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Abstract of the Dissertation
An Exploration of the Relationship Between How an Organization Expresses Its Identity
and How Visitors Make Sense of It in Its Corporate Museum

The communicative and symbolic expression of an organization's identity has
become a crucial element of doing business in a highly competitive, postindustrial world.
Organizational identity has been understood as what is most central, enduring, and
distinctive about an organization, though there are ambiguous and complex issues around
this construct. Some organizations expend significant resources to express their identities
through the exhibited narratives and stories of their corporate museums. This expression
of identity has been studied primarily from a management perspective.

Using a qualitative case study design, this study explores the relational nature of
an organization’s identity, looking at both how it is expressed through the exhibited
narratives and stories of its corporate museum and how visitors make sense of it. The
researcher usad the foreground construct of organizational identity (Albert & Whetien,
1985; Whetten, 2003) and the background construct of sensemaking (Weick, 1993,
viewed through a narrative paradigmatic lens (Fisher, 1984, 1987}, The hindings indicate
that a coherent and stable organizational identity was expressed and made sense of in
similar ways. The findings further reveal that the connecting links berween the expression
and the sensemaking of the organization’s idemity are found in the stories themselves—
those exhibited in the visitor center but also those expressed by administrators and
visitors from their prior knowledge and experience. The study further identifies two
symbolic and communicative gaps that have implications for theory and practice. One of

these is between how the founding stories are told by administrators, often with a strong



sense of personal connectedness, and the degree to which they are systemanically
exhibited, The second reveals an incomplete circle of narrative communication, for while
the company exhibits its stories in its visitor center, it does not benefit in any real or
formal way by hearing visitors’ stories of their connections to the company's brands or to

its founding story.
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CHAPTER 1:

INTRODUCTION

“Increasingly organizations compete basad on their ability to express who they are
and what they stand for™ (Schultz, Hatch, & Larsen, 2000, p. 1). The communicative and
symbolic expression of identity has become a crucial aspect of doing business in a highly
competitive, postindustrial world (Hatch, 2002; Margolis & Hansen, 2002; Olins, 1998; van
Riel, 2000,

Sinee the concepl of organizational identity was first defined as the “essence of an
organization” (Albert and Whetten, 1985, p. 267), or that which is central, enduring, and
distinctive {Gioia, 1998; Hatch & Schultz, 20040}, it has been important to how organizations
conceptualize and express themselves to multiple audiences, Yet, the organizational smadies
literature reflects complex and ambiguous issues around this construct (Albert & Whetten,
1985; Gicia, 1998; Gicia, Schultz, & Corley, 2000; Margolis & Hansen, 2002; Whetten,
2003}, Chronicling multiple efforts to clarify its meaning, Whetten has contrasted
organizational identity with related concepts hike culture and image, Hateh and Schulz
{2004, on the other hand, have incorporated it with image and culture, ereating a broad
framework that “encompasses the interests of all stakeholders™ (p. 180}, Their relational
understanding may provide a useful perspective for exploring the expression of
organizational identity and its boundaries.

While organizations communicate their identities in multiple ways to a vanety of
internal and external andiences, some have chosen to express them through the exhibited
narratives or stories in their corporate museums (Missley & Casey, 2002; Yanow, 1998),

Found in almost every industry in the world (Danilov, 1991, 1992), corporare musenm is a



broad deseriptor for an exhibit-based facility owned and operated by a public or private
company. Although many corporate museums are small, little-known displays of company
history, others are large, well-publicized visitor centers like Hershey's Chocolale World
Visitor Center or the World of Coca Cola, which by June 2004 had hosted 12 million
visitors since its opening in 1990 (personal communication, World of Coke guide,
September 10, 2004,

Wisitors to corporale museums, the most significant and numerous of their
audiences, inevitably make sense of what they experience there (Falk & Dierking, 2000;
Hgin, 1998; Kavanagh, 1999; Roberts, 1997, construgting, deconstructing, and
reconstructing meaning from the exhibited narratives and stories into some kind of
framewerk from their own experiences and prier knowledge. This dynamic and emergent
process has been identified in the organizational studies literature as sensemaking {Giola &
Chittipeddi, 1991; Schwandt, 2005; Weick, 1995}, Sensemaking, often linked with
organizational identity as well as with organizational storyielling (Gabriel, 2000; Kleason,
2001}, has been studied in various contexts, such as university governance (Gioia &
Chittipeddi, 1991}, departmental restructuring in an organizational setting (Greenburg,
19935}, and the New YorkMew Jersey Port Authority (Dutton & Dukerich, 1991), though
visitors' sensemaking about an organization’s identity in the context of the exhibited
narratives and stories of its corporate museum has not been studied.

Czarniawska (1998) has called narratives “lexts that present events, developing in
time" {p. vii), stressing their inherent value for communicating and making sense of
arganizational identity. She uses “narrative’ and *story’ interchangeably, as do Fisher (1984,
1987} and others (Coffey & Atkinson, 19%6; Falk & Dierking, 2000; Pentland, 199%;

Polkinghorne, 1988; Weick, 1995), though some do not {e.g., Boje, 2001; Gabriel, 2004);

[ &



Tavlor & Van Every, 2000}, Fisher's (1984} definition of narmative is broad: “symbolic
actiens—words and deeds—that have sequence and meaning for those who live, create, or
interpret them™ (p. 2), coming from his “narrative paradigm,” built on an epistemological
assumption that humans fundamentally create and make sense of their world by storvtelling.
His symbalic and imerpretive view that all communication is narrative provides a theoretical
perspective from which to look at how organizations express their identities through
exhibited narratives and stories and how visitors make sense of them.

Marratives and stories connect people and organizations, They are an integral part of
organizational sensemaking (Gabriel, 2000), Indeed, they may be necessary (Weick, 1995)
or even critical for organizations to coherently communicate their identities in the
competitive marketplace {Shaw, 2000; van Riel, 2000}, Czamiawska (1998) has described
organizational narratives as “the main mode of knowing and communication in
organizations™ {p. 17} In the broader social world, Polkinghome (1988) has called narrative
“the primary form by which human experience is made meaningfil” (p. 1), Fisher (1984,
1987) has said that symbols created and communicated as stories are meant 1o give order
and meaning to human experience and to induce others to dwell in them. Given his view and
the purpose of this study, it seems useful to ask questions like these: How is the
“inducement’ of svmbols as stories expressed or communicated in the corporate museum?

And, how do corporate museum visitors make sense of that inducement?

Statement of the Problem

Whetten (2003} has said that multiple assumptions about the nature of organizational
identity and its relatedness to other constructs have created considerable confusion about its

collective nature. There has alse been limited empirical study (Margolis & Hansen, 2002,

Lak



Tobin, 2002), though recent theoretical work has framed a broader conception of
organizational identity that incorporates both organizational and corporate concepts of
identity and encompasses internal and extemnal perspectives (Hatch & Schultz, 2000, 2002,
Others have emphasized the increasingly permeable and fuzzy boundaries between
organizations and their external environments {Coupland & Brown, 2004; Jenkins, 1996;
Rindova & Schultz, 1998) while inside the organization, issues have been identified around
multiple actors who construct multiple identities {Pratt & Foreman, 2000} and multple
dialogues (Hazen, 1993}, Gioia and Chittipeddi {1991} took an mterpretive approach 1o the
complex processes of meaning making, suggesting that two major dimensions, sensemaking
and sensegiving, operate, where sensemaking “has to do with meaning construction and
reconstruction by the related parties™ and sensegiving “is concemed with the processes of
atlempling to influence the sensemaking and meaning construction of others toward a
preferred redefinition” (p. 442}, In a recent longitudinal study of the social processes of
organizational sensemaking, Maitlis (2005) also studied the degree of interrelationship
between the dynamics of sensemaking and sensegiving.

Weick (1995) has argued that most erganizational realities are based on narration,
citing Boje (1991} and Orr {19900, for example. Yet, except for the work of Czamiawska
{1997, 1998), there has been little research to conceptualize and better understand the
expression of organizational identity through narrative and stories (Van Maanen, Manning,
& Miller, 1998} in any organizational setting, including the corporate museum.

There has also been limited research about corporate museums (Danilov, 1986,
1991; Missley & Casey, 2002}, despite their resurgent use to represent an organization and
to express elements of its identity, Some museum studies scholars have described their

history, content, and development {Coleman, 1943; Danilov, 1991, 1992; Rowlinson, 2002},



Danilov {1991) identifies the book by Coleman {1943} as the only previous one on the
history of the corporate museum. Nissley and Casey have looked at the corporate museumn
as & hittle-understood site of erganizational memory. Though they have deseribed more
traditional, repository uses where memory is gathered, stored, and retrieved, based primarily
on Walsh and Ungson’s (1991} defimition of organizational memory, they have also
explored a more dynamic strategic management process, “a borderland between the
corporate museum and organizational identity/images that has not been praviously studied™
(p. 207, More specific to the scope of this study, Nissley and Casey tied collective memory
to stories when they conceived of the corporate museum as “a representation of collective
memory in the stories that are formed through the telling and retelling of the history of the
organization and captured in the verbal and written narration of exhibits™ (p. 11).

In spite of limited research, complex issues around the construction and
interpretation of meaning in museums have been raised that are likely to influence the
interpretation of this study's findings. For example, beyond their exploration of corporate
museums as a form of collective memory that influences identity and image development,
Nissley and Casey (2002} have posited from a critical perspective that the politics of
remembering (what gets exhibited) and forgetting (what does not) exist within the corporate
museum and influence the selection and meaning-making process. Yanow (1998} has
described similar issues in her study of the built spaces of museums. Looking through a
hermeneutic, text-based lens, she speaks of multiple meanings for writer and reader about
the relationship between expression and sensemaking. She asks the question: *What
meaning is made and by whom—and with what congruence and conflicts,” suggesting that

as texts, “built spaces are read by multiple audignces who sometimes make meanings that

L



are not intended by their architectural or organizational designers” (p. 5). Kavanagh (1999)

has raised similar issues around the complexities of meaning making:

People encounter and use museums on many different levels and access the
meanings that best fit their agendas. It is now recognized that the musenm visitor is
capable of being gloriously subversive in the messages taken from exhibitions or
thoroughly disempowered by omissions, oversights, and generalities (p. xi).

Yanow (1998) and Kavanagh (1999}, as well as others (Falk & Dierking, 2000;
Hein, 1998; Roberts, 1997}, have studied museums, while Nissley and Casey {2002) have
specifically stodied corporate museums. All have conceptualized them as complex meaning-
making and storytelling entities where multiple voices are expressed and/or forgotten and
where the meanings intended may not be the meanings interpreted. While these theorists
have not focused specifically on the relationship between organizational identity and
visitors' sensemaking about it, the complex issues and problems they raise are important to
this study and the interpretation of its findings.

The value of this study becomes clear when considering several factors. First,
corporations spend considerable effort and money exhibiting their identities (Danilov, 1992;
Friedman, 1992; Grunig, 1993; Kinni, 1999; Nissley & Casey, 2002; Olins, 198%;
Quintanella, 1998}, Second, with the advent of the knowledge society and the highly
competitive global economy, academics and practitioners alike place mmereasing emphasis
om understanding the effective expression of the most central, enduring, and distinetive
attributes of companies, The coberent communication of crganizational identity 15 seen as
not only essential to organizations” success but necessary to their survival (Bamey &
Stewart, 2000; Olins, 1589, Schuliz et al., 2000).

In spite of identified ambiguities and gaps within the literature and complex issues

arcund orgamzational identity and meaning or sensemaking, there appears 1o be



considerable agreement around ideas important to this siudy, such as the following: {1)
organizational identity 15 central to the way organizations define themselves to multiple
audiences { Albert & Whetten, 1985; Gioia, 1998; Hatch & Schultz, 2000; Margolis &
Hansen, 2002; Whetten, 2003); {2) organizations communicate aspects of their identity
through multiple signs, symbols, and artifacts (Cheney, 1983; Gioda, 1998; Grunig, 1993;
Olins, 1989; Schultz et al,, 2000; Tobin, 20023 (3) corporate buildings including corporate
museums are important organizational artifacts (Danilov, 1991, 1992 Hatch, 1997; Olins,
1989} that contain oral and written symbels used to communicate organizational identitizs to
multiple stakeholders, both internal and external (Hatch, 1997; Olins, 1989); (4} coherent
organizational stories that express an organization’s identity are important strategic tools in
the marketplace (Shaw, 2000; van Riel, 2000); and (5} visitors leamn from museums, though
it 15 not clear what they learn or what kind of sense they make of their experiences there

(Falk & Dierking, 2000; Hein, 1998},

Purpose

This case study focuses on the organizational identity of a leading American candy
and confectioner corporation. Specifically, it seeks to explore and better understand the
relationship between organizational identity as expressed through exhibited narratives and
stories in a corporate visitor center and visitors’ sensemaking about that identity,
Crganizations express their identities in multiple ways, including their corporate museums
(Hatch & Schultz, 2000; Nissley & Casey, 2002; Olins, 1989}, while at the same time,
visitors who have been invited inside this part of an organization make sense of that identity,

bringing their own identities and experiences with them (Falk & Dierking, 2000, Hein,



1998; Kavanagh, 1999, Roberts, 1997). Both are rich data sources for exploring the
expression and sensemaking of an organization’s identity.

This study draws on Albert and Whetten's (19835) organizational identity theory and
Whetten's (2003} social actor theory, as well as Margolis and Hansen's (2002} framework
of organizational identity’s core purpose and core philosophy. It also draws on Weick's
{1993 seven characteristics of sensemaking, while stressing Schwandt’s (20035) emphasis
on sensemaking’s prior knowledge and experience. This study is intended to inform theory
and practice in organizational identity and sensemaking, the key constructs. The context ina
corporate museum/visitor center and the relational nature of the overarching research

question also give the opportunity to inform the narrative and museum studies literatures,

Research Questions

This study centers on an overarching research question: Whar is the relationship
between how an organization expresses ity identity and how visitors make sense af it
through the exhibited narratives of its corperate museum? Three subguestions provide a
framework for the research design:

#  What is the identity of the organization?
o From corporate administrators’ perspectives
o From visitor center administrators’ perspectives
» How is the organizations identity expressed through the exhibited narratives of the
COrporate museum?
o From corporate administrators” perspectives
o From visitor center administrators” perspectives

o From researcher’s pergpective



»  How do visitors make sense of the organization’s expressed identity through the

exhibited narratives and stories of the corporate museum?

Guiding Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework (Figure 1) is designed 1o guide, not direct, this case
study. It identifies two constructs—organizational identity and (visitors™) sensemaking—
within the context of the corporate museum and its exhibited narratives and stories. Each of
these complex constructs is understood as socially constructed and symbolically expressad
and interpreted (Blumer, 196%; Burrell & Morgan, 1979; Hatch, 2002; Soffe, 2002;
Stumpert, Gustafson, & Sarason, 1998; Weick, 1995),

Organizational identity is the foreground construct, Albert and Whetten's (19835)
definition, however, provides the identified elements—the central, enduring, and distinctive
elements of an organization—rfor surfacing the content of crganizational identity within the
exhibited narratives and stories. The elements for exploring the process and content of
(visitors") sensemaking, the background construct, are Weick's (1995) seven characteristics
of sensemaking: (1) grounded in identity construction, (2) refrospective, (3) enactive of
sersible enviranments, (4) social, (5) ongoing, (6) focused on and by exiracted cues, and (7)

driven by plausibility vather than accuracy,

-+ g
Organizational WVisitors®
Identity " MNarratives L Sensemaking
and Stories
of Corporate

Museums

Figure 1. Guiding conceptual framework.



A Symbalic-Imierpretive Concepiual Lens

This gualitative study draws from a symbolic-interpretive paradigmatic lens where
reality and meaning are scecially constructed, contextual, and made sense of within the
subjective consciousness of the individual (Berger & Luckman, 1967; Burrell & Morgan,
1979; Hatch, 1997; Schutz, 1967; Weick, 1995}, Strongly identified with Mead (1934) and
interpreted by Blumer (1969}, symbolic interpretive and interactionist theory centers on the
belief that people act based on what things mean to them, that humans are active,
interpretive agents who rely on symbols as the primary means to know and represent the
world (Wood, 19973, Mind and self arise and develop within the social and cultural
processes whers people actively shape each other’s meanings and sensemaking processes
(Weick, 1995). For Mead, Blumer, and later for Broner (1990}, meaning formed in the
process of interacting symbolically with others is the basis of action, including all forms of
communication.

Gephart (1999) has stressed the interpretive process of meaning or sensemaking ina
social context: “how individuals or members of society apprehend, understand, and make
sense of social events and settings” (p. 5). Citing Berger and Luckman {1967) as the
interpretive paradigm developers upon whom others have built, Gephart identifies other
spcial theorists like Schuz (1967, whose complex, phenomenological worldview focuses
on common, everyday, lived experiences as they are intersubjectively shared among people
in a social environment. Schutz’s thinking has been foundational for Weick's (1979, 1995)
sensemaking work and for Czarniawska's (1997) narrative theories.

Symbolic and interpretive studies have been closely tied 1o language and narrative

(Fisher, 1984, 1987; Weick, 1995). They represent the approach in the social sciences that

I



comes closest to narrative knowladge (Bruner, 1990, cited by Czarniawska, 1998). Others
have called narrative and language the most essential elements for creating and telling the
human story, produced through interpersonal negotiations and implicit understandings and
built throwgh shared history and shared experiences (Berger & Luckman, 1967; Fisher,
1984, 1987; Polkinghome, 1988). Through interpretation, members of a society make
patterns of meaning from their activities and then assume the patterns they act upon are
reality {Hatch, 1997; Weick, 1995). This sccially consiructed process, called enactment by
Weick (1979, 1993}, is an inherent pant of human sensemaking from an interpretivist
perspective, The nature of this study and its research questions exploring the relationship
between how an organization expresses its identity and how visitors make sense of it
through expressed narratives and stories in its corporate museum can be placed squarely ina
symbolic-interpretive inguiry moede that is also very compatible with a qualitative research

approach.
Linking {denrity and Sensemaking

Some theorists have addressed organizational identity’s complexities by framing
them in relation to sensemaking (Brown & Starkey, 1999; Czarniawska, 1997; Dutton &
Dukerich, 1991; Gioia & Thomas, 1996; Greenburg, 1995; Kleason, 2001; Pratt & Foreman,
20000, Weick, 1995; Whetten, 2003 ), Indeed, identity has been called a sensemaking
activity, *a product of a process of sensemaking” (Huff, Marting, & Reger, 1998, p. 111} or
“sensemaking focused on itself™ (Stumpett et al., 1998, p. 940). An organization’s identity has
also been understood as an aspect of culturally embedded sensemaking that helps to define

and shape what an organization is in relation to the larger social system (Gioia et al., 20009,



Weick (19951 has grounded sensemaking in identity construction with the first of his
seven characteristics: “Sensemaking begins with a sensemaker: how can | know what T think
until 1 s2e what | say? (p. 18). Though he speaks of the individual sensemaker, he describes
the “singular trap of sensemaking,” and, citing Mead's {1934) “parliament of selves™
concept, he moves from the 'T° to the “we,” describing complex interactive and enactment
processes that are not always clearly understood (Taylor & Van Every, 2000, Hatch {2002}
also locks to Mead's thinking., When she gpeneralizes from his theory of social identity and
the relationship between the ‘I and the ‘me," she describes reflexivity, a sensemaking
activity in organizational identity as “the process by which organizational members
understand and explain themselves as an orgamzation”™ (p. 1000). Also drawing from
personal identity (James 1890/1950), Whetten (2003) has extended the “theory of being™ 10
a “unique conceplion of organization as social actor theory™ (p. 10), where an orgamization’s
spokespersons articulate an organizational identity that is, of necessity to the organization's

need for coherence, available to all members,
Linking Identity, Sensemaking, and Narrafive

Albert (1998) connected narrative to organizational identity when he said:
“Answering the organizational identity question: “Who are we?” requires a namative,”
conjecturing that the study of organizational identity emerged “because these processes are
best deseribed in narrative and gualitative terms.”

Czarniawska (1997, 1998} linked narrative, identity, and sensemaking in her study of
the Swedish public sector, making sense of its identity through autobiographical narrative.
Describing the theoretical history that influenced her thinking, she cites literary theorists

like Lyotard (19731986, especially his concept of the world-as-text that “alerts us 1o the



