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Deconstructing divisions: Cultural schismogeneses as sources of creativity in organizations 
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Drawing on Gregory Bateson’s theory of cultural schismogenesis, the authors analyse such processes 
within two organizations: the Birdwatching and Bird Study Association of Slovenia and VU University 
Amsterdam. Both cases illustrate internal cultural divisions typical for non-profit organizations whose 
goals go beyond optimizing financial profits and can thus be interpreted in various, sometimes conflicting, 
ways. The article demonstrates how organizational members, through continuous processes of creative 
deconstruction, transform organizations by simultaneously creating both schisms 
and coalitions. This shows that, although cultural divisions may at first glance seem destructive, they are 
at the same time sources of creativity that permit organizational renewal and growth. 
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Introduction 
There have been several analyses of cultural differentiation and consequent divisions in 
organizations (e.g. Boje 1995; Gregory 1983; Rosen 2000), but case studies presenting details on 
schisms and their evolution have so far not been carried out. Cultural schismogenesis has been 
defined as ‘progressive differentiation’ occurring due to discrepancies between members of 
various groups or within a single community (Bateson 1935, 181). In its simplest version, it 
describes polarizing social processes wherein differentiation between individuals develops 
through their interactions – for example, a passive person becomes increasingly inactive in his or 
her encounters with an aggressive individual (Blackwell Reference Online 2014). This 
phenomenon, which can be extended to social groups, has been explained on the basis of 
cybernetic systems theory. This theory explains positive feedback loops wherein one element acts 
on the other and vice versa, which creates increasingly apparent differentiation between them 
(Wiener [1950] 1954). 
 
This article proposes looking at multiple cultural schismogeneses in organizations as 
simultaneously destructive and constructive processes; in other words, as processes of creative 
‘deconstruction’ (Derrida [1967] 1998). We explain that organizations facing cultural 
schismogeneses are actually involved in iterative processes of creative deconstruction through 
which organizational members deconstruct and interpret their social realities depending on their 
personal and group worldviews and, in so doing, simultaneously create schisms and maintain a 
certain level of equilibrium. From this perspective, we use deconstruction as an approach that 
explains cultural schismogeneses in ‘complex organizations’ (Czarniawska-Joerges 1992) not just 
as counterproductive or even destructive processes, but also as a generative and constructive 
element in the (re)creation of organizational culture, which we understand not as a monolithic 
entity, but rather as a process of constant struggle for prevalence between different organizational 
factions (Parker 2000). 
 
The inspiration to look at cultural schismogeneses in organizations as processes of creative 
deconstruction originates from our fascination with M. C. Escher’s famous woodcut print 
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Metamorphosis II, which portrays seemingly opposing ‘streams’ of figures actually representing 
the sources for new ones. Bees, birds, and fish, colliding in the centre of the image, seem to 
originate from one another, and one figure needs to be reshaped for another to be created. We 
contend that organizations face similar processes: encounters between different organizational 
cultures may result in schismogeneses, but at the same time they provide sources of 
organizational balance and creation. This article explores such processes through ethnographic 
studies of two organizations that have faced cultural schismogeneses: the Birdwatching and Bird 
Study Association of Slovenia (DOPPS) and VU University Amsterdam in the Netherlands 
(VU).1 These have both experienced internal divisions and consequent transformations due to a 
large variety of interpretations of organizational goals related to their non-profit nature and the 
specifics of their management (Drucker 1990). In both cases, schismogeneses resulted in an 
iterated transformation, providing us with a good starting point for comprehending what occurs 
when organizations encountering cultural schisms are required to reinvent themselves in terms of 
their ‘basic assumptions’ (Schein [1985] 1992) through simultaneous transformation of their 
values (Hatch 1993). 
 
The first case presented describes such a transformation in the DOPPS, an ornithological and 
nature conservation association formed in the late 1970s. Its complex structure combines 
voluntary efforts and professional work. Initially a purely voluntary organization, the DOPPS 
was transformed in the late 1990s into a semi-professional one, consisting of approximately 1000 
volunteer members and employing more than 20 people. This article outlines the association’s 
transformation from a volunteer association to an organization integrating volunteers and 
professionals while emphasizing the dynamic and unfinished nature of the change process (see 
Podjed and Muršič 2008). 
 
The second case study analyses change at a university in the Netherlands: the VU. The VU has 
been going through a change process characterized by the introduction of strong central 
leadership, decreased academic self-governance and autonomy, and business-like behaviours 
striving for more effective and efficient organization. These new values are not in line with what 
is believed to be characteristic of ‘traditional’ universities, in which collegialism and academic 
autonomy should thrive. In spring 2012, some university employees started overtly challenging 
the changes, which made the already present cultural schismogenesis between managerial and 
academic cultures even more apparent. However, these perhaps most obviously contrasted values 
have resulted in further schismogeneses in the organization. 
 
The two case studies illustrate that internal ambiguities, conflicts, tensions, and differentiations 
not only create organizational divisions but are at the same time sources of new coalitions that 
allow organizations to maintain a certain organizational balance despite (indeed, precisely 
because of) organizational change processes, whether planned or otherwise. Thus this article 
contributes to understanding how organizational change evolves and what the unexpected 
consequences of such processes may be. These findings are relevant not only for further research 
and analysis of transformations in organizations, but also for management of dynamic cultural 
processes and changes in organizational settings. 

                                                           
1 Organizational cultures of the DOPPS are presented in detail in Podjed (2011). The analysis of the VU is based on 
the unpublished master’s thesis of the first author (Gorup 2013). 
 



 
Theoretical framework 
The theoretical framework draws on three concepts: cultural schismogeneses, organizational 
cultures, and creative deconstruction. The first helps explain how different cultures within 
organizations come into contact during which, due to their differences, schisms often emerge. To 
comprehend cultural schismogeneses in organizational environments better, the notion of 
organizational culture is then introduced. We argue that organizational cultures should be 
discussed in the plural and that they should be understood as dynamic processes. These two 
concepts point in turn to the usefulness of the creative deconstruction approach, which 
emphasizes the non-singular nature of truth by explaining that social reality, be it organizational 
or of any other sort, cannot be understood outside a certain context. Hence, in the process of 
deconstruction, individuals or groups destroy and construct characteristics of a given social 
reality, and in so doing simultaneously create schisms between some entities and alliances 
between others. 
 
Culture in this text is understood, broadly speaking, in a contemporary anthropological sense that 
usually understands culture in the plural; as ways of life, socially acquired behaviour, and 
knowledge (e.g. Kuper 1999). Encounters between different cultures have long been of interest to 
scholars studying the not-always-peaceful dynamics of cultural contacts. Theorizations of the 
‘cultural schismogeneses’ that such cultural encounters often resulted in were initially introduced 
by the English anthropologist, semiotician, and cyberneticist Bateson (1935), who defined them 
as splits or divisions between strongly opposed sections or parties, caused by differences in 
opinion or belief. Bateson not only recognizes the possibility of cultural schisms between 
different cultures, but also finds them within a single community, which is particularly relevant 
for our analysis of the two organizations presented here. He proposes three possible outcomes in 
the event of culture contact: ‘the complete fusion of the originally different groups, the 
elimination of one or both groups, [or] the persistence of both groups in dynamic equilibrium 
within one major community’ (1935, 179). Differentiation can lead either to a schismogenesis or 
to the establishment of an equilibrium, although Bateson does not pay further attention to how 
this equilibrium may be maintained. 
 
This conceptualization of cultural encounters can also be applied to organizational contexts. In 
line with the above, a schismatic metaphor in organizations is used by Morgan (1981), who 
argues that organizations fundamentally lean towards disintegration as an outcome of change 
generated from within. He combines two possible views of a schism. The first contends that units 
of a system ‘strive for functional autonomy’ (Morgan 1981, 25) and independence, and the 
second refers to a schismogenesis in which interactions between different groups may actually 
generate unity and do not result in a breakdown. Introducing a postmodern view of cultures in 
general, and organizational cultures in particular (Parker 1995, 2000), we argue that 
schismogeneses and equilibriums are actually part of the same process. 
 
Organizational culture has been a contested notion, and its researchers have defined it in various 
ways. In analysing various approaches to organizational culture, Martin (2002) outlines three 
possible viewpoints. The first, the integration perspective, argues that culture is a monolithic 
entity, perceived and shared in very similar manners among all organizational members (e.g. 
Deal and Kennedy 1982; Ouchi 1981; Peters and Waterman 1982; Pettigrew 1979; Schein [1985] 
1992). The second, the differentiation perspective, recognizes that there are ambiguities within 



organizations, but acknowledges agreement at the subcultural level (e.g. Alvesson 1993; Brooks 
1999; Gregory 1983; Rosen 2000). The last, the fragmentation perspective, argues that ambiguity 
is central for understanding culture. Individuals perceive their social realities in different ways 
and collective consensus cannot be reached (e.g. Daft and Weick 1984; Hatch 1999). We wish to 
adopt a combination of the last two perspectives on organizational culture, while particularly 
stressing two of its characteristics: plurality and fluidity. 
 
Organizational culture, rather than being uniformly shared, is a constant struggle for prevalence 
between various factions, coalitions, or subcultures, which all try to define common 
organizational aims in their own ways. It can be understood as a ‘continually contested process of 
making claims of difference’ in groups and between them (Parker 2000, 233), and can thus be 
viewed as a ‘struggle for hegemony’ with competing oppositions attempting to define the primary 
purpose of the organization in a way that meets their definitions (Parker 2000, 75). From this 
perspective, which is in accordance with anthropological definitions of culture (Batteau 2000), 
organizational culture is not stable and permanent, but instead constantly being enacted and 
changed. In line with this definition of organizational culture, it is important to grasp that cultural 
transformation and change are virtually uncontrollable because they are results of ‘simultaneous 
interlocking local processes’ (Demers 2007, 88). Such a perception of organizational cultures, 
with an emphasis on ambiguity as a way of life – which probably fits best into ‘fragmentation 
studies’ (Demers 2007, 88–89) – implies that organizations can be seen as undergoing a constant 
and unfinished process of deconstruction. Their realities are understood and interpreted in 
different ways and are often contradictory, and this is why cultural schisms emerge. At the same 
time, however, it is exactly these schisms that are necessary to maintain an equilibrium because 
coalitions are formed through this same process. Although schisms result in strained relations 
between some groups, this may at the same time cause closer connections between members 
within set groups. Schisms not only imply new divisions, but also (and always) new alliances. 
From this perspective, organizations are simultaneously undergoing processes of creation and 
destruction. 
 
This leads to the concept of creative destruction, which was introduced in economics by 
Schumpeter ([1942] 2003). This describes the continuous destruction of the old and the creation 
of a new economic structure within the system, caused by the introduction of new products, 
methods of production, markets, and forms of organization. The concept has also been applied to 
organizational studies. Biggart (1977), for example, shows that, in order for an organization to 
change, destructive and creative processes must coexist, this referring to the destruction of old 
work methods, facilities, technologies, alliances, and organizational ideology having to coincide 
with the creation of new forms of these elements. Similarly, Cule and Robey (2004) illustrate 
the importance of the creative destruction phase in organizational transition. 
 
Although Schumpeter’s ([1942] 2003) notion of creative destruction offers valuable insights into 
the ways in which organizations change, we maintain that the processes of creation and 
destruction in organizations can be better understood through the process of ‘deconstruction’. The 
concept of deconstruction was introduced by Derrida ([1967] 1998), who defined it as an 
approach to studying texts based on the assumption that language is a system of differences. A 
word cannot be understood without having a comprehension of its opposite, and it is therefore 



through this différance2 that an understanding is reached. Thus one can only understand a word if 
one understands its context – a word’s meaning depends on the context in which the reader, 
writer, or speaker has placed it. Hence the same word can be understood in almost countless 
different ways, as individuals ascribe meaning to it depending on their own frames of reference. 
Consequently there exist no objective meanings of words, and indeed the majority of texts 
comprise narratives that are conflicting or contradictory. It is through the process of 
deconstruction that these inconsistencies are exposed, which points to the fact that deconstruction 
stands for simultaneous and continuous construction and destruction. This complements 
Schumpeter’s ([1942] 2003) notion of creative destruction by recognizing that the seemingly 
separate processes of creation and destruction may in effect be seen as convergent. A similar 
approach can be applied to social and organizational phenomena or, as in the case at hand, to the 
different understandings of organizational cultures and consequent cultural schismogeneses. 
 
Research methods 
Both researchers carried out ethnographic research consisting of participant observation, semi-
structured interviews, and focus groups. Participant observation encompasses the active 
involvement of the researcher in the activities of the groups of people studied; in combination 
with other research approaches, such as semi-structured interviews, the researcher immerses 
himself or herself in the lives of the researched (Prasad 2005) – in this case in organizational life 
– in order to follow the daily activities, rituals, interactions, and events of the people being 
studied as one of the means of learning the explicit and tacit aspects of their cultures (DeWalt and 
DeWalt 2002). Thus the researcher is able to provide in-depth and ‘emic’ insights into the topic 
studied while being context-sensitive (Ybema et al. 2009). One of the main challenges – and at 
the same time the primary interest – of our ethnographic research was that organizations and their 
cultures are in constant flux. Hence it was of crucial importance not to look at and represent these 
phenomena as ‘frozen social form[s]’, but instead to think and write about them as occurrences in 
a ‘state of organizing in itself’ (Garsten 1994, 217). Ethnography is a particularly relevant 
approach if one is to understand and analyse organizations as dynamic social entities because it 
aids in describing separate partitions in time, and consequently understanding their 
transformations. 
 
To provide a quality interpretation of data, a coding-based analysis was carried out. Coding is a 
way of looking for patterns by categorizing language in use (Taylor 2001), and it enables the 
researcher to systematically define what the text analysed is about (Gibbs 2007). Both researchers 
created combined analytical frameworks, meaning that they interwove interview transcripts and 
field notes. This significantly improves the quality of analysis because it makes it possible to 
discover both the differences between and the complementarity of the various types of texts 
(Lastovicka and Fernandez 2005; Strøm and Fagermoen 2012). 
 
Despite the similarities in research approaches, there are several differences between the two case 
studies. The main part of the ethnographic study of the DOPPS was carried out from January 
2006 to January 2008. The research took place several years after a significant organizational 
change had occurred in 1999. During the main part of the ethnographic study, the researcher 
accompanied the birdwatchers on their field trips and participated in their formal and informal 

                                                           
2 In coining the term différance, a play on words was used to explain that a meaning is constantly ‘deferred’, that is, 
postponed, and simultaneously ‘differentiated’ in relation to other elements. 



meetings, educational training, and nature conservation activities. He not only observed, but also 
took part in, beginner training, bird counts, and other volunteer activities; by so doing, he was 
carrying out ‘engaged learning’ (Carrithers 1992). He carried out 30 semi-structured interviews 
(each lasting one hour or more), of which six were with DOPPS employees (one interview was 
repeated in order to gather additional information), four with executive board members (one was 
repeated), one with a supervisory board member, two with heads of regional branches, one with a 
former member and the main founder of the DOPPS, and 14 with volunteer members. He also 
conducted two focus groups: one with members of a local branch and the other with teenage 
participants at an ornithological camp. After the main part of the ethnographic study was 
concluded, he carried out several unstructured follow-up interviews in order to collect additional 
information. 
 
The main part of the research at the VU was conducted between February and May 2013, which 
was a period characterized by turbulent real-time organizational turmoil. The research was partly 
retrospective and partly real-time, analysing in detail the period between March 2012 and July 
2013, when several cultural schisms within the organization had become prominent. It has to be 
noted, however, that the turmoil at the university studied continued after the researcher left the 
field. The researcher attended four public events and eight informal meetings held by the 
opposing university staff. In so doing, she gained an understanding of how the resistance 
movement functioned and their perceptions of the various cultural schisms emerging within the 
organization. In addition, she conducted 22 semi-structured interviews (average duration of about 
an hour), of which 14 were carried out with academic and non-academic staff involved in the 
opposition to change, two with deans, one with a senior director, one with a project officer of the 
operations programme, one with a policy advisor, one with the chair of the works council, one 
with the chair of the students’ council, and one with a student that supported the employees in 
opposition. Interviews with some representatives of the university management provided insights 
into their perspectives on the organizational transformation under study. The researcher also 
conducted a focus group among students at the Faculty of Social Sciences who expressed interest 
in participating in activities aimed at improving the quality of education. 
 
The case studies presented are complementary in that they illustrate the same processes occurring 
in two organizations characterized by conflicting perceptions of organizational goals caused by 
their non-profit nature. However, they do so by using different research designs and forms of 
analysis. The DOPPS was not directly studied during a turbulent period of transformation. 
Instead, the case study offers an overview of the organization and its change retrospectively and 
over a longer period of time. The analysis of the VU, on the other hand, was conducted during a 
shorter period of time but, although it provides details on developments during only 
approximately a year and half, this period was characterized by uncommonly overt tensions and 
conflicts. The two case studies thus contribute a longitudinal and a short-term perspective on 
cultural divisions, illustrating on the one hand the mundaneness of cultural schisms in 
organizations and on the other their long-term effects. 
 
 
Cultural schismogeneses in a Slovenian birdwatching association 
The Slovenian birdwatching association DOPPS, headquartered in Ljubljana, has over 1000 
members. It was founded in 1979 by a group of 76 ornithology enthusiasts, led by a charismatic 
leader – a former poet and writer who became immersed in amateur ornithology in the 1970s 



through a simple question: What birds can be seen in Slovenia? Because no Slovenian 
ornithological atlas was available, ‘there was no other possibility than to organize it’, he 
explained in an interview. By ‘organize it’, he actually meant establishing an ornithological 
association that would involve people capable of carrying out bird counts and monitoring 
activities (Podjed 2010b). Since then, the DOPPS has grown into the leading Slovenian nature 
conservation and birdwatching association. It carries out activities nationwide, with five regional 
branches and a youth branch. The highest ranking official body of the association is its general 
assembly, composed of DOPPS members. The two other bodies are the executive board, 
comprising a president, vice-president, delegates of regional branches, and other members, and 
the supervisory board, which has four members. Since the mid-1990s, the association has also 
had a professional team: the DOPPS Office, which comprised over 20 employees at the time of 
the research, including the director. 
 
Background 
The establishment of the association in Slovenia came much later than the founding of similar 
birdwatching and nature conservation associations in the West; for example, in the UK or the 
Netherlands. The relatively late formation of the DOPPS can partly be explained by the socio-
economic situation in the aftermath of the Second World War, when the country was part of the 
former socialist Yugoslavia. In the post-war years, public opinion and politics were not generally 
in favour of birdwatching or nature conservation. Occasionally, being a birdwatcher was even 
dangerous, because ‘[a]nyone who tried to preserve wetlands and old orchards was considered to 
be an opponent of socialist development’ (Trontelj 1999, 1). In addition, when the birdwatchers 
tried to spot birds with their binoculars around factories or military barracks, on several occasions 
they were considered potential spies and enemies of the regime (Iztok Geister, in Ahačič 2008, 
38). 
 
The late 1980s and early 1990s were marked by the social and political transition of Slovenia, 
which became an independent country in 1991. Almost instantly – indeed even before the former 
Yugoslavia had been dissolved – it started to search for new alliances both inside and outside 
Europe. The collapse of the former country also initiated the disintegration of the Yugoslav 
Association of Ornithological Societies (ZODJ), which also prompted the DOPPS to start 
searching for new international connections, especially with BirdLife International, the world’s 
largest nature conservation partnership, with over 13 million members and supporters. BirdLife 
fully accepted the DOPPS into its international network in 2001. Three years earlier, the name of 
the association was officially changed to ‘DOPPS-BirdLife Slovenia’, which both symbolically 
illustrated the international partnership and at the same time hid the old mission statement 
described in the association’s original name; that is, birdwatching and bird study. At first glance, 
this was an insignificant change; in effect, however, it marked a transition to a new period, with 
more emphasis on nature conservation (Podjed 2013). 
 
 
Internal divisions 
Throughout its existence, the DOPPS has had a clearly defined mission statement (i.e. the 
protection of birds and nature), but in fact its goals have been interpreted in several ways. In other 
words, the organization has been ‘torn apart’ at multiple levels throughout its history (Podjed 
2010a). These divisions were gradually reinforced through positive feedback loops, characteristic 
of schismogenetic processes. Most apparent was the differentiation between the employees who 



began working for the DOPPS office in the mid-1990s and volunteer members of the association, 
who generally referred to themselves as ‘amateur ornithologists’. The latter commonly perceived 
the employees as privileged members of the organization because they were often paid for doing 
the same jobs that the volunteers carried out for no pay. As the professional side gradually grew, 
its growth reinforced opposition on the part of the volunteers, and the division between the 
groups became more apparent. 
 
The second schism was caused by generational differences; that is, by gradual ageing of its 
existing members and incorporation of younger newcomers, who transferred new ideas and 
values into the organization. Initially, in the late 1970s, the association was a relatively 
unstructured community with a flexible and unclear hierarchy, and it was also an association of 
colleagues of similar age. A founding member explained that at that time there were ‘no clear 
commands’ and ‘everything was jointly agreed upon: how to attract new members, how to enrich 
the journal, and so on’. Gradually, however, the group of older members remained more focused 
on the original core activity of the DOPPS (i.e. birdwatching), while the group of younger 
members supported more professional, organized, and structured work and emphasized the need 
to move towards more socially and environmentally relevant activities (i.e. nature conservation). 
During ethnographic research carried out in the 2000s, a comparable generation split was 
identified: the youngest members, that is, representatives of the third generation, commonly acted 
as a homogenous group that stood up against the principles of the middle group (the former group 
of young members). In addition, the youngest generation started to reconnect with the oldest 
generation and therefore formed a new, ‘mixed’ group. 
 
The third schism was created at the beginning of the organization’s existence on the basis of 
knowledge about birds and nature. Some DOPPS members – both professionals and volunteers – 
are extremely skilled at bird recognition and in zoology and botany. On the other hand, many 
other members, especially the newcomers, do not know much about birds and their behaviour, 
but simply enjoy walking in the countryside and spending time with like-minded people. The 
problem here is that skilled and unskilled members have to cooperate and help each other when 
they carry out bird monitoring and nature conservation activities, which can cause tensions 
between the two groups. 
 
The fourth schism occurred on a geographical basis or, more specifically, due to tensions 
between the central region of the country and the periphery. During the research, it was 
frequently mentioned that the DOPPS had become too centralized and that information travelled 
only in the direction of the central branch in the country’s capital, Ljubljana. This perception of 
‘underprivileged members’ at the periphery has also led to several clashes and has reinforced the 
internal divisions. 
 
 
Managing change 
Tensions between the various groups in the DOPPS came to a head in 1999. The trigger for 
change – which was often referred to as a ‘revolution’ – was a seemingly irrelevant dispute over 
the finances for printing the association’s journal. Due to inappropriate financial management, 
the DOPPS executive board decided to replace the chief editor of the journal, who was also the 
charismatic founder of the association and the informal leader of the ‘older generation’. Thus the 
founder lost his position of power in the association and consequently severed his contact with it. 



 
This unexpected farewell of the ‘founding father’, as he is often described by his (former) 
colleagues (and even by younger birdwatchers who had not met him in person), indicated that a 
clash between old and new values had occurred. However, this event was only a manifestation of 
schismogenetic processes in the organization; it was triggered by several events and activities and 
followed by other, perhaps less apparent, transformations. In the mid-1990s, the association 
managed to attract an important general sponsor: a mobile telecommunications company. Then, 
in the 2000s, it became involved in several important EU nature conservation projects; for 
example, a project to renature a coastal bay and a project for conservation of an endangered bird 
species, the corncrake. Moreover, the DOPPS made a shift from volunteer research and amateur 
birdwatching to nature conservation carried out on a more professional basis. 
 
In the 1990s, new values in the association and a new organizational model, aimed at solving the 
schisms within the association, were demarcated by the arrival of a new director (i.e. office head). 
Prior to taking his executive position in the DOPPS, the new director was an amateur 
ornithologist, closely involved in nature conservation, and employed as the manager of a for-
profit company. In the interview, he explained that his managerial skills, honed in the for-profit 
sector, proved very useful in the DOPPS because he soon realized that the professional team (the 
office) could be managed in a way similar to how mainstream companies are managed. However, 
there is also a crucial difference between the for-profit and non-profit sectors that has to be taken 
into account. In the interview, he described the main difference: 
 

In a company, you always know who holds the reins. The reins are held indirectly, 
through management. Those decision-making lines are clear. But in the association, 
these lines are less transparent. The reason is this: members elect the executive board, 
which makes decisions about the main strategies and so on. In addition, all the 
employees are also members of the association. 

 
According to the director, there is a highly motivated group of both volunteers and professionals 
in the DOPPS: 
 

It’s not difficult to motivate them. In a company, people soon begin avoiding work. 
/…/ There, you have to make sure that people work. But here everything’s different. 
Because people are highly motivated, they take on more work than they can manage. 

 
This implies that a manager in such settings should actually motivate people to work less than 
they would otherwise want and to support them in distributing their activities in a more focused 
way. In the DOPPS, such an ‘anti-managerial’ approach (cf. Parker 2002) was established 
simultaneously with a turn from observing birds to nature conservation. This was also one of the 
reasons why the volunteer element stagnated for a while – birdwatching is a popular leisure-time 
activity, but nature conservation can hardly be defined as such. Moreover, funding of EU nature 
conservation projects, which covered almost half of the association’s budget in recent years, 
made it possible to strengthen the professional part of the association (i.e. the DOPPS office). 
 
In addition to nature conservation projects as the main activity in the DOPPS since 2000, the 
association still carries out birdwatching activities. Since 2002, for example, they have been 
preparing a new ornithological atlas as a volunteer project, comparable to the initial endeavours 



of the ornithologists in the late 1970s – except that this time it is being managed by the 
professionals in the DOPPS office. As its coordinator explained in an interview, the new atlas 
was intended to have a similar cohesive effect as the old atlas – ‘unification’ of the organization 
and its members, collaborating towards the same goal. However, this unifying goal can once 
again be interpreted in various ways. 
 
Cultural schismogeneses in a Dutch university 
VU University Amsterdam is one of 14 universities in the Netherlands. It comprises 12 faculties 
covering a wide range of sciences and enrolling approximately 24,500 students. According to the 
university’s website at the time of writing, the academic and non-academic staff numbered 2764 
and 1905, respectively. The university is governed by five bodies: a supervisory board, an 
executive board, a college of deans, a works council, and a students’ council. The supervisory 
board (representing external stakeholders) and executive board are the core decision-making 
bodies. The latter consists of the chair, rector magnificus, and a board member. The college of 
deans is presided over by rector magnificus and is responsible for overseeing scientific quality 
and integrity. The works council and students’ council are advisory bodies representing 
university employees and students, respectively. Individual university employees’ rights are of 
concern to the trade unions. The faculty-level governance structure mirrors the central one, with 
individual deans chairing the core faculty decision-making bodies (i.e. faculty boards). 
 
Background 
To understand the organization of the VU and the cultural schismogeneses overtly emerging in 
particular since spring 2012, one needs to acknowledge the broader changes that occurred in 
modern Dutch higher education. In the 1960s and 1970s, Dutch higher education faced notable 
massification, which resulted in greater government regulation. Nevertheless, academic 
autonomy was left largely intact. Gradually, universities became perceived as overly separated 
from the broader society (De Boer, Enders, and Leisyte 2007; Westerheijden, De Boer, and 
Enders 2009). The late 1970s and 1980s brought about a worsening financial situation, resulting 
in budget cuts and a reorganization of the public sector, referred to as New Public Management, 
which placed emphasis on more effective and efficient functioning of public organizations 
(Pollitt and Bouckaert 2004). In the case of Dutch universities, this meant that they had to 
become more autonomous and self-responsible, which was to be achieved by shifting from 
government regulations to output supervision or ‘steering at a distance’ (Kickert 1995). In effect, 
this meant that universities had to become more ‘market-’ and ‘output-oriented’, which has 
allegedly also had negative consequences for teaching and learning practices (Bal, Grassiani, and 
Kirk 2014). These changes coincided with the centralization of university management because 
the previously decision-making employee and student representative bodies were turned into 
advisory bodies (Westerheijden, De Boer, and Enders 2009). 
 
The VU had been continuously affected by these processes, but in spring 2012, approximately a 
year before the ethnographic study took place, particularly heated discussions related to the 
university’s strategic plan started taking place. One of the main issues was the proposed 
operational reorganization involving a E33 million budget cut to be achieved by centralizing and 
modernizing administration and support services by the end of 2015, which would result in 
several hundred layoffs of non-academic staff. As a response, an informal platform for distressed 
university staff, the ‘Concerned VU employees’ (in Dutch: Verontruste medewerkers van de VU, 



hereafter VVU’ers), was established. In cooperation with the works council and the trade unions, 
the VVU’ers organized several events: demonstrations, an ‘alternative’ opening of the academic 
year, and a symposium – all raising awareness of the changes that they perceived as worrying. 
 
On top of the proposed budget cuts, major campus renovations started, requiring significant 
investment. In addition, representative and governing bodies started discussing a proposed 
merger of science faculties of the VU and of the University of Amsterdam, which could arguably 
cause further layoffs and, as some saw it, negatively affect the quality of education and research. 
January 2013 brought a negative trial audit assessment by the Accreditation Organisation of the 
Netherlands and Flanders (NVAO), which signalled that the VU needed to improve the way it 
was run, especially its education agenda. In spring 2013, the ‘management crisis’ at the VU was 
severely criticized in the media and the rector magnificus resigned, explaining that his 
qualifications were not compatible with the VU’s future objectives (Schilp 2013). 
 
Internal divisions 
These developments indicated that the VU had found itself in a vortex of several cultural 
schisms. One of the most distinct of these, embodied in the formation of the VVU’ers, relates to 
the differences between university management and employees. As a group uniting academic and 
non-academic staff, the VVU’ers emphasized that the policies and strategies of university 
management signalled the colonization of the VU as a scientific institution by an irreconcilably 
different managerial culture driven by financial and marketing incentives. According to their 
manifesto, the VU was turning into a ‘cookie factory’, where knowledge was reduced to a 
quantifiable, marketable product and where employees did not participate in the decision-making 
related to the university’s core activities (for an analysis of similar developments in the UK, see, 
for example, De Vita and Case 2014). 
 
The formation of the VVU’ers simultaneously resulted in a deeper abyss between university 
employees and management and an alliance among previously rarely connected academic and 
non-academic staff. As one academic and VVU’er summarized it, ‘It was in fact quite new, 
exciting, and atypical that we [academic and non-academic staff] cooperated in the first place in 
this, as VVU’ers.’ In the words of another academic and VVU’er, ‘in the end, we just have to 
focus on the fact that we [academic and non-academic staff] are dealing with one executive 
board’. In addition, VVU’ers were cooperating with the two employee representative bodies, that 
is, trade unions and the works council, and many VVU’ers were also members of one or both 
official representative bodies. 
 
Despite the commonalities and seemingly shared values and goals, however, several schisms 
emerged among the VVU’ers themselves. Academic and non-academic employees were subject 
to different working conditions and different hierarchies of work relations, giving the former 
more freedom to speak up. At the same time, nonacademic staff were to be directly affected by 
the changes at the VU, including the layoffs. Whereas many of them were (among other things) 
fighting for their jobs, the academic staff were not similarly threatened. The different goals of 
academic and non-academic staff were also reflected in trade union membership. The biggest 
trade union at the VU consisted of 30% academic and 70% non-academic staff. This implied that 
those trade union members who were also VVU’ers were in essence struggling for individual 
employees’ rights, as opposed to those VVU’ers whose ambitions were mainly related to a 
structural change in the way in which the VU was run. It was clear that different groups of 



university employees were fighting for dissimilar and sometimes contradictory goals and, 
although they were sympathetic with each other’s approaches and aims most of the time, the 
differences between them could not be hidden, especially when it came to seeking and reaching 
agreements with the university management. One academic and VVU’er stated: 
 

It is difficult [for VVU’ers] to have the agenda of the unions to save jobs. . . . I am not 
going to do that. I’m in favour of that, but I would not say that VVU’ers should have 
this as their primary task. We support them in that, but I think the union should do it 
and we’re just going to help them; if these were some kind of a solidarity action with 
the unions, that would be the best model. /…/ So I do think that we should sometimes 
really make it clear that there are three groups [VVU’ers, trade unions, and the works 
council] involved here. 

 
The previous set of interrelated schisms implied another split, this time relating to different 
university sections (faculties and support services). Depending on their sector of employment, 
employees reacted to the proposed changes differently. In addition to the differences between 
academic and non-academic staff described previously, it also has to be noted that the majority of 
the most vocal opponents among academics were affiliated with the Faculty of Social Sciences. 
This possibly implied a disciplinary schism as well: presumably, social scientists are more 
socially aware and inclined towards activism than others. Alternatively, this might originate in 
the fact that the Faculty of Social Sciences was ‘threatened’ with a merger with the Faculty of 
Arts in spring 2012, which had raised concerns among some employees. 
 
Furthermore, conflicts also arose as a consequence of the different political affiliations of the 
VVU’ers. Some VVU’ers were characterized by others as ‘hardliners’ or ‘radicals’, suggesting 
that the best way to achieve their goals was not through negotiation and compromise, but through 
employing more drastic means of resisting, such as strikes and barricades. Although not averse to 
public action, the majority of VVU’ers favoured less extreme approaches. 
 
In addition to the parties mentioned above involved in formal and/or informal university politics, 
students also played an active role. However, students – either through formal representative 
bodies or via informal student groups – did not form a strong coalition with the concerned 
employees. According to the chair of the students’ council, their motives for and goals of 
resisting significantly differed from and sometimes even contradicted those suggested by the 
VVU’ers and trade unions: 
 

As students . . . our only concern is what the levels of service, facilities, or education 
are, and not so much if the employees are getting fired or not. That sounds cold-
hearted and it is, but sometimes you have to address things like this, otherwise things 
get mixed up. 

 
Managing change 
In recent decades, universities, including the VU, have faced turbulence, which has resulted in 
new forms of organization. As a consequence of these changes, tensions between academic and 
managerial values have become more visible and problematic. In addition, as shown in the 
previous section, other schisms may occur during times of organizational turmoil. The question 
remains how these cultural schismogeneses are perceived and put to use in the attempts to 
maintain organizational balance. 



 
First, and as mentioned above, a strong coalition, at least at times, was formed among various 
categories of university employees. Related to this, an alliance between the VVU’ers, trade 
unions, and the works council was formed. This resulted in a schism between university 
employees and university management, which caused a shaken organizational balance. Although 
this did not happen immediately, university management did eventually realize that they needed 
to provide some answers to their concerned employees. After a stronger resistance movement 
emerged, the managers directly involved with reorganization plans tried to ‘clarify to people how 
the goals of this operation, or project, [were] not contrary to /…/ the nature of an academic 
organization’. Although such rhetoric is not to be blindly taken as the truth, the interviewed 
senior director realized that the concerned employees had helped raise the issues reaching beyond 
the VU and beyond criticisms of its executive board: 
 

[I]t is positive that public debate . . . is starting to focus on how we go about higher 
education, what we think of higher education in the Netherlands. And whether we are 
willing to invest serious money in higher education or not. And I think that is a very 
important debate. 

 
At lower organizational levels, the dean of a particularly active faculty, in terms of overt 
opposition to change at the university, for example, stated that he essentially considered his 
concerned employees loyal and therefore appreciated their efforts: 
 

I’m not saying that I buy it all or that I also buy the solution, because [the VVU’ers’] 
problem is much bigger than the problem of the VU. It’s just that the VU is now in the 
limelight, and because you’re [i.e., the employees] so loyal and concerned here and 
now, this is where you speak up. 

 
At the same time, some members of the resistance movement realized that the university 
management might have been right in at least some of their ideas. The chair of the works council, 
for example, said: 
 

There’s also always a secret opinion that maybe the executive board has a good point. 
And the deans are saying, yes, maybe we should do with less money in support. And, 
even as the works council, we said, if there’s inefficiency in administration and so on, 
it’s OK to make it more efficient, and yes, consequently fewer people will work there. 

Despite all the schisms, differences, and contradictions, partial or temporary alliances, and what 
some of the interviewees even considered betrayals, a member of support staff, an active trade 
union member, and a VVU’er maintained, ‘Together we all need each other very much. It’s 
funny to say this. [laughs] We can’t do with and we can’t do without!’ 
 
Discussion 
Both cases analysed illustrate that organizations and their cultures can be understood as constant 
‘struggle[s] for hegemony’ (Parker 2000, 75) in a series of oppositions, which can escalate in 
schismogenetic processes as described by Bateson (1935). The latter emerge due to differences 
within one or between different communities, and in these cases they have proved to result in 
what Bateson calls ‘dynamic equilibrium’ (179). In this sense, our observations are closely 
related to Martin Parker’s (1995) study of the organizational culture of the Vulcan company [not 
a real name]. On the basis of ethnographic findings about constantly restructured internal 



coalitions in the organization, Parker suggests leaving behind the prevailing and outdated view of 
culture as a ‘homogenous normative glue’. Instead, organizational culture should be 
conceptualized as a ‘set of factions and alliances’ that allow its members to see themselves in 
certain times as within the ‘family’ and in certain times as within other ‘families’ (Parker 1995, 
542). Similar views are introduced in parts of Martin’s (2002) and Demers’s (2007) works, who 
show that organizational cultures and their transformations need to be understood by fully taking 
their complexities into account. This article introduces an approach that allows and indeed 
supports such a notion of organizational cultures; namely, deconstruction. In both cases 
presented, we noticed that the cultures of an organization are constituted and (de)constructed 
through oppositions, as suggested by Derrida ([1967] 1998). It was shown that different groups of 
organizational members tried to bring forward different aspects of their organizations’ values and 
missions. In doing so, inconsistencies presupposed by deconstruction were exposed. However, 
these inconsistencies proved not to be destructive but instead contributed to the creative 
maintenance of an equilibrium. 
 
Such a ‘deconstructive’ understanding of organizational cultures has important implications for 
managing change. In the DOPPS and at the VU, managers had to accept – or at least tried to 
understand – complex internal dynamics in their organizations. This was far from an ideal-type 
understanding of organizational culture as a unified whole that can be shaped and transformed by 
a team of skilled managers or even by a single person: in complex organizations such as the 
DOPPS and the VU, with flexible and malleable goals and various possible interpretations of 
their mission statements related to their non-profit nature, managerial approaches to culture- and 
organization-making that perceive organizational culture as a unifying force (e.g. Deal and 
Kennedy 1982; Ouchi 1981; Peters and Waterman 1982) do not make much sense. In such 
complex, fragmented, and dynamic environments, various approaches to creating order out of 
chaos based on integrative reification of culture and the idea that ‘basic assumptions’ of an 
organizational culture (Schein [1985] 1992) can be transformed by managerial decisions might 
actually be counterproductive. Instead of an integrationist understanding of organizational culture 
(Martin 2002), other approaches that enable understanding of cultural pluralism and diversity 
within an organization (in Martin’s [2002] scheme these perspectives are differentiation and 
fragmentation) are more appropriate to support the necessary cultural shift to non-managerial 
alternatives (see Parker 2002). Following such approaches, a manager should in a way become 
his or her own antidote, an ‘anti-manager’, able to identify, track, and steer – and not only 
supervise, control, and direct – dynamic change processes in organizations. 
 
Conclusion 
Building on the ideas of cultural schismogenesis and creative deconstruction in organizations, 
this article analysed two organizations: a Slovenian birdwatching association, the DOPPS, and a 
Dutch university, the VU. The latter is a much larger and more complex institution than the 
DOPPS, which is a relatively small national association. Their core activities are also quite 
different: whereas the VU is an educational and research organization, the DOPPS is involved in 
nature monitoring and conservation. Our study focused on the transformations that took place 
within the two organizations and identified several similarities relevant to understanding the 
dynamics of cultural schismogeneses and consequent organizational transformations. Both 
entities presented are non-profit organizations and their mission statements go beyond 
maximization of capital, which may result in conflicted perceptions of organizational goals. In 
addition, both organizations have faced multiple schisms and have been internally ‘torn apart’. 



The article explained that such processes are nonetheless not necessarily counterproductive 
because they stimulate the organization to transform and adapt to members’ needs and broader 
social, economic, and political demands. As members seemingly pull in different directions, there 
are shifts taking place in organizations all the time, and conflicts prompt new ideas and test 
possibilities for further organizational development. 
 
In both cases, different organizational members have referred to dissimilar, and sometimes even 
contradictory, frames of reference creating organizational settings wherein schisms actually 
enabled the maintenance of organizational balance. The DOPPS was founded as a volunteer 
amateur association. During its transition to a more professionalized organization, conflicting 
views emerged regarding its mission. The consequent schisms were related to the differences in 
the professional status of organizational members (professionals and volunteers), to the 
generational gap (older and younger members), to location variations (centre and periphery), and 
to differences in skills and knowledge (experts and amateurs). As a university, the VU 
traditionally subscribed to academic values usually defined in terms of collegial governance 
arrangements and academic freedom. A shift towards managerial values has resulted not only in a 
schism between employees and management, but also in schisms related to different employment 
statuses or category of organizational membership (academic staff, non-academic staff, and 
students), membership in official employee representative bodies (trade unions and the works 
council), organizational unit membership (particular faculties and support service units), and 
political affiliation. Although new organizational structures were introduced (a more professional 
one in the case of the DOPPS and a more managerial, top-down arrangement in the case of the 
VU), several different organizational goals and missions persisted. Despite the presence of 
different and often contradicting organizational cultures, which originated from different 
perceptions of organizational values, both organizations have maintained – sometimes more and 
sometimes less – a stable balance. We argue that because deconstruction allows for different 
perceptions of set phenomena, it necessarily also implies a creative combination of these points 
of views, which ultimately enables organizational adaptation and growth. 
 
This text contributes to our understanding of cultural schisms within organizations in terms of 
processes of creative deconstruction, as metaphorically illustrated by M. C. Escher’s woodcut 
print Metamorphosis II, and offers insights relevant for organizational change management. The 
two ethnographic studies further imply two particularly interesting avenues for future research. 
First, the study shows that boundaries between conflicting groups are unclear and malleable. 
Individuals may simultaneously belong to various groups and thus operate on what can be argued 
to be conflicting sides (e.g. individuals taking on both professional and volunteer activities at the 
DOPPS, or academic middle managers, such as deans, who identify themselves with both 
academic and managerial values in the case of the VU). Due to their ambiguous position, such 
individuals may act as ‘connectors’, transcending cultural divisions and blurring boundaries 
between different groups. Our data suggest that such ‘organizational amphibians’ may be 
important change agents in organizations where organizational goals tend to be ambiguously 
interpreted, and thus they and their practices deserve closer observation. Second, the cases 
presented show that schismogenetic processes in organizations are not initiated exclusively ‘from 
within’: internal differentiations and consequent transformations of organizational cultures are 
influenced by broader social, political, and economic contexts. The case of the DOPPS presents 
how a social and political shift, establishment of a new country, and changed attitudes towards 
nature conservation activities affected the transformations of the association’s culture(s). The 



case of the VU similarly illustrates how national-level budget cuts and new managerial 
approaches reverberated at the organizational level. These findings raise noteworthy questions 
related to, first, how the ‘old’ and the ‘newly introduced’ organizational cultures influenced by 
socio-political context interact within organizations and, second, how particular organizational 
distinguishing features may act in return on broader societal discourses in the course of 
organizational change. 
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