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Chapter 1 
 
Introduction 
 
 
Rosita: “I think it is very important to also discuss our views about pedagogy... For me it is very 
important to share this very educational background.” 
Carlo: “Yes, but this project is about innovation.” 
 
-- 
 

Wim: “However, those perspectives we do have to consider. What came to the fore as a problem during 
the last meeting, of course we should not integrate three perspectives by leaving two behind. I mean that 
would really be the biggest mistake that we could make.” 

 

 

These two citations are from the two case studies which are at the heart of the 
empirical part of this dissertation about diversity in the collaboration in inter-
organizational academic projects. For academics collaboration is an important 
way to look at and discuss particular themes that are of personal and 
community interests. Inter-organizational collaboration distinctively offers the 
possibility for academics to look beyond the familiar and the known, and as 
such to develop further one’s professional identity and produce rich and 
creative academic products. The central interest of this PhD study is how 
communicative and collaborative processes proceed in inter-organizational 
academic project groups, in which people from different socio-cultural contexts 
meet and aim to create something collaboratively. More specifically, our 
research question is how diversity comes to the fore in negotiation processes in 
inter-organizational academic collaboration.  

A basic assumption underlying this research is that professional identity 
comes about within and through relations with other people, with material and 
conceptual artifacts one uses, and within specific contexts in which one 
participates. Collaboration, understood as a dialogical process of ‘relating to’ 
others, can then be seen as an activity by which to know, construe and develop 
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oneself. Inter-organizational collaboration is subsequently focused on as a 
context in which academics face a potential as well as a difficulty to engage in 
dialogue with and relate to diverse others.  

In this thesis, the individual and the social environment are considered as 
inherently related. This is fundamental to dialogical thinking and is advanced in 
this research by what we refer to as a socio-cultural approach. This approach 
emphasizes the social, cultural, historical and situative nature of cognition and 
activity (Engeström, 1987; Greeno, 1997; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Säljö, 2002; 
Valsiner & Van der Veer, 2000; Wertsch, 1991), and is grounded in traditions 
of Bakhtin (1981, 1986), Leontev (1978), Morris (1994), Mead (1934), and 
Vygotsky (1978). According to a socio-cultural approach, human actions are 
performed in conditions of joint and socially mediated activity (Leontev, 1981). 
How this theoretical approach is taken on in our research, and which of its 
concepts are adopted in our study, is presented in chapter 3 and 4 of this thesis. 

We will now introduce and summarize the different studies in order to 
make clear how they relate to and build on each other. We will then return to 
how the studies relate to the main question, and the way we structured this 
thesis. Reflections on the theoretical approach, concepts, empirical results, 
methodology, and research implications are presented in the final chapter of 
this thesis.  

 
 

Preliminary study: Collaborative activities in academic work  
Before coming to formulate the central question as focused on inter-
organizational projects of academics, we conducted a preliminary study to 
explore what kinds of collaborative activities academics are engaged in. This 
daily work encompasses many activities involving various social partners 
(students, fellow teachers and fellow researchers). These activities give meaning 
to what is being done and they also shape the  development of academics in 
certain directions. As such, we set ourselves the task to identify various 
collaborative activities in which academics are engaged in. The results might 
include clues for shaping professional development of academics as well as for 
improving their work practices. 

For this exploration, 18 in-depth interviews were conducted with 
academics from two faculties, representing diverse (sub)disciplines within two 
faculties. The transcribed interviews were analyzed by identifying all activities 
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mentioned by the academics. This analysis reveals that collaborative activities of 
academics are situated both within and outside the university. Besides a so-
called ‘core group’ of immediate colleagues inside the university with whom all 
academics share a large part of the work both formally as well as informally, 
most academics are engaged in and motivated for inter-organizational (both 
national and international) collaboration projects. In these projects, academics 
with different backgrounds, but with similar interests, aim to collaborate and 
work towards shared products. As a result of this study, we state that these 
projects offer the possibility for academics to look beyond the given and 
known, and consequently allow developing further one’s professional identity 
and the research groups they represent.  

On the basis of this preliminary study, we identified inter-organizational 
collaboration projects as relevant contexts to be studied further. The interest in 
what we came to call boundary crossing projects is that these are contexts seen 
in academic work, in which academics with different backgrounds and expertise 
meet. Subsequently, these project groups distinctively face an opportunity to 
put into use diverse points of view in the collaborative activities. Though 
carrying potential, it can be expected at the same time a challenge to manage 
diverse points of view in collaborative work, because it requires attunement and 
coordination in the process of collectively creating meaning.  

 
 

Literature review on group cognition 
A broad range of studies have focused on how project groups come to 
coordinate their actions through structures of collectively created meaning, 
often in terms of how group cognition is established. In accordance with our 
interest in how diversity comes to the fore during the collaborative process, we 
examined previous research in educational and organizational psychology that 
focused on group cognition. Group cognition is argued to provide a basis for 
future communication and activity of the group, because it allows groups to 
anticipate and coordinate actions (Clark & Brennan, 1991; Hutchins, 1995). 
Because it is important for coordination, it can be considered a central issue for 
understanding how groups can come to use diversity during collaboration. Yet, 
an initial inquiry of group cognition literature showed that, although it is 
expanding rapidly, this field is still lacking conceptual clarity. This is 
emphasized by a multitude of terms being used like common ground, shared 
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understanding, collective mind, team mental models, and distributed cognition. 
The literature is neither consistent in labeling nor defining concepts of group 
cognition, and shows methodologically different ways of how group cognition 
is studied. This lack of clarity makes it difficult to make use of previous 
research or to relate to its findings.  

To ground our own studies, as well as to contribute to the field, we 
conducted a review of the conceptual frameworks being used in empirical 
studies. To identify the conceptualizations we focused not only on the explicit 
meaning attributed to the concept of group cognition as shown in the 
theoretical background and definition of the concept, but also on the meaning-
as-shown in the research methodology being used to measure the concept in 
the empirical part of the studies. To explicate the conceptualizations of group 
cognition, we discuss specifically how the studies define cognition (where does 
it reside?) and how the studies define cognition at a group level, in terms of 
individual and social dimensions (how are they related?). To understand the 
premises of the conceptualizations we considered how they are linked to either 
cognitive or socio-cultural perspectives on the social nature of cognition. This 
reveals some studies that represent initial ways of boundary crossing between 
these perspectives.  

As result of this review we suggest that conceptual clarity can be 
augmented when researchers question their theoretical assumptions and choose 
concepts and methodology accordingly. Besides conceptual clarity, we propose 
boundary crossing studies as being valuable and promising for future research. 
On the basis of discussing the distinctive and complementary nature of 
cognitive and socio-cultural conceptualizations of group cognition, we conclude 
that there are two possible routes for future studies to work towards more 
comprehensive theories of group cognition. Studies on group cognition would 
be more complete, by either extending cognitive conceptualizations of group 
cognition to include social accounts of cognition or extending socio-cultural 
conceptualizations of group cognition to include more precise accounts of 
individual cognition.  
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Case studies of inter-organizational academic collaboration projects 
On the basis of the conclusions in the preliminary study, we study two inter-
organizational collaboration projects. These projects are both in the field of 
educational sciences, so that the researcher is able to comprehend the discourse 
in the project. The studies aim to explore how diversity in these academic 
groups came to the fore during collaboration. Understanding this process 
enables us to grasp the challenge of dealing with diversity and to think about 
ways of facilitating project groups in their boundary crossing endeavor.  

Though primarily departing from a socio-cultural approach, we attempt to 
give a more precise account of the individual as autonomous cognitive agent by 
means of considering the individual as a Dialogical Self, composed of mutually 
defining I-positions (Hermans & Kempen, 1993). As such individuals are 
perceived both as participants in current practices and as unique transcendent 
selves. In this way, we account for individuals and groups both having their 
specific social histories that may inform current collaboration. 

By means of the concepts of ‘voice’ (Bakhtin, 1981, 1986) and ‘I-positions’ 
(Hermans, 2001) we identified in both cases the socio-culturally informed, and 
personal viewpoints that play a role in the collaboration. We explore in what 
way these diverse viewpoints come to the fore during the negotiation processes 
during a collaborative period of two years.  

Both project groups were followed two years by means of video-taping 
and observing project meetings, interviewing project members individually, and 
collecting e-mail communication and documentation.  

 
Case 1: An international academic collaboration project 
The study of the first project group involves a European collaboration project 
with 14 academics representing five different research institutions located in 
different countries. The project was funded by the European Commission for 
two years and aimed to formulate advice and provide conceptual tools for 
educational policy on facilitating e-learning of teachers in secondary education.  

The analysis shows how multiple voices could be read in the negotiation 
processes of the central conceptual topics. However, the particularity of these 
voices, residing in the broader socio-cultural contexts that motivated the 
project members, never come to the fore in the project communication. This 
allows that, for example, the Dutch and Spanish partner make arguments in line 
with their specific point of view on and understanding of pedagogy and the 
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Danish partner uses counter-arguments in line with their voice of addressing 
the practitioner, pointing to the usability of the conceptual product for the field 
of practice. But within these moments of disagreement, they do not consider 
why they make these arguments, or the kind of ‘philosophy’ that lies behind it. 
Neither within instances of misunderstanding and disagreements, nor within 
instances of understandings and agreements, the diverse points of view are 
made explicit. Subsequently, there is no consideration if, how and why there 
were (mis)understandings and or (dis)agreements. The focus of their 
discussions is on the concrete activity and the products that have to be 
produced. The decisions in the project communication can be characterized in 
terms of being either cacaphonous (ad random results of multiple voices) or 
univocal (dominated by one voice).  

What this case illustrates, is that diversity actually has to be made explicit 
in order to play a role in collaborative work. Diversity can thus not be 
presupposed as being clear, albeit boundary crossing projects in which people 
from different research groups come together. For group participants, this 
means that they have to work on defining the diversity. This includes 
considering what is particular about the other’s arguments and to use all 
instances of (mis)understanding and (dis)agreement as possible points to enter 
the world of the other. Engaging in a dialogue and seriously attempting to relate 
to the other, requires for the ‘I’ to realize that the other is a real other. The 
particularity of the other can be rendered accessible not when focused on how 
the other is distinct from me, but rather by postponing to define this relational 
difference, questioning first what it ‘is’ we are relating to, and focusing on the 
other as stranger.  

 

Case 2: A Dutch inter-university research project 
The second case study involves a Dutch collaboration project of 16 academics 
from different research groups, representing four universities in the 
Netherlands. The project aimed to conduct research on teachers’ learning: in 
what way do teachers learn in their professional practice? The project included 
four smaller research projects and three theoretical approaches, each bringing 
in specific voices that had to be accounted for and had to be interrelated.  

In contrast with the case in the previous study, this project group comes 
to define the diversity as they explicate the diverse voices they aimed to 
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advance and integrate. The term ‘conceptual position’ is used to denote either 
the voice of one of the subprojects or the voice of one of the theoretical 
approaches which are advanced in the project. During the collaboration the 
researchers show to collectively take responsibilities for the complex web of 
positions. However, despite this collective sense of responsibility for the 
multiple positions the project group continues to shift between different ways 
of defining and interrelating the multiple conceptual positions. The project 
members sometimes talk about the small picture of one conceptual position in 
particular (one subproject or one theoretical perspective), whereas at other 
times they talk about the big picture of the whole research project. But the 
project group also shifts in the way they talk about the big and the small 
picture. Regarding the big picture, the project group sometimes points to the 
core and emphasized the unity of the project (deepening). At other times 
however, the project group emphasizes the multiplicity of the big picture by 
discussing all elements that the project encompasses (broadening). The big 
picture is then discussed in its broadest sense. Regarding the small picture, the 
project group shifts in a similar manner in the way they discuss it. Sometimes 
the group is considering one theoretical approach or subproject, emphasizing 
its core and particularity (deepening). At other times the project group is 
discussing the one theoretical approach or subproject in light of the complete 
project, by positioning it in the project (broadening).  

This case shows how despite collective work on diverse conceptual 
positions, taken up as both I- and We-positions, the collective self is emerging 
not as a unified self. Rather, diversity comes to the fore in a long-term 
dialogical process involving deepening and broadening both the whole and its 
parts.  
 
 
Assuring quality: Developing an audit procedure 
Both case studies, due to their explorative and in-depth qualitative nature, are 
based on various data, many iterations in the analysis procedure and many 
interpretations of the researcher. In these studies, it was not possible to make 
use of standardized procedures and tools for data gathering and data analysis. 
The researcher was faced with the problem of how to assure the reliability and 
validity in data gathering and analyses processes. We therefore examined 
literature in social sciences to find a technique suitable for assessing the quality 
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of a study involving complex research processes. This revealed the so-called 
audit procedure (Halpern, 1983), that provided a good starting point for 
developing a more detailed procedure for maintaining and determining the 
quality of explorative qualitative studies in terms of visibility, comprehensibility 
and acceptability. We redeveloped a more specified and structured procedure, 
with accompanying guidelines for the researcher (the auditee) and for the 
evaluator of the quality of the study (the auditor). The audit procedure was 
tested in our first case study. It enabled us to assure the reliability and validity 
of this study, while it simultaneously illuminated some practical issues 
improving its usability for others. The procedure in its final form was used in 
our second case. Using the audit procedure in both case studies allows not only 
assuring the quality of the studies, but also assisted the researcher in elucidating 
the decisions and according substantiations during data gathering and analyses. 
 
 
Implications: Technological facilitation of collaboration  
In a final paper, we aim to sketch some of the implications that can be drawn 
from the two case studies of project groups. Foremost, on the basis of the 
findings in the two case studies we came to conclude that managing and making 
use of diversity subsist in overcoming imprisonment in meaning and in 
exploiting meaning potential. Both processes appear to require active work. In 
the first case study, we see imprisonment of meaning residing in a tendency to 
rely on what is already known and familiar. In the second case, we see that 
exploiting meaning potential is achieved by actively construing and shifting 
between various ways of looking and categorizing the diverse elements in the 
project activity. Managing and making use of diversity seems to subsist in 
engaging project groups in a continuous process of redefining. By means of 
such a process one can overcome the bounded nature of one perspective by 
means of another perspective, and establish continuous development and 
flexibility to adapt to new situations.  

In this last study, we concentrate on the implications drawn from the two 
case studies and propose redefining as an important process to be facilitated. 
Specifically, we consider how information and communication technology 
(ICT) meant to support communication and collaboration, can facilitate groups 
to redefine. We concentrate on ICT as it can be used to facilitate inter-
organizational collaboration and communication independent of time and 
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location, and as it is potentially flexible in use. Although we think technology 
lends itself to be designed to facilitate redefining, technological designs in 
groupware often seem static and focused merely on defining and fixating 
understandings. To make our suggestions for technological design more 
concrete, we discuss features of groupware technology that permit change by 
being flexible, and evoke redefining by engaging the user more actively. 

 
 

Structure of studies 
The description of the studies above follows a chronological order in which 
they came to the fore during the complete inquiry, and therefore is meant to 
show how the studies build forward on each other. Figure 1 displays the 
relations between the papers. 
 

Figure 1. Relations between the papers in this dissertation. 
 
The thesis is structured in a slightly different way. Three of the studies directly 
approach the central question and can be perceived as the heart of this thesis. 
First, the results of the preliminary study led to focus our central question on 
inter-organizational collaboration projects, and as such paved the way for 
conducting the case studies. Subsequent, the two case studies are meant to 
provide the main empirical data with which to explore how diversity comes to 
the fore and comes to be used in the collaborative practice.  

Prelimary study

Study
case 1

Study
case 2

Implications
ICT facilitation

Literature
review

Development audit
procedure
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The three other studies dealt with issues that were explored in order to 
continue our inquiry, and are indirectly related to the problem. First, the 
literature review was meant to examine literature reporting previous research on 
the general challenge of groups to collectively create meaning. Discovering a 
lack of conceptual clarity motivated us to analyze the diverse conceptualizations 
more in-depth. The resulting review assisted us in questioning and making 
explicit our own theoretical assumptions, concepts and methodologies. The 
methodological study on redeveloping the audit procedure was needed to assist 
us in assuring the quality of the two central studies. Third, the study on 
facilitating collaboration through technology presents a reasoning in which the 
implications drawn from the findings and conclusions of these two studies are 
turned into suggestions for designing technology that is meant to support 
collaboration. The final chapter aims to look at the whole thesis in reflecting on 
the theoretical approach, main concepts, methodology, the empirical results and 
implications of the research.  
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Chapter 2 
 
Collaborative Activities in Academic Work* 
 
 
 

Abstract 

The various collaborative activities in academic work are considered to be an 
important vehicle for the professional development of academics. However, it 
is still unclear in what kind of collaborative activities academics are engaged. 
Interviews with 18 academics who differed in roles and responsibilities showed 
various collaborative activities embedded in different social structures. In 
addition to a so-called core-group of immediate colleagues, academics were 
engaged and motivated for inter-organizational collaboration projects. These 
projects originated from professional interests and required the academics to 
cross the boundary of their core group. These projects therefore seemed to 
trigger opportunities for academic development, because they stimulated 
meetings with other professionals with different backgrounds and perspectives. 

 

 

                                                 
* Akkerman, S., Admiraal, W., & Simons, R. J. (2005). Collaborative activities in 
academic work. Manuscript submitted for publication. 
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Introduction 

In academic work, many learning processes are not explicitly organized, but 
embedded in daily activities. These daily activities are organized by many 
invisible social structures that give meaning to what is being done. Especially 
academic work involves addressing all kinds of partners such as students, fellow 
teachers and fellow researchers. Accordingly, there are rules and ways of 
behaving within diverse social contexts. Paradoxically, the academic profession 
preaches progress based on making knowledge explicit, while it is itself relying 
on apprenticeship training, repeated trial and error and experiential learning 
(Teichler, 1996). So, academic development seems to be mostly implicit.  

Academic development as strategic objective in higher education institutes 
is predominantly focused on teaching development (Boud, 1999). According to 
Clegg (2003), activities that support research and scholarship are not considered 
as development. Yet it is research and scholarly activity that she argues is 
central for much early and mid-career development. Moreover, Reid and 
Petocz (2003) argue that “focusing on research development gives academics 
the opportunity to develop their teaching scholarship, prepare publishable 
work, and cultivate teaching and learning practices that are aligned with their 
specific discipline environments” (p. 105). Hence, rather than perceiving 
teaching and researching as two different strands in academic work, both 
should be seen as part of the same disciplinary practice. Brew (2003) 
recommends moving towards a model of academic work based on the notion 
of academic communities of practice, in which both research and teaching, 
both colleagues and students are considered part of the same practice. 

Grasping what academic development is about begins with understanding 
academic work. In line with Lee and Boud (2003), we favour an understanding 
of academic development as being devoted to the development of capacities 
and practices of academics and with a focus on the need for the development 
of new academic ‘identities’. The development of academic identities seems 
strongly interwoven with the social structures by which academic work is 
organized. Several authors have noted that higher education practitioners have 
highly developed interpersonal networks based on conferences, learned 
societies, systems of peer review, professional collaborations, on-line discussion 
groups and e-mail exchange, and that they rely on these networks for 
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reputational success (Clegg, 2003; Kogan, 2000). The social nature of academic 
work has been the ground for previous research to focus on the structure of 
relations between scientists, attempting to uncover the diffusion or flow of 
information (e.g., Palonen & Lehtinen, 2001; Weedman, 1993). Asking for the 
most frequent contacts, or counting the citations between the scientists, 
enabled the researchers to find so-called ‘invisible colleges’ (Crane, 1972), or 
informal social systems of scientists. Although these studies have revealed the 
informal and formal information ties and macro level systems between the 
academic professionals, they have been less detailed about the actual 
collaborative activities between academics.  

In the thinking on professional development, there is a more general 
interest in collaboration between professionals mainly due to the shift in 
perspective on learning and work and the underlying metaphors. A shift can be 
seen from training towards learning in the workplace, the context in which 
what has been learned is being actually used (see, for example, Billet, 2001a, 
2001b; Eraut, Alderton, Cole, & Senker, 1998). The concept of situated 
knowledge is important here, referring to knowledge being meaningful only 
within social practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Salomon & Perkins, 1998). This 
focus is what is referred to by Sfard (1998) as the participation metaphor. Sfard 
distinguishes two metaphors for learning currently being recognized in the 
educational sciences. The acquisition metaphor, in which learning is seen as 
acquiring pieces of knowledge, formulates a more traditional view of learning. 
This metaphor implies that the acquisition of knowledge essentially is an 
individual activity, with or without social influences, and that learning takes 
place when knowledge as mental content is being acquired. Within the 
participation metaphor, the situated and social nature of learning is important, 
with the social activity as its starting point: participating in a community, living 
among others. In this view, the aim of learning is the evolvement of a 
community and learning is expressed as ‘the process of becoming a participant’. 
Participation is the keyword for the process, as well as the goal of learning. 
With this shift towards learning as a social activity, the concept of community 
building is increasingly paid attention to, as can be seen by various concepts 
such as communities of practice (Wenger, 1998) and learning communities 
(Retallick, Cocklin, & Coombe, 1999). What these notions of community have 
in common is that, based on shared learning or shared working goals, groups of 
people generate ideas and solve problems collectively. Wenger (2000) argues 
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that organizations should pay attention to such social processes taking place 
and see how they can shape professional learning. In this study, we attempt to 
get insight in the ways in which academics collaborate with peers, in order to 
provide clues for shaping academic development. The problem of this study 
can be formulated as: What kinds of collaborative activities do academics engage in? 

 
 

Method 
In-depth interviews were conducted with 18 academics from two faculties of 
Utrecht University in the Netherlands. Each interview lasted about 1 hour and 
started with a main question about the different work settings the respondents 
were engaged in. The 18 academics differed with respect to gender (3 women, 
15 men), position (PhD students, post-docs, university lecturers, and 
professors), academic task (research and / or teaching), faculty (10 from the 
Biology faculty and 8 from Arts), and specialisation (different departments and 
subgroups within the faculty). 

The interviews were transcribed in order to distinguish different 
collaborative activities. A setting for collaborative activity is taken into analysis 
whenever respondents mentioned and described an activity where they were 
engaged in. These texts were selected and for each respondent a drawing was 
made to picture these different collaborative activities and their relations. In 
Figure 1, we provide an example, which also illustrates the various types of 
collaborative activities seen by most respondents. 
 
 
Results: Five levels of collaborative activities 
The drawings of most of the respondents showed collaborative activities on 
five different contextual levels: core group level, department level, faculty level, 
national level, and international level. Figure 1 shows collective activities at all 
five levels. The internal meetings and colloquia are examples of core group level 
activities. The department group activity in the drawing is taking place at the 
department level. At the faculty level, there is one group activity concerned 
with the newly developed Bachelor Master structure. At national level, there is 
collaboration with a research group from the University of Nijmegen. The 
international network and the specific collaboration with Italy are both forms 
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of international activities. We now describe each level of collaborative activities 
and its characteristics based on all interviews. 

Figure 1. Illustration of a set of collaborative activities at different levels. 
 

Core group level 
All respondents described some kind of core group as the focal point of their 
work. The core groups were all described as organized around a thematic 
research line. The object of the core group was teaching as well as research 
within that theme. Besides the professor who is mainly responsible for the 
research line, the group included other colleagues (university lecturers and 
researchers, PhD students) and, as noted by some respondents, undergraduate 
students. Some noted that this group was subdivided with different 
specialisations. The collaborative activities mostly include doing research and 
publishing articles, and to a lesser extent teaching students. The communication 
in the core groups is facilitated by various means. Work meetings seem to be a 
common mean for core groups or a part of these core groups to discuss 
specific educational or research themes. Besides work meetings, respondents 
mentioned also to have brainstorm or problem solving meetings. In addition, 
daily conversations are taking place in the corridor, by visiting colleagues in 
their work rooms, in a kind of coffee or copy corner, and at receptions and 
lunches. These daily conversations include a lot of informal contact and chats 
about other than work-related issues. Besides face-to-face communication, 
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telephone and electronic mail are means to communicate with colleagues. Some 
respondents have specifically mentioned the exchange of literature, tips and 
tricks, other information and conference experiences within the core group. 
Important outcomes of the core group communication is to stay informed 
about ‘what happens’, what colleagues do, and to exchange professional 
experiences. These core group levels are institutionalized within the faculty and 
can be seen as formal units.  

 
Department level 
Thirteen respondents described collaborative activities at a department level. 
These are groups that are responsible for teaching within a scientific field of 
expertise that is part of the faculty or institution. The department may consist 
of several core groups. Several respondents described their department as not 
being practiced, existing of only formally connected core groups. In these cases, 
there were no meetings at the department level at all. The other departments 
organized regular meetings to talk about the organization and content of 
teaching, and the division of educational tasks. The core groups, formally 
organized as a department, in some cases were located together. At the 
department level, the division of labour was related to the smaller core-group 
units, each having their own expertise. 

 
Faculty level 
Twelve respondents described their engagement in activities at faculty level. In 
all cases, this activity was aimed at the management and organization of new 
educational programmes generating teaching material related to a particular 
scientific theme. The groups at the faculty level consisted of coordinators 
representing different core-groups. These groups mainly communicate by 
means of work meetings and individual conversations. In most cases, the 
collaborative activity started with developing policy or definitions of tasks, 
followed by an interpretation of the policy including a division of tasks at the 
core group level. The trigger of these collaborative activities was a change in the 
educational system, including the implementation of the Bachelor Master 
structure based on the 1999 Bologna agreement. 
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National level  
Collaborative activities on the national level were described by ten respondents. 
These national activities were all based on a shared interest in a research theme. 
The aims of these activities were described as either the exchange of ideas and 
expertise or collaboratively doing research in order to publish articles or to 
organize conferences. In the case of exchanging expertise, respondents were 
referring to a large (mostly formalized) national network. The communication 
within the national networks includes newsletters, e-mail, and (half) yearly 
meetings. In the case of collaborative research, the community consists of the 
respondent, sometimes together with his or her own core group, and one or 
more research groups from other universities. Members of the research 
community communicated by means of work meetings, personal contact and e-
mails. Most of the times, these collaborations were (partly) financed with 
external research funds. 

 
International level  
One or more international activities were described by fourteen respondents. 
These collaborative activities were all based on a shared research question or 
research theme, with the aim to exchange expertise and research outcomes and 
to publish together. These activities concerned a large international professional 
network of academics working in a similar research area, or a collaboration 
project between research groups. Sometimes a respondent collaborates on an 
individual basis with academics from abroad. Conferences, meetings, e-mail, 
telephone conversations, (half) yearly visits, and documents were means for 
communication. In the collaboration projects, an additional financial 
instrument was funding by a research institute or research program. Joint 
articles and books were mentioned as concrete outcomes of collaboration 
projects. Most international collaboration activities started with people knowing 
each other from the literature, conferences or indirectly through their 
colleagues. Then, academics contacted each other through meetings or via e-
mail, because they noticed to have a shared research interest. Additionally, 
several respondents talked about the significance of a personal match as well. 
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Reflections 
The core group has been described as the focal point of academic work, 
although most of the respondents have collaborative activities at the other 
levels as well. The core group can be regarded as essential to the work of the 
academics in the sense that it is a long lasting context, part of the daily work, 
including both research and teaching, and both formal a well as informal 
contacts. Talking about the core group included frequent use of ‘we’ and ‘our’. 
This indicates that the academics seemed to somehow connect their 
professional identity with the core group. In contrast, the department level does 
not seem to be essential for academic work in the Netherlands. Most of the 
departments did not seem to function very well. Since changes in the 
educational organization are the main trigger for collaborative activities, 
academics are less motivated to participate in these activities. This change has 
to do with a larger reorganization of the system of higher education in the 
Netherlands, as a consequence of the 1999 Bologna agreement. The national 
and international activities of academics are more based on professional 
interests. The aim of these activities was focused on research and sharing 
expertise.  

 
Synergy between teaching and research 
The objects of the academic work as described in the collaborative activities 
incorporate both teaching and research. With respect to the former, 
management and organization of education programmes are also mentioned as 
objects of activity. The distinction between teaching and research shows that 
the collaborative activities in the core group as well as in the national and 
international level are strongly aimed at research. At the core group level, 
teaching also motivates academics to work together. At the faculty and the 
department levels, most collaborative activities are focused on teaching within a 
specific scientific theme. Apparently, most academic work within the particular 
university is focused on teaching, whereas collaborative activities of academics 
outside the university are focused on research and sharing expertise. Despite 
the differences between teaching and research at the different levels, we agree 
with Reid and Petocz (2003) and Brew (2003) that models of academic work 
should consider teaching and research as part of the same disciplinary practice. 
Consequently, academic development should concentrate on the disciplinary 
interests of the academic professional.  
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Stability of collaborative activities 
The core group is quite stable as it is formally represented by a group of people 
and it is institutionalized within the faculty. Also, according to respondents, the 
value of the core group activity is that it enables them to keep posted about 
each others activities inside and outside the university. Such a value indicates 
the core group to be a lasting activity. At the national and international level, 
there is some kind of stability in the form of the larger professional networks 
with academics in the same field of expertise. Conferences and larger networks 
offer opportunities to start collaboration projects, since they allow researchers 
with similar interests to meet and have fruitful conversations. The boundaries 
of these networks, though, seem to be more vague than is the case with core 
groups. Additionally, there are short-term collective activities at the national 
and international level, which are the collaboration projects. Once the 
scheduled outcomes, such as publications or conferences, have been achieved, 
the projects may come to an end. These projects are often formalized in order 
to obtain funding for the research, and also come to an end when that funding 
stops. Within both short-term and long-term collaborative activities of 
academics, there are unplanned, yet meaningful, moments of fit between 
academics and their activities, through which novel meanings can be developed. 
Eisenberg (1990) calls such moments of fit ‘jamming experiences’, and argues 
how these offer potential to build new relationships for collaborative activity. 

 
Academic development 
Especially those activities that are driven by professional interests and personal 
motivations, namely the core groups and the national and international 
activities, seem to provide an important context for professional development 
of academics. This conclusion partly contradicts the claim of Lee and Boud 
(2003) that academic development needs to be linked to local practice, the 
context wherein daily work is situated. We indeed found the core group to be 
central in academic work, which implies also its relevance for the academic’s 
professional identity. However, the academics we interviewed are also active 
and motivated in collaborative activities in national and international networks. 
The levels of department and faculty are not very central in the work of the 
academics at the university. This might have consequences for the positioning 
of formal services for academic development. Harland and Staniforth (2003) 
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state that locating academic development in a regular academic department, 
does not allow for the provision of genuine academic-based services to all 
members of the university community. They suggest a separate department for 
academic development that serves its own institution. 

Since the core groups are central to academic work and to the professional 
identity, engaging in national and international activities implies crossing the 
boundaries of this work context, and allows meeting professionals with various 
backgrounds and expertise. Those activities offer the opportunity to broaden 
ones own professional identity and develop further ones research group. 
Considering the motivation of doing research and sharing expertise in these 
inter-organizational (both national and international) activities, we conclude 
that these contexts are challenging and stimulating for academic work. 

 
Future studies of academic development 
In line with Lee and Boud (2003), we suggest studying academic development 
in the core of academic work, the daily practices of academics. However, this 
study points to the collaborative activities at both national and international 
level as part of these daily practices.  

As Reid and Petocs (2003) argue, we can expect even an increase in 
academic movement between institutions and countries. It is in inter-
organizational collaboration projects that academics can meet colleagues with 
backgrounds and expertise different from their own. At the national and 
international levels, when academics are geographically dispersed, face-to-face 
meetings are less frequent, and electronic tools are important additional means 
for communication. Language issues related to national languages as well as 
professional or academic languages are expected to be important symbolic 
instruments needed for solving problems and developing products collectively.  

Studying inter-organizational projects needs a theoretical and analytical 
framework sensitive to different meanings and perspectives and the interaction 
between those when academics work on shared products. As Eisenberg (1990) 
states: “…recent developments in theories of meaning urge us toward studying 
social interaction and the development of novel meanings between people. An 
interactive view of meaning also directs us to study joint practices, the things 
people do together” (p. 142). In this respect, the theoretical notions of Bakhtin 
(1986) about voices, social languages, speech genres, and dialogicality might 
offer a promising theoretical basis. As Wertsch (1991) proposes, these concepts 
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may be very useful to account for the socio-cultural and historical meaning 
within collective activities and enable us to understand how different 
perspectives interact and are managed in the process of working towards shared 
products. 
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Chapter 3 
 
Considering Diversity: Multivoicedness in International 
Academic Collaboration* 
 
 
 
Abstract 
The international collaboration projects in academic work can be considered 
boundary crossing projects with learning potential. Contrary to perceiving 
diversity as a barrier for understanding, we depart from dialogical arguments for 
perceiving ambiguity and diversity as continuous resources for meaning 
enrichment. Here, we report a study of an international academic project to 
gain more insight in how this resource is exploited. Using Bakhtin’s theory, 
negotiation processes are analyzed and explained by distinguishing voices, 
stemming from different socio-cultural backgrounds. Project members did not 
explore fully the voices being expressed in their negotiation processes and 
therefore did not come to face their differences. We conclude that diversity 
should neither be seen as an obstacle for understanding, nor be presupposed as 
a resource for meaning generation. Rather, diversity should be actively worked 
on by group members in collaboration, starting by perceiving each other as real 
‘others’ and receiving arguments initially as not understood. 

 

                                                 
* Akkerman, S., Admiraal, W., Simons, R.J., & Niessen, T. (in press). 
Considering diversity: Multivoicedness in international academic collaboration. 
Culture & Psychology. 
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Collaboration in work settings allows professionals to come into contact with 
ideas and approaches of other professionals enabling them to reflect on their 
own ideas and approaches and to consider alternative ideas and approaches. 
More generally put, being in dialogue with others entails the transcendence of 
private worlds (Wertsch, 1985). Advancement of new ideas, that is conceptual 
development, is a core feature of academic work, the field that is addressed in 
this study. As Star and Griesemer (1989) mentioned, scientific work is 
heterogeneous, requiring many different actors and viewpoints as well does it 
require collaboration. In a previous study (Akkerman, Admiraal & Simons, 
submitted), we found that academics are particularly engaged in and motivated 
for international collaboration projects. As Knorr Cetina (1999) pointed out, 
epistemic cultures, shaped by affinity, necessity and historical coincidence, 
determine how people know and what they know. As a crossing between 
epistemic cultures, we argue that these international collaboration projects 
require the academics to intensively share and create what they know, and so 
develop their professional expertise as well as enrich the various research 
communities that they are representing. This study describes an international 
academic collaboration project, partly financed by the European Commission, 
and considers how diversity in the project group in terms of multiple different 
viewpoints comes to the fore in the collaborative work in the project.  

 
 

Collaboration and diversity 
Throughout the social sciences it has been argued that boundary crossing 
between groups or difference and diversity within groups is a resource for 
meaning generation (e.g., Engeström, Engeström, & Kärkäinen, 1995; 
Granovetter, 1973; Gutiérrez, Baquedano-López, & Tejeda, 1999; Homan, 
2001; Ryan, Cott, & Robertson, 1997; Wenger, 1998). What is also frequently 
emphasized is that multiple different lenses with which to approach an object 
of investigation allow groups to deal with complex cases and problems (Derry, 
DuRussel, & O’Donnell, 1998; Yoo & Kanawattanachai, 2001). Although 
diversity is argued to be a potential resource for new understandings, a general 
argument in many studies on collaboration is that diversity is also that which 
constrains mutual understanding and learning from each other (e.g., Marks, 
Burke, Sabella, & Zaccaro, 2002; Mathieu, Heffner, Goodwin, Salas, & 
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Cannon-Bowers, 2000; Mohammed & Ringseis, 2001). Diverse viewpoints are 
then considered a barrier. Gurevitch (1988) comments that:   

The central assumption of phenomenological and related approaches 
holds that the possibility of mutual understanding and communication in 
interpersonal relations is contingent on the supposition of the sameness of 
self and other. Under this assumption, the otherness of the other is 
conceived as an obstacle to achieving mutual understanding. (p. 1179)  

Difference between people’s viewpoints, or “otherness”, is perceived as 
something that should be overcome or taken away. In a similar mode, Matusov 
(1996) noted that intersubjectivity is often viewed as a process in joint activity, 
progressing “from heterogeneity to increasing symmetry among the individuals’ 
perspectives and prolepses” (p. 26). These two authors argue against an 
understanding of diversity as an obstacle. In doing so, they criticize the basic 
and commonly held presupposition that communication is but a transmission 
process. As described and also criticized by Wertsch and Toma (1995) this 
common view on communication assumes that any text message represents a 
meaningful notion for each speaker, which is to be “correctly” transmitted to 
the listener through a process of encoding, transmitting, decoding, and storing. 
In line with the theory of Lotman (1994, 1990), Wertsch and Toma noted that 
texts have two functions, one univocal and the other dialogic. Whereas the 
univocal function involves conveying meaning adequately, the dialogic function 
involves generating new meanings. Through examples taken from classroom 
discourse, Wertsch and Toma portrayed how certain interactions can be 
dominated by either one of these two functions. To illustrate the dialogic 
function, they show how pupils at many points take the words and comments 
of others by reformulating them in their own words to respond to (reject, 
incorporate, or take further) what has been said by the other. According to 
them, this is a good example of how one speaker's voice can come into contact 
with and “interanimate” the voices of others in a dialogic encounter. Building 
forward on Lotman’s theory, their study points out that the inherent unclosed 
nature of language, its unfinalized meaning, or the “noise in the channel of 
communication” (Alexandrov, 2000, p. 12), should be seen as resource for 
something new. Ambiguity of language, words meaning different things to 
different people, is to be acknowledged as contributing to the creative aspect of 
communication and of collaboration. 

Following these arguments on dialogicality, in our view diversity in 
collaboration should be considered not only as an initial resource that needs to 
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be overcome by “sameness” between people’s viewpoints, but it can be 
considered to be a continuous resource for generating new meaning. Yet, we still 
need to understand how this continuous generative function of diversity is at 
work in collaborative boundary crossing groups, and come to understand how 
diversity comes to the fore in collaborative work. The current study questions 
this in the context of an academic European collaboration project. 
 
 
Collaboration and multivoicedness 
Actions and interactions in a collaboration project do not stand on their own in 
time and place and much of it can only be made sense of when we look with a 
broader scope at it. Project members can be on the one hand regarded as 
individuals with unique life histories that inform their professional identities. 
The specific activities and the socio-cultural contexts in which an academic is 
and has been working developed his views and his way of behaving. Just like 
the participants have their unique life histories, the project group itself is also 
situated in certain contexts. How the group originated, what are previous 
relations between the participants and who are possible stakeholders, are all 
elements that inform how the project is shaped and taken up by the 
participants. As noted by Hermans & Kempen (1993): “This means that the 
microcontext of concrete dialogical relationships cannot be understood without 
some concept of macroframes (organizational and ethnographic context)” 
(p.73). In a collaboration project, the identity of the professionals and the 
actions they undertake partly lay in a broader social, cultural and historical 
world. Extending the scope with which we look at collaboration projects 
beyond the immediate activities of the group, is therefore a more fundamental 
and necessary response to the critical socio-genetic question posed by Valsiner 
and Van der Veer (2000): “How to construe persons as being social without 
abandoning their obvious personal autonomy, separateness from any social unit 
(group, crowd, community), while being members of such units?” (p. 6). In 
Figure 1, a socio-cultural scope on collaboration projects is pictured. The inner 
circle (circle 2) represents the collaborative activity involving a group of 
participants (p1, p2, p3,..). At the same time each of these participants, are 
unique individuals (i1, i2, i3,…) with unique histories and who are active in 
other social settings (circle 1), and informed by a broader socio-cultural context 
(circle 3). 
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Figure 1. Socio-cultural scope of a collaboration group. 
 
In order to account for the broader socio-cultural contexts of the group 

and of the participants we need to know how specific historical, cultural and 
institutional settings are interwoven with various forms of actions and how 
these are entwined in the individual mind. Some concepts within dialogical 
perspectives enable us to provide initial answers to these questions.  

Bakhtin (1981, 1986; Morris, 1994; Wertsch, 1991) introduced the relevant 
concept of voice. The three circles in Figure 1 can be seen as three levels of 
voices. According to Bakhtin, an utterance is always produced by a certain 
voice, a speaking personality with a specific viewpoint. For example, a person 
or a group may always advance a focus on products and outcomes or advance a 
certain theoretical viewpoint, continuously considering the material in specific 
theoretical terms. Bakhtin also pointed out that an utterance is always reacting 
on former and anticipating on future utterances. It reflects not only the voice 
that produces it, but also the voices to which it is addressed. People talk 
differently to a child than to a grown-up. People talk differently to a friend than 
to an enemy. They consider the point of view of the listener. As such, an 
utterance reflects multiple voices. One specific voice may easily be confronted 
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with or opposed to another voice. For example, one person’s focus on 
products and outcomes can become opposed with another person’s tendency 
to work creatively without having in mind yet what products has to result from 
it. Remarks or actions of the second person can be read and taken by the first 
product-oriented person as having no direction and therefore no relevance to 
the collaborative work at hand. In that sense the diverse voices of the project 
members also react and inform each other. This idea is what Bakhtin refers to 
by the concept of multivoicedness or dialogicality. This also makes clear that an 
utterance can only be understood within its conversational context. Although 
individual utterances are unique and situated, Bakhtin (1981) also observed that 
there are specific “social languages” that is, discourses related to specific strata 
of society (like for example professional, age, group) within a given social 
system at a given time, as can be seen in dialects or professional jargons. These 
inform the voices of individuals, since, as noted by Hermans and Kempen 
(1993): “...the individual speaks the words of the group, social class, or society 
to which the individual belongs and reflects the unity of the group, class or 
society” (p. 114). For example, a person’s focus on products and outcomes can 
be well related to his or her department or society with a history of 
emphasizing performance in terms of products that one delivers. Specific 
voices, being invoked and informed as responses in the conversational and 
collaborative situation at hand, are thus also informed by a broader socio-
cultural context with a particular history. Such social languages correspond to 
what Bakhtin called speech genres. These refer to types of utterances produced 
by types of voices. Speech genres can be recognized by typical situations of 
speech communication, by typical themes and meanings of words that are 
addressed. Advancing a certain theoretical viewpoint comes along with talking 
in terms of that theory, although it simultaneously depends on how the specific 
person understands that theory, what he or she puts under that category.  

To refer to persons as being social without abandoning their obvious 
personal autonomy (Valsiner & Van der Veer, 2000), we want to shortly refer 
to the Dialogical Self Theory (Hermans, 2001; Hermans & Kempen, 1993), 
which extends Bakhtin’s theories into a dialogical understanding of the human 
mind. This theory describes how the self can be understood as a Dialogical Self, 
comprised of a dynamic multiplicity of relatively autonomous I-positions 
through which a person fluctuates, being informed by historical, cultural and 
institutional experiences and social relationships. Consequently, a person can 
have different and even conflicting positions towards the same issue because he 
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may use different voices. However, these positions cohere in a Self through 
their dialogical relations: “The Self can be seen as a synthesizing activity, that is, 
as a continuous attempt to make the self a whole, despite the existence of parts 
that try to maintain or even to increase their relative autonomy” (Hermans & 
Kempen, 1993, p. 93). In sum, a person can be perceived as an individual 
moving through different social environments as a transcendent self, 
historically continuous and unitary, but who lives in moments as an acting 
participant within such specific social environments. As a participant in a 
collaborative project one brings in particular voices that are informed by 
broader socio-cultural worlds. In this study, we will describe how in a boundary 
crossing project different voices come to the fore in the negotiation processes 
of conceptual material. As such we will demonstrate how diverse socio-cultural 
worlds are brought into the collaborative work and question how diversity 
carries potential for generating meaning. 
 
 
The study of an international collaboration project 
The case being presented here consists of an academic European project within 
the educational sciences. This project was funded by the European 
Commission. Five different institutes, or “partners”, from Italy, the 
Netherlands, Denmark, Scotland and Spain were represented, each by two or 
more participants. They collaborated for two years, with the general aim of 
formulating advice for educational policy for facilitating teaching e-learning in 
secondary education. The motivation for the project was to support educational 
innovation in Europe by addressing the pioneer teachers as agents of 
innovation and through the creation of facilitative tools for these pioneer 
teachers. These pioneer teachers were seen as agents of educational innovation 
and specifically involved in the use of ICT tools in education. 

The project was initiated and designed by the Italian partner, who also 
acted as project leader during the project. There were both national as well as 
international activities. By use of an electronic work environment all 
participants coordinated and managed their activities and posted achieved 
results in the form of documents, or presentations. The project group 
organized seven meetings with the partners. These meetings lasted for about 
three days each. The following are the names of the different participants of 
each country, as they will be referred to in the analysis1:  
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- Italian partner (Project leading partner): Carlo (project leader), Emanuela, 
Felice 

- Scottish partner: Samuel, James, Victor 
- Danish partner: Hans, Astrid, Ingrid 
- Dutch partner: Peter, Ellen 
- Spanish partner: Rosita, Candela, Frida 
- Other related participants: Alison (the coordinator in the European 

Commission), Carl and Sigmund (International evaluators of the project) 
 
 
Methodological approach 
The study of this case fits with an ethnographical approach in the sense that it 
attempts to grasp and characterize the meaning making process of a social 
group, through a process of observation (Creswell, 1998; Spradley, 1980). 
According to Geertz (1973) ethnography entails: “Understanding a people's 
culture exposes their normalness without reducing their particularity” (p.14). 

As is argued by Guba (1981), studies that are based on a naturalistic 
instead of a rationalistic paradigm, require different means for judging the 
reliability and validity of those studies2. In order to check the current study, we 
conducted an audit. In an audit (Akkerman, Admiraal, Brekelmans, & Oost, in 
press; Halpern, 1983) a second researcher reflects on the data gathering and 
analytical processes that lead to specific results and conclusions, and questions 
to what extent the analytical steps undertaken in the study make sense and are 
acceptable in relation to the methodological standards of social sciences, and in 
relation to the theoretical and methodological approach that are claimed by the 
author. The auditor concluded that the overall quality of this research is 
satisfying in terms of the reliability and validity3. 
 
Data sources  
To obtain a clear, textured perspective of the European collaboration project 
we included many different data resources available at the site. First, all 
messages and documents exchanged by the project members in the electronic 
environment were stored. Second, four of the project meetings were 
videotaped and observed. During the observations, notes were made about any 
interactions and actions that appeared critical to the researcher in terms of 
negotiating particular understandings. The first author wrote additional notes 
about: the general topics that were discussed during coffee breaks and lunches, 
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possible relevant aspects for the analysis, and her role as researcher during the 
project meeting. Also, during the fourth and the fifth meeting and the period in 
between, 12 of the international participants were interviewed. One project 
member was not interviewed, since she argued that her national colleague 
would inform us about the project in a similar way as she would do. The 
interviews addressed the following topics: the work division and perceived roles 
in their national group (partner), the role of this partner group in the project, 
the origin of the project, their general view on the central concepts of the 
project, their view on collaboration in general, their perception of the internal 
national collaboration and the international collaboration (between the partners 
within the project) until then. The project members were also asked to 
elaborate the development of their views. These interviews allowed us to gather 
background information about the project members and of the project as such. 
The reflections and stories of the project members allowed us to reveal the 
specific voices and also how these were informed by specific socio-cultural 
contexts.  

 
Analysis 
Given the particular context of the project, we looked at the different voices 
and their role in the negotiation and development of the central conceptual 
products. The performed discourse analysis based on Bakthinian ideas about 
language (Wetherell, Taylor, & Yates, 2001), has the advantage of looking at the 
broader social context of the project without making ambiguous global 
arguments and also avoids to analyze only some fragments (Engeström, 1999).  

The first step of the analysis aimed to discover “voices”. The identification 
of voices occurred by analyzing the interviews for descriptions in which a 
certain viewpoint was attributed to oneself, to others, or to (sub)groups. One 
could see such descriptions as acts of “positioning” (Davies & Harré, 2001), in 
which one typifies oneself or others. This can include for example a positive 
voice, a specific theoretical voice, or a project leader voice. Although these 
three examples seem to be of a different kind, all of these can be considered to 
point to a particular viewpoint or subjectivity, reflecting a conceptual horizon 
and a certain intention. As such, it involves both cognition and motivation. The 
results of analyzing the interviews showed that the project participants 
attributed more or less the same voices to themselves and each other, thus 
recognizing similar subjectivities, but they described these in their own terms 
and with their own associations. The instances in which these voices were 
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described as linked to other groups, departments, institutions, or societies to 
which the particular person belongs, were in the analysis perceived as explicit 
descriptions of social languages informing these voices. This first step resulted 
in a list of voices at work in the current project, linked to parts of the original 
texts in which these subjectivities were described. 

In the second step of our analysis, we performed the actual analysis of the 
group activity, focusing on the negotiation processes related to the two central 
topics in the project. To depict the negotiation processes, we searched for 
expressions of (mis)understanding and of (dis)agreement. We did so because 
these acts reveal if and how the multiplicity and diversity of positions towards 
the object at hand are being considered. With these critical moments of 
negotiation as anchor points, a description was written of what the project 
group did and said over time regarding the two central topics4.  

In the third step of our analysis, the positions of the project members 
within these discussions were explored and interpreted based on the discourse 
itself and based on those specific voices that were identified in the interviews.  

The last step of the analysis concerned a search for certain patterns or 
tendencies with regard to how diverse voices come into play in the negotiation 
and development of conceptual material. 
 
 
Results: Understanding the pioneer teacher 
There were two conceptual topics in the project that appeared to be central for 
how the project group constructed their understanding of the object, the 
pioneer teacher. These topics were the so-called matrix and the syllabus. By 
working on the matrix in the form of a document, the project group aimed to 
define the pioneer teacher and his characteristics. This need for defining the 
pioneer teacher was decided in the kick-off meeting of the project. Samuel, one 
of the two Scottish members proposed to write an initial document. In this 
document he gave an outline of the competences and skills of a pioneer 
teacher. This document came to be called the matrix, and was one of the 
conceptual products that was developed and discussed extensively throughout 
the project.   

The second topic of the project, planned for the first couple of months, 
was aimed at the so-called “Syllabus”, entailing a “common European 
curriculum and model of accreditation concerning ICT skills in education”. 
This syllabus was a document that needed to describe their idea of how to 
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support the development of the pioneer teacher and was also developed and 
discussed extensively during the project.   

These two topics, the matrix and the syllabus, both needed to capture their 
understanding of a pioneer teacher, and were as such considered as the basic 
European framework within the project. The discussion of these two topics 
concerned eight different issues that were objects for discussion. The discourse 
analysis of these issues showed within six of these issues how several specific 
voices came to the fore during the negotiation and development of the 
conceptual work. The following two sections portray two threads of discussion, 
each concerned with one of the eight issues. To prevent being too extensive we 
will not present the whole discourse description, but only our analytic 
interpretation of it. As we will show, the analytic reflections point out how the 
diverse understandings relate to how people in the interviews pointed to 
specific voices of themselves and of others. The two analytic descriptions of 
the next section are intended to illustrate the overall conclusions that we draw 
about the specific processes in which diverse voices are at play in this project. 
Where useful for illustration purposes, we included some quotes from the 
actual discourse description5. The first analytic description considers the 
discussions of “the understanding of pedagogy”. The second analytic 
description concerns the syllabus, and represents the discussion of “the format 
of the syllabus”. 
 
Discussing about a pedagogical perspective 
Discussing the matrix, the project members repeatedly talked about 
incorporating a pedagogical perspective on ICT. This idea refers to the notion 
that using ICT in education is not solely some technical issue, requiring the 
pioneer teacher to have specific ICT skills, but rather something that is 
connected to a basic pedagogical idea of what education is and what it should 
be. The pedagogical perspective and focus on ICT, as opposed to a 
technological focus, seems to characterize most of the individual participants’ 
way of approaching ICT. Moreover, this idea is being mentioned in the 
meetings several times as being part of the projects’ identity. Despite advancing 
a pedagogical focus collaboratively, there appeared some discussions about 
their understanding of pedagogy, and people seem to have different ways of 
referring to specific pedagogical approaches. The Spanish and the Dutch 
partner noted several times that it is important to mention specifically the 
contemporary approaches. Especially the Spanish partner is very worried about 



 46   Chapter 3   

what the other partners mean by pedagogy. Among other moments, Rosita 
expresses these in the second meeting, when she starts commenting on the 
matrix: 

“…but then, if we go to the matrix, cause one of the things was to refining 
the matrix. I think we have sent some comments about the matrix. It is 
one of the matrix that especially worries us. For instance, you come here 
in the category definition pedagogical implementation of ICT: can practice 
and demonstrate effective pedagogical implementation. What does this 
mean for you? Because maybe…eh there are effective pedagogical 
implementations that are not educational for me, so to say you know. … 
But most of this software is highly behavioural, behaviourist. … 
Apparently are teachers not only, for me, the one who use the computer, 
but that uses the computer in a very innovative, updated, progressive way. 
Then, I would like to know your views about that.” 

Victor says it depends entirely on the activities and the environment if ICT 
software is supportive or not and adds:  

Victor: “…and it is the educational processes which [name of this 
project] is focused on, more than anything.” 

Rosita: “I think it is very important to also discuss our views about 
pedagogy. …For me it is very important to share this very basic 
educational background.” 

Carlo: “Yes, but this project is about innovation.”  
Rosita: “Yes, but many times when people present educational 

innovation, and when you scratch a little bit, it is not 
educational innovation. Then for me it is not interesting in this 
way. And I am sure this project is not like that. But I want to 
make sure that it is not.” 

Samuel: “I think that’s a very good point. And that’s one of the reasons 
the matrix is evolving. Because in a sense your input there was 
very significant. I am still building that into it. That’s absolutely 
right. The way in which approaches to learning themselves that 
being changed.” 

Following, Samuel distributes a slightly updated version of the matrix in which 
he did not yet built in the comments of the Spanish partner.  

Like in the exchange above, the common reaction of the other partners on 
the Spanish worries is that they do share a pedagogical perspective on ICT and 
also agree with understanding pedagogy in terms of contemporary approaches, 
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referring to e.g. “educational innovation”. However, the issue of how to refer 
to pedagogy is raised again and again throughout the collaboration by mainly 
the Dutch and the Spanish partner. For example, the Spanish partner reacted 
on a specific version of the syllabus, writing that the content of the section 
learning models and theories actually does not refer to learning models and 
theories. They proposed to refer to a constructivist approach and other 
contemporary approaches. In response, Astrid changed the name of the section 
into “ICT and learning”, and thereby not the content of the section. This 
appears to miss the point that the Spanish partner was making. Also one of the 
Dutch participants, Ellen, expressed her dissatisfaction with the last format of 
the syllabus made by Carlo. According to her, this syllabus was much more 
focused on the technical instead of the pedagogical side. As these and other 
actions indicate, it is likely that the project members use different 
understandings of pedagogy and the pedagogical focus of ICT.  

When looking at the complete process and given the voices identified in 
the interviews, we can make sense of what is being negotiated. With respect to 
the pedagogical view of the Spanish partner, Ellen mentioned in her interview 
the Spanish to advance a so-called critical view on education. Ellen described 
this view of the Spanish partner as politically correct and connects it to a 
feminist way of thinking, but also as an approach that is more demand-oriented 
instead of supply driven, and that is facilitative and a more free approach. The 
three Spanish participants themselves also mentioned in their interviews that 
they advance a critical view on education and say this view is different from the 
other partners. They described their “subjectivity” as more theoretical and 
focused on interaction and on shared responsibility with teachers. They 
elaborated on how this relates to specific academic literature and to the larger 
academic group in which they are working within their department. This 
explicates how what they voice is socio-culturally informed by a particular 
broader context, and thus expresses a certain social language. According to 
them the view of the other partners is opposed to theirs and is more focused 
on technology and producing courses and incorporates a more rational top-
down approach with a perception of teachers as students. The specific voice of 
the Spanish partner, as they described it themselves, points out the logic and 
reasoning within their actions and their understandings regarding the pedagogy 
as well as their worries about how the other partners understand pedagogy. 
Although the other partners said to agree with this pedagogical perspective on 
ICT and the contemporary approaches, they still had different understandings 
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of pedagogy, and did not discuss what they were having in mind. As also noted 
at some points in the observation notes of the project meetings and as the 
video tapes show, at several times Rosita expresses the specific Spanish view on 
pedagogy according to the voice of their group and department, referring to her 
group as being “post-modern” and arguing that the project should also be more 
post-modern. 

Comparable to the Spanish partner, the array of comments made by the 
Dutch project members about pedagogy, also expresses a certain voice, as 
became clear in their interviews. Ellen noted that they have a community 
perspective, just like the Italians. Peter described that they have an interest in 
and focus on didactics while the other partners have a different perspective in 
the following way:   

The others are a bit more on organisational level, from the perspective of 
the organisation. School organisation, institution. They look on a more 
general level to the project than we do, I think. So, that is already a 
difference in perspective that I observed. That we are more on the 
didactics and consider that important. This view is related with the persons 
who do it, Ellen and I think it is important, so that is personal, and 
additionally it is because we as a Centre [the institution of the Dutch 
partner] think it is important. 

The pedagogical ideas they bring to the fore in the project appear to be related 
to and informed by the focus of the workplace in their own department, which 
points to how their voice expresses a social language. Among other moments, 
this voice comes at play when they take up the task of writing about pedagogy 
in the matrix. Peter also described that they as a Dutch partner focus on 
authentic learning as opposed to a focus on traditional guided learning. He 
relates that to their interest in organizing workshops and active learning and 
connects it to the ideas, words and the pedagogical conception of the Spanish 
partner. According to him, the traditional guided learning approach is a 
preference of the Italian and Danish partner. His description makes clear what 
voice they are expressing by their comments and by their attempt to elaborate 
more on the pedagogy in the products that the project group was producing. 

In the discussion about pedagogy, Astrid reacted on the Spanish and 
Dutch comments by preferring a more concrete syllabus and she proposed to 
have more general introductions about this pedagogy and not to include 
specific approaches into the syllabus itself. The interviews made clear how this 
response is in line with a specific voice that the Danish partner expresses that 
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differs from the other partners. In the interviews with five project members, 
there is a reference to a theoretical versus a practical voice. All of these five 
project members describe the Danish partner, and sometimes Astrid in 
particular, as advancing a practical voice. While others use the term “practical”, 
Astrid herself is describing how they as Danish partner always are “addressing 
the practitioner level”, connecting that to their continuous consideration of the 
conceptual products to be practically useful for the teachers for whom they are 
being made. In her words it is not about being practical, but about being more 
closely related to the field of practice. She also says that personally her interest 
is not at all in the theoretical level, opposing theoretical to their interest in the 
practitioner. She continues to describe how this focus on the practitioners is 
informed by their departmental and national context: 

We have this board of interest parties that could be unions, teacher’s 
organisations, the Ministry of Education. All the Danish bodies that are 
involved in that educational area. It is their philosophy that we are 
expressing. So it is very non-academic and very much addressing 
practitioner level. 

Something particular in the context of this collaborative activity is thus argued 
by the Danish project member as reflecting the words of their department and 
their country. 

What becomes interesting is that the other project members in their 
interviews describe the Danish partner as not having theoretical input and, as 
opposed to that, position themselves as project partner more on a theoretical 
level. Also Astrid herself opposes their practitioner level to the theoretical level 
of the other partners. As an example of the others being more theoretical, she 
refers to an episode where James came with pages of literature references and 
an episode in which Simon comes with academic names and theories.  

The specific voice of the Danish partner comes into play in the 
discussions about pedagogy, where Astrid proposes to make concrete products 
and rejects the Dutch and the Spanish proposals to elaborate on pedagogical 
notions. It can be understood that the Danish partner did not agree with the 
pedagogical notions since, in line with the voice the Danish partner is 
expressing, these notions can be considered as academic and theoretical 
elaborations. So, at the same time the Dutch and Spanish partner is 
emphasizing particular pedagogical ideas in line the specific voices connected to 
their institutions, the response of the Danish partner is in line with a focus on 
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the usability of the product, expressing the voice of the field of practice for 
which the product is being made.  

It is possible to imagine that the Danish partner does not at all disagree 
with the pedagogical notions as such, but that it only appears that way because 
the Danish partner at that moment expresses a particular voice. Whether or not 
this is the case, is left not explored by the project partners. Within the 
appearance of a disagreement, the project members show to express specific 
voices, but do not come to discuss where the other who disagrees is aiming for. 
Nor do they explain themselves to the other what is the rationale behind their 
own comments.  

We saw how the different ideas that they bring to the fore relate to the 
professional identities of the projects members and the diverse social, cultural 
and historical contexts in which they work. Remarkably though, the different 
ideas brought to the fore are never discussed in light of these diverse contexts, 
and both agreements and disagreements are left unexplored until the end. 
Despite, the project members continue to make all kinds of changes and 
decisions regarding the conceptual work, and the product seems to posit more 
and more ‘unfinished sentences’ of the multiple voices involved. Resultantly, 
the discussions with the multiple voices involved come to sound like a 
cacophony.  
 
Discussing the format of the syllabus 
The other aim of the project was to create a so-called syllabus, which refers to a 
curriculum to support the development of the pioneer teacher. This aim was 
first discussed generally by the partners at the kick-off meeting of the project. 
Before the second meeting, they started working with an Italian version of a 
syllabus that was input from Carlo as a potential example for the European 
syllabus they strived for. In the second meeting the project group initiated a 
document reflecting the European syllabus. This document was discussed and 
changed many times during the project. During the project activities, the format 
changed from a European Syllabus, into a Curriculum, into a Curricular 
Framework, back into a European Syllabus again. These format changes reflect 
crucial changes in the way the project group perceived the nature of the 
syllabus. As we will now describe, these changes can be understood in the light 
of specific voices being expressed during the discussions.  

The group started off with the aim of creating a European Syllabus. After 
the group agreed on a common format in the second meeting they called this 
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syllabus a “European Curriculum” or just “curriculum”. With this, they referred 
to a worked out curriculum for pioneer teachers that was useful in whole 
Europe. They continued working on specific parts of this curriculum. Such a 
product allowed the group to express the voice that in the interviews was 
described as “the European level” in this project. However, during the fifth 
meeting Carlo explained to the others that it was difficult to create one and the 
same curriculum for pioneer teachers for all the partners’ countries. This 
difficulty expressed by Carlo, connects to what some participants described in 
their interviews as a general tension between the national and the European 
level that they want to address. On the one hand, the project group advances a 
“European level voice”, expressing the motive to create something shared in 
Europe, and useful for the whole project group and the countries that they 
represent. On the other hand, there is a “national level voice”, expressing all the 
specific national needs and perspectives that each partner brings to the fore. 
Addressing the national level, however, makes it hard to create something 
shared on European level. As put into words by one Scottish project member: 
“Thinking of the full consortium: countries are very different, have very 
different needs. Then I think the most difficult idea is to really convince 
ourselves that this project can have an added European value.” 

The tension between these voices seems to have informed their decision 
to stop with working on a European Curriculum. Instead of working on this 
European Curriculum, they chose to create what they called a “Curricular 
Framework”. This framework prevented the need to write down a worked out 
European curriculum. With this framework they attempted to represent still a 
sort of shared European basis, and simultaneously to allow the partners to 
adopt it in the way that best suited the local circumstances of their countries. 
This framework illustrates the creation of a multi-voiced product in which both 
the European as well as the national level voice is accounted for. 

Nonetheless, this dialogical relation is disturbed near the end of the 
project, when the European Commission as constituent became a stronger 
party in the discussion. In his interview, Hans shortly referred to the European 
Commission as a stakeholder who wants value for the money invested in the 
project. As such, the European Commission formed a particular voice that 
came to play a role in the project. During the discussions, this voice was mostly 
expressed by Carlo, who, as project leader, emphasized many times the 
importance to do what they promised to the European Commission. He argues 
that they promised to deliver a European Curriculum and that they failed to do 
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so and that it was needed to explain the Commission why. This episode shows 
how Carlo tries to express multiple voices at the same time, illustrating the 
concept of Dialogical Self (Hermans, 2001) as we described in our theoretical 
introduction. As a person one can take in multiple positions that together can 
come to constitute the Self, although these positions can conflict with each 
other. As a project leader, Carlo attempts to address, besides the European 
level, also the national level that the project group has been arguing for, as well 
as attempts to express what the European Commission as a stakeholder aims 
for. However, there seems to be a conflict between the diverse concerns 
(voices) involved. Consequently, bringing in the voice of the European 
Commission invigorated the discussion about the national level voice and 
European level voice again. According to Carlo, the European Commission 
expects a worked out curriculum that is useful for the whole of Europe. 
Instead, the project group decided to create only a framework, leaving open the 
specific curriculum content to be filled according to the local circumstances of 
the diverse countries. After heavy discussions, the group decides to solve this 
question by explaining the change from a European Curriculum to a Curricular 
Framework to the Commission in a basic document. Although this proposal 
seemed to solve the conflict with the European Commission voice, Carlo refers 
to other arguments of the Commission about the current “European Curricular 
Framework” being too academic and difficult to understand and use. Besides 
his proposal to create a booklet as a more practical document, he comes up 
with a completely new syllabus. This new syllabus is much like the one that was 
proposed by him in the beginning of the project. Because of time pressure and 
the need to answer some questions of the Commission, the Spanish and the 
Dutch partner consent to send this new version, thereby legitimating this new 
format and the voice of the Commission that this format addresses. The 
Scottish partner wrote some fundamental comments and it is clear that the 
Scots do not agree to send it. In the meeting that follows, Carlo explained why 
he thought it was necessary to send a new syllabus to Alison who represents the 
European Commission. Samuel gave a counter-argument that this project “is a 
developmental project, rather than a research project and that it is not about 
producing deliverables, but about expressing what we have learned along the 
way”. This remark reflects a different understanding of the relation between the 
project group and the Commission as constituent, than that Carlo implied. 
Whereas Samuel stresses that the aim of the project is to develop some ‘good’ 
products regardless of the initial project plan, Carlo’s actions stress that the 
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projects’ aim is to deliver the products that the group promised in their 
agreement with the Commission. Although it does not seem to be a resolved 
issue, the minutes of the sixth meeting report that the partners agreed on the 
format of the syllabus as proposed by Carlo. Hans also questioned whether the 
content of the syllabus is discussed at all during the meeting, as is suggested by 
the minutes. The discussion in the sixth meeting represents a negotiation with 
the voice of the Commission, and did not address the specific content of the 
syllabus. Despite the two new versions that Carlo makes in the end, it seems 
there are still some previous fundamental comments and questions from 
Samuel and Hans that are left open.  

The tensions between Carlo’s actions and suggestions and the ideas and 
suggestions of some of the other project members, seems to relate to how 
Carlo’s role is being perceived by other project members. In six of the 
interviews with the project members he is described as the project leader and 
initiator of the ideas. We recognized their description of Carlo’s role during the 
observed meetings in several instances when he starts elaborating on the large 
picture of the project and what it aims at. He has written the project plan 
together with the other two Italian project members, and one project member 
argued that therefore Carlo has ownership of the project and understands the 
whole concept. According to this project member, the partners do not have 
complete ownership and understanding of the project, since they were not 
engaged in writing the project plan. Additionally this project member puts quite 
strongly:  

I think the fact that we were not involved from the very beginning is a 
problem, because it meant that we didn’t quite share the whole concept 
the same way that Carlo did. And I think it has become clear that Carlo 
has a concept of this which none of us share, we all see it slightly different 
from the way he does. 

One of the Italian project members notes something similar, but puts it into 
perspective of their country, and points to the social language that they are 
expressing:  

...the original idea [of this project] comes from the Italian situation. In Italy 
there is a strong need of this community of varied teachers. Actually there 
is a strong need of innovation and schools.....This idea of create a 
community of pioneer teachers comes from this need and in the last years 
we did other projects dealing with teachers trainings on line. National 
projects. So it came to our mind more and more, stronger and stronger the 
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idea that an added value for this community could be the European level. 
So being not only a national community but also above all a European 
community. Because we know that in Europe other countries like 
Denmark, Holland, are experted this field. They have done already much 
of the work we need. 

Two other project members refer to Carlo’s way of approaching the other 
partners. On the one hand, he seems to have a bottom-up approach whereby 
the ideas have to come from the people in the group. On the other hand, he 
uses a top-down approach in the sense that he has specific things in mind and 
steers in that direction in the end. As opposed to the comments of these 
project members, one Italian project member mentions in her interview that 
the other partners themselves show a passive attitude and that they sometimes 
wait for the project leaders’ actions. The different ways in which they describe 
each other makes clear how the tensions they encounter are perceived and 
explained in different ways. Near the end of the project, Carlo comes up with a 
new version of the syllabus that very strongly expresses the voice of the 
Commission. Thereby he does not account for all the work done for the 
previous syllabus, which was marked as the European Curricular Framework. 
Although some express to understand the need to satisfy the Commission, 
some also express that they do not understand how he derived this new format 
from the previous work done. Whereas the others might perceive Carlo’s 
actions as top-down or as advancing a philosophy of the project that the others 
don’t share, in light of the description from the Italian project members, Carlo’s 
actions simply attempt to steer the project towards a successful ending, 
accounting for the initial project plan. This project plan embodies for them a 
specific philosophy that relates to the situation in their country. The tensions 
they encounter therefore do not necessarily mean that they do not agree with 
what the others are aiming for, but solely that different project members see 
different things in the project. What they share is that they all aim to create 
something European, expressing a European voice. At the same time they all 
search for something that fits the local situations of the diverse countries, 
expressing a national voice. Also, they are all involved in a project that has to 
fulfil what has been promised to the European Commission, and they struggle 
with how to do that. However, they all express these voices at different times, 
and in different ways. Despite the tensions and different understandings they 
encounter, it remains unexplored in the project what “philosophy” or rationale 
is behind their expressions and arguments about “the fit with the local 
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situations of their country”, about creating something “European”, or about 
“the relation with and the aim of the European Commission”. To make 
decisions becomes often a matter of arguing back and forth, and finding out 
who gets the last word. In the discussion of the format of the syllabus, the 
resulting product that is presented as outcome of the project, is addressing and 
reflecting most dominantly the voice of the European Commission according 
to Carlo’s understanding. It does not account for the multiple voices brought to 
the fore during the whole discussion.   
 
 
Conclusions and discussion 
The analyses of the threads of discussion showed how multiple voices of the 
diverse project members can be seen in the negotiation and development of the 
central conceptual topics. The voices described in the interviews enabled us to 
see the logic in the arguments they were making and the ways they responded 
to each other. In contrast, the participants themselves did not explore what the 
other was aiming for, when specific arguments were being made. It remained 
therefore unclear if, how and why there were (mis)understandings or 
(dis)agreements. The focus of their discussions was on the project activities and 
the products to resolve from it. This seems reasonable given the practical aim 
and the need to deliver products. However, even when having such an apparent 
clear and practical aim, our analyses have also shown that conceptual decisions 
along the way can come to reflect either one dominating voice or a cacaphony 
of multiple voices.  

Though all project members are aware of certain voices of other project 
members, they did not explicitly elaborate on those and they described these 
subjectivities differently. The Danish project members are described by others 
as being practical, while one Danish project member describes themselves to 
address the practitioners and relates this to the philosophy of the educational 
bodies in their country. The Italian project leader Carlo is described by others 
in terms of using both a top-down and bottom up approach, and by one as 
advancing a specific concept of the project not shared by others, whereas an 
Italian project member describe how they as Italians are advancing a specific 
philosophy that relates to the situation in their country.  

Referring to our Bakthinian framework, we could say that the particularity 
of the diverse voices insufficiently came to the fore in the situated arguments. 
The broader socio-cultural contexts, the very richness of their diversity, are thus 
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left unexplored by the participants. This is noteworthy as an important 
motivation of the project members to work together was to learn from each 
other. There seems to be more, but unexploited potential for learning during 
the collaborative work on the practical products, residing in learning about each 
other’s worlds. Especially the moments that one senses how someone else 
expresses a specific subjectivity, coming to the fore most clearly in 
misunderstandings and disagreements, allows for entering the world of the 
other. Learning from the expertise of the Danish partner, as one Italian project 
member hoped for, lies within considering what most project members 
perceived as the practical comments made by the Danish project members. It 
was in those comments that the Danish partner was arguing in line with 
addressing the practitioners, expressing the philosophy of the educational 
bodies in their country. Similarly, it is in the discussion raised by the Spanish 
project members about the pedagogy that they were expressing their critical 
view. Again it is these comments that allow for coming to know more about 
this critical view. The difficulty is, of course, to perceive such situated 
comments also as expressions of other socio-cultural worlds. These comments 
are most likely the very automized expressions of diverse worlds, and it is likely 
that neither the one who listens to them, nor the one who makes the 
comments, is aware of that. So, what is particular about oneself or particular 
about the other is left untouched, as these particularities are not taken or 
rendered as particularities in the moments that they play a role. Rather, the 
particularity that lies in the comments of one project member is translated into 
categories and terms familiar to the project member who listens. The 
(mis)understandings and (dis)agreements that follow on the particular 
comments then, can not be considered real responses to these particularities, as 
the particularities are not what is being addressed in these responses. Referring 
to studies done by Garfinkel (1967), Gurevitch (1988) noted that “the 
understanding of the other is mediated by a grid of familiar typifications; the 
other as other remains unnoticed” (p. 1183). Such a practice thus effectively 
eliminates the possibility of encountering diversity. Resultantly, the clashing of 
diverse “cultures of knowing” (Knorr Cetina, 1999) that is argued to be the 
very potential of these boundary crossing projects, is not realized.  

This finding leads us to a crucial aspect for theorizing about the meaning 
generative function of boundary crossing. In response to the studies on 
collaboration that aim to overcome diversity, perceiving it as an obstacle for 
mutual understanding, on the basis of these findings we want to argue the 
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opposite; diversity should be even enhanced in the sense that the other should 
be perceived and treated as an other person. When the project members do not 
consider what is particular about the arguments made by the other, the world 
that the other is expressing does not come to fore and therefore does not play a 
meaning generating role. In reaction to the dialogical arguments that emphasize 
that the ambiguity of language and diversity in groups generate meaning, this 
study has shown that diversity can not be presupposed (Abbott, 1995). Even 
when it concerns boundary crossing groups, involving people from different 
organisations, nations or disciplines, diversity has to be actively worked on. 
Meaning to be generated through diversity requires first that the particularities 
and the possible boundaries between group members become actually visible to 
them. Concretely, this means that group members should be encouraged to 
perceive and treat each other as other persons, and to render his each other’s 
arguments as strange and new. Such an attitude opens up the possibility to 
question and learn what other viewpoints are about, although these viewpoints 
of others always remain to be understood in one’s own terms.  

Paradoxically, the findings of this boundary crossing project suggests that 
for meaning to generate from diversity, or the dialogical function to come to 
work, requires to ‘correctly’ render the other as an other. The otherness of the 
other should not be overcome, but should be even augmented. Concretely, this 
means that we should encourage group members to render each other’s 
arguments as strange and new. Gurevitch (1988) points out that rather than 
questioning how sameness can be achieved between people, the question for 
dialogue becomes how to behold the other as other, that is: “the other as a 
person who is not understood but nonetheless real and present in the 
perceiver's consciousness as an other” (p. 1184). This is what enables boundary 
crossing dialogues to turn into a meaning generating venture. 
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Endnotes 
1 For reasons of anonymity, the names presented here are pseudonyms. 
2 The analysis concerns a complex whole and is informed by the researcher’s 
participant observation as well as by the theoretical perspective of the 
researcher. It becomes therefore meaningless to check the quality by repeating 
(parts of) the analysis to see whether it leads up to the same results. 
3 The audit report written by the auditor about the specifics concerning the 
trustworthiness of this study can be requested from the first author. 
4 We analyzed not only the meetings, but also the specific changes that were 
made in the documents and the comments of those who changed it. Although 
this in itself raises the question how external representations like the documents 
mediate communication and collaboration, we did not analyze the processes in 
that light, leaving it open for future research.  
5 The actual descriptions and complete analyses, as well as a more thick 
description of the nature of the project can be requested from the first author. 
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Chapter 4 
 
Voices of Research Communities in an Inter-organizational 
Project: Researchers Dealing with Diversity* 
 
 
 
Abstract 
Inter-organizational research projects can be seen as boundary crossing projects 
that come to face a diversity of voices. They allow researchers to move beyond 
their familiar research communities, to come into contact with new conceptual 
ideas and perspectives. A longitudinal study of an inter-organizational research 
community is presented in which 16 researchers from four universities deal 
with diverse conceptual positions they aim to advance. More specifically, we 
examined how project members take responsibility for the multiple positions in 
terms of I- and We-positions, and how the project group attempts to interrelate 
these positions, becoming a community. The results show that the diverse 
conceptual positions are taken up as We-positions, but also that the group is 
constantly shifting in defining the relations between positions. The process of 
negotiation of meaning through diversity seems to encompass a continuous 
shift between broadening and deepening the project at hand.  

 
 
 

                                                 
* Akkerman, S., Admiraal, W., & Simons, R. J. (2005). Voices of research 
communities in an inter-organizational project: Researchers dealing with diversity. 
Manuscript submitted for publication. 



 62   Chapter 4

 
In academic work, we see academic professionals collaborating in many 
different projects, some of which involve researchers from diverse research 
communities and organizations. In a previous study (Akkerman, Admiraal, 
Simons, & Niessen, in press) we found that academics, besides being situated in 
a so-called core group of immediate colleagues, were also engaged in and 
motivated for inter-organizational collaboration projects. Research funding 
institutes tend to set for these projects ambitious aims for collaboration, which 
means that they are not only triggered by the personal interests to study a 
specific topic, but also by the aim to strengthen the research domain that they 
represent. These kinds of projects have the potential to move beyond the 
established research and to advance the development of new research. In this 
study, the collaboration of a Dutch inter-organizational research project has 
been examined longitudinally. Our theoretical focus will be on the diversity of 
the conceptual positions that the inter-organizational project group aims to 
advance, along with the way the project group members take up these positions 
and attempt to interrelate them.  

 
 

Dealing with diversity 
Interdisciplinary projects can be perceived of as what could be termed 
‘boundary crossing projects’. In these projects, the academics move beyond the 
familiar, the private domain, and call for the development of new ways of 
conceptualizing (Engeström, Engeström, & Kärkkäinen, 1995). The 
prospective of these projects lies in the diversity of different research 
communities and organizations being represented, challenging to cross the 
boundaries that are likely to be faced. According to Hermans (2001): “..the 
increasing density and heterogeneity of positions and the possibilities of larger 
position leaps, contributes to the experience of uncertainty” ( p. 45). Although 
facing diversity, these new practices have to establish a joint enterprise 
(Wenger, 1998). In a wide variety of fields of study and theoretical approaches 
in social sciences, the fundamental claim is being made that diversity can 
generate meaning because it evokes meaning negotiation (e.g., Engeström et al., 
1995; Granovetter, 1973; Gutiérrez, Baquedano-López, & Tejeda, 1999; 
Homan, 2001; Lotman, 1994; Ryan, Cott, & Robertson, 1997; Wenger, 
McDermott, & Snyder, 2002; Wertsch & Toma, 1995). Though this appealing 
claim sounds to be widely applicable to practices that cross national, 
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disciplinary, or organizational boundaries, we assume that diversity alone, by 
means of bringing people with diverse backgrounds together, is not enough to 
evoke meaning negotiation processes. The participants involved should also be 
aware of the diversity and the boundaries to be crossed. In a previous case 
study of an European collaboration project of academics (Akkerman, Admiraal, 
Simons, & Niessen, in press), we illustrated how multiple “voices” (Bakhtin, 
1981, 1986) could be read in the negotiation processes of the central conceptual 
topics. The project members argued about their central conceptual work very 
much in line with the specific orientations that they described themselves to 
advance. However, during the negotiation processes in this collaboration 
project, these multiple voices were not made explicit for each other; neither 
within instances of misunderstanding and disagreements, nor within instances 
of understandings and agreements. The focus of the discussions remained on 
the products and the practicalities. As such, that case illustrated that for 
meaning negotiation to be evoked through diversity, this diversity has to be 
made explicit, the otherness of the other has to be accounted for, and the 
boundaries have to be actually defined by the participants.  

In this study, the project members essentially come to deal with the 
diversity through a complex web of positions that are taken up and interrelated. 
To study this process we rely on the theory on Dialogical Self (Hermans, 2001; 
Hermans & Kempen, 1993), and specifically the concepts of I- and We-
positions. This theory builds on Bakhtin’s dialogical understanding of language, 
emphasizing that words are neither neutral nor unitary in their meaning: “all 
words have the ‘taste’ of a profession, a genre, a tendency, a party, a particular 
work, a particular person, a generation, an age group, the day and hour” 
(Bakhtin, 1981, p. 293). Hermans transformed these thoughts into a dialogical 
understanding of the human mind. According to the Dialogical Self theory, a 
person can position himself and act by different I-positions, which can be 
understood as the agential element of the self. These positions are connected to 
the persons’ historical, cultural and institutional experiences and social 
relationships, and thus the collective structures of meaning to which he or she 
relates. Consequently, a person can have different and even conflicting 
positions towards the same issue, using different voices. The I-positions of a 
person are the personified versions of the more abstract institutional and 
cultural “voices”. The concept of I-position can be applied to a collective 
position, using the term We-position. Similar as persons, groups can express 
particular point of views and take in a specific kind of roles towards a certain 
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matter. The question central to the present study is how meaning related to 
diversity is negotiated. Specifically we look at how the project group deals with 
the diverse multiple conceptual positions and the interrelations between those 
positions. The relevance for community psychology resides in new insights in 
mechanisms that strengthen and inhibit the development of a sense of 
community (see Fetterman, 2002). Besides, this study focuses on the way 
researchers deal with diversity of subcultures: a topic most relevant for 
community psychology (see Martin, Lounsbury, & Davidson, 2004). 
 
 
A description of the inter-organizational research project 
The case presented in this paper, concerns a research project composed of four 
smaller projects and three theoretical perspectives. These elements bring 
specific conceptual positions into the project that need to be accounted for and 
have to be interrelated. This four-year project has been studied for two years 
and is an educational research project with 16 academics, representing four 
Dutch universities. The research project includes four smaller projects, 
consisting of three PhD projects and one postdoctoral project. The diversity in 
this boundary crossing project lies within its explicit aim to integrate the 
activities of four smaller projects and to integrate three theoretical perspectives 
on the theme which is object of study in the research project. This theme is 
‘how teachers learn at work’. The smaller projects and the three theoretical 
perspectives each bring in specific concepts and issues. A strong 
interdependency has been created in the project structure creating mutual 
responsibilities between the project members, both between and within the 
smaller projects. They thus had to actively make sense and come to define the 
diversity that they intended to account for, and work with the boundaries that 
result from that. Together they aimed to build a conceptual model on how 
teachers learn at work. Each of the four smaller projects involves one full-time 
project participant (3 PhD students and 1 postdoctoral fellow), together with 
several part-time supervisors. Additionally, three advisors participated in the 
overall research project. Various formats for collaborative activities and 
communication between the project members were setup. First, each two 
months there were three-hour general project meetings with all members of the 
research project. At the end of the first two years, the participants of the 
research project met in a two-day project meeting. Secondly, the project group 
started to arrange work meetings with a smaller composition of participants after 
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half a year of collaboration, in order to resolve certain issues or to work 
together on specific material for their research project. Thirdly, from the start 
of the research project on, the three PhD students and the postdoctoral fellow 
worked closely together, and had weekly meetings. Fourthly, many activities 
took place in the context of each of the four smaller projects, including 
irregular meetings with the members of each of the smaller projects. Finally, the 
members of the project group used an electronic environment in which they could 
store all reports of meetings, relevant project documentation and literature and 
discuss by means of a discussion area, both in relation to the overall project as 
well as in relation to the four smaller projects.  
 
Multiple positions in the project 
As mentioned earlier, this project explicitly distinguished various conceptual 
elements, and explicitly aimed to integrate these. Each of these elements brings 
its own voice or ‘position’ that needed to be accounted for. As such, two lines 
of integration of positions can be distinguished in this project.  

A first line of integration of conceptual positions entails interrelating the 
diverse focuses of the four smaller projects. The three PhD projects focused on 
three different learning environments for teachers: the context of coaching, the 
context of collaboration between teachers, and the context of informal learning. 
Subsequently, each PhD project covered specific research questions, analyses, 
and interpretations, each aiming to result in a doctoral thesis. The postdoctoral 
project aimed at integrating the PhD activities, focusing on the overall data 
gathering and analyses. Accordingly, the four smaller projects can be considered 
to bring their own voices in the research project. Yet, with the aim to interrelate 
the multiple project activities, a strong interdependency between the four 
projects was formulated. This interrelation consisted of using similar 
conceptual, data gathering, and analytical instruments. The first kind of 
diversity that the project group is confronted with resides in making sense of 
the four smaller projects, each with a specific conceptual horizon, while 
maintaining interrelations between them for the sake of the whole research 
project.  

A second line of integration of conceptual positions refers to the three 
theoretical approaches of teacher learning. The project group had the aim to 
collaboratively develop one conceptual model on the basis of empirical findings 
from the smaller projects, in which these three approaches were integrated. The 
three approaches or theoretical perspectives were labeled as a ‘cognitive 
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psychological approach’, an approach in which teachers’ implicit learning 
processes play an important role (‘the Gestalt approach’) and an approach that 
centralizes the learning of employees in an organization (‘the organizational 
approach’). As each of these theoretical approaches relates to a particular 
domain of scientific literature and specific ways of conceptualizing the research 
object, the three theoretical approaches were likely to bring in three voices. 
These three approaches are connected to three research communities that are 
represented in the project by the different project members. The three research 
communities have been working on the same topic, and participated in the 
same special interest group of a research school. Despite, each research 
community had their own specific view on the theme, more or less related to 
the three theoretical approaches. The project started with an initial conceptual 
model in which everyone could still recognize the three approaches. The 
further development of this integrative conceptual model is mentioned in the 
project plan as the enriching aspect of the project. 

  
A complex web of responsibilities: I and We-positions 
Looking at the roles and tasks of the 16 project members, we see a complex 
web of I and We-positions. The PhD students and the postdoctoral fellow, full-
time participants, can be considered as the ones who are ‘voicing’ the positions 
of the smaller projects. Additionally, their supervisors were responsible for the 
smaller projects. Although the supervisors were involved most strongly in one 
of the projects, most of them were also supervisors in one of the other projects 
less frequently. This double role made them responsible for multiple positions. 
The three advisors who participated in the overall research project were also 
involved in multiple positions. Besides shared responsibilities, the project 
members relied heavily on each other because of the shared theoretical and 
analytical tools to be developed and used. Therefore, one could say that besides 
the specific responsibilities, the project members also are generally accountable 
for achieving their aims. Concerning the theoretical approaches, the 
interdependency was created by addressing them all in the smaller projects. So, 
both with respect to the smaller projects as with respect to the three theoretical 
approaches, this project created for each participant a sense of mutual 
accountability: ‘What I have to do is a necessary contribution for what We have 
to do, and what We have to do is an essential device in what I have to do’.  

The research question underlying the study reported here is: How does 
diversity come to the fore in the collaborative process? Specifically this study 
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looks at how the project group deals with the diversity caused by the multiple 
project positions and the theoretical approaches. 
 
 
Method 
Data Gathering 
The first two years of the project were followed through a multi-method 
approach of participant observation (Martin et al., 2004; Spradley, 1980). A mix 
of qualitative methods was used (Speer, Dey, Griggs, Gibson, Lubin, & 
Hughey, 1992). Of the 13 3-hours meetings of the project, 11 meetings were 
observed and taped on video. Of the 7 working meetings that the project group 
arranged, 3 meetings were observed and video-taped. A two-day meeting at the 
end of the two years period was observed and video-taped. This meeting was 
the final meeting of the two-year period. During the observations, notes were 
made on agreement , disagreements and negotiations of the participants. The 
project members also made minutes of the meetings. In the meetings, all 
research activities related to the general project and to the smaller projects were 
discussed and coordinated. Also basic descriptions of the smaller projects as 
well as the working documents of the specific projects were exchanged and 
discussed. In addition to the original research plans, all documentation 
exchanged in these meetings, as well as all messages and documents in the 
electronic environment were archived. After two months, the 16 project 
members were interviewed. This was done, first to gather background 
information about the origin of the project and their personal involvement and 
secondly to gather information about their way of looking at the research object 
and their stance regarding the three theoretical approaches, their ideas about 
collaboration and their reflections on the first two months of collaboration in 
the project. They were interviewed again after two years to gather reflections on 
the project and on the activities in the different settings that they were 
participating in. 
 
Analysis 
An ethnographic approach was followed focusing on the meanings of behavior 
and language of a group from a socio-cultural perspective (Wertsch, 1991), with 
the researcher as observant (Creswell, 1998; Spradley, 1980). The data analysis 
in this ethnographic approach roughly followed three steps (Wolcott, 1994): (a) 
a description which provides a ‘story’ about the group, (b) an analysis of, for 
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example, themes or patterned regularities, and (c) an interpretation to go 
beyond the data and probes guided by the question ‘what is to be made of 
them’. The ‘story’ of the group involved a selection of the group’s discourse 
through time that was object of detailed discourse analysis, which will be 
described in this paper.  

In order to arrive at the relevant background material for the discourse 
analysis, the interviews were first used to write a thick description (Geertz, 
1973) of the project in general. Additionally, the interviews were analyzed to 
provide information about the various positions that were expressed by the 
project members. This was done by identifying voices, based on how the 
project members positioned themselves, the others, the group and the smaller 
groups. These voices could be related to all kinds of orientations, including 
orientations that could be defined in emotional terms (e.g., a positive voice), in 
conceptual terms (a particular theoretical point of view), or related to roles or 
tasks (a project leader voice). Although the central focus of the discourse 
analysis has been on how the conceptual positions of the four smaller projects 
and of the three theoretical approaches were being voiced by the project 
members, all other voice descriptions identified in the interviews, provided 
possibly relevant contextual information in the discourse analysis for 
understanding how specific statements could be interpreted. For example, a 
positive statement of one project member about one theoretical approach 
could be interpreted as simply advancing that theoretical approach, but this 
interpretation would be incomplete if one would not consider the personal 
tendency of this project member to be positive and constructive in discussions 
in general.  

A discourse analysis was conducted that was focused on understanding 
how the project members dealt with diversity in terms of their multiple 
conceptual positions. To do so, first critical events were selected on the basis of 
the observation notes of the researcher. In this case study, critical events were 
those instances in which the project group was talking about or referring to the 
diverse project activities or the diverse theoretical approaches. Secondly, the 
videos from the project meetings were scanned, and the communication during 
the selected critical events was transcribed, including relevant non-verbal 
information. These transcriptions were linked to the sections in the minutes of 
the meetings that reported what happened during those events according to the 
project group. The other data (project documentation and e-mail 
communication) was used as background material to understand what the 
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project members were talking about when referring to emails or documents. 
The discourse analysis entailed scrutinizing the transcriptions of the project 
meetings to depict how project members voiced, as well as talked about the 
positions of the smaller projects and the positions of the three theoretical 
approaches. This was done systematically by using a two-column format 
method describing an event with the actual discourse in one column and with 
an interpretative or analytical description in the second column (Argyris, 1993; 
Roth & Kleiner, 1999). This interpretative description in the second column 
was the result of an iterative process of identifying, redefining and interrelating 
voices, as described by either the group members or the researcher. This 
iterative process enabled to develop rich interpretations, while validating these 
interpretations directly with the actual discourse. This analysis resulted into a 
document covering 152 pages with actual and interpreted discourse. The 
citations used in the results section are illustrative for the interpretations that 
are provided and could be extended with many more examples.  

To determine the quality of the process of data gathering and data analysis 
of the present study, an audit procedure has been performed. (Guba 1981, 
Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Halpern, 1983). An “audit trail” (extensive report of the 
data gathering and analysis process) was created by the researcher that was 
examined by an ‘auditor’ in order to check whether the decisions made by the 
researcher during this process were visible, well argued, and acceptable 
considering the rules of reliability and validity in research in the social sciences. 
The auditor assessed all linkages from the conclusions back to the data that has 
been gathered, as accurate and amply justified. This is the case for both the 
occurrence of and the constant shift in multiple positions as described in the 
result section of this paper. Moreover, the way the data has been gathered is 
assessed as accurate and acceptable1. 

 
 

Results 
The results of our analyses relate to the various tendencies in how diversity 
comes to the fore. First, we discuss tendencies in how diversity came to the 
fore in terms of the project group’s awareness of I and We-positions and the 
related responsibilities. Second, we discuss how diversity came to the fore in 
terms of how the project group interrelated the multiple conceptual positions.  
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Awareness of multiple positions 
Primary responsibilities 
The participative stance of the project members created primary responsibilities 
for particular positions. The PhD students and the postdoctoral fellow as well 
as the accompanying supervisors have primary responsibilities for the smaller 
projects in which they are involved showing how they advance the positions of 
their projects in terms of I-positions. The following excerpt demonstrates how 
Brenda, one of the PhD students, took up the position of ‘her’ PhD project, 
and tried to present and define its particularity. In the 11th project meeting 
Brenda presented her project to the group and described the clusters of 
learning activities that are measured for her project, but also for the general 
project. This is not the only time that Brenda elaborated on the relation 
between her project and the other two projects showing the particularity of her 
project: 

“...and it is exactly this first cluster I try to grasp a bit more in project 3. 
Actually this is why this project is unique as in the other two projects it 
[the first cluster] is more difficult to investigate and they even may not 
come to that.” 

Regarding the three theoretical approaches, the interviews with the project 
members reveal how each of the three approaches originally relates to the three 
research groups of the universities represented in the project, and how these are 
strongly attached to one person in particular. These three persons can be 
considered as having the primary responsibility for their approach, advancing 
these conceptual positions in the research project. For example, the 
organizational approach is connected most strongly to Karel. Throughout the 
project meetings, Karel frequently brings forward the organizational approach. 
In his first interview, Karel positions himself as looking at the contextual side 
of learning. He elaborates on how this perspective is related to his previous 
research activities. He also refers to the literature that is related to this 
perspective. In his second interview he confirms his position. Besides his own 
positioning, most of the other project members in their second interview refer 
to Karel as bringing in this organizational approach. Generally, we found that 
the conceptual positions of the smaller projects, as well as the conceptual 
positions of the theoretical approaches are indeed taken up by the ones who are 
considered, by themselves and by others, to be primarily responsible for them.   
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Making each other accountable 
In addition to the primary responsibilities mentioned above, throughout the 
project discourse we also noticed how the project members make each other 
accountable for the various positions. These accounts can be seen as 
transformations of I-positions into We-positions; something that I am primarily 
responsible for, is turned into something that We are responsible for. One 
means by which project members created accountability, was by explicitly 
referring to ‘We’ as subject to be responsible for a particular position. One 
example of this transformation from I-position into We-position is an instance 
during the 7th meeting when Lex, one of the supervisors who is generally seen 
as primary author of the Gestalt approach, takes up the position of the Gestalt 
approach and makes the group responsible for accounting this approach. 
Vincent, the project leader, agrees with Lex.  

Lex: “If we go into groups in a minute, we will, will talk of course 
about the proposals that are there now, but we probably will not 
talk about what have been left out. I personally have a bit of 
difficulties with the sentence [in the document]: ‘interactive 
cognitions will be deleted’, ‘stimulated recall will be deleted’. For 
two reasons. And the most important reason is that I think 
‘yeah, if one takes the Gestalt approach really serious, where will 
it then be measured?’ The way in which the people’s schema’s 
will be measured through those ten standard concepts, is not a 
solution for this. So, I have the impression that the whole 
approach coming from let’s say University M, suddenly drops 
out. And besides the fact that I personally find that problematic, 
I also read in the project application that it is mentioned that we 
should do this. And suddenly I read here that it will be deleted. 
That kind of surprised me.”  

Vincent   (looking directly at Lex): “Yes, on that we will come, we have to 
come back on that. Today.” 

Lex is considered to represent the Gestalt perspective in the general research 
project, and now he questions whether it is seriously taken up. He argues the 
accountability for the Gestalt perspective with personal considerations (his 
voice and the one of the university M), and with consideration about the formal 
project application on the basis of which the project has been funded. He 
makes it a responsibility of the whole project group to account for the Gestalt 
approach. As the example illustrated, those with primary responsibilities for a 
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particular position are the ones who make the others accountable for that 
position. 

 
General awareness of responsibility for dealing with multiple positions 
In addition to explicitly creating mutual accountability, we see a more general 
awareness among the project group members that all positions have to be 
advanced in order to be successful in the project. For example, the issue of 
advancing the three theoretical approaches was raised, sometimes as a personal 
wish, at other times as a remark to do what has been promised in the project 
plan. Throughout the project discourse, the general awareness for the multiple 
positions can be seen at several times. For example, in the first work meeting 
Karina (PhD student) makes a reflective remark about the three theoretical 
approaches: 

“Only, we did not mention that we indeed still have to look at how those 
three approaches, those three theoretical approaches, [should be 
addressed], that we have to keep an eye on that, that the aim was to 
integrate them and we have to do this also with respect to learning 
activities” 

Moreover, we noticed that project members voice particular positions, without 
having the primary responsibility for it. For example, whereas Wim is 
considered as being primary responsible for the cognitive psychological 
approach, there are several instances in which he defends the position of the 
other theoretical approaches. We find an example of this in the 4th  work 
meeting:  

“However, those perspectives we do have to consider. What came to the 
fore as a problem during the last meeting, of course we should not 
integrate three perspectives by leaving two behind. I mean, that would 
really be the biggest mistake that we could make. And the context 
approach [originally labelled as organizational approach] is already not 
really in the picture.”   

Whereas this was an example in which a project member shows awareness of 
the multiple positions by explicitly mentioning these, there are likewise 
instances in which project members more implicitly express responsibility for 
other positions. An example for this is Simone, one of the PhD students, who 
in first work meeting voices the position of the postdoctoral fellow, Jasmijn, 
who is not present in the meeting at that moment. In that instance, during the 
discussion of a suggestion for the PhD students to measure only a few learning 
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activities, Simone questions whether this would be acceptable considering what 
Jasmijn intends to do in her postdoctoral project.  

 
Interrelating the multiple positions 
Above we pointed out how the group shows an awareness of and general 
responsibility for the multiple conceptual positions. However, despite this 
collective sense of responsibility for the multiple positions, or in our terms We-
positions, this does not say anything about how they perceive their 
interrelations. We found that the project group considers the multiple positions 
and their interrelations in different ways. At many times the project members 
are talking and discussing about the whole research project and all the activities 
and their interrelations. In those considerations the project group is framing 
“the big picture”. At other moments, the project members are talking about the 
activities related to one specific conceptual position. In those cases, they are 
framing “the small picture”. Both within the moments of framing the big 
picture and the small picture, there are particular ways in which they look at the 
research project. We recognized a continuous shift between the way of 
discussing the big picture and the small picture and between these different 
ways of considering the conceptual positions within these two pictures. 

 
Framing the big picture 
When the whole research project was under consideration, the diverse 
conceptual positions (either regarding the smaller projects or regarding the 
theoretical approaches) and the interrelations between these seemed to be 
framed in various ways. In few occasions the framing was such, that the 
research project was presented as one whole, in which the specific positions 
together played an important role, but without specifying or distinguishing how 
each of the specific conceptual positions contributes to that whole. For 
example, there were several moments in which the uniqueness of this research 
project in terms of its collaborative nature was pointed out. Such a way of 
framing the research project could be pictured as in Figure 1. So the diverse 
elements (smaller circles) all play a role in the whole endeavor, without clearly 
distinguishing these as separate components.  
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Figure 1. Framing the whole research project as one unit. 
 
More frequently we found considerations of the research project in which 

the project group clearly distinguishes the conceptual positions. In the many 
instances in which someone speaks about ‘the three theoretical perspectives or 
approaches’, the project group often distinguishes these approaches as separate 
conceptual positions that inform their way of looking at the object. Regarding 
the smaller projects, the research project was discussed often by considering the 
separate activities related to these smaller projects. In some cases, this was done 
by considering the three PhD projects and their interrelations as the three parts 
forming this research project. Examples of these are the moments when project 
members attempt to define the particularity of the three PhD projects in 
relation to the other two projects. An example of this was presented already 
above.  

The postdoctoral project was considered sometimes as a smaller project 
similar to the PhD projects, and in other times as a smaller version of the 
general project. In sum, in all these instances the specific conceptual positions 
(of both the smaller projects as well as of the theoretical approaches) are 
mentioned as separate components that in interrelation constitute the research 
project. 
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Figure 2. Framing the research project as constituted by diverse interrelated 
components. 

 
An example of this can be found in the following excerpt. The project group is 
discussing the results of an evaluation of the project after 15 months:  

Victor: “What I think is also an issue here, and we just spoke about this, 
is the relation, and feelings of responsibility of the supervisors 
that go with it, between the research project and the smaller 
projects. I explicitly mentioned that I feel responsible mainly for 
the project of Simone and, eeh, also for the general project. And 
I do think, there is a tension in this. And we actually spoke 
about that a lot already. How much time does the general 
project costs and how is the spin off to the smaller projects and 
vice versa, the idea of synergy. As that was actually THE big 
point of this research project. It was supposed to have a surplus 
value by intensive collaboration.” 

Olaf responds and does not agree with Victor, taking a project perspective 
which is more focused on deepening, as portrayed in Figure 1: 

Olaf: “But the whole exercise that we undertook until now? The 
elaboration measurements. This allows us to bring variety in 
your data. Yes, I agree, this still has to be done, but I see all this 
as THE manifestation of our common activities and the 
additional value of rotating your data and framing it. So yeah, [..] 
it is not directly your own project, but it is something that, if 
you look at it from a distance, you don’t see it often, which 
hasn’t been done very often. And I think, seen from distance, 
THAT is what makes this project interesting, and not the 
individual smaller projects as those already happen often.” 
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Framing the small picture 
The project group also talked about the diverse positions separately. With 
respect to the smaller projects, this often occurred when the state of the art of 
one of the smaller projects was presented and discussed. Concerning the 
theoretical approaches, we found similar instances in which one theoretical 
approach was discussed separately. In sum, we found three different ways in 
which the project members referred to one particular conceptual position. 

Firstly, the conceptual position was considered without reference to the 
other conceptual positions. For example, one of the smaller projects was 
discussed without relating it to research activities in the other projects. This 
kind of framing is pictured as in Figure 3. 

Figure 3. Framing the small picture without reference to other positions. 
 
Second, we found occurrences in which a specific conceptual position was 

framed partly as part of the general research project and its activities, and partly 
as something that goes beyond the research project. For example, one 
theoretical approach was considered as playing a role in this research project, 
and simultaneously including other elements which are not accounted for in 
this research project. With respect to the smaller projects the nature of that 
particular project was sometimes considered as going beyond this research 
project. For example, elements of a PhD project were mentioned as essential 
for the PhD project and not the whole research project. This way of talking 
about one conceptual position as only partly related to the whole research, is 
shown in Figure 4.  
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Figure 4. Framing the small picture in relation to the big picture. 
 
Thirdly, we found moments in which a particular conceptual position, a 

theoretical approach or small project, was completely framed as part of the 
whole research project. In these instances the nature of one part is strongly 
connected to the nature of the research project. For example, we found several 
moments in which the cognitive psychological approach is being related most 
strongly to the nature of this research project. And in a similar way, the PhD 
projects are sometimes explicitly described as being essentially and completely 
part of the whole research project, and also derive their relevance because of 
that. Such considerations, localizing one conceptual position within the whole 
research project, is illustrated by Figure 5. 

Figure 5. Framing the small picture as situated in the big picture. 
 
During the project period, we see a continuous shift between the way the 

groups members define the project and their positions. This kind of shifting 
between the various ways of looking at their research project and its diverse 
elements can be seen from start to end. The specific conceptual positions 
(either smaller projects or theoretical approaches) are brought forward in 
diverse ways, and the way that the project group considers their interrelations is 
not definite at a certain point in time. This continuous shift points to the 
complexity of the diverse conceptual positions that the project members all feel 
responsible for, but which can be interrelated in several ways. One particular 
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way of considering the diverse positions and defining their interrelations can 
seem relevant depending on the particular topics discussed and tensions felt. 

 
 

Conclusion and discussion: Mechanisms at work 
We noticed how project members in many instances took up particular 
positions, in line with their primary responsibilities. But we also noticed how 
the project members made each other accountable for the various positions, 
and how the project group showed a general awareness of being responsible for 
the various positions. The acts of mutual accountability as well as voicing 
positions that are initially considered as someone else’s responsibility, can both 
be seen as mechanisms in which particular I-positions come to function as We-
positions. In other words, the diversity defined within their collaborative aims 
in terms of the smaller project activities and the theoretical perspectives is 
something that this project group actively works on. Each of the diverse 
conceptual positions are acknowledged, considered relevant and by times 
brought to the fore by the project group. But despite the serious attempt to 
advance the multiple positions in the research project, the project members 
showed ongoing struggles with how to account for them all at the same time 
and with how to define their interrelations. Why is it that the collective 
awareness of and responsibility for the multiple conceptual positions is not in 
itself enough ground for accounting and interrelating all these diverse positions 
at the same time? What we found is that the project group throughout the two 
years of collaboration continues to shift between how they considered these 
multiple conceptual positions. The results describe how they sometimes 
considered one conceptual position as such, but at other times bring to the fore 
the diverse positions in relation to each other, and again at other moments they 
considered the whole project without clearly distinguishing the diverse 
components. So they simply do not have one way of looking at their project, 
but they have various ways of looking at it and at the multiple conceptual 
positions in it. This is seen both when they talked about the multiple project 
activities as well as when they talked about the theoretical approaches. Along 
with these shifts, boundaries are pointed at, e.g. between the general and the 
PhD project activities. These struggles enable the project group to see where 
they want and need to change things in order to achieve their collaborative 
aims.  
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It is in these shifts that the project group makes actively sense of how the 
diverse conceptual elements contribute to each other and to the whole research 
project. They reveal that the project group is actively working on questions like: 
What does this PhD project mean within our research project? How does that 
theoretical approach contribute to what we are doing? How does the 
postdoctoral project relate to the PhD activities? What is the essence of our 
whole research project? Moreover, it is with these shifts in framing the project 
that the project group comes to coordinate and direct their actions. It seems 
they ‘use’ the different ways of looking at their project, its diverse elements, and 
the way they interrelate, to see where they want to change and adjust their 
research actions, where they need new concepts or other additional research 
instruments to work with. Therefore, it is in the diverse ways of framing and 
discussing their project that we see that meaning is negotiated. What remains is 
the question how each type of framing contributes to making sense and making 
use of the diversity. 

It seems very important for this research project as it is designed, to 
consider both the whole research project and create the big picture, as well as 
what each part in it is about (be it a smaller project or one of the theoretical 
approaches). What makes this of a more complex nature is that we see both in 
the big picture and the small picture that the project members sometimes 
deepen and at other times broaden it. The whole research project is sometimes 
talked about as one entity, and sometimes as constituted from specific parts. In 
the former, the core of the complete endeavor is the focus, pointing at and 
developing the sense of collaboration. In the latter, the focus is on the separate 
elements, defining the richness of the activity by emphasizing the multiple 
positions that it covers (the three different theoretical perspectives, the four 
smaller projects). The difficulty is that pointing at the diversity of positions that 
are covered in the research project, contrasts with pointing at what is the 
commonality in the project. For example, emphasizing and developing the 
diversity of the PhD projects, drifts the attention away from what they all share. 

A similar distinction of deepening and broadening, we find in the small 
pictures when the project members talk about one smaller project or one 
theoretical approach in particular. We found considerations of one position, 
deepening it by focusing on its particularity without interrelating it to other 
positions or to the whole research project. These considerations enable to go 
in-depth into the theoretical approach or the smaller project, to learn about it 
and to develop it further. To discuss in-depth about for instance one PhD 
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project can give room for an interesting line of action in this project. But we 
also found considerations of the connection between one particular position 
and the research project in which it is included either partly (Figure 4) or 
completely (Figure 5). It allows focusing on how a specific position and the 
research project can be mutually enriching. Again these two types of 
considerations seem to contrast. For example, a focus on the relation between a 
PhD project and the whole research project could result in loosing sight of and 
further developing what is interesting in the particular PhD project. 

 

Figure 6. The various ways of framing the research project. 
 
The members of the project group show a continuous shift in framing the 

project. This is understandable as we look at the challenging complexity that 
they find themselves in. They have to simultaneously make sense of the diverse 
conceptual positions as well as make sense of the essence of their research 
project as a whole. To do this, they show instances of what we perceive as 
mechanisms of deepening and broadening. Deepening refers to the instances in 
which project members consider what is at the core of something (of one 
conceptual position in the small picture or of the whole research project in the 
big picture). Such instances can be read as a emphasizing stability, defining a 
certain part of the activity by narrowing it down to its patterns and uniqueness. 
Broadening refers to the instances in which project members consider things in 

small picture

big picture

broadening deepening
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a broad perspective. In the small picture, broadening means that one 
conceptual position is considered in relation to the whole project; in the big 
picture it means that the whole project is considered in terms of its multiple 
and diverse positions. That both deepening and broadening have their 
respective functions in the coordination of activity, is a point that seems to be 
more fundamental to the functioning of any social system. Considering 
Lotman’s generic description of the structural organization of social systems, or 
in his terms ‘semiotic systems’ (Lotman, 1990, 1994), we see a striking parallel 
with what we found in this study. He writes that a system structural 
organization involves two necessary processes, one process by which a system 
comes to define itself as a unit, the other by which a system maintains its 
flexibility through its diversity. When we relate his theoretical ideas to our 
study, the value as well as the downside of deepening can be read in his points 
about when a system comes to define itself:  

The highest form and final act of a semiotic system’s structural 
organization is when it describes itself. This is the stage when grammars 
are written, customs and laws are codified. When this happens, however, 
the system gains the advantage of greater structural organization, but loses 
its inner reserves of indeterminacy which provides it with flexibility, 
heightened capacity for information and the potential for dynamic 
development. (Lotman, 1990, p. 128) 

His point about how diversity creates indeterminacy and provides a system with 
flexibility closely relates to our idea of the function of broadening. He argues 
that the “The stage of self-description is a necessary response to the threat of 
too much diversity within the semiosphere: the system might lose its unity and 
definition, and disintegrate” (Lotman, 1990, p. 128). So broadening, as a focus 
on diversity, provides flexibility, whereas deepening, as a focus on the core, 
prevents disintegration.  

Community psychology has criticized psychology for ignoring the social 
context of individual behavior (Trickett, 1996). This study perceives individuals 
and social context as intertwined, and departs from a collective perspective on 
groups. Such a perspective has been under researched in community 
psychology (cf., Prilleltensky, 2001). Methodologically, analyzing communities 
in terms of voices may be a valuable approach for other community researchers 
in order to establish a collective perspective. Through such a theoretical 
perspective, this study reveals tendencies of broadening and deepening in an 
inter-organizational research community. These tendencies may also be seen in 
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larger and other kinds of communities, as it seems reasonable that becoming a 
community involves attention for the core and of the multiplicity of both the 
smaller elements and of the whole.  

We see some major practical implications of our results for the facilitation 
of community formation, both virtual and face to face communities. We 
concluded that this project negotiated meaning related to diversity by shifting 
between diverse considerations of conceptual positions and their interrelations. 
It showed how despite collective work on the diverse conceptual positions, 
taken up both as I and We-positions, the Collective Self is emerging not as a 
unified Self but as a long-term dialogical process involving deepening and 
broadening the whole and the parts. It therefore seems desirable for 
subcultures to archive their unique voices as well as for the project to archive 
the collective community voice. However, as there is no one way of looking at 
the collective and its elements, it seems desirable to create space for both 
subcultures and for the collective to continuously renegotiate their voices. The 
following quote from Hermans & Kempen (1993) can be read as describing the 
collective self as much as the quote describes the individual self:  “[it is 
important to recognize the role of] the Self as a synthesizing activity, that is, as a 
continuous attempt to make the self a whole, despite the existence of parts that 
try to maintain or even to increase their relative autonomy” (p. 92). 
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Endnotes 
1 The audit trail as well as the auditor report can be requested for or can be 
found at the personal website of the first author. Start at the website of IVLOS 
of Utrecht University [http://www.ivlos.uu.nl/]. Search for the website of 
Akkerman [De organisatie > Wie, wat, waar? > Akkerman]. 
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Chapter 5 
 
Beyond imprisonment of meaning: Technology facilitating 
redefining* 
 
 
 
Abstract 
On the basis of two intensive studies of project groups, we came to argue that a 
process of defining and redefining enables groups to bring to the fore and 
make use of different perspectives and ideas. In this way, they can exploit 
meaning potential and overcome imprisonment in meaning. We reason that this 
is important for groups for establishing continuous development and flexibility 
to adapt to new situations. Considering technology to support communication 
and collaboration, we question how redefining can be facilitated. We discuss 
features of groupware technology that permit change by being flexible, and 
evoke redefining by engaging the user more actively. In so doing, we argue to 
think along new lines in the design of communication and collaboration 
technology. This paper proposes a specific perspective on technology to 
facilitate groups in a productive, creative fashion of exploring meaning 
potential.   

   
 

                                                 
* Akkerman, S., Overdijk, M., Admiraal, W., & Simons, R. J. (2006). Beyond 
imprisonment of meaning: Technology facilitating redefining. Manuscript submitted for 
publication. 
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Thinking about technology, meant to facilitate communication and 
collaboration of groups, begins with developing an understanding of 
communication and collaboration processes of those groups. As Woods (1998) 
pointed out, designs should be seen as hypotheses about how artifacts shape 
cognition and collaboration. Similarly, Johansson and Gärdenfors (2005) argued 
that any theory of instructional design should be grounded on a descriptive 
theory of learning processes, and on a prescriptive theory of instruction that is 
anchored on the descriptive theory.  

A key value of collaboration is that it permits people to make use of 
different ideas, providing a rich base for negotiating and generating meaning. 
Based on intensive studies of two project groups, we concluded that realizing 
this value has a lot to do with the way in which the project group and its 
members define each other and their activities. The two studies indicated that 
redefining, and hence constructing various ways in which one perceives and 
understands something, should be considered a virtue of exploiting meaning 
potential rather than a fault of imprecision. Considering this to be important 
for continuous development in collaborative processes, and for flexibility to 
adapt to new situations, urges us to explore the implications of it for 
technological design that is meant to facilitate these collaborative processes. In 
this paper, we build a rationale for redefining as a relevant process to facilitate 
and to take into account as a perspective when designing technology. 

In the following, we first reflect on how people in general seem to define 
or ‘disambiguate’ when experiencing the world. Subsequently, we present the 
findings of the two previous studies in light of this perspective, revealing how a 
project group can come to be imprisoned in meaning as opposed to how they 
can exploit meaning potential. The aim of this paper is to explore how 
technology can facilitate redefining. The question we will try to answer is how 
technology, instead of merely fixating and supporting to define, can enable 
change by being flexible, and can evoke the user to redefine. By means of 
exploring some features seen in illustrative groupware, we attempt to stimulate 
a new perspective on technological support.  
 
 
Defining the world around us 
We create meaning about the world by defining it, that is, by distinguishing 
objects from one another and by framing objects and concepts in language. As 
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Säljö (2002) has put it: “the world does not speak for itself... in order to talk 
about this world, make claims about it, create knowledge about it, we have to 
construe it in language and communicate our ideas” (p. 390). Bakhtin (1981, 
1986) stated even stronger that we have not experienced an event until we re-
present it to ourselves in words. By means of conceptual constructions one can 
pull something together; space is transformed into a place, into something 
meaningful. Defining thus involves signifying what ‘things’ are distinguished 
from what they are not, and subsequently involves categorizing and structuring. 
In line with this reasoning, Chandler and Proulx (2004) noted how we are fixing 
things while making sense of the world. Not doing so bears the danger of 
sinking within the temporal flux and falling into incoherence. He stated that a 
sense of personal persistence and cultural continuity is needed to experience 
ownership of the past and commitment to the future.  

Defining can thus be seen as a natural reaction to facing ambiguity. In 
daily language, ambiguity is used as a negative characterization for expressions 
or words that are considered imprecise and obscure because they are subject to 
more than one interpretation. Ambiguity also points to openness (Empson, 
1977) and partial determination (Rommetveit, 1974). Most of the phenomena 
we face in the world around us can be considered ambiguous as they are open 
to an indefinite variant of perspectives. Defining then can be considered a way 
to ‘disambiguate’, to borrow a term of Rommetveit. By defining the world and 
by reducing its complexity, we come to grasp it. We sort things out, classify 
new objects, based on what previously has been encountered (Bowker & Star, 
1999). As Säljö (2002) describes, by means of the categories we use and the 
categorical platforms we construe and stand on, we fix perspectives on reality. 
And, as he makes clear, these perspectives are limited, as there are always 
complexities beyond the reach of the particular categories we depart from. 
Hence, defining is a process by which we win some clarity, but loose some 
flexibility.  
 
 
Imprisoned in meaning 
What is relevant is that we are often not aware of the limited nature of the 
categories and perspectives created in defining the world. This becomes more 
detrimental as previous categories and perspectives may come to be used as 
premises in future situations. We do not reinvent the world all the time, in the 
sense of building up from scratch how we want to describe and account for 
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what we face. We continuously presuppose and thereby easily sort what we face 
into categories familiar and already known. This phenomenon is similar to 
findings of early studies on perception, illustrating how we tend to perceive the 
details for which we have a category, and tend to ignore those for which we do 
not have a category (e.g., Bruner & Postman, 1949). Also regarding 
communication, both Rommetveit (1974) and Bakhtin (1981, 1986) have 
repeatedly described how both speaker and listener are oriented towards what 
they assume the other to think and to know. Consequently what is being said is 
considered in light of what is assumed that the other intends to know and make 
known. The natural indeterminacies in communication make it possible to 
project one’s own experiences. Gurevitch (1988) notes that the risk of this is 
that understanding the other comes to be mediated by a grid of familiar 
typifications, and thereby the other “as other” remains unnoticed. 
Subsequently, what is assumed that is said and done partly becomes imposed 
on what is said and done. Personally, socially, culturally and historically, we rely 
and hold on to categories and perspectives to approach the world. As Säljö 
(2002) points out, our understanding of the world is contingent on earlier 
versions. Hence, it becomes relevant to be aware of how and what we 
presuppose, and how this brings in a limited perspective not only in situative 
practices, but also over time. Moreover, it becomes relevant how this is 
supported and further enhanced by all kinds of artifacts that mediate our 
understanding, of which the most primary would be language itself; merely 
naming a particular phenomenon, gives it a more permanent identity. Other 
artifacts that sustain particular ways of understanding are representations. 
Ivarsson (2004) showed how representations enable one to see things in a 
specific way, but he also pointed out that they constrain one to see other things. 
In his study, he showed how children reason differently about the earth and 
gravity, depending on the artifact provided to them in the interviews, for 
instance a globe or a map. Based on his studies, Ivarsson (2004; Ivarsson & 
Säljö, 2005) argues that representations shape perception, sustain specific 
manners of reasoning, and structure future action. By externalization through 
an artifact, situated categorizations turn into collective or cultural categories and 
perspectives fixed over time. This brings us to the point that defining is a risky 
process, as the limited perspectives one construes may over time lead to a 
certain imprisonment of meaning; when one cannot see otherwise than before, 
one becomes bounded in future situations. Säljö (2002) gives several examples 
of initial scientific concepts and metaphors, and how these can have strong 
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implications for how following research proceeds, often without being aware of 
the starting point.  

In sum, we do not agitate against defining, as this is a natural response to a 
world we perceive as ambiguous. Rather, the argument is that one needs to be 
aware that the categories and perspectives one construes while defining, are 
constraining as much as they are enabling. Although cognition is naturally a 
matter of bounded perspectives, inherently mediated by limited categories, it is 
vital to be aware of the risk of imprisonment of meaning by holding on to 
these.  
 
 
Redefining to exploit meaning potential 
The perspective that we presented above originated from findings of two 
previous studies of collaboration projects of academics. In those studies we 
have seen two different versions of defining during project activity, one 
illustrating imprisonment of meaning, the other illustrating a dynamic 
negotiation of meaning. The first study of a project group (Akkerman, 
Admiraal, Simons, & Niessen, in press), showed that people most easily 
transform what is said by the other into what is known and familiar to one self. 
This illustrated that words and labels are often understood in own terms, and 
that the familiar dominates. This hampers to question further what is said by 
the other, and one could say that the ‘otherness’ of the other, providing a 
different perspective and different ideas, is left unexplored. This can be 
perceived as problematic, when we consider the value of collaboration and 
communication as residing within the ability to meet other people and to face 
diverse perspectives and ideas. In a second case study (Akkerman, Admiraal & 
Simons, submitted), we followed up a project group that actively worked on 
interrelating diverse theoretical and project elements. Although a collaborative 
responsibility for these diverse elements was seen, the project group did not 
come to conclude one way of looking at and inter-relating the diverse elements. 
Instead, during the collaboration the group continued to redefine the project 
activities and its diverse elements. Specifically, we found that the project group 
shifted between considering and discussing the specific theoretical and project 
elements and considering and discussing the whole research project. Focusing 
on specific elements allows working out the details and the value of these, while 
focusing on the whole allows developing the broader project context that gives 
meaning to all activities. Also, we found that the project group shifted between 
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focusing on the multiplicity and focusing on the core of something. Sometimes 
the project members emphasized how wide-ranging the research project or a 
specific element within the project was, while at other they emphasized what 
was at the heart of the research project or of a specific element. With these 
shifts they managed to both broaden and deepen the project elements and the 
whole project. The case showed how facing diverse perspectives and ideas, and 
taking advantage of these, requires a continuous dynamic process of defining 
and redefining. Following from this study, we argue it is natural and relevant 
for collaborators to use different ways of looking at the collaborative activity 
and different ways of organizing and structuring it.   

What the findings of our studies suggest, is that shifting between various 
ways of defining the collaborative activity, the other and the texts and actions 
brought forward during collaboration, leaves open an ongoing negotiation of 
meaning. By means of various ways of defining one overcomes the risk of 
being bounded by once presumed and taken-for-granted categories and 
perspectives. As the studies indicate, in order to explore meaning potential, one 
needs to remain flexible enough to construct other categorizations and build 
new perspectives with which to ‘read’ something. In other words one needs to 
redefine to overcome the boundaries of previous defining.  

To sum up our reasoning, we have argued first that defining each other, 
each others’ words and actions, and the collaborative activity, enables people to 
make sense of the world around them. Second, we have noted how categories 
and structures created during these defining processes can come to bound not 
only situated but also future understandings, because people tend to rely on 
earlier versions. This reasoning was developed based on the first study 
(Akkerman, Admiraal, Simons, & Niessen, in press) illustrating how the 
unfamiliar can be ‘overruled’ by bounded perspectives of project members 
relying on familiar and known categories. Whereas this particular project group 
seemed imprisoned in meaning and leaves unexploited meaning potential, a 
project group in the second study (Akkerman, Admiraal, & Simons, submitted) 
showed in contrast how meaning potential was explored by shifting between 
various ways of defining. On the basis of this second study, we have reasoned 
that a dynamic of redefining allows overcoming to be bounded by previous 
defining. With this idea in mind, we now turn to the question how redefining 
can be facilitated by technology. Since current technology seems well able to 
support defining we will explore specifically in what ways it can support 
redefining. 
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Facilitating redefining 
An open and flexible attitude towards meaning potential presumes that 
groupware technology used to support processes of meaning-making is itself 
flexible. Although we think technology in general may be a suitable medium to 
facilitate redefining in order to enhance exploration of meaning potential, 
technological designs in groupware often seem to be static and focused on 
reducing uncertainty by signifying precise and clear understandings. Many 
features concentrate on supporting users to define more precisely what they 
want to bring to the fore. For example, more precise accounts of text messages 
are stimulated by all kinds of metadata. As Gaver, Beaver, and Benford (2003) 
have argued, in Human Computer Interaction one finds a search for clarity and 
precision, while trying to avoid ambiguity. Similarly, when screening the field of 
CSCL research and practice, one recognizes all kinds of attempts for clarifying 
communication and collaboration processes. Consequently, structures for 
communication and collaboration are introduced. The field of CSCL seems to 
develop ways of instructing social interaction processes mostly by structuring it, 
for example by pre-structuring phases within tasks or within discussions, or 
introducing sentence openers or labels that need to be attached to messages 
and documents. These labels and structures afford the collaborators to move in 
a specific direction that is considered effective and efficient for collaboration. 
In designing these types of technological support we risk doing the opposite of 
what we are proposing here, enhancing further the fixation of categories and 
perspectives over time instead of facilitating users to redefine. Bearing in mind 
the findings of our studies, it seems awkward to pin down collaboration in 
structures and representations that cannot be changed once constructed. More 
natural would be to allow multiple representations and structures, so that 
groups can construe and hold multiple views. Despite the current tendency to 
facilitate defining, we see several ways in which technology does and can 
facilitate redefining. Our purpose is to attract attention to these ways.   

Groupware technologies facilitate defining by providing the users with 
certain structures. These structures may concern possible actions in the system 
(communicative acts), modality of representation (textual or graphical), 
organization of participation (turn-taking or simultaneous access) or the 
availability of information sources (e.g., user identity) (Van Diggelen, Overdijk, 
& Andriessen, 2005). In general, these technologies offer a certain interactive 
potential to communicate with other users, and to organize and represent the 
interaction process. Exploitation of meaning potential requires exploring 
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multiple perspectives and an active involvement of group members. In order to 
facilitate the exploitation of meaning potential in collaboration, technological 
systems should in our view be flexible systems that allow change. More 
precisely, systems should allow revisiting and revising of communicative acts 
and they should provide opportunities for organizing and re-organizing the 
interaction.  

In the following section we will discuss some features of existing 
technologies and suggest a direction for future development. At present there 
exist many, and different types of applications that support collaboration in 
educational or professional settings. Some of these have been taken up in 
practice, while many others are still in an experimental stage. Rather than 
reviewing all of them, we illustrate our argument with some features seen in 
BSCW® (2005), Knowledge Forum® (2005) and Belvedere® (2003). These three 
technological systems are well-known examples of applications that provide 
support for group discussion and have been tested extensively in research 
settings. Whereas BSCW is more commonly referred to as technology for 
CSCW, computer supported cooperative work (see e.g., Gasser, 1997), 
Knowledge Forum is commonly referred to as technology for CSCL. CSCW 
systems for professionals usually include e-mail, discussion and file exchange 
tools, as well as project management tools like shared calendar and task folders, 
while CSCL is more education-oriented and often provides additional tools 
specifically aimed at knowledge exchange and knowledge building (De Graaff, 
De Laat & Scheltinga, 2004). In addition to these two technological systems we 
discuss the Belvedere system. Based on a concept-mapping interface, this 
system offers a powerful platform for the exchange of ideas within a small 
group of users. Systems similar to Belvedere currently seem to be growing in 
popularity in educational research and development. We do not give a full 
overview of these systems, but refer to some of their features only as they 
function as illustrations for different ways of facilitating redefining.  

Our discussion will proceed along two directions. First, we discuss features 
that enable redefining. These features concern certain possible actions in the 
system by which the interpretation of what has been put forward earlier may 
change. We will discuss features according to the degree that they allow such 
changes. We start with discussing several actions during the regular course of 
communication by which interpretations are changed very implicitly because of 
linking. Then we discuss several actions for changing interpretations by 
contextualization. Second, we discuss some features of collaborative technology 
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that evoke redefining. Evoking features are those features that call for a user’s 
active response, in our case, features that evoke the users to reorganize the 
representation of their interaction, or to revisit and revise earlier 
communicative acts. Evoking features may also refer to active or intelligent 
support that a system offers to its users. 

 
Features of technology enabling redefining  
Enabling features of the technology represent certain possible actions in the 
system by which the interpretation of what has been put forward earlier may 
change. Redefining is a process by means of which multiple interpretations one 
can read in any text (e.g., document, diagram, or message) can be induced: once 
determined, set and visible, meaning can be transformed into a different 
interpretation. New interpretations are already implicitly established by placing 
specific units of meaning in relation to something else than before. This is 
emphasized by Lotman (1994): “When a text interacts with a heterogeneous 
consciousness new meanings are generated, and as result the text’s immanent 
structure is reorganized” (p. 378). And he relates this to the generation of new 
meanings: “The external text is transformed in the structural field of the other 
text’s meaning, and a new message is created” (p. 378). To borrow his words, 
redefining is a matter establishing interaction between a unit of meaning (a text) 
and a heterogeneous consciousness. In our view, there are both implicit and 
explicit ways in which such an interaction is created.  

 
Redefining by Linking 
In our perspective, the implicit character of redefining lies in the way new 
linkages between units of meaning create another interpretation of the content 
of these units. An example of this in communication is that a particular 
response on a message includes an interpretation of that message. Bakhtin 
(1981) describes this phenomenon as natural to living dialogue:  

The word in living conversation is directly, blatantly, oriented toward a 
future answer-word: it provokes an answer, anticipates it and structures 
itself in the answer’s direction. Forming itself in an atmosphere of the 
already spoken, the word is at the same time determined by that which has 
not yet been said but which is needed and in fact anticipated by the 
answering word. Such is the situation in any living dialogue. (p. 280) 



 96   Chapter 5

His note makes clear, that even though a question and an answer appear as 
separate units in communication as they are different utterances, they shed 
specific light on each other; the question reflects implicitly an answer through 
anticipating it in a certain way, and the answer reflects on the question through 
departing from a certain understanding of the question. With this idea in mind, 
we see two ways in which implicit redefining takes place in groupware. 

The first way of redefining by linking takes place during the regular course 
of communication, when one communicative act is linked to another 
communicative act. The linking of units of meaning is directly related to the 
way in which the ongoing interaction between users is organized. Different 
types of groupware enable different ways to organize and structure 
communicative exchanges. Commonly, like in BSCW and Knowledge Forum, 
groupware organizes messages linearly in order of appearance, and 
hierarchically in the form of discussion threads. The structure of linkages 
becomes immediately visible, allowing reading a particular message and moving 
to its responses. Likewise, information archives are often organized by means 
of folders and subfolders of documents, representing the categories to which 
the documents belong. The consequence of this linear and hierarchical 
organization of linking is that communicative acts like messages and documents 
become implicitly redefined in light of a temporal line of reasoning that follows 
it and in light of the categories represented by the folder and discussion threads 
in which they are placed. Communicative acts may also be brought forward and 
organized spatially, like one can find in graphical shared workspace systems that 
support e.g. the visualization of arguments (as in Belvedere). Basically, such an 
application consists of a shared drawing area and a notation system that 
supports specific kinds of communicative acts. The user can put forward a 
notation card, and relate associated cards through the use of links. The 
application can be used by a group of users to organize, share and relate ideas 
in form of a diagram. In shared workspace systems like Belvedere the line of 
reasoning is not restricted to hierarchical or linear organization. Consequently, 
communicative contributions in such spatial environments may become 
redefined in various ways, depending on what order the contributions become 
organized.  

Another way of redefining by linking is by adding comments to a message. 
Thereby the comment is attached and becomes subordinated to the message. 
We see several examples of this principle in groupware. As already mentioned 
BSCW® (2005) supports inserting descriptions and other attributes to 
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documents. BSCW® (2005) specifically allows the feature of rating the quality 
of documents or URL objects, clearly expressing how one appreciates the 
particular unit. Further, BSCW® (2005) enables to attach an annotation to a 
document or URL reference in addition to descriptions and attributes. 
Similarly, Knowledge Forum supports inserting annotations to messages. The 
Belvedere system offers the possibility to attach a note and URL to a 
contribution card. The system also provides the opportunity to attach a note to 
the link between two contribution cards, hereby enabling a specification of the 
relation between two contribution cards. The difference between these kinds of 
comments (attributes, ratings, annotations) and responses to messages is that 
these comments are not searchable on their own. More strongly than responses 
to messages, these attachments to messages may redefine the content of the 
message by providing a certain interpretation of it.  

 
Redefining by contextualization 
More explicit redefining entails a change of meaning by (re)contextualizing 
(content, labels, localization). Units of meaning can be interpreted in various 
ways depending on the contexts in which they are seen. Specific views, folders, 
threads, labels all symbolize categories to which specific messages, notes or 
documents belong. As such these larger categorizations embody perspectives 
with which to consider those units. Subsequently, changing a context of a 
specific unit entails changing the perspective with which to look at it. This 
phenomenon relates to what Star and Griesemer (1989) meant with the concept 
of boundary objects. The same object can be read differently, depending on the 
perspective with which one looks at it. Lotman (1994) describes how context 
that is normally perceived as external to texts becomes part of it:  

The essential and most traditional means of textually encoding rhetorical 
combinations is the compositional frame. A normal (that is, neutral) 
construction is based, in part, on the fact that the framing of the text (the 
frame of a picture, the binding of a book or the publisher's information on 
the back, a singer's coughing before an aria, tuning of instruments by an 
orchestra, the words “Now, listen” before an oral narration, and so forth) 
is extraneous to the text. Located outside the text's boundaries, the frame 
warns of the initiation of the text. The frame begins to intrude into the 
text as the auditor's attention shifts to information about the code. Even 
more complicated are cases where the text and its frame are interwoven, 
so that each both frames and is framed. (p. 383) 
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When considering groupware from this perspective, we see several ways in 
which redefining by contextualization can take place.  

A first way of redefining by contextualization is re-labeling units, like 
changing keywords, scaffolds, attributes, annotations of messages or documents 
into different ones. The content remains the same, but the label from which it 
should be seen is turned into something else. Groupware technologies vary to 
the degree in which they allow a change in what has been brought forward by 
the users. In groupware these labels are often fixed, once they are attached to 
units by the writers. Whereas Knowledge Forum® (2005) does not (yet) provide 
the possibility for changing scaffolds or key words of messages, BSCW® (2005) 
shows the possibility to change descriptions and attributes to documents. 
Similarly, users of the Belvedere® (2003) can modify the notes that are attached 
to a message. 

Another way of redefining by contextualization is placing messages at 
multiple locations, like views, discussion threads, and folders. Knowledge 
Forum® (2005) primarily allows a message to be placed under one view, thereby 
subordinating it to one particular category. BSCW® (2005) allows to cut, copy 
and paste objects (e.g., folders, documents and URL objects), so that these can 
be placed in a different folder. In first instance however, one adds a 
contribution in one particular place in the work environment. Besides in the 
form of a diagram, Belvedere also shows the message content of the 
communication in the form of a thread with two topics: nodes and relations. 

A third explicit way of redefining by contextualization would be to 
completely restructure views, threads, messages and folders. Redefining then, 
would take place on a higher level of abstraction and involve making new 
categorizations. All thread-based discussion platforms comprise essentially 
static representations, not allowing changes in restructuring the complete 
thread. Extremely speaking, one could disconnect all messages and documents 
from their folders, threads, and/or labels and reorganize them. This seems only 
to be useful when groups want to explicitly break with existing categories, 
structures and boundaries which are imposed on collaborating. What is 
interesting about this hypothetical exercise of redefining is that it makes us 
aware that the ways in which in groupware units are added and applied 
commonly determine the structural organization of content. However, as our 
second study (Akkerman, Admiraal, & Simons, submitted) showed, groups may 
need to shift between ways in which they organize the diverse conceptual 
elements. Graphical shared workspace systems like Belvedere are very flexible 
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systems - in contrast to threaded discussions - and do offer such a functionality. 
The main difference between threaded discussion (as in Knowledge Forum and 
BSCW) and graphical discussion (as in Belvedere) lays in the fact that a 
threaded discussion is represented – and proceeds – in a static linear form, 
whereas in a graphical discussion exchanges can be dynamically represented in 
both temporal and spatial order (Figure 1). During an ongoing discussion, 
messages in a graphical system may be temporally as well as spatially adjacent. 
Over the course of interaction threads are expanded, new relations are 
proposed and earlier structures may be revised. Moreover, contributions may 
be changed or deleted from the workspace. Both the content and the specific 
arrangement of this content articulate possible relevant ways of defining. 

 

Figure 1. Linear and static vs. spatial and dynamic organization of communicative acts. 
 

Evoking features of technology 
Evoking features are those features that call for a user’s active response, in our 
case, features that evoke the users to reorganize the representation of their 
interaction, or to revisit and revise earlier communicative acts. 

Making something malleable, enabling change, as we described above, is 
but one part of the story. Technology allows actions, but these are not 
necessarily responded to by users when they are not concerned with redefining. 
Something that is perceived as clear does not need to be redefined. More than 
merely addressing how technological features allow and imply (inter)actions, 
our motive was to facilitate groups to redefine. Engaging the user requires 
technology to move beyond features implying actions, towards explicating what 
it is about. There is no need to reconsider one’s defining until one faces that a 
previous defining (and maybe even more structurally the categories and 
perspectives one created) does not work any longer. When defining is a 
spontaneous response to what is considered complex and ambiguous, 
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redefining may be evoked by ‘reambiguating’, that is, by enlarging the sense of 
ambiguity or complexity of something. When faced with something 
questionable, the user turns into an active partner needed to define something 
again. As Gaver et al. (2003) have argued, showing something to be 
indeterminate and imprecise compels users to fill in the gaps and actively make 
sense of the ambiguous object. This in turn makes it necessary to reflect on it, 
and hence evokes to explore meaning potential. Several more or less evoking 
examples can be found in groupware that call for response of the user. 

A simple way in which something could be made questionable is by 
reflecting one’s own activities. Of course, groupware by definition has a 
representative function, reflecting to users what they have put in, related to 
their activity and discourse. Technology is appealing in that certain 
communicative and collaborative processes become permanently externalized 
by it. Groupware archives what otherwise might be ephemeral messages and 
documents. Following, it can represent to the users their own activities and 
discourse, showing how these are organized and structured. Being able to 
archive and look back creates a possibility to reflect on what was done, on what 
was said and on what was understood. It provides a self-created image that can 
be reflected upon. Simply by looking from a later point in time creates a 
different perspective. Still, actually questioning meanings requires the user to 
reconsider and question things. To what extend does a permanent 
representation present something as questionable? We believe that, commonly, 
the representations found in groupware, are build to reduce uncertainty and 
show clear structures. Generally, groupware works by hierarchical systems by 
which one starts from broad categorical distinctions towards more specific sub-
categories. This can be seen in both the organization of communication 
(discussion threads) and information (archives). These representations of the 
information and communication imply something to be fixed rather than 
questionable. We could expect that spatial dynamic organization structured 
representations of e.g. discussions are more likely to remind the user of the 
malleability of the structure and of the possibility to change. Synchronous 
activity in a graphical shared workspace system can result in complex 
representations very fast. One might state that interaction in a workspace 
system like Belvedere even requires its users to revise the state of the 
representation in order to maintain comprehensibility.  

Another way to engage users more actively into a critical attitude, would 
be when users themselves define the representation, creating the context and 
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hence the perspective from which to consider things. This relates to what 
Gaver et al. (2003) would categorize as ambiguity of context. Earlier we spoke 
about context of units, like a folder for documents or a thread for messages, 
embodying a certain perspective on those units. A document that is localized in 
a folder of task A is read as useful for task A, and not as useful for task B. 
However, the document may show to also have other values, when considering 
it in light of task B. We discussed how groupware can support units to be 
placed in multiple localizations as means to allow for multiple interpretations of 
the particular unit. Thinking further, a critical attitude is evoked when users 
may select how communication and information material is shown. In this way 
they may consciously create contexts to consider previous activity and 
discourse. For example, an intelligent system could transform data from one 
modality to another, e.g. from a diagram to linear threads. Such a 
representational shift would create a new “context” to disclose potential 
meaning. 

A third way to evoke is technology as a tool for “revealing” (making 
explicit) rather than merely representing what was put in. The function of 
revealing is confrontation of details that one can reconsider. To relate to the 
different forms of ambiguity described by Gaver et al. (2003), revealing is a 
form of ambiguity by information. Specifically, it is a form of over-
interpretation; making the user uncomfortable with how strong something is 
brought forward. An example of such support is a tool that reflects a current 
state to the users in order to create awareness about the interaction process. 
This kind of support is based on a system that collects interaction data, 
transforms that data into models of interaction that are presented to the 
learner, directly or after a comparison with a desired state of interaction (Barros 
& Verdejo, 2000; Van Diggelen, Overdijk, & Andriessen, 2005). Such a tool 
could reveal implicit social structures based on the activity and discourse of the 
group members. One could think of conducting a social network analysis 
(Wasserman & Faust, 1994) to reveal, for example, frequency of (inter)actions, 
popularity of specific topics, but also interrelations between authors, and topics. 
With respect to groupware one could think of revealing implicit linkage systems 
between messages or documents based on references or key words. By means 
of such a representation one can overcome the limitations of hierarchical 
systems. In short, revealing – or making explicit - details about the interaction 
process may invite group members to consider the structures that are implicitly 
build during their collaboration. 
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Conclusion and discussion 
When is it functional to facilitate redefining? This paper attempts to break with 
existing tendency of groupware to concentrate merely on supporting people to 
define in a clear and precise matter, while neglecting the risk of further 
enhancing fixation of categories and perspectives that can come to bound 
future understandings. A dynamic process of redefining brings about the quality 
of flexibility, which is in turn important for a continuing development of 
groups. In this argument we follow Homan (2001) who, relying on complexity 
theory, promotes so-called ‘dissipative structures’ as a good basis for group 
development. He describes how groups achieve stability by building routines. 
These may easily turn into dominating habits that can only be altered by 
destroying the complete group identity. Dissipative groups are located in 
between stable groups and crisis groups (unorganized chaos). Dissipative 
groups change continuously, without loosing their identity and integrity. So 
there is enough stability to form a collaborative group with a sense of security 
and unity, but at the same time there is enough instability and inconsistency to 
force a group to be flexible and to be able to change over time. Flexibility, in 
terms of an explorative attitude of groups towards meaning potential 
perpetuates adaptation to changing situations. To stimulate continuous 
development of groups and flexibility to be able to adapt to new situations with 
new complexities to deal with, we suggest designing technology also in support 
of redefining. Our emphasis throughout has been that in this way, technology 
can facilitate to overcome the bounded nature of defining. In this paper, we 
have tried to offer an alternative perspective with which to look at existing 
features in groupware or with which to trigger thoughts for new features.  

The line of reasoning we brought forward here relies on a more general 
thought that technology, instead of offering solutions that easily turn into fixed 
realities, should compel users to actively work and transform technology 
according to their own situated needs. Labeled messages and clear structured 
discussions and archives may be considered user-friendly, but they also induce 
fixation, turning the user into a consuming agent. To engage users as active 
participants in organizing and structuring their own communication and 
collaboration makes them aware of the indefinite nature of what they face and 
invites exploration of meaning potential. Subsequently, it enables users to 
transform technology so that it fits with the current situation. Problems and 
questions naturally change, and the solutions in terms of specific categories and 
structures that are required change accordingly. As Ivarsson & Saljö (2005) 
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have argued, there should be some openness in technology; a package 
instructing how reality should be, closes eyes for very local situated practice 
which it is supposed to support. In a similar way, others (Robinson, 1997; 
Suchman, 1987) have pointed out how in human computer interaction one can 
not assume that procedures embedded in design provide context-free action 
rules for users in the role of passive and static recipients. Groups facing 
changing situations should have the possibility to transform technology 
accordingly, be it the transformation of purposefully designed affordances, or 
the categories and structures that were introduced throughout the collaborative 
activities and have become fixed by the archiving and materializing nature of 
technology.  

Our emphasis on redefining might mean that previous defining becomes 
irrelevant. Certainly, this is not what we intended to imply. On the contrary, we 
would say that previous defining can turn out relevant in later instances of 
collaboration. To reflect on how one defined previously, makes possible to 
more consciously redefine, but also allows reflecting on how one changed 
through time. In addition to further studying how redefining can be facilitated 
by technology in concrete collaborative practices, it is relevant to study at the 
same time how previous categorizations and structures can be saved and made 
use of. Keeping track of different ways of defining in the form of a sort of 
repository can contribute to construing a particular kind of collective memory 
(Wertsch, 1997). One could organize the interaction in different layers over 
time, enabling a merge of selected parts of the interaction representation into a 
new layer. Users can subsequently build upon the renewed representation, while 
the previous layer remains accessible. 

Redefining is a powerful process for exploiting meaning potential, while 
renouncing the possibility to fix and rely on bounded perspectives. In Bakhtin’s 
terms one could say that this permits one to move beyond what both authors 
and readers put in at a certain point in time. “We can say that neither 
Shakespeare himself nor his contemporaries knew that “great Shakespeare” 
whom we know now (Bakhtin, 1986).” Values attributed to something in a later 
point in time can, in his terms, create significant transformations: “But in fact 
that temporal distance that transformed the Greeks into ancient Greeks had an 
immense transformational significance: it was filled with increasing discoveries 
of new semantic values in antiquity, values of which the Greeks were in fact 
unaware, although they themselves created them.” Subsequently, as several 
others have also noted (Lotman, 1990; Yoneyama, 1997), by redefining it 
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becomes possible and legitimate for a text to generate meanings that were not 
part of the initial intentions of a writer, because of future circumstances not 
anticipated. 
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Chapter 6 
 
Reconsidering Group Cognition: From Conceptual Confusion 
to a Boundary Area between Cognitive and Socio-cultural 
Perspectives?* 
 
 
 
Abstract 
Various strands of research in educational and organizational psychology focus 
on structures of collectively created meaning that emerge in and coordinate 
activities of groups. Despite expanding, this field still lacks a lack of conceptual 
clarity, enhanced by the multitude of terms used, such as common ground, 
shared understanding, collective mind, team mental models, and distributed 
cognition.  

We conducted a review of the conceptual frameworks being used in 
empirical studies. To understand the premises of the conceptualizations, we 
connected these conceptualizations to either cognitive or socio-cultural 
perspectives on the social nature of cognition. Some studies are identified as 
representing initial ways of boundary crossing between these perspectives. To 
conclude, suggestions are made to foster more conceptual clarity and cross-
fertilization in future research, inviting researchers to question their theoretical 
assumptions and encourage them to choose according concepts and 
methodologies. 

                                                 
* Akkerman, S.Ω, Van den Bossche, P.Ω, Admiraal, W., Gijselaers, W., Segers, 
M., Simons, R. J., & Kirschner, P. (2005). Reconsidering group cognition: From 
conceptual confusion to a boundary area between cognitive and socio-cultural perspectives? 
Manuscript submitted for publication. 
Ω Both authors must be considered first authors. 
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Introduction 
There is a growing attention for collaboration between people. Group work has 
become a cornerstone of organizational life and it is increasingly being 
capitalized on in schools. Organizations rely on teams to deal with the 
increasingly high-demands of the environment. This is most obvious in the 
multi-disciplinary/-functional teams that are brought into action to deal with 
complex problems (Derry, DuRussel, & O’Donnel, 1998; Hall, Stevens, & 
Torralba, 2002). Schools turn to the idea of “learning by collaborating” because 
it is assumed that these learning environments will lead to deeper elaboration 
and conceptual advancement through the collaborative work on interesting 
problems (Barron, 2000). 

Fundamentally, both the working teams in organizations as the learning 
groups in schools are confronted with the same issues; “they are faced with 
challenges of establishing common frames of reference, resolving discrepancies 
in understanding, negotiating issues of individual and collective action, and 
coming to joint understanding” (Barron, 2000, pp. 403-404). Collaboration is 
hereby a process of building and maintaining a shared conception of a problem 
(Dillenbourg, Traum, & Schneider, 1996; Rosschelle, 1992). 

Therefore, both in organizational and educational literature there is an 
identification of the need to study group learning as truly collaborative (Crook, 
1998). Researchers became convinced that an individual approach will not fully 
grasp the phenomenon of group-work and group-learning (Thompson & Fine, 
1999). Several cognitive constructs, such as mental models, which have 
traditionally been considered at the individual-level of analysis, now become 
recognized as group-level phenomena (Klimoski & Mohammed, 1994). In 
trying to grasp and understand this collaborative effort, new research interests 
focus on the ways groups are creating meaning and are acting upon collectively 
developed cognition (Thompson, 1998). 

The growing interest in this group cognition can be recognized by a 
multitude of terms that can be found in the literature, such as common ground, 
team mental models, shared understanding, distributed cognition and collective 
mind. These terms all do refer in some way to structures of collective meaning 
that emerge in and coordinate the activities of a group. The idea of group 
cognition is proposed as a central issue in understanding (effective) group 
work. Group cognition is argued to provide a basis for the coordination of 
individual actions as well as for future communication and activity of the group 
(Clark & Brennan, 1991; Hutchins, 1995). In the learning sciences it is pointed 



 Reconsidering Group Cognition   109 

out that the development of group cognition is related to the learning potential 
of groups (Roschelle, 1992; Webb & Palincsar, 1996). It is a process of 
negotiating and interrelating diverse views of group members. This process 
enables group members to learn from others’ preferences and viewpoints by 
facing different viewpoints and by accepting the existence of them as legitimate 
(Engeström, Engeström, & Kärkkäinen, 1995). Moreover, this process is 
argued to lead to rich argumentations and creative problem solutions (Homan, 
2001; Matusov, 1996), as well as the members experiencing ownership of the 
activity and of group products (Fiol, 1994; Mohammed & Ringseis, 2001).  The 
recognition of these merits made it a worthwhile endeavor for many 
researchers to study the processes in and through which group cognition is 
actually developing, potentially leading to new ways of improving group 
practice and group learning (Cannon-Bowers & Salas, 2001b). 

Although the research on group cognition attracts a great deal of interest 
and is considered to be valuable, it is confronted with some difficulties 
(Cannon-Bowers & Salas, 2001b; Cannon-Bowers, Salas, & Converse, 1993; 
Klimoski & Mohammed, 1994; Matusov, 1996). In the past, some articles were 
published which tried to combine the conceptual developments and empirical 
results in fields that are concerned with the idea of group cognition (Cannon-
Bowers, Salas, & Converse, 1993; Klimoski & Mohammed, 1994; Thompson & 
Fine, 1999). These reviews acknowledge the usefulness and potential of the 
construct, and recognize that this is a promising line of research, but at the 
same time they also stress the need for more fundamental theoretical work 
before this potential can be realized. More specifically, they urge for theoretical 
integration: 

(...) we have established that despite the popularity of the concept, many 
authors have been very casual in its application. Most disconcerting, many 
writers do not really define what they mean by a shared or team mental 
model. There is a surprising lack of definitional or conceptual clarity. Also 
problematic, when attempts at definition have been made, different 
authors have defined things in alternative (usually in incomplete) ways. In 
our view, part of the problem is that writers in a particular area often do 
not cite the literature in other areas that may be referring to the same 
concept of interest (albeit with a different name). To put it another way, 
heretofore there have not been much “cross-fertilization”. Various writers 
seem to be “re-inventing the wheel” (Klimoski & Mohammed, 1994, pp. 
426-427) 
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Cannon-Bowers and Salas (2001b) have tried to describe the issues and 
problems the field is confronted with, and the issues on which conceptual 
clarity is lacking. Primarily, the literature is neither consistent in labeling nor 
defining concepts of group cognition. Therefore it becomes unclear what is 
referred to by group cognition. We already noted that different authors use 
multiple terms to indicate group cognition. There are also substantial 
differences in the meaning of the concept. This can be illustrated by comparing 
the following three studies. Carley (1997) examined the “team mental model” 
by looking at the similarity of declarative and procedural knowledge about the 
task. A different study is that of Levesque, Wilson and Wholey (2001), who 
examined under the label “shared mental model” the similarity of cognition 
about the team processes and expertise in the team. Yet another study of Yoo 
and Kanawarranachai (2001) focused on the ‘collective mind’ of groups, hereby 
referring to the social cognitive system in which individuals heedfully interrelate 
their actions. Besides the use of different terms and meanings, sometimes the 
same terms are used with different meanings. For example, Matusov (1996) 
argues that traditionally “intersubjectivity” is studied with a focus on processes 
of unification of the participants’ subjectivities, while he pleads for a focus on 
how participants coordinate their contributions in the joint activity. A different 
definition of intersubjectivity lies behind these various approaches. 

Cannon-Bowers and Salas (2001b) warn that clear statements of what 
group cognition is and how it operates become impossible as long as there is 
conceptual confusion. One of the problems emerging from this is the usage of 
very distinct measurement approaches in different studies. For example, 
whereas Levesque et al. (2001) and Carley (1997) measure mental models of 
individuals and try to compute some kind of similarity as indicator for group 
cognition, Yoo and Kanawarranachai (2001) ask the team to evaluate the 
interrelations of the actions in the team as a whole and use this as an indicator. 

The lack of clarity encountered in this area of research, makes it difficult 
to make use of and build forward on the various empirical studies, since it is 
unclear how the empirical studies relate to each other as they use many 
different concepts as well as different, but often implicit, understandings of 
group cognition. Both the research on group cognition and the practice of 
groups and group learning, or the optimization of this practice, would benefit 
from an awareness of the different conceptualizations being used. This would 
encourage future research to build upon previous results and could deliver 
guidelines for both conceptualizing the object of study and choosing research 
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methodologies. It opens the possibility to compare the evidence gathered, 
potentially leading to more general conclusions, and building a ground for new 
questions and approaches. 

The purpose of this review is to compare conceptualizations of group 
cognition; that is, to assess differences and similarities in how “group 
cognition” is conceptualized in the empirical literature in educational and 
psychological sciences. The various conceptualizations will be framed in order 
to offer researchers a tool to enhance conceptual clarity and as a result to build 
on each others work. This conceptual review is not intended to provide a 
complete and final overview of empirical studies on group cognition nor 
present their specific findings. Rather, the review is meant to cover and 
structure the broad range of conceptualizations. We will present a framework 
on which we will rely to highlight the important dimensions on which these 
conceptualizations differ from each other. This framework draws on two socio-
genetic views, representing two different ideas about the social nature of 
cognition. How one understands the social nature of cognition is fundamental 
for conceptualizing group cognition. We therefore use this framework to map 
the types of conceptualizations of group cognition that are found in the 
empirical literature.  

The plan for this review is as follows. In the next section, we will first 
elaborate on the framework in which we distinguish cognitive and socio-
cultural perspectives. This will be followed by a method-section in which we 
describe how we used this framework to analyze the differences in 
conceptualizations that are present in the empirical literature. Next, we will 
present the results of this analysis. We found that the studies on group 
cognition can be categorized into three types of conceptualizations of group 
cognition. Hence, in the results section these three groups of studies are 
discussed, respectively illustrating understandings of group cognition according 
to cognitive perspectives, socio-cultural perspectives, and those that seem to be 
on the boundary between these perspectives. We will characterize each group 
of studies by showing how the concepts referring to group cognition are being 
treated, both conceptually and operationally. We will end up by arguing how 
these different types of conceptualizations complement each other, and we will 
also consider how to reach more conceptual clarity and cross-fertilization in 
future research.  
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Two socio-genetic views: Cognitive and socio-cultural perspectives 
To address the question of how to frame the diversity of conceptualizations of 
group cognition, this article draws on two socio-genetic views, underlying 
cognitive versus socio-cultural perspectives, which are distinguished by Valsiner 
and Van der Veer (2000). In doing so, it also questions the value and the 
possibilities of an initial reconciliation between these perspectives. The reason 
for turning to socio-genetic views is that they entail basic ideas about the social 
nature of cognition. The socio-genetic views raise fundamental questions for 
conceptualizing group cognition. Therefore we will elaborate on these views, 
resulting in a framework that helps to grasp the differences in 
conceptualizations of group cognition. Although departing from the socio-
genetic views presented by Valsiner and Van der Veer, we will also consider the 
literature on this issue in general educational and psychological theorizing, 
specifically on the controversy between the socio-genetic views. 

In educational and psychological theorizing an individualistic approach 
towards the human mind was, and perhaps still is, dominant. This approach has 
been questioned for its lack of providing a meaningful account of social 
interactions (Thompson, 1998). At present, most social scientists seem to 
acknowledge that human psychological functions stand in close relationship 
with the social environment in which they are situated (Valsiner & Van der 
Veer, 2000). As such, individual learning and development is studied as 
involving social aspects (Salomon & Perkins, 1998). Through acknowledging 
the importance of the social practices in which the individual is engaged, the 
dispute is no longer about the appropriateness of the individual versus the 
social collective as unit of analysis (Cobb & Bowers, 1999). Rather, there is 
confusion about how the actual relation between the person and the social 
should be conceptualized. Valsiner and Van der Veer distinguished two socio-
genetic views that theorize this relation differently. They state “there is the 
axiomatic preference for fusion (of person and the social environment) or 
inclusive separation (i.e., the person is viewed as distinguished from the 
environment, yet interdependent with it) bases for socio-genetic models” (p. 6). 
Whereas the former socio-genetic view perceives the person and the social 
environment as one whole and relies on terms like participation and adaptation, 
the latter socio-genetic view perceives the person and the social environment as 
separate units that are related to each other and uses terms such as 
internalization and externalization. Sfard (1998) notes a similar distinction of 
perspectives when she describes two different learning metaphors. The first, 
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more traditional metaphor being used is the acquisition metaphor, wherein 
learning is seen as acquiring knowledge. The subject of learning is the individual 
who acquires knowledge about the world surrounding him/her. A learning 
theory that is based on this metaphor is cognitivism. The second metaphor is 
the participation metaphor, wherein learning is seen as a process of becoming 
participant in a community. The learner is then also seen as a participant, and 
knowledge is rather an aspect of discourse and activity. Knowledge is preferably 
referred to as “knowing”. This metaphor is said to be related to socio-cultural 
views of learning. Additionally, Salomon and Perkins (1998) noted that the 
different ways of understanding social contributions to learning are the result 
from different ideas about where information processes lie (within the 
individual mind versus within social interaction) and about what entity these 
processes serve (the individual or a social entity). It is the first dimension, 
where information processes lie, that distinguishes the two socio-genetic views. 
Combining these distinctions, the one view on socio-genesis is the “inclusive 
separation” view, which is related to the “acquisition metaphor” and connected 
to “learning within the mind”. The other view on socio-genesis is the “fusion” 
view, which is related to the “participation metaphor” and connected to 
“learning within social interaction”. 

These two socio-genetic views also lay behind a previous discussion 
between researchers from the cognitive perspective and those from the situated 
perspectives as found in psychological theories (Anderson, Reder, & Simon, 
1996, 1997; Cobb & Bowers, 1999; Greeno, 1997). Also, several attempts have 
been made to create initial bridges between the two perspectives (Billet, 1996; 
Gauvain, 2004, Glick, 2004; Greeno, 1998; Saxe & Simonde, 2004). In order to 
arrive at a framework for our review, we have scrutinized how these authors 
characterized and positioned the socio-genetic views, and determined what 
distinctive conceptual dimensions are associated with them. The results are 
summarized in Table 1. 

In this article, we have chosen to use the general term “cognitive 
perspectives” which is associated to the inclusive separation view of socio-
genesis and in a general sense the term “socio-cultural perspectives” to refer to 
the fusion view of socio-genesis. 
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Table 1 
Socio-genetic views: Cognitive and socio-cultural perspectives 

Distinctive 
conceptual 
dimensions 

COGNITIVE 
PERSPECTIVES 
“Inclusive separation” socio-
genesis (Valsiner & Van der 
Veer, 2000) 

SOCIO-CULTURAL 
PERSPECTIVES 
“Fusion” socio-genesis  (Valsiner 
& Van der Veer, 2000) 

The individual Individual as autonomous; 
promotes individuality 

Individual as participant; absorbs 
the individual in social practices 

The social world Contexts of performance  Evolving systems of socially 
organized discourse and activity  

Individual-social Individual actions can be 
independent of social 
structures or interactions 

All individual activity involves 
socially organized activity 

Cognition Individually constructed 
structures in memory 
consisting of conceptual and 
procedural knowledge  

Dispositions to agree with certain 
propositions being culturally 
shaped and patterned by social and 
cultural circumstances 

Learner (Re-)constructor Peripheral participant, apprentice 
Learning 
 

Entails gaining possession 
over some commodity 

Entails contribution to an 
individual’s identity as valuable 
participant in social practices 

Knowledge  
 

is considered a structure in 
the person’s mind, and as 
such a property, possession, 
or commodity of the 
individual 

is considered as knowing, and as 
such an aspect of discourse and 
activity 

Key terms knowledge, concepts, 
notions, meaning, sense, 
schema, representation, 
reception, acquisition, 
construction, internalisation, 
transmission 

knowing, practice, activity, 
discourse, communication, social 
mediation, participation, belonging, 
situatedness, contextuality, cultural 
embeddedness 

 
As pointed out in Table 1, an essential difference between the two socio-
genetic views is encapsulated in the understanding of the individual. In the one 
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view, underlying cognitive perspectives, the individual is seen as an autonomous 
agent, an active person who constructs personal understanding of the world 
surrounding him or her. This understanding is reflected in a mental network of 
internal constructs of meaning stored in memory. The social world surrounding 
the individual is seen as a set of social contexts in which the person acts. These 
contexts are considered important and although complex, they can be analyzed 
through its components. The individual moves through these contexts, 
responds to them and is affected by them. These notions indicate that the social 
is certainly not denied by these perspectives, but that the social is understood 
through its residence in the mind of the individual. 

In the fusion view of socio-genesis, underlying the socio-cultural 
perspectives, the individual is seen as a participant in social practices, in which 
he/she is interacting with others and with material and representational 
systems. Participating in social and cultural practices contributes to the 
construction of the participants’ dispositions to agree with certain propositions 
or routine practices, and as such to his or her identity. The socio-cultural 
perspectives do not deny the existence of an individuals’ mind, nor its agency, 
but they understand this mind as situated in the participation processes in 
systems of socially organized activity that are themselves evolving. 

Research on group cognition can be identified that seems to be starting 
from either a cognitive or a socio-cultural perspective. However, although 
representing two fundamentally different socio-genetic views, this is rarely 
made explicit. As these socio-genetic views both convey a specific 
understanding of the social nature of cognition, they both can be considered 
relevant for conceptualizing group cognition. To understand the concept of 
group cognition, one has to deal with what is meant by cognition as well as what 
is meant by cognition at a group-level. This entails defining cognition (where does 
it reside?) and defining cognition in terms of individual and social dimensions 
(how are they related?). For that reason, we will use the framework presented in 
Table 1 to outline the important dimensions on which the conceptualizations 
of group cognition in empirical studies differ. Hereby, we reach beyond the 
definition given by authors and try to disclose their premises regarding socio-
genetic views. 
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Method 
Literature search 
The goal of the literature search was to gather a representative sample of the 
multiplicity of conceptualizations of group cognition.  Hereto, the search was 
based on a variety of terms that refer to group cognition. Based on our first 
readings of studies, we composed a list of synonyms, looking initially at all 
combinations of: 
• Words implying cognition: capital, cognition, frame of reference, 

framework, ground, intersubjectivity, meaning, mental model, mind, 
perspective, position, representation, thinking, understanding, view, vision, 
voice; 

• Words referring to the aspect of group: collective, common, distributed, 
group, joint, mutual, shared, social, team. 

In the search, these terms were always combined with the search terms “group” 
or “team”*. Two major computerized databases were screened: The 
Educational Resources Information Centre (ERIC) catalogue and PsycLIT. 
These databases give access to materials from the educational and psychological 
sciences, but also from related disciplines such as organizational behavior, 
medicine, social work, law and criminology.  

A first selection of the studies was based on the abstracts; in a next step 
also the complete articles were screened. Those studies were selected which had 
group cognition as a central object of study (we were not interested in studies 
that only marginally touched upon the idea) and they had to study this idea at 
the group level (some studies consider this idea at for example organizational 
level). Furthermore, we were primarily interested in empirical studies on group 
cognition. The reason for focusing on empirical studies was that we wanted to 
reach an in-depth understanding of how the author conceptualized the idea of 
group cognition. Therefore, we did not only focus on the explicit meaning 
attributed to the concept of group cognition by the author as shown in the 
theoretical background and definitions of the concept, but also on the meaning-
as-used by the author. The latter is best shown in the research methodology 
being used to measure the concept in the empirical part of the studies. 

                                                 
* Some combinations already included the term group or team, for example 
‘group cognition’ or ‘team mental models’. In the other combinations it was 
necessary to limit the search to those studies that were looking at group level. 
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Although non-empirical work was taken into account for the development of 
the theoretical framework, this work was not included in the analysis. This 
resulted in 22 studies. 

 
Analyzing the literature 
Using conceptual literature as a guide (e.g., Cannon-Bowers & Salas, 2001b; 
Klimoski & Mohammed, 1994) we summarized the studies we selected based 
on a range of characteristics (study aim, theoretical assumptions, concept used 
for and definition of group cognition, study design, group characteristics, task 
of the group, time, method of analysis, measurement of group cognition, 
antecedents and consequences of group cognition and the subsequent analysis, 
conclusions of the study). This resulted in a table of review used as a tool for 
further analysis. 

Our analysis aimed to question in what respects these conceptualizations 
differ, using the socio-genetic views as framework. First, we categorized the 
studies as representing a cognitive or a socio-cultural view on group cognition. 
This categorization was as a result of the conceptual dimensions in Table 1, and 
determined holistically whether the theoretical framework of the study 
represented more the cognitive or the socio-cultural perspectives. This resulted 
in 11 studies representing a cognitive perspective, 5 studies representing a 
socio-cultural perspective, and 4 studies having characteristics of both socio-
genetic perspectives. These latter studies were classified as “boundary crossing 
studies”. Two studies were found that neither related to the cognitive nor to the 
socio-cultural perspectives (Hare & O’Neill, 2000; Mulder, Swaak, & Kessels, 
2002). The two studies defined the construct of group cognition in a general 
way and therefore added minor insight in the conceptualizations in the study. 
In the theoretical introductions we found no more implicit understandings of 
the concept than is expressed by these definitions. Subsequently, in their 
analysis they used the method of self assessment, asking group members for 
their perceptions of the development of group cognition in the group in which 
they participated. They did not analyze group cognition itself. Because the 
conceptualizations could be derived from these studies, they were excluded 
from further analysis. 

After categorizing the studies, we analyzed them and focused on the socio-
genetic issues “where cognition resides” (how is cognition conceptualized), and 
“how the individual and the social relate” (how is cognition conceptualized at 
group-level). We will discuss how the different studies in the discerned groups of 
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cognitive perspectives, socio-cultural perspectives and boundary crossing 
studies dealt with these two questions. In addition to this categorized 
description, the appendix provides a short overview of each individual study 
(i.e. the conceptualization and analysis of the group cognition-construct). 

 
 

Overview of the empirical studies on group cognition 
Cognition 
First, we explicitly looked at the diverse interpretations of cognition, referring not 
only to the kind of asset or quality that group cognition entails, but 
simultaneously where this particular asset or quality is considered to be 
localized. Second, we describe how the groups of studies analyzed cognition. We 
will respectively discuss studies reflecting cognitive perspectives, socio-cultural 
perspectives and those that reflect both perspectives (the boundary crossing 
studies). 
 
Cognitive perspectives 
As for the conceptualization of cognition, the studies connected to the 
cognitive perspectives refer to the knowledge of the individual team members. 
More specifically, these studies rely mostly on the construct of mental models 
(Klimoski & Mohammed, 1994). This construct assumes that individual people 
organize knowledge into structured, meaningful patterns and store them in 
their memory (Johnson-Laird, 1983; Rouse & Morris, 1986). Some of the 
authors (Druskat & Pescosolido, 2002; Edelson, 2000; Levesque et al., 2001; 
Mathieu, Heffner, Goodwin, Salas, & Cannon-Bowers, 2000; Peterson, 
Mitchell, Thompson, & Burr, 2000) point out how these mental model 
function, hereby showing the crucial importance of this construct for 
understanding (team) performance. Reference is often made to the definition 
offered by Rouse and Morris (1986): “mechanisms whereby humans generate 
descriptions of system purpose and form, explanations of system functioning 
and observed system states, and predictions of future system states” (p. 360). 
Mental models enable team members to form accurate explanations of and 
expectations for their environment (Levesque et al., 2001), and in turn allow 
them to coordinate their actions and adapt their behavior to demands of the 
environment (Cannon-Bowers, Salas, & Converse, 1993). 

There are several types of mental models, containing different kinds of 
content. Each of these different types of models is considered to be relevant 
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for the functioning of teams (Cannon-Bowers et al., 1993; Klimoski & 
Mohammed, 1994; Mathieu et al., 2000; Rentsch & Hall, 1994). The most 
elaborated categorization of the types of mental models and their knowledge 
content is proposed by Cannon-Bowers et al. (1993). They discern four types of 
mental models that can be shared in teams: 
• Task model (e.g., group cognition regarding task strategies, environmental 

constraints); 
• Team interaction model (e.g., group cognition regarding interactions 

patterns, roles/responsibilities); 
• Team model (e.g., group cognition in terms of awareness of team-mates’ 

knowledge, skills); 
• Equipment model (e.g., group cognition regarding a shared idea about 

equipment functioning, operating procedures). 
As indicated in Table 2, the studies reviewed primarily focus on task and/or 
team interaction as the type of mental model. Only Levesque et al. (2001) did 
also study the mental models of team members about each other’s expertise 
(team model). None of the studies considered the equipment model. 

The analysis of the studies from a methodological perspective indicates 
that two different aspects of the mental models as a knowledge structure are 
considered: (1) the content aspect or the possession of certain knowledge, and 
(2) the structural aspects or the specific way the knowledge base is structured. 
Therefore, in trying to understand the individual mental model, the literature 
(e.g. Langan-Fox, Code, & Langfield-Smith, 2000; Mohammed & Dumville, 
2001) claims that two issues need to be taken into consideration. One is 
elicitation; a procedure used to ascertain the content of the mental model. The 
other issue is representation; a procedure used to determine the relation 
between the content elements or the structure of the mental model. 

A part of the analyzed studies (see Table 2) elicit the mental model content 
using Likert-scale questionnaires (Edelson, 2000; Ensley & Pearce, 2001; 
Levesque et al., 2001; Mohammed & Ringseis, 2001; Peterson et al., 2000; ). 
Hereby, these studies did not look at the representation or structure of the 
mental models. The other studies look at both elicitation as well as 
representation of the mental models, using three different kinds of techniques. 
One technique being used is relatedness ratings (Marks, Burke, Sabella, & 
Zaccaro, 2002; Mathieu et al., 2000; Langan-Fox, Wirth, Code, Langfield-Smith, 
& Wirth, 2001; Stout, Cannon-Bowers, Salas, & Milanovich, 1999). In this 
technique individual team members are asked to judge the relatedness of 
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concepts provided by the researcher. This information is then used by most 
authors (except for Langan-Fox et al., 2001) as input for the analysis, using 
programs as Pathfinder and UCINET. This allows for generating each group 
member’s mental model. Concepts that are highly related to one another are 
more closely linked within the structure (Kraiger, Salas, & Cannon-Bowers, 
1993). A second technique used is concept mapping (Marks et al., 2002), in 
which participants are asked to choose from a range of concepts and place 
them in a pre-specified hierarchical structure. A third technique, used in one of 
the studies (Carley, 1997), is that of using idiosyncratic information of the team 
members. In this particular study the participants responded essay questions. 
The resultant texts are supposed to contain a portion of the author’s mental 
model at the time the text was created (Kaufer & Carley, 1993). An automated 
approach of the cognitive mapping technique was used to extract the concepts 
and the relations between these concepts out of these texts. This resulted in a 
map, a network of concepts that was considered as an elicitation and 
representation of the individual’s mental models (Carley, 1997). The difficulty 
of the first two techniques is that the concepts relevant to the team or task are 
specified in advance by the researcher (based on other sources such as task 
analysis, experts, existing scales, etc.), which may not match the participants’ 
knowledge structures (Mohammed, Klimoski, & Rentsch, 2000). This drawback 
can be countered by the third technique of capturing the idiosyncratic content 
of an individual’s knowledge structure. However, in this latter technique it can 
be difficult to compare different individual mental models (Mohammed et al., 
2000). 

Unlike the other studies, O’Neill, Johnson and Johnson (1999) did not rely 
on a direct measurement of the “internal private model”, but state that “the 
evidence that is available (…) on which that inference may be based is the 
verbal and nonverbal communications that [is presented] through their 
interaction” (p. 69). This shows how they infer the mental model of the 
individuals based on the verbal and non-verbal communications. 
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Table 2 
Characteristics of the Studies in Cognitive Perspectives 

Studies in cognitive 
perspectives 

Interpretations of 
cognition:  
(type of model:) 

Analyzing cognition by:  
(measurement techniques of 
the individual mental 
models:) 

Mathieu et al. (2000) Task model 
Team interaction model 

Relatedness ratings 
(elicitation + representation) 

Peterson et al. (2000) Task model 
Team interaction model 

Likert-scale questionnaires 
(elicitation) 

Ensley & Pearce (2001) Task model Likert-scale questionnaires 
(elicitation) 

Carley (1997)  Task model Idiosyncratic information 
(elicitation + representation) 

Marks et al. (2002) Task model Relatedness ratings, Concept 
mapping (elicitation + 
representation) 

Stout et al. (1999) Task model Relatedness ratings 
(elicitation + representation) 

Mohammed & Ringseis 
(2001) 

Team interaction model Likert-scale questionnaires 
(elicitation) 

Levesque et al. (2001) Team interaction model 
Team model 

Likert-scale questionnaires 
(elicitation) 

Langan-Fox et al. (2001) Team interaction model Relatedness ratings 
(elicitation + representation) 

O’Neill et al.(1999) Task model Group discourse and activity 
Edelson (2000) Team interaction model Likert-scale questionnaires 

(elicitation) 

 
Social-cultural perspectives 
As for the conceptualization of mind, the studies related to the socio-cultural 
perspective refer to contributions in the activity, focusing on the actions that 
the group participants undertake during the group work (see Table 3). All five 
studies related to the socio-cultural perspective were concerned with the 
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question how the group participants acted on, and thereby defined the specific 
domain or object of activity. In other words, this domain is what motivates the 
people to work together, and through working together they define concretely 
this particular domain. The process of defining the domain or object of the 
work can be regarded as a continuous process of creating, what in cognitive 
perspectives would be called “task models”. In these studies, defining the 
object of activity, or creating a task model, is considered to be important for the 
purpose of understanding a certain problem or question, coordinating actions, 
and ultimately achieving the goal of the activity. For example, Granados (2000) 
studied the group understanding of the design space or conceptual structure 
that is build by a group of students, by analyzing the commands in performing 
the task and the kinds of marks (clarifying statements and questions) that are 
made within the group. De Haan (2001) was concerned not only with how pairs 
defined the object of activity (the task model), but also with the so-called “team 
interaction model” that the pairs were using, by looking at the way teacher-
pupil and parent-child pairs divided roles and responsibilities in solving a 
particular task. In these five studies, “mind” is closely related to how one 
participates in or contributes to the immediate joint activity (Matusov, 1996), in 
this case the specific task at hand. Additionally, the studies were concerned with 
cultural dimensions of cognition. Some studies (Auer-Rizzi & Berry, 2000; De 
Haan, 2001; Hall, Stevens, & Torralba, 2002) addressed how participants 
coming from similar national cultures, disciplines or professions, use also 
similar ways of talking and express their own way of understanding the 
situation at hand. But this cultural dimension of cognition is also salient in how 
these studies do look at joint activity itself, since they focus on how the specific 
ways of talking and understanding of the diverse participants contribute to the 
development of a group culture. 

In line with conceptualizing ‘cognition’ as situated in the activity of the 
group, the five studies focus their analysis on group discourse and activity (see 
Table 3). Four studies (Auer-Rizzi & Berry, 2000; De Haan, 2001; Hall et al., 
2002; Granados, 2000) focused not only on the content of what is being 
discussed in groups (about the object), but also on the way the group interacts. 
For example, De Haan conducted first a qualitative analysis of the 
organizational structure of the interactions and of the role divisions that were 
set up, using a checklist of open questions. Secondly, she studied the specific 
pattern of participation structures and control strategies by a task analysis of 
subtasks scoring video’s of the activity on: who is taking the initiative, to whom 
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is it directed, who performs, and what is the involvement of the non-
performing partner. These four studies all argued that the framing of 
expressions also indicates how one understands the task or object. Only Fiol 
(1994) did not directly analyze the group discourse, but followed the two year 
collaboration process of a new-venture team by analyzing the written reports 
made by the team. In several studies coding techniques were used with codes 
based on either theory (Fiol, 1994) or preliminary analysis (Granados, 2000; De 
Haan, 2001). In analyzing the discourse and activity of the group, the studies 
were not focused on determining the individual cognitions of each group 
member. Rather, they focused on group cognition, as implied by the whole of 
contributions that the group participants made during the interactions and 
actions. 

 
Table 3 
Characteristics of the Studies in Socio-cultural Perspective 

Studies in socio-cultural 
perspectives 

Interpretations of 
cognition: 

Analyzing cognition by: 

Auer-Rizzi & Berry (2000) Defining the object of 
activity (=task model) 

Qualitative analysis of group 
discourse and activity 

Granados (2000) Defining the object of 
activity 

Qualitative analysis of group 
discourse and activity 

Fiol (1994) Defining the object of 
activity 

Qualitative analysis of 
group’s reports 

Hall, Stevens, & Torralba  
(2002) 

Defining the object of 
activity 

Qualitative analysis of group 
discourse and activity 

De Haan (2001) Defining the object of 
activity  
Defining the roles and 
responsibilities (=team 
interaction model) 

Qualitative analysis of group 
discourse and activity 

 
Boundary crossing 
We found three studies (Derry et al., 1998; Banks & Millward, 2000; Yoo & 
Kanawattanachai, 2001) that we consider to be boundary crossing literature, 
because they were able to pursue a mixed discourse of both cognitive as well as 
socio-cultural perspectives on mind throughout the whole study (see Table 4). 
These three studies focus both on a stable cognitive map (or memory structure 
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representing information and form), and on dynamic, situated cognitions 
representing coordination of information and actions. Derry et al. distinguished 
the individual long-term memories and the thoughts shared by the individuals 
during the group work. Similarly, Banks and Millward (2000) made a distinction 
between on the one hand a mental model form, representing a map of elements 
and their relations and on the other hand mental model states, representing the 
dynamic configuration of the aspects of the model that can be changed when 
running the model. Yoo and Kanawattanachai (2001) distinguished transactive 
memory, referring to information that is encoded, stored, and retrieved from 
the memory of the individual members and the individual minds at work during 
group activity. These three studies were all concerned with the ideas and 
information in the teams relevant for conducting the task, or task models, and 
how these were created in the teams. 

The three studies used different methodologies (see Table 4). Derry et al. 
(1998) used discourse analysis of the interactions, to determine if the list of 
ideas resulting from the meeting represented cognitions that have been more or 
less processed by group discussions. Banks and Millward (2000) coded all the 
communication used and the actions taken with respect to mental model forms 
and mental model states. For example, one of the categories used is “offers”; 
these kinds of communications provide information about the model form. 
Yoo and Kanawattanachai (2001) used self-assessment, asking the group 
participants to fill in a questionnaire with items referring to the amount of 
transactive memory and of collective mind. This questionnaire asked for the 
perception of behavioral attributes of the team. Based on these, inference is 
made regarding the cognitive constructs of transactive memory and collective 
mind. 
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Table 4 
Characteristics of the studies that cross the boundary between the perspectives 

Boundary crossing studies Interpretations of 
cognition:  
(type of model) 

Analyzing cognition by: 
 

Derry et al. (1998)  Task model Qualitative analysis of group 
discourse and activity 

Banks & Millward (2000) Task model Qualitative analysis of group 
discourse and activity 

Yoo & Kanawattanachai 
(2001) 

Task model Self-assessment through 
questionnaire 

 
The fourth study of Rutkowski and Smits (2001) that was initially classified 

as boundary crossing seemingly connected to both perspectives, and mixed the 
two socio-genetic views in discussing group cognition. However, close 
examination of the study revealed that it did not enlighten the issue of 
boundary crossing. Rutkowski and Smits claim to look at two schools of 
thought, constructivist and constructionist schools, similar to what we have 
termed respectively the cognitive and socio-cultural perspectives. But, because 
of the separate “treatment” of the two theoretical schools, we do not regard 
this study as a boundary crossing study, even though they explicitly mention 
and discuss the two schools of thought related to the concept of shared 
meaning. 

 
‘Group’ cognition  
We have described how the studies considered cognition, that is, how they 
defined and analyzed it. We will now turn to the conceptualizations of 
cognition at the group-level in these three groups of studies (studies reflecting 
cognitive perspectives, socio-cultural perspectives and studies that reflect both). 
We first elaborate on the diverse interpretations of the meaning of cognition at 
group-level in the studies. Second, we describe how the groups of studies 
measured cognition at group-level. Therefore, according to Mohammed, 
Klimoski, and Rentsch (2000), we distinguish between two ways for measuring 
group-level cognitive structures. Individual measures can be aggregated to 
create higher level measures (aggregated measurement), or the collectivity can 
speak for itself (global measurement) (Axelrod, 1976; Schneider & Angelmar, 
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1993). Third, we describe how the groups of studies perceived the role of group 
cognition in relation to group processes and outcomes. 

 
Cognitive perspectives 
Cannon-Bowers and Salas (2001b) provide an overview of interpretations that are 
outlined in the literature pertaining to the cognitive perspective (Cooke, Salas, 
Cannon-Bowers, & Stout, 2000; Mohammed & Dumville, 2001; Cannon-
Bowers et al., 1993) in four categories. The first category refers to “overlap” of 
the individual cognitions: team members have a part of their knowledge base 
that is communal. In the second category, the authors interpret group cognition 
as ‘similar’ or ‘identical’ between the team members: they hold identical 
knowledge. In the third category group cognition is considered as 
‘complementary’: knowledge or team-members does not need to be identical, 
but leads to the same expectations for the task at hand. In the fourth category 
group cognition is conceptualized in terms of ‘distributed’: the knowledge 
necessary for the task is dispersed among the different members of the group. 

As indicated in Table 5, in the first column, all studies conceptualize group 
cognition as a similarity or overlap between individual mental structures. They 
are interested in the communality of the cognitions between team members. 
Cannon-Bowers and Salas (2001a) refer to this group of studies as literature on 
shared cognition and define them as follows: “They all encompass the notion 
that team members hold some knowledge that is similar or overlapping” (p. 
87). The idea of group cognition is conceptualized as a group-level construct, 
but therefore they rely heavily on the individual as entity. To share becomes 
nothing more than a cross-section of those individual entities. And ‘what’ they 
share reflects organized knowledge; individuals store concepts and relations 
between these concepts. Group cognition is defined in terms of similarity in 
these concepts and relations. What underlies this conceptualization is that 
cognition is housed in the mind, as an individual possession. This is also 
reflected in the use of concepts that are derived from cognitive psychology 
conceptualizing individual cognition.  

Most studies use the phrase ‘similarity’ in their definition of group 
cognition. For example Mohammed and Ringseis (2001) define the idea of 
group cognition as similarity among group members regarding how key matters 
are conceptualized. Others rely on other terms like convergence or overlap; for 
example Mathieu et al. (2000) define shared mental models as the convergence 
of individual mental models. Nevertheless, the methodology in all studies 
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shows a focus on similarity, with the underlying hypothesis that the more 
similarity in the identified knowledge structures of the individuals, the better 
the team functions. Also Mathieu et al. compute a correlation between matrices 
of individual ratings and relate this to better team processes and performance. 

Following this line, almost all studies rely on aggregated data to represent 
this group-level construct (see Table 5). This aggregation is measured by 
calculating either the variance or the similarity of individual measures 
(comparing individual questionnaire answers or individuals’ cognitive maps). 
For example, some calculated the average of pair wise comparisons between 
members (Peterson et al., 2000; Edelson, 2000). Carley (1997) relied on the 
individual idiosyncratic cognitive maps to determine the team mental model. 
Hereby, a thesaurus is used to decide if the content of individual mental models 
is similar or not. Only the study of O’Neill et al. (1999) does not make use of 
data aggregation. They use, what Mohammed et al. (2000) call, a global 
measurement technique; the researcher does not integrate the cognitive 
structures, but instead the group cognition is elicited from a key informant, 
observing group interaction or examining group products. O’Neill et al. used 
representations of the group members, video records of participants, and 
insights gained from the author’s involvement as a participant-observer and 
from interviews and conversations. 

Although all studies show a similar conceptualization of group cognition 
in terms of what is meant by “shared”, they use different hypotheses about the 
role of group cognition in relation to group processes and outcomes (see Table 5). First, one 
can look at group cognition as input for teams to start working (input), as 
mediating for team performance (process), or as result in itself (output). Most 
of the studies study the role of group cognition as a result of team processes. 
The studies of Langan-Fox et al. (2001), Levesque et al. (2001) and O’Neill et 
al. (1999) are focused on the development of group cognition as a result in 
itself (output). Langan-Fox et al. (2001) and Levesque et al. argue that the 
development of group cognition is important because it supports a group to 
work, as it enables individuals to adapt their behavior to the task and other 
team members. A range of other studies also picture group cognition as a result 
of group processes, but in addition study whether group cognition is related to 
a) the successfulness of the group (Carley, 1997; Edelson, 2000; Peterson et al., 
2000), b) the perception of implementation success (Mohammed & Ringseis, 
2001), or c) the performance of the firm (Ensley & Pearce, 2001) (process). For 
example, Ensley and Pearce study, among several other relations, whether the 



 128   Chapter 6 

extent to which mental models on strategy are shared between teams, is related 
to the success of the firm in terms of sales growth. 

In contrast to these studies, three studies (Marks et. al., 2002; Mathieu et 
al., 2000; Stout et al., 1999) examined the influence of group cognition on 
subsequent group processes (input). Hereby they depicted the role of group 
cognition as an input variable. Stout et al. and Mathieu et al. delivered training 
to their participants, by way of establishing group cognition as a starting 
condition for the real teamwork. Marks et al. did not use a training period in 
their design, but allowed a planning period in a kind of pre-performance period. 
In these three studies, group cognition is treated as an input variable for further 
group-work. 

 
Table 5  
Characteristics of the studies in cognitive perspectives 

Studies in 
cognitive 
perspectives 

Interpretations of 
cognition at group-
level:  
-Similarity  
-Overlap  
-Complementary 
-Distributed 

Measurement of 
cognition at group-
level: 
-Aggregation 
measurement 
-Global 
measurement 

Role of group 
cognition in 
relation to group 
processes and 
outcomes: 
-input 
-process 
-output 

Mathieu et al. 
(2000)  

Similarity Aggregation 
measurement 

Input 

Peterson et al. 
(2000) 

Similarity Aggregation 
measurement 

Process 

Ensley & Pearce 
(2001) 

Similarity Aggregation 
measurement 

Process 

Carley (1997)  Similarity Aggregation 
measurement 

Process 

Marks et al. (2002) Similarity Aggregation 
measurement 

Input  

Stout et al. (1999). Similarity Aggregation 
measurement 

Input 

Mohammed & 
Ringseis (2001) 

Similarity Aggregation 
measurement 

Process 



 Reconsidering Group Cognition   129 

Levesque et al. 
(2001) 

Similarity Aggregation 
measurement 

Output 

Langan-Fox et al. 
(2001) 

Similarity Aggregation 
measurement 

Output 

O'Neill et al. 
(1999) 

Similarity Global 
measurement 

Output 

Edelson (2000) Similarity Aggregation 
measurement 

Process 

 
Socio-cultural perspectives 
As indicated before, the studies in the socio-cultural perspectives defined 
cognition in terms of contributions to joint activity. Furthermore, these studies 
consider group cognition as constituted by the way in which those contributions 
have a central orientation towards defining the object of activity. If a group 
shows a particular pattern in defining the task at hand, then that pattern is 
indicative for the group cognition. The studies of the cognitive perspectives 
showed diverse interpretations of group cognition. Unlike the cognitive 
perspectives, the socio-cultural perspectives do not interpret cognition at the 
group-level in terms of similarity, overlap, complementarity, or distribution. All 
these four interpretations imply some sort of comparison between separate 
individual minds. The socio-cultural perspective rather perceives group 
cognition as something constituted by the group as an entity in itself. As such, 
cognition resides in the active mind, as a phenomenon situated in the group 
interaction. The concept group cognition is then defined as a process of 
coordination of participants’ contributions in joint activity (Matusov, 1996). 
Despite different contexts, the studies all define group cognition as a process 
phenomenon that is situated in group collaboration and that allows for 
coordinated action (see Table 6). Similar to this focus on coordinated action is 
the concept of collective mind as described by Weick and Roberts (1993). They 
described and illustrated collective mind in organizations as a pattern of heedful 
interrelations of actions in a social system. In such a pattern, actions are 
conscientiously, critically and carefully (i.e., heedful) constructed. Moreover, 
when actions are constructed, the acting subject envisages the social system of 
joint actions, and subordinates his or her actions to this system (interrelate). 
Additionally, Matusov notes how a “participatory notion of intersubjectivity” 
(cfr. socio-cultural perspective on group cognition) moves beyond individual 
intentionality, since the direction of the activity is not foreseen by any of the 
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participants. In these studies, “shared” refers to the degree of coordination that 
is seen in this social action. When contributions in the group have a central 
orientation, it is possible to coordinate the actions, even though the participants 
may have diverse views or even disagreements. For example, Granados (2000) 
talks about how the group, working on a design problem, develops a design 
space, which is an “open and negotiated conceptual structure that contains the 
ongoing collective specifications relevant to the design activity” (p. 505). 
Moreover, using similar modes of thinking is argued to lead to reproductive 
processes, with the danger of group think narrowness, while disruptions 
resulting from different views of participants and socio-cultural subgroups are 
perceived as offering potential for productive, creative processes and group 
development (Homan, 2001; Matusov, 1996). 

The five studies measure group cognition by looking what patterns are 
revealed in their analysis of the group interaction and work (see Table 6). 
Thereby they used “global measurement”. The patterns within the group’s 
interaction and work show how the participants coordinate their actions and 
arrive at a decision or solution to the problem. So far as these studies do look at 
individual cognitions and compare them, these studies always focus on 
cognition as it appears during social interaction. However, the focus is not on a 
set of individual minds, but on the mind that is established by the whole group 
or by socio-cultural subgroups, as directly implied by the patterns in the 
interaction. For example, Hall et al. (2002) analyze how disciplinary groups put 
their difference in understanding and in using objects into coordinated action 
and when these differences lead to conflict.  

Similar to the studies showing cognitive perspectives, these five studies 
also have different understandings of the role of group cognition in relation to group 
processes and outcomes (see Table 6). However, whereas the studies in the cognitive 
perspectives differed in conceptualizing group cognition as either input, process 
of output variable, the model of input-process-output variables does not apply 
to these five studies. The five studies are concerned with group cognition as 
developing within the process, in terms of emerging patterns in the 
conversations and actions. Group cognition is as such always process-like and 
situated within group work. They imply that it is not possible to “measure” it as 
a given state, or as an end state. Although group cognition in socio-cultural 
perspectives is not measurable separate from a certain process of activity, 
studies do differ in referring to group cognition concepts in three sequential 
moments (Matusov, 1996). According to Matusov (1996), group cognition can 
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be perceived as a common ground (a shared background) between the group 
members that is activated in the group collaboration, as common engagement 
(shared activity), or as updated common ground (a shared experience) that is built 
during the collaboration. Considering these, the five studies also differed in 
their perceptions of the role of group cognition. Auer-Rizzi and Berry (2000) 
group participants that shared a business or a cultural background and looked 
how these backgrounds offered a common ground or frame of reference for 
those participants to collaborate more easily. Three studies (De Haan, 2001; 
Fiol, 1994; Granados, 2000) focused on the creation of group cognition as a 
common engagement among the participants who are directly involved in the 
joint activity, or, as Stone (1993, as cited in De Haan, 2001) wrote: “a 
continuous evolving mutual perspective on how to conceive the situation at 
hand.”  Hall et al. (2002) make it even more complicated by referring to group 
cognition in all three sequential moments, that is, to group cognition as 
common ground, as common engagement, and as updated common ground. 
They argue that group participants from different disciplines understand and 
use objects in strikingly different ways (sharing a disciplinary background provides 
common ground). The differences between participants can either go unnoticed or 
be put into coordinated use (common engagement) without explicit, group 
cognition. By studying a multi-disciplinary group working on a design problem, 
Hall et al. found that differences become remarkable either when a design 
proposal runs counter to deeply held disciplinary objectives or threatens to 
destabilize a wider network of tools and concepts (or  representational 
infrastructure) used in that particular discipline. In such cases differences may 
disrupt or change the representational infrastructures that a disciplinary group 
relies on (updated common ground). 
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Table 6  
Characteristics of the studies in socio-cultural perspective 

Studies in socio-
cultural perspective 

Interpretations of 
cognition at group-
level:  
constituted by the 
group within social 
interaction 

Measurement of 
cognition at group-
level:  
-Aggregation 
measurement 
-Global 
measurement 

Role of group 
cognition in 
relation to group 
processes and 
outcomes: 
- common ground 
- common 
engagement 
- updated common 
ground 

Auer-Rizzi & Berry 
(2000) 

Constituted by the 
group 

Global 
measurement 

Common ground 

Granados (2000) Constituted by the 
group 

Global 
measurement 

Common 
engagement 

Fiol (1994) Constituted by the 
group 

Global 
measurement 

Common 
engagement 

Hall et al. (2002) Constituted by the 
group 

Global 
measurement 

Common ground 
Common 
engagement 
Updated common 
ground 

De Haan (2001) Constituted by the 
group 

Global 
measurement 

Common 
engagement 

 
Boundary crossing 
We have come to the conclusion that the three boundary crossing studies 
conceptualized cognition in terms of both stable mental model forms with 
information stored in memory and mental model states that are active and 
situated in the group collaboration. Accordingly, in the three boundary crossing 
studies the authors interpret the concept of shared in terms of “distributed”: the 
knowledge necessary for the task is dispersed among the different members of 
the group (see Table 7). Derry et al. (1998) noted that a group distributed 
working memory would represent those thoughts from distributed long-term 
memory that becomes active within any individual’s attention during the group 
discussion. Connecting this to the notion of group cognition, they write: 
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“Obviously, only ideas that are shared (discussed) by one individual (and 
attended to by others) have the potential to modify a group collective long-term 
memory” (p. 30). Similar to this, Banks and Millward (2000) define the central 
group cognition concept, shared mental model, as “a distributed system which 
runs a model collectively through the propagation of representational states 
across representational media”. By that definition they point on the one hand 
to the stable form of mental models. As an example they refer to a mental 
model of a bath that will have a certain size and therefore maximum volume. 
These aspects refer to model form, and will not change. On the other hand 
they point to the dynamic configuration of the aspects of the model that can be 
changed when running the model. In the example this can be seen as the plug 
being in or not or as the amount of water actually in the bath at any point in 
time. These aspects refer to states, and are dynamic and depending on the 
specific situation. 

The third boundary crossing study (Yoo & Kanawattanachai, 2001) uses 
the concepts of transactive memory and collective mind to combine cognitive 
and socio-cultural perspectives on group cognition. With transactive memory, 
following Wegner, Erber, and Raymond (1991), they imply a “shared system for 
encoding, storing, and retrieving information”. With collective mind they, 
following Weick and Roberts (1993), refer to a social cognitive system in which 
individuals heedfully interrelate their actions. Whereas transactive memory 
reflects the cognitive perspectives on group cognition, the concept collective 
mind reflects the socio-cultural perspectives on group cognition. The former 
refers to cognition within the minds of the group members, the latter points to 
cognition within group interaction. They draw upon these two concepts to 
examine how teams coordinate and interrelate their knowledge and actions in 
order to perform their tasks. In short, all three studies integrated elements of 
the cognitive perspectives (concepts like information processing, long-term 
memory, mental model form, transactive memory) and elements of the socio-
cultural perspective (concepts such as situated cognition, distributed working 
memory, mental model state, collective mind) into an integrated approach 
centralized around the term distributed cognition. We summarize the integrated 
elements in these three studies in Table 7 below. 
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Table 7  
Elements of the socio-genetic perspectives that are integrated in the boundary crossing studies 

Boundary crossing 
literature 

Elements of 
cognitive 
perspectives 

Elements of socio-
cultural 
perspectives 

Combined in a 
notion of:  

Derry et al. (1998)  Information-
processing 
(collective) long-term 
memory 

Situated cognition 
distributed working 
memory 

Distributed 
cognition 

Banks & Millward 
(2000) 

Shared mental 
models 
mental model form 

Situated cognition 
mental model state

Distributed 
cognition 

Yoo & 
Kanawattanachai 
(2001) 

Transactive memory Collective mind Socially shared 
distributed 
cognition 

 
To measure group cognition, two of the studies used global measurement 

(see Table 8). They looked at the characteristics of the group as an entity 
(Banks & Millward, 2000; Derry et al., 1998), through analysis of the group 
discourse and activity. The third study (Yoo & Kanawattanachai, 2001) used 
questionnaires to ask each group member about the extent of group cognition 
in the group, with statements such as “Our team members had a global 
perspective that includes each other’s decisions and the relationships among 
them.” Since these perception measures formed the only basis for their analysis 
of the group cognition of the group, they recommended in their discussion that 
in future studies the contents of the communication interactions should also be 
examined. 

With respect to the role of group cognition in relation to group processes 
and outcomes, the input-process-output model best represents the way the 
three studies dealt with group cognition (see Table 8). All three studies 
theoretically introduced group cognition partly as input for groups to work and 
partly as a process variable, developing during group working. Yoo and 
Kanawattanachai (2001) hypothesized that group cognition in terms of 
transactive memory of the group (input variable) had an influence on the group 
cognition in terms of the interrelation of actions during the group work 
(process variable). This latter was hypothesized as mediating the team 
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performance. Derry et al. (1998) also noted group cognition of the group as 
input variable for the group to work in terms of overlap of prior knowledge, 
but their analysis focused only on the group cognition as a process variable 
(ideas shared during the interaction) which may influence the nature of the final 
group products. Banks and Millward (2000) studied group cognition as input in 
terms of the influence of shared and diverse information known to the team 
members, and group cognition as process variable in terms of the information 
that was shared during the group interaction. 

 
Table 8  
Characteristics of the studies that cross the boundary between the perspectives 

Boundary crossing 
studies 

Interpretations of 
cognition at group-
level:  
-Similarity  
-Overlap  
-Complementary 
-Distributed 
 

Measurement of 
cognition at group-
level:  
-Aggregation 
measurement 
-Global 
measurement 

Role of group 
cognition in 
relation to group 
processes and 
outcomes: 
-input 
-process 
-outcome 

Derry et al. (1998)  Distributed Global 
measurement 

Process 

Banks & Millward 
(2000) 

Distributed Global 
measurement 

Input  
Process 

Yoo & 
Kanawattanachai 
(2001) 

Distributed Global 
measurement 
(through individual 
assessments) 

Input 
Process 

 
Comparing different conceptualizations of group cognition 
The purpose of this review is to compare conceptualizations of group 
cognition; that is to assess differences and similarities in how group cognition is 
conceptualized in the empirical literature in educational and psychological 
sciences. By this, it wants to offer researchers a tool to enhance conceptual 
clarity and to allow building forward on each others work. It has been unclear 
how the empirical studies relate to each other as they use many different 
concepts as well as different, but often implicit, understandings of group 
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cognition. After having explicated and reviewed the different 
conceptualizations in three groups of studies, the following paragraphs discuss 
the differences, similarities and complementarities of the different perspectives 
as presented in the analysis. Founded on this comparison, it is questioned how 
future research can relate to these perspectives. This question will be explored 
on the one hand by considering tools to clarify their theoretical assumptions 
and on the other hand by exploring possibilities of cross-fertilization between 
the different perspectives can be fostered. 

The various conceptualizations of group cognition were framed based on 
the socio-genetic views. It showed how respectively cognitive and socio-cultural 
perspectives on group cognition are discernable in both definitions and analyses 
in the studies (see Table 9). As described, the studies in the cognitive 
perspectives conceptualized and accordingly measured group cognition as a 
state of similarity or overlap between individual mental models. Thereby they 
localize cognition within the individual brain, and perceive it as a structure of 
elements (often in terms of knowledge). The focus of this perspective is on the 
state of (at least partly) unification of individuals’ subjectivities. The studies in 
the socio-cultural perspective conceptualized and accordingly measured group 
cognition as a process of coordination of actions, or as a dynamic unity of 
individual contributions in the joint activity (Matusov, 1996; Weick & Roberts, 
1993). Cognition is then localized within the interrelated actions. It is also this 
activity which becomes the focus of the analysis. Considering these findings, it 
shows that these perspectives offer divergent conceptualizations of group 
cognition. 

 
Table 9  
Cognitive versus socio-cultural perspectives on group cognition 

Cognitive perspectives on group cognition Socio-cultural perspectives on group 
cognition 

Viewed as a state (having in common) Viewed as a process (continuously 
negotiated) 

Focus on individual subjectivities Focus on joint activity 
Focus on unification of participants’ 
subjectivities 

Focus on coordination of contributions 

Focus on consensus Focus on diversity and dynamic unity 
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Along with these different conceptualizations, the studies connected to 
both perspectives use different key terms and even different discourses. The 
studies in the cognitive perspectives use academic terms such as information, 
knowledge, mental models, knowledge structures, building models, while the 
studies in the socio-cultural perspectives use academic terms such as 
participation, activity, interaction, processes and coordination. Furthermore, in 
the cognitive perspectives input-process-output models are used in studying 
processes, whereas in the studies with socio-cultural perspectives these models 
are not used. In these studies group cognition is considered to be a process-like 
and situated phenomenon, which continuously needs to be re-established. 

If we want to be able to make use of and build on these various studies 
and their differences, it becomes interesting and relevant to wonder how they 
could contribute to co-create a useful and coherent theory on group cognition. 
Basically, this poses the question: to what extent and in what ways are the 
differences in the conceptualizations between the theoretical perspectives 
complementary? Moreover, it questions: are there possibilities for synthesis 
between the perspectives? By conceptualizing group cognition as they do, what 
is it precisely that each of the perspectives leaves behind? As Greeno (1998) 
described, cognitive perspectives assume the decomposability of complex 
systems into a set of subsystems. Because of this assumption, the cognitive 
strategy is able to learn about the properties of each of these subsystems (an 
individuals’ subjectivity) separately from the other subsystems, in order to build 
an understanding of the whole complex system (similarity between the 
individual’s subjectivities). Socio-cultural perspectives assume systems of 
activity as “intact multiperson, human-technology systems” (Greeno, 1998). 
Hence, the socio-cultural tradition is able to learn about the intrinsic personality 
that complex systems (like groups or teams) endow, independent from those of 
its subsystems (individual members). 

The drawback of each of these perspectives seems to be exactly what is 
essentially highlighted by the other perspectives. The cognitive tradition looses 
sight of the intrinsic nature of the complex system as a whole, and can only 
learn about it through the aggregation of the properties of subsystems. The 
shortcoming of this is that, in the end, groups are understood as some sort of 
sum of its members. In contrast, the socio-cultural tradition looses sight of the 
intrinsic nature of the subsystems, and learns about them only through the 
perspective of the system of which they are part. The drawback here is that 
subsystems (e.g., individuals, actions) are understood to be a function of their 
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relations with other subsystems. Individuals are always participants of multiple 
social contexts. Anderson, Reder, and Simon (1997) noted that in such 
understandings, individuals tend to get ‘absorbed’ in the collectives of which 
they are part. 

The above suggests the complementary makeup of both perspectives. In 
this review, we identified three studies that we perceived as boundary crossing. 
Let us return to these, and see what precisely these studies integrate and what 
we can learn from them regarding the complementary make-up of the 
perspectives. As we concluded, these three studies distinguish within their 
conceptualization of group cognition between a stable cognitive map or 
memory structure representing information and form, and dynamic, situated 
cognition representing coordination of information and actions. They focused 
on the interaction between these using the term distributed cognition in 
referring to this process of interaction. What they were able to do was to 
decompose subsystems within the whole complex system of a team and reveal 
their inherent properties, while simultaneously revealing the intrinsic nature of 
the complex system itself, separately from the subsystems. On the one hand, 
they identified individual subjectivities in terms of stable cognitive maps, and 
on the other hand they identified group processes in terms of the individual 
mental states situated in the interaction. So in a very precise and clear way they 
integrated in their focus the intrinsic nature of decomposable subsystems and 
the intrinsic nature of the whole system. 

What follows is the question whether these studies, with integrating 
elements of both the cognitive and socio-cultural perspectives, pursued a fair 
account of each of these two perspectives. Looking at their integration from 
the perspective of the cognitive perspectives, one would say that they indeed 
managed to create a complete picture of cognition, extending individual 
cognition as structures within the individual mind to include situated processes 
in which cognition becomes mental states or the processing of information. 

When looked at the practice of integration in these studies from the 
perspective of socio-cultural thinking, one doubts if it accounts for the socio-
cultural tradition in the end. Of course, by focusing on distributed cognition, 
the studies considered not only the individual cognition but also the cognition 
that is situated in the activity processes. But, what is questionable in terms of 
socio-cultural thinking is treating cognition itself as decomposable. Distributed 
cognition is, at least in the three studies discussed here, treated as dividing up 
the cognitive processes taking place within the heads of individuals (individual 
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cognition in terms of mental models, memory) and the processes taking place 
in the interaction (situated cognition). The situated cognition in fact only refers 
to the information that is conversationally shared between these individuals. 
And with the term distributed cognition the studies signify that not all 
information relevant for a specific situation needs to be conversationally shared 
between all individuals, in order to build up the informational structure that is 
needed to coordinate the collaborative work well. Although choosing the term 
distributed cognition instead of situated cognition, the emphasis in these studies 
remains on exactly these informational structures, whereby information is 
divided amongst the individuals. To understand the collaboration processes it 
becomes most relevant to pinpoint the properties (e.g. contents of information) 
of the structures at specific times. Socio-cultural perspectives instead, perceive 
cognition (whether using the term situated or distributed) as the socially 
developed routine practices themselves, and rather focus on the dynamic 
transformation within these practices. Individual cognition is defined by its 
relations to social practices, as is illustrated by the following quote of Greeno:  

Regularities of an individual’s activities, in a trajectory that spans 
participation at different times in a community and participation in 
different communities, are characterized as the individual’s identity 
(Wenger, 1998), which is coconstituted by the individual’s relation of those 
communities to the individual (Mead, 1934). (Greeno, 1998, p. 6) 

In terms of socio-cultural perspectives, individual cognition is considered not as 
a property of structures (e.g., autonomous agents have knowledge), but rather 
as a continuous process of relation (e.g., participants knowing during practice). 
Despite the complementary nature of the two perspectives, it seems the 
boundary crossing literature about group cognition followed the cognitive 
perception of cognition and did not manage to fully account for the basic 
assumptions of socio-cultural perspectives. 

 
Towards one theoretical perspective on group cognition? 
What are the directions that future research can take? Is it advisable to strive 
for a coherent theory on group cognition, or is it better to have the two 
perspectives, as the differences are insurmountable? These matters raise the 
more fundamental question if it is at all possible for the two perspectives to 
reconcile or synthesize? Scrutinizing some of the most recent discussions and 
efforts of transcending the cognitive and socio-cultural perspectives (Anderson, 
Reder, & Simon, 1996, 1997; Billet, 1996; Cobb & Bowers, 1999; Gauvain, 
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2004; Glick, 2004; Greeno, 1997, 1998; Packer & Goicoechea, 2000; Saxe & 
Simonde, 2004), we conclude that there are three possible answers on this 
question. 

First, one could say that it is not possible for the cognitive and the socio-
cultural perspectives to be brought together, since both are different “theories”, 
and theories are in essence incommensurable, because a theory has its own 
conceptual object and means of researching it (Glick, 2004), and its own 
questions and framing of assumptions (Greeno, 1997). Packer and Goicoechea 
(2000) even go so far as to state that the cognitive perspectives and socio-
cultural perspectives not only differ in their epistemological assumptions (when 
is knowledge valid, what counts as truth), but also in their ontological 
assumptions (what is, what exists, and what it means for something to be). 
They stated that cognitive perspectives imply a dualist ontological approach, in 
which construction is viewed only as a cognitive activity in which subjectivity 
structures and shapes data that comes from a distinct and separate objective 
world. As opposed to that, socio-cultural perspectives bring forward a non-
dualistic ontological approach, in which subjectivities and the objects 
themselves are constructed and mutually define each other. We found 
substantial differences in conceptualizations between the studies within the 
cognitive perspectives and the studies within the socio-cultural perspectives. 
And indeed, reconsidering the socio-genetic framework in which the studies 
could be placed, the two perspectives reflect assumptions that seem 
ontologically different. Cognitive perspectives seem to assume that things (e.g., 
individuals or mental models) can exist independently, although it can change 
by its relations. Socio-cultural perspectives seem to assume an ontology in 
which things only exist in relation to other things (individuals are participants; 
minds are situated in social action). Because of these differences, Glick 
emphasizes that the only level at which a relationship between these 
perspectives can be sought is at the level of contributing to an arsenal of 
explanatory devices, perceiving theories and perspectives as tools. 

A second answer is that it is possible for the two perspectives to start a 
true dialogical engagement. In fact, such a dialogical engagement was started 
between Anderson, Reder, and Simon (1996, 1997) representing the cognitive 
perspectives and Greeno (1997) representing the socio-cultural perspectives. 
After this exchange, which had more the undertone of a debate, these authors 
arrived at conclusion to their discussion (Anderson, Greeno, Reder, & Simon, 
2000). Besides stating some very obvious educational matters on which the 



 Reconsidering Group Cognition   141 

perspectives agreed, they noted that the different perspectives do propose 
alternative explanations for phenomena, but are each in an incomplete state, 
showing the need for further reconciliation. In reaction to this discussion, Cobb 
and Bowers (1999) wrote to be skeptic about the prospect of a dialogical 
engagement, saying: “In our view, a continuing intellectual exchange of the type 
envisioned by Greeno is virtually impossible unless proponents of each 
perspective come to understand the basic tenets of the other viewpoint” (p. 6). 
They emphasize that the discussion between Greeno (1998) and Anderson et al. 
(2000) proved that basic assumptions of the one perspective leads to 
misinterpreting the arguments of the other perspective. According to them, a 
dialogue can only be started through the development of a viable basis for 
communication. Alternative to an explicit scientific dialogue like the one 
between Greeno and Anderson et al. would be an attempt of each to resolve its 
own drawbacks by reckoning the highlights and explanations of the other 
perspective. This is also proposed by Greeno, who discusses two possible 
routes: 
1. To take the theory of individual cognition (here cognitive perspectives) as 

its basis and build toward a broader theory by incrementally developing 
analyses of additional components of situations that are considered as 
contexts for cognitive processes; 

2. To take the theory of social and ecological interactions (here socio-cultural 
perspectives) as its basis and build toward a more comprehensive theory 
by developing increasingly detailed analyses of structures of information 
that are produced by the interactions people have with each other and 
with the material and representational resources in their environments. 

The analysis of the studies that we considered as boundary crossing literature 
showed that these studies are exactly a reflection of the first route, in which 
they depart from cognitive perspectives and attempt to extend it by including 
situated accounts of cognition. Before, we noted that Thompson (1998) 
described this route more generally in terms of a current movement of the 
cognitive perspectives. It seems that the socio-cultural tradition would 
construct the integration seen in the three boundary crossing studies in a 
different way. In our review, we have not found empirical studies reflecting the 
second route. Suggestions for the second route were made by Greeno (1998), 
Valsiner and Van de Veer (2000), and Packer and Goicoechea (2000). For the 
socio-cultural tradition, these suggestions imply defining individual cognition as 
structures of socio-cultural relations (which is a translation of the informational 
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elements within the studies in the cognitive tradition). As Packer and 
Goicoechea illustrate, an integration of the second route, means that the 
ontological assumptions implied by the cognitive perspectives are included, but 
only secondary; the dualism of subject and object becomes a reality through the 
non-dualistic processes of their coming into being. Valsiner and Van der Veer 
and Hermans and Kempen (1993) implement this second route by considering 
the individual as a dialogical system by itself. Cognition is then defined as an 
individual property, but the individual itself is an inherently social entity, 
constituted through its social relations with others. 

A third answer to the question about the reconciliation between the 
perspectives is that it would be possible to synthesize them into one coherent 
theory. Although the boundary crossing literature in our review attempted to 
do so, we also concluded that they did not succeed in a complete synthesis 
because of their neglect of some basic assumptions of the socio-cultural 
perspectives. We see a similar problem with theoretical attempts to transcend 
differences between the cognitive and the socio-cultural perspectives. For 
example, recently, Saxe and Simonde (2004) and Gauvain (2004) claimed to 
work towards an integrated view of human development. Central to their 
integration is the assumption that cognition should be understood in a 
framework embedding cognition in a social-historical context. The basic 
assumptions from which they depart indicate that, instead of a full synthesis, 
their integration reflects more the second route that Greeno (1998) described. 
They depart from a socio-cultural perspective and include precise accounts of 
individual cognition. 

Reflecting on these three answers, it seems that a complete integration of 
the two perspectives is not possible; each perspective in its current status has in 
a sense its own object and a full integration at this point would mean loosing 
sight of some of the basic assumptions of one of the perspectives. Following 
Greeno’s suggestion, we think that the most meaningful first step to bring 
together the values of both the cognitive perspectives and the socio-cultural 
perspectives is for each perspective to extend itself to include some of the 
explanations offered by the other perspective. This first step of cross-
fertilization, however, requires researchers first to question carefully their basic 
assumptions (e.g., using Table 9) in conceptualizing group cognition, and relate 
themselves to more fundamental theoretical perspectives (e.g., using Table 1). 
Only then, is it possible to fully grasp the specific conceptualization of group 
cognition that is used and to build forward on the findings of these studies. 



 Reconsidering Group Cognition   143 

Besides, we suggest researchers choose terminology and methodologies 
accordingly (e.g., using analysis columns in Tables 2 to 8). For as each 
researcher clarifies their premises, future attempts for cross-fertilization are 
facilitated. 

Concerning future research aiming at incorporating aspects of both 
perspectives on group cognition, the approach of the studies identified in this 
review as boundary crossing can be regarded as valuable and promising, since 
they try to include aspects from a different perspective on group cognition. We 
regard the two possible routes of integrations crucial for future studies to work 
towards more coherent theories of the concept of group cognition. By either 
extending cognitive conceptualizations of group cognition to include social 
accounts of cognition or by extending socio-cultural conceptualizations of 
group cognition to include more precise accounts of individual cognition, we 
believe the studies on group cognition would be more complete. They would 
both, in their own ways provide answer to the critical socio-genetic question 
posed by Valsiner and Van der Veer (2000): “How to construe persons as being 
social without abandoning their obvious personal autonomy, separateness from 
any social unit (group, crowd, community), while being members of such 
units?” (p. 6). 
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Appendix 
Description of each study 
Nr Studies Group 

cognition 
concepts used 
in article  
[cursive is the 
term by which 
the article is 
found] 

Definition: 
Group cognition: 

Analysis of group 
cognition 

1 Yoo, Y., & 
Knawattanachai, P. 
(2001). 
Developments of 
transactive 
memory systems 
and collective mind 
in virtual teams. 

Socially shared 
distributed 
cognition,   
collective mind, 
transactive 
memory 

Interrelation between:  
1. collective mind = 
social cognitive system 
in which individuals 
heedfully interrelate 
their actions (Weick & 
Roberts, 1993) 
2.transactive memory = 
shared system for 
encoding, storing, and 
retrieving information 
(Wegner et al. 1991) 

1. Aggregation of intra 
group responses  on four 
5-point Likert scales 
questions about acting, 
understanding and 
interrelating in the team. 
2. Aggregation of intra 
group responses  on three 
5-point Likert scales 
questions about who 
knows what  
  

2 Derry, S. J., 
DuRussel, L. A., & 
O'Donnel, A M. 
(1998). Individual 
and distributed 
cognitions in 
interdisciplinary 
teamwork : a 
developing case 
study and emerging 
theory. 

Distributed 
cognitions, 
compatible 
mental models, 
shared 
cognitions, 
common voice, 
shared 
perspectives, 
shared 
knowledge, 
collective 
intelligence 

Compatible 
understandings of the 
task and team that 
become sufficiently 
aligned 

The degree to which 
resulting ideas represent 
cognitions that have been 
more or less processed by 
group discussions 

3 Mohammed, S. & 
Ringseis, E. (2001). 
Cognitive diversity 
and consensus in 
group decision 
making: The role 
of inputs, 
processes, and 
outcomes. 

Cognitive 
consensus, 
shared 
assumptions, 
group 
representation,  
collective 
representation, 
shared cognition 

Similarity among group 
members regarding 
how key matters are 
conceptualized 

The degree of variation of 
group participants’ 
responses on five-item 7-
point Likert scale 
questions about how they 
interpreted the task (= 
negative measure) 

4 Levesque, L. L., 
Wilson, J. M., & 
Wholey, D. R. 
(2001). Cognitive 
divergence and 
shared mental 
models in software 
development 
project teams. 

Shared mental 
models, shared 
cognition, 
common 
understanding, 
shared 
understanding, 
group mental 
models, shared 

‘Knowledge structures 
held by members of a 
team that enable them 
to form accurate 
explanations and 
expectations for the 
task, and in turn to 
coordinate their actions 
and adapt their 

Overall intra-team 
similarity on team process 
items (22 items covering 
communication processes, 
climate, structure, 
progress) and team 
expertise ratings (ratings 
of each other’s expertise). 
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view behaviour to demands 
of the task and other 
team members’ 
(Cannon-Bowers et al., 
1993) 

5 Hall, R., Stevens, 
R., & Torralba, T. 
(2002) 

Representation
al 
infrastructure, 
shared 
understandings, 
distributed 
cognition 

1. Sometimes explicit 
same understandings 
about proposed activity 
and its meaning  
2. Across disciplines: 
infrastructures that 
enables coordinated 
action  between 
communities with 
different interests, 
needs, and 
accountabilities 

The degree to which 
coordinated action is 
reached, despite different 
ways in which people 
position themselves and 
others with respect to 
relevant events. 

6 Mathieu, J. E., 
Heffner, T. S., 
Goodwin, G. F., 
Salas, E., & 
Cannon-Bowers,  
J. A. (2000). The 
influence of shared 
mental models on 
team process and 
performance. 

Shared mental 
models, common 
mental models, 
shared vision, 
common vision

Convergence of 
individual mental 
models; mental model 
= ‘mechanism whereby 
humans generate 
descriptions of system 
purpose and form, 
explanations of system 
functioning and 
observed system states, 
and predictions of 
future system states’ 
(Rouse & Morris, 
1986);  

Correlation between 
matrices of individual 
ratings of the relations 
between critical (team and 
task based) attributes   

7 Banks, A. P., & 
Millward, L. J. 
(2000). Running 
shared mental 
models as a 
distributed 
cognitive process. 

Shared mental 
models 

A distributed system 
which runs a model 
collectively trough the 
propagation of 
representational states 
across representational 
media ; mental model 
form = the 
homographic mapping 
consisting of elements 
and their relations 
which represent the 
thing being modeled; 
the mental model state 
= the dynamic 
configuration of the 
aspects of the model 
that can be changed 
when running the 
mode 

Comparison of the 
differences in the types of 
communications (model 
form interaction, model 
states interaction, and 
honing, widening or 
supporting states) 
between the distribution 
conditions (receiving 
either information 
completely, or on 
complete modules, or only 
part of the modules) 

8 Peterson, E., 
Mitchell, T., 
Thompson, L., & 

Shared mental 
models, shared 
cognition, 

Cognitive 
representations of task 
requirements, 

Average of pair-wise 
comparisons between the 
amount of points 
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Burr, R. (2000). 
Collective efficacy 
and aspects of 
shared mental 
models as 
predictors of 
performance over 
time in work 
groups 

transactive 
memory, group 
schemata, 
intersubjectivity
, collective 
mind, group 
situation 
awareness, 
team schema 
similarity 

procedures and role 
responsibilities that 
members hold in 
common 

attributed in the individual 
questionnaires; points 
attributed to: 
1. the extent of 
contributions of the group 
members to the task 
(indicating ‘disagreement 
of contributions')  
2. the extent of 
contributions of oneself to 
the task (indicating 
egotism) 
3. the importance of task 
components for 
producing good results 

9 Ensley, M. D. & 
Pearce, C. L. 
(2001). Shared 
cognition in top 
management 
teams: Implications 
for new venture 
performance. 

Shared cognition, 
shared strategic 
cognition 

The extent to which 
the mental models 
about strategy are 
shared 

Coefficient of variation of 
individual answers on 33 
seven dimension scale 
items about business level 
strategy 

10 Rutkowski, A. F., 
Smits, M. S. (2001). 
Constructionist 
theory to explain 
effects of GDSS. 

Shared meaning; 
shared mental 
models, group 
vision 

1. Constructionist 
conceptualize meaning 
as the expression of a 
specific pattern of 
coordinated 
interactions, 
internalized in concepts 
and reproducible quasi-
individually each time 
an object is recognized 
and referred to the 
internalized process  
2. Constructivist 
conceptualize meaning 
as brain-based 
(cognitive schemes) [no 
specific definition is 
given when something 
is shared] 

? 

11 Fiol, C. M. (1994). 
Consensus, 
diversity, and 
learning in 
organizations. 

Collective 
agreement, 
consensus, 
common 
understanding, 
common view, 
collective 
understanding, 
common mind 

Convergence around (a 
specific dimension of) 
meaning 

The extent of progressive 
convergence across 
subgroups in patterns of:  
1. certainty of positions  
2. perceived judgement of 
issues 
3. perceived controllability 
of issues  
4. scope of the arguments; 
as seen in the content and 
framing of expressions in 
the logged group entries 
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12 Hare, L.R., & 
O'Neill, K. (2000). 
Effectiveness and 
efficiency in small 
academic peer 
groups. 

Shared vision, 
shared 
understanding 

Sense of commonality 
which gives coherence 
to diverse activities 

The result of a content 
analysis (affinity clustering 
technique) of the 
responses in individual 
interviews on 25 questions 
eliciting in-depth 
responses in a.o. the area 
of shared vision, mission 
and goals.  

13 Langan-Fox, J., 
Wirth, A.., Code, 
S., Langfield-
Smith, K., Wirth, 
A. (2001). 
Analyzing shared 
and team mental 
models. 

Shared mental 
model / team 
mental models (as 
distinct 
concepts) 

The extent to which a 
group (dyad) of 
individuals possesses a 
similar cognitive 
representation for 
some situation or 
phenomenon 

The average (negatively 
calculated) of the dyadic 
differences between group 
participants’ ratings of 
similarity between 
concepts 

14 Carley, K. M. 
(1997). Extracting 
team mental 
models through 
textual analysis. 

Team mental 
models 

‘Shared’ or ‘social’ 
knowledge; 
(lossy) intersection of 
the individual mental 
maps 

A team cognitive map, 
representing the (lossy) 
intersection of  
individual cognitive maps; 
an individual cognitive 
map consists of both 
concepts and the 
relationships between 
them, as extracted from 
individual answers on 
open-ended questions  

15 Mulder, I., Swaak, 
J., & Kessels, J. 
(2002). Assessing 
group learning and 
shared 
understanding in 
technology-
mediated 
interaction. 

Shared 
understanding, 
common 
understanding 

Mutual knowledge, 
mutual beliefs, and 
mutual assumptions 
(Clark & Brennan, 
1991) 

Means of the individual 
ratings on four 6 / 7 
Likert scale items about 
the individual and group 
understanding of content, 
the procedure, the tools, 
and each other 

16 Granados, R. 
(2000). 
Constructing 
intersubjectivity in 
representational 
design activities. 

Intersubjectivity; 
common 
ground, mutual 
understanding, 
common 
understanding 

Establishing and 
maintaining a common 
understanding in 
communication, 
through common 
ground (mutual 
knowledge, mutual 
beliefs and mutual 
assumptions) and 
grounding (a 
coordination of 
process) 

Patterns of marking in 
communication by the 
participants to define, 
constrain, and maintain 
their understanding of the 
task at hand (e.g. including 
knowledge, setting goals, 
setting actions), as coded 
in the transcription of 
video segments  

17 Auer-Rizzi, W., 
Berry, M. (2000). 
Business vs. 
Cultural frames of 
reference in group 

Frame of 
reference, 
shared 
assumptions; 
shared culture, 

Finding common 
ground for different 
business and cultural 
assumptions during 
decision making  

Commonality of business 
and national assumptions 
about social relationships 
and preference for 
communication styles, as 
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decision making: 
interactions among 
Austrian, Finnish 
and Swedish 
Business Students. 

common ground induced from 
argumentation during 
decision-making and in-
depth interviews  

18 O'Neill, E., 
Johnson, P., & 
Johnson, H. 
(1999). 
Representations in 
cooperative 
analysis and design 
for system 
development. 

Common ground, 
shared 
knowledge, 
shared 
understandings, 
shared model, 
common 
understandings 

Overlap between 
private models of 
group participants 
representing an 
understanding of the 
object of activity 

Overlap between the 
internal private model 
representing the user's 
understanding of the 
object of the development 
activity and the internal 
private model representing 
the developer's 
understandings as inferred 
by the verbal and 
nonverbal 
communications which is 
presented through the 
interaction 

19 Marks, M. A., 
Burke, C. S., 
Sabella, M. J., & 
Zaccaro, S. J. 
(2002). The impact 
of cross-training 
on team 
effectiveness. 

Shared team-
interaction 
mental models, 
shared mental 
models 

Similarity among team 
members' team-
interaction mental 
models; mental models 
is the content and 
organization of inter-
role knowledge held by 
team members within a 
performance setting; 
team interaction 
models contains 
procedural knowledge 
about members' roles 
and task at particular 
times 

1. (Experiment 1:) average 
similarity between team 
members' individual 
ratings of the relations 
among critical task 
concepts 
2. (Experiment 2:)  the 
percentage of concepts 
placed identically on the 
concept maps 

20 Stout, R. J., 
Cannon-Bowers,  
J. A., Salas, E., & 
Milanovich, D. M. 
(1999). Planning, 
shared mental 
models, and 
coordinated 
performance: An 
empirical link is 
established. 

Shared mental 
model ; shared 
expectations; 
shared 
understanding; 
common 
understanding 

Common 
understanding of who 
is responsible for what 
task and what the 
information 
requirements are 

Degree of similarity (index 
C using pathfinder) 
between team members' 
configural networks; one 
member’s configural 
network is based on 190 
judgments of the 
relatedness of concepts on 
7 point Likert-scale  

21 Edelson, R. E. 
(2000). The 
Influence of 
Supervisor-
Subordinate 
Mental Model 
Congruence on 
Group 
Effectiveness and 

Shared mental 
models 

Similarity between 
mental models of 
people; mental models 
= working models in 
the brains of people to 
understand the world 
and predict its 
happenings, by 
simplifying reality to 

(Calculated negatively:) 
1. The mean difference of 
answers between the 
group members on 59 
questions about the 
supervisor’s interaction 
with the group 
2. The mean difference of 
answers between the 
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Subordinates' 
Satisfaction with 
Their Supervisor.  

permit adequate and 
rapid prediction of a 
system's behavior 

group members and 
between the supervisor on 
36 5-point Likert scale 
questions about the 
supervisor’s interaction 
with the group 

22 De Haan, M. 
(2001). 
Intersubjectivity in 
Models of 
Learning and 
Teaching: 
Reflections from a 
Study of Teaching 
and Learning in a 
Mexican Mazahua 
Community. 

Distributed 
cognition, 
intersubjectivity
, joint meaning, 
common 
understanding, 
mutual 
understanding, 
common 
perspective, 
communality, 
transference of 
perspectives, 
perspective 
building, 
coordination of 
actions 

1. Context creation: the 
kind of efforts put into 
establishing 
intersubjectivity, 2. 
Identity of 
interlocutors: the kind 
of roles or identities 
that are assumed or 
created; 3. the kind of 
communicative 
structures and means 
created to organize 
common 
understanding 

Sequences of participation 
and control strategies 
showing:  
1. if context creation was 
based either on assuming 
communality versus the 
need to overcome the 
differences between 
individual worlds through 
explicit communicative 
efforts,   
2. identify of interlocutors 
with both having 
responsibility for 
establishing 
intersubjectivity,  
3. communicative 
structures and means to 
organize common 
understanding either 
parallel or sequentially, 
and either continuously or 
through segmentation of 
the activity. 

 
 



 
Chapter 7 
 
Auditing Quality of Research in Social Sciences* 

 
 
 

Abstract 
A growing body of studies involves complex research processes facing many 
interpretations and iterations during the analyses. Complex research generally 
has an explorative in-depth qualitative nature. Because these studies rely less on 
standardized procedures of data gathering and analysis, it is often not clear how 
quality was insured or assured. However, one can not easily find techniques that 
are suitable for such complex research processes to assess the quality of the 
study. In this paper, we discuss and present a suitable validation procedure. We 
first discuss how ‘diagnosing’ quality involves three generic criteria. Next, we 
present findings of previous research in possible procedures to assure the 
quality of research in social sciences. We introduce the audit procedure 
designed by Halpern (1983) we found an appropriate starting point for a 
suitable procedure for quality judgment. Subsequently, we will present a 
redesign of the original procedure, with according guidelines for the researcher 
(the auditee) and for the evaluator of the quality of the study (the auditor). With 
that design, we aim to enable researchers to bring forward their explorative 
qualitative studies as stronger and more equally valuable to studies that can rely 
on standardized procedures. 

 

                                                 
* Akkerman, S., Admiraal, W., Brekelmans, M., & Oost, H. (2005). Auditing 
quality of research in social sciences. Manuscript submitted for publication. 
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Introduction 
Qualitative and in-depth analyses are increasingly used in social sciences. 
However, in a large number of studies the question how quality was insured or 
codified is not answered (see also Sale & Brazil, 2004). Specifically in studies 
that rely on intensive data gathering and in-depth qualitative analysis, the 
development of manageable units of analysis and categories often requires a lot 
of interpretations and iterations during the process of analysis. Consequently, 
this type of research is more subject to decisions that undermine trustworthy 
findings compared to research where more standardized methods of analyses 
are used. If validation procedures are not part of the research, it is difficult to 
judge the quality of a study, and researchers themselves are not triggered to 
maintain the quality of their studies. Therefore, procedures to assess quality 
may be of help. Being able to use a quality procedure will enable researchers to 
bring forward in-depth and qualitative studies stronger and more equally 
valuable to studies that can rely on generally accepted (often quantitative) 
procedures.  

Despite the apparent need within qualitative and in-depth research for 
procedures to determine quality, it is difficult to find appropriate validation 
techniques within literature databases for social sciences. Therefore, we 
concluded that we need to develop a procedure ourselves. We will introduce a 
so-called audit procedure that we found to be a starting point for an 
appropriate procedure for quality judgment. Following, we will present a more 
spelled out version of this procedure, with according guidelines for the two 
sides involved in the evaluation of the quality of the study. Before introducing 
the audit procedure, the paper first addresses criteria for quality and the object 
of quality assessment.  

 
 

Criteria for quality 
In order to determine the quality of scientific research three generic criteria 
have to apply to research decisions: visibility, comprehensibility and 
acceptability. Although determining quality is a requirement for all research, it 
becomes a specific matter of attention when the process of analysis involves 
many interpretations and iterations, where one can not rely on standardized 
strategies and procedures. Consequently, the process of analysis becomes less 
transparent and the quality maintenance has not been built in during the 
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process. Hence, it is more difficult to assure the quality of the research process 
and its results.  

This kind of complex research processes can be evoked when a research 
object concerns a complex problem or in case of explorative studies, in which 
the research question is initially formulated in broad terms and where it is not 
clear beforehand which type of answer it will produce. One can also face 
complex processes in studies where there are several types of data to be related 
in the analyses in order to answer the research question. 

In line with Funke (1991), we characterize complex research processes as 
processes with intransparancy, polytely, situational complexity and effect delay. 
Intransparancy occurs in situations where only information on symptoms is 
available, in situations where but a few (of the) variables lend themselves for 
direct observation, or in situations where a huge amount of variables forces the 
researcher to select a limited amount of relevant variables. One speaks of 
polytely, in case multiple goals are presented that (may) interfere with each other. 
Situational complexity is defined by the (complicated) interrelations between 
variables. And one speaks of effect delay when not every act shows direct 
consequences. Middleton (2002) explained that the complexity exists “precisely 
because it is difficult to define each of the elements of the problem space”. The 
consequence of complex research processes is that one is supposed to first 
penetrate the problem and take into account the possibility that the problem 
can be conceptualized in more than one way, and that in most cases a “single, 
correct answer does not exist”. Besides, when faced with complex research 
processes, existing solution strategies may not be adequate and new concepts, 
tools and strategies in the process of data gathering and data analysis will have 
to be designed and constructed. 

Application of the quality criteria that are in our perspective most basic for 
scientific research requires complex research processes to meet criteria 
regarding visibility, comprehensibility and acceptability of research decisions. 
Acceptability entails that the decisions are substantiated by the researcher 
according to the standards, norms and values in the particular field of study. 
Generally, this implies that substantiation for a research decision follows the 
argumentative logic of the field and, in its content connects to what is 
considered as known and not known in the research domain. Pre-conditional 
criteria directly derived from the acceptability criterion are visibility and 
comprehensibility. A decision must be made explicit and communicated to be 
judged at all and substantiated to be judged by its logic and content. 
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In research that can rely on standardized procedures for data gathering 
and data analysis, both pre-conditional criteria often are not relevant, since the 
standardized nature of the procedures encompasses  explicit and substantiated 
steps. With complex research processes there are no standardized procedures to 
rely on. It is therefore more difficult for the researcher to know how quality 
was maintained or may have been damaged during the research process. Both 
the visibility of the decisions taken, as well as their substantiation may easily be 
problematic. In this kind of research, the researcher is a crucial “instrument” in 
the creation of conceptual and strategic solutions. This makes it tricky for the 
researcher to simultaneously be reflective and aware of the quality insurance. 
Also, conducting a systematic quality check afterwards is not easy to do, since 
the process is more opaque.  

The complex nature of these research processes generates a complicated 
quality check. It is not possible to repeat the analysis using a certain procedure 
or technique that the researcher claims to have followed, in order to see 
whether all conditions were met and all steps have been successfully gone 
through. When it is a standard part of a research process to articulate the 
decisions taken and describe the underlying principles, it not only allows 
evaluating the quality of the study, but also enables the researcher to 
consciously consider how to maintain and improve the quality.  

Before going into procedures that allow for quality maintenance as well as 
quality judgment in terms of visibility, comprehensibility and acceptability, we 
will first specify different objects of quality assessment depending on different 
phases of the research process. 

 
 

Objects of quality assessment 
Considering an instrument or procedure for quality evaluation of research 
requires specification of the object of quality assessment. The object of quality 
assessment is different for different phases in the research process. Generally, a 
research process involves:  

 designing and writing the research proposal; 
 gathering data;  
 analyzing data up to deriving results and conclusions, and 
 reporting the research 

Determining the quality of the research proposal is often done either by 
supervisors, by committees of research institutes or by organizations that offer 
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funding for carrying out the research proposal. To enhance the chance for a 
positive judgment, proposals are often discussed with peers and supervisors in 
the role of “critical friends”.  

The report of the research is generally accessible for the complete scientific 
forum. It is conventional that preceding the publication, a quality check of the 
report took place within the inner circle of researchers (colleagues, supervisors), 
or externally by means of committees (in case of a doctoral thesis), editorial 
boards of journals (in case of articles), publishers (in case of books), etcetera. 

In the phase of data gathering and analysis, however, there are several 
decisions and (in between) products that remain invisible for at least the 
scientific forum, but often also for colleagues and supervisors, who are in some 
way involved in the research project. In case the analysis concerns quantitative 
data, many procedures have already built-in quality checks. In case of qualitative 
in-depth studies this is frequently not the case. Determining interrater-
reliability, for example, is not always an option, simply because of the 
interpretative and iterative nature of the data analysis. The activities with critical 
friends are often unstructured and difficult to describe as a quality “procedure” 
in the report of the research. Because of the absence of suitable procedures in 
case of qualitative data, we think it is necessary to design a procedure for a 
quality check for the decisions taken during the data gathering and analyses. In 
its broadest sense, the procedure should be useful for evaluating quality of the 
whole process of data gathering and analysis. Thereby, the departing question 
for evaluation is whether the results and conclusions that the scientific forum 
can read in the final product are grounded in acceptable decisions during the 
data gathering and data analysis. In other words, the linkages between the 
visible outcomes of the study and the invisible decisions from which they were 
derived are object of evaluation.  

 
 

Development of a procedure 
Searching for quality procedures in social scientific literature1 revealed but one 
worked-out procedure relevant for maintaining and evaluating quality of 
complex research. The one procedure we found, the so-called audit procedure, 
stems from a doctoral dissertation from Halpern dating back to 1983. 
According to Halpern (1983), Lincoln and Guba (1985), Miller (1997), and 
Schwandt and Halpern (1988) conducting an audit is the major technique to 
ascertain if studies meet the criterion of trustworthiness. We found this 
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procedure initially to be the most developed and useful tool for maintaining 
and evaluating the quality of research that involves complex analyses. Searching 
for similar notions as the audit, specifically peer debriefing and reflective 
journals, though being referred to as useful means for enhancing quality2, did 
not yield elaborate alternatives to the audit.  

The audit was originally developed by Halpern (1983) as a response to 
quality issues arising from a growing interest in conducting naturalistic research 
(ethnographic, phenomenological and anthropological studies). The notion of 
an audit was built on the metaphor of a fiscal audit (Guba, 1981; Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985). In a fiscal audit, an auditor is called in to validate the accounts of 
a business or industry to perform two tasks. A first task is to examine the 
method of accounting or the process by which the accounts were kept to verify 
if the business followed fair and generally accepted practices. A second task is 
to examine the products of accounting to verify that they are supported by 
corroborative documents. These two tasks can be translated to an audit judging 
respectively the reliability and objectivity criterion for social scientific research. 
Subsequently, Halpern (1983) introduced the confirmability (objectivity) audit 
as: “an audit certifying that data exist in support of every interpretation and that 
the interpretations have been made in ways consistent with the available data. 
This type of audit is concerned primarily with the products of the inquiry, and 
requires extensive documentation (Guba, 1981, p. 12).” Similarly, Halpern 
introduced the dependability (reliability) audit: “to examine the processes 
whereby data were collected and analyzed and interpretations were made” and  
“….to examine the audit trail and to comment upon the degree to which 
procedures used fall within ”generally acceptable” practice. Such a reliability 
audit deals primarily with the processes of the inquiry (Guba, 1981, p.15).”   

Based on literature from naturalistic methods, literature about auditing, 
literature about managing collaborative relationships and records analysis, 
Halpern (1983) developed an audit procedure. This procedure includes both an 
audit for objectivity and reliability as a set of evaluation questions concerning 
measures taken by the researcher (auditee) for maintaining truth value (in 
common terms ‘internal validity’ and in naturalistic terms ‘credibility’). He 
developed this procedure by applying it in three different studies. This resulted 
in the audit technique that is presented and extensively described by Halpern, 
Lincoln and Guba (1985), and Schwandt and Halpern (1988). 
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Audit procedure 
Generally, the audit procedure concerns a trajectory in which an auditee, the 
researcher whose research is object for quality assessment, contacts an auditor, 
who will perform the audit. For the auditor to be able to perform the audit, the 
auditee needs to prepare beforehand a so-called audit trail, in which the whole 
procedure of data gathering and analysis is documented, including both raw 
data material, categorized data material, and the findings. The procedure starts 
with an initial orientation to the study and negotiation with the auditee about 
the aim of the audit and the procedure to be followed. Here the auditee and the 
auditor agree upon goals, roles and rules of the audit. During the orientation 
stage, the auditor has to become familiar with the study, by receiving all the 
audit trail components along with an explanation of the recordkeeping system. 
Following, the auditor will have to look in detail in all the materials provided in 
the audit trail, determining its “auditability”. This determination entails deciding 
whether the audit trail is complete, and understandable, entailing it is structured 
according to clear systematic interrelations among the components. 
Determining the auditability may lead to additional explanation by the 
researcher about the trail or to some revisions of the structure of the audit trail. 
The next stage is the contract negotiation which is a more or less formal 
agreement on the timeline of the audit, the aims of the audit procedure, the 
roles of both auditee and auditor, the format of the audit report and the criteria 
for renegotiation. Then in the major stage, the auditor assesses the 
trustworthiness of the study in terms of the specific quality criteria. Finally, the 
auditor writes an auditor report and discusses this with the auditee. This may 
lead to a renegotiation (and possibly to a new audit procedure). The final 
auditor report contains a substantiated assessment. When part of the agreement 
in the contract, the auditor report may also include feedback about how to 
adjust the research process in case it is evaluated having too little quality. This 
audit trajectory can be considered as a process including seven different stages. 
The stages are summarized in Table 1. Stage 5, the assessment, forms the 
central part of the audit procedure. 
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Table 1  
Stages of the audit procedure 
Stage Description 
1. Orientation to the audit 

procedure 
Both auditee and auditor negotiate and agree upon goals, 
roles and rules of the audit. 

2. Orientation to the study Auditee arranges the logistics for the auditor and explains 
the audit trail, and auditor becomes familiar with the 
study. 

3. Determination of the 
auditability of the study 

Auditor determines the completeness, comprehensibility 
and utility of the audit trail. Auditee and auditor discuss 
the auditability. 

4. Negotiation of the 
contract 

Auditee and auditor establish timeline, determine goals, 
specify roles, arrange logistics, determine outcomes and 
format, and identify renegotiation criteria. 

5. Assessment Based on the audit trail auditor assesses the research 
process in terms of the specific quality criteria. 

6. Renegotiation Auditor presents findings and discusses discrepancies; 
Auditee assesses the accuracy of the auditor claims and 
adherence to the agreement. This conversation might 
result in redesigning the research process (leading to 
another audit), adjustment of the auditor report, or a 
modification of the agreement. 

7. Final auditor report Auditor writes a substantiated assessment on the 
trustworthiness of the study. 

 
Literature on the audit procedure 
Besides the publications in the early eighties, we found but two more recent 
explicit discussions of the audit as a procedure. The first one was provided by 
Rodgers and Cowles (1993), who explore and discuss both the types of 
documentation a comprehensive audit trail for a qualitative study generally 
includes, and some basic strategies for developing an audit trail.  The basic 
types of documentation are contextual, methodological, analytic, and personal 
response documentation. Recommended documentation strategies are 
compulsive recording, use of a comfortable but consistent recording system, 
detailed description, immediate recording prior tot digestion or discussion, and 
ongoing cross-indexing between notes and data.  
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The second explicit discussion of the audit as a procedure was provided by 
Miller (1997), who stated that the concept of using the audit to assess the 
trustworthiness of an inquiry has not been operationalized as a verification 
strategy extensively, despite its introduction dating back to 1983. Based on the 
original framework offered by Halpern (1983), Lincoln and Guba (1985), and 
Schwandt and Halpern (1988), she audited eleven dissertations. She presents a 
reflection on the procedure, based on her own experiences as auditor, 
interviews with eight auditees and with three faculty members recommending 
the audit to students. Although offering some additional suggestions to the 
original audit procedure, her account of the audit points mostly to its value:   

The external audit is one of the most systematic, rigorous verification 
strategies, and places specific demands on the researcher to keep good 
records, and establish a clear audit trail. It challenges the researcher to 
document the research process, and be intentional and careful about 
record keeping. It keeps them honest and accountable. However, it does 
much more. It provides support, validation and feedback, particularly 
through a lonely process. It gives researchers’ confidence in their work and 
abilities, and confidence going into the oral defence. It helps faculty who 
are uncomfortable or unfamiliar with qualitative research address some of 
their concerns about the validity of the process and product. It provides 
readers with a lens from which to view the credibility of the account. 
(Miller, 1997, p. 15) 
 

Redesign of the audit procedure 
To see whether the procedure can be considered appropriate for quality 
maintenance and evaluation in complex research, we revisited the details of the 
procedure as originally presented by Halpern (1983). We found that the 
procedure was not yet fully specified in several aspects. For one, in the 
description of Halpern it is unclear what the precise object is for evaluation in 
the audit procedure. Second, no clear distinction was made between data 
gathering and analysis in the design of the audit procedure and the audit trail. 
This makes it unclear which components within the process of data gathering 
and analysis have to be evaluated. Moreover, this issue was not resolved in the 
audit procedure as presented by Miller (1997) or by the suggestions of Rodgers 
and Cowles (1993). So, we decided to further specify the audit procedure. We 
also decided to describe it in a way that it is more broadly applicable. Although 
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the original procedure was designed for naturalistic research, we believe it is 
suitable for all kinds of complex research. 

As test cases for applying, evaluating, and refining the audit procedure, we 
used two studies in which a complex, in-depth qualitative analysis was 
conducted. Both studies focused on collaboration projects of academics 
(Akkerman, Admiraal, Simons, & Niessen, in press; Akkerman, Admiraal, & 
Simons, submitted) and faced a lot of different data like individual interviews, 
email communication, project documentation, observations and video tapes of 
project meetings. The data gathering process used an ethnographic approach, 
with the researcher as an observant of the collaboration for two years. The 
analyses concerned several steps to process and interrelate the different types of 
data in order to construct a coherent story about the project group 
collaboration and specifically how the project groups dealt with diverse ideas 
and perspectives and negotiated meaning. In sum, these studies had to make 
sense of the diverse data through the lens of intricate theoretical concepts to 
answer an explorative question. In these studies, it was practically not possible 
to make use of standardized procedures and tools for data gathering and data 
analyses. In both studies the researcher was faced with the problem of assuring 
the quality in data gathering and analyses processes. Moreover, it was difficult 
for the researcher to check and assess the maintained quality herself. Hence, an 
audit procedure seemed apparent as a way to evaluate the quality, and an audit 
trail seemed a useful tool to explicate all the decisions and according 
substantiations during the research process.  
 In the following sections, we will discuss the procedure as we further 
developed it.  

 
 

Guide for the auditee: How to produce an audit-trail? 
The audit trail is the material object for evaluation. As already mentioned, the 
audit trail is a documentation of the process of data gathering and data analysis. 
The researcher who conducts the study to be evaluated, the auditee, is 
responsible for creating an audit trail in such a way that it is complete and 
understandable for the auditor to evaluate. Several components are required to 
speak of a complete audit trail. In Table 2, these components have been 
summarized.  
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Table 2 
Audit-trail components 
Materials Description 
1. Start document This document encompasses the problem, the conceptual 

framework or theoretical perspective, the (planned) 
methods and expected results, along with a reflection on 
the researcher position in the study. 

2. Final document Thesis, journal article, conference paper, report. 
3. Raw data Raw data and field notes. Raw materials often have to be 

made accessible to the auditor (e.g., taped conversations 
into written records, raw data with indexes or coding 
books).  

4. Processed data Processed data and memos. Raw data will often be 
processed before the analyses (coded records, summaries, 
annotated records and journals, statistical results, etc.). 

5. Process document This document covers a systematic report on the data 
gathering and data analysis, in terms of the actions 
undertaken and the associated results. 

 
To become familiar with the study, the audit trail should first of all contain 

a start document that reports on the state of affairs at the moment the study 
started. It includes the problem and research questions, the conceptual 
framework, the theoretical perspectives, and the methodological approach and 
design of the study. The start document also contains the expected results and a 
reflection of the researcher on his or her position in the study. The start 
document helps the auditor to understand the theoretical and methodological 
perspective claimed by the researcher, and to assess the study from these 
perspectives.  

Second, the audit trail includes a final document. This document (thesis, 
journal article or conference paper) is actually the point of departure for 
conducting the audit. The final document shows the results, conclusions and 
interpretations claimed by the researcher on the basis of the conducted study. 
The auditor has to evaluate if these results and conclusions are in line with the 
(often invisible) processes of data gathering and analysis, and if these processes 
are acceptable according to general standards. It must be clear that the auditor 
does not assess the quality of the report itself; since we reason that is 
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commonly done by the reviewers or editors of a journal, or the supervisors in 
case of a thesis.  

Third, the audit trail should contain all the raw as well as processed data 
that are object for the analyses. The raw data forms the empirical basis of the 
study, in which all interpretations should be grounded. Raw data might be 
accompanied by field notes, which are annotations of the researcher during the 
process of gathering data. Most of the times, these are methodological notes 
such as records of remarkable incidents or possible influences from the 
research context. Often data is being processed, that is, grouped into factors or 
dimensions, before the actual analysis. For example, taped interviews will be 
typed out and/or summarised, observations will be clustered based on time or 
themes, open-questions answers will be sorted and clustered. This whole 
process of memoing processed data and field notes supports the auditor to 
assess the link between raw data and analyses.  

The final, but also key document in the audit trail is the process document that 
fully reflects the process of both data gathering and data analysis, in terms of 
the substantiated decisions taken by the researcher in those processes, along 
with the derived results. The focus is on the decisions actually taken, as the 
audit procedure is about the quality of the research and not about the quality of 
one’s process to learn to do research. It is this document that has to make the 
research process visible and comprehensible, and has to demonstrate its 
acceptability. Within both the phases of collection and the analysis of the data, 
we distinguish activities that are planned from activities that are actually 
realized. We argue that it is relevant for the auditee to both prospectively as 
well as retrospectively document the data gathering and data analysis. This 
enables the researcher to read back and reflect on where certain activities might 
have turned out different than planned. Also, this makes aware that planned 
quality is not a guarantee for realized quality, as reality often turns out more 
complex. Subsequently, this means that the auditee describes decisions during 
both the planning and designing of data gathering instruments and analytic 
steps, as well as decisions taken during the actual data gathering and analysis, 
with the associated rationales. Besides the substantiated description of the 
decisions during planned and realized actions, there is a second type of 
component we claim to be important for the process document, namely quality 
notes. These notes reflect how the researcher attempted to maintain as well as 
check the quality of the research process in terms of possible bias that might 
have occurred in data gathering and data analysis. What has been done by the 
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researcher during the design of data gathering and analysis purposefully to 
maintain quality, and how did the researcher check the quality of the actual 
gathering and analysis processes during or afterwards? Such notes in the audit 
trail allow the auditor to follow up whether the quality maintenance and 
assurance have led to satisfying outcomes during the research process. For 
example, maintaining quality of data gathering might include creating a safe 
environment for the interviewees or acquiring a prolonged field experience, 
whereas assuring the quality of data gathering refers to, for example, member 
checks or a check on steering questions of the interviewer. Maintaining the 
quality of data analysis includes an orientation on possible (statistical) analyses 
or a thick description, whereas assuring the quality refers to regular activities 
such as determining (interrater) reliability and various forms of validity. If 
quality maintenance and quality assurance have not been (fully) reported by the 
researcher, the auditor may perform quality checks him or herself, with the 
precondition that it must be possible for the auditor to conduct this. If not, the 
auditor only can write in the final evaluation report that the quality of specific 
parts of the research process was not evaluated in terms of the specific quality 
criteria and remains to be questionable.  

In sum, the process document encompasses a description of the decisions 
during planned and during realized data gathering actions, and a description of 
the decisions during planned and during realized data analyses actions. The 
types of considerations that can be part of the substantiations of all these 
decisions are theoretical and methodological considerations, or considerations 
regarding quality maintenance or quality assurance. We strongly suggest this 
comprehensive way of reporting the research process in the audit trail, since it 
allows not only the auditor to evaluate the quality systematically, but also 
reveals where lack of quality resulted from. Moreover, reporting the process 
pro- and retrospectively, makes transparent to the researcher which aspects 
should be seriously considered to assure quality.  

Besides making a complete audit trail, it is important to make the trail 
understandable for the auditor. This requires that the auditee creates a clear 
structure and writes perhaps more explicitly than would be necessary for one’s 
own understanding. A suggestion for the auditee is to create an audit-trail index 
to inform the auditor which components are included, in what order, and what 
function they had in the research process. The trail may be organized different 
ways, for example in chronological order of researcher’s actions, or by research 
questions.  
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Guide for the auditor: How to determine the quality? 
As mentioned earlier, the audit procedure starts with an orientation to the audit 
and an orientation to the study. Following, the auditor looks into the audit trail 
and determines whether he or she thinks it is understandable and complete in 
such a way that the trail allows an assessment of the data gathering and data 
analysis. If so, the contract for the audit can be settled.  

The actual assessment in stage 5 starts with verifying all linkages between 
research design, data gathering, data analysis, results, interpretations and 
conclusions. This verification is done in a systematic way, following the 
sequence of the trail, the research questions or main conclusions, or the 
chronological order of the steps of data gathering and data analysis. Of all 
methodological actions and decisions from research design up to conclusions, 
the auditor determines whether the criteria of visibility, comprehensibility and 
acceptability have been met. Although the assessment can follow the 
chronological order of the research process, the conclusions and interpretations 
of the results as reported in the final document are the starting points. That is, 
the main underlying question for the auditor is whether these results and 
conclusions are grounded in the process of data gathering and data analysis in a 
way that the auditee made linkages that are visible (visibility), substantiated 
(comprehensibility) and logically and scientifically acceptable (acceptability).  

This leaves open the interpretation of acceptability. Acceptability means 
that the substantiation of a research decision follows the argumentative logic of 
the field, and connects to what is considered as known and not known in the 
research domain. Hence, it becomes directly relevant for an auditor to see what 
field and accordingly, which standards, norms and values are being claimed by 
the researcher. This means that the auditor takes into account what research 
domain, and what theoretical and methodological position are being claimed by 
the researcher. These claims can be found in the final document and, more 
extensively, in the start document of the audit trail, and in the quality notes of 
the auditee about the kind of activities that were undertaken to maintain and 
determine the quality of gathering and analyzing the data.  

The auditor presents his of her findings to the auditee. Following, the 
auditee assesses the accuracy of the auditor claims and whether the assessment 
reports what has been agreed. Discrepancies in understanding the audit trail 
and in the assessment of the study can be clarified by auditor and auditee. After 
this renegotiation the auditor writes the auditor report, including three major 
components: 
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• a summary of the specific audit procedure; 
• the assessment of the quality of the study with respect to visibility, 

comprehensibility and acceptability, and 
• an assessment scheme. 

The summary of the audit procedure includes a description of the procedure 
with the activities and agreements that were specified for the particular case. 
Each of the stages of the audit procedure is described, along with the 
agreements between auditee and auditor, the renegotiation and the results of 
the renegotiation. Besides a more descriptive text about the assessment, we 
propose to include an assessment scheme, as in Figure 1, in which the 
conclusions of the auditor are systematically summarized. Each of the cells of 
the matrix in Figure 1 refers to the auditor’s assessment of the specific 
information from the audit trail on the three criteria for trustworthiness of the 
study.  

  
Quality 

Audit-trail components Visibility Comprehensibility Acceptability 
Planned    Data 

gathering Realized    
Planned    Data analysis 
Realized    

Figure 1. Basic structure of the assessment scheme in the audit report. 
 
 

Conclusion and discussion 
Based on the original work of Halpern (1983), an audit procedure has been 
redesigned. In this procedure an external evaluator assesses the quality of a 
research study with the help of standardized guidelines. As such, this procedure 
is a solution for determining the quality of complex research that mostly is of a 
qualitative nature. Three generic criteria are formulated to determine the quality 
of scientific research: visibility (are decisions explicated and communicated?), 
comprehensibility (are these decisions substantiated?), and acceptability (are the 
substantiated decisions acceptable according to the standards, values and norms 
in the particular research domain?). On the basis of the materials produced by 
the auditee (the audit trail), an auditor assesses the quality of the study in terms 
of these three generic criteria (the auditor report). Guidelines for both the 
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auditee and auditor were described including the main components of an audit 
trail and the type of assessments of the auditor. 

The additional value of this audit procedure is that the maintenance of the 
quality through the work of the auditee as well as the assessment of the quality 
by the auditor are systematized into a procedure for quality assurance which 
covers the research decisions and researcher’s interpretations. The essential task 
for both auditee and auditor is to link the interpretations and conclusions in the 
final research document to the data, through all steps in-between. Compared to 
other procedures for quality assurance in which external evaluators are used 
(interrater reliability, peer review or critical friends), the audit procedure is more 
comprehensive. Activities in terms of interrater reliability mostly are part of 
only testing measurement instruments, whereas an audit procedure covers the 
research process from data gathering to the interpretation of the results of the 
analyses. Moreover, peer review procedures are mainly focused on the products 
which have to be assessed. Finally, as in the audit procedure, the use of critical 
friends might be focused on the whole research process also, but is generally 
less structured and systematized. So, our conclusion is that the audit procedure 
has an additional value as a procedure for quality assurance in social scientific 
research. Moreover, the experience in conducting the audit in the two studies 
mentioned was that the recordkeeping system in the form of the audit trail, 
triggered the researchers’ awareness of maintaining quality during the various 
research decisions. We therefore consider the audit procedure also as a good 
way to improve the quality of a study, in addition to the assessment of the 
quality.  

With respect to the evaluation of the audit procedure which has been 
developed, the most obvious set of criteria to be applied on tools and 
procedures refers to their usability or practicality (see, e.g., Driessen, 2003). 
This set includes the comprehensibility of the procedures (clear structure of the 
audit trail, explicit wording in both the audit trail and auditor report), the 
applicability (time and energy should be in line with the additional value of the 
audit procedure for determining the quality of research), attractiveness, and a 
match between the comprehensibility of the audit procedure and the 
competencies and skills of both the auditee and auditor. These criteria are 
related to the accuracy of the assessment of the quality of a study: The more 
clear and definite the audit trail and the more complete the assessment of the 
auditor, the higher the accuracy of the assessment of the quality of the study 
(cf., Funder, 1995). In general, our conclusions about the audit procedures are 
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positive following these criteria, albeit still some work has to be done. We 
realize that the applicability of the procedure developed could be an issue, 
especially if resources are limited, researchers work in isolation or financers of a 
specific research project emphasize the practicality of research outcomes. The 
latter means that a researcher would not be able to spend much time to an audit 
procedure as this postpones conclusions which are based on the research study. 
We think there is a balance in the time the auditee spends on the audit trail and 
the effort the auditor put in the auditing the research: structuring the audit trail 
costs a lot of time of the auditee, but saves much time of the auditor. Yet, 
auditees who do not spend much time in structuring the audit trail ask much 
time from the auditor. It is our experience that it is worthwhile to spend 
relatively much time on the audit trail. In addition to saving time of the auditor, 
this helps the auditee to maintain the quality of the study. If there is not enough 
time available for the auditee or auditor, an alternative procedure would be to 
perform an audit procedure based on a sample of the data. Then, it should be 
possible to generalize the auditor’s conclusions about the quality of that 
particular part of the study to the quality of the research project as a whole. 
How to audit a sample is one of the aspects we still have to work out.  

Another issue about the audit procedure is the capabilities of both the 
auditee and auditor. Practising the audit procedure is a complex activity in itself. 
Producing an audit trail not only takes a lot of time, it is also a difficult task. 
This task requires the ability to reflect on the research process and to report the 
decisions that have been made. In this, it is important that the auditee reports 
the research decisions taken on the road between research problem and 
conclusions. The auditor too should have particular capabilities. An auditor 
must be an expert in the research domain, has to be able to assess a study from 
a methodological perspective, and should have an independent opinion about 
the research. If these criteria are met, supervisors of the researcher could be the 
auditor as they probably have time and are willing to evaluate the quality of the 
research. However, it should be clear that auditing a research is something 
different that supervising (the research and learning process of) a researcher.  

A third issue to consider is the ambiguity of the object that is assessed. In 
the procedure described above, both the audit trail and the final document are 
on paper. This means that these products, in addition to the content of the 
audit trail, lean on form and style of writing. This means that there is a danger 
that the quality of the information provided for the auditor is dependent on the 
writing capabilities of the auditee. Ideally, we would say that the auditor should 
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be capable to assess a research study whether the audit trail is well formulated 
or not. But, our experience is that this is not strictly the case in the audit 
practice. The way an audit trail and the final document have been written (with 
respect to form and style) does reflect on the content of the auditor report, and 
therefore on its quality assessment. 

Finally, it is relevant to reflect on the generalizability of this audit 
procedure. We think this procedure is especially interesting in the case of 
complex research, which means a researcher does not have other standard 
strategies to assess the quality of the research and relies on many 
interpretations. We suppose the audit procedure (though in a more simple way) 
can also be used in less complex research. However, the additional value could 
be less, as there are already other, more simple procedures for quality assurance. 
The audit procedure could then be used as an overall procedure to evaluate 
whether the specific quality procedures used are suitable to cover the quality 
assurance of the whole process of data gathering and analysis. Another aspect 
of generalizability is whether the three main criteria of visibility, 
comprehensibility and acceptability are shared as the criteria for the quality of 
scientific research. It could be that in some paradigms or research domains, 
other criteria are considered more important, like for example, voicing the 
target group (as in feminist research), or the practicality of the results of the 
research. In those cases, the audit procedure as developed in this study would 
be less suitable. In short, we believe the audit procedure to be most valuable in 
case a researcher aims to bring forward a study involving more complex 
research processes as rigorous. 

 
 

Endnotes 
1 The literature search was conducted in three databases: ERIC (Education 
Resources Information Center), PsycINFO, and Sociological Abstracts. The 
search, limited to articles published between January 1981 and November 2005, 
was performed by using the key words procedure and quality in a 
methodological context. Words used related to quality were objectivity, validity, 
reliability, accuracy, confirmability, dependability, trustworthiness, truth, and 
verification. Words used related to procedure were method, standard, guideline 
and criteria. Having selected the audit procedure, successive searches focused 
on audit, audit trail, reflexive journal, peer debriefing, and peer review. A total 
of 745 abstracts were found, of which 106 related to the audit trail as a 
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procedure to determine the quality of scientific research: 292 in ERIC, 226 in 
PsycINFO and 227 in Sociological Abstracts. The researchers then screened 
the articles, first by title and then by abstract, to obtain articles relevant to the 
research problem. After screening, a total of some 50 articles were reviewed in 
full. Additional references were obtained from key articles - Guba (1981), 
Halpern (1983), Lincoln & Guba (1985), Schwandt & Halpern (1988) – and 
relevant authors’ and publishers’ websites. Besides, experts in the field were 
consulted.  
2 We found these references in 52 documents involving 27 journal articles, 24 
dissertations, and 1 book. 
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Chapter 8  
 
Reflection 

 
 
Doing research enables one to answer research questions. But at the same time 
as questions receive answers by conducting research, many new questions 
appear on different levels. How do you perceive research in general and what 
can it contribute? How is the practice being studied seen through the 
researcher’s theoretical perspective? What concepts does a researcher employ to 
analyze and describe practices and how powerful are these? What 
methodological approach does a researcher use and how does it do justice to 
the complex constitution of social practices? How can we interpret the 
empirical findings in relation to new and other contexts? What implications do 
the findings have for practices?  

Besides answering research questions, the researcher more or less 
consciously takes important decisions about how to conduct research with 
respect to all these matters. Consequently, reflecting on these decisions can 
shed light on questions, dilemmas, and suggestions on theoretical, conceptual, 
methodological, empirical and practical level. I believe these questions, 
dilemmas, and suggestions to be very relevant as considerations for future 
research. In this chapter, we shall therefore in various ways look back on the 
research conducted, and look forward to what this may bring.  

 
 

Reflection on theoretical approach 1 
Adopting a certain theoretical approach grounded in a certain worldview 
already colors the topics and questions one thinks are worthwhile investigating. 
In this thesis, as described in the introduction, a dialogical approach is central 
to the research. The interest in collaboration, and specifically inter-
organizational collaboration is focused on as an interesting context in which 
academics face a potential as well as challenge to engage in dialogue with 
diverse others. Seen from a dialogical approach, relating to different people and 

                                                 
1 The reflection on the theoretical approach of this study is based on parts of a 
paper written by Niessen and Akkerman (2004, August).  
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participating in new contexts allows one to meet different points of view and 
widen one's own professional scope. Besides showing itself in the interest in the 
topic of study, a dialogical approach is also expressed in the way we try to 
understand collaborative practices. The individual and the social environment 
are not seen as two separate ‘places’, but already as by definition interrelated. 
When an individual is reading a book, the social world is in there, not out there. 
The individual can be seen as a social process in itself, constantly engaging in 
dialogue, relying on all cultural and historical tools that enable the person to 
think and talk. The other way around, the social environment includes the 
individual in a broader sense then only a physical presence. When two people 
have a conversation, they are not two separate entities with a line in between 
them. They share the physical and conceptual context of the dialogue, they 
anticipate on each other, and partly become who they are because of the other. 
A negative attitude can call for a positive attitude to arrive at a balanced 
situation. Socially and individually are therefore regarded analytical categories 
pointing to different perspectives we can take on when looking at any human 
activity.   

A dialogical approach seems to be valuable because it provides an initial 
way of accounting for the complexity of collaborative practices. However, at 
the same time a dialogical approach has limitations and forces researchers to be 
modest in scientific claims. I first describe how it has been valuable, and then 
come to how it has had limitations.  

A dialogical approach allowed us to understand a collaborative practice in 
its complexity, that is, in treating it as much as possible by all its inherent 
relations. This was particularly useful for understanding inter-organizational 
projects, by grasping the project members as participants in relation to each 
other, their voices in relation to each other, their voices in relation to 
themselves as dialogical selves, the project members in relation to the 
collaborative practice, the group in relation to its participants and multiple 
voices, the project members in relation to other social practices in which they 
previously and currently participated, and the collaborative practice in relation 
to other social practices in which it was situated. One could say that a dialogical 
approach helps us to grasp a certain complexity of inherently interrelated units.  

Because of the emphasis on inherent relations, I believe that a dialogical 
approach in its most primary form underlines systems (whether it concerns 
social systems such as individuals, organizations, and societies, or social 
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processes such as conversations, and collaborative activities) to exist in and 
with relation to other systems. Systems that are more rigid and less 
transformative over time can be recognized more easily and be perceived as 
more closed units. In essence, however, they remain open.  

However, I found that a dialogical approach is also limited. First of all, 
there remains a limit to a researchers’ scope, however wide it attempts to be in 
its dialogical approach. In our research, I did not, for example, study the 
participants’ voices in relation to their bodies, or the collaborative practice in 
relation to the material tools in the meetings, or the collaborative practice in 
relation to cultural histories of the countries, even though one could argue from 
a dialogical approach that these might all be relevant relations and contexts by 
which the collaborative practice becomes what it is. Despite the awareness of 
complexity, and the aim to do justice to it by perceiving things in relation to, a 
researcher can never fully reach that aim. Consequently, this requires 
researchers to be aware of one’s limited focus and see how it shapes the 
scientific reading that is presented by a particular study. The reason for me to 
limit my focus to the communicative practice and the voices that came to the 
fore in the communication was the interest in how the project group deals with 
diversity as a group.  

Second, I found that, when applied, a dialogical approach is also naturally 
limited in its sensitivity to the fluidness of situated transformations in the 
complexity one studies. In all science, research needs a language to grasp 
phenomena. It construes names and applies concepts by means of which 
phenomena are pointed at, and by means of which units and their interrelations 
are distinguished from each other. Of course this is primarily the very value of 
science: to give names to the world as we encounter it, in order to act in it in a 
valuable way. Before turning to the downside of naming, I want to illustrate 
first its value with a real-life example.  

There has been a political campaign in Belgium and in the Netherlands, 
using a range of commercials to point to the need for driving home without 
alcohol, to reduce the amount of accidents caused by drunken drivers. These 
commercials were on television a couple of years ago. But the series of 
commercials most striking to me was when they came up with the name “Bob”, 
as being the one who drives the drunken friends back home safely. Bob is an 
abbreviation of deliberate sober driver (“bewust onbeschonken bestuurder”), as 
well as a common Dutch first name. In the commercials catchphrases were 
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introduced, like “Who is the Bob tonight?”, or “Do you or do I bob?”, thereby 
turning it into a verb. Instead of motherly explaining what people are supposed 
to do, with the risk of evoking a counter reaction, the clever commercial 
makers simply gave their intention a name, a name pointing to a concrete 
person. Fascinating is that one can wonder to what extent the phenomenon 
existed before the word. Of course, there have been drivers before who were so 
kind to bring their drunken friends back home; but it is partly through the 
word, that we now know this act as a phenomenon in itself. It becomes 
coherently visible only as a function of the concept, pointing to the “victim” 
role of being that sober driver that needs to bring his friends back and 
simultaneously to the kindness of taking up that role.  

Science in a way does the same. As also described in chapter 5, the world 
does not come labeled in advance, and it is through naming that we come to 
experience it in certain ways. Science certainly does not make the world, but by 
supporting to experience it in certain ways, it guides how we act in it and also 
how we shape it. So science certainly has real consequences (Säljö, 2002). The 
relative, situative, and transformative constitution of the world becomes partly 
lost in the names that science brings forward. Although signifying a system in 
the first place remains an analytic step and does not turn the system itself into a 
closed one, it does call for considering it as an independent unit. They turn into 
objects and easily come to be seen and treated as real things in themselves. The 
concept of communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991) for example, 
enables one to look at social processes at work and see certain informally 
emerged systems of practice that have certain values. But as soon as one starts 
to consider communities of practice as real “things”, never-ending discussions 
start about when a particular practice is and when it is not a community of 
practice. Though such conceptual divisions are of analytical value, they might 
be less relevant for the general experience evoked by the notion of community 
of practice. 

The risk is that in scientific studies, one forgets what one looses. When 
wanting to do justice to dialogical assumptions, one should keep in mind that 
what one talks about scientifically, is only analytically laid out as such. For 
researchers this calls for open-mindedness and accountability (Bruner, 1990):  

I take open-mindedness to be a willingness to construe knowledge and 
values from multiple perspectives without loss of commitment to one’s 
own values....It demands that we be conscious of how we come to our 
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knowledge and as conscious as we can be about the values that lead us to 
our perspectives. It asks that we be accountable for how and what we 
know. (p. 30) 

A dialogical approach is valuable because it provides an initial way of 
accounting for and dealing with the complexity of social life. Moreover 
dialogical assumptions make clear that scientific accounts are naturally limited, 
presenting readings that enables to see but also disables to see “things”. Besides 
modesty, this suggests to consequently scrutinize concepts and methodologies 
and critically question how powerful they are.  

As I described in the introduction of this thesis, our studies are framed in 
socio-cultural theoretical notions. In my understanding and application, a socio-
cultural approach expresses a dialogical worldview. A socio-cultural approach 
brings a specific interest in studying practices by analyzing how cognition and 
activity is shaped by cultural, historical or institutional factors (Wertsch, 1991). 
As a dialogical approach it stresses the relational nature of meaning, and as a 
theory it studies processes of meaning-making. In the literature review on 
group cognition presented in chapter 6, we have shown how studies 
conceptualized group cognition either in terms of cognitive approaches or in 
terms of socio-cultural approaches. Also, we found some studies that showed 
initial ways of crossing the boundary between these perspectives. Subsequently, 
we have reflected on both cognitive and socio-cultural approaches as providing 
different explanatory devices, departing from different assumptions. 
Concluding, we suggested future research to find ways of making use of both 
approaches in order to enrich the theory and study of group cognition. In this 
thesis, we explicitly departed from socio-cultural theories, but also attempted to 
account for the individual as independent cognitive agent, by considering how 
the project participants were engaged not in the collaborative practice that was 
studied, but also how they were engaged in other social practices informing 
their personal position. And this cognitive account in turn provided a way of 
widening the socio-cultural scope with which to look at a practice. I therefore 
believe that both cognitive and socio-cultural approaches can indeed support 
each other. At the same time I think that they cannot yet be synthesized into 
one theory, as we still lack a common language.  
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Reflection on concepts 
In this section I reflect on several concepts that I have used throughout this 
thesis in terms of how powerful they are as analytic tools and as communicative 
tools. The first concepts I would like to reflect upon are the concept of voice 
and the related concept of I-position, which were used in both case studies. 
Following, I discuss the concept of group cognition, as we have conducted a 
conceptual literature review on group cognition. A fourth concept I look at is 
meaning, and subsequently meaning negotiation, generation and meaning 
potential, which were used in chapters 3, 4 and 5. Fifthly, I reflect on the 
concepts of boundary crossing as these have both been used throughout the 
thesis.  

 
Voice and I-position  
The concept of voice was derived from the theory of Bakhtin (1981, 1986). 
Bakhtin is said to be one of the great Soviet thinkers and he is perceived as 
literary critic, social thinker as well as philosopher of language. Bakhtin was 
concerned with the question how the here and now generation of meaning in 
the utterance relates to the generality and continuity of meaning which belongs 
to language as a social system (Morris, 1994). Bakhtin noted how multiple 
voices are present in an utterance, moving beyond the speaker into the social 
and historical world of the dialogue in which the utterance is spoken. We have 
introduced his theory shortly in the first case study presented in chapter 3 and 
also described how we perceive Hermans’ concept of Dialogical Self (Hermans, 
2001) as relevant to complete the concept of voice adopted from Bakhtin’s 
theory. Hermans is a psychologist who developed a narrative, contextualized 
theory of the individual self, relating also to Bakhtin’s work. Hermans has been 
interested in the question how relations with different others become woven 
not only into what we say, but also in how they become woven into who we 
are. He elaborated on how speakers are persons with multiple I-positions that 
are considered part of the speaker’s self. Simultaneously, he described that these 
individual I-positions are informed themselves by the social relations of the 
speaker to the world. In Hermans’ theories (Hermans & Kempen, 1993) the 
concept of voice has thus been transformed in a way that makes it possible to 
relate institutional and cultural voices to the human mind. Both Bakhtin and 
Hermans denote the mutually defining nature of the social world and the 
individual. By combining the notion of Bakhtin’s voice and Hermans’ I-
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position, a voice can be seen as both personal and social, both psychological 
and cultural, both cognitive and embodied (in language)2. This is important for 
the dialogical approach that we advance, as it enables us to overcome the false 
dichotomy between the individual and the social nature of mind. Moreover, it 
fits with our aim to look at project members both as participants of the 
collaborative practice, as well as transcendent selves who are individually unique 
through their participation in many different contexts and relations.  

Studying collaboration with the use of the concept of voice, considered in 
personified terms as “I-position”, helped us to conduct an ethnographic 
analysis of the collaborative situation, by finding internal logic in actions, and 
develop an understanding of the according interactions between diverse logics. 
Following, it was possible to identify certain voices strongly associated with 
particular persons (as I-positions within their self presentations) or strongly 
associated with groups or subgroups (as We-positions within their self 
presentations). Moreover, it helped to understand how one person or one 
group can express multiple conflicting logics, and to understand how logics of 
diverse people and groups mutually define each other. 

 
Group cognition  
In response to our choice to focus on inter-organizational collaboration and 
diversity, we have examined literature on group cognition. This body of 
literature deals specifically with structures of collective meaning, and argues that 
these are essential for the coordination of activities of a group. However, 
reviewing the literature revealed a conceptual chaos of different terms and 
conceptualizations of group cognition. We therefore conducted a literature 
review, which is presented in chapter 6, to analyze these conceptualizations. We 
distinguished cognitive and socio-cultural conceptualizations of group 
cognition, based on two different ways of understanding the relation between 
the individual and social and of understanding cognition.  

In our own studies presented in chapter 3 and 4, we departed from a 
socio-cultural understanding of group cognition. As is described in chapter 6, a 

                                                 
2 Though we have used the term perspective and viewpoint in several cases as 
synonyms for voices and I-positions, I perceive these as weaker terms for the 
purposes of this thesis, precisely because they lack to connote the combination 
of these multiple aspects. 
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socio-cultural understanding of group cognition conceptualizes group cognition 
as a matter of ongoing negotiated structures of meaning by which actions are 
interrelated and coordinated. In addition, we aimed to account for the cognitive 
conceptualization by considering project participants as individual cognitive 
agents in terms of dialogical selves with various I-positions.  

In the conclusion of our review, we suggested researchers to explicate how 
one understands cognition in terms of where it resides and group cognition in 
terms of individual and social dimensions. Following, researchers can choose 
concepts and methodologies accordingly. Following up our own suggestions, I 
chose not to use group cognition terms at all. Because we focused on a process 
that can be typified as cognitive, rather than focusing on a certain state and 
content of cognition, and because we focused on voices and meaning negotiation 
that can be perceived both individually as socially as cognitive processes, it did not 
make sense to use a term that suggests there is a separate cognition that is 
“owned” by the group.  

 
Meaning 
In this thesis, we have used the terms “meaning negotiation”, “meaning 
generation” and “meaning potential”. Before evaluating the strength of these 
concepts, we should look at our understanding of the concept meaning, as this 
concept has not been explicitly introduced in our studies. When we would 
count the usage of the word meaning in social scientific literature and consider 
how it is placed among other concepts, we may come to conclude it is one of 
the most basic and central concepts of social sciences, a concept that we never 
explain and consequently assume to be understood.  

In my perspective, grounded in a dialogical approach, meaning emerges in 
movement. The quote with which Emerson and Holquist open their 
introduction to Bakhtin’s work is taken from one of his last notes, which I 
think most precisely points to meaning as emerging in movement: 

...there can be neither a first nor a last meaning; [anything that can be 
understood] always exists among other meanings as a link in the chain of 
meaning, which in its totality is the only thing that can be real. In historical 
life this chain continues infinitely, and therefore each individual link in it is 
renewed again and again, as though it were being reborn. (Bakhtin, 1986, 
p. ix)  
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As I interpret this quote, meaning can be seen as emerging but also 
continuously changing in movement. Consequently, when we talk about a 
meaning we can only refer to something situated, pointing to a particular 
moment in time, a particular context and a particular perspective. The meaning 
of an object cannot be derived from and attributed to the object as such, but 
can only be derived from the object as perceived and experienced in a certain 
way. Likewise, dictionaries do not represent the correct definitions, but rather 
present meanings that we have agreed on. These agreed on meanings derive 
from certain perspectives in a particular cultural historical time, and so may 
change over time. But besides these long-term changes, in concrete usage in 
conversations, a word can always receive additional meanings.  

The concept of meaning negotiation points to the consideration of 
something from multiple, possibly conflicting, perspectives. It refers to the 
cognitive process in which an object, and how it should be perceived, is under 
deliberation. We used this concept mostly in the second case study presented in 
chapter 4 to make clear how the project group defined and understood their 
collaborative practice in various ways, and shifted between these ways. During 
that process they were negotiating the meaning of the whole collaborative 
practice and the separate conceptual elements in it. The concept meaning 
generation points to emerging new meanings. We used this concept mainly in 
chapter 3 for introducing the assumed value of diversity in collaboration, as 
something that creates new relations between people and perspectives and 
hence carries potential for new meanings. In addition to both these concepts, 
we have used the term meaning potential in chapter 5 to point to the merit of 
things being ambiguous and indefinite, and thereby allowing for multiple 
meanings to be construed. Meaning potential thereby expresses a normative 
stance towards the possibility of meaning generation as being valuable and 
necessary to exploit.   

All three concepts clearly point to different issues: meaning negotiation 
points to the discussion process, meaning generation points to the results of a 
change process, and meaning potential points to the possibility of meaning 
generation. But the analytic distinction between the concepts becomes less 
clear, when looking at our understanding of meaning. When we say that 
meaning emerges and changes in movement then meaning negotiation already 
generates meaning because it points itself to a process of movement. Relating 
one meaning to another meaning already transforms both meanings. So, 
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negotiation creates movement and thereby generates meanings and carries 
meaning potential. And this is what Bakhtin’s theories make us realize: that 
meaning should itself be understood dialogically. Meaning negotiation, meaning 
generation and meaning potential are so strongly related processes that they are 
not useful as analytically distinctive concepts. But by their connotations they are 
useful as communicative concepts, as they allow emphasizing respectively the 
process of discussing meanings, the transformational significance of this 
process, and the possibility and desirability of this transformational significance.  

 
Boundary crossing 
Throughout the thesis, we have referred to inter-organizational collaborative 
practices as boundary crossing endeavors. This characterization followed from 
our preliminary study of academic collaborative activities (chapter 2), in which 
we noticed that academics participated in core groups of immediate colleagues, 
but also in collaborative activities “outside” these central contexts. We argued 
that both national as well as international collaborative activities allow 
academics to cross “the boundary” of their core groups into unfamiliar 
domains. As such we came to perceive the inter-organizational collaboration 
projects as places in which diverse voices and boundaries between them come 
to the fore, bringing potential to make use of as well as bringing a challenge to 
manage diversity. 

In our two case studies, however, we encountered that this assumption 
does not completely hold, and we think this finding even calls for reconsidering 
the appropriateness of the term boundary crossing. Technically speaking, one 
can speak of boundary crossing, because the collaborative project is at the 
intersection of different organizations and research groups. However, when 
speaking of boundary crossing in situ one runs into problems, because, as also 
noted by Abott (1995), one cannot pre-assume the boundaries nor the entities 
doing the crossing. In the first case it turned out that the entities in terms of 
voices did not appear as fixed beforehand, but as defined in the situation and in 
relation to the other. Voices and the boundaries did not appear to the project 
members, as they did not define them. In the second case, the project group 
did define their conceptual voices and their interrelations, but they did this in 
multiple ways, by categorizing them differently. One could say that different 
voices and interrelations appeared because of these multiple ways of 
categorizing them. Besides pointing to the challenge that these project groups 
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face, these findings suggest some important points about the concept of 
boundaries. First of all the findings emphasize that the boundary is always 
bilingual in that it depends on two sides. The boundary emerges only because 
of the appearance of at least two voices. At the same time, the identity of voices 
also depends on the boundary. In fact, the boundary and the entities become 
known at the same time. The notion of boundary is by no means an absolute 
thing, that is, a distinctive line which is lying in the facts themselves. It is during 
dialogical encounters that one voice becomes defined and created, by defining 
how it is different from another voice that in turn becomes defined and created 
by how it is different from the other. The boundaries are living things, both 
situated and dynamic. With this in mind, the notion of crossing seems 
analytically awkward. Crossing implies that one moves beyond one place, and 
enters into another place. Crossing suggests that the boundaries and the entities 
doing the crossing are defined and stable. But, as we just pointed out, these are 
situated and dynamic. Therefore we concluded that the term crossing is inapt to 
point to what is happening.  

The concept of boundary however remains very relevant for pointing to 
what is happening. The value that we proposed by introducing the term 
boundary crossing, was that it allows for entering an unfamiliar domain, 
exploring and relating to unknown voices. But we just pointed out that voices 
appear by mutually defining each other. So the unfamiliar domain becomes 
partly defined by the familiar, and thereby it becomes to a lesser extent 
unfamiliar. The other voice, the other person, the other place, is perceived from 
how it is different from my voice, me, my place. But, the other place is more 
than only different from place x, it is strange, also in undefined ways. But we as 
observers and analysts, just like the people themselves, are never able to fully 
grasp the strange, and we need to rely on defining the strange in terms of how 
it is different from what is known. Only by encountering another nationality, 
one can define someone as being Dutch. Without the existence of other 
nationalities, even though the person remains to act in the same Dutch way, 
there can be no experience of Dutchness. Besides that this points to the need 
for observers and analysts to take a modest stance in scientific claims, this 
signifies that one needs to construe boundaries to know oneself and the other. 
By construing different boundaries, one can at least explore the strange, by 
coming to know oneself and others in multiple ways. Boundary is a powerful 
communicative and analytic concept to point to this. 
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Instead of talking about boundaries to cross, I suggest to talk about 
boundary practices. The term boundary practices refers to working at the 
intersection of multiple communities (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002). 
As an outcome of this thesis I would add that the term also refers to the active 
work in defining multiple boundaries. As such the term boundary practice does 
justice to the situated and dynamic nature of boundaries when dealing with 
diversity. I will come back later to some practical implications of this 
conceptual change from boundary crossing to boundary practices.  

 
 
Reflection on methodology 
In the two case studies most central to this thesis, we followed an ethnographic 
approach. I shortly reflect on this approach and consider what this implies for 
how the findings should be interpreted. This leads to the question how we 
assured the quality of our research. In the case studies, guided by an explorative 
research question, we relied on complex methodologies involving various types 
of data and many iterative steps during the analysis. For this reason, I 
specifically reflect on the way in which we attempted to maintain quality during 
the processes of data gathering and analysis, and the way in which we 
determined this quality. In light of this, I discuss the audit procedure that we 
have redeveloped for assuring quality. 

 
Ethnographic approach 
The methodological approach can have implications for how findings should 
be interpreted. In the chapters on the case studies, we referred to our 
methodological approach as following an ethnographic one. We followed an 
ethnographic approach, by focusing on creating a thick description of a certain 
social practice (Geertz, 1973). In order to arrive at a thick description, I 
observed the collaborative practices and gathered various qualitative data. Our 
aim was to be sensitive to the practice in defining the central issues related to 
diversity. In both cases we first determined what diversity was at stake and what 
negotiation processes were relevant for the collaboration to proceed. As Geertz 
noted, the purpose of thick descriptions is that research takes us to the heart of 
what it describes. This entails to be sensitive to what is at stake for the people 
and only then provide a theoretical understanding of it. As shortly described in 
chapter 3 and 4, our analytic procedure included developing a descriptive story, 
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a search for patterned regularities, and then understanding these from a certain 
theoretical perspective. By describing the interaction of the project groups in 
terms of personal and socio-cultural voices, it became possible to expose both 
the logic and the particularity of people’s stances during negotiation processes.  

This approach points again to the necessary modesty in making scientific 
claims. Geertz (1973) described that ethnography is trying to read a culture, in 
the sense of constructing a reading of it that renders it accessible. He 
emphasizes that, consequently, ethnography does not mean going native, nor 
does it provide first order or factual descriptions. It is itself part of a developing 
system of scientific analysis, and includes a researcher with a certain theoretical 
lens used for constructing readings. The following question is how these 
readings can be justified. I turn to this issue in the following section.  

 
Quality and subjectivity 
For me, social scientific research is valuable precisely because it provides 
readings of social practices by means of which we can understand them and act 
on them. As I have stated, a reading of a particular practice is colored by the 
focus and perspective of the researcher. Guba (1981) has dealt with the 
question how we can account for the inherent subjectivity of the researcher in 
conducting research while at the same time striving towards trustworthy 
findings. As is argued by Guba, studies that are based on a naturalistic instead 
of a rationalistic paradigm, like phenomenological, anthropological, and 
ethnographic approaches, require different criteria for judging, what he calls, 
the trustworthiness of those studies. The key assumptions on which both 
paradigms differ are: the nature of reality, the nature of the inquirer/object 
relationship and the nature of truth statements. Where the rationalistic 
paradigm rests on the assumption of one single reality, the naturalistic paradigm 
believes in multiple realities. The rationalistic paradigm assumes the possibility 
of maintaining a discrete distance between the inquirer and the respondent 
(perceived as object), whereas the naturalistic paradigm perceives the inquirer 
and respondent as naturally interrelated (although putting every effort to 
maintain as much distance as possible). The rationalistic paradigm further 
strives towards context-free, enduring truth statements, whereas the naturalistic 
paradigm strives towards working hypotheses that offer the best fit to the 
studied phenomenon. Following Guba’s distinction between methodological 
paradigms, I relied on a naturalistic inquiry in the sense that I consider the 
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subjectivity of the researcher as naturally involved in the research, perceiving 
findings as readings rather than as truth claims. Guba has suggested several 
techniques for maintaining as well as checking the reliability and validity in case 
of naturalistic research. These techniques enable to account for the quality of 
research in terms of trustworthiness, while simultaneously acknowledging the 
subjectivity of the researcher.  

One of the main techniques suggested by Guba (1981) that we applied in 
our research is the establishment of an audit trail and the arrangement of an 
audit. An audit trail is a complete documentation of the data gathering and 
analysis made by the researcher, in order to make visible and substantiate all 
research decisions taken during that process. The arrangement of an audit 
concerns an evaluation of the data gathering and analysis process to determine 
the acceptability of the results and conclusions drawn from the data. The 
second researcher needs to consider the acceptability of all research decisions 
not only in light of the methodological standards of the field of study, but also 
in light of the theoretical and methodological approach claimed by the author. 
This procedure is thus a way to acknowledge the subjectivity by understanding 
how this motivated particular decisions, while aiming to determine whether 
these decisions are acceptable according to methodological standards.  

Besides the audit we applied some specific techniques that were suggested 
by Guba (1981). First of all, we applied what he calls prolonged engagement at 
a site and persistent observation. Prolonged engagement at a site allows locals 
to adjust to the presence of researchers, satisfying themselves that they do not 
constitute a threat. At the same time, the researchers have time to check their 
own developing perceptions and are able to adjust their early predispositions. 
Persistent observation refers to extended engagement and interaction with a 
situation that allows for recognizing central issues and characteristics and 
building up arguments for these. Second, we applied what Guba and Lincoln 
(1989) called progressive subjectivity, whereby the researchers’ monitors ones 
own developing construction. This entails that, prior to engaging in any activity 
at the site, the inquirer records his own a priori construction (beliefs, 
expectations), but also that the researcher reports his or her perspective or 
subjectivity along the study. In addition to these techniques, the second case 
study involved, prior to the analysis, an explicit check of the way the interview 
questions were posed with respect to whether they were steering the answers. 
This check led to the exclusion of some of the answers.  
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Because the audit procedure was further developed by us during the 
course of our studies, and was used as a main quality technique, I now turn to a 
reflection on the procedure. 

 
The audit procedure 
The audit procedure is not only suitable as a specific technique to enhance the 
quality of the data gathering and analysis, but is also an overall procedure to 
check whether other quality techniques used by the researcher were properly 
applied and whether quality was thereby actually maintained. To enhance the 
usability of the audit procedure, we further specified and structured the 
procedure that was proposed by Guba (1981), and was originally developed by 
Halpern (1983). In the new audit procedure presented in the methodological 
paper in chapter 7, we specified how the researcher first needs to produce an 
audit trail, which entails a substantiated description of all decisions taken during 
both planned and realized actions in data gathering and analysis. Following, the 
researcher invites an auditor who verifies all linkages between research design, 
data gathering, data analysis, results and conclusions, to judge whether the 
reported results and conclusions are grounded in the data so that they can be 
considered acceptable.  

 In both our case studies we have conducted an audit as main procedure 
to assure whether quality in terms of reliability and validity was maintained. In 
the audit of the first case study, we mostly relied on the original audit procedure 
of Halpern (1983) that was not so specified and structured in different research 
phases, but more implicitly covered the same quality check. In the second case 
study, we used the redesigned audit procedure that is presented in chapter 7. As 
a consequence, the audit trails and auditor reports of both cases are structured 
differently. Due to the limited length of the papers that have been submitted, 
the methodological approach in the case studies was described shortly and 
rather abstract. The audit trail of the second case study as well as the auditor 
report can be found on my personal website at IVLOS3. This audit trail 
specifies the process of data gathering and analysis and points out how I used 
different techniques for maintaining quality. The reported data gathering and 

                                                 
3 Start at the site of IVLOS of Utrecht University [http://www.ivlos.uu.nl/]. 
Search for my personal website [De organisatie > Wie, wat, waar? > 
Akkerman]. 
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analytic tools and processes are very similar to the tools and research process in 
the first case study. The audit trail and auditor report of the first case study can 
be requested for. The audit trail of Case 2 gives an example of an audit trail, 
and also illustrates a possible way of structuring it.  

The audit procedure is meant as a tool that should be applicable 
particularly when dealing with complex research processes. An important 
feature of complex research is the iterative and interpretative nature of the 
research process. It might be difficult to distinguish the process of data 
gathering from data analysis, for example when analytic actions are partly based 
on the experiences of the researcher during data gathering, or data gathering is 
steered on the basis of analytic interpretations. Another difficulty in this kind of 
research is that it may be of an explorative nature, implying that the main 
concepts can not yet be very explicitly defined and operationalized, or that the 
final actions and instruments for data gathering and data analysis have yet to be 
developed. In the case studies, we experienced that these difficulties can be 
overcome if the researcher keeps a record of the whole process, in order to 
reflect afterwards on this process and distract and write down the rationales 
and the final choice of methods. Try-outs that were related to the learning 
process of the researcher about how to make these decisions can then be left 
out. It is of course possible that a specific try-out and its failure can become 
part of the substantiation for choosing another method.   

The value of the audit trail was initially seen mostly in its ability to 
determine the quality of studies that involved complex research processes. 
However, in both case studies I experienced that perhaps an equally important 
value of the audit procedure is that it forced me as researcher to make explicit 
and substantiate my decisions during the process of data gathering and analysis. 
This made me more consciously consider alternative decisions. During data 
gathering, the audit trail and the distinction in different research phases, made 
me for example aware of the difference between quality that is planned to be 
maintained and the quality as actually realized. For example, with regard to 
interview questions, one should not only enhance validity by designing and 
preparing open and unambiguous questions, but also make sure that these 
questions are open and unambiguous in the actual way they are posed during 
interviewing. And during analysis, it made me for example more aware that 
patterns and themes emerging from the data during the exploration, requires 
going back through all data with such a new analytic category to corroborate 
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these themes and patterns both positively and negatively with all the data. 
Besides the need for the audit trail to determine the quality, the audit trail seems 
a tool that is very useful for researchers to become aware of the necessary 
argumentation and corroboration of decisions and thus help enhance the 
quality.  

An issue with respect to the audit arrangement in our own studies 
concerns the choice for the auditor. In our two case studies my supervisor 
acted as auditor of the studies. As described in chapter 7, an auditor must be an 
expert in the research domain, has to be able to assess a study from a 
methodological perspective, and should have an independent opinion about the 
research. In addition we mentioned that, if these criteria are met, supervisors of 
the researcher can act as an auditor as they are likely to have time and 
willingness to evaluate the quality of the research. I believe that another 
advantage of a supervisor is that he or she is already familiar with the topic and 
theoretical and methodological perspective claimed by the researcher. Precisely 
in this latter point resides the risk of the supervisor being too involved in or 
part of the subjectivity of the researcher. In our studies, the supervisor met the 
suggested criteria for acting as auditor. I believe the risk of being too involved 
was partly overcome by the fact that the supervisor did not conduct research 
himself from a similar theoretical perspective as the researcher. Though being 
familiar with the research and the researcher’s perspective, it was assumed that 
he could understand the reasoning but simultaneously look at it from a certain 
distance. Additionally, I think by the supervisor not being involved in the 
process of data gathering and analysis the risk can be overcome. This is 
important because the auditor needs to evaluate critically these processes 
independent of knowledge about other reasons (for example related to the 
learning process of the researcher) than the reasons mentioned in the 
substantiation provided by the researcher in the audit trail. In our studies, the 
supervisor was involved in the general planning process of the data gathering, 
and so this may have augmented a positive evaluation of the data gathering 
process as an auditor. With respect to carrying out the planned data gathering 
and the conducted analysis, the supervisor was not directly involved. Though 
this latter augments a critical attitude of the auditor, it brings the disadvantage 
for the researcher not to be able to discuss and develop the data gathering and 
analysis process with this supervisor. Overall I believe that the reasons for 
choosing one of my supervisors as auditor prevailed above the risks.  
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These first experiences with the audit procedure as a procedure, though 
being positive, need to be followed by more systematic research in order to 
propose it as a standard procedure for complex research. Future research need 
to explore if this audit procedure in its current shape is suitable for different 
contexts of studies, and for quality checks of only parts of research processes. 
Also, more trialing is required to see if the resulting evaluation is worth the 
efforts of the researcher and the auditor to conduct an audit.  

 
 

Reflection on empirical results 
To reflect on this thesis empirical findings, we will again concentrate on the 
two case studies and question how their findings should be taken. We will do 
so, by looking at the generalizability of the findings.  

The criterion of generalizability refers to the applicability of findings in 
one context to other contexts. This requires a reflection on the similarity of 
characteristics of the studied and reported context with the target contexts 
(Guba, 1981). In order to be able to do so, descriptive data about the context 
should be collected during the research in order to develop a thick description 
(Geertz, 1973). In our two case studies, I purposefully gathered descriptive data 
to enrich my own exploration of the collaborative practice. This allowed me to 
address the collaborative practice in its complexity as much as possible, but also 
allowed me to write a thick description of the projects to report the 
characteristics of the studied context. However, it was not possible to report 
these descriptions fully, since this may reveal the identity of the specific 
contexts and participants that are studied. 

For what contexts do I think that the findings will make most sense and 
are relevant? Both case studies concerned inter-organizational projects and 
presented conclusions that appear relevant for projects that somehow deal with 
diversity. The findings of Case 1, though, pointed to a phenomenon that seems 
recognizable for humans in general who deal with “others”. It seems a very 
natural tendency for people to approach the other by trying to understand how 
the other is different from them. Our suggestion to approach the other as a 
stranger, more than only different from them, is something that requires an 
open-minded and questionable attitude and requires extending judgment. This 
latter is something that easily can feel unsafe. This finding was derived from a 
collaborative context in which people meet others with different backgrounds, 
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and as such it can be expected that the otherness of the other plays an 
important role here. However, I expect that the otherness of the other can 
equally play an important role in contexts where people have more similar 
backgrounds. Though people in such contexts may know each other better and 
assume to be able to understand the other more fully, I believe that they will 
always be strangers. And I believe that, at times, approaching the other as 
stranger may be fruitful for discovery and for breaching patterns that seem 
dysfunctional. I therefore think it is worthwhile exploring further in research 
how the otherness functions in all kinds of interpersonal contexts, and 
investigate when it is useful and not useful for approaching the other as strange.  

The findings of Case 2 suggest a phenomenon of broadening and 
deepening the whole and the parts of the project that may be expected more 
typical for projects that explicitly defined multiple elements, such as subprojects 
and theoretical perspectives that are aimed to be integrated in one whole. The 
consequence of having multiple “parts” in a project, makes it natural that these 
parts, their meaning and their value, need to be defined, while simultaneously 
defining the whole project in which these parts are configured as interrelated 
and made functional for a broader purpose. The general finding in this study of 
an ongoing dialogical process in which the project group continues to define 
and redefine, seems relevant in a more broader sense to practices that are new 
and willing to deal with and make use of diversity and work towards 
collaborative aims.  

Though there are some general issues mentioned above that seem relevant 
to other similar collaborative contexts, I believe that it is not possible to 
generalize the specific detailed processes that we have found in both case 
studies. I see a kind of conceptual generalizability, meaning that the notions and 
phenomena pointed to in the findings seem basic enough to be expected to 
play parts in collaborative contexts, without knowing how. These concepts and 
the concept of boundary practice that is put forward in this reflection are 
suggested tools helpful to reflect on collaboration in terms of diversity.  

In order to arrive at findings that are generalizable as typical processes for 
boundary practices with respect to dealing with diversity, further research is 
needed. First of all, this requires research of various forms of boundary 
practices. We have only concentrated on inter-organizational collaboration 
projects as these were found part of daily work of academics and seemed driven 
by their professional interest and motivations. We reasoned that they have 
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value as they allow professionals to meet different perspectives. Of course 
other boundary practices can be reasoned valuable for the same reason, for 
example collaboration projects that cross different disciplines, or that cross the 
academic field and industry. As we did not find these as regular types of 
collaboration in academic work, we did not explore these. It would be of 
interest to see how diversity comes to the fore in these other types of 
collaborative practices. Second, a generalization to all boundary practices 
requires research of other academic disciplines than the field of educational 
sciences, and research of other professions than the academic profession.  

 
 

Reflection on practical implications 
The descriptive and explorative research presented in this thesis has lead to 
insights from which some first implications can be drawn. I will first reflect on 
the implications for academic work, and then discuss implications for 
facilitating academic work.  
 
Implications for academic work  
In this thesis we have focused on inter-organizational collaboration projects of 
academics. On the basis of identifying various collaborative activities in 
academic work in the preliminary study presented in Chapter 2, we stated that 
the collaboration projects that cross the boundary of the core group of 
immediate colleagues inside the university are of interest for development of 
professionals. Projects involving researchers from diverse research groups and 
organizations, allow professionals to meet different perspectives and ideas. 
These projects carry potential to move beyond the pre-given research groups 
and areas and so advance development of new lines of research precisely at the 
intersection of research perspectives. This value seems to be recognized also by 
research funding institutes. In response to increasing internationalization in the 
academic field (standards for quality of research are nowadays determined 
mostly internationally), national funding institutes (e.g., Nederlandse 
Organisatie voor Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek, 2005) come to emphasize 
national research programs as well as aim to support trans-national 
collaboration, in order to stimulate integrated research. Also at international 
level, one finds funding institutes (e.g., The European Commission) supporting 
collaboration of research groups from different organizations and countries. 
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This support is based on the belief that all regions can benefit from increased 
research and innovation, when they progress jointly (European Commission, 
2003).  

In sum, working beyond the boundaries of more stable research groups 
and direct research fields can be argued to have developmental potential, and 
thus have educational value, for the individual academic professionals involved, 
as well as for the research groups and the research domain that they are 
representing. Simultaneously, these projects involve economic value, as the 
academic professionals invest time and energy in such projects, and research 
institutes invest money. It is thus of relevance for various parties involved to 
consider whether these inter-organizational projects are worthwhile investing 
in. 

Two of the main studies presented in this thesis (chapter 3 and 4) have 
tried to grasp both the potential as well as the challenge of boundary practices, 
by exploring how diversity comes to the fore and comes to be used in inter-
organizational academic project groups. Both case studies have shown how 
boundary practices entail work. It entails dealing with what is multifaceted, 
complex and ambiguous and forces project groups to continually search for a 
balance. The findings of the first case pointed to the difficulty for project 
members with diverse backgrounds and points of view of recognizing the 
particularity of the other in situated arguments during the negotiation of 
conceptual material. Concluding, it was suggested that project members should 
actively work on diversity to be able to put it into use. This active work 
concerns perceiving each other as strange and taking remarks initially as not 
understood. Such an open and questioning attitude is reasoned to evoke 
exploration of various ways in which project members can understand 
something, based on different points of view. The findings of the second case 
showed how a project group explicitly dealt with diversity by explicating diverse 
conceptual positions they aimed to advance and integrate. The case shows how 
despite collective acknowledgement of and responsibility for the diverse 
conceptual positions, diversity comes to the fore as a long-term process 
involving different ways of defining and inter-relating these positions. Also this 
second case pointed to the value and need for an open and questioning attitude 
of the project members.  

Following from the findings, I think this open and questioning attitude 
can be understood best by describing and considering the projects as boundary 
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practices rather than as boundary crossing endeavors. Rather than a process of 
crossing between diverse conceptual positions and diverse voices that are 
predefined, diversity comes to the fore as a process of defining and redefining 
these entities and the boundaries between them in various ways. Based on the 
second case study it seems that this process on the one side involves 
distinguishing diverse voices and identifying boundaries, so that voices are 
broadened and deepened out. This enables to make clear how each of multiple 
voices contributes to the whole collaborative practice. On the other side this 
process involves considering the unity within the diversity, so that the whole 
collaborative practice is broadened and deepened out. Questions that project 
groups come to face in such a process are:  
- What are diverse conceptual positions /voices that are brought to the fore in 

our practice?  
- How are they related?  
- What are the boundaries between them? How do they differ? How do they 

connect? 
- What is the unity within the web of diversity? 
- What is the relation between the collaborative whole and the distinguished 

entities? 
These questions illustrate that dialogic encounters in boundary practices at 

the same time create a need for defining differences between voices, and a need 
for relating these voices. What our two case studies illustrate is that diverse 
voices are identified by how they are different from each other. In so doing, the 
particularity of voices is emphasized, but only in light of other voices. On the 
basis of our studies I would suggest that it is important not to stick with this 
one dimensional difference, but always redefine diverse voices, and thus 
redefine diversity. In that way, one transforms anticipation and expectancy into 
curiosity.  

 
Implications for facilitating academic work 
Besides pointing to the nature of the process that the academic inter-
organizational project groups need to deal with, there are several implications 
that can be drawn from our research for facilitating these academic project 
groups. Generally, we have argued in chapter 2 that it would be valuable when 
professional development of academics receive more explicit attention and 
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support from academic institutes, e.g., by organizing specific departments for 
academic development programs and facilitation.  

In chapter 5 we have drawn some general implications of the findings of 
the two case studies with respect to the focus of facilitation. As is displayed in 
chapter 5, the findings of the two case studies generally point to the value of 
supporting a process of redefining. Centrally, we have put emphasis on the 
value of redefining in order to overcome the bounded nature of previous 
categories and perspectives. I believe this can hold quite generally for all 
practices. We argued that by relying on the familiar and known, which is argued 
to be an initial tendency of people, systems might loose flexibility and their 
capacity for continuous development and for adaptation to new situations. 
Though we have put forward the idea of redefining in this paper as a quite 
general principle to follow, it is certainly not a single principle to account for. 
We should be aware of the point made by Homan (2001) and Weick and 
Roberts (1993) that there is a necessary search for equilibrium in systems. Like 
people, groups naturally build structures and routines that become so 
automized that they quickly turn invisible for the people themselves. I want to 
stress that this reliance on the familiar and the known is very functional in 
giving a sense of certainty, stability and trust. A single process of continuous 
redefining may be uncomfortable for people. Reflecting on the remarks made 
by people in the project group of the second case study, also point to a certain 
discomfort with the efforts to always try to keep up the balance in the diversity 
of conceptual positions. However, at the same time I think this very process is 
what is valuable in terms of the group’s development. One could wonder then 
if development is in a way uncomfortable. But I feel that the alternative to rely 
on the familiar and the known, like in the first project group, also seems to lead 
to a certain discomfort. The initial reasons of the project members were to 
make use of and learn from the diverse experiences and expertise of the project 
partners. Though they enthusiastically started collaborating, during the process 
the project members faced several tensions of not being understood or 
accounted for during negotiations and the personal aims to learn from each 
other were not achieved. Further research is needed to look at the balance 
between the motivation and the need for development and flexibility through 
redefining and exploring meaning potential and the motivation and need for 
stability and certainty through the establishment of an equilibrium of routines 
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and structures. In sum, the when and how of stability and flexibility, in various 
collaborative contexts, need to be explored further.  

With respect to the question what would be a suitable way to facilitate 
project groups in their collaboration process, one can think of several ways. 
First of all, one can think of training project leaders or project groups in skills 
beficial for collaborating. Second, one can assign a group or team facilitator 
who coaches a project group during their collaboration. Third, one can provide 
the group with tools that mediate the communication and collaboration. 
Pauleen and Yoong (2001) note that boundary crossing requires multiple forms 
of facilitation: “Crossing organizational, cultural and time and distance 
boundaries requires technology, training, experience and organizational 
support” (p. 217). In Chapter 5 we have specifically concentrated on the 
implications in relation to technological support, for several reasons. With the 
growing use of computers in working life it seems a type of facilitation that can 
be put into service of collaborative practices by people themselves, and so 
seems useful for project groups to be self-sustainable. ICT tools can facilitate 
and archive communicative processes independent of time and place. This is 
especially relevant for project groups with people from different organizations 
and/or countries that have more difficulties to meet each other face-to-face. In 
sum, we considered ICT tools a valuable and accessible way of facilitating inter-
organizational collaboration projects. 

In chapter 5 we discuss several ways in which technology can support a 
process of redefining. By means of illustration, we point to features seen in 
some well-known ICT tools. In so doing, we attempted to offer a new 
perspective with which to consider ICT tools that aim to support collaboration. 
However, it remains unexplored if the distinguished ways of redefining can be 
recognized in actual use of ICT tools. Also, it remains unclear if and how 
evoked processes of redefining are valuable for concrete collaborative practices. 
This needs to be studied further before formulating realistic and valuable 
guidelines for designing.  

 
With my reflections in this chapter, I aim to have offered theoretical, 
conceptual, methodological and empirical and practical suggestions for future 
research. Despite these suggestions, I also come to conclude that scientific 
research is like a dialogical process: walking a path of curiosity, one always finds 
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interesting and fruitful research directions, but these will never satisfy this 
curiosity.  
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Samenvatting 

 
 

In dit onderzoek wordt verkend hoe communicatie- en 
samenwerkingsprocessen verlopen in academische projectgroepen. Het gaat om 
projectgroepen waarin mensen uit verschillende sociaal-culturele contexten met 
elkaar in contact komen, en het doel hebben iets gezamenlijks te creëren. De 
onderzoeksvraag die centraal staat is: hoe komt diversiteit naar voren tijdens de 
communicatie in projecten waarin academici van verschillende organisaties 
samenwerken?  

 
De specifieke interesse in samenwerkingsprojecten tussen academici van 
verschillende organisaties en in de diversiteit die zich daarbij voordoet, kwam 
voort uit een vooronderzoek naar verschillende academische 
samenwerkingsactiviteiten. In hoofdstuk 2 wordt dit vooronderzoek 
gepresenteerd. Aanleiding voor dit onderzoek was de constatering dat 
leerprocessen van academici niet expliciet georganiseerd zijn en dat hun 
professionele ontwikkeling grotendeels plaatsvindt binnen het dagelijkse werk. 
Samenwerking met collega’s en sociale verbanden waar men deel van uit gaat 
maken, geven betekenis en sturing aan het werk, en geven vorm aan de 
professionele ontwikkeling. Dit onderzoek had het doel om te verkennen in 
welke samenwerkingsactiviteiten de academici betrokken zijn, om zo 
aanwijzingen te vinden voor professionele ontwikkeling. 

Er zijn diepte-interviews gehouden met achttien academici, die werkzaam 
waren in verschillende subdisciplines binnen twee faculteiten. De analyse van 
de interviews laat zien dat deze academici in sociale verbanden zowel binnen als 
buiten de universiteit werkzaam zijn. Ze delen zowel informeel als formeel veel 
van hun werk met een kerngroep van directe collega’s, maar zijn ook actief in 
en gemotiveerd voor samenwerkingsprojecten op nationaal en internationaal 
niveau. In deze kortdurende activiteiten komen ze samen met academici met 
verschillende achtergronden, maar met zelfde interesses, met het doel toe te 
werken naar gezamenlijke producten. Als uitkomst van deze studie stellen wij 
dat deze samenwerkingsprojecten waarin academici van verschillende 
organisaties samenwerken, de mogelijkheid bieden aan professionals om buiten 
het bekende en vertrouwde werkterrein te kijken. Als gevolg daarvan bieden 
deze samenwerkingsactiviteiten de mogelijkheid om de eigen professionele 
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identiteit evenals die van de onderzoeksgroepen die men vertegenwoordigt, 
verder te ontwikkelen. Bij wat wij grensoverschrijdende projecten zijn gaan 
noemen, gaat het ons om contexten waarin academici met verschillende 
achtergronden en expertise elkaar ontmoeten. Die diversiteit brengt met zich 
mee dat men kan leren en gebruik maken van verschillende ideeën en 
perspectieven. Dergelijke projectgroepen staan voor de uitdaging om, ondanks 
het gebrek aan een gemeenschappelijke achtergrond, samen iets op te bouwen. 

 
Om beter te begrijpen wat voor processen ten grondslag liggen aan de omgang 
met diversiteit waartoe dergelijke groepen uitgedaagd worden, hebben we twee 
academische projectgroepen intensief gevolgd. Beide projectgroepen zijn twee 
jaar lang gevolgd: projectbijeenkomsten zijn geobserveerd en gefilmd, met de 
projectleden zijn individuele interviews gehouden en de e-mailcommunicatie en 
projectdocumenten binnen en buiten de gebruikte elektronische 
werkomgevingen zijn verzameld. 

Door middel van de concepten ‘stem’ (voice, zie Bakhtin, 1981, 1986) en 
‘ik-posities’ (I-positions, zie Hermans, 2001) hebben we in beide gevalstudies de 
verschillende perspectieven geïdentificeerd die in de samenwerking een rol 
speelden. Vervolgens hebben we gekeken op wat voor manier deze 
perspectieven naar voren kwamen gedurende de communicatie binnen de 
groep. 

In hoofdstuk 3 wordt de eerste gevalstudie gepresenteerd. Het 
academische project dat hiervoor gevolgd werd, was een Europees 
samenwerkingsproject waarin veertien academici vijf verschillende instituten in 
verschillende landen vertegenwoordigden. Het project was gesubsidieerd door 
de Europese Commissie en had tot doel advies te formuleren en conceptuele 
middelen voor onderwijskundig beleid te ontwikkelen ten behoeve van e-
learning van docenten in het middelbaar onderwijs.  

De diversiteit in deze projectgroep is geanalyseerd in termen van 
verschillende ‘stemmen’ (perspectieven) die projectleden, subgroepen alsook de 
projectgroep naar voren brachten. De analyse van de communicatie laat zien 
hoe een veelheid aan stemmen naar voren wordt gebracht gedurende het 
discussiëren over conceptuele kwesties. De stemmen zoals die in de individuele 
interviews werden beschreven, maakten het mogelijk om de logica van bepaalde 
argumenten evenals van de reacties daarop te begrijpen. De interviews laten 
zien dat de projectleden over het algemeen wel verschillende perspectieven van 
elkaar herkennen, maar daar tegelijkertijd niet veel over uitweiden. Bovendien 
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lijken ze deze verschillende perspectieven niet te herkennen op het moment dat 
ze in de discussies daadwerkelijk een rol lijken te spelen. De analyse van de 
communicatie laat zien dat de projectleden zelf niet ingaan op de achterliggende 
ideeën van de opmerkingen en de argumenten van elkaar, noch op momenten 
dat zij elkaar begrijpen noch op momenten van misverstanden en 
meningsverschillen. De sociaal-culturele achtergronden van de diverse 
perspectieven die de projectleden verwoorden, worden zo niet verkend. De 
logica en eigenheid van de diverse stemmen in de voortgebrachte argumenten 
worden daardoor niet volledig zichtbaar en zodoende ook niet opgepakt in de 
voortgang van de discussie. Zodoende lijken de beslissingen en conceptuele 
producten tot stand te komen door een kakofonie van langs elkaar heen 
pratende stemmen, waarbij uiteindelijk soms één stem de andere overstemt.  

Onze conclusie is dat de diversiteit in de communicatie van deze 
projectgroep onvoldoende tot uitdrukking komt. Om de diversiteit naar voren 
te laten komen, gaat het er niet alleen om dat er wordt geargumenteerd vanuit 
verschillende stemmen en verschillende sociaal-culturele werelden, maar ook 
dat deze argumenten als zodanig door anderen worden herkend, verkend en 
opgepakt. Dit laatste is essentieel voor de verwezenlijking van de diversiteit, en 
daarmee ook voor de verwezenlijking van de veronderstelde waarde voor de 
samenwerking die diversiteit volgens theorieën kan hebben. Tot slot doen wij in 
deze studie de suggestie dat men argumenten van elkaar verkent, niet door deze 
proberen te begrijpen vanuit eigen perspectieven, maar door deze als vreemd, 
nieuw en in eerste instantie als onbegrepen te ontvangen. Mensen moeten 
elkaar meer als vreemden zien in plaats van elkaar als bekenden te beschouwen 
die een beetje anders zijn dan zijzelf. Alleen dan zal optimaal gebruik gemaakt 
kunnen worden van diversiteit.  

In hoofdstuk 4 wordt de tweede studie gepresenteerd. Deze studie richt 
zich op een Nederlands samenwerkingsproject waaraan zestien academici van 
vier verschillende universiteiten deelnamen. Het project had ten doel 
gezamenlijk onderzoek uit te voeren naar het leren van docenten. Ook in deze 
studie is de diversiteit geanalyseerd in termen van verschillende stemmen die 
projectleden, subgroepen evenals de projectgroep als geheel naar voren 
brachten. De analyse van de diversiteit in de communicatie is geconcentreerd 
op enerzijds de diverse theoretische benaderingen en anderzijds de diverse 
subprojecten die door de projectgroep expliciet waren onderscheiden. Al vanaf 
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het begin hadden de projectgroep en de projectleden het doel deze diverse 
conceptuele posities te integreren in het te verrichten onderzoek.  

Als antwoord op de vraag hoe diversiteit naar voren komt, laat deze studie 
zien dat de diverse conceptuele posities in eerste instantie naar voren komen als 
Ik-posities. In de analyse wordt duidelijk dat de diverse subprojecten en 
theoretische benaderingen gekoppeld kunnen worden aan bepaalde mensen die 
voor deze conceptuele posities een eerste verantwoordelijkheid dragen en 
daarmee als vertegenwoordigers ervan worden gezien. Gedurende de 
bijeenkomsten worden er echter ook uitspraken gedaan waarin deze mensen de 
anderen medeverantwoordelijk maken voor deze conceptuele posities. 
Andersom, is er ook vanuit de projectleden een algemeen besef van 
verantwoordelijkheid voor het inbrengen en het rechtdoen aan de diverse 
conceptuele posities. De diversiteit die de projectgroep beoogt te omvatten, 
komt dus niet alleen in de vorm van verschillende ik-posities maar ook in de 
vorm van wij-posities naar voren. Dat laatste wil zeggen dat de diverse 
conceptuele posities ook door de groep worden herkend, erkend en 
nagestreefd.  

Ondanks deze gedeelde verantwoordelijkheid blijkt uit de analyse ook dat 
de projectgroep blijft worstelen met de diverse conceptuele posities, door deze 
voortdurend op verschillende manieren te definieren en met elkaar in verband 
te brengen. Waar de projectgroep op het ene moment naar het project als 
geheel kijkt (‘big picture’), kijkt het op het andere moment naar één specifiek 
subproject of één bepaalde theoretische benadering (‘small picture’). Ook zijn 
er twee manieren waarop in de projectgroep over het geheel of de delen wordt 
gesproken. Soms worden de ondubbelzinnigheid en de kern van het project als 
geheel benadrukt en wordt er besproken wat er eigen aan is of wordt 
geprobeerd te duiden wat voor soort theoretisch of conceptueel kader het 
nastreeft. In dat geval is er dus sprake van verdiepen: het project als geheel wordt 
verdiept. Op andere momenten wordt echter de veelzijdigheid benadrukt door 
te bespreken wat het project allemaal omvat of door aan te geven welke 
theoretische of conceptuele elementen het allemaal behelst. Dan gaat het om 
verbreden: het project als geheel wordt in de volle breedte omschreven. De 
projectgroep varieert op soortgelijke wijze in de manier waarop de specifieke 
conceptuele posities in de subprojecten en de theoretische benaderingen 
worden besproken. Soms wordt uitsluitend gekeken naar één theoretische 
benadering of subproject, waarbij de eigenheid en de kern ervan wordt 
benadrukt (verdiepen). Op andere momenten wordt een theoretische 



 

 

Samenvatting   205 

benadering of subproject juist in het licht van het totale project bekeken, door 
deze daarbinnen te positioneren. Op dergelijke momenten wordt het 
desbetreffende element in een breder perspectief geplaatst (verbreden). 

Deze bevindingen geven aan dat de diversiteit die de projectgroep 
probeert te omvatten, voortdurend opnieuw wordt gedefinieerd. Het is precies 
dit continue, dialogische proces van herdefiniëring van de diversiteit in dit 
project (verbreden en verdiepen en kijken naar diverse onderdelen en naar het 
geheel) dat er voor lijkt te zorgen dat in het project de diversiteit optimaal 
wordt benut.  

 
In het tweede deel van het proefschrift zijn de studies opgenomen die relevant 
waren voor de theoretische, methodologische of praktische voortzetting van 
het hoofdonderzoek, maar niet direct een antwoord gaven op de hoofdvraag 
van het onderzoek. 

In hoofdstuk 5 is een studie gepresenteerd waarin de implicaties van de 
bevindingen van de twee gevalstudies en de vertaling daarvan naar het 
technologisch ondersteunen van communicatie en samenwerking aan de orde 
komen. In deze studie wordt een kader gepresenteerd waarin een onderscheid 
wordt gemaakt tussen het vasthouden aan een bepaalde betekenis, en het 
benutten van het potentieel aan betekenissen door herdefiniëren. Vanuit dat 
kader bespreken we de verschillende wijze waarop diversiteit in de twee 
projectgroepen naar voren komt. In de eerste projectgroep zien we dat 
groepsleden vast blijven houden aan een bepaalde betekenis door uitsluitend 
voort te bouwen op eigen perspectieven, zonder daarin andere perspectieven te 
verkennen. In de tweede projectgroep zien we dat projectdeelnemers het 
potentieel aan betekenissen proberen te benutten door telkens het project en de 
diverse elementen ervan op verschillende manieren te beschouwen en 
bespreken. Op grond hiervan bevelen wij aan om bij samenwerking te blijven 
herdefiniëren. Door een continu proces van herdefiniëren kan het begrensde 
karakter van één perspectief worden doorbroken en kan de flexibiliteit om zich 
aan nieuwe situaties aan te passen worden gerealiseerd. Voortbouwend op deze 
redenering verkennen we in deze studie op welke manieren technologie 
herdefiniëring kan faciliteren. Ter illustratie van verschillende manieren van 
herdefiniëren bespreken we enkele eigenschappen van drie bekende 
elektronische leeromgevingen die ontworpen zijn om samenwerking of 
samenwerkend leren te ondersteunen. Door bijvoorbeeld berichten opnieuw te 
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labelen met kernbegrippen of door berichten ook op andere plekken in de 
discussieomgeving op te nemen, kunnen bijdragen op meer dan één manier 
betekenis krijgen in de samenwerking. Met het bespreken van verschillende 
manieren van herdefiniëren beogen we een nieuw perspectief te bieden op 
technologische ondersteuning van samenwerking. 

In hoofdstuk 6 wordt een literatuuronderzoek gepresenteerd over 
onderzoek naar groepscognitie. Deze studie volgde op het vooronderzoek en 
ging vooraf aan de twee casestudy’s. In het slot van het vooronderzoek stelden 
we dat het in grensoverschrijdende samenwerkingsprojecten een uitdaging is 
om samen iets op te bouwen, ondanks het gebrek aan een gemeenschappelijke 
achtergrond. Groepscognitie, in de betekenis van collectieve 
betekenisstructuren, is hierbij een nuttig begrip en wordt in de literatuur 
hierover beschreven als essentieel voor het kunnen coördineren van 
samenwerking. We verwachtten dat het belang van groepscognitie des te meer 
zou gelden voor projectgroepen met academici van verschillende organisaties. 
Wij wilden daarom bekijken wat er over groepscognitie en de rol daarvan al 
bekend was. In een eerste verkenning van de literatuur werd echter duidelijk dat 
er nog weinig eenduidigheid is omtrent het begrip groepscognitie; er is een 
veelheid aan termen waarmee naar vormen van groepscognitie wordt verwezen, 
zoals onder andere ‘team mental models’, ‘shared understanding’, ‘collective 
mind’, ‘common ground’, en ‘distributed cognition’. Zowel in de terminologie 
en definities als de methodische uitwerking van onderzoek blijkt het empirisch 
onderzoek hierover niet consistent.  

Om onze eigen studies te kunnen positioneren ten opzichte van deze 
literatuur en om hieraan bij te dragen, hebben we een ‘review’ verricht naar de 
conceptuele kaders die gebruikt werden in de empirische studies naar 
groepscognitie of gerelateerde concepten. We hebben daarbij niet alleen 
gekeken naar de betekenis van groepscognitie zoals deze door de onderzoeker 
werd geformuleerd, maar ook naar de wijze waarop groepscognitie is 
onderzocht. We hebben specifiek gekeken naar de vraag hoe in de studies 
cognitie wordt gedefinieerd en hoe cognitie op groepsniveau wordt 
gedefinieerd in termen van individuele en sociale dimensies. Om de 
vooronderstellingen te begrijpen hebben we de conceptualisaties gerelateerd 
aan cognitieve ofwel sociaal-culturele perspectieven op de sociale aard van 
cognitie. Op basis van deze onderneming stellen wij voor dat onderzoekers hun 
eigen theoretische assumpties doorzien en expliciteren en hun concepten en 
methodologie daarop afstemmen. Tevens stellen wij dat in toekomstig 
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onderzoek gewerkt kan worden aan een meer complete theorie over 
groepscognitie, wanneer het onderscheidende en het complementaire karakter 
van cognitieve en sociaal-culturele conceptualisaties van groepscognitie wordt 
erkend. 

 In navolging van deze suggesties hebben we in onze eigen studies, 
uitgaande van een sociaal-cultureel perspectief op groepscognitie en op 
samenwerking, recht proberen te doen aan het individuele karakter van 
cognitie. Dat hebben we gedaan door het individu als een ‘dialogisch zelf’ te 
zien, die denkt en handelt vanuit verschillende gerelateerde ik-posities 
(Hermans & Kempen, 1993). Op die manier beschouwen we individuen als 
deelnemers in de samenwerkingsactiviteit, met een eigen, unieke inbreng.  

 In hoofdstuk 7 presenteren we een procedure voor het bepalen van 
kwaliteit van complex onderzoek. Deze procedure is ontwikkeld om de 
bevindingen van de twee studies van de projectgroepen te kunnen valideren. In 
beide studies, exploratief en kwalitatief van aard, zijn verschillende typen data 
gebruikt en bestond de analyse uit diverse interpretatie slagen door de 
onderzoeker. We hebben in de literatuur gezocht naar een procedure die 
geschikt is voor het evalueren van de kwaliteit van studies met complexe 
onderzoeksprocessen. Dat leverde de auditprocedure op, die oorspronkelijk 
door Halpern (1983) is ontwikkeld voor etnografische en antropologische 
studies. Om de procedure geschikt te maken voor het vaststellen van de 
kwaliteit van complex onderzoek is de procedure verder ontwikkeld, 
gespecificeerd en gestructureerd. De auditprocedure is getest in onze eerste 
casestudy. Deze toepassing maakte het mogelijk om de kwaliteit van de studie 
te evalueren, maar tegelijkertijd ook een aantal praktische punten ter 
verbetering van de procedure te bepalen. De uiteindelijke auditprocedure, zoals 
gepresenteerd in hoofdstuk 7, is toegepast in de tweede casestudy. De inzet van 
de auditprocedure in beide studies heeft het mogelijk gemaakt om de kwaliteit 
van de bevindingen in termen van zichtbaarheid, navolgbaarheid en 
acceptabiliteit te bepalen. Daarnaast heeft deze procedure de onderzoeker 
ondersteund in het expliciteren van beslissingen en bijbehorende argumentatie 
gedurende de dataverzameling en -analyse. 
 
In het slothoofdstuk van dit proefschrift, hoofdstuk 8, wordt op verschillende 
manieren teruggekeken naar het onderzoek. Allereerst kijk ik terug op de 
theoretische benadering (dialogische benadering) die in het onderzoek een grote 
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rol heeft gespeeld. Ik concludeer dat de waarde van een dialogische benadering 
vooral zit in het streven om sociale fenomenen in alle complexiteit en 
gesitueerdheid te bestuderen en beschrijven. Tegelijkertijd kom ik ook tot de 
conclusie dat men in onderzoek nooit volledig recht kan doen aan dat streven, 
doordat men altijd een begrensde visie heeft op de praktijk die men bestudeert. 
Ten tweede kijk ik in het slothoofdstuk terug op concepten die in het 
onderzoek centraal hebben gestaan. Van deze concepten bespreek ik kort wat 
de analytische en de communicatieve kracht ervan is geweest. Bij het bespreken 
van het concept grensoverschrijding (‘boundary crossing’) kom ik tot de 
conclusie dat zowel analytisch als communicatief gezien het beter is om de 
projectgroepen waar we naar hebben gekeken te typeren met de term 
“grenspraktijken”. Deze laatste term geeft aan dat grenzen tussen mensen en 
tussen perspectieven niet op vooraf gegeven verschillen berusten maar nog 
moeten worden gedefinieerd en geherdefinieerd tijdens de 
samenwerkingsactiviteiten. Ten derde reflecteer ik op de methodologische 
aanpak in het uitgevoerde onderzoek, waarbij ik kort de etnografische 
benadering bespreek, vervolgens inga op de vraag hoe kwaliteit is gewaarborgd 
en gecontroleerd, en tot slot terugkijk op de auditprocedure als de toegepaste 
kwaliteitsprocedure. Deze procedure heeft een goede oplossing geboden om de 
kwaliteit van de exploratieve en kwalitatieve gevalstudies te kunnen waarborgen 
en nagaan. Ten vierde bespreek ik in het slothoofdstuk de empirische 
resultaten, waarbij ik de vraag stel wat de generaliseerbaarheid van het 
uitgevoerde onderzoek is. Ik geef aan voor welke situaties de resultaten relevant 
lijken en zie daarnaast de generalisatie van het onderzoek vooral in een aantal 
algemene conceptuele noties die uit de resultaten naar voren zijn gekomen. Dit 
zie ik bijvoorbeeld in het belang van de vraag hoe men over het algemeen met 
een ander omgaat, aangeduid met de term “otherness”, als bekende anderen of 
als vreemden. Tot slot van het reflectiehoofdstuk kijk ik naar een aantal 
praktische implicaties die kunnen worden afgeleid uit het onderzoek. Ik 
bespreek een aantal implicaties voor het academische werk en implicaties voor 
de facilitering van het academische werk. Door op deze verschillende manieren 
te reflecteren op het onderzoek, tracht ik in dit hoofdstuk duidelijk te maken 
dat onderzoek naast het zoeken van antwoorden op vooraf gestelde 
onderzoeksvragen ook altijd nieuwe vragen oproept. Het zijn vooral deze 
vragen die inzichtelijk maken waar precies de uitdaging van onze wetenschap 
ligt.  
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