to the same activities that are open to cul-
tural influence. Thus, proactive realization is defined as the process wherein
culturally influenced activity produces artifacts such that a given set of
values or expectations receives some degree of representation in tangible
forms (shown by the arrow from values to artifacts in Figure 2). The rep-
resentation of the expectation in the artifact will always be imperfect as
a result of noncultural influences on behavior in organizations (e.q.,
genetic, idiosyncratic). Therefore, activity and the artifacts an organiza-
tion leaves behind are infused with cultural values but do not unequivo-
cally indicate them. Thus, the realization process helps to explain the
difticulty of analytically recovering values from a collection of artifacts.

To use the humans-are-lazy example again, an assumption that the
arganizeation is filled with laggards contributes to a value for control that
enhances the likelihood that certain social and material forms will ap-
pear. For instance, time clocks, daily productivity reports, performance
meetings, and visually accessible offices are acceptable ideas in « cul-
ture that values controlling laziness. Proactive realization is the process
by which manifest expectations are made tangible in artifacts. From this
point of view, artifacts are left in the wake of culturally influenced activ-
ity. Thus, time clocks might be installed, daily activity reports requested
and filed, performance assessed, and visually accessible offices built, all
as partial means of realizing the expectation of "how it should be” in an
organization assumed to be filled with laggards. The time clocks, activity
reports, meetings, and daccessible offices are left behind to take their
place amid a pool of previously realized objects, events, and discourses,
the "survivals” of earlier realization processes (Herskovits, 1948; Jones,
1991; Tyler, 1858/1871}.

Retroactive realization. The retroactive made of realization addresses
the post haoc contribution of artifacts to values and to expectations of “how
things should be.” Similar to manifestation, two distinet possibilities
should be examined. In one case, artifacts reclized from values and ex-
pectations maintain or reaffirm these values and expectations, whereas
artitacts produced by another culture or by forces not aligned with cul-
tural values could introduce artifacts that retroactively challenge values
and expectations.

In the latter case, two mare possibilities emerge. The artifacts are
ignored or physically ejected {e.q.. destroyed or removed) by members of
the organization, or they are accepted and incorporated alongside cultur-
ally produced artifacts to reflect back on the values. If absorbed into the
culture, such artifacts work retroactively to realign values as the culture
adjusts to their presence. To the extent that values are realigned, as-
sumptions may also be adjusted via retroactive manifestation processes.
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Successful avant-garde works of art provide an extreme example
of retroactive realization processes. At first, ¢ new work of art that
challenges accepted values is resisted or denied its place in the art world,
but over time it comes to be seen in new ways that allow for its accep-
tance. Retroactive realization explains this as a process of value realign-
ment with a novel artifact. The artifact, by challenging established
values, {osters an alteration in the values of at least some viewers, whose
appreciation diffuses until the work is accepted by a wider audience.
Within business crganizations, a similar effect can be observed surround-
ing the intreduction of radical innovations, daring strategic plans, and
visionary reorganizations. As with avant-garde art, these novel artifacts
live or die by their ability to transform established values enough to
permit their acceptance into the culture. What is essential to value
realignment is that a critical mass of appreciation for a new artifact ke
built up so that diffusion takes hold within retroactive realization
processes. Of course, grand-scale value realignment on the arder of these
examples is rare; retroactive realignment more typically involves less
cbvious readjustments. You should also remember that manifestation
and realization processes do not cperate in isolation; they are com-
plemented by symbolization and interpretation processes, which are
explained in following sections.

Studying realization processes. The study of realization processes
calls for the study of how values and expectations are used and main-
tained or transiormed in the course of constructing behavior that has
tangible outcomes. Studies of the production, reproduction, and trans-
formation of artifacts through the daily activities of organizations could
be used to examine how values and expectations unfold. For instance,
Barley {1986} used ethnographic observation in a study of the introduction
of new medical diagnostic equipment in two hospital radiology depart-
ments. Following Giddens (1979), Barley examined how everyday activity
produced and reproduced the institutions in which it occurred, as
revealed by the introduction of new technelogy. Cultural dynamics sug-
gests interpreting Barley's data as a case of cultural importation of an
artifact and retroactive value adjustment based on activity surrounding
the new object and the events the object occasioned. The importation
itself might be analyzed as a proactive realization of cultural values.

Cultural dynamics focuses observational studies like Barley's on the
artifacts of action as well as activities. For instance, proactive realization
studies might focus on how values and expectations of “how it should be”
penetrate rituals such as quarterly review meetings (e.q., via prepara-
tions, arrangements, and presentations made by participants). Retro-
active realization could be studied by observing how language use forms
a verbal-action field in which cultural expectations and values are
maintained or transformed via contact with erganizational artifacts such
as greetings, forms of address, stories, and humor. The field of organi-
zational folklore (Jones, 1988, 1991; Jones et al., 1988) is rich with examples
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of cultural artifacts used in ways that maintain values via retroactive
realization, For example, see Arora's (1988) study of the uses of proverhial
speech by a university committee. Studies of introductions of artifacts
from other cultures should be particularly revealing of value transforma-
tions via retroactive realization. Cook and Yanow's (1993) report of a flute
manufacturing company that adepted a competitor's innovation provides
an example.

In summary, the cultural significance of an artifact is not set for all
time at the moment of its production or importation. True, the artifact at
this moment is infused with the assumptions and values that led to its
proactive realization, but these are localized in the realization processes
of the producing members. Other members, who participated in the pro-
duction indirectly, if at all, when exposed to the product may accept,
reject, or ignore it. In any case, the product itself becomes available to a
much broader interpretive process than the one that formed the context of
its inception.

Symbolization Processes

Those who follow Schein typically consider symbals ta be part of the
more comprehensive category of artifacts; thus, all symbols are artifacts.
In contrast, many symbolic-interpretive researchers, such as Tompkins
(1987), claim that every artifact has symbolic significance; therefore, all
artifacts are symbaols. Thus, from opposing theoretical points of departure
both traditions draw the same conclusion—the distinction between arti-
facts and symbols is unnecessary. However, others have arqued that not
all artifacts are symbols (Morgan, Frost, & Pondy, 1983), and I claim that
eliding the distinction between artifacts and symbcls buries the process
of symbolization and blurs the boundary between Schein’s perspective
and the perspective offered by the symbolic-interpretive approach.

Symbalic-interpretive researchers defined a symbol as anything that
represents a conscious or an unconscious association with some wider,
usually more abstract, concept or meaning {e.g.. Chapple & Coon, 1342;
Dandridge, Mitroff, & Joyce, 1980; Gioia, 1986; Morgan, Frost, & Pondy,
1983). Gioia (1986) offered a representative list of arganizational symbols:
the corporate logo, slogans, staries, actions and nonactions, visual im-
ages, and metaphors. Eisenberg and Riley (1988) added organization
charts, corporate architecture, rites, and rituals. Because lists of artifacts
offer identical items (e.qg., Ott, 1989), it would appear that symbols and
artifacts are indistinguishable, and, in the static sense of their physical
forms, [ would agree. However, when attention is turned to the dynamics
of culture, the distinction is clarified. In the dynamic view, focus shifts
from cencern with physical forms 1o the ways in which these forms are
produced and used by organizational members (Ortner, 1973). As Cohen
(1985: 14) argued, symbols “do more than merely stand for or represent
something else . . . they also allow those who employ them to supply part
of their meaning.”
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Barrowing Barthes' {1972} example, a bouquet of roses is given, not
only as a bundle of flowers, but alse as an expression of appreciation. The
objective form of the symbol (the {lowers) has literal meaning associated
with aspects such as its smell, color, texture, and arrangement. Beyond
this objective form and its literal meaning lie, for example, subjective and
figurative associations that add to the bouquet's meaning. These may
include past gift-giving experiences, a person’s history with and appre-
ciation for roses, the significance friends attach to the roses, and perhaps
lines of verse or scenes remembered from a play. Schutz (1970: 108—109)
described this added meaning as "a kind of aura surrounding the nucleus
of the objective meaning.”

Praspective symbolization. Ricoeur (1976) recommended comparing
the full meaning of a symbol to its literal meaning and called the differ-
ence the surplus of meaning. The notion of surplus meaning helps explain
symbolization. Once realized, an artifact is an objective form with literal
meaning. Symbolization combines an artifact with meaning that reaches
beyond or surrounds it. Symbolization is thus a prospective response that
links an artifact's objective form and literal meaning to experiences that
lie beyond the literal domain. Cassirer (1946: 8) argqued that symbolization
produces reality: “Symbolic forms are not imitations, but organs of real-
ity. since it is sclely by their agency that anything real becomes an object
for intellectual apprehension, and as such is made visible to us.” Brown
{1977: 40} built on Cassirer's argument, stating that “symbalic forms give
existence to what, for us [emphasis added], ctherwise would not be.”
Tompkins (1987) made the same point.

The genesis of symbolic forms is overlooked by arguments such as
Brown's and Tompkins's. The cultural dynamics model suggests that
these forms arise first as artifacts, and through additional cultural pro-
cessing they come to be recognized as symbolic forms by organizational
members. The production of the forms that will carry symbolic meaning
occurs in the realm of proactive manifestation and realization. The forms
are made real by culturally influenced action, not by symbolism. Once
realized, however, they become “object(s] for intellectual apprehension”
via the process of symhaolization {and interpretation, which is discussed in
a following section). Nothing in Cassirer's arqument, however, indicates
that symbolic forms are equivalent to what is “real.” It is a mistake to
interpret Cussirer as arguing that there is no reality apart from symbolic
forms; his argument is that the ability to intellectually apprehend reality
is limited by a person’s recognition of symbolic forms. The ability to ap-
prehend reality in other ways, such as through physical contact (e.g..
bruising your leg on «a table or desk), is not limited to symbolic events.

From the cultural dynamics perspective, these ideas suggest that
artifacts must be translated into symbols if they are to be apprehended as
culturally significant objects, events, or discourses. Such apprehension
bestows the status of recognized existence on certain forms within the
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culture with the implication that, although all artifacts can be symbel-
ized. not all will be, at least nat at all times and places, for all argani-
zational members. Berg (1985: 285-286) explained Cassirer’s notion of the
"agency of symbalic forms,” claiming that symbalization translates phys-
ical or objective reality into symbolic reclity:

The symbolic field is not "reality” as it once appeared but the
collective symbolization of that reality. The symbolic field is
essentially the result of an attempt to interpret experiences in
one reality using objects, properties, and symbaols from an-
other reality ... when we talk ahout the organization, we
refer to a metaphor of human experience . . . @ complex sym-
bolic construction with links to the physical or objective real-

ity.

The previous discussion suggests that prospective symbolization in-
volves «a shift from the experience of things strictly in terms of their ab-
jective forms and literal meanings to an awareness of things as having
abjective form and both literal and surplus meaning. Thus, prospective
symbolization might be defined as a sort of exploitation of artifacts by
symbols via associations that project both the objects of symbolization
and the symbolizors from the literal domain 1o @ domain that includes
surplus meaning as well as literal awareness. From within the symbolic
field, organizational members then retraospectively (rejconstruct their ar-
tifacts as meaningful on the basis of their symbolic memory.

Retrospective symbolization. The retrospective mode of symbolization
enhances awareness of the literal meaning of symbolized artifacts. The
important point from a cultural dynamics perspective is that not all arti-
facts are given equal treatment within the symbolic tield. The prospective
symbolization process implies that some artifacts will acquire more sig-
nificant associations across more organizational members than will ather
artifacts in a given moment and at a particular place. Thus, at each
instant there is a state within the symbalic field that represents that
moment’s symbolic contiguration of meaning relative to its cultural arti-
facts. The artifacts themselves remain as a field of potential symbolic
material, but, on @ moment-to-moment basis, only certain parts of the
field are illuminated by the retrospective symbolization process.

The example of a corporate status symbal illustrates the symbaliza-
tion process. A large desk is merely a piece of furniture within organiza-
tional cultures for which it has limited or no surplus meaning. When
organizational members do not respond to the symbolic opportunity pre-
sented by such an artifact, the desk remains in the literal realm where it
may be experienced as a surface on which to work, a place to store papers
and supplies, or something on which to bruise a knee. In these circum-
stances, prospective symbolization does not take place, at least not in a
culturally interesting way. When organizational members enter the sym-
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bolic realm, however, they engage surplus meaning through prospective
symbalization. This can be observed in the responses members give to
their own desk in relation to the desks of their superiors, subordinates,
and co-workers. In these circumstances, the members' experiences of the
desk as furniture are inscribed within their memeories and awareness of
the surplus meaning assaciated with the artifact. The artifact now em-
bodies the symbol, and this gives rise to retrospective symbalization in
which the desk stands out among other artifacts by virtue of its enhanced
symbolic significance.

In summary, prospective symbolization is the process by which cul-
tural symhols are made from associations between the literal experience
of artifacts and surplus meaning. This pracess is represented by the ar-
row from artifacts to symbols in Figure 2. Aspects of the literal meaning
of the artifact (e.g.. large desks offer more convenient work surfaces) may
be made more acute by feedback from the retraspective symbolization
process represented by the arrow from symbols to artifacts. Symbolization
involves an extension of consciousness beyond the literal realm, It trans-
lates some artifacis into symbols and projects those who use an artifact as
a symbkol into the symbolic realm. In the symbolic realm, surplus mean-
ing joins, and at times dominates, members’ cansciousness of objective
forms and literal meanings, leading some symbolic-interpretive research-
ers to claim that the literal domain is not a part of culture (e.q.. Tompkins,
1987). The cultural dynamics perspective recognizes both the literal and
the symbolic domains,

Studying symbolization processes. The study of symbaolization pro-
cesses as conceived in the cultural dynamics framework calls for direct
involvement. One method of achieving this involvement is exemplified
by ethnographers who submerge themselves in the cultural experiences
they want to study and draw on personal meaning derived from these
experiences in creating their ethnographies. For example, Van Maanen's
(1991} study of Disneyland draws heavily on the experiences he had while
working there. His admission that “it may just be possible that I now
derive as much a part of my identity from being fired from Disneyland
as [ gained from being emplayed there in the first place” (1991: 76) attests
to his involvement in prospective symbolization within this culture. Cul-
tural dynamics also asks for specification of the surplus meaning asso-
ciated with various artifacts (Disneyland’s assigned jobs, uniforms, ete.),
This is precisely what Van Maanen gives us by referring to his partic-
ipation in the Disneyland culture, thus employing retrospective symbol-
ization.

A second possible approach to the study of symbolization requires the
adaptation of aesthetic techniques to the study of organization (e.q.,
Bjorkegren, 1991; Strati, 1990, 1992; Van Macanen, 1988; Witkin, 1990). When
researchers study symbolization processes, they must use methads that
create or simulate first-order experiences, such as aesthetic techniques
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do (e.g., acting, writing, drawing, making photographs). For example,
Witkin's evocative description of a meeting room at Unilever provides
access to the aesthetic experience of this organizational apace:

Behind the chairs, at one end of the table, there are two flip
chart boards, white in colour and rectangular in shape. Their
flat vertical planes rise above equally flat-looking metal
frames. They are supported «t their base by two pairs of tiny
legs descending from two horizontal bars. The supports only
serve to accentuate the flatness of the boards, « flatness
which is echoed in the strong smooth white plane of the table
and the white planes of the wall. {Witkin, 1990: 333)

Witkin's (1990: 333} interpretation that it is as though the room has been
purged of the appearance of volumes” practically leaps out of his pro-
spective symbolization of the room and produces evidence of the retro-
spective mode of symbolization; however, the retrospective mode is ad-
mittedly difficult to distinguish from interpretation (which is discussed
next} and is in need of further explication.

Self-reflective use of aesthetic methods could help to explicate the
processes of symbolization and teach researchers to distinguish these
processes from the processes of interpretation, Currently, researchers
who focus on ethnography as a literary genre are making some headway
in this direction (Clifford & Marcus, 1986; Geertz, 1988; Jeffcutt, 1991; Lin-
stead, 1993}. In this approach, ethnographers turn the interpretive gaze on
themselves and their ethnographies. The self-reflective technique allows
ethnographers to confront their assumptions, but it could also bring an
awareness of self-as-author caught in the act of writing (i.e., making
symbols). Although the practice of self-reflection can easily shade into
self-interpretation, the technique suggests a developing possibility for
studying retrospective symbolization.

To summarize, organizational members are symbol manipulators,
creating as well as discovering meaning as they explore and produce a
sacially constructed reality to express their self-images and to contextu-
alize their activity and identity. Symbolization refers to culturally contex-
tualized meaning creation via the prospective use of objects, words, and
actions. The objects, words, and actions are transformed (e.g., through
communication} into symbols, the dynamic constellation of which consti-
tutes the symbolic field of a culture. The symbolic field then retrospec-
tively transfigures artifacts by imbuing them with the charms of surplus
meaning.

Interpretation

Schutz {1970: 320} claimed that “"the meaning of an experience is es-
tablished, in retrospect, through interpretation.” Cohen {1985: 17-18)
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added that “by their very nature symbols permit interpretation and pro-
vide scape for interpretive manoeuvre [sic] by those who use them.” In
other words, the meaning that interpretation establishes involves the lit-
eral and surplus meanings combined by prospective symbolization pro-
cesses. Ricoeur (1976: 55) offers further assistance with this point:

Only for an interpretation are there two levels of significance.
.. . Symbolic signification . . . is so constituted that we can
only attain the secondary signification by way of the primary
signification, where this primary signification is the sole
means of access to the surplus of meaning. The primary sig-
nification gives the secaondary signification, in effect, as the
meaning of & meaning.

This passage suggests that interpretation involves a second-order
experience of symbolization. In ather words, the meaning that is estab-
lished by interpretation is derivative of the direct {first-order) association
of literal and surplus meaning defined as the prospective symbolization
process. However, this second-order experience is not simply a repetition
of the first-order event, as Gioia (1986: 55) explained:

When an organizational event or action with symbolic possi-
bility is experienced, it is related to existing knowledge to
generate meaning. That is, as a current symbol becomes as-
sociated with symbolic networks, understanding occurs . . .
understanding can only occur if new information can in some
way be related to what is already known,

Gioia (1986} located the “already known” in scripts and schemas held
in memory, but his ideas translate easily into the terms of culture theory.
[f assumptions are organized, at least in part, as knowledge structures,
then the content of the scripts and schemas that structure and retain
knowledge should reveal cultural assumptions (Barley, 1986; Martin,
Feldman, Hatch, & Setkin, 1983). Thus, from the culture perspective, as-
sumptions provide the “already known” of interpretation processes.

This notion brings us back to Schutz’s two assertions. First, Schuiz
claimed that interpretation is retraspective. This claim implies that inter-
pretation involves a move from the “already known™ of a culture’s basic
assumptions to current symhols (retrospective interpretation). Second,
Schutz asserted that interpretation establishes meaning. This assertion
implies that current symbols have a reciprocal influence on basic as-
sumptions (prospective interpretation}. This reciprocity has been the cen-
tral theme of the hermeneutic school of interpretation theory, where it is
called the hermeneutic circle,

According to Wilson (1987: 383}, the hermeneutic circle “involves suc-
cessive revisions of interpretations of social phenomena as each new
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level of understanding calls far revision of the basis on which that un-
derstanding is founded.” He continued:

We do not build up a pattern of society from descriptions of
single actions . . . but rather develop an account in « herme-
neutic fashion, forming ideas about overall patterns on the
basis of particular events and then using these same ideas to
understand more clearly the particular events that gave rise to
them. Of course, when we are already tamiliar with a society
because we live in it, this interpretive process can be quite
unselfconscious and implicit, but the basic interdependence
between descriptions of singular events and understandings
of the larger social order remains. (Wilson, 1987: 396)

The hermeneutic perspective suggests that interpretation maves us
back and forth between the already known (basic assumptions) and the
possibility of new understanding (inherent, but often dormant, in sym-
bols). The possibility for revision of meaning exists throughout this cycle.
Thus, there is potential for two results of interpretation: altered under-
standing of symbolic meaning via retraspective interpretation and revi-
sions ta cultural assumptions via prospective interpretation.

Interpretation involves countless engagements of the hermeneutic
circle. Some of this interpretation reflects existing cultural assumptions,
but some of it revises assumptions by establishing new meaning within
the core. In the cultural dynamics view, interpretation reconstructs aym-
bols and revises basic assumptions in terms of both current experience
and preestablished cultural assumptions.

In summary, cultural dynamics suggests that interpretation con-
textualizes current symbolization experiences by evoking a broader
cultural frame as a reference point for constructing an acceptable
meaning. This is shown in Figure 2 as the arrow from assumptions to
symbols. Meanwhile, cultural assumptions, momentarily exposed during
the process of interpretation, are opened ta the influence of new symbols.
In this way, the moment of interpretation makes it possible {(but not
necessary) for culture to absorh newly symbaolized content into its core. [n
Figure 2, this is represented by the arrow from symbols to assumptions,
From the cultural dynamics perspective, the prospective mode of inter-
pretation maintains or challenges basic assumptions, whereas the retro-
spective mode reconstructs the meaning of symbols via feedback from
the same interpretive move {as explained by the hermeneutic circle).
Of course, the prospective interpretation process then either meshes or
collides with the retroactive manifestation process discussed previ-
ously, and the explanation has at last come full circle with respect to
Figure 2.

Studying interpretation processes. The study of interpretation pro-
cesses culls for investigating how symbols mald and are molded by ex-
isting ways of understanding. The results of interpretation processes
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have been investigated using « variety of established techniques such as
ethnographic interviews (Spradley, 1979), scripts (Barley, 1986; Martin et
al., 1983), semiotics (Barley, 1983; Ficl, 1991}, deconstruction {Calds &
Smircich, 1991; Martin, 1990), and discourse analysis (Coulthard, 1977). At
least two of these techniques——interviews and discourse analysis—can
be used to reveal the interpretation process in action.

Botti and Pipan (1991} used ethnographic interviews to explore inter-
pretations af the service concept in two public service organizations in
Italy —a registry office and a hospital. They otfer rich descriptions of their
subjects’ interpretations of the symbols of service. For example, one
group of registry office personnel detined service in terms of users, but the
users were generally interpreted as unfriendly or threatening. The cul-
tural dynamics mode! would ask how the symbol of “the user” partici-
pates in constructing and reconstructing assumptions about everyday life
within the registry office and vice versa. One possibility would be to
present alternative symbols (e.g., @ warm and friendly customer on a cold
and rainy day) and ask registry officer personnel to interpret them. The
purpose would be to discover how interviewees respand to new symbols
in the course of their normal interpretive activities. Is this “a user” in their
view, or something else?

Another approach to studying interpretation processes is presented
by Donnellon, Gray, and Bougon (1986). These researchers performed dis-
course analysis using a videotape of a group of students who were con-
ducting an organizational simulation exercise. The taped material
showed the students responding to another group's action that had re-
sulted in layofts within their group. Semantic coding of the recorded dis-
course allowed the researchers to study shifts in the focal group members'
interpretations and in their inclinations toward proposed actions. They
found that group members used four interpretive mechanisms in coming
to a collective decision to strike: metaphor, logical argument, affect mod-
ulation {e.g., nonverbal behavior, fast pace, emotionally charged lan-
guage). and linguistic indirection (e.g., passive voice, use of imprecise
terms). The work of Donnellon and her colleagues could frame studies of
how these interpretive mechanisms mold and are molded by symbols and
assumptions. Furthermore, if their method could be adapted to the de-
mands of field settings, it might reveal the uses of these as well as other
interpretive mechanisms in organizations.

Although the collision of prospective interpretation and retroactive
manifestation processes will require further development, one avenue of
exploration might be found in studies of spontaneous humeor in a man-
agement team (Hatch, In press; Hatch & Ehrlich, In press). The findings
reported in the first study (Hatch, In press) indicate that ironic remarks
(formulated as spontanecus humor) reveal contradictions between orga-
nizational practices and symbolic interpretations. This study suggests
that where retroactive manifestation and prospective interpretation do
not mesh, culture is constructed and interpreted as contradictory.
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Summary

The preceding discussion maps the theoretical domain of a dynamic
model of organizatienal culture, called cultural dynamics. Much work
remains to be done to fully develop each of the four major processes
defined by the model, and separate discussions of each process were
aimed at directing future research toward this end. Within these discus-
sions, a variety of promising methods was also reviewed as a first step
toward developing a methodological repertoire for the empirical study of
cultural dynamics (see Table 1 for a summary). Each method was pre-
sented in relation to empirical examples drawn from the organization
studies literature {additional examples are recommended in Table 1 for
those who wish 1o pursue these methods}.?

APPLYING THE CULTURAL DYNAMICS PERSPECTIVE

Two applications of the cultural dynamics model will be presented in
this section. First, Schein's explanation of a thecretical example will be
compared to an explanation developed within the cultural dynamics per-
spective. This will allow the cultural dynamics maodel to be assessed in
relation 1o its departure point in Schein. Second, using case data pre-
sented in the organizational studies literature (Gioia & Chittipeddi. 1991},
the ability of the cultural dynamics model to extend empirical analysis in
informative ways will be demonstrated. Both demonstrations are in-
tended to show that the cultural dynamics model offers a greater appre-
ciation of culturai complexity and dynamism than researchers have en-
joyed in the past.

Demonstration #1: Schein (1985}

In the previous presentation of manifestation and realization pro-
cesses, [ used as a theoretical example the assumption that humans are
lazy. Schein (1985: 18-19) offered a related example that begins with the
assumption that humans are epportunistic:

If we assume . . . that other people will take advantage of us
whenever they have an opportunity, we expect to be taken
advantage of and then interpret the behavior of others in a
way that coincides with those expectations. We observe pea-
ple sitting idly at their desk and perceive them as loafing
rather than thinking out an important problem; we perceive
absence from work as shirking rather than doing work at
home.

* Mast of the methads will require adaptation, and other appropriate methods will
surely emerge from the continuing stream of research facusing on organizetianal processes.
Furthermare, hecause the cultural dynamics perspective advocates attention to all four
processes, workable combinations of these methods will need to he developed, perhaps
through the use of traditional ethnagraphy (which is built an multiple methads) as a proto-
type.



678 Academy of Management Review Qctober

TABLE 1
Some Suggestions for Studying the Four Cultural Processes
Process Musteation/
(Focal Elements) Methods Added [nspiration
Manifestation Visualization and Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991
{assumptions-values] acendrios Witkin & Poupart, 1985
Kunda, 1992
Realization Ethnographic observation Riley. 1483
{values-artifacts) Barley, 1986

Aurora, 1988
Cook & Yanow, In press

Symbholization Ethnographic participation  ¥Yan Maanen, 1991
{artifacts-symbals) Gieia, 1992
Aesthetic techniques Witkin, 1990

Strati, 1990, 1992

Postmodern ethnography Jeffeutt, 1991
Linstecd, 1993

Interpretation Ethnographic interviews Botti & Pipan, 1991
{symbaols-assumptions) Schultz, In press
Discourse analysis Donnellon, Gray, & Bougon, 1986

Gioia, Thamas, Clark, &
Chittipeddi, In presas

In regard to this example, Schein (1985; 18) explained:

When a solution to a problem works repeatedly, it comes to be
taken for granted. What was once a hypothesis, supported by
only a hunch or a value, comes gradually to be treated as a
reality. We come to believe that nature really works this way.
... What I am calling basic assumptions are congruent with
what Argyris has identified as “theories-in-use,” the implicit
assumptions that actually guide behavior, . . . Basic assump-
tions, like theories-in-use, tend to be nonconfrontable and
nondebatable. . . . Clearly, such unconscious assumptions
can distort data.

The passage implies that assumptions are responsible for distorting per-
ceptions and leading managers to false conclusions such as “hardwork-
ing employees are loafers.” Thus, assumptions produce perceptions that
conform to assumptions. This leaves open the question of the arigin of
assumptions. Schein argued that assumptions come about when top man-
agement proposes the solution to a problem:
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If the solution works, and the group has a shared perception of
that success, the value gradually starts a pracess of cognitive
transformation into a belief and, ultimately, an assumption. It
this transformation process occurs—and it will occur only if
the proposed zolution continues to work, thus implying that it
is in some larger sense "correct” and must reflect an accurate
picture of reality—group members will tend to forget that
originglly they were not sure and that the values were there-
fore debated and confronted. (Schein, 1985: 16)

In Schein's (1985) explanation there is only a one-way temporal chain
of events. In his view, the possibility for change in assumptions is limited
to “values that are susceptible of physical or social validation™ and
thereby “become transformed inte assumptions.” According to cultural
dynamics, assumptions are open to change an “both ends” (shawn in
Figure 2 by the arrows from both values and symbols to assumptions).
That is, change can accur through reaction to alien or novel values (the
retroactive phase of the manitestation process), or it can occur through
ongoing pracesses of interpretation in which each interpretive event ac-
casions an opportunity for change in assumptions (the prospective phase
of interpretation). This can be illustrated through a cultural dynamics
explanation for Schein's example:

An assumption that people will take advantage of others pro-
actively manifests the expectation of workers being prevented
from doing so by management. This expectation influences
managers to be on the lookout far cases of loafing and shirk-
ing, and they find such cases (proactive realization) even
where they do not exist, such as the motionless but thinking
employee or the absent employee working at home. Such em-
ployees may be regarded s idle loafers and shirkers {pro-
spective symbolization). This labeling conforms to and recon-
structs (within the hermeneutic circle of interpretation} the as-
sumption that humans are lazy. [f, however, employees are
seen in other ways {e.q.. as a result of employees’ efforts to
influence managers’ perceptions), the managers’ assumptions
may be challenged via prospective interpretation or through
the retrospective/retroactive chain ending in a retreactive re-
alignment of values and assumptions. In the retrospectives
retroactive mode, the same interpretation process strengthens
{or weakens) the meaning of the symbol of the loafer/shirker
through comparisons with the "already known.” which en-
hances (or buries) awareness of the artifact via retrospective
symbolization. Renewed awareness of the artifact presents
opportunities for retroactive adjustment of values that can re-
reatfirm {or further chatlenge) the assumption that people will
take advantage of their employers.

[n the cultural dynamics explanation, organizational members cycle
back and forth between proactive/praspective and retrospective/
retroactive influences. The difference between the two explanations il-
lustrates the greater dynamism of the cultural dynamics model relative to
Schein’s theory, which is restricted to an evolutionary or a developmental
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view of change. Those ideas that Schein represents are alse represented
in the cultural dynamics perspective; however, the cultural dynamica
view goes beyond Schein’s model to examine the symbalic-interpretive
processes constituting cultural assumptions. Thus, cultural dynamiecs
does not invalidate Schein's theory; it articulates the theory and signifi-
cantly extends the range and power of its explanation.

Demonstration #2: Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991)

Gioia and Chittipeddi’'s (199]) empirical study of strategic change
was selected because it focuses on processes and employs ethnography,
a methodology typical of much culture research. This makes the study
ideal for illustrating how the cultural dynamics perspective can extend
the analysis of ethnographic data.

Gloia and Chittipeddi (1991} used ethnography {along with some in-
novative methods not described here) to study the initiation of a strategic
change effort at a large American university. The university had just
hired a new president who introduced his vision of a “Top 10 public uni-
versity” immediately upon taking up his post. The researchers were able
to recover the techniques the president used to formulate his vision (cam-
pus visits, consultations, interviews with stakehaolders, past experience
as chancellor of anaother university) and to follow its introduction within a
task force that the president appointed to carry his vision forward. During
two years of participant observation, Gioia and Chittipeddi found that the
president used vision and hypothetical scenarios to introduce, support,
and encourage change through a process they label "sensegiving.”

Seen from the cultural dynamics perspective, Gioia and Chittipeddi's
vision concept collapses expectations into symbols. In effect, these au-
thors focus on the manifestation of an expectation (becoming a Top 10
public university) and on interpretation of the symbol they assume that
the expectation became, without considering the process by which this
transformation occurred. Thus, they ignore the demain represented by the
right side of the cultural dynamics model. As a result, their approach
underemphasizes artifacts, realization, and symbolization. This under-
emphasis leads to an unanalyzed connection between the president's
vision and the actions of other members of the organization. If the case is
analyzed from the cultural dynamics viewpoint, Gioia and Chittipeddi's
analysis can be extended to offer some suggestions about what was prob-
ably going on, given the cultural dynamics model.

Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991: 445) wrote:

Perhaps the key occurrence in this case was the devising of an
overarching symbolic vision, expressed in evocative images
(“a Top-10 public university”). This vision provided «n inter-
pretative framework within which thinking and acting could
be viewed in terms of their consistency with the requirements
for achieving such a vision. The president himself later said
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that thiz symbol “took en « life of its own” and became a more
powerful guiding image than he ever would have imagined.

In this passage. the authors equate the president’s vision with an inter-
pretative framewaork, whereas the cultural dynamics model suggests that
the vision plays two distinct roles. At least initially, it is used by the
president as an expectation of "how it should be” in terms of his values
and personal aspirations for the organization, Others use the president’s
vision as a symbol of his intentions and retrospectively interpret it in
terms of their own assumptions and understandings of how it has ("al-
ways”) been. Later, if the vision is adopted by other organizational mem-
bers, it may alter assumptions and reorganize cultural understanding. As
an expectation, the vision lies within an action framework rather than an
interpretive framework. It is as a symbol that the vision contributes to
interpretation.

Recognizing the dual role of the president’s vision as expectation and
symbol permits us to address how the vision “took on a life of its own.”
Cultural dynamics suggests that the president’s vision was taken up
through a complex of processes described by the right half of the cultural
dynamics model as understood from the perspective of organizational
members (especially the task force). Accordingly, when the president’s
actions were influenced by his expectation/vision, he created the possi-
bility that the products of his action (e.g.. artifacts such as decisions
taken, people hired or fired) would be symbolized and interpreted by
others in a way that would retraspectively portray aspects of his vision
within their symbolization and interpretation processes. However, the
model also indicates that it was the expectations of those others, whether
they reflected the president's vision or not, that guided their actions via
proactive realization processes.

This analysis can be taken a step further if the possible effects of the
lower level members’ use of negotiation and resistance to the president's
vision are considered. Gioia and Chittipeddi ohserved that organization-
al members resisted, attempted to change, or ignored the president's
influence attempts. The cultural dynamics model suggests that the prod-
uct of these actions then became available as artifacts for prospective
symbolization. For instance, the president could have used the symbols
he made from these responses to form interpretations that altered (or
reinforced) his assumptions, thus absorbing him within the culture along
with his vision for change.

This application of the cultural dynamics model implies that, al-
though the president was a major player in the initiation of strategic
change, his influence depended heavily on the ways in which others
symbolized and interpreted his efforts. The outcome of the president’s
influence ultimately rested on others' interpretations and the effect these
interpretations had on cultural assumptions and expectations. In this
light, it is worthwhile questioning whether the president was as central to
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the initiation effart, or the organizational culture, as he at first appeared
to be. At least it seems clear that a “bottom-up” analysis of the strategic
initiation effort is needed to complement Gioia and Chittipeddi’s “top-
down" point of view,

Further evidence of the need to question the centrality of the presi-
dent comes from the circumstances surrounding the initiation of strategic
change. The decision-making body undoubtedly chose its candidate at
least partly on the basis of their expectations for the university and its
future president. The artifact of their selection decision {the new presi-
dent} proactively realized something of their values and expectations. In
the president’s words: "I was told in no uncertain terms by the people who
hired me that they wanted strong leadership, and that they wanted the
university to move to another plane” {Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991: 439).
Thus, the unending circularity of the cultural dynamics model provides
the stimulus to consider the cultural history of the situation. In this case,
the model suggests that the hiring of the new president was a proactive
realization that led to importing an artifact of another culture (the presi-
dent) with the potential to be symbolized and interpreted in an influential
way within the university.

In propesing the cultural dynamics perspective, 1 advocate a balance
of interest in all of the cultural elements and the processes that link them,
thus pushing for more complete and complex cultural analyses. In the
case of Gioia and Chittipeddi's study, this meant complementing their
rich description with attention to artifacts and to realization and symbol-
ization processes. This attention brought additional aspects of the case
into view and recognized more complexity in the data than was indicated
by the strategy formulation framework. In the case of Schein's example,
the cultural dynamics model extended the developmental view of change
by acknowledging the fluctuations and indeterminacies that underlie
both stability and change in organizational cultures. The analyses illus-
trate the value of the new perspective and suggest that there are data to
support the cultural dynamics model. The Gioia and Chittipeddi demon-
stration also indicates the need for studies that consider bottom-up as
well as top-down points of view. These illustrations are given to demon-
strate the logic of the cultural dynamics model and to encourage other
readings using this perspective.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Some readers have criticized the cultural dynamics perspective on
the grounds that the level of analysis is ambiguous. These readers want
to know whether the processes described by the model occur within indi-
viduals or among them and whether the processes are cognitive or so-
cial in nature. In large measure, it is through culture that a person con-
structs the sense of individual and organizational identity and creates
images that are taken for the self and the organization. Within the cul-



1993 Hateh 883

tural dynamics framework 1 assume that individuals cannot be concep-
tualized apart from their cultures and that cognition cannot be separated
from social precesses. In other words, the processes of cultural dynamics
are simultaneously cognitive and social {as well as perceptual, emo-
tional, and in some cases aesthetic), and individuals and their interrela-
tionships are not usefully distinguished within this frame (see alsc Berger
& Luckmann, 1966, on the notion of intersubjectivity). Therefore, cultural
dynamics cannot be described in the either/or terms presented by such
questions.

In order to see these and other implications of the model more clearly,
the following discussion explains cultural dynamics as a contribution ta
organization theory. First, the theoretical domain of the model and its
implications for bridging (Gioia & Pitre, 1990) objectivist and subjectivist
perspectives are presented. In this context, the distinction between activ-
ity and reflexivity that separates top- and bottom-half processes is dis-
cussed. This distinction will be combined with the distinction between
objective and subjective theoretical orientations to form a two-by-two ma-
trix for analyzing the theoretical domain of cultural dynamics. Finally,
some cencluding thoughts about the cultural dynamics model and its
implications for further development of organizational culture theory are
offered.

The Theoretical Domain of Cultural Dynamicsg

Cultural dynamics brings together in one model ideas that have tra-
ditionally been kept separate in arganization theory. For instance,
whereas Burrell and Morgan (1978} drew barriers between functional and
symbolic theories, cultural dynamics presents opportunities to view and
explain culture from both perspectives. I do not, however, attempt to
integrate these separate theoretical domains; instead [ connect, bridge,
and associate them. The cultural dynamics model may be thought of as a
collage of some of the most compelling ideas about arganizational culture
found in the literature.

As in a collage, [ have placed bits of other works together in a new
{(trame)work in which arrangement forms a basis for new insight. I do not
deny that objectivist and subjectivist theories rest on incommensurable
assumptions (Gicia & Pitre, 1990). Instead, [ accept both as theoretical
views of reality, acknowledge their differences, juxtapose their contribu-
tions, and examine and draw implications from the result. Thus, cultural
dynamics incorporates both objectivist (some things about culture can be
reasonably discussed as if they exist independent of human observation)
and subjectivist perspectives (some aspects of culture cannot be objecti-
fied and are better theorized in terms of subjective experience).

The matter of the objectivity or subjectivity of organizational culture
itself is undecidable. This is because researchers work within « concep-
tual system that constructs the phenomena to which they then assume the
conceptual system refers. Although theorists cannot escape this diffi-
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culty, it is still possible to regard the objective/subjective dialectic as a
useful thearetical distinction. Its usefulness lies in the existence of dif-
ferent appreciations of organizational reality. For example, theories of
environmental determinacy such as resource dependency theory (Pfetffer
& Salancik, 1978) are evidence of objectivist appreciations of organiza-
tional reality, whereas social constructionist theories such as enactment
theory (Weick, 1978} evidence subjectivist appreciations. Thus, even
though researchers cannot know if there are different realities associated
with the objective perspective and subjective experience, they can feel
confident that these are two distinct ways of theorizing about reality (Bur-
rell & Morgan, 1979; Gicia & Pitre, 1990). Furthermore, it has been the
thesis of this article that both of these ways of theorizing have made
significant contributions to the development of arganizational culture the-
ory, and it is the stated ambition of the cultural dynamics approach to
explicitly acknowledge bath views.

An implication of the distinction between objective and subjective
theorizing is that the concepts of values and symbels lie on the border
(Alvesson & Berg, 1992, also make this observation). That is, these con-
cepts have the capacity to represent the qualities and characteristics of
both domains, and, thus, values and symbols offer transformation/
translation points between these “two worlds.” This idea further implies
that the concepts of values and symbols provide the means by which
subjectivist and objectivist orientations can be made to communicate and
coexist. Symbols and values invoke objectivist theorizing because of their
relationship to artifacts experienced as external, and they inveoke subjec-
tive theorizing by referring to basic assumptions that have no direct ex-
ternal referent. The cultural dynamics perspective attempts to move the
discussion beyond the limiting assumptions of these two theoretical ori-
entations by suggesting that culture can be represented equally well (or
equally poorly) within either perspective, but that bridging them creates
a more satisfying picture than either offers on its own.

In terms of the cultural dynamics model, [ place cultural assumptions
in the regions of experience that have been most adequately theorized
from the subjectivist position {see Figure 3). Artifacts, conceived as exter-
nalized aspects of culture, have been better theorized using the objectivist
perspective. The processes constituting assumptions and artifacts are
also explained with reference to these ditferent theoretical domains. As-
sumptions, constituted via prospective interpretation and retroactive
manifestation, are theoretically aligned with a subjectivist arientation.
Artifacts, constituted by proactive reclization and retrospective symbol-
ization, dare theoretically aligned with an objectivist orientetion.

This argument raises the additional question of why researchers
should distinguish either between prospective interpretation and retroac-
tive manifestation processes or between proactive realization and retro-
spective symbolization. I argue that theorizing about interpretation and
symbolization is built around a discourse of reflexivity, whereas theoriz-
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FIGURE 3
The Domain of Cultural Dynamics Showing Objectivist and Subjectivist
Thearetical Orientations Subdivided by the Discourses of Activity
and Reflexivity
Theoretical Orientation

SUBJECTIVIST
Subjectifying activity
{[dentity)

OBJECTIVIST
Objective activity
{Action)

ACTIVITY

Discourse

REFLEXIVITY

Subjective reflexivily i Objectifying reflexivity
{(Meaning) Q (Image)

ing about manifestation and realization is couched in the discourse of
activity. Values and symbols can be similarly distinguished; values are
associated with an action frame, and symbols generally invoke reflexive
discourse. Both of these discourses add depth to the understanding of
aorganizational culture, and [ offer the cultural dynamics model, which
makes use of this distinction, as evidence of this claim.

To summarize these ideas, Figure 3 shows the domain of the cultural
dynamics madel segmented into objectivist and subjectivist theoretical
orientations, subdivided by discourses of activity and reflexivity. As the
figure suggests, 1 believe that prospective interpretation is «a form of sub-
jective reflexivity, whereas retroactive manifestation is a kind of subjec-
tifying activity, in other words, activity that creates identity (i.e., « sense
of self and organization as coherent entities). Thus, cultural dynamics
complements the more well-known cultural processes of interpretation
through an appreciation for retroactive manifestation that occurs via the
subjectifying aspects of identity formation, cultural self-maintenance,
and adjustment. Similarly, the more well-known pracess of proactive re-
alization of artifacts via objective action is complemented by an appre-
ciation for retrospective symbolization processes that objectify reflexive
understanding by associating artifacts with the images formed by pro-
jecting symbolic content onto them and taking this projected content for
reality.
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In this way, the cultural dynamics model offers a definition of culture
as constituted by continuous cycles of action and meaning-making shad-
owed by cycles of image and identity formation. This model introduces a
more dynamic sense of culture than has heretofore heen considered, and
it helps to explain my previous refusal to distinguish individuals from
their cultures. Further development of the model to more adequately ad-
dress and incorporate the concepts of image and identity is needed.

The Dynamism of Cultural Dynamics

Although the development of the cultural dynamics model pushes
organizational cuiture theory into new territory, especially with respect te
achieving a new level of complexity, 1 am not satistied that a truly dy-
namic view of culture has yet been offered. This is because the separate
treatments by which the processes of culture were developed ultimately
interfere with the holistic appreciation of the dynamism of the total
model. For a more truly dynamic view, consider the relationships among
manifestation, realization, symbolization, and interpretation processes.

Dynamism can be approximated if the connections among the pro-
cesses of the cultural dynamics model are made focal. Thus, Figure 2 is
seen, not as four separate processes, each with forward and backward
modes of operation, but as two wheels of interconnected processes, one
moving forward and the other backward with reference to the standard
concept of time. Picture the forward (pro) processes forming one wheel
within which a second wheel of backward (retro) processes turns. A truly
dynamic appreciation of culture is found in the counteraction of the two
wheels.

This image of culture suggests some directions for future theory
building using the cultural dynamics approach. [ believe that the forward
turning wheel constructs the physical world insofar as culture rather than
nature influences realization. 1 conceptualize this wheel in terms of its
creative potential as « producer of human geographies, including the
artifact level of organizational cultures. Similarly, I suggest that retro-
spective/retroactive processes produce the historical context from which
organizational members draw the meaning that imbues their lives and
their geographies with significance. Furthermore, the wheels are not
really separate. Their counteraction implies that each process refers to
the others; in effect, they form one wheel that simultaneously spins hoth
wWays.

To build organizational culture theory in the direction of this more
dynamic image will require another dramatic shift similar in magnitude
to the shift from elements {assumptions, values, artifacts, symbals) to
cultural processes (manifestation, realization, symbolization, interpreta-
tion) proposed in this article. Based on the implications discussed previ-
ously, [ suggest that the new goal be an explanation of organizational
culture as the dynamic construction and reconstruction of cultural geog-
raphy and history as contexts for taking action, making meaning, con-
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structing images, and forming identities (Figure 3). At present, cultural
dynamics only points in this direction.

CONCLUSION

Schein's (1983) model of organizational culture as assumptions, val-
ues, and artifacts leaves gaps regarding the appreciation of organiza-
tional culture as symbols and processes. This article has attempied to fill
in these gaps and to suggest a dynamic model of this important organi-
zational phenomenon. The proposed cultural dynamics perspective refor-
mulates Schein's model by making a place for symbols alongside
assumptions, values, and artifacts; by articulating the arrows linking
assumptions, values, and artifacts; and by defining these links as pro-
cesses having both forward (proactive/prospective) and backward (retro-
spective/retroactive} temporal modes of operation. It was further sug-
gested that the proactive/retroactive modes represent the role of activity
in culture, whereas the prospective and retrospective modes represent the
possibility of reflexivity and cultural consciousness.

Because it represents culture as a wheel, the cultural dynamics
model can be entered at any peoint on Figure 2-—at least in principle. In
practice, the point of entry for a particular analysis will be determined by
the resecarch question and the method of study. Nonetheless, the cultural
dynamics model is intended for use in its entirety, and an analytical
framework for doing this was offered via twa demonstrations, The frame-
waork and suggested methods were proposed as starting points for re-
searchers wishing to pioneer the cultural dynamics approach using em-
pirical studies. Future directions were also suggested for theorists wish-
ing to contribute to further theoretical development of the model.
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