
This is an electronic reprint of the original article.
This reprint may differ from the original in pagination and typographic detail.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

This material is protected by copyright and other intellectual property rights, and duplication or sale of all or 
part of any of the repository collections is not permitted, except that material may be duplicated by you for 
your research use or educational purposes in electronic or print form. You must obtain permission for any 
other use. Electronic or print copies may not be offered, whether for sale or otherwise to anyone who is not 
an authorised user.

Lamberg, Juha-Antti; Luoma, Jukka
Ideology in Vicarious Learning–Related Communication

Published in:
Organization Science

DOI:
10.1287/orsc.2020.1378

Published: 01/07/2021

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Published under the following license:
CC BY

Please cite the original version:
Lamberg, J.-A., & Luoma, J. (2021). Ideology in Vicarious Learning–Related Communication. Organization
Science, 32(3), 708-730. https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.2020.1378

https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.2020.1378
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.2020.1378


This article was downloaded by: [130.233.191.43] On: 18 August 2021, At: 01:29
Publisher: Institute for Operations Research and the Management Sciences (INFORMS)
INFORMS is located in Maryland, USA

Organization Science

Publication details, including instructions for authors and subscription information:
http://pubsonline.informs.org

Ideology in Vicarious Learning–Related Communication
Juha-Antti Lamberg, Jukka Luoma

To cite this article:
Juha-Antti Lamberg, Jukka Luoma (2021) Ideology in Vicarious Learning–Related Communication. Organization Science
32(3):708-730. https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.2020.1378

Full terms and conditions of use: https://pubsonline.informs.org/Publications/Librarians-Portal/PubsOnLine-Terms-and-
Conditions

This article may be used only for the purposes of research, teaching, and/or private study. Commercial use
or systematic downloading (by robots or other automatic processes) is prohibited without explicit Publisher
approval, unless otherwise noted. For more information, contact permissions@informs.org.

The Publisher does not warrant or guarantee the article’s accuracy, completeness, merchantability, fitness
for a particular purpose, or non-infringement. Descriptions of, or references to, products or publications, or
inclusion of an advertisement in this article, neither constitutes nor implies a guarantee, endorsement, or
support of claims made of that product, publication, or service.

Copyright © 2020, The Author(s)

Please scroll down for article—it is on subsequent pages

With 12,500 members from nearly 90 countries, INFORMS is the largest international association of operations research (O.R.)
and analytics professionals and students. INFORMS provides unique networking and learning opportunities for individual
professionals, and organizations of all types and sizes, to better understand and use O.R. and analytics tools and methods to
transform strategic visions and achieve better outcomes.
For more information on INFORMS, its publications, membership, or meetings visit http://www.informs.org

http://pubsonline.informs.org
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.2020.1378
https://pubsonline.informs.org/Publications/Librarians-Portal/PubsOnLine-Terms-and-Conditions
https://pubsonline.informs.org/Publications/Librarians-Portal/PubsOnLine-Terms-and-Conditions
http://www.informs.org


ORGANIZATION SCIENCE

http://pubsonline.informs.org/journal/orsc ISSN 1047-7039 (print), ISSN 1526-5455 (online)

Ideology in Vicarious Learning–Related Communication
Juha-Antti Lamberg,a Jukka Luomab
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Abstract. Organizations often learn vicariously by observing what other organizations do.
Our study examines vicarious learning–related communication throughwhich individuals
share their observations with other organizational members. Most students and members
of present-day organizations would expect that this communication is driven by a pro-
development logic—that communication serves the purpose of organizational improve-
ment and competitiveness. Our unique historical evidence on learning-related commu-
nication over multiple decades shows that the subjective and collective attitude toward
prodevelopment communication may be ideologically conditioned. Prodevelopment
communication is the norm in capitalist organizations, but competing ideologies may
emphasize other goals higher than organizational development. Consequently, increasing
challenges to capitalism as the ideological basis of economic organization can have deep
impacts on how organizations learn and produce innovations in the future.
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Introduction
Vicarious learning, the process of generating new
knowledge through observing rather than experi-
encing (e.g., Bandura 1977), is an importantmechanism
of organizational adaptation and change. According to
March and Simon (1993, p. 209), “Most innovations in
an organization are a result of borrowing rather than
invention.” Because observation ultimately occurs
through individuals’ sensory organs, organization-
level vicarious learning usually presupposes some
form of communication between the observing in-
dividuals1 and other organizational members.2 This
study contributes to our understanding of organi-
zational communication in the context of vicarious
learning by elucidating the ideological underpin-
nings of the associated communication practices.

That communication is essential in organizational
vicarious learning is widely accepted across different
streams of strategy and organizational research (e.g.,
Daft andHuber 1986, Cohen andLevinthal 1990, Fang
et al. 2014). In general, much of the research is pre-
mised on the notion that themanagers’ task is, first, to
establish a set of communication channels that allow
relevant information to flow across the organization,
thus enabling collective learning based on what in-
dividuals and groups observe or experience (e.g.,
Narver and Slater 1990, Ocasio 1997, Rulke and

Galaskiewicz 2000). Second, the job of managers is
to ensure that individuals use formal and informal
channels effectively. This involves fostering an or-
ganizational culture in which it is safe to speak up
(e.g., Detert and Edmondson 2011, Vuori and Huy
2016). Having a learning-friendly culture is important
because organizational learning usually entails going
against the organizational status quo by collectively
recognizing shortcomings in currentpractices, strategies,
and/or levels of performance (Fang et al. 2014). What
Tarakci et al. (2018, p. 1140) call “divergent strategic
behavior” is enabled, they suggest, by individuals’
identification with the organization and also by their
personal interest to move ahead (Burgelman 1991,
Floyd and Wooldridge 1997, Mantere 2008).
We argue that choices pertaining to vicarious

learning–related communication are thoroughly ideo-
logical. In the context of vicarious learning, ideology
may define what is reasonable, legitimate, or just “nat-
ural” to express—based on one’s observations—and
how to express these. Ideology is, thus, one of the
factors that shape how vicarious learningmanifests at
the level of communication practices. Communica-
tion practices may, in turn, shape how organizational
attention is directed (Ocasio et al. 2018) and balance
between consensus and dissensus (Abdallah and Langley
2014) and what the organization consequently learns
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(Fiol 1994, Argote and Miron-Spektor 2011). That
organizational behavior is, in general, ideological
comes as no surprise to scholars familiar with the
relevant literature (e.g., Starbuck 1982, Weiss and
Miller 1987, Park et al. 2020). However, the ideo-
logical dimension of vicarious learning has gone
largely unnoticed because firms in an industry tend to
be “relatively homogenous in their commitment to
capitalism’s ideology” (Ingram and Simons 2000,
p. 45).3 This is, in part, the result of capitalism facing
decreasing competition from alternative political ideol-
ogies (Simons and Ingram 2000, Winn 2015, Martin
2016), especially since the collapse of the Soviet Union
(Tsoukas 1994, Hodgson 2002).

Our work builds on well-established notions in or-
ganization and management theory. On the one hand,
we build on literature that sees communication as a tool
for maintaining, changing, and reproducing (organiza-
tional) ideologies (e.g., Mumby 1989, Thomas 1998). In
this view, vicarious learning–related communication
is not just a step in a process of absorbing new knowl-
edge from outside the firm’s boundaries (Cohen and
Levinthal 1990), but also a reflection of organizational
members’ deep-rooted beliefs about the organization
and society more generally (e.g., Oakes et al. 1998,
Hodges and Coronado 2006). On the other hand, we
draw inspiration from research that has examined
ideologically “unusual” organizations—for example,
former for-profit companies in socialist regimes (Kogut
and Zander 2000) and organizations founded on the
premises of Utopian ideologies but operating within
the context of market capitalism (Ingram and Simons
2000). Overall, these studies reveal that ideology can
have significant effects on the ways in which orga-
nizations function.

Despite ideology’s potential importance in shaping
vicarious learning–related communication, for the
involved actors, ideology is not generally open for
reflection. This is because ideology is fundamental to
human subjectivity and agency (e.g., Mumby 1989),
not just a filter preventing people from seeing the
world “as it is” or a force inhibiting people from
sayingwhat they “really” think. Thismakes detecting
ideology’s impact difficult. In order to examine how
ideology matters, we performed a comparative analysis
across ideologically heterogeneous organizations. We
studied vicarious learning processes across four com-
peting organizations in the Finnish grocery retailing
industry: “travels of learning” (with a focus on in-
ternational travel to “more advanced” countries),
conducted for the purposes of fostering organizational
development. Two of the organizations followed a
capitalist ideology, one was a socialist cooperative, and
the fourth one a consumer cooperative. The primary
empirical material consists of more than 100 travel re-
ports and related documents, which functioned as a

formal vehicle for communicating the travelers’ ob-
servations to the rest of the organization.
An idealistic view of vicarious learning would

suggest that the reports are littered with audacious
ideas for organizational development. However, pre-
vious literature on organizational communication hints
that there could be several factors limiting what could
be expressed in writing in the travel reports for reasons
ranging from the observing individuals’ capacity to
grasp what they see (Brandenburger and Vinokurova
2012) to their ability to express their thoughts in
writing in a way that is understandable and accept-
able to the recipients of the reports (e.g., Carlile 2004,
Detert and Edmondson 2011, Szulanski et al. 2016).
The evidence is consistent with these expectations as
well. More interestingly, we find that the communi-
cation practices of travelers in some of the organi-
zations deviated dramatically from what might be
considered reasonable normative expectations, as-
sumed tacitly by most literature (e.g., Kaplan and
Norton 1996, Thomas et al. 2001). We expect that
organizational members who are instructed and paid
to travel to a foreign destination, perform observa-
tional activities, and report their findings will, in fact,
do so, offering more or less radical recommendations
for the sponsoring organization in the process. Yet
we discovered that the frequency of this logic, what
we call prodevelopment communication, systematically
varied across organizations. Especially in one of the
four organizations (i.e., the consumer cooperative),
there appeared to be very little organizational pres-
sure to communicate anything of value to the orga-
nization. The primary logic of travel reporting was
what we call procohesion communication, which in-
volves maintaining organizational stability rather
than initiating change. Our study seeks to explain the
perplexing finding that the organizations, despite
being competitors in the same industry, were so
different in how their observing individuals engaged
in prodevelopment versus procohesion behaviors.
The theoretically important argument we make per-

tains to the ideological dimension of vicarious learning–
related communication. Ideology, as an internalized
model, may influence the subjective urge to engage
in prodevelopment communication in the context of
vicarious learning. Ideologymay also shape vicarious
learning–related communication through the organi-
zational context: ideology is materialized in organi-
zational design and governance solutions, which, in
turn, influence how the observing individual per-
ceives the prospects initiating organizational learn-
ing.We argue that these prospects are, in turn, related
to the observing individuals’ (lack of) prodevelop-
ment communication. In light of our evidence, capi-
talism seems to be more strongly associated with pro-
development communication than other ideologies
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observed in the study. The contemporary relevance of
our historical study is that, although capitalism is
ideologically well aligned with prodevelopment com-
munication, for better or worse, competing political
ideologies may promote different structural solutions,
communication practices, and ideas about organiza-
tional learning.

Theoretical Background
This study focuses on the communication practices in
the context of vicarious learning. We use ideas from
the strategy-as-practice perspective (Whittington 2006,
Vaara and Whittington 2012, Vaara and Lamberg
2016, Jarzabkowski et al. 2019) and practice theory
more generally (e.g., Giddens 1986, Schatzki 2002).
Social practices can be understood in terms of shared
understandings concerning what kind of actions con-
stitute a practice, rules and restrictions on the actions
within a practice, and the broader goals and aims that
performing a practice seeks to promote (e.g., Schatzki
2005). We focus our attention on what organiza-
tional members do within a vicarious learning pro-
cess (Bresman 2013) to complement research focusing
on the conditions and consequences of learning (e.g.,
Denrell 2003, Ryall 2009, Bingham and Davis 2012,
Posen and Chen 2013).

We define organizational learning as changes in the
collective beliefs and social practices of an organi-
zation. Vicarious learning is a special kind of orga-
nizational learning, which involves the gathering
of information through observational means (Huber
1991). Organizational communication is the stream of
messages that flows between organizational mem-
bers, typically but not necessarily touching onmatters
pertaining to the organization and its environment.
Although individuals could, in principle, communi-
cate whatever and however, this does not happen in
practice. Individual acts of communication draw on
relatively stable, albeit potentially changing, com-
munication practices (Carbaugh 2007). Building on
Schatzki (2002, 2005), we see that these practices reflect
organizational members’ largely tacit understandings
of what is involved in vicarious learning–related com-
munication. Communication practices may also reflect
explicit rules and restrictions pertaining to communi-
cation (e.g., reporting guidelines) as well as organiza-
tional members’ understanding of the broader goals
that the communication seeks to promote (e.g., or-
ganizational development, social cohesion).

The importance of communication in organization-
level vicarious learning is intuitive. Any attempt to
induce organizational learning through observational
means involves specific individual bodies under-
taking physical observational activities, resulting in
stimuli for collective learning. For the individual- and
group-level observations, experiences, and thoughts

to have organizational impacts, however, the observ-
ing individuals must somehow express their impres-
sions and opinions to others. Generally, this entails
that the observing individuals translate their obser-
vations to “imagery or verbal coding” (Manz and Sims
1981, p. 107).4

Most of the literature touching on the communication
aspect of vicarious learning assumes that communica-
tion “filters” learning stimuli. Some of this literature
focuses on the structural conditions required by ef-
fective communication (e.g., Cohen and Levinthal
1990). Others have considered “softer” elements in
shaping communication. For example, Szulanski et al.
(2004) emphasize trustworthiness of the senders of
new information. In their case study of Nokia, Vuori
and Huy (2016) argue that the organizational cul-
ture of fear caused middle managers to withhold neg-
ative information from the top management. Finally,
there can be individual-level reasons to communicate,
modify, or withhold information (Burgelman 1991,
Tarakci et al. 2018) with potentially important con-
sequences for organization-level learning (e.g., Fang
et al. 2014, Schilling and Fang 2014).
Yet the tacit assumption behind all this is that, given

favorable organizational circumstances, observing indi-
viduals voluntarily engage in pro-organizational com-
municative behaviors (Detert and Edmondson 2011)—
that is, they use what they observe to initiate and
catalyze organizational change for the (perceivably)
better. Although this type of behaviormay seem “self-
evidently rational” (Hodge and Coronado 2006,
p. 534), it has an ideological basis. In contemporary
Western society, that organizational members sub-
jugate themselves to the incessant pursuit of greater
organizational effectiveness and efficiency reflects an
internalized model of Weberian capitalism Weber
2005 [1930] see also Chiapello and Fairclough 2002).
As Giddens (2005, p. xi) states, “A rationalised cap-
italistic enterprise implies two things: a disciplined
labour force, and the regularised investment of cap-
ital. [. . .] The regular reproduction of capital, in-
volving its continual investment and reinvestment for
the end of economic efficiency, is foreign to traditional
types of enterprise.”
Through our empirical analysis, we came to see

vicarious learning–related communication as an ex-
pression of the deep-rooted values, norms, and beliefs
that were central to being a member of the organi-
zation in question. Communication practices of the
kind expected bymost scholars could then be expressive
of specific ideologies, such as market capitalism.
Following Ingram and Simons (2000), we define

ideology as a set of beliefs about the nature of the
social world, about the desirability of different out-
comes, and about the efficacy and appropriate-
ness of different actions in pursuing desirable ends.
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Competing ideologies represent, more broadly, dif-
fering views on desirable ordering of the social world
(Weiss and Miller 1987). Although ideological com-
petition is occasionally ostensive, most people are
usually unaware of how their thoughts and actions
reflect particular ideologies. Ideologies become in-
ternalized through habituation and social interac-
tion (e.g., Ashforth and Kreiner 1999) and constitute
a fundamental aspect of human subjectivity (e.g.,
Mumby 1989).

We have relatively little research on the relation-
ship between ideology and organizational learning.
Boje’s (1994) study on the effect of premodern, modern,
and postmodern styles of learning is, to our knowledge,
among the very few attempts to theorize the effect of
ideological differences on learning. Some studies also
treat organizational learning as ideology (Coopey 1995).
The small amount of attention given to ideology is
reasonable under the assumption that all organiza-
tions have a shared ideology (Ingram and Simons
2000). Most of the literature interested in organiza-
tional learning and related processes implicitly as-
sumes this. However, when we broaden our scope to
include neglected literature questioning the ideo-
logical homogeneity, it becomes apparent that capi-
talism and means–end rationality (Kalberg 1980) are
relatively recent and history-specific characteristics
of organizations.5

The specific ideologies of interest in our study are
capitalism, socialism, and cooperativism (e.g., Nilsson
1985). Weber’s (2005 [1930]) work is among the most
influential works on capitalism. According to Weber
(2005), the “spirit of capitalism” emerged as a delayed
side effect of the Protestant Reformation of Chris-
tianity in the 16th century. With the Protestant Ref-
ormation, hard work and, subsequently, the accu-
mulation of wealth came to signal—for Calvinists, in
particular—that the person in question was God’s
chosen one. The virtuousness of wealth accumulation
for its own sake was later secularized and became a
defining feature of capitalistic societies. That relent-
less profit making became culturally acceptable has
been cited as the very reason for the hockey stick–
like economic growth of the past two centuries
(McCloskey 2010; however, seeGreif andMokyr 2016).
McCloskey’s (2013) apologies for capitalism aside,
contemporary research in the field of management
and organizations is usually critical of capitalism.
Chiapello and Fairclough (2002, p. 186) capture the
ethos of this research, writing “The ‘spirit of capi-
talism’ is the ideology that justifies people’s commit-
ment to capitalism [. . .] Capitalistic accumulation re-
quires commitment from many people, although few
have any real chances of making a substantial profit.”

Other studies include those by Böhm et al. (2012)
and Martin (2016), which highlight capitalism’s

negative effects on the natural environment. Like-
wise, Adler (2001) questions the capability of com-
petitive capitalism to form the basis of knowledge-
intensive production (see also Kieser 2001, Stephens
2001). Boddy et al. (2015) argue that capitalism pro-
motes psychopaths to positions of power, who return
the favor by creating toxic work environments. The
critical voices within academia as well as events such
as the financial crisis of 2008 have, subsequently,
causedmanagement scholars to question capitalism’s
legitimacy (Phan et al. 2016). For example, the theme
of the Academy of Management Annual Meeting in
2013 was “capitalism in question.” However, Phan
et al. (2016, p. 120) argue that, in searching for al-
ternatives to capitalism, “it is also important to com-
pare the effectiveness and adaptability of different eco-
nomic systems.”
Socialism has received far less attention from man-

agement and organizational scholars. In one sense,
socialism is the opposite of capitalism because of its
emphasis on concrete goals rather than abstract rules
(Tsoukas 1994). According to Tsoukas (1994, p. 25),
socialist movements aim for “the satisfaction of hu-
man needs rather than the satisfaction of the profit
motive.” Moreover, Hodgson (2002, p. 33) writes,
“[. . .] socialists have traditionally rejected the mar-
ket because it led to competition, greed, inequality
and exploitation. Socialists have believed that mar-
kets could be abolished by replacing them with all-
embracing, rational institutions of evaluation, plan-
ning, and control.”
In the absence of markets, socialism implies coor-

dination of economic activity through a combina-
tion of democratic decision making and bureaucratic
controls. Because economic incentives to incite con-
tributions are, by definition, weak, ideological control
is key. For example, the Communist Manifesto called
for “equal liability of all to work” (Marx and Engels
2010, p. 26). This may be taken as both a prescription
to use coercive mechanisms (e.g., laws) to incite con-
tributions and also a statement of an ideology in which
every person is obliged to contribute to the collec-
tive good. In this vein, accounts of Utopian–socialist
organizations, such as the kibbutzim (Simons and
Ingram 2000) or the Shakers (Schatzki 2002), dem-
onstrate how ideological valorization of work and
individual effort serves to motivate participation
in productive activities in the absence of high-
powered incentives.
Most proponents of capitalism readily assume that

differences in governance render socialist organiza-
tions inherently inferior to capitalist organizations.
However, empirical research on the subject paints a
more nuanced picture. One important set of studies
on socialist organizations is Ingram and Simon’s
work on the kibbutzim (Ingram and Simons 2000;
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Simons and Ingram 2000, 2003, 2004). We can learn
from the kibbutzim that socialist organizations can
exhibit “notable robustness and adaptiveness” and
even outperform their capitalist rivals (Simons and
Ingram 2000, p. 334). Thus, the failure of socialist or-
ganizations may, in part, be the product of ideological
competition, not only the result of their inherent in-
feriority in competition for resources (Simons and
Ingram 2003, 2004). Adding to a more nuanced un-
derstanding of socialist organizations is Kogut and
Zander’s (2000) study of the splitting of Carl Zeiss
when Germany was divided after the Second World
War. Kogut and Zander (2000) argue that, although
socialist organizations have the ability to develop
new technological competencies, the political inter-
ference of the state and, at the system level, the ab-
sence of a market of complementary assets (see, e.g.,
Teece 1986) can make it difficult to specialize and
build the unique competitive advantages required in
international competition.

Finally, cooperativism has taken different forms
depending on historical and sociopolitical contexts
(Hilson 2017). However, the origins of the coopera-
tive movement are anticapitalist: initially, cooperatives
aimed to circumvent capitalistic entrepreneurs and
companies for enhancing thewelfare of theirmembers
(Hodgson 2002, Hilson 2017). In late 19th-century
England and in other countries (Finland included),
labor families concentrated their purchases of gro-
ceries and other basic items on cooperatives that
were managed and patronized by individuals with
a labor background; cooperatives were, thus, both
prolabor and anticapitalist (Hilson et al. 2017a).
Hodgson (2002) emphasizes that the ideological or-
igins of both the cooperativemovement and socialism
date to the 18th-century Enlightenment and have
significant overlaps. For example, cooperativism and
socialism are both concerned with “common concrete
goals” (Tsoukas 1994, p. 26, emphasis in the original)
rather than “regularised investment of capital”
(Giddens 2005, p. xi) and “abstract rules” (Tsoukas
1994, p. 26, emphasis in the original) as is characteristic
of capitalism. One of the implications of this for coop-
erative governance is that “Share capital should receive
only a strictly limited rate of interest, if any,” as
stipulated in the Essential Principles of Co-operative
Organization (Axworthy 1977, p. 139). Members
benefit from cooperation in concrete terms (e.g., ac-
quiring household items at reasonable prices) rather
than in terms of wealth accumulation. Another do-
main of overlap between cooperativism and socialism
is the use of democratic decision making for gover-
nance—the principle of “one member, one vote”
(Axworthy 1977, p. 139)—in contrast to the property
rights–based governance in capitalist organizations.

Although there is considerable heterogeneity be-
tween cooperatives within and across countries, the
Rochdale principles have shaped cooperative orga-
nizations globally—for example, in the United King-
dom (the home of the Rochdale Society of Equitable
Pioneers), mainland Europe, and the United States (e.g.,
Conover 1959). As such, they help understand the
ideology of cooperativism. Besides eschewing profits
(for their own sake) and endorsing the principle of
democratic governance, one principle is that “a def-
inite percentage of profits should be allotted to ed-
ucation” (Fairbairn 1994, p. 47). This norm remains
today as one of the principles of the International Co-
Operative Association (ICA).6 Axworthy (1977, p. 143)
notes how, without education, there is a risk that
“the co-operative becomes little more than a discount
store.” Broadly speaking, education has a dual role in
co-operatives: on the one hand, to equip stakeholders
with the necessary knowledge and skills to effec-
tively contribute to the functioning of cooperative
organizations and, on the other hand, to persuade dif-
ferent audiences about the importance and benefits of
cooperatives to society.
Over time, cooperatives lost many characteristics

of the original ideological core as different political
contexts and national institutions pushed coopera-
tives in varying directions. In some countries, such as
Turkey and the Soviet Union, cooperatives became a
part of the governmental economic system, whereas
in other countries (notably Scandinavia), coopera-
tives continued to exist as a distinct organizational
form. During the era of our study, these Scandinavian
cooperatives still followed many of the original Roch-
dale principles, yet immediately afterward, strategic
aims to survive in the pressure of market competition
took over and pushed cooperatives to become more
predictable business organizations with organizational
goals and performance expectations (Skurnik 2002).
Before this great turn in the 1980s, an individual
member was still the core of all activities as were
democratic principles in governance. Accordingly,
the organization, as such, had no other goals than the
enhanced welfare of its members and an ability to
survive in market competition.
There is little research on cooperatives in the field of

management and organizations. Being an important
organizational form historically, business historians
have studied cooperative organizations extensively
(see, for example, the edited book by Hilson et al.
2017b). For example, Ekberg (2012) traces the diver-
gent development paths of the cooperative move-
ment in Western Europe. He argues the differing
survival rates of cooperatives across European
countries can be traced to the cooperatives’ ability to
adapt to disruptive technological changes in retailing.
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The study indicates the cooperative ideology can be a
hindrance in adapting to technological change and
that surviving cooperatives have had “to re-evaluate
and re-state successfully their ideological profile in
order to remain an attractive provider of retail services
among increasingly affluent post-war consumers”
(Ekberg 2012, p. 1007). However, ideological reasons
can also explain why cooperatives continue to exist
even though capitalism and the corporate organizational
formhave seemingly “won.” Boone and Özcan’s (2014)
study of the U.S. bio-ethanol industry argues that an
anticorporate climate in a local community can in-
crease cooperative founding rates despite economic
disincentives in the form of competitive pressure
from capitalist corporations.

Our goal is to elucidate how the capitalist, socialist,
and cooperative ideologies shape vicarious learning–
related organizational communication. In our empirical
work, we interpret ideology from two conceptual an-
gles. First, ideology may influence organizational be-
havior as an internalized model. In this line of thinking,
ideology is “not simply as a set of beliefs or values [. . .]
but rather as that which constitutes the very subjec-
tivity, or consciousness of every social actor” (Mumby
1989, p. 302). Organizational members internalize the
ideology in terms of “what is, what is good, and what
is possible [. . .] [closing] off certain possible percep-
tions and courses of action, while simultaneously
allowing for creative participation within a system”
(Mumby 1989, p. 300). In so doing, organizational
members express the ideology through their actions,
most importantly in the ways they use language.
Second, ideology shapes behavior through organizing.
As shown in extant historical and comparative stud-
ies (e.g., Tsoukas 1994, Ingram and Simons 2000,
Kogut andZander 2000), ideology is reflected inchoices
about organizational structures, governance, and lead-
ership principles, which, in turn, are reflected in the
behaviors of individual organizational members.

Method
Earlier studies on organizational learning–related com-
munication have used simulation techniques (e.g.,
Schilling and Fang 2014), qualitative case studies
(Vuori and Huy 2016), and quantitative empirical
research (Szulanski 1996) to investigate the causes
and consequences of communication. Our research
strategy is to perform a comparative historical anal-
ysis of four organizations, which differ markedly in
terms of the ideological reasons for their establish-
ment. Our study follows the logic of theory elabo-
ration process. In general, theory elaboration is es-
pecially suitable for “identifying relations that have
not previously been identified, or it may focus on
explaining complex relations related to sequential or
repeated interactions that have not been fully considered

in prior theory” (Fisher and Aguinis 2017, p. 441). In
our case, thismeans elaborating on the role of ideology
in vicarious learning–related communication—an
opportunity afforded by the unique ideological het-
erogeneity present in our sample. Theory elaboration
“entails engaging in a process of conceptualizing and
executing empirical research. This requires specifying
constructs, relations, and processes at the conceptual
level and assessing the fit of those relations empiri-
cally” (Fisher and Aguinis 2017, p. 441; see also
Ketokivi and Choi 2014).

Research Context
Our research context is the Finnish retail sector. We
examine how four competing organizations sought
ideas and models by sending their members abroad
to study, among other subjects, organizations, indus-
tries, and technologies in other countries to inform the
competitive situation in the domestic market. Em-
pirically, we use travel reports that organizational
members wrote to inform others about the observa-
tions and thoughts that emerged from their observa-
tional activities. The origins of the four retail organi-
zations7 stem from an ideological and commercial
power struggle between consumers, retailers, and
wholesalers. The competitive setting started to emerge
in 1904 when a nationwide grocery wholesale orga-
nization owned by local cooperative shops, called
Suomen Osuuskauppojen Keskuskunta (SOK), was
established. By 1910, it had become Finland’s largest
grocery wholesaler. By 1915, almost 80% of coopera-
tive shops had joined the SOK collective—later known
as the “S Group” (Huumo 2006). The growth gener-
ated internal political and ideological tensions. Ulti-
mately, the socialist left wing of the cooperative
movement abandoned S Group in 1917 and created
its own central organizations, Kulutusosuuskuntien
Keskusliitto (KK, Consumer Cooperatives’ Federa-
tion) and Osuustukkukauppa (OTK). KK was the
ideological sister organization (with some operational
responsibilities, such as coordinating the corporate
training activities), and OTK was responsible for pur-
chasing, logistics, and, increasingly, the marketing op-
erations of the member cooperatives.
When the two cooperative organizations grew,

diversified, and systematized their administrative or-
ganizations, they placed competitive pressure on pri-
vate retailers and wholesalers. After experimenting
with several forms of cooperation, two nationwide
central organizations emerged during World War II.
Established in 1940, Kesko was a purchasing and
wholesale organization owned by a private retail
collective. In 1942, private wholesalers formed their
own purchasing organization, TUKO. After World
War II, the four organizations in question channeled
more than 90% of the wholesale trade.
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The ideological bedrock of the private central or-
ganizations (i.e., Kesko and TUKO) was capitalism,
and the imprinted purpose of the central organiza-
tions was to create value for shareholders. Although
it may seem uncontroversial that retailing should
be (solely) the business of capitalist, for-profit orga-
nizations, in post-WWII Finland, it was far from
uncontested. The competing cooperative organiza-
tions were driven by the cooperative consumer-
activist ideology. The Rochdale principles (e.g., the
promotion of education among member-citizens)
were among the inspirational texts for both co-
operative organizations (Heervä 1976, Lambourne
2008). The difference between the two cooperative
central organizations was that the OTK cooperatives
had an openly leftist political agenda in which co-
operation was an intermediate step toward social-
ism, whereas the S Group saw consumer cooperation
as an end in itself (Suonoja 1966), a counterforce
within capitalism.

The decades after World War II involved con-
fronting a business logic disruption across four di-
mensions (see also Ekberg 2012). First, advances in
logistics and storage technologies allowed affordable
imports of perishable goods (e.g., citrus fruit) and
new types of products (e.g., frozen food). Second,
information technology and infrastructure develop-
ment (e.g., roads) made it possible for warehousing to
be centrally organized in larger logistics centers.
Third, the self-service store replaced the over-the-
counter service store. Finally, the central organiza-
tions became marketing-driven organizations in which
notions of consumer value permeated all organizational
activities. Organizations that initially saw themselves as
competitors in the factor market and logistic efficiency
came to see competition more as a matter of fighting for
the consumer’s attention, wallet, and loyalty.

All these changes had already occurred elsewhere
(cf. Shaw et al. 1998, 2004; Sandgren 2009; Tennent
2013), which makes traveling a particularly inter-
esting phenomenon. Between 1945 and the late 1970s,
other methods of knowledge transmission across
national borders were still being developed or non-
existent (e.g., internet). Thus, travel played a signif-
icant role in the vicarious learning of Finnish retail
organizations and in the transformation of the entire
sector although other means of learning were in
use as well. All four organizations, for example, had
their own educational units and internal magazines
(Seppälä 2018) for large-scale distribution of knowl-
edge. In addition, internal consulting units followed
international trends by studying books and maga-
zines and translating texts into Finnish. However,
traveling retained its key strategic importance as a
method of organizational development and ideo-
logical work.

Identification of Sources
Our study is based on a unique sample of travel re-
ports and related documents that all Finnish retail
organizations had systematically archived. We col-
lected the data over several years and found rich
archival evidence on well over a hundred individu-
al trips from the 1940s to the 1970s with good rep-
resentation of each organization. Both the general
motivations for traveling as well as the formal
reporting practices were similar across the orga-
nizations. These surface-level similarities of data
provide an empirical opportunity to study inter-
organizational differences in vicarious learning–
related communication practices.
In most cases, the documentation consists of a single

travel report ormemowith occasionallymissing pages
or appendixes. In other instances, we had access to
multiple travel reports and/or a number of related
documents (e.g., presentation materials for internal
dissemination of the findings, photographs, and travel
reports published in magazines or newspapers). In
cases in which a formal travel report was not available,
we relied on other available documentation. The trips
under investigation included site visits and participa-
tion in conferences, exhibitions, and courses; meetings
with suppliers and inspections of supplier facilities;
analyses of the production conditions of a certain
product (e.g., coffee); and combinations of all of these.
Some of these travels were explicitly framed as travels
intended to generate learning and others implicitly
so. We found evidence from the travel reports that
learning by observing occurred even in travels that
were not designed to produce such information (e.g.,
procurement-related trips). By contrast, in some cases,
travelers documented little learning despite explicitly
stated intentions to learn.8

To contextualize our findings (cf. Kipping et al.
2014), we are building upon an extensive, ongoing
data-collection project on the history of the Finnish
retail industry.9We have collected thousands of pages
of company documents from company archives to
which we have been given full access. We have used
this archival material especially in the analysis of
learning outcomes and for textual manifestations of
ideology in the four organizations. Several retrospective
histories of the Finnish retail industry complement these
data (e.g., Alanen 1957, Lainema 2009). We also used
the obituaries and biographies of former executives
and board members as background material. Finally,
although we have based our analysis on archival data
and published histories, we also interviewed and
spoke with 10 individuals who served as executives
and managers in the focal organizations over the
years.10 These discussions helped us understand the
importance of traveling as a vicarious learning ac-
tivity and acquire information about the practice
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of traveling from an insider’s perspective (Gioia
et al. 2013).

Data Analysis
Our data analysis represents interpretative (Kipping
and Üsdiken 2014) andanalytically structured (Rowlinson
etal. 2014) historical researchwith elements borrowed
from the qualitative research tradition (Gioia et al.
2013). We started our analysis by looking for differ-
ences between the organizations and the changes
within the organizations over time as reflected in the
travel reports. We studied the histories and inter-
organizational differences in ideology, structure, and
strategy to identify differences in travel reporting.
Additionally, we analyzed the content of the travel
reports in terms of the travelers’ destinations, orga-
nizational positions of the authors, and styles across
the four organizations.

Second, we sampled smaller blocks of text (i.e., a
sentence or few) from the travel documents and an-
alyzed those data in detail. In total, we collected and
analyzed 1,120 passages from 110 individual trips. The
passages included specific observations that signaled
active agency, such as opinion statements, comparisons,
propositions, and valuations about the learning desti-
nations; stated learning outcomes; and decision recom-
mendations.We excluded purely ritualistic elements,
such as travel itineraries and participant lists. Also,
we aimed to exclude segments of text that were low
on information content, such as “the trip to New
York from Liverpool lasted three days” or “our main
travel destinationwas England.”When long passages
contained many observations, we included observa-
tions selectively.

Third, we approached this data set with methods
used in earlier studies seeking to find repeating
patterns in a large mass of textual data (e.g., Mantere
and Vaara 2008, Mantere and Ketokivi 2013). We
coded the spreadsheet data several times, starting with
inductive open coding (Strauss and Corbin 1998). After
the number of categories was saturated, we started to
combine overlapping categories.We stopped reducing
the number of categories after finding six communica-
tion practices. Simultaneously with the inductive cod-
ing procedure, we followed Gioia and Thomas (1996,
p. 377) in an effort to “to gain a general sense of patterns
in the data” by reading and discussing the travel re-
ports in an “impressionistic” manner.

We relied on research assistants in the parceling
and coding of the observations and propositions. Two
research assistants performed the entire coding in-
dependently. Relying on outsiders in the parceling
and coding helped us resist the temptation to settle on
an interpretation of the data too quickly and then
selectively attend to the evidence in order to confirm
our initial intuitions. This advantage was particularly

important given the large volume of data. The two
coding processes resulted in 91% agreement across the
entire data set. At the organization-level, the agreement
varied between 89% and 92%. In the cases of coding
conflict, the two authors made a final judgment,
resulting in a clean set of coded observations. At this
stage, we decided to pool two categories, resulting
in a final list of five communication practices.
Table 1 reports the distribution of these five cate-

gories across the four organizations. According to the
data, the four organizations are systematically dif-
ferent in their employment of the five communication
practices (χ2 = 129.49; p < 0.01). To make sure that the
distribution is not an artifact of text parceling, we
randomly selected three trips from each organization
and closely analyzed the documents from which the
passages in the spreadsheet were selected. In our re-
analysis, our focus was on the communication practices
used in passages that were not included in the spread-
sheet. Overall, our findings are qualitatively consistent
with the reported quantitative pattern.
Finally,we approached the datawith an interpretative

mentality in hopes of understanding why the observing
individuals employed some communication practices in
specific situations while not enacting others. Our ana-
lytical approach was microhistorical (Magnússon and
Szijártó 2013). This involved analyzing, in detail,
specific cases of travel reporting. We situated the
reports in their historical contexts (e.g., competi-
tive situation, organizational ideology, structure and
strategy, observing individuals’ role in the organi-
zation), and tried to understand how the contextual
factors might have influenced communication prac-
tices. We also relied on extensive cross-organization,
cross-destination, and cross-report comparisons to
facilitate causal reasoning.

Empirical Mystery
Prodevelopment and Procohesion Logic in
Vicarious Learning–Related Communication
The data reveals dramatic interorganizational dif-
ferences in how the observing individuals commu-
nicated their observations and ideas based on the
travels. The most drastic differences were Kesko and
SOK with TUKO and OTK being somewhere in the
middle. Consider, for example, these proposals based
on Kesko’s trip to Sweden:

[Mr.] Jormakka: I propose that we establish 50/50
ownership of retail stores [by the retailer and Kesko].
This [is important] especially when the store is “too
profitable”, and the proceeds are missed by the central
organization. [. . .] We hope that the central organi-
zation supports retailers strongly in establishing and
launching new stores.

[Mr. Karttunen]: We have to organize retailer education
in a manner similar to SOK [. . .]11
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The quote here clearly represents a collective attempt
to identify opportunities for organizational develop-
ment. In contrast, the following quote—obtained from
an SOK delegates’ travel report from a trip through
Europe (in 1956)—displays no attempt in this direc-
tion. Instead, the report gets “off track” from the issue
of learning to reporting organizationally impertinent
observations: “From the church, we headed to St.
Leche’s cemetery, which is magnificent also as a
sightseeing destination. [. . .] Formidablemonuments,
weathered by time [. . .] old man Chopin’s grave was
full of bouquets [. . .] people cherished his memory by
bringing flowers to the grave all the time, and by
taking care of the surroundings of his final rest-
ing place.”

From the beginning, we were puzzled by such
systematic differences in communication practices.
The challenge was to understand and conceptualize
these differences in amore rigorousway.Our analysis
involved the inductive coding of the communication
practices employed in the travel reports and extensive
interpretative reading of the reports as detailed in the
methods section. Based on our analysis, we suggest
that the contrast between the selected quotes reflects
a difference in the logic of communication between
Kesko and SOK. In the former, the communication
reflects a prodevelopment logic, and in the latter
communication, practices reflect a procohesion logic.

The underlying principle in prodevelopment com-
munication is the production and dissemination of
ideas that intentionally aim to stimulate organiza-
tional improvement. In contrast, procohesion com-
munication aims to maintain social structures and
positions, sometimes at the cost of organizational
development goals. The tone of procohesion com-
munication is often light, even humorous, and avoids
topics that might generate conflict in an organization
or question its ideological principles.
All of the travel reports across the four organiza-

tions employ the practice of making neutral observa-
tions, which refers to describing observations from an
“objective” viewpoint without stating or implying
normative judgments. Similarly, the observing indi-
viduals of all organizations engaged in validating,
which entails reaffirming the validity of the organi-
zation’s existing ideology, structure, or strategy. Be-
yond these similarities, prodevelopment and proco-
hesion communication are associated with different
communication practices. The former is reflected in
the use of two practices, in particular: challenging
and improving. Challenging entails openly calling into
question the organizational status quo. One way of
challenging involves highlighting the differences
between the observing organization and the ob-
served organization and then using these differences
to articulate aneed for large-scale organizational change.

Table 1. Interorganizational Differences in Vicarious Learning–Related Communication

Distribution of communication practices

Communication practice Illustrative quote Kesko, % TUKO, % SOK, % OTK, % Total, %

Challenging “If we only rely on performance-based pay, we will
ultimately end up in trouble. Performance-based pay
makes the supervisors lazy” (Kesko, USA, 1974).

6 1 1 2 2

Improving “The spices were cleaned thoroughly before processing
them.We don’t have such devices yet, but it is highly
important to purchase them” (SOK, Sweden, 1951).

17 14 8 6 12

Making neutral
observations

“The department stores have single-story floor plans,
and they are equipped with 12 Hugin cash registers.
Overall, the department stores resemble Turku’s
Sokos market, both in terms of operations and
appearance” (SOK, Austria, 1973).

60 68 49 57 58

Validating “We probably didn’t learn anything really new about
the wholesale stores. Maybe we gained a bit more
confidence when we saw that things in our
wholesalers are equally well taken care of and maybe
even better than in Germany” (TUKO, Germany,
1964).

5 5 2 3 3

Off-tracking “The schedule was tight. However, all participants
were happy, and no one expressed gloominess. I
consider this to be a consequence of the physically
and psychologically virile group of travelers” (SOK,
Sweden and Denmark, ca. 1960s).

11 12 39 31 25

Total, % 100 100 100 100 100
N 222 305 448 145 1,120
Number of travels in the coded data set 22 37 36 15 110
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The practice called improving involves making deci-
sion recommendations that amount to incremental
improvements (including suggestions to explore an
issue further). Even if the normative implications
are not explicit, we consider an observation chal-
lenging or improving if the normative implication can
be clearly inferred from the context (e.g., the purpose
of the trip, travel report taken as a whole). By con-
trast, procohesion communication involves keeping
a neutral tone with regard to organizational devel-
opment issues. Although containing little challenging
or improving, procohesion communication involves
off-tracking, which refers to the practice of getting off
track, intentionally or unintentionally, by reporting
trivial observations, joking, or making other organi-
zationally impertinent remarks. Although, in prode-
velopment communication, making neutral observa-
tions and validating are used to support improving
and challenging, they have no such rhetorical func-
tion in procohesion communication. Table 2 summa-
rizes the two logics and their associated communica-
tion practices.

Prodevelopment communicationwas relatively scarce
(see Table 1). Given the conditions of the travels, one
might expect to see a great deal of challenging in the
travel reports. The distance provided through travel
and the rich informational inputs provided by ob-
serving other (more advanced) contexts could be
expected to easily lead to the recognition of ideas that
challenge organizational members’ fundamental be-
liefs about how their organizations should be struc-
tured and how they should operate. Such ideas cer-
tainly existed given the relative backwardness of
Finland at the time. Setting aside implementation
difficulties, one might expect the travelers to at least
suggest departures from the status quo as Olavi Sal-
onen, OTK’s head of the mill division, did in 1954:12

“As a general remark, from Austria, I recognized that
all co-operatives shared the same Konsum brand
name. In Finland, we do not have this advantage. The
use of the Elanto brand namewould be the equivalent
solution in Finland.”
In contrast, it is easy to identify procohesion com-

munication in the travel reports, in which, instead of
organizational implications drawn from observations,
one finds travelers reporting on organizationally im-
pertinent issues. A traveler might report that “the
stores [in Nassjö] offered us an opportunity to rid
ourselves of excess Swedish money” but fail to put
forward any concrete recommendations on how their
own organization might be improved based on what
the traveler observed before or after going on a
shopping spree. To explain this pattern, we focus on
the substantial interorganizational heterogeneity in
communication practices.

Alternative Explanations
In the subsequent section, we show why ideology is
a potential explanation for interorganizational differ-
ences in communication practices. However, we first
explore a number of alternative, theoretically plausible
explanations (inspired by Mahoney 1999, Jacobides
2007).13 First, we might reason that the observed
differences in learning-related communication are the
results of interorganizational heterogeneity in strat-
egy. This lenswould fit large segments of normatively
oriented strategy literature (e.g., Porter 1996, Grant
2003), implying a strong link between intended goals
and actions. Historical analysis indeed highlights
dramatic differences in terms of strategies. After the
Second World War, the most important strategic
differences among the four organizations related to
their foci along the retail value chain. The coopera-
tive organizations remained faithful to their initial

Table 2. Prodevelopment and Procommunication Logics and Their Associated Practices

Communication practice Description Associated logic and theoretically related concepts

Challenging Openly calling into question the organizational status
quo

Prodevelopment communication: championing (Floyd
and Wooldridge 1997), divergent and convergent
strategic behavior (Tarakci et al. 2018), pro-
organizational suggestions (Detert and Edmundson
2011)

Improving Making recommendations that amount to incremental
organizational improvements or suggestions to
investigate an issue further

Making neutral observations Describing observations from an “objective” viewpoint
without clear normative judgments

Making neutral observations and validating are
observed in the context of both prodevelopment and
procohesion communication and should be
interpreted as part of the accompanying
communication practices.

Validating Reaffirming the validity of the organization’s existing
ideology, structure, or strategy

Off-tracking Reporting trivial observations or making other
organizationally impertinent remarks

Procohesion communication: strategic ambiguity
(Abdallah and Langley 2014), self-censorship
(Williams 2002), sugarcoating (Fang et al. 2014),
informationmisrepresentation (Schilling and Fang 2014)
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strategies of eliminating profit-seeking intermediar-
ies in the value chain through vertical integration
(intendedly for the benefit of themember consumers).
They both heavily invested in manufacturing (e.g.,
specialty goods manufacturing). The private orga-
nizations initially followed the cooperatives’ vertical
integration strategy, but they subsequently divested
their manufacturing operations and concentrated on
maximizing the competitiveness of their wholesale
and retail operations. TUKO focused on the owner–
wholesalers’ purchasing, warehousing, and logistical
operations, whereas Kesko paid increasing atten-
tion to its owner–retailers’ marketing activities. Over
time, Kesko transformed itself into a retail chain op-
erator with a franchising-type business model (though
without ever using the term “franchising”). The other
three central organizations eventually evolved to-
ward a similar retail chain operator business model in
the grocery trade. Differences in strategy are man-
ifested in the content of the travel reports we studied.
Typically, TUKO’s managers traveled and aimed to
enhance understanding of issues pertaining to whole-
sale operations (e.g., procurement, logistics), and rep-
resentatives of Kesko were primarily interested in retail
management issues (e.g., store portfolio management,
store layouts, advertising). The cooperatives, following
their strategy of diversification, sent their members to
acquire information on various industrial operations
besides trying to learn about issues related to retailing
and wholesaling while also using the travels for in-
ternational networking among cooperative organiza-
tions (for an example of the breadth of information
acquired, see the discussion of Salonen and Aro’s trip
to the United States in 1961). Accordingly, the per-
spective of strategy and business models allows us
to explain what differences travelers observed and
communicated, yet this does not help in explaining the
overall difference along the prodevelopment versus
procohesion dimension (cf. Ocasio et al. 2018).

Second, one possibility is that the prevalence of
procohesion communication in the cooperative orga-
nizations reflects complacency stemming from good
prior performance (e.g., Denrell andMarch 2001). The
problem with complacency as an explanation is that
all four companies did fairly well financially until
the 1970s. This was partly because of the extended
wartime price regulation, but the market also grew
rapidly. One could still argue that, in relative terms,
the cooperative organizations were more complacent
because of their past performance (after all, SOK was
the country’s largest grocery wholesaler). Although
this could, in part, explain SOK’s procohesion com-
munication, we should symmetrically expect Kesko
to move toward procohesion communication in the
1960s or in the 1970s at the latest when Kesko and
the K retailers were rapidly approaching the position

of a market leader in grocery retailing. This does
not happen, showing that the explanation is partial
at best.
A third line of reasoning suggests that top man-

agement teams of the four organizations held out-
dated cognitive frames and were, thus, hostile to new
ideas (Tripsas and Gavetti 2000), resulting in the
avoidance of prodevelopment communication (Detert
and Edmondson 2011, Vuori and Huy 2016). Self-
censorship (Williams 2002) certainly explains some
part of the limited amount of prodevelopment com-
munication. Across the four organizations, prode-
velopment communication was generally limited to
topics that were expected, by the observing indi-
viduals, to be well received within the organization.
Recommendations that would counter the organi-
zation’s established strategic direction could come
with a social cost, real or perceived (e.g., Detert and
Edmondson 2011, Vuori and Huy 2016). At mini-
mum, dramatic suggestions would most likely lead
nowhere (as was the case with Mr. Salonen’s rec-
ommendations). This is reflected in the observation
that the topics of prodevelopment communication
varied between the studied organizations according to
their strategic foci. Kesko’s prodevelopment com-
munication pertained frequently to strengthening the
retail support operations (e.g., store portfolio man-
agement, store concepts); the prodevelopment com-
munication pertaining to TUKO was usually associ-
ated with purchasing and logistics (e.g., frozen and
canned food); SOK’s and OTK’s travelers’ prodevel-
opment communication often typically related to var-
ious manufacturing operations (e.g., manufacturing
technology). However, this view again fails to account
for the interorganizational differences in the overall
amount of prodevelopment communication.
Finally, the conceptof ideologyoverlapswithconcepts

such as organizational culture and institutional logics
(e.g.,Weiss andMiller 1987). Therefore,we cannot rule
out these explanations in the same way we do with the
preceding explanations. Of these three, ideology is
theoretically the most appropriate because of its best
correspondence with the emic description of interor-
ganizational differences. All four organizations per-
ceived themselves to be in an ideological competition
with each other (i.e., Kesko/TUKO versus coopera-
tives and, to a lesser extent, SOK versus OTK) besides
competing in “purely”market-based, economic terms.
The ideological differences between the organizations
were probably reflected in the respective organiza-
tional cultures, but it is impossible to distinguish be-
tween the two empirically. Likewise, we could rec-
onceptualize ideology in institutional logic terms, but
doing so would unnecessarily distance the empirical
analysis from the way in which the in situ actors
spoke of and talked about the matters. Moreover,

Lamberg and Luoma: Ideology, Vicarious Learning, and Communication
Organization Science, 2021, vol. 32, no. 3, pp. 708–730, © 2020 The Author(s)718



international comparative studies show that cooper-
atives are relatively similar across different institu-
tional systems (Hilson et. al. 2017a), which hints at the
existence of an ideological core rather than organization-
specific cultures and institutional logics that just happen
to be similar in different countries.

The Structural and Ideological Contexts of
Travelers: Organization-Level Analysis
Our key finding concerns how ideology influences
communication practices. According to the historical
evidence, ideology produces its impact through two
mechanisms: First, ideology affects vicarious learning–
related communication as an internalized model. The
subjective urge to engage in prodevelopment com-
munication and the collective expectation of such
behavior are differentially prevalent across ideolo-
gies. Second, ideology shapes vicarious learning–
related communication indirectly through organi-
zational structures. In line with earlier literature
emphasizing the effect of organizational design on
organizational learning (e.g., Cohen and Levinthal
1990, Ocasio 1997, Schilling and Fang 2014, Ocasio
et al. 2018), our findings suggest that a structural
context, in which there is a small likelihood that
prodevelopment communication materializes in con-
crete organizational changes, discourages such com-
munication—especially the more radical variety. We
elaborate and illustrate our argument as follows.

Kesko: A Learning Organization
Kesko’s travel reports do not surprise present-day
students of organizational learning and adaptation.
It is clear from reading the reports that much of the
reporting was premised on the notion that the indi-
vidual’s observation could serve as a relatively direct
springboard to organizational development. Frequent
use of prodevelopment communication practices was
encouraged by a structural context that cued the ob-
serving individual that change was possible based on
what was suggested. Kesko had a reasonably effective
system for disseminating the lessons from abroad
across a network of regional offices and retail outlets.
This system had several elements. First, Kesko head-
quarters regularly interacted with regional offices’
managers both on an ad hoc basis as well as in periodic
meetings among all regional office heads. Second,
managers of regional offices as well as “leading” re-
tailers could also be invited on a follow-up trip to see
for themselves the value of the changes being pro-
moted. Third, Kesko had an internal consulting unit
that “studied and developed procedures and col-
lected experiences from different practices, distrib-
uted experiences and ideas across the retailer net-
work, and proposed courses and training to meet

the demands of daily business” (operational plan of
Kesko’s internal consulting unit, 1964). Finally, new
practices could be disseminated across the organi-
zational network through Kesko’s retailer education
unit (Seppälä 2018).
The system worked in practice as well. Many of the

innovations with which Kesko was a pioneer were
discovered and/or refined on the basis of observa-
tional learning abroad and disseminated through this
system. These included routines and policies related
to store portfolio management (adopted from Swe-
den), store concepts (Switzerland), and a franchising-
type rental policy that tied rent to store turnover
and subsequently to operating margins (the United
States).14 Kesko and the K Group (the name for the
retailers and Kesko together) were also the most ef-
fective in switching to self-service stores, beginning in
the late 1950s. These innovations resulted in signifi-
cant competitive advantages for Kesko: the group
rapidly gainedmarket share from competitors during
the observation period.
Expectations regarding appropriate communica-

tion practices also stemmed from the broader web of
travel-based learning practices of which reporting
was a part. One gets a sense of these practices from
the travel reports themselves. The documents depict
travel planning as a highly systematic activity and
show that knowledge sharing was explicitly seen as
an important element in the learning process. Ac-
cordingly, the role of the individual as part of the
larger system of vicarious learning was to inform the
broader collective of individuals to act as the “eyes
and ears” of the organization. A travel report from the
United States (in 1974) illustrates the methodological
and calculative nature (Kalberg 1980) of travel-based
learning: “The trip was carefully planned and pre-
pared. E.g., one participant had already visited the
destinations on our route. Reports from the desti-
nations had been delivered to us beforehand for in-
dependent study. Furthermore, there was a training
day before the trip. Each day during the trip was
followed by an evening brief, where we talked about
what we had learned that day.”
The excerpt illustrates the meticulous approach to

the travels of learning. Trips were often carefully
planned and scheduled, executives and managers
selected a limited number of managers and retailers
eligible to travel, and learning activities included
systematic knowledge sharing and processing.
To understand the extensive use of prodevelop-

ment communication and the broader web of prac-
tices associated with (travels of) learning, it is essential
to note that Kesko was a pure capitalist organization
throughout the study period. The value of Kesko—of
any organization for that matter—was hierarchically
determined by the needs of shareholders (i.e., retailers)
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and customers. Individuals, in turn, are instruments of
the organization (cf. Marx and Engels 2010, orig. 1848).
Writings testifying to this instrumental view of or-
ganizations and individuals abound in Kesko’s ar-
chival material. For example, the capitalist ideology
was invoked in the organization in the face of tech-
nological change to reframe uncertainty as a positive
phenomenon as the following comment illustrates:
“We must be able to adopt those technical innova-
tions which our technocrats [meaning especially the
internal consulting unit and IT department] have
filtered and studied before offering for our use. While
our new giant computers may feel like the beast from
the Apocalypse. . .we must courageously recognize
the opportunities these machines offer” (speech by
Heikki Nuutinen, 1970, Kesko).

The quote illustrates the forward-looking ethos
of Kesko’s managers. The message to managers and
staff working in the central organization was to look
for efficiency benefits and increasing competitive-
ness. Also in line with capitalism, internal competi-
tion among retailers was often discussed in a positive
manner. Kesko’s executives spoke of “natural selec-
tion” when referring to “good and bad” retailers.
Thus, competition and progress were intimately inter-
linked: “The power of competition [. . .] is its forward-
looking, creative, and dynamic nature in contrast to
the inert and static. If this were not the case, our
free [capitalistic] society in which we believe would
have disappeared and some other political form would
take over” (Kehittyvä Kauppa 1963).

Competition and evolutionary ideas, such as the
“survival of the fittest” were of crucial importance in
the ideological discourse supporting and defending
capitalist and entrepreneurial values as counter-force
toward socialism and cooperativism. Kesko’s com-
mitment to capitalism is also reflected in, for example,
the special importance of the U.S. business culture
and its idolizing in the ideological discourse of Kesko:
“The attitude of Americans to organizing their daily
affairs seems in a way more rational, unbiased, and
full of continuous search for new solutions rather than
constantly relying on old ones [. . .] To some extent,
personal enterprise reflects our dreams: the taxi driver’s
dream of a taxi company, the doorman’s dream of a
hotel, and the bartender’s dream of a restaurant of
one’s own. The Kesko and K-store staff have the op-
portunity to start their own business as K-retailers—isn’t
this a resource that we should utilize more?” (travel
report, the United States, 1974).

Although Kesko’s commitment to capitalism is
shared by most organizations of today, capitalism
was not a taken-for-granted feature of the society
during our observation period. This explains why
capitalism is explicitly discussed in the sources. Al-
though the preceding quote does not look dramatic

for contemporary eyes, the capitalist ideas of entre-
preneurship and free market competition discussed
in the quote were competing against leftist ideas of
the time.15

In the context of a capitalist organization, the task
of the individual is to help the organization; hence,
the prodevelopment communication in the travel
reports. In so doing, individuals might, of course,
prove their worth to the larger system and, thus, rise
in the corporate ranks. Capitalist ideology does not
work through incentive systems and coercive power
alone—that is, through what Foucault calls “negative
power” (e.g., Foucault 1980, p. 142)—but also through
an internalized model of the “spirit of capitalism”
(e.g., Chiapello and Fairclough 2002). A subject of
capitalism is devoted to advancing organizational
goals “as an end in itself” asWeber (2005, p. 23) states.
Prodevelopment communication comes naturally
to an individual who has internalized the capital-
ist ethos.

TUKO: Structurally Encumbered Capitalism
In theory, TUKO should have resembled Kesko in
many ways. The two companies had a shared history
as the balancing force against the cooperative orga-
nizations and they both shielded an openly capitalist
ideology. TUKO’s stated purpose was to ensure the
competitiveness of its affiliated group of organizations
(primarily wholesalers and secondarily retailers).16

TUKO and its top executives were also politically
active and supported financially the moderately right-
wingNational Coalition Party. The ideological context
would have invited prodevelopment communication,
yet TUKO’s structural context neutralized the posi-
tive effect of capitalism. Prodevelopment communi-
cation was scarcer and more conservative than in
Kesko except in the context of a relatively narrow
scope of issues. Especially at the beginning of the
study period, TUKO lacked a system for imple-
menting the potential insights gained through ob-
servational activities. The main reason for this was
that, although Kesko had regional offices under its
hierarchical control, the regional wholesale operators
related to TUKO were legally independent from the
central organization. A long-time executive in TUKO
describes the power structure between “T whole-
salers” and TUKO as follows: “Despite the name of
‘central organization’ [denoting some degree of hi-
erarchical control], TUKOwas a servant organization
of its shareholders, which had a weak ability to in-
fluence the decisions concerning the structure of the
retail group” (Alhava 2016, p. 72).
The quote illustrates a more general tendency

among TUKO executives to see themselves as pow-
erless against the will of the wholesale owners, many
of whom were reluctant to change even when
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experiencing financial difficulties. To some extent,
TUKO’s executives had internalized their position
as components in the larger administrative system
working on behalf of the owners. Although most
individuals understood that wholesale companies’
behavior was suboptimal for the whole group, there
was no effective resistance against their actions. Ac-
cordingly, save for improvements concerning pur-
chasing and some aspects of the logistics operations
of the group, TUKO and its managers could not
directly change any aspect of the functioning of the
retail group as a whole without engaging in a lengthy
negotiation process with the owner–wholesalers.
From the observing individual’s point of view, this
meant that most recommendations would not lead to
any concrete changes in the organization. Accord-
ingly, challenging was scarce. The exceptions related
mainly to manufacturing, purchasing, and some as-
pects of logistics—in linewithwhere TUKO hadmore
power within the group. For example, a report from
a trip to Sweden and Denmark (in 1956) describes
TUKO’s opportunities in the frozen food market (an
area in which TUKO did have autonomy) as follows:
“Quick-freeze products could be a viable market in
Finland. Fresh fish cannot be acquired throughout the
country and, in general, the fish trade is seasonal and
low in terms of volume. [. . .] All frozen products
should be branded. Besides paid advertising, we
should pay attention to societies close to consumers
and housewives in particular.”

Frozen products and other logistical developments
were typical topics in TUKO’s reporting and, more
generally, strategic development. These topics were
politically neutral—they did not invoke hostile re-
actions from the wholesale owners—and made it
possible to catalyze changes and modernization in
some aspects of business. The narrowness of topics
among which prodevelopment communication prac-
tices were used is reflected in learning outcomes as
well. We are not aware of any innovations that TUKO
would have imported from abroad before competi-
tors. The case of frozen food could be one of the ex-
ceptions to this rule, but even in that field, competitors
were relatively fast in the adoption of the new prod-
uct segment.

Challenging the status quo would not have led
to dramatic negative personal consequences for the
observing individuals, frustration and experiences of
not being heard notwithstanding (cf. Vuori and Huy
2016). As our data demonstrate, these were enough to
silence most. We suspect that the travelers had an
intuitive understanding of what was possible and
instinctively adjusted their communication accord-
ingly. This is impossible to prove, but circumstan-
tial evidence supports the proposition. One excep-
tion to the overall pattern of observing individuals’

communication practices is Matti Mare’s trip to the
United States in 1979. Mare had previously made
similar trips with Hemköp, a Swedish entrepreneurial
retail company. Accordingly, he had a model for
how an organization could directly implement ob-
servations and ideas in its daily practices. In 1979,
Mare tried a similar approach by (a) writing a long,
fairly critical travel report to TUKO executives and
(b) providing an illustrated booklet for large-scale
distribution among retailers and shopkeepers. We
do not have evidence of how and to what extent the
booklet changed practices at the shop level. However,
according to Mare’s retrospective oral account, the
response among other executives andmembers of the
board was “positive but lazy.” Mare started his own
real estate business soon after the trip. It seems
likely that most observing individuals anticipated the
positive but lazy reaction and chose to tone down
their communication accordingly. Overall, TUKO is
an example of an organization in which structural
factors neutralized the potential of the forward-looking
capitalist ethos to foster the use of prodevelopment
communication practices.

SOK: A Champion in Individual Learning
Structural factors can only partially explain the ex-
tensive use of procohesion communication practices in
SOK. The corporation had some elements of Kesko’s
system for implementing the ideas that emerged
through travel. These included nationwide regional
office networks as well as corporate training facilities
for educating store operators (Herranen 2004). SOK’s
system for disseminating new knowledge was more
complex and probably not as effective as Kesko’s was.
One additional layer of complexity came from the
fact that SOK had an ideological sister organization,
YOL, which was responsible for internal consulting,
whereas Kesko’s consulting organization was under
the direct control of the headquarters. The point re-
mains that the observing individuals could, in prin-
ciple, see a way in which their observations would
translate into change in SOK and its respective group
of member cooperatives. Consequently, the ideo-
logical core of SOK emerges as the strongest expla-
nation for how the observing individuals communi-
cated their travels of learning.
The ideological reason for establishing SOK in 1904

was to fight for the democratic distribution of power
and wealth in Finnish society. This mission was de-
rived directly from the ideologies of the member
cooperatives. The strong economic dimension of the
organizational ideology was reflected in the organi-
zational parlance that described the S Group as “im-
partials.” On the surface, the collective had no po-
litical agenda besides balancing the scales of power
between private retailers and consumers. In reality,
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SOK was influenced by the ideological premises of
the consumer cooperativemovement. For example, in
accordance with the Rochdale principles emphasiz-
ing education, SOK’s travel seems to have been driven
by the motivation to educate individuals rather than
improve the organization in stark contrast to the
rationale for traveling within Kesko. When viewed
as a means of education, the travels can be seen as a
means of socializing individuals in cooperativism
and training them to become productive cooperative
members rather than as a means of organizational
development. As explained in Osuuskauppalehti, a
personnel magazine published by SOK: “The success
of (consumer) co-operative efforts is based on suffi-
cient level of education of its champions. Coopera-
tion, you see, requires that individual effort is aligned
with collective interests. [. . .] Therefore co-operative
activity is at its core [. . .] a matter of education.”17

In this ideological context, there is little need for
communication practices that emphasize the direct
organizational utility of traveling in terms of learning.
What is important is that the individual learns or,more
specifically, is being educated about the cooperative
ideology and that the individual acquires knowledge
and skills relevant to helping the cooperative succeed
and grow. Thus, ideology potentially explains why it
is difficult to identify operationally relevant obser-
vations or practicable strategic insights in SOK’s
travel reports. In contrast, it is easy to identify a
pattern in which traveling was important for the
individual traveler. One typical example of such a trip
was a two-week tour in 1951 throughmost ofWestern
Europe by an “advertisement artist” (now known as
an art director). The traveler stated that he “walked
hours and hours looking at store decorations and
street lights, enjoying the sights as good theater” and
that “seeing posters against the scenery of the Swiss
countryside was a unique experience.” The example
is revealing becausemost travels (except buying trips)
share the same, almost ritualistic approach to the
travels of learning, emphasizing the experiences of
the individuals rather than the utility from an orga-
nizational standpoint.

The ways in which the travels were funded also
underscored the importance of individual learning
in the cooperative ideology. The cooperative orga-
nizations allocated travel funds as “grants” or “sti-
pends” given to organizational members instead of
as strategic “investments” by the organization. Al-
though the latter form of spending is legitimate only
when it results in something valuable for the orga-
nization (e.g., operationally relevant observations or
policy recommendations), the former type of spend-
ing does not have such requirements. This different
conceptualization of travel funding signaled the pri-
ority of individual-level development over and above

the organization. The importance of educating indi-
viduals to the cooperativemovement is also frequently
discussed outside the travel reports. For example, a
magazine published by SOK proclaimed the follow-
ing in 1968: “SOK aims to facilitate and strengthen
the economic wellbeing of its members. Yet our as-
sociation has higher aims as well: to catalyze coop-
eration among citizens from different social back-
grounds and to improve economic wellbeing and
the educational level of all these social groups”
(Osuuskauppalehti, 1968).
The quote reflects a basic tension between ideology

and market competition. On the one hand, SOK was
not isolated from the market and institutional pres-
sure coming from Kesko and societal expectations of
profitability and efficiency. On the other hand, or-
ganizational texts largely repelled these pressures
and emphasized the mission of developing individ-
uals toward good citizenship. Education was neces-
sary for the mission, but as far as we can tell, the
organizational benefits were expected to be indi-
rect at best, manifested through individual growth
and learning.
Although the results of traveling were perhaps

great at the individual level, they were rather weak at
the organizational level. One example of this is the
development of the S Group’s store network. After
WWII, rapid economic growth and urbanization
caused the average store size to increase and the
demand to shift from rural areas to cities. Impor-
tantly, similar developments occurred some years
ahead of Finland in Sweden. SOK used traveling to
learn about the Swedish developments, yet respon-
ded to the trend rather slowly, at least comparedwith
Kesko. The following quote illustrates how travelers
bypassed the difficult observations and off-tracked in-
stead (practically throughout the long report): “After a
night spent together [with the wives], the ladies went
again their own way as the men stayed in the hotel to
listen and talk about the results of cooperative orga-
nizations and store network development in Södertälje
and all of Sweden [. . .] There was a sightseeing tour in
the women’s program” (SOK, 1960s).
At the time, it was general knowledge in the Finnish

retail industry that the Swedish economy and retail
industry had already gone through changes (e.g.,
urbanization, emergence of self-service stores) that
were likely to happen in Finland, too. A logical as-
sumption would be that travel reports from this crucial
periodwould have focused on these strategic challenges.
After all, they were discussed during the trip as the re-
port documents. Instead, the travel report is almost com-
pletelyvoidof these“strategic issues” (as theywould be
viewed today). The travelers must have understood
the magnitude of the forthcoming change, yet they
chose not to share their related observations.
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Ideology played a major part in the tendency to
avoid communication that challenged the status quo.
SOK’s ideological bedrock was consumer coopera-
tion embedded in an agrarian society. When urban-
ization started in the 1950s and continued in the
1960s, SOK faced a situation in which assumptions
of a typical cooperativemember started to erode. This
erosion, however, took time in terms of both practical
changes in business management and the ideologi-
cal discourse.

The excerpt is, thus, a good example of the com-
munication getting off track from an organizationally
pertinent issue to something that is not relevant for
the organization. Although the concerned individ-
uals probably learned a lot through the discussions,
the use of off-tracking hindered, in this case, the in-
formation becoming organizationally processed. Cu-
riously, the CEO of SOK stated almost in parallel in
1969 that “we have an almost optimal composition of
grocery outlets” (Osuuskauppalehti, 1969), which, in
retrospect, we know was not true. We claim no direct
causality between these two quotes, but they do serve
to illustrate the logic in which procohesion commu-
nication hindered the transfer of individual learning
to the organizational level.

In sum, though the ideology of cooperativism pro-
vided a sense of purpose for the organizational mem-
bers, it seemed to hinder the use of traveling for or-
ganizational learning purposes. The profit seeking of
capitalist organizations was seen as morally inferior
because cooperativism was founded upon “higher
aims.” Included in these was the individual devel-
opment of organizational members. The operational
development of the organization was not a priority,
resulting in limited prodevelopment communication
and plenty of procohesion communication.

OTK: Socialism Within Capitalism
Although individual learning was ideologically im-
portant in OTK as it was in SOK, it is clear from
reading the reports that organizational learningwas a
much more salient goal of traveling in the former.
Many of the travel reports were focused on factual
description of the observational targets from the point
of view of OTK. To illustrate, a report from a trip to
Sweden, Norway, and Denmark in 1949 reports the
following: “The fish retailing market in Stockholm is
organized so that Konsum is involved in it through
the aforementioned subsidiary, Kronlaxen, not di-
rectly.”Although OTK’s travel reports quantitatively
follow a similar communication practice pattern as
SOK (Table 1), our qualitative impression is that
OTK’s travel reports are more prodevelopment ori-
ented than SOK’s. In this way, OTK reflects some
similarities with Kesko and especially TUKO. At the
same time, Kesko’s observing individuals challenged

the organization more openly and actively than did
those from OTK. To understand this pattern, it is
important to focus on the collectivist values associ-
ated with socialism in conjunction with the ideo-
logical commitment to democratic corporate gov-
ernment, rooted in both the cooperative ideology
(e.g., Rochdale principles in sections 6–7) as well as
the ideals of socialism.18

The collectivist spirit of socialism, involving the
moral obligation of individuals towork for the benefit
of collective goals, is reflected in OTK’s travelers’
use of prodevelopment communication practices. Such
communication signals the role of the individual as
being in the service of a greater cause, and inOTK’s case,
it meant an effort to democratize the economy and
promote “equality among its members on the basis of
collective responsibility.”19 Organizational members
were employed in an ideological mission—serving
the socialist cause—not only as salaried workers or
professional managers. Indeed, employees and rep-
resentatives of the governing bodies of OTK were
often associated with various left-wing movements
and organizations. Ideology could also be leveraged
to facilitate organizational change, making it rea-
sonable for the observing individual to engage in
prodevelopment communication. As the leftist co-
operativemovement viewed itself as part of the larger
labor movement (in SOK, consumer cooperation was
an end in itself), potential conflicts associated with
organizational change could be bridged (Kaplan 2008)
using the broader, labor-movement frame.
It is understandable why, in this ideological context,

travelers focus in their communication on making
organizationally pertinent observations (i.e., making
neutral observations) and suggesting ways to improve
the organization (i.e., improving). However, ideology
also explains why the suggestions were largely in-
cremental, that is, why challenging observations were
infrequent relative to Kesko. With socialism and the
cooperative ideology came the idea that decision
making should be democratic rather than based on
control of shares (as in a capitalist organization).
Characteristically, in the late 1960s, OTK’s top man-
agement defined the organization as a “democratic
society” (board of directors meeting, 1968). More-
over, the governance system that provided OTK’s
management with its guidelines reflected these dem-
ocratic principles. Leftist political parties and labor
unions had considerable power over the organiza-
tion’s administration and strategic decision making.
In this context, the observing individual could

expect to witness considerable political resistance if
any major departure from the status quo were to be
suggested. The prospects of achieving nothing by
“challenging” was similarly bleak as in TUKO (al-
though in TUKO this was the result of the legal
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independence of the wholesalers rather than ideol-
ogy). To minimize the individual’s standing in the
organization as well as the emotional costs (e.g.,
anxiety, frustration), it made sense for the observing
individuals to refrain from challenging the status quo.
Evidence (admittedly suggestive rather than con-
clusive) of individuals “staying in their place” in the
context of travel-related communication is provided
by the travel reports of Olavi Salonen, a long-time
employee of the company. Between 1950 and 1970,
Salonen worked in industrial production, retailing,
and ultimately as an executive at the corporate level.
When he was working in manufacturing, the im-
provements that he suggested focused on issues that
were pertinent to those activities.20 As the head of the
mill division, he reported the following from the
Anuga fair: “The best packaging machine for OTK is
PDKB. The price is 174,000 Deutschemarks. Delivery
in 22 months.” Later, reporting as a soon-to-be ex-
ecutive board member at OTKwith Emil Aro (a soon-
to-retire executive board member),21 Salonen wrote
with a notably broader focus. The 26-page report
from a trip to the United States (in 1961) describes a
visit to cookie factories (one in Denmark), a feed plant,
some cooperative retail organizations (including the
United Co-Operative Society of Fitchburg, which was
founded by Finnish immigrants), a bread factory, a
coffee roastery, a sausage factory, and a warehouse
center. The range of destinations and the diverse ob-
servations serve to demonstrate the impact of Salo-
nen’s new, higher standing in the organization.

OTKwas unable to implementmajor changes learned
from abroad that would have provided the central or-
ganization or the member cooperatives with major
competitive advantages.As an exception—andwe have
to move slightly outside our study period here—in
the early 1980s, OTK was the first organization in the
Finnish context to establish a nationwide retail orga-
nization with integrated wholesale and retail func-
tions. This was accomplished by all member cooper-
ativesmergingwithOTK. The other threewere various

hybrid forms. The mega-merger and its associated
structural reforms could be considered a pioneering
organizational innovation in the Finnish context. The
model for this was justified based on observations
from Denmark and Austria.22 Otherwise, the lack
of major competitive advantages is well mirrored
in the absence of challenging in the travel reports.
The precise causal relationship between the two is
obviously complicated. Even if challenging would
have occurred more often in the observing individ-
uals’ travel-related communication, the organizational
learning outcomes could have well been the same given
the politically charged, democratic form of corpo-
rate governance.

Discussion and Conclusions
We have studied vicarious learning-related commu-
nication practices in an effort to understand why or-
ganizations differ in how their members communicate
their observational activities to others. Our empirical
analysis identifies two distinct logics of communica-
tion: prodevelopment (communication in order to
induce positive organizational change) and procohe-
sion (maintaining unity within the organization). The
default mode of communication behavior, assumed
tacitly by most learning scholars, is the former. This
assumption seems particularly reasonable in our con-
text given the high cost and also the high learning
potential of study trips to more advanced countries at
the time. Following leads from earlier studies on vi-
carious learning, prodevelopment communication can
be obstructed by poor organizational design, mis-
aligned incentives, toxic organizational culture, fail-
ures in recruiting, and, subsequently, in individual and
organizational capabilities. Our study extends these
viewpoints by highlighting the impact of ideology
on vicarious learning communication and, poten-
tially, learning outcomes. The empirical evidence
(summarized in Table 3) indicates that the ideolog-
ical differences across the organizations were re-
flected in heterogeneous communication practices

Table 3. Summary of Empirical Evidence

Organization Ideology Primary logic of communication
Pioneering innovations
adopted from abroad

Kesko Capitalism Prodevelopment communication Extensive adoption of self-service stores,
centralized store portfolio management,
and development of “store concepts”
thinking

TUKO Capitalism Prodevelopment
communication (conservative)

None to our knowledge

SOK Consumer cooperativism Procohesion communication None to our knowledge
OTK Mix of socialism and consumer

cooperativism
Mix of (conservative) prodevelopment and
procohesion communication

Organizational design that integrated
wholesale and retail functions in one
nationwide organization
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and—perhaps, in part, because of this—also in the
learning outcomes.

Our historical approach and the ideologically het-
erogeneous sample of firms affords the proposition
that prodevelopment communicationmaybe somewhat
specific to contemporary, capitalist firms (Ingram and
Simons 2000). Other ideologies, in particular, con-
sumer cooperativism, may foster procohesion com-
munication, which strengthens social cohesion and
affirms the superiority of their ideological beliefs
instead of catalyzing organizational learning from
observations. To present-day subjects of capitalism,
the prevalence of procohesion communication as recor-
ded in our data may seem strange. The strangeness of
social practices, however, is history specific. For us,
Kesko (a firm with the clearest pattern of prodevel-
opment communication) represented the normal case,
and SOK’s (procohesion) behavior was the mystery
to be explained. However, a scholar from the 18th
century would consider Kesko the anomaly and SOK
the normal case. The incessant pursuit of greater or-
ganizational efficiency and effectiveness—bymeans of
vicarious learning or otherwise—found in today’s
capitalist organizations might seem like the “product
of a perverse instinct” (Weber 2005, p. 33) to a person
from a precapitalistic era.

SOK and OTK were affiliated with ideologies that
emphasized social development at individual and
societal levels. In this ideological logic, organizations
were tools for achieving these goals, whereas in the
openly capitalist Kesko, the competitiveness of the
organization was an end in itself. Accordingly, in-
dividuals working in Kesko evidently knew their role
in looking for efficiency and new ideas, whereas for
individuals working in SOK and OTK, role expecta-
tions were more ambiguous, resulting in ambivalence
in travel reporting as well.

Although individuals must have recognized the
superiority of Kesko’s efficiency in the imitation of
the best international examples, it took decades be-
fore the cooperative organizations started to abandon
their ideological premises. That indicates the depth of
the ideological impact. Cooperatives, for example,
hired from the same business schools and universities
as Kesko and observed the same or similar interna-
tional models, yet their communication practices did
not change until performance problems in the 1970s
became so severe that a fear of takeover by banks
catalyzed radical changes in both cooperatives. Al-
though this change process is outside the scope of this
study, the cooperatives became increasingly assimi-
latedwith the capitalist ideology, similarly towhat has
happened to kibbutzim (Simons and Ingram 2000).

Our study contributes to management and organi-
zation theory in three ways. First, we underscore the
ideological dimension of vicarious learning-related

communication and the consequent possibility that
ideology impacts what organizations learn by obser-
vation. In general, vicarious learning is understood to be
an importantmechanismbywhichorganizations change
and survive (DiMaggio and Powell 1983, March and
Simon 1993). Ourwork reveals that existing academic
work on organizational communication as it pertains
to vicarious learning is mostly expressive of a market
capitalist ideology without usually saying so. This
ideological bedrock of vicarious learning tends to go
unnoticed because firms in an industry, for example,
tend to have very similar underlying ideologies. Al-
though capitalism can be attacked from a political
angle, ideology’s impact is also important to recog-
nize from a purportedly positive point of view. If and
when capitalism is increasingly challenged as the
ideological basis of management and organization
(e.g., Phan et al. 2016, Parker 2018), the alternatives
will carry with them a new set of ideological premises
with potentially important consequences for vicari-
ous learning. One of the interesting questions is
whether the new ideologies support organizational
learning in ways in which the affiliated firms can
outcompete capitalist organizations.
Second, our study indicates that organizational

members may preemptively modify their communi-
cation in light of the bleak prospects of generating
organizational change. Prodevelopment communi-
cation can be scarce and conservative, not necessarily
because there is a considerable risk of direct nega-
tive consequences for the observing individuals—as
much of the existing literature assumes (e.g., Detert
and Edmondson 2011, Vuori and Huy 2016)—but
because it simply seems rather pointless. We suggest
that, if change is unlikely, so is prodevelopment
communication. Observing individuals have a ca-
pacity to think about implementation before they say
anything, and this is likely to impact what they say
and how they say it. This adds yet another layer of
complexity to the process of imitating other organi-
zations (Bresman 2013), making it more understand-
able why organizations differ in strategically significant
ways (Jacobides and Winter 2012).
Third, we contribute to the literature on the impact

of (political) ideologies on organizations. Like others
before us (e.g., Ingram and Simons 2000), we show
that ideologies can have important effects in orga-
nizations at the level of microlevel organizational
practices. Because ideology is historical, one can
better understand how and why organizations be-
have by understanding norms of efficiency and ra-
tionality as historically constrained. Accordingly, we
may treat history as a source of data (which it is) and
also as a way to identify how seemingly immuta-
ble behavioral laws governing organizational be-
haviors are, in fact, specific to historically developed
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conditions (cf. Cattani et al. 2013). Overall, earlier
research on the impact of ideology on innovation
and organizational behavior (Tsoukas 1994, Hodgson
2002) has given reasons to assume that, especially, so-
cialism changes the ways organizations learn and en-
gage in innovation practices. Our study is one of the first
attempts to identify and theorize the microlevel prac-
tices and processes involved and explain why political
ideologies result in varying learning-related practices.

Our research has several limitations warranting
more research. First, our choice of ideologies to con-
sider was the function of empirical opportunity. Al-
though capitalism versus cooperativism as well as
capitalism versus socialism debates remain relevant
today, other ideologies (see, e.g., the hacker ethic
discussed in Himanen 2002) are also likely to have
important consequences on communication practices
and consequently shape how the affiliated organi-
zations learn, adapt, and survive. Second, we have
painted ideology with a rather broad brush. Instead
of treating capitalism or socialism as singular ideol-
ogies, future research could investigate its variants,
such as libertarian capitalism, welfare-state capital-
ism, and conscious capitalism, as the ideological
foundation of vicarious learning (cf. Park et al. 2020)
and organizational practicesmore generally. It would
be also interesting to study political ideologies within
capitalism and their effects on organizational learn-
ing. Finally, the link from ideology to learning is a
complex one, difficult to prove or disprove in any single
study. For example, when organizational learning is
understood in terms of change in organizational prac-
tices, it is evident that such change is generally difficult
to achieve and the realized changes can be surprising
and sometimes unwanted (Jarzabkowski et al. 2019).
Although our evidence hints that ideology can ulti-
mately shape vicarious learning outcomes—and even
though it is theoretically reasonable to assume that
variation in communication practices may be related
to organization-level learning outcomes (e.g., Ocasio
et al. 2018)—further elaboration of this link requires
more research.
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Endnotes
1Throughout this paper, we refer to the individuals engaged in the
primary vicarious learning activities (i.e., observing, reading, lis-
tening to others) as observing individuals.
2This is not to say that learning does not have a tacit dimension—it
does (e.g., Winter 2006, Polanyi 2009, Szulanski et al. 2016)—merely
that explicit communication is an important aspect of organiza-
tional vicarious learning. Vicarious learning based on sharing tacit
knowledge, for example, through mentoring or apprenticeship, is
outside the scope of this paper (e.g., Leonard and Sensiper 1998).
3We may still observe the influence of ideological heterogeneity
within capitalism (e.g., Park et al. 2020).
4The importance of communication is also emphasized by related
literature on the attention-based view of the firm (Ocasio 1997),
absorptive capacity (Cohen and Levinthal 1990), and knowledge
transfer (Szulanski 1996). The attention-based view emphasizes the
role of organizational structures in shaping what individuals attend
to and whom they talk to about their observations with one another
(Ocasio 1997). For example, Rerup (2009) discusses the role of or-
ganizational structure in shaping whether organizations develop
multisided views of rare but important events (e.g., crises). Recently,
Ocasio et al. (2018, p. 157) called on researchers to look beyond “the
‘pipes and prisms’ through which information flows” and “more
explicitly consider the content and practices of communication.”
Cohen and Levinthal’s (1990) paper on absorptive capacity empha-
sizes the mutual interplay of organizational structures and processes
and individual expertise in determining an organization’s capabil-
ity to identify, assimilate, and utilize external information. In the
knowledge management literature, Szulanski’s (1996) seminal paper
emphasizes the importance of “fertile” organizational contexts and
the ease and frequency of communication as well as the relationship
between senders and receivers of new information as key enablers of
intra-organizational knowledge transfer.
5Efficiency was not a primary organizational goal before the in-
dustrial revolution (Ogilvie 2004). Relatedly, organizational learning
was not a primary issue for almost any organization (notwith-
standing some exceptions, such as the Prussian army and Jesuits) and
individual development was the primary goal of what we could label
as observational learning. Merchant houses, for example, sent new
generations on “grand tours” (Adler 1989, Chard 1999) with the idea
that traveling and the observations gathered would result in more
professional conduct as entrepreneurs and members of bourgeoisie
elites although the idea that their organization would learn directly
was rarely considered as having any meaningful importance.
6Please see https://www.ica.coop/en/cooperatives/cooperative
-identity#cooperative-principles (accessed December 23, 2019).
Both cooperative organizations in our study were members of
ICA (Hilson 2011).
7Throughout the paper, we refer to the focal organizations as “retail
organizations” based on the sector in which they operated, but no
single term can capture their true identities over the entire study
period. Their original mission was to operate as purchasing and
logistics organizations for their member–owners. However, this
original mission changed over time to include both manufacturing
and retail-related activities.
8The intended audience of the reports was often the top managers of
the organizations, but occasionally, travel-based observations were
disseminated more widely (e.g., internal publications, newspapers).
Most of the reports were written in a single voice, and a minority
resembled more the minutes of a meeting among the observing in-
dividuals (allowing diverse viewpoints). In most cases, the travelers
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were members of the studied organizations. In some cases, the
travelers were not organizational members yet reported to the or-
ganization because it was the financier of the trip (e.g., K retailers,
who sometimes traveled, were not employees of Kesko). Closely
related organizations also organized some trips (e.g., Suomen
Tukkukauppiaiden Liitto, which was a professional association of
wholesalers closely associated with TUKO). We categorize the
available evidence on the basis of the central organization to which
the travel report was most closely related (i.e., Kesko, SOK, OTK,
or TUKO).
9 For earlier research from the research project see, for example,
Lamberg and Tikkanen (2006) and Lamberg et al. (2009).
10All 10 informants had work histories in concept planning and chain
management at Kesko (4), TUKO (3), or SOK (3). Some hadworked in
the studied organizations during the period of investigation, and
others worked in these organizations after this period, which
provided a contemporary view of the phenomenon.
11This is a summary of a discussion concerning a trip to Sweden in 1968.
12 Salonen’s idea, although presented in a rather unimposing tone,
was remarkable at the time. OTK was the central organization of de
jure independent cooperatives at one time. Elanto, based in Helsinki,
was just one—although the largest—of these cooperatives. The
proposal to use the Elanto brand name in all cooperatives amounted
to a radical change in the identities of locally operating cooperatives.
Moreover, centralized brand management activities associated with
the use of a nationwide retailer brand would have radically shifted
power from the cooperatives to the central organization. The pro-
posal did not lead to any concrete changes at the time.
13We are grateful for our second reviewer for reminding us about
some of these competing explanations.
14An example is Eino Perttilä’s presentation to the supervisory board
of Kesko (in 1982).
15 In 1974, Finlandwas politically dominated by social democrats, and
communism was a popular activist movement in the country.
16An example is the annual report (of 1980).
17This is from Osuuskauppalehti, October 21, 1955.
18We discuss the ideology of socialism here in relatively general
terms. The practical manifestations and consequences of the ideology
are, of course, multifaceted (see, e.g., Kogut and Zander’s (2000)
study of capitalism versus socialism in the context of innovation).
19 See Kalevi Suomela, E-lehti, nro 3, October 25, 1986, p. 21 /
Osuusliike 281.
20The exception to this rule is his suggestion (1954) to use the Elanto
brand across OTK’s cooperative shops as cited earlier.
21OTK, as with all the organizations in our study, had a dual-board
structure with a supervisory board that was responsible for gover-
nance and an executive board (board of directors) that was re-
sponsible for management.
22 See Helsingin Sanomat, May 21, 1982.
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