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Abstract   
 

Title: Recreating Meaning Through Cultural Investments – A Case Study of Volvo IT in France 

Swedish Title: Återskapa Mening Genom Kulturella Investeringar – En Fallstudie av Volvo IT i Frankrike  

Authors: Pegah Esmaeili and Filip Holmdahl 

Tutor: Lena Andersson 

 

Background  For what reasons do organizations invest in culture? Could it be seen as an 

initiative from management to create some form of control and to manage the 

reality of employees?  A company that systematically is working and investing in 

their organizational culture is Volvo IT by creating a cultural network consisting of 

a Cultural Manager, Cultural Navigators and Cultural Ambassadors. The question 

is if the rest of the organization share the efforts made in these investments? This 

thesis will investigate if the investments made by the management, to manage a 

wanted meaning, are shared by the lower level personnel.  

 

Purpose  To create an improved understanding between managements strive, through 

cultural investments, to recreate and manage a wanted meaning and how the 

employees perceive these investments. 

 

Method The empirical data was collected through interviews and ethnographical 

observations at Volvo IT in Lyon. This study takes on an explorative inception by 

looking at if a company putting lots of effort into their organizational culture 

actually manages to deliver the same meanings throughout the organizational 

levels. Additional methods used include field notes, photography and participant 

observation.  

 

Results Organizational culture is both a structure and a process. It is needed to provide a 

structure of how to make sense of reality for every employee but is not only 

shaped by management. It is a process, which is always under constant change and 

must accept diverse meanings and hence there must be space for diverse meanings 

in the shared ones resulting in a recognizing instead of a blaming culture. Symbolic 

aspects, such as symbols, rites, slogans and stories, will increase the cultural 

understanding between management and employees but they should be so invisible 

that they become visible in daily behavior.      

 

 

Keywords  Volvo IT, Organizational culture, meaning, symbolism, management, employees 
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Definitions 
 

Difficult concepts and abbreviations will be explained below. These words are marked with an asterisk: *.  

 

 

Cultural Ambassador 500 employees that have been trained to facilitate and lead the cultural 

transformation to create a competitive and attractive company culture 

(Cultural Ambassador Handbook, 2010).   

 

Cultural Navigator 5-10 persons worldwide, devoting 50-100 percent of their time to cultural 

questions with the aim to gradually take over the role of the Cultural 

Manager (Internal Material) 

 

EMT    The Executive Management Team of Volvo IT (Volvo IT Intranet). 

 

Ethnography A detailed study of a group to describe its behavior characteristics and 

cultural mores, normally for several years (Bryman and Bell, 2005). 

 

Micro-ethnographic study An ethnographic study but limited in time, normally few months instead 

of years spent with the studied subject (Bryman and Bell, 2005). 

 

Fingerprint workshop Workshop that focus on specific common project situations where mental 

fingerprints are left behind depending on the chosen behavior. (Eneroth et 

al, 2009)  

 

IS/IT     Information System/ Information Technology.  

 

Telematics   Wireless communication network supporting remote applications such as 

utility meter reading from a distance, load shedding, vehicle location, 

navigation, monitoring, and providing emergency help. 

(businessdictionary.com).  

 

Town Hall Meeting A reoccurring meeting with members of the EMT* of Volvo IT, takes 

place every 3-6 months. 

 

Volvo Company Network  The internal server network for employees in the Volvo Group. 

 

Volvo Way Stories Stories captured from employees around the world about what the Volvo 

Way means (Volvo Group Intranet). 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 
In this chapter a brief background of organizational culture will be presented together with the case company of this thesis. 

Further, perspectives on organizational culture will be given and a discussion around the problem, based on previous research, 

will be held. Ultimately the purpose and research questions are outlined together with delimitations, disposition and the 

summary of the first chapter.  

1.1 Background 

 
 

“Organizations are in the business of making sense” 

       - Weick, in Salzer 1994 

 

The word culture has in itself a mysterious nature and you probably have your own definition of it. Culture 

is something that is in everything, whether we are aware of it or not. Throughout time this complex 

phenomenon has been defined in numerous ways and interpreted and perceived differently. Some 

organizations put a lot of efforts into constantly recreating their organizational culture, by creating shared 

values and wanted behaviors in the organization. A company with huge effort in improving their culture to 

be recognized by every employee is Volvo Information Technology (Volvo IT). What makes Volvo IT 

exceptional is appointing one Cultural Manager, 10 Cultural Navigators* and 500 Cultural Ambassadors* 

worldwide, with the main duty to improve and develop the Volvo IT culture. These cultural investments are 

very rare in companies and makes Volvo IT very unique. However, in a big international company with 

more than 5000 employees in 35 locations worldwide, how do the employees perceive these investments 

made by the management?   

 
“No matter where Volvo IT is in the world, the same values and needs are present, we are all humans” 

- Tor Eneroth, Cultural Manager, Volvo IT, Computer Sweden, 2009 

 

Eneroth has a rather unique role being a cultural manager in a multinational company, and according to him, 

not many companies are today working systematically to improve their culture (Computer Sweden, 2009). 

Eneroth sees a great value in constantly improving their organizational culture and to turn around negative 

aspects such as: lack of shared sense, lack of trust and inability to co-operate. If people do not believe that 

they are working in a healthy and trusting culture, the culture will prevent or destroy the potential to achieve 

the company’s strategic ambition (Eneroth, Hellsten, Hamilton, 2009). The objective is to create a shared 

foundation for the team spirit, shared values and agreed wanted behaviors (Eneroth et al., 2009).  

 

To define what the company is and what it stands for has become a managerial concern (Salzer, 1994). 

Higher managerial levels in organizations always influence the culture at the company, by indicating what is 

important and what is not, as well as influencing the frames for how the company should understand the 

culture and adapt it (Alvesson, 2009).  
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“In understanding the way leadership actions to shape and interpret situations to guide organizational members into a common interpretation 

of reality, we are able to understand how leadership works to create an important foundation for organizational action.” 

- Smircich and Morgan, 1982:261 

 

Management act as sense-givers in the way they define the reality of others: by both making sense for 

themselves and others (Gioia and Ghittipeddi, 1991). However, the mission with these implementations is to 

create awareness in the minds of the employees. But the question is if culture can constantly be recreated 

and managed by only some selected people, in this case the management at Volvo IT?  Therefore, Volvo IT 

will be an interesting company for a case study, due to their great effort in promoting a coherent 

organizational culture. We will be able to investigate in the cultural implementations from the employees’ 

point of view to see if the wanted managerial culture is permeated through the organization. This objective 

will be achieved by participating in the daily work life of the employees at Volvo IT in Lyon and by sharing 

their working environment and reality.  
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1.2 Research within Organizational Culture 
There are different ways of looking upon organizational culture. We will in the following paragraphs show of contradictory 

examples of research within the area up to this point. 

 

1.2.1 Corporate Culture 

Whether or not culture can be measured or controlled has been debated during decades. The corporate culture 

perspective is using culture as a “tool” arguing that culture is something an organization has and that it can be 

easily managed as an isolated variable and can therefore be controlled and measured (Denison and Mishra, 

1995, Kotter and Heskett, 1992; Hofstede, Neuijen, Ohayv, Sanders, 1990; Deal and Kennedy, 1982; Peters 

and Waterman, 1982). Culture is seen as something detachable and something that the management easily 

can use to steer the company, such as the operational strategy (Peters and Waterman, 1982). Some authors 

(Denison and Mishra, 1995; Kotter and Heskett, 1992; Hofstede et al., 1990) within this perspective also 

conducted surveys among employees to quantify the importance of culture and found that investments in 

cultural activities were correlated with the firm’s performance. However, this measurable perspective has 

been criticized for its simplified view upon culture by simply seeing the organizational culture as something 

comparable (Alvesson, 2001).  

 

1.2.2 Culture as Shared Meanings 

Another perspective was developed during the same period that instead of saying that culture is something 

that an organization has, as the corporate culture authors did, some authors embraced organizational culture 

as something an organization is (Smircich, 1983) or becomes (Salzer-Mörling, 1998). Culture is according to 

this perspective highly subjective and an analysis needs to include contextual factors in order to be fully 

understood (Alvesson, 2009). Authors within this perspective use symbolic manifestations such as 

metaphors in order to describe and understand organizations, “by seeing something as something” (Salzer, 

1994; 15). 

 

Organizational culture is described as a top management project (Salzer, 1994) and which impact the 

employees have on implementing culture. According to Salzer, individuals in an organization constantly 

interpret, negotiate, adopt, reject and create meaning in the interaction with others.  

 

“Culture does not exist separately from people in interaction. People hold culture in their heads, but we cannot really know what is in their 

hands. All we can see or know are representations or symbols” 

 – Smircich, 1985:66-67, in Salzer (1994). 

 

The basic assumption in this study is that culture is to be used for understanding organization as a social 

phenomenon of shared meanings. 
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1.3 Problem discussion 
The key issues for management seeing organization as a culture of meanings is to make employees interpret 

their meanings in the same way as they do in order to gain confidence and direct the organization (Smircich 

and Morgan, 1982). When and if management succeeds in communicating the same intended meanings to 

the employees, effective leadership is achieved (Smircich and Morgan, 1982). However, to change a behavior 

one needs to change the experienced reality of every member of the organization, which is not something 

done over one night or by one man, argued by Alvesson (1993). Therefore, a desired method for obtaining 

such information would be to live with the studied object, as done by anthropologists (Geertz, 1973). 

1.3.1 Bottom-up Analysis  

Most authors have written about organizational culture as something created by the founders and leaders of 

the organization, through a top-down strategy. Some authors (Alvesson, 2009; Salzer-Mörling, 2003; Martin, 

2002; Parker, 2000; Alvesson and Berg, 1988; Smirchich, 1983) point out that the founders or leaders of an 

organization influence the behavior and values of employees’ to a great extent. What is less explored is 

whether lower level employees’ influence in recreating culture and their perspective on organization as a 

culture of shared meanings. A bottom-up analysis, meaning an analysis from employees’ perspective, is 

needed according to Hatch (1993).  

 

Alvesson and Berg (1988) argue that much research within the area of organizational culture has been on 

equality to what values the management of a company stands for. It has been too objective and not being 

able to deliver a multifaceted, deep and realistic understanding (Alvesson, 2009). An ethnographical study 

was made by Kunda (1992), which showed how the intended culture by management permeated the whole 

organization down to every employee and how the management could execute normative control over the 

employees having strict guidelines for every action. Alvesson (2009) criticizes this study to be an exceptional 

case and demands further empirical investigation and not taking it for granted.    

 

According to Edvardsson (1997) more research is required regarding the managements sense-making and 

their sense creating in large organizations, referring to how ideas and ideologies are communicated in the 

organization. Further on, Ericson (2001) argues about more dialogue between top-management and lower 

hierarchical levels regarding how to make sense of organization to different members but does not suggest 

hands-on actions how to achieve it. According to Salzer-Mörling (2003), more research is required regarding 

how organization can be created at all, instead of treating the organization as a given entity. Martin (2002) 

who initially saw culture as something measurable, converted to a more reflective view, argues for more 

empirical research around organizational culture.  Skålén (2002) argues about different cultural beliefs in 

groups of actors having diverse views and meanings on what good health care is. His study was done in a 

public environment with a Swedish hospital as a case study, which brings up a gap to be complemented in 

showing if the same phenomenon goes for a private environment.  

 

Therefore research from a bottom-up perspective, in relation to a top-down perspective, is needed in order 

to contrast the employees’ point of view to the intended view of management. By doing an inside micro-

ethnography of Volvo IT in France, the aspiration is to give a contribution if the cultural investments are 

viewed in the same way by the employees as the management intend them to, which will give contribution 

to the existing scientific knowledge. We believe this is an interesting angle worth elaborating, a company 

with many employees putting great emphasis on a shared culture, not only within the organization but also 

globally.  
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1.4 The Purpose 
The CEO of Volvo IT, Magnus Carlander, claims that Volvo IT has a “strong culture” (Volvo IT 

presentation), among their employees. This is, amongst other efforts, shown in the appointment of a cultural 

network consisting of a Cultural Manager, Cultural Navigators and Cultural Ambassadors. But how do the 

employees respond to these claims by the management? The purpose of the study is therefore:  

 

 

To create an improved understanding between managements strive, through cultural investments, to 

recreate and manage a wanted meaning and how the employees perceive these investments. 

 

 

This will be done by conducting a micro-ethnographical study of managers and employees at Volvo IT in 

Lyon, France. 

 

To fulfill the purpose, supportive questions need to be stated. 

 

What are the managerial intentions of how the Volvo IT culture should be experienced and 

described? How do they invest in recreating this culture? 

 

To be able to give relevant results whether the implementation of a wanted organizational culture is 

experienced accordingly, the target group constituting of employees at lower levels of the organization will 

be observed and interviewed. Consequently the following question needs to be explored: 

 

What are the employees’ perceptions of these investments made by the management?  

 

We believe these two questions will help in fulfilling the purpose of revealing contrasting views upon seeing 

culture as construction of shared meanings and reveal tensions between the two parties.  
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1.5 Delimitations 
To be able to fulfill our purpose, limitations had to be made. Due to the complexity of the subject as well as 

the time constraints we were forced to hold a narrow view answering our questions. The definition of 

organizational culture implies various interpretations. In this paper, we have chosen one definition from a 

recognized author (Alvesson, 2009) which implies that it is only a selected definition representative for 

fulfilling the purpose of the thesis. Other authors might have focused on other definitions but in order to 

limit the subject, an academic positioning to guide the research was required. Further, the selection of 

individuals is aimed at representing different views on organizational culture but due to limited time in 

France, certain chosen representatives of different organizational levels were chosen. This study will not 

view how the organizational culture is perceived from an external perspective by the customers but only 

within the organization i.e. an inside-out perspective.  

 

Another demarcation will be that Volvo IT is only one company out of many within the Volvo Group. The 

only company mentioned apart from Volvo IT is Renault Trucks since many of the interviewed people have 

a history within this company. Hence we will not investigate how Renault Trucks work with their cultural 

implementation.  

1.6 Target Group  
This thesis is in particular targeted towards academics and researchers interested in perspectives on 

organizational culture. Volvo IT is another interested party that wants to know the outcome of their 

investments in organizational culture and if they are justifiable. Findings from this paper will give a more 

objective view than if it was to be done from an employee at Volvo IT. This thesis could also be used in 

other IT companies trying to improve their cultural understanding. 

1.7 Disposition 
The structure of the thesis is divided into seven chapters and will be presented shortly to obtain an understanding of the design 

before moving on to the next chapter.  

 

The first chapter provides the reader with an introduction of the thesis by explaining the issue and the 

purpose followed by two distinct questions, supporting the fulfillment of the purpose. This chapter will be 

followed by the method chapter, which gives further details on how data was collected through different 

articles and literature as well as interviews and observations. Additionally, an explanation of the choices 

made through the study process will be given. In the third chapter, the frame of reference will be presented 

in order to understand relevant theories that will lay an academic ground for the thesis. The forth chapter 

consists of the empirical part of the paper, the results from the interviews and observations made at Volvo 

IT in Lyon. In the fifth chapter the empirical findings are analyzed with help from the frame of reference. In 

the sixth chapter the conclusions and the knowledge contribution will be presented. Finally a discussion 

around the knowledge contribution will be held and suggestion for further research will be presented.   
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1.8 Summary 
Organizational culture has been defined by many influential authors and has during these past decades had a 

significant meaning in the history of organizations. Although organizational culture is a well-discussed 

subject outside the company as well as in the company, there is reason to believe that not every member of 

an organization experiences culture, and the meanings in it, in the same way. The impacts that the 

investments in cultural activities have are vital not only for the management but also for the employees of 

companies. By using an unbiased approach, subjective and contextual perceptions will be revealed of how 

the management and employees at Volvo IT perceive the organizational culture. Therefore the purpose of 

the study is: To create improved understandings between managements strive, through cultural investments, to recreate and 

manage a wanted meaning and how the employees perceive these investments. This purpose will be fulfilled by a micro-

ethnographical study at Volvo IT in France.  

 

 



Recreating Meaning Through Cultural Investments  Chapter 2 Method 

- A Case Study of Volvo IT in France  

 

 P. Esmaeili and F. Holmdahl, 2011    13 

2.1 

The 
Social 
World

2.2 

The 
Study 

Process

2.3           
An 

Ethnogra
-phical 
Study 

2.4 

Reserch 
Approach 

& 
Collection 

of Data

2.5

Interviews 
at Volvo  IT

2.6 
Observatio
ns at Volvo 

IT

2.7 

Evaluatio
n of the 

Research 
Method 

2.8-10. 
Analysis 
method, 

knowledge 
contribution 

and 
presentation

2.11  
Summary

CHAPTER 2 

Method 
This chapter is structured as the following model. The chapter starts off by explaining ontological and epistemological viewpoints 

in this thesis. Thereafter the study process will be described followed by why it is to be characterized as an ethnographical study. 

Further the chosen research approach will be presented together with important decisions, which affected the results. 

Subsequently, the methods used during the interviews and observations will be presented. Instead of writing a separate paragraph 

concerning the critics towards our choices of methods we will present them directly after important decisions were taken. We 

believe this is easier for you as a reader to know which options that were considered, adjacent to when it was taken, instead of a 

paragraph in the end. 

 

 

 

 

 

2.1 Assumptions of the social world 
It is evident that in the heart of studying organizations lies a concern for social order (Salzer, 2004). In a 

social world a person is interacted in a context, therefore it is difficult to objectify the social world (Bryman 

and Bell, 2007). Studying the social world means according to us to study human behavior in a context, 

which in this case refers to the managers and employees at Volvo IT in France.  Thus, a measurable and 

objective view is hard to apply to understand behavior and questions such as why people behave in a certain 

manner. An interpretative, or hermeneutic, researcher is interested in the interpretation of human action; the 

distinctiveness between humans and the natural order (Bryman and Bell, 2007). We argue that the term 

culture itself has a blurry cause and effect relation and instead needs to be studied by interpreting the 

subjective meanings that employees and managers put to this word.  

 

By conferring meaning to the world we create our reality (Salzer, 1994:13). The world has no meaning in 

itself, but we, as world-creators, have to give it meaning by languages, labels, actions etc. (Salzer, 2004). 

According to Smircich (1983), organizations are not static and tangible phenomenon, but rather an on-going 

process of human beings interacting. Moreover, the social world cannot be seen as something objective that 

is easily measured. The investments in culture at Volvo IT are rather unique due to a lot of contextual 

factors and not easily replicable to another company. We believe that the culture is not only recreated at 

seminars and workshops but also in the daily meetings and interactions between employees and managers. 

Morgan (1986) means that the culture rest as much in the minds of every member as it does in concrete set 

of values and relations.  
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2.2 Study Process  
These paragraphs will give the reader an understanding of how the study process started, by explaining the first contact with 

Volvo IT since it is the only investigated company in this thesis, followed by the literature selection within the chosen field. 

 

What is rather unique and implicit in this study, in comparison to others, is the huge effort Volvo IT puts on 

recreating an organizational culture. Alvesson and Björkman (1992) argue that in case studies the trick is not 

to make empirical generalizations but to interpret the specific to get ideas, aspects and concepts of a more 

general relevance for reflection. Case studies are not about theorizing about the (empirical) case per se 

(Baxter and Chua, 1998), but instead about chronic social behavioral/social issues that is exemplified by the 

case. Conducted literature studies show that few empirical studies have been done within the area of 

organizational culture (Martin, 2002) knowing if managerial intentions of recreating a culture are recognized 

by lower level personnel (Alvesson, 2009; Ericson, 2001; Edvarsson, 1997; Hatch, 1993). We believe that 

our purpose will refine existing theory as well as to give an empirical contribution, regarding how to 

understand the multifaceted notion of organizational culture. The purpose of a case study is according to 

Keating (1995) to discover, refine or refute existing theory. A clear view of cause and effect is difficult to 

obtain when doing research about culture, but we still believe that we have showed by observing and 

interviewing the management and the employees at this point in time, how Volvo IT and other companies 

can understand if their cultural efforts are significant. The purpose will be fulfilled by a holistic 

understanding from both in-depth interviews combined with daily observations and documented material 

from Volvo IT.  

2.2.1 Contact with Volvo IT in Lyon  

The fist contact we had with Volvo IT was through a manager at Volvo IT. This was a great access for us to 

get insight into the company, or else this thesis would not have been possible. Therefore, as argued by 

Schwartzman (1993) and Bryman and Bell (2005), the critical issue of gaining entry into the organization was 

not considered a problem. The manager forwarded the demand to the Cultural Manager, Eneroth, who has 

been working with cultural questions for the company during 10 years. Further, the top management in 

Lyon was contacted, which approved the request. Further on in the process, contact persons at the 

Communication and Culture Department in Lyon were given to us so we knew whom to turn to with 

practical issues.  

2.2.2 Literature Search and Selection 

Before the empirical investigation, theoretical articles and literature within the field of organizational culture 

were reviewed. Bryman and Bell (2007) argue that the subjective and interpretative researchers conduct a 

literature review to gain an initial impression of the topic area that they try to understand in their research. 

By investigating in what had already been written in the subject we could find a knowledge gap in the 

literature. Some books were brought to France but we had to initially rely most on articles. When searching 

for articles, keywords such as organizational culture, corporate culture, meaning, ethnographical studies, symbolism, 

artifacts etc. where used. The main search engine was EBSCO, PubMed and Scopus through the library 

homepage of the university (www.liu.se). When looking for established theory within the area of 

organizational culture we tried to be as unbiased as possible in the beginning and see what had been written 

generally. Although this search had to be narrowed down due to the vast amount of definitions as we chose 

our perspective of analyzing culture as construction of shared meanings (Smircich, 1983). This resulted in a 

constant questioning and collecting of theory. Recognized academic references were obtained from journals 

such as Administrative Science Quarterly, Academy of Management Review, Organizational Science and 

Academy of Management Review and literature. The main critic was that we did not have access to a library 

in Lyon; therefore we had to rely on the books that we had brought to the office. However, we completed 

our literature search with the missing books when coming back to Sweden.  
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2.3 An Ethnographical Study  

2.3.1 Description of Ethnographical Studies 

We have spent 10 weeks at Volvo IT, which is to be regarded as a micro-ethnographic* study and have 

actively spent 8 hours a day at the office writing, interviewing, observing and discussing with the people 

working there. An ethnographic method can be explained as entry into a group, observing, taking notes and 

writing a report around the observations (Bryman and Bell, 2005). The word ethnography* originates from 

the Greek words “ethos”, meaning people, and “grapho”, meaning writing. An ethnographic study demands a 

long-time commitment from the researcher, often for years. Bryman and Bell (2005) cites Wolcott that a 

micro-ethnographic study* could be used during master thesis projects, since time constraints will not 

enable a full-scale ethnographic study, meaning a shorter duration at a specific organization. By sitting at the 

same desk at Volvo IT, we could immediately discuss problems or questions, which increased the quality of 

the thesis. Further, we participated during culture workshops, open meeting with the CEO of Volvo IT, 

presentations and sharing of the daily reality of the employees and managers at Volvo IT in France. 

According to Schwartzman (1993), ethnographers examine the taken for granted ideas and practices that 

influence the way lives are constructed and lived. Using ethnography* is advantageous since it questions the 

ways that individuals and groups constitute organizations on a daily, interactional basis (Schwartzman, 1993).    

 

The results of ethnographical studies are often regarded as unreliable and lacking in ability to generalize, 

according to Lecompte and Goetz (1982), due to their often uniquely studied case.  They argue that 

reliability is hard to obtain since these unique situations cannot be reconstructed precisely in another setting. 

However, we believe that it is possible to use the resulting findings in other circumstances when trying to 

understand an organization as a culture of shared meanings, even though it is not strictly the same setting. 

This is anyhow a weakness in our study due to only one studied case-company. 

2.3.2 Being a Part of the “Volvo IT World” 

The time period at the office at Volvo IT in Lyon was between 28th of February until the 10th of May. 

During this whole period we sat at the office in Lyon from 8:30-17:00, Monday- Friday. We had our own 

office to work in and access to a computer to search on Volvo IT’s intranet as well as the Volvo mail to 

make contact and book meetings with the employees at Volvo. The room we worked in was located 

between other offices, although most of the employees sat in an open landscape.  

 

The first week at the office we created a first opinion of the environment and the people working there. The 

people at the internal communications and culture department, where we were located, welcomed us very 

well and they had no problems with us being there. Most of the people at the department knew we were 

writing a thesis about culture, but no further details, and the rest thought we made an internship at Volvo 

IT. During the first week we made a lot of observations, both in a distance as well as being a part of certain 

meetings and activities.  We had lunch and chitchatted with the employees every day and could therefore 

grasp an understanding of the working environment at the office. Moreover, we had the possibility to 

observe and participate at several meetings and seminars regarding the culture of Volvo IT, which was very 

relevant for the study. We continued to search for theories applicable for the thesis as well as booking 

people for interviews.  

 

Field notes about the working environment and interesting observations were written during the whole 

period to support our observations and interviews. Bryman and Bell (2007) argue that field notes must be 

clear so that the researcher easily grasps the situation when reviewing them. The field notes resembled to 

what Lofland and Lofland (in Bryman and Bell (2007)) call jotted notes meaning keynotes and little phrases. 

We noted these at the office, meetings, events etc. not to make the observed person suspicious.  

Photographs were also taken to show a picture of the cultural activities at Volvo IT and can be found in 

appendix 6. Instead of reading a lot of heavy academic text the reader could see for himself what we meant 
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when describing the visible part of the culture. Pondy et al., in Bryman and Bell (2007), argue that 

photography could provide a powerful illustration of organizational symbolism. During the fourth and fifth 

week we continued with the theoretical framework and begun to conduct interviews. The empirical and the 

analysis chapter were worked with from the sixth until the eighth week when we progressively obtained 

findings from the interviews. During the last two weeks no more interviews were held. Due to the time limit 

we had to analyze the interviews from the previous weeks.  

 

The office was available with intranet connection to the Volvo Company Network *, access to empirical 

material was therefore not considered a problem. Meetings and interviews were partly booked through their 

Intranet system as well as contacting some people in person. 600 people are today employed at Volvo IT in 

Lyon, which made it easier for us to choose interview persons from different departments. If an interview 

with a person was not exhaustive enough, or cancelled, then another one was easily booked. However, some 

people that were more skeptical to the culture and not open to the idea talking about the Volvo IT culture 

were difficult to interview, which of course has affected the results of the thesis. Interviews were tougher to 

obtain from other departments than the one we sat at but we managed to get people from other 

departments since our department probably was more loyal towards the cultural efforts.  

 

Additionally, the Cultural Manager Eneroth as well as a Cultural Navigator, Greuzard, was available for 

input when needed throughout the entire study but they did not, neither wanted, to change our ideas of how 

to execute the thesis. They wanted to help us with information and support when needed, which was 

appreciated. Anyhow, it could be seen as a critique in this study to take support from the Cultural Manager 

and the Cultural Navigator since they were a part of the studied phenomenon, but since they did not 

demand for certain things or changes, we did not see that as a critical factor.   

2.3.3 “Going Native” at Volvo IT 

Every day at 8:30 we entered the big entrance of Volvo IT/Renault Trucks, by showing our badges to 

confirm our identity. Our office was located in building ”A”, a big concrete complex, which we entered by 

crossing a big parking lot. Before taking the stairs up to the floor where we sat, the badge had to be shown 

again, for security reasons. On the second floor the internal communication and culture department, mostly 

women, were seated in an open landscape. We passed them every morning on our way to the office we used 

during our stay, further down the hall. We were always welcomed by friendly faces asking us about our stay 

in Lyon and if everything was ok for our stay. We worked at our office until 12 every day, when we took a 

break for lunch for approximately 1,5 hour. We spent most of the time with the closest department, internal 

communications and culture.  

 

“The strength of ethnography is its concern with detail: ethnographers focus on limited settings, routines, everyday life, and strive to 

understand the native point of view – what their subjects think they are up to.” 

- Kunda, 1992:23 

 

“Going native” is a term used when one is being assimilated into the culture and customs of the indigenous 

people (Schwartzman, 1993). As for us, we spent much time in the studied environment and interacted with 

people working there on a daily basis by talking with them frequently, participated in meetings, had lunch 

and breaks with them and sometimes also saw them for some after-work. However, this ethnographic 

method used by social anthropologists has certain risks. For one, when the researcher is spending much time 

in the studied environment and interacting with people trying to see the world through their eyes, the risk of 

“going native” is likely to happen (Bryman and Bell, 2005).  

 

This risk was something that we were well aware of, by being a part of their culture. Therefore we cannot 

exclude that the results of this thesis might have been affected by the loyalty that came along, taking part of 

the everyday life at the office. This was a research dilemma, wanting to know the culture and the people at 
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Volvo IT but not to be totally swept away by it. Schwartzman (1993) mentions the difficulty of representing 

the native’s voice and finding the voice of the anthropologist (or researcher). However, we saw our huge 

involvement with the Volvo IT culture as a positive aspect rather than a negative, because a bigger 

understanding of their “reality” was created. According to Salzer (1994), to understand how people make 

sense and assign meaning to events means to get involved with the chosen group and to get an insider’s 

understanding of the world you are studying. Although a critique in ethnographical studies, as Kunda (1992) 

mentions, is that the researcher has to break free from his own interests and that he risks of falling victim of 

his own interpretive logic.  We were, as any researcher, human beings with our own assumptions and 

interpretation of the social world, which we were always aware of and tried to relate to when understanding 

the culture at Volvo IT.   
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2.4 Research Approach 
In order to create trustworthiness we will now present our tools for obtaining these approaches.  

2.4.1 Qualitative Study 

There are two ways for a business research to be conducted: by a quantitative or a qualitative method. The 

quantitative method focuses on analyzing numerical data while the qualitative examine a phenomenon rich 

in details by describing it (Jacobsen, 2002). The purpose of the study is decisive of whether applying a 

qualitative or a quantitative research approach. Since the purpose of the study is to: “To create an improved 

understanding between managements strive, through cultural investments, to recreate and manage a wanted meaning and how the 

employees perceive these investments”, a qualitative approach was considered appropriate, to give the needed 

understanding. Jacobsen (2002) describes a qualitative approach as a process starting from having a lot of 

information and ending up with an overview of what is found through screening of information. By this 

approach it is probable to make the specific and unique in the thesis available for everyone and the 

possibility to generalize it based on the study’s result (Jacobsen, 2002).  

 
The main steps in qualitative research are to (1) generate research questions, (2) conduct a literature review, 

(3) collect and interpret relevant data, (4) creating a theoretical framework and to (5) write findings and 

conclusions (Bryman and Bell, 2005). Eventually the qualitative researcher has to reshape his research 

question and collect further data if the initial problem is hard to answer. In this paper we initially stated a 

phenomenon or questions we thought would be plausible to elaborate on. Along the way these had to be 

narrowed down, reshaped and delimited since we gained new insights and knowledge partly from literature 

but also from talking, interviewing and observing employees at Volvo IT. Qualitative research results in the 

generation of theories, which are derived from the collection and analysis of data (Bryman and Bell, 2007).  

 

A risk with this kind of research is that nothing might come out of the research and that the researcher is 

left with a huge amount of widespread data, which is impossible to generalize around. This was indeed a risk 

in this project due to its complex matter and its ethnographic method. By constantly observing and being a 

part of the culture generated a lot of data that needed to be interpreted and categorized in order to provide a 

credible analysis. Why we did not choose to apply a quantitative method was that such cultural studies (e.g. 

Denison and Mishra, 1995; Kotter and Heskett, 1992) would probably have generated superficial results and 

not managed to get a deeper understanding of the phenomena. To better understand culture we believe that 

the setting has to be thoroughly described and to get peoples own words how they interpreted it and which 

meaning they put to the word. In addition, since we were doing an ethnographical study at one company we 

had little possibility to go outside this company and do ethnographical observations at other companies 

during the limited amount of time and the difficulty of gaining the same access to these companies.  
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2.5 Interviews at Volvo IT 
Interviews and observations were two of the sources of empirical material in this thesis. The interviews together with the 

observations made at the office will give this paper the empirical support that it needs in order to complement the gap in the 

literature.  

2.5.1 Why Use Interviews as a Method?  

Interviewing is a great tool for collecting data on something existing outside the empirical situation 

(Alvesson, 2003). There are several reasons of why interviews are or could be significant for a thesis. One 

example is the possibility to receive answers that one normally would not get the answer to if it was not for 

the specific interviewee. Alvesson (2003) regards interviews as a superior technique for obtaining knowledge 

of the interviewee about his or her experience, social practice and ideas.  

2.5.2 Semi Structured Vs. Unstructured Interviews  

There are two main ways of conducting interviews in a qualitative study: semi-structured and unstructured 

interviews. The semi-structured interviews are normally a method when using a list of questions during the 

interview (Bryman and Bell, 2005). The unstructured interviews on the other hand have a character of a 

conversation when un-planned questions are asked throughout the interview. We have chosen a semi 

structured interview method because we needed answers to specific questions and to facilitate the analysis 

since the answers were given according to a certain categorization. However, unplanned followed-up 

questions were posed when we needed further explanation to secure that we had understood the answer.  

2.5.3 Open- Vs. Closed Questions  

There are two ways of conducting an interview, either with open- or closed questions (Bryman and Bell, 2007). 

With an open question method the respondents are asked a question and they can reply however they wish. 

With the closed question method, the respondent is presented with a set of fixed alternatives from which 

they have to choose the most appropriate answer. We chose the open approach, so that the respondents 

could answer the questions in their own terms and not be limited by alternatives, which are done when using 

closed questions. The answers were therefore more complete, resulting in a deeper analysis. This method is 

also useful when wanting to explore new areas that the researchers have limited knowledge of, as is often the 

case with qualitative studies. However, there are also disadvantages in using this kind of method. First of all, 

the method is very time consuming, the interviewee tend to talk longer when explaining the answers, and the 

interviewee may also have hidden messages in what he or she wants to say, that have to be analyzed.  

2.5.4 Interview Guide  

The interview guide was made before the interviews in order to prepare and formulate the interview 

questions based on our theoretical background and research. In order to secure a credible analysis the 

questions posed in the interview guide were of great importance and constituted the fundamentals of the 

empirical chapter. The questions were well analyzed and motivated to avoid incomprehensible language and 

technical terms that could be misunderstood by the interviewee. The questions were influenced by theories 

as well as observations made at the office to achieve relevant answers to fulfill the purpose of the study (See 

appendix 4). A critique towards this part is that we believe that we could have asked some questions 

differently due to insights gained along the way, and maybe even stated other questions. Nevertheless, the 

questions asked could help us to better understand the culture at Volvo IT and hence fulfill our purpose.  

2.5.5 Choosing Interviewees  

The interviews were divided in three parts; one part consisted of interviewing the lower level personnel; to 

collect information about their perspective of the organizational culture. The other part was to interview the 

managerial level; to collect the opinions from the ones involved in the culture implementations, and finally 

two interviews with the Cultural Manager, Eneroth. In this thesis it was of great importance to contrast 

different perspectives, interviewing various organizational levels in order to analyze the answers which led us 

closer to our knowledge contribution. According to us, interviewing a “woman”, a “leader” or a “middle-
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level manager” differs, because different identities are invoked. Therefore we tried to interview a 

representative collection of male, female, managers and lower level personnel (see appendix 4). 

Unfortunately, we did not manage to interview a female manager, due to the male-dominated organization 

that Volvo IT is. When referring to the managers in this thesis, we mean the managers that are responsible 

of more than 10 persons. When referring to employees in the thesis, we mean the lower level personnel that 

are not managers.  

 

In this thesis we have also had the great opportunity to interview many people from different hierarchical 

levels, which has resulted in much relevant data presented in the empirical chapter. According to Alvesson 

(2009), the best way to examine the organizational culture is to interview the managerial level. However, 

these results may only turn out to be the meanings that the managerial level is trying to implement through 

the organization or the culture that surrounds the managerial level. Hence, in order to fulfill our purpose and 

obtain a more complete picture we needed to interview lower level personnel as well which would 

contribute in the fulfilling of the purpose. 

2.5.6 Managing the Interviews  

During most of the interviews we tried to meet the interviewee in a place that he or she was comfortable 

with, by letting them chose the location. Both of us participated during all the interviews in order to observe 

and analyze different reactions when asking the questions. However, only one of us asked the pre-prepared 

questions to not make the interviewee confused. The other took notes and stated following-up questions or 

clarifications when needed. The interviews started off with a short presentation of us and the purpose of the 

study to make the interviewee feel comfortable and relaxed before we started to ask questions. After that, we 

asked general questions about the interviewee and his or her company background which sooner led to the 

more specific questions about Volvo IT’s organizational culture. The specific question regarding culture was 

due to the fact Volvo IT is a company with great visible effort in culture, which we also observed. Therefore 

we wanted to know what the interviewees would say if we specifically asked them about their culture. The 

last question was a concluding one to freely ask whether the interviewee had anything to add that had not 

been brought up in the earlier questions. Schwartzman (1993) argues that this gives the informant an 

opportunity to answer what is important to him or her, and not the researcher. The interviews lasted 

between 45-60 minutes. The interviews were pre-booked through the internal mail system, which every 

employee of Volvo IT had access to.  

 

All the interviews were recorded and almost all transcribed for the credibility of the thesis. By recording the 

interviews we were able to listen through the interviews several times in order to increase the quality of the 

interpretations. The interviewees had to approve the recording before the interview started; otherwise a 

notebook was used, which only happened once, to type down the answers. This method, resulted in a lot of 

transcribed material since 18 interviews were conducted which resulted in 126 pages of transcriptions.  

 

We were aware of problems of trust and limited responses when it came to the interviewee responses. It is 

important to understand that people want to give a good impression of themselves and the company they 

represent, identify themselves with and work for, during the interviews (Alvesson, 2003). This could have 

influenced the answers given by the respondent, which we had to be careful with. One way to do it is to 

repeat some interview questions to see a consistency in the answers. Interviews can help to collect data that 

would not been possible to obtain otherwise (Alvesson, 2003). All of the interview questions, both to 

managers as well as to employees, are found in appendix 4. 
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2.5.7 Ethics and Confidentiality  

In order to treat the interviewees with respect it was stated that their answers were to be treated 

confidentially, at the beginning of the interviews, to secure that they would not be held personally 

responsible for their answers. It is of great importance to bring forward the possibility of confidentiality of 

the interviews to the interviewee, in order to make the interviewee speak freely and answer our questions 

without hesitating to be exposed. We will thereby refer to the interviewees as managers or employees except 

for the Cultural Manager Eneroth and the Cultural Navigator Greuzard who both agreed having their names 

mentioned in the thesis. Bryman and Bell (2007) although say that it is difficult when using anonymous 

descriptions, not to present people and places but we took this decision to make the interviewees speaking 

freely without suspecting concessions. Without making the interviews confidential, we would not be able to 

interview some people that did not want their names or thoughts to come out. This is anyhow a critique in 

our study not to let the interviewees choose whether they wanted to be treated confidentially or not. By 

spelling out names it would have resulted in a livelier empirical chapter. 

2.5.8 Language  

The working language at Volvo IT was French and English. Conversely, the language used during the 

interviews was mostly English since we were more comfortable speaking English than French. Only during 

one interview we spoke French to one interviewee due to language barriers. During this interview an 

interpreter was present to clarify misunderstandings. The interpreter could be a source of misunderstanding 

but since both authors understood French well, we could confirm the interpretation.  

 

When the interview language is other than the mother tongue, some words used by the interviewee may lose 

the original sentence when translating it. We therefore asked the interviewee to explain some specific words 

during the interview to avoid misunderstandings. The language may be an impediment for the interviewee to 

not be able to express himself freely and to get the right context. Nonetheless, these interviews would not 

have been possible otherwise. 
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2.6 Observations at Volvo IT  
Bryman and Bell (2005) mention a classification scale developed by Gold, which is often cited in 

ethnographical studies. This scale goes from the researcher being a complete participant to a being a 

complete observer. In this study, we took the role of “observer as participant” meaning that our identities as 

students were known to the management and the employees at Volvo IT. The decision to reveal our true 

self was taken simply because otherwise access to the company would have been harder, especially since it 

was located in a foreign country. Even though we participated in many activities, meetings, lunch breaks, we 

never contributed to any work rather than writing the thesis.  

 

 

 

Commitment         Distance 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Gold in Bryman and Bell, 2005) 

Figure 1 Observation Model 

 

2.6.1 Seeing Their Reality From Our Perspective 

The ethnographic observation used in this thesis was most similar to what is called observer as 

participant/participant as observation (Bryman and Bell, 2007) meaning that the researchers try to observe 

the behavior of the members and elicit the meanings they attribute to their environment. By interacting with 

the people daily at the office we saw certain pattern of how people worked, routines and social interactions 

which contributed to the holistic understanding of culture.  

 

The ethnographical observations at Volvo IT were made to support our interviews, to be able to lay a good 

ground for the empirical knowledge. By observing the employees and the managers we had the possibility to 

try to understand the working and cultural environment, the workers in it and how management and 

employees interacted which helped in fulfilling the purpose. This improved our interview questions and 

made them more personalized. It was of great importance for us to see how people behaved towards each 

other and their intentions working for Volvo IT, to see if the employees and the managers had the same 

perspective when it came to investments in organizational culture.  

 

Interpreting peoples everyday life is not easy, to see their reality from our eyes. Ehn and Löfgren (2001) 

mention that to interpret the everyday life is to put parts into a whole and separate the whole into parts. Our 

interpretations are how we observe their reality and what we think is important to conclude or not. One of 

the observations that made us start to interpret the culture at Volvo IT was when recognizing culture 

posters available in every department, in all coffee rooms, in managers room and etc. except these posters, 

brochures, pocket cards and a lot of files on internet were available for people to get a concrete contact with 

the culture. And if that was not enough, we also saw several cultural books, written by Tor Eneroth, stacked 

on every department, at all the manager’s office that we visited and at many desks. This was one of the first 

observations that made us understand how much effort Volvo IT puts in constantly recreating and 

recognizing their culture.  
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2.7 Evaluation of the Research Method  

2.7.1 Criteria of Qualitative Research 

The central point has been to collect relevant and accurate information for the study whilst simultaneously 

criticizing the sources found. We have tried to use the most relevant and trustworthy articles and literature 

to make the report more credible by using influential authors and recognized literature. However, regarding 

our empirical data, wrong or misleading information from the interviewees are difficult to identify and erase. 

Although, it is not definite that an interviewee has answered our questions incorrectly or consciously mislead 

us, but we noticed that some interviewees were not as honest as they could have been, due lack in trust of 

how the information would be presented and scared to be responsible for saying something that was not in 

line with what the managers believed. This was also clear when some people did not want to have interviews 

with us, because they were scared of what they might say would be tracked back to them. Guba and Lincoln 

(1994) give criteria in order to create trustworthiness and authenticity, by showing of credibility (similar to 

internal validity), dependability (reliability) and conformability (objectivity).  

 

According to Guba and Lincoln (1994), in order to make a credible research it is important to reflect upon 

the methods applied, to try to reduce the possibilities of errors. The credibility and validity of the research 

ensures that it is made to the standard of good practice. What is important when doing scientific research, 

especially within social science, is to explain to the reader about the researchers’ awareness of alternative 

solutions to the chosen subject and that the study’s findings should be applicable to other research settings. 

When we chose to dig into the complexity of organizational culture, which is interpreted in various ways we 

initially studied various articles and books to find the most cited authors and significant contributions. 

Throughout this reading period we questioned the theory and applied it to our previous experience of the 

situation it articulated. If insights were gained along the way, new theories and perspectives had to be 

brought in to explain the newly encountered phenomena. 

 

Guba and Lincoln (1994) recommend using an “auditing group” in order to increase the dependability and 

reliability of the study. The auditing group will achieve a more objective view of the subject to see whether we 

have been affected by their surroundings by being a part of the culture during their weeks at the Volvo IT 

office. We have together with the tutor at the university and other groups read the thesis and criticized the 

information and the selected material as well as contributed with new ideas. Anyhow, we are the ones 

ultimately responsible for fulfilling the purpose. To achieve a trustworthy result, the same result should 

occur if another researcher was doing the same study. However, we are aware of that our personal 

assumptions and pre-understandings influence the interpretation of our findings. This may have resulted in 

that another researcher may not have obtained the same result and conclusion as this study (Guba and 

Lincoln, 1994). External reliability is hard to obtain in ethnographic studies because one need to adopt a 

similar role to that adopted by the original researcher (Lecompte and Goetz, 1982). This is a critique in our 

paper that in order to replicate this study a need for a similar social environment is needed. To obtain the 

same contextual factors, e.g. access to Volvo IT and every contextual factor, makes it hard to replicate.  

 

Complete conformability and objectivity are almost impossible to retrieve from a business study as well as in this 

case. It is important for the result of the study that we exclude personal opinions from the research in order 

to avoid affecting the result. During the process of writing a thesis, there are a lot of things that can affect 

the outcome of it. According to Bryman and Bell (2007), different set of values can affect the paper 

depending on the person writing it. Individuals have an ability to view the same information differently, 

which make some opinions be of subjective character. It is important to be as objective as possible to evade 

personal perceptions. The interpretations that one may have are subjective and depend on the way one 

views the reality, which shapes our thought, comprehension and observation.  
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2.8 Analysis Method 
A challenge in our study and the purpose lied in how we could go beyond what the respondents and 

employees at Volvo IT said and how they acted. By only connecting answers and observations to the 

empirical facts such as where, when and with whom it took place would not have given a substantial analysis. If 

Volvo IT’s personnel recreated their culture at the office, in the canteen and only with colleagues on the 

same hierarchical level would not have given deep and exhaustive descriptions. As Trice and Beyer (1984) 

argue, understanding the meanings behind manifestations of culture is important for research. These 

observations were analyzed if they contributed to the fulfilling of the purpose or if the questions needed to 

be reshaped to give a possibility of a higher level of analysis and the possibility to generalize based on the 

results. An iterative approach (Bryman and Bell, 2007) was used which meant that we went back and forth 

between theory and collected empirical data to provide a substantial analysis.  

 

We developed a model to better understand organizational culture, which was inspired and further 

developed from theory as well as our own creative thinking. The empirical material was analyzed into this 

model to see connections between theory and practice. As theories were cut away and new ones added, 

partly with inspiration from our tutor, the analysis was narrowed down in the end of the research period to 

better fulfill the purpose of the study. Ehn and Löfgren (2001) argue about the importance of opposing 

one’s own analysis of culture since analyzing culture is about finding inconsistency and disunion. When 

analyzing we focused on finding key thematic areas where important contradictions, and connections, 

between theory and practice could be explained. If we were to analyze all the discovered anomalies and 

contradictions this would have taken substantially longer time. 

2.9 Expected Results and Knowledge Contribution 
The knowledge contribution will be in the form of a concept from the analysis to better understand whether 

companies can manage meanings through cultural investments. The discussion and the conclusion will be 

useful for multinational companies questioning whether their effort in continuing to implement an 

organizational culture is the right decision.  

2.10 Presentation of the Thesis 
The thesis will be presented at Linköping University in June 2011.  

2.11 Summary 
A qualitative research method has been used in this thesis, which is about creating concepts instead of 

measuring already existing ones. A risk with this method is that the researcher is left with huge amount of 

widespread data, which makes it impossible to generalize around. Another method used was ethnography by 

spending 10 weeks with the studied population at Volvo IT in Lyon. The data used in this thesis, is mainly 

from scientific articles, literature, observations as well as interviews with the people at the Volvo IT office in 

Lyon. The central point of the data collection has been to gather relevant and accurate information for the 

study whilst simultaneously criticizing the sources found. The knowledge contribution of this study will 

result in a concept from the analysis. The subsequent discussion and conclusion will be useful for companies 

questioning whether investing in organizational culture is the right decision.  
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CHAPTER 3 

Frame of Reference 
This chapter is divided in three parts and will give this study a theoretical reference of what has been written in the chosen area 

to give an academic background for the analysis. Initially, our approach of analyzing culture will be given to the reader to grasp 

its complexity together our chosen definition. The second part will present theories of defining reality from different perspectives, 

which will lay the foundation for our developed analytical model that will be presented in the third part together with theories 

regarding metaphors of describing organizational culture. Ultimately the chapter will finish off by a summary.  

 

 

 

3.1 Analyzing Culture 
Alvesson and Berg (1988) bring up a model considering how to make a substantial analysis of culture 

consisting of three components. First the researcher must choose which studied object to study (e.g. society, 

region, organization), secondly he must choose the phenomenon (e.g. image, identity, culture) and lastly 

which theoretical perspective (e.g. psychodynamic, construction of meanings, corporate culture) to apply to 

these two.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Analysis model of culture, according to Alvesson and Berg (1988). 

 

In our study we have chosen to study the object organization (in this case Volvo IT in Lyon) and the 

phenomenon of managing culture through a perspective of seeing organization as a construction of meanings 

(Salzer-Mörling, 1998; Smircich, 1983). Salzer (1994) argues that organizations should rather be understood 

as being cultures; therefore culture is not something an organization has but something it becomes. It is both a 

structure and a process (Salzer-Mörling, 1998). According to Eriksson-Zetterquist, Kalling, Styhre (2008), 

researchers seeing organization as cultures are also interested in symbolical expressions such as symbols, 

language, stories and rituals; they are processes where meaning is created. Organizations are ongoing 

processes of reality constructions to which structures and actions are given meaning (Eriksson-Zetterquist et 

al. 2008).  

 

When conducting research about culture, many scientific papers risk of getting caught in a definitional game 

or a “culture war” (Martin, 2002) or “competing roadmaps” (Salzer-Mörling, 2003). All symbolical 

manifestations are not unique for the culture of an organization (Martin, 2002). Hence, a need for clarifying 
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that multiple symbolical manifestations exist in a culture is important, and that they are not necessarily 

unique. The following paragraphs will show critique pointed against seeing culture as a single and 

homogenous phenomenon spread throughout organizations.  

 
 “A cultural observer is interested in the surfaces of these cultural manifestations because details can be informative, but he or she also seeks 

in in-depth understanding of the patterns of meaning that link these manifestations together, sometimes in harmony, sometimes in bitter 

conflicts between groups and sometimes in webs of ambiguity, paradox and contradiction” 

- Martin, 2002:58 

 

Martin (2002) argues for three different approaches when analyzing culture; the integration, the differentiation and 

the fragmentation approach. The integration approach sees the organizational culture as a unity in a 

harmonious operating company while the differentiation approach argues that there are conflicts in any 

organizational culture. The most extreme approach is the fragmentation approach, where Martin argues that 

organizations constitute of a multiplicity of ambiguous, non-resolvable opinions, which stand in contrast to 

the integration approach. According to the fragmentation approach, man is constantly under change since 

the agenda changes and the demand for dynamism is evident. Parker (2000) even adds that cultural 

management in the sense of creating an enduring set of shared beliefs throughout an organization is 

impossible. 

 

Ehn and Löfgren (2001) write about how to analyze cultures and argue that when people make sense of a 

concept it is also linked to what the concept does not stand for. Analyzing culture is about contrasting order 

in the chaos, or chaos in the order (Ehn and Löfgren, 2001). Before categorizing a collective culture the 

individual should be clear about his own categorization of reality. Reality is constructed by perceiving 

contradictions, anomalies and contrasts. In a social environment there is not only one order but many, 

according to Ehn and Löfgren (2001). In cultures there is often a feeling of “us” and “them”, someone is 

superior to another and stereotyping is often used to define a shared culture. A cultural analysis should not 

stop by labeling and categorizing certain identities but instead make sense of the different levels within these 

identities, according to Ehn and Löfgren. 

 

An overall question we will try to answer and provide contrasting arguments for in the analysis is the 

question Salzer-Mörling (1998) poses when understanding companies as cultural expressions: What does this 

mean? (Salzer-Mörling, 1998: 53). She argues that cultural expressions is about seeing symbols and the 

constructing and deconstructing of meaning (Salzer-Mörling, 1998). A good cultural analysis questions the 

“taken for granted” and provides an attack against “common sense”(Ehn and Löfgren, 2001). Salzer-

Mörling (1998) argues about that a popular term used to describe cultures is “strong” which implies a 

“good” culture. This strong culture is often the meanings of management. A strong culture could imply a 

culture that does not necessarily increase profitability. If the purpose is to shape everyone into the same 

thinking then it could be useful but Salzer-Mörling argues that the picture of a single, unique culture is a 

myth. Meanings are created and expressed in interplay of order and disorder. Seeing organizations as single-

minded, delimits meanings to arise and there is no guarantee that the meanings of the managers will 

comprise every employee (Salzer-Mörling, 1998). 
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3.1.1 The Theoretical Perspective 

This part will give the reader a comprehension of how organizational culture is to be understood from our chosen theoretical 

perspective.  

3.1.1.1 How to Define Organizational Culture?  

Organizational culture has always been a complicated topic and a difficult subject to define and concretize. 

Over the past decades the subject has drawn ideas from anthropology, sociology, social psychology and 

cognitive psychology. The following definition by Alvesson (2009), together with Frost et al. (in Alvesson, 

2009), of organizational culture has guided us in the process of fulfilling the purpose of the study:  

 

"Speaking about organizational culture is speaking about how important it is for people with symbolism - with rites, myths, 

stories and legends - and how to interpret events, ideas and experiences that is affected by the groups to which they belong" 

- Frost et al. in Alvesson, 2009:11 

 

Alvesson (2009) agrees with Frost et al. and adds that: 

"For me it is also about values and assumptions of the social reality although values are not as useful for a cultural analysis as 

are the meanings and symbolism" (Alvesson, 2009:11) 

3.1.1.1 Making Sense of Culture 

A perspective was developed during the 80’s with researchers such as Pettigrew (1979) and Smircich (1983) 

that saw culture as a way of establishing meaning in organization. These authors argue that culture should be 

understood by symbolic manifestations (e.g. behavior, practices, and language). Culture according to this 

perspective is to be studied as the way human makes sense of the world they are living in (Trice and Beyer, 

1993). Trice and Beyer argue that reality in everyday life is an ongoing accomplishment where people try to 

make sense of the situations in which they find themselves. A reoccurring notion within this perspective is 

the management of meaning, which will be explained below, and to understand culture as something 

subjective meaning that employees have their own relation to it (Smircich and Morgan, 1982). Smircich and 

Morgan argue that the management of organizations needs to change the meanings of the people working in 

it to achieve effective leadership and that it should be studied by using anthropological and ethnographical 

methods. On the other hand, Salzer-Mörling (1998) claims that it might not even be desirable to have 

everyone shaped into the same mindset. She also says that a reality with meaning is created through 

organizing the interplay between man, events and things (Salzer-Mörling, 1998). Salzer-Mörling prefers to 

use the term culture creation instead of only culture. According to her, organizing (seen as culture) is a 

process of creating and expressing meaning through symbolic forms. Culture is what she calls a “struccess”; 

both a structure and process at the same time.  

 

“We cannot live in a world we do not understand, and sense-making is how we try to give the world form and order” 

- Salzer, 1994:20 

Salzer-Mörling (1998) argues that to divide reality into functions and categorizing them is a result of our 

cultural perceptions. Human is so obsessed by making sense of the reality that she divides it into categories 

to create a sense of order. Culture is not only a “mental filter” to make sense but a process where reality is 

constructed; reality is something that becomes. Salzer (1994) claims that she sees organizations as an on-going 

process of sense making and systems of shared meanings, which is the culture.  

 

According to Alvesson (2009), culture permeates the whole organization; the cultural dimension is in 

“everything”. What is and what is not culture is very hard to judge (Alvesson and Berg, 1988), since it 

becomes a judgment of which trace that do or do not contain enough symbolism or depth to be brought up. 

Culture is something that affects the effectiveness of the organization, but to relate the culture directly to 

organizational effectiveness is to simplify the view of it (Alvesson, 2009).  
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3.1.2 National Culture Influencing Organizational Culture 

Salzer-Mörling (1998) argues that multinational companies encounter local cultures originating from national 

cultures, which shape the organization. In her study of IKEA, she argues that there were traces of national 

culture behind the “IKEA culture”. National culture is also a sphere of meaning, which is created and 

constantly recreated by organizing (Salzer-Mörling, 1998). According to Alvesson and Berg (1988), the 

culture of a company can be understood as a micro-representation of the national culture where the 

company has its origin. Eriksson-Zetterqvist et al. (2008) argue about national cultures as one of the aspects 

when analyzing organizational culture. There are associated difficulties in implementing company cultures in 

multinational companies due to the strong influence by the national culture (Eriksson-Zetterquist et al. 

2008).  
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3.2 Defining Reality Through Different Perspectives  
We argue that culture is not a subject that is defined easily and cannot be detached to understand all its 

parts. To facilitate for you as a reader to understand how we argue about how culture is recreated we will 

below present the references to legitimize our developed analytical model of how to understand culture as a 

construction of shared meanings. We take our overall standpoint in Salzer-Mörling’s (1998) perception 

about culture as creating meaning instead of discovering meaning. Culture is according to us recreated by: 

the management, the employees and by symbolic aspects, meaning practices and artifacts. The following 

paragraphs will give reference to each of these three. 

3.2.1 Management Recreating Culture: Defining Reality to Others  

Influential researchers (Alvesson, 2009; Abrahamsson and Andersen, 2005; Martin, 2002; Parker, 2000; 

Alvesson and Berg, 1988; Schein, 1985) point out that the founders or leaders of an organization influence 

the behavior, values and rituals of employees’ to a great extent. According to Schein (1985), leadership and 

management style is an essential factor to understand the culture of an organization; researcher must 

recognize that the culture is intrinsically intertwined with leadership. Leadership is as difficult to define as 

the word culture (Alvesson, 2009). Van den Berg and Wilderom (2004) claim that leadership represents 

behavior from one or few individuals, while culture is a complex collective behavior. The culture surrounds 

us at all times being constantly enacted and recreated through interactions and shaped by leadership 

behavior. On a group level one can see how culture is ultimately manipulated but also how it provides 

meaning to the group members (Schein, 1985).  

 
“These dynamic processes of culture creations and management are the essence of leadership and make one realize that leadership and culture 

are two sides of the same coin. 

- Schein, 2004; 1  

 

According to Alvesson (2009), higher managerial levels in organizations always influence the culture at the 

company, by indicating what is important and what is not, as well as influencing the frames for how the 

company should understand the culture and adapt it. To share common ideas, beliefs and presumptions are 

important in a structured organization.  

3.2.1.1 Values: a cultural philosophy or a rigid manual? 

According to Van den berg and Wilderom (2004) successful companies place great emphasis on values, 

more or less these companies have an explicit philosophy of the aim of the business, the management plays 

a great deal in shaping the culture and communicating it to the organization. A manager that succeeds in 

convincing the group to act on his or her belief will create a value that will be constantly taken for granted 

and acted upon (Schein, 2004). A value is dominant if it reduces uncertainty in companies, according to 

Schein. A set of values that become embodied in a philosophy can serve as a guide for future uncertainty as 

well as difficult and intrinsically events, Schein takes the example of such a set of values in the philosophy 

book of HP, the “HP way”.  

 

Salzer-Mörling (1998) argues that everyone is a creator as well as an effect of sense making. Culture is both 

something that we are and that we have. She stresses that guidelines and values in cultural projects 

paradoxically might be ineffective when they are effective. She draws a parallel to seeing the philosophy and 

values of the company as a rigid manual telling you strictly what to do. If flexibility is the goal with the 

projects then explicit forms of rigidity (e.g. values) must give flexible meanings and interpretations. The 

expressed values might not be what are most important but the processes they generate (Salzer-Mörling, 

1998). Alvesson (2001) adds that having a critical mindset of existing values and dare to question the current 

framework of “how to do things” is pivotal. 
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3.2.1.2 Being a Part of the Decision-Making 

According to Weick (2001) decision-making may be a central organizational issue. Whether there are 

decisions that need to be made and what those decisions might comprise, they are products of sense making. 

According to Trice and Beyer (1993) much of the planning and decision-making that goes on a top level of 

organizations has largely expressive consequences. Denison (1996) adds that it is important to take time and 

involve managers, executives, or employees in decisions. However these will not be the quickest way to 

make decisions but when people are involved in a decision-making process, before the decision is made, it 

leads to an improved quality of the decision as well as for the implementation of the decision. However, 

Weick (2001) claims that once a decision is made, the problem shifts from ignorance to confusion because 

people temporarily face multiple conflicting definitions of what the decision means.  

3.2.1.3 Management of Meaning 

The ideology of “managing meaning”(Smircich and Morgan, 1982), refers to managers creating shared 

perceptions and behavior so that members’ actions are common in situations. According to Salzer, (1994) 

managers’ work as “sense-givers”, as they define the reality for others. By being “sense-givers”, managers 

and leaders can consciously try to shape the organization’s self view. Some people, as the managers or 

founders, in some organizations have the role and the duty of shaping and forming organizational members’ 

view of the world. 

 

Salzer-Mörling (2003) argues that the meaning of leadership is defined culturally as much as the meaning 

that leaders produce. Rather than creating new meaning, management of meaning is a question of 

reproducing the dominant set of values and beliefs that constitute the organization (Salzer-Mörling, 2003). 

The purpose of managing meaning is to define reality to others (Alvesson, 1993) and to see reality as others 

see it (Czarniawska-Joerges, 1989). According to Czarniawska-Joerges, collective action does not necessarily 

require shared meanings but instead the experience of a given collective action. Reality is socially constructed 

and not “out there” but “in here” (Czarniawska-Joerges, 1989).  

 

Salzer-Mörling (1998) argues about management of meaning as a way of highlighting certain situations and 

events. Management’s role is to define what the organizations reality is about. She argues that some have a 

higher possibility to define reality than others. In policies, handbooks and meeting the leaders of an 

organization try to define and construct the reality of the organization. By using different symbols, 

philosophies like “what the company stands for”, are expressed; leadership is characterized as a symbolical 

activity (Salzer-Mörling, 1998).   

 

People sometimes model their behavior after other persons, role models that they find attractive and admire 

(Trice and Beyer, 1993). People early in their careers are especially likely to adopt role models as a way of not 

violating what are acceptable norms in a company. Trice and Beyer say that perhaps the most effective 

leaders are exceptionally attractive cultural leaders at the top of organizations. Nonetheless, role models do 

not always represent the official values of the organization (Trice and Beyer, 1993).  

 

According to Salzer (1994:29), culture is not a variable that can be managed from “headquarters to 

subsidiaries” in order to keep the organization together, neither is it a “ social glue” to keep organizational 

members together. Some people may have bigger influence than others in affecting people in certain 

subjects, but to create meaning is not easily made by some people from the managerial level (Salzer, 1994). 

We do not believe that it is possible to create and recreate culture merely by managers; we believe that 

everybody recreates and form the organizational culture. Hence, theories showing that employees are part of 

the culture recreation will be shown in the following paragraphs.   
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3.2.2 Employees Recreating Culture: Choosing The Reality  

Schneider (1987) argues that people are the ones affecting the organization and not the other way around. 

Schneider (1987) claims that it is the people that make the place; they are the ones that come to define how 

the place looks, feels and behaves. It is not single oriented, people cause human environment at least as 

much as environment cause persons. It is not possible to separate the persons from the environment 

because environment only exists because people are behaving in it. There must be an understanding for how 

the whole organization looks, feels and behaves. The people are the ones selecting which companies to 

assign to; they are not randomly selecting different organizations (Schneider, 1987). Schneider also claims 

that people are behaving as they do because they are “attracted by the environment, selected by it, and 

stayed with it” (Schneider, 1987:440) and they are the ones constantly creating the organization, making it 

what it is. Different organizations attract different kind of people, which are the reason why the 

organizations differ from each other (Schneider, 1987). Schneider explains the results why certain employees 

apply for certain jobs, in his developed ASA-model (attraction, selection and attrition). He explains this 

phenomenon as a reason why organizational cultures reinforce themselves. People with similar values are 

attracted to organizations that stand for these values and organizations select people that are coherent with 

their values. Employees that do not fit with these values will not find the environment suiting and will leave 

by attrition (Schneider, 1987). 

 

Ouchi and Wilkins (1983) compare Japanese and American companies and show that companies, mostly 

Japanese, with organizational cultures similar to local cultures, clans, showed of superior performance but 

only under certain conditions. These conditions were lifetime employment, a created feeling of uniqueness 

and isolation from disturbing cultures or contradictory social institutions (Ouchi and Wilkins, 1983).  Kunda 

(1992) argues in his study that the managers at his case company, High Technologies Corporation, admired 

the Japanese leadership and how they handled the culture.  They strongly believed that things got done 

because of the culture. The employees did things in a certain way without knowing why they did it this way. 

When the employee had incorporated the values of the company he would grow as a human being, as stated 

by management. Contrary, some of the employees saw this way of managing, or colonizing, their morale’s as 

a prison by being told by the management what to do, which resulted in less autonomy for the individual 

employee (Kunda, 1992).  

 

Both managers and employees make use of symbolic aspects in their practice, in their language and through 

their stories to recreate meaning. Hence we will show established theories regarding what we mean by 

symbolic aspects.   

3.2.3 Symbolic Aspects Recreating Culture: Expressing Reality 

Salzer-Mörling (1998) argues that companies are human constructions that express meaning in the form of 

products, buildings, slogans, leadership and values. Authors within our chosen theoretical perspective argue 

about symbolic aspects such as artifacts, rituals, language, ceremonies and stories as a big part of how 

meaning is created. Hence, we will look closer to this in the following paragraphs.  

3.2.3.1 Artifacts 

Artifacts and symbols are something well discussed when describing the organizational culture. At the 

surface level of an organizational culture lie the artifacts, which are visible and tangible manifestations of an 

organizations culture (Schein, 2004). These could for example be the physical environment or the clothing 

i.e. what is observable. One cannot understand how these artifacts are reconstructed simply by observing 

and interpreting the data and what the data means to a given group (Schein, 2004). If one analyzes only the 

artifacts this will lead to a subjective conclusion highly influenced by the researcher himself. Schein says that 

when the researcher stays with the studied population long enough the meaning behind the artifacts will 
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become clear. To speed up this process the researcher can study espoused values, norms, and rules in the 

daily practices of behavior (Schein, 2004). 

3.2.3.2 Symbols 

Czarniawska-Joerges (1989) argues that meanings can be reified and become artifacts while artifacts may 

become symbols. Artifacts act as an organizational memory that can survive long periods of non-enactment 

(Czarniawska-Joerges, 1989).  Hatch (1993) says that taking away the distinction between artifacts and 

symbols blurs the border between Schein's perspective and those arguing for an interpretative approach to 

understanding symbolism within organizations. She argues that artifacts must be translated into symbols if 

they are to be apprehended as significant objects. Hatch also says that all artifacts can become symbols but 

not all will. These symbols will turn into assumptions by the subjective interpretation that they invoke 

(Hatch, 1993).   

 3.2.3.3 Rituals, Rites, Ceremonials 

Other symbolic manifestations of culture apart from artifacts come from rituals, rites and ceremonials.  

 

Pettigrew (1979) defines rituals as merely repetitive sequences of meaning to the actors. The crucial feature 

of a ritual is the message it contains and if this message is the dominant one to be shared by everyone.  A 

ritual can create a shared experience of belonging, expressing what is valued in a company. Pettigrew (1979) 

believes this is a continuous process of establishing and maintaining what is to be seen as legitimate or 

unacceptable in an organization. Trice and Beyer (1984) dig deeper into the importance of rites and 

ceremonials as means of cultural expressions. A rite combines different cultural forms into an integrated 

public performance, whilst a ceremonial connects several rites into a single occasion (Trice and Beyer, 1984). 

Rites and ceremonials must involve diverse audience in order to be integrative and to gain recognition 

throughout the company. In times of change, rites and ceremonials can play a vital role or impede the 

development of organizations (Trice and Beyer, 1984). Trice and Beyer argue that studying rituals and 

ceremonies will show of how multiple cultural manifestations link together. Understand the web of 

meanings that underlie these manifestations of culture is important for research (Trice and Beyer, 1984).  

3.2.3.4 Language 

Language is according to Evered, in Trice and Beyer (1993:78); “a shared system of vocal sounds, written 

signs, or gestures by members of a culture to convey categorized meaning to each other. It employs 

categories and rules through which people structure their perceptions and understandings of the world”. 

Trice and Beyer (1993) point out that language is far more expressive than symbols since it combines words 

and gestures to convey many different meanings. Language conveys meanings in a more complex way than 

symbols do. It can come in the form of jargons; gestures, humor, slogans and proverbs.  

3.2.3.5 Slogans 

Slogans are brief sayings invented by someone to persuade others to do something. They are more imposed 

than emergent and thus might or might not be internalized and accepted by the members of the target 

culture. Proverbs on the other hand arise from collective experience and sense making and thus reflect 

group learning (Trice and Beyer, 1993). An illusion of management is created in sure slogans, according to 

Salzer-Mörling (1998).  

3.2.3.6 Stories  

Stories are another powerful cultural expressions aimed at giving meaning to the members or organizations. 

They quickly communicate emotionally charged beliefs, according to Trice and Beyer (1993). A story 

explains, links together events and creates meaning, according to Salzer-Mörling (1998). By connecting 

happenings to each other, a meaningful context is created; stories create order out of disorder (Salzer-

Mörling). 



Recreating Meaning Through Cultural Investments   Chapter 3 Frame of Reference 

- A Case Study of Volvo IT in France 

 

 P. Esmaeili and F. Holmdahl, 2011    33 

Shared, 
recognizing  

culture

Symbolic 
ascpects

EmployeesManagers

3.3 Conducting a Model and a Metaphor Regarding Organizational Culture  
As argued in the introduction chapter there is a need for gaining new insights and knowledge in how to understand 

organizations as a culture of shared meanings from employees perspective and not only management. In order to show how the 

theories brought up in the frame of reference will contribute to fulfill the purpose, we have created a model containing relevant 

views and perspectives explaining how culture is created and recreated in various ways. This model is founded on three factors, 

the symbolic aspect, the managers and the employees, to explain how culture is “becoming” in a company, as argued by Salzer-

Mörling(1998).  

3.3.1 A Three Dimension Model of Cultural Factors 

This model will be applied to the empirical material in the analysis chapter. Here will show of how it was developed through 

theories earlier brought up in the frame of reference. 

 

As read in the previous paragraphs, we could see that authors have different point of views regarding who 

recreates the culture. Some authors say that the culture is mainly recreated by the founders and the leaders of 

the organization (Abrahamsson and Andersen, 2005; Van den Berg and Wilderom, 2004; while others 

(Schein, 2004; Hatch, 1993) add that culture is more concrete and created by the artifacts and practices 

(Trice and Beyer, 1993) that influence how people behave, which we call “Symbolic Aspects”. However, 

there are also those who claim that culture is mostly recreated by the employees (Schneider, 1987), cause 

they are the ones choosing the company and the ones affecting the organization and not the other way 

around.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 Model of Organizational Culture 

Through a combination of these three components, meaning (Alvesson, 2009; Smircich, 1983) arises in the 

form of a shared culture through interpretation of each other’s practices and artifacts. Both employees and 

managers constantly recreate meaning through their behavior and dialogue between each other. Symbolic 

aspects stand for artifacts (Schein, 2004) and practices (Trice and Beyer, 1993) that through interpretation 

(Hatch, 1993) and reflection by management or employees create meaning, or rejection. Here also lie 

anthropological concepts such as rites, rituals, stories and ceremonials (Trice and Beyer, 1993) that can give 

meaning if they are recognized by employees and managers. If managers together with employees recreate 

culture together it will be far more recognizing and understanding than if they recreated it by their own. We 

argue that culture cannot be categorized into “good” or “bad” cultures, but simply recognizing or rejecting 

ones. With an interaction between the managers and employees through creating meaning by using 

symbolical expressions, the culture will be “recognized” instead of “rejected”. Although as Martin (2002); 

Ehn and Löfgren (2001) argue about, there are conflicts within every culture. These conflicting areas are 
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represented by the crossing ellipses showing that certain employees or managers might only to some extent 

share some of the cultural initiatives.  

3.3.2 Culture as a Metaphor 

We argue that to better understand organizational culture (to make sense of culture), theories regarding metaphors are useful to 

provide a more clear analysis.  

 

Metaphors are used to transfer an idea or a concept from one area to another according to Morgan (1980). 

Using metaphors to describe culture has been used before and is used to facilitate the understanding of 

symbolic perspectives, which is the purpose of the study, since practically “everything” an organization does 

is part of its culture (Alvesson and Berg, 1988). Nonetheless, many researchers have used anthropologic 

concepts, which often have resulted in vague definitions of cultural phenomenon. The use of metaphors 

should not be something seductive or exaggerated but instead shed new light and analyze issues from new 

angles (Smircich, 1983), which we will try to proof by our own metaphor, in chapter 5.  

 

Smircich (1983) argues that using metaphors encourages a view of organizations as means of expressions 

and manifestations of the human consciousness. Morgan (1980) stresses that metaphors are central to the 

way in which humans make sense of the world they are living in. A metaphor is decisive to how people 

relate to reality through thoughts, ideas and communication, which the individuals are constantly recreating 

in their surroundings (Alvesson, 2009). What is crucial, when using metaphors, is the emphasizing of the 

contained adequate elements meaning what stands behind the metaphor. However, Alvesson (2009) also 

argues that culture is too embracing to be used as a metaphor, and that it is also difficult to compare culture 

among companies due to the huge influence the culture has on the organization and vice versa. In order to 

understand metaphors it is not enough to understand the word it relates to but how people think and reflect 

regarding diverse conditions on a deeper level. An interpretation of the reasoning is required instead of only 

a superficial registration of the words in use (Alvesson, 2009).  

 

Using the word culture implies certain difficulties since it is widely used in literature as a metaphor in its own 

sense. The idea is according to Alvesson (2009) to create an own idea of which metaphor that is suitable to 

structure the culture. Czarniawska-Joerges (1989) used a hologram metaphor to explain that culture is to be 

experienced from a 360° angle. Although she recognizes that organization studies should give an “if I-was-

there-feeling” (Czarniawska-Joerges, 1989; 12) to the reader. Salzer-Mörling (1998) uses the metaphor of 

organizations as scenes where reality is constantly created and recreated.  
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3.4 Summary  
This chapter has brought up important contributions on organizational culture seen as a set of shared 

meanings. Organizational culture refers to the structure of the organization rooted in the set of values, 

beliefs and practices that form the organization. Authors from within our chosen perspective argue that: 

culture should be understood by the symbolic aspects, such as: behavior, practices and language. Culture is a 

complex subject to define and cannot be easily detached, however there remain different views of who 

actually recreates the culture. Some authors argue that culture is recreated through the managers and leaders 

in an organization, while others claim that it is the symbolic aspects that influence the most. But there are 

also authors saying that it is the employees that recreate the culture. We have created a model showing how 

the organizational culture is constantly recreated by an interaction of the symbolic aspects, the managers and 

the employees that will be used in the analysis. 
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CHAPTER 4 
Empirical Part 
In the following chapter, information about Volvo Group and Volvo IT will initially be presented. Subsequently, from part two 

until part four, descriptions and experiences of the investments made in the culture and the values at Volvo IT from both 

managers and employees will be outlined. Additionally, symbolic objects comprising objects and practices regarding culture 

improvement will complement the previous paragraphs to end with a summary of the chapter. The data in this chapter comes 

from internal documents, ethnographical observations and results from interviews with managers and employees at Volvo IT. 

 

4.1 Volvo Group and Volvo IT  
Primarily, there is a need for a presentation of the chosen case-company Volvo IT and its parent company, Volvo Group, to get 

a picture and overview of the investigated case company.  

4.1.1 Volvo Group 

The Volvo Group is one of the world’s leading suppliers of transport solutions for commercial use. The 

company’s overall mission is to create value for their customers in order to create value for the shareholders. 

The whole organization works with energy, passion and respect for the individual. The vision of Volvo 

Group is to be valued as the world’s leading supplier of commercial transport solutions. Today, the 

corporate values are quality, safety and environmental care. The corporate culture is called “The Volvo 

Way”, which is explained in a paragraph below. (Volvo Group Presentation, 2011) 

 

Volvo today consists of various business areas (BA’s) and business units (BU’s). The major BA’s consists of 

trucks; Volvo Trucks, Renault Trucks, UD Trucks, Mack Trucks and Eicher Trucks (50% owned by Volvo 

and 50% owned by Eicher Motor Ltd). The other BA’s are Volvo Buses, Volvo Construction Equipment, 

Volvo Penta, Volvo Aero and Volvo Financial Services. The total sales for the BA’s accounted for 265 SEK 

bn in 2010 with trucks representing 63% of the turnover. The operating income accounted for SEK 18 bn. 

The strategy to reach financial objectives comes from profitable growth, operational excellence and product 

cycle management (Volvo Group Presentation, 2011). The BU’s are supportive functions that are partly 

integrated in the concern as supportive functions. These include Volvo 3P, Volvo Powertrain, Volvo Parts, 

Volvo Logistics, Volvo Business Services, Volvo Technology, Volvo Group Real Estate and Volvo 

Information Technology (See appendix 1). The group is today present on every continent and has 

manufacturing facilities spread all over the globe. The Volvo Group has 90 409 employees and 14 851 

temporary employees and consultants as by December 31st, 2010 (Volvo Group Presentation, 2011).  

4.1.1.1 The Volvo Way  

The Volvo Way is the overall corporate culture of the Volvo Group and is supposed to be applied wherever 

Volvo is operating. It is intended to being used when recruiting and introducing new employees to the 

group. Other useful areas include personal development and training of leaders within the Volvo Group. 

(The Volvo Way, 2009). A more thorough description of the Volvo Way is given in appendix 2. Since the 

Volvo Way is not the main culture investigated in this thesis it will not be described in detail in this chapter.    
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4.1.2 Volvo IT  

The chosen case company of this thesis is the business unit Volvo Information Technology, which will be explained more in 

detail below. 

 

The roots of Volvo IT go back to the 1920’s when punched card machines were introduced at the assembly 

line of Volvo. The first computer at Volvo was not in operation until 1961. In 1967, the IT operations were 

gathered under a separate organization called Volvo Data. Volvo Data later on became Volvo IT, which was 

created in 1998. Volvo IT is now a global company within the Volvo Group and a wholly owned subsidiary 

of the Volvo Group.  Their motives are to deliver reliable industrial IT solutions, competitive telematic* 

services and consulting service to their customers. Volvo IT provides the Volvo Group, Volvo Cars and 

selected customers with cost-effective IT solutions to gain a long-term business value. Volvo IT is a service 

company that focuses on the company success, which depends on the capability of project managers to 

deliver successfully. (Volvo IT presentation, 2010) 

 

The Volvo IT headquarters is located in Gothenburg, Sweden. The company has offices in 35 countries and 

customers in approximately 60 countries. Today the labor force counts for more than 5 000 employees. 

Sales in 2009 accounted for MSEK 7,446 with the Volvo Group as the major customer (80% of the 

revenue). (Volvo IT presentation, 2010) 

4.1.2.1 The Organization of Volvo IT 

Volvo IT offers IT-solutions and services to support the entire industrial process. The solutions are divided 

into five different solution units; product development, manufacturing, sales, aftermarket and 

administration. The services consist of professional services (including strategic management and IT-

consulting), managed services (maintenance of systems) and end-user services. (Volvo IT presentation, 

2010). This thesis was conducted in Lyon, France, where the administration, General Solutions, headquarter 

is located.  

 

In the rest of the empirical chapter the material obtained from interviews and our ethnographical 

observations will be given. 5/6 of the interviewees were employees at lower levels and 1/6 managers at 

Volvo IT, including the Cultural Manager Eneroth (explicitly outlined). This was seen as a representative 

selection in order to fulfill the purpose of the study. When a manager answered, it will be outlined, the lower 

level personnel are referred to as employees. This chapter will mainly constitute of answers from employees 

at lower levels and not managers in order to fulfill the purpose of the study by comparing a bottom-up to a 

top-down approach. 
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4.2 Defining Reality by Investing in Culture  
The management at Volvo IT invests both time and money in recreating and managing a wanted meaning through the 

organizational culture. Observations and interviews were done to see and hear how the employees perceive these investments to 

compare it with the managers’ view.  

Volvo IT puts a great effort in their culture by various means; concrete ones such as abstract ones. The 

concrete ones: Having one Cultural Manager, 10 Cultural Navigators and 500 Cultural Ambassadors in an 

organization with 5000 employees (explained in this part). But they also have various handbooks, brochures, 

culture literatures, which are available at the office, as well as various workshops in culture (explained in the 

part of symbolic objects). The more abstract ones are on the other hand the more difficult ones to explain; 

the values and beliefs that surround the working environment and the “experienced” culture (explained in 

the two following parts). In the culture ambassador workbook, a material written for Cultural ambassadors 

to execute cultural activities, reality is explained as something built from our perceptions, something that we 

have inherit throughout our lives which is important to understand in order to get perspective of our 

mindset (Cultural Ambassadors Workbook, 2010).  

4.2.1 The Cultural Hierarchy at Volvo IT 

Volvo IT has a structure for developing their culture starting from the Cultural Manager to the Cultural Navigators and the 

Cultural Ambassadors ending up at every employee of the company. We will describe each position and mission to provide 

understanding for the reader in how much effort Volvo IT puts into improving the organizational culture (see appendix 3).  

4.2.1.1 Cultural Manager  

Eneroth has worked with culture at Volvo IT since the year 2000 and has put 100 percent of his time on 

cultural questions and improvements. He is currently the Cultural Manager at Volvo IT, nowadays only 

working 20% for Volvo IT, and work as a coach for managers, consultants, Navigators and Ambassadors in 

cultural transformation initiatives. He has written books regarding how to handle change in companies; 

Dynamics of Change (Eneroth and Plank, 2006) and a book of cultural “tools” for project managers; Get 

Connected (Eneroth et al., 2009). Some interviewees, especially managers, also remembered him as working 

actively with culture through workshops.  He is putting a lot of time trying to improve the culture and 

implement new ideas and workshops for the Navigators to spread the word regarding culture. During an 

interview he mentioned how he looks upon working with culture: 

 

“At first you are unconsciously incompetent about culture, then you become consciously incompetent, then you become consciously competent 

and finally you become unconsciously competent”  

 

Eneroth argues that today, the EMT* of Volvo IT has went from being unconsciously incompetent to being 

unconsciously competent about culture. He commented on his role that:  
 

“My job has been to make myself redundant as quickly as possible”  
 

The idea instead of having one person at this position is to have several persons, or Navigators, sharing the 

position locally to spread the culture (Internal Material). 

4.2.1.2 Cultural Navigators / Ambassadors  

A decision was taken in 2010 by the EMT* of Volvo IT to start the training of 5-10 persons worldwide, 

focusing 50-100 percent of their time as Cultural Navigators (see appendix 3) to gradually take over the role 

of the Cultural Manager, Eneroth. These persons will also complement and support the Cultural 

Ambassadors in the recreation of culture. (Internal material)   
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The Cultural Ambassadors have the role of recreating and improving the culture through several of ways. 

The Cultural Ambassadors have access to clear instructions through various documents and books, 

sometimes written by Eneroth himself, to practice cultural activities.   

 

A manager seated close to the culture department supported this argumentation of not having a too scholar-

like view of culture; “The books are needed in the beginning” but further said that:  

 

“I value the dialogue in terms of cultural alignment far beyond any formal exercise from any group work what so ever. It gives a structure in 

the beginning but if we are to be successful in the end, it needs to become completely invisible”. 

Culture Ambassadors three key roles:  

1. Be a role model and a “thoughtful leader” 

2. To communicate ambitions and facilitate other leaders in their culture build up.  

3. Observe development and be part of a network to reflect, learn and prepare for our next steps.  

 

There are over 50 cultural tools to use for cultural assessments available at the intranet for the Ambassadors. 

Every year, each employee of the Volvo Group need to answer a questionnaire called VGAS, Volvo Group 

Attitude Survey. This survey measures how satisfied the employees are with their work at Volvo. One day 

during a lunch in the cantina, leaflets were handed out from the French unions saying how unhappy they 

were with this survey and that the management could not measure their motivation. Another assessment 

that was available at the intranet was CVA, cultural values assessment, where the personal values were 

benchmarked against the group or the department.  A manager commented that this tool had reached “the 

top on the scale of academic complexity in the way of managing culture”. 
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4.3 Seeing the “Reality” From the Managers Perspective 
The managers at Volvo IT had a very positive view toward the improvements in culture and the 

implementations made, such as the efforts in shared values, Cultural Navigators, workshops and events. 

They saw a great value in investing in these tangible and intangible objects, by creating shared values and 

behaviors among the people working at the company. When interviewing managers regarding the Volvo IT 

values and the efforts in the culture, one manager stated that it is important to have the same values to give 

people the same guideline of what the company believes in, and that people should be in line with these 

values. All of the managers mentioned that they had very good relationship with the employees. One 

manager said that if he saw someone of his subordinates misbehaving, he took him to the office and talked 

with him about the Volvo IT values.  

 

To know if the culture is reflected by the managers during their daily operations we asked them if they could 

give us any examples of if or when the culture had helped them in their daily operations. All of the managers 

could give us a short explanation of when the culture had helped them. Usually it was linked with how to 

solve certain problems in teams and projects, which way to choose and how to behave towards other 

people. They also expressed that they used the culture as an aid when they succeeded to solve problems they 

faced. One manager stated that he always brought up the Volvo IT value card (see appendix 7) during 

interviews when some problems were raised or when difficulties were brought up during projects. 

According to him, this was a way to remind people about the values in order to continue with the project. 

He mentioned that people constantly had to be reminded about these values in order to work better “work 

professional, with respect and spirit!” 

 

Two managers mentioned that the culture was important when “walking the talk”, being transparent 

towards their staff and their team as well as everybody at Volvo IT. “Walk the talk” is a motto saying: “say 

what you do, and do what you say”. By “walk the talk” they are an inspiration to others and have a better 

relationship with their team and department, mentioned by one manager. One manager also stated that the 

communication between the higher-level managers is not as good today as it has been, and it is something to 

work on. He continued to say that it should also be better communication from the managers to the 

employees, referring to that everything was not communicated to them, even though they should be 

“transparent” leaders.  

 

One manager claimed that the Volvo IT culture was very “unique” due to its liberal and open point of view 

regarding working environment, few hierarchical-levels and values. Another manager regarded these 

investments and implementations in culture as very important and vital for the company, he claimed that 

these values were something that was very important for him in life and that he usually thought about the 

values every morning when he woke up. All of the managers could see results in these cultural efforts: by 

people behaving better towards each-other, handling meetings better without big argues and having more 

respect towards each-other.   

 

To sum up, the managers interviewed were all very positive towards these implementations in culture and 

thought that the company had great use of it, by sharing common values and behavior. They had no big 

critic towards the culture other than that it could be less visible and scholar-like.  

 

 “We may think that the culture has been deployed and now when the culture is done there is nothing more to do!”  

– Manager at Volvo IT. 

4.3.1 “Walk the Talk”  

A proverb for managers at Volvo IT is formulated as ”walk the talk”. The leaders of Volvo IT should serve 

as “role models” by “walking the talk”. The “walking the talk” saying is referred briefly to what a manager 
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notices, measures and reaches on critical questions as well as what criteria that are used for rewards, 

selection or promotion (Culture Ambassador Field book, 2008; 5). Many of the interviewees mentioned that 

a role model is a person that “walks the talk” and who has charisma.  

 

When asking the managers of what “walk the talk” meant to them, most of them could give an answer that 

it is to be “transparent” and “say what you do, do what you say”. A manager mentioned that it is not 

something well understood by everybody. When asking the managers if they had examples of themselves 

not walking the talk, one of them could give an example, another one was aware of that he probably had not 

always “walked the talk” but did not have any examples at the moment. And one said that he did not believe 

not “walking the talk”, because he was very aware of doing that. We noticed that this motto was frequently 

used at the office among, and between, managers and employees.   
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4.4 Employees Experiencing the Culture  
When talking about the Volvo IT values, a majority of the employees were aware of Volvo IT’s three core 

values, professionalism, respect and spirit, although they expressed them differently. Most of them had a positive 

opinion of the values but there were also some employees that mentioned that not enough people behaved 

according to the Volvo IT values; “people even mixed the values” according to an employee, relatively 

involved in the cultural efforts. One employee stated that it is important to have the same values to give 

people the same guideline of what the company believes in, and that people should be in line with these 

values. Another employee mentioned that even though he had heard the values, it was not the values of 

Volvo IT, it was his personal values. “The Volvo IT values are an example of good marketing in culture” 

because the values are a concrete way of good advertisement to make people remember them,  as expressed 

by another employee not very positive towards the culture at Volvo IT. Most of the employees commented 

that it is important that the managers behave according to the values in order for them to do the same.  

 

“They are the role models, if they don’t follow the values, why should we…?” 

- Employee at Volvo IT. 

When asking the employees if and when the culture has helped in their daily operations, all lower level 

employees could give us a short explanation of when the culture had helped them. Usually it was linked with 

how to solve certain problems, which way to choose and how to behave towards other people. They also 

expressed that they used their culture as an aid when they succeeded to solve problems they faced. Some 

interviewees also mentioned that some years ago Volvo IT had a more “blaming culture”, people blaming 

each other instead of working as a team. After working with the culture as much as Volvo IT has done, the 

employees now felt that they did not have to blame each other for mistakes but work as a team to improve 

to next time. One employee stated:  

“We are avoiding blame at maximum” 

 

When asking the interviewees what they thought about their culture at Volvo IT, some of the employees 

claimed that the Volvo IT culture was very “unique” due to its liberal and open point of view regarding 

working environment and their values. Two employees said that they had chosen to work at Volvo IT only 

because it’s values and the open mindset. Hence, it was also some that started to work there by being 

recommended by a friend or a contact that knew an available spot. However, for two interviewed employees 

the culture at Volvo IT was really not clear. One of the employees did not know what culture meant and he 

continued by saying, “nobody knows” referring to his colleagues. The other employee said that he had never 

seen the culture, and he had no idea that Volvo IT invested money in culture due to its inexistence at the 

department, not only according to him but also according to his colleagues at his department. According to 

another employee it should not be called the Volvo IT culture but something else: “We need something but 

we don’t need to call it culture, the word is confusing” and suggested to call it “The Volvo IT Identity” 

instead. One employee also described the culture as Lutheran referring to that Protestantism influenced it. 

The same person argued that culture could collide with the religion, “it could be perceived as a risk to 

control your spirit”. There were also employees claiming that it was not only one culture within Volvo IT, 

meaning that there were different cultures in different departments.  

 

Most of the interviewed employees had a very positive attitude towards the cultural investments at the 

office, such as: the values, the brochures, workbooks, workshops and etc., even though many mentioned 

that they did not read the books and had not always time to go to workshops. The biggest critique towards 

the culture claimed by the majority, referring to the visible objects, was that it could be too visible, and 

therefore rejected by people. (This will be further explained in the symbolic object and practices part).  
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Most of the employees were satisfied with the culture today and saw an improvement and results in it, such 

as improved behavior, flat structure and creating better relationship with the managers. Only some 

employees mentioned that they did not understand the culture and did not felt being a part of it. One 

employee that was located further away from the culture department mentioned “I can not see the results in 

these investments”. Another employee was critical towards the Ambassadors role and neither did he see any 

improvements. But overall, the majority of the employees were happy with the cultural efforts. 

4.4.1 The Cultural Hierarchy According to the Employees  

The employees at Volvo IT have a closer contact to the Navigators and the Ambassadors than the Cultural 

Manager, due to the fact that they are mostly located in the same country. When asking the employees about 

the Cultural Navigators- and Ambassadors role in improving the culture, most of the employees had not 

heard about the Cultural Navigators but were aware of the Ambassadors’ role in the culture. The reason was 

because the Cultural Navigators’ role was appointed last year while the Ambassadors had existed for a longer 

period of time. According to an interviewee, the purpose of the Navigators could be to replace the Cultural 

Manager, which was also what Eneroth said to us during a telephone interview. Even though the idea of 

having Cultural Navigators is very positive, there are also negative aspects about it, mentioned by one 

employee very involved in the cultural implementations;  

 

“It may create local cultures when it’s several people responsible to communicate same values and beliefs instead of one”. 

 

Most of the interviewees could agree on that investments in Cultural Navigators are important for the 

organization while other interviewees commented that they did not understand the role of the Navigators. 

One employee stated that the Navigators are important to maintain the culture in the company, as one 

mentioned when painting on walls, “You don’t do it once, and then it stays”, meaning that you have to paint 

several times to keep the good color on the walls. 

 

A majority of the employees agreed on the fact that the Cultural Ambassadors were important for the 

culture of Volvo IT. One employee was very positive towards the investment in having Cultural 

Ambassadors and even stated that it would be good if everybody could be a Cultural Ambassador. Although 

another employee, not as involved in the culture implementations, argued that instead of using a Cultural 

Ambassador, the organization should use the manager to promote the culture, cause if the management is 

not in line with the culture it will be obvious to others and people will be influenced. The employee further 

said that it feels like school, having someone teaching you about culture and you have to dedicate time to it. 

Instead, people working here should express the culture and values. This interviewee was not very positive 

to the idea of having Ambassadors when he did not see so much change, and the change he saw was 

towards a more scholar like strategy rather than making the culture “fun”, which other employees 

mentioned, to make the culture “fun”.  

4.4.2 Decision-Making: “Being at the Right Place at the Right Time!”  

To know if the employees felt a part and could influence the decisions made at Volvo IT we asked them if 

they felt involved in the decision-making. The interviewed employees at Volvo IT all agreed on that they 

could influence the decision-making that concerned their own department or team, but not the global 

decision making. However, the employees mentioned that they understood that they could not be a part of 

the big and global decision-making. An employee said that it was beneficial to be physically prone to the top 

management. Those who are located close to them will automatically be able to have informal discussions 

with the top managers; “you are approaching the sun” mentioned by another. Nevertheless, most of the 

employees seemed satisfied with the decision-making and that they could be a part of it. It was only one 

employee that did not feel part of the decision-making.  
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4.4.3 Do they “Walk the talk”? 

Some employees claimed that managers mostly try to “walk the talk”, but neither they are always well 

informed or allowed to share the information, so they cannot always be “transparent” as the motto “walk 

the talk” means. An employee stated that the “walk the talk” is mainly for the management level but 

everyone in the organization should “live the values and show the way”. However, several employees 

mentioned that not all managers walk the talk, but one stated:  

“Everybody should walk the talk, not only managers!” 

 

An employee, from a department located far away from the culture department, criticized that the saying 

“walk the talk” is failing since the walk can be too long because of large groups and the difficulty to change 

things, but on the other hand he said:  

“You can walk any talk as long as you have money for it, but no step is for free” 

 

The employee referred to that when managers did not walk the talk it was mostly because they could not or 

there was no money to “walk” and therefore it was not always their choice of not following the Volvo IT 

motto.  

4.4.4 Relationship Without Hierarchy  

When it came to questions regarding the relationship with the managers, most employees said they had a 

good relationship with their managers and could easily talk with them without hesitation. The interviewed 

managers also said that they rather have an open instead of a hierarchical relationship with the employees. It 

was obvious that this flat structure was positive for the employees. One employee mentioned that:  

 

“We have the chance at VIT that the managers role is considered as a job itself. Managers are trained to be managers. It’s really a job being 

a manager. It’s not just because the job of your team but to know how to manage people and that’s a very good thing at Volvo IT” 

 

When asking one employee if it was easy to solve certain problems with the managers, the employee said:  

 

“Sometimes they don’t understand but I can still tell what I’m thinking of. They usually listen. However, it depends on the manager if you 

can talk with them or not.” 

 

Most emphasis was on that the employees really appreciated the flat structure, and several compared the 

structure of Volvo IT to other companies in France, where their friends or family worked. According to 

many, the Volvo IT culture even differed from Renault Trucks, which is the BA that Volvo IT has a lot of 

communication with. The staff at Volvo IT was using more English in the daily work, talking with managers 

without bigger hesitations and having a more liberal perspective of the working environment, according to 

some employees at Volvo IT. One employee even said that because Volvo IT has this flat structure we don’t 

appreciate it as much, because “you” get used to it.  

4.4.5 The Swedish Influence 

The following section describes national, cultural differences and will not be analyzed in detail in chapter 5. Why we chose to 

write about this is that we believe that the answers and observations were partly influenced by the national culture.  

 

Volvo IT is a company with a big influence from Sweden due to its history in this country. The Volvo 

Group bought Renault Trucks ten years ago, which resulted in many changes, as for the working 

environment and a big Swedish influence due to many new Swedish colleagues. Many of the French people 

working for Volvo IT in France have during the following years travelled frequently to Sweden for work, 

which have involved them into a “Swedish culture”. Most of the higher-level managers are Swedes and 

situated in Sweden. Hence, the most important decisions are made there, which make the Swedes having 

bigger influence in certain matters than their French colleagues.  
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The first contact we had with the “Swedish influence” at Volvo IT was during the first day when people 

mentioned “fika” as a very positive influence from Sweden. Some employees and managers mentioned that 

they had introduced the “fika” to their department and that they also had “Global Fika” sometimes. It was 

very clear after the first lunch at the office that some people at the office had a lot of experience working 

with Swedish people and they were happy to describe their experience in Sweden, “the cold country”. The 

people with most experience with the Swedish culture were the ones traveling to Sweden as least once a 

month. Those were the ones expressing the differences without us asking about them, ex. Having “fika”, 

working “the Swedish style” referring to how people behaved in different situations and decisions as well as 

being surprised over the time Swedish people had dinner, and no wine glass for lunch.  

 

When asking about any international influence at Volvo IT, both managers and employees mentioned a 

Swedish influence, which was mostly related to the non-hierarchical relationship and the flat structure of 

organizing.  

 

“A great thing about the Swedish culture is that you can open the door of your manager and speak to him as anybody else and that is very 

good” 

- Employee at Volvo IT, Lyon 

 

Another employee said:  

“The management style, we benefit from it but then it is a different way of working and seeing things. Maybe it’s not negative but it is not 

how we would like to work necessarily” 

 

According to most of the interviewees, Volvo IT does not have the same hierarchical structure as most of 

other French companies, which they saw as strength. All the employees commented on that they were very 

happy with this flat structure, compared to a more hierarchical one. To be able to talk with their managers 

without bigger hesitations creates a good working atmosphere, which the interviewees clearly appreciated. 

Another manager commented that the majority of the employees at Volvo IT are based in Sweden, “so of 

course it’s a strong influence”. Many of the interviewees mentioned critics towards the global culture 

referring to those colleagues in other places in the world, e.g. Sweden, did not work or did not see things as 

they did, which could create issues. One employee argued that even though people do not have the same 

culture globally, it is just as important to understand each other instead of changing people to have same 

values. Some employees also mentioned the importance of diversity and people with different thoughts to 

create a better culture.  

 

“It is not necessary to push everybody in the same direction” 

- Employee at Volvo IT, Lyon 

 

Some differences were also directed towards the decision-making and the “Swedish consensus”. According 

to an employee, many decisions were made in Sweden and Swedish people are using consensus much more 

than French during meetings. One employee did not feel involved in the decision-making, because when 

meeting Swedish colleagues the employee thought that his ideas and opinions came through because the 

Swedish colleagues agreed on what he had to say, but nothing ever happened after that. The employee 

continued to comment that he wanted his Swedish colleagues to be more upfront with what they thought 

were good and not good in the ideas, instead of agreeing on what he had to say to be polite. The employee 

finished with saying that this would not happen here in France. “ If people don’t like your idea, they’ll tell 

you!”  

 

Most of the employees thought that the French people were more action oriented than their Swedish 

colleagues, which resulted in that the French employees thought that decisions usually took very long time 

and were taken “mostly in the corridors”, as stated by some of the employees and even two managers.  
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“Decisions made in corridors does not have to be a bad thing, just that some can influence the decisions more than others, by being at the 

right place at the right time” 

- Employee at Volvo IT, Lyon 

 

Most of the employees questioned the consensus, which was seen as a very typical “Swedish way”. They did 

not always understand why everybody had to agree on all the decisions. Some employees said: “Some 

decisions should be made quickly, and cannot always take into account what everybody wants”. A manager 

also explicitly said that:  

“There are things that require consensus and there are some things that don’t”.  
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Brochure (attached in appendix 7)
•Volvo IT's fingerprint - Vision, Mission & Values

Worksheet
•Wanted fingerprint - Core Values in Action

Posters
• Display our Mission and Values

Books and files
•Get Connected 

•Dynamics of Change

•Culture ambassdor fieldbook

Pocket cards
•Walk the talk reminder(for leaders), Mission & Values Reminder, Skillful discussion, SBI Feedback, Principles in a 

Matrix/trust 

T-shirts
•Our fingerprint

Post cards
•Recognition card

CDs and DVDs
•Creative mind, Volvo Way stories

4.5 Symbolic Objects and Practices 
In the following paragraphs, symbolic objects and practices will be presented. Observations from the working environment and 

perception of the culture of Volvo IT will be presented together with the results from the interviews. What we noticed at Volvo 

IT was that there were plenty of manifestations of culture, everything from books, illustrations and brochures to clothing and 

language. To enable an enhanced fulfilling of the purpose, these manifestations will be explained into detail.   

4.5.1 Tangible Objects   

It is clear that Volvo IT has put enormous effort into readable material for the staff focusing on the 

organizational culture (see appendix 5). The materials were mostly written for the “Cultural personnel” 

(Navigators and Ambassadors) but the employees had access to this material as well, through internal sites at 

the intranet Violin. All the people interviewed were aware of the materials. Nonetheless, many managers and 

employees claimed that they had not read any of the books. However, two employees with positive view 

towards the Volvo culture said that they had used the books in difficult situations with customers or teams 

for guidance. One manager said that when he felt that a subordinate was misbehaving he took him into the 

office and reminded him about the values.  

 

Most of the employees thought that Volvo IT communicates its culture well through handbooks, 

workshops, Navigators and Ambassadors, however, some claimed that they had not read the books. All of 

them agreed on that sometimes it could be little too much focus on the culture, which resulted in people not 

attending to certain workshops or events due to time constraint, even though they were interested.  

 

To understand how much effort Volvo IT puts in recreating a wanted organizational culture, a description 

of the cultural materials is presented below and can be seen in appendix 5:  

 
Figure 3 Tangible Materials 
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4.5.2 Visible Objects  

The visible objects being present at the office were, among others, the clothing and the setting at the office.  

The office building where we sat was located in the outskirts of Lyon, at Vénissieux, together with several 

other BA’s and BU’s of the Volvo Group. The whole site was huge with productions facilities and 

administrative offices being guarded night and day. When we entered the complex, huge Renault flags 

floated in the wind. In the entrance, Volvo IT logos were present on the walls as well as various certificates 

signed by the CEO. Our office lied on the 2nd floor with a long corridor that did not clearly separate each 

department from one another. At the office, the employees were dressed properly with a standardized 

manner for men, meaning a suit and occasionally a tie. The women were dressed properly but yet freely 

meaning jackets, shirts or a dress. This working environment made us feel very comfortable, being able to 

dress as we wanted but at the same time being proper. When asking the interviewees about the working 

environment and the dress code at the office, all of them had a positive view and were happy with the 

clothing at the office. There were no strict rules of how to be dressed. Most had not even reflected around it 

and just shrug the shoulder when being asked. 

 

The top manager of Volvo IT in France had a huge office with meeting equipment and comfortable chairs 

while the lower level employees sat in an open landscape with a telephone and a computer at their desk. The 

middle level managers often sat in a shielded office next to their personnel. The department where we were 

located, internal communications and culture. was situated together with the human resources department 

and some of the account managers of Volvo IT. On walls, the vision and the values of Volvo IT were 

posted (see appendix 6) and in some offices the books, written by the Cultural Manager laid in the windows. 

Our department had a coffee machine at the end of our corridor whilst our neighbor department had a 

small area where the people could get together over a cup of coffee and chitchat, which they often did. This 

was a way for them to take a break during work and talk with colleagues. However, these so-called “coffee 

rooms” did not have any chairs for people to sit at, and only tall tables to stay around.  

 

When we sat at the office we often looked at the intranet of Volvo IT, Violin. The intranet was a well-made 

homepage, in English, with access to the organization’s cultural activities and general information about the 

values. There was even a “homepage” for culture where the cultural tools and literature recommendations 

were accessible. Interviews showed that employees were not always aware of the culture pages but informed 

about more general things happening in the company through the site.  

 

One employee stated that the culture is a lot of work, but it is invisible work, which makes it work. The 

interviewee also continued by explaining when he went to Volvo IT in Russia one time:   

 

”[…] The first thing I saw when I arrived was the same furniture, same carpets, same signs, same posters, everything is the same and then 

we feel like home”.  

A majority of the employees did not want the culture to be more visible than it was today. Both groups 

mentioned that culture is not something you put on the walls. Several employees even mentioned that it 

could risk appearing like a sect or a clan. Many interviewees from both levels commented that it is important 

that the culture stays invisible in order to not be rejected by people. Although the cultural efforts are 

important because it is the foundation of the “team” and it can result in better performance, sometimes it is 

better to put time on more concrete things, as said by one employee. An employee argued that culture is 

something that adds a lot of value; it is not easily copied to another company. 

An employee mentioned that investment in culture should be like good marketing, you do not want people 

to get tired of it, just be aware of it. Two employees, one critical towards culture implementations and the 
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other not at all, compared the Volvo IT culture with two brands: Google and Apple. According to one, the 

Google culture is too obvious because they have printed Google on everything that the employees have, and 

this can also be scary and instead of being culture it turns out to be a sect. A comparison was also made of 

the culture as a commercial:  

“You do not want to see it too much but you should just be aware of it“ […] “Look at Apple, you see it everywhere, but you don’t get tired 

of it, it is because it is good marketing”. 

The culture should be like hidden advertising in a movie, not too obvious but yet powerful, stated by one 

employee. One of the employees criticized the visible culture vividly by saying that culture is efficient when 

it is invisible “it is like in politics, if it is too visible people tend to reject it”. 

An employee mentioned that speaking about culture should be something the management does constantly 

without having specific posters or workshops to talk about it. “It’s like a topic you don’t want to hear about 

even though it is important”. Another one stated that it has to be more fun in order to get attracted by it, 

maybe to use more pictures in the books or new creative things. The posters and brochures today are not so 

appealing, “they should be more fun”. However, one interviewee conversely stated that “It’s never enough 

visible”, while another said, “culture is not something to put on the walls, it is a way to live”. Another 

interviewee argued that the word culture is very diffuse and said that people did not really know what it 

meant. One manager did not have anything in mind if the culture would be more visible, although he 

seemed uncertain if more material would improve the culture even more. Another manager argued that the 

books and DVD’s were too scholar-like and even claimed to be “rapidly bored” with it. The manager 

continued saying that if Volvo IT is to be successful in the end it needs to become completely invisible.  

4.5.3 Cultural Practices 

During our stay we observed how employees behaved towards each other and asked questions concerning practices such as 

language, events, workshops, and stories around the culture. 

4.5.3.1 Language  

By sitting daily at the office we heard and observed the way people expressed themselves, mainly in French and English.  

 

The language used at the office was mostly French due to many French-speaking employees. The English 

language was also used while talking with visiting colleagues from Sweden or on the phone or at the office. 

However, the French employees usually used English words such as “meeting”, “workshop”. The language 

was not very strict and people could speak freely without any unspoken rules. We although heard 

immediately when a Swede (and especially from Gothenburg) was visiting due to the characteristic accent. 

When colleagues passed our office they often stayed and chitchatted with us in French. An employee, 

working at a neighbor department, mentioned that the language of Volvo IT is special, “in Volvo IT we 

have our own language, and it takes time for new people to adapt to this new Volvo IT language”. One 

employee mentioned the language barrier as an obstacle in understanding the messages since some meetings 

and cultural events were in English. And for those who could not read or speak in English, they would be 

“out” directly. We although observed that the printed values were translated into a lot of languages and we 

saw the French version posted here and there. When talking to our colleagues in the beginning we did not 

understand the Volvo IT-vocabulary such as “walk the talk” and “VGAS”, but after a while we became 

aware of these words. These words were occasionally mentioned during interviews presuming that we knew 

what they meant.     
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4.5.3.2 Events 

The Volvo IT culture is expressed through various cultural events throughout the year ranging from 

meetings with the top management to local chess tournaments. Some of these events could be seen as 

symbolic manifestations of the Volvo IT culture turning them into rites, rituals and ceremonials.  

 

In the year of 2009, “fingerprint workshops”*, support to Cultural Ambassadors, training by the Cultural 

Manager, an advertising campaign, a charity campaign, a boules tournament, a picnic, two soccer and 

badminton tournaments and local initiatives were initiated (Internal material). One day our colleague next 

doors came in happy as ever and told us that the Volvo team had won an international chess tournament. 

During one day we were even invited to the office to see how the colleague played against his global 

counterparts from Sweden and US. Both managers and employees also mentioned these events during 

interviews. We also participated in informal events such as picnics with the department.  

 

The results from the interviews showed that employees tried to participate in the events, but some had 

difficulties concerning lack of time for these kinds of events while others were not interested if it was not 

mandatory. An employee mentioned that by making these activities “cultural events” it lost its charm and 

fun, and resulted in people doing other things that they thought seemed more important than going to a 

“cultural event”. The importance is to gather people to create a good atmosphere and not market the 

culture. 

 

“We need to deploy culture with fun!”(Employee at Volvo IT) 

 

For some interviewed employees it would be more interesting if people interested in culture would support 

these cultural events, but try to make this cultural input invisible. Many of the interviewees on both levels 

said that these corporate events were important. Several employees argued that having too many cultural 

events might destroy the idea of them and people will get tired and loose motivation to participate. Many 

claimed that they enjoyed small trips together with their colleagues, locally and globally. In France they had a 

trip to the countryside to have a more informal meeting with presentations and also social activities aside.  

 

Magnus Carlander, CEO of Volvo IT, said during a town hall meeting* that a keyword for the company’s 

cultural vision for 2015 is trust but also to reflect upon the culture and to recognize different views and 

diverse values (Town Hall meeting*, 14/3/2011). We observed that during this meeting, everyone was 

intensively listening but not many dared to question the CEO. In the end of this meeting a ceremony took 

place, the French top manager of Volvo IT was about to leave the company and was therefore thanked for 

his contributions. The CEO held a speech, with humoristic elements thanking him for his effort in the 

company and gave him flowers and a gift. After this, many colleagues wanted to know who was going to 

replace him. They spoke more about this than the newly appointed CEO of the Volvo Group.  

4.5.3.3 Workshops 

During our stay we got to participate in two cultural workshops arranged for Cultural Ambassadors by the 

Cultural Navigator, Greuzard. We acted as observers but we presented ourselves and why we were there. 

The first workshop was a plan of how the cultural agenda was going to look like for the coming year. Every 

participant got to write down what he or she perceived to be the problem with the culture at Volvo IT today 

and how to act to solve these problems. Our table was very active in the discussions. At the end, a 

representative from each table came up in front and presented their suggestions of how to work with 

culture. A problem that was recognized by many participants was that each department at Volvo IT worked 

in their own “silos” and not sharing their work with others. A colleague, from a neighbor department, 

mentioned that some departments at Volvo IT had their own distinctive culture with their own jargon and 
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language. Greuzard, had an active role during this seminar and spoke with energy and passion regarding the 

culture of Volvo IT.  

 

During the second workshop, the participants got to express what kind of cultural activities they were going 

to carry out later on during the year. After work with customers, creating a cultural blog and a cultural logo 

were propositions brought up and discussed. Also a suggestion regarding a standardized presentation of the 

culture at Volvo IT was talked about. Greuzard had a more passive role during this workshop letting the 

ambassadors do the talk.      

4.5.3.4 Stories 

At the intranet of Volvo IT, stories from employees from all over the world were accessible. These 

narratives were called “The Volvo Way Stories”. Employees shared randomly selected experiences in their 

life when they had met with other colleagues within the Volvo Group or how they felt in a certain situation. 

Most of the stories focused on cultural differences or why people acted in a certain way at a certain time. We 

did observe that on the intranet the top management (EMT*) of Volvo IT had a blog where the employees 

always could go and read about reflections on the daily working life of their executives. Some employees 

occasionally mentioned published texts on this blog. Moreover, a weekly newsletter with a comic was sent 

every Wednesday to our mailboxes. 

4.5.4 Volvo IT Culture Through a Metaphor  

Metaphors are used in Volvo IT’s cultural handbooks in order to better describe the ideas of the personal values. We also posed 

the question to the employees if they could describe the culture of Volvo IT as a metaphor.  

When asking the interviewees about a metaphor that described the culture at Volvo IT, we received various 

answers. Metaphors describing culture such as: a network (“many people involved in the same network, but 

you still have a center”), relationships with parents (“you obey your parents even though you do not always 

want to do that, but you know that is the right thing to do”), an irrelevant class (“you know that it is 

important, but you don’t want to listen to it”). One employee saw the culture of Volvo IT as a mosaic with 

diversified views representing the different glasses. This was one of the questions where the interviewees 

really frowned. 

 
“ To grow a successful garden you must first prepare a good soil, plant the right seeds, then maintain an environment which optimize the 

growth of healthy plants”  

- Eneroth et al. 2009; 3 

The Cultural Manager Eneroth argues about a metaphor describing culture as 

something that is growing and took the example of a tree. Another well-used 

metaphor described by Eneroth et al. (2009) is an iceberg, explaining that one ninth 

of the iceberg existing above the surface and the rest as subjective processes going 

on under the “surface”. The iceberg was recognized by an employee, “you can’t see 

it but it brings a lot”, and rejected by a manager, “I hate this iceberg, I have seen it 

thousands of times. When I see it, I stop work”.  When asking some interviewees 

this question we helped them on the way since some of them could not find any 

metaphor. 
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4.6 Summary  
Volvo IT is a global company within the Volvo Group and a wholly owned subsidiary of the Volvo Group. 

Their mission is to deliver reliable industrial IT solutions, competitive telematics* service and insightful 

consulting service to their customers. Volvo IT is a company with huge efforts in cultural investments and 

has both invested time and money in creating a wanted organizational culture. The efforts in constantly 

recreating this culture are through both abstract and concrete measures. The abstract ones are, for example, 

their core values: Professionalism, respect and spirit, and their concrete ones are through the appointments of a 

Cultural Manager, 5-10 Navigators and 500 Ambassadors. The purpose of these investments has been to 

reach out to all the employees and to create a global company culture. However, the question has been if the 

organizational culture permeates the whole organization. Interviews with both higher-level managers and 

lower level employees have given us the view of the culture from different perspectives.  

 

When it comes to Volvo IT’s core values, both parties agree on that it is necessary with some guidelines for 

the culture, by identifying it, through some posters and workshops. However, they did not want these 

cultural investments to be too visible in order to not be rejected by people. Both the managers and 

employees agreed on that the culture should not be too visible, “so invisible, that it is visible”. Both 

managers and employees also agreed on the fact that the Swedish culture has a great influence at Volvo IT in 

Lyon, when it comes to the flat structure, mostly concerning the relationship between managers and 

employees. Concerning the motto, “walk the talk”, most of the employees’ felt that the managers have to be 

transparent in their way of working, “say what you do, and do what you say”, and in order for them to walk 

the talk, the managers must do it as well. It is also important for the employees to deploy culture with fun, 

by different events. These events seemed to be appreciated by the employees during the interviews. 

However, some employees felt that there was no time to do workshops and cultural events due to time 

constraints. Even though many people were positive towards the culture in general there were also those 

that had no idea of how to explain the culture or what it was. They were confused in this matter and had not 

seen any result concerning culture. Different departments had different standpoints regarding this, which we 

were aware of by staying at the office for 10 weeks. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Analysis 
Initially the structure of the analysis will be given followed by an elaboration of our developed model in the frame of reference. 

The model consists of the different parts that will be elaborated upon in the analysis, applied to the case-company Volvo IT. 

Further, a small analysis on the impact of national culture will be held. Finally, a summary will finish this chapter and findings 

from the analysis will be presented in the concluding chapter.  

 

 

 

5.1 Structure of the Analysis  
Throughout the analysis the following three components will be used; empirical material will be presented 

constituting of ethnographical observations together with interview material. Further, established theories 

will be referred to give different perspectives and to establish an academic standpoint. Additionally, a 

reasoning regarding the connection, or contradiction, of theory and practice will be given. Culture is about 

interpretation, in order to understand it we have to see it through different perspectives, to question the 

obvious (Ehn and Löfgren, 2001). To be able to fulfill our purpose the following model was created in 

chapter 3. The model is divided into three parts: Management, Employees and Symbolic Aspects. As mentioned in 

the frame of reference, these all together constantly recreate the organizational culture. It is not an equal 

relation between the three parts, in some companies the culture is recreated to a higher extent by the 

managers and in some companies to a higher extent by the employees. What we argue is pivotal when 

understanding culture is that meaning comes from all of these components. Through our chosen theoretical 

perspective, culture consists of a construction of shared meanings (Smircich, 1983) about a social reality. 

Nonetheless the constant reconstruction of these meanings is contributing to a never-ending becoming 

culture (Salzer-Mörling, 1998) consisting of questioning meanings (Martin, 2002); culture is not simply static 

but also dynamic. In the model, the meanings that go outside the shared ones are represented by the 

crossing ellipses.   
 

Figure 4. Model of how to Understand Organizational Culture 
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5.2 Management: Defining Reality To Others  
As the analysis model shows, managers are one part that constantly recreates meaning through the use of symbolic aspects and 

having a constant dialogue with employees which contributes to a recognizing culture. The subsequent paragraphs will analyze 

how managers, including Eneroth and Greuzard, recreate culture.  

5.2.1 Managing Culture? 

As the analysis model shows managing culture could be seen as a way to manage meaning. The purpose of 

managing meaning is to define reality to others, according to Alvesson (1993). However, the question 

whether a culture can be managed is challenging one and demands a thorough analysis. Kunda (1992), 

argues that seeing culture as manageable implies a view of controlling employees’ morale by colonizing their 

emotions. Results from interviews and observations have shown that the Cultural Manager of Volvo IT, 

Eneroth, has a rather unique role in the business world today. Having created an organization of culture 

shows that the management of Volvo IT has serious intentions in spreading the cultural thoughts from top 

management to employees. Eneroth’s books and other cultural materials were spread out at the office and 

stacked at the nearest department for those who wished to educate themselves in the Volvo IT culture. 

Posters, business cards, feedback cards (see appendix 5 and 7) and many more objects were also obtainable 

at the office. Additional information could be obtained from the intranet where there even was a homepage 

for culture. Van den Berg and Wilderom (2004) say that management plays a great role in shaping the 

culture and communicate it to the organization. Abrahamsson and Andersen (2005); Schein (1985) add that 

the creation of organizational culture is initiated with the founder of the organization. Eneroth is not the 

founder of Volvo IT but the study has shown that his role has been very important through the years in 

order to create common values and beliefs in the organization even though everybody did not recognize his 

work, almost everyone recognized the Volvo IT values. Pettigrew (1979) and Smircich (1983) see culture as a 

way of establishing meanings in organizations, which Eneroth has tried to do by creating the Volvo IT 

values. But to say that he has, as Kunda (1992) does, tried to colonize the morale of employees at Volvo IT 

is to defame his work since he has allowed individual interpretations of the values. 

 

Not many companies have their own “Cultural Manager” putting 100 percent of their time on culture 

questions and improvements. This is what makes Eneroth’s role very unique, although he is now only 

working 20% for Volvo IT, according to managers and employees. Eneroth has put 10 years on these 

investments and soon the Culture Navigators will probably take over his job. Obviously he has implemented 

many useful tools to recognize the culture with, but how much can one person change in a big international 

company? Can one person change the reality of so many people? Van den Berg and Wilderom (2004), claim 

that the managers shape and communicate the culture but this does not mean that the managers, and 

especially one, could change the behavior of people in a big international organization. However, he has not 

been totally alone. Today he is accompanied by the Cultural Ambassadors and recently even the Navigators, 

which have been a support to communicate the wanted culture.  

 

According to Salzer-Mörling (1998), some people have a higher possibility to define reality than others. 

Having such a centralized function emanating from one person, such as Eneroth, can affect employees in 

taking whatever he has to say as the law instead of as a guideline for reflection. According to Alvesson 

(2001) there must always be a questioning of the current framework of how to do things. What Alvesson 

(2001) argues about is that nothing should be taken for granted, not even from the management. On the 

other hand it could be seen as beneficial to have one person spreading the values of Volvo IT over the 

world instead of many due to the risk of creating contradicting messages depending on the person 

responsible for cultural activities. But as Eneroth said, he wants to make rid of himself as soon as possible. 

This could be the same reason that Kunda (1992) argues about in his study regarding the management 

teaching the employees how to become unconsciously aware of culture. The initiatives made at Volvo IT 
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may have the purpose to make the employees so aware of the wanted culture, the wanted culture of 

management, that it is integrated in their daily behavior.  

5.2.2 Values: a Cultural Philosophy or a Rigid Manual? 

According to Van den berg and Wilderom (2004), successful companies place great emphasis on values. The 

study, through the interviews, has shown that Eneroth together with the Navigator Greuzard, and the 

Ambassadors at Volvo IT, has to a certain degree succeeded to spread the three core values professionalism, 

respect and spirit throughout the organization but there exist different interpretations of the values, 

juxtaposing the meanings behind the words. Salzer-Mörling (2003) argues that management of meaning is a 

question of reproducing the dominant set of values that constitute the organization. It seems like she 

believes that for leaders to be recognized they need to produce the same types of values that have already 

existed. But what about differing values? The CEO of Volvo IT, Carlander, said during a meeting that 

Volvo IT needs to recognize different views and diverse values. This shows that the management of Volvo 

IT understands that there are diverse values within the organizations. The question remains to what extent 

are diverse values allowed? Can the cultural management of Volvo IT accept “all” values? Probably not since 

they have done such an investment into recreating culture by the cultural hierarchy and to state three core 

values what they stand for. Hence, those that have been appointed Ambassadors and Navigators are 

probably those who, in the eyes of management, reproduce these values in the best way.  

 

According to Schein (2004), a manager that convinces a group to act on his or her belief will generate taken 

for granted values. One manager at Volvo IT said that when he saw someone of his subordinates 

misbehaving he took him into the office and showed and spoke about the values with him or her. Further, 

having a guide or leaflet can help in spreading the values. Values in the form of a philosophy can serve as a 

guide for uncertainty as well as for difficult events, according to Schein (2004). On the other hand, as argued 

by Salzer-Mörling (1998), values can become most ineffective when they are effective meaning that if people 

are told what to do it could be seen as a rigid manual of how you should behave. As one employee and one 

manager mentioned, a scholar-like culture. There must be room for flexible meanings and interpretations of 

the values according to Salzer-Mörling (1998). The thesis has shown that all managers believed they behave 

according to the values but some employees mentioned that there are those who don’t.   

 

The study has shown that there is a great focus on that the Cultural Ambassadors should understand 

themselves and know their values. Ehn and Löfgren (2001) state that when understanding cultures in a 

collective, one need to understand one’s own categorizations of reality. But just focusing on the values and 

beliefs of the Cultural Ambassadors does not improve every employee’s values and beliefs, nonetheless their 

commitment. Some interviewed employees mentioned that managers were not always in line with the Volvo 

IT values. The reason of this could be that everybody was not as well informed about them, which can 

create a misunderstanding. Salzer-Mörling (1998) argues that values might not be what are most important 

but the processes they generate.  Some employees may not feel part of the values, which results in that they 

reject them or have a negative view towards them. This is shown in the analysis model by the crossing 

ellipses where diverse values are accepted around the shared ones but the employees still feel a part of the 

culture.  

5.2.3 Managing Culture Through Managing Meaning 

Managers work as sense-givers, as they define the reality to others, therefore they can consciously shape the 

organization’s self view, and some people in some organizations have the role or duty of shaping and 

forming the organizational members’ view of the world (Salzer, 1994). Is that the reason for why the 

management of Volvo IT continues to invest in expanding the cultural network? Maybe they want to control 

the realities of the employees to some extent by nominating certain individuals who have made a cultural 

contribution. Additionally they have created three core values, which are spread to different extent among 
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the employees. The thesis has moreover shown that neither the Cultural Manager Eneroth nor the Cultural 

Navigator Greuzard recreate the Volvo IT culture alone. Some employees did not want to be interviewed 

which showed of the sensitivity about asking questions regarding the cultural investments. Smircich and 

Morgan (1982) argue about that effective leadership is achieved when management succeeds in changing the 

meanings of the people working for the organization. Alvesson (1993) adds that the purpose of managing 

meaning is to define reality for others. As Alvesson; Smircich and Morgan argue, what the management of 

Volvo IT is trying to do is to manage every employee’s reality to some extent. Some people might be better 

than other in defining reality to others (Salzer-Mörling, 1998). This might also be the case at Volvo IT that 

some employees are perceived to recreate more meaning than managers. Although using terms such as 

Cultural Manager and Cultural Navigator implies that culture can be steered and controlled. 

 

Can management alone change meanings? In order to change meanings of people, people have to partly 

agree to these changes and “accept” them. If what Smircich and Morgan (1982) say is relevant, then they 

would claim that Volvo IT has not succeeded in having an effective leadership. Would their cultural 

investments be for granted? No, changing meaning takes time. To change meaning of people, in some cases 

to change their reality and how they perceive things, cannot be instantly made by everybody and not during 

a short period of time, or as Alvesson (1993) puts it, not by one man over one night. Therefore, changing 

the culture of Volvo IT is not changed instantly, partly due to the big influence that Eneroth has had during 

his ten years but also since the Ambassadors or Navigators might have gotten an impression of being 

superior to others in spreading culture and will hence not change quickly.  

5.2.4 Categorizing Culture  

The CEO of Volvo IT, Carlander, states in the company presentation that Volvo IT has a “strong culture”. 

But what is meant by this strong culture and for whom is it strong, asks Salzer-Mörling (1998)? A strong 

culture could imply a culture that does not necessarily increase profitability, but simply gather people around 

common values. She argues that it is often the meanings of management that constitutes what is meant by 

“strong”. If the purpose is to shape everyone into the same thinking then it could be useful but Salzer-

Mörling argues that the picture of a single, unique culture is a myth. Meanings are created and expressed in 

interplay of order and disorder. Dividing cultures into strong and weak ones show examples of what Ehn 

and Löfgren (2001) call categorizing. They argue that stereotyping is often used to define a shared culture 

meaning creating a feeling of “us” and “them”. The “us” would in this case be the collective of Volvo IT, 

while the “them” would be other companies with obviously “weaker” cultures. Ehn and Löfgren (2001) 

further say that this is a simplified view of culture by not recognizing that there are different levels of 

identities within every culture.  

5.2.5 Culture As a “Struccess” 

Salzer-Mörling (1998) argues about culture being a “struccess”; a structure and a process at the same time. 

Something to lean back on in hard times and something that is a never-ending journey. The management of 

Volvo IT has invested in a cultural hierarchy and recently decided to appoint Cultural Navigators to 

complement the Ambassadors and the Cultural Manager. This is truly an initiative in creating a structure and 

a formalization of culture. Additionally there are over 50 cultural tools available for the employees and every 

year the management tries to “measure” the attitudes of employees through the survey, VGAS. These tools 

were although criticized by employees for trying to measure ones motivation, which “cannot be done”. 

What is less explored, and probably tougher, is the process of constantly understanding where, when and by 

whom that culture is created. Appointing some persons to work with cultural activities might trigger the 

process and make people more aware but also bring inequalities up to surface. Some employees might 

wonder why they did appoint him and not me and start questioning ones behavior and values, which could 

have the opposite effect.    
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5.2.6 A Role Model: An Invisible Commitment   

People sometimes model their behavior after people that they find attractive and admire, role models (Trice 

and Beyer, 1993). When asking whether the managers or employees had any role models, mostly French 

managers were mentioned, there was no significant difference in the answers. This could be argued as the 

local leaders mattered more than the international ones which were not as physically proximate. Trice and 

Beyer (1993) say that perhaps the most effective leaders are attractive culture leaders at the top of 

organizations. According to Trice and Beyer’s argumentation that would be Eneroth in the case of Volvo 

IT. Since he was not so recognized by employees, this could mean that his visions were not spread down to 

the single worker. On the other hand, as he said himself, his job has been to make himself redundant as 

soon as possible, which shows that he wants other persons to take over his role in the future. An employee 

suggested that every manager should be a role model instead of having Ambassadors and Navigators, which 

could be a fruitful thought. According to one employee, the leaders should serve as role models, and if they 

were not in line with the values why should the employees. No matter if the managers wants it or not, they 

will be observed by the employees, and the employees might even eventually start to behave like they do, 

either being conscious about it or not. However, it is not a question whether it is good or bad to behave like 

a close manager or a role model, it is the question of to which extend the employees follow the behavior. 

Cause it is obvious that even managers can make mistakes and not always be in line with all values, like 

anybody else, but this might be a responsibility they have got without signing up for it.  
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5.3 Employees: Choosing Their Reality  
Employees are the second contributor to constantly recreating a recognizing culture, according to the analysis model, by 

interpreting and reflecting around symbolic aspects as well as having a constant dialogue with managers.  

5.3.1 Being Unconsciously Aware  

According to Trice and Beyer (1993), reality is in everything and life is an ongoing accomplishment where 

people try to make sense of the situations in which they find themselves. This may be a reason why people 

see things differently, cause everybody are making sense of their own situations, which clearly is not the 

same as anybody else.  When different persons are trying to make sense of the same values, it is not 

guaranteed that it will be the same interpretations of these values. One example was when asking the 

interviewees about Volvo IT’s core values, professionalism, respect and spirit. All the interviewees knew the 

values, however, they all had their own versions of what they stood for. The CEO, Carlander, said during a 

meeting that people working for Volvo IT need to recognize different views and diverse values. According 

to Eneroth, it is good and evident that people perceive these values differently, people should know the 

values but how they define them is up to them, he claimed.  

 

Some employees mentioned that not enough employees or managers behaved according the values and one 

even said that some mixed the values. Could this statement be due to the fact that the interviewees’ perceive 

their reality differently, as these values, and act upon that? How else is it possible that all the interviewees 

knew the values but despite that, it was employees saying that not everybody knew the values or was in line 

with them? Or could it be possible that out of all the interviewed employees we succeeded to only take those 

that knew and were in line with the values? But how do we explain that all the interviewees, selected from 

different departments and hierarchical levels, age and gender knew the values, even though they interpreted 

them differently? This is a strong proof of how this visible culture has made the employees recognize the 

core values, even though some of them were critical towards it. Having posters on every available spot at 

Volvo IT, in every department, in all coffee rooms, most of the managers’ offices etc. make employees “see” 

the culture without being aware of it, similar to Kunda’s (1992) study where the employees were not 

consciously aware of that they acted in the interest of management. Even the employees who claimed to not 

being well informed in the Volvo IT culture or the cultural investments knew the core values, which showed 

that all employees may not have been aware when being a part of the culture. This could be the reason why 

management invests so much in managing the meanings of the employees.  

5.3.2 Culture Being Visibly Invisible 

Ouchi and Wilkins (1983) argue about firms that create clan cultures outperform others by creating a sense 

of uniqueness. When is this “clan culture” created, and by how much effort? Some employees at Volvo IT 

said that it could be a risk of creating a clan or a sect-culture if the culture becomes too visible and printed 

on everything, but since none of the employees explicitly said that the Volvo IT culture was a clan or sect we 

interpreted it that the employees of Volvo IT thought that they did not have a clan culture. However, 

Eneroth has produced over 50 tools available on the intranet or in readable materials and argues that Volvo 

IT does not need more tools. But how much is too much culture? How should the management know when 

to stop making the culture visible and know when it is enough, not to become a clan? Even though the 

management may realize this, it may be difficult for them to know when the visible culture has reached its 

top. According to Salzer-Mörling (1998), it might not even be desirable to have everyone shaped into the 

same mindset.  

 

Trice and Beyer (1993) argue about that reality is an ongoing accomplishment where people try to make 

sense of the world they are living in and culture is to be studied like this. People may complain when they 

feel that something is too much or not right, but as long as it is fine, nothing is mentioned about it. This 

could result in that if the culture gets more visible and sect-like, employees would take a stand from it. On 



Recreating Meaning Through Cultural Investments  Chapter 7 Analysis  
- A Case Study of Volvo IT in France 

 

 P. Esmaeili and F. Holmdahl, 2011    59 

the other hand, why should a too visible culture be negative? Then employees would at least understand that 

when things are good at the department the cultural efforts have been a part of this. If employees do not 

realize that the cultural efforts have made an improvement at the department, they may never understand 

what culture is or why investments should be made. But then again, people are different and appreciate 

different methods to understand, which makes it difficult to choose a way to “market” the culture. Some 

people may need heavy “marketing” in culture, such as brochures, books, and workshops, while others 

reject the culture due to its visibility. The idea of the management making the culture visible by different 

means could be to bring people closer to the cultural activities in order to better understand and recognize it. 

 5.3.3 Who Is Choosing Whom?  

Carlander and Eneroth have stated that Volvo IT has a strong culture. Even some employees mentioned 

that they chose to apply and work at Volvo IT due to its strong culture and values. They had recognized 

these values by working in close relation with Volvo IT, by contacts or by working at Renault Trucks. This 

culture was for them very important and a great reason of choosing to work for Volvo IT.  As Schneider 

(1987) mentioned: The people are the ones selecting which companies to assign to; they are not randomly 

selecting different organizations. Schneider (1987) also confirms this by saying that, people are the ones 

choosing the organization and not the other way around.  

 

Nevertheless, there were also some employees that said that they ended up at Volvo IT out of coincidence, 

by having a friend asking them or just by chance when applying for jobs. This is a contradiction to 

Schneider’s (1987) theory saying that people are the ones selecting the place; they are not randomly selecting 

different organizations. But as the employees mentioned there are also organizations choosing people due to 

some circumstances. However, there is contradiction in Schneider’s own thoughts, thus he first claims that 

people are the ones selecting the place, or organization, and on the other hand he also claims that: people 

behave like they do because they are “attracted by the environment, selected by it, and stayed with it” 

(Schneider, 1987:440).  One thing that might be said is that different organizations attract different kind of 

people, and that is the reason organizations differ from each other (Schneider, 1987). Employees may make 

the first step of applying to the company but if they are accepted or not is the choice of the organization and 

the management. In any way this is not to be seen as good or bad, whoever choosing the other. The main 

goal is that the employee remains in the company being satisfied, and that both the management and the 

organization are in line with their values.   

 

It is one thing to choose a company or be selected by the company, but to remain at the company is 

something else. The reason some of the employees stayed within Volvo IT for many years was due to the 

values of the organization and the open mindset, which they highly appreciated. When people are attracted 

by an organization they want to make an effort to stay and to develop (Schneider, 1987). However, some 

people may stay within the company due to difficulties to find other jobs that may interest them more, and 

therefore have a negative attitude to the current company. But the interviewed employees were satisfied with 

their current jobs and tasks at work except one, due to private issues. However, this employee had a very 

positive view of the Volvo IT culture, so questioning if he wanted to change job due to the current culture 

or the company was not applicable in this case.   

5.3.4 Living in Silos  

Many employees mentioned during cultural seminars that they felt like working in “silos” meaning that there 

were different cultures at different departments within the company. Martin (2002) argues about the 

differentiation approach as seeing multiple meanings inside organizational cultures.  The study has shown 

that when having lunch and chitchatting with employees a reoccurring subject was the distinctiveness 

between the departments. Not only were some of them located remotely but also the jargon differed. A 

colleague mentioned that the neighbor department had their own culture and language. At our department 
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there were mostly women who were situated close to the culture department whilst in a neighbor 

department there were mainly men. Ehn and Löfgren (2001) argue about multiple social orders within a 

culture. At Volvo IT there exist probably more differing cultures within the “shared culture” than this study 

has shown.  

 

Instead of promoting a single oriented way of thinking, similar to clans as argued by Ouchi and Wilkins 

(1983), companies must allow time for personal reflection around cultural efforts. As shown in the 

developed analysis model by the ellipses around the shared meanings, there could exist diverse meanings, 

“surrounding” the shared meanings but which are still within the scope of the organization. It does not 

mean that in order for an organization to function there must be 100% shared meanings, there must always 

be questioning of the current order (Alvesson, 2001).  

5.3.5 Decision Making  

Decisions are product of sense making (Weick, 2001), and much of it goes on at the top level of the 

organization (Trice and Beyer, 1993). It was obvious that the employees felt that they were involved in some 

decision-making but clearly not the decisions that did not concern their team or department. Nevertheless, 

this is obvious in a big international company that every employee cannot be involved in big decisions. 

However, the decisions that are taken by the managers at Volvo IT in France could be different. The 

managers could involve the employees more in bigger decisions for Volvo IT in France, even though this 

will not be the quickest way to make decisions, but according to Denison (1996) this will improve the quality 

of the decision. But on the other hand, why should the employees be a part of the decision-making? They 

are probably not as well informed as the managers, and maybe their thoughts and ideas will be based on 

knowledge that they do not have. However, if they do not have the knowledge needed it is not their fault, 

but the managers. When working in a company, the employees should be well informed what their company 

is planning and doing in order for them to feel involved in what is happening.  

5.3.6 The Word “Culture”, a Reason for Confusion?  

Authors have claimed that culture is a very complex phenomenon and very difficult to identify and argued 

that culture is in everything (Alvesson, 2009; Salzer 1994), which makes the comprehension of the word very 

difficult. How do we identify culture and do we understand when it “hits” us? Employees at Volvo IT 

expressed the culture differently, through various metaphors. Some even said that they did not understand 

culture or “have never seen culture”. Another said, “The word is confusing”. When using a word with so 

many meanings the risk to get caught in competing roadmaps (Salzer-Mörling, 2003), a “culture war” 

(Martin, 2002) or a definitional game, is very likely. When people try to comprehend this complex 

phenomenon it is obvious that people perceive it differently. Some employees liked the workshops and 

cultural activities, others said that by labeling it “culture” it gets confusing and people reject it without even 

knowing what it is. How should management know which way is the best way to “market” their culture? 

 

So if culture is in “everything” as argued by Alvesson (2009), then why do we need to call it anything? If 

what is culture and what is not culture is very hard to judge (Alvesson & Berg, 1988) how come we 

constantly need to improve it? It might be useful to even “drop” the word culture in organizations. 

Managers or employees might not even know what they are improving. Everybody create their reality, what 

may be culture for some may not be culture for others, cause how we perceive things is subjective and does 

not always make sense for others. The reason management puts effort in this so-called “culture” is to create 

shared meanings, which can be made in different ways. Some prefer workshops, others prefer visible 

material and there are also those who enjoy cultural activities. By putting efforts in different formalized 

“tools” will at least make both managers and employees involved in the organizational culture and get 

together to discuss what it is about.  
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5.3.7 A Swedish Influence 

This part will consist of reflections and views from both managers and employees and their view upon the Swedish influence on 

the culture at Volvo IT.  

 

Employees, as well as managers, agreed on the fact that the Swedish culture has some good parts as well as 

some negative parts that have influenced the culture at Volvo IT. According to Alvesson and Berg (1988), 

the culture of a company can be understood as a micro-representation of the national culture where the 

company has its origin. What then becomes interesting is how big impact the Swedish culture has on the 

Volvo IT culture in France since most of the managers are located in Sweden and the roots of Volvo IT 

come from this country.  

 

The study has shown that the Swedish culture at Volvo IT was mostly related to the non-hierarchical 

relationship and the flat structure in the organization when interviewing the employees, which was an 

appreciated influence. Could this relationship be seen as Swedish just because people were not used to 

working at other companies with similar structure or was it just the fact that relationships between managers 

and employees are not hierarchical as in France? Even though most of the managers on a high level were 

Swedish it did not mean that the French managers obeyed on matters that they did not believe in. As said 

during the interviews with the French managers, they were happy with the non-hierarchical relationship.  

 

Further, the Swedish organizational culture was very open and liberal according to the interviewed 

employees and managers. The negative part concerning the Swedish culture was the Swedish decision-

making regarding consensus. Almost all of the French employees commented that the French people were 

more action oriented while the Swedish took their time with the decision-making cause everybody had to 

agree, which could be seen as frustrating when the French employees wanted to take action. Employees said 

that they saw a difference in how decisions were made now compared to earlier days when Renault was 

“purely” French. Both employees and managers found the ever striving after consensual decision making to 

be time-consuming and hence drawing out the process.  This was clearly something that seemed to bother 

many of the people, according to both managers and employees. Salzer-Mörling (1998) argues about local, 

national cultures that often shape multinational organizations, which was also the case at Volvo IT.  A 

company with mainly Swedish employees founded in a Swedish organizational culture, the Volvo Way, 

together with the cultural efforts at Volvo IT, but with global operations meaning that people with various 

national backgrounds would come together. According to Eriksson-Zetterquist et al. (2008), there are 

difficulties in implementing company cultures in multinational companies due to the strong influence by the 

local.national,,culture,,which,the,study,also,proved. 
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5.4 Symbolic Aspects Recreating Culture 
The third part in recreating a recognized culture is the symbolic aspect part, according to the analysis model. Employees and 

managers make use of symbolic aspects such as symbols, metaphors, language and stories to express meanings to recreate a 

recognizing culture.   

5.4.1 Artifacts Turned Into Symbols 

At Volvo IT in Lyon there were plenty of tangible manifestations of culture. On the walls, posters were up 

explaining the vision for 2015 and the core values of the company, books and pamphlets were lying in the 

bureaus. Interviews with both employees and managers show of different perceptions regarding these visible 

objects or artifacts, as argued by Schein (2004). Hatch (1993) argues that artifacts must be translated into 

symbols if they are to be understood as significant objects. She says that all artifacts can become symbols but 

not all will. This means that it lies in the interpretation of the members of the organization to judge whether 

an artifact is a symbol or not. At Volvo IT, the Volvo logo was printed on materials and was present when 

entering the building to the office. Although the first object that struck us were the huge Renault flags 

floating at the entrance. Some symbols might have created more meaning to the managers and employees 

than others. Other prominent symbols were the signed certificates by the CEO, which were strategically 

located in the entrance for customers to see, as they entered the complex. Which one of these artifacts that 

had the strongest symbolical impact was difficult to judge, since the employees did not often relate to them, 

but they were obviously there for a reason. Another material artifact found within an organization is the 

clothing (Salzer, 1994). According to Salzer (1994) the way of dressing is one cultural habit, “which group 

one belongs to or identify with”. At Volvo IT the clothing was relaxed but proper. It was obvious that 

people felt comfortable with the dressing and therefore that was not an issue or a concern.  But then again, 

we do not know if people working at Volvo IT would be dissatisfied with a more suit-look at the office 

because we never made a comparison with people having to choose between these two looks.  

 

5.4.2 Experiencing a Rite at Volvo IT 

A rite combines different cultural forms into an integrated public performance, according to Trice and Beyer 

(1984). By attending a meeting with the CEO of Volvo IT, it was obvious that people valued this 

encountering with the top management, which showed itself in a filled hall. Contradictory, few employees or 

managers dared to pose questions to the CEO. As mentioned by Trice & Beyer (1984), studying the web of 

meanings behind these expressions of culture is important showing how multiple cultural manifestations link 

together. It could be so that the employees were so respectful of the CEO that they did not dare to ask any 

questions, or on the other hand they did not know what to ask the top manager when he was standing in 

front of them in person. How much creation of meaning that lies in these meetings is more difficult to 

judge. But it could be so that the management wants to show who they are by these meetings and to 

personify the culture.  

 

Leadership is a symbolic activity according to Salzer-Mörling (1998) and intertwined with culture (Schein, 

2004). Managers are “sense-givers” (Salzer, 1994) and have the “role” of defining reality to others through 

meetings. But does the management of Volvo IT really create shared meanings through these events? And 

whose meanings are shared? Salzer-Mörling (1998) argues that these meaning are often the meanings of 

management. But what happened to democracy and the voice of the employees? Czarniawska-Joerges (1989) 

argues that collective action does only require the experience of a given action and hence not necessarily 

shared meanings. It could be a manifestation of a want to direct and steer the organizational members in 

some direction by doing presentations about visions and missions for the future, or as Czarniawska-Joerges 

argues, an experience of a given collective action while in fact it is the action of management. Carlander 

mentioned that a key issue for the company’s cultural vision for 2015 was trust. When every employee 

sitting in the hall heard these words they were probably more or less influenced by the CEO but nonetheless 

they heard what the management thought about the culture. Trust is such a general word that probably most 
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employees would agree on that it is important in organizations. If everyone was to be running around and 

suspecting each other would not result in commitment but on the other hand the managers have to find 

general values that appeal to most employees. In the bottom line probably lies the need for profitability and 

effectiveness of the company’s but, as Alvesson (2009) argues, relating cultural efforts directly and causally 

to profitability is to narrow the view of culture. 

 

5.4.3 Language: A Cultural Barrier?  

An important symbolic manifestation of culture is language since it combines words and gestures to express 

meaning (Trice and Beyer, 1993). The corporate language at Volvo IT was English, even though French was 

used frequently at the office and between the employees. Nonetheless, the English was also seen as the 

cultural language, by using it in the daily working environment. The internal homepage was in English, some 

international workshops as well as some meetings, due to Swedish colleagues being present. According to 

Salzer (1994), it is through the language that the organizational members create their reality. Having 

meetings in English impeded some people to participate due to lack of knowledge in English. However, 

these meetings could not be held in another language than English therefore it is understood that some may 

feel omitted due to their lack in language. It was clear during the observations and interviews that English 

was used daily, when talking with colleagues in other countries, by saying “meetings” instead of using the 

French word when talking to French colleagues and by keeping updated through the intranet. And when 

some people cannot be a part of this, a big part of the Volvo IT culture, they feel left behind and not 

involved in the culture as others may feel. Unfortunately this is a difficult dilemma for the management, 

when having people working at the company with difficulties in English. 

 

5.4.4 “Walk the talk”: A Convincing Slogan? 

Volvo IT uses the motto “walk the talk” to refer to how managers should behave. Trice and Beyer, (1993) 

argue about slogans as brief sayings with the purpose of persuading someone to do something and might or 

might not be accepted by the members of the target culture. Salzer-Mörling (1998) writes that it could be 

seen as an illusion of managing. The employees both admired and criticized this saying. It was important for 

most of the employees that managers had to “walk the talk”. Many of the employees explicitly mentioned 

that a role model is a person that “walks the talk” and who has charisma. However, the walk could be too 

long and there is no step for free were critique brought up during interviews, both situated far away from 

the culture department. The managers on the other hand could not find any occasion when they had not 

walked the talk because most said they were aware of it. An employee although stated that everyone should 

walk the talk and not only managers. It seemed that this motto had been spread through the organization 

but the meaning of it differed between the interviewees.  

 

5.4.5 Stories: Sharing Reality With Others 

Stories are a powerful expression aimed at giving meaning to organizational members by quickly 

communicating emotionally charged beliefs (Trice and Beyer, 1993). Stories link and explain events by 

creating a meaningful context, according to Salzer-Mörling (1998). The management team of Volvo IT had a 

blog on the intranet page where they shared their reality and daily experiences with the employees. They 

wrote about how they experienced their environment and their current tasks for Volvo IT. The employees 

from time to time mentioned this blog, which meant that they read it. From the observations made, there 

was no such blog for employees where they could express themselves in an informal manner. Moreover, on 

the Intranet there were also stories called the Volvo Way Stories. These stories were not only from 

employees at Volvo IT, but from the whole Volvo Group, telling and sharing their reality. This gives an 

example of that it is not only the work of management to define reality to others but the task of every 

employee. But still, probably someone higher up in the hierarchy had to “approve” the stories.  
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5.5 Metaphors of Volvo IT Culture 
To understand differences of how management and employees perceive the Volvo IT culture, a metaphor is a useful concept.  

 

Metaphors are used to transfer a concept from an area to another according to Morgan (1980). The Cultural 

Manager Eneroth, argues about a metaphor that is growing and developing. Using metaphors as describing 

culture is used to facilitate the understanding for symbolical perspectives according to Alvesson and Berg 

(1988). Others (Smircich, 1983) say that metaphors should not be something seductive but instead analyze 

issues from new angles. Employees mentioned metaphors such as a class at school, a mosaic and a network. 

When mentioning the developed metaphor by Eneroth, the iceberg, a manager reacted strongly by saying 

that he stopped work when he saw it. It could be so that the manager said that because he was so aware of it 

that it had become a part of his behavior or that he truly did not like it. 

 

5.5.1 Metaphor of Culture 

As argued by Alvesson (2009); Smircich (1983); Morgan (1980) a metaphor is useful to understand 

organizational culture. Alvesson (2009) explicitly argues that to understand organizational culture, the 

researcher should develop his own metaphor do describe it.  

 

Organizational culture could be illustrated as a family of human beings; each individual is born as a blank 

sheet of paper, and starts immediately to be formed by its surrounding. The founders of the culture, the 

parents, can be seen as the first person(s) who tries to organize the family by having visions of what this 

culture should become. Even though the founder(s) has/have clear visions of how the culture should be, the 

culture will always also be affected by its surrounding and not fully result in the wanted culture, as in the 

eyes of the parents (the management).  Culture, as a family, form assumptions and values that is given by the 

parents with human interaction, some of the values the family rejects, others it recognizes.  Some individuals 

may influence the family more than others, which also form certain values and meanings. What the family 

can learn from are the differing views given by the new members, the children, which comes in and disturbs 

the order. Children question the taken for granted, since they don’t know what is right or wrong in the 

family. When the parents take these differing meanings into consideration something more will come out of 

the culture than what it was before.  

 

The reason a family is a metaphor for culture is because culture can always be formed by its surroundings, as 

a collective of human beings, but only to a certain level. At one point there must be space for individual 

reflection and interpretation of the collective culture, as argued by Alvesson (2009). A culture not sharing 

every meaning in the family can be defined as a person behaving differently from the other members. The 

“older” a family gets, the more difficult it is to change the meanings within it, although it is not impossible.  

 

There are critics against using family as a metaphor of culture. It does not pay much attention to what goes 

on in the environment surrounding the family but instead how the individuals react at a change in the 

environment. It does not de facto explain the environment, only what happens within the family when 

something around it changes. Also using a family implies seeing culture as being expressed by the relations 

in the family and not what is going on within them, in their souls, which is the personal culture. The 

personal culture might be suppressed by the family culture but nonetheless the individual feel belongingness 

to some extent since the family partly recognizes him.  
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5.6 Summary 
As the analysis has shown there are obviously contrasting arguments towards how to manage meanings through cultural 

investments. Before the conclusions we therefore try to sum up the main ideas discussed in the previous paragraphs before going 

into the concluding chapter.  

 

Culture is about interpretation, in order to understand it we have to see it through different perspectives, 

therefore a model was constructed to view different views on how each factor contribute to recreate culture 

such as: the managers, the employees and the symbolic aspects. Although, it is not an equal relation between 

the three parts but to understand culture is to understand that meaning comes from all of these 

components. The purpose of managing meaning (Smircich and Morgan, 1982), which the managers are 

trying to do, is to define reality to others (Alvesson, 1993).  Volvo IT has serious intentions in spreading the 

cultural thoughts from top management to employees by having created an organization of culture. 

However, the question is if few persons can change the meaning of reality of so many people? 

 

The management at Volvo IT has to a certain degree succeeded to spread the three core values: 

professionalism, respect and spirit throughout the organization but there exists different interpretations of 

the values, juxtaposing the meanings behind the words. Yet one employee claimed that this method of 

spreading the culture was very scholar like. In order to change the meaning of, employees had to partly agree 

to these changes and “accept” them. But obviously the managers and employees “saw” the culture without 

being aware of it. Some claimed not being well informed in the Volvo IT culture or the cultural investments 

but they knew the core values, which showed that all people might not be aware when being a part of the 

culture. Alvesson and Berg (1988) argue that culture is in “everything” and hence what is and what is not 

culture is very hard to judge. Therefore, employees and managers working at Volvo IT might not be aware 

of being affected by the culture because it is constantly surrounding them. They might not know when it 

“hits” them, due to the complexity of the word “culture” and therefore the interpretations of the word are 

most likely different. 

 

According to the developed analysis model, managers constantly recreate meanings since they are regarded 

as having a higher responsibility than employees but they do not necessarily recreate most meanings in 

organizations, some are better to define reality than others as Salzer-Mörling (1998) argues, which might be 

employees as well as managers. Moreover, there is a tough balance of managing meaning through cultural 

investments, between turning the organization into a sect or a clan (Kunda, 1992; Ouchi and Wilkins, 1983) 

versus reducing uncertainty (Schein, 2004) and defining reality to others (Alvesson, 1993). The analysis has 

shown that there should be a recognizing instead of a blaming culture where diverse values and meanings 

are contributing to a constantly becoming organizational culture. Using symbolic aspects by both managers 

and employees facilitates understanding this recognizing culture. The metaphor of a family was developed to 

facilitate the understanding. 
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CHAPTER 6  
Conclusion 
In this chapter the results and the conclusion of the study will be presented, by showing the knowledge contribution answering the 

purpose and summarizing the questions, asked in the first chapter. Additionally a discussion around the contribution will be 

held together with suggestions for further research.  

6.1 The Purpose of the Study:  
 

To create an improved understanding between managements strive, through cultural investments, 

to recreate and manage a wanted meaning and how the employees perceive these investments. 

 

Two questions were posed to help fulfill the purpose of the study: 

 

What are the managerial intentions of how the Volvo IT culture should be experienced and 

described? How do they invest in recreating this culture? 

 

As the analysis has shown, the managerial intentions are quite remarkable when it comes to creating a 

structure for the culture by printing lots of cultural material as well as nominating a Cultural Manager, 

Cultural Navigators and Cultural Ambassadors. But as Salzer-Mörling (1998) argues, culture is both a 

structure and a process, something that becomes. The study has although shown that the management at 

Volvo IT has created the structure but needs to constantly work with the process by continue to question 

the taken for granted and analyze why people behave in certain ways. The persons nominated to work with 

this should be seen as both followers and provocateurs of the current processes of recreating meaning. The 

meaning with followers is the people in line with the intended meaning of management (Schein, 2004), but 

simultaneously provocateurs by questioning the current order (Martin, 2002; Alvesson, 2001). The managers 

are generally those who are influential in defining what is meaningful and acting as sense-givers (Salzer, 

1994) to others but the study has shown that it is not necessarily those in the top that defines reality in the 

best way. However, this is a very good way to prove that the investments and implementations that Volvo 

IT put in the culture pays off, by people knowing and identifying themselves with the values and also 

recognizing these investments by choosing the organization.  

 

After conducting this study we have noticed that the title: Cultural Manager, or Navigator, is a strange word to 

use when understanding organizational culture since they imply somehow that culture can be steered easily 

by these persons. Employees and managers at Volvo IT claim that culture comes from everyone and cannot 

easily be managed. A more neutral word for companies to use could be Culture Responsible or, as already 

used, Culture Ambassador. 

 

What are the employees’ perceptions of these investments made by the management?  

 

The employees were in general positive towards the cultural investments made by the management but the 

study has shown that there were questioning arguments towards it. Arguments brought up were for example 

that they did not understand why the management continued to invest in the culture and suggested to call it 

something else instead. They moreover suggested that every manager should be a Cultural Ambassador 

instead of nominating certain ones. The study has moreover shown that the employees in the organizations 

are recreating the culture as much as the managers, but it is made differently. Employees that thrive in an 
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organization also create a better culture towards the organization, managers and other colleagues. People are 

behaving as they do because they are “attracted by the environment, selected by it, and stayed with it” 

(Schneider, 1987:440) and they are the once constantly creating the organization, making it what it is. 

Therefore it is not possible to say that it is only the managers that recreate the culture. Even though the 

employees at Volvo IT might not be aware of that they are recreating culture, what they do and how they 

behave will affect the culture and the organizational values.  
 

The study showed that many employees were aware of the efforts made in cultural activities and in the 

printed material. Most of them had a positive view towards the culture, which proved that the managerial 

intentions of communicating the culture had succeeded in certain ways. But it is a long way to go to change 

everybody’s’ meaning of reality, if that is even possible! 
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6.2 Knowledge Contribution 

By developing a model describing how organizational culture is recreated, a contribution has been made to 

better understand organizational culture as a way to manage meaning through cultural investments. The 

model shows that managers, employees and symbolic aspects in a continuous exchange, recreate culture. 

There is not an equal relation between the three parties. In some companies the management is better at 

recreating meaning, in others, the employees. Both management and employees should although benefit 

from using symbolic aspects such as symbols, metaphors, stories and rites to improve the cultural 

understanding. These three components will together create a shared and recognizing culture instead of a 

rejecting and blaming one. Although some questioning and diverse meanings and values could be accepted 

and brought in to always question the current order. Further, the metaphor of a family facilitates to make 

sense of how organizational culture could be understood.  

 

To better understand organizational culture one cannot make it too “visible” by printing logos and values 

everywhere, to not risk people to reject it. Instead allowing alternative and creative expressions such as 

painting or brainstorming around culture will give space for reflection. The culture should be something, as 

argued by employees and managers at Volvo IT, so invisible that it is visible. Employees had no interest of 

seeing brochures or books about culture, which shows that it should not only be printed on walls. Culture is 

not something only written down in a book or in a value leaflet, but expressed in the behavior on a daily 

basis and in peoples’ minds. Some employees may reject the events if there is too much indication on that it 

is a culture activity, even though it actually is. 

 

An implementation of organizational culture that promotes a dialogue between managers and employees, a 

questioning and a reflection, could be seen as an alternative way than only promoting a single way of 

thinking(which the management did in Kunda’s,1992, study at High Tech) when it comes to recreating a 

recognizing culture. Symbolic expressions such as rites, story-telling and meetings, among employees and 

between management and employees where matters such as meanings, values and assumptions are 

discussed, could facilitate the perception of culture for both managers as well as for employees.  

6.2.1 Discussion Around the Contribution 

The contribution of this thesis has shown that culture cannot be seen as something comparable and directly 

related to performance measures. It clearly go against the corporate culture perspective that developed 

during the 80’s (Peters and Waterman, 1982) and which continued to be developed during the 90’s (Denison 

and Mishra, 1995) which obstinately tried to proof that a company’s culture is as steerable as its strategy. 

They did not find out which direction to steer it or how to manage but only that it could be “managed”. 

Moreover authors arguing for “strong cultures” (Deal and Kennedy, 1982) and causally correlated to 

effectiveness (Kotter and Heskett, 1992), argued for a view that moral could be managed. This study has 

shown that culture might be difficult to operationalize but nonetheless needs to be recognized and 

understood, since it is affecting everything in an organization. But promoting a view that companies have 

stronger and superior cultures to others, as these authors did, is very hard for an outsider to judge, since 

culture must be experienced. The question is for whom is it strong? It is a simplified and objective view 

upon culture that this thesis has shown evidence against. It is not possible to say that humans are like 

machines that are indoctrinated into the ways to do by management. There must always be a questioning of 

the current order which will results in a learning organization which the management and the organization 

will benefit from in the long run.  

6.2.2 Method Contribution 

During this thesis we have been given the unique opportunity of conducting ethnography and being an 

insider at Volvo IT. We have besides the findings learnt things that could be useful for future studies from a 

methodological point of view.  
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When doing ethnography one wants to grasp the native’s voice (Bryman and Bell, 2005; Schwartzman, 1993) 

and to see reality as others see it (Czarniawska-Joerges, 1989). By staying at the office, having lunch with 

colleagues and chit-chatting we believe we have been honest when saying that we tried to grasp the native’s 

voice when presenting the results of this thesis. Nonetheless, we could have integrated more with the 

employees by attending more meetings and get-togethers, which would have increased the insiders view. 

This is a difficult balance, as we experienced, not getting too involved in their reality but at the same time 

distance oneself to the studied phenomena. We recommend future ethnographers to explain what they are 

doing there instead of being seen as someone sneaking around and spying. This will only create confusion 

among the studied population and might even lead to dissociation, which will decrease the quality of the 

study.  
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6.3 Further Research  
According to us the area of research within organizational culture is a never ending process since it is such a 

complex matter and brings up how questions how we make sense of reality. We have discovered a need of 

further analyzing the researchers’ personal culture before conducting the research and how we relate it to the 

culture of the members of the organizations. This would demand a much more exhaustive ethnography than 

we have been able to do during this amount of time. The researcher should stay long enough with the 

studied subject to get to know their view of the world and their inner assumptions. A longitudinal, 

ethnography spanning over many years would be needed to grasp these underlying irrational processes.  

 
More research is also required how culture is related to external factors such as society, political and legal 

systems to get a more complete picture of what influences culture of organizations. An ethnographical 

research should also be made in culture from a physiological perspective, to understand what lays the 

ground for peoples’ reality and how they look upon culture due to their background. This will obviously take 

long time and cannot be studied during few months.  

 

6.4 Own Reflections on the Learning Process 
In this section we will describe what we have learnt from our study after finishing it.  

 

During this academic journey we have learnt a lot from various theoretical areas. Due to its extremely 

complex nature, culture is not an easily defined notion as we did find out when we plunged into literature. 

The knowledge within the area was “unlimited” and we could never anticipate such a vast amount of 

definitions. We questioned ourselves a lot of times why there is a need for such a complex word that grasps 

“everything and nothing”. Initially we chose to approach the subject focusing on a rational, corporate 

culture, view and started studying articles and literature within this area (e.g. Denison and Mishra, 1995; 

Kotter and Heskett, 1992). Later on we discovered that such an analysis would not give enough depth by 

simply viewing culture as something measurable and comparable. Instead we chose the branch that 

questioned how organization could be created at all through shared meanings (Salzer-Mörling, 1998; Salzer 

1994, Smircich, 1983). This meant that we had learnt a lot about one perspective but we then switched to 

the other, which took some time to adopt in our minds. Anyhow we have by this learned to critically 

compare these two aspects.  

 

We have also learnt a lot about how we perceive culture and that even though we were writing the thesis 

together we had different perspective regarding certain approaches and how we look upon our own reality. 

We understood that our background made a huge impact on how we wanted to interpret certain matters and 

how to draw conclusions from it. Also, since both of us are Swedes this might have influenced the results in 

how we look upon reality and made us more aware along the study what was typically Swedish.  

 

After this study we realized that it is necessary to have more time when conducting a micro- ethnographical 

study in such a complex phenomenon as culture, 20 weeks were not enough for such a complex subject.  
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Appendix  

Appendix 1 Organizational charts 

 

Volvo Group 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Volvo IT- Global Presence  
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Appendix 2 Summary of the Volvo Way 
Leif Johansson, CEO of Volvo Group, says in the foreword of the Volvo way that: 

 

“It shows what we stand for and what we want to achieve”(Volvo Way:2) 

 

The Volvo Way expresses the culture, behaviors and values that are shared across the Volvo Group. Volvo writes on 

their intranet page that the Volvo Way culture is what defines group and what makes working with them so special. 

Further, it is written that everyone share a responsibility for living the culture and move from words to action. (Intranet 

page). In the pamphlet describing the Volvo Way it is written that “the corporate values have to be the common 

ground , also for the specific values that we use to promote and differentiate our brands”(Volvo Way, page 10). Each 

BA should aim for a leading position within their segment which is to be reflected in image, customer satisfaction, 

profitability and size or growth rate.  

 

The ability to develop a competitive culture is a critical long-term factor for profitability. It is difficult to copy a culture 

for the competitor and vice versa. To take the lead when introducing change is a strong element of the global culture. 

Each year the Group Executive Committee meets with the management teams of the different BA’s and BU’s where 

they break down the strategic objectives and adapt them to different departments, teams and individuals. By 

encouraging each other, new energy is generated and a willingness to learn and act. A belief as stated in the Volvo Way 

is that every individual wants and is able to change and improve performance regardless of work assignment and 

position. The demand for active employee commitment is clearly stated.  

 

Volvo uses the word leadership instead of management in the Volvo Way. It is written that they must have a desire, 

self-confidence and ability to set a clear course towards objectives. The leaders of Volvo are responsible of developing 

strategies and goals, establish business-oriented guidelines and involving employees in the decision making process. 

Managing by objectives and focus on execution are keywords mentioned.  It is also written that leaders must earn 

respect from their teams by showing respect for the individual and a commitment to the company. Leaders always 

represent the Volvo Way. Leadership requires active communication, which means listening, motivating and explaining 

decisions but at the same time asking for feedback. It is also mentioned that good relations need to be cultivated across 

departments to ensure the best possible results. To take the lead, according to the Volvo Way, one must go from word 

to action and to change faster than competitors. In order to do this one must quantify, measure and deliver. Quantify 

means determining if the actions taken are appropriate and effective. The next step is to measure if the decided action 

was correct. Measurable results finally provide goals for the deliveries.   

 

Cover page of the Volvo Way 
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Appendix 3 The Cultural Organization of Volvo IT and its Tasks 
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Appendix 4 Interview Distribution/ Interview Guides  
According to us it is of great importance to have a representative number of 

male/ female and Managers/ employees when interviewing the people at 

Volvo IT in Lyon. The reason is to get an demonstrative look at the 

company as well as to catch different perspectives that may be lost if we 

would only interview managers or only male employees. This selection of 

interviewees is representative of how the organization looks today, with that said, not so many female managers. Volvo 

IT is a male dominated organization, which result in more male interviewees than female. We have however tried to 

execute the interviews having this gender perspective in mind.  

 

Interview guides 

The order in the questions differs from managers to employees. This is due to that the managers have a higher position in the company than 

the employees. They have influence on the employees as well as on the culture because some employees see them as role models in the company. 

Therefore, the cultural questions are asked earlier (question 6.) in the interview-guide for managers than for the employees (question 13.). 

The reason is that we would like the managers to first express and describes the culture before asking them questions about their own 

behavior and reflections, to see if they practice as they preach. Whilst we believe in a different structure when it comes to the employees. We 

would like to know about their reflections and work relationships before directly asking them about the culture at the company. This way we 

can understand that the culture the employees express is aligned with the feeling and reflection they have at work.  

 

Management (The interview is strictly confidential)  

1. Please give us a short presentation of your work experience at Volvo. (What attracted you to this 
job?) (How long have you worked here at Volvo IT) 

2. Are you satisfied with your working task?  

3. What would you say has been the main reason for you to stay here?  
4. How many people are you responsible of?  
5. How much time do you spend at the office?   
6. Have you noticed any improvements in the culture at Volvo IT these past years? (How would you 

describe the improvements?) 
7. How would you describe the culture at Volvo IT?  
8. Do you notice any “Swedish” influence in the Culture at Volvo IT?  
9. What is the most important reason, would you say, investing in company culture? (Goals? 

Intentions?) 
10. Do you want the Culture at Volvo IT to be more visible? Why? How? 

11. Do you feel comfortable at work when it comes to the working environment/ Clothing? 

12. Can you give an example of when the culture has helped you in your daily operations?  

13. Is it anything you would like to criticize about the Culture at Volvo IT?  

14. Who do you think creates the culture? 

15. What is your opinion of Cultural Navigators/ Cultural Ambassadors?  
16. Do you see any results in the Cultural investments?  
17. How would you explain the relationship among the employees at the office?  
18. What kind of relationship do you prefer with the employees? (An open or a hierarchical 

relationship.)  
19. How are decisions made at Volvo IT? (Would you say that the employees are a big part of the 

decision-making? Why not? How? ) 
20. How do you think the management should encourage the employees to work better?  
21. Do you have any role models at Volvo (AB/ IT)? Why him/her? 
22. What do the core values of Volvo IT mean to you?  
23. How would you describe the meaning with “walk the talk”?  
24. Do you have an example of yourself when you have not “Walked the talk”?  
25. Which metaphor do you use when describing the culture of Volvo IT?  
26. Which corporate events / activities do you appreciate the most?  

 

 

Interviews Distribution 

  Employees Managers  

Female  6 0 

Male  9 3 
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Employees (The interview is strictly confidential) 

 

1. Please give a short explanation of your work experience at Volvo IT! (Why did you choose to work 

at   Volvo IT? What attracted you? How long have you worked here?) 

2. How would you say/explain that your time at Volvo IT has been?  

3. Are you satisfied with your working task?  

4. Do you feel that you can influence your working situation? (Do you feel that you are given the 

opportunity to grow and improve your work?) 

5. Do you feel that you can be a part of the decision-making at Volvo IT?  

6. How would you explain the relationship between you and the others at your department?  

7. How would you explain the relationship with the managers/ leaders at the department? 

8. Would you rather call/email/ or go to your manager if you need anything?  

9. Who do you turn to in case you need support in your work? Why? 
10. How would you describe the meaning with “walk the talk”?  

11. Can you give an example of when a manager does not “Walk the talk”?  

12. Do you have any role models at Volvo (AB/ Volvo IT )? Why him/her? 

13. How would you explain the culture at Volvo IT? (Do you think it is unique?) (What does it mean?)  

14. Would you say that there are subcultures at Volvo IT? – And how would you describe them?  

15. Do you notice any Swedish influence in the culture at Volvo IT?  

16. How do you think that Volvo IT communicates its culture?  

17. What is your opinion of Cultural Navigators/ Ambassadors? (Do you feel that they are necessary?)  

18. Why do you think that Volvo IT puts so much effort and energy on the company culture? (Do you 

think it’s a company strength?)  

19. Do you see any results in these cultural investments?  

20. Do you want the culture to be more visible? Why? How?  

21. Do you feel comfortable with the working environment and the clothing at Volvo IT?  

22. Can you give an example of when the culture has helped you in your daily operations?  

23. Do you have any critics towards the culture at Volvo IT?  

24. When and where do you believe the culture is created? Who creates it? 

25. What do the core values of Volvo IT mean to you? 

26. Do you feel that your group/ team/ department is working according to the values at Volvo? 

(Professionalism, spirit, respect) 

27. Which metaphor would you use to describe the Culture at Volvo IT?   

28. Do you have any corporate events? Do you participate in these? Why/why not?  
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Appendix 5 Examples of Culture Material of the Volvo IT Culture. 
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Appendix 6 Photographs Showing the Volvo IT Culture 

 

Photographs from an office close to ours: symbolic manifestations of culture. 
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Appendix 7 Tangible Objects of the Volvo IT Culture  
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