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Introduction

The cognitive approach is now a well-established line of analysis in oi;ga-
nization studies. Its origins date back at least to the works of Chester
Barnard, who emphasized that actions within oiganizations are closely con-
ditioned by the way in which their members perceive the outside world, so
that the environment of an organization is by necessity perceived subjec-
tively (Barnard 1938). Although Barnard's insights had to wait many years
before they were further developed into the broad range of studies carried
out in the 1980s and early 1990s, interest in cognitive processes within orga-
nizations was kept very much alive by March and Simon (19S8) and Cyert
and Mareh (1%3), who introduced the notion of the organizational actor
(and of the organization) as information-handling systems, the implicit ref-
erence being to the hunfian cognitive system as the original model.
According to Schneider and Angelmar (1993), the recent interest in orga-
nizational cognition has developed, in particular, along the disciplinary
paths of cognitive psychology and organizational behaviour. The authors
suggest that a simple, and in many ways simplistic, syllogism lies behind
too much of the recent interest for managerial cognition: people think, and
as managers are people, managers, therefore, also think; and since these
cognitive processes take place in an organizational setting, these studies
may be referred to as the analysis of cognitive processes in organizations.
This syllogism, however, may obscure the fundamental differences between
individual and collective levels of analysis. At the same time, it may
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identify, as the object of inquiry, the cognitive processes of individuals in
an organizational setting, instead of the social process of cognition und
thinking at the organizational level.
The notion that it is possible to understand organizational phenomena by
using the mind and the human brain as metaphors (Morgan 1986) stimu-
lated the development of tools for the analysis of organizational cognition.
The effort to understand and describe organizational phenotnena in cogni-
tive terms led to the ctieation — or the borrowing from other sciences —
of various methods and techniques with which to investigate the cognitive
processes of members and organizations. Exhaustive surveys und analyses
of these various methods have been proposed by Huff (1990), Fiol and
Huff (1992), Nicolini, (1995). Walsh (1995). Strati and Nicolini (1997),
Eden and Spender (1998).
Due to the uniqueness of the object under observation, constructing meth-
ods to capture and represent organizational cognition has always been espe-
cially difficult. Problems have often centred around both validity of method
(methodological issues) and efficacy of the techniques proposed. In other
words, the questions are about what, and how well, these methods of
analysis ure able to capture the sense-making processes of organizationai
members.
As far as validity of method is concemed, a number of scholars argue that
use of an appropriate methodology makes it possible to capttire and repre-
sent the mental constructs that effectively guide actors in their everyday
behaviour (Huff 1990: Fiol and Huff 1992; Walsh 1995). According to
these scholars, both individuals and organizations process information from
the environment using some form of knowledge structure, that is 'a men-
tal template that individuals impose on an information to give it form and
meaning' (Walsh 1995: 281). Hence the study of the links and indebted-
ness of organizational cognition to cognitive psychology and artificial intel-
ligence (AI). which bases its research on this premise and from which not
only its implicit assumptions have been borrowed, but also mapping and
representation tools.
The intuition that underpins mainstream cognitive science and AI is that in
its essential features, intelligence — which includes human intelligence —
so closely resembles an information processor, that cognition can. in fact,
be defined as the computation of symbolic representations (Varela et al.
1991: Strati and Nicolini 1997). Symbolic representations and mental struc-
tures therefore play a pivotal role in the whole approach: together, they
encapsulate a complex phenomenon; a process which, on the one hand,
draws upon, and on the other reconstructs and gives order to, independent
elements found in an external environment with pre-established character-
istics. At the same time, symbolic representations and mental structures
play a mediating role between stimulus and response, so that the aim of
the approach is to assign causal properties to pec^le's desiderata, convic-
tions and volition: that is to say, to establish whether they are representa-
tive or above all intentional, physically possible, and capable of generating
behaviour. Accordingly, it is legitimate — and indeed necessary — to posit
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a separate level of analysis and of entities which may be called the level
of 'representation', because this level is necessary to explain the variety of
human behaviour, thought and action (Gardner 1985). When a scientist
works at this level, s/he is dealing with representative entities such as
knowledge structures, symbols, rules and images — the matter of the rep-
resentation which lies midway between input and output. The task becomes
that of mapping the pattern of these representations as well as surfacing or
exploring the ways in which these representative entities are united, trans-
formed or contrasted.
There are, however, a small number of scholars who have raised doubts
about the possibility of mapping organizational cognitive structures.
Narayan and Fahey (1990), for example, suggest that the correlation
between 'true' and revealed causal maps is never perfect and is shaped by
the nature of the public discourse and the context in which it takes place.
In other words, the nature of the context of disclosure and the presence of
a good reason for concealing the content of the map, such as, for example,
a highly competitive situation, may interfere with the researcher's effort to
determine the nature of 'the lenses that filter data and constitute the means
by which data are interpreted' (ibid: 111).
Positions such as the one just described reveal that the questions about
validity and veridicality of the rendition of mental representations, instead
of producing a divide between those who assert that mental structures are
accessible to external inquiiy and those who doubt it, may constitute a fun-
damental dimension of agreement between the two. Both approaches, in
fact, posit a distinction between information environment, knowledge struc-
ture and information processors, either individual or collective, thus sub-
scribing, albeit implicitiy, to the dualist idea of a distinction between world
and mind, which, after all, is a necessary premise for claiming the medi-
ating role of mental structure. In other words, they both subscribe to the
existence of mental structures, although for some authors access to such
structures is somewhat problematic.
There is, finally, a group of authors who adopt a more cautious ontologi-
cal and epistemic stance toward the whole issue of mapping organizational
cognition. Axelrod, one of the pioneers of causal maps, while apparently
not disregarding the possible existence of group knowledge structures,
excluded from the outset the possibility of capturing the thought processes
of organizational actors by means of analytical tools. According to the
author, the term 'cognitive' in the expression 'cognitive maps' should not
mislead us; maps are by no means able to produce inferences regarding
what organizational decision makers or actors actually believe; they merely
give order and graphic representation to their overt statements (Axelrod
1976).
A similar position has been taken up more recentiy by Eden (1988, 1992)
and Cossette and Audet (1992). They point out that the claim that any dif-
ferent types of cognitive maps have an ability to describe, simulate, or pre-
dict thinking is problematic. Cognitive maps are representations of
representations, and therefore they cannot be claimed to capture 'what is
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in the mind of the organizational actor': thought processes and discourse
structure interact and interfere with one another, especially in the presence
of a particular representative methodology and of a researcher who gives
specific configuration to the context in which the cognitive map is con-
structed. Maps should therefore be regarded only as instruments of depic-
tion and representation which aid the discussion and analysis «il certain
modes of thought and explanation of events. Nevertheless, maps are
extremely useful, because the opportunities they afford to produce, and
interact with, a description of the ways in which certain classes of phe-
nomena are interpreted become the basis for a self-reflection experience
which produces learning and change. The present paper will build on sim-
ilar critical and non-realist epistemic premises, although in our case they
derive from the adoption of a post-positivist approach to the study of orga-
nizing processes (Cooper and Law 1995; Chia 19%).
Methods for mapping organizational cognition, as for any other represen-
tational system and ordering strategy, do not limit themselves to codifying
the reality *out there' in terms of tacts, objects and events, but construct
these elements of the reality they describe by highlighting certain aspects
and concealing or contrasting others.
Our purpose here, therefore, is not that of validating and refuting the exis-
tence of maps or representations as much as exploring to what extent (some)
methods for mapping organizational cognition help us deepen our under-
standing of the cognitive and ideational dimension of the organizing process
by 'creating' meaningful and relevant descriptions and renditions.
Because methodologies are 'dispositives' for seeing and for not seeing, our
interest here is in investigating what different methods allow us to see, their
capacity to provide relevant descriptions of the cognitive aspects of the
processes of organizing, iind the balance between what these methodolo-
gies highlight and conceal as well as identifying the compromises, ambi-
guities and contradictions that these methods have to sustain in order t(>
produce their representation of reality.
One may note here that the structure of the present paper testifies to a pro-
gressive theoretical transition brought to bear by the reflexive act of telling
and re-telling the 'data' in the process of writing. As clearly spelled out in
the next section, the original aim of the research was simply to 'mad test'
and compare two methods for mapping organizational cognition. In this
sense, the original research design was still bearing traces of what we may
call 'second generation realism', a problem which we share with many
other authors in this and other areas of organization studies.
In fact, much of the existing literature on cognitive methods of organiza-
tional analysis is affected by what Steve Woolgar calls the 'splitting and
inversion model ot discovery' (1988). According to this perspective, the
representationalist and modernist project of science and knowledge is based
on an institutionalized process of forgetting. In the beginning, notions used
to speculate about the world from the legitimate focus of investigative work.
However, the 'objects' created by these speculations very quickly assumed
a life of their own. If sufficient social support has been mobilized, the exis-
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tence of the (new) object becomes 'natural' because it has been institu-
tionalized (Douglas 1986). This produces an inversion, giving the impres-
sion that the fact itself triggered the original researcher's interest and not
vice versa. Scholars and researchers of the second generation, forgetful or
subordinate to those who produce 'knowledge', or decentralized or mar-
ginal to them, are therefore legitimated in thinking of the new object as a
'fact' and in arming themselves with questionnaires, measuring scales and
other scientific tex)ls, before setting off to verify the distinctive features of
this 'fact'.
The impossibility of discussing 'things' such as a collective mind, mental
structures, maps and representations separate from the theory and practices
necessary to 'bring them to life', became more and more apparent during
the writing process, in view of some of the research results. As a conse-
quence, the author embraced a more coherent non-realist approach and
started to question some of the assumptions implicit in the methods selected
for comparison. This resulted in the discussion on the intrinsic weaknesses
of maps as diagnostic elevices to be found in the final section of this
paper.

Testing Cognitive Methods in the Fieici

^ w Alms of ttio Rososroh
This study was prompted by the researchers' interest to 'road test' two
different cognitive analysis methodologies with the intention of highlight-
ing their differences and observing and understanding both consequences
deriving from the diversity of each approach and (possibly) differing effi-
cacy in shedding light on the cognitive aspects of the organizing process.
To this end, the research design provided for participants to express their
own opinions on the diversities of the descriptions prexluced. The work is,
therefore, an example of qualitative research to compare two different
methodologies in action within the cognitive analysis of an organization
field.

The research was designed to identify two cognitive methodologies of orga-
nizational analysis that were sufficiently different as regards the research
tradition in which they were created, their methods of data gathering and
processing, and the manner in which they represented their results. We also
wanted two methods supported by a sufficient level of epistemological
sophistication: many of the methodologies put forward for mapping orga-
nizational cognition are often weak and quite rudimentary, with a frail the-
oretical background. Whilst substantial effort has been put into the
development of sophisticated computing and comparing techniques
(Mark6czy and Golberg 1995; Laukkanen 1998), less attention has been
devoted to the specificity of the object of analysis, so that researchers have
ex:casionally neglected specific issues related to eliciting cognitive prexresses.
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In other words, we were Icxiking for approaches that paid .sufficient atten-
tion to the development of adequate methexls of inquiry appropriate to the
particular object of analysis — i.e. sense-making processes and the processes
of organizational thinking. Finally, we were looking for methods that were
at least in part attuned to our personal constructivist agenda and our bias
for qualitative research. The latter criteria, of course, restricted the choice
of approaches and reduced their span of divergence.
Our choice fell on causal maps constructed according to the theoretical
indications of Michel Bougon (198.^. 1986. 1992; Bougon el al. 1990), and
on social representations as theorized by French social psychologist Serge
Moscovici and his associates (Moscovici ]%9, 1981; Farr and Moscovici
1984: Abric 1984; Di Giacomo 1985; Farr 1987.1993; Jodelet 1991). which
appeared to meet our requirements. The former is based on a cycle of .self
interviews and combines, in a non-traditional way, elements of cognitive
psychology with concepts derived from phenomenology, cybernetics and
system theory (Bougon 1992); the latter comprises the quantitative analy-
sis of textual data gathered by open-ended interviews and stems from the
tradition of French social psychology and Durkhemian sociology; the for-
mer openly accepts the notion of individual schemata while the latter aspires
to resist the individualistic reductionism common elsewhere in social psy-
chology (McKinlay and Potter 1987); one is focused on capturing inter-
related patterns of individual perception, the other strives to elicit the
form, content and function of collective ideational processes which are gen-
erated in. but are not reducible to. communication and dialogue between
individuals (Moscovici 1985). The two approaches will be described in
brief later.

The8atting
The research was carried out in an Italian factory of a leading multinational
company in the electrical engineering sector, renamed here 'Electra'. The
factory is situated in the north of Italy and is part of a network of
plants lcxrated in every part of the country. It employs a workforce of
5(X) people.

The General Design

Initially, the 18 subjects participating in the research were divided into three
groups, homogeneous in composition and characteristics (at least 10 years'
length of service, parity of roles, high school education). The interviewees,
all volunteers, represented the entire range of middle management (all the
middle managers of the firm participated in the experiment). The aims of
the research were explained to all members of the groups ('we are going
to compare two techniques aimed at representing certain aspects of the
organization'), and the purely academic scope of the study was stressed.
However, only two of the groups constructed the maps, working separately
and each using one methcxl only. The third group functioned as a discus-
sion group and only participated in the last meeting where the two maps
were displayed and discussed.
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The two groups who worked to elicit the cognitive map and the social rep-
resentation received the same input. In the attempt to elicit the fundamen-
tal categories used by members of the organization for making sense of the
organizing processes and the premises on which their action was based,
participants were asked the question 'What characteristics are required for
one to feel part of the Electra people, that is, to be approved and accepted
and successful in one's work?' Participants then responded according to
the procedure established by the respective methodologies.
At the end of the initial phase, the representation obtained was shown to
the members of the group that produced it; members were asked to com-
plete a short questionnaire concerning their degree of satisfaction with the
map they produced, and their level of self-recognition. Subsequently, all
three groups were invited to a plenary session at which the maps obtained
using the two different methodologies were presented, and at which they
were asked to express their opinion on the pereeived differences between
the representations.

The Research

The Comtnietion of Social Representation (iMethod 1)

The first method applied allows the construction of social representation
on the basis of textual data gathered from open-ended interviews conducted
individually with each participant, with the researcher in the role of inter-
viewer.
The basic premise of this method is the notion of social representation,
introduced in the early sixties by the French social psychologist Serge
Moscovici. Moscovici argued for the existence of socially determined uni-
verses of opinion — i.e. social representations — which operate at both
the cognitive level, in that they propose consensually validated symbolic
expressions of social relationships, and at the behavioural level in that they
help orient and direct collective action (Moscovici 1969, 1981, 1984; Farr
1987).
According to Moscovici. social representations are a cognitive system at
the social level which enable reality to be grasped and organized. By means
of conununication, individuals and groups confer a physical reality on ideas
and images, on systems of classification and denomination. In short, social
representations can be defined as the elaboration of an object by a com-
munity which enables its members to behave in a comprehensible manner
and to communicate. They are cognitive systems with a logic and language
allowing the members of a community to organize the conditions and con-
texts of their interactions. On the one hand, social representations allow
individuals and groups to construct a coherent vision of reality, which they
use to orient their behaviour. On the other, they are the outcome of men-
tal activity modulated by the features of the social situation in which they
are produced (Gherardi 1998).
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According to some authors, social representations articulate around a cen-
tral nucleus surrounded by peripheral elements (Abric 1984; Di Giacomo
1985; Farr 1993). The central nucleus, which consists of the attitudinal
component, can be called the '.site of coherence'. It is the chief organizer
of the representation, the discriminating element with respect to which all
the representative elements are organized and endowed with meaning.
Given these characteristics, the central nucleus is the most stable part of a
social representation, 'that is. the one most opposed to change' (Abric 1984:
213).
The network of meanings attributed to a representation gives rise to a 'field
of representation'. This is an outright 'map' which restores the object of
the representation reconstructed according to the nature, needs and beliefs
of the group of individuals whose interest it has aroused. The particular
configuration of the field evidences the coherence of the field of represen-
tation via the evaluation and selection of the information gathered about
the object represented.

Eliciting Sociai Representations
According to the authors who first introduced the notion, the best way to
identify social representations is to conduct some sort of analysis of the
content of written/oral texts (Farr and Moscovici 1984). In fact, this is the
method usually employed to identify social representations in the French
tradition.
In our study, we used a quantitative technique for text analysis, known as
'analysis of similarity' (analise de similitude) based on the computing of
co-occurrence in textual data (Degenne and Verges 1973).
The 'analysis of similarity' is a quantitative technique by which it is pos-
sible to .single out the significant relations among the parts of a whole.
Introduced by Claude Flament to the study of social representations, the
'analysis of similarity' is based on the fundamental assumption that two
themes are cognate if subjects use them together. The technique, therefore,
measures the co-occurrence between elements of text and repre.sents results
in a graph plotted from the relations linking pairs of variables. Although
the 'analysis of similarity' is capable of capturing only one dimension of
the complex relations within the social representation, it has often been
used for this purpose, as it offers the advantage of not requiring any 'strong'
preliminary hypothesis on the nature of the relations between elements
(Flament 1981).

Data were gathered using open interviews on individuals. The researcher
proposed the initial input question (see above) used for all members of the
two groups, then supported the eliciting process by formulating general
open questions. All interviews were taped, transcribed, and codified by the
researchers on the basis of a number of dinnensions of interest relative to
the theme of analysis. In the next phase, similar codes used by the inter-
viewees to refer to the same dimension were abstracted, synthesized and
categorized.
It was now possible to progress to the quantitative elaboration phase. As
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well as calculating absolute frequency of categories, thereby revealing the
number of times the empirical indicators appeared, we analyzed the co-
occurrence of different categories. Examination of the co-presence of indi-
cators in individual interviews yielded co-occurrence indices, enabling
significant relations among variables to be described. The result is a hier-
arehical tree of relations (the 'maximum tree') of differing indices of co-
occurrence between categories. The maximum tree can be 'dis-entangled'
into a graphic representation (see Figure 1) indicating both the level of co-
occurrence between categories and their frequency in the interviews. The
frequency of appearance of categories during interview is represented by
the diminishing size of the circles. The strength of the co-occurrence index
is represented by the thickness of the lines connecting categories. When
combining the two criteria and arranging the most frequently occurring and
most closely connected categories at the centre, the .social representation
nucleus becomes immediately apparent.
The diagram (overleaf) shows that the social representation of the charac-
teristics required 'to feel oneself part of the Electra people, that is, to be
approved and accepted and successful in one's work' is mainly organized
around a solid nucleus of categories coupling pride with operational skills.
All five of the most frequent and tightly related categories refer, in fact, to
dimensions of the 'doing': to be approved and accepted in the firm one has
to 'know how to do'(lO), exhibit behavioural (11) and 'instrumental skills'
(9: computeracy, foreign languages), be operational (3) and show pride in
being a member of the firm (I). One may suggest that the nucleus of the
social representation of acceptance revolves around the notion of mem-
bership and dedication through competent action. This is, after all, not so
surprising in view of the fact that the interviewees were middle managers
in a well-established manufacturing firm with a long tradition and history.
Just below this, the lower-order constellations which have strong links with
the core confirm and reinforee this association of contents: becoming a
leader requires knowledge of how to be operational (3), but belief in the
firm is also required (4); the knowledge required should concern both indi-
vidual and group behaviour (5). and non-acceptance of company charac-
teristics is a strong factor of disapproval (23). Note however, the element
of chance involved (14).
The graph also conveys information on the missing or weak relationships
that it displays.
For example, it is notable that 'becoming the company' (31), meaning
accepting the corporate ideology, is linked with (3) 'being operational' (a
very pragmatic way of looking at things indeed!) but not, for example, with
'pride in being a member of the firm' (I).
At the same time, while the categories which, in a sense, qualify the notion
of behavioural skills [upper left part of the figure; (32,15,7) and constella-
tion (8,18,15,29,35)] all rotate around the notion of 'making everybody
responsible'(32), these are not significantly related to other important
dimensions of corporate policy (lower right part of the map) such as a flat-
tening hierarchy (30) and even teamwork (34 and its constellation). In fact.
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the impression is that respondents distinguish and differentiate between
what they see as typical line manager behavioural skills (upper part of the
map: being moderate (7), maintaining good relationships with collabora-
tors (19), meeting targets (28), customer oriented (8), controlling and dis-
missing those who do not reach their targets (33, 33, 24) and corporate
policy 'catchwords' [lower right: teamwork (34), corporate and customer
satisfaction (2S, 26), creativity (13). flat hierarchy (30)].
In a sense, the social representation suggests that interviewees tend to dis-
tinguish between appurtenance to the firm and to the company. This may
be partly explained by the fact that the research was carried out in the
period following the acquisition of the previously European-owned firm by
a North American multinational. This had brought perceptible changes in
management style, with a series of cultural initiatives (such as vision
enhancement, tests on the organizational climate, total quality promotion)
the effects of which emerged during the research. Signs of concerns raised
by the transition appear in the form of an insistent reference, in the map,
to change as a success factor within the firm (changing mentality, being
open to change, not changing mentality). However, the insistence on relo-
cation as a success factor suggests that people at Electra perceive it as a
microcosm with a set identity and reduced possibilities for success and
career advancement. In a sense, the message is: 'if you want to be accepted
here work hard and well, but if you want to become successful "become
the company" and move on'.

The Conslruction of Cognttive Maps Using the Self Q Test (Method ^

The 'Self Q Test' is a sophisticated step-by-step technique developed by
Michael Bougon to plot individual and organizational causal maps. It is
based on the combination of self-interviews with a number of structured
activities in order to identify a network of concepts connected by causal
relations (causal map) without requiring the interviewee to generate a com-
plete, abstract representation (Bougon 1983; Weick and Bougon 1986;
Bougon et al. 1990; Bougon 1992).
The Self Q methodology seeks to circumvent the problems of researcher
access and influence which place major limitations on the validity of the
'data' used to construct causal maps. The 'Self Q Test', its inventor claims,
is non-directive and non-reactive, because it transfers much of the respon-
sibility for the organization, execution and validation of data-gathering and
map construction from the interviewer to the interviewee. This should help
rather than hinder the collection of significant information. The method is
also based on the creation of a self-exploratory 'setting' which helps to
forestall the tendency of actors to repeat, even individually and privately,
the theories proclaimed at official levels in their organizations. Bougon
declares that due to certain features (minimization of interference, high
level of feedback, use of the organizational actors' own expressions and
language), the 'Self Q Test' is the cognitive technique that most closely
resembles sophisticated ethnographic methods of data-gathering.
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In following up research previously conducted with Weick and others
(Bougon et al. 1977: Weick and Bougon 1986), Bougon has Hanked the
'Self Q Test' with a theory on the connection between individual und col-
lective causal maps. A causal map is a particular form of cognitive map.
comprising a set of concepts connected by causal relations. At, u form of
representation, causal maps consist of networks of concepts linked by logic-
causal operators.

EllcWng IndMdual Causal Mapa Uahig the SaM Q Teat
The construction of cognitive maps was a specific area of interest for this
research study. The present work is one of the first (and few) cases of the
literal application of the methodology introduced by Bougon et al. in 1977
and subsequenUy developed, both methodologically and theoretically, by
Bougon. It represents, therefore, a sort of validation by repetition, made
even more stimulating by Eden's (1992) observation, already mentioned,
that cognitive mapping using the Self Q Test is one of the few complete
and mature methodologies developed to date. In view of this situation, great
care was taken to adhere as closely as possible to the indications provided
by Bougon (although, as we shall shortly see. this was not always possi-
ble). More specifically, in constructing the individual cognitive maps, the
procedures set out in Bougon et al. (1990) were applied.
During the first interview (conducted on an individual basis), in a non-
directive manner, concepts and notions were gathered. Interviews pro-
ceeded in anomalous fashion because researchers asked the interviewee to
formulate his/her own questions on the topic under examination, hence the
name of the methodology. Once the questions were transformed by the
researcher into concepts and notion.s (preserving, however, the original
wording), interviewees were asked to establish the causal links between
concepts, using a simple cross-referencing system. In practice, the partici-
pants were asked to indicate which notions influenced others, whether pos-
itively or negatively, and to what extent (little, quite a lot. or considerably).
On the basis of these data, the researchers drew up individual maps for
each of the participants. Adjacency matrices were constructed and then, by
successive multiplication, the reachability matrices between concepts were
identified. Concepts were thus ordered according to their in-degree level
(arrival connections, i.e. influences undergone) and out-degree level (depar-
ture connections. i.e. influences on the other nodes in the map). According
to the theory propounded by Bougon et al. (1977), concept n(xles with ii
high level of in-degree level should be interpreted as describing the goal
of the action described by the other nodes. This made it possible to order
the nodes according to a hammock-shaped scheme (etiogram) in which the
causal factors or presuppositions lie on the left, the means towards the cen-
tre, and the effects or goals on the right.

From Individual to Collactlva Cauaal Mapa: CrypHc Nodaa and Synonymy
Bougon (Bougon et al. 1990) claims that individual cognitive maps are
indeed connected and that they do constitute a single underlying cognitive
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stracture responsible for the organization and strategies of action of any
social system. This shared map, however, is highly dynamic and is con-
stantly enacted and re-negotiated in action. Moreover, the shared map is
based on a small number of connections between individual maps. Accord
is not produced at a deep level among the cognitive maps of organizational
members; only superficial elements known as 'label-expressions' (in the
sense of the label on a tin) are involved, left deliberately cryptic to enable
concerned parties to interpret them opportunistically. Bougon, therefore,
maintains a strong, linguistic-based constnictionist perspective on oigani-
zational phenomena: organizing activities are not based on, and do not give
rise to, shared meanings. At the heart of organizing phenomena lie the
never-ending processes of meaning negotiation, based on label expressions.
The cryptic concepts (i.e. the label expressions) thus provide both the mate-
rial for everyday organizing activities and, in our case, the building blocks
with which collective maps can be constructed on the basis of individual
ones.
However, constructing collective causal maps on the basis of Bougon's the-
ory and methodology encounters various problems and raises issues. As
already mentioned, Bougon, after exploring and discarding various 'empir-
ical' methods for the construction of collective maps' on the basis of indi-
vidual ones, introduced tiie idea of cryptic labels (cryptic nodes) as the
guiding theory and practice for the construction of (congregate) collective
maps of social systems.
The cryptic nodes in a map correspond to those assertions which, internally
to the social system, 'glue' organizational processes together by enabling
members with different goals to co-ordinate their action in order to achieve
mutually advantageous outcomes. Consequently, these label notions must
remain partially indefinite or non-inteq»eted, that is, cryptic. Only thus
does it become possible to act jointly, despite the presence of conflicting
ways of viewing and constructing both the world and the results of action
(Weick 1979a, 1979b; Bougon 1992). The cryptic nodes are the points at
which the cognitive maps connect, and at which the co-ordinated action
constituting the organizational process therefore becomes possible.
The problem is how to identify these nodes. Unlike the case of individual
causal maps, Bougon's indications are of little help here because they are
vitiated by circular reasoning. He defines cryptic nodes as those which unite
the individual maps, but when giving operational instructions on how to
identify them, he does no more than state that '... the nodes that unify the
individual maps are the cryptic nodes' (Bougon 1992: 382).
The solutions proposed by Bougon for the elimination of this awkward tau-
tology belie the previously described quasi-ethnographic and non-intrusive
approach. On the one hand, in fact, he suggests that the researcher should
search for possible 'key informants' within the organization; that is, those
of its members conversant with the most significant issues and who may
be termed 'cryptic'; on the other, he advises suggesting to them a number
of very general questions — 'industry recipes' (Spender 1989) — which,
because they are widely accepted, may be useful references as cryptic
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nodes. However, these suggestions do introduce a marked degree of
methodological confusion and interference by the researcher. To prevent
this, we adopted a methodology for identifying the cryptic nodes coherent
with the non-intrusive approach of the previous (individual) stage. Our rea-
soning was as follows:
If members of the system recognize themselves in certain label statements,
there must be at least one convergence on them in the synonymous judge-
ments of actors. That is to say, at least at the linguistic level, there must
be some 'soft' form of agreement, although this does necessarily mean that
such agreement also extends to the way in which these statements are under-
stood and interpreted. Members of the organization must therefore acknowl-
edge that their expressions are 'similar to', 'relatable to' and sometimes
'substitutable with' those of otiiers, although this similarity may not resist
deeper interpretative analysis. It is therefore possible to identify the cryp-
tic nodes by asking the actors to search among the nodes of other actors'
maps for the label expressions that they consider to be synonymous with
their own. The most frequently selected statements are those recognized as
reflecting the expressions of many of the actors, and they may be regarded
as the points at which the actor's own map overlaps with those of others.
In order to identify the cryptic nodes, therefore, one proceeds by individ-
ueUly asking the actors themselves to indicate which of the statements made
by other actors are substitutable (synonymous) with their own.
In contrast to the researchers' expectations, while actor A considered one of
his/her descriptions to be synonymous with one of actor B's, the latter con-
sidered his statement to be synonymous with C's, and so on. That is, the request
did not produce a series of two-way canespondences, but a chain of synonymy
which led firom one label node to one or several others, i.e. to a further net-
woik which constituted the m ^ of the 'circulation' of the synonyms. Since
the actors work individually and without interacting, it is unlikely that nodes
will emerge that every actor will recognize as synonymous with their own and
which, therefore, will certainly be cryptic nodes.
In the spirit of Bougon's work, the ciyptic nodes in the collective map were
identified by means of the same procedure used to construct the individual
causal maps, deliberately avoiding open interaction between the partici-
pants. By applying the criterion according to which the nodes receiving tiie
largest number of synonyms may be considered to be those which best
summarize the meaning of all the others and which are therefore most likely
to constitute cryptic nodes, the in-degree level of the various nodes was
once again calculated in order to construct a hierarchy of nodes in descend-
ing order of 'crypticality'. The most cryptic nodes were those with the high-
est in-degree of synonymy, because they best summed up the characteristics
under investigation. The cryptic nodes were used to construct the collec-
tive cognitive map: the most cryptic nodes were placed in the same posi-
tions allocated to them by interviewees in their individual maps, and links
among nodes were transposed from individual maps. The collective cog-
nitive map created from the cryptic nodes identified by means of the above
methodology is shown in Figure 2.



Figure 2
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The causal map representing the characteristics required tor peer-group
acceptance pivots on notions of dignity, respect and good relations (not
only doe.s this node occupy a central position in the map. il i.s also the most
cryptic node, i.e. the most widely-shared notion). Assertiveness and seli-
respect are perceived as a point of departure, while 'demonstrating with
facts' is presumably perceived as an objective to work towards. Also worth
noting are the numerous plus signs, which indicate amplifying loops, i.e.
chain reactions in which each factor causally amplifies all the others. This
feature can be readily explained, since the map is made up of 'positive'
nodes. The only loop that tends to stabilize itself is also positive
(19-> 17 - 18->20-> 19: not forfeiting oneself helps one to make a personal
contribution, which bears out the fact that working creatively will prove
right with time, which in itself reduces the need for self-defense and
enhances non-self-renunciation...).

Feedback from the Participants

On conclusion of the research, about three months after the interviews, the
two representations were presented to all the interviewees and discussed.
The two diagrams were returned to the interviewees, who were asked to
assess, on a scale from one to five, the extent to which the map managed
to capture the characteristics indicated in the initial input. Both members
of the group generating the social representation and the causal map claimed
to be quite satisfied with the capacity of the charts to represent what they
had said. Members of the group generating the social representation
assigned an average score of 4 (std. dev. 0) to their degree of satisfaction
with the results of the map. The causal map constructed using the 10 mosi
cryptic nodes produced an average level of satisfaction equal to 4.3 (std.
dev. 0.44).
This was the first opportunity for members of groups I and 2 to examine
each other's results, while both representations were presented to the third
group for the first time. All participants were asked to complete a .short
questionnaire designed to bring out any major differences between the two
representations.
Approximately half the participants stated that they did not pereeive major
differences between the two representations. The same statistic applied to
all three groups — in fact, the control group were split by exactly half on
the matter.
Most of those who discerned substantial differences provided the follow-
ing reasons for doing so:
1. The causal map gave greater emphasis to emotional aspects (feeling at
ease) and provided a better description of fieatures to do with the size of
the group and the sense of belonging. It was also more oriented towards
the ideal dimension (what we would like to be) and adhered more closely
to the language of what the company ought to be.
2. The description of the social representations captured everyday reality
better, but more 'coldly'. It was therefore a more accurate portrayal tif
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everyday life and concerns than the other representation. Both methods,
however, yielded a general picture which was not effectively specific to
the organization that they represented; they therefore tended to be general
and somewhat generic.
3. Both representations strongly reflected themes and notions promoted by
the company, i.e. they corresponded to the corporate 'vision'. Both repre-
sentations therefore conveyed a version of reality which adhered to the offi-
cial one.
4. Finally, the diagram used to depict the results of the analysis of the
social rqiresentations was more schematic, and therefore easier to consult
and understand than the causal map 'box and arrows' chart. However, it
was less rich in information and less vivid (because of the 'technical' man-
ner in which the nodes were formulated).

Discussion

The initial aim of the present research study was to show the differences
between the two cognitive methods of organizational analysis, regarding
their capacity to provide a 'deep' and relevant description of cognitive and
thinking processes in the organization.
It was an assumption of the researchers that the two approaches differed
both theoretically and methodologically: one stems from a combination of
psychology and cybernetics and is based on a cycle of self interviews; the
other is rooted in the tradition of French social psychology and sociology
and is based on the analysis of textual data gathered by open-ended inter-
views.
The two representations, in fact, paint quite different pictures of the ways
in which group members make sense of their own being in the organiza-
tion. This was confirmed by the participants who, as we have seen, recog-
nized the differences between results obtained by each method, but noted
that these differences became less relevant because of the generality of
description and adherence to the official corporate language of account-
ability.
The social representation suggests that this group of managers perceives
the identity of the firm as being partially separate from that of the corpo-
ration and associates their sense of appurtenance and pride more with the
former than the latter. This identity, which defines the local 'culture' of
being at work, is very much pragmatically oriented and strongly based on
practices and 'doing'. Such pragmatism includes the awareness that to suc-
ceed one has to reach a pact with corporate policy, expectations and terms
of accountability. The representation seems to indicate that approval and
success are perceived as being different because they refer to different social
spheres.
This last point is also alluded to in the causal map, the focus of which, how-
ever, is quite different. The causal map tells us a story of interpersonal rela-
tions fix)m which conflict and politics are completely absent. The map has
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an overall positive and 'aspirational' overtone. Using a person-centred
vocabulary, it focuses especially on the needs and feelings deemed neces
sary to establish or nuiintain amicable and harmonious human relations in
the workplace. According to the causal map, respect, dignity and mutual
consideration, as opposed to practice and operationality, constitute the pivoi
of the sense of appurtenance. Most strikingly, most of the nodes in the causal
map retain an individual perspective — many of them are in fact framed a.s
individually oriented prescription in the form of 'you shall...'.
Whilst the social representation offers a broader and more meaningful
overview of the category of social inclusion and acceptance, the Self Q
Test managed to capture 'hotter' cognitive elements, mainly as a result of
the setting created by the self-interview and of the opportunities provided
for the interviewees to make repeated comparisons with the results of their
reflections. However, the inward focus created by the person-centred inter-
view, as well as the non-interactive procedure to derive a congregate map
prescribed by the methodology, combine to produce a rendition that looks
more like an individual map widely acceptable within the group than u
description of collective processes. One of the reasons for this outcome
derives from an apparent contradiction between the theory and the method-
ology propounded by Bougon.

Although Bougon and his colleagues indicate that cognitive maps are
dynamic and subject to a continuous process of negotiation and change,
what we really produced following their methodology was just a snapshot
of the cireulation of meanings within the group. The circulation, of which
we saw only the initial 'frame', will only develop and find points of equi-
librium through the conversation and negotiation of meaning which takes
place within the socio-affective and political dynamics of the system (Walsh
and Fahey 1986). Had the participants been allowed to interact, the chain
of synonyms would have been rapidly transformed into the kind of close-
ended discussion typical of the organizations to which we belong on a daily
basis. The shared map, if there is one. would be the result of a social process
that the methodology explicitly excludes. Moreover, mapping the process
of negotiation would provide data that are as significant as the map itself.
In this case, however, we would end up with something different from a
map, probably with a nice story. Because sense making is always sense-
in-the-making — and Bougon also seems to agree (Bougon et al. 1990) —
we must therefore recognize that even the most sophisticated cognitive map-
ping methods can only provide a poor representation of the process of orga-
nizing, in that it lacks the instruments for rendering the dynamic, negotiated
dimension of organizational life.-
The Self Q method would therefore be better considered and used as a low-
intrusive tool for investigating cognitive and affective processes of the orga-
nization, with a view to subsequent joint reflection on them. Because of
the individual involvement and active role in the construction of the indi-
vidual maps, it may constitute a powerful input in activities of group devel-
opment and consensus building. However, because of its incapacity to
overcome the individual bias built into its methodological premises, and
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because of the level of involvement and energy required by each of the
paiticipants, it is less suitable for capturing broader processes of collective
sense making.
It must be noted, however, that the structure of the research itself prevented
a sharp distinction between the efficacy of the information-gathering
method and the form of the representation. Assessments of the method were
therefore ambiguous, because they addressed two elements simultaneously.
There is a suspicion that the results of the study tell us more about the
emotional tonality conveyed by the graphic representation (the cause map
has words, the social representation only numbers) than the mapping tech-
niques.
This consideration provides a useful indication for those willing to use cog-
nitive mapping. The choice of an appropriate graphical method of repre-
senting it constitutes a critical aspect of research, especially since the
research design includes feeding back results to participants. Causal maps,
albeit very rich in content and revealing to researchers, can be baffling to
those unfamiliar with the network representational codes. At least in our
case, according to some of the participants' comments, part of the explana-
tory power of the causal map was lost due to difficulty in perceiving the
meaning of the arrows and differences implicit in nodal positions.
Taking into account the fundamental negotiated nature of meaning in orga-
nization helps us to understand the level of generality (almost triviality) of
the statements contained in both maps and promptly indicated by partici-
pants.
The fact that the m^s were very general may well derive from defects in
the research; for example, the characteristics of the input provided. The
vagueness may simply reflect the formulation of the original input or the
fact that the 'pure academic scope' of the study led researchers to ask ques-
tions that lacked meaning to those interviewed.
However, it is important to point out that in both the methodologies, gen-
erality as a feature is in part structural in the sense that it stems from the
theoretical framework.
Consider flrst the case of causal maps. Whenever the collective causal map
is constructed out of individual ones, using the most cryptic label nodes,
priority is automatically given to the least specific, least detailed and least
analytical statements. This, moreover, is implicit in the notion of 'crypti-
cality', itself: the label notions have to be generic if they are to act as the
screen on which the meanings of the organization members are projected.
The more general (almost banal) the statement, the easier agreement on
them becomes. This would explain Bougon's (1992) comment that indus-
try recipes are good candidates for cryptic-node status. Industry recipes
(Spender 1989) are judgements and statements valid for the entire business
sector, and are therefore statements as innocuous as they are widely
endorsed.
The method used to generate social representation avoids this problem by
exposing itself to a potential fallacy. As many authors have noted, in almost
all the empirical approaches to the study of social representations (indud-



852 Davide Nicolini

ing ours) the consensual nature of social representation is assumed.
Consensus is presupposed in analysis rather than being allowed to emerge
through analysis. Distinct social groups are assumed to share specific rep-
resentations while, in fact, the intra-group similarity is an artifact of the
procedure used so that an element of circularity is introduced into the
approach (Potter and Littoh 198.̂ ; Parker 1987). In our case, ibr example,
the 'shared' representation is constructed by the researcher with successive
abstractions. However, to produce concordance the researcher has to climb
the ladder of generality to a level that eliminates those variations and dif-
ferences which, when surfaced in an effective social conversation, would,
in fact, trigger conflict and process, as in the case discussed above. The
manufacture of consensus here hardly renders a 'deep' representation and
is very generic.
Our findings seem, then, to pose a dilemma between specification and gen-
erality in the construction of organizational cognitive maps, especially when
constructed jointly with organizational actors:
- when they are too specific, they provoke disagreement over the mean-
ings of the nodes. Significant in this respect is Langfield-Smith's (1992)
experience, when he was forced to give up his attempt to construct an
extremely detailed map by means of comparison and discussion because
of his subjects' repeated failure to reach agreement:
- when they are accepted too readily by the organizational members, the
maps usually comprise, as in our case, statements that are largely generic.
Finally, it is worth noticing that the generic nature of the content of the
maps, as well as their fundamental adherence to the official 'vision' and jar-
gon may well derive from problems of access, i.e. the role of the researcher
as prescribed by the two methodologies. In both cases, in fact, data were
collected through short interviews, no matter how non-traditional.
The attempt to uncover meaningful and relevant data on what people think
may well have been hampered by the fundamental unwillingness of mem-
bers to disclose sensitive opinions to researchers who were perfect strangers
to them.
Some authors suggest that this issue has been systematically underestimated
within the empirical study of social representation. Potter (1996) and Ibanez
(1994) attribute this lack of attention to the role of discursive practices and
social conditions of data gathering to contamination of the empirical study
of social representations by the most positivist-oriented North American
research tradition of social cognition.
At the same time, in our study, there was no evidence to bear out the
hypothesis that a structured, but low-interference, methodology like the Self
Q test produces results different from (and better than) those obtained from
a more traditional approach, such as the one used to gather data on social
representation.
Bougon declares that on account of a certain number of features (mini-
mization of interference, high level of feedback, use of the organizational
actons' own expressions and language), the 'Self Q Test' is the cognitive
technique that most closely approaches sophisticated ethnographic methods
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of data gathering: the creation of a self-exploratory 'setting' should help to
forestall the tendency of actors to repeat, even individually and privately,
the theories proclaimed at the official level of the organization.
However, in our study, participant assessments indicated that interpretation
and synthesis by the researcher is as effective if not more effective in shed-
ding light on reality beyond the level of the official accountable version of
things, as the actors themselves are, if left to work on their own.
One notes, then, that even a sophisticated methodology based on ethno-
graphic principles is unable, on its own, to take the place of personal rela-
tionship. Depth — i.e. the willingness of respondents to reveal opinions
that are at odds with the official version — is tied to the researcher's abil-
ity to build trust and, therefore, gain the confidence of members of the orga-
nization. As ethnographers have frequently reported, any short-cut which
seeks to replace participant observation with 'external' structured tools,
however sophisticated, yields unsatisfactory results. The members of the
community observed, in fact, tend to say what they believe the researcher
expects from them, and provide a version in keeping with the official norms
established by authority in that community.

Hnal Remarks

The results of our research experiment yield interesting information on the
two methodologies for mapping organizational cognitive processes.
The Self Q methodology allowed us to construct a causal map which was
capable of representing some of the normative principles of functioning
and accountability in the group of managers under scrutiny. The 'object'
produced by the methodology resembles a snapshot of a process, a partial
and fragmented view of how meaning is negotiated among members of the
organization, triggered by the sense-making task put forward by the
researcher. As a result of its particular data-gathering approach, based on
self-questioning sessions conducted individually, the method ended up
emphasizing the affective dimension of social relations within the group,
leaving uninvestigated other aspects of the organizational life.
The social representation, derived by applying a quantitative procedure to
data abstracted and coded from semi-structured interviews, was capable of
capturing a broader range of aspects of organizational thinking, including
some emergent distinctions between the identity of the group as a com-
munity of practice and the corporation as a wider social and power refer-
ence system. Although in a rather static way, this approach yielded a
somewhat more comprehensive representation of the categories used by the
members to make sense of the organizing process and their role in it.
Although the limitations of our study caution against drawing any final con-
clusion, the suggestion can be put forward that it might be possible to use
the two methodologies for different purposes. The methodology of cogni-
tive maps via the Self Q Test (survey technique + representative technique)
is more complex and sophisticated, but more suited to in-depth analysis of
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small sectors and groups, it is extremely useful as a point of departure tor
group discussion, although it needs external support for interpreting the
data in the map. The methodology (survey technique + representative tech-
nique) of social representations is a useful tool in that it provides u gen-
eral picture of the existing situation. As such, it could have a similar and
partially overlapping function with that of inquiries into the corporate cli-
mate.
At the same time, however, the portrait of organizational thinking processes
yielded by both methodologies is somewhat shallow and static, and indi-
vidual aspects are either explicitly present — as in the causal map. or con-
cealed by the methodology, as in the case of the social representation. As
stated above, this well may be the result of our research limitations, or a
weakness of the specific methodologies selected for our 'road test' - hardly
exhaustive of the list available to generate either causal maps or social rep-
resentation. There is, however, the further possibility that these problems
stem from more fundamental issues which affect both approaches: issues
that have more to do with the underlying theory than with the methodolo-
gies used in our research experiment.
As reported above, both approaches were chosen for this study because,
although stemming from different research traditions, they were suppos-
edly attuned with the personal constructivist agenda and the researchers'
bias for qualitative research. After all. Serge Moscovici and his associates
have forcefully argued against critics that social representation is funda-
mentally a constructivist approach, although some of its empirical appli-
cation may have surrendered to ways of speaking and writing influenced
by more positivist approaches (Moscovici 1984; Jovchelovitch 19%:
Wagner 1996). At the same time, Bougon sometimes maintains a strong,
linguistic-based constnictionist perspective on organizational phenomena,
at least when he argues that organizing activities are not based on. and do
not give rise to. shared meanings (Bougon 1992).
However, in spite of other differences (and in spite of the claims of the
two authors), both iqiproaches share at least two common features which
put them both at odds with constructivist principles. They both subscribe,
although inadvertently, to a representationalist approach and they both pro-
pound a model of social thinking as a fundamental ideational activity
sharply separated from current practices and the material world. It is our
contention that these features of the theory, behind the methods, hinder the
capacity of the two methods for mapping organizational cognition to yield
a rich, in-depth description of organizational cognition processes. In other
words, while the approaches reveal certain aspects of the organizational
cognition phenomena, at the same time, because of their basic assumptions,
they screen out other, potentially more meaningful, aspects.
In the first place, both approaches subscribe to the idea that ordinary peo-
ple live in a world of individual and/or social representations of things.
Although the introduction of a social dimension into the collective
ideational process constitutes a significant departure from the traditional
rendition of the human being as an individual information processor typi-
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cal of cognitivism, both theories still conform to what Steve Woolgar has
called 'the ideology of representation' (Woolgar 1988). Within this tradi-
tional train of thought, which lies at the core of the rationalist and posi-
tivist Western scientific tradition, representations and reality stand in a
mutually sustaining position generated within a model that depicts thought
as the mirror of nature (Rorty 1980).
In other words, the very notion of representation, map, conceptual scheme
or similar brings with it a number of ontological and epistemic conse-
quences, such as a fundamental dualism between reality and thought, a mir-
ror-like view of thinking and knowing, and the concept that nnind and
thought are inextricably related to human individuals and brains. Some of
the problems encountered by our methodologies, including the unresolved
individual level of analysis, may therefore be rooted in the incapacity of a
representationalist epistemology to solve some of the dualism generated by
its own principles. In a nutshell, the ideology of representation makes
researchers look for the wrong 'kind of things'.
Note that the power of the ideology is such that it defies any attempt to
take a more metaphorical and processual approach, such as, for example
in the case of Bougon. As mentioned above, Bougon (1992) takes a sophis-
ticated and dynamic approach, affirming that organizations and social sys-
tems are cognitive maps. However, as soon as he posits the very idea of
cognitive maps in relation to organizing processes, he readily opens up the
hunt for such maps, and it is inevitable that we end up looking for the map
that members use in their minds or heads to participate in organizational
processes. According to the philosopher Donald Davidson (1974), this pat-
tern of consequences, which in fact also applies to the theory of social rep-
resentations, stems from the very idea of a conceptual scheme (or cognitive
map): once introduced into any theory to explain collective behaviour, the
very idea of a conceptual scheme, map or representation introduces a sta-
tic and individual dimension that defies any processual view and becomes
itself an issue to be resolved within the theory.
As has been convincingly argued by a number of authors within many post-
positivist social psychology traditions, the only way out of many of the
problems generated by the ideology of representation inherited from the
positivist and neo-positivist approach to knowledge and cognition is to rec-
ognize that people do not live in a world of representations, but of discur-
sive productions and language games (Wittgenstein 19S3; Gergen 1985;
Potter 1996). Social representations and causal maps need to be re-con-
ceptualized as discursive productions and linguistic repertoires within a
wider general process of ordering and sense making, in which the emer-
gence of social order and the construction of social boundaries (such as
that of a 'group') become a phenomenon to be explained instead of an
assumption as part of a theory.
In the second place, both theories purport cognition and representation to
be pure 'thinking' processes, sharply separated from every day 'doing':
representations are mental formations, incessant babbles of conversations
(Moscovici 1984). Hence, maps and representations mostly operate as
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collective 'mental frameworks', so that the construction of reulily is. in
fact, a re-presentation (Ibanez 1994) more than a practical activity.
Although, in this paper, we have described in detail the painstaking prac-
tical activity necessary to construe our maps and representations of the
organization (which included very practical accomplishments such as tak-
ing buses and trains, phoning, writing, using tape recorders and comput-
ers), the theory itself introduces a sharp split between thinking and doing,
the mental and the practical, .so that the realm of symbols becomes sepa
rated from that of praxis.
In recent years, however, authors have begun to promote research pro-
grammes which abandon the assumption that knowing and making sense of
the world are mainly individual and mental processes, conceiving of them,
instead, as mainly .social and cultural phenomena. Through what Bruner and
Haste (1987) have described as a 'quiet revolution', the dominant model
which has implicitly conceptualized thinking and sense making as the effort
of individual actors processing information or modifying their mental struc-
tures has been confronted with an alternative view that sees individuals a.s
social beings who construct their understanding and leam from social inter-
action within specific socio-cultural settings. Authors in the field of cultural
psychology, building on the works of Vygotskij (1962), Mead (1934). and
Bruner (1986. 1991) have developed a perspective that conceives human
cognition and learning as being closely related to the material, symbolic,
and social context in which they take place.
In order to understand cognitive competencies, it is therefore necessary to
explore the specific contexts of activities and the social practices in which
they occur. Attention needs to shift from the sphere of the 'purely mental'
to that of discourse as a set of discursive activities and materials capable
of giving real form to an object or set of objects, together with the struc-
tures and practices involved in their production and circulation.
To understand organizational cognition, we need to focus on the local and
global discourses, that is. on the textual and expressive aspects of large-
scale patterns of ordering which reach through, and are performed in. the
network of the social. The sense of shallowness of the maps produced in
our research may well come from their incapacity to grasp the intentional
but not-subjective modes of ordering which speak through, act. and recur-
sively organize a full range of social materials (Law 1994: 112: see also
Foucault 1979. 1981). Thinking and sense making in organizations, as else-
where, are to be found as much as in what people say or say they think,
as much as in what they do and do not do, and in the artifact they use. It
is to this broader range of phenomena that we need to turn our attention
in future research.

N o t e s * This ittiearch was carried out jointly by Ihe author and Fausta Fabbri. While iis merits
should be divided equally, responsibility for the present essay lies solely with its author. My
sincere thanks go to Silvia Gherardi and Antonio Strati for their help in connection with this
article. I also wish to thank Sue Whittle and the anonymous reviewers for their thoughtful
comments and Moira Doheity for her editing work.
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1. Bougon et al. (1977) and Weick and Bougon (1986) indicate three diffierent kinds of supra-
individual causal map: assembled causal maps consisting of the simple matching of the pat-
terns of dyadic interaction which regulate the reciprocal action of oiganization members:
composite causal maps constructed by an external observer (the researcher or consultant)
who attempts to synthiesize the common perception of the group from individual causal maps:
and average-based causal maps derived 'artificially' by calculating the average of the order-
ing indices. In the latter case, it is possible to evidence both the 'average' cognitive map of
the group and the standard deviation of each of its individual components (see. in panicu-
lar. Ford and Hegaity 1984; Weick and Bougon 1986: Bougon 1990). Other methods for
comparison and analysis among maps have recently been proposed by Laukkanen
(1994,1998) and Maicdczy and Goldberg (I99S).
2. Considerations about the intrinsic static nature of mappings of dynamic processes also
apply to social representation. If we do not advance criticisms of incongruity between the-
ory and findings, it is because the very notion of social representation, at least in some ver-
sions of the theoiy. has often been accused of puiporting a static view of social life (Potter
and Litton 1985: McKinlay and Potter 1987: Ibanez 1994) and because theoiy and method-
ology have been intentionally decoupled (Moscovici 1988: De Rosa 1990: Breakwell and
Canter 1993).
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