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Adaptability or EfficiencyOrganizations, once established, tend not to change, typically going obso-
lete as society continues to evolve. This makes adaptability an important 
issue. 

Organizational members must make sense to each other, or coordination 
suffers. They must also make sense to environmental actors, or the organi-
zation will not achieve the support it needs to survive. This sense-making 
is a process of institutionalization, of constructing a shared understanding 
of the organization’s enterprise, business and environment. When environ-
mental actors adopt new priorities, ideas and modes of thinking, organiza-
tions must develop a new understanding of reality or go obsolete. To stay 
adaptable, organizations needs to contain competing perspectives. But the 
pressures to conform and to coordinate make it dif!cult for established 
organizations to adapt, trapped by the very bene!ts of increased ef!ciency. 

Using an agent-based model of organizational institutionalization, I show 
that an organization’s adaptability is highly dependent on structural ele-
ments that affect the member interaction frequencies, and that organiza-
tions that leverage the strength of weak ties between member groups can 
maintain adaptability. The effects of changes to any of these elements are 
decidedly non-linear, however, which helps explain why it is dif!cult to 
design effective organizations. 

Organizational structure is one part of a tri-partite framework of institu-
tional development in organizations and of organizational adaptability, 
where the other two parts are the individual characteristics of the members 
and the content of the organizational culture. 
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Chapter 1  Adaptability and the Effi-
ciency Trap

If one were to pick an industry at random and look at the population of com-
panies that  constitute it, one will find that some companies are thriving, able 
to out-compete their rivals. Some are declining or disbanding, unable to keep 
up with the competition. Others are in the process of establishing them-
selves, and some of these are brimming with new ideas that challenge the old 
and, in some cases, change the very rules of the game. A look at  some point 
later in time might  reveal that  the population has changed. Of the formerly 
successful companies, some may have disbanded while others continue to 
thrive. Of the companies that were establishing themselves, some did not 
survive while a few have grown to be worthy contenders in the game. The 
continued success of any one company can always be jeopardized by ill for-
tune, but  an organization’s survival is not  entirely a matter of chance. For 
instance, the ability of an organization to adapt to changes in its environment 
is determined by the organization itself. Adaptability is by no means auto-
matic; Stinchcombe observes, in his 1965 article, that organizations, once 
established, tend not  to change. Hence, they tend not  to be able to adapt ei-
ther. The present  work will occupy itself with organizational adaptability 
precisely because it is problematic, examining how and why adaptability is 
difficult to achieve. 

1.1  The Dangers of Efficiency
When organizations are establishing themselves, Stinchcombe elaborates, 
they must construct their social systems with the social resources available in 
their environments at that  time (1965:168). And in order to solve its prob-
lems, each organization “has to make commitments to outside and internal 
social forces” (1965:167). Thus the organization embeds itself in a time-and-
space-specific web of roles, routines, resources and relations, that ipso facto 
‘makes the resulting structure an institution rather than an dispensable tech-
nical device’ (ibid., emphasis mine). Stinchcombe further observes that  most 
new organizations flounder before they manage to become established. The 
death rate is especially high among those that  are innovative (or, in other 

 15



words, deviant). But the new organizations that  are successfully “making use 
of newly created means of harnessing wealth, power and moral commitment 
to organizational purposes” (1965:168) often destroy the old forms of or-
ganization. This destruction is to be expected. “Traditionalizing forces, the 
vesting of interests, and the working out of ideologies” (1965:169) tend to 
preserve the structures of already established organizations. Meanwhile, the 
world keeps turning, and the organizational environments continue to 
change, gradually driving into obsolescence those structures that  once were 
du jour, appropriate and relevant, allowing new organizations with new ideas 
the opportunity to seize the day. 

The primus motor of the processes of preservation is what Stinchcombe 
calls the ‘the liability of newness’ (1965:148). Any new alternative must be 
much more beneficial than the old to compensate for the costs of explora-
tion, that  is, the costs of learning to deal with and to make proper use of the 
unknown and untested alternative. But  even if a new alternative has proven 
benefits, the old organizations cannot  easily emulate the successful rookies, 
because the new organisations have no legacy, no pre-existing structures to 
dismantle. The costs of dismantling established relations and resources and 
unlearning established roles and routines double ‘the liability of newness’. 
The greater the investment  into an established structure, the greater the li-
ability of newness. Thus, an organization might not  embrace the newfangled 
ways until it  realizes that  its outdated and obsolete structures put its very 
survival in jeopardy. By then, it might be too late anyway.

1.1.1  The Stinchcombian efficiency trap
Since environments inevitably change, organizations that  are adapted to the 
new circumstances will drive any non-adaptive competitor into obsolescence 
and, eventually, oblivion. Organizational viability, the ability of an organiza-
tion to thrive in its environment in competition with its rivals for the support 
of the actors they depend on, can thus be seen as a matter of adaptability. But 
being well-adapted is not  enough if one’s competitors are equally adapted. 
To squeeze the most  competitiveness out  of any adaptation, an organization 
needs to be efficient and well-coordinated as well. But  improving organiza-
tional competence at existing routines increases ‘the liability of newness’ of 
future adaptations. March says, in his 1991 article “Exploration and exploita-
tion in organizational learning” (which is of some importance to this disser-
tation) that 

it is clear that exploration of new alternatives reduces the speed with which 
skills at existing ones are improved. It is also clear that improvements in 
competence at existing procedures make experimentation with others less 
attractive (1991:72). 
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This conflict of interests, where Stinchcombe’s point is that forces of preser-
vation and coordination tend to trump the forces of adaptation, constitutes 
what can thus be called the Stinchcombian efficiency trap. When changing 
circumstances cause an organization to become less effective in its relations 
and dealings with its environments, investments into increased efficiency can 
raise its short-term market performance. But in the long term, increasing 
one’s skill at  things that are losing their relevance in one’s environment is a 
dead-end strategy. Hence, organizations can become trapped by their own 
efficiency. This organizational phenomenon, and the larger issue of adapt-
ability to which it belongs, is the subject  of my dissertation. It  is motivated 
by the simple observation that  if adaptation over time was easy, all organiza-
tions would be doing it. Indeed, no organization would ever need disband 
unless it disbands of its own volition. 

1.1.2  The sad but instructive case of Facit AB 
Starbuck (1983) gives an account  of the fiasco of the Swedish company Fa-
cit  AB, which, to my mind, is a vivid illustration of Stinchcombe’s efficiency 
trap. The tale starts with a company that is very good at producing mechani-
cal calculators. The organization revolves around mechanical calculators, 
although the company has secondary operations producing typewriters and 
office furnishings. By 1970, Facit  was a very successful company with 14 
000 employees in 15 countries. When the electronic revolution started 
changing the world, Facit  did not  pay attention, because it  believed it was in 
the business of mechanical calculators and that  their customers were in the 
market for mechanical calculators. 

Relying on the company’s information-gathering program, the top managers 
surmised that Facit’s mechanical calculator customers would switch to elec-
tronics very slowly because they liked mechanical calculators.  Of course, 
Facit had no programs for gathering information from people who were buy-
ing electronic calculators (1983:92). 

In Facit’s understanding of the world, electronics was not  a relevant issue. 
Accordingly, 

electronics engineers were relegated to a small,  jointly owned subsidiary. The 
engineers within Facit itself concentrated on technologies that were clearly 
relevant for mechanical calculators (1983:92). 

While everyone else started using electronic calculators, Facit remained 
wedded to its obsolete understanding of the world even after two years of 
hardship, when it was forced to sell what  was left  of the company. The fiasco 
goes far beyond individual stupidity; it was caused by the vested interests 
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that permeated and preserved Facit’s organizational culture. The top manag-
ers kept trying to salvage the mechanical calculator business for two whole 
years, refusing to acknowledge that  their customers were migrating to elec-
tronic calculators. They tried to preserve the mechanical calculator factories 
and to slash costs by closing the typewriter and office furnishings factories. 
They did this in spite of the fact that the demand for Facit’s typewriters and 
office furnishings were three and two times, respectively, the production ca-
pabilities – the sales personnel had to turn down orders because they could 
not fill them. The company’s vested interests in mechanical calculators, and 
the entrenched culture that made their business a way of life, trapped them in 
obsolescence and made adaptation impossible. 

1.2  Institutionalization and Organization 
Starbuck concludes that cases like Facit “dramatize the power of programs to 
shape reality” (1983:93). He says that 

programs construct realities that match their assumptions – by influencing 
their users’  perceptions, values, and beliefs, by dictating new programs’ char-
acteristics, by filtering information and focusing attention. […] Behaviors get 
programmed through spontaneous habits,  professional norms, education, 
training, precedents,  traditions, and rituals as well as formal procedures. 
Adults cope with new situations by reapplying routines they already know, 
and one would be hard pressed to find unprogrammed behavior in a super-
market, a business letter, a courtroom, a cocktail party, or a bed. Organiza-
tions amplify the general human propensity to create behavior programs, be-
cause programming is organizations’  primary method for coordinating activi-
ties, learning and hierarchical control (1983:93). 

I note with interest that  Starbuck gives programs central importance in the 
process of organizing. His ‘programs’ and the ‘programming of human be-
haviour’ is remarkably similar to what  can be generalized as institutions and 
the process of institutionalization. In a nutshell, institutionalization, as de-
scribed by Berger & Luckmann (1966), is a process where a group of people, 
brought into – and kept in – contact  with each other by their various interests 
and activities, converge (through the mechanism of social influence) on pat-
terns for their interaction, that  is, institutions (differentiated roles, routines 
and relations), and develop a body of knowledge that  defines, explains and 
justifies this arrangement (weltanschauung, norms, values and beliefs), cre-
ating a shared reality and a shared culture. With Stinchcombe’s view of or-
ganizational structures as institutions, it  seems that the roots of the efficiency 
trap can be found in the process of organizational institutionalization. At 
least, that is the basic assumption of this dissertation. 
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1.2.1  Cultural differences in general
Facit’s fiasco resided in the difference between organizational and environ-
mental apprehensions of mechanical calculators. In Facit’s understanding of 
the world, their product  was still relevant, and the organization operated ac-
cording to that  logic. Their environment did not share this understanding. 
While the cultural differences between Facit  and its environment can be 
honed down to this single but very sharp point, the idea of cultural difference 
I want to convey with this case, however, is generalizable. If the count  of 
cultural differences between an organization and its environment is great, the 
behaviour of the environmental actors will not make sense to the organiza-
tion, and the behaviour of the organization will not make sense to the envi-
ronmental actors. Organizations and environments can make perfect  sense to 
each other only to the extent that  organizations do not differ culturally from 
their environments. 

The use of the concept of sense-making in describing an organization’s 
relations to its environment  is very deliberate. Sense-making falls directly 
under the providence of culture. A shared culture is in fact what  allows two 
individuals to make sense to each other, even if they do not  necessarily agree 
with each other. The concept also indicates my perspective on, and methodo-
logical approach to, organizations. Organizations and their environments 
consist  of individuals, and sense-making is a matter of human intersubjectiv-
ity:. Whether or not an organization can make sense of and to its environ-
ment is the same problem that faces a single individual trying to go about her 
business in everyday social life, only on an aggregate level. 

1.2.2  Adaptation and coordination vs. adaptability
An organization consists of a group of individuals in the process of institu-
tionalization, that  is, people that are trying to coordinate as a group to 
achieve common goals. The problem of coordination occurs twice: not only 
do organizations need to coordinate with their environments, the members of 
an organization need to coordinate between themselves to generate action 
that is consistent  with the organization’s ambitions. Put differently, the 
members need to develop a shared body of knowledge that explains what  the 
organization is about, the environmental context  of that  enterprise that makes 
it worthwhile, and how to organize such an enterprise to achieve and main-
tain the organizational goals. This is entirely doable. Facit’s initial success 
came from being highly adapted to its environment and internally well-
coordinated. For a time at least, the company was both effective and effi-
cient. 

A fundamental dialectic of knowledge and learning (that  I will discuss in 
the next chapter), and, consequently, of institutionalization, is that  new 
events or situations modify knowledge, and that  all events are interpreted in 
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the light of existing knowledge. When the environment changes, the organ-
izational members need to be able to perceive those changes, understand 
their significance for the organization and respond appropriately as a collec-
tive. For the most  part, this is routine. Any body of knowledge of the world 
defines a set of normal events and normal accidents1  and how to deal with 
them. As can be seen in the case of Facit, the sense-making apparatus defines 
reality and perception of reality; the repertoire of solutions define what prob-
lems are relevant or significant  (see Weick 1979:135). Facit’s enterprise was 
organized on the assumed importance of mechanical calculators, and thus the 
organization was not  able to perceive that  they were rapidly losing relevance 
in its environment. When the environment  changes in such a way as to ren-
der an organization’s institutions invalid, obsolete institutions have to be 
dismantled and new institutions developed to replace them. This is by no 
means automatic, and will be more difficult  the more entrenched the institu-
tional order is, because organizational members can only learn about organ-
izational matters from each other. 

This restates the dynamic of the Stinchcombian efficiency trap from the 
perspective of institutionalization and the social construction of reality. In 
essence, the state of the institutional order developed and reproduced by the 
members of an organization determines, at any point in time, both how well 
members are coordinated and how well the organization can coordinate with 
the environmental actors it  depends on. These two factors form the two di-
mensions that  I will use later on, namely the institutional homogeneity of the 
members and their institutional fitness in relation to the environment. March 
explored the conflict  between exploitation and exploration in the aforemen-
tioned 1991 article, through the use of an agent-based model of organiza-
tional learning. With it he could explain why organizational adaptability de-
mands that members must  not be too institutionally homogenous. To be 
adaptable, organizations must be heterogeneous enough that members can 
learn new tricks from each other when the environmental circumstances 
change. While it might not seem difficult  to achieve adaptability, the con-
stant  state of newness implied by staying adaptable becomes a serious liabil-
ity when compared to the attractiveness of Stinchcombe’s honey-coated effi-
ciency trap. Organizations that  manage to establish themselves have a fairly 
good institutional fit with their environments (or they would not have sur-
vived). By the simple expedient  of increasing the homogeneity of its mem-
bers, thereby increasing efficiency and coordination, the organization can 
become more competitive and more successful. As long as time-horizons are 
kept  short, exploitation trumps exploration, and the Stinchcombian effi-
ciency trap will be a common end to organizational developments.

20
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‘business as usual’, that is, anticipated and anticipatable.



1.3  Purpose
The basic assumption is that members of organizations learn from each other 
about how to do whatever the organization is supposed to be doing and why 
that makes sense. When the environmental conditions of the enterprise 
changes, the understanding of the members need to change as well, or the 
organization will be history rather than the future. But  members cannot learn 
anything new from each other if they all share the same knowledge. Hence, 
organizational adaptation hinges on the availability of members that think 
differently. Adaptability, then, demands that the organization maintains a 
healthy number of deviants or a healthy level of deviation among members. 
To some extent, this summarizes the salient points of March’s 1991 article, 
which can also be seen as the starting point  for this dissertation. March’s 
model of mutual learning from that article is presented in more detail in 
chapter 4. 

1.3.1  Organizational institutionalization
Collective learning is a process of social influence between members, and, in 
a wider meaning, a process of institutionalization. As such, the outcome of 
the process of organizational institutionalization is determined, to a very 
large extent  if not  exclusively, by the organizational configuration, since it 
defines who gets to influence whom and how often. The implication of 
Stinchcombe’s account is not that  adaptability is impossible, merely that  it  is 
improbable. So, if the institutionalization process in one organization can 
result in the Stinchcombian efficiency trap and in adaptability in another, the 
interesting questions revolve around how differing conditions in different 
organizations shape the institutionalization process. 

Organizational institutionalization is a fairly complex and unmapped is-
sue, and my dissertation will be a theoretical exploration of it. In order to 
build a theory of the institutional development in organizations, I will de-
velop a theoretical model of the institutionalization process on the individual 
level and of its organizational conditions, and use it to go exploring. Given 
such a model, one can study how different organizational configurations af-
fect the institutionalization process and organizational fitness and homogene-
ity over time. 

There are two steps to my approach. First, I need to develop a theoretical 
model of social influence usable for institutionalization. To keep myself 
firmly grounded in established theory I will implement  Berger & Luck-
mann’s The Social Construction of Reality since it  is also the account  of in-
stitutionalization I will be using. Second, I need the model of social influ-
ence to be organizational, in the sense that  must  be able to explore the dy-
namics of the institutionalization process under different organizational con-
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ditions. The model must be able to replicate March’s findings and Stinch-
combe’s efficiency trap, because those are the starting points of this work. I 
cannot use March’s model, since it  is, interestingly enough, not  implemented 
on the level of individual interaction and influence, even though it  is an 
agent-based model (which I will discuss in detail below). 

Social influence and individual cognition
The model is preoccupied with the social aspects of influence and learning, 
but that is just  the focus of the research questions. I am fully aware that indi-
viduals in organizations are perfectly capable of figuring things out  all by 
themselves. Still, I will mostly ignore individual cognition and creativity in 
the development and deployment  of my model. If the ability to accurately 
predict and respond to environmental changes had been common among or-
ganizational members, organizational adaptability would be easily and fre-
quently attainable. While the model will concern itself with social influence, 
individual creativity is an interesting issue of its own, however, and I will 
discuss some its implications for organizational viability in chapter 6. 

Methodological individualism
My approach operates on the level of individuals, and the perspective is that 
of methodological individualism. Thus I will implement my theoretical 
model as an agent-based model, since it allows me to do computer simula-
tions of individuals interacting. While computer simulation can be used in 
many ways for many different purposes, my methodological approach is 
firmly in the theory-building camp. I use computer simulation to explore the 
dynamics of a theoretical model, and, as such, it is nothing more, but cer-
tainly nothing less, than a large-scale thought experiment. 

1.3.2  The relevant type of organization
Though I use the general term ‘organization’, I am only concerned with or-
ganizations that  are in competition with other organizations over the support 
of the various actors they depend on. While this type of organization is 
mostly actualized by commercial companies, there are voluntary and non-
profit organizations that also operate under such conditions. 

Adhocracy or strategic apex
My conception of adaptability revolves around the coordination of organiza-
tional members with environmental actors, and my model assumes that all 
members are equally involved in environmental coordination and strategy 
formation. Hence, the organizations that  are best  represented by my model 
are Mintzbergian adhocracies, an organizational form where every member 
can be, and often is, involved in strategy formation and environmental coor-
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dination. Mintzberg (1983) describes adhocracies as decentralized organiza-
tions geared for innovation where coordination is achieved through mutual 
adjustment and where decision-making is distributed. An adhocracy is “a 
structure never quite sure what it will do next” (1983:263) and tends to exist 
on a project-by-project  basis. Its identity and environmental coordination is 
thus mostly defined by the recent projects, meaning that strategy formation 
is distributed on project team members. 

However, my model is not restricted to adhocracies. Mintzberg notes that 
an adhocracy can be part  of a larger organization. In the same manner, my 
simulated organizations can represent the subset of an organization that is 
involved in strategy formation. That subset  is what Mintzberg calls the stra-
tegic apex, the adaptive organ of the organization. Wherever there is a subset 
of members that  are involved with strategy formation and that get to influ-
ence each other in an institutionalization process, those members can be rep-
resented in my model; they need not function like adhocracies. 

1.4  Agent-based modelling
Weick notes that  research in social theory can never be general, simple and 
accurate; trying to secure any two of the virtues will ipso facto sacrifice the 
third (1979:35). Computer simulation, of which there are many flavours, can 
be used for many different purposes (see Gilbert  & Troitzsch 1999), one of 
which is prediction. A predictive model needs to be accurate, and to the ex-
tent that  accuracy can be achieved, it  will be at  the expense of either general-
ity or simplicity. A contrasting use of computer simulation, and agent-based 
models in particular, is exploration. By animating a theory in silico as a 
computer program, the interplay of various assumptions of how and why 
people interact and relate to each other can be tested. Axelrod says that 
agent-based modelling 

does not aim to provide an accurate representation of a particular empirical 
application. Instead, the goal of agent-based modelling is to enrich our under-
standing of fundamental processes that may appear in a variety of applica-
tions (1997:4-5). 

My dissertation is a theoretical exploration of conditions and processes af-
fecting organizational adaptability, in the spirit of Axelrod’s description. As 
such, my first  priority will not be accuracy, and with the trade-offs that  will 
inevitably occur in implementing my model, I will rather strive for general-
ity and simplicity. Attempting to contain the full complexity of what  goes on 
in organizations would in any case make an accurate model (assuming that 
accuracy could actually be achieved) too complex to be understandable and 
the simulations too convoluted to make sense of. 
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1.4.1  Schelling’s segregation model
I will try to explain what  agent-based modelling is about and how it  works 
by showcasing Schelling’s segregation model (1978:147-155). 

Take a chessboard and the chess pieces. Place the pieces randomly on the 
board. Each piece is an agent and represents an individual. There are two 
types of agents, black and white, and any agent is happy to belong to the mi-
nority in its neighbourhood, as long as the minority is not  too small. A 
neighbourhood is the eight squares adjacent  to an agent’s own square; agents 
living on the edges of the board have fewer neighbours. The single rule that 
makes this an agent-based model is this: an agent  is happy as long as at  least 
a third of its neighbours are of the same type as itself, and an unhappy agent 
will move to the nearest  empty square that meets its demands. Now, pick one 
of the unhappy agents an random and move it. Keep picking unhappy agents 
at  random and move them until there no more unhappy agents. Since the act 
of moving an unhappy agent changes the composition of both the old and the 
new neighbourhood, possibly causing chain reactions, it  may take a fair 
number of moves until all agents are happy. When all agents are happy, the 
simulation ends. 

Schelling’s agents are happy to belong to a neighbourhood minority as 
long as the minority is not too small. But some agents are likely to be un-
happy with their initial locations. Moving unhappy agents to squares where 
they will be happy necessarily raises the level of segregation on the board, 
because the homophily principle at work in the model causes agents of the 
same type to end up in clusters. Thus, the model illustrates that  segregation 
can occur even if no one intends it. Segregation is an emergent property of 
the system. This becomes obvious when the simulation is repeated; while 
some initial placements will satisfy all agents, most starts will have some 
unhappy agents. Changing the specifications of the model, such as the size 
of the board, the number of agents of each type, the happiness function for 
each type of agent, or the mechanism for the initial placement, will change 
the dynamics of the model. But as long as the homophily principle remains, 
it  will increase the agent segregation. While this means that the model is lit-
tle more than a way of showing that segregation can occur even if no one 
wants it, it also shows that that process is fairly robust. 

1.4.2  Methodological implications
Following Schelling’s ‘recipe’ produces a computational simulation with an 
agent-based model. While simple, Schelling’s model contains all the essen-
tials of agent-based models (in fact, Axelrod’s model of cultural dissemina-
tion, described in chapter 4, is even simpler). Each agent  has a state (happy 
or unhappy). The state of the agent determines what action to take, if any; in 
this case the only action it can take is to move. What makes agent-based 
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models interesting is the fact that agent actions change agent states, that is, 
actions have consequences. When one agent  moves, it  changes it  own state 
from unhappy to happy, but  it  changes the composition in both its old neigh-
bourhood and its new one, possibly changing the states of agents in those 
neighbourhoods. 

Aggregate properties, properties of the system as a whole, can emerge 
that are not specified on the agent  level. The segregation produced by Schell-
ing’s model is not given on the agent level, even if it  is caused by the agents; 
agents can be easily be placed in constellations where everyone is happy but 
not segregated. Macy & Willer (2002) observe that  agent-based models “are 
most appropriate for studying processes that lack central coordination” 
(2002:148). From the perspective of methodological individualism, where 
almost all social phenomena can be seen as aggregated from individual ac-
tions without  central coordination, agent-based modelling constitute a pow-
erful tool for exploring and developing social theory. 

I want to note that  computers are not, in fact, necessary for doing simula-
tions with agent-based models. Quantifying the model in a computer pro-
gram merely makes it  easier to track agents and agent states and to iterate the 
simulations, in precisely the same way computers make it easier to do statis-
tical analysis of data. I would rather categorize agent-based modelling as an 
extension of the use of ideal types in social theory. An agent-based model is 
nothing more than ideal-typical individuals interacting in ideal-typical ways. 
As such, agent-based models, though they never leave the realm of theory, 
can be used in both deductive and inductive research approaches, depending 
on whether the model is based on empirical data or theoretical assumptions. 

1.5  Overview
At this point I will sketch the model I will be developing and using in the 
later chapters. The next chapter is devoted to the model of the influence 
process used by Berger & Luckmann. This model is not  actually explicit  in 
The Social Construction of Reality, and so the chapter is largely about ex-
tracting the model that  is implicit  in their text. The third chapter deals with 
the organizational aspects of institutionalization, and the institutional aspects 
of organization. The fourth chapter details and discusses the implementation 
of the model. The fifth chapter summarizes and analyzes the simulations and 
presents the results. The sixth and last chapter contains the conclusions. 

Programming the computer simulation
I have programmed my agent-based model in Java on Mac OS X. I was no 
programmer before I embarked on this project, so I wanted a programming 
language that  was easy to learn but not too slow in execution. The simulation 
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program reads a file of parameter values and then outputs files for each indi-
vidual simulation that log what transpires during each time-step. Another 
program then produces machine-readable data files from these logs which I 
use with R, which is a free software environment for statistical computing 
and graphics (www.r-project.org), to produce the figures in chapter 5. 

Apart from the built-in classes of Java, the external dependencies consist 
of the RangeMap class from RePast (repast.sourceforge.net) and the Colt 
library from the Colt Project at CERN (dsd.lbl.gov/~hoschek/colt/).

1.5.1  The influence model
Whenever people participate in a social reality, such as within the boundaries 
of their employments, at home with their families, or playing soccer, they 
continually influence each other as a part of social interaction. An individ-
ual’s actions, decisions and conversations express her beliefs and ideas about 
how to go about  her business in that reality. In any reality that is already in-
stitutionalized, people that  interact  will have similar ideas and beliefs on 
most points of possible disagreement that  are significant  in the specific real-
ity. Influences from others will then tend to confirm one’s own understand-
ing. An individual will have little reason to update her behavioural and cog-
nitive maxims as long as they deliver the goods in terms of coordination and 
goal-achievement, which they do as long as the people she interacts with 
share her maxims. But  no two individuals are completely similar; some dis-
confirmation is inevitable, especially in realities that  are not fully institution-
alized. 

When an individual is exposed to an idea or belief that  conflicts with her 
own, there is a probability that she will adopt the rival idea. This probability 
increases when exposure to this idea is frequent or heavy. But  if the idea she 
already holds is frequently and heavily confirmed by other influences from 
other people, the probability of adopting the rival idea might never get high 
enough to matter. Consider the following example to show the basics of the 
influence model. During one day, an agent  is exposed to 10 influences that 
confirm an idea it  holds, idea a. Each of these influences has a weight  of 1. 
During the same day, she is also exposed to 2 influences, with a weight of 2 
each, that  support  the rival idea b. The total influence for idea a  is 10. Since 
any individual is likely to favour her own ideas, the agent  will count as an 
influence on itself, raising the total to 11. The total influence for idea b  is 4. 
Hence, the probability of the agent  adopting the rival idea b at this point in 
time is 4/15, the ratio of the sum of all influences that concerns this particu-
lar point  of potential disagreement that have occurred within the given time 
frame. Making the process probabilistic avoids the mess that is individual 
psychology; if an individual adopts a rival idea, she evidently found it a 
good idea, for some reason. 
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Homophily and meritocracy
In everyday life, people tend to follow the principle of homophily. This 
means that an individual tends to choose to interact with people that  are 
similar to her, and that  she tends to attach greater weight  to their influences, 
making it  likely that she will become more similar to them. In social realities 
where individuals perform rather than just  socialize – where behaviour can 
be graded as better or worse in relation to some objective – there is also what 
can be called the principle of meritocracy. In these realities, such as within a 
company, people with superior understanding of how to do things and of the 
organization’s business universe will be better at making sense of events and 
situations and will thus tend to be more successful and also more influential 
than people with inferior understanding. These two principles weight  every 
influence an agent receives; the influencer’s current  similarity to the agent 
being influenced and the influencer’s current adaptation to the reality they 
are participating in determine the weight of any given influence. 

1.5.2  Organizational institutionalization
Any group that exhibits continued interaction will form and maintain an in-
stitutional order for activities relevant  to the group. The institutionalization 
process determines how well organizational members coordinate with each 
other. Members of organizations that  compete with other organizations for 
the support of the environment  face a double problem of coordination in that 
they need to coordinate with the other members while the members collec-
tively need to coordinate with their environment, or, more specifically, the 
environmental actors on which they depend for achieving whatever purposes 
and goals the organizations exists to fulfil. The actors that constitute an or-
ganization’s environment have interests in not only what  the organization 
does but also how it  does whatever it does. An organization’s ability to curry 
favour with its environment and garner its support depends on how well the 
members understand the enterprise and the business conditions; what  the en-
vironment tolerates, wants and expects of the organization. Members need to 
develop a shared body of knowledge that  makes sense of their enterprise, the 
organization and its environment: who does what to whom when, and why 
that makes sense. 

Whether the organization manages to develop a competitive institutional 
order is a matter of the members adopting the knowledge of the members 
that have a better understanding of the enterprise and better ways of dealing 
with the environment. Since the environment  tends to change, this becomes a 
continuous process of learning and unlearning, of convergence and adapta-
tion. Interaction and influence in an organizational setting precludes the first 
part of the homophily principle. Members of an organization typically do not 
get to choose their coworkers or with whom to interact in doing their job. To 
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a large extent, they will be influenced the most often by the members with 
which they work the closest, regardless of how similar or knowledgeable 
they are. However, a member will still attach greater weight  to the influence 
of other members that  are more similar to her or that can make more sense of 
the enterprise and the environment. While an agent  will tend to adopt the 
most frequently supported ideas, ideas that are supported less frequently but 
more heavily might  still convince the agent. The adaptation process and the 
development  of the organization is thus heavily affected by how often and by 
whom the members are influenced, which is largely determined by the or-
ganizational chart. Larger organizations provide more members to be influ-
enced by, which makes size an important element. Membership changes, by 
virtue of adding new members with fresh ideas and replacing members with 
old ideas, also affect the process. Of course, real employees in real compa-
nies might be indifferent or even hostile to the organization or some of the 
people in it  and thus not  susceptible to the examples set  by the ‘heroes’ of 
the organization. Agents in my model do not  have personality, however; only 
the principles of homopily and meritocracy matter. This means that agents do 
not seek to become different. The general trend of the influence process is 
convergence. Left  alone, a group of agents will inevitably become com-
pletely homogenous. 

The purpose of the model is to allow study of institutional development in 
organizations. Thus, I am not interested in modelling organizations per se; 
only the organizational elements that have relevance for the process of con-
vergence and adaptation are of interest. Some elements that have a huge im-
pact on the development have nonetheless been excluded, because their ef-
fects are obvious or one-sided enough not to warrant  the increase in com-
plexity or need for computational resources that their inclusion would have 
caused. Thus, organizations do not  selectively recruit agents that are likely to 
fit  in, and members that  do not  fit in are no more likely to leave an organiza-
tion than members that do fit in. The third chapter discusses these aspects in 
more detail.
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Chapter 2  The Social Construction of 
Reality 

There can be no doubt  that social life is organized, that there are protocols 
and rules of engagement  to be followed in social interaction. The central is-
sue is how people establish and maintain social order. Institutions are the 
representative elements and embodiments of social order. Institutions emerge 
when people learn from each other and adapt to each other and thus con-
verge on a collective set of rules that governs their interaction and allows 
them to go about their own business with a minimum of fuss. The primus 
motor of the social construction of reality is what Berger & Luckmann 
(1966) tersely describe as ‘reciprocal typificatory’ adaptation (1966:72-75). 
This rather technical expression refers, in its most  basic realization, to two 
individuals influencing each other and coming to a more or less tacit agree-
ment on how to do the things that are relevant  to both of them. This chapter 
will occupy itself, and in some detail, with describing the model of social 
influence and adaptation that  Berger & Luckmann present in their account of 
the social construction of reality. 

Berger & Luckmann are mainly concerned with the creation and mainte-
nance of institutional order, and so gloss over the aspect of institutional 
change as it  is peripheral to their topic, though they mention it  here and 
there. The relative silence on the subject of institutional change does not 
mean it does not  occur. It is obvious that  the content  of any social order 
changes over time. We no longer live in feudal monarchies but in democra-
cies. We no longer burn witches. We do not, in fact, even recognize witches 
or witchcraft  as something of general relevance anymore. Over time, institu-
tions change and institutions are replaced. Berger and Luckmann explicitly 
say that all socially constructed universes, being historical products of hu-
man activity, change, and that change is brought  about by the concrete ac-
tions of human beings, who serve as the definers of reality (1966:134). Insti-
tutional change is, as we shall see, an inevitable consequence of their model 
of social influence. 

I will start by sketching the process of institutionalization and how institu-
tions relate to culture. Organizational aspects of institutionalization, and in-
stitutional aspects of organization, will be discussed in the next chapter. 
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2.1  Institutionalization
An institution is a solution to a recurring ‘problem’ of social coordination 
that is generally accepted by the group of people that  have the problem in 
question in common (Berger & Luckmann 1966:75, 87, 97). The ‘problem’ 
need not  be serious or even problematic; it  is enough if it  presents a continu-
ing social situation in which the actions of one individual has relevance to at 
least one other individual (1966:73, 75). Institutionalization can thus occur 
in any ‘collectively relevant area of conduct’ (1966:80). The process entails 
that the group of individuals creates and reproduces a collectively recog-
nized set  of roles, to each of which is attached a repertoire of routines and 
relevance relations to other roles (1966:72, 89, 92). 

[An] institution, with its assemblage of ‘programmed’ actions, is like the un-
written libretto of a drama. The realization of the drama depends upon the 
reiterated performances of its prescribed roles by living actors. The actors 
embody the roles and actualize the drama by representing it on the given 
stage.  Neither drama nor institution exist empirically apart from this recurrent 
realization. (1966:92) 

If we take traffic as an example, we can see that typical traffic situations in-
volve lots of individuals moving in various directions that  have to coordinate 
their movements carefully to avoid making a mess of things. There are lots 
of predefined roles for various vehicles: bicycles and mopeds, buses and lor-
ries, ambulances and police cars, ordinary cars and motorcycles, and what-
not. There are also other traffic roles, such as pedestrians or road crews. 
Each role has routines for when to do what  in relation to whom in the situa-
tions that  tend to crop up. This means that not every institution is relevant to 
all roles; some institutions pertain only to interactions between pedestrians, 
and as such may only be relevant  to pedestrians and bicyclists (seeing as 
they move where pedestrians move). Traffic will work smoothly only if the 
participants know the roles, routines and relevances that allow them to coor-
dinate. As such, there is a common stock of knowledge available to everyone 
who participates in this particular ‘problem’, as is the case for each ‘area of 
collectively relevant  conduct’. While organizations are not exactly analogous 
to this example, as they need to attract, motivate and retain their employees 
as well, there is an awful lot of ‘traffic’ going on in organizations that  is in 
need of coordination. 

2.1.1  Common knowledge
If I am to be able to participate properly in a social world (the boundaries of 
which are set by the plot  of the drama or, more technically, the relevances 
that draw individuals into it), I need to know what  everybody else knows 

30



about its institutions and the situations they apply to. This shared body of 
knowledge about the institutional order is 

the sum total of ‘what everybody knows’ about a social world, an assemblage 
of maxims, morals, proverbial nuggets of wisdom, values and beliefs, myths, 
and so forth. (1966:83)

This knowledge 

constitutes the motivating dynamics of institutionalized conduct. It defines 
the institutionalized areas of conduct and designates all situations falling 
within them. It defines and constructs the roles to be played in the context of 
the institutions in question. Ipso facto, it controls and predicts all such con-
duct. Since this knowledge is socially objectivated as knowledge, that is, as a 
body of generally valid truths about reality, any radical deviance from the 
institutional order appears as a departure from reality. Such deviance may be 
designated as moral depravity,  mental disease, or just plain ignorance 
(1966:83). 

On the subjective level, this knowledge is internalized as reality (1966:151), 
supplying me with 

the typificatory schemes required for the major routines of everyday life,  not 
only the typifications of others […], but the typifications of all sorts of events 
and experiences, both social and natural. (1966:58)

Put  differently, this body of knowledge constitutes established patterns for 
how I and others should apprehend and deal with reality. If I do not  conform 
to these patterns, I send a signal, loud and clear, that I am an outsider, a pro-
vocateur or a foreigner2. However, not  all typifications are created equal. 
There is a difference in resilience between deeply held beliefs and superficial 
conventions: 

The more ‘artificial’  character of secondary socialization makes the subjec-
tive reality of its internalizations even more vulnerable to challenging defini-
tions of reality, not because they are not taken for granted or are apprehended 
as less real in everyday life,  but because their reality is less deeply rooted in 
consciousness and thus more susceptible to displacement. (1966:167). 

This should also mean that  deviation from ‘shallow’ institutions is more ac-
ceptable than ‘radical deviance’. I observe that  organizations are typically 
‘artificial’ worlds, and that the elements of their reality, therefore, will be 
‘more susceptible to displacement’. 
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In short, reality is socially constructed. A social world, and its institutions, 
becomes objective, becomes real, as people construct an intersubjective 
common-sense world by objectivating their subjective processes and mean-
ings (1966:34, 78). The linchpin and central part  for the present  work is, of 
course, the process of construction, of objectivation – how a number of sub-
jective realities coalesce into a shared, objective reality (1966: 49, 78). 

2.2  Culture
Before I go into detail about the process of objectivation, I want to draw at-
tention to the observation that  ‘the knowledge about  the institutional order’, 
as described above, sounds very much like ‘culture’. To the extent that  the 
concept of culture revolves around people being similar in how they appre-
hend and deal with reality, culture is synonymous with shared typificatory 
schemes. 

I will pick two definitions of culture out  of the rather large pile of avail-
able definitions for illustration. Schein defines culture as 

the set of shared, taken-for-granted implicit assumptions that a group holds 
and that determines how it perceives, thinks about, and reacts to its various 
environments. (Schein 1996:236)

According to Hofstede (1991), everyone is a carrier of learned ‘patterns of 
thinking, feeling and potential acting’ that  he calls ‘software of the mind’ 
(1991:4); culture can then be understood as 

the collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of 
one group or category of people from another. (1991:5) 

Both contain the core element  of ‘apprehending and dealing with reality’, 
but I am not  entirely happy with the implication that  a group is defined by its 
culture. 

For sure, there are groups that have been formed by people who have 
sought out like-minded people. But what of groups where the set  of shared 
assumptions is empty or nearly so, such as the group that is the result  of the 
merger between two different  organizations? The members of such a group 
are not likely to perceive, think or react to its environments in the same way. 
Can they even be said to have a culture, considered as a group? Assuming 
that a group does have a culture, it need not be particularly distinctive. The 
collective programming of a group of hard-core Talebans in Afghanistan 
makes them fairly distinctive compared to, say, the members of the Liberal 
Party in Sweden, but it  does not distinguish them overly much from another 
group of hard-core Talebans in a different  part  of Afghanistan. A group of 
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people may in fact be collectively but not distinctively programmed. It  does 
not mean that  the group has no culture. For a pattern to distinguish one group 
from another it  needs to be held by enough members of the first  group to be 
a pattern of the collective, while it  must not be held by too many members of 
the other group, lest it  lose its distinction. I would argue that a culture is 
something that  a group can develop and, if the group remains a group, will 
develop, with some amount  of inevitability given by the observation that 
people who interact  tend to become more similar, and that  the more they in-
teract, the more similar they will become. The fundamental social mecha-
nism at work here, and which forms the basis of institutionalization, is that 
memories of earlier encounters work as examples and templates for future 
encounters. The repetition of relatively successful routines of interaction al-
lows conventions to emerge, which provides ease of coordination. 

The construction of collectivity
How does culture, or indeed anything, become shared or collective? Axelrod 
says that  culture is what  we can influence each other about (1997:149), 
which suggests that social influence is the mechanism for this. As people 
interact  with each other, each individual expresses her beliefs and behaviours 
to the others, and thereby becomes an influence for their future beliefs and 
behaviours. If everyone simply adopts what  the majority of their influences 
indicates, they will quickly converge on a shared set. Adopting the beliefs of 
the people one interacts with has a fairly nice payoff in allowing one to co-
ordinate more easily with them. Having shared typificatory schemes gives an 
increased predictability in the social life of all involved, since everyone can 
save time and effort otherwise spent in ‘error-checking’ with interaction 
partners, trying to establish common ground and making sure you are not 
misunderstanding each other. 

2.3  Objectivation
Berger & Luckmann’s model of social influence is a tripartite process: exter-
nalization (‘society is a human product’), objectivation (‘society is an objec-
tive reality’) and internalization (‘man is a social product’) (1966:78-79). 
These three processes work in parallel. We externalize our subjective reality 
in encounters with others, giving our typificatory schemes empirical reality 
through our choice and manner of action, influencing our others. At the same 
time, we internalize the influences from our others. The objectivation proc-
ess is how we converge on a collectively recognized set  of typificatory 
schemes, how an ‘area of collectively relevant conduct’ becomes institution-
alized. To the extent that  an area of social life is already institutionalized, the 
process of objectivation will reproduce those institutions (but as we shall 
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see, reproduction is also a process of incremental modification). Institution-
alization and objectivation is essentially the same process, or, more precisely, 
institutionalization can be seen as a type of objectivation. 

2.3.1  Typificatory schemes
Our typificatory schemes, which allow us to make sense of reality and to 
apprehend and deal with others, are externalized in encounters with others. 
Each encounter constitutes an example of how to apprehend and deal with a 
given situation, providing factoids and tidbits of institutional knowledge 
through either example or instruction. Hence, each encounter with an other is 
an externalization event that  exerts typificatory influence on me. For each 
new encounter, my collection of experiences of the typifications just  exter-
nalized grows. Most of the time, encounters are typical in a double sense, 
because the other is apprehended as a type, and I interact with him in a situa-
tion that is itself typical. Thus, I might apprehend the other as ‘a man’, ‘an 
American’, ‘a buyer’, and ‘a jovial type’. Reciprocally, the other apprehends 
me as ‘a man’, ‘a European’, ‘a salesman’, and ‘an ingratiating fellow’. Our 
interaction will be patterned by our typifications, and, to the extent  that both 
of us perform our roles according to expectation, we will reaffirm the objec-
tivations already in place. Typifications are only ever approximative and ten-
tative, however, and our continued interaction may provide evidence that 
some of the typifications in use are in error, whereupon they need to be re-
placed to more appropriate ones. (1966:45-46)

2.3.2  Reciprocal typification
What  then of situations that have not been typified? Berger & Luckmann 
describe the ‘institutionalizing process of reciprocal typification’ as follows 
(1966:74). Two strangers, A and B, have come to live together. They will 
necessarily share a lot  of relevances – living together, A can hardly act  with-
out impinging on B in some way, and vice versa. As they interact, they will 
inevitably typify the recurrent actions and motives of the other (‘Aha, there 
she goes again’), building up a library of typifications of situations and ac-
tions. In the course of their interaction, these typifications will be expressed 
in specific patterns of conduct. That is, the two will begin to perform roles 
vis-a-vis each other (‘there we go again’) as they converge on a set of inter-
locking behaviours that work satisfactorily for both of them. 

For example, B’s role in food preparation will not only be typified as such by 
A, but enters as a constitutive element into A’s own food-preparation role, and 
vice versa. Thus, a collection of reciprocally typified actions will emerge, 
habitualized for each in roles. (1966:74)
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For situations that  are recurrent, people are likely to repeat the actions, be-
haviours and attitudes that  work best, based on earlier or analogous experi-
ences. Behaviour that  works gets to be repeated; repetition leads to habitual-
ized routines. Habitualization is the key mechanism in how institutions 
emerge from the chaos of individual encounters. Objectivation is a simple 
process: we act  to the best of our knowledge (and our actions show what we 
know), and from experience we can learn more or better; as we adopt the 
typifications of others, we converge on a shared set. The key to understand-
ing the three moments of externalization, objectivation and internalization is 
the ongoing modification of an individual’s typificatory scheme.  

The objectivity and massivity of institutions
Berger & Luckmann say that the reciprocal typification between two indi-
viduals is not really institutionalization3, but  this changes with the mere ad-
dition of a third party to the life of A and B. 

The institutional order, which existed in statu nascendi in the original situa-
tion of A and B, is now passed on to others. In this process institutionalization 
perfects itself. (1966: 76)

The reason is that transmission to a third person allows the reciprocal typifi-
cations to be experienced as objective; they gain a reality of their own, a re-
ality that confronts the individuals, including its creators, as an external and 
coercive fact  (1966:76). Transmitting a typification to a third person suppos-
edly means that  the ‘there we go again’ of the two-person role performance 
becomes the objective ‘this is how these things are done’ of a proper institu-
tion (1966:77). Berger & Luckmann, however, do say that  even two-person 
typifications have a measure of objectivity (1966:76), which makes the ob-
jectivity gained by the transmission to the third party a difference in quantity 
rather than quality. I would argue that  two-person typifications can accrue 
quite substantial objectivity and massivity over time; ‘there we go again’ will 
become ‘this is how we always do it’ given enough time, which is very close 
to ‘this is how these things are done’. Once A and B has come to rely on their 
routines, the routines will be taken for granted and cannot easily be dis-
carded. Contrarily, the addition of a third person does not increase the objec-
tivity of a two-person typification to any major extent; it  would still be rela-
tively easy for a trio to change or abolish their typified roles. 
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clear that institutionalization is already  present in nucleo” (1966:74). The assertion that there 
can be no typology of actors with  only two actors  only occurs in this quote and is later contra-
dicted by their assertion that ‘types of actors’ are roles (1966:91); A  and B, in the course of 
their interaction, produce a collection of roles, which should constitute of typology of actors. I 
will simply assume that this assertion is an error, a mistake not caught by the editor.



Even though Berger & Luckmann are reluctant to describe the relational 
routines of a couple living together as institutions, I would say that  the term 
has to span from those very same typifications to society-encompassing in-
stitutions like law and education. The process is the same; the only differ-
ence is the number of people involved. This speaks for institutions occurring 
at  different  levels and scales of reality. It  also means that all long-term social 
relations are, at  least  potentially, areas of institutionalized conduct. If there 
are no criteria with which institutions can be clearly distinguished from mere 
reciprocal typifications, there is no point in having that  distinction; the prin-
ciple of institutionalization is reciprocal typification, regardless of the scale 
on which the process occurs. The central quantity of an institution is not the 
number of individuals involved but how real it is to them. 

2.3.3  The multiple realities of everyday life
As described above, institutions may emerge as soon two or more individu-
als are brought into recurrent  interaction by their intersecting relevance 
structures. Once established, they will be reproduced as long as the situations 
that brought them about continue, even though the people involved may be 
replaced. Family traditions are one example, corporate cultures another, and 
the tactics of soccer teams a third. Each family, corporation and soccer team 
also constitutes a social world of its own. While all families may face the 
same problems, each family coordinates its own solutions. A family’s institu-
tions constitute the reality of everyday family life for its members; the les-
sons learned and the problems dealt with while growing up may be quite 
different in other families, as witnessed by the following quote. 

The age at which,  in one, society, it may be deemed proper for a child to be 
able to drive an automobile may, in another,  be the age at which he is ex-
pected to have killed his first enemy. […] An upper-class child may experi-
ence his first stirrings of patriotic emotion about the time that his lower-class 
contemporary first experiences hatred of the police and everything they stand 
for. (1966:157) 

Mutatis mutandis, similar differences in content  can be found in the realities 
of everyday work life or life in the soccer team, or indeed any other type of 
reality. Individuals acquire the typificatory schemes of the realities they are 
part of. An individual’s total reality, and thus the typificatory schemes with 
which she apprehends and deals with everyday life, is made up of all the 
specific realities she participates in. Participation in a specific reality brings 
the individual into contact with people that share that  reality. By exclusion, it 
separates her from those who do not. This differentiation of reality is driven 
by division of labour. When specialists take over what used to a common 
experience for the common man, it becomes part  of the reality of the special-
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ists, which common man does not have access to, except perhaps as a client 
(1966:97-99).

2.4  Institutional Contradiction
Socialization is how people learn the knowledge needed to participate in in-
stitutionalized areas of everyday life. Becoming a member of a new group, 
for instance a member of an organization, entails socialization; you cannot 
participate properly as a member until you learn to act as a member, which 
means that  you need to internalize the body of knowledge that  defines the 
member universe. There is no principal difference between institutionaliza-
tion and socialization; both are processes of social influence and of adapta-
tion. Adaptation consists of the individual discarding his typificatory 
scheme, or at  least the unusable parts, in favour of a better one; one that al-
lows her to participate ‘successfully’, that is, without making a mess of 
things and aggravating the other participants. The adaptation mechanism is 
the nexus of the influence model of Berger & Luckmann and is hinted at in 
the following quote.

The validity of my knowledge of everyday life is taken for granted by myself 
and by others until further notice, that is, until a problem arises that cannot be 
solved in terms of it. As long as my knowledge works satisfactorily, I am 
generally ready to suspend doubts about it. In certain attitudes detached from 
everyday reality – telling a joke, at the theatre or in church, or engaging in 
philosophical speculation – I may perhaps doubt elements of it. But these 
doubts are ‘not to be taken seriously’.  For instance, as a businessman I know 
that it pays to be inconsiderate of others.  I may laugh at a joke where this 
maxim leads to failure, I may be moved by an actor or preacher extolling the 
virtues of consideration and I may concede in a philosophical mood that all 
social relations should be governed by the Golden Rule. Having laughed, 
having been moved and having philosophized, I return to the ‘serious’ world 
of business, once more recognize the logic of its maxims, and act accord-
ingly. Only when my maxims fail to ‘deliver the goods’  in the world to which 
they are intended to apply are they likely to become problematic to me ‘in 
earnest’. (1966: 58-59)

In passing, I wonder about the circumstances of our businessman’s adoption 
of this maxim. Unless he was a cold-hearted bastard to begin with, he would 
have had to unlearn a maxim with a rather diametrical message, such as 
‘kindness is its own reward’ or something similar on becoming an inhabitant 
of the world of business. I also wonder whether he acts upon this maxim in 
his family life. I rather hope that he finds it non-applicable in that  world, as 
opposed to the ‘serious world of business’. That, however, would mean that 
he harbours contradictory institutions, which may or may not  present a prob-
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lem to him. The problem of different worlds or different  typifications con-
tradicting each other is inherent to secondary socialization in general: 

The formal processes of secondary socialization are determined by its fun-
damental problem: it always presupposes a preceding process of primary so-
cialization; that is,  that it must deal with an already formed self and an al-
ready internalized world. It cannot create subjective reality ex nihilo.  This 
presents a problem because the already internalized world has a tendency to 
persist. Whatever new contents are now to be internalized must somehow be 
superimposed upon this already present reality. There is, therefore, a problem 
of consistency between the original and the new internalizations. The prob-
lem may be more or less difficult of solution in different cases. Having 
learned that cleanliness is a virtue, it is not difficult to transfer the same virtue 
to one’s horse.  But having learned that certain obscenities are reprehensible 
as a pedestrian child,  it may need some explanation that they are now de 
rigueur as a member of the cavalry. (1966:160)

While it is certainly possible to switch between competing institutions, as 
people who regularly drive cars in both Great Britain and in France can at-
test, it  may not always be possible to reconcile institutional contradictions. In 
the case of training as a revolutionary, 

the intrinsic problem is the socialization of the individual in a counter-
definition of reality – counter,  that is, to the definitions of the ‘official’ le-
gitimators of the society. (1966: 165) 

Put  in a rather understated form, there may be “competion between the 
reality-defining personnel of various institutions” (1966:165). In the case of 
our revolutionary, she will need to choose either the revolutionary or the of-
ficial definition of reality; they apply to the same world and are mutually ex-
clusive. I would argue that contradictions of this kind can happen whenever 
people become participants in new worlds, though maybe not  as drastically 
as in the revolutionary case. While it is certainly possible that  our business-
man above did not have to learn to be inconsiderate, I am certain that  that 
would not be the case for everyone moving into the ‘serious world of busi-
ness’. 

2.4.1  Permeability and legitimacy of social worlds
There is one thing I feel the need to point  out  here, and which I will return to 
in the next  chapter, and that  is the institutional permeability of social worlds. 
When one world contradicts the institutions of another it  is a problem of 
consistency from the perspective of the individual. From the perspective of 
the contradicted institutions, however, it  is a loss of integrity, objectivity, 
massivity. If the explanations for reprehensible cavalry institutions, as 
quoted above, are not satisfactory to new members, those institutions may 
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become vulnerable to interference from outside typifications; members may 
challenge them and not discard the contradictory typifications. Herein lies 
the nucleus of a mechanism of institutional change: if the knowledge that 
lets members apprehend an institution as flawed or unconvincing spreads, 
then that  institution may get overturned and replaced. One thing that  ‘de-
fends’ institutions from being overthrown by alternative institutions is the 
process of legitimation and the legitimacy it awards to an institutional order. 
The more legitimate an institutional order is perceived to be by the people 
reproducing it, the less likely they are to let foreign institutions permeate it. 

The institutional order of a particular world is what is keeping it  running 
smoothly. Implicitly, then, it can be assumed that  the lack of an institutional 
order means that things are not  running smoothly. As noted, an institution is 
a generally accepted solution to problem of coordination. People that  are 
brought together by the relevances they share may have several problems in 
common. The problems are institutionalized in parallel and independently of 
each other. For instance, the reward and control solution in an organization 
need not have anything to do with its decision-making solution. 

Sets of institutionalization processes take place concurrently. There is no a 
priori reason for assuming that that these processes will necessarily ‘hang 
together’ functionally, let alone as a logically consistent system. (1966:80) 

This presents a problem, because, “while performances can be segregated, 
meanings tend towards at  least minimal consistency“ (1966:81). Whether or 
not an institutional order constitutes a logically consistent system, the logic 

does not reside in the institutions and their external functionalities, but in the 
way these are treated in reflection about them. Put differently, reflective con-
sciousness superimposes the quality of logic on the institutional order. (1966: 
82) 

These superimposed reflections form a ‘canopy of legitimations’ (Berger & 
Luckmann 1966:79) that  “‘explains’ the institutional order by ascribing cog-
nitive validity to its objectivated meanings” (1966:111). This canopy is 
added on top of the typificatory scheme that constitutes the knowledge of an 
institutional order. The process whereby institutions are integrated into a 
logically consistent system is legitimation, a process “best  described as a 
‘second-order’ objectivation of meaning” (1966:110). Legitimation produces 
new meanings that  serve to integrate the meanings already attached to dispa-
rate institutional processes and make subjectively plausible the ‘first-order’ 
objectivations that  have been institutionalized (1966:110). In other words, 
the canopy of legitimations contains second-order typifications that  integrate 
a set  of institutions into an institutional order; the greater its logical consis-
tency, the more ‘orderly’ it becomes. 
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2.5  The model of influence and adaptation
Berger & Luckmann observe that a distinction between routine and crisis 
maintenance of reality may be convenient  (1966:168). Routine maintenance 
of one’s reality handles the small changes, the ongoing modifications to 
one’s typficatory scheme. 

At the same time that the conversational apparatus ongoingly maintains real-
ity, it ongoingly modifies it. Items are dropped and added, weakening some 
sectors of what is still taken for granted and reinforcing others. (1966:173) 

Crisis maintenance becomes necessary in situations where one’s reality is 
disconfirmed, where one’s typificatory scheme is either kept  or transformed, 
depending on the success of the crisis maintenance. But transformation in-
volves nothing more than a different degree of modification (1966:176); the 
distinction is not  qualitative. A further observation concerns collectivities in 
constant  ‘crisis’ – what of organizations where reorganizations and transfor-
mations happen often enough to be routine events to their members? The 
only thing that  distinguishes this situation is that the process of institutional 
adaptation, or, at least, of trial-and-error, is visible to the participating mem-
bers; the members are aware that  they are rebuilding their institutional 
world. 

All typificatory changes, then, involve the same mechanism, which lies at 
the heart  of the social influence model, namely institutional contradiction. 
While the contradictions may range from the minute and trivial to the total 
transformation of one’s life, the mechanism remains the same: people do not 
change their typificatory schemes until their schemes ‘fail to deliver the 
goods’ and prove themselves flawed. This might  happen when the individual 
enters an unknown world or realizes that there is a better way of doing things 
in a known world. But it will not happen until the conflicting evidence gains 
enough massivity to tip the scale, which is where the repository of remem-
bered externalizations becomes a significant  factor. Until the moment  of 
doubt, the conflicting externalizations may be ignored as anomalies, foreign 
customs, or the antics of provocateurs, and thus irrelevant. Adaptation is thus 
not a continuous process; adaptations happen in discrete events. And the 
changes are adaptations, since one thereby reevaluates one’s typificatory 
scheme and the alternatives and adopts the typifications that are better suited 
to deliver the goods in the current  situation. Competing typifications may 
fail to ever accumulate enough weight  to tip the balance, if one’s existing 
typifications are regularly reaffirmed (1966:174-175). And some typifica-
tions are more deeply rooted than others, and so require a greater mass of 
evidence of being in error before they can be uprooted. 
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Both the prohibition on nudity, which is related to one’s sense of shame and 
internalized in primary socialization, and the canons of proper dress for dif-
ferent social occasions, which are acquired as secondary internalizations, are 
taken for granted in everyday life. As long as they are not socially chal-
lenged, neither constitutes a problem for the individual. However, the chal-
lenge would have to be much stronger in the former case than in the latter to 
crystallize as a threat to the taken-for-granted reality of the routines in ques-
tion.  A relatively minor shift in the subjective definition of social reality 
would suffice for an individual to take for granted that one may go to the 
office without a tie. A much more drastic shift would be necessary to have 
him go, as a matter of fact, without any clothes at all. The former shift could 
be socially mediated by nothing more than a change of job […]. The latter 
would entail a social revolution in the individual’s milieu; it would be subjec-
tively apprehended as a profound conversion, probably after in initially in-
tense resistance. (1966:167-168)

This quote illustrates the basics mechanics of the social influence model. If 
my typificatory scheme holds until disproved, then the influences I get in the 
course of normal social interaction, that  is, the externalizations I experience, 
will not matter until contrarian or anomalous influences have accumulated 
enough weight to prove my typifications flawed, or at  least  to cause me to 
doubt their validity. And when that happens, the influences I have received 
provide me with a library of alternative typifications with which to replace 
the ones I have to discard. For instance, I may harbour a rather unfair typifi-
cation of Americans. Whether I replace it  with a more nuanced view will 
depend on how many Americans behaving atypically I encounter compared 
to the number behaving according to my prejudice. If the atypical Americans 
are too many to ignore, eventually I will have to replace my typification with 
something more in tune with empirical reality as I experience it. Essentially, 
this is the dialectic that Schutz talks about in ‘On multiple realities’, which 
in Ahrne’s description boils down to two rules, the first of which states that 

the knowledge and experience that the individual has acquired through edu-
cation and socialization is always reinterpretable in the light of new experi-
ences. (1990:74)

And, on the other hand, “all new events are interpreted and comprehended in 
relation to previous ones” (1990:74-75). This illustrates the basic dialectic 
involved in the maintenance of subjective reality. I would argue that  it  is this 
dialectic that powers, for instance, Giddens’ ‘duality of structure’ and Bour-
dieu’s concept  of habitus, both of which try to capture both change and con-
tinuity in social reality. In a similar vein, the institutional dialectic closely 
mirrors Simmel’s concept of Vergesellschaftung. Cederman & Daase say that 
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instead of privileging either actor or structure as the ontological starting 
point,  [Simmel’s] notion of sociation traces the production and reproduction 
of both actors and structures. (2003:11)

Since both actors and structures are produced and reproduced through proc-
esses of sociation, they are equivalent to processes of institutionalization.

Returning to the prohibition on nudity, major changes do not  need to 
come as revolutions. The roots of a deeply rooted typification may become 
less deep over time. Influences can lead one to accept  that, say, the prohibi-
tion on nudity, while still mostly valid, is not as necessary or as all-
encompassing as one used to think. One could ease into a clothing-optional 
lifestyle through acceptance of topless beaches and then of nudist  beaches, 
followed by occasional trips to nudist colonies and subsequent week-end 
nudism. Of course, such a change demands fairly high levels of persistency 
and consistency from the nudist  side of things. If the influence is not  persis-
tent or consistent, the transformation may never happen. It  may also be the 
case that the ‘root depth’ of typifications is a personal matter, and that  the 
difficulty of convincing different individuals varies according to their per-
sonal preferences. 

2.5.1  The significance of others
Given these basics of the model of social influence, it  follows that an indi-
vidual’s typificatory scheme and adaptations is determined by the specific 
set of others that are influencing the individual. Differential exposure to ex-
ternalizations means that  individual typificatory schemes will turn out differ-
ently. The specific set of persons an individual is influenced by is the most 
significant determinant  of the contents of her typificatory scheme. It  is also 
the case that  one’s typificatory scheme is the most  significant determinant  of 
who one chooses to interact with. 

Socialization and adaptation
If we add C to the life of A and B, who are still living together, a process of 
socialization will take place as C learns the institutions A and B have created. 
How does C learn? In precisely the same way as A and B objectivated their 
institutions. By interacting with A and B, C can observe their routines and 
start  to play roles with them. A and B likewise observe C, but  C’s externali-
zations may not amount to much against  the sheer force of habit  of the insti-
tutions that A and B have already established. It  is more likely that  C will 
adopt the established order of A and B than that  A and B will adopt C’s vari-
ants. In the course of their interaction, C will adapt to the established institu-
tional order; A and B are only likely to adopt  any of C’s variants if he per-
sists in using it, and A and B find that  it is a satisfactory alternative. (1966: 
150)
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The socialization of C into the life of A and B is actually three processes 
of social influence and adaptation: between A and B, between A and C and 
between B and C. When A and B first institutionalized their life together they 
most likely had to discard at least some of their preconceived notions on how 
to live together, as the influences from the other provided enough evidence 
that these notions were flawed. When C moves in, he adapts to A and B, and 
they to C. Like A and B when they moved together, C may have precon-
ceived notions of how this shared little world will work, and, upon learning 
that ‘this is how these things are done here’, adopts the institutions of A and 
B when they start  to outweigh his own. They, in turn, are subjected to the 
externalizations of C – his version of how things should be. But  those may 
never gain enough massivity to destabilize the existing order that A and B 
continually externalize and reaffirm to each other. 

This example of reciprocal typificatory adaptation shows that  the mecha-
nism for social influence remains the same for the creation and reproduction 
of institutions as well as for their socialization to new members. There is no 
principal difference between institutionalization and socialization. Of course, 
old members can learn or adopt  new solutions to old problems from new 
members; it  is just  unlikely that  a new member’s naïve ideas about the 
group’s problems have not already been tested and discarded. This does not 
mean that an old world is optimally organized, but  it  is most likely organized 
satisfactorily. To ‘reprogram’ an institutionalized world may take some rela-
tively revolutionary innovations to overcome the inertia of established and 
entrenched praxis. 

2.5.2  What everybody knows
Berger & Luckmann observe that  knowledge is not uniformly distributed in 
social realities:

I do not share my knowledge equally with all my fellowmen, and some 
knowledge I may not share with anyone. I share my professional knowledge 
with my colleagues, but not with my family, and I may share with nobody my 
knowledge of how to cheat at cards. […] The social distribution of knowl-
edge thus begins with the fact that I do not know everything known to my 
fellowmen, and vice versa. (1966:60) 

Different individuals participate in different  worlds and different  groups; 
knowledge will be distributed to people according to the worlds and groups 
they are part  of. But to the extent  that individuals do not interact with every-
one in a world or a group, knowledge within the world or group will also be 
distributed differentially. As soon as a group’s size goes beyond the point 
where each member interacts with every other member, the “sum total of 
‘what everybody knows’ about a social world” becomes unavailable to 
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member experience4. The concept of ‘what everybody knows’ is crucial here. 
Each member will have its own version of ‘what  everybody knows’ based on 
what everybody the member interacts with knows. People will adopt  the 
typifications that is perceived as the standard among their local interaction 
partners. The expression ‘this is how things are done’ really reads ‘this is 
how things are done around here’. It  may sound counter-intuitive, but the 
concept of ‘what  everybody knows’ thus refers to a local standard and relates 
to the distribution of knowledge in general. 

My typificatory scheme is an approximation of ‘what everybody knows’, 
an approximition of the schemes of the people I interact with. Their typifica-
tory schemes are approximations of the schemes of the people they interact 
with. What about the schemes of B, a person that does not  interact with me 
but with someone I interact with? Our schemes cannot be too dissimilar 
since the person that interacts with both of us needs to be able to interact 
with both of us. But  C, who is someone that interacts with B but  does not 
interact  with anyone that interacts with me, need not  have a scheme similar 
to mine. Of course, B needs to be able to interact  with that person, and her 
scheme cannot  diverge too sharply from mine, so C’s scheme cannot  be en-
tirely alien to mine. But the principle is that  the further removed from my 
social experience a person is, the more dissimilar our schemes can be. Even 
if the difference between any two persons that interact  regularly is minimal, 
the differences between people in different parts of a social world can still be 
quite large, since they only need to be able to coordinate with their own 
‘neighbours’. 

The problem of homogeneity
Even with a central enforcing agency, an institution may vary across the 
group where it  is valid. The letter of the law may stay invariant throughout 
the different regions of a state, but the spirit  of the law, as realized by re-
gional police men and judges, may behave differently. This does not mean 
that there are no institutions that are invariant  across a group, just  that  there 
are ample opportunities for local variation. I said at  the beginning of this 
chapter that institutional change is an inherent  consequence of the influence 
model that Berger & Luckmann are using. I would argue that the very exis-
tence of institutional enforcement  and control mechanisms is in fact evi-
dence that maintenance of institutional homogeneity and conformity over 
time and space is difficult to achieve. 
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polythetic groups are very hard to define boundaries for.



As mentioned above, reprehensible cavalry institutions need to be ex-
plained to new members. This is an example of a general fact of socializa-
tion; new members need to be taught how to behave and why these behav-
iours are right and proper. “The institutional world requires legitimation, that 
is, ways by which it  can be ‘explained’ and justified” (1966:79). These le-
gitimations “will have to be consistent  and comprehensive it  terms of the 
institutional order, if they are to carry conviction to the new generation” 
(1966:79). This is important, as the following quote tells us. 

The new generation posits a problem of compliance, and its socialization into 
the institutional order requires the establishment of sanctions. The institutions 
must and do claim authority over the individual, independently of the subjec-
tive meanings he may attach to any particular situation. The priority of the 
institutional definitions of situations must be consistently maintained over 
individual temptations at redefinition. (1966: 80; emphasis mine)

It  seems that  Berger & Luckmann are well aware that consistency across 
local standards may be more difficult to achieve than change. 

Society
There are a few inconsistencies, or at least oddities, in Berger & Luckmann’s 
account that result  from their inability to deal with the concept  of society. On 
the one hand, they are clearly aware of the fragmented and multiversal na-
ture of individual life, but  on the other hand they refer to phenomena that 
encompass or define society, such as problems of coordination that are 
common to all members of society (1966:97-98). Leaving the difficulties in 
achieving institutional homogeneity aside, one cannot  help but  wonder if 
situations exist that are relevant  to all members of a society yet  not relevant 
to anyone outside it (since this would make them part  of this society and not 
their own). If relevances are not  coterminous with what passes for society, 
then they cannot  be of help in defining society; in fact, lack of congruence 
would blur the boundaries of where one society ends and another begins. 
One could also consider groups living on the borders between two societies. 
It  is likely that they partake of both societies to some extent, dissolving the 
borders of institutions and relevances that separate them. The problem of 
society as a concept is the same one that plagues Hofstede’s definition of 
culture, as discussed early on in the chapter. What may distinguish one soci-
ety from another may not  be common to all members, and what is common 
to all members may also be common to members of other societies. 

A clearly definable society is not  a requirement  for Berger & Luckmann’s 
model, however. Every occurrence of ‘society’ in the text, implicit  or ex-
plicit, can simply be replaced by ‘social group’ with no loss of theoretical 
power. Dissolving society into a mess of social worlds that  people move be-
tween will actually serve to increase the generality of the processes they de-
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scribe. Such a mess is precisely what Ahrne postulates when he argues that 
the human world – the global system of modern society – is best compre-
hended in terms of organizations interacting and in terms of the conse-
quences of their interactions. He concludes that “there is no higher order 
above or beyond these organizations […]. There is only disorder” (Ahrne 
1990:142). Whatever can be observed on any level above actual organiza-
tions will be undirected, unintended and unanticipated. Mutatis mutandis, the 
same goes for any society. In fact, I would argue that the model of influence 
and adaptation that Berger & Luckmann describe inevitably leads to a messy 
world of groups and organizations. As soon as a population becomes too 
large for everyone to interact with everyone else, homogeneity becomes an 
ambition rather than a property of reality. The boundaries of society is a 
problem, the solution of which can be seen in the arbitrary nature of the bor-
ders of national states. In a sense, sorting people into neat groups, which is a 
problem in social reality, is mirrored by the problems of defining methodo-
logical mechanisms to do the same in network theory and analysis (see e.g. 
Degenne & Forsé 1999). 

2.6  Subjective reality
Seen from the perspective of the individual, the problem of maintaining the 
‘symmetry between objective and subjective reality’ is no less real or diffi-
cult than the problem of maintaining homogeneity in a group, and is in fact 
the same problem. This symmetry “is never a static, once-for-all state of af-
fairs. It  must  always be produced and reproduced in actu” (1966:154). Ob-
jective reality, the institutional order, as embodied in ‘what everybody 
knows’, is a process of continuous reproduction, and, if individual tempta-
tions at redefinition cannot  always be curbed, over time redefinitions will, 
statistically speaking, be inevitable. While social life anchors subjective re-
alities in the sense that individuals are unlikely to redefine reality beyond 
their ability to coordinate with the people they want to or need to interact 
with, externalized redefinitions will be an influence on regular interaction 
partners. Subjective reality may be re-redefined thanks to these partners, but 
some redefinitions may be adopted by them, shifting the contents of objec-
tive reality ever so slightly. 

An individual typically interacts regularly with only a small subset of all 
the people that  populate the groups and world the individual is part  of, and 
so will be regularly exposed only to a sample of the existing typifications for 
each institution (1966:170). The significance of regular interaction partners 
for maintaining a consistent  reality cannot be overstated. Furthermore, it  is 
the regularity of interaction that  makes some more significant than others. 
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We will return to the significance of others after we look at  the ‘most impor-
tant vehicle of reality-maintenance’. 

2.6.1 The persuasive powers of conversation

The most important vehicle of reality-maintenance is conversation. One may 
view the individual’s everyday life in terms of the working away of a conver-
sational apparatus that ongoingly maintains, modifies and reconstructs his 
subjective reality. […] It is important to stress, however, that the greater part 
of reality-maintenance in conversation is implicit, not explicit.  […] Thus, an 
exchange such as, ‘Well, it’s time for me to get to the station’, and, ‘Fine, 
darling, have a good day at the office’, implies an entire world within which 
these apparently simple propositions make sense. By virtue of this implica-
tion the exchange confirms the subjective reality of the world. (1966:172)

Conversations objectivate subjective reality much in the same way that act-
ing in the capacity of a role gives the institutional order empirical reality. By 
conversing, I objectivate my subjective reality, that  is, I give my typificatory 
scheme an objective form accessible to others, not merely in my choice of 
topics and words, but also in the “rich aura of non-verbal communication 
that surrounds speech” (1966:172). But  a single conversation will matter 
little; the reality, that  is, the typifications, I reveal and transmit  can gain mas-
sivity in the minds of my conversation partners only if we converse regu-
larly. 

In order to maintain subjective reality effectively, the conversational appara-
tus must be continual and consistent. Disruptions of continuity or consistency 
ipso facto posit a threat to the subjective reality in question. […] Different 
conversations can be compared in terms of the density of the reality they pro-
duce or maintain. On the whole, frequency of conversation enhances its 
reality-generating potency, but lack of frequency can sometimes be compen-
sated for by the intensity of the conversation when it does take place. (1966: 
174)

It  is immediately obvious that repetition of a typification strengthens it  and 
gives it  massivity, and that  the frequency with which it  is reaffirmed deter-
mines its reality-defining potency relative to any competing typifications. It 
is also obvious that  ‘density’ means the weight  attached to a specific influ-
ence, but  it is decidedly less obvious what  could cause this difference in 
weight. It is an important concept  for the model (if not to Berger & Luck-
mann, who seem happy to leave it  obscure), because anything that changes 
the relative weights of competing typifications constitutes a decisive factor 
in whether one maintains or modifies ones typificatory scheme.
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2.6.2  The significance of similarity
Berger & Luckmann point  out  that  “in the social process of reality-

maintenance, it  is possible to distinguish between significant  others and less 
important  others” (1966:169). While they do not  describe in any detail how a 
person may become significant  to another or what constitutes significance, 
significance is obviously a status that  the individual can confer upon an 
other, seeing as she can demote others from this status, “turning instead to 
others for his significant  reality-confirmations” (1966:170-171). This also 
points to the effect of significance: 

the significant others in the individual’s life are the principal agents for the 
maintenance of his subjective reality. Less significant others function as a 
sort of chorus. (1966:170) 

If significant others are to be able to maintain and reaffirm one’s subjective 
reality they must necessarily have similar typificatory schemes, or their in-
fluence would instead contradict  one’s subjective reality. In fact, significant 
others are likely to be the source of quite a large part of the influences that 
describe ‘what  everybody knows’. The voluntary nature of significance indi-
cates that  significance follows the principle of homophily: individuals inter-
act  more frequently with those who are similar to themselves (Macy & Wil-
ler 2002:153, Axelrod 1997:151, Carley 1991:334). While individuals must 
interact  with those that participate in the same worlds and groups as they do, 
the homophily principle would indicate that they choose to interact with 
those that share their subjective reality, and that  those who become the sig-
nificant  others in one’s life tend to be people who already share significant 
parts of one’s typificatory schemes. 

The real difference between the significant others and the ‘chorus’ can be 
seen most  easily in ‘instances of disconfirmation of subjective reality’, that 
is, when someone challenges an individual’s typifications. An act by a sig-
nificant  other that disconfirms one’s reality has far greater potency than a 
similar act by a casual acquaintance. Besides, “acts by the latter has to ac-
quire a certain density to equal the potency of the former” (1966: 171), while 
“the same opinion expressed in succession by ten casual acquaintances may 
begin to outweigh a contrary opinion of one’s best friend” (1966: 171). 

Similarity and density
It  seems logical to assume that  if one has frequent  interactions with an other 
and the realities produced during those interactions are ‘dense’, then that 
other would be fairly significant, given the frequency and potency of the re-
alities produced. Could typificatory similarity be the source of ‘density’? 
Berger & Luckmann hints that  it  may be so: people who are not similar, who 
deviate from ‘what everybody knows’, who do not conform to the institu-
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tional order, “are not to be taken seriously be reasonable men” (1966:133). 
The externalizations of deviants carry less weight  as influences because of 
the dissimilarity in typificatory schemes (1966:132-133). While Berger & 
Luckmann talk about  aliens and foreigners in this case, “the same conceptual 
procedure may, of course, also be applied to deviants within the society”. It 
is entirely reasonable that  the influence weight one attaches to any experi-
enced externalization would be proportional to the similiarity between the 
typificatory schemes of oneself and the other. While the weightlessness of 
deviant externalizations supports this idea, a positive example would give it 
more credibility. 

The density of shared relevances

Generally speaking, in situations where there is competition between differ-
ent reality-defining agencies,  all sorts of secondary-group relationships with 
the competitors may be tolerated, as long as there are firmly established 
primary-group relationships within which one reality is ongoingly reaffirmed 
against the competitors. (1966:172)

Having stated this, Berger & Luckmann claim that  one, for instance, cannot 
maintain one’s Catholic faith unless one retains one’s significant relationship 
with the Catholic community (1966:174). What then of ‘the individual living 
for many years among people of a different faith and cut off from those shar-
ing his own’? 

[He] may continue to identify himself as, say, a Catholic. Through prayer, 
religious exercises, and similar techniques his old Catholic reality may con-
tinue to be subjectively relevant to him. At the very least the techniques may 
sustain his continued self-identification as a Catholic. They will,  however, 
become subjectively empty of ‘living’ reality unless they are ‘revitalized’  by 
social contact with other Catholics. To be sure, an individual usually remem-
bers the realities of his past. But the way to ‘refresh’  these memories is to 
converse with those who share their relevance. (1966:175; emphasis mine)

Infrequent  conversation with others that  share one’s subjective reality is evi-
dently enough to outweigh the frequent  influences of those that do not. Since 
it cannot  be a matter of frequency, it has to be a matter of density. Little 
weight  need be attached to the nonsense spouted by the unbelievers, in con-
trast  to the heavy influence of brothers and sisters of the faith. The idea that 
similarity produces dense realities would also explain why cults, sects and 
other agencies of brain-washing cut the subject off from outside influence 
(see 1966:178-179) – since the victim initially does not  share the typificatory 
scheme of this group to any large extent, their influence can not  be very 
dense, and this has to be compensated by frequency of interaction instead. 
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2.7  Model summary
Having gone to some length to establish the model of social influence that 
can be found in Berger & Luckmann’s text, which, I must admit, are only 
implied in some places, I will try to summarize the important bits.

An individual’s typificatory scheme defines her subjective reality, how 
she apprehends and deals with, well, everything she may encounter. In inter-
action, people externalize their subjective realities, by choice and manner of 
action. The social life of an individual, then, becomes an endless string of 
typificatory influences. Having established the first  versions of their typifica-
tory schemes during primary socialization, people will not  doubt the validity 
of their schemes unless they perceive that  the schemes have ceased to ‘de-
liver the goods’, that  their typifications no longer yield the expected results. 
In reevaluating their typificatory schemes, they will replace the faulty typifi-
cations with the most influential alternatives of their experience. People that 
interact  will converge on a shared set of typifications for situations that are 
relevant to all of them. Since they are interacting, they have to share some 
relevance that  brings them into contact, which is also the reason that  they 
need a solution that allows them to coordinate in the first place. To the extent 
that their individual relevance structures make their interaction a regular part 
of their lives, the institutionalization of their conduct is inevitable. 

People tend to interact regularly with people that have similar realities 
and relevances, and the greater the similarity the more frequent  the interac-
tions. To some extent this has the air of inevitability, if not  tautology, be-
cause people can only interact regularly with those that  participate in the 
same worlds as they do. But whenever an individual has a choice of whom to 
interact  with from among the set of people she meets regularly, the choice is 
determined by this principle of homophily. People with similar realities are 
the ones that  tend to understand the individual best, sharing the same pains, 
concerns, hopes and joys, able to make sense of the world they share. Small 
wonder then, that  the individual attaches greater weight to their opinions 
than the opinions of less significant  others. As a result, the individual will 
tend to adapt typificatorily to the ones most significant to her. The adaptation 
process modifies the principle of local influence, which says that  people will 
become similar to those they interact  with, and the most similar to those they 
interact  with the most frequently. By differentiating influences by the typifi-
catory similarity of the influencer and the individual, adaptations will be a 
function of frequency and similarity. 

Institutionalization in organizations
Factors that are unique to each influence situation no doubt  play a large part 
in this as well, but  being non-general they can be treated as sources of ran-
dom variation. In addition, whether or not  an individual will adopt  alterna-
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tive typifications is a matter of individual preference, a personal opinion of 
the relative merits of two competing typifications. As such, it is a matter of 
the personal preference for the groups that hold these typifications, or, in 
other words, of personal utility. Berger & Luckmann say that  one cannot 
maintain beliefs unless one maintains one’s relations with a community that 
confirms and reproduces those beliefs. Turning the argument backwards, it  is 
likely that as long as one remains a part  of a community, one will maintain 
the beliefs of that community. To the extent that there is some variation 
within the community, one will tend to adopt the beliefs that have the great-
est merit, that is, that allow one to be successful within the community. 
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Chapter 3  Institutionalization and Or-
ganization

When dealing with institutionalization and organizations, there are, seem-
ingly, two sides to the equation. On the one hand, there are the organizational 
aspects of institutionalization, that  is, how institutionalization happens in 
organization. On the other hand, there are the institutional aspects of organi-
zation, that is, how societal institutions both enable and restrict  the activities 
of organizations. These processes can be seen as occurring on different lev-
els of aggregation, where individual members coordinate with others within 
the organization and the organization coordinates with other organizations. 
Using the perspective of methodological individualism, however, I treat 
these two issues as a single process of organizational institutionalization 
among members that serves two purposes. 

3.1  The Problem of Organizational Viability 
To thrive, to be viable, a company needs to win the support  of its environ-
ment. But “much of what  has been discussed as ‘environment’ are in fact 
other organizations” (Ahrne 1994:102); a company needs to win the support 
of the actors it  depends on for its continued existence. This is what makes 
organizational viability an institutional matter. These environmental actors, 
says Brunsson, “are interested not only in what is produced but  also in how 
this is done” (Brunsson 2002:xii). A company has to supply products that 
reflect values and norms in its environment, but  organizational structures, 
processes and ideologies reflect  norms and values just as products do; they 
too can answer to external demands (Brunsson 2002:3-6). Thus, organiza-
tions need to incorporate ‘building blocks’ that  are considered ‘proper, ade-
quate, rational, and necessary’ (Meyer & Rowan 1977) by the environmental 
actors to avoid illegitimacy and to stay within the institutional ‘zone of indif-
ference’. Organizations need to be able to make sense of their environment, 
and they need to make sense to their environment. To some extent, this is 
simply the homophily principle writ large; given a choice of organizations, a 
customer, client, consumer, supplier, investor or potential employee will fa-
vour the organization that  share her relevances. An organization in competi-
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tion with other organizations for environmental support will increase its 
competitive advantage the better it  is able to reflect  the environmental norms 
and values, since that will make it easier for it to satisfy demands placed 
upon it. 

An organization’s ability to make sense is distributed among its human 
agents. These individual members, and the roles they perform, also need to 
make sense of, and make sense to, the other members in their roles. If they 
cannot, they will have trouble coordinating with one another, and the effi-
ciency of the organization will suffer as time and resources are wasted in 
counter-productive actions. Furthermore, yet  more resources need to be ex-
pended in trying to deal with the consequences of the counter-productive 
structures. Coordination, or the production of coordinated action, is impor-
tant to all organizations, and may even be seen as synonymous with, or the 
point  of, organizing, in the first place (Brunsson 2002:10). Organizations are 
the basic vehicles through which collective action occurs, through which 
people pursue activities too broad in scope to be accomplished by individu-
als (Aldrich 1999:5). For organizations in competition with other organiza-
tions, the ability to coordinate is of utmost  importance, arguably second only 
to the ability to adapt (Brunsson 2002:2-3). Coordination is very much a so-
cial process of interaction and communication. As March & Simon describe 
it, 

the capacity of an organization to maintain a complex, highly interdependent 
pattern of activity is limited in part by its capacity to handle the communica-
tion necessary for coordination. (1958:183)

Communication in the organization happens in terms of the ‘classificatory 
schemes’ of the organization: 

The technical vocabulary and the classification schemes in an organization 
provide a set of concepts that can be used in analyzing and in communicating 
about its problems. Anything that is easily described and discussed in terms 
of these concepts can be readily communicated within the organization; any-
thing that does not fit the system of concepts is communicated only with dif-
ficulty. Hence, the world tends to be perceived by the organization members 
in terms of the particular concepts that are reflected in the organization’s vo-
cabulary. The particular categories and schemes of classification it employs 
are reified, and become, for members of the organization,  attributes of the 
world rather than mere conventions. (March & Simon 1958:186)

Unsurprisingly, this kind of sense-making sounds remarkably like the typifi-
catory schemes of the institutionalization process. I would argue that there 
simply are not that  many different alternatives for describing how a group of 
people share a common understanding of themselves and the collective, their 
roles and relations to each other, the situations they may find themselves in, 
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and the actions available to them. For example, Aldrich uses the similar term 
‘shared cognitive schemata’ in describing how members coordinate (1999: 
145-146). The need for members to share knowledge points out the funda-
mental role in organizational development played by institutitionalization. 

Population turnover 
An organization not  only needs to win the support  of its environment  to be 
viable. If it  is to have a continued existence, it  needs to maintain it  as well. It 
needs to be able to adapt as its environmental circumstances change. I started 
this text by considering a population of organizations. If we take a look at 
our population of organizations at a later time, we might see that  some of the 
formerly thriving companies are declining or disbanding while some of them 
are still thriving. Of the companies that were in the process of establishing 
themselves at  the time of our first look, many might  already have disbanded, 
while some are able to thrive. Still later, all of the organizations we saw 
originally may have been replaced with new ones. This is to be expected, 
according to Stinchcombe, since society changes over time but  organiza-
tions, once established, tend not to (1965). Old organizations unable to adapt 
will be out-competed by younger, better-adapted organizations. This scenario 
is by no means unreasonable. For adaptation to occur, the organization needs 
to abandon obsolete typificatory schemes, at least  in part, and embrace new 
typifications that  allow it  to once again make sense of and to its environ-
ment. But established and entrenched typificatory schemes tend to persist 
due to their inertia and the very fact that they have become routines (Aldrich 
1999:149); teaching old dogs new tricks takes time and effort. The ‘liability 
of newness’ means that  an organization may not  invest the resources needed 
for adaptation until it is deemed necessary, at  which time it  may be too late 
anyway, if new and better-adapted competitors have already emerged. The 
failure of Facit AB, as described in chapter 1, illustrates this nicely. Its typi-
ficatory scheme was too entrenched; it could not  countenance abandoning its 
modus operandi. 

Tangentially, it can be intuited that the ratio of adaptable organizations in 
a given population should rise over time, since they will tend to survive 
while non-adaptive organizations do not. In a mature population, no new-
comers would then be able to displace the adaptable organizations that have 
proven themselves the fittest. However, this intuition is flawed, as I discuss 
in chapter 6. At  this point I will simply refer to Stinchcombe’s scenario: or-
ganizations tend to be replaced when environmental conditions change. We 
should not see many non-static industries where organizations are not re-
placed over time. 

In addition, it  can be argued that institutionalization is not  of equal impor-
tance in all organizations. More precisely, it  is the coordinative aspects that 
may vary in importance; all organizations need to be able to make sense of 
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and to its environment. In Tayloristic or technically oriented organizations 
there may be little need of constant coordination. Members need not exercise 
any powers of discretion or negotiation when all tasks are pre-defined; there 
is no ambiguity or alternatives that  concerns individual members. This does 
not mean that members do not  or cannot  develop a culture, merely that  a 
shared culture is not  necessary for the coordination of members. However, 
Tayloristic organizations are relatively easy to automate; humans can be re-
placed with machines. This leaves the parts of the enterprise that cannot be 
automated – such as issues of what  the enterprise is, how it  should be organ-
ized and why it is environmentally relevant  – to human intersubjectivity, and 
thus to the process of institutionalization. 

3.2  Organization Is Institutionalization 
Every day in the life of an organization is a day of entirely human activity – 
people thinking, acting, reflecting, reacting, and interacting, not  to mention 
communicating, coordinating, cooperating, and competing. Organizations 
can only act by human proxy. This does not mean that organizations are 
nothing but  people. For instance, an enterprise has to take place somewhere; 
a building imposes limitations on how the organisation’s members can be 
distributed, which would affect the relative frequencies of interaction, and, 
thus, the institutionalization process, as we will see. But  at the end of the 
day, it  is the members that have to apprehend and deal with everything in the 
organization that is not people. 

Organizations can only come into existence if people organize. Weick 
says about organizing that 

in every case there is a shared sense of appropriate procedures and appropri-
ate interpretations, an assemblage of behaviours distributed among two or 
more people, and a puzzle to be worked on. (1979:4) 

But, apart from the puzzle and the group of individuals, these elements are 
not prerequisites for organizing. Rather, they are the results of that  process. 
We can see this from Aldrich’s account  of the formative period of organiza-
tions: as the members of a fledgling organization are involved in coming to 
terms with and making sense of each other and the organizational enterprise, 
two related things emerge. An elementary division of labour emerges be-
cause job structures and roles grow in concert with the evolution of organiza-
tional routines and competencies. A community of practice emerges from the 
interaction of members accomplishing their tasks as they go about their du-
ties. A community of practice is the patterned social interaction between 
members that  sustain organizational knowledge and facilitates its reproduc-
tion (Aldrich 1999:127). 
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We already know that the interaction of people accomplishing separate 
but interdependent  tasks leads to the emergence of institutions and the typi-
fied roles that constitute them. Hence, I feel entirely justified in equating 
‘community of practice’ with ‘institutional order’ and the ‘patterned social 
interaction’ and ‘organizational knowledge’ both with ‘typificatory scheme’ 
since it contains the knowledge of both routines and role relations. Weick’s 
elements of organizing are also reflected in what we already know. Berger & 
Luckmann rather tersely define institutionalization as “reciprocal typification 
of habitualized actions by types of actors” (1966:72). The ‘shared sense...’ 
mirrors the ‘reciprocal typification’ and the ‘assemblage...’ mirrors the ‘ac-
tions by types of actors’. If the puzzle persists and the actions become ha-
bitualized, the definition is completed, and an institution is created. Weick 
further defines the act or process of organizing as a “consensually validated 
grammar for reducing equivocality by means of sensible interlocked behav-
iors” (Weick 1979:3), which, I would argue, is an excellent explication of the 
concept of ‘institution’. 

Institutionalization is not organization 
Institutionalization by no means demands that the people involved be organ-
ized or working together in any common sense of the word for institutionali-
zation to take place. Not all instances of institutionalization are processes of 
organizing; areas of social life can, and are, institutionalized without  being 
organizations – individuals interacting in social life need have no collective 
goal, and need not form collectives in order to go about  their respective 
businesses. Institutionalization can be unorganized; the people involved need 
not be working together in order to coordinate. Organizing, however, neces-
sarily involves a process of institutionalization. Institutionalization is about 
people developing reciprocal typifications through coordination around some 
common ‘problem’. When it  comes to a fledgling organization trying to find 
out how to go about  its business, the process is essentially the same, as we 
have seen. Another of Aldrich’s descriptions of the emergence of communi-
ties of practice clinches this equality: 

Through frequent interaction, members learn their roles, their portion of or-
ganizational knowledge, and how to use the knowledge. Eventually, they 
develop shared understandings that facilitate the reproduction of organiza-
tional routines and competencies. (Aldrich 1999:141)

Here we have the elements of ‘frequent  interaction’ and ‘shared understand-
ings’ which together spell the core mechanism of the influence model: fre-
quent interaction yields shared understandings. 
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3.2.1  The coordinative power of shared understandings 
While every organisation operates in an institutional environment, each or-
ganisation is itself an institutional universe, created and reproduced by its 
members. It is this internal institutional order that determines how members 
apprehend and deal with not  only each other, but  also the environmental ac-
tors it  depends on. The shared typificatory scheme developed and repro-
duced by the members describes why the organisation exists, that is, its rai-
son d’être, what  goals and ambitions it  is supposed to pursue and the ways to 
accomplish this, and why the environment  should approve of it. It  also de-
scribes the proper ways to communicate with other actors and how to inter-
pret environmental signals. It not only provides the modus operandi of the 
organization but the context in which it  makes sense as well. The shared 
typificatory scheme that  contains these understandings is eminently captured 
by the term ‘culture’. While the fit  may not  be perfect, it  is the sense in 
which I will be using the term. 

March & Simon (1958) have a simple stimulus-response model which is 
an excellent illustration of communicative coordination (1958:54). Picture a 
manager that  wants an employee to perform a set  of activities. The manager 
sends a set  of signals – the stimulus – intended to evoke the desired set  of 
responses. The manager may inadvertently send a set that  differs from the 
intended set. First, it  may contain less than all of the intended signals, and, 
second, may contain unintended signals. The employee may in turn interpret 
the manager’s signals more or less correctly. Even if the manager sends a 
flawless set of signals, the employee’s set  of responses may similarly contain 
only part of the desired ones and then some unintended ones. There are lots 
of factors that  might determine the level of error in the coordination attempt. 
Individual psychology is, of course, a primary factor. There is no safeguard 
against what one’s mind does behind the back of one’s conscious control, but 
that need not  concern us here; we can think of it  as a source of random varia-
tion. What will interest  us is the mutuality of understanding between man-
ager and employee. The degree to which the participants have the same un-
derstanding of the situation and the same expectations on their own role and 
the role of the other is the sociologically interesting determinant. In other 
words, their cultural similarity, the extent  to which they share typifications 
and relevances determines the ease with which they can communicate and 
coordinate. 

3.2.2  Goal-direction and coordination
This illustrates the basic case of organizational institutionalization: a group 
of individuals organize to serve some common purpose, and they develop 
schemes for working together for their common goal through the simple 
process of influencing each other. The members will typically divide labour 
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between themselves to increase the efficiency of the organization. As such, 
the organization will be a network of interdependent  roles. Not everyone 
needs to interact with everyone else. In fact, members will tend to interact 
most frequently, or even exclusively, with the members their roles connect 
them to, that is, with their closest  coworkers. Since we know from the last 
chapter that individual schemes are highly sensitive to the set of people the 
individual interacts with, this member interaction limitation is important. Not 
everyone needs to share all the typifications existing in the organization; in 
fact, members need only know the typifications that allow them to do their 
job properly. I use the term ‘properly’ advisedly, because these typifications 
should, hopefully, include knowledge of the overall goals and of the envi-
ronmental context  of the organization. If not, the potential for counter-
production becomes a tangible risk. If the knowledge of organizational goals 
and environmental context, as distributed among members, is poor, then 
counter-production will turn from risk to inevitability. 

All organizations came into existence because the founders had reasons 
for organizing, the ‘puzzle to work on’ so to speak. Once organized, an or-
ganization’s goals can change and multiply, but the organization can never 
lose its purposive nature. An organization may have a plethora of purposes, 
goals, intentions and ambitions. These may well be at  loggerheads (’good 
quality’ and ‘cutting costs’ are examples that come to mind), and such con-
flicts need to be apprehended in the typificatory scheme and dealt  with to 
avoid unnecessary problems. The goal-direction of the organization is a mat-
ter of institutionalization. Lack of a common understanding of what the or-
ganization is all about spells coordination problems. The whys and hows of 
the organizational enterprise is also a matter of institutional demands; these 
have to be apprehended and dealt  with along the organizational goals and 
ambitions. A lack in this departement  leads to problems of adaptation as well 
as problems of coordination. 

Ahrne describes members of organizations as ‘organizational centaurs’; 
when members act  as members they act both on behalf of the organization 
and on their own (1994:28). Members are part organization, part  human. 
While the individuals that  fill the organizational positions may be indifferent 
or even opposed to the goals of the organization, their positions and roles are 
not. Of course, a position or role may have been designed poorly enough that 
the tasks, and the manner in which they are to be performed, are partly or 
wholly detrimental to the organization, even though it was not intended to 
be. This becomes more important  in complex organizations, where there is a 
extensive division of labour. Lots of different roles mean that  there is a lot of 
role-specific knowledge and sub-goals. If the roles are not  properly inte-
grated into the overall goal-structure and typificatory scheme, there will be 
wasted effort and possibly even counter-production. But  even the most ide-
ally designed organization will fail if the centaurs animating it  fail to per-

 59



form their roles according to plan. Hence, the organizational scheme needs 
not only solve the problem of labour division, it also needs to solve the prob-
lem of reward and control. 

3.2.3  Distribution of typifications 
Following Brunsson’s dictum that  environmental actors are interested in or-
ganizational processes, the fitness of an organization will depend on the ad-
aptation of individual members to these environmental demands. An organi-
zation can only be fit  when individual members do their work in an institu-
tionally appropriate manner and with consequences that are in accordance 
with institutional demands. While the organization may not be transparent to 
the environment on the level of individuals, the work of individuals and the 
manner in which they work still determines how well the organization can 
satisfy the demands under which it labours. Hence, the distribution of adap-
tive typifications among the members determines the level of both coordina-
tion and adaptation, and the processes that affect  the distribution determines 
the organization’s adaptability in the face of environmental volatility. 

The extent to which typifications of general relevance are actually shared 
in the organization depends on the frequencies of interaction, and thus the 
frequencies of influences, between different members. If frequencies are dif-
ferentially distributed, local schemes may develop and persist. Logically, the 
likelihood of this occurring is larger in larger organizations, especially if la-
bour is extensively divided; the possibilities of each member influencing and 
being influenced by all other members equally in such organizations are few. 
Local schemes are a mixed blessing to the organization: on the one hand it 
means problems of coordination, but on the other hand it  means that there is 
typificatory variation that come in handy when members need new ways to 
make sense of and to the environment  when it changes, and when the pre-
vailing scheme fails to deliver the goods. 

3.3  Influence 
What  happens when new members are recruited and old ones leave? What 
happens when the institutions of the environment changes, and the organiza-
tion needs to adapt? We need to look at how members influence each other 
and how organizations, as member collectives, adapt to changes in the envi-
ronment. There are at  least  two factors that modify the basic influence model 
in an organizational setting. The first  is the limitation on member interac-
tions and the second is what can be called the ‘adaptivity bias’, neither of 
which occurs to any significant degree in non-organized agglomerations of 
individuals. There are other factors that  also affect  the institutionalization 
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process, such as turnover and selective recruitment; I will deal with them in 
discussion of organizational adaption. 

Member interaction limitation 
The relative frequencies with which different  member pairs interact deter-
mine, to a large extent, how each member’s typificatory scheme will de-
velop, since members will tend to adopt  the typifications of the members that 
they interact  with the most. As already noted, members typically have little 
choice in what other members they interact with at work. It  is reasonable that 
the interaction frequencies between members should follow the hierarchy. To 
the extent that members are organized in groups, they are likely to interact 
frequently with the other members of their group, most frequently with 
members of their sub-group, and less frequently with members of their 
super-group, and progressively less frequently with members of more distant 
groups. To this end, I will use Fayol’s concept  span of control, even though it 
has not been fashionable, according to Scott, in management practice since 
the 1950s (Scott  2003:21-23). Span of control describes how many employ-
ees a manager should manage. In Fayol’s conception, the optimal span of 
control for an organization could be calculated precisely and thus the con-
cept was actually proscriptive. I will, however, use it  merely descriptively, as 
a way of describing the hierarchy and structure of an organization with a 
single variable. 

In some organizations members may only ever interact  with the other 
members in their group, while in others they may interact  fairly regularly 
across groups. Simply doing their job means that members interact  most fre-
quently with their closest coworkers, and hence that  they influence them the 
most, and are influenced by them in turn. This limitation largely eliminates 
the partner selection part  of the homophily principle. You can choose your 
friends, but  you cannot  choose your colleagues, so to speak. But the part 
where greater weight attaches to the influence of people that  are already 
similar to oneself remains in full effect. This means that  there is a bias for 
typificatory similarity. 

Adaptivity bias 
To the extent  that  members have different  typifications, some members will 
have typifications that  are better adapted to the environment than those of 
other members. Consequently, those members will be better at  satisfying the 
environmental demands. They are more able to make sense of what goes on 
in the environment  and to make sense to the environment. Since they will be 
more successful in apprehending and dealing with the environment, their 
influence, as realized in role performances, behaviour, advice, suggestions 
and assertions, should thus be ‘denser’ and carry more weight than the non-
sense spouted by members who obviously have no idea what  they are talking 
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about. Ceteris paribus, the typifications of well-adapted members are more 
likely to be adopted by other members than the typifications of members that 
are not. 

While this adaptation mechanism may sound like a meritocratic fantasy 
(which, as an ideal type, it  is), it is eminently reasonable. It is the same 
mechanism that assimilates a newcomer to the organization to the organiza-
tional scheme, or any new arrival to an institutionalized area of social life. 
Her pre-conceived apprehensions of organizational life will most  likely fail 
to deliver the goods in a universe that is new to her. She will tend to adopt 
the typifications of the members that make the most sense to her. The differ-
ence in the goods-delivery department between a senior member and another 
senior member that  is slightly better adapted to the environment  may be sig-
nificantly smaller, but  the principal mechanism remains the same. When the 
environmental institutions change, it may not be obvious to members what 
has changed in the environment, typificatorily speaking. It  may be obvious, 
however, that society has changed, if the typifications of the organization fail 
to deliver the goods. The only rescue is to pay attention to members who 
seem to be able to make sense of the seemingly irrational goings-on in the 
environment. 

3.3.1  Organizational learning 
I am loath to use the term ‘organizational learning’ when it comes to organi-
zations adapting to environmental institutions. The expression, with its con-
notation of ‘accumulation of knowledge’, may be perfectly valid for the 
technical and instrumental aspects of organization that deal with squeezing 
maximal utility out  of some technology. But when it  comes down to the in-
stitutional aspects that  deal with sense-making, I do not  feel that the process 
should be couched in terms of ‘knowledge’ that can be ‘accumulated’. I will 
use the term ‘adaptation’ instead of ‘learning’, since it  is more general in 
nature and includes the technical bits as well, seeing as how technology ex-
ists in a context  of typified usage. While there may be factually true informa-
tion on how to maximize a plant’s production of cars per second, it is merely 
a part  of the larger institutional context of members understanding why, how 
and for whom the organization is producing cars in the first  place. If they are 
producing the wrong sort of car, it  matters little that they can learn to boost 
the production by 3 percent with better technical know-how. When I use 
‘knowledge’, it  is strictly in the sense described both by Festinger (1957), 
e.g. knowledge is whatever we hold to be correct, and Berger & Luckmann 
(1966), e.g. knowledge is whatever we hold as certainties. 

Granted, members can objectivate supposedly successful typifications in 
documents, technology and practices, and then re-objectivate them when 
they are seen as obsolete. While this would result in a growing body of 
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‘knowledge’ that  could aid in assimilating new members to the organiza-
tional scheme, it does not  constitute accumulation. They are descriptions of 
what has and what  has not worked, not  what  will or will not work. As soon 
as the environment changes, the objectivations become invalid. If they are to 
be of any help, they need to be updated diligently, which invites the problem 
of discerning what  typifications, if any, are the successful ones. This would 
become a matter of the personal opinion of the members responsible for do-
ing the job. Rather, a dependence on objectivated schemes is likely to in-
crease the risk of members retaining obsolete typifications longer. Increased 
retention can be a good thing in static environments, but  it  is not beneficial 
in volatile environments. 

3.3.2  The Stinchcombian efficiency trap 
Institutional adaptation begins before the organization is even established. In 
all likelihood, an organization will not succeed in establishing itself in the 
first  place unless it reproduces existing institutional forms (Aldrich 1999: 
75-76). Organizations that  survive the formation period and manage to estab-
lish themselves among their rivals are most  likely relatively well adapted to 
start  with; the ones that were not should already be history at this stage. The 
organizations that continue to do well are the ones that  are able to create a 
coordinative culture quickly and thus maximize the effect  of their adaptive 
fitness. The only organizations able to stay successful over time, however, 
are the ones that  are able to adapt to changing environmental conditions. 
Times of environmental change are transition periods that kills off organiza-
tions that  cannot  adjust. Slow adaptors are unlikely to be able to out-compete 
the new, better-adapted organizations or the old organizations that are able to 
move with the times. 

The influence model, as described so far, accounts for and explains the 
Stinchcombian scenario. When the organization is still developing an organ-
izational scheme, typificatory variation is relatively plentiful. That means 
that the meritocracy principle can work its magic relatively unhindered. 
Once an organizational scheme is developed and embraced by most mem-
bers, typificatory variation is minimal; existing members have become fairly 
similar to each other. At  this stage, members with better-adapted, and thus 
divergent, typifications will not  be very successful in spreading their views, 
since the weight of influences between similar members will massively con-
firm the standard typifications and give them considerable inertia. The re-
quirements of efficiency will put  pressure on the organization to develop and 
maintain a shared scheme. Besides, Aldrich points out that 

the simple need to explain themselves and their actions creates a powerful 
homogenizing force among members. (Aldrich 1999:148) 
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The window of opportunity for old members to adapt  to well-adapted new-
comers will be short-lived; any newcomer will quickly adopt  the standard 
typifications faced with the massivity of the influence of existing members. 
If they are only slightly better adapted and fairly similar, the slight  im-
provement in scheme fitness may be too insignificant to make a difference. 
Hence, we get the Stinchcombian scenario: organizations like Facit  AB that 
become trapped by the success of their typificatory schemes, highly efficient 
in doing the wrong things. 

Path dependency 
A typificatory scheme (and the institutional order it delineates) will sustain 
itself once it is developed because of the coordinative utility and ease of life 
it  brings to the participants. It  allows them to expend only a minimum of 
effort in order to go about  their business. The very comfort an organizational 
typificatory scheme provides means that it  may be reproduced past its expi-
ration date even if members know this to be the case, simply because of the 
cost  and the ‘liability of newness’ that the process of overhauling the scheme 
would incur. Sheer inertia drives organizations to continue upon the path 
they have taken. 

What happens in existing organizations is always dependent on what has 
happened before. They are sediments of past activities. You can only start 
once. This is the original sin of organizations. (Ahrne 1990:80) 

Adaptability 
If an organization is to avoid Stinchcombe’s efficiency trap and maintain 
adaptability, it  can never allow its typificatory scheme to gain too much mas-
sivity or get too comfortable (Weick 1979:135-136). It must  retain enough 
typificatory variation at all times to counteract  the homogenizing forces and 
allow members to be influenced with alternative typifications. This is pre-
cisely what  March finds in his model of mutual learning (1991). However, 
there is a danger inherent in maintaining high levels of variation: lack of 
homogeneity means problems of coordination. Adaptability becomes a bal-
ancing act, as Aldrich describes it: 

An organization’s survival depends on the daily reproduction of enough of its 
routines and competencies to keep its resource exchanges at least in balance. 
Organizational survival also depends upon the availability of enough internal 
variability to permit it to cope with uncertainty. (Aldrich 1999:162)

There is another problem that may face organizations that intend to stay in 
business over time. To the extent that an organization’s adaptive fitness de-
pends on the adaptive fitness of all members, maintaining a higher level of 
variation than the competitors means that  neither efficiency nor fitness can 

64



ever reach their maximal potential. Organizations can reach high levels of 
both efficiency and fitness by sacrificing their internal variation, the source 
of adaptability. While these organizations do not  have the staying power of 
an adaptable organization, they can out-compete it  and have their 15 minutes 
of fame until environmental changes makes them obsolete. And when they 
decline, there will be new ones to take their place. In markets where the 
winner takes all, success is likely to be difficult  to achieve for organizations 
that strive for longevity. 

3.4  Organizational Adaptation
The influx, level and distribution of typificatory variation at any time in the 
organization determine the potential for both homogeneity and fitness. Fol-
lowing Aldrich, typificatory variation can enter the organization in two 
ways: 

Cultural norms and values permeate organizational boundaries via the per-
sonal history each member brings to an organization and via the reproduction 
of practices from the surrounding society. (Aldrich 1999:156)

The latter vector for variation raises an interesting issue: to what extent can 
institutions from one world make sense when transplanted into the context 
and logic of another? If we go back to Berger & Luckmann’s example with 
‘the serious world of business’, the business man returns to his world, ‘once 
more recognizes the logic of its maxims, and acts accordingly’, effectively 
switching from the logic of social life where consideration of others is ex-
pected, to the logic of the world of business where it pays to be inconsiderate 
of others. Both worlds operate with a logic that  is diametrically opposed to 
the other. I will return to this issue of institutional permeability shortly. 
Looking at the former vector, members bring their personal typifications into 
the organization. As stated, a new member is unlikely to share the typifica-
tions of existing members. Recruitment  is thus a major source of variation 
for an organization. As organizations grow, new members bring in new 
ideas. This effect is more pronounced when members leave and are replaced, 
because exiting members are typically more similar to the remaining mem-
bers than the new members are. Exiters take these old ideas with them when 
they leave, which means that  turnover not only adds new ideas, it  removes 
old ideas. Recruitment is not  the only stream of variation. In addition, mem-
bers are perfectly able to figure out  new ways of doing things entirely on 
their own, and, to the extent that organizations are institutionally permeable, 
can bring outside influences inside the organization. 
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3.4.1  Innovation 
Innovation is nothing more, but certainly nothing less, than new ways of do-
ing things or new ways of making sense of things. As such, organizations 
innovate by adopting or developing new typifications. Innovation may be 
seen in two ways. The first is the creation of entirely new situations or rele-
vances, the second is a new solution for an old problem of coordination. 
These two may not be entirely distinct, as it can be difficult  to establish that 
something constitutes a new situation rather than a new solution. Typifica-
tions occur on different  abstraction levels. The switch from a totalitarian re-
gime to a democracy can be seen as merely a new way of deciding things in 
society, but it  does creates a new activity area of social life: popular elec-
tions. Institutions range from the level of reciprocal typifications binding two 
individuals into routinized interaction to society-encompassing processes 
like democracy or law, and most  institutions in fact consist of interrelated 
sub-institutions detailing the routines that bind different roles together. 

The invention of the Internet allows entirely new situations demanding 
solutions for coordination for organizations that are simply not relevant for 
organizations that  do not  do business over the Internet  or deal with digital 
media. It  is a new area of social life where buyers, sellers, suppliers and 
middlemen need to develop institutions that allow the area to run smoothly. 

Organizations and innovation 
Some organizations can be innovative, at least relative to their competitors, 
by catching and adopting institutions that are gaining momentum in the envi-
ronment. Assuming that  they are reasonably efficient, they will leapfrog the 
competition, because the environment  is progressively adopting institutions 
that they are already on top of. These organizations will become better and 
better adapted without doing any adaptation themselves; they need merely 
maintain their typificatory scheme to reap success. Whether or not  they can 
catch the next wave of institutional evolution is another matter entirely. If the 
scheme that  brought  them success have become too entrenched to be dis-
carded, they will go into decline, stuck in their own efficiency trap. I wish to 
note that  the difference, in this account of innovation, between an organiza-
tion’s ability to stay innovative and its ability to stay adaptable is small, and 
perhaps non-existent. 

Some organizations are true innovators that  develop entirely new typifica-
tions that can change the rules of their game. If the innovation is a new way 
of thinking, they need to convince the environments to adopt  it, or it  will not 
see the sense it makes. They still have to be reasonably efficient, though, not 
to squander their first-mover advantage and to avoid being overtaken by sec-
ond movers. In this sense, organizations can create the worlds they will op-
erate in. 
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3.4.2  Recruitment 
While recruitment  may not  be the sole source of typificatory variation for an 
organization, it  is the only one that  it has reasonable control over. The value 
of new members as a force of adaptation decreases with their assimilation 
into the existing scheme. The longer the new members maintain their devi-
ance, the greater the likelihood that  they will influence old members and 
cause the diffusion of new typifications; it  follows that the ideal would be to 
recruit  ‘slow learners’, since that  would increase their adaptive value (Ald-
rich 1999: 149). While the first part  rings true, the second is a potential trap. 
Slow learners are likely to remain slow learners as senior members, which 
would make them unlikely to pay attention to the naïve ideas of unexperi-
enced newcomers; the longer they remain members the lower their overall 
contribution to organizational adaptation, which will become negative over 
time. In organizations where the forces of convergence are strong, however, 
the presence of slow learners works to slow the convergence down, which 
could save these organizations from converging into an efficiency trap. 

Ahrne reports that a comparatively high level of turnover yields more in-
novation but  decreases productivity (1990:99). If innovation is seen as adop-
tion of new typifications and efficiency as productivity, this is precisely what 
the model would predict. Turnover is the replacement  of members that  are 
carriers of the typificatory scheme with members that  are not, which in-
creases the variation, and the adoption of new typifications, at the same time 
as it  destabilizes the organizational scheme. But  if the turnover is increased 
too much, members will not have time to develop any worthwhile schemes 
at  all with all the variation pouring in before they are replaced themselves. It 
follows that for a given organization there should exist  an optimal turnover 
where the increase in fitness balances the decrease in efficiency. 

The specific recruitment routines of an organization will affect  how the 
organizational scheme develops. A small but constant  trickle of new mem-
bers should lead to small but constant changes to the organizational scheme, 
which can accumulate to a significant  difference over time. Too small a 
trickle might  not  affect  the scheme at all, however. Recruiting large numbers 
of members at the same time would then be more akin to shock therapy from 
the perspective of the typificatory scheme, which could be the only way to 
destabilize an organization caught in a Stinchcombian efficiency trap. The 
main focus of any recruitment  routine should in any case be the actual mem-
bers recruited: 

Founders and managers tend to recruit people similar to them, and organiza-
tions tend to attract people who believe that the organizations’  members are 
similar to themselves. [...] Once inside an organization, members get to know 
one another better. To the extent that their initial judgements of similarity are 
upheld, they remain satisfied members.  If dissimilarities are discovered of 
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such a magnitude as to make members uncomfortable, the most dissimilar 
will be encouraged to leave. (Aldrich 1999:125)

The good thing about  this institution of homophilous recruitment is that the 
organization has the potential to be very efficient  indeed. The bad thing is 
that it  must rely on sources of variation that  it  has no control over, since it  is 
not getting much of it by recruiting. With the high homogeneity that  is likely 
to result, the organizational scheme will quickly gain enough massivity to be 
nigh impossible to turn around. 

3.4.3  Imitation and isomorphism 
I quoted Aldrich above, where he said that  cultural norms and values perme-
ate organizational boundaries via the reproduction of practices from the sur-
rounding society. As noted, organizations cannot  act  unless by human proxy. 
The influence model, being based on individuals influencing individuals, 
assumes that if an organization is to reproduce the practices of another or-
ganization, it  can only happen through the mediation of members adopting 
the typifications of the members of other organizations. As such, it  is simply 
another stream of typificatory variation mediated through social influence. 
And, as with institutionalization in general, frequent  interaction is needed to 
make the influence massive enough to make the typification stick. Aldrich 
reports a study where an innovative typification spreads between organiza-
tions in the same franchise thanks to frequent interaction, but not between 
organizations belonging to different franchises, because 

communication and exchange of information across different franchises was 
too low to permit effective transfer of knowledge. The same boundaries that 
make organizations coherent can thus also block useful external knowledge. 
(1999:147)

I will note that  the logical consistency of an organization’s institutional order 
is one such boundary; while the institutions of competitors are more likely to 
work within the logic of the organization’s enterprise than institutions from 
other worlds, they still have to overcome the logical consistency of the insti-
tutions within the organization. 

The influence model assumes that organizations in crisis situations are 
more likely to pay attention to alternatives to their own scheme than organi-
zations experiencing business as usual. Of course, organizations whose 
scheme is failing to deliver the goods have to rely on its members to realize 
that the organization is failing in the first  place. But once they do, they will 
pay more attention to individuals who can make sense of the new situation. 
And if they can find no one in the organization that can make satisfactory 
sense of things, due to excessive homogeneity, for instance, they will have to 
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look elsewhere and import sense from the outside. This process rhymes well 
with March & Simon’s account of search activities, as members switch from 
routine activities to problem-solving activities, where members will search 
for new alternatives in progressively wider circles until a satisfactory alter-
native is found (1958:160-162). It is likely that members will look to more 
successful organizations they might be in contact with, and adopt their 
scheme, to the extent that  they understand it. This provides a mechanism for 
institutional isomorphism: when in doubt, adopt  the practices of more suc-
cessful organizations. Which, incidentally, is the same mechanism as in-
traorganizational homogeneity: when in doubt, adopt the typifications of 
more successful individuals. But  if the situation becomes acute, the members 
might  panic and implement  just  about any alternative they can find that 
seems at least somewhat promising. Members transplanting typifications 
from the contexts where they make sense to new contexts where they might 
not (though this lack of sense may only be noticeable after it has already 
been implemented) is in any case risky, since consequences are unpredict-
able, although it  at  least  provides an influx of variation. This assumes that 
typifications from contexts outside of the logic of the organization’s enter-
prise are even possible to transplant into the organizational scheme. 

3.4.4  Institutional permeability 
The issue of institutional permeability is if, or to what  degree, institutions 
from one social world can make sense when transplanted into the context 
and logic of another. If the institutions of a particular universe are tightly 
integrated into a logically consistent system, a foreign institution will have 
great  difficulty in supplanting a native institution that  is strengthened and 
legitimated, by the universal logic that binds the native institutions together. 
Institutional isomorphism is one aspect of this issue. In discussing institu-
tional contradiction we saw this issue from the perspective of the individual. 
On becoming a member of an organization, or a participant in any institu-
tional world, the individual is confronted by a new reality that  may contra-
dict her present institutions. If the institutional order of this reality is logi-
cally consistent, she will have difficulties in defending and maintaining any 
institutions that  conflicts with the logic of the universe. The more consistent 
the logic of a particular institutional universe, the less typificatory variation 
is exhibited by the participants, simply because there is less room for alterna-
tive interpretations. A native institution makes sense in terms of the other 
institutions, where a foreign does not. But if there is no universal logic that 
binds the institutional order into a consistent  system, no solution to a given 
problem within the universe can be more native or foreign than any other. 
This lowers the barrier that a participant  proposing a variant institution has 
to overcome in order to convince other participants of its merits. Hence, al-
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ternatives to the dominant institutions will permeate the latter universe to 
greater extent than the former. 

In the perspective of the cultural development of organizations, institu-
tional permeability is the strength of the stream of influences that members 
bring into the organization from the outside, whether from within the organ-
izational universe or from foreign worlds. Permeability means that  members 
bring in unconventional or controversial institutions. As such, permeability 
works like turnover: it  is a source of typificatory variation. Permeability is 
also of interest  for the evolution of the organization’s institutional environ-
ment. An industry exhibits the same processes that an organization does, be-
cause an industry is also a population of human actors, albeit aggregated and 
organized. But still essentially human. Hence, the organizations that  consti-
tute the industry will institutionalize and legitimate standards for regulating 
their business. 

Adaptive illegitimacy 
As noted, most of the fledgling organizations that  manage to establish them-
selves do so because they reproduce the environmentally appropriate and 
legitimate institutions. At  the risk of sounding tautological, an organization 
gains environmental legitimacy by adopting the institutions that  are legiti-
mate in its environment. But operating strictly within the logic and rules of 
the industry can restrict  its ability to attract and retain customers, consumers 
and employees, because these classes of actors dance to a different tune than 
the industry. 

A contemporary example might be ‘traditional’ TV where the business 
logic and modus operandi is to get as many viewers as possible to watch the 
commercials, because that’s where the money is. When individuals make TV 
programs available over the Internet (through Youtube or p2p protocols) 
without  the commercials, it hits the providers of ‘traditional’ TV where it 
really hurts. Consumers are primarily interested in the actual content, 
whereas the providers use the content  as a means for attracting customers, 
that is, the actors paying to advertise products. Providers are, understanda-
bly, fighting to protect  the universe they have invested in being efficient in. 
Even public service television is hesitant in letting go of the traditional 
model, despite not  being dependent  on advertisers. This shows that the logic 
of a universe, in this case the traditional TV industry, can create conflict  for 
an organization between the institutions of its peers and the institutions of a 
group it ultimately depends on. Institutional conflict  of this kind will be the 
topic of the next  section. Here, I will note that  the adoption of a foreign insti-
tution can in fact  lead to a net increase in fitness for an organization. While a 
loss of legitimacy can lead to sanctions from the organization’s peers, the 
benefits of adopting institutions that attract new customers, consumers or 
potential employees (or even new investors) or that  increase the loyalty of 
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existing customers may well be worth it. This has the further implication that 
permeability, as turnover, is dangerous when the level is too high. When 
large numbers of members embrace alternative and illegitimate institutions, 
the lack of legitimacy and the loss of fitness and homogeneity is likely to 
spell catastrophe. 

Routine and revolution 
A logically consistent system implies the distinction between routine change 
and revolutionary change to the institutional order. Routine change would be 
adoption of an alternative institution for a given problem that still works 
within the logic of the universe. Revolutionary change would be the adop-
tion of institutions that go against that  logic; wide-spread adoption of such 
institutions results in the creative destruction of the established logic. But 
like the difference between routine and crisis in changes to subjective reality, 
the difference between modification and revolution is one of degree, not one 
of kind. Hence, the evolution of organizational communities is the ongoing 
modification of the institutional order and the canopy of legitimations, 
whereas periods of revolution are radical institutional changes. Revolution is 
tied to the specific content of an innovation and the culture it occurs in. 
Revolution has little to do with the abstract structure of cultural elements. 
Evolutionary processes can, on the other hand, be captured by abstract  ele-
ments. As such, my model will deal with the routine modification of organ-
izational culture. 

Necessary permeability 
The level of institutional permeability in any world has to be non-zero, or 
there would be no variation at  all; no change can be possible if there are no 
alternatives. No institutional order can be logically consistent or legitimate to 
the point  of eliminating the possibility of alternative interpretations. Institu-
tional orders are ongoingly modified, as foreign and alternative typifications 
are continuously ‘smuggled in’ by the participants. Weick says that 

organizations may pose unique problems for their members and they may 
furnish unique mechanisms by which these problems are handled,  but it is 
still people that implement these mechanisms, and the behaviours are the 
same behaviours that implement family, recreational, or community mecha-
nisms. (1979:32)

Aldrich observes that 

organizational cultures do not develop in isolation from the surrounding soci-
ety, and organizations are not closed self-referential systems. (1999:155) 
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and says that “organizations may act as agents for the genesis and diffusion 
of innovations from one field to another” (1999:156). 

Members do not  stop living in other worlds when they become members 
of an organization. They will be involved in institutionalization processes in 
every world they participate in. Permeability refers to the fact  that members 
bring typificatory influences between worlds all the time. Mostly these influ-
ences would be from everyday life and, more specifically, the member’s sig-
nificant  others; people in their primary social group. The effect  for the or-
ganization is that  members can suddenly change their typifications even if 
the organization is deadlocked in complete homogeneity, because the mem-
bers are not  restricted to the other members when it comes to being influ-
enced on organizational typifications. But this can only happen if our busi-
nessman returns to the ‘serious world of business’ and does not recognize the 
logic of its maxims. As soon as he perceives that the canopy of legitimations 
is full of holes, alien typifications may start to make more sense than the ‘of-
ficial’ ones. 

Since legitimacy, logical consistency of schemes and the alien-ness of 
institutions is a continuum, permeability can be generalized to cover any in-
flux of typificatory variation. This means that turnover and recruitment  are in 
fact mechanisms of permeability. New members bring in typificatory varia-
tion through the front door, so to speak, whereas ‘individual creativity’ or 
experimentation sneaks alternative typifications in through the back. The 
difference being that organizations cannot  turn off individual creativity, 
though they can regulate the stream by trying to enforce norms of confor-
mity to the ‘party line’ or of experimentation. 

3.5  Inconsistent Environments
The actors that an organization depends on place demands on the organiza-
tion, and these demands may well be in conflict  with each other. Even in the 
best  case scenario, where the various demands do not  contradict each other, 
the organization may still be unable to satisfy them all. It  has finite re-
sources, after all, and the requirements of efficiency may prohibit  it  from 
satisfying unreasonable demands. Ahrne paints a picture of the social world 
in general as a landscape: 

the coincidence of several phenomena with different origins and nature and, 
in fact, with little in common except that they happen to be near each other at 
a certain point in time. (Ahrne 1990:23) 

Given the social landscape, there is little reason for disparate actors to have 
collectively consistent  demands on an organization. And organizations are 
part of the landscapes they operate in. Aldrich observes that,
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rather than isolated islands, organizations should be seen as embedded com-
munities that are nourished and sustained by the oceanic tides of cultural 
norms and practices. The greater the permeability of organizational bounda-
ries and the availability of alternative interpretations, the higher the likeli-
hood of cultural fragmentation and ambiguity within organizations. (Aldrich 
1999:156)

Aldrich uses ‘permeability’ in a slightly different  sense than the one outlined 
above, or, arguably, in the general sense of ‘open to outside influences’. Ald-
rich means mainly that  ‘permeable’ organizations are an active part of soci-
ety, arenas for the processes of cultural development  and conflict  that goes 
on in the surrounding society. Non-permeable organizations would in this 
sense resemble monasteries or sects, which reside in relative isolation from 
the rest of society, having no pressing need to reflect what  goes on in a soci-
ety it  cares little about. An example of Aldrich’s sense of permeability is so-
cietal gender patterns being reflected in an organization; by reproducing 
them, the organization becomes a mechanism for their retention in society 
(1999:157). ‘Permeability’, as Aldrich uses it, seems to mean openness to the 
cultural variation and conflicts of the surrounding society; the more open the 
organization the greater ‘the availability of alternative interpretations’. This 
openness have been my assumption from the start; it  is part  and parcel of 
Brunsson’s claim that  environmental actors are interested in how organiza-
tions operate as well as what  they’re producing. The traditional gender pat-
tern of male domination is a specific typification, and an organization that 
has it as part of its organizational scheme will have trouble gaining the sup-
port  of actors that have the opposing typification of gender equality. An or-
ganization that reproduces both typifications, whether by choice or not, gains 
the ability to reflect the gender norm conflict  in society at the expense of 
consistency. If the organization reflects many conflicts, its culture, that  is, its 
typificatory scheme, runs the risk of fragmentation, of dissolving into several 
competing schemes. Brunsson notes that 

Modern organizations are confronted not only by consistent demands but also 
by others that are inconsistent,  conflicting or contradictory, and that this ap-
plies to demands about what is to be done as well as how to do it.  For exam-
ple, it is not enough for modern companies to be profitable. They also have to 
provide employment, offer a good working environment with opportunities 
for personal development, provide their employees with decent wages and 
give good service to their customers, and avoid polluting the environment, 
while also contributing to the prosperity, the GDP, the export revenues and 
the general progress of the countries in which they are active. [...] 

Positive as these demands are, it is not easy for a company... to satisfy 
them all. Success in one direction often undermines success in another. 
(Brunsson 2002:xii) 
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3.5.1  Loose coupling 
When the tension between the institutional demands on the outside and the 
inner logic of the organization grows too strong, the organization may de-
velop an ‘official’ structure that is decoupled from or loosely coupled with 
what goes on in organizational practice. (Ahrne 1994:106; Meyer & Rowan 
1977). Brunsson says that 

two sets of organizational processes arise: one generates action; the other 
does not, but is kept for purposes of demonstration of display to the outside 
world. […] Companies follow all the rules of joint consultation, for example, 
but this does not necessarily have any effect on subsequent decisions or ac-
tions; they produce sophisticated investment calculations,  which have little 
impact on the final choice of investments; they make budgets but do not stick 
to them; they collect information but never use it. (2002:7)

But  if the actors that  demand that processes be ‘by the book’ are satisfied 
with what  the organization is doing in this respect, that is, producing docu-
ments, talk and intentions, then I fail to see that anything has come loose or 
been decoupled. By doing some extra work, the organization can satisfy both 
the bureaucrats and the requirements of efficiency. It is not  as if organiza-
tions do not  already have members doing different  jobs; if some members 
are working to satisfy some goals, and other members are working to satisfy 
other goals, then another group of members working to satisfy the demands 
of a group of actors it  depends on is merely business as usual. Loose cou-
pling is only a problem if the environment is consistent, which, as Brunsson 
has shown, it is not. What would spell real trouble for the organization is 
deceit, which is what  happens when organization try to hide the fact that they 
do not satisfy demands. Organizational deceit, once discovered, will cause a 
scandal; a deceitful organization will, upon public discovery of the deceit, 
suffer immediate loss of environmental support and legitimacy. 

3.5.2  Organized hypocrisy 
Brunsson goes on to observe that 

inconsistent norms are difficult to handle, difficult to reflect simultaneously, 
and difficult to combine with organizational action which is greatly depend-
ent on consistency. (Brunsson 2002:8)

He concludes that 

this is a genuine dilemma, an insoluble problem. It is not possible to be good 
at both politics [i.e. reflecting inconsistency] and action. It is not possible to 
solve the problem, only to handle it. (Brunsson 2002:33)
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The way for organizations to handle both the reflection of inconsistencies 
and the generation of action is to adopt  ‘organized hypocrisy’ as a way of 
life. ‘Organized hypocrisy’ is the eventuality that an organization may talk 
one way, decide in another, and act in a third (2002:xiii). But  this is still 
business as usual, only more of it. Organizations may have lots of goal, in-
tentions, and ambitions. Adding more of them, even if they are external in 
origin, makes the organization’s enterprise more complex, but it  makes no 
qualitative changes to its logic. And as long as the actors it depends on are 
satisfied with the talk, decisions and actions of the organization, it is doing 
what it is supposed to do. If by talking one way, deciding in another and act-
ing in a third can satisfy the demands on the organization, then it is not 
hypocritical; it  does exactly what it is supposed to do by living up to expec-
tations. Organizations facing inconsistent  demands are no different from the 
demands modern individuals may face. One has to do a good job at work and 
be a good coworker, be a good parent, eat healthy, exercise regularly, keep in 
contact  with friends, be a good friend, keep one’s home and finances in or-
der, visit  relatives, keep being a good parent, be environmentally friendly, 
stay informed about recent events, be active in various voluntary organiza-
tions, be a good citizen, continue to be a good parent, get  a good night’s 
sleep every night, be optimistic and stay sane. Oh, and to have fun while do-
ing all this. We deal with these demands by being ‘hypocritical’; talking in 
one way, deciding in another, and acting in a third. 

3.5.3  Environmental inconsistencies and typificatory 
schemes 
Reflecting environmental inconsistencies does not necessitate an inconsistent 
typificatory scheme. However, it  does put  pressure on the institutionalization 
process and the members’ powers of sense-making to be able to provide 
higher-order typifications that  identify these inconsistencies, conflicts and 
contradictions and put them in sensible relations to one another in order for 
members to be able to try to deal with them. While they make business more 
difficult for organizations, environmental inconsistencies do not derail the 
institutionalization process or make either adaptation or coordination impos-
sible; it  merely makes them more difficult  to do successfully. And as long as 
organizations are not aggravating the actors they depend on, they can be 
reckoned as successful. Furthermore, it  is not  like inconsistent  demands is a 
new thing; organizations have had to juggle the requirements of efficiency 
with the organization’s ambitions and the satisfaction of different  customer 
groups, special interest groups, employee dissatisfaction, union involvement, 
government legislation and industry regulations for quite some time now.
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Chapter 4  Implementing the Model

Weick notes that  research in social theory can never be general, simple and 
accurate; securing any two of the virtues will ipso facto sacrifice the third 
(1979: 35). Axelrod points out that agent-based modelling 

does not aim to provide an accurate representation of a particular empirical 
application. Instead, the goal of agent-based modelling is to enrich our under-
standing of fundamental processes that may appear in a variety of applica-
tions. (1997:4-5)

Therefore, I will strive for simplicity and generality but not  realism, in im-
plementing my model. Attempting to contain the full complexity of organ-
izational influence and adaptation processes would in any case make an ac-
curate model (assuming that  accuracy could actually be achieved) too com-
plex to be understandable and the simulations too convoluted to make sense 
of. 

4.1  Representations of Culture and Influence
The point  of entry in implementing the model is the representation of cul-
ture, that is, of typificatory schemes, and of social influence; the very fun-
daments of the model. I am not the first  to be in need of such representations. 
Attempts to model culture usually represent it as a set of discrete elements 
(‘cultural traits’), where each element can take different values, and where 
individuals can then be more or less culturally similar to each other depend-
ing on their values for each element (Macy & Willer 2002, Harrison & Car-
roll 2002). None of the models described below, including my own, try to 
model any specific culture. Given that the models are rather about  cultural 
processes, the representations of cultures are generalized and abstracted, di-
vested of everything subjectively meaningful. 

4.1.1  Axelrod’s model of cultural dissemination
Axelrod’s model of the dissemination of culture (1997:148-177) is motivated 
by the question of why cultural differences do not disappear if people tend to 
become more similar when they interact. For Axelrod, culture is the most 
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generic term for the things over which people influence each other. Hence, 
culture is assumed to be the set of individual attributes that are subject  to 
social influence, where an attribute is anything that one can be influenced 
about (1997:149). For each of the attributes, there is a set  of traits which are 
the alternative values the attribute may have. A culture can then be described 
as a list  of digits such as 8, 7, 4, 9, and 1 (in this particular case the first  fea-
ture has the eighth of its possible values). Two individuals have the same 
culture if they have the same traits for each of the five features. Thus, the 
degree of cultural similarity is the percentage of their features that  have the 
same traits. Axelrod’s model thereby takes into account that  the effect of one 
feature depends on the presence or absence of other cultural features; it also 
takes into account that similar individuals are more likely to influence each 
other than dissimilar individuals. 

Axelrod places the agents on a grid. Since they are stationary, agents can 
be seen as villages that only interact  with their immediate neighbours. The 
entire mechanics of the model is expressed in the following rules:

At random, pick a ‘village’ and one of its neighbours. With a probability 
equal to their similarity, they interact. Interaction consists of picking a ran-
dom feature on which the village and neighbour differ and changing the trait 
of the village to that of the neighbour. Repeat. 

Interaction means that when one agent adopts a new trait it becomes more 
similar to at least one neighbour but can also become less similar to its other 
neighbours. If two agents are completely dissimilar they will never interact. 
Hence, the influence mechanism allows borders of non-interaction to form, 
and these can cause cultural differences to persist over time. This is a simple 
answer to the initial question, given by a model with very simple assump-
tions. This is similar to the chain reactions of Schelling’s model, and points 
to the possibility of properties emerging on the aggregate level that is not 
intended or anticipated on the individual level. 

4.1.2  Carley’s model of group stability
Carley’s motivation for her model (1991) is to study conditions affecting the 
stability and endurance of groups. The model implements what she names 
the ‘constructural perspective’, where social change and stability is a result 
of changes in the distribution of knowledge as individuals interact  and ac-
quire and disseminate information. The perspective is the articulation of 
three simple rules: 

(1) Individuals are continuously engaged in acquiring and communicating 
information. 

(2) What individuals knows influences their choices of interaction partners. 
(3) An individual’s behaviour is a function of his or her current knowledge. 
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According to Carley, culture is often described in terms of the distribution of 
information (e.g. ideas, beliefs, concepts, symbols, technical knowledge, 
etc.). That  information can be characterized as facts – discrete pieces that can 
be learned independently. A fact  can be either known or not known by an 
individual, and individuals never forget  their facts. In any interaction be-
tween two individuals, each transmits a random fact to the other. All facts are 
treated equally; each is equally likely to be transmitted, and each is inde-
pendent  of any other fact. The probability that A interacts with B is the pro-
portion of the number of facts that they share relative to the sum of the num-
ber of facts that A shares with each member of the population, including 
himself. The probability value is also the similarity of A and B. When an 
agent  enters or leaves a group, all the interaction probabilities for all mem-
bers are modified. In fact, this happens every time any member acquires a 
fact new to it. Two agents that  share no facts will not interact, even though 
they can come to share facts due to interaction with other agents transmitting 
new facts to them both. Carley calls agent  populations where all agents can 
be connected to all other agents through such fact links fully connected.

This model is a strong implementation of the principle of homophily; the 
probabilities of interaction are directly determined by cultural similarity, and 
any interaction will increase similarity. Carley acknowledges that facts, in 
reality, may be in conflict  with each other, meaning that agent A, holding as a 
fact that  ‘the sky is blue’, upon learning from agent B that  ‘the sky is green’, 
would then be more similar and likely to interact with B instead of less 
(1991:333-334). The simplification of treating facts as known or not  known 
makes this a necessary consequence. 

Carley runs the model in simulations of one-group and two-group popula-
tions that  are fully connected under conditions of varying population sizes, 
levels of cultural complexity and distributions of knowledge. Populations 
being fully connected, every simulation will eventually end with everyone 
knowing every fact  known to anyone else – a state of stability. The main in-
terest  is therefore the groups’ evolution to stability and the course of their 
evolution. 

Institutions and groups 
While the concept is largely irrelevant  to her model and findings, Carley re-
veals an interesting apprehension about institutions:

To the extent that institutions are forms of knowledge (Berger & Luckmann 
1966), [the constructural] perspective suggests that the distribution of knowl-
edge across the population corresponds to the distribution of institutions and 
that perfect stability signals the effective demise of institutions because indi-
viduals, by knowing everything, are effectively members of all institutions. 
Institutions can maintain their identity, stability and cultural distinctiveness 
by preventing the flow of information. (Carley 1991:332)
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Carley refers to The Social Construction of Reality, but  her interpretation 
cannot be supported by the contents of that  book. The ‘distribution of institu-
tions’ does correspond to the distribution of knowledge; institutions are so-
cially distributed to the extent  that  different  individuals participate in differ-
ent sets of institutions, necessitating that the knowledge connected with par-
ticipation in any given institution be distributed along the same lines. How-
ever, Carley’s claims only make sense if the concept of ‘institution’ is 
equated with that  of ‘distinct  group’, and if the endurance of institutions is 
equated with the endurance of the groups. Groups may well have institutions 
that are either exclusive to the group, to the extent  that members engage in 
activities that are exclusive to the group, or that  are opposed to the institu-
tions of other groups or sectors of society, to the extent  that members per-
form activities of more general relevance in a manner that is exclusive to the 
group. In either case, they help distinguish the group. But  institutions are not 
groups; they are solutions to problems of coordination. If anything, they cor-
respond to Carley’s facts; knowledge of how specific activities are to be per-
formed. Groups, and their members, unless they are completely isolated 
from the surrounding society, have to participate in institutions of general 
relevance; they need to co-ordinate with other groups, organizations or sec-
tors in society. Participation in general institutions necessitates that partici-
pants share knowledge. Carley’s concluding remark is actually the opposite 
of what  Berger & Luckmann describe; institutionalization and the reproduc-
tion of institutions is unconditionally dependent on the continuous transmis-
sion of knowledge between participants. ‘Perfect stability’ merely means that 
all individuals participate in the same areas of social life and share the same 
institutions, not that there are no institutions. 

4.1.3  Mark’s model of social differentiation
Mark’s model of social differentiation (1998) builds explicitly on Carley’s 
model above. While Carley sought to study group stability, Mark wants to 
explain the emergence of social differentiation. Mark takes Carley’s model 
and adds two mechanisms aimed at  producing differentiation, namely inno-
vation and forgetfulness. Innovation is implemented in the following man-
ner: when agents interact, there is a probability that  they will discover new 
information, which, initially, will be unique to these two agents, making 
them more similar to each other and less similar to everyone else. The prob-
ability of innovation is inversely proportional to the amount of information 
in the system; the more facts that  have been discovered, the less likely it  be-
comes that  agents will discover new information. The mechanism for forget-
fulness is simply that agents forget  facts that they have not expressed in in-
teraction within a given time limit. 
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Regardless of the starting conditions of Mark’s simulations the two differ-
entiation mechanisms work in tandem to isolate agents. As the number of 
facts increase over time due to the innovation mechanism, more facts will 
tend to be forgotten. Eventually, no agent  will share any facts with any other 
agent. 

4.1.4  Canessa & Riolo’s communication model
Canessa & Riolo (2003, 2006) has a comparatively complex model with 
many variables for exploring relationships between communication media 
richness, organizational communication, organizational culture and organiza-
tional performance, prompted by predictions in Information Richness The-
ory. In essence, they explore, and conclude, what is a fundamental premise 
in my model, namely, that an increase in the homogeneity of an organiza-
tion’s culture increases the efficiency of the organization. I will not describe 
their model in full, but restrict  myself to the elements that are relevant for 
organizational influence. 

Culture is represented by multiple independent dimensions where an indi-
vidual’s initial value for each dimension is taken from a normal distribution 
with mean of zero and a given variance. The smaller the difference between 
the values of two agents on each dimension, the more similar they are. On 
the organizational level, the smaller the variance of all agents’ values for 
each dimension, the more homogeneous the organizational culture. 

Agents are arranged in groups. Each agent is continuously assigned tasks 
to perform. A task is abstracted as a string of agents with which it needs to 
communicate successfully; a task is only completed if the agent communi-
cates successfully with each. The probability that two agents communicate 
successfully is proportional to their cultural similarity. Communications can 
consist  of several messages back and forth. Any single message makes the 
culture of the receiving agent  more similar to the sending agent, that is, 
bringing its value for all ‘visible’ dimensions closer to that  of the sending 
agent, in an amount proportional to their cultural similarity. The subset  of 
cultural dimensions that  are ‘visible’ in a communication attempt depends on 
whether the communication takes place within a group of agents or between 
different  groups of agents; within-group communication is assumed to use 
communication channels of higher richness than between-group communica-
tion. 

4.1.5  March’s model of mutual learning
March’s model of mutual learning (1991) is the model that comes closest to 
my own ambitions. In fact, my model can be seen as building upon his, since 
a lot of the same relevances occur: 
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A central concern of studies of adaptive processes is the relation between the 
exploration of new possibilities and the exploitation of old certainties. […] 
Maintaining an appropriate balance between exploration and exploitation is a 
primary factor in system survival and prosperity. (1991:71)

He points out  that  systems that  are too explorative suffer the cost  of experi-
mentation without  gaining many of its benefits, because they exhibit too 
many undeveloped new ideas and too little distinctive competence. Systems 
that are too exploitative, on the other hand, are likely to become trapped in 
‘suboptimal stable equilibria’, what  I have described as Stinchcombian effi-
ciency traps. He also states that  exploration of new alternatives reduces the 
speed with which skills at existing ones are improved, while improvements 
in competence at existing procedures make experimentation with other pro-
cedures less attractive. It  will be seen that  my model replicates those two 
assertions and provides mechanisms that explains them. 

Organizations store knowledge in their procedures, norms, rules and forms. 
They accumulate such knowledge over time, learning from their members. At 
the same time, individuals in an organization are socialized to organizational 
beliefs. Such mutual learning has implications for understanding and manag-
ing the trade-off between exploration and exploitation in organizations. 
(March 1991:73)

The rules of mutual learning
March specifies his model of mutual learning with the following four rules.

(1) There is an external reality that is independent of beliefs about  it. Real-
ity is described as having m  dimensions, each of which has a value of 1 
or -1. The (independent) probability that  any one dimension will have a 
value of 1 is 0.5. 

(2) At each time period, beliefs about reality are held by each of n individu-
als in an organization and by an organizational code of received truth. 
For each of the m  dimensions of reality, each belief has a value of 1, 0, 
or -1. This value may change over time. 

(3) Individuals modify their beliefs continuously as a consequence of so-
cialization into the organization and education into its code of beliefs. 
Specifically, if the code is 0 on a particular dimension, individual belief 
is not  affected. In each period in which the code differs on any particu-
lar dimension from the belief of an individual, individual belief changes 
to that of the code with probability p1. Thus, p1 is a parameter reflecting 
the effectiveness of socialization, i.e., learning from the code. Changes 
on the several dimensions are assumed to be independent of each other. 

(4) At the same time, the organizational code adapts to the beliefs of those 
individuals whose beliefs correspond with reality on more dimensions 
than does the code. The probability that  the beliefs of the code will be 
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adjusted to conform to the dominant belief within the superior group on 
any particular dimension depends on the level of agreement among in-
dividuals in the superior group and on p2. If the code differs from the 
majority view on a particular dimension at the start of a time period, the 
probability that  it  will be unchanged at  the end of the period is (1-p2)^k, 
where k is the number of individuals (within the superior group) who 
differ from the code on this dimension minus the number who do not. 
Thus, p2 is a parameter reflecting the effectiveness of learning by the 
code. Changes on the several dimensions are assumed to be independent 
of each other.

The principal metric is the organization’s level of knowledge, which is the 
proportion of reality that is correctly represented in the organizational code 
at  any given time. March seems to make no difference between ‘neutral’ be-
liefs (zeros) and ‘false beliefs’ in this measure, but  they could be useful for 
differentiating neutrality and opposition in a measure of cultural similarity. 

March runs his model in simulations under conditions where p1, p2, turn-
over and environmental turbulence varies. A general property of the model is 
that the organization needs to sustain variability in individual beliefs over 
time to maintain a relatively high level of correct knowledge in a changing 
reality. The highest  levels of knowledge is achieved when the organization 
learns quickly from the members and the members learn slowly from the 
organization. This begs the question, however, of how an organization can 
ever learn quicker than its members. 

The organizational code and the strategic apex
In my individualistic perspective, there can be no organizational knowledge 
that is not also member knowledge. March says that 

organizations store knowledge in their procedures, norms, rules and forms. 
They accumulate such knowledge over time, learning from their members. 
(1991:73)

March goes on and states that 

an organization socializes recruits to the languages, beliefs, and practices that 
comprise the organizational code. Simultaneously, the organizational code is 
adapting to individual beliefs. (1991: 74)

These statements are perfectly reasonable from my perspective. However, I 
have problems in coming to terms with the abstraction of March’s ‘organiza-
tional code’. While I understand March’s need to have mechanics that allow 
variable learning rates in order to explore the questions that  motivate the 
model, I find the notion of an organizational code that exists independently 

 83



of the members and is able to learn on its own rather disturbing. The code 
can hardly be a repository of objectivated knowledge, or anything similar, 
that exists independently of the members. Somewhere there has to be a hu-
man agency that is doing the actual objectivating, and those agents would 
also be responsible for judging which beliefs among the members are better 
than the ones already in the code. In fact, the only way to make sense of a 
organizational code that can learn quicker than the members is that the code 
actually represents a body of senior members or a cadre of managers – the 
‘strategic apex’ that reproduces the ‘procedures, norms, rules and forms’ 
wherein is carried the superior knowledge. This makes the learning mechan-
ics by and from the code a proxy for social interaction within the organiza-
tion. 

4.2  Representing Culture in the ‘Constructionist’ 
Model
Apart from the shared relevance of social influence, my model has little in 
common with the models of Axelrod, Carley and Mark. It  has decidedly 
more in common with the models of Canessa & Riolo and March, since they 
are both explicitly organizational and touch upon related themes. March’s 
model deal with organizational adaptation to a changing environment, but 
cares little for the development of the organizational culture, which is what 
Canessa & Riolo are concerned with, though they ignore the issue of adapt-
ability. 

As regards social influence, all of the template models represent  culture 
as a set of independent and equal dimensions or attributes. Most of the mod-
els allow each cultural dimension to have a set of alternative, competing val-
ues. This is, as I will discuss below, a reasonable simplification. The institu-
tional order of a social world can, in the same manner, be thought of as solu-
tions to the set of equal and independent  problems of coordination that  in-
habitants experience; this set  is, in fact, what distinguishes the world in ques-
tion. There will exist alternative, competing solutions to any one problem, in 
order to allow for adaptation and change. The first  parameter of the model is 
thus how many issues or problems of coordination there will be. 

Given how the template models deal with influence and cultural change, 
it  is obvious that my model will introduce a fundamental difference. March’s 
model is a bit of a special case, seeing as it  ignores the issue of social inter-
action and influence, but the other models equate influence with cultural 
change. For the agents in these models, being influenced means changing 
their individual culture. In Berger & Luckmann’s theory, influence and 
change are different types of events, separated in time. Merely by participat-
ing in social worlds, individuals are subjected to a continuous stream of in-
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fluences. Occasionally, moments of doubt will cause them to reevaluate their 
typificatory schemes and the alternatives, changing whatever is perceived as 
failing to deliver the goods, which might turn out to be nothing. 

4.2.1  Factoids
As stated, the primary knowledge about an institutional order is 

the sum total of ‘what everybody knows’ about a social world, an assemblage 
of maxims, morals, proverbial nuggets of wisdom, values and beliefs, myths, 
and so forth. (1966:83)

I have been using ‘typificatory scheme’ as a term for this knowledge; it  is 
what allows an actor to make sense of and to the world it  operates. A typifi-
catory scheme does not necessarily map one typification to one problem, so I 
will term the knowledge of an institution – the solution to a generally rele-
vant  problem of coordination in the organization – factoid. I find that the 
term ‘factoid’ aptly conveys the non-factual nature of what  passes for 
‘knowledge’ in Berger & Luckmann’s perspective at the same time that  it 
can function as my model’s ‘atom’ of knowledge. 

Different groups, and different  members in a given group, can have dif-
ferent  solutions to the same problem of coordination. One group’s solution 
for deciding things might  be democracy but  another group might  prefer oli-
garchy. In one country motorists drive on the right side of the road, and in 
another they drive on the left  side. But  what is a problem in one group may 
not even be perceived as problematic in another, or the situation might not 
occur there. Different religions have different conceptions of what their gods 
allow or disallow, different solutions to the ‘problem’ of pleasing a god, 
which is a relevance that does not  occur to an atheist. Whether you should 
hold your fork in your right  or left hand is not a problem to people who eat 
with chopsticks. 

For each problem of coordination, then, there will be two competing fac-
toids, a and b, that  represent a standard solution and a competing solution. 
The relationship between a and b is somewhat  dialectical. When the compe-
tition becomes the new standard, the other one should not  be thought of as 
the old standard; it can now represent an emerging alternative to the new 
standard. The idea is to represent opposition, not  actual solutions. To repre-
sent  irrelevancy and ignorance but  mostly indecision and doubt, individuals 
can also have 0 (null) as a factoid. This represents a lack of solution that  can 
signify that a problem is irrelevant  or unknown to an agent, or that  the agent 
doubts the validity of her typifications. To the extent that  typificatory change 
starts with doubts about  one’s own factoids, not  with the merits of others, 0 
can capture this period of doubt  and indecision. This is ontologically pleas-
ing, as it  allows a member to discard a factoid that  does not deliver the goods 
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without  automatic adoption of the opposing factoid; subsequent  influences 
will then have to sway her one way or the other. Having only two alterna-
tives for any issue may sound too simplistic for the multidimensionality of 
real life. However, any multidimensional issue can easily be represented by a 
combination of factoids. Thus, having more factoid values than a, b and 0 
would not change the dynamic of the processes of adaptation and homogeni-
zation; the increased realism would only make them slower, without any 
gains to the explanatory power of the model. 

4.2.2  Quantities of culture
So, organizations will have a set  of issues that members need to coordinate 
solutions to. For each issue, there will be two competing factoids (a and b), 
though individual members might  not  acknowledge all problems (0). Hence, 
an individual’s culture can be written as string like aa0babba0, where the 
first  letter is her factoid for the the first problem, and the seventh letter her 
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Figure f4:1 – Quantities of culture

[1] The factoid symbols. [2] The possible factoid pairs. [3] Similarity.  The similarity  s 
between two agents is equal to (e-f)/2g + 0.5 where e is the number of  shared pairs,  f 
is the number of  opposed pairs, and g is the number of  shared, opposed and neutral 
pairs.  Here, e is 3, f is 1, and g is 5. Hence, s for m1 and m2 is (3-1)/2*5 + 0.5 = 
0.700.  [4] Homogeneity. The homogeneity  value for a group is the average similarity 
across all member pairs. The group m1...m5 has a homogeneity  value of  0.494. 
Comparing the group members we see that  they  are not very  similar to each other 
and do not get along well at all, except for m1 who has similarity  values above 0.5 
with all except m4,  who, in turn, has the lowest similarity  values in the group: 0.300 
with m1, 0.500 with m2, 0.286 with m3,  and 0.500 with m5. Excluding m4 from the 
group yields a new homogeneity  value of  0.559. Excluding m1 instead yields a new 
homogeneity  value of  0.440. Fitness. The fitness of  an organization is the average 
member similarity  with the ideal factoid set. If  m1 is treated as the ideal factoid set, 
m2 has an individual fitness value of  0.700, m3 has a value of  0.583,  m4 one of 
0.300,  and m5 0.714. The average fitness of  the group is  0.574. Kicking m4 out of  the 
m2...m5 group would raise its  fitness to 0.666. This example also shows that homo-
geneity  and fitness can vary  quite a lot in small organizations, especially  if  the num-
ber of factoids is small. 
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factoid for the seventh problem. The zeroes mark lacunas in the individual’s 
relevance structure for these problems. Another individual may have a string 
of aaab0aaa0, which brings us to the matter of cultural similarity. When two 
factoids for any problem is compared, the factoid pair may be aa, ab, a0, ba, 
bb, b0, 0a, 0b  or 00. The meaning of these pairs can be illustrated by consid-
ering the extreme cases. If all the factoid pairs are neutral (a0, b0, 0a, 0b), 
the agents’ concern with separate activities and lack of shared relevances 
would make coordination take some effort as their interaction would be 
filled with time-consuming error-checking. If all the pairs of the two agents 
would instead be shared (aa or bb), they would be able to coordinate effort-
lessly since they share all relevances and all role expectations. If all their 
pairs are opposed (ab  or ba), they would be unable to coordinate, as one is 
constantly zigging when the other is zagging; intense frustration and hostility 
would be a likely result of continued interaction unless one or both could 
mend their ways. The last  possible pairing, 00, is null and void of meaning; 
if all pairs were void, neither would have any relevances or institutions at  all. 
Factoids, the comparison of factoid sets, and the measures of similarity, ho-
mogeneity and fitness, can be seen in the nearby figure f4:1.

Similarity
Since neutrality occurs right  between similarity and opposition on a scale of 
coordinative ability, the points can be collapsed into a single, unified scale of 
similarity by comparing the numbers of the different types of factoid pairs, 
as seen in equation 1. 

 (equation 1)

In equation 1, s is the similarity between the factoid sets of members i and j, 
e is their number of shared factoids while f is the opposed factoids, and g is 
the number of shared, opposed and neutral factoids (that is, the size of the 
union of the two factoid sets, ignoring void pairs). This makes the scale 
range from total opposition (0) to complete similarity (1) with perfect  neu-
trality in the middle (0.5). 

In the unlikely case that the ij factoid set comparison yields only void fac-
toid pairs, similarity is 0.5 by definition, to avoid division by zero. A similar-
ity of 0.5 is also what  will obtain if the comparison only yields neutral fac-
toids. If both sets have random factoids, similarity will also tend towards 0.5, 
since e and f will tend to be the same size. This means that 0.5 is the ‘base-
line’ similarity. Agents that  have values that  are greater than this are more 
similar than not. Agents that  have values that  are less than 0.5 are more dis-
similar than not. Comparing the two example factoid sets above (aa0babba0 
and aaab0aaa0), we see that  they have 4 shared pairs (the 1st, 2nd, 4th and 
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8th factoids), 2 opposed pairs (factoids 6 and 7) and 2 neutral (3 and 5). This 
gives a similarity value of (4-2)/2x8 + 0.5 or 0.75, meaning that  they are 
relatively similar. The ninth pair is void and lacks cultural meaning since this 
issue and its concomitant  institutions are irrelevant to them both. There is, in 
fact, an infinitude of issues that are irrelevant  to them both, none of which 
makes them a squat more, or less, similar. This is why void pairs can be ex-
cluded from comparisons. 

Homogeneity
The homogeneity of real social groups is a somewhat thorny issue, as it  calls 
the ‘groupness’ of any social aggregate into question. Cederman & Daase 
remark that “social cohesion depends not  only on direct  relations in net-
works, but  also on culture represented as categories” (2003:13). So, homo-
geneity in relation to what? What is the relevant  set of cultural issues that 
members can differ in homogeneity about? Second, what is the set  of indi-
viduals that  can be considered members? Furthermore, different people can 
bring different cultural issues along, possibly changing the set  of relevant 
issues. Luckily, the set  of issues in my model organizations are determined a 
priori, and the set of members is clearly delimited at  all times. The cultural 
homogeneity h  of my model organizations can be easily expressed as the 
average cultural similarity s across all member pairs, as in equation 2. 

 (equation 2)

In equation 2, n is the membership of the organization. It  is possible to con-
struct factoid sets that yield groups with a homogeneity that  is below 0.5 
(e.g. groups where each member is dissimilar to one other member and neu-
tral with the rest), but in general it  will not be lower than 0.5. In groups 
where members have random factoids, that  is, where homogeneity should be 
expected to be minimal, homogeneity values should tend towards 0.5, since 
the average similarity value in such groups will tend towards 0.5. 

Fitness
There is no organizational level in the model, apart from what  is simply ag-
gregated from the members; everything of importance happens on the indi-
vidual level. Since I assume that the organization’s adaptation depends on its 
members adopting adaptive typifications, the fitness of the organization can 
be expressed as the average member adaptation to the environment. The en-
vironment, as I discuss below, is abstracted into a single ‘ideal’ or ‘attractor’ 
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factoid set. Organizational fitness f is measured as the average of each mem-
ber’s similarity s to the ideal factoid set c, as shown by equation 3. 

 (equation 3)

Note that  sic expresses the member i’s individual adaptation to the environ-
ment. Like homogeneity, fitness has a practical minimum at  0.5; members 
with random factoids would yield an average sic of 0.5, regardless of c. 
While an organization can make a concerted effort to get  a fitness of less 
than 0.5, that is, becoming actively hostile to their environment, any organi-
zation that depends on its environment  for its continued survival in competi-
tion with other organizations has most likely been forced to disband for lack 
of resources long before its fitness reaches 0.5. 

It  should also be noted that  the relation between homogeneity and fitness 
is asymmetrical. An organization can be completely homogeneous without 
being the least fit, but  it cannot be perfectly fit  without  being completely 
homogenous as well. Perfect fitness means that  all members have the same 
perfectly fit  factoids. As long as fitness is above 0.5, which is the usual case, 
the asymmetry means that  a change in the distribution of factoids that  in-
creases fitness tends to increase homogeneity as well, because when mem-
bers become more similar to the ideal factoid set  they tend to become more 
similar to each other. By the same logic, a decrease in homogeneity tends to 
be accompanied by a decrease in fitness. This latter relation captures rather 
succinctly the ‘liability of newness’ – adoption of any innovation will cause 
efficiency and adaptation to drop until members have learned how to lever-
age the innovation and its context properly.  

4.3  Representing the Environment
Following Brunsson’s observation from the previous chapter that an organi-
zation’s environment is likely to be inconsistent, contradictory and conflict-
ing, it follows that  it cannot be represented with any degree of realism by a 
single set of factoids, unless it  is actually consistent. As Brunsson notes, an 
organization can take some measures such as differentiating teams to take on 
different  actors, dealing with conflicting actors sequentially, and by talking, 
deciding and acting in different  ways. Representing this mess in a simple yet 
principally sound way might  seem a tall order. But an inconsistent environ-
ment does not necessitate an inconsistent typificatory scheme to deal with it; 
it  merely makes it  difficult to develop a consistent scheme, since it  needs 
higher-order typifications that  can apprehend and deal with the environ-
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mental conflicts and contradictions. The process of developing high-order 
institutions is the same as for any institution: members that  can make sense 
of and deal with the conflicts and contradictions will be more influential than 
members that  do not. Out  of all possible typificatory schemes, there must  be 
some schemes that  will be better at apprehending and dealing with the con-
tradictions in a particular environment at a given point in time. Organiza-
tional adaptation is the process of gravitating towards such schemes. Instead 
of trying to represent  a contradictory environment directly, an organization’s 
struggle to coordinate members and external actors can be represented by the 
adaptive climb towards a typificatory scheme able to deal with that  environ-
ment. And this ideal factoid set  can be implemented as a single factoid set. 
While this scheme per se is unknowable and unavailable to individual expe-
rience, the sense made by members that have factoid sets that are close to it 
is empirically available to other members. I have borrowed this perspective 
from Kauffman, who says that 

adaptation is usually thought of as a process of ‘hill climbing’ through minor 
variations towards ‘peaks’  of high fitness. And natural selection thought of as 
‘pulling’ an adapting population towards such peaks. (1995:154) 

The ideal factoid set that  member factoids are compared with to get  the 
adaptive value of their influences represents the currently best  possible solu-
tions to the organization’s problems of coordination. As the environment 
changes, the scheme that is ideal for the new circumstances will also change 
(the ideal scheme is not a Platonic ideal, merely a set  of typifications that is 
satisfactory for making sense of current  events, actors and circumstances). 
Even though the use of this mechanic to represent adaptation to the envi-
ronment  is more abstract  and less intuitive, it does allow the model to be ap-
plicable in inconsistent environments. The principle of organizational adap-
tation remains unchanged; organizations still rely on the continuous institu-
tionalization of its members to be able to chase a moving target. 

I am trying to model the development of shared typificatory schemes in 
organizations. Thus, only the problems of coordination that are of general 
relevance to all members need be accounted for in the model. These prob-
lems not  only revolve around developing a common understanding of who 
does what with whom how and when, and why this should be so, but also the 
development  of a shared understanding of the contradictory environmental 
demands on organizational structures, ideologies, norms and processes, in 
order for individual members to be able to make sense of and to the organi-
zation’s inconsistent enterprise. Local problems of coordination between 
specific roles or within specific parts of the organization are ignored, partly 
for reasons of simplicity, but mostly because local problems nevertheless 
need to be integrated with the overall problems of coordination. If they are 
not integrated, there will be units within the organization that  are efficient at 
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doing things that  are wasteful or even counter-productive to the organization 
as a whole. Put differently, if members are all pushing and pulling in differ-
ent directions, the organization is going nowhere. 

4.3.1  Reality revisited
Typifications are not independent  from each other; they make sense only in 
the context  of the other typifications to which they are interrelated. Typifica-
tory change would then cause shifts both in the meaning of related typifica-
tions and in the network of relations. Changes to central typifications could 
cause a cascade of changes in the entire scheme. It is also the case that typi-
fications are connected in arbitrary ways. Different  cultures are different 
schemes, and the differences lie not  only in what  typifications are included, 
but in how they relate to each other. Schemes are machines for sense-
making; changes mean changes in what  makes sense to the carrier. Model-
ling schemes as networks of typifications does not  change the basic assump-
tion that  different schemes are differentiated in their ability to make sense of 
and to a given environment. The main difference is that  the adaptive value of 
a typificatory change depends on its position in the network and the shifts in 
meaning to related typifications, meaning that  the value of a change to given 
typification will then differ from individual to individual depending on how 
their schemes are wired. 

Kauffman’s ‘NK’ model of correlated fitness landscapes (1995:169-180) 
uses interdependent  elements (the very idea is to explore the effect of inter-
dependency), and the effect  of increasing interdependence is that the adap-
tive value of a given change becomes more unpredictable. Interdependence 
changes the landscape as well. If elements are not interdependent, the land-
scape will have a single peak where fitness is maximal. A small degree of 
interdependence or correlation between elements yields a ‘rugged’ landscape 
that has a central ‘mountain range’ of clustered peaks and of similar heights. 
As the degree increases, the peaks will become more randomly spread across 
the landscape and their heights will also approach randomness. Kauffman 
argues that both organizations and organisms evolve on ‘rugged’ landscapes, 
and these are far more similar to the single-peak landscape than a landscape 
with random or near-random peaks. As noted in the first chapter, Axelrod 
states that the purpose of agent-based models as exploratory devices is to 
illustrate general processes and dynamics, much like the idea of controlled 
laboratory experiments. The very inclusion of interdependent  factoids would 
actually blur and distort  the very process I am trying to study and at the same 
time add a new level of complexity to the model. So, in this case the simpli-
fication of treating factoids as independent  is not only reasonable, but laud-
able. 
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The equality and independence of coordination problems
It  also the case that  problems of coordination come in different magnitudes. 
Nonetheless, I will treat all organizational ‘problems’ as equally important. 
To a large extent this is precisely because of the very differences in impor-
tance. Deviation from a centrally important institution will have graver con-
sequences than deviance in more peripheral institutions. Hence, the centrally 
important  institutions will quickly become entirely invariant; deviation that 
threatens the fundamentals of a universe is unacceptable and heavily sanc-
tioned. The least important are not even likely to be matters of general rele-
vance, and the adaptive value of divergence in solutions to such problems 
will be relatively insignificant. Thus, only the institutions that  are generally 
important  but  not important enough that  deviance would destabilize the in-
tegrity and ‘efficiency’ of the world will be significant in adaptation. 

This is also the reason that revolutionary innovation – innovations that 
open up new areas of social life and threaten the relevance and stability of 
old areas – is not included. If a truly superior solution is discovered or in-
vented, then that will quickly become a new standard, unanimously ac-
cepted. ‘Ordinary’ innovation – new ways of doing or thinking about old 
problems – can, on the other hand, be represented by a change in the ideal 
factoid set, or a novel combination of factoids in the set. It  also follows that 
there is little conceptual difference between innovation and adaptation. Stay-
ing innovative and staying adaptable uses the precise same mechanisms. 

Environmental turbulence and market changes
The ideal factoid set encapsulates the entirety of the organization’s environ-
ment. A change in the ideal factoids does not necessarily mean that  aspects 
of the organization become invalid. Rather, it  can symbolize that the envi-
ronmental actors and situations for which the organization’s culture is appro-
priate become fewer. Facit’s market universe did not  suddenly disappear 
over night; it dwindled over time as more and more people migrated to elec-
tronic calculators. The niche where the organization is fit  can shrink or grow. 
If a company is increasing its share of a shrinking universe, it may take some 
time before the organization perceives that there is something wrong. 

4.4  Quantities of influence 
Having discussed the basics of representing organizational culture, I turn to 
the problem of representing social influence and cultural change. As previ-
ously noted, influence and change are different beasts in Berger & Luck-
mann’s account and will therefore be implemented as different  types of 
events in my model. The basic rules for social influence and cultural change 
– that is, the institutionalization process – are as follows.

92



(1) Pick the members in random order. Each member experiences an influ-
ence event with a probability of 0.5. Whenever a member has experi-
enced a certain number of influence events, it  will have a reevaluation 
event. 

(2) Repeat (1) a number of times every time-step until the simulation ends. 

The reason for having half the attempts at having an influence event fail is to 
avoid that  the order in which members have reevaluation events always stays 
the same, while at  the same time keeping the average number of influence 
events per turn per member constant over the course of the simulation. And 
to avoid possible effects on the results from similar deterministic artefacts in 
the model, such as having all or the majority of members reevaluate on the 
same time-step, every new member added to the organization starts fully pre-
influenced with a random number of influence events to go until next re-
evaluation event. 

While the institutionalization process goes on and on, other events take 
place as well. The ideal factoid set changes sporadically, members leave the 
organization, and other members enter. This means that  there are issues of 
relative timing in the model. For instance, a fast rate of change in the ideal 
factoid set  compared with a slow institutionalization process (meaning few 
influence events per unit  of time) means that  organizations have little chance 
of adapting fast enough to keep up with the environmental turbulence. If the 
turnover is too fast vis-a-vis the institutionalization process, members will 
not stay in the organization long enough for the organization to be able to 
converge or adapt  to anything. If the turnover is too slow, the organization 
will not  get  enough typificatory variation to avoid complete convergence. 
Different combinations of rates of institutionalization, turbulence and turn-
over produce different developmental scenarios. 

4.4.1  Influence events
An influence event  consists simply of one member expressing her factoid for 
one issue (drawn at random from the issues relevant to the member) to an-
other member who stores the influence in his memory. The selection of the 
influencer is not entirely trivial; the mechanism will be detailed later. The 
important  bit  is the influence value v, the ‘density’ of the influence at the 
time of the event. The value of v is determined by the influencing member j’s 
similarity to the ideal factoid set c and similarity to i, the influenced member, 
as shown by equation 4 and seen in figure f4:2.

 (equation 4)
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In equation 4, q is the adaptivity bias and r is the similarity bias. The simi-
larity values are doubled to yield a baseline influence value of 1, which is the 
expected v for influencing members with random factoids. If v is above 1, 
they are influential. If it  is below 1, they are not. This is merely for aesthetic 
purposes; what the base-line value is has no effect on the mechanics of the 
model.

The point of the bias parameters q and r is to allow the effectiveness of 
the principles of homophily and meritocracy to change. For q = 2 and r = 3, 
the maximum influence value is 32, which is only achieved if j is perfectly 
fit  and perfectly similar to i. Assuming that both sjc and sij are a more reason-
able 0.75, the influence value is about 7.59, meaning that  a single influence 
from a relatively fit  and similar member is almost equal to eight  ‘random’ 
influences. Quantified like this, it is easy to see how ‘significant  others’ are 
actually significant for the continuity of a person’s typificatory scheme. 
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Figure f4:2 – Influence and reevaluation

[1] An influence event between members m1 and m2 from figure f4:1,  where m1 
influences m2 with his factoid f3.  The influence value v is  (2 ! sm1c)^q ! (2 ! 
sm1m2)^r where sm1c is the similarity  s between m1 and the ideal factoid set c (here 
referring to the factoid set named ‘world’), q is the adaptivity  bias parameter, sm1m2 
is the similarity  s between m1 and m2, and r is the similarity  bias parameter.  Here 
both q and r is 1, sm1c is 0.417, and sm1m2 is 0.700, which gives a v of  1.17. [2] 
Memory.  In this example, memory size is 5. The influence from m1 enters m2’s 
memory  and ousts the oldest memory  for that factoid. The other influences in mem-
ory  comes from the other members from f4.1, with m3 having an influence value with 
m2 of  0.86, m4 a value of  1, and m5 1.29. These values assume that none of  the 
members have changed their factoids during the time it has taken m2 to receive the 
current  influences in memory.  [3] Reevaluation. If  m2 has a reevaluation event with 
the currently  remembered influences, the relative probabilities for adopting 0, a or b 
for each factoid is shown as colored bars; the longer the bar, the higher the probabil-
ity. The probability  of  discarding any  one factoid, P(0), is (1-o)^2, where o is |k-l|/(k+l), 
where k and l is the sum of  influence values for a (green influences) and b (red influ-
ences), respectively  (m2 adds 1 to the influence sum for every  factoid it already 
holds).  The probability  of  adopting a, P(a),  is k/(k+l)(1-P(0)) and the probability  of 
adopting,  P(b),  is 1-P(a)-P(0). For example, P(0) is high for factoid f1,  since k  (the 
support  for a) is 2.58 and l (the support for b) is  2.72. For factoid f6, on the other 
hand, both P(0) and P(a) are 0 while P(b) is 1 since k is 0. 
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Memories
Since members need to be able to remember the influences they have experi-
enced until they reevaluate them, agents have to be equipped with limited 
memories. They will only remember a limited number of influences for each 
given issue, where a new influence for an issue will oust  the oldest influence 
in memory for that issue if all the ‘memory slots’ for that  issue are full. What 
happened long ago might not be applicable in current affairs. This memory 
mechanism represents the process of old influences becoming irrelevant as 
circumstances change. The memory contains only influences that  are cur-
rently relevant. 

Permeability
Permeability can be represented simply as foreign influences. The higher the 
permeability, the more of a member’s influences will come from outside the 
organizational universe. The homophily principle may not be fully opera-
tional within the organization, but  outside of it members can act  as private 
persons and choose their interactors. Permeability can be implemented as 
picking one of the everyday-life friends of the member rather than another 
member and expressed as the probability that a friend will be picked as the 
influencer instead of another member for any influence event. 

4.4.1  Reevaluation events
Whenever a member has experienced a given number of influence events (as 
set by the reevaluation rate parameter), it will reevaluate its factoids. When a 
factoid is reevaluated, the member will adopt either a or b or discard the fac-
toid (in other words, adopt 0). The probabilities depend on k, which is the 
support  for a, and on l, which is the support  for b. Support for a factoid is 
simply the sum of influence values in memory in favour of it (see figure 
f4:2). 

The probability function works as can be expected. To the extent  that one 
factoid has overwhelming support (that is, the difference between k and l is 
big), the member are likely to adopt  the ‘standard’ solution. But if the differ-
ence between k and l is small, it is likely that the member adopts 0; the 
member reflects the institutional indecision inherent  in the situation (again, 
see figure f4:2). To give members a chance to retain one of its factoids even 
if the influences in memory are all supporting the other one, a value of 1.0 is 
added to k if the member already holds factoid a for this issue or to l if it is 
b. In short, the individual influences herself. This allows a case like a lone 
missionary keeping his faith and beliefs in the midst of life among the hea-
thens, though it is likely that  he will ‘go native’ eventually if his original fac-
toids are not reaffirmed occasionally. 
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The probability of adopting 0, P(0), increases when the difference be-
tween k and l decreases, as seen in equation 5. When k equals l, the differ-
ence is 0 and P(0) is 1. As long as k and l are in the same ballpark, adoption 
of 0 is the likeliest  result. If the support for one factoid is twice as big as the 
support  for the other, a hefty advantage if not overwhelming, then P(0) is 
still as big as 4/9.

 (equation 5)

The probability of adopting a or b, then, is 1-P(0). The relationship between 
the probabilities of adopting a and b, P(a) and P(b), is simply the relative 
sizes of k and l, as shown in equation 6. If k is twice as big as l, then the 
member is twice as likely to adopt a as to adopt b. 

 (equation 6)

If k is 4 and l is 2, that  is, k is twice as big as l, then P(0) is 12/27 (=4/9), 
P(a) is 10/27 and P(b) is 5/27. Adoption of 0 is the likeliest  result, though 
not by much, and adoption of a is twice as likely as adoption of b. The 
mechanism of discarding factoids might, at  first  glance, seem likely to cause 
a general loss of culture and the dissolution of the organization into a morass 
of irrelevancy and indecision. Counter-intuitively enough, the effect  is actu-
ally to speed the process of developing a generally accepted solution. When-
ever there is a relatively equal number of members supporting either factoid 
for any one issue, it  can take considerable time before one side convinces the 
other. But if members start adopting 0 for this issue, it  reduces the number of 
members debating the issue, making it easier for a side to gain supporters, 
because the influence of a single member becomes more important.

Moments of doubt
In Berger & Luckmann’s account, people will change their typificatory 
schemes when the schemes fail to deliver the goods. Such a realization must 
reasonably be preceded by a moment of doubt, when the individual starts to 
harbour doubts about the validity of her scheme and whether some alterna-
tive scheme might not  be better. Some, perhaps most, of these moments will 
arguably result in no change to the typificatory scheme, if it is deemed still 
valid. In my model, reevaluation events function like these moments of 
doubt. They occur regularly; each member will reevaluate her factoids with 
an interval of, e.g., 200 influence events. That  is, influence events where the 
member was influenced. Influence events where the member was the influ-
encer does not count. 
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The reason for having regular reevaluations is partly that regularity of 
occurrence can be motivated by the organizational setting being character-
ized by constant experimentation, but  mostly because it allows me to avoid 
delving into the psychology of why or how a member’s factoids become 
lacking in the goods-delivery department. Rather, the results of a reevalu-
ation event  will be indicative of whether her factoids are perceived as failing 
to deliver or not. If a reevaluation leaves a member’s factoids confirmed, 
then her moment of doubt is over; her typifications are evidently satisfactory 
after all, or they would have been replaced. If at  least one factoid changed as 
a result of being reevaluated, the fact  that  it  was replaced or discarded means 
that it evidently fails to deliver the goods in her current situation. 

4.5  Representing Organizational Life
I make no attempts at  trying to represent organizations in their full glory. The 
model is concerned with processes of institutionalization: influence and ad-
aptation and cultural development. Elements that  are not integral to proc-
esses of that kind are excluded. The function of an organization as seen from 
the perspective of the institutionalization process is to provide a) the fre-
quencies of interactions between members and b) typificatory variation. I 
model organizations strictly in accordance with this perspective to keep the 
model as simple as possible. The single most important  factor in the organ-
izational adaptation process is the frequencies with which different pairs of 
members influence each other, because the distribution of member pair in-
fluence frequencies govern how factoids may diffuse through the organiza-
tion. 

One important feedback mechanism has been omitted for reasons of sim-
plicity, and that is organizational response to falling performance. The intui-
tion is that  when organizations become obsolete, performance in the market 
place will decline, and members of the organization scurry to either explore 
new alternatives or exploit  existing competences. In the simplifications and 
abstractions of the model, this means either more or less typificatory varia-
tion. Since the model already contain ways to explore what happens when 
the variation level changes, I decided not  to expend the effort  involved in 
adding what would in any case surely be a less-than-perfect  model of per-
formance and how it feeds back to the ongoing cultural processes. For simi-
lar reasons, simulated organizations do not  change their configurations in 
response to changing fortunes. I want to explore the effect of different  organ-
izational configurations on the cultural development; allowing organizations 
to change their configurations under way would rather defeat  the purpose. 
The set-up of the experiment  puts coping strategies firmly in the category of 
conclusions rather than elements of the model. 
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The need for keeping configurations constant  over the course of a simula-
tion also leads to a big simplification in how members enter and exit the or-
ganization. Liljeros’ work on the selection mechanisms that  govern member-
ship fluctuations (2001) implies that  these mechanisms are crucial elements 
of the processes of influence and adaptation because changes to the member-
ship change who gets to interinfluence with whom. The social nature of the 
fluctuation mechanisms means that membership changes are also effects of 
the influence processes; the culture of the organization determines which 
individuals are attracted to the organization, which become members and 
whether they decide to stay members (Aldrich 1999:125). However, the se-
lection mechanisms serve mainly to increase the homogeneity of the mem-
bers’ typificatory schemes, bringing no significant  change to the influence 
and adaptation processes. The value of being able to keep organizational 
turnover and size constant offsets the potential gains in accuracy, considering 
the cost of the increase in complexity. I am well aware that real members of 
real organizations do not  exit in orderly groups. The fact that membership in 
organizations fluctuate quite a bit  is an interesting problem in its own right, 
and one I hope that  future versions of this model will be able to shed some 
light on. 

An organization’s culture includes its structure. For instance, the recruit-
ment strategies and policies are part of the organization’s typificatory 
scheme. Since the organizational configuration is invariant during a simula-
tion, it  can be seen as keeping some factoids constant over the course of his-
tory. 

4.5.1  Implementation and simulation of organizations
My simulated organizations start  with a number of founders. A growth pe-
riod where new members are added over a period of time follows. Once the 
organization has reached the target size, random members exit  the organiza-
tion at regular intervals according to the turnover rate and are replaced by 
enough new members to maintain the target size. Turnover is expressed as 
the ratio of members replaced during a 100-step period. All new members 
have random factoid sets, which maximizes the variation coming into the 
organization. The simulation ends when it  reaches a set  limit of time-steps. 
On each time-step, all members have a set number of influence events. The 
ideal factoid set changes at set intervals, changing the adaptive values of 
member factoids. 

As can be seen figure f4:3, each member is assigned to a team managed 
by a manager; managers are also arranged in teams. A member is directly 
linked to the other members of its team, its manager (if it  has one), and its 
subordinates (if it has any). Thus, the organization consists of a hierarchy of 
teams, where each member is connected to every other member through 
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managerial links. The number of people that  it takes to go from one member 
to another is the ‘organizational distance’ that separates them; this concept  is 
key to how frequencies of implementation are computed. Members will be 
influenced the most by the members that  are closest to them, because those 
are the ones they will tend to interact the most  with. Members will be influ-
enced less often by members that  are more distant, and the least  often by the 
most distant members. 

4.5.2  Influencer selection mechanism
When a member has an influence event, he needs another member to be in-
fluenced by. The influencing members are picked with probabilities that  de-
pend on organizational distance. The farther away two members are, the less 
likely they are to be influenced by one another. All members are most  likely 
to be influenced by the members they work the closest  with: their team 
mates, subordinates, and manager. The probability of picking member u  as 
the influencer for one of the influence events of member i, P(iu), is the cur-
rent proximity value t for i and u divided by the sum of proximity values for 
i and each of all other members, as seen in equation 7. 
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Figure f4:3 – Organizational hierarchy, distance and proximity

Members are arranged in teams as shown. A member is linked with the members in 
its  own team, the team’s manager and members of  any  team it  is the manager of. 
The organizational distance d between two members is  the number of  links in the 
shortest  path that connecs them. For members A and B, d is 2; the shortest path that 
connects them goes through A’s manager, who is linked to B since they  are team 
members.  For A and E, d is 3, by  the same logic. For A and C,  and for A and D, d is 
5. The proximity  value t of  any  two members is 1/d^m,  where m is the proximity  bias 
parameter.  If  m is 2,  t for A and B is 1/4, while it is 1/9 for A and E and 1/25 for A and 
C. Proximity  values are used to compute the probabilities of  influence between any 
two members; the higher the proximity, the greater the likelihood. 
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 (equation 7)

The proximity value t for i and j is the reciprocal of their organizational dis-
tance d raised to the power of the proximity bias m, as seen in equation 8. 
Organizational distance is the basis for determining the probabilities with 
which members influence each other. As seen in figure f4:3, the distance d 
between members i and j is the number of links in the shortest path connect-
ing them.

 (equation 8)

The proximity value for any member local to i, namely its team mates, sub-
ordinates and manager, is thus always 1. The greater the distance between 
two members and the greater the proximity bias, the less often they interact, 
and the less likely they are to influence each other. When m  is 0, d will be 1, 
nullifying all effects of organizational distance. In essence, when m is 0, the 
influencer selection dynamics functions as if the entire organization was only 
one big team, since t will be 1 for any member pair regardless of their organ-
izational distance. In contrast, when m  assumes a suitably large value, the 
probability of there being any between-team influences becomes so low that 
the organization will never be able to convergence. 

To see the influencer selection mechanism in action, we can use figure 
f4:3. Assuming an m  of 1, we find that A will be the influencer in one of B’s 
events with about  a 0.0339 probability5, while the probability that B will in-
fluence A is 0.0533, or thereabouts6 . The probability that B will be influ-
enced by a) any of the local members is 0.407, and b) anyone of the 9 most 
distant members is 0.153. The same probabilities for A (or E, or, indeed, any 
member in one of the bottom teams) are 0.319 and 0.192, respectively. The 
major difference between the positions of A and B is that, for A, the farthest 
members are not that much further away, while it  is linked to only 3 mem-
bers. As will be seen in the next  chapter, the ratio of local, within-team influ-
ences to between-team influences is important, because it  affects the institu-
tionalization process a great deal.
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5 The sum of proximities  for B is 14.75. There are 6 members at  a proximity value of 1/1, 7 at 
a value of 1/2, 3 at 1/3, and 9 at 1/4. Members cannot influence themselves, and so are not 
counted. The proximity  value for A  and B is 1/2, and the probability that A  will influence B is 
thus (1/2)/14.75.

6 The sum of proximities for A is about 9.38. There are 3 members with  a proximity value of 
1/1, 3 with a value of 1/2, 7 at 1/3, 3 at 1/4, and 9 at 1/5. The proximity  value for A and B is 
still 1/2, and the probability that B will influence A is thus (1/2)/9.38.



4.5.3  Adding new members
Whenever a new member enters the organization, the organization is 
checked from the bottom up to see if any team a) has reached the split  limit 
or b) needs a manager. If neither of these cases obtain, the new member is 
added to a random team on the bottom rank. Figure f4:4 provides a detailed 
example of the growth process. 

If there is a team that  needs a manager, the new member gets the position 
as manager7. If there is a team that is splitting, it  will split  into two teams, 
and the new member gets to manage the manager-less splinter team. Now, in 
both of these cases, if there was a founder available to be promoted to that 
manager position, the founder is promoted instead and the new member gets 
the founder’s old position. Only founders are ever promoted, to ensure that 
they stay in the top ranks of their own organization. The only team that ever 
needs a manager without being in the process of splitting is the top-most 
team, and only when it has grown beyond the anarchy limit. Unless all foun-
ders have already left  the organization, there will always be at least one 
founder in the top-most team and therefore also available to be promoted to 
manage that  team. Whoever becomes manager of the top-most  team forms a 
new team with itself as the team’s single member; this team becomes the 
new top-most team. 

4.5.4 When members leave 
Members always leave in groups, although the ‘group’ can technically con-
sist  of a single member. How big the groups are and how often they leave 
depends on group size and turnover respectively. All members have an equal 
probability of being selected for the exit group. When a member exits, it is 
simply deleted from the organization. If it was the last  member of its team, 
the manager of that team is automatically fired as well; there is no demotion 
and it  would be inefficient to have managers around without anyone to man-
age. If the manager was the last member of its own team, the manager’s 
manager is in turn also fired, and so on. 

Exits may trigger a redistribution of some members to other teams. Divid-
ing the number of members on a given rank by the span of control, rounding 
any fractions up, gives the ideal number of teams. If the actual number of 
teams is greater than the ideal number, the members of the smallest team on 
this rank is redistributed evenly and randomly to the other teams. This will 
cause a now superfluous manager to exit as well. Using panel 7 in figure f4:4 
as an example, if member J exited the organization, there would be 10 mem-
bers left on the bottom-rank. The span of control being 5, those 10 members 
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7 Every member is thus a specialist  recruited for specific tasks; not unreasonable for the type 
of organizations that is best represented by the model, e.g., Mintzbergian adhocracies.



would ideally constitute only 2 teams. Hence, members I and C are redis-
tributed to the other teams, and N is fired. 

A similar redistribution happens whenever a manager exits; the members 
of the team that it  was managing are distributed evenly and randomly to the 
other teams on the same rank. Incidentally, this might  well bring the teams 
that got  new members to or beyond the split limits. Since redistribution 
moves members to new teams, it  works as between-team influences since it 
distributes factoids from one team to the other teams, only in the form of 
members instead of influences. All the members in the exit  group leave the 
organization before their replacements are added to bring the membership up 
to target size again. Consequently, member redistributions happens fairly 
regularly when the group size is large and the span of control is small.
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Figure f4:4 – Organizational growth

This  example assumes an anarchy limit of  3 and a span of control of  5 (thus a split 
limit of  6). [1] The organization begins with a team of  two founders, A and B.  [2] Two 
new members, C and D, joins and takes the team past the anarchy  limit,  creating the 
need for a top-team manager. [3] New member E gets B’s old position as B is pro-
moted to manager, creating her own team at the top. [4] The addition of  F and G 
takes team AECD to split size. [5] When H is recruited, AECDFG can split. A is pro-
moted to team B to be manager of  the splinter team EGF, while H gets A’s old posi-
tion in what is now team HDC. [6] K and M joins EGF while I, J and L joins HDC, 
bringing it  to split  size. [7] When N  is added, no founders are available for promotion, 
so N joins team BA to be manager of the splinter team ICJ. 

Team EGFKM will be at split size when it gets a new member. When a manager is 
recruited for the splinter team, that manager will join team BNA and take it  past the 
anarchy limit, creating the need for a new top-team manager (which will be A or B).
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Chapter 5  Institutional Developments

This chapter is where I reap the simulated fruits of my model labours. My 
model tries to address the problems posed by Stinchcombe’s efficiency trap, 
and there are two aspects that  are of interest to real organizations: how to 
avoid it and how to get out of it if one gets trapped. Unfortunately, my model 
cannot simulate organizations first  falling into their traps and then climbing 
out of them. The simulations are akin to rockets; one sets the condition for a 
launch, and when launched, the rocket  will follow the trajectory set  by the 
conditions. The parameter values for a given simulation are held constant 
over the course of the run. In essence, the parameter values for each simula-
tion asks ‘what would happen if an organization worked like this?’. The 
simulation then records the rocket’s unwavering trajectory from start  to bitter 
end. However, every efficiency trap sports an organization with high homo-
geneity and low fitness. Hence, ways out of a trap can be simulated by start-
ing simulations with homogenous and ill-adapted organizations. The focal 
object  of the model is the Stinchcombian efficiency trap, and so the template 
case of organizational development is a sort  of idealized doppelganger of 
Facit AB. 

The model case 
Consider a newly established and promising organization. It meets with ini-
tial success which lets it grow. The members quickly learn how to deal with 
its environment  and develop the common knowledge, the schemata and the 
routines necessary for defining, and for responding to, normal environmental 
events. It is in the interest of each member to continue to act according to the 
established knowledge, schemata and routines, as they benefit  from doing so. 
Model-wise, the members, continuously influencing each other, have con-
verged on a largely shared set of factoids; they have become fairly homoge-
nous, factoid-wise. The organization is now at the top of its game; members 
are coordinated, and all aspects of the organization are well established and 
running smoothly. In model terms, the fitness might be a respectable 0.7 and 
the homogeneity in the vicinity of 0.9. The organization is reasonably suc-
cessful and members have no reason to jump ship, so turnover is low. The 
members have become secure in their beliefs that they know their environ-
ment and their business. The very success of the organizational knowledge, 
schemata and the routines, that  is, the institutional order, has essentially 
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turned them into dogmas. Members have little reason or incentive to experi-
ment with or change the winning formula or the established relations with 
the typical actors they depend on. In the model, this situation is represented 
with low permeability. Meanwhile, the environment  continues to change. At 
this point, things will tend to go downhill; when the environment changes, as 
expressed in changes to the ideal factoid set, there is only a 0.3 probability 
that the change will be one that makes the ideal factoid set more similar to 
the dominant factoids of the organization, but  a 0.7 probability that  it  will 
make them less similar. Faced with decline, the organization can try a lot  of 
different  things, but if it tries to increase efficiency further instead of dis-
mantling maladaptive dogmas, its fitness will tend to decrease over time. If 
this non-adaptive organization could somehow survive regardless of its fit-
ness, the decline in fitness would continue until fitness reaches 0.5, where it 
will remain at equilibrium. A real organization would most  likely be history 
long before fitness drops to no better than random, but the point of my simu-
lations is rather to study the conditions of adaptability, such as organizational 
processes and structures that make efficiency traps more and less likely. 

The important  point for this faux simulation of a Facit-like efficiency trap 
is the inability to adapt. Adaptation requires that  there is variation within the 
organization. The conditions above allowed little variation since both turn-
over and permeability were low: the organization got too few new recruits 
with fresh ideas and the existing members were loath to experiment. When 
factoid variation is low, all members will receive relatively few influences 
supporting any variant  factoids and a massive amount  of influences support-
ing the already dominant factoids. The probability of a member adopting a 
non-dominant  factoid will be low, and members with deviant  factoids are 
likely to adopt the dominant factoids before they have time to influence 
other members enough to make them adopt their alternatives. To the extent 
that the ‘strength’ of an organization’s culture is based on its homogeneity, 
an organization with a strong culture is likely to be competitive in the short 
run thanks to efficient coordination. But seen over the long run, a strong cul-
ture is likely to be a detriment to the organization as the very homogeneity of 
the culture precludes adaptation. 

5.1  Basic Dynamics 
Most  of the figures below visualize the organizational developments by plot-
ting the mean trajectories of development on a two-dimensional landscape 
where high fitness is to the north and high homogeneity is to the east. A tra-
jectory is the plot  of the mean of the fitness and homogeneity values for each 
time-step of a simulation for organizations with identical parameter values, 

104



showing the average development  for that  particular combination of parame-
ter values. 

Perhaps a note on terminology is in order. ‘Variation’ is the amount of 
differences between member factoids at any given time. ‘Variability’ is an 
organization’s ability to maintain variation over time, and depends on reten-
tion of existing variation and influx of factoid variation. ‘Adaptation’ is an 
increase in the organization’s fitness. ‘Adaptability’ is an organization’s abil-
ity to adapt. Interestingly enough, adaptation tends to decrease adaptability 
because there can be no adaptation without  members becoming more similar. 
But  if members start  out  very with very diverse factoids, it  will take some 
time before they become similar enough to impede further adaptation. 

5.1.1  Standard values 
The standard organization starts with 5 somewhat dissimilar founders of 
middling fitness and grows with 1 new member every 0.8 time-steps, or 4 
members every 5 time-steps, until it  reaches a target size of 43 members at 
about time-step 50. Once fully grown, an organization starts replacing mem-
bers randomly at  the rate specified by the turnover value. The simulation 
ends after 1200 time-steps. With a span of control of 14, the ideal hierarchy 
is 3 bottom-rank 13-member teams, each with its own manager. The manag-
ers constitute a 3-member team, itself managed by a top manager, making up 
a single-member top team. However, in the standard organization, the 
mechanisms that redistribute members in order to keep the hierarchy ideal 
are turned off. This makes the hierarchy of each organization more random. 
Typically, there will be four bottom-rank teams with 9 or 10 members, each 
with a managers; the four managers are in turn managed by a top manager. It 
is possible that the standard organization ends up with three bottom-rank 
teams, but it  is unlikely. The rules for creating new teams do not  allow the 
standard to end up with five bottom-rank teams, as the minimum size of 
splinter teams is 8 members. 

Each member has 40 factoids and a memory limit of 8 per factoid, and 
can thus hold a total of 360 influences in memory. They receive about 50 
influences per time-step, on average, and re-evaluate their factoids after 300 
influences, or about  once every 6 time-steps. Influences are weighted by a 
similarity bias of 3 and an adaptation bias of 2. The ideal factoid set  changes 
by a single factoid every 50 time-steps. 

5.1.2  Efficiency traps and adaptability 
Figure f5:1 shows the basic developments that different  organizational con-
figurations might yield. While the differences in trajectories are caused by 
the simple expedient of changing the proximity bias, it  illustrates what dif-
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ferent  levels of factoid variation mean for an organization’s ability to adapt 
to a changing environment. In f5:1 a and b, which are developmental trajec-
tories that  closely mimic the faux simulation of the Facit doppelgänger, the 
early stages of development are subject to a rapid growth and increase in 
diversity. When enough members have entered, any additional members 
have little impact  on the factoid distribution, and the organizations can begin 
to converge in earnest. Since they have a large initial reservoir of variation 
from the growth period, the adaptation mechanism can operate unimpeded. 
The rate of adaptation stays high until the convergence process have ho-
mogenized members to the extent that most are confirming each others fac-
toids, leaving little room for divergent members to spread their factoids. 
With the stream of variation coming into the organization too weak to desta-
bilize the massivity of the dominant factoids, the adaptation rate becomes 
too low to keep up with the necessary changes. The organization’s fitness 
peaks and then declines towards equilibrium. 

Diversity cannot  easily be maintained on the level of individuals, as 
shown in f5:1 a  and b. As modelled, members will unavoidably become 
more similar to their coworkers, and given enough time they will become 
homogenous. But diversity can be maintained on the level of teams, if there 
are restrictions on between-team influences. In f5:1 c, the proximity bias is 
high enough to make any member’s influences mostly local to its team, but 
not high enough to completely marginalize between-team influences. This 
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Figure f5:1 – Entrapment and adaptability

Each of  a-d shows the mean fitness (y-axis) and homogeneity  (x-axis) for 50 simu-
lated organizational histories over 1200 time-steps. Colour shows the passage of 
time (e).  The organizations in this figure is part  of  the set  of  simulations shown in 
figure f5:3. Here, turnover is 1.0 and permeability  is 0.1. Proximity  bias is 0 (a), 2 (b), 
4 (c) and 6 (d). Otherwise, the parameters have their standard values. 

As the proximity  bias gets stronger, the variability  increases, shown by  decreasing 
homogeneity  equilibria. The effect is non-linear.  Going from 0 to 2 has no discernible 
effect, but going to 4, and then to 6, yield noticeable differences. But as variability 
approaches maximum, further increases to the bias will have progressively  smaller 
effects. The effect on fitness is also non-linear.  When the bias is weak (a, b), teams 
do not develop separately  and cannot yield the between-team diversity  needed to 
fuel the adaptability  engine. With a stronger bias (c),  teams develop relatively  inde-
pendently  though not  completely  isolated, allowing members to adapt to between-
team influences while retaining a healthy  level of  between-team diversity. When the 
bias becomes too strong (d), team isolation is strict  enough to impede between-team 
adaptation.
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allows the organization to retain variation, reducing the massivity of the 
dominant factoids and keeping the rate of adaptation higher than in a and b. 
When the ideal factoid set changes, high between-team diversity makes it 
more likely that  at  least  some team in the organization is able to deal with 
the new environmental conditions. Since the other teams are more likely to 
adopt the factoids of the presently fittest team than the other way around, the 
organization as a whole can continue to adapt. In f5:1 d, the restrictions on 
between-team influence are harsher, sabotaging the diffusion of fitter fac-
toids and curbing the adaptation rate compared to the organizations in c. 
Since the restriction on between-team influence starts affecting the organiza-
tion as soon as the membership is too large to contain in a single team, 
members in c and d cannot homogenize or adapt  as fast during the growth 
and post-growth periods as in a and b. This is why the c and d trajectories do 
not match the fitness peaks of a and b. 

5.1.3  Variability 
While variability is the other side of the homogeneity coin, meaning that 
homogeneity decreases automatically when variability increases, variability 
has a non-linear effect on fitness. If variability is zero, the convergence proc-
ess will deplete whatever store of variation the organization has and trap it 
completely once all variation is gone. Changes in the ideal factoid set will 
eventually reduce the trapped organization’s fitness to 0.5. If variability is 
maximal instead, all members will have random factoids all the time, and 
average fitness will be 0.5. So, for each organizational configuration, there is 
some level of variability that  will maximize the fitness equilibrium. Main-
taining a relatively high fitness equilibrium is thus a balancing act, which 
helps explain why adaptability is difficult to achieve. In real organizations, 
variability is likely to vary, since an organization is unlikely to have a turn-
over, size, permeability and what amounts to the proximity bias that  stays 
constant  over time. The model includes three parameters that  directly affect 
variability: turnover, permeability and proximity bias. Figure f5:1 shows the 
power of the proximity bias to affect not  only variability but  fitness as well. 
Any increase in variability will result in a decrease in the homogeneity equi-
librium, but, as we shall see, no other mechanism affects fitness as much for 
the same change in homogeneity. 

Variation from permeability
Figure f5:2 shows the effect of increasing the permeability. The figure re-
peats the f5:1 trajectories and adds trajectories with identical parameter val-
ues except that  permeability is 0.2. Permeability is the probability that any 
influence will come from someone outside the organization. Hence, an in-
crease in permeability means that any member’s personal development be-
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comes more independent  of the influence from other members, making each 
member less ‘impressionable’. This slows down the organizational conver-
gence process. In a sense, permeability does for members what proximity 
bias does for teams, since any reduction in between-team influence makes 
the team development  more independent of what goes on in the other teams. 
There is an important  distinction between permeability and merely ‘slow 
learning’ on the part of members, since permeability also increases variation 
by allowing members to ‘think differently’ even in conditions of complete 
homogeneity. 

Variation from turnover
Figure f5:3 shows the effect of varying turnover on all the organizational 
configurations seen in f5:1 and f5:2. With turnover, the quantum of variation 
is entire members, whereas permeability works on the level of individual 
influences. Since turnover is the replacement of old members with new 
members, this source of variation is more disruptive to the organization than 
the other two. The model may ignore it, but the variation gained by turnover 
comes at  a substantially higher price to a real organization than either per-
meability or proximity bias, because of the costs of hiring and training new 
members. Also, conditions of high turnover might  have psychological effects 
on members that affect the organization. Adaptability assumes that  members 
actively try to improve the organization or their own contribution to the or-
ganization. Member perception of a lack of job security and lack of continu-
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Figure f5:2 – Permeability

This  figure shows the effect of  permeability. Each of  a-d shows the mean fitness and 
homogeneity  for two different sets of  50 simulated organizational histories. Colour 
shows the passage of  time (e). The organizations in this figure is part of  the set of 
simulations shown in figure f5:3. The trajectories with the higher homogeneity  equi-
libria in each plot are repeated from f5:1, where permeability  was 0.1. The trajectories 
with the lower homogeneity  equilibria in each of  a-d have a permeability  of  0.2. Prox-
imity  bias is still 0 (a), 2 (b), 4 (c) and 6 (d). Otherwise, the parameters have their 
standard values.

An increase in permeability  increases factoid variability, yielding lower homogene-
ity  equilibria. The effect on fitness, however, is non-linear. The increase in variability 
becomes disruptive rather than adaptive when the homogeneity  equilibrium drops 
below a value slightly  lower than 0.7, implying that that  is the point of  optimal variabil-
ity, where the fitness equilibrium is maximized, for this particular configuration of  pa-
rameter values.
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ity in the social work environment can reasonably curb their willingness to 
care for the organization. Some degree of turnover is inevitable, as members 
will leave eventually. Some degree of turnover is also necessary. Greater 
permeability and stronger proximity bias are good for retaining variation for 
longer, but  without turnover, the only influx of factoid variation to be re-
tained will be the trickle coming from permeability. Figure f5:3 shows 
clearly that there is such a thing as too much variability. In the c and g trajec-
tories, the strong proximity bias makes the organizations adept  in retaining 
variation and consequently sensitive to increases in variability. When the 
between-team diversity is high, it  is easy to increase the variability beyond 
the point  of optimal variability, where the increase in variability becomes 
disruptive rather than adaptive. 
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Figure f5:3 – Turnover

This  figure shows the effect of  turnover. Each of  a-h show the mean fitness and ho-
mogeneity  values for three different sets of  50 simulated organizational histories. 
Colour shows the passage of  time (i). The different sets vary  in turnover: in each plot, 
the trajectories with highest homogeneity  equilibrium has a turnover of  0.5, the mid-
dle trajectory  1.0, and the trajectory  with the lowest homogeneity  equilibrium 1.5. All 
organizations in the upper row (a-d) has a permeability  of  0.1, and in the lower row 
(e-h) 0.2. Proximity  bias is still 0 (a,  e), 2 (b, f), 4 (c, g) and 6 (d, h). Otherwise, the 
parameters have their standard values. This figure contains the trajectories from f5:1 
and f5:2.

The effects of  increasing turnover are the same as the effects of  stronger proxim-
ity  bias and higher permeability. An increase in turnover increases factoid variation, 
yielding lower homogeneity  equilibria, while the effect on fitness is non-linear: the 
effect depends on the level of  variability. As noted for permeability  in f5:2,  an increase 
in variability  becomes disruptive rather than adaptive when the homogeneity  equilib-
rium drops slightly  below 0.7. For this particular configuration of  parameter values, 
that is the level of variability that maximizes the fitness equilibrium. 
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The strength of the weakly tied organization
Real organizations have a great  degree of control over turnover and proxim-
ity bias. Permeability is largely a matter of the social psychology of the 
members, and so is less easy to control. Turnover is an expensive source of 
variation, and so it  behooves the organization to wring as much adaptability 
as possible out  of their level of factoid variation. The model suggests that 
changing the proximity bias is the most efficient  way of achieving that. Or-
ganizations with strong (but not  too strong) proximity bias and high perme-
ability can extract  more adaptation out of a modest turnover than other con-
figurations thanks to their balanced ratio of between-team influences. The 
best  examples so far are found in f5:3 c – the middle turnover trajectory – 
and in g – the low turnover trajectory. Both of these achieve relatively high 
equilibria for both fitness and homogeneity thanks to the balanced level of 
between-team influence that allows them to leverage their variability. Get-
ting the right level of between-team influence turns the semi-isolated teams 
into ‘adaptability engines’ – team members leverage the strength of weak 
ties; thereby they do not  stabilize culturally and at  the same time do not lose 
their cultural distinctiveness in relation to the other teams. 

Real organizations may not have teams as modeled, but restricting the 
free flow of influences and creating relatively independent groups will in-
crease the retention of variation. To the extent that  groups are already iso-
lated, allowing a greater degree of between-team influence will allow the 
organization to leverage the diversity that  is already there. Another possibil-
ity for spreading factoids between teams is redistribution of members, which 
is shown in figure f5:13 and discussed at the end of the chapter. 

Environmental turbulence 
As can be observed, fitness tends to not reach very high values. This is to be 
expected. Organizations cannot  become fitter than their members; an organi-
zation’s fitness value is the average fitness of members. A new member will 
typically have a fitness of 0.5, because the mean fitness for random factoids 
is 0.5. High fitness also implies high homogeneity: a perfect  fitness of 1 can 
only be attained if all members are perfectly fit, that  is, completely homoge-
nous. If members are not  homogenous, the organization cannot  be perfectly 
fit. Limits on homogeneity also limits the attainable fitness. To be able to 
maintain a high fitness, that is, to be adaptable rather than adapted, an or-
ganization needs to maintain high variability as well. The higher the variabil-
ity, the more random member factoids will tend to be. The biggest  obstacle, 
however, for achieving a high fitness equilibrium is the fact  that  the ideal 
factoid set changes regularly. When the factoid set that  the convergence 
process is striving for changes, the convergence process has to chase a new 
target. Figure f5:4 shows the trajectories for the same parameter configura-
tions as in f5:3; the only difference is an increased rate of change to ideal 
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factoid set. The effect of the increased turbulence is a general decrease in 
fitness equilibria. Furthermore, changes to the ideal factoid set also means 
that the direction of the convergence process also changes. When the ideal 
factoid set changes more often, we see that homogeneity decreases, at least 
for the organizations with a strong proximity bias. The regular disruption 
caused by turbulence affects the entire convergence process, not  only the 
adaptation mechanism.

5.2  Stability of Results 
All new members have random factoids, and the ideal factoid set changes 
randomly. Potentially, this could pose a problem for the stability of the re-
sults. An organization’s fitness value at  any point in time is sensitive to the 
specific distribution of member factoids and the specific set of ideal factoids. 
Usually, some members are reevaluating their factoids at  any given time-
step. Consequently there will be certain degree of ‘noise’ in fitness values 
from time-step to time-step. The adaptation mechanism is probabilistic, 
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Figure f5:4 – Turbulent environments

This  figure repeats the parameter configurations of  f5:3 at a higher rate of  change to 
the ideal factoid set. Here, the ideal factoid set changes every  25 time-steps instead 
of 50. 

Comparing with f5:3, the only  major difference is that fitness equilibria are lower 
across the board. A minor difference is that the fitness peaks reach almost as high as 
in f5:3 at least for the organizations with turnover 0.5 and proximity  bias 0 or 2, creat-
ing a larger differential between peak and equilibrium. There is also a slight decrease 
in homogeneity  for organizations with stronger proximity  bias. When the environment 
changes, the factoidal direction of  the convergence process changes as well. A 
higher rate of change is more disruptive to that process.
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meaning that not  all member factoid changes will be adaptive. We can expect 
that individual organizations will exhibit  some degree of deviation when it 
comes to fitness. At the same time, the range of fitness values is fairly com-
pressed, and the fitness differentials between different  configurations small. 
This begs the question: can the results be trusted? Figures f5:5 and f5:6 
shows the fitness deviation of individual organizations during their devel-
opments. 

An organization’s fitness tends to oscillate, as shown in f5:5. This is 
caused by the probabilistic nature of factoid changes since it  will inevitably 
produce extreme values. At the same time, the convergence process does not 
allow extreme fitness values to be stable; deviating organizations will be 
pulled back towards the equilibrium. I find this an interesting bit of realism. 
Real organizations can be assumed to oscillate as well; when their circum-
stances change, it  will take some time before they enact measures to adapt, 
and actual adaptation will take some time as well, whereupon the cycle can 
repeat. While a series of random changes can boost  fitness far above or be-
low equilibrium level, subsequent  changes will tend to bring it closer to 
equilibrium again. This means that individual organizations do not  stay at 
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Figure f5:5 – Organizational fitness developments

This  figure plots the fitness values over time for a random sample of  8 organizations 
from the set in f5:3 a with a turnover of  0.5. The black lines plots the actual values 
while the red lines are running means with an interval of  50 time-steps. The gray  line 
plots  the mean fitness value for each time-step over all 50 organizations in the set. 
The running means capture the main developments while ignoring the stepwise noise 
of the actual values. 

Organizations tend to oscillate in both short cycles and larger cycles, where the 
larger cycles oscillate around the mean line,  which functions as the current equilib-
rium. All organizations except b cross the mean line at least once, and b seems likely 
to do so, had the simulation gone on for longer. The continuously  changing member-
ship and factoid distribution does not allow extreme values to be maintained for long; 
the fitness value is  constantly  pulled back towards the equilibrium. While there is a 
fair bit of  oscillation, no organization in the sample bucks the general trend of  declin-
ing fitness caused by their general inability to adapt.
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mean fitness. But when aggregated, as shown in f5:6, the fitness means are 
stable enough and the general trends clear enough with only 50 simulations 
per combination of parameter values. Witness for instance the mean fitness 
lines for f5:6 c, e  and f: the plateaus at  the end can only represent  the equilib-
rium fitness. 

While more simulations can provide more stable results, I am not  inter-
ested in finding the exact model means; this is not predictive model where 
the reliability of results is important. Rather, the purpose of my model is ex-
plorative. Hence, I am happy as long as the simulations provide distinct 
enough differences to illustrate the dynamics of the model. 

5.3  The Convergence Process 
So far the convergence process has been visualized as a history, starting at 
the beginning and progressing from there. While this illustrates the basics of 
the model dynamics, it does not tell the whole story. Beginning at the end, 
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Figure f5:6 – Stability of results

This  figure plots the running means (with an interval of  50 time-steps) of  the fitness 
values over time for all the sets of  organizations in figure f5:3 that have turnovers of 
0.5.  In a-d, permeability  is 0.1, and 0.2 in e-h. In a and e, proximity  bias is 0. In b and 
f, it is 2. It is 4 in c and g, and 6 in d and h. Two lines plotting fitness means are su-
perimposed: the blue line shows the mean of  the individual running means (which go 
from time-step 25 to 1175) and the red line shows the mean of  the actual fitness val-
ues (time-step 1-1200). The slight oscillation in the red line compared to the blue line 
is due to the fact that the ideal factoid set changes every 50 time-steps. 

While there is a fair amount of  deviation in the individual developments, the gen-
eral trends are clear enough. Furthermore,  the differences in means between the 
sets are completely  in line with expectations.  In c,  e and f we see, fairly  clearly,  that 
the organizations reach equilibrium fitness at about time-step 900. While there is 
substantial oscillation around the equilibrium, the occurrence of  plateaus in the mean 
lines can only  mean that there is an equilibrium and that organizations have devel-
oped to that point. 
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from the depth of a Stinchcombian efficiency trap, unveils some interesting 
things about  the relationship between the principles of homophily and meri-
tocracy, as seen in figure f5:7. 

5.3.1  Getting out of traps 
The principles that allow organizations to stay out of traps also allow them to 
climb out  of traps. Unfortunately, the model is ill-equipped to mimic shock 
therapy in the sense of a one-time big replacement of members in the course 
of normal events. Such an event, though drastic, would otherwise be ideal 
for breaking the homogeneity and providing variation for the adaptation 
mechanism to work with. However, unless the configuration that  plunged the 
organization into the trap changed as well, the shock therapy would amount 
to little in the long run. 
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Figure f5:7 – Getting out of traps

This  figure shows the effects of  ‘shock therapy’ on trapped organizations, by  setting 
the turnover and group size values to hit a homogenous, 43-member organization 
with a big replacement of  members at time-step 100. Each of  a-d  shows the mean 
fitness and homogeneity  values for 50 simulated organizational histories over 195 
time-steps,  where colour shows the passage of  time (e).  The replacement is 10 (a), 
20 (b), 30 (c) and 40 (d) members. Proximity  bias and permeability  is 0, and the ideal 
factoid set is constant. Parameters not  mentioned have standard values. The differ-
ences in starting fitness is solely  due to random deviation. Also, while members have 
identical factoids, they have somewhat different influences from before they  entered 
the organization. This is why  the complete homogeneity  shortly  becomes decidedly 
non-complete and then is slowly  regained. But when the replacement hits, the mem-
bers have been converging for almost 100 time-steps and are highly homogenous.

The impact  of  replacing 10 members in a is greater than the initial diversification, 
and is almost fully  recovered in just 50 time-steps. The quick assimilation of  the new 
members,  and the negligible change in fitness, is due to the massive dominance of 
the factoid set shared by  the 33 remaining, and almost identical, members. Even 20 
new members in b cannot dent the massivity  of  the dominant factoids. In fact,  some 
of  the fitness acquired by  the new members during assimilation is actually  lost as 
they  embrace the original set of  factoids. Since the ideal factoid sets are static and 
there is no variability  in-between replacements, any  loss of  fitness is caused by 
members actually  adopting less fit factoids. The replacement of  30 members in c is 
enough to break the inertia of  the dominant factoid set, increasing the fitness of  the 
organization substantially. The replacement of  almost the entire organization in d 
provides an essentially  new start from scratch. But the rapid increase in homogeneity 
cannot  be explained by  assimilation since there is no since there is no dominant fac-
toid set. Since the organization’s fitness also increases rapidly, adaptation itself  must 
be the driving force of the convergence.
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One way to get  the semblance of a one-time shock in the model is to start 
the organization at full size with members homogenous in their factoids but 
random with respect to the ideal factoid set, set the turnover and group size 
values to get  the replacement  of a goodly part  of the organization at, say, 
time-step 100. Since another replacement event  would occur at time-step 
200, the simulation is stopped right  before the second replacement event  to 
get only one such event. This gives the organization almost  a hundred time-
steps of convergence after the shock, which should be enough to show the 
post-shock development. To keep the organization trapped during the 
buildup to the replacement, permeability is set  to 0, and the ideal factoid set 
is kept static. Figure f5:7 shows the result of that experiment. 

Interestingly enough, the organization cannot  be shocked out of the trap 
without  being almost  completely transformed in the process. The develop-
ment of a dominant set  of factoids that  leads an organization into the trap 
will also keep it  there. The specific mechanism that allows even a minority 
of homogenous members to hamstring the adaptability of an organization 
with a high level of factoid variation can be found in the comparison be-
tween f5:7 d and c, as follows. 

Anchor groups
In f5:7 c, where the organizations have nearly as much factoid variation as in 
d, the relative tardiness of the fitness increase must  then be caused by the 
larger contingent  of near-identical members impeding the adaptation process. 
At time-step 101, right after the shock, each of the 13 original members get 
about a third of their influences from the 12 others, and roughly two-thirds 
from the 30 new members. The similarity bias makes each of the former in-
fluences worth at  least  6 influences from an average new member, because 
of the large differential in similarity between an original member and any 
other original member and between an original member and the typical new 
member. This means that  the original members are likely to reproduce the 
factoid set that trapped them, anchoring the organization in the pre-existing 
culture. But the average fitness of the new members increases with time, and 
thus the adaptation bias will increase the weight  of their influences, counter-
acting the effect  of the similarity bias at  least somewhat, dragging the origi-
nal members slowly into the new regime. But with the original members – 
the anchor group – reducing the adaptability of the organization, while the 
homogenization continues unabated, the members will converge on a factoid 
set that  is less fit than is the case in f5:7 d, because the original members in 
those organizations are too few to be able to anchor the organization in re-
producing the old factoid set. 

Any organization where there is a tight-knit group of members that is 
large enough to persist  over time will be more or less anchored in its existing 
culture, decreasing the organization’s rate of adaptation. Since real organiza-
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tions tend to have homophilous turnover, the formation of anchor groups 
might not be a question of if but when. 

Pre-influences 
The development that  takes place before the replacement events in f5:7 is 
caused by the pre-influences of the founders. All members enter the organi-
zation with a full memory; these pre-influences are the same as the ‘outside’ 
influences used by the permeability mechanism, and represents a member’s 
history of influences from before they enter the organization. Since founders 
are treated the same way, the model implicitly assumes that  the founders 
have not  been interinfluencing each other extensively before the organization 
becomes operational. But since their different sets of influences tend to sup-
port  the same factoids, they might  well have been part of the same group of 
people. Even if the founders have identical factoids upon founding the or-
ganization, there will be a period of divergence as their personal histories 
will cause them to change their minds on certain issues. 
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Figure f5:8 – The adaptation and similarity biases

This  figure shows the effect  of  varying the adaptation and similarity  biases. All other 
parameters have the same values as the organizations in f5:1 c.  Each of  a-d show 
the mean fitness values for three different sets (black, red and green) of  50 simulated 
organizational histories over time. Black organizations have a similarity  bias value of 
0.5,  the reds 3, the greens 5. All of  the organizations in the same plot have the same 
adaptation bias value: 0.5 in a, 1 in b, 3 in c, and 5 in d. Plots e-h  repeat a-d, show-
ing the mean fitness and homogeneity  values, where colour shows the passage of 
time (i).  In each of  e-h,  the trajectories for the different similarity  bias values are dif-
ferentiated by  their slight differences in homogeneity; the trajectory  with the highest 
homogeneity  has the highest similarity  bias value, and the lowest has the lowest 
value. 

It  is obvious that it  is the adaptation bias that drive the initial convergence of  the 
organizations from their diverse starts;  the preservative and adaptabili-ty-impeding 
power of the similarity bias comes into its own only when homogeneity is high.
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5.3.2  The adaptation and similarity biases 
Figure f5:7 indicated the different effects of the adaptation and similarity 
biases, and specifically that  it  is the adaptation bias that is the primus motor 
of the convergence process. Figure f5:8 tests this by varying the values for 
the biases, and confirms the central role of the adaptation bias in the conver-
gence process. 

While changes to the similarity bias seems to have little effect compared 
to the effects of changing the adaptation bias, note that the organizational 
configuration chosen for the test is very good at retaining variation thanks to 
its balanced proximity bias. The difference in homogeneity seen in f5:8 f, 
though not  entirely easy to discern in the figure, is in fact  almost as large as 
the homogeneity change caused by a 0.5 difference in turnover or a 0.1 dif-
ference in permeability in f5:3 c and g. The fitness differentials in f5:8 g and 
h  are also quite large compared to the fitness differentials due to differences 
in turnover and permeability in f5:3. The similarity bias differentiates the 
weight  of influences according to the similarity between influencer and re-
ceiver. Hence, the similarity bias is at  its most effective when there is a 
group of members that  are homogeneous and a group of members that  are 
not, as witnessed in figure f5:7. 

5.4  Growth 
Growth presents a rather special case of variability, since the impact of a new 
member on the distribution of factoids decreases for each new member en-
tering the organization. When an organization only numbers four members, 
one new member constitutes a fifth of the membership. With 99 members, an 
additional member is only a single percent  of the membership. Hence, 
growth is a period of diminishing variability. From the perspective of adap-
tion, an organization that starts with a handful of founders and then grows 
will quickly gain a large factoid variation while the variability becomes pro-
gressively lower, which means less disruption to the convergence process. 
Hence, after the first  handfuls of recruits have entered, members can con-
verge largely undisturbed, which results in a quick rise in both homogeneity 
and fitness. The rate of convergence is modified by the retention of varia-
tion; the higher the proximity bias and the permeability, the slower the or-
ganization will converge. The distinction in the model between the growth 
and target phases is entirely artificial, as is the insistence on keeping the 
sizes of the organization constant. The dynamics of variability, adaptation 
and convergence exhibited by the model do not, however, hinge on those 
assumptions. Real organizations may replace members during a period of 
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growth, but that merely increases the factoid variation gained, as would a 
period where there are more members exiting than entering8 . 

Since the model is equilibrium-seeking, the start  and growth conditions 
are irrelevant in the long run, as shown by figure f5:9. With very different 
starting conditions and growth rates, the comparable trajectories still end up 
at  very similar equilibria. The fitness equilibria are not identical, but there 
are only 50 simulations per parameter value combination; some deviation is 
expected. The general pattern is conclusive enough. Only the variability, in-
cluding the variables affecting variability, is of interest  for the homogeneity 
and fitness equilibria. But  if a real organization is to have a long run, it  must 
survive the first stretch of its existence. This is by no means certain when 
organizations compete for the support of the environment. The early phase is 
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8 Though if it is the members that least fit in that tend to leave, variation will decrease.

Figure f5:9 – Start and growth conditions

This  figure contrasts the trajectories of  organizations with perfect starts with the tra-
jectories of  the organizations in f5:3 c and g, to which they  are identical apart from 
the start and growth conditions. Each of  a-d show the mean fitness and homogeneity 
values for three different sets of  50 simulated organizational histories over 1200 time-
steps,  where colour shows the passage of  time (i). Plots b and d repeat f5:3 c and g, 
respectively. The organizations in a and c start with 20 perfectly  fit members and 
grow to 43 members at a rate of  one member every  4 time-steps. Plots e-h repeats 
a-d,  but at a different fitness and homogeneity  scale. There is a change to the ideal 
factoid set on the very  first time-step, so maximum starting fitness is, in practice,  al-
ways less than 1.

Comparing e and f, and g and h, it  is obvious that the convergence process is 
equilibrium-seeking.  Even with very  different start  and growth conditions, comparable 
trajectories still end up at very  similar equilibria. The fitness equilibria are not identi-
cal,  but there are only  50 simulations per parameter value combination; some devia-
tion is expected. The general pattern is conclusive enough. The rapid degeneration 
from perfection in a and c is  only  partly  due to pre-influence noise. The effect is the 
same as in f5:7, but compounded by  non-zero permeability, ideal factoid change and 
growth. 
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crucial to competitive organizations; if it cannot  maintain or achieve envi-
ronmental support  once established, its adaptability and prospects of long-
term survival matter little. For new organizations, the different  types of im-
mediate future available are not  that many. If the start  is not fit, the organiza-
tion is not competitive and not likely to survive, unless it  migrates to another 
business universe where it  is fit or it can avoid competition. In terms of the 
model, migration means a new start  in another universe, subject  to the same 
rules of convergence and adaptation. If the migrating organization is ho-
mogenous, the lack of diversity means that  the supply of universes in which 
it is fit will be limited. A diverse organization, conversely, has a greater 
choice of destination universes. If the organization opts out of competition, it 
also moves out of the relevance of the model; it concerns itself only with 
organizations that compete for the support of the environment. 

If the start is fit, the organization is competitive. Whether it grows or not 
becomes important. It  the organization does not grow and stays small, it  will 
tend to follow the trajectory of smaller organizations, as illustrated by figure 
V.10, discussed in the next section. Having no growth means that there will 
be no loss of fitness from new members increasing the factoid variation, 
though the same lack of variation will make it  unable to ever adapt. If the 
organization grows, it will become more diverse and thus less fit. If it  fails to 
recover its lost fitness before its initial success wears off, the likelihood of 
survival drops. This creates a selection pressure for configurations that  yield 
the shortest  recovery time. The fitter the start, the better the organization’s 
initial position. Figure f5:9 a and c shows the trajectory followed by organi-
zations with perfect  starts. These organizations start  out  with 20 perfectly fit 
founders and slow growth to 43 members. Note that perfection lasts less than 
1 time-step; there is a change to the ideal factoid set  on the very first  time 
step, leaving the founders with 39 perfect factoids out  of 40. The fitness at 
the end of the growth phase, at  about time-step 100, corresponds to the fit-
ness peaks of the trajectories in f5:3. 

While the fitness of the fit-start  organizations tends to be higher at  that 
point, it  is not  overwhelmingly higher. If it  can be assumed that real organi-
zations are unlikely to have perfectly fit starts, the starting fitness will be less 
important  for growing organizations than the recovery period. While organi-
zations benefit from having fitter starts than their competitors, the competi-
tion will tend to weed out organizations with less fit  starts because they will 
have trouble getting off the ground in the first place. Most  of the initially 
successful organizations will thus have roughly similar starting fitnesses. 
Any kind of turnover will increase the factoid variation, decreasing both 
homogeneity and fitness. This will tend to further equalize organizations in 
terms of their early fitness and homogeneity, making the duration of the re-
covery period a matter of crucial importance. Competition will create a se-
lection pressure that  favours organizational configurations that  minimize the 
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time until recovery, or, in the case of perfect  or near-perfect  starts, configu-
rations that minimize the rate of degeneration, since they can never regain 
their perfection. This will tend to lower the odds of survival for adaptable 
organizations, as they take longer to converge. 

5.5  Size Matters 
Size is a matter of some importance to organizations. Generally, the larger 
the organization, the greater the potential for adaptability. In small organiza-
tions, where all members are contained in a single team, members get influ-
enced by the same handful of other members constantly. Since a small group 
reaches consensus so quickly, it  essentially behaves as a single unit  in terms 
of changing the prevailing factoids. Either all members adopt an alternative 
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Figure f5:10 – Single-team organizations

This  figure shows the trajectories of  11 and 22-member organizations. Each of  a-d 
show the mean fitness values for three different sets of  50 simulated organizational 
histories over 1200 time-steps. The different sets vary  in turnover: black lines have 
turnover 0.5, red 1.0 and green 1.5. Each of  e-h show the mean fitness and homo-
geneity  values for the same sets; colour shows the passage of  time (i). The trajecto-
ries with highest homogeneity  equilibrium has a turnover of  0.5, the middle trajectory 
1.0,  and the trajectory  with the lowest homogeneity  equilibrium 1.5. In a-b and e-f the 
target  size is 11, but 22 in c-d and g-h. Permeability  is 0.1 in the first (a, e) and third 
(c, g) column, and 0.2 in the second (b, f) and fourth (d,  h) column. Proximity  bias is 
0 for all organizations. Otherwise, the parameters have standard values. 

The sets of  a and c are directly  comparable to those in f5:3 a, while b and d com-
pare with f5:3 e; any  differences are solely  due to the differences in size. The point of 
optimal variability  for smaller organizations lies at higher homogeneities. The point 
lies at about 0.8 for organizations in a and b (assuming that the rising fitness at the 
end of  the turnover 1.0 trajectory  in b and f is a random deviation), and, with more 
certitude,  at somewhat higher than 0.70 for the c and d organizations. Having fewer 
members,  smaller organizations also recover more quickly  from growth diversification 
than larger organizations. 
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factoid or no one does. In large organizations, different members are likely 
to be influenced by different sets of other members. In a sense, it  all comes 
down to sample size. The smaller the organization, the greater the likelihood 
that the set of influences of a member has received will reflect the majority 
factoids at any given time. 

When all members have the same set  of influences, all members will tend 
to adopt  the same factoids. Given this, they will convergence quickly indeed. 
This is true, even if members are factoidally diverse; for each issue it  is 
likely that one factoid will have somewhat greater support  than the other. 
When every member has a representative sample of the factoid distribution, 
all will gravitate towards the majority factoid set. Put  differently, each mem-
ber will become more similar to the members that are influencing her. If 
members A, B, C and D inter-influence only with each other and the mem-
bers in the set EFGH only inter-influence with each other, then members A 
and E are more likely to remain different for longer than if they all inter-
influence in the set  ABCDEFGH. The less representative the sets of influ-
ences are, the longer it will take for members to converge. Thus, smaller or-
ganizations converge faster than large organizations. 

Figure f5:10 shows the trajectories for 11 and 22-member organizations, 
where members are contained within a single team. Comparison with the 43-
member organizations in f5:3 shows that the point  of optimal variability oc-
curs at higher homogeneities in smaller organizations. This means that 
smaller single-team organizations have higher fitness and homogeneity equi-
libria than larger single-team organizations when variability is low. This is 
not terribly beneficial, because organizations with several teams and a bal-
anced proximity bias, such as the organizations in f5:3 c and g have still 
higher fitness equilibria. The main benefit  of being a smaller organization 
comes into play at  an early stage: smaller organizations have shorter recov-
ery times. But they reduce variation quickly enough that  their stay at peak 
fitness is short, compared to other configurations. Comparing f5.10 a  and b 
with c and d makes it clear that the 11-member organizations deviate more 
when it comes to fitness than 22-member organizations. Smaller organiza-
tions are more sensitive to member replacements. 11-member organizations 
are far more perturbed by the replacement of a single member than 22 or 43-
member organizations. Since they also experience fewer replacements at the 
same turnover, their fitnesses will depend to a much greater extent on the 
specific factoids of each new member. Their oscillatory deviation around the 
fitness equilibrium will thus be greater; the fitness lines are included to help 
judge the equilibrium values and the point of optimal variability. 

Anything that is true for smaller and larger single-team organizations will 
also be true for smaller and larger teams in organizations with several teams. 
Figure f5:11 shows the trajectories of different-sized organizations that de-
ploy their members in several teams. The proximity bias has been set to yield 
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roughly the same degree of between-team influence for each configuration to 
maintain comparability. f5:11 a and b are mostly comparable with f5:10 g, 
and f5:11 e  and f with f5:10 h; these organizations all have 22 or 25 mem-
bers. For small organizations, the team structure does not have any greater 
impact  on fitness. Since there are not that  many members, either the number 
or size of teams have to be small. With only two teams, the between-team 
diversity will not be as large as with more teams; all non-local influences 
will come from one and the same team. With more but smaller teams, the 
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Figure f5:11 – Number and size of teams

This  figure shows the trajectories of  different-sized organizations with several teams. 
Each of  a-h show the mean fitness and homogeneity  values for three different sets of 
50 simulated organizational histories over 1200 time-steps, where colour shows the 
passage of  time (i). The different sets vary  in turnover: in each plot, the trajectories 
with highest homogeneity  equilibrium has a turnover of  0.5, the middle trajectory  1.0, 
and the trajectory  with the lowest homogeneity  equilibrium 1.5. All organizations in 
the upper row (a-d) has a permeability  of  0.1,  and in the lower row (e-h) 0.2. Note 
that  c and g  repeat f5.3 c and g. Proximity  biases have been set to produce the same 
ratio of  between-team influences in order to make trajectories with the same turnover 
comparable. The organizations in the first  column (a,  e) have two teams with 10 
members and 2 managers (22 members in total). The other organizations typically 
have 4 teams,  4 managers and 1 top manager. The teams in the organizations in the 
second column (b, f) typically  number 5 members (25 in total), in the third column (c, 
g) 9.5 members (43), and in the fourth (d,  h) 17.5 members (75). Otherwise, the pa-
rameters have their standard values. 

Generally, larger organizations can achieve higher fitness equilibria than smaller 
organizations,  at  least for these configurations that are fairly  adaptable. Comparing 
the first and second column shows that organizations with more teams can retain a 
higher between-team diversity, which is not a good thing if  that pushes the organiza-
tion beyond the point of  optimal variability. As with the organizations of  different  size 
in f5:10, the point  of  optimal variability  for larger organizations occur at lower homo-
geneities. The organizations in the first column are the same size as the organiza-
tions in f5:10 c and d, and the point does seem to lie at somewhat higher than 0.70. 
The roughly  same-sized organizations in the second column have their point therea-
bouts as well. The decidedly  larger organizations of  the third column have their point 
below 0.7. The 75-member organizations of  the fourth column have their point above 
0.65, as seen in f5:12. 
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between-team influence will be more varied, but  the 5-member teams of 
f5:11 b and f will change factoids as a single unit, lowering the probability 
of factoid change. Furthermore, small organizations are more easily pushed 
beyond the point of optimal variability, meaning that small organizations can 
never be as adaptable as large organizations can.

Comparison of b-d and f-h  in f5:11, where the organizations all have four 
teams but of varying sizes, shows that organizations with larger teams, and 
thus larger overall size, can reach higher fitness equilibria. But  since their 
points of optimal variability lies at  lower homogeneities (as shown in figure 
f5:12), the superiority in fitness comes at  the expense of homogeneity. The 
variability needed to maximize equilibrium fitness may be prohibitively 
high. The largest organizations (that  is, bigger than 75 members in my 
model) can thus choose whether to do things mostly right but inefficiently or 
to do them mostly wrong but  efficiently. The small organizations do not  have 
that choice; they will have to settle for the latter, assuming they survive that 
long. ‘Medium-sized’ organizations have the best opportunities for long-term 
survival because they can arrange their teams into engines of adaptability, 
yielding a balanced trade-off between equilibrium homogeneity and fitness. 
These organizations also have more options when it comes to organizational 
changes to increase their adaptability, since they have the numbers to ex-
periment with different team structures. The only alternative open for small 
organizations in that respect is to grow larger. 
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Figure f5:12 – Large organizations

This  figure shows the trajectories of  75-member organizations. Each of  a-h show the 
mean fitness and homogeneity  values for four different sets of  25 simulated organiza-
tional histories over 1200 time-steps, where colour shows the passage of  time (e). 
The different sets vary  in turnover: in each plot, the trajectories with highest homoge-
neity  equilibrium has a turnover of  1.0, the next  highest 1.33, the next lowest 1.66, 
and the lowest  2.0.  The organizations in a and c have a permeability  of  0.1, and 0.2 
in b  and d. The organizations in a and b have a proximity  bias of  0,  and 4 in c and d. 
Otherwise, the parameters have their standard values.

The point of  this figure is mainly  to establish the point of  optimal variability  for 75-
member organizations, which seems to be found at a homogeneity  of  0.65. Larger 
organizations can reach higher fitness equilibria than smaller organizations, but at 
the expense of homogeneity. 
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5.6  Redistribution of Members 
A factor of some importance to real organizations is organizational changes 
that change the membership or the frequencies of member-pair influences 
and thus change the convergence process. For instance, any change that  puts 
members in new constellations changes the frequencies of the member-pair 
influences. While real organizations can benefit  from the synergies of putting 
individuals with their idiosyncratic characteristics in new constellations, the 
effect  on the convergence process in the model is to lower factoid variation; 
homogeneity will increase and adaptability will decrease. 

Figure f5:13 shows the effect of redistribution of members on organiza-
tions with the same parameter values as in f5:3. In all other figures, organi-
zations have simply replaced any exiting member before any redistribution 
mechanisms have kicked in. Here, this restriction is removed. When mem-
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Figure f5:13 – Redistribution of members

This  figure shows the effect of  redistributing members. The sets of  organizations here 
have parameter values identical to those in f5:3, except that redistributions are al-
lowed.  Each of  a-h show the mean fitness and homogeneity  values for three different 
sets of  50 simulated organizational histories, where colour shows the passage of 
time (i).

Redistributions have effect only  in organizations where the restrictions on 
between-team influences are heavy  enough to impede cross-team convergence (c, 
g) or almost prevent it  altogether (d, h). In the latter sets, the effects are very  drastic 
compared to plots f5:3 d  and h.  Whether the effect  of  redistribution is beneficial or not 
depends on whether the reduction in variability  brings the organizations closer to or 
further away  from the point  of  optimal variability. For the organizations in c,  the reduc-
tion in variability  is detrimental; the organizations are moved away  from optimal vari-
ability. Most of  the organizations in h benefit from the redistributions as they  are 
moved closer to optimal variability; the increased fitness of  the low-turnover trajectory 
can be assumed to be a deviation. Where the proximity  bias is too weak to restrict 
between-team influence (a-b, e-f), redistributions have no mentionable effect. Since 
the members of  those organizations are equally  likely  to inter-influence with every-
body  else, shifting them around changes nothing in the frequencies of  member-pair 
influences. 
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bers move from one team to another they bring the factoids they have devel-
oped in their old team to the new team. This acts as a large injection of 
between-team influences. Initially, the homogeneity of each team that get 
new members from another team will decrease. But since the factoid distri-
bution in each team will be closer to the factoid distribution of the other 
teams, they will then tend to convergence towards the same factoid set, re-
ducing overall variation. This is a good thing if the teams are too isolated to 
yield any significant  adaptability, such as in f5:13 h  where variability would 
otherwise be greater than what is optimal (compare f5:3 h), but  a bad thing if 
the organization is close to the point  of optimal variability or the variability 
is lower than optimal, such as in f5:13 c. This is only relevant for organiza-
tions where variability comes from restrictions on between-team influences. 
In organizations where there is little or no restrictions (f5:13 a-b, e-f), redis-
tributions of members have no effect. 

In the model, the incidence of member redistributions increase with turn-
over; the more exit events, the greater the probability that redistributions oc-
cur. Real organizations can redistribute their members whenever they see fit. 
But  given the effects of redistributions, they only make sense for organiza-
tions that suffer from too much between-team diversity, where sub-units are 
culturally isolated from each other. 
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Chapter 6  Conclusions

I set  out to explore the dynamics of the process of organizational institution-
alization, with the Stinchcombian efficiency trap as the focal point. To reca-
pitulate and summarize, Stinchcombe states that  organizations, once estab-
lished, tend not  to change. As the environment continually changes, an un-
changing organization will become progressively obsolete, its mode of busi-
ness having less and less validity. As to why this happens, the fundamental 
assumption is that this is a matter of organizational knowledge. More spe-
cifically, a matter of members developing a shared knowledge of how and 
when to do what, and why that  makes sense. Efficient coordination of the 
organization’s enterprise requires that members share the same understand-
ing of the enterprise, the organization and its environment. If they do not, 
they cannot coordinate efficiently and will work at  cross-purposes. When the 
environment  changes, it is difficult for the members, working from within 
their specific understanding of their reality, to perceive that their understand-
ing has become misaligned. Even if individual members realize that  the or-
ganization is going about its business in the wrong way, they need to con-
vince the other members of what they should be doing instead. If most 
members conform to the organization’s institutional order, it  might prove 
difficult to overturn the prevailing paradigm. Conversely, if members are 
diverse in their organizational knowledge, that is, if the organization main-
tains multiple view points and conceptual frameworks with which to inter-
pret and deal with the current state of affairs, the organization should have an 
easier time adapting to changes in the environment, although it pays an 
adaptability tax in the form of reduced coordination. Thus, there is a trade-
off between coordination and adaptability. 

The first point of interest was to see whether a simple influence model is 
sufficient to replicate this dynamism. Using only the two principles of ho-
mophily and meritocracy, I could produce both efficiency traps and adapt-
ability merely by changing who got to influence whom and how often. In 
this regard, the model is eminently successful. The results show that organ-
izational development can be fruitfully studied at the level of individuals 
mutually adjusting to each other, and that the assumptions of meritocracy 
and homophily are enough to capture the processes of institutional conver-
gence and environmental adaptation. Since my model implements the im-
plicit  model of social influence in Berger & Luckmann’s The Social Con-
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struction of Reality, the success of the model also shows the applicability of 
their theory of institutionalization to organizational reality.

The second point  was to explore the dynamics and behaviours of the insti-
tutional development  process under different  organizational configurations. 
While constraints on time and computational resources have prevented me 
from exploring every nook and cranny of the model, the experiments made 
have captured some interesting dynamics. To the extent  that  the model cap-
tures the essential properties of how individuals develop a shared reality, it 
also illustrates the basic processes of institutional development  in organiza-
tions. 

Agent-based modelling 
The exploration took place entirely in the realm of theory, using agent-based 
modelling as the methodological vehicle. The agent-based model allowed me 
to animate the ideal-type assumptions and mechanisms and to put  the inter-
actions of the different  mechanisms in motion under various conditions. 
Thus I could study the dynamics of the model to a greater extent than would 
be possible if I had had to deduct  the outcomes using only my all too human 
brain. All in all, I feel that  the present  work is a solid contribution to the 
theories of organizations and organizational learning. I hope that  my disser-
tation can show the value of agent-based models to the development of so-
cial theory. While simulation techniques can be used in many ways and for 
many purposes, simple and exploratory agent-based models like mine have a 
lot  in common with Weberian thought-experiments with ideal types and 
methodological individualism. I would argue that  computer-assisted agent-
based models are no more than an extension of a Weberian approach to the-
ory building. 

Built  into the heart  of the model is the treatment of organizations solely as 
collectives of individuals working together and influencing each other. Since 
it completely ignores the aggregate level, it  reduces the organization to a 
nominal phenomenon; there is nothing on the organizational or aggregate 
level that affects the individuals that  constitute the organization. In this per-
spective, the whole is nothing more than the sum of its parts. If members do 
not develop a shared reality they can hardly be said to be organized; what  the 
members have is not so much an organization as an argument. The methodo-
logical individualism of the model puts the emphasis on organizations as 
human processes, rather than as structures, objects or entities in their own 
right. This goes for ‘culture’ as well. An organization will not  automatically 
have a culture; it  cannot be assumed a priori. Rather, a culture is something 
that emerges when members converge on a shared reality. The distributed 
and intersubjective nature of the shared reality represented by the factoids 
make stable sub-cultures a very real possibility, which further complicates 
the question of what organizational culture is. 
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6.1  Flaws and Limitations 
The two biggest shortcomings in the model, realism-wise, is the treatment of 
membership changes and the rocket metaphor used for organizational devel-
opment. Neither of these shortcomings are critical to the applicability of the 
model, however. 

Homophilous membership changes
As noted in chapter 3, recruitment in real organizations tend to be homophil-
ous; the organization tends to attract  and recruit people that are likely to be 
similar to existing members. The homophily extends to exits; members that 
do not  fit in tend to leave sooner than members that  do fit  in. Both mecha-
nisms would simply decrease the variability of the organization and reduce 
the disruption of turnover. These mechanisms do not affect the general dy-
namics of the model except to put  a greater emphasis on permeability and 
between-team influence as the central sources of variability. If they were 
implemented, new members would be more similar to the members they 
would be working with, and those who were the most  dissimilar to their co-
workers would have higher probabilities of exiting the organization. While 
this would be much more realistic, the only significant effect on the dynam-
ics would be a drastic reduction in factoid variation, yielding higher homo-
geneities and lower adaptation rates. Hence, having random recruits and ran-
dom exits does not  change the essential dynamics. Rather, it makes it easier 
to illustrate the process. 

Rocket trajectories of development
The rocket metaphor means that  the organization’s configuration does not 
change during the simulation. Once it is aimed by setting the parameter val-
ues and launched, it  will follow the course staked out for it. But  real organi-
zations change all the time. However, not all changes will be significant  in 
terms of the processes of convergence and adaptation and the established 
body of knowledge. Switching between known practices with known conse-
quences in response to normal environmental events takes place within the 
developed paradigm. Implementing untested practices or experimenting with 
new ways of dealing with the environment  or the enterprise, however, is rep-
resented by changes in the organizational factoids. Changes that count as 
significant include anything that affects size, turnover, permeability or prox-
imity bias, and redistributions of members. Changing the turnover, perme-
ability or proximity bias will set the organization on a new trajectory towards 
new equilibria. With the model mapping organizational configurations to 
developmental trajectories, the effects of organizational changes can be intu-
ited from the implied trajectory-jumping. For instance, lifting the restrictions 
on between-team influence when teams are divergent will yield a short-term 
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increase in both homogeneity and fitness, but a long-term loss of adaptabil-
ity. Instating restrictions on between-team influence when members are al-
ready homogenous will have no effect whatsoever until the teams have had 
ample time to diverge. 

6.2  Cognition, Culture and Structure
Another limitation of the model is its inability to deal with anything but 
structural generalities. In order to study the structural generalities, the actual 
content of the culture and cognition of members must be ignored. 

In general, a ‘strong’ culture implies that  members are homogenous and 
thus likely to develop the organization into an efficiency trap. But  if one of 
the strengths of an actual organization’s culture is a lust for experimentation, 
it  becomes another matter entirely. As the example set  by Facit  tells us, real 
organizations have to deal with real cultures, where specific cultural ele-
ments have specific effects. It  matters little that  an organization is generally 
adaptable if it  fails to acknowledge an environmental change that  will render 
it  obsolete. Conversely, an organization that has a strong, homogenous cul-
ture can avoid obsolescence if it manages to adapt  to a crucial environmental 
change. Furthermore, real members have individual characteristics; they can 
be highly able to predict the changes in the environment  and unafraid to ex-
periment. Members of such calibre can yield an adaptable organization re-
gardless of configuration. If the organization can recruit such super-heroes of 
adaptation or nurture a strong culture of adaptation, it  is unlikely, or at  least 
less likely, to fall into an efficiency trap. However, an organization that  has a 
strongly homogenizing configuration may inadvertently teach members to be 
less adaptive. Since it  is unlikely that organizations manage to recruit an en-
tire league of super-heroes, one or two super-heros might not  turn the tide if 
the organizational structure works against them. An organization that  has a 
structure that encourages diversity may, on the other hand, teach conformist 
members to be more creative, obviating the need for super-heroes. 

I would argue that, while cultural and individual specifics are obviously 
important, structural issues are hardly unimportant. Actually, Mintzberg’s 
adhocracies are an interesting case in point as regards the interplay of cogni-
tion, culture and structure.

6.2.1  Cultures of innovation 
The model and the implications of its dynamics may not be all that applica-
ble to organizations that  have highly technical environments where purely 
institutional concerns may not  be front and center. For organizations where 
that is the case, however, the results are applicable. Mintzbergian adhocra-
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cies (Mintzberg 1983) are the template type of organizations for the model; 
everyone is involved in shaping and re-shaping the organization and what  it 
is about. Adhocracies are in constant  flux, which is aptly captured by the 
model’s perspective on organizations as processes. I note with interest  that 
Mintzberg claims that adhocracy is the form of choice for organizations 
where innovation is important; it  is the only form not aimed at  standardized, 
efficient performance (1983:253-254). 

In more centralized organizations, the work of defining and redefining the 
enterprise, the organization and its environment is the provenance of what 
Mintzberg calls ‘the strategic apex’. The rest  of the members of the organiza-
tion are receivers of that understanding, not  its developers. Similarly, the 
simulated organizations can be seen as only concerning the subset of mem-
bers involved in the process of environmental adaptation. Members not in-
volved are excluded from the model; they are exclusively receivers of the 
factoids developed by the strategic apex, the influencers. This means that  the 
model is applicable to centralized organizations as well, or more specifically, 
to the strategic apex. However, the members of a strategic apex have to bring 
the other parts of the organization in line with themselves, or their adapta-
tions will matter little. But if the other parts of the organizations are aimed at 
standardized, efficient performance, bringing them in line with new direc-
tives might  prove difficult. In a sense, parts of organizations that are not the 
strategic apex still need to be fairly adaptable, only they need to adapt  to the 
strategic apex rather than the environment, for the entire organization to be 
adaptable. In centralized organizations, the double problem of coordination 
is squared. The strategic apex has the double problem of adapting internally, 
to each other, and externally, to the environmental actors. But the operating 
core also faces the double problem of coordinating internally and externally. 
The difference being that  the ‘external’ actors that  they need adapt  is the stra-
tegic apex. 

This puts rather a lot  of pressure on the strategic apex. To the extent that 
the members of the strategic apex constitute a smallish group, the properties 
of small organizations in my model should be applicable, namely that 
smaller organizations have real trouble when it  comes to adaptability. When 
the structure fails to encourage adaptability, the members of the strategic 
apex have to rely on their individual characteristics instead to succeed. 

Adaptability and innovation
As noted, Mintzberg says that adhocracies are structures of innovation. But 
according to Mintzberg’s description of adhocracies it  is also the case that 
the members are constantly redistributed. When the organization chart 
changes regularly, so do the frequencies of interaction; when reorganization 
is the norm, the typificatory variation will tend to be evenly distributed in the 
organization as members get  to interact  with a large sample of the entire or-
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ganization. But those conditions would cause rapid convergence in my 
model, and the organizations would end up in Stinchcombe’s efficiency trap. 
This is rather diametral to the supposed innovativeness of Mintzberg’s ad-
hocracies. 

I would argue that Mintzberg is confusing cause for effect in his account 
of adhocracies. The organizations that are geared for innovation seems to be 
organizations that  eschew standards and stability in favour of flexibility. 
Mintzberg sees the creative chaos and constant reorganizations as the cause 
of innovation. In my opinion, these organizations exhibit  cultures of innova-
tion that, among other things, experiment with organizational forms. It is the 
ideas contained in the culture that causes the lack of standards, structure and 
stability. The structural flux does not  bring innovation, it  brings homogene-
ity; when everyone gets to be influenced by everyone else, the rate of con-
vergence is maximized. Being adaptable is not  necessarily correlated with 
being innovative, since innovation is likely to reside in the contents of organ-
izational culture and individual cognition. Still, I will posit  that for an or-
ganization to remain innovative over time it  will need to exhibit an institu-
tional heterogeneity similar to the simulated organizations that remain adapt-
able over time. The ability of individual members to think differently under 
conditions of homogeneity is not  likely to be high. When all members share 
the same knowledge, values, beliefs and norms, deviance becomes difficult, 
unthinkable even; otherwise, indoctrination and brain-washing would not 
work. 

Mintzberg’s adhocracies should, according to my model, not be able to 
stay innovative for very long. The institutional convergence and subsequent 
homogeneity suggested by constant reorganization exerts a conformity pres-
sure. Staying innovative under such conditions demands a culture or indi-
viduals that  can withstand that  pressure. Cultures of innovation need to de-
velop structures of adaptability in order to keep their edge. 

6.2.2  Towards a tripartite theory of adaptation
In fact, this can be seen as the beginnings of a wider, tripartite framework for 
understanding organizational adaptation. An organization’s potential for ad-
aptation rests on three legs: 

(1) the individual characteristics of the members
(2) the specific content of its culture and 
(3) the structural configuration. 

Of course, these three are interrelated, since participation in the organiza-
tional culture will affect the organizationally relevant cognition of the mem-
bers; the culture also proscribes the structure of the organization. On the 
other hand, members can change both culture and structure. The organiza-
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tional structure, the nature of which revolves around form rather than con-
tent, cannot change members’ cognition or culture except  along the dimen-
sion of institutional homogeneity. That, however, is a major contributor to 
organizational adaptability. I would argue that  organizational structure is in 
the same league of significance as the other two factors. This gives organiza-
tions three strategic variables to experiment  with in order to change the or-
ganization’s viability: recruitment  of individuals, cultural values to promote 
and to avoid, and the organization of its members. 

6.3  Findings and Implications 
March (1991) argued that  organizations need to maintain variability in order 
to stay adaptable. My model replicates this. This is merely a validation of the 
model implementation, not a finding. The model is built  on the very assump-
tions that variation is necessary for adaptation and that  variability is a requi-
site for adaptability. The findings have to do with the developmental out-
comes for different organizational configurations. 

A general and important  finding is that the various elements of the organi-
zation’s structure have non-linear effects on the convergence process and the 
institutional development. Most of the model elements and their effects in-
teract with one another, making it  difficult to predict  the precise effects and 
consequences of any one organizational change, because the precise effect 
(or even general effect, in some cases) of a change to one parameter depend 
on the values of the other parameters. Hence, any management implications 
are contingent  on the specific organizational situation. This mirrors reality; 
had it been easy to devise optimal organizations, there would exist  no man-
agement literature and no competing theories of organization. 

A simple case in point  to this non-linearity is the point of optimal variabil-
ity. An organization that lacks variation benefits from increasing the variabil-
ity, which would be detrimental to an organization that has too much. Since 
the point moves in response to changes in size, downsizing the organization 
could move it from being on the side of too low variability to the side of too 
much, without any actual changes to the variability. This effect  could be re-
versed, nullified or doubled depending on how much the level of between-
team influence went  up or down with the downsizing. The effect could be 
further reversed, nullified or doubled depending on if an anchor group re-
mains in the downsized organization or not  and the extent of its influence 
before and after the change. Generalizing this kind of non-linearity over the 
multitude of factors that affect  real organizations means that  the conse-
quences for the convergence process of any change is likely to be fairly un-
predictable. The general point of my work is that my model and the results 
provides some basic tools for dealing with these events and processes. 
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6.3.1  The weakly tied organization
As we know, organizations need institutional variation to be able to adapt. 
Now, turnover is a relatively expensive source of variation. A simple man-
agement implication is that  it behooves any organization to maximize the 
variability it  can get from between-team influence and permeability instead. 
My model shows the possibility of organizational structures that  do contrib-
ute to adaptability. The individual creativity and inspiration represented by 
permeability is not  entirely easy to control, but can be encouraged. Between-
team influence is, on the other hand, easily manipulated by the members. As 
long as the level of between-team influence is kept  low but not  too low, the 
teams will be relatively isolated and relatively independent but still con-
nected. The organization will be tied together weakly by the between-team 
influences, but those weak ties are exactly what allows it wring a fair bit of 
adaptability out  of low levels of variability. The members of the teams can 
leverage the strength of the weak ties of influence between the teams, keep-
ing the cultures of the teams and, consequently, the culture of the organiza-
tion from stabilizing. 

Fine-tuning the frequencies of interaction in real organizations to achieve 
a weakly tied organization is likely to be difficult. But, as we saw in figure 
f5:13, the redistribution of members can be used as a potent  tool for manipu-
lating the level of between-team influence and thus the rate of adaptation. 
Moving members from one team to another provides between-team influ-
ence until they have adopted the schemes of their new teams. Hence, weakly 
tied organizations can be achieved with completely isolated teams that ex-
change members sporadically. There will be less continuity in the work envi-
ronment  for the members, however, in this version of weak influence ties. 
Redistributions can backfire if they are used when not  necessary, because of 
the decrease in variability and consequent boost in convergence and decrease 
in adaptability. 

Non-hierarchical organizations
The central idea of weakly tied organizations is to limit each member’s range 
of interaction partners to an extent  that impedes the convergence process but 
does not stop the adaptation process. It  is likely that there are lots of different 
types of member networks that can produce weakly tied organizations. The 
model, however, assumes hierarchical arrangement of members in groups 
and is unable to produce other types of member networks. 

6.3.2  Organizational change and continuity
Real organizations have a plethora of possibilities when it  comes to trans-
forming themselves in response to declining performance. As noted, any or-
ganizational change that is significant in relation to the elements of my 
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model, such as changing the factoid distribution or the turnover, will cause 
the organization to jump to a new trajectory of institutional development. 
The rational thing to do would be to start  an organization with a configura-
tion that yields a speedy convergence, and switch to a more adaptable con-
figuration once it has achieved a good position. But the liability of newness 
of any drastic change to the organization and sheer inertia may curb its ca-
pacity to change successfully or indeed at  all. The liability of newness means 
that any switch from one alternative to another will reduce both fitness and 
homogeneity, because in switching over there will be a period of confusion 
and conceptual conflict. This does not  mean that organizations do not 
change, merely that there is a cost attached to doing so. Adaptable organiza-
tions will thus pay a continuous ‘adaptability tax’ in terms of the constant 
confusion needed to maintain their adaptability. As soon as they trade their 
diversity for efficiency they set themselves on a trajectory towards a 
Stinchcombian efficiency trap. 

Reorganization is a perennial favourite of managers. Shifting members 
around in new constellations may have benefits that  depend on the new 
combinations of specific members and their individual characteristics, but  it 
also distributes whatever organizational diversity there is more evenly across 
the organization. Carefully monitored, however, redistributions can be used 
to achieve a weakly tied organization. Lack of careful monitoring or simply 
reorganization for efficiency, on the other hand, provides a fertile ground for 
the development of anchor groups. An anchor group is any homogenous, and 
therefore efficient, group of members that gets to interinfluence enough that 
the group is reproduced. Its homogenity and frequent  reaffirmation of its 
factoids makes it a cultural anchor in the organization. The members exert  a 
persistent and unwavering factoid pressure on the other members, and espe-
cially on new members that  are the most likely to be swayed by consistent 
influences. As seen in f5:7, the conservative power of anchor groups is not  to 
be trifled with. Since they are highly efficient, anchor groups might not  be 
easy to disband once they have been established. 

6.3.3  Size matters 
The number of organizational members is a matter of some importance,  and 
a matter of some complexity. To begin with, the point of optimal variability, 
the point at which further increases in variability become disruptive rather 
than adaptive, rises with the size of the organization. That  is, the level of 
variability that is optimal in a big organization is higher than in a small or-
ganization. Also, the fitness equilibrium at optimal variability is higher in 
bigger organizations. So, small organizations do not benefit from changes in 
variability to any greater extent (as can be seen in f5:11 a and b). To be 
adaptable, they will have to rely on the culture and cognition of their mem-
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bers; their membership is too small to be meaningfully arranged in a weakly 
tied organization. The only adaptability benefit  of being a small organization 
is that the depth of Stinchcombe’s efficiency trap also increases with size. 
When conditions of homogeneity obtain in an organization, any given mem-
ber need to convince a majority of the other members to adopt  any of her 
alternatives. The fewer the members, the easier that will be. 

But  bigger is not automatically better. While small organizations have to 
rely on the individual characteristics of its members in matters of adaptation, 
I would argue that  big organizations have to rely on its structure. Recruiting 
a small number of super-heroes may not  be that difficult, but recruiting the 
numbers necessary to fill the adaptability needs of a big organization would 
be a task of Sisyphean magnitude. 

Achieving and maintaining a weakly tied organization is hardly auto-
matic, however. Failure in this respect  is likely to lead to the development of 
anchor groups. Furthermore, the superior fitness that is attainable for bigger 
organizations comes at  a steep cost in homogeneity. At  some point, the gain 
in fitness equilibrium can no longer justify the decrease in homogeneity 
equilibrium, and the concomitant  loss of coordination and efficiency. That 
point, where the fitness and homogeneity equilibria balance each other out, 
defines the practical maximum size for a single organization. An organiza-
tion that is bigger than that  can of course arrange itself as two relatively 
separate organizations. 

6.4  The Bigger Picture 
The simulations show that  it  takes longer for adaptable organizations (such 
as f5:1 c) to achieve a competitive fitness and a viable relation to its envi-
ronment  than for strongly homogenizing organizations (such as f5:1 a or b). 
I contrast  ‘adaptable’ with ‘strongly homogenizing’, because it  is the very 
strength of the process of homogenization that unavoidably puts the the latter 
organizations on their trajectories towards Stinchcombe’s efficiency trap. 
While adaptable organizations can maintain relatively high fitness and ho-
mogeneity, they never reach the peak heights of the strongly homogenizing 
organizations. The capability of these latter organizations to reach superior 
peaks predicts that  they will be prevalent  in any population of competing 
organizations. 

6.4.1  The success of the short-sighted
An initially successful organization will tend to grow. Growth increases the 
diversity and decreases fitness. In order to not lose the momentum of their 
initial success and competitiveness, the organization needs to coordinate the 

136



members as quickly as possible and to develop a shared and proper under-
standing of environment  and enterprise. Quick development of a strong cul-
ture is thus a recipe for success, if the culture is well-adapted. The favour 
and support of the environment is a scarce resource; slow adapters might be 
out-competed before they gather enough to sustain them. The sooner a grow-
ing organization can reach competitive fitness and homogeneity the better. 
This means that  strongly homogenizing organizations have a great  advantage 
in this early stage, since they can better exploit  the reservoir of variation 
gained during growth than more adaptable organization, catapulting them 
into positions of superior fitness and homogeneity. The competition for envi-
ronmental support  creates a selection pressure that favours strongly homoge-
nizing organizations, even though they set  themselves on a trap trajectory, 
simply because adaptable organizations take longer to develop a competitive 
position – being less competitive in the early stage, they are less likely to 
garner the environmental support they need to survive. 

Furthermore, the peak fitness of the strongly homogenizing organizations 
tends to be higher than the fitness equilibria of adaptable organizations. The 
dominant players in a population of competitors at  any point in time are thus 
likely to be of the strongly homogenizing variety. While those organizations 
tend to be short-lived, new organizations of the same ilk on the rise will con-
tinually wrest  the pole position from the ones that  are declining. If organiza-
tions in an industry tend to follow trajectories towards Stinchcombian effi-
ciency traps, most organizations will be short-lived. But some organizations 
will remain successful for longer – random chance will inevitably produce 
strongly homogenizing organizations that have long strings of lucky adapta-
tions. While the continued success of some organizations can be ascribed to 
good management by the managers, the long-lived organizations might 
merely be at the tail end of the probability distribution. It  is likely, however, 
that some adaptive organizations will manage to achieve market  prominence. 
By virtue of their adaptability they will be able to stay in the game as long as 
they remain adaptive, but they will not  be numerous. If most  of the currently 
dominant organizations in a business universe are of the homogenizing bent, 
that in itself provides a template for any new contenders entering that uni-
verse, possibly institutionalizing the scenario that Stinchcombe describes in 
the 1965 article that  motivated this dissertation. Attempts to imitate the ‘best 
practices’ of the currently dominant organizations at any time will thus tend 
to result in the dominance of the Stinchcombian development trajectory. 

6.4.2  Cultural evolution
In a sense, the convergence process described in this work has fractal quali-
ties. What  goes for teams within an organization should go for organizations 
within a population, and so on, on progressively higher levels of aggrega-
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tion. So, when aggregates are weakly tied, their average fitness is higher than 
if they are homogenizing, because the set  of aggregates that  are homogeniz-
ing will lose the diversity that exists between them. 

This lends itself well for speculation on cultural evolution in general and 
the institutional development of entire societies. Arguably, it is especially 
relevant for what  Cederman & Daase (2003) call ‘endogenization of corpo-
rate identities’, the social processes of the creation, dissolution and boundary 
changes of collective actors such as states. If the strictly hierarchical mecha-
nism for determining relative influence rates was replaced by one based on 
spatially restricted homophily, it would allow for the simulation of the de-
velopment of ‘societies’ over time. Earlier on, I claimed that whatever con-
tributes to adaptability should contribute to the ability to innovate. Taking 
this logic of isolation, weak ties and homogenization, to aggregates of peo-
ple, characterizing teams as population centers and influence as trade, we 
end up with a dynamic process of cultural evolution and empire-building. 
The anthropologist Franz Boas observes that

The history of mankind proves that advances of culture depend upon the op-
portunities presented to a social group to learn from the experience of their 
neighbors. The discoveries of the group spread to others, and the more varied 
the contacts, the greater the opportunities to learn. The tribes of simplest cul-
ture [sic] are on the whole those that have been isolated for very long periods 
and hence could not profit from the cultural achievements of their 
neighbors.(Boas 1945:28)

‘Groups learning from the experience of others’ describes ‘between-team 
influence’ well. As long as the groups are weakly tied to each other, they will 
all be adaptable without losing their cultural distinctiveness. As soon as the 
ties grow stronger between two groups, they will start  to homogenize in ear-
nest. Strongly tied groups, according to my model, would intermingle and 
merge into a larger group, culturally speaking. And if this larger group is 
largely isolated from other groups, by choice or not, it  will then not be able 
to maintain its adaptability and ability to be innovative but will fall into an 
efficiency trap. Other, smaller groups that  are weakly tied to each other, will 
then be poised to out-evolve the stagnant empire. 

So, Boas says that social aggregates evolve, adapt and innovate faster if 
they have ties to other, different aggregates. My contribution to his theory of 
cultural evolution is that  if these ties are strong, the aggregates will eventu-
ally converge into a more or less homogenous culture. If the ties are neither 
too strong nor too weak, each of the aggregates will continue to reap the 
benefits of sustained innovation. 
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Adaptability or EfficiencyOrganizations, once established, tend not to change, typically going obso-
lete as society continues to evolve. This makes adaptability an important 
issue. 

Organizational members must make sense to each other, or coordination 
suffers. They must also make sense to environmental actors, or the organi-
zation will not achieve the support it needs to survive. This sense-making 
is a process of institutionalization, of constructing a shared understanding 
of the organization’s enterprise, business and environment. When environ-
mental actors adopt new priorities, ideas and modes of thinking, organiza-
tions must develop a new understanding of reality or go obsolete. To stay 
adaptable, organizations needs to contain competing perspectives. But the 
pressures to conform and to coordinate make it dif!cult for established 
organizations to adapt, trapped by the very bene!ts of increased ef!ciency. 

Using an agent-based model of organizational institutionalization, I show 
that an organization’s adaptability is highly dependent on structural ele-
ments that affect the member interaction frequencies, and that organiza-
tions that leverage the strength of weak ties between member groups can 
maintain adaptability. The effects of changes to any of these elements are 
decidedly non-linear, however, which helps explain why it is dif!cult to 
design effective organizations. 

Organizational structure is one part of a tri-partite framework of institu-
tional development in organizations and of organizational adaptability, 
where the other two parts are the individual characteristics of the members 
and the content of the organizational culture. 


