
The Group Culture Perspective
The Case for Multiple Cultures
Classical organization theory provides several
related approaches to organizations as coalitional
entities which would appear to imply the
existence of multiple, competing group cultures.
March and Simon[1], as well as Cyert and
March[2], have portrayed organizations as
political entities, in that various groups or
coalitions lobby for the organization’s attention to
their own vested interests and particular goals.
March and Simon[1, p. 121] have further
suggested that intergroup conflict may result from
a “difference in goals or a difference in
perceptions of reality”. According to Van Maanen
and Barley[3, p. 39], “even in the more pragmatic
and managerially focussed writings of Lawrence
and Lorsch[4], cultural understandings such as
performance time-frames and forms of social
relations among organizational units were seen to
contrast both empirically and normatively”.
Pennings and Goodman[5, p. 148] have described
organizations in the following manner:

Organizations are also seen as comprising internal
interest groups, or constituencies, which make
claims on the organization. An organizational
constituency is any group within an organization
whose members have identifiable common interests
that they try to promote. Such a constituency can be
delineated by departmental or hierarchical
boundaries or, more generally, by clusters of
members that share distinct values and interests.

Clearly, if groups have different goals and
interpretative systems, it seems highly unlikely
that they will all develop the same set of
understandings and assumptions which can then
be described as the organizational culture.

Tushman[6, p. 207], although not specifically
referring to organizational culture, best describes
the position taken in this article, and supported by
the aforementioned organization theorists, when
he suggests the following:

To understand organizational behavior, the unit of
analysis must be the basic subunits which make up
an organization. Following the systems framework,
organizational behavior can be seen as a result of
interactions among subunits within the organization.

Following this reasoning, it would appear that
organizational culture may best be conceptualized
as a highly differentiated phenomenon.
Unfortunately, this approach has been neglected
by the vast majority of organizational culture
researchers. There are, however, a few exceptions.
Van Maanen and Barley[3] have focused on
subcultures and their formation within
organizations. They have defined “an
organizational subculture as a subset of an
organization’s members who interact regularly
with one another, identify themselves as a distinct
group within the organization, share a set of
problems commonly defined to be problems of
all, and routinely take action on the basis of
collective understandings unique to the group”[3,
p. 38]. They maintain that there are multiple
subcultures within organizations, each with its
own agenda and perspective.

Gregory[7] has also recognized the existence of
multiple group cultures within organizations. In
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fact, she suggests “that many organizations are
most accurately viewed as multicultural”[7, p.
359]. Her position can be clarified further by the
following statement:

Subgroups with different occupational, divisional,
ethnic, or other cultures approach organizational
interactions with their own meanings and senses of
priorities. Ethnocentrism, the tendency to take for
granted one’s own cultural views and to evaluate
others’ behavior in terms of it, increases the
tendency for misunderstandings and conflicts to
occur[7, p. 359].

Clearly, this perspective differs substantially from
the popular view of organizational culture as a
monolithic and integrative phenomenon.

In sum, there is limited research in the
organizational culture area which focuses on the
group or subunit as a carrier and possible creator
of culture. Thus, by viewing organizational
culture as a unitary attribute, it appears we have
been “bartering away other conceptual
opportunities”[3, p. 32]. This is not to imply that
the monolithic and integrative conceptualization
of organizational culture is inherently wrong, but
it seems to present a rather limited and simplified
version of the dynamics and attributes of culture.
It has been suggested here that the concept of
organizational culture can be (and should be)
dismantled to reflect the underlying group
cultures, and that our understanding of
organizational culture in its current, unitary sense
may be enhanced by paying attention to its
multiple group cultural components. It is not
enough to conceptualize organizational culture
solely from a monolithic and unitary perspective.
We must remove our “conceptual blinkers” and
take into account the underlying group cultures
which may contribute to the creation of the
organizational culture through their own
interactive processes. First, however, it is
necessary to understand how group cultures are
themselves formed.

The Creation of Idiocultures
Group culture has been used previously by other
authors with several different meanings[8-11].
Consequently, we feel it is necessary to coin a
new term so that the concept can be clarified and
specified. The term “subculture” or
“microculture” also does not appear to capture
adequately the group culture concept. In our
opinion, a subculture implies it is somehow
derived from the organizational culture and,
consequently, should be viewed as being of
secondary importance. While we do not deny that
there are times when this causal sequence does

occur (especially in the early stages of an
organization’s life cycle or perhaps in very small
organizations), it is suggested here that the
organization’s culture is frequently derived from
the interactions between these so-called
“subcultures”. Therefore we prefer to borrow a
term from Fine[12] which appears to capture the
distinctiveness of group cultures. Fine[12, p. 734]
has defined an idioculture (idio derives from
idios, the Greek root for own) as a “system of
knowledge, beliefs, behaviors, and customs
shared by members of an interacting group to
which members can refer and employ as the basis
of further interaction”. We would also incorporate
into this definition shared values and
assumptions. The important point is, however,
that Fine argues, as we do, “that every group has
to some extent a culture of its own”. While
arguing that the concept of groups having their
own cultures has not been considered adequately,
Fine utilizes the following quotation from
Hollingshead[13, p. 816] to demonstrate that this
is not necessarily a new idea:

Persons in more or less continuous association
evolve behavior traits and cultural mechanisms
which are unique to the group and differ in some
way from those of other groups and from the larger
socio-cultural complex [e.g. the organization from
the perspective of this article]. That is every
continuing social group develops a variant culture
and a body of social relations peculiar and common
to its members.

Since most modern organizations are large,
differentiated entities, it is not possible for all
members to be in virtually continuous interaction.
Consequently, most organizations cannot
themselves be considered idiocultures. One of the
benefits of the idioculture construct is that it
limits the scope of cultural investigation required
by researchers. Since groups can be identified,
observed, and questioned, culture need not remain
the amorphous phenomenon which it tends to be
in most organizational culture research. Clearly,
the group lends itself to examination by the
participant observer and, therefore, idiocultures
can be specified by the researcher to a much
greater extent than organizational cultures. In
addition, a thorough understanding of the
dynamics of idiocultures should also increase our
knowledge of the organizational culture construct.

Idiocultures would appear to emerge when a
group of people in effective interaction identify a
problem as similar among members of the group,
and turn their collective attention to solving it.
Effective interaction refers to the opportunities
and ease with which group members may, and do,
get together in formally constituted activities or
informally in the normal course of their
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organizational lives. Obviously, if individuals are
not engaged in some kind of interaction they
cannot be considered a group. The formation of
idiocultures is also enhanced by certain structural
characteristics. Specialization and division of
labour permit an organization to concentrate
expertise and technology in certain areas. This
bureaucratization is engineered in the interests of
organizational efficiency, but it also produces
differences between groups in their perceptions of
the environment. As each group develops its own
beliefs, values, assumptions, time-horizons,
sources of information, and language, idiocultural
proliferation should be expected.

Specialization can promote the development of
idiocultures along vertical or horizontal
dimensions. For example, a vertical section of an
organization, such as the Pontiac Division of
General Motors, may develop its own culture
which differs from other divisions within the
organization. At the same time, from the
horizontal perspective, particular hierarchical
levels or “occupational communities”[14] often
develop shared understandings to deal with the
problems which confront them. Of course, the
most obvious site for the development of an
idioculture would be the formally designated
functional department. Each department is
confronted by a different set of problems, and
consequently, develops a unique set of values and
assumptions to solve these problems.

However, idiocultures are not limited to
hierarchical and functional lines of demarcation
as defined by the formal organization.
Consequently, it is important to note that
idiocultures can also be formed on a purely
random or informal basis. This concept is similar
to the research by Dalton[15, p. 63] on cliques, in
which he defined a random clique as one in
which “its members usually cannot be classified
in terms of formal rank, duties, or departmental
origin, though they associate intimately enough
to exchange confidences”. From our perspective,
as one will recall, all that is needed to form an
idioculture is a group of people (in effective
interaction) who have identified a problem which
is universally confronting them and,
consequently, turn their collective attention to
solving it. It is not necessary that they be
members of a functionally or hierarchically
distinct group. This returns us to the view that
organizations are most accurately portrayed as
complicated sets of sometimes issue-specific
coalitions, each demonstrating varying degrees of
stability and overlapping memberships[1,2].
Formal indices of potential interest groups, such
as hierarchical and functional demarcation, may

provide clues as to the relevant coalitional
boundary lines but, from an insider’s perspective,
they portray only the tip of the iceberg. A better
way would be to identify organizational groups
based on the distinctions members make among
themselves. This is precisely the method
suggested by Gregory[7] through her
development of the “native-view” paradigm.
Multiple group cultures are analysed best when
“no homogeneous units or specific characteristics
of culture are defined a priori, but rather those
groups and processes recognized by native
participants are discovered and studied ‘in their
terms’ during the research”[7, p. 366].

In sum, idiocultures are located throughout the
organization. It is not enough to identify
idiocultures by examining the organizational
chart, as they are quite capable of cross-cutting
divisional, hierarchical, and functional
boundaries. They are created when a group of
interacting individuals responds collectively to a
shared problem. Each idioculture develops its
own beliefs, values, assumptions and language. It
is important to understand how idiocultures are
created because it is suggested here that they can
serve as building-blocks for the organizational
culture. How an organization’s culture is shaped
by virtue of its idiocultures is the subject of the
following discussion.

Organizational Culture Viewed through
Idiocultural Lenses
Organizational culture has not proved useful as a
construct because of difficulties associated with
specifying its content and describing its creation.
As mentioned earlier in this article, a simplified
set of assumptions has guided most previous
research in this area and has limited the
conceptual development of this construct.
Consequently, a reconceptualization of
organizational culture appears necessary if we are
to make any progress towards understanding this
phenomenon.

It is suggested here that organizational culture
is derived, in part, from the interactions between
its idiocultures. Blumer[16] has asserted that
meaning derives from interaction and culture, as a
set of shared understandings, clearly fits within
this premiss. If we agree with Blumer’s premiss,
it appears quite logical to assume that
organizational culture can be created through
idiocultural interaction. Even though
organizational culture may be defined, created
and communicated through interaction, it is not
the interaction itself, but rather the content,
meanings and topics of interaction. It is important
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to understand the mechanics of this interactive
process.

For organizational meanings to be shared, they
must be passed from one idioculture to another.
While this process includes many idiocultures and
cannot be neatly isolated or classified, we will
focus our discussion on only two idiocultures in
order to provide conceptual clarity. Fine[12] has
identified five criteria which must be met in order
for a cultural item to become incorporated into an
idioculture. He has proposed these five criteria in
order to help “explain the selection and continued
salience of any given item in a group’s idioculture
– that the item be perceived as Known, Usable,
Functional, and Appropriate in terms of the
group’s status system and Triggered by some
experienced event”[12, p. 738].

n

The participation
value would appear to

be functional
n

As an example, suppose we identify the
marketing department and the maintenance
department as two distinct idiocultures within
ABC Community Hospital. For a cultural element
to be transferred (and potentially shared) from the
marketing department to the maintenance
department it is necessary that the element or
components of the element be known previously
by at least one member of the maintenance
department. Since group members have access to
other idiocultures through past or concurrent
memberships, the range of potentially known
information may be quite extensive. Obviously,
the more members who have knowledge of a
particular cultural element, the more likely is it
that the element will be transferred successfully
from one idioculture to another. In our example,
suppose several members of the maintenance
department are aware that the marketing
department places a high value on employee
participation. This knowledge was obtained
because members from both departments had
previously interacted on the hospital safety
committee.

In addition to being known, the potential
cultural element must also be usable to the
receiving group. In other words, it must be
mentionable within the group’s communication
system. It is possible for some cultural elements
to be known by certain group members even
though they “may not be shared publicly because
of sacred or taboo implications”[12, p. 739]. For

example, the maintenance department members
may not mention the participation value of the
marketing department to other department
employees because the three senior members of
the department are ex-military officers and
consider participation to be a “dirty word”.

A third factor which increases the likelihood
that a cultural element will be incorporated into
the receiving idioculture is its functionality. In
other words, does it facilitate the survival and
successful operation of the group as a unit[17]?
Since we have defined an idioculture as
something which develops as a response to shared
problems, will this new cultural element assist in
group problem-solving activities? In our example,
the maintenance department has been extremely
slow in responding to repair requests because it
must always obtain its manager’s input into the
proper way to repair something. Can this problem
be resolved if more group members are allowed to
diagnose and plan repairs on their own terms? If
so, the participation value would appear to be
functional.

Closely related to the usable criterion, a
potential cultural element must be consistent with
the patterns of interaction within the group in
order to be considered appropriate. “A cultural
item which expresses hostility towards a well-
liked or legitimately powerful individual may be
known, usable and even functional (in that
hostility may need to be expressed), yet may be
inappropriate unless the group structure is
altered[12, p. 741].” The maintenance manager
may have established a legendary reputation (in
group lore) through past accomplishments and to
suggest he is incapable of handling all repair
situations (by attempting to incorporate a
participation value into the group) is simply not
appropriate.

Finally, a cultural element will not be
transferred from one idioculture to another unless
there is a triggering event which prompts one
idioculture to consider incorporating the element.
An inspection by the Joint Commission on the
Accreditation of Hospitals may produce poor
ratings for the maintenance department, leading
department members to question the efficacy of
the current authoritarian culture. Obviously, if
there are no problems, group members will not
perceive a need to change their idioculture.

If we assume that the maintenance department
decides to incorporate the participation value into
its idioculture, we now have a shared cultural
element existing between two idiocultures. If a
similar interactive process occurs throughout the
organization and the participation value becomes
shared by the vast majority of idiocultures, it
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follows that the participation value can be
considered an element of the organization’s
culture. This interactive process can be
conceptualized best as a Venn diagram in which
the idiocultures are represented as distinct circles
and the organizational culture is depicted as the
intersection between the vast majority (if not all)
of these circles. From this perspective,
organizational culture can be conceptualized as a
secondary phenomenon which is derived from the
commonalities among idiocultures. Obviously,
organizations will differ on the size of the
intersected area. A large area of intersection
would imply that most groups within the
organization face roughly the same problems,
interact frequently with all other organizational
groups, and subscribe to approximately the same
normative order. Such situations may be present
during the founding stages of organizations, or
perhaps in exceedingly small and local
organizations[18]. Discussion of a monolithic
organizational culture may be appropriate under
these circumstances. On the other hand, we would
suggest that, in the majority of cases, the
intersected area would be relatively small owing
to the diversity of idiocultures within an
organization.

Conclusion
When the obsession over a single organizational
culture is removed, the door is open to both
conceptual clarification and empirical progress.
While a single organizational culture can be
identified, it generally represents only a small
portion of the total cultural environment which is
present within the organization. In addition, when
viewed from this monolithic perspective, it is
extremely difficult to ascertain the origins of this
unitary organizational culture.

For both theoretical and methodological
reasons, an analysis of culture on the level of the
group seems highly desirable. Groups can be
specified and examined adequately, and they
represent locations where much culture,
subsequently spread throughout the organization,
has its origin. All groups, as they share problems
and experiences, will develop a particularistic
culture of their own. This idiocultural perspective,
in addition to possibly increasing our
understanding of organizational culture, also has
the potential for improving our knowledge of
group behaviours and interactions. As
organizations become more complex internally
and as the change rate of technical and economic
environments increases, the internal dynamics of
organizations must be understood. The

importance of an idiocultural perspective is then
accentuated. As researchers become involved in a
wider range of organizations, the idiocultural
approach can yield additional insights. This
perspective, of course, needs to be developed
further, both conceptually and empirically.
However, we believe the idiocultural perspective
is worth the effort, since it will bring cultural
studies more in line with organizational reality – a
benefit to those thinking about, and those working
with, organizations. As Van Maanen and
Barley[3, p. 51] so eloquently noted:

... if we wish to discover where the cultural action
lies in organizational life, we will probably have to
discard some of our tacit (and not so tacit)
presumptions about organizational (high) culture
and move to the group level of analysis. It is here
where the people discover, create, and use culture,
and it is against this background that they judge the
organization of which they are a part.

n
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