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1. INTRODUCTION
1.1  Purpose of this research

This dissertation is about ’corporate identity’. The purpose of this dissertation is to develop
a method for finding a concise representation of an organization which will be recognized
and supported by its employees, which can be used to introduce it to the outside world and
which will be recognized by those already acquainted with the organization. In order to
develop such a method it is necessary to provide an outline of the criteria underlying the
concept of ‘corporate identity’ and to make the concept useful for corporate communication,
directed at both external and internal audiences. If these requirements are met, they should ™
help to ensure communication with an informative content. This informative content, in the
end, reflects the central values of an organization. Subsequently, this dissertation will
proceed to show how such values can be found empirically in an organization. The
measurement results will be useful in management decisions on how to communicate with
the outside world, and in management decisions on how to improve a corporate identity
deemed unsatisfactory.

A major problem in the area of corporate identity is the lack of consensus as to the basic
concept of 'corporate 1dentity’ (Balmer and Wilkinson, 1991). *Corporate identity’ seems to
be a general-purpose concept that serves as an alibi for a variety of activities like designing
a new logo, 1nterior decoration, sales force training, all the way up to changing the corporate
culture. Much of the terminology used within and around the identity activity is rather loose
(Olins, 1995). Most authors do not define corporate identity explicitly. The only element
which they appear to have 1in common is that ’corporate identity’ means ’something that
symbolizes the organization as a whole’. Whereas it is possible to represent a whole
organization by just assigning a symbol to it, symbolizing the organization becomes more
difficult 1f information has to be communicated on what the organization is about and if a
certain degree of correspondence between the symbol and the organization itself is required.
For instance, the Mercedes star itself, as an emblem for Daimler Benz, stands for the
Daimler Benz organization. On the other hand, it can be perceived to embody certain values
when representing the organization. Then the focus of interest changes from the symbol itself
to the content of the symbol, 1.e, 'to what the organization 1s’. This changed focus is
equivalent to how Webster’s dictionary (1990) describes ’identity’ : 'who a person is or what
a thing is’. In this dissertation, the definition of ’corporate identity’ as 'what an organization
18’ 1s used until a more definitive definition has been developed in chapter 3.

The problem of ’symbolizing the organization as a whole’ is a key problem in corporate
communication. In order to communicate an organization’s identity, one has to know what
that organization is. This is a sine qua non for effective corporate communication (Van Riel,
1995). However, literature on how to establish an organization’s identity empirically is
virtually nonexistent. Summarizing, the main guestions addressed in this dissertation are:

1, How can we develop a conceptualization of corporate identity which is suitable for
communication purposes?

2. Using this conceptualization, how can corporate identity actually be measured?
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This dissertation will develop a representation of an organization’s identity which is suitable

for communication purposes, and it will present a method of measuring an organization’s
identity empirically.

1.2 The role of corporate identity in corporate communication

Whenever an organization wants to
communicate something about itself as a
whole, it has to consider its ’corporate
STRATEGY | 1dentity’. Van Riel (1995) defines ’corporate

' communication’ as ’'the instrument of
management by means of which all
consciously used forms of internal and
external communication are harmonized as

IDENTITY IMAGE effectively and efficiently as possible, so as
to create a favourable basis for relationships
— — with the groups upon which the company 1s
Figure 1.1 The 1dentity-image-strategy triangle

(Source: Van Rekom and Van Riel. depende.nt CAll fm:ms of‘commumcatlon are
1993) taken Into cqnmderatlon for potential
orchestration 1mto a coherent whole.
Everything an organization does, makes,
and sells, everything it says, writes down or displays should contribute to its identity (Olins,
1990). The basic philosophy underlying corporate communication is to direct the company’s
communications from within the "corporate strategy, corporate identity and corporate image
triangle’ (Van Riel, 1994). Strategy can be described as ’the pattern or plan that integrates
an organization’s major goals, policies, and action sequences into a cohesive whole’ (Quinn,
Mintzberg and James, 1988). Image 1s not identity: it is the result of identity, the perception
of others (Bernstein, 1995). Managers concerned about corporate image cannot 1gnore the
organization’s corporate identity. An organization’s distinctive image starts with its corporate
identity. The organization’s identity is perceived and interpreted by stakeholders in terms of
1ts image. This perception and interpretation by stakeholders may be critical to the survival
of an organization. Based on the image they have of an organization, stakeholders may
decide to start or finish business relationships with that organization, and it will influence
whether they supply it with resources. Therefore, one of the tasks of strategic management
to influence the image that stakeholders hold of the organization, directly and indirectly, by
adapting an organization’s corporate identity (Van Rekom and Van Riel, 1993).

The purpose of corporate communication efforts is to achieve a certain desired corporate
image among target groups, including the own employees. Dowling (1986) defines 'image’
as 'the set of meanings by which an object is known and through which people describe,
remember and relate to it’. It is the net result of the interaction of a person’s beliefs, ideas,
feelings and impressions about an object and resides in the head of that person. 'Corporate
identity’ has been defined above as ’what an organization 1s’. By analogy to Dowling’s
definition of *image’, ’corporate identity’ can be rephrased as ’'the set of meanings by which
an object allows itself to be known and through which it allows people to describe, remember
and relate to it’. Whereas ’corporate image’ resides in the heads of the stakeholders,
'corporate identity’ resides in the organization.
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111111

image an organization may need to provide and communicate meanings to the stakeholders
which are different from those provided so far. A primary strategic decision concerns the
degree to which a company wishes to exert influence on what will be communicated about
a number of basic matters. If management wishes to influence the content of the innumerable
messages the organization sends consciously, and perhaps unconsciously, into the world,
management has to do so within the constraints within which a company can communicate
with various target groups. These constraints are a function of what the organization actually
is at a certain moment in time (its actual corporate identity or 'ist-Identitit, cf. Birkigt and
Stadler, 1988), of what management wants it to be (desired corporate identity, Birkigt and
Stadler’s "Soll-Identitdt’), and of what the stakeholders are willing to believe about the
organization’s identity. Most communication literature concentrates either on the
communication strategy itself, or on image (cf. Van Riel, 1995, for an overview). This
dissertation focuses on the first of these factors, the actual identity of an organization at a
certain pomnt in time (’Ist-Identitdt’), and points out the constraints on communication
imposed by its existing identity. Within these constraints, it shows how a thorough
understanding of the organization’s identity can give managers valuable insights about the
company’s internal strengths and weaknesses that could form the basis for corporate unage

e e a ol J ek TP TE

devel(}pment and projection.

e

The desired 1mage may be different from the actual image. In order to reach the desired

- Actual corporate identity as a constraint on corporate communication

The fit between an organization’s actual corporate identity and its communicated corporate
identity 1s a crucial factor determining the effectiveness of communication (Van Riel, 1995).
Idealistic, PR-1nspired messages tend to ignore the present cultural values and the employees’
attitudes (Merkle, 1992). There i1s more risk in handling an identity badly internally than
there 15 from external threats (Olins, 1995). Employees may dissociate themselves from
corporate advertising campaigns, and even oppose them. The Commerzbank in Germany had
to withdraw its slogan 'The bank that knows its customers’. The bank wanted to attract the
general public, but the employees were not really willing to deal with numerous small private
customers, and preferred the big business accounts (Keller, 1990). A Scottish engineering
company thought it knew what it was and decided to run a series of corporate advertisements
to tell the financial world about its size, development, profits and successful labour relations.
The labour force had not been consulted. They read the advertisement, saw the reference to
profits, put in a heavy wage demand (which was refused), and went on strike. Within six
months the company had ceased trading (Bernstein, 1986, p.241).

The role of an organization’s corporate identity as a constraint on corporate cornmunication |
is primarily relevant in the short term. In the long term, management can influence the
organization’s identity, and, depending on management’s chosen corporate strategy, can
realize an improved or repositioned corporate image, or corporate images for different
stakeholder groups.



- Corporate identity as a source of inspiration

A good reason to start corporate positioning from an organization’s identity is the value of
what the organization expresses. Organizations which are governed mainly or exclusively by
external information run the risk of claiming a position that their competitors might equally
claim if their operations are similar. However, if an organization is capable of incorporating
differentiation into their culture and infrastructure at a deep level, it becomes more ditficult
for other companies to understand, and if they do, costly to duplicate (Laundy and Rogers,
1995). The organization’s central value orientations, which permeate all its behaviour and
are consciously or unconsciously present in the minds of an organization’s employees, can
form an excellent source of inspiration, especially if they are unique for the organization In
question. This may sound obvious, but in practice it is not - exactly because the central
values which permeate the employees’ behaviour are so self-evident to them.

Summarizing, corporate communication can benefit from a thorough understanding of an
orgamzation’s identity by determining the constraints within which a company can
communicate credibly with its stakeholders, and by drawing inspiration from it.

1.3  Basic premises in the approach to corporate identity

Not only do the definitions of the concept of corporate identity vary widely, also the basic
points of view from which authors approach this subject diverge. This section explains where
this dissertation stands in terms of empirical focus, the conditionality of corporate identity
and where 1t stands among the variety of disciplinary approaches.

1.3.1 The degree of empirical focus
A

Authors vary strongly in their degree of empirical focus. Only very few among them have
made an attempt to measure an organization’s identity. Many authors, especially in the
strategic field, consider the existence of corporate 1dentity to be dependent upon the existence
of a more or less explicit strategy defining it. This view implies that identity can only be
measured in the cases where such a strategy exists. Many authors have limited themselves
to theoretical aspects of corporate identity, such as how to define it (Tanneberger, 1987),
how to convert a desired identity into strategy (Birkigt and Stadler, 1988) or how to change
an organization’s identity (Mittmann, 1991).

Other authors have done more empirical work. Lux (1982) has worked out a method,
actually an extensive checklist, which he uses to assess an organization’s identity. Bernstein
(1986) has developed a practical measurement method to assess an organization’s desired
identity in a relatively short time. Larcon and Reitter (1979) use a case-study like approach
to analyze an organization’s identity, showing how some French organizations have reached
their specific solutions to problems in dealing with their environment, and Balmer (1995)
analyzed organizations in a grounded-theory framework, Chapter 2 gives a more complete
overview of the empirical work done so far. This dissertation also approaches ’corporate
identity’ from an empirical point of view: its purpose is to develop an operationalization of
'corporate identity’, and a measurement method,



1.3.2 Conditional versus unconditional existence of corporate identity

sMeasurement of an organization’s identity assumes that the organization to be measured has

an 1dentity. Not all authors agree that organizations always have an identity. Birkigt and
Stadler (1988), for instance, include the clause ‘strategically defined and operationally
implemented’ into their definition of corporate identity. According to these authors, if an
organization has not defined a strategy regarding its corporate identity, it simply does not
have a corporate identity. Largon and Reitter (1979, p. 32) write that an organization has an
identity, if it brings a coherent, stable and specific solution to the ’problem of the
relationship between the actor (employee), his reference groups and the system as a whole’.
Reitter and Largcon’s condition implies, that first the relation between the employee and his
reference groups and the ’system as a whole’ must be investigated before an organization can
be said to have an identity. Their view is an example of what Kammerer (1988, p. 64) calls
‘conditional identity’: an organization only has an identity if it fulfils certain conditions.

~.Not all authors subscribe to this view of corporate identity being dependent upon certain
conditions. As Margulies (1970) put it: A company has an identity from the first moment
it opens 1t doors, which it communicates in everything it'says and does, controlled or not’.
This view 1s shared by Merkle (1992, p. 71) and Olins (1984). The latter urges cempanies
to remind themselves that, 'whether they like it or not, their identity exists - and the question
that they have to answer is, whether, they control it or it controls them’. Most authors
focusing on empirical measurement do not seem to subscribe to the conditional view of
identity. The kind of empirical procedures used by Bernstein (1986) or Lux (1988) can be
applied to any entity specified before the research: there i1s no need to assume any kind of

‘conditional identity’.

Corporate identity has been defined preliminarily as *what the organization is’, which implies
that corporate identity can only be non-existent if the organization does not exist. A
measurement nstrument should be applicable to any organization, as specified by the one
who wants it to be measured, however unarticulated or unplanned that organization’s identity
may be. |

1.3.3 The disciplinary perspective; from a pure design to a corporate communication
approach

Whereas in the beginning 'corporate identity’ was a pure matter of design, increasingly it has
become the target of holistic approaches. Different themes of interest dominate scholarly
traditions in Germany, France, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom and the United States.
Occasionally, language area and country of origin do have an impact. The majority of the
literature in the field of corporate identity stems from the areas of design and communication.
The word ’identity’ is derived from the Latin ’idem’, meaning 'same’, and has prebably a
connection with the Latin "identidem’, meaning 'the same each time’ or "repeatedly the same’
(Bernstein, 1986). The interpretation of identity from dictionary definitions, €.g. 'the fact of
being the same in all respects’ (Webster’s Dictionary, 1990), 'absolute sameness’ or ’the
characteristic or condition of complete agreement, absolute or essential similarity, condition
of being’ provided design specialists with a strong argument to press companies to be
consistent in their use of symbols (Van Riel, 1995).
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When interest in corporate identity emerged, in the 1940s, corporate identity was associated
primarily with design, in particular logo’s, house style and staff clothing. An absence of
Interest in design was often interpreted as the absence of corporate identity. [lustrative is the
remark by Selame and Selame (19735): Corporate identity is the visual statement to the
world’. Corporate symbols obviously have a positive impact on recognition and maybe even
on appreciation. However, conveying an organization’s identity cannot rely upon visual
means alone. People do not rely on visual elements alone, but use all their senses in order
to construct their image of an organization (Tanneberger, 1987).

In the early eighties, awareness grew that design and communication were not enough to
convey a complete and coherent image to stakeholders (Keller, 1990). The feeling grew that
behaviour was an essential element of ’corporate identity’. The newer, more holistic
conceptualization made the concept of ’corporate identity’ converge with the concept of
‘corporate culture’ to some degree (cf. Korner, 1991). Authors thinking along these lines
include Bernstein (1936), Birkigt and Stadler (1988), Ramanantsoa and Thiery-Basle (1938).
In the different language areas there has been a historical tendency to apply different points
of view. Although in the Anglo-Saxon world authors like Bernstein (1986) and Olins (1990)
occupy prominent positions, no single-centred school dominates the field. This is different
in Germany and France. In France work on corporate identity has been greatly influenced
by the work of Lar¢con and Reitter (1979). They tried to understand and explain corporate
identity with concepts from the literature of organization science. Internal organizational
processes and driving forces are major factors in their conceptualization of corporate identity.
Their conceptualization and definition of corporate identity seem to have given the lead
throughout French literature. In German literature the strategically oriented work of Birkigt
and Stadler (1988, which first appeared in 1982) fulfils a similar role. Many later German
dissertations have been applications of the work of Birkigt and Stadler to specific branches,
like the retail branch (Merkle, 1992) or to specific problem areas, like conveying an
organization’s identity through product design (Kammerer, 1988). The Dutch literature on
corporate identity adopts a rather interdisciplinary perspective. A major Dutch contribution
to the field is the concept of ’common starting points for corporate communication’ (Van

Riel, 1992). Other Dutch-speaking authors working in this area are Fauconmer (1988) and
Blauw (1994).

The different approaches are integrated from the perspective of corporate communication,
as illustrated by Van Riel (1994). In Van Riel’s model, the choice of a communication policy
is based on information about corporate strategy, the internal organization, the dnving forces
on corporate and business unit level and the environment. This way, corporate
communication integrates the previous contributions from all the disciplines described.

This dissertation will tackle the subject of corporate identity from the corporate
communication perspective. Its aim is to make a substantial contribution to corporate
communication, and in this way to influence the corporate image. Therefore it cannot afford
to concentrate on only one disciplinary area, as everything an organization says shows and
does contributes to its image. Corporate identity, then, as it will be operationalized 1n this
dissertation, includes the whole of what happens in an organization.



1.4  Albert and Whetten’s criteria for corporate identity

Not all conceptualizations of corporate identity may yield measurement results equally
sultable for communication purposes. Albert and Whertten (1985) formulated three
requirements, that adequate statements of corporate identity should satisty (see overview 1.1).
The three requirements are not so far removed from Larcon and Reitter’'s (1979)
requirements for the presence of a collective identity: they required coherence, stability and
specificity for a collective identity to exist. For the purpose of defining corporate identity as
a scientit‘ic‘concept, Albert and Whetten consider each of these three criteria necessary and
as, a set, sufficient.

1.4.1 The criterion of ’claimed central character’

1. Claimed Central Character:
features that are seen as the essence of the organization

2. Claimed Distinctiveness:
features that distinguish the organization from others

3. Claimed Temporal Continuity:
features that exhibit sameness over time.

Overview 1.1  Albert and Whetten's (1985) three-criteria definition of corporate identity

Albert and Whetten’s first criterion is the criterion of ’claimed central character’, which
points to features that are seen as the essence of the organization. The conception of an
organization’s identity, whether proposed by a scientist, by another organization or by the
organization itself, must be a statement of identity which distinguishes the organization on
the basis of something important and essential: the central character.

Albert and Whetten consider essential those characteristics of the respective organizations
which are the focus of important decision making activities. Albert and Whetten seem to
think of decisions at higher management levels, as they list as examples of important decision
making ’'making an acquisition’ and ’court battles over a firm’s tax classification’.
Organizational leaders attempt to define the organization’s central characteristics as a guide
for what they should do and how other institutions should relate to them. Their attempts are
influenced by the needs of the situation, Features become important for a certain purpose.
No theory provides a list of orgamzational features that could be said to be important
universally. Therefore, Albert and Whetten do not believe that 'central character’ can be
defined as a definitive set of measurable properties. However, there may be more fruitful
ways of identifying an organization’s 'essential’ properties, other than having recourse to a
'universal’ list of characteristics. How these central features can be revealed is the subject
of chapter 4 of this dissertation.
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Most organizations are not naturally conscious or thoughtful about their central properties.
As a rule these are implicitly enshrined in the way they get on with their business (Olins,
1995). It is doubtful whether organizations do have sufficient insight into the self-evidences
of their daily life for them to be able to claim their essence in a way which will be enforced
by the employees’ behaviour and recognized by stakeholders. Keller’s (1990) example of the
German bank and Bernstein’s (1986) example of the Scottish engineering company (page 3)
suggest that self-insight 1s often lacking.

So far, the criterion of ’claimed central character” has not been operationalized beyond an
intuitive stage. The research procedure must ensure that the results remain attributable to the
organization, not to the specific research effort. This problem will be dealt with and a
workable operationalization will be developed in chapters three and four.

1.4.2 The criterion of ’claimed distinctiveness’

Albert and Whetten’s second criterion is the criterion of "claimed distinctiveness’ from other
organizations, pointing to features that distinguish the organization from others. Identity is
a classification of the self that identifies the individual as recognizably different from others.
Although theoretically it may be possible to identify two organizations which are exactly
equal in all aspects, intuitively this case 1s hard to imagine. Therefore, several authors (e.g.
Larcon and Reitter, 1979; Margulies, 1970; Olins, 1995) assume each organization to be
unique. Nevertheless, if uniqueness has to be established in terms of one or more narrowly
specified criteria, the distinctiveness of each depends upon the spectrum of comparison.
Organizations may be unique in a certain region, or within a certain group of competitors,
but perhaps not nationwide or worldwide.

How ’distinctiveness’ from other organizations is defined depends upon how an organization
wishes to position itself, Whenever a distinctive identity 1s prized, one might expect
organizations to select uncommon attributes for interorganizational comparison (Albert and
Whetten, 1985). Claims made in corporate communication are more effective, presumably,
if the organization is the only one able to make them.

However, the implementation of this principle seems problematic. Statements of corporate
beliets, in the form of ’corporate philosophies’, *corporate bibles’, and the like are becoming
increasingly common in companies (Alvesson and Berg, 1992, pg. 193). However, Berg and
Gagliardi (1985) found a considerable degree of consensus in their contents. Such statements
may therefore reflect what society accepts as basic principles for good management rather
than being genuine expressions of the company’s fundamental identity. Martin, Feldman,
Hatch and Sitkin (1983) investigated claims to uniqueness expressed through organizational
stories. These stories turned out to share common elements and to express common concerns
that were therefore not unique at all. For instance, at IBM, the story was told of chairman
Thomas Watson Junior not being allowed to enter a room because he was not bearing the

right badge. The same story was told, with slight modifications, at many companies other
than IBM. This i1s what Martin et al. (1983) call the 'uniqueness paradox’.
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So far, most organizations’ claims 10O their UNIQUENESS (510 | not go beyond th'e. Status .Gf
unproven assertions. Claims to uniqueness may be moreksol_ld ! t tllley hgve an BI:I]PII‘ICHI basis,
which can be provided by the measurement of an organization s IdEI]Fi‘t-}’.. Empirical resegrch
methods must have the potential to reveal truly_ orgamzatmp—speghc resu!ts. 'Theretqrg
corporate identity research should start with a qualitative stage 1n which organization-specific

elements arg: gathered in a completely open-minded way.

1.4.3 The Criterion of ’Claimed Temporal Continuity’

Albert and Whetten’s third criterion of corporalc identity is ‘claimed temporal continuity’,
which is sameness over time. 'Central character’ and 'distinctiveness” do not only apply at
a given point in time, but also over a certain period of time. A severe enforcement of the
continuity criterion is problematic: organizations change over time, the same way as
individuals do. Changing market conditions, changing labour conditions, as well as
internally-induced deliberate changes are factors that lead the prgapiza:ion toichange over
time (cf. Kammerer, 1988). Checking ftamfnwtempmcally implies measuring the same
organization consecutively at several polnts in timg.

Summarizing, Albert and Whetten (1985) offer the criteria of ‘claimed central character’,
claimed distinctiveness’ and ’‘claimed temporal continuity to prescriptively define an
organization’s corporate identity. A step which still has to be made 1s. however, how to
derive adequate identity statements from an organization’s actual corporate identity.

Albert and Whetten’s ’centrality’ criterion seems the most difticult to operationalize. The
centrality criterion implies that statements on an organization’s corporate identity make sense
if they allow the organization to be recognized as a whole. This criterion is difficult to apply
in modern organizations. Work is divided across the different jobs. Many employees perform
totally different tasks within the organization, and they may have totally ditferent working
styles and ways of behaviour. It is questionable whether any orgamzation could emerge as
one single unity under all circumstances. Complete agreement may be nonexistent within
organizations. Strictly speaking, identity elements which apply to only one department cannot
be considered elements of the identity of an organization as a whole, 1.e. of its corporate
identity. The method suggested in chapter 4 of this dissertation offers a solution to this
operational problem’

Conclusion

This dissertation focuses on corporate identity from the standpoint of corporate
communication. In order to be effective in safeguarding an organization's meaning to
stakeholders, identity statements should in some way reflect the criteria of suitability for
communication purposes, as discussed in this chapter, namely: centrality to the organization,
distinctiveness from other organizations and continuity over time. The measurement of an
organization’s 1identity should focus on looking for the coherent, constant and specific
elements in an organization. Measurement at one point in time can deliver the coherent
clements, and 1f it 1s repeated over time, it can also show what the continuous elements have
been. Statements about of an organization’s distinctiveness from other organizations,
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however, do not get beyond the stage of unproven assertions. Therefore, the empirical
investigation of an organization’s uniqueness may not go far beyond a heuristic comparison
with a limited set of similar organizations.

Even though identity research would not deliver elements which completely fulfil all three
conditions, it can come up with elements which may be valuable for communication - and
an empirical representation of an organization’s identity can still fulfil its role in corporate
communication, both as a source of inspiration for potential new messages and as a check
as to whether what the organization is planning to communicate is not at odds with its
existing corporate identity. As Olins (1995) puts it:

'Measurement of corporate identity should provide the organization with an opportunity to
play its strengths: the outcome will consist of a central idea which reveals the organization’s
personality and a vision which emphasizes its sense of purpose and which helps it to seize
the marketing high ground. It ideally is a concise description of the organization, getting to
the heart of the matter. It outlines a concept which is both specific to the organization and
recognised as realistic by those who work for and deal with it.’

1.5 Outline of the dissertation

The purpose of this thesis 1s to develop a definition and an operationalization of ’corporate
identity’, following the derived criteria of suitability for communication purposes, i.e.
‘centrality to the organization’, ’continuity’ and "specificity’. In chapter 2, approaches in the
literature on corporate identity are reviewed, and the concept of corporate identity is
compared to the related notions of corporate strategy and corporate culture. In chapter 3, a
new definition will be developed, based on notions of ’identity’ stemming from the fields of
philosophy and the social sciences. Messages about 'what an organization is’, as argued in
chapter 3, are informative 1n so far as they deal with what an organization does. Theretore,
the actions of an organization will be the point at which its identity will be measured. The
new definition will lend itself to operationalization and usage in management practice. It will
serve as a guideline to develop the measurement instrument, which is based on the ’laddering
technique’ (Reynolds and Gutman, 1984). Its application is illustrated with empirical
investigations of organizations’ identities. The result of the measurement procedure is a
representation of an organization’s identity. In this dissertation, the laddering technique is
extended for the purpose of measuring corporate identity. The measurement results will be
validated using quantitative surveys among the organization’s employees. Comparison of the
laddering results with the outcome of surveys underpins the validity of the use of the
laddering technique and facilitates effective interpretation of the outcome of this kind of
research. Chapter 6 will further investigate the semantic nature and direction of means-end
relations. Chapter 7 will illustrate how the measurement results can directly be applied to
corporate communication.
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2. CORPORATE IDENTITY IN THE LITERATURE

In this chapter existing approaches to the concept of ’corporate identity’ are reviewed. An
overview 1s given ot the more recent authors who treat the concept of corporate identity
explicitly, following the distinction between the views of 'corporate identity’ as the ’strategy
regarding an organization’s identity’, as ’the identity of an organization as it is to date’, and
as ’the perception of an organization’s identity’. The concept of ’corporate identity’ is
contrasted with the related notion of ’corporate culture’. Methods of measurement designed
to capture ‘corporate identity’ in either of the mainstream approaches to corporate identity
are reviewed and compared to find out to what extent their respective measurement results
satisty the criteria of suitability for corporate communication, as developed in the preceding
chapter.

2.1  Major themes in the definitions and operationalizations of corporate identity

The lack of a generally agreed definition of corporate identity has led to a proliferation of
different meanings, both among practitioners and scientists. As observed in the introduction,
‘corporate 1dentity’ seems to stand for anything that symbolizes the organization. Merkle
(1992, p. 30) attributes the existing confusion to the absence of an acknowledged general
theory which is sufficiently complete, precise, and consistent to give something to hold on
to for argumentation purposes. Its meanings reach in scope from the organization’s logo, as
described 1n the design-oriented literature, to holistic conceptualizations of the complete
organization. For instance, Carter (1982) defines ’corporate identity’ as ’the logo or brand
name of a company, and all other visual manifestations of the identity of a company’,
whereas Thomas and Klein (1989) define the concept as 'what an organization really 1s’.

The use of the term varies according to profession and nationality. In 1993 the British design
company Henrion, Ludlow and Schmidt published the results of a telephone survey done by
MORI in 11 European countries (MORI, 1993). The interviewers asked 160 managers who
bore ultimate responsibility for the corporate identity of their companies and whose firms
numbered amongst the top 500 in these countries: 'How, in brief terms, would you define
corporate identity?’.

Table 2.1 shows the major definitions of corporate identity. Some of the respondents
spontaneously focused on external image and recognition (50 %), 27 % defined it in terms
of graphics and design, and 20 % linked it to orgamzational values and culture (MORI,
1993). This confusion greatly hampers communications on the subject. The widespread belief
that corporate identity 1s the same as corporate image (50 % in Table 2.1) does not help
matters (Van Riel, 1995). The ’expression of culture and values’ and 'behaviour of staff’
correspond to ’identity’ as defined in this study.
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Table 2.1 Definition of Corporate Identity in several European countries. N = 160. Source: Mori, 1993
(via Van Riel, 1995)

Question: How, in brief terms, would you define corporate identity”

Country Total l Britain France

b i
_“WW e . —

Public image/ 50 51 50 38 53 50 60 55
external projection '

Scandinavia Austna Benelux

i
Visual presentation/logo 33 40 L5 3 20
| e S — |- $ e o
expression of cultuye/ 40 13 35 20 15
} values/philosophy
| Internal projection/ 18 7 13 38 10 45 15 5

behaviour of staff

Advertising/ 4 2 5 5 3 0 0 5
COMMUNICALIONS support l | ‘

praduct/brand support 4 3 8 5 8 0 0 [ 0

— — - - T e L Tt A S . T e e o e T ——

The numbers in the cells reflect the percentages of respondents agreeing to a definition

The scientific community does not really show much more agreement than the managers
interviewed by MORI. In literature all three cormers of the triangle in Figure 1.1 are
occasionally called 'corporate identity’. The remainder of the chapter will be dedicated to the
review of each of the three approaches in the literature. Firstly, the strategically oriented
[iterature on 'corporate identity’ will be dealt with. Authors in this area are mostly concerned
with how corporate identity fits in with global strategy, and with how to work out a corporate
identity strategy. The use of the word ’identity’ where ’strategy’ 1s actually meant is not
uncommon (Tafertshofer, 1982, Kammerer, 1988). In order to avoid further confusion,
Weber (1985) proposed reserving the term 'corporate identity’ for strategy and introduced
the concept of ’Unternchmensidentitit’ (company identity). Secondly, attention will be
focused on the concept of ’company identity’: the organization’s actual identity at a certain
point in time. This concept refers to the social-psychological identity of an organization; it
deals with recognizing an organization in its specificity (see Merkle, 1992). Since Weber
(1985), most German authors have used the word ‘corporate identity’ for the strategy which
deals with the identity of an organization, and 'Unternemensidentitit’, whenever the actual
1dentity of an organization 1s meant. Corporate identity in the sense of company identity was
the focus of Lar¢on and Reitter’s (1979) investigations. Often, it is equated - or confused -
with the concept of corporate culture. Thirdly, authors interested in organizational
identification will be dealt with. A Key determinant in organizational identification is the set
of beliefs among organization members as to what their organization is all about. Therefore,
‘organizational identity’ is sometimes referred to as 'the members’ shared beliefs about what
1s distinctive, central and enduring about their organization’ (Dutton, Dukerich and Harquail,
1994). Organizational identity creates feelings of belonging or alienation, and has the
potential to influence employee motivation (Van Riel, Smidts and Pruyn, 1994). The diverse
approaches lead to different ways of establishing empirically an organization’s identity. These
will be reviewed in the last section of this chapter.
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Figure 2.1 The SIDEC model for choosing a corporate communication policy (SGTI.I'EE: Van Riel, 1994)

2.2 Strategically oriented literature on corporate identity
2.2.1 Corporate identity as a result of management decisions

Van Riel (1994) developed a comprehensive framework for the choice of a corporate identity
policy, the SIDEC model (Figure 2.1). SIDEC’ is an abbreviation of Strategy, Internal
organization, Driving forces, Environment and Communication policy. In this model, the
choice of a communication policy is based on the balance between the character of corporate
strategy, the homogeneity or heterogeneity of motivations on corporate and business unit
level ("driving forces’), the way the internal organization has been arranged - in particular
regarding the planning and control of corporate headquarters over the business units - and
the kind of environment in which the organization operates. Corporate identity,
conceptualized 1n this model as the desired communication strategy for the organization, is
influenced by all these variables, and therefore appears in the centre of Figure 2.1. A
company can choose from three basic theoretical options for corporate identity policy: the
uniformity model, with a uniform identity at corporate, business unit and product level, the

—
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variety model, where identity is different on all'thigg 1evels, or the endorsement model, a
compromise between the first two extremes (Van Riel, 1995). The SIDEC model highlights
the role of corporate identity within the broader strategic development of the organization.

Without clarity on the strategic choices it is difficult to formulate a successful corporate
communication policy. The internal organization is the second element in Van Riel’s (1994)
SIDEC model. The internal organization is the result of the constant negotiation processes
between top management and the several groups within the organization. Larcon and Reitter
(1979) give several illustrations of such negotiation processes.
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The third element, the driving forces, encompasses the common motivation influencing the
employees” day-to-day behaviour at all corporate levels. The degree to which an organization
can be perceived as distinctive depends primarily on how the employees deal with its
stakeholders. The degree to which employees see congruence between their own motivation
and the perceived organizational values is an important factor in determining organizational
identification (Van Riel, Smidts and Pruyn, 1994).

The environment is the fourth element in the SIDEC model. Organizations have to respond
to numerous and diverse stakeholders. Image is a primary factor determining what the
organization’s stakeholders are receptive to. No matter how frank and open an organization’s
communication is, there is no guarantee that it will create a positive image in the minds of
most members of the target group. There are various external factors which influence the
image of an organization, like rumour formation and the sometimes (apparently) irrational
ways 1n which members of the target groups select the information they pay attention to (Van
Riel, 1995).

2.2.2 Elaborating a corporate identity strategy

Most strategically oriented literature on corporate identity can be classified according to
Birkigt and Stadler’s (1988) model of corporate identity (Figure 2.2). They laid the basis for
many dissertations in the German-speaking area. In analogy to ego-identity, they see
corporate 1dentity as the logical coherence of visual symbolism, words and actions of an
orgamzation with its deeper essence, which they assume to be embodied by ’corporate
personality. For management practice, they define corporate identity as ’the strategically
planned, operationally implemented internal and external self-presentation and actions of an
organtzation. The self-presentation and actions are based on an explicitly defined corporate
mission, a long-term setting of objectives and a well-defined desired image’. Birkigt and
Stadler’s conception of identity is an example of ’conditional identity’ (see Kammerer, 1988).
Identity only exists if the organization has an explicitly defined corporate mission, a long
term setting of objectives and a well-defined desired image. E
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Corporate  personality contains  the
organization’'s own view on It actual
situation and the corporate goals. Corporate
personality is 'the dynamic core of an
organization, which can realize s self-
actualization with the instruments of
‘corporate  behaviour’, ‘corporate visual
symbolism’™ and ’‘corporate
communication’. In analogy to the
marketing-mix, they call the whole of these

Figure 2.2

e 1 three instruments the "Cl-mix’. The three
Birkigt & Stadler’s concepion of - jngrryments  are  at  least  partially
g[t;;;;g:nl;:glgdg)nuly (Source: Birkigt & overlapping: an  organization always

’ communicates using symbolism, symbols
only have meaning if they communicate

something, and every act of communication i1s a form of behaviour - and not really separable
from an organization’s personality. Nevertheless, Birkigt and Stadler’s model covers the
whole field of relevance of corporate identity. Corporate identity as a strategy fulfils the will
to realize all behaviour instruments of an organization internally and externally within a
uniform framework (Birkigt and Stadler, 1988, p. 23). However, one single uniform identity
for an organization as a whole may not always be the ideal thing. Olins (1989) and
Kammerer (1988), have addressed this subject. Olins (1989) proposes three categories of
structures of identity by which an organization can make clear its structure, goals and size:

l.

The ’'monolithic identity’. The whole organization uses one visual style. The
organization uses the same symbols everywhere and can be recognized instantly. Such

companies have usually developed as one unity within relatively homogeneous
surroundings, Examples include KLLM Royal Dutch Airlines, Shell, and BMW,

The ’endorsed identity’. Subsidiaries have their own style, while the parent company
remains recognisable in the background. The different divisions can be distinguished,
but it is clear which is the parent company. Most organizations with an endorsed
identity are diversified organizations. Their divisions have retained a substantial part
of their own culture and brands. General Motors and L’Oréal are examples of
endorsed identities.

The ’branded identity’. The divisions have their own style, and the parent concern 1s
not recognizable to the 'uninitiated’. The separation of the brand from the identity of
the parent concern limits the risk of product failure, but it also means that the brand
cannot benefit from any favourable reputation the parent company may enjoy. The
French chain Accor, for instance, uses different brands for different segments of the
hotel market such as Sofitel, Mercure, Novotel and Ibis, has a travel agency called
"Wagons-Lits’; and for instance in Amsterdam an incoming touroperator under the
name 'Key Tours’. The parent name Accor is seldom visible behind this variety of
brand names for the different organizations with their very diverse fields of activity
and different cultures. Unilever is a another example of an organization with a
branded identity.
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Seldom will a company strictly conform to such a typology. The Dutch tour operator Holland
International, for instance, is a good example of monolithic identity, but 1t also operates in
the lower-priced market segments under the names of 'Fit’ and "Eurojet’, which consumers
will not associate with the parent organization. Holland International itself, in turn, belongs
to the much larger TUI organization and has become increasingly integrated with its sister
organization 'Arke’. The drawback of most typologies of corporate identity is that they
emphasize purely visual identity, especially the choice of the name and the logo. This is only
a segment in Birkigt and Stadler’s (1988) model of corporate identity (Figure 2.2). The
strong focus on design creates the impression that the choice of the corporate communication
policy depends exclusively on the extent to which management wishes to reveal the parent
behind the brand, its ’parent visibility’ (Van Riel, 1995). On the other hand, more
behaviourally oriented authors like Mittmann (1991) pay hardly any attention to the design
side. A fair majority of authors only emphasize part of Birkigt and Stadler’s (1988) model.

Van Riel (1995, p. 44) proposes a more complete framework, including the dimensions of
'parent visibility’, taken care of by the design-oriented literature, and ’content guiding’,
which reflects the degree to which an organization wishes or is able to supervise the content
of organizational unit’s communication policy on a number of basic matters. In the end, what
will be communicated is at least as important as the organization’s parent visibility. Different
organizational units may or may not wish to communicate the same message, independently
from whether they show the symbols of the same parent organization. Figure 2.3 shows how

the Dutch ING bank chose different shadings on both dimensions for its different business
units.

The choice of the central values determines what will be communicated about which basic
matters. These central values serve as a basis for translation into all forms of communication
practised by the organization. Therefore, Van Riel (1995) calls them the ’Common Starting
Points’ for corporate communication. Well chosen common starting points should be fit for
communication, and are therefore subject to the three criteria developed in Chapter I:
centrality to the organization, distinctiveness from other organizations and continuity over
time. It 1s necessary to carefully examine the identity of an organization as it is at a certain
moment in time in order to establish potentially fruitful Common Starting Points. The later
chapters of this dissertation will address this problem.
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communication policy (source: Van Riel, 1995b)

2.2.3 Conclusion

The strategically oriented literature on corporate identity provides helpful ideas to managers
who want to influence their corporate culture and corporate image. Its emphasis 1s rather
normative. In the design field, very practical and operational work has been done. In the
behavioral field, however, it has never really moved beyond the theoretical stage, and
‘corporate identity’ as such has remained an issue which has not yet been operationalized.
The object of the strategy, what Merkle calls the ’social-psychological identity’, is generally
left unanalyzed, in spite of the frequent claims that research 1s needed (e.g. Jackson, 1987,
Mittmann, 1991). In order to establish fruitful potential common starting points for corporate
communication it would be useful to examine the actual, existing corporate identity at a
- certain moment In time. This dissertation will further focus on the defimition,
operationalization, and measurement of the actual identity of an organization. In the next
section conceptualizations of the organization’s identity (Merkle’s *Unternehmensidentitit’)
are reviewed, together with the empirical approaches given in literature.
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2.3  Company identity: corporate identity as the organization’s actual identity at a
point in time

Weber (1985) introduced the concept of *company identity’ in order to distinguish the actual,
existing organizational identity from the interpretation of 'corporate identity’ as ’strategy .
French authors in particular are concerned with understanding how an organization’s actual
identity comes about (Reitter and Larcon, 1979, Ramanantsoa and Thierry-Baisle, 1988).

Other authors equate it with the concept of ’corporate culture’ (Kdrner, 1991). The various
approaches are reviewed below.

2.3.1. The search for a common core underlying an organization’s identity

Authors approaching corporate identity as the actual identity at a certain moment in time

often search for a core of relative agreement underlying the heterogeneous actions and
characteristics observable.

Johannes Weber (1985) uses the conceptual framework of Habermas (1981) to make an
organization’s identity explicit. In Habermas' (1981) ’Theory of communicative action’,
‘reaching understanding’ (’ Verstdndigung’) is the central mechanism for coordination of
action. ’Reaching understanding’ involves the pre-theoretical knowledge of competent
speakers, who can themselves distinguish situations in which they are causally exerting
intluence upon others from those in which they are coming to an understanding with them,
and who know when their attempts have failed (Habermas, 1981, Vol 1, p. 386). The
implicit background knowledge is embodied by the participants’ ’lifeworld’ ('Lebenswelt’).
‘The "hifeworld’ represented by a company encompasses a set of forms of life and language,
each with its own rules (Weber, 1985, p. 125). The application of Habermas’ theory of
communicative action to organizations seems at odds with his assumption that action within
organizations falls under the premises of formally regulated domains of action, where formal
rules have taken the role of mutual understanding. However, even within formally defined
domains of action, interactions are still connected via the mechanism of reaching
understanding - as shown by the existence of informal organization (Habermas, 1981, vol.2,
p. 459). Therefore, Weber’s application of Habermas’ concept of Verstindigung to
commercial organizations appears conciliable with the spirit of Habermas® work.

Only part of an organization’s culture is important to identity: the basic values and norms,
which are unquestioned and have a fundamental status in the organization. An organization’s
identity is based on the more constant consensus on central norms and values (Weber, p.
130). The structure of rules underlying the actions of organization members creates the
observable reality of an organization (p. 138-139). These actions are heterogeneous, and their
number of variations is infinite. Therefore, the rules must have a relation with concrete
actions similar to the relation between Chomsky’s (1968) generative grammar rules with
concrete sentences in a language: a limited set of rules determines how an infinite number
of sentences are formed, which can be varied endlessly. Describing an organization’s identity
implies reconstructing that finite number of rules which are followed by the organization
members., These rules constitute their implicit knowledge which generates the observable
surface structure of organizational actions (p. 148). The rules are passed on from one
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generation of employees to the next. Corporate identity, seen this way, consists of a limited
number of fundamental rules, which possess a very high degree of 'generative capacity’ (p.
149). Weber wants to capture organjzational identity by capturing the rules which determine
the behaviour specific to the organization.

Ramanantsoa and Moingeon (1991) define corporate identity as ’the whole of the
organization’s characteristics giving it specificity, stability and coherence, and therefore
making it identifiable’. They use Bourdieu’s (1989) concept of ’habitus’ in the same sense
as Weber uses Chomsky’s generative grammar. The employees see the world through the
spectacles of their "habitus’: the cognitive structures which social agents implement in their
practical knowledge of the social world. These are internalized social structures. When the
possession of certain properties allows an agent to obtain material and/or symbolic profits,
Ramanantsoa and Moingeon (1991) call it a ’capital’. As a function of his capital, an agent
will occupy a position in the organization. Ramanantsoa and Moingeon portray the
organization as a field where certain rules, stakes, and agents play a role. Even in conflicts,
agents agree on the value of what is at stake in the fight. The identity of the firm can be
analyzed through the perception of the position of the employees and through their struggles
to reach those positions. The agreement between the agent about what is worth struggling for
refers to shared beliefs in what is at stake (p. 10). These values and beliefs are common in
the organization. It is the communality which opens the possibility for conflict. It is the
employees’ habitus compelling him to adopt a strategy in the organization. Similarly to
Weber’s approach, Ramanantsoa and Moingeon highlight the role of more homogeneous rules
which, often at an unconscious level, determine the identity of an organization.
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Understanding the origins of an organization’s actual identity

Larcon and Reitter
considerable attention to how an
organization’s identity is formed and
maintained. They define (p. 22) 'feeling of
identity’ as the ’'feeling of existing as a
coherent and specific being, accepting one’s
past, having its role within the collectivity
and acknowledged as such by the others’.
An organization’s identity has to be
captured at four levels (Figure 2.4). Firstly
at the political level, where a number of
persons endowed with power formulate the
plan of the enterprise and set up the
organization. Secondly, there 1is the
structural level where the project of the

(1979) devote

political leaders 1s worked out through structures and procedures. These two factors form the
roots of an organization’s identity. A social group constituted this way consequently produces
its own dynamics in two ways. On the one hand, the indivitduals form their whole of images
of the organization, of the groups surrounding them, and of their own place within both.
Larcon and Reitter label the complex of these three interwoven images 'the organizational
imaginary’. This is the third level at which they capture corporate identity. On the other
hand, the organization produces results which are symbolic as well as concrete, which are
called ’action systems’. The actions systems consist of the political games allowed within an
organization and the symbolism used (myths rites etc.). They make up the fourth level of

identity analysis.
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Larcon and Reitter illustrate their model with several case studies, focusing on one or more
of the elements in their model of Figure 2.4. They seem mostly concerned with explaining
how an organization’s identity comes about. Similarly, Ramanantsoa and Thierry-Baisle
(1989) explain how corporate 1dentity can be understood studying an organization’s history.
History allows the researcher to grasp the micro-social element in the organization: the
accumulation of events, changes in leadership, strategic changes, and difficult periods are
complemented by many (nternal stories. These are the stories of the groups and individuals.
Stories are the accumulated sediments of daily life. They make up the organizational identity
in the sense that they form the organization’s symbolism and its imaginary.

Larcon and Reitter’s model offers cues as to how one can gain understanding of how an
organization’s identity comes about, but it does not make matters simple and concise; the
four elements in their model summarize a fairly large portion of the body of knowledge of
organization science. As Merkle (1992) observes: *Corporate identity encompasses everything
happening in an organization, so everything taught and practised in business administration
can be of help in understanding the phenomenon’.

Understanding how an organization’s identity has come about is not the same thing as
explaining what it consists of at a certain moment, The problem of how the identity of an
organization can be measured in a systematic way did not fall within the scope of Lar¢con and
Reitter’s study.

2.3.3 The concept of ’corporate culture’

A concept very closely related to ’corporate identity’, conceived as ’actual identity’, is the
concept of ’corporate culture’. Often there 1S a great deal of overlap between "corporate
culture’ and ’corporate identity’. Several authors (Gagliardi, 1990, Reitter et al., 1991,
Mittmann, 1991) consider understanding corporate culture to be a condition for corporate
identity management. The number of definitions for ’corporate culture’ is as extensive as it
i1s for ’corporate identity’. Opinions about the differences between the two concepts vary
accordingly.

Generally, authors in the organizational culture field argue that an organizational culture has
to do with assumptions, priorities, meanings and values shared by the organization members -
i.e. patterns of belief are shared (Alvesson and Berg, 1992, p. 76). ’Culture’ is an umbrella
word that often encompasses a whole set of implicit, widely shared beliefs, traditions, values
and expectations that characterize a particular group of people. Unfortunately, attempts to
define ’corporate culture’ run into difficulties which remind us of the problems with the
concept of ’corporate identity’. Most definitions disagree mainly on what 1s shared among
organization members (Kilmann, 1985). Linton (1945), in what 1s according to Pizam (1991)
one of the most quoted definitions, relates to culture as: ’a configuration of learned
behaviours and results of behaviour whose component parts are shared and transmitted by
the members of a particular society’. Van Doorn and Lammers (1979) define 'culture’ as
'norms, expectations, values and goals, shared by several persons, and which serve the
purpose of specifying and stabilizing behaviour’ (p. 108).
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Although definitions of culture do not necessarily include behaviour, behaviour is a central
element in many definitions. Barnouw (1963), for instance, defines culture as ’a way of life
of a group of people, the configuration of all of the more or less stereotyped patterns of
learned behaviour, which are handed down from one generation to the next through the
means of language and imitation’. Hofstede (1980) gives a broader definition, going well
beyond behaviour and allowing for assumptions and evaluations to play an explicit role in
culture. He defines culture as ’the collective programming of the mind which distinguishes
the members of one human group from another. It is the interactive aggregate of common
characteristics that influence a human group’s response to the environment’. Hofstede stresses
the mind-set influencing the behaviour, rather than behaviour itself. Terpstra and David
(1985) define culture in a similar way as ’a learned, shared, compelling, interrelated set of
symbols whose meaning provide a set of orientations for members in a society’. Kilmann,
Saxton and Serpa (1985, p. 5) define culture as ’the shared philosophies, ideologies, values,
assumptions, beliefs, expectations, attitudes and norms that knit a community together’.
Kilmann, Saxton and Serpa (1985) distinguish three cultural levels: Just below the surface
of experience there is the level of behavioural norms. These are the unwritten rules of the
game. At a somewhat deeper level lie the hidden assumptions - the beliefs behind all
decisions and actions. These assumptions pertain to the nature of the environment and to
what various stakeholders want and need. At its deepest level, Kilmann et al. consider culture
as the collective manifestation of human nature - the collection of human dynamics, wants,
motives and desires that make a group of people unique. Pizam (1991) ends his overview of
definitions with Schein (1985), who sees culture as * a pattern of basic assumptions invented,
discovered or developed by a given group as it learns to cope with its problems of external
adaptation and integration - that has worked well enough to be considered valid and therefore

to be taught t0o new members as the correct way to perceive, think and feel in relation to
those problems’ (p. 9).

2.3.4 The relation between ’corporate culture’ and ’corporate identity’ in literature

The variety of definitions reviewed implies that the relations perceived between the two
concepts are at least equally diverse. Few authors consider both ’culture’ and ’identity’
explicitly. Alvesson and Berg (1992, p. 144) see corporate identity as a concept which i1s
similar, but more instrumental than corporate culture. German authors comment on the
difference in the same vein. Martin Kérner (1990, p. 63) sees three broad differences.
Firstly, in the corporate identity-concept the instruments of identity construction are derived
from the existing corporate identity, whereas in the corporate culture concept, the formation
of culture is the result of the symbol systems, based on the central corporate values. Both
definitions do not make a large difference because earlier (p. 14) Kdérner stated that
'corporate identity’ is the self-concept of an organization, which has to be defined in terms
of its basic values (literally ’Grundeinstellung’). Koérner seems to say that the concept of
'corporate identity’ has a managerial, top down connotation, whereas ’corporate culture’ has
more of a bottom-up connotation. Kdérner’s interpretation seems inspired by the strategic
concept of 'corporate identity’ often found in German literature (Birkigt and Stadler, 1988,
Kammerer, 1988, Merkle, 1992), which gives it a rather top-down flavour. Secondly, there
is a historical difference in the origin of both concepts; the ’corporate identity concept’ has
its roots in communication science, whereas the corporate culture concept stems from
American empirical research - often done by sociologists (p. 65).
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Therefore, corporate 1dentity has a rather external reference framework, and corporate
culture an internal one. Kdrner’s third distinction 1s that corporate culture is rather inwardly
directed, corporate identity is rather outwardly directed (p. 75). With respect to design and
communication, Grabherr (1991) thinks the concept of ’corporate identity’ to be more
encompassing (p. 76). Corporate culture is the basis on which corporate identity can be built
(p. 61). But, after all, culture and identity are tied up in a process of continuous interaction,
and are barely separable, if not practically identical (Korner, 1991). The differences relate
to the way scientists and practitioners tend to use the concepts rather than to their content.

French authors perceive more difference between ’identity’ and 'culture’. Reitter, Chevalier,
Laroche, Mendoza, and Pulicani (1991, p. 21) distinguish ’corporate culture’ in the broad
sense and in the narrow sense. In the broad sense, they define 'corporate culture’ as ’the
perceptions of internal and external reality of the organization which every group member
has to know in order to be part of the group and be accepted, together with the behaviour
flowing forth from i1t’. They define "corporate identity’ as "a coherent whole of organizational
characteristics which allow anyone to identify the organization and - eventually - to identify
with it’. They see culture as a carrier of corporate identity. They observe a difference in
manageability: if it is already possible to arrange a culture, 1t 1s hardly imaginable to manage
an organization against its identity. ’Culture in the narrow sense’ consists of: the collective
practices, organizational myths, taboos, norms of behaviour, values and symbolic acts.
Culture in the narrow sense forms an ingredient of corporate identity (p. 24). Ramanantsoa
and Moingeon (1991, p. 4) see culture similarly as "the symbolic signifier of identity’. For
them, 'identity’ is the foundation, the roots of culture’. Weber (1985, p. 130) sees a similar
difference: ’For the identity of a collectivity, only a subset of its culture and its domain of
action is important: those fragments of basic values and institutions which enjoy fundamental
status within the group’. Gagliardi (1986) sees the relation between ’corporate 1dentity’ and
‘corporate culture’ differently: corporate culture and the distinctive competencies of an
organization determine together its identity, in so far as they determine the organization’s
borders, its form, the image and therefore its recognizability (Gaghardi, 1986). Also Balmer
(1995) seems to endorse the idea that ’identity’ flows forth from culture: *Corporate identity
comes into being when there is a common ownership of an organization’s philosophy which
1s manifest in a distinct corporate culture’.

The texts on the difference between identity and culture do not lead to a clear distinction
between the two concepts. Kilmann’s three levels offer a cue as to how to approach this
matter from a corporate communication perspective. It may be arguable whether the
organization’s expectations of its stakeholders belong to the organization itself or to its
stakeholders - these expectations may be specific to external stakeholders rather than to the
organization, thereby violating Albert and Whetten’s criterion of ’distinctiveness’. On the
other hand, the collection of human dynamics, wants, motives and desires may form part ot
the 'unwritten rules of the game’ which Weber (1985) calls ’corporate identity’. This way,
Kilmann, Saxton and Serpa seem to offer a cue as to how corporate identity, conceived as
'actual identity’, may be related to 'corporate culture’, This subject will be tackled further
in chapter 7, after a more thorough treatment of the concept of "identity’.
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2.3.5. Conclusion

Approaches toward corporate identity as an organization’s acFual‘ ide!m@ty at a certain poi?t
in time seem mostly concerned with understanding an organization s identity. In Webe:r S
(1985) work, ’understanding’ means coming to grips with the ﬁmdamf:,ntal rules underlying
the way employees in an organization behave. These rules cpns!:ltute the core of an
organization’s identity which may lend itself to corporate commumcat.lon; they are supposed
to be central to the organization, longer-lasting than concrete behaviour, and they may 'be
fairly organization-specific. Also Lar¢on and Reitter (1979) are concerned with
understanding’. Their model, which is rather general in approach, is based on conc:ep_ts f]E‘OIIl
organization sciences, Their case-study based approach can also come up vf.»'ith _organlzatmn-
specific aspects, but compares them with the rather general dimensions of their model.

Authors differ in how they view the difference between corporate identity and culture. While
some. like Kérner (1991) see both concepts as practically identical, most French authors see
culture rather as the *symbolic signifier of identity’, and identity as the roots of culture’.
The three levels of culture identified by Kilmann, Saxton and Serpa (1935) seem to offer a
point of view which fits in well with the view of ’identity’ as the roots of culture: the wants,
motives and desires and the hidden rules of the game are easier to attribute to the
organization itself than the organization’s assumptions on the nature of its environment and
its stakeholders. In order to work out this differentiation more precisely, however, the
concept of 'corporate identity’ must be further operationalized. Then, in chapter 7, the issue
will be dealt with once again and dealt with more definitively.

2.4  The organizational identification approach

Dutton, Dukerich and Harquail (1994) explored the organization members’ cognitive
connection with their organization, derived from images that each member has of the
organization. Elaborating on Albert and Whetten’s (1985) work, they define corporate
identity as ’the members’ shared beliefs about what is distinctive, central and enduring about
their organization’. When a person’s self-concept contains the same attributes as those in the
perceived organizational 1dentity, Dutton et al. define this cognitive connection as
‘organizational identification’. Ashforth and Mael (1989) base their account on the social
identity theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1985). People tend to classify themselves and others into
soclal categories, among others in terms of organizational membership. This is one of the
most elementary forms of human reasoning (Fiske, 1992). Categories are defined by
prototypical characteristics. This social classification enables individuals to locate or define
themselves in the social environment. Identification implies that organization members
personally experience the successes and failures of the organization. The organization is seen
to embody characteristics perceived to be prototypical of its members. Ashforth and Mael
(1989) distinguish three general consequences of the social classification mechanism:
.Indivicluals tend to choose activities congruent with salient aspects of their perceived own
\dentities, and they support the institucions embodying those ’identities’. A second
consequence is that social identification may engender intragroup cohesion, adherence to
groups values and norms and homogeneity in attitudes and norms. Thirdly, identification will

reilnforce the very antecedents of identification, including the distinctiveness of the group’s
values,
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I Methods for analyzing Corporate Identity as a Whole

I-1 Bernstein’s Cobweb method
[-2 Atamer and Calori’s 'Diagnostic Général’ ‘
I-3 Lux’ Star method

I-4 Weber’s Method of Understanding Reconstruction |

1-5 Todd Lief’s Working Impressions™ questionnaire
1-6 Keller’s Mannheimer CI-Test I

1-7 Rotterdam Organization Identification Test
(ROIT)
1-8 Balmer’s Affinity Audit
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II Methods for analyzing components of the Corporate Identity Mix '

1 [I-1  Behaviour ‘
- De Cock’s Okipo-methods
[I-2  Communication |
I - Communication Audits
II-3  Symbolism |
- Facilities Audit

I - Graphic Design Audit I
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Overview 2.1  Methods for measuring corporate identity |

In many approaches, 'corporate identity’ encompasses everything an organization does. Peter
Lux (1988), for instance, defines the identity of an organization as ’the sum of its
characteristics’. Making an inventory of all the characteristics of an organization of more
than a thousand employees at one moment in time would not be a feasible task, bearing in
mind what all those employees might do at any such moment. Pursuing this line of research
might lead the researcher into the trap described by Bonini’s paradox: the more realistic and
detailed one’s model, the more the model resembles the organization itself, including
resemblance in terms of incomprehensibility and indescribability (Starbuck, 1976, p. 1101).
In some way, a measurement instrument pretending to measure corporate identity must
provide a facility to effectively summarize everything happening in order to produce a
representation which can be communicated to stakeholders.
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The measurement methods will be compared on the suitability of their results for corporate
communication, discussed in chapter 1:

- ability to satisfy the requirement of ’central character’

The measurement instrument should capture in particular behaviour which is common across
organizational departments, and stays the same toward the different interaction partners. This
criterion can be met by either making an inventory of everything that happens in the
organization, or by taking a sample and providing a measure of the degree to which this is
representative for what happens across the organization, and then looking for the elements
‘'central’ to this data. Of course, methods which measure only one of Birkigt and Stadler’s
components, such as the design audits, can only lead to conclusions about that component.

- ability to satisfy the requirement of ’distinctiveness’

A measurement 1nstrument should be sensitive to organization-specific items in order to
capture potentially unique features. In the eyes of some authors, this requirement 1S so
problematic that is even prohibitive to the development of a measurement 1nstrument. Weber
(1985, p. 209), for instance, writes that because¢ of the specificity of an organization’s
identity little can be said beforehand about how an organization’s identity can be measured.

The specificity criterion is not at odds with the desire to measure an organization’s identity,
Specificity can be captured, provided the measurement instrument is open to the content of
what is being measured. The sensitivity of a measurement instrument to organization-specific
features depends firstly upon the way the items are collected (standard questionnaires at ong
end of the spectrum versus completely open interviews at the other); and upon the way these
items are summarized. Some measurement methods are designed to capture corporate 1dentity
in an open-minded way, others are designed to capture predetermined characteristics and to
compare organizations on the basis of these characteristics.

- ability to satisfy the requirement of ’temporal continuity’

The common behaviour patterns should be performed consistently over time. Their continuity
can be established by repeated measurements over time, but, ideally, a measurement method
should offer cues as to what features will be more continuous compared to other features.
Such cues will reduce the need for repeated measurement, and any eventual costs this might
entail,



28

Criteria for choosing a method for measuring corporate identity, and how they can be
met

Ability to capture:

- Central Character
- Total Inventory
- Sampling
- With statistical tools to check representativity
- Use of other cues

- Distinctiveness

- Item collection: open versus standard items
- Summarizing algorithm: following the logic of the data versus
comparison against pre-set dimension

- Temporal continuity
- Ease of repetitive measurement
~ Measurement results themselves give cues to continuity

Overview 2.2 Issues in choosing a method for measuring corporate 1dentity

The choice of the research method depends upon the researcher’s problem. Sometimes he
may want to compare organizations on their score for dimensions supposed to be common
to other organizations. Then, the identity measured 1S rather the reflection of the
organization’s identity in the researcher’s mirror; the instrument is like a sieve, which only
captures the aspects the researcher expects to find. Essentially, the aspects established before
the outset of the research become the focus of attention, and the researcher is rather
measuring those specific aspects instead of the organization’s identity. For purposes of
communication, comparison on specific aspects is relevant in so far as stakeholder groups
(e.g. customers) judge the organization and its near competitors on these dimensions.

Summarizing can be done in two ways: either by extracting summarizing dimensions from
the data following a logic which is provided by the data themselves or by comparing data to
a set of predetermined dimensions. Following the logic in the data has the advantage, that
the research stays open for the unique aspects of an organization’s identity and 1s able to
provide organization-specific 'essential’ features. The disadvantage is that one cannot be sure
whether the results will be comparable with data resulting from research in other
organizations. In order to capture organization-specific items, an instrument for measuring
an organization’s identity should preferably collect the features in an open-minded way and
summarize them following the logic provided by the research data themselves, instead of
comparing them against researcher-specified dimensions. This is the only way to ensure that
the measurement method can meet the criterion of ’distinctiveness’. Overview 2.2
summarizes the issues relevant to the judgment and choice of a measurement method.
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A) Methods for analyzing corporate identity as a whole

For the purpose of measuring ’corporate identity’ as a strategy, a whole list of methods could
be drawn up including all measurement instruments measuring one or more organizational
characteristics. It is easy to see that typologies like Porter’s (1980) or the typology of Miles
and Snow (1978) give insightful descriptions of organizations as a whole. Nijssen (1992)
gives a description of the application of the Miles and Snow typology in two Duich
industries, showing how organizational characteristics can be described with 1t. Their
typology measures and summarizes the measurement results against pre-set dimensions of
organizational strategy. It does not measure identity as such - neither does it pretend to do
so. This section concentrates on methods designed more specifically at capturing an
organization’s identity.

- Bernstein’s Cobweb Method

Bernstein (1986) developed a method of measuring an organization’s 1dentity. The method
1s easy to apply and can serve as a means of reaching consensus among managers about the
desired corporate identity. It is a popular technique providing results in a short time.

At the start of a session the managers are asked to mention the attributes which have played
a role in corporate history, and which will be important for the organization’s further
development. This list has to contain all essential values, whether they are still subscribed
to or not. In the subsequent discussion among the participants, the total number of values is
reduced to not more than eight values which all participants consider important. Bernstein
(1986) advises these eight values be represented as the spokes of a wheel. Every spoke 1s
marked on a nine-point scale, with the zero at the axis and the nine at the rim. First the
managers indicate how they think relevant stakeholders judge the organization on these eight
scales. They are then asked to give their personal ratings, and then the variations between
the collective rating of the participants and the estimate of the stakeholders’ ratings are
discussed. The results of both ’investigations’ can be shown simply and quickly with the aid
of an overhead projector. Figure 2.5 shows an example of the pattern, actually a kind of
cobweb.




30

FoCwsSs ing on T he | | NClependence
MAr & =T

el |l owship 1

1/ ~.
|
(T f er
Ful _ J De | jver
SET WO II R | Ty

Commitment
Ot eor emeur Sk

Fairnessg 0 0 Z———~—- st

Figure 2.5 Example of the results of a group discussion using the Bernstein (1986) Cobweb method
(Source: Corporate Communication Centre, 1992)

The most important function of Bernstein’s (1986) method is to make managers aware of the
dimensions in which they think. It visualizes internal conflicts within the management team
and it helps establishing the desired corporate identity. The cobweb method summarizes the
data according to the logic of the organization. All possible characteristics are gathered, and
in a group discussion among managers of the organization they are brought back to the eight
most essential characteristics. The measurement, however, 18 applied to only a small fraction
of the organization: its management team. The summarizing algorithm is open-ended: there
are no pre-established dimensions. The outcome therefore can be very organization-specific,
and as such, it may lead to informative conclusions on an organization’s identity. The
consensus which 1s required among the participants on the importance of the values may be
considered as a cue to continuity of these values; they are less likely to be abandoned
quickly. Bernstein’s ’cobweb method’ is a useful method to start the discussion on the
organizational objectives, and on the choice of a desired identity.

- Atamer and Calori’s ’Diagnostic général’

Atamer and Calori (1993) developed a method for the explorative analysis of an
organization’s identity. They distinguish four components of identity, each of which 1is
tackled by separate measurements: its general goal orientation (’fimalité’), its values and
norms of behaviour, its management system and its strategic recipe (’recette stratégique’).
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In terms of the general strategy of an organization, Atamer and Calori ask the management
team to rate the priority they give to growth, rentability and the organization’s social value,
its risk attitude, its desire for independence and its attitude toward prestige. Regarding the
second component, consisting of the organization’s values and norms of behaviour: it the
dominant cultural traits of an organization have been made explicit, in for instance a mission
statement, management makes an assessment of the degree to which these values have been
put into practice. If such a statement does not exist, every member of the management team
mentions the five values most characteristic of the organization. For every value management
mentions two ways in which they have been put into practice. In the second stage every
member of the management team points out which values or norms should be reduced 1n
importance and which should be introduced and fostered. The management system makes up
the third component of organizational identity. It is measured by the answers to four
questions: which concrete practices reveal the planning effort, which ones reveal the attitude
toward adaptation to risks, which ones the decentralization of decisions and which practices
reveal their centralization. Atamer and Calori’s fourth component of identity 1s the
organization’s strategic recipe as perceived by management: the domain of organizational
activity, the organization’s distinctive competencies and 1ts actual strategy.

Atamer and Calori’s method help a consultant to get an impression of an organization's
strategic attitude. However, it only addresses identity through the perceptions of top
management and therefore rather measures the organization's image in the heads of its
managers. Furthermore, it is only susceptible to an organization’s specific characteristics
when dominant cultural characteristics are assessed; only then, managers are free to provide
any input they like. Because of the predetermined dimensions of measurement, it 18 less
sensitive to organization-specific features than Bernstein’s (1986) cobweb method.

- Lux’ Star Method

T — Lux (1988) represented the seven main
dimensions he could distinguish In
| organizations in the form of a star
(Figure 2.6). He derived the seven points of
his star from Guilford’s (1959) personality
| research. Guilford found seven main factors
underlying over 4000 adjectives with which
people described each other. Lux adapted
these dimensions to the corporate context:

I — — __] 1. Needs: Internal and external motives and
Kigure 2.6 Lux’ Star Method (Source: LuX, (rjves. These constitute the central aspects

1994) of the corporate personality and are the
basis of the motivation of an organization’s
behaviour. Examples are: growth, security, and a healthy corporate climate.

2. Competencies: the organization’s distinctive competencies.

3. Attitude: the organization’s philosophy and political background. This dimension
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reflects, how the organization sees itself and its surroundings.

4. Constitution: the physical locations, structural chart and legal form of the
organization. It encompasses buildings, location, organizational structure and such
like.

5. Temperament: the way 1n which the organization gets things done or lets things be.
It determines the strength, the intensity, the speed and the emotionality of its
behaviour.

6. Origin: the link between corporate personality and its past.

7. Interests: the organization’s mid-term and long-term goals and objectives.

Basically, Lux’ star method is a checklist for interviewing and observing employees, and for
desk research. The checklist is more of an auxiliary means when measuring identity than a
measurement instrument in itself. The method of collecting corporate signals has not been
defined, only the method of summarizing: all data are compared with the seven dimensions.
Therefore Lux’ method is very suitable for a global comparison of organizations, but the
degree to which the measurement results can be used as a basis for informative

communication depends upon the observing skills of the consultant. The method itselt does
not otfer any cues.

- Weber’s Method of Understanding Reconstruction

Weber (1985, p. 184) proposes a method which he calls ’understanding reconstruction’ of
organizational identity. Employees perform purposeful actions. Their purposefully structured
behaviour should be understood by the researcher (p. 195), who places himself 1n the
position of the actor. Only then understanding is relatively unproblematic, when the
researcher 1s a participant in the investigated object area. The investigation of an
organization’s identity takes on the character of a ’rational reconstruction’ of the
organization’s intuitive knowledge (p. 199). As the standard form of an understanding
analysis Weber proposes the ’practical syllogism’, which implies that an actor’s action can
be understood through the goals and targets underlying that action (p. 203). When the
understanding of an organization’s identity is involved, the action orientations have to be
investigated at a collective level. The researcher enters a discourse with the organization
members, in which the organization members have to legitimate their behaviour as ‘rational’.
Weber proposes two alternative methods for reaching this. Firstly, Weber proposes the
'narrative interview’ (p. 224), in which the respondent 1s requested to tell all. The
interviewer lets him talk as he likes. At the outset the researcher only proposes a general,
global theme and invites the respondent to just talk about it. As soon as the respondent 1s at
the end of his story the interviewer asks more questions in order to get more “narrative
sequences’. The main purpose is to sustain the respondent’s narrative power and let him
complete his narrative thread on his own. Alternatively, Weber proposes ethnomethodologic
approaches which reveal the methods already used ’since forever’ by the actors in order to
constitute and organize their social world (p. 214). The approach proposed by Weber 1s
Garfinkel’s (1967) 'method of alienation’, in which daily routines are made problematic by
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providing ’'nasty surprises’. Garfinkel hopes to reveal the implicit and self-evident by a
purposeful questioning of what used to be routine. He uses as research procedures
provocation, purposefully created misunderstandings and stubborn requests to illicit
explanation of the meaning of daily routines.

Weber proposes a process-oriented approach: the researcher does not tell the organization
members what their identity is, but instead helps them to reconstruct their corporate identity
themselves. The researcher builds hypotheses, which he tests in subsequent discussions. He
gives employees feedback and helps them to get a better picture of their organization’s
identity until consensus is reached, so that the ’identity story’ represents sufficiently the
orgamzation’s ‘true’ identity. The researcher who has adopted Weber’s method operates more
like a consultant, who speaks with organization members, and provides them with a clearer
image of their own organization, tuned to the whys and wherefores of what they are doing.
Weber talks with organization members about his conclusions, but he does not develop an
empirical representation of an organization’s identity.

- Todd Lief’s Working Impressions™ questionnaire

Todd Lief (1995) developed a questionnaire to tackle the slippery and invisible abstract
attributes which characterize complex business and organizational systems. In his view,
meaning always shows up in a context defined by sets of impressions, attitudes and feelings.
Intangible forces behave as a collective swarm of individual impressions, rather than
abjective scientific data. His questionnaire consists out of contrasting word pairs, like the
semantic differential scale, (e.g. 'warm-cool’, 'spicy-mild’, ’involved-detached’) to stake out
the conceptual space in which shared impressions and attitudes exist. Employees have to
follow a set of instructions like 'Please circle the word in each pair which 1s most like this
company as you see it today’ and ’Please circle the word in each pair that a nasty competitor
might use to describe us’. Completed forms are then examined for terms unanimously
selected by all participants. Only these unanimous choices will appear in the final report.
Other terms are ignored. This discipline of unanimity lets members see total agreement. Lief
goes on to state that this previously undocumented, otherwise inaccessible information now
forms a new reference vocabulary and a new common language in which people can start to
talk with each other.

What is less clear in the Working Impressions method 1s, where Lief gets his word pairs
from. Lief himself describes his instrument as ’flexible, adaptive’. Although not stated
explicitly, his ’examples form the list of 52’ [word pairs] suggest that these pairs are fixed.
The summary algorithm, which consists of selecting only those items on which consensus
exists, is data-driven. It follows that what has been filled in by respondents and the data are
not mapped on pre-established dimensions.
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- Balmer’s Affinity Audit

Balmer (1995) designed an method to explain the driving forces which sustain an
organization’s corporate identity. Balmer uses the principles of grounded theory (Strauss and
Corbin, 1991) in order to reveal the psychological process underpinning corporate identity.
Employees have an affinity with a range of values and beliefs. The mix of values and beliefs
in their composite forms defines the corporate personality of the organization. Access to the
organization is achieved by referring to the everyday language, ideologies, rituals and beliefs.
The researcher relies on a variety of methods of data collection, primarily consisting of
semistructured interviews, observation and reference to organizational documentation. Balmer
employs a basic four-stage process, the second of which involves the actual measurement.

- establish the corporate mission and strategy

- reveal the dominant system of values and beliefs in the organization

- evaluate such systems of values and beliefs against the corporate misston and strategy
- nurture those values and beliefs which support the corporate muission and strategy.

- Keller’s Mannheimer CI-Test

The Mannheimer Cl-test is based on the Mannheimer CI model, which assumes that a certain
corporate identity evokes identification reactions with internal and external stakeholder
groups. These 1dentification reactions have their impact on corporate culture, and therefore
indirectly on corporate behaviour (Keller 1990). The test measures the internal effect of
corporate identity. The Mannheimer CI-test distinguishes five dimensions, which together are
supposed to measure employee 1dentification:

1. Identification ability: the potency of the individual employees to identify with
anything or any kind of organization at all. '

2. Need to achieve: employees’ willingness to achieve something in general and in the
their current job in particular.

3. Satisfaction: the degree to which employees are satisfied with their job, subdivided
into satisfaction with their profession, and satisfaction with their job in the
organization.

4, Corporate style: mix of elements regarding corporate information style, management
style and corporate climate.

. Example function: the degree to which people think it worthwhile to identify with the
organization.

Keller (1987) developed a questionnaire which measures these dimensions and their
determinants. Employees have to fill in a questionnaire saying whether they agree or not with
a large number of statements about themselves and the organization. Similar the method used
in psychological tests, a total rating is computed for each factor. These scores can be
compared to the industry averages. The questionnaire has been amply tested and used in
Germany but it seems to be somewhat culture-dependent: an exploratory study in the
Netherlands turned up with a factor structure quite different from the structure found in the
original German version of the questionnaire (Corporate Communication Centre, 1991,
internal report).
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The Mannheimer Cl-test can be used like a thermometer: if the employees’ score on the
dimension “willingness to achieve something in general’ is significantly lower or higher than
their score on their 'willingness to achieve something in their current job’, or, similarly, if
their “satisfaction with their profession’ is significantly different from their ’satisfaction with
their job in the organization’, something must be wrong. The dimensions of ’satisfaction’ and
‘'motivation’ fulfil the thermometer function.

The Mannheimer Cl-test measures the internal effect of corporate identity (Keller, 1987),
rather than an organization's corporate identity itself. It is an instrument for making a
diagnosis of the workforce motivation or measuring the employees’ degree of identification
with the orgamization. It measures some aspects which can play a role in corporate identity.
The data collection method is a statistically validated sampling method which summarizes the
data on a number of preset dimensions. It is an excellent instrument for comparing
organmzations. A databank has been developed in order to compare organizations with their
industry averages (Keller, 1987). However because of its pre-structured questionnaire
character it 18 unable to uncover unique characteristics.

- The Rotterdam Organization Identification Test (ROIT)

As 1n the Mannheimer Cl-test, the focus in the Rotterdam Organization Identification Test
(ROIT; Van Riel, Smidts and Pruyn, 1994) is on the identification of employees with their
organization. Based on the social identity literature (like Ashforth and Mael, 1989) a 15-1tem
organizational 1dentification scale was constructed, including affective elements, but
excluding behavioral intent. In order to determine an individual's strength of identification
with an organization, the questionnaire establishes to which degree en employee experiences:

- perception of belonging

- congruence between goals and values
- positive evaluation of membership

- need for affiliation

- perceived benefits of membership

- perceived support

- acknowledgement

- acceptance

- security

The ROIT summarizes the data according to preset dimensions. Van Riel, Smidts and Pruyn
are developing a databank with which organizations can be compared to each other on these
dimensions. However, just like other tests which use standard questionnaires and pre-set
dimensions the ROIT test itself cannot grasp unique organizational characteristics.
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B) Methods for measuring elements of corporate identity
I Measurements of corporate behaviour

There are measurement instruments available which measure cultural dimensions underlying
behaviour, such as De Cock’s (1984) VOKIPO-method.

- De Cock's Okipo-methods

An organizational climate measurement method which is popular in Europe is the
Organizational Climate Index (Okipo, in its Flemish abbreviation, which literally stands for:
Organisatie Klimaat Index voor Profit Organisaties, i.e. *Organization Climate Index for
Profit Organizations’), developed at the University of Leuven in Belgium. This measurement
instrument has a more compact version, the *Vokipo’. This test assumes that the organization
1S continuously confronted with two questions:

1. Do people have the opportunity to fulfil their potential within the organization
(people-oriented) or do the organizational objectives prevail (organization primacy)?
2. Does the organization strive for flexibility with respect to the environment or does it

strive for control of the status quo?

With these two dimensions a typology of four kinds of organizations is developed, which
determine some main characteristics of the internal organization;

Interest in flexibility and people-directedness gives the degree of ’support’

people orientation combined with a control orientation gives ‘respect of rules’.
control and organizational primacy gives the 'goal-oriented mformation flow’.
organizational primacy in combination with flexibility results in an ’innovative
organization’.

Ao o

The VOKIPO, the shorter version, has become popular with consultants, in particular in
Belgium and the Netherlands. With a simple standard questionnaire, the organization is
classified 1n this typology, and after numerous empirical surveys, norms for several kinds
of organizations have been established. In the same way as the Mannheimer Cl-test or the
ROIT, this test takes a selective sample of the things which exist in an organization; a limited
number of items is rated where the employees are asked about their perceptions of what
happens 1n an organization; in essence, the OKIPO and the VOKIPO could be described as
an internal image questionnaire. The employees’ ratings are summarized along four
predetermined dimensions. In the same way as Keller’s Mannheimer CI-Test, this method
can be used for establishing the score on certain dimensions underlying employee behaviour.

Comparison of different organizations is easy, but it is virtually impossible to isolate unique
organizational characteristics.
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§ Communication

Inspired by the developments in management control, audits have become increasingly
popular in the communication discipline. An audit is not only a descriptive instrument, but
1t can also be used to judge communication effort. An audit is often the occasion tor changes
in management practice (Van Riel, 1994). Several audits are known. The most simple
variations only list the existing communications of an organization and give a more or less
subjective judgment, in particular on their consistence and impact. Since the seventies, more
‘thorough’ audits have been developed of the overall organizational communication
(Goldhaber, 1986). They are generally directed to measuring the organization’s score on pre-
established dimensions and items. Most audits gather employee perceptions regarding the
communication climate in the organization. Redding (1972) identifies five dimensions
required in order to achieve the ideal communication climate in an organjzation:
supportiveness, participative decision making, trust, openness and high performance goals.
Van Riel (1992) lists the most prominent audits:

- Organizational Communication Questionnaire (OCQ)

Roberts and O’Reilly (1973) developed the OCQ in order to compare organizations on the
efficacy of their communication, on thirteen explicit dimensions and three implicit
dimensions. These are (1) desire for action; (2) upward directionality; (3) downward
directionality; (4) lateral directionality; (5) accuracy; (6) summarization frequency; (7)
gatekeeping; (8) overload; (9) satisfaction; (10) written communication; (11) face-to-face
communication; {12) telephone communication; (13) other channels of communication. The
implicit variables are: trust in supertor, influence of superior and mobility aspirations.

- Communication Satisfaction Questionnaire (CSQ)

Downs and Hazen (1977) developed a questionnaire where the respondent has to rate eight
variables on communication satisfaction, six variables on job satisfaction and five general
demographic variables.

- Communication Audit Questionnaire (CAS)

The Communication Audit Survey questionnaire (Greenbaum, Clampitt and Willihnganz,
1988) continuously compares the actual situation with the desired situation for dimensions
similar to the questionnaires mentioned above.

The audits mentioned have all been judged for reliability and validity by Greenbaum et al.
(1988). For a more detailed overview of these questionnaires, see Van Riel (1994), pages 65-
72. Similarly to the Mannheimer Cl-test and the VOKIPO, these audits approach corporate
identity by gathering employee ratings on standard items. The items are summarized along
dimensions which have also been established beforehand. The audits discussed are excellent
Instruments for inventorization of organizational performance on certain dimensions and for
comparison between organizations. The use of standard questionnaires, however, prohibits
the gathering of really organization-specific characteristics and dimensions. Audit
questionnaires are used frequently in communication research, the advantage being that they
are simple to implement and lead to immediate results. In general, communication audits are
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diagnostic instruments, mainly intended for internal use. Although items in the individual
questionnaires could be investigated for their relevance to the whole of the organization,
these questionnaires measure, in the first place, the communication climate in the
organization. Only if that is exactly what the organization wants to communicate about itself
does this kind of measurement lead to informative statements.

I11 Symbolism

Van Riel (1992) lists two design audits: the ‘'Facilities Audit’ and the ’Graphic
Communications Audit’ (Napoles, 1988). The ’facilities audit’ lists all objects which might
be used to carry the visual messages of an organization. It is more a listing of visual
communication potential than a measurement of the status quo. It is an open-ended method,
which, however, does not summarize. This last activity is a task for the interpreter - be it
a consultant or a manager in the organization. The ’graphic communications audit’ lists all
visual cues in an organization’s printed material. It is an open-ended listing of all cues. These
cues can then be compared in terms of their consistency and meaning. No specific procedure
for summarizing has been established. The symbolism audits just make an inventory of the
design material. They have even less to offer than the communication audits in terms of cues
to the organizational climate, let alone to the identity of the organization as a whole.

2.6  Discussion: Empirical approaches to corporate identity

Table 2.2 gives a summary of the measurement methods reviewed. The qualifications in the
table are given from the viewpoint of measuring corporate identity for the. purpose of
deriving statements about corporate identity which are central to organization, distinctive and
consistent over time. Most of the methods presented have been designed for purposes other
than measuring the actual identity of an organization. Actually, none of them has been
designed for the purpose of collecting organization-specific data from the whole of an
organization and summarizing them into a limited, manageable number of relevant terms.

Half of the measurement methods listed in Table 2.2 use standard questionnaires,
summarized across pre-set dimensions, which enable them to compare organizations with
each other. When an organization’s identity 1s measured, they all gather those elements which
have been foreseen by the designers of the measurement instrument. These instruments,
which have been validated across numerous organizations, cannot capture those elements
which are characteristic of one specific organization, and which give it its unique identity.
But this 1s exactly why they can compare organizations on the dimensions found. Some of
the authors who developed the methods even set up complete databanks for that purpose.
Comparison among organizations is the strength of these questionnaires, but their insensibility
to highly organization-specific items limits the degree to which they are informative for
corporate communication purposes; they will never generate features which are unique to a
single organization. This applies to a somewhat lesser degree to standard gquestionnaires
which are summarized in a data-driven way, like Lief’s (1995) working impressions
questionnaire: if consensus 1§ the sieve to filter out the main dimensions, the number of
dimensions 1s as large as the number of items in the questionnaire. But still, only
organizational characteristics which match the items of the questionnaire can be captured.
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The design audits are able to make an inventory of organization-specific signals, but only in
the domain of design. They do not provide facilities to directly summarize the data in a
meaningful way or to compare organizations directly with one another. They are useful when
management wants to optimize the opportunities for showing organizational symbols or to
inform itself about the designs actually used.

Four measurement methods in Table 2.2 seem to correspond somewhat closer to Albert and
Whetten’s criteria: Lux’ Star method, Balmer’s Affinity Audit, Bernstein’s cobweb method,
and Weber’s method of Understanding Reconstruction.

Bernstein's (1986) cobweb method measures the perception of a small group, the managers.
This perception i1s the image these managers have of their organization. The only cue as to
whether the outcome 1s valid for the whole organization is the consensus among managers
that this 1s the case. Their opinion may be different from what happens on the shop floor.
The cobweb method does not necessarily show the links which may exist among the
dimensions found. Those links, however, might form a way to further summarize the data,
following the logic of the organization itself - and not some externally imposed logic, e.g.
the researcher’s. Some of the dimensions uncovered by the cobweb method may count among
the 'rules of the game’ which Weber tries to find out with his method of 'understanding
reconstruction’. Weber supposes his rules of generative grammar to be constitutive of actions
across the organization, and to remain constant over time, Moreover, Weber allows for a
structure among those rules which may give more insight into an organization’s identity.
Weber offers a very interesting line of thought to measure corporate identity for
communication purposes: like Bernstein’s method, it is sensitive to highly organization-
specific items, able to summarize them along organization-specific dimensions, not limited
to a certain group in the organization and, because of the ’ethnomethodologic’ way of
proceeding, able to make explicit what is self-evident to organization members. However,
Weber feeds his research results directly back to organization members, and does not come
up with a concrete and concise empirical representation of an organization which can be used
to communicate its identity to the outside world. Balmer’s Affinity Audit enjoys the same
strengths as Weber’s method; it employs the full strength of the openness of the grounded-
theory approach and seems about as powerful as Weber’s approach. What does not become
clear, however, is whether the Affinity Audit penetrates as far into the self-evident of daily
corporate life as Weber’s method does. Lux’ Star method does not specify items in advance,
but it summarizes along dimensions specified by the researcher; therefore, its outcomes may
show to a lesser extent what dimensions are central to the organization’s identity than for
instance Bernstein’s (1986) cobweb method. Lux’s star method is the converse of Lief’s
(1995) working impressions questionnaire. Lief’s questions are set, but the summary
dimensions vary according to the data. These summary dimensions, however, can never be
more organization-specific than what has already been formulated in the questionnaire.
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Summarizing, there is no measurement method which really fulfils the criteria of usefulness
to corporate communication. A new measurement method is needed. In the next chapter,
therefore, a new methodology will be developed to capture the characteristics of an
organization which permeate the whole of its activities - those characteristics which may
constitute useful potential ’"Common Starting Points’ for corporate communication (Van Riel,
1995). This method will be illustrated and validated in the later chapters of this dissertation.
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3 CONCEPTUALIZATION OF CORPORATE IDENTITY AND ITS
OPERATIONALIZATION

3.1 Introduction

In chapter two, approaches to corporate identity in the literature were reviewed. None of
them operationalized the concept or developed a method of emptrical measurement which
generates common starting points for corporate communication. It seems virtually impossible
to develop a method which can live up to Albert and Whetten’s (1983) criteria of centrality,
distinctiveness and continuity simultaneously. The difficulties encountered in developing an
operationalization may be due to lack of agreement on the definition ot the concept of
‘dentity’. Authors have been using implicitly different basic notions of ’identity’ and
applying them to organizations in their own way.

Therefore, in this chapter, the notion of ’identity’, and in particular of ’personal identity’,
will be reviewed. Different -basic perspectives regarding ’identity’ are considered: the
perspective regarding ’identity’ as one’s self-consciousness (’subjective identity’), the
perspective regarding ’identity’ as a set of characteristics (‘objective identity’) and the
perspective regarding ’identity’ as the feeling of togetherness of a group (’intersubjective
identity’). The perspective regarding identity as a set of characteristics seems most suitable
for the purposes of corporate communication. The question under discussion is, what kind
of statements of characteristics can lead to meaningful information about the organization.
Stating characteristic in the form of verbs and verb phrases appears to be potentially most
informative. In successive steps, this still very broad preliminary definition will be restricted
to a more concise and operational definition. A review of the literature on attribution theory
points to the orgamzation’s actions as the starting point for measuring corporate identity.
From the variety of things an organization brings about, a description in terms of intentional
actions, from the perspective of the performers of these actions, may provide the most
rehiable and valid results.

People performing an action usually know several ways of describing what they are doing.
The descriptions which they may give are connected by means-end relations. The network
of relations by which the descriptions are connected provides a ’grammar’ for the
organization’s actions, in which some actions occupy very central positions. Literature in the
area of cognitive structures and organizational processes points out that constructs in the
higher and more central positions in such a network tend to be the more continuous and
common elements 1n the structure, and therefore also in the organization’s actions. The
summarizing power of these structures will help us to develop a more restricted definition
of corporate identity, which satisfies Albert and Whetten’s (1985) criteria for statements on
an organization’s identity. Corporate identity will be defined as those elements in the means-
end pattern of an organization’s intentional actions which occupy a central position in this
pattern.
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Figure 3.1 The three basic modes of identity

3.2  Basic approaches to identity

The investigation of the general notion of ’identity’ is a first step in the clarification of the
concept ’corporate identity’. Weigert (1986) has given a codification of American
interactionist and social phenomenological writings. He starts from the sense of identity in
a member of society who asks the basic question: "Who am I?’. The answer can be given
from three fundamentally different perspectives, which Weigert calls the three 'basic modes’
of identity. The first answer at hand is the self-awareness that individuals take as the central
reality of all that happens to them and of everything they do. The other extreme in the
spectrum 1is the derived reality of structures that constrain and ’objectify’ experience, the
composite congiomerates people form when socializing, such as pations or organizations.
Beginning with self-awarecness, Weigert discusses his three basic modes of ’identity’;
Subjective Identity ('I'), Objective Identity ("Me’) and Intersubjective Identity ("We’).
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J.2.1 Subjective identity

Humans are aware of themselves as agents during their actions. Seif, as the concomitant
subject of self’s knowledge, is the first mode to answer the question: "Who am 1?7’. Nothing
more 18 required for identity over time than one’s awareness of persistence of the “self” or
1", Weigert (1986) labels this ’pure 7 mode’ of identity 'subjective identity'. Concomitant
awareness 1s not constantly activated, but it is at hand for the individual who can reflexively
focus on it. The reflective self is aware that '/’ am acting, intending, etc., while
simultaneously performing these actions.

Dhiscussions adopting this perspective on identity date back to the seventeenth century. They
were originally inspired by religious concerns. The philosopher John Locke wanted to
provide an account of personal identity which would make sense of the Christian doctrines
of human immortality, the resurrection of the dead and the Last Judgement. He was, in
particular, looking for an answer to the question: which facts in which life could the dead
be held responsible for on Judgment Day after their resurrection. According to Noonan
(1989), all subsequent writings on the topic of personal identity consist merely of footnotes
to Locke. The core of Locke’s view is that personal identity is constituted by identity of
consciousness. Continuity in consciousness is required in order to consider a person the same
at two different points in time: ’As far as his consciousness can be extended backwards to
any past action or thought, so far reaches the identity of that person’ (Locke, 1991, p. 162,
Essay XXVII, 9). Where 1dentity of consciousness is interrupted, one person will have two
beginnings of existence. ’Self’ is that conscious thinking which is concerned for itself as far
as that consciousness extends. Locke’s view 1s rather inwardiy directed and corresponds to
Weigert’s concept of 'subjective identity’.

Conceptually, subjective identity has nothing to do with identity of personality traits (cf.
Noonan, 1989, p. 46). Subjective identity resists definition in other terms. The Me mode of
self 1s irreducible to the I mode of self as subject (Weigert, 1986). That 'self’ 1s independent
of any kind of description. If somebody wakes up the next morning as a beetle, like Gregor
Samsa, the main character in Katka’s (1960) *Verwandlung’, he will still have the experience
of being the same person - no matter how his characteristics, like his number of legs, or the
number of antennae on his head, may have changed. The 'I’ mode does not enable me to tell
others about Me. The I’ mode of identity cannot be communicated to others - the mere
subject of action is something different from the action itself. This dilemma is known as
'Hume’s Paradox’. By the end of the eighteenth century, David Hume tried to give an
account of what constituted personal 1dentity over time (Noonan, 1989, p. 77). He came to
the conclusion that ’identity’ was a fiction. The only problem was the 'problem of specifying
the psychological causes of the universal but mistaken belief in the existence of enduring
persons’. One of the best-known passages in Hume’s chapter on personal identity 1s Hume’s
denial, that he is introspectively aware of any self or mental substance (Hume, 1961, p. 228):
'For my part, when I enter most intimately into what I call myself, I always stumble on some
particular perception or other, of heat or cold, light or shade, love or hatred, pain or
pleasure. I never can catch myself at any time without a perception, and never can observe
anything but the perception ............ [ may venture to affirm to the rest of mankind, that
[these perceptions] are nothing but a bundle or collection of different perceptions’.
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3.2.2. Objective identity

The perceptions Hume refers to correspond to descriptions of one’s own identity, but they
have no direct link - if any link exists at all - with the experiencing ’self’, Weigert’s (1986)
‘concomitant self’. Concomitant awareness, as awareness, is private. Its symbolic content is
not (Weigert, 1986). Hume’s perceptions, like any other kind of descriptions, are formulated
In terms of language. Language is a more or less generally accessible medium, established
by socially agreed upon rules - in contrast to the concomitant self, which is only accessible

to one’s own consciousness. Therefore, any description is inevitably in more general terms,
and coupled to the object described through the mechanism of attribution.

Weigert calls this mode of identity ’objective’. The word ’objective’ is used in its
grammatical sense; it refers to the object of the identity description. The identity of an object
corresponds to 1ts definition, with the object’s characteristics as its defining features. This
raises the subsequent question: under what conditions does an object’s 'objective identity’
allow 1ts unique definition? How can it be differentiated from other objects? The problem of

determining an object’s unique identity has puzzled philosophers for ages. Many discussions

have been centred around the ’'Paradox of Identity’, brought up originally by Plato in his
Theaetetus (Williams, 1989).

Plato’s problem with statements about the identity of objects was that they either seem to
state trivially that something 1s the same as itself, or to state falsely that one thing is the same
as another. Wittgenstein (1918, 5.5303) expresses it as follows: *To say of two things that
they are 1dentical is nonsense, and to say of one thing that it is identical to itself is to say
nothing at all’. If a statement of identity, such as ’Andrew = Peter’, holds for two different
individuals 1t is necessarily false. And otherwise, it is tautological. Any expression about
identity seems senseless. This is "Plato’s Paradox’ (Williams, 1989).

Frege (quoted via Williams, 1989) tried to find out under which conditions identity
propositions could escape from Plato’s paradox and be informative., He conceptually
separated the object of an identity statement from its description. In his paper "Gber Sinn und
Bedeutung’ he writes: 'Nobody can be forbidden to use any arbitrarily producible event or
object as a sign for something. In that case the sentence a = b would no longer refer to the
subject matter, but only to its mode of designation. We would express no proper knowledge
by its means.’ Frege gives examples of how "proper knowledge’ can be conveyed in identity
statements: A priori proper knowledge is for instance expressed by the sentence: "The point
of intersection of line a and line & is the same as the point of intersection between lines & and
¢, where a, b and ¢ are the lines connecting the vertices of a triangle with the midpoints of
the opposite sides’. Empirical knowledge is illustrated by the astronomical discovery
expressed in the sentence: *The morning star is the same as the evening star’. Frege's
solution to Plato’s paradox rests on his use of the word 'meaning (Bedeutung)’: The meaning
of 2 name is the object it names. What makes it worthwhile to say that the point of
intersection of @ and b is the same as the point of intersection of b and c is that, though both
have the same meaning, they have different senses. It is their having the same meaning,
which makes the proposition true: it is their having different senses which makes 1t
informative. Different people may attach different senses to the same meaning, and therefore,
they now can communicate something to each other which 'makes sense’.
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Plato’s paradox emerges every time, when those senses are made up of proper names, i.e.
In propositions where ’is the same as’ is flanked on either side by a proper name (Russell,
1956, p. 54). Proper names are actually denoting phrases which do not denote anything.
Strings of words, according to Russell, only have meaning if we take the complete sentence
in which they occur and spell out what they mean. This becomes clear if we think of people
we have become acquainted with only recently or know only vaguely. Generally, these
people only have a meaning for us in terms of the few things they have done and which are
known to us. Take for instance the proper name ’Sir Walter Scott’. Some readers might only
know him as the author of Waverly and in this sense, the name ’Scott’ is to them an
abbreviation of 'the one who wrote Waverly’. The same man, however, also wrote Marmion.
A useful identity statement, here, would take the form of ’the one who wrote Waverly’ is the
same as ‘the one who wrote Marmion’. Willlams (1989, p. 14) concludes, that Russell ’s
solution of the paradox involves the use of verbs and verb-phrases to produce genuine,
informative, useful identity propositions. They take the form of ’the one who fell down the
staircase yesterday = the one who wrote this year’s greatest bestseller’. The only relationship
between these two statements is the identity of the actor: the grammatical subject in the first
sentence is identical to the subject in the second.

An identity proposition which fulfils this condition does not necessarily uniquely determine
the 1dentity of a person or of an object. The statement ’the man who wears the green coat
1S the same as the man who visited Paris’ does not distinguish between two people who both
wear green coats and who both visited Paris. How can we be sure that we really have two
different people, or just one and the same? In the eighteenth century, Leibniz formulated his
two axioms today known as Leibniz” Laws (Noonan, 1989, Williams, 1989): the "Law of the
Identity of the Indiscernibles’, which entails that if two objects have all properties in
common, they must necessarily be the same, and its reciprocal version, the 'Law of the
Indiscernibility of Identicals: Two objects which are the same have all properties in common.
Leibniz’ laws imply that each discernible person, object or organization must be unique. In
the same vein, Merkle (1992, p. 45) mentions the ’inner-psychological organization principle
of individuals: ’every individual has a certain number of properties, which as a combination
will not be found in any other person in the world’.

The notion of 'objective identity’ does not necessarily imply that the object itself exists in an
objective world beyond human cognition. In fact, it 1s neutral with respect to such a world
view: an object can be identified by its characteristics, if 1t is defined in terms of these
characteristics. Such a definition can occur independently from whether an objective world,
outside of human perception, exists or not.

Summarizing Williams (1989), informative identity statements describe identity in the form
of verb-phrases. The propositions contain things that happen and are attributed to the object.
A person’s or an organization’s 'objective identity’ at any given point in time consists of his
or its characteristics. The approach to corporate identity as ’objective 1dentity’ can be fruitful
to corporate communication. It can help management to communicate the organization’s
characteristics effectively to the outside world.
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3.2.3. Intersubjective identity

The characteristics which constitute a person’s or a group’s objective identity at the same
time form the building blocks for a person’s being part of a group, 1.e. his or her
intersubjective identity’. Vice versa, a person’s group membership comments on individual
features. An employee of a very customer-friendly organization may be expected to be
customer-friendly as well. Descriptions often serve as a guideline whether individuals do or
do not belong to a group. People whose actions do not fit in with the way other organization
members behave can easily become outsiders. Ideniities create a sense of belonging or
alienation. They locate an individual in society (Weigert, 1986). The social identity theory

(Ashforth and Mael, 1989, Ellemers, 1991) gives a more detailed account of intersubjective
identity .

People tend to classify themselves and others into social categories, such as organizational
membership, religious affiliation, gender etc. Categories are defined by prototypical
characteristics abstracted from the members. Social classification enables the individual to
tocate or define him- or herself in the social environment (Ashforth and Mael, 1989). Mead
(1934, quoted via Weigert, 1986) already noted the construction of the We mode in social
processes. Self-experience and its definition derive from membership of a group. The We
mode is grounded in taken-for-granted rules and assumptions about the group’s identity,

which can be unpacked by analyzing the ’right to say 'we’’(Spiegelberg, 1974, quoted from
Weigert, 1986).

Self-experience and definition derive at least in part from membership of a group. Brewer
(1991) explained how, for her personal identity, the most immediate frame of reference for
social comparison is constituted by her social psychology colleagues at UCLA. The most
salient features of her self-concept in this context are those research interests, ideas and
accomplishments that distinguish her from the other social psychologists in her facuity. Her
social identities, by contrast, include the interests and accomplishments of her colleagues.
Her first level of social identity for herself is as a member of the social area within the
department of psychology at University of California at Los Angeles (UCL.A). Now the
department provides the relevant frame of reference, and the social comparison is with other
areas of psychology. At this level the most salient features of her self-concept are those
which she perceives herself to have in common with other members of the social area and
which distinguish her group ("us’ as she writes) from cognitive, clinical and developmental
psychology. At this level of self-definition her social colleague and herself are
interchangeable parts of a common group identity - her self-worth 1s tied to the reputation
and outcomes of the group as a whole. A yet higher level of social 1dentity 1s the Department
of Psychology within UCLA. At that level, the campus becomes the frame of reference and
other departments the basis for comparison. The employees’ self-concept 1s expandable and
contractable across different levels of social identity with associated transformations in the
definition of self and the basis for self-evaluation (Brewer, 1991). At each level, another set
of features defines the social identity.
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Basing himself on his anthropologic research in Afghanistan, Barth (1970) illustrates how
‘the right to say we’ in the Pathan community is dependent upon three central characteristics:
hospitality - taking care of a guest’s security and providing for his needs, councils - taking
group decisions collectively and unanimously, and isolation of domestic life from public life -
a Pathan strictly separates his family life, i.e. what happens within his household from what
happens in public. Barth describes how Pathans chose to convert to other tribal identities in
circumstances where they are not able to live up to these values. In the extreme north-east
of Afghanistan returns on agriculture are modest. There, Pathans can no longer live up to
the value of "hospitality’. History has shown how Pathan communities changed culture and
language and have become 'Kohistani’ (Barth, 1970, p. 131). Barth’s example illustrates the
link between what a group thinks it is and what the members achieve and shows how
belonging to a certain group implies the urge to realize certain values.

The social identity theory describes three basic processes: The first process is the process of
social categorization, in which people order their social environment by forming meaningful
groups or categories of individuals, as illustrated above, The second process, social
identification, reters to the extent to which people define themselves as members of a certain
social category. Finally, social comparison is necessary to determine what the relative score
on certain group characteristics is (Ellemers, 1991, p. 6). The outcome of this process 1 an
individual’s tendency to stick to an organization or to leave it. It determines a group’s feeling
of togetherness (" Wir-gefiihl’, Keller, 1990).

Objective and intersubjective identity cohere closely: objective identity includes the
characteristics which serve to define the 'corporate we'. An organization’s objective 1dentity
provides the building blocks for its intersubjective identity. These include the characteristics
which make it possible for employees to identify with the organization. To the extent an
organization is perceived to embody the characteristics of its members, 1t can help the

employees fulfil their needs, providing them with meaning and connectedness (Ashforth and
Mael, 1989, p. 22).



The awareness of oneself as the concomitant subject of
self’s knowledge

subjective identity:

objective identity: The set of characteristics which serve to describe oneself
or an object

intersubjective identity The feeling of togetherness of a group

Overview 3.1  Weigert's (1986) basic perspectives on identity

3.2.4. Suitability of subjective, objective and intersubjective identity to corporate
communication

The basic perspectives of subjective, objective and intersubjective identity are not equally fit
for corporate communication. In organizations, as is the case in groups of people in general,
it is very difficult to speak of one single, experiencing self. There is no one single centre of
consciousness, which can unambiguously be desighated as the corporate 'I'. Moreover, the
pure ‘I mode of identity is of little help in communication - as Weigert (1986) puts 1t: ’the
pure ‘I’ mode of identity does not enable myself to tell about ’Me’’. Therefore, at group
level, only the basic approaches of ’objective’ and ’intersubjective’ identity can be applied.

Approaches to corporate identity as objective identity are not new in literature. Lux (1988)
defined ’corporate identity’ as 'the sum of an organization’s characteristics’. From a
corporate communication perspective, anything an organization does is a potential signal.
Therefore, Van Rekom, Van Riel and Wierenga (1991) defined ’corporate identity’ as ’the
total of cues regarding an organization, such as it appears in behaviour, communication and
appearance’. Both the objective and intersubjective mode of identity are included into what
Reitter et al. (1991) call 'the simplest definition of group identity’: ’a coherent whole of
characteristics proper to the group, which allow everyone to identify it and to identify with
it, and which allow the group to recognize itself as a group’. The first part, ’a coherent
whole of characteristics proper to the group, which allow everyone to identify it’,
comprehends the group’s objective identity, which makes possible the intersubjective identity

of the group: 'and ‘which [allow people to] identify with it and which allow a group to
recognize itself as a group’.

From a managerial point of view ’corporate identity’ thanks its relevance to its potential to
influence the image that stakeholders have of the organization. Corporate communication can
perform an active role in realizing the presentation, and guide the respondent’s interpretation
and validation of the organization’s ’objective identity’. For purposes of corporate
communication, or the fostering of organizational identification, the *objective mode’ offers
promising perspectives. Operationalization of ’cotporate identity’ following the basic
approach of objective identity’ may yield an empirical presentation of an organization’s
existing identity. Such a representation is open to different kinds of use in corporate
communication, reaching well beyond the areas of social categorization and comparison
which are the realm of the approach to identity as ’intersubjective identity’.
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Corporate Identity consists of the whole of verb-phrases which apply to an
organization

3.2.5 Conclusion

Weigert’s basic approaches to corporate identity as ’objective’ and as ’intersubjective’
identity can be applied to organizations. Many effects which can be realized by corporate
communication, such as organizational identification and organizational status, fall within the
realm of ’"intersubjective identity’. The basis for reaching these results can be created by
approaching corporate identity as 'objective identity’: the organizational characteristics which
form the ingredients for meaningful communication to the stakeholders. Russell (1956) points
out that these characteristics must be stated as verbs or verb phrases in order to be
informative. At this point, after reviewing the comments of Russell on verb-phrases and
envisaging Leibniz’ Laws, corporate identity can be defined as "the whole of verb-phrases
which apply to the organization’ (overview 3.2). The characteristics which are the elements
of objective identity are relevant to the processes of image formation among the various
stakeholders of the organization. As such, the realm of ’objective identity’ reaches well
beyond that of the approach to identity as ’intersubjective identity’.

The operationalization of 'corporate identity’ as ’objective tdentity’ offers perspectives for
developing a measurement instrument which can make an empirical assessment of such
meaningful characteristics. This is what this dissertation will further concentrate on.

3.3  Actions as the key to corporate identity

Dealing with an organization’s identity as a total of verb-phrases which apply to an
organization is not entirely unproblematic. It is not a priori clear how to deal with the huge
mass of possible descriptions and there is no unambiguous way to describe the actions
themselves which make up the organization’s identity.

The totality of organizational characteristics poses two kinds of problems: one of a
conceptual nature and one of an empirical nature. Severe enforcement of Leibniz’ criteria
means that, over time, neither any human nor any organization will stay the same. Humans
change simply and solely because of biological processes, and organizations change too. This
would mean that the organization which changes minimally becomes another organization,
from one moment to the next. Strict adherence to Leibniz’ criteria of identity would foreclose
the possibility of an organization being the same from one moment to the next. After the first
moment, something may have changed, and not all characteristics may have stayed the same.
Therefore, according to Leibniz’ Laws, the organization is no longer the same organization.
It seems virtually impossible to apply such a view of 'objective identity’ while respecting the
criterion of ’continuity’.
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In theory, the strict application of Leibniz’ Laws would require a complete description of all
properties. The number of possible descriptions is infinite, the same way as the number of
possible actions performed by all organization members at a certain moment in time is
infinite. Employees can continuously produce new actions. In the time required to make an
inventory of them these organization members have performed a countless quantity of actions
to be added to those already inventorized. As a consequence of Albert and Whetten’s (1985)
continuity criterion, the preliminary definition of corporate identity has to be narrowed down
from "everything an organization does’ to something more specific. This section will handle
this problem step by step. Firstly, a review of the literature on attribution theory restricts the
verb phrases to human actions. Secondly, applying Albert and Whetten’s continuity criterion
to human action narrows this action further down to intentional action. For reasons of
reliability and validity, intentional action has to be described from the performer’s
perspective. Then the structure of means-end relations between alternative descriptions of

actions is used to identify these actions that satisfy Albert and Whetten’s criteria for
statements on corporate identity.

3.3.1 The attribution of action

The preliminary definition of corporate identity as ’the whole of verb-phrases which apply
to the organization’ is still somewhat imprecise. There are many things happening n and
around an organization, and it is not always exactly clear whether an action used to describe
an organization can really be attributed to the organization. In order to be of use to corporate
communication, a representation of an organization’s identity should, firstly, describe the
organization in such a way that informative statements about the organization can be directly
derived from 1t and, secondly, potential communications can be checked for their
compatibility with the organization’s actual identity. In order to fulfil these requirements, the
content of the statements must be attributable to the organization. This section is concerned
with how attribution to the organization can be ensured or improved.

In an overview article on attribution theory, Lipe (1991) posits that *counterfactual reasoning’
constitutes the basis of ali attribution theories. 'Counterfactual reasoning’ means that people
examine whether an event would have occurred if a proposed cause had not been there.
Counterfactual information is often not available, and as proxies, people are inclined to use
covariation data, 1.e. data on how often the cause and the hypothesized effect go together.
For example, a plane belonging to XY Z Airlines takes off and lands exactly on schedule. For
the counterfactual question would the plane have been punctual if the plane had not been an
XYZ-plane?’, proxies to counterfactual information are the number of years that XYZ
Airlines has flown without suffering a single delay, and the number of other airlines that fly
without any delay. Although such data cannot tell us whether, under different circumstances,
this plane would not have been on schedule, they do provide information that is helpful in
evaluating the likely answer. Furthermore, if there are alternative explanations available
(Lipe, 1991), e.g., if the distance is short and the weather conditions are perfect, the
punctuality is less likely to be attributed to XY Z Airlines. According to Kelley (1967) people
use four kinds of information in order to establish whether a person or an organization is the
cause of an event: distinctiveness information about the way other organizations respond to
the same stimulus ('do all airlines fly exactly on schedule?’), consistency information
regarding the organization’s reaction in other situations and regarding different targets (’are
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XYZ airplanes on other routes also punctual?’), consistency information about the way the
organization has performed over time and mode of interaction (‘has XYZ Airlines always
been punctual on this route?’), and consensus information regarding the opinion of other
observers, This last type of information, however, involves the observers’ interpretation
rather than what the organmization itself does. Therefore, it rather to the organization’s image
rather than to its identity, as defined in section 1.2, and it will not be addressed in depth
here.

Attribution to XYZ Airlines is more likely if what happens is characterized by low high
consistency across modalities, i.e, over time and across occasions and high distinctiveness
(McArthur, 1972, p. 172). The punctuality is likely to be attributed to XYZ airlines if,
firstly, XYZ planes are also punctual on other itineraries. In such a case, distinctiveness
across occasions 1s low: XYZ Airlines does the same thing under different circumstances,
which 1mplies a high degree of ’sameness’ in XYZ’s actions. Secondly, if XYZ airplanes
were punctual before there 1s a high degree of consistency; it is normal for XYZ airplanes
to be punctual, which imphes high continuity in what XYZ airlines does. Thirdly, if other
airlines do not take off and land exactly on schedule there is a low degree of consensus. This
implies a high degree of uniqueness to XYZ-airlines.

Attribution of an action to the organization leads to the conclusion that the organization has
a certain inclination to that action and leads to the expectation that the organization will
respond in the same way to others (Van Raaij, 1986). Then XYZ Airlines can use its
‘punctuality’ in a credible way in its corporate communication: people working within the
organization will recognize it, passengers who fly with XYZ Airlines will see the message
confirmed, and, if other airlines are not that punctual, it differentiates XYZ Airlines from
its competitors. It is the sameness across situations and interaction partners, the consistency
over time and the specificity of its punctuality, which allow XYZ Airlines to communicate
it credibly to the public. If this punctuality is stressed in corporate comununication, XYZ
Alrlines may become synonymous with ’punctuality’ in the eyes of potential passengers.

Summarizing, attribution to the organization will take place at:

- A high degree of ’consistency’ across occasions and interaction partner: 1.e. the
organization shows the same actions across situations and stakeholders.,

- A high degree of ’distinctiveness’: the orgamization 1s the only one performing the
action. A low degree of consensus implies, that the action is very specific to the
organization. 'Punctuality’ satisfies this requirement if XYZ airlines is the only
punctual airline 1n the branch.

: A high degree of consistency over time or ’continuity’: the organization does so
consistently over time. In the XYZ-example, this implies that 'punctuality’ is not a
fad which disappears after some period of time, but employees try to maintain
punctuality throughout the time they are working for the organization.
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Requirements for a useful concept of Corporate Identity from the perspective of Kelley’s
(1967) attribution theory:

Sameness in behaviour across situations and interaction partners

- Specificity to the organization

- Continuity over time

Identity Concept from the perspective of Kelley’s
(1967) attribution theory

Although the terminology used is slightly different, Albert and Whetten’s (1985) three
criteria definition of corporate identity (overview 1.1) and the requirements derived from the
attribution theory (overview 3.3) show a high degree of overlap. Albert and Whetten’s
criteria of ’distinctiveness’ from other organizations and ’temporal continuity’ are the same
as the criteria of 'specificity’ and ’continuity over time’ derived from the attribution theory.
The essence of Albert and Whetten’s criteria seems to be to ensure that actions in identity
statements can be attributed to the organization. Including the attribution theory explicitly
allows us to develop a further operationalization of the concept of 'corporate identity’, such
that in the end it can be measured.

Verb phrases reflecting action or achievement are the most powerful descriptions: McArthur
(1972) discovered that such verbs show a stronger attribution of the action to the subject than
verbs reflecting perception or opinion. Apparently, someone’s actions are the most effective
key to his identity. Narrowing down the possible verb-phrases to verb-phrases reflecting
action or achievement makes the verb-phrases more informative about the object of
communication. As a consequence a narrow interpretation of ’verb phrases’ in overview 3.2
as 'what the subject does’ restricts the possible descriptions to those better fit to communicate
about the nature of the organization.

Description of identity in terms of ’what the subject does’ raises the question of how subjects
are identified. If a subject’s identity can only be described meaningfully in terms of his
actions, his identity only exists in terms of the actions attributed to him. Therefore, White
(1992) defines 'identity’ as "any source of action not explicable from biophysical regularities
and to which observers can attribute meaning’. In this sense, the concept of "identity’ can be
disconnected from physical entities: one person can have multiple identities, and at the same
time a large conglomerate of people and organizations can have one identity. This
dissertation will not go that far: it will stick to the identity of an organization, as specified

before the start of its measurement, and follow the criteria of attributability to this
organization, whose borders have been specified in advance.
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Corporate Identity is the whole of an organization’s actions, as far as these actions
satisfy the criteria of:

- Sameness across situations and interaction partners

- Continuity over time

- Specificity to the organization

Overview 3.4 Definition of 'corporate identity

Both approaches may diverge only on one criterion: Whereas Albert and Whetten speak of
‘central character’, the approach via the attribution theory leads us to think of a high degree
of sameness of action across situations and interaction partners. This leaves us with three
questions. Firstly, what does ’central character’ concretely mean? Secondly, what is the link
between ‘central character’ and ’'sameness of actions across situations and interaction
partners’? And thirdly, how can we identify these 'central’ elements? Also the criteria where
both approaches overlap leave us with further questions: how can "continuity over time’ and
‘specificity to the organization’ be operationalized? How can we find cues to the continuity
of a feature, and to its organization-specificity? One might look for some kind of pattern
which may exist in the actions of organization members. This will be worked out in the
following sections. Summarizing: the definition of corporate identity has been restricted to
those actions which can be attributed to an organization (overview 3.4). This still leaves the
question of how actions can be identified which satisfy this - in comparison to overview 3.2 -
slightly more restricted definition.

The word "action” in overview 3.4 should be interpreted in its broader sense, as in Vallacher
and Wegner’s (1985): any action, goal or value humans intentionally strive for.

3.3.2 The actions of individual employees as the starting point

Corporate actions can always be traced back to the actions of individual employees. In other
words, they can only be found at the level of individuals (Allport, 1962). Action in the sense
of a meaningfully understandable orientation of one’s own behaviour only exists as the action
of individual persons (Weber, 1972, p. 13). Group forces arise out of the actions of
individuals, whose actions are a function of the group forces they themselves (or other
individuals) have brought into existence (Asch, 1952, p. 251). Organizations are products and
constellations of specific behaviour of individual people (Weber, 1972, p. 10). As Collins
and Porras (1996) put it: *The secret is to work from the individual to the organization’. Any
assertion that 'organizations act’ can be decomposed into some set of interacts among
individuals, such that if these people had not interacted and meshed a specific set of their
actions, then the organization would not have performed the act attributed to it (Weick, 1979,
p. 34). Strictly speaking, the organization’s identity, consisting of the signals it emits, boils
down to the signals emitted by the individual employees in that organization. Therefore, the
starting point of investigations will be individuals’ actions. What we have to look for are
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those actions by individual employees that satisfy the criteria for attribution of action to the
organization, These criteria may also help us solve the empirical problem related to the

totality of characteristics - their sheer quantity and variety.

In order to measure corporate identity in a way that makes sense and may satisfy the criteria
of the definition of 'corporate identity’ shown in overview 3.4, the question has to be

answered on what kind of actions do we have to concentrate.
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3.3.2.1 The key to corporate identity: actions as intended by the organization’s
employees

In the end, a corporate identity measurement instrument should represent organizational
actions which can reasonably be attributed to the organization. However, can we include all
actions 1nto the measurement scheme?

The bus driver who inadvertently causes an accident on a slippery road will probably not
repeat the same action again. A cook who happens to cause a fire in the kitchen of a hotel
may take more care to prevent this from happening a second time. Such actions are not likely
to satisfy Albert and Whetten’s (1985) continuity criterion. Continuity is more likely in the
actions which employees perform intentionally, A measurement procedure focusing on
intentional behaviour is less sensitive to random variations in behaviour, providing more
reliable measurement results and satisfying the ’continuity criterion’. By leaving out
unintentional action, it is possible to get rid of an important random component in the
measurement of corporate identity,

Behaviour 1s intentional if the person performing it intended to perform it. Intentional action
1s action performed for a reason (Anscombe, 1957). Behaviour gets its intentional character
from being seen by the agent or by an outside observer in a wider perspective, from being
set In a context of aims and cognitions (von Wright, 1971, p. 115). The performer’s
knowledge of his or her action constitutes the intentionality of his or her action, its
assoclation with an intention to achieve something (von Wright, 1971, p. 114). People’s
knowledge about their Intentional actions, in combination with the actions themselves,
constitute a language game in the Wittgensteinian sense: it is the whole of the language and
the actions with which the language is interwoven (Wittgenstein, 1953, § 8).

A typical feature of intentional actions is that the performer knows about them without
observation {(Anscombe, 1957). This makes it much more difficult for an external observer
to establish whether actions are intentional or not. This complication must be added to the
already existing difficulty of observing an agent externally. The range of possible descriptions
1S enormous, and the number of possible interpretations is at least as large as the number of
interpretations available to the performer of the action. Part of what organization members
do is perceived by stakeholders with whom the organization interacts. There 1S no reason to
assume that the stakéholder’s interpretation matches the organization’s action definition. The
same concrete action can have a totally different meaning for the stakeholder. Therefore,
observation may not be the most appropriate method of determining what people are doing,

Normally the stakeholder enters the interaction with the organization with a different goal in
mind from the organization itself; clients buy an organizational product to fulfil one or more
of their needs, the organization wants to make a profit. Employees may work in order to
make a career and earn their living, whereas the organization may want to have cheap labour
force. A purchasing organization may want to have 1ts materials as good and cheap as
possible, whereas a supplier wants to make a profit as large as possible. These examples
illustrate how the criteria for defining and judging the same action may differ between the
organization and its stakeholder. The common sense notion that an organization’s image 1s
a mirror to its identity must be seen as mistaken. The mirror, at best, 1s a carnival mirror.
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The researcher’s observations are not necessarily a better indication of the organization’s
identity than the impressions obtained by any other f,:xFe_mal o!jserx{er_or stakehold?r. Even
on the relatively rare occasions where there 1s possibility Gf identitying the meaning of an
action from the context and the appearances along, all that is really produced is not more
than just a hypothesis concerning what the act means (Camppe_ll_, 1996, p. 121). The essence
of an organization in the eyes of an external observer by definition C(.}l’lSI‘StS of the ol:tserver’s
perception of these actions, in the observer’s theory about the organization. The Waiter who
can be observed holding the door open for a client, 1s he prowglmg service, trying to get a
tip, or just holding the door open? Bougon, Weick and Binkhorst (1977) fmimd that
observation lead to research results which were completely difterent from the participants’
own perceptions. Pieters (1993) did an experiment at a scientific copference. ﬁ_&ll I?eople
present in a room completed a brief questionnaire, containing the question: "Describe 1n one
sentence as clearly and honestly as possible what you were doing just before receiving the
questionnaire?’. While most people had their eyes on the presenter or on the paper i front
of them, some reported that they had been ’thinking’, others ’listening’, two had been
'discussing’, and one person had been writing. In short, an investigator who favours his own
observations over those of participants is at great risk (Bougon, Weick and Binkhorst, 1977).

The difference in perspective is fundamental to the choice of a form of operationalization:
if the essence of an organization is to be found in the rules in the employees’ lifeworld (see
Weber, 1985), the organizational actions have to be analysed in the terms used by the
employees performing the actions. In any case, the perspective on actions as seen from the
employees performing those actions gives a better view as to which actions may be
intentional. Campbell (1996, p. 121) puts it more strongly: "The meaning of action can only
be established by consulting the actor concerned’. At least, the description of actions from
the viewpoint of those performing them makes the description more reliable, because the
frame of reference of the describer now becomes fixed. This way it 1s independent from the
choice of the external observer who has to register and interpret actions performed by others.
Therefore, intentional actions will be approached from the perspective of the employees
performing them.

3.3.2.2 The relationship between alternative descriptions of action

Authors like Anscomibe (1957), Goldman (1970), Mele (1992) and Pieters (1993) have shown
how many descriptions can be used for the same action. These descriptions are not identical,
and the choice of description does matter. How can we describe our own intentional actions
most appropriately? And, if there are different alternatives available, are these alternatives
related in a way that can help us in our analysis?

Suppose that some gentleman, called John, does each of the following things (each at the
same time): (1) moves his hand, (2) frightens away a fly, (3) moves his queen to king-knight-
seven, (4) checkmates his opponent, (5) gives his opponent a heart-attack, and (6) wins his
first chess game ever. Has John here performed six actions? Or has he performed one act,
of which six different descriptions have been given? Again, suppose that John (1) moves his
finger, (2) pulls the trigger, (3) fires the gun, (4) kills Smith. Are these four distinct acts that
John has performed, or are all of these one and the same act? (Goldman, 1970, p. 1).
Anscombe (1957) would consider all these actions as one and the same, There is but one act,
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described in a vartety of ways. She gives the example of a man who moves his arm, operates
a pump, replenishes the water supply and poisons the inhabitants. In Anscombe’s view,
moving the arm up and down with his fingers round the pump handle is, under these
circumstances, operating the pump, 1s under these circumstances, replenishing the water-
supply; and, 1s under these circumstances, poisoning the household (Anscombe, 1957, p. 45-
46). Goldman calls this the "identity thesis’: the relation between the man's moving his hand,
operating the pump, replenishing the water supply and poisoning the household is that of
identity. Following Leibniz’ criterion of indiscernibility of identicals, if two acts are
identical, they must have all properties in common. Are the act of John’s pulling the trigger
and John's killing Smith really identical? John's pulling the trigger has the property of
causing the gun to fire, whereas John’s killing Smith does not have the property of causing
the gun to fire. Since one of these acts has a property which the other lacks, they cannot be
one and the same act (Goldman, 1970, p. 2). Many pairs of actions which in Anscombe’s
view would be identical fail to satisfy Leibniz’ principle of indiscernibility of identicals: they
fail to have all properties in common.

A further difficulty confronting Anscombe’s (1957) identity thesis stems from the relationship
that holds between many of these acts which are said to be identical. We often say that a
person performs one act by’ performing another. We say, for example, that John turns on
the light 'by’ flipping the switch, or that he checkmates his opponent "by’ moving his queen
to king-knight-seven. The term ’by’ expresses a relationship that holds between actions.
Goldman (1970, p. 5) expresses this relationship by saying that the one act is a 'way’ or
'method’ by which the other act is performed. It explains how John's checkmating his
opponent was performed, by moving his queen to king-knight seven. This relationship 18
asymmetric: John turns on the light by flipping the switch, but he does not flip the switch
by turning on the light. Furthermore, this relationship is trreflexive. We can explain how
John turned on the light by indicating that he flipped the switch, but not by indicating that
he turned on the light by turning on the light. Alternative descriptions of the same action are
not completely equivalent, but that they are related by an asymmetric semantic relationship:
in one direction it may be read as an equivalence relationship, but not in the opposite
direction. Goldman (1970) points out that this semantic (cf. Spradley, 1979) relationship
between verbs is characterized by the preposition ’by’. The relations between the pairs of
actions are made up of 'by’-relationships.

Even if this ’by’-relationship links different descriptions of intentional action, the performer
needs not be equally conscious of both descriptions of action. Mele (1992) questioned the
intentionality of subsidiary actions, which are linked to an action through the by’ relation.
Imagine Alice, walking to work - intentionally. Presumably, the various steps that she takes
are intentional. But is each step itself intended? Perhaps Alice has no reason to take exactly
this step, a wholly routine one; and it might be a mistake to insist that she intends to take
exactly this step. Mele sees the step as intentional in virtue of its being a routine part of an
intentional action - Alice’s walking to work. The intentionality of the step is inherited from
the intentionality of the larger action of which it is part. Many, if not all, actions can be
decomposed into more subsidiary actions. It depends upon the focus of attention of the
performer, which action is intended and which actions are its subsidiary routine actions and
which are their intended or perhaps self-evident effects. Let us consider again John, playing
the chess game described before. Figure 3.2 represents John’s actions schematically:
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Johr’s moving his hand = John’s moving his. queen to
king-knight seven

John’s moving his hand = John’s frightening away a fly

John’s moving his queen to king-knight-seven = John’s checkmating his
opponernt

John’s checkmating his opponent =% John’s giving his opponent a |

heart attack

i _—-_—q-—-—_m-—-il

ﬁure 3.2 The pairs_t:af actions in John’s chess game. Adapted from Goldman (1930)

We can say that John moved his queen to king-knight seven by moving his hand; that he
checkmated his opponent "by’ moving his queen to king-knight-seven; and that he gave his
opponent a heart attack 'by’ checkmating his opponent. Goldman (1970) calls the relationship
which obtains between pairs of actions such as these ’.

level-generation’ or more simply
‘generation’. When a person says that he does A by doing B, action A is understood to be
at a higher level than action B. Inversely, that person can conceive of the same action as
doing B with the effect of achieving A. Achieving A, when attributed to oneself, usually is
formulated as doing A. Goldman used these relationships to draw act diagrams, combining
the "by’ relations to complete trees, as shown by Figure 3.3.

1 Sometimes people know about the side
- Jonrts giving hisopponent | C11CCES they cause by their actions. In firing
“ aheaemack | his gun, a sniper who is trying to Kill a
soldier knowingly alerts the enemy to his

L Jonrts chackmating presence. Runners know that when running,

his opponent they wear down their shoes. Consider the

John's frightening | case that John, while playing chess, has

away & fly Mg knentseven | noticed the fly but did not think about it any

| further. This means that, only intentional

Jurg}:h}::gng actions are the focus of interest, the

e 4 relationships between alternative
Figure 3.3 Act diagram of John’s move in the

descriptions are only useful for the
chess game. Adapted from Goldman , _
(1970) measurement of corporate identity if both

the ’lower-level’ and the ‘’upper-level’

actions are intentional. A ’'by-relationship’
satistying this condition is 2 means-end relationship.

One of the actions in Figure 3.3 is not intentional: John’s frightening away the fly. Similarly,
it is not clear whether John’s giving his opponent a heart attack is intentional. Both concepts,
along with the ’by-relationships’ linking them to the other concepts, will have to be left out
It only intentional actions and means-end relationships are of interest. The by-relationship is
asymmetric, irreflexive, and also transitive: John’s moving his hand generates John’s moving
his queen to king-knight-seven, which in turn generates John's checkmating his opponent.
John’s moving his hand therefore indirectly generates John’s checkmating his opponent.
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So far, in our attempts to get to grips with corporate identity we have narrowed down our
focus firstly on the actions of employees and secondly on intentional action, from the
perspective of the performer of the action. But even then, numerous non-equivalent
descriptions of the same action are possible, linked through means-end relations. We have
to find a cue as to where to start looking for the most appropriate description of these
actions. Since we chose the performer’s perspective, the best way of proceeding may be to
follow, how the performer himseif identifies his or her own action. People may not know
their own minds (Clegg, 1993), and not be aware at all of the complete structures like those
shown in Figure 3.3, but in some way they may be able to describe their intentional actions.

Vallacher and Wegner (1985) provided empirical evidence of how people switch between
alternative descriptions of actions. They showed how someone’s focus of attention can change
from mntended actions to subsidiary actions and vice versa. In general, people seem (o
understand what they are doing. At least, they can always offer an account ot it (Vallacher
and Wegner, 1985, p. 18-19). For a given action at a particular point in time, only one
explanation 1s dominant. Vallacher and Wegner (1985) call this dominant definition of the
intended action its 'prepotent identity’. More generally, people select from the array of
potential descriptions of an action the description that most clearly reflects their motives.
Action can be said to be organized hierarchically: it can be decomposed into several distinct
levels, each of which 1s comprised of more specific actions at the level below it, which Mele
(1992) calls ’subsidiary actions’. These are the levels identified by Goldman (1970), linked
through by’ relationships. The search for a paper clip, for instance, can be described in
terms of a number of meaningful levels. At a basic level, the action consist of discrete
movements of one’s hand, fingers, eyes and perhaps lower limbs and the entire body. These
discrete movements, in turn, are organized at a higher level into more recognizable actions -
opening and closing drawers, and rustling through papers, for example. Finally, the
prepotent description of the action - searching for the paper clip - can be seen as the
integration of these specific actions (Vallacher and Wegner, 1985, p. 21). Searching for a
paper clip in turn can be seen as a component of the still higher level action of ordering
one’s desk. Vallacher and Wegner conclude, that there must be an organizing principie for
act descriptions that parallels the organizing principle for action itself. In essence, the
relations between different descriptions of the same actions are means-end relations, This
reflexive monitoring of conduct is the consequence of the intentional character of human
action. This intentionality is a routine feature of human conduct, and does not necessarily
imply that actors consciously keep definite goals in mind during the course of those activities
(Giddens, 1979, p. 56). Eliciting the reasons why an individual performed a particular act
or discovering the motive lying behind it is not to refer to some other entity or process but
simply to achieve a fuller description of the original act (Campbell, 1996).

How an action is exactly defined depends upon the moment in time and the degree of
difficulty involved in an action. The level of people’s definition of their action depends upon
three mechanisms (p. 25-28). Firstly, people tend to stick to the definition of an action which
prevails at that moment. Secondly, when an action can be defined at both a more abstract
(goal oriented) and a more concrete level, there will be a tendency for the goal-oriented
definition to become prepotent. However - and this is the third principle - when an action
cannot be performed in terms of its dominant definition, there will be a tendency for a
definition in more concrete terms to become dominant. This is also true for ’routine
behaviours’ to which we give little conscious thought. Only if the usual sequence is
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interrupted or frustrated in some way do we need to attend to what we are doing and so turn
our conduct into the proper form of meaningful action (Campbell, 1996, p. 58).

Representations corresponding to concepts can be better L}nderstoc?d as schemata in long-term
memory (Johnson-Laird, 1983). Such schemata include information about how concepts are
to be used to construct mental models in working memory. These mental models are extracts
taken from the knowledge base of long-term memory which are built temporar_lly In one’s
consciousness, according to the requirements of the moment. They encgde how instances of
the concept interact with one another and with other objects apd forces in the real world. As
implicit inferences based on background knowledge and theories about how the world works
affect the construction of mental models, context effects emerge in a natural fashion from the
mental model approach (Komatsu, 1992). At any single moment, however, the influence of
context is limited. The action description an actor is conscious of is related to the situation
the actor finds himself in, but is not reducible to it (Giddens, 1979, p. 73). Context
determines which description is most likely to be chosen out of the array of possible action
descriptions available to the subject, where the starting point for search is the action’s
description most readily available to the mind’s operating system, which “loads’ 1t into the
subject’s consciousness (cf. Johnson-Laird, 1983, p. 473-477). It 18 this operating system,
which tells the subjective I’ what it is doing, and which links a person’s "objective identity’
to his ’subjective identity’. However, the content of this consciousness 1s highly volatile,
steered by the need of the moment, and therefore quite unable to satisfy Albert and Whetten’s
(1985) criterion of ’continuity over time’. The limited capacity of conscious processing
(Schneider and Shiffrin, 1977) means that the overview of consciousness on the full array of
action descriptions is always going to be incomplete. Consciousness 1s best comparable to
what is visible by the light of a torch in a large dark hall encompassing all information which
1S conscious as well as subconscious or unconscious. Our hope of establishing objective
identity is vested in finding a way of accurately representing the information in that large
hall, not on the consciousness of any employee at any specific moment. Consciousness is the
gateway to the information stored in this large hall. The procedure for measuring corporate
identity should provide an algorithm for handling this very precious torch.

Vallacher and Wegner’s (1985) research results support the plausibility of the mental models
approach. People seem to build their instantaneous mental models according to the need of
the moment. Vallacher and Wegner traced how people define their own actions, and how this
definition varies in'time and with the degree of difficulty attributed to the action. The
important factors become identifying the pattern by which these actions are linked, and
determining which elements in this pattern satisfy Albert and Whetten’s criteria for features
of "central character’, ’distinctiveness from other organizations’ and ‘continuity over time’.

In short, the most appropriate way of identifying someone’s actions is to ask the performer
to describe the action